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                 There was something wrong with the sun.  Sim stood there shirtless, in the vegetable garden behind his parent’s modest inn, staring warily at the blazing afternoon sky, convinced without reason that there was something wrong.  The sun seemed almost dull to him, like a brass rail tarnished from wear and in need of a good polishing.  The sky was clear and cloudless, yet he couldn't help searching the horizon without a persistent feeling of dread.  Early that morning when he went out beyond the stable to hang the linens, he first noticed the odd sensation of something foreboding tickling the back of his mind.  It had been that way most of his life.   People in the port city of Dell had long accused Sim of being a doomsayer, as he was often prone to visions of ill tidings.  Sometimes Sim wished that he could pass off his intuition as nothing more than an overactive imagination, but it seemed that whenever he felt this way, something bad happened.  Whether it was a fierce storm, an outbreak of locusts across the Othoran plains, or a crime somewhere in the village, Sim's strange premonitions always occurred.  With a last suspicious glance up to the sun, Sim abandoned his digressions and returned to his chores.
 
                 It was just past noon, and Sim had spent the last hour of his day gathering vegetables in the garden behind his parent’s inn.  In the days to come, the city would be overrun with merchant sailors from all over the world looking to trade during the Othoran Festival.  The Festival was an event held in Dell every year to celebrate the othoran harvest.  Since the wheat only grew in the plains around Dell and was considered the finest grain in the entire world, the harvest was a special event.  While most of the townspeople looked forward to the enormous profit that the festival generated, Sim couldn’t wait until it was over.  It was the busiest time of the year at his parents' inn, and he dreaded the increased workload.  He had no desire for life as an innkeeper.  
 
                 Gardening was one of the few things that didn't feel like work to Sim.  He enjoyed working with the land and had always felt an affinity for nurturing the growth of the vegetables in his parents' garden.  Dell was a port city on the coast of Caramour, an average sized equatorial island, so the weather was perpetually warm and sunny, and keeping the garden a year round chore.  Sim spent most afternoons among rows of carrots and turnips, tilling the soil and filling rabbit holes.  Out in the garden he could drink in the sunlight and wrestle with his thoughts, alone, free of distractions.  His life seemed simple in these moments, a departure from the daily reminder that he was bound to work at his parent’s inn forever, even as he watched all of his friends move on to jobs on ships at port or overseas.  More than anything, Sim wished to join a crew and sail away to some unknown adventure, but his parents were adamant that he remain in the village, a simple innkeeper's son.
 
                 "Siminus, I'll need that basket of tomatoes before long," shouted his mother Bella, from the large kitchen window overlooking the garden.  Irritably, he glanced over his shoulder, examining Bella's soft motherly face, before answering, "In a minute."  
 
                 Bella was a short, plump woman, with a wiry mop of graying hair pulled into a bun and unassuming gray eyes accented by a row of very deep crow's feet, a testament to a life of hard work.  She crooked a smile at her son and playfully waved a large wooden spoon in his direction. 
 
                 "In another minute you'll wish you'd brought me those tomatoes this morning."  Softening a bit at her playful taunting, Sim smiled shamefully and nodded, “Yes mother."  Quickly plucking a few more plump red tomatoes from their vines, Sim left the garden and went to see his mother in the kitchen. 
 
                 He dropped the basket of vegetables on a long stone countertop and kissed his mother on the cheek as he entered the kitchen.  There was a pitcher of cool water and an empty glass waiting for him, which he gratefully made use of as he watched his mother deftly chopping tomatoes, and pitching the quartered chunks into an enormous simmering kettle hanging over one of several lit hearths.  Despite the overwhelming heat coming off the cook fires, and the sweltering atmosphere in the kitchen, Bella didn't appear to have a drop of sweat on her.  Sim always marveled at this.  For as long as he could remember, he had never seen his mother sweat.  It was as if she was completely impervious to the heat.  She just kept about her work, day in and day out, feeding an entire inn with never a cross word or complaint about the heat or the workload.  Sim was simply amazed by her.
 
                 Refilling his water cup, he turned to set back out into the garden.  Before he could reach the door, Bella caught him by the arm.  "Your father would like a quick word with you before you go back out, Siminus," she said, and then continued with an admonishing tone, "Don’t roll your eyes, young man.  He's up at the bar.  Run along and see what he wants."  
 
                 Sim reluctantly made his way back through the kitchen and out into the tavern, finding his father Sevin, alone behind the bar.  It was still early in the afternoon, and unlike most inns in Dell, the Kelmor Inn's common room was more of an eatery than a barroom.  They got very busy in the evening, but most came for the delights of Bella's kitchen rather than the debauchery of Sevin's spirits.  
 
                 Sim approached the bar with a sense of dread.  Every time his father summoned him, it was to increase his workload or to give him some overused lecture about hard work and humble living.  He was twenty-one now, a man in the eyes of most, but Sevin still chose to treat him like a young irresponsible boy.  With each passing day, Sim could feel his relationship with Sevin growing more distant and cold; in his mind, it was his father's fault.                
 
                 Reaching the bar, Sim took a seat on a stool right in front of his father.  Sevin was a short stocky man, with shoulders like mountain ranges and hands that could snap a sword hilt in half.  He had dark purposeful eyes, and a short crop of salt and pepper hair.  Unlike his wife, Sevin always appeared to be sweating, and carried at his side a musty rag which he constantly used to wipe across his brow.  
 
                 "Have you finished in the garden?" he asked Sim in a deep quiet voice, never looking up from the glass he was wiping.  
 
                 "Just about," Sim said with a yawn, unconsciously resting an elbow on the bar, letting his head nestle comfortably on his bent arm. "Mother still needs a few turnips and potatoes, and the cabbage row could use some water, but almost anyway."  Without realizing it, Sim had gently begun to drift off to sleep, but before the sweet caress of a much-needed afternoon nap could touch his heavy eyelids, Sim felt the hard impact of cheekbone against oak, as Sevin slapped his elbow off the bar.  "Hey!" he cried, rubbing the sore side of his face. "What'd you do that for?"
 
                 "Cause I haven't got time for lazy good-for-nothings at my inn," Sevin answered, without the slightest hint of anger or irritation.  His tone was quiet as always, patient but demanding respect.  "You know this is going to be the busiest weekend of the year.  With all the merchants in town for the Othoran Festival, we need to be prepared.  Now I need you to hurry up in the garden, because you still need to ready the stables for the extra horses we'll be getting in the coming days and make sure the wash basins are all ready by suppertime."
 
                 "Wash basins?  Why can't Maehril, take care of those?  It's her job," Sim complained.
 
                 "Maehril's got her hands full with the room turndowns, and she's going to be helping your mother in the kitchen come suppertime.  Don't look so surprised," Sevin could read the reaction on Sim's face at the mention that Bella would need help. "Your mother's not as young as she used to be, and its time she took to teaching someone how to run things in that kitchen.  The Othoran Festival is becoming bigger every year, and we'll need everyone working together to get through it this year." Sevin paused and looked his son over thoughtfully. "What's on your mind boy?"
 
                 "Nothing," Sim answered defiantly.  He tried very hard to avoid his father's glare but could not control his anger.  "This is my last year," he shouted, coming to his feet and balling his hands into fists of determination.  "After the spring I'm leaving.  This isn't what I want for my life.  This is your life, not mine."
 
                 Sevin was silent for several moments as he studied his son.  Sim had never so openly defied his father, and despite his fearsome glower, Sim was trembling with anxiety inside.  He knew his father was a patient, peaceful man, but on a few rare occasions when a patron had gotten out of hand, Sim had seen the true force of his father’s anger.  Sevin could fight like a mansabull when his anger got the better of him, and right now, Sim was testing his threshold.
 
                 "You'll remain here at the inn where you belong," Sevin said at last, his lips pulled back against his teeth until he was practically snarling, his eyes boring into Sim's with an icy resolve.  "This is the last time I'm going to talk about this nonsense.  Now run along and finish your chores."
 
                 Sim couldn't help but flinch under the weight of Sevin's imposing glare, but as he stood for a moment, watching Sevin turn his back on him, his frustration flared once more.  "I'll be leaving after the festival, father," he said, softly.  "I'm sorry that you disagree.  I'm a man now father.  A man.  Every man deserves the right to make his own way in the world.   I deserve that right."
 
                 Sevin stood behind the bar, his back to Sim, not bothering to turn and face his son.  "So you're a man now, are you?"
 
                 "That's right," Sim replied.
 
                 "What's your plan then?"
 
                 The question caught Sim off guard.  "What do you mean?"
 
                 "If as you say, you're leaving, then where will you go?  What will you do?"  
 
                 "Well…" Truth be told, Sim really hadn't thought much about it.  Sure he had daydreamed every day since he could remember of leaving Dell in search of untold adventures, but he had never actually thought about what he would really do.  He didn't have so much as even one brass coin to call his own since his parents never paid him to work.  Frankly, he knew almost nothing of the world beyond the shores of Caramour, except for what little he heard around the common room.  Sim had always just assumed that when the time came he would gather his belongings and join the crew of some merchant vessel docked in port.  The rest would take care of itself.  Looking at his father's sturdy back, Sim was certain that a poorly conceived plan like that wouldn't impress Sevin at all.  "I suppose I'll join the infantry in Fandrall, like Raelin did."
 
                 "Like Raelin, eh?" Sevin said, turning around to face his son.  To his surprise, Sim could see that Sevin's face had softened, and what could only be described as amusement, now crested his father's hard brown eyes.  
 
                 "Sit down Siminus," Sevin said, resting his hands on the long oak bar top.  "Since you claim to be a man now, I suppose it's time we had a talk, man to man."
 
                 Sim moved cautiously toward the bar and settled onto one of the polished wooden stools.  "Alright, Father."
 
                 Sevin looked Sim squarely in the eye, and ran a large calloused hand through his sweaty graying hair.  "I know that you and I don't always see eye to eye, but you must understand that if I'm hard on you sometimes, it's only because I'm thinking of the greater good.  Do you know what the greater good is Sim?"
 
                 "I suppose it’s sacrificing something you want to help someone else?" Sim answered, lowering his eyes to avoid Sevin's strangely compassionate expression.  
 
                 "That's right," Sevin smiled. "Perhaps I've underestimated you.  Look, Sim.  Raelin was a good lad, a kind-hearted boy, but he ran off to join the infantry, to get paid to fight and kill, without ever stopping to think about what he was fighting for.  The world outside of our quiet little island is dangerous.  Raelin fights now without ever questioning whether or not he's fighting for the right side.  Unfortunately, since there's only one side to fight on, Raelin's never had the chance to choose whether or not the cause is just.  Do you understand?"
 
                 "I'm not sure I do,” Sim had to admit.  The truth was that once a year, a ship with black sails came into port looking for any able bodied man over the age of eighteen.  They offered reasonable pay and training with a broadsword or bow and arrow to men who wanted to come and join the Imperial army of Fandrall.  Raelin had joined when he was eighteen, and in four years his parents had received just one correspondence saying that everything was fine and that he was soaring through the ranks of the Imperial army.  Sim often thought of his old childhood friend and assumed that if he joined the infantry, he and Raelin could fight together, side by side, as they'd always dreamed as little boys.
 
                 "Siminus…" Sevin said, placing one giant hand on Sim's shoulder. "Wait until after the festival, and we'll have a long talk together, as men.  Then we can sort out a path for you to travel in this world.  Just have some patience."
 
                 Sim stood up and looked his father in the eyes.  As large a man as Sevin was, Sim still stood at least a head taller, yet he had always felt small in his father's presence.  "Alright," Sim said, nodding grudgingly, "I'll stay."  After a moment of shared silence, Sim turned to get back to his chores.  Just at the entrance to the kitchen, he stopped.  "One more thing, father,” he said, looking back over his shoulder at Sevin.  "Something bad is about to happen."
 
                 "How do you know this?" Sevin replied with a hint of trepidation in his voice.
 
                 "It's just one of those things.  There's something wrong with the sun.  I'm not even sure what it is, but I'm certain something horrible is about to happen.  And soon."  Without waiting for his father to speak, Sim strode through the door leaving Sevin staring at his back, an unreadable expression on his face.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Sometime after finishing his work in the garden, Sim found himself walking along the short gravel pathway to the inn's stable.  Ever since the conversation with his father, Sim had been in a bit of a daze.  On the one hand, he was still bitter about being told he couldn't leave the inn.  On the other, it seemed as though he'd finally made some progress.  Sevin had never even tried to listen when Sim had complained about being stuck at the inn before, but this time perhaps there was hope.  That hope had carried Sim to fly through the rest of his gardening and now as he approached the large double doors of the big yellow barn, Sim was walking with an extra spring in his step.  He'd even forgotten all about his earlier morbid premonitions.
 
                 The doors to the stable were always a pain to open, as one side constantly seemed to stick.  The left door pushed open with ease, but Sim had to force the right side to swing in after a great struggle.  
 
                 The air inside the stable was strangely cool, which Sim could never understand.  Sevin claimed that the yellow paint had a way of deflecting the sunlight, but Sim was never sure about that explanation.  All he knew was that no matter how hot the afternoon sun burned, he could always find a cool place to eat his lunch within the stable's walls, and over the years, it had become his daily retreat.  Within the stable walls, Sim found solace from the mundane reality of his everyday life.  He could be a mercenary hired by some faraway lord, fighting off beasts and ruffians, to protect his charge.  Sometimes he dreamed that he was a sailor on Sevin's friend Sarimus' merchant clipper, riding the waves across a crystal blue ocean.  There among the animals, Sim could be anyone other than a simple innkeeper's son, and that dream alone was enough to make his true existence bearable.
 
                 Closing the doors, Sim stood for a moment and examined the inn's only horse, a mare named Valla.  He knew it was time to feed the gentle brown mare, but he couldn't resist the urge to practice his sword forms.  "You can wait a few more moments for your feed bag, can't you girl?"  Sim said with a smile as he tenderly stroked the mare’s nose.  
 
                 Sim hurried to the last stall in the stable.  He had to duck beneath the ladder that led up to a small hayloft and brush aside the strategically placed bale of hay he used to cover his secret cache of weapons.  Finally, Sim removed the small piece of old plywood that covered the hole, and pulled out two slightly rusted and dull broad swords.  He carried them to the center of the stable and stood for a moment, contemplating their weight within the warm flow of sunlight shining down on him from the stables only window.  
 
                 With no hesitation, Sim flowed into the forms taught to him over the years by Farrus, a village guardsman and his father’s best friend.  Many times in the past, he and Farrus had snuck away to the stable against his father’s wishes and practiced the art of swordplay.  Farrus was very adept with a sword and he had taught Sim everything he knew, until Sim actually began to surpass him in skill.  Now, a man of twenty-one, Sim could wield both swords with surgical precision, the result of over ten years of unwavering practice.  Often times he and Raelin had dueled with each other using wooden practice swords, out in the wheat fields beyond Dell's borders.  Though Raelin had always been a challenging foe, he had never been able to out-duel Sim.  Farrus had once even marveled at the ease with which Sim had taken to the blade, and his skill had become a source of great pride.  
 
                 The blades swirled back and forth in a lethal dance as Sim spun and slashed at his imaginary foes.  Stepping and thrusting to bury his hilt into the chest of one man, then spinning to slash a flanking opponent, Sim was barely aware of the world around him.  Finally, beginning to feel the exertion of his effort, Sim jumped and flipped landing gracefully in a crouch with one blade held defensively in front and the other trailing to his side, ready to strike.   
 
                 It was in that crouched position of battle readiness, ensconced in warm sunlight shining down from the window on the wall before him, that the true form of his earlier vision came to bear.  He only looked up through the window at the sun for a moment but became suddenly and inextricably overcome with pain and nausea.  The sun was crested by a crimson ring that seemed to dull the sunlight in its malevolent glow.  For no reason that Sim could comprehend, the air around him became hard to breathe as though someone had punched him in the abdomen, and the implacable smell of death and decay overwhelmed all of his senses.  Sim fell forward to the earthen floor of the stable convulsing in pain and gasping at the rancid air, fighting to regain his composure.  He struggled to raise his head and looked up once again at the vile image.  Unsure of its true meaning, he was certain that it was a foretelling of some catastrophic event.  Then just as suddenly as it had appeared, the crimson corona was gone and the sky had returned to its normal state.  The wrenching pain that had forced him to the ground passed as though he had never felt a thing.  
 
                 Sim slowly sat back and looked around in confusion.  The animals in the stable seemed flustered and shaken as though they too had witnessed the awful vision.  Again, he looked up through the window at the sun shining hotly in the afternoon sky.  
 
                 It was almost as if the whole episode had been nothing more than some horrible daydream, yet Sim knew better.  In his life, he had experienced many visions, though none had been as grueling.  There had been a few occasions where he had felt something beyond the normal level of simple foretelling, and in all of those scenarios, something terrible had indeed occurred.  He could easily remember the time that Dower Thruefell had walked by him one afternoon as he was working in the garden.  He saw the coppersmith engulfed in flames so real that the heat had actually singed the hairs on Sim's arms.  Two days later Sim heard the news that Dower had fallen while walking out to his stables late at night.  The poor man had fallen onto the lantern he was holding and was burned alive when the lamp oil caused his nightshirt to ignite.  Sim had mentioned his vision to Sevin, but his father dismissed it as nothing more than a hallucination from being out in the sun.  Since that day, Sevin had always looked at Sim a little differently.  Sim had to wonder if his father blamed him for the accident, as though simply dreaming of something so horrible had caused it to happen.  Now as Sim sat there on the hard dirt floor, shaken and afraid of what it could all mean, he wondered if he should tell his father.  He had already mentioned his earlier premonition and Sevin had said nothing to him.  Perhaps he would just keep this one to himself for now.                               
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two:  Enaya Relador
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Later that day, after Sim had finished his work in the stable and filled all of the washbasins, he was heading down to the kitchen when he heard Farrus enter the common room.  "Farrus my old friend," he heard his father call out, "what brings you to my tavern today?"  
 
                 "Are we alone Sevin?"
 
                 "Uh, yes Farrus," he heard Sevin say, his voice more serious now. "There's no-one here now but me.  Bella's in the kitchen with Maehril, and Sim's in the basement filling the wash-basins."
 
                 The linen closet was just two doors down from the door that led to the common room.  As a boy, Sim had always used the linen closet as a hiding place for spying.  Hidden among the white linens, he could always hear everything that went on in the tavern.  Perhaps this was a good time to check out the inside of that closet again.  
 
                 Sim slid in among the sheets and blankets, realizing sadly, that he was no longer the little boy playing imaginary games.  He managed to uncomfortably wedge his body in between two shelves and positioned his ear close to the back wall of the closet.  The door was open just a crack, giving him a view of hallway. 
 
                 He was about to dig in and start concentrating on the conversation taking place in the common room when he noticed Maehril, the mute serving girl creeping down the hall toward the taverns entrance.  Maehril was small even for a sixteen year old.  She had a mousy brown mop of hair that she always wore pulled back.  Luckily, she didn't seem to notice Sim.  It would be one thing to be discovered by Sevin and get a tongue-lashing for snooping, but to be caught in such a precarious position by Maehril would be just plain embarrassing.  Sim had always done his best to avoid her in general, as it seemed to him, that the poor girl had developed a crush on him.  At random moments throughout the day, Sim could swear he felt that she was watching him from afar, and he constantly caught her staring at him when they worked together during the dinner hour.
 
                 "After all this time?  Why now Farrus?  What reason did he give?" Sim put his thoughts about Maehril aside for the moment to focus on the task at hand.  He could hear Sevin clearly through the wall, and his father sounded upset.  
 
                 "He said its Desirmor," Farrus answered with his customary gruff monotone.  "Said he was docked up in Parinale and one of his people tipped him off.  He said Desirmor is searching again.  Sent spies out to all corners of the world.  The Princess must have told him something to get his dander good and fired up."              
 
                 "Five hundred years, my old friend," Sevin said.  "Five hundred years since he last searched the world.  Why now?"
 
                 "I couldn't say for sure, Sevin.  No-one has ever understood the master…uh sorry about that, Sevin," Farrus paused and sounded embarrassed, "I guess some habits don't let up, even twenty-five years later."
 
                 "No need to apologize for that," Sevin responded, though Sim could have sworn to a hint of irritation behind those words.  "What does he propose we do about this?  Surely we can't just up and move Sim now.  And what about Maehril?  Do you think he can sense her after all this time?"
 
                 At the mention of his name Sim unconsciously edged closer to the wall straining to get as close to the hole as he could.  The corner of one of the shelves was digging into his hip, making his position uncomfortable to the point of being totally unbearable.  Then he heard them mention Maehril's name and suddenly the pain seemed to disappear.  Apparently, his parents had been harboring a few secrets over the years and his excitement to uncover them was reaching a fever pitch.
 
                 "Well Sevin," Farrus began slowly, his words falling on Sim's ears like bursts of thunder with the anticipation of what he might say.  "Desirmor is worried about something, has to be.  This isn't something he decided out of boredom.  I'd be surprised if this had anything to do with Maehril.  Since the start of this whole thing, he's never once showed any sign that he believed in the prophecies.  Most of us that know anything about the prophecy anyway, wouldn't know right off if Maehril was the real thing.  I mean we do, but we got lucky with that one.
 
                 "Truth is…all Desirmor ever seemed to care about was the Legacy.  It tormented him.  For some reason, he knows the Princess was speaking the truth when she foretold that part.  He spent the first two hundred years of his reign hunting them all down until he was sure he got them all.  My thinking is that he heard something and he's hunting again to be cautious.  Immortality is the one thing that drives him beyond even his obsession with the Princess. "
 
                 "You're probably right," Sevin said with resignation. "We must be extra cautious with Sim, now more than ever.  The poor boy told me he was leaving after the festival.  I'm running out of excuses to keep him at the inn.  Have you still been working with him on his swordforms?"  
 
                 The last words hit Sim like a punch in the stomach.  Sevin knew about his secret lessons with Farrus?  Sim suddenly felt as though he'd been living his whole life with a blindfold on.  It seemed to him now that he knew almost nothing about the people he'd called his friends and family.
 
                 "Haven't for a few months now, Sevin.  The damn kid's too good.  I'm not sure there's anything else I could teach him.  I'll tell you this, if Navan Priahne, Desirmor's monomach himself, strolled in here right now, I think Sim could give him a match like he never had in his life."
 
                 "Yes, Farrus," Sevin could be heard laughing. "It runs in his blood.  The sword comes naturally to his kind."
 
                 "Well then Sevin," Farrus asked. "Suppose you'll ever tell him the truth?"
 
                 Sim waited to hear his father's answer, which came after a long thoughtful pause.  "He came to me today, Farrus, this strong, good-hearted, confident young man I've raised and loved since his birth.   He came to me today, talking of adventure and excitement, of a sense of divine purpose, some calling he senses within himself of a greater destiny than the life of an innkeeper.  Right then I resolved to tell him, that after this festival, it would be the right time; the time to set him free upon the world that needs him so dearly.  Then he turned to me and confessed to having another vision.  In this one, he told me, there was something wrong with the sun.  Something horrible is about to happen, he told me.  I knew then that I don't need to tell him the truth.  He has the gift, as we were told he would.  Eventually Farrus, he'll figure it out on his own.  If I tell him, he'll just end up hating me for raising him in a world of lies.  Somehow, I'm certain, this is the choice I was destined to make."
 
                 "Good enough, Sevin.  You know as always that I'll be there when he needs me.  So will you meet with Sarimus tonight?" Farrus asked.  
 
                 "Tell him to come by after the dinner rush.  We'll close down the common room and we three will hatch a plan."
 
                 "Until tonight then," Farrus said leaving through the main entrance, as Sevin sat alone behind the bar.
 
                 For some time Sim sat paralyzed in the middle of the linen closet, looking blankly at the crack of light coming through the slightly opened door.  He needed time to think about everything he'd just heard.  His initial reaction when Farrus had finally left was to barge into the common room and confront his father with everything he'd just learned and get the truth that Sevin was hiding from him.  His head was spinning with questions he wanted answered, but after settling down and thinking things through, he chose to wait a while and keep his ears open.  His father was planning another secret meeting that night and Sim would make sure he was back here in the linen closet gathering more information.  
 
                 Despite all of the shocking things he had just learned, the strangest of all was that Sarimus was coming to the inn later that night.  Sarimus was a merchant sailor, who was a close friend of both Sevin and Farrus.  Sim could remember clearly as a child that Sarimus would sail into Dell several times a year, bringing with him a gift of some kind every time he came.  Sim used to love every minute of Sarimus' visits to the inn as not only would he get his gift, but Sarimus would also entertain him for hours on end with tales of his adventures at sea.  Strangely the last time Sim had seen or heard from Sarimus was on his thirteenth birthday.  He had overheard Sevin and Sarimus arguing over whether or not he was ready to claim his birthright.  Sim hadn't understood what that had meant at the time, but in lieu of his recent foray into eavesdropping, things might be starting to make some sense.  He had always assumed that Sarimus was staying away all these years because of his quarrel with Sevin, but perhaps he had wanted Sim to know the secret his father was keeping, and that had initiated a falling out of sorts.  If this held even a grain of truth then tonight was to be a very important night indeed.              
 
                 All of these thoughts were playing out in Sim's mind when he suddenly noticed Maehril sneaking back down the hallway, apparently believing she wasn't discovered.  What did she have to do with any of this, Sim thought to himself?  Maehril was nothing more than a silly girl.  When she was little, she would follow him around incessantly like a lovesick pet.  It drove him mad at times.  To think that she was part of some prophecy bordered on levels of absurdity.  Still, there was much yet that he didn't know, and at this point it would be wise to keep aware of everything he saw and heard and not leave anything, not even a silly mute serving girl, to chance.
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 By twilight the common room was a madhouse.  Every table was occupied by road-weary wagoneers who had come to trade their harvests at the Othoran Festival.  Since the Kelmor Inn lay on the outskirts of Dell, none of the rowdy roughnecks who sailed the seas on merchant vessels came to dine on Bella's fare.  Those who sat within the common room were all farmers of Caramour, and in most cases, men whom Sevin considered friends.  The kinsmanship within the tavern created a camaraderie that led to a spirited atmosphere, leaving out any of the concerns that inns toward the inner city might have with brawling. 
 
                 Sim was technically in charge of keeping the peace should there have been a need, since he was easily one of the largest men in the room.  Despite his size though, most of the wagoneers had watched him grow over the years from a little boy into the sturdy young man he now was, so he held no advantage of intimidation over this lot.  He had spent most of his night clearing tables for the three serving girls who presided over the dinner service.  Every once and again one of the girls would need him to run a pitcher of ale or some plates from the kitchen.  Mostly though, Sim kept to himself pausing only to acknowledge the occasional greeting from a farmer that recognized him.
 
                 He was actually grateful to Sevin for assigning him to this particular task, because it kept him away from the kitchen.  He had run into Maehril a few times since spying her eavesdropping on Sevin and Farrus' private conversation that afternoon, and each meeting had been terribly awkward.  Sim was certain that Maehril didn't know she had been seen, but she still seemed to gaze at him in her adoring way, making him squirm more and more with each occasion.  Maehril was working in the kitchen all night, learning the art of Bella's culinary craft.  On the two instances when he had gone into the kitchen, Maehril seemed to stop whatever she was doing to stare intently at Sim until he awkwardly smiled at her and rushed back to the tavern.  
 
                 What was it with her, Sim asked himself over and over as he cleared glasses and gravy stained plates, all the while dodging the occasional drunkard stumbling to the latrine.  It was strange enough to him the way she always looked at him and her suspicious behavior earlier that day, but the things he had overheard Sevin and Farrus saying about her were a complete mystery to him as well.  Farrus had mentioned something about a prophecy that she was a part of and this man named Desirmor who might be searching for her.  It all seemed too farfetched to him that such an insipid girl could be the center of a century’s old prophecy.  Just thinking about it was making his excitement grow, and Sim was finding himself constantly looking toward the timepiece that adorned the wall behind the bar.
 
                 A group of three slightly inebriated farmers were making their way out the front entrance with a little help from Sim, when two women entered the Kelmor inn.  The first was a slender woman, nearly as tall as Sim, with silver hair cut close to her head like a man.  Also strange for so feminine a creature, she wore black pants and boots, and a long black cloak fastened at the neck with a crystal broach shaped like a leaf.  It was clear from the bulge on her left hip that she was carrying a sword, and Sim wondered, nearly aloud, who this strange woman could be.
 
                 The second woman was easily the most beautiful lady Sim had ever laid his eyes upon.  She was dressed in the style of a noble woman with a green riding dress cut from a silky fabric which Sim had never seen before.  She pulled the hood of her forest green cloak away from her head, revealing lustrous thick locks of flaxen hair, and eyes the color of sapphires, not quite purple but not blue either.  Sim had to catch his breath as she tossed her hair about, manipulating the golden tresses until they seemed to fall in perfect order around her delicate shoulders.  She scanned the outskirts of the common room before looking directly into Sim's eyes, almost causing his heart to stop beating altogether.  Sim had become so enamored that he neither noticed the impatient glare he was receiving from both women, and the similarly awestruck wagoneers leering from the doorway.  In a moment he snapped back to attention, seemingly waking up from some fantastic dream, and shot the three men a vicious glare before slamming the door closed in their faces.  What had come over him, he wondered?  She's just a girl.
 
                 "Are you planning on gawking all night or will you help us make arrangements for a nights lodgings, boy?" the tall one asked Sim in a dangerous tone.
 
                 He noticed that her right hand had slid under her cloak, no doubt grasping the hilt of her weapon.  He regretfully peeled his eyes away from the flaxen-haired goddess long enough to notice that the tall one had eyes as green as any emerald he had ever seen.  Her eyes shone with the fire of a soldier who had seen the field of battle and knew that only the alert survive.              
 
                 "My apologies, kind mistress," Sim responded, deciding to treat these women with a mixture of caution and respect. "We have only one room still available.  I'll be happy to carry your things if you'll follow me upstairs."
 
                 "I'll see to our things boy, just tell me the price and where to find our room."  
 
                 Sim couldn't help but look the tall one up and down, subconsciously determining if he could match her in skill should the situation arise.  "Second floor, fifth door on the left," he said pointing to the nearby staircase.  He had made his decision that the tall one wouldn't intimidate him with her threatening tones. "The room will cost you two silvers, no bargaining."  He cut her off before she could object to the price, and held out his hand, matching her stare with confidence in his own abilities with a sword.  "The Othoran Festival is the busiest time of year here in Dell.  I would wish you luck in finding a more reasonable rate than I've offered."
 
                 She glared at him for a few moments, perhaps sizing him up as well, before pulling from beneath her cloak a leather money pouch and counting out two silvers.  There was a lockbox with room keys beside the taverns entrance.  Sim got their key and handed it to her.
 
                 "I'll be happy to take care of your horses…," he began to say, but the tall one cut him off.
 
                 "We came by ship, boy." She looked off toward the tavern. "You have a bathing room I hope?"
 
                 "Last two doors," Sim said pointing down a hallway to his left.
 
                  "We'll be taking a bath first, but I expect two plates of tonight's special and a bottle of good wine waiting for us on a corner table when we are ready." 
 
                 "I'll see to it, kind mistress," Sim replied, half mockingly.
 
                 "This way, my Lady," the tall one said turning to the blond haired beauty and pointing toward the stairs.  For just a moment, the blonde's sapphire eyes locked onto Sim's eyes leaving him paralyzed.  Her lips curved into a half smile and without a word she floated past him, following her companion up the stairs.  It wasn't until a short time later, when Sevin smacked him in the back of the head and yelled at him for his laziness, that Sim came back to reality and tried to put the mysterious beauty out of his mind.
 
                 
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Of course Sim tried over that next hour to think of something, anything other than those two women, but his efforts were futile.  He was still lost in the grip of those sapphire eyes, unable to sort out rhyme or reason, doddering around the common room like a lovelorn fool.  Never before in his short life had Sim felt so weak and helpless.  He'd never encountered so exquisite a creature, one who could put him in such a sorry state of unrest.  So engrossed was he in the vision of her gently swaying hips climbing the stairs to the second floor, that Sim had completely forgotten about his father's secret meeting later that evening.
 
                 The dinner period was beginning to wind down, and the tavern was barely half full when the two women came down to the common room and sat at a corner table which Sim had carefully prepared himself.  He had spoken earlier with Sevin about their unusual guests, as women of noble stature seldom came to stay at the inn, and Sevin agreed that they should take special care to attend to any needs the two ladies might have.  While Sim was observing their arrival with an air of apprehension, Sevin, Sim guessed, was seeing only the size of their coin pouches.                              
 
                 They ate their meals in silence; the tall one vigilantly kept watch over the common room as she methodically worked on her plate of ham.  The blond followed Sim's every move around the tavern, studying him as though he was an equation she couldn't solve.  It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end every time he looked up and saw that her eyes were still upon him.  Between the lovely noblewoman in the tavern and Maehril staring at him from the kitchen, it was all he could do not to flee from the inn screaming with insanity.  He had never understood women, nor had he wanted to.
 
                 "Oh boy!" the tall one shouted out suddenly, nearly causing Sim to drop a handful of dishes he'd been carrying to the kitchen.  When he regained his balance, he set his load on a nearby table, and slowly wiped his hands on his stained apron.  Reluctantly, he walked toward their table hoping this would be a quick and less awkward encounter.
 
                 "My name is Sim, not boy," he grumbled irritably, but more because of his own strange anxiety around the two women than because of her patronizing attitude. "What can I do for you, my Lady?"
 
                 "Lady Relador would like a word with you," she spat, gesturing for him to sit, "I suggest you address her in a manner befitting a woman of her station."
 
                 Sim looked uncomfortably down at Lady Relador, who once again had that mysterious half smile across her rosy lips.  He looked back toward the bar, fearful that if Sevin saw him sitting down he would catch a smack to the back of the head.  Sevin was leaning on the bar watching the confrontation with a look of amusement and simply nodded his approval for Sim to obey the wishes of their strange guests.  Trying to find the courage to look Lady Relador in the eyes without acting like a complete fool, Sim slowly pulled out the chair and sat down.
 
                 "There's no need to worry here Sim, I promise you.  I am completely harmless."  Her voice resonated in an almost musical way, adding to Sim's already burgeoning infatuation.  He looked deeply into her eyes, and all of his senses seemed to slip away.  "My name as you now know is Lady Enaya Relador.  This is my guard and companion, Givara.  Please forgive her rather tempestuous attitude.  I'm afraid she is sometimes overly protective of my well being, and inns have a way of bringing out the worst in their patrons."
 
                 "You mean because of the ale," Sim nervously shouted, barely realizing how loudly he'd spoken, then wanting to kick himself for saying something so foolish.
 
                 "Uh, yes, because of the ale."  She was looking at him as though she believed he was a fool.  "Sim, Givara and I are adventurers of sorts.  We've been traveling the world for some time now, looking for something that was lost to us many years ago.  This is our first time in your fair village, and the sailor who brought us into port, suggested we seek out this very inn.  He seemed to think we might find something interesting while we were here.  Givara believes I'm wasting my time with you, but I believe you may be able to help us.  Will you help us Sim?"
 
                 Although she wasn't making any sense at all to him, Sim was hopelessly lost in her vibrant eyes and gentle voice.  "I'm not sure what I'll be able to help you with, but I'm happy to help you in any way that I can."
 
                 "That's wonderful, Sim," she said, smiling for the first time, and giving a Givara a strange sideways glance.  "I'd like to ask you a few questions if I may?"
 
                 Sim just nodded.
 
                 "What is your full name?" she asked.
 
                 It seemed harmless enough.  "My name is Siminus Kelmor."
 
                 "How long have you been working at this inn, Siminus?"  
 
                 "Well, I've been here all my life.  This is my home." He wasn't sure what was going on or how these simple questions were going to help her.
 
                 "Are you sure about that Siminus?" she asked with an expression of confusion slowly drawing across her face.  
 
                 "Of course.  Look, that's my father Sevin behind the bar.  You can ask him if you like," Sim answered.
 
                 Astonishment was the only way Sim could describe the look that came across Lady Relador's face as she looked from Sevin to Sim.  She seemed to think for a few moments as though some great mystery had just been presented to her.  For the first time since he had sat down, Sim looked at Givara and noticed that the scowl which had seemed to perpetually adorn her slender face, had been replaced by a small but unmistakable smile.  She was staring at Sim now, as though he were some treasure, and he suddenly realized that he was sweating.  
 
                 "You mean to tell me that the barkeep is your father?" Lady Relador said, never taking her eyes from Sevin.
 
                 Sim glanced over his shoulder in confusion.  He saw that Sevin was talking to a farmer at the bar, but glancing suspiciously every few moments at his table.  He was sure that Sevin couldn't hear their conversation, but he guessed that Lady Relador's staring was making him very uncomfortable.  "Lady Relador, I'm not quite sure what you're getting at here, but I swear to you that man is my father."
 
                 The words seemed to weigh heavily on Enaya's mind and she sat silently with a deep furrow across her brow, for several moments.  Givara continued to look at Sim with that same curious smile.  Sim slowly began to notice that the nerves he'd been feeling in Enaya's presence were beginning to fade as curiosity took their place.  The day had been so strange thus far and he soon understood that this unusual conversation was to be another layer on the cake.  
 
                 "Was there anything else you needed, my Lady?" he asked, starting to rise from his seat.  Enaya caught him by the arm and gestured for him to sit back down.  She looked deeply into his eyes searching for something she couldn't find.
 
                 "I'm sorry Siminus," she said at last. "I can't imagine what you must think of me right now.  It's just that you bear a remarkable resemblance to someone I know.  It's startling really.  Your father, Sevin is it? He looks to be of Massoniel descent.  That race has very distinctive features, qualities that are hard to overlook.  You Sim, don't seem to possess any of those features.  That is why I was confused."
 
                 "I'm afraid I don't know anything about these Massoniel you speak of.  My father was born and raised here in Dell."  Sim was actually lying to Enaya about the question of his father's descent.  Some months back a drifter had come to the inn, a man of considerable wealth and a thirst for gambling.  He'd tried all night to find a few takers for a high stakes game of cards but in Dell any games of wager are typically done with nothing more than pocket change.  When he had finally given up on assembling a game, he sat at the bar and tried to engage Sevin in a conversation.  Sim could clearly remember the stranger mentioning that Sevin looked like a Massoniel, and that Sevin had been irritated by the question.  The next morning the drifter was gone before Sim woke up.  He had thought it strange at the time but passed it off.  Now the memory of that night was playing vividly on his mind.
 
                 "There seems to be quite a bustle downtown, Siminus.  What is this Othoran Festival all about?" Sim wasn't sure, but he sensed that she was stalling.
 
                 "Othoran wheat is the lifeblood of our economy.  Caramour is the only land in all the world where it can flourish and mature.  We have a festival every year to commemorate the harvest.  It’s a celebration for all of the hard work and dedication it takes to grow the othoran.  And of course, the celebration is on the same week that merchants come to port for the yearly trade."  Enaya wasn't listening to a word he was saying.  Her eyes constantly wandered back to the bar and Sevin.              
 
                 "Have you ever been off of this island, Siminus?” Enaya asked very suddenly, holding his eyes firmly in her gaze.
 
                 "No, Lady Relador, I haven't," he replied dejectedly.  
 
                 Enaya leaned in close to him, her lips nearly touching his ear, her hand holding his arm in her delicate grip. "There are sinister events afoot in the world, Siminus.  Do you know of this?"  Sim just nodded ignorantly.  "I'm afraid few in these parts are aware of the horrors indigenous to people of other lands.  The world is not nearly as large as you may believe Siminus.  Eventually all of us will be responsible for standing up to the tyranny that plagues our time."
 
                 Once again Sim wasn't sure what she was referring to but he could feel a sense of excitement surging through him.  "My Lady, are you referring to a man named Desirmor?"  He could feel her grip on his arm tighten at the mention of the name.  
 
                 "What do you know about Desirmor, Siminus?" she whispered as Givara surveyed the room looking for eavesdroppers.  
 
                 "I really don't know much of anything," he answered, "it was only earlier today that I heard the name for the first time.  Before that I'd…."
 
                 Before he could finish, the booming voice of Sarimus called out from the entrance to the common room.  "Sevin, my faithful innkeeper, too long it’s been since last our paths crossed." Sim swung around with a leap of excitement upon seeing his father's old friend stride into the room a few steps ahead of Farrus.  Sarimus was a tall muscular man with thick graying hair that fell long and unkempt about his weather worn face, tickling his broad shoulders.  He still had the same perpetual five o'clock shadow that Sim could recall scratching his hands against as a child, and his dark green eyes belied a wisdom gathered from years of travel.  He strode across the common room with the grace of a nobleman, a smile beaming across his face at the sight of his old friend.  "A tankard of ale, noble innkeeper," he roared as he approached the bar, "and a pint for my shadow, Master Farrus, whom I daresay is still on duty and therefore, must keep his wits about him."
 
                 "Ah Sarimus, it’s been too long," Sevin exclaimed, extending a hand shake across the bar.  Turning to the kitchen he called out, "Bella, in case your hearing has failed you, our old friend Sarimus has arrived, silent as always.  A plate of your finest fare for this sea-weary old dullard."
 
                 Sarimus laughed loudly at the jest, his voice a deep baritone filling the entire room with its infectious mirth.  "And where is the boy, Sevin?  Where is Sim?"  Sevin pointed in Sim's direction and Sarimus turned his infectious smile to the table where Sim sat with Enaya and Givara.  Sim was so caught up in the spectacle of Sarimus' arrival that he'd barely noticed the vise like grip that Enaya now held on his arm.  Ever since the old sailor had arrived, she had been training her mysterious gaze back and forth between Sarimus and Sim.
 
                 "My Lady," Sarimus offered, bowing his head slightly to acknowledge her station.   "I see you've met the finest lad in all of Caramour.  Did you find what you were searching for?" 
 
                 Enaya looked once again at both men before answering with that unnerving half smile, "Perhaps I have fair merchant."  She motioned to Givara and the two women rose to their feet in unison.  "I fear it's time for me to retire this evening."  Turning her attention to Sim she leaned down and whispered in his ear, "Until we meet again, boy."  Then she gracefully walked across the common room, closely followed by Givara, and left the men alone to contemplate her mysterious behavior.  
 
                 The tavern was silent for a few moments in the wake of Enaya's departure.  Sim couldn't help noticing a strangely conflicted expression on Sarimus' wind-beaten face.  Just as the lingering silence began to become uncomfortable, Bella emerged from the kitchen followed meekly by Maehril.  Roughly dropping a plate heaping with meat, cheese and bread on the bar in front of Sarimus, she looked him up and down with a scolding eye.  "I see you're still a codgy, good-for-nothing old sea dog, who'd rather drown himself in spirits than give an old friend a hug."
 
                 Sarimus aimed a quick wink at Sevin before wrapping his arms around Bella, lifting her right off the floor and swinging her around one time, finishing with a sloppy kiss on the cheek as he gently let her down.  "I'd have grabbed you sooner, you saucy wench, but I thought the rendezvous was to be later tonight in the stable."
 
                 Bella lashed out with a well aimed slap on the chest.  "How dare you!" she shouted with blushing cheeks.  She smoothed out her apron and hair, and then shoved a crooked finger in his face.  "You foul, disreputable old cur.  I've a mind to go fetch my soup ladle and give you a proper thrashing.  No less than you deserve.  Scoundrel!"  With that she marched off to the kitchen, but Sim could see her smiling the whole way.  
 
                 It took a moment for the laughter to die down, then Sarimus turned a soft gaze on Maehril who had continued to stand quietly, staring at Sarimus with a wide eyed look.  Sim could only guess, but he was certain Maehril had been no more than six or seven when last Sarimus had come to visit.  He couldn't imagine that Maehril might remember Sarimus after all this time, and was even more surprised when Sarimus took her into his arms with a tight embrace as though she were a long lost daughter returned to him after years of searching.  Maehril returned the hug with equal ardor, her eyes closed, and a tear slowly sliding down one cheek.  At last Sarimus pulled back and took her face in his hands, tenderly wiping the tear away with one swipe of his thumb.  "How you've grown, my dear girl," he said choking back his emotion.  "What a beautiful young woman you've become."  Maehril smiled and began to weep openly, though the tears were joyful.  "We've much to talk about, you and I, don't we?"  
 
                 Maehril nodded, and slowly pulled away.  Suddenly acting like the silly girl Sim had always known her to be, she turned and gleefully skipped off to the kitchen in search of Bella.  Looking once again at Sim, Sarimus wiped at his moist eyes.  "You've raised them well Sevin," he said. Then after a long pause. "It's been far too long."
 
                 With an effort to break the emotion of the moment, Sarimus reached for his tankard and emptied it with a few hearty gulps.  "A fine draught," he shouted, slapping his hand on the bar, and shoving his empty tankard at Sevin.  "The brew at sea hasn't nearly the bite as the drink here at the Kelmor Inn."  He reached for the plate Bella had brought out for him.  "And now to see if the mistress still has her touch."
 
                 Sarimus began to devour his dinner, eating like a man who'd been starved for days.  Every now and then he'd pause to wash it down with a heavy pull from his tankard.  Sevin and Farrus watched him with amusement until he leaned back from his plate, and rubbed at his belly.  "Finest meal I've had in about ten years," he said, breathlessly.  "Would you be interested, fine innkeeper, in letting Bella come work for me as cook on my ship?  I would pay you handsomely."
 
                 "The wife is not for sale, Sarimus." Sevin smiled, and rubbed his own round belly. "Without her around, I'm afraid I'd be as thin as Sim."
 
                 "Healthy and fit, like the boy here, eh?" Sarimus said motioning for Sim to come and stand beside him. "Well we can't have that now, can we?  Sim, my boy, how you've grown since last I came around."  
 
                 "Why has it been so long since your last visit?" Sim suddenly chose to ask him.
 
                 Sarimus exchanged a guarded look with Sevin and Farrus.  Sim saw Sevin motion to the doors and nod at Farrus.  "Why don't you head on up to bed, Sim?" Sarimus said, patting him on the shoulder reassuringly.  "We can talk later.  I'm sure Sevin won't mind finishing up for you tonight."
 
                 "Run along, Sim," Sevin grunted. "Sarimus and I need to speak alone."
 
                 Sim didn't hesitate.  Sure he was upset that after an eight year absence he wasn't being given a chance to see Sarimus.  There was so much he wanted to know, and in Sarimus, he was certain there would be answers.  Still, when he was relieved of his duties, Sim said his goodnights and headed off down the hall towards his bedroom.  He had been waiting all day for this moment to come, and at last it was time.  
 
                 Sim slowed up as he approached the linen closet, reaching for the doorknob with a sweaty hand.  He was just about to open the door when he noticed Farrus standing, arms folded across his chest, at the end of the hall, presumably standing guard for prying ears.  As Farrus' steely gray eyes accusingly bore down on him, Sim froze unsure of what to do next.  Thinking quickly, he reached into the closet and pulled out a neatly folded white linen bed sheet.  He waved another goodnight to Farrus, then continued on his way down the hall, discouraged but not quite ready to give up.  He made a right turn at the end of that hallway, and waited with his back against the wall.   Perhaps, if Farrus would give up his watch and return to the common room, he could sneak back down to the linen closet.  After waiting for about a minute to pass, Sim peered around the corner only to see Farrus still standing guard.  
 
                 "Good night, Sim," Farrus called out to him mockingly, waving his hand and smirking with pleasure.  
 
                 Sim cursed under his breath.  He knew Farrus was on to him, and that trying to listen in on the conversation at the bar was going to be futile.  Dejected, he started down the hallway towards his room.  He climbed a stairway at the end of the hall that led to the top level of the inn.  His bedroom was on the third floor.  
 
                 When he made it to the top, Sim was overcome by a sudden intuition; he wasn't alone.  Looking down into the dark hallway, Sim realized that someone had put out all of the wall candles, creating a shroud of darkness.  His room was at the very end of the hall and he was slightly relieved to see that moonlight creeping in through a window at the end of the corridor gave a soft glow outside of his room.  At least I can see my door he thought to himself.  He looked around discreetly for something he might brandish as a weapon, but couldn't find anything useful nearby.  If there was someone waiting in the shadows, he was going to have to hope that he could overpower them.  
 
                 Trying his best to feign ignorance to the gravity of the situation, Sim entered the near pitch dark corridor.   He tried at first to walk casually, hoping to create an impression that he wasn’t suspicious of an assailant, but realized after only a few steps that his actions when he first entered the hallway would have given him away already.  Nerves were starting to get the better of him as he stepped gently along the creaky floor, cringing with every squeak his footsteps made.  When at last he made it to his door, he considered for a moment that he was only feeling irrationally paranoid.  Just as he grabbed the doorknob, sighing a breath of relief, Sim heard the familiar sound of a dagger being freed from its sheath and without a second to react, his assailant had its cold blade pressed against his neck.  
 
                 “Say one word and it will be your last, boy,” hissed an oddly feminine voice.  “Get in the room.  Move.”  
 
                 Sim did as he was told and followed the pushing lead of the hand on his back.  He could feel the skin on his neck giving way as the knife pressed roughly against it.   The lantern in his room was already lit when they entered and in the dim glow he could make out a form seated on his bed.   He was led to the center of his small room when his captor kicked out the back of his legs, dropping him to the floor.
 
                 “Who are you Siminus Kelmor?” asked a soft, gentle voice from the bed.  “Who are you, really?”
 
                 Sim squinted into the soft lighting only to realize that it was Enaya speaking to him from his bed and a quick look over his shoulder revealed the tall silent specter of her companion, Givara.  For an instant, he considered his chances against the bodyguard, but noticing the strange, curved, slender sword she was holding made him hold up.  Enaya’s no killer Sim thought to himself, let’s see where this goes.
 
                 Composing himself and forcing an air of confidence, Sim met Enaya’s hypnotic eyes squarely.  “You seem certain I’ve been untruthful with you my Lady, may I ask why?”
 
                 Givara violently grabbed a handful of his dark sweaty hair, and forced his head back.  Fixing him with a glare that would have stopped an army from advancing, she waved her odd sword just in front of his eyes.  “Lady Relador will ask the questions here, boy, and you will do well to answer them truthfully.”
 
                 “Enough Givara!” Lady Relador suddenly shouted, though nothing about her demeanor revealed even the slightest hint of irritation.  “I will handle this.”
 
                 Givara obeyed her liege and released Sim’s hair.  Sheathing her sword, she moved toward the window and silently watched the street below Sim’s room.
 
                 “I’m sorry for that Siminus,” Enaya said gently. “I hope you’re not hurt.”
 
                 “Not hurt, my Lady,” Sim answered, rubbing his sore neck, “confused.  I’m very confused right now.”              
 
                 “Perhaps I owe you an explanation,” Enaya sighed.  She raised a hand and pointed to a small wooden chair against the far wall.  To Sim’s amazement the chair slid across the floor on its own, coming to rest just beside him.  “Have a seat would you, and I’ll tell you what I can.”
 
                 Sim slowly climbed onto the chair, his nerves rattled by the unexpected display of magic.  “Are you some kind of Sorceress?”
 
                 Enaya laughed and shook her head.  “Sorceress?  Because of that?  Oh no, Siminus.  I’m no sorceress.”
 
                 “Then how did you do that?” Sim asked truly startled.  “I’ve read about such powers in stories, but I’ve never met anyone who could actually do something like that.”
 
                 “Oh, I seriously doubt I’m the first trival that you’ve met.  Ability with the trivarial power is not something people advertise.”  Her face suddenly hardened. “Not as long as Desirmor rules the world, anyways.”
 
                 “Who is this, Desirmor, you speak of my Lady?  It was only just this afternoon that I first heard that name.”  Suddenly Sim was becoming hopeful of getting some real answers.
 
                 “Don’t you know, Siminus?” she questioned, and seeing the vacant expression on his face understood.  “Well, I suppose you really are sheltered from the outside world here in Caramour.  Desirmor, or King Desirmor as he is known, is the ruler of our world.  He lives in the Castle Alexidus, or at least what was once known as the Castle Alexidus, in Fandrall.”
 
                 “If he’s the ruler, then why does it seem as though you hate him?”
 
                 Enaya couldn’t help but to erupt with laughter, as though Sim had said something completely stupid.   Even Givara was chuckling from her post by the window.  “Oh my poor naive, boy.  Do you really believe that all men of power are good and just?  Sim, Desirmor is a tyrant.  He’s a vicious, evil sorcerer who gained his throne by force and rules his people by keeping them terrified by the threat of his powers.  He has ruled our world for over a thousand years now.”
 
                 “A thousand years?” Sim asked in disbelief.  “How could anyone live that long?”              
 
                 Enaya sighed again and seemed to reflect for a moment.  There was pain buried deep within her beautiful, compassionate eyes.  “That’s a story for another day, I’m afraid.  Givara and I don’t have much time tonight as there are other matters that we must attend to.”  She reached out and took both of Sim’s hands in hers, rubbing her thumbs gently across the backs of his.  “You said that this afternoon was the first time you had ever heard the name Desirmor.  What else did you hear, Siminus?”
 
                 It was pointless, Sim thought.  If he was going to find any answers, he’d have to trust Enaya with anything he knew.  Though Enaya was a complete mystery to him, he would have to accept her as an ally.  “It’s all really beyond my understanding, Lady Relador,” he began thinking back on the meeting he‘d overheard in the linen closet.  “This afternoon, a local guardsman came to see my father with a private matter.  I overheard what I could of the conversation, but I’m afraid it didn’t make any sense to me.”
 
                 “That’s alright, Siminus,” Enaya reassured him.  With a quick knowing glance at Givara, she nodded for him to continue.  “Tell us what you heard.  Perhaps I may be able to understand it.”
 
                 Sim licked his lips.  “Well, Farrus said that someone, I didn’t catch a name but I’m certain it was Sarimus, told him that Desirmor had sent spies back out into the world for the first time in five hundred years.” He paused as Enaya and Givara gasped in unison.  “Uh, he said he was searching for the Legacy and that the Princess must have said something to get him upset.  That’s all, really.  After that, they just talked about me.”
 
                 Enaya stood up and paced the room.  
 
                 “Are you certain they said he was searching for the Legacy, Siminus?” she commanded, suddenly stopping and looking him squarely in the eye.  “Did he use those exact words?”
 
                 “Uh, yes,” Sim answered carefully.  He stood up, forgetting that he was technically still their prisoner.  “What does that mean, Lady Relador?  What is the Legacy?”
 
                 Enaya’s face suddenly lost its cool grace, and genuine fear glowed in her eyes.  “It can’t be true, Givara!  Not now.  This is too soon.  I’m not ready.”
 
                 Givara came to Enaya’s side and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder.  “Even the truly wise cannot predict fate, my Lady.  You knew the day I came to your side that this time would come, and your destiny would begin to unfold.”
 
                 Enaya smiled weakly, and then walked over to the window.  “You are right of course, Givara,” she affirmed.  She gazed out the window silently for a short time, then turned her attention back to Sim.  “Perhaps it was fate, my friend, that we missed our transport in Teoulle.  That brought us to Sarimus, who brought us to Sim, here.  Perhaps this meeting was pre-ordained.”
 
                 Enaya stood before Sim in silence, that look of mystery back on her beautiful face.  She seemed to be studying him again, as though he were a puzzle to solve.  
 
                 Givara suddenly made a motion for the door and Enaya nodded with approval.  
 
                 “I’m afraid we have to leave you now, Siminus,” she called out to him as she quickly made for the door.  “I wish we had more time to talk.”  With that she was out of the room, hurrying along behind Givara.              
 
                 “My Lady, wait!” Sim cried, chasing her out the door.  When she showed no signs of stopping he tried again desperately one more time.  “There was more.  I have something more to tell you.”              
 
                 The two women, now shrouded by the shadows in the long, dark hallway, came to an immediate halt.  “We’re listening, boy,” Givara hissed from the darkness.
 
                 “Well, it’s this,” Sim thought about the strange visions he had experienced in the garden and then again in the barn, “People around here seem to think I might have the foresight.   Sometimes,” he explained, “I’ve been known to predict when something bad is about to happen.”  He felt a little bit foolish even talking to them about his visions, let alone speaking to their silhouettes in the darkness.  “This afternoon I had a vision…twice actually.  I saw the sun.  It was surrounded by this evil looking crimson ring.  I don’t know what it means, but I’m certain something terrible will happen soon.”              
 
                 The hallway went silent for a few moments before Sim began to worry that they’d slipped away and he was left alone.  He was about to call out to them, but suddenly Enaya’s soft voice came drifting down out of the darkness.  “Thank you, Siminus.  Goodnight.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three:  Sarimus Harvencott
 
    
 
    
 
                 His mind was growing restless, as he tossed and turned in his bed some time after his encounter with Lady Relador.  The hour was getting late.  Sim knew he’d be in for a long day if he couldn’t manage any sleep, but the memory of Enaya’s face was haunting.  Thoughts of her eyes like two mystical sapphire gems plagued his vision.  Her spellbinding floral scent had saturated his linens leaving him intoxicated with fragrant reminders of her presence.  Sim knew that because of their respective stations in the world, he could never dream of sharing an intimate moment with her, but lying in his bed alone in the darkness, forbidden thoughts consumed him.
 
                 He got out of bed and got dressed.  A warm glass of milk would help, he thought to himself, although a second voice in his head was demanding an ice cold bath.  He stepped out into the hallway, inescapably recalling Givara’s blade at his throat and Enaya’s gentle voice whispering from the shadows.  Time to clear your mind, he thought, walking carefully through the dark corridor trying his best to move silently so as not to disturb any sleeping patrons.                              
 
                 When he got down to the common room, Sim was startled to hear voices.  Sevin and Bella were sitting at table sipping cups of tea.  They looked up with surprise as he approached them, yawning reflexively from the late hour.              
 
                 “You’re up late, Siminus,” Bella said wearily.  She offered him a motherly smile.  “There’s still some stew in one of the kettles if you’re hungry.”              
 
                 Sim realized that he was hungry and thanked her.
 
                 “Something on your mind, son?” Sevin asked, rolling the mug slowly back and forth between his thick hands.
 
                 “No, father,” Sim lied. “Just can’t sleep.”              
 
                 Sevin grunted, and waved Sim away.  Just before Sim entered the kitchen, he called out.  
 
                 “Check on the stable before you head back up.  See that the animals are tended.”
 
                 Sim was in no mood to argue with his father, so without answering, he left them in the common room.  The kettle by the hearth was a bit tepid.  Sim wished he’d thought of eating sooner, so that the stew might have been good and hot.  He grabbed a small loaf of bread and devoured the bowl he’d poured for himself in no time.  Despite its lukewarm temperature, the stew was delicious, a hearty concoction of meat, potatoes and carrots.  Using the bread to wipe up the excess broth in his empty bowl, Sim exhausted his appetite and sat silently alone in the darkness by the kitchen counter.  His mother’s talents in the kitchen were undeniable, he thought with satisfaction.   
 
                 For awhile he stared passively out of a small window that overlooked the garden.  He couldn’t help but think back on his meeting earlier with Enaya.  Try as he might to concentrate on the strange subject of their talk, Sim just found his mind wandering more and more to the memory of her intense sapphire eyes.  They were mesmerizing.  Enaya possessed a beauty unlike any woman he had ever encountered.  
 
                 Although he was still young, Sim was no stranger to female affections.  Around the city of Dell he was considered by many of the young women to be the most handsome man still unmarried.  As was the custom of the people of Caramour, Sim should have been married off when he turned eighteen.  Many of the men his age in Dell already had wives and children, but Sim’s parents showed no interest in arranging for his nuptials.  When he’d turned eighteen, Sim had shown a fancy for a blacksmith’s daughter named Caren, who used to purposely walk by the garden everyday at noon knowing she’d see him at work.  Eventually, they began sneaking into the stable for romantic interludes whenever they could get away from their chores, but when the blacksmith came to discuss terms for an arrangement, Sevin stubbornly turned him down.  Caren blamed Sim for the refusal.  It was an unforgivable embarrassment that she could not forget.  Though Sim felt that he loved her and dearly missed her affections, he had always felt a strangely guilty sense of relief that he was still free of attachment.  Someday he hoped to leave Caramour and experience the many splendors of the outside world and if he’d been married that could never become a reality.   But the arrival of Enaya into his quiet inn made a sense of purpose stir up again somewhere deep inside.
 
                 Sim was so lost in his memories of past love that he barely noticed a dark figure sneaking in a crouch past his garden.  The sudden movement snapped him out of his trance, and he watched with growing alarm as the figure crept along the path to the stable, before disappearing inside.  Springing from his chair, Sim’s first reaction was to tell his father.  It was probably a thief looking to steal the horses, but the strange events he’d experienced throughout the day made him stop and think twice.  Surely it was no coincidence to see a man sneaking around when so much secrecy had overshadowed his day.  It could have been Givara carrying out some surreptitious command given to her by Enaya.  
 
                 Searching quickly around the kitchen for something to arm himself with, Sim decided on a heavy butcher’s knife.  He grabbed a black riding cape that his mother kept on a hook in the doorway and then carefully crept outside.  The cape provided some decent camouflage as Sim stepped silently toward the barn, keeping to the grass off the side of the pathway to silence his footsteps.  He decided to check the barn's lone window first, hoping to catch a glimpse of the thief’s position inside.  Below the window on the left face of the stable, Sim found a few tightly bound bales of hay and quietly stacked them until he’d formed a sturdy base on which to stand.  Through the window, Sim’s vision was limited.  The pane was coated with a thin film of grime, the result of years of neglect.  Sim strained his eyes and managed to make out the entrance to the stable, perceptible only because a long sliver of light indicated that the door had been left slightly ajar.  It was hopeless, he thought stepping down from the bales.  He’d just have to take his chances that the thief wasn’t paying attention to the door, unaware that he’d been followed.  
 
                 Sim kept a firm grip on the knife as he slowly approached the large double door that led into the stable.  He carefully checked the door, noting that it was only just barely open.  It was going to be difficult to do this quietly, he guessed, looking at the rusty hinges that tended to squeak when that door was opened or closed.  Better to try the element of surprise.  If he just burst in, knife swinging wildly, he might be able to take the thief off guard.  
 
                 Putting his fear in check, Sim took a deep breath, swung the door open, and dashed into the stable, slashing his knife about him as he went.  Breathless and unsure when no-one attacked, he found himself alone in the middle of the barn, staring into the frightened eyes of his mare, Valla.  Suddenly a spark flashed behind him and the light of a burning candle filled the space in an iridescent glow.  He wheeled around defensively and found himself looking into Sarimus’ smiling face.  Before he could speak, Sarimus gestured to him for silence with a finger over his lips.  Then he turned and closed the stable door.                
 
                 “I told you we would talk later, did I not?” Sarimus whispered, approaching Sim while removing the hood from his head.
 
                 A rush of adrenaline shot through his veins as he looked upon the man he considered his uncle.  Perhaps he would have some answers yet.  “I didn’t think I’d see you until tomorrow.”  
 
                 Sarimus’ smile slowly disappeared leaving a grave expression on his weather beaten face.  “I’m afraid this couldn’t wait.  I’m leaving tomorrow afternoon as soon as my vessel is loaded.”  Sarimus gestured to a bench beneath the window.  “Why don’t you have a seat?”
 
                 Sim didn’t argue, and sat down immediately.  He put down his empty glass and turned his full attention on Sarimus.                
 
                 There was silence at first as Sarimus seemed to mull over his thoughts.  “I take it you’ve spoken to Lady Relador?”
 
                 “During dinner earlier tonight and then again in my room after you sent me to bed.”  Sim half expected some kind of joke about Enaya’s visit to his room, but Sarimus was all business.
 
                 “What did you two talk about?”
 
                 “Nothing really.  She asked me a lot of strange questions,” Sim said, watching Sarimus closely.  “She seemed to think that Sevin wasn’t my father, something about him being Massoniel.  Then she wanted to know about a man named Desirmor, so I told her how I’d overheard my father and Farrus talking about spies he'd sent out into the world to find some Legacy.  That seemed to have upset her so she and Givara took off.  That was pretty much everything.”
 
                 “You mentioned hearing that he was seeking the Legacy, Sim.  Do you know what that is?”
 
                 “I’m afraid I don’t know anything Sarimus,” Sim responded.  “Nobody tells me anything.  Sevin still treats me like a child.”
 
                 Sarimus' face took on a lighter air.  “Don’t be so hard on your father,” he said, patting Sim’s shoulder.  “Sevin may be tough, but his heart's in the right place, and he always has your best interests in mind.”
 
                 “If that’s so, then why won’t he let me leave Caramour?” Sim fretted, hoping Sarimus would offer him a job on his ship.  
 
                 “Sim,” Sarimus said, sighing with resignation.  “The world outside these lands isn’t nearly as fun as you may think.  There is violence everywhere you go; people who would cut your stomach out just to steal your purse.  Someday you’ll look back on your days here and long to have them back.”
 
                 “Even you then,” Sim said angrily.  “I suppose asking you for an apprenticeship on your ship is out of the question?”              
 
                 “For now, it is,” Sarimus replied gravely.  “But fear not, my boy.  Very soon, this great wide world you seek may come looking for you, and I can only pray that you’re up to the challenge.”
 
                 “I don’t know what that means,” Sim practically groaned with frustration.  
 
                 “Sim have you ever heard of the Harven Legacy?”  The change in subject jolted Sim’s momentary despair away.  He shook his head no, and waited to hear the story.
 
                 “Over a thousand years ago,” Sarimus began, “there existed a race of men who were both sorcerers and soldiers and who had no equals.  These men were known for the mountains they called home, far away on the northeast coast of Fandrall.  The Harvens were a very powerful race and could have easily dominated the world had that been their ambition, but instead they chose to protect those that ruled.  So it was that every Harven on his twenty first birthday would journey to the Castle Alexidus in Fandrall to offer his services to the king for a term of five years.  The king ruled the world through peace and justice, and the Harvens stood at his side to maintain that peace.  This had been the custom for countless centuries until a man named Desirmor, leading an army of beasts, cast the kingdom into darkness, wielding a dark magic never before seen, a magic more powerful than that of any man alive.  This tyrant murdered the king and all of the Harven soldiers serving the palace as well.  He enslaved the king’s daughter Harmony, forcing her to be his bride and with the kingdom in his control, Desirmor set his sights on the Harven Mountains, and destroying all of the men who dwelled there.  It took him only a few years to finish his task murdering every Harven he could find until he was certain his mission was complete.   But the Harvens were not so easily destroyed.  Prior to Desirmor’s arrival, the leader of the Harvens had welcomed a newborn boy into the world and wisely sent him to live with a family far away from Fandrall.  To this day, Desirmor believes he has destroyed the Harven race, but to this day it endures.  It endures in the bloodline of that single child, smuggled to safety, and guarded by those who’ve known his true heritage for all this time.”              
 
                 Sim hardly noticed that Sarimus had stopped speaking.  He was captivated by the tale he had just heard.  It all sounded like some fairy tale the bards told little children, but since he was hearing it from Sarimus, Sim believed every word.   “So the Legacy is the lost heir to the Harven bloodline,” Sim thought aloud, finally feeling like things were beginning to make sense.
 
                 “Not exactly,” Sarimus said patting Sim’s knee. “You see Sim, there is so much more to explain but my time, I’m afraid, is limited.  The Princess that Desirmor enslaved is a part of all this.  Few back then knew that Harmony Alexidus was born with the foresight.  Before Desirmor imprisoned her, she spoke one night to a nurse maid who recorded a series of her visions on parchment.  These prophecies are the stuff of legend, but sadly disappeared soon after Desirmor’s reign began.  Some believe that the scroll was smuggled out of the country and is being held in safekeeping even now.  Others think that Desirmor hunted the prophecy down and destroyed it for fear that the words may one day come true.  Either way, we do know that Desirmor is aware of the prophecies and this is why he has once again begun to search for a remnant of the Harven blood.”
 
                 “Why would the surviving Harven matter to him?” Sim asked.  “If he was powerful enough to nearly destroy their entire civilization, then why would he be afraid of them now?”              
 
                 At this question Sarimus smiled openly.  He regarded Sim with an almost fatherly expression.  “That my boy is everything,” he grinned mischievously.  “It is true that Desirmor was strong enough then to outmatch all of the combined strength of the Harven race.  It is also true that over the last millennia he has even increased his strength by further mastering his craft.”
 
                 Sarimus stood up and walked into the middle of the barn.  The moonlight cast his form in a ghostly light, making him almost float into the air before Sim, as he continued to speak.              
 
                 “Despite the endurance of the Harven bloodline, all of the lore, the history, the very essence of their civilization has been lost, forgotten by time.  The blood that remains in truth would never be strong enough to challenge Desirmor, and restore peace to the world.  Still, we can hope.  In the prophecy spoken by Harmony Alexidus, it was said ‘darkness can never endure.  As time is said to heal all wounds, the scar of darkness will succumb to that which was forgotten.  When he can’t fight, a warrior will defend him.  When he can’t walk, the silence will carry him.  Where his mind falters, the past shall teach him.  When he can’t hide, the light shall consume him.  And when he is lost, hope shall guide him.  Eternity will not suffer a darkened soul.  What was lost and forgotten shall heal the world.”
 
                 Hearing the actual words of prophecy spoken to him aloud made the hairs on the back of Sim’s neck stand on end.  Deep within his mind he could hear a voice reassuring him that his adventure was only beginning, as though the prophecy was somehow meant for him.  Sarimus knelt on one knee before him and looked deeply into his eyes.  “Sim, my true name is Sarimus Harvencott.  I am the sole surviving heir to the Harven bloodline, and I have been able to keep that secret safe because of friends like Farrus and your father Sevin -- friends who know the value of my life and who’ve sacrificed greatly to aid me in my quest.”
 
                 Sarimus was about to continue when they both heard the inns back door open and close.  Sim knew at once that it was Sevin coming to see why he was taking so long in the stable.  
 
                 Sarimus looked calmly at Sim.  “Take this,” he said, pressing something round and cold into Sim’s right hand.  “Show it to no-one.  It is yours to keep.  Think of it as your birthright.”  Sarimus hurried to the back of the stable to hide and stopped just before ducking into one of the horse bays.  “One more thing Sim,” he whispered, walking toward the shadows in the back of the barn as Sevin’s footsteps came closer on the gravel pathway outside. “Take care of Maehril - at all costs.  The fate of the world will one day depend on her life.” 
 
                 With that he turned and walked through the wall, leaving Sim awestruck and gawking as Sevin roughly pushed open the stable doors.  Sim looked dumbly up at his father, who stood scowling at him from the doorway.                
 
                 “Who were you talking to boy?” Sevin blustered.
 
                 “I was just talking to the horses, father,” Sim lied.  
 
                 Sevin looked at him incredulously.  “The horses?  Sim, you haven’t gone daft have you now?”
 
                 “Of course not,” was all he could say in defense.
 
                 “I’ll not have my only son acting like a damn loon,” Sevin shouted at him.  “Now off to bed with you.   Let’s go!”
 
                 Sim looked toward the back of the barn where Sarimus had miraculously walked through a wall.  He had so many more questions to ask, and he knew that Sarimus was leaving the next day.  He might have tried to think of a way to stay in the barn a bit longer but the look on Sevin’s face told him to call it a night.  If there was more Sarimus needed to tell him, Sim was certain he’d find a way.  Clutching the strange object which Sarimus had given him, Sim silently walked past Sevin and made his way towards his bedroom.
 
    
 
                 
 
                 *****************************************************************
 
    
 
                 
 
                 Alone in his room at last, Sim lit a candle and lay down on his bed.  He looked blankly up at the ceiling, lost in his thoughts, tired, but not enough to sleep.  This had been without any doubt the most strange and exciting day of his life.  For some time his thoughts dwelled on the surprise encounter he had shared with Sarimus earlier in the barn.  The world he lived in had suddenly become a very dangerous and exciting place.  
 
                 His finger gently caressed the gift Sarimus had given him just a short while before.  Upon inspection, the object was a tiny spherical gem, no larger than a marble, set into a ring of metal tinted slightly blue.  It was like nothing Sim had ever seen before.  The gem itself was a faded orange with white swirls sparsely showing across the orb like tiny waves.  In fact, as Sim gazed upon it, the surface of the orb seemed to shift like water gently flowing under a frame of glass.  It all hung from a chain, woven into an extraordinary five line braid, made from the same strange metal as the setting.  The chain was thin but remarkably sturdy.  Watching the surface of the orb swirl and wave as though it were a living force, Sim found himself hypnotized by its peculiarity.  His intuition told him that there was a great power within this tiny gem and that Sarimus had meant for him to guard it.  And he would guard it, Sim thought to himself.  
 
                 For some time Sim continued to lay there on his bed studying his new treasure and fantasizing about its origins and powers until sleep came at last.  Sim began to dream of a great castle set upon a hillside against the backdrop of a titanic waterfall, hundreds of feet tall, falling from a great cliff behind the castle.  The waterfall fed a river that surrounded the whole foundation of the castle and caused a great natural shroud of mist to rise around the castle walls.  It was twilight as Sim approached the castle, floating through the sky like a bird gliding on the wind.   As he drew near, Sim looked across the structure for signs of life, but found only a single light glowing from a window in a tower on the castle's west end.  An ill feeling came across him as he drifted toward that single light as though something wicked was in that room.  There was a courtyard on the east end of the structure that appeared far more inviting so Sim changed his course. 
 
                 When his feet came to rest on the marble stone courtyard, Sim began to search for anyone who could tell him where he was.  He followed the stone walkways past tall statues displaying men in heated contests and battles, marveling at their stunning detail and craftsmanship.  At the end of the row stood an enormous gold statue of a man standing proudly over a fallen foe.  On the statue's base was a commemorative plate describing the scene.  Sim traced his finger over the deep etchings as he read aloud the proclamation.  
 
                 “Here we celebrate the Great King’s victory over Thalson Harvenstrong, despised sorcerer and enemy of all men.”
 
                 Just as Sim finished reading the dedication, a door into the castle swung open to his left.  He left the statue behind and headed for the doorway.  The entrance led to a long winding stairway, descending deep into the ground beneath the castle.  The passage was lit by candles mounted onto the gray stone walls leaving an ethereal green light to navigate through.  The stairs seemed to go down endlessly, and Sim found himself moving more quickly with each passing stair until he was running down the stairway as though he were being pursued.  At last the stairs ended and Sim came into a small room with only a single door on the opposite end.  The door was wooden and plain, with cast iron latches and a small barred window at eye level.  
 
                 Before he could approach, a voice, sweet and soft like wind rolling across a lush plain, spoke to him from behind the door.  
 
                 “You’ve come to me at last, Siminus."
 
                 Sim tried to speak but stumbled on his words as his mouth suddenly went dry.
 
                 “You’ve no need to speak, Siminus.  Hear my words.  My name is Harmony Alexidus, cursed Princess of Fandria, a peaceful kingdom once ruled from these castle walls.  I have summoned you to be my witness, my champion, my salvation, and long have I awaited your arrival.  Though we have never met, I know you Siminus, as I have watched you in my dreams grow from child to man.  The road you face is long and dangerous, but your destiny is the will of our holy creator, the Great Mother.  The reign of Desirmor nears its end, so I call upon you to take heed.  Beware the crimson sky, Siminus, for it marks the beginning of despair.  Follow Lady Relador for she alone can offer you deliverance.  We shall speak again soon.”              
 
                 With that, Sim woke up and found himself alone in his bedroom.  He sat up slowly and looked around trying to shake the notion that what he had just experienced was no dream.  The whole sequence replayed in his mind, and Sim felt certain that from the moment his feet had landed in that courtyard, reality had replaced the dream.  He even noticed that he was still breathing hard from running down the staircase.  
 
                 Then it happened.  As he sat there trying to make sense of the dream from which he had just awoken, Sim was overcome by the sudden fear that he was being watched.  He looked around his room scanning every darkened corner and crevice but saw nothing.  Still it was there, like a splinter in his mind, and he knew something was wrong.  Sim crept toward the single candle across the room, and wetting his thumb and forefinger he extinguished the flame.  With his room cast in darkness save for the soft moonlight filtering in from outside, Sim slipped through the shadows to his only window.  He leaned tightly against the wall and peaked out the windows bottom corner.  The street below was quiet and unassuming.  Even at this late hour Sim would have expected to see a drunken merchant stumbling down the street in search of another drink.  However there was nary a sound nor movement.  Still it was inescapable; someone was watching him and his instincts pointed to the streets below.  
 
                 Sim continued straining his eyes to see into every dark alley visible from his window.  In this part of town the buildings tended to have a bit of property, not at all like the congested blocks closer to the harbor, but across the street were two rather thin alleys.  He could only make out vague shapes cloaked within the pitch dark alleys.  He saw nothing that could confirm his suspicions.  As he strained to see through the darkness, his fingers began to trace down the chain of his new necklace, subconsciously searching out the smooth gem resting against his chest.  The gem was cool to the touch as his fingers gently caressed it.  In his mind a picture began to form of a man standing in the shadows, cloaked in black, looking up at his window.  Somehow Sim knew he was there in the alley across the street, yet it was too dark to make him out.  He began to imagine a light glowing over the alley, revealing what he knew the darkness concealed.  Suddenly the gem became white hot, nearly burning his fingers and chest.  Down in the street a bright light formed at the entrance to the alley seemingly from nowhere, but just as he’d imagined.  The light cast down upon a man leaning against a wall in the alley.  He was cloaked in black, his face concealed by a hood.  The sudden appearance of light startled the man, who swung around in all directions searching for the source of the light.  The sudden disturbance caused his hood to fall back, and he fixed a vicious stare up at Sim’s window.  He was unlike anyone or anything Sim had ever seen before.  His long, dark, greasy hair fell over pointy ears.  His skin was black, and a pair of small fangs protruded from his snarling mouth.  He had yellow eyes that spewed hate and contempt, and as Sim met his gaze, a feeling of morbid dread consumed his thoughts.  With his position revealed, the man didn’t tally.   He sprinted from the alleyway and down the street with a speed and grace that made Sim’s jaw drop.  
 
                 For some time after his stalker's departure Sim didn’t move.  He stared out the window, his heart racing, trying to come to terms with a fear that wouldn’t abate.  It was foolish he knew, but for some reason Sim couldn’t shake the idea that he had just seen death itself.   The very notion made his blood run cold.  He leaned back against the wall and sitting there in the dark, alone with a thousand thoughts running circles around his head, he remembered the strange way his necklace had acted.   Sim studied it, raising it in the moonlight to see if the surface had changed.  Only moments earlier it had nearly burnt his fingers, yet now it was as cool as the night air.  Slowly, as he stared into its swirling orange center, another image began to form in his mind.  He closed his eyes, trying to will the vision into focus, and he could feel the stone becoming warmer as the scene became clear.  
 
                 Sim was standing on the side of a great cliff amongst a driving rain at twilight.  His face was dirty and stained with spots of fresh and dried blood.  He held a broad sword in each hand, a body lay near his feet.  He was shouting defiantly at someone he couldn’t see with the wind and rain driving harder by the minute around him.  Then his opponent flashed into view, spinning and striking with two swords also as Sim deftly parried his attacks.  Sim caught every stroke his attacker threw and countered with the same skill and force as his opponent.  The battle waged back and forth with neither gaining an edge, their artistry of sword forms equal and perfect.  Suddenly Sim was distracted by a sound from the distance, and with a small window to strike, his opponent didn’t miss.  The sword found its home in Sim’s chest dropping him to his knees, disbelief and pain creasing his face.  As Sim fell to the ground, lifeless, the assailant turned to the cause of Sim’s distraction.  Boom.              
 
                 Sim was returned fr0m his vision, as though someone had punched him hard in the face.  His eyes took time to focus, and he nearly vomited from the sudden intense pain in his head.  Sim crawled to his bed and lay down, crippled by the reaction to his vision and wondering if he was dying just as he had died in his dream.  Had the outcome of his dream translated to the real world?  Slowly the pain began to fade, and Sim was able to process what he had seen.  Thinking it all through, he wasn’t sure which was worse -- the fact that he had just witnessed his own death, or that his killer had been the man standing beneath his window.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four:    Crimson Sails
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next morning followed the same routine as any other.  Sim woke at dawn to tend the animals in the stable.  After breakfast he filled all of the washbasins and cut firewood for Bella’s ovens.  Twice as he quartered the logs out by the stable, he had seen Enaya watching him from the window of her room on the second floor.  He couldn’t be certain, but he didn’t think she had left her room all day.  Throughout the morning Sim had made a point to look out for her or Givara, but neither had made an appearance around the common room, skipping breakfast all together.  As was the case most days, Maehril had a way of always positioning herself in his line of sight, smiling sheepishly whenever they made eye contact.  Normally, Sim would have been annoyed by Maehril's obvious crush, but Sarimus had told him to take care of her at all costs, and he meant to follow orders.  
 
                 By the afternoon, Sim found himself in the garden working amongst the rows of tall corn.  His entire day up to this point had been a torturous effort to pass the time until Enaya or Sarimus came by.  He wasn’t sure if either would try to contact him, but he was sure that something was coming soon.  Looking up to the sun, Sim could clearly see the crimson ring that had brought him to his knees the day before, yet now, he felt no ill effects or nausea, just the dread of what the taint might mean.  He wondered to himself if his new necklace had anything to do with his new found immunity to the effects of the vision.  
 
                 Working in the garden lacked its usual enjoyment, as Sim wallowed in a state of prolonged melancholy.  His mind wandered over meaningless events from his childhood, further encouraging his acute depression.  He thought about the day Raelin had left on the recruitment ship.  He had walked Raelin to the docks that day, carrying a bag for his friend, and fought the urge to board the ship himself with every step toward the pier.  “Your journey ends here my friend,” Raelin had said to him just before he left.  “You are your own man, Siminus.  A great man.   One day the world will know your name.  Stories will be written of your adventures and told by fathers to their sons as they put them to sleep.”  Raelin had turned then and walked up the gangplank boarding the ship and leaving Sim alone on the dock.  As the ship gently drifted away, setting out to the open seas, Raelin came to the railing one last time and called out to Sim, “One day the world will know your name Siminus Kelmor…just as soon as you get away from the Kelmor Inn!”
 
                 Raelin had always teased him about his father’s overbearing nature, and Sim knew he was right.  Raelin was probably off in some distant land fighting some glorious battle.  It could have been me, Sim thought.  It should have been me.  He could have sneaked off in the night and boarded a merchant ship and bought his passage with labor until he reached Fandrall or Altrega, or some other exotic land.  He could have been the one leading the charge against an army of rogue beasts saving a grateful village in the process.  It was all Sevin’s fault.  His father wanted him to be ordinary.  He wanted him to be nothing better than the grumpy barkeep of a rundown inn in the middle of nowhere.  He was holding him back….
 
                 Sim suddenly realized that he was on his knees in the dirt, sobbing uncontrollably into his filthy hands.  Something was happening to him, making him feel hopeless and isolated.  He felt like everything was out of control, and the only way he could feel any happiness was if he took his own life.  The very thought that he could have reached that point made him feel instantly ashamed of himself.  He looked up at the sky, to the tainted crimson ring haunting the sun’s light, and wondered if that was what was causing his unmanageable emotions.  He needed to get indoors, out of the daylight.  The sun’s rays felt like a poison to him.  He gathered his things and hurried back into the inn.
 
                 Entering the kitchen felt like a breath of fresh air, for as soon as he crossed the threshold into Bella’s sweltering hot kitchen all of the emptiness and hurt he had felt outside, disappeared.   Bella looked at him strangely as he stood in the doorway, holding a basket of fresh picked vegetables, panting as though he’d just run around the entire town.  Sim forced a smile at his mother before dropping the basket onto the counter and hurrying out into the common room.                
 
                 Sevin was behind the bar talking to one of the serving maids as Sim entered, but he didn’t seem to notice his son.  Sim hoped to go undetected.  He walked quickly through the tavern trying to get to his room without being stopped.  He made it to the outer doors, and pushed through them to the stairwell, glad not to hear his name being called.  Just as he turned the corner for the hallway that led to the guestrooms, Sim crashed into Maehril, sending the stack of fresh linens she’d been carrying, tumbling to the floor.
 
                 “Oh, Maehril.  I’m so sorry,” he cried out in surprise.  He knelt down to the floor to help gather her things.  Since Maehril was a mute, she just smiled sheepishly as she gathered her linens together.  As they both knelt, arranging the folds into a neat stack, Maehril unexpectedly reached out her hand and gently took hold of the gem that had fallen out from beneath Sim’s shirt.  At first the realization that it was out in the open gave Sim a start, but for some strange reason, as Maehril rolled the stone slowly back and forth between her thumb and forefinger staring curiously at the odd thing, Sim felt reassured.  All of the apprehension and nerves that had been brewing inside of him over the last twenty four hours drifted away and were replaced by confidence and peace.  Slowly Sim began to feel as though there was nothing he had to fear, as though everything he couldn’t understand suddenly made sense.  Maehril looked into Sim’s eyes with the same girlish adoration she always had, but Sim saw someone different.  For the first time since she had come to live at the Kelmor Inn as a girl no older than six, Sim saw something other than the annoying little girl who couldn’t speak.  He saw a light around her that shined as white and pure as anything he’d ever seen.  The sheer force of the purity made him want to weep with joy, as though she were a symbol for all that was good in the world.  He couldn’t take his eyes off of her.  Why hadn’t he ever noticed this about her before?  How had he overlooked the true essence of this girl who may as well have been his sister?  
 
   Sim found himself humbled by the moment, and opened his mouth to speak words that his mind had yet to form, when the front door to the inn burst open and a guardsman dashed into the room.  It was Tymus, a young man who had recently joined the guard.  His face looked bleak, his eyes wide with fear.  He looked fearfully at Sim and Maehril and stuttered for a moment on his announcement.  “Cri…crim… crimson sails,” he sputtered, tripping over his words.  “Crimson sails to port!”  His voice suddenly found its courage and he nearly screamed it again.  “Crimson sails to port!”
 
                 Sevin came barreling into the room and grabbed Tymus by the shoulders.  “Did I hear you right boy?” Sevin boomed, shaking Tymus like a rag doll with his thick hands.  “Did you say Crimson sails to port?”              
 
                 “Aye, Sir,” Tymus squeaked.  And no sooner had the words left his mouth than a titanic explosion sounded off in the distance rocking the very ground on which they stood.
 
                 Sevin cast Tymus out the door with a great shove, shouting after him to evacuate the town.  Bella came racing into the room with a frantic look of fear across her face.  “Why now Sevin?” she pleaded to her husband.  “Why after all this time?”  
 
                 Sevin leveled a stern look on his wife causing her to calm down in an instant.  They both turned to look at Sim and Maehril who stood there confused and scared.  
 
                 “What’s going on, Father?” Sim found the courage to say.
 
                 Sevin walked to the door, ignoring Sim’s question.  He looked down the street outside where the screaming voices rang out against the continued blast of explosions in the distance.  
 
                 “We’re out of time, my love,” he said with surprising tenderness as he turned to his wife and brought her to him in a deep embrace.  “They’ve come for the boy.”              
 
                 “What boy?” Sim screamed at his parents in frustration.  “Are you talking about me?”
 
                 “Aye,” his father answered, firmly.  “The Blood Lord has come to Dell, and we believe he’s looking for you, my son.”
 
                 Sim was scared and confused.  He’d never seen his parents act this way, never seen them show even a hint of fear before.  It scared him to his core.  “Who is he father, and what does he want with me?”
 
                 Another explosion shook the ground dropping Sim to the floor.  Against the shouts of fleeing villagers, the bellowing war howl of some unknown beast echoed across the whole town.  Something was coming and it was going to destroy the whole city in its wake.  Sim shot a quick glance out a nearby window and could see a crimson aura illuminating the whole sky.  His vision was coming to bear.  
 
                 “There’s no time to explain, Siminus,” Sevin bellowed.  He grabbed Sim by the arm and led him into the common room.  “Go out to the barn, grab your swords and hide.  Don’t come out of that barn for any reason.”  He looked around suddenly, fear stretching the lines of his face.   “Bella, where’s Maehril?”
 
                 Bella’s eyes widened as she looked around for Maehril.  Where had she gone, Sim thought?  She’d been right here only a minute ago.  The howls drew closer and closer.  “Run Sim and do as you’re told.  If you find Maehril, guard her with your life!” Sevin screamed. 
 
                 He shoved Sim toward the kitchen and the back entrance of the inn.  Sim did as he was told.  The sounds of screaming women and crying children filled the air outside as he raced down the gravel path to the barn.  Several explosions sounded off in the distance, but Sim couldn’t tell if they were getting louder because he was outside or if they were just getting closer.  Just as he reached the barn doors a blood curdling shriek rose across the city making Sim stop in his tracks, a feeling like cold death attacking his senses.  Sim looked out toward the streets, his terror level rising as he began to notice the unearthly silence that followed the shriek.  It was as if all of the destruction was halted and the city itself was awaiting the next move.  Sim was just getting the courage back to move again when the silence was cut off as dozens of similar though less fearsome shrieks began to sound off across the city.  It was as if a pack of wolves were hunting and answering the call of prey.  
 
                 Sim forced himself to ignore the shrieks and pushed his way into the barn.  He closed both doors securely behind him, binding the door with an old two by four.  Inside the barn Sim lost his concentration.  Too much was going on and he didn’t understand any of it.  The chaos continued outside so loudly it was impossible to think.  Nothing he had experienced in his life had prepared him to deal with this.
 
   
  
 

              He took a deep breath, telling himself to calm down.   If the city was under attack, he would need to be in control of himself.  His own actions were about all he could control, he reasoned.  He looked around the barn for anything he might be able to use.  All the animals were in a frenzied state of panic.  They could sense the imminent danger.  Watching Valla pace about her small confines as agitated as he had ever seen her, Sim suddenly remembered his swords.  Even Sevin who wasn’t supposed to know about the secret cache had reminded him to arm himself.  
 
                 Sim pushed aside the bales of hay that concealed his hiding spot in the back corner of the stable, and pulled up the loose board that covered the hole.  Inside the cavity he removed his two old broad swords and the canvas satchel he had filled with survival gear.  He had placed that satchel in this hiding spot the night of his eighteenth birthday.  Sevin had squashed his hope of joining Raelin on the recruitment ship that day, so he had put together a few things he might need if ever he were to run away from home.  Looking down at the dirt stained bag, he felt a small glimmer of relief as though this little treasure would come in very handy. 
 
                 Sim’s admiration of his survival bag was cut short when something crashed into the barn doors, testing the strength of the hinges.  The suddenness of the assault on the barn door made his heart stop, and he waited with bated breath to see if they’d test the door again.  After a few seconds he received his answer.  Whatever was outside crashed into the door once more.  He could hear the hinges creak and strain under the force of the impact.  Never looking away from the door, Sim reached for his broad swords gripping each hilt until his knuckles turned white from the pressure.  He listened closely, trying to separate any sounds just beyond the door from all of the ruckus ripping through the city.  He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he could hear something sniffing at the small sliver of space between the ground and the bottom of the door.  
 
                 Apparently, whatever was trying to come in had decided against smashing the door down and took a different approach.  It was now trying to dig under the door.  From the small gap between the earth and the bottom of the door, Sim could make out what looked like long claws violently digging at the ground.  He rose from his crouch, finding the courage to answer his attacker and crept quietly toward the door.  The hole was growing quickly and now Sim could see two hands with long gnarled black fingers, capped by two inch claws, furiously working at the ground.  This was almost going to be too easy Sim thought to himself.  Whatever the beast was, it clearly wasn’t considering that Sim was armed.  It only took a few more moments before the hole became large enough for the beast to get its head into the crack.  Sim had his sword poised to strike above the hole, and when the head came into view, he plunged his sword down through the beasts grizzly skull.  Sim could hear the body outside twitching violently in the dirt as the last vestiges of life slipped away from its cursed existence. 
 
                 The impaled head belonged to a gruesome beast unlike any Sim had ever seen or heard about.  It looked like a wolf with an almost human air about its features.  There was a snout though it didn’t protrude nearly as much as a wolf’s might.  Its eyes were a sickly green and savage, the teeth were jagged and made for rending flesh, and its ears were hairless and human in shape.   It was covered with a coarse black hair that seemed sparse and patchy.  Sim was appalled by what he saw.  While it was a hideous sight to behold, his senses told him that the creature was an abomination, for it contained an evil that pulsed even as its heart ceased to beat.  
 
                 Sim had bent down to one knee to closer examine the corpse caught under his barn door, when another beast came crashing through the window behind him.  The creature waited for him in the center of the barn among the broken glass and splintered wood, its large green eyes fixed in a bloodthirsty stare.  Spit and drool spilled from between its teeth, falling soundlessly to the floor.  Its jaw was massive.  Sim believed the beast could easily swallow him whole if it wanted to.  
 
                 Slowly, Sim began to rise from his crouch, eyes locked on his opponent, a sword in his right hand, the other left on the ground.  One sword will be enough, he thought to himself.  
 
                 He circled cautiously to his left, mainly to test the beast, to gauge its response.  The animal stayed put, following Sim’s movement with its eyes, but occasionally kicking its hind legs at the dirt.   A smile formed on Sim’s lips as he realized that the rush of blood he felt wasn’t fear, but excitement.  This creature had crashed through a window into his personal training space.  For years as Sim had cultivated his talent with a weapon, it had been enclosed within this barn, dreaming of scenarios just like this.  His shortsword had never felt so light and his hands and feet never so quick, when the beast leapt suddenly for his throat.   Without hesitation Sim dove to the ground under the arc of the animal’s path, and thrust his weapon up into the creature’s chest.  It fell roughly to the ground, life already leaving its body.  Sim pulled the sword free and watched it twitch and shudder before giving in to death.  
 
                 There was a rag hanging over one of the stable doors that Sim used to wipe the black blood from his blade.  Already the barn had begun to fill with the fetid stench of death.  Could be the beast’s natural smell, Sim thought to himself as he looked upon the carcass in disgust.  
 
                 The world outside the barn seemed to scream out to the heavens in pain as the invading force moved through the city.  
 
                 Sevin had told him to stay in the barn, but Sim began to realize that he wouldn’t be safe there for long.  He wondered what had become of Maehril, and why she had slipped away so quietly.  Perhaps she had stolen away to her room.  Sarimus and Sevin had both charged him with her safety.  The time for hiding was over.  
 
                 It took a few moments to get the barn door open, but soon Sim was carefully making his way up the gravel path to the inn.  Plumes of smoke dotted the skyline over Dell causing a shroud of smoke to block his view of the sun.  He couldn’t see the crimson corona through the cloud of smoke, but he knew it was there, and now he knew what it meant.  Never again will I dismiss a vision Sim vowed, and his mind briefly wandered to the dream of his death.  When that moment happens, I’ll know not to look away from my attacker.  I’ll survive.
 
                 He crept up the path, keeping mindful of the possibility that one of those beasts might happen along.  As he neared the back door of the inn, he suddenly noticed that the city had become eerily silent.  Only moments before it had been difficult to hear his own thoughts, but as he stood in front of the door, it seemed as if the assault had taken a break.  
 
                 Sevin had secured the door with a deadbolt because the door was locked from the inside.    He moved around to the left side of the inn where there was a bay window just to the side of the bar.  As he peered into the common room, the scene inside horrified him.  Sevin and Bella were kneeling on the floor in the center of the common room surrounded by four of the revolting black beasts.  There were tables and chairs overturned and thrown about as though a great fight had taken place.  His spirits fell even lower when he noticed the body of Tymus, lying savagely torn apart on the floor by the bar.
 
                 He was about to rear up and throw himself through the window when Enaya and Givara came around the corner at a crouch.  Enaya seemed surprised to see Sim and conferred quickly with Givara before making the motion for Sim to stay down and remain quiet.  Givara veered off, making her way quickly down the path toward the barn, but Enaya continued until she came to Sim’s side.  
 
                 “What’s happening here?” Sim demanded before Enaya could open her mouth.
 
                 “Keep your voice down.  Are you really this naïve?” she responded.
 
                 “Yes!” Sim whisper-shouted incredulously, “I am this naïve.  Who is the Blood Lord, and what does he want with us?”
 
                 Enaya looked genuinely annoyed.  She glanced back toward the barn, hoping to see if Givara had completed her task.  The barn was quiet.  “His name is Thorl Desirmor.  He’s the king’s son.  His job is to find you using any means necessary.”
 
                 Inside the common room, two short figures in hooded black cloaks and two soldiers wearing blood stained mail, entered dragging Sarimus by his arms.  His face was bruised and bloodied, but he managed to smile as he was roughly dropped on Bella’s left.  He coughed several times as Bella captured him in her arms, holding him in her motherly embrace.
 
                 “Are you alright, old friend?” Sevin asked, looking gravely at the collections of wounds that decorated Sarimus’ arms and face.
 
                 “I’m afraid my journey has come to an end, dear friends,” he answered as a small trail of blood ran from the corner of his lips, “but the battle is just beginning.  May the Great Mother bless our children, and see them safely through the prophecy’s end.”
 
                 Bella managed a smile, and Sim watching from the edge of the window outside could only marvel at his mother’s courage and strength.
 
                 A tall man in a stark crimson cape walked suddenly into the room.  He was young, perhaps a few years older than Sim, and he bore the unmistakable air of a nobleman.  His black hair was cut to shoulder length with a neatly trimmed goatee to match.  The man wore soft leather pants and a fine silk doublet, crimson like his cape.  Sim felt his blood run cold as he noticed the man’s eyes.  They were a devilish red color, and the man cast them about the room glaring with an unnatural hate.  He was pure evil, and Sim knew at once that he was looking at the Blood Lord.
 
                 Enaya took hold of Sim’s arm as she saw the Blood Lord enter.  She pulled him down further, so he could barely see over the edge of the window.  
 
                 “We need to leave, Sim,” she whispered urgently.  “Now.”
 
                 “Go then,” Sim told her never looking away from the scene in the common room.  “I won’t leave them to die.”
 
                 “You can’t save them.”
 
                 “I can’t just sit back and do nothing,” he pleaded with her.
 
                 Enaya’s face softened as she stared into Sim’s helpless green eyes.  She knew that he didn’t understand the gravity of the situation, couldn’t understand it, and she hadn’t the time to explain to him a brief history of the world outside of Caramour.  She took his hands and began rubbing them tenderly.  
 
                 “If you try and save them, Sim, the Blood Lord will kill you.  You are no match for him, at least not yet.  Please try to understand, if you die, all of the sacrifices that your parents have made to raise you in hiding will be for not.  They were prepared for this Sim.”  
 
                 She seemed to be getting through; she could tell from the look on his face that he was starting to think it over.
 
                 “Sim, last night Sarimus met with us after he went to see you in the barn.  He told us that he was being hunted and that if anything should happen to him, Givara and I were to get you out of Dell safely.”
 
                 A bit of the tension drained out of Sim’s face.  
 
                 “I’ll follow you Enaya.  But I need to see this first.”
 
                 Enaya bit her bottom lip in frustration.  “Fine…but keep down.  And, Sim…you may not like what you see in there.  Promise me if the worst happens, you’ll remain composed.”
 
                 “It’s as you say, I can’t help them,” he said with resignation.
 
                 He thought about the dream encounter with Harmony Alexidus.  She had told him this would happen and that he must follow Enaya.  His heart was heavy as he turned back to the window, knowing it was likely he would witness the death of his parents.
 
                 The Blood Lord was standing before Sevin, Bella, and Sarimus with a beast at his side.  He casually stroked the disgusting things head.  The beast cowered like a servile dog, reveling in its master’s touch.  
 
                 “It is Sarimus?” he asked in a soothing, gentle tone.  “That is what they call you, is it not?” Sarimus spat at the Blood Lord’s feet.  “Come now, Sarimus, your old friend Cassell told us everything.”              
 
                 “May you rot in the feces of your vile borlicon, Thorl.”
 
                 Thorl smiled widely, clearly amused by the macho bravado.  He pulled a crimson handkerchief from his pocket and bent to wipe the spittle from his silver tipped boot.
 
                 “Now that wasn’t necessary, Sarimus, was it?  Civilized people never spit.  It’s a disgusting habit.”  He stood and put away the handkerchief.  “And you must be Sevin and Bella Kelmor, the proprietors of this filthy inn.”  He looked at each of his captives in turn.  “But where is the boy?  Sim I believe he’s called.  I’m most interested to meet him.  I’m told he has some extraordinary talents.”  Frowning as he turned to the bar, Thorl walked over to the body of Tymus, and grabbed at the pallid face of the dead guardsman.  “Seems my borlicon were a bit too overexcited.  Poor boy.  Died protecting his parents no doubt.  What a terrible shame.  I was so looking forward to questioning him.”
 
                 Sarimus and Sevin smiled darkly at one another as the Blood Lord had his back turned.  Bella kept up the act weeping openly and calling Sim’s name between sobs.  
 
                 The Blood Lord came to stand before Sarimus.  He seemed to savor having the old sailor on his knees before him.  “The last Harven,” Thorl said, admiring the words as if they hung in the air like a fine painting.  “My father will be most pleased with me for this.  The last of the legendary Harven line.  Do you have any idea, Sarimus, how badly I curry my father’s favor?  Can you imagine how highly I will be esteemed by the King for finishing the work he began over a thousand years ago?”
 
                 “His work will never be finished, you filth,” Sevin snarled hotly.  “There will always be people to oppose him.  There will always be good at work in this world to oppose the evil that he brings.”
 
                 “His fate is ruled by the prophecy,” screamed Bella defiantly.  “And his reign will end as it was foretold.”
 
                 The Blood Lord laughed wickedly.  “The prophecy?  Really?  Silly woman, you can’t possibly expect me to believe that you still hold faith in that drivel?  Do you have any idea how many poor misguided souls have come to challenge my father’s rule with claims to that ridiculous prophecy?”
 
                 “Don’t you dare decry the sacred prophecy,” Bella cried out bravely.  “Do you forget that it was put forth by your very own mother?  I’ll die before I listen to you disrespect her name!”
 
                 The Blood Lord’s face twitched unhappily at Bella’s outburst.  He ground his teeth, and faced her squarely, clenching his red gloved hands into fists.
 
                 “My mother is a loathsome whore, who has chosen to torture my noble father for countless centuries,” he hissed at her.  “I hope she rots in that dungeon, and you my dear lady could rot beside her for all I care.  However, you have made it clear to me that you would rather die than listen to me sully her good name.  In this desire, I can help you.”
 
                 Thorl stood back and removed the gloves from his hands.  From the window Sim could see that the left hand was horribly scarred in several places as though cutting himself was some kind of game.  Then Thorl removed a small dagger from a sheath on his hip.  The handle was black and inlaid with thin gold strands that formed an exotic weave.  The blade, which was only about two inches long, gave off an eerie crimson glow.  Thorl held the strange knife out in front of him and closing his eyes began a sort of inaudible chant.  The stone about Sim’s neck began to pulsate with heat as the Blood Lord continued to chant.  After a few moments, the Blood Lord opened his eyes and in one quick motion sliced the palm of his left hand with the dagger, then returned the blade to its sheath.  Thorl recited another strange invocation as his three captive’s looked on in horror, then clapped his hands together and held his blood smeared palms out before him.
 
                 “I’ll give each of you one opportunity for mercy,” Thorl offered.  “Tell me what I want to know and your deaths will be painless.”              
 
                 “Forget it,” Sevin lashed out bravely.  “We’ll tell you nothing.”
 
                 The Blood Lord looked at Sevin with disappointment.  For the briefest of instances, Sim swore he detected a hint of sadness in his abominable red eyes.  “I suppose you can go first then, innkeeper.”
 
                 Thorl closed his blood smeared left hand into a fist and raised it over his head.  A thin wisp of red mist began to form and take shape on the floor in front of him.  As he whispered his incantation the red mist rose from the floor like a snake uncoiling and then slowly started to spin and swirl, gaining speed as it twisted into a six foot tornado.  When the Blood Lord was satisfied with his work he lowered his fist and held it out to the tornado.  The whirlwind seemed to edge toward him as if it tasted the blood on his outstretched hand.  
 
                 “This is your last opportunity to tell me what I want to know innkeeper.”
 
                 The room was silent as all three captives, betraying nothing, looked down at the floor.  The Blood Lord waited only a moment more before saying “Sevin” and thrusting his fist at Sim’s helpless father.  The whirlwind danced across the floor encapsulating Sevin, pulling him off the floor until he was floating in the air within the tornado.  Sevin let out a scream of anguish that cut Sim to his core.  His heart sank to his stomach as he ached to stop his father’s torture.  Enaya held his hand and began to silently weep beside him.                
 
                 Inside the common room, Bella was wailing hysterically, trying futilely to pull Sevin free from the spell.  The Blood Lord screamed at Bella, “Tell me what I want to know and I’ll make his pain stop!”
 
                 From his hiding spot beneath the window, Sim could no longer bear to witness Sevin’s unfathomable pain.  His fingers had become numb and white from the excruciating grip he held on his sword hilt.  The helpless sobbing of his mother tore at his heart, making him angrier than he’d ever been in his life.  He’s dying, Sim cried to himself.  I have to stop it.  If it costs me my life, I have to try, he swore.
 
                 Springing to his feet and preparing to throw himself through the window, Sim took a few steps back to get a running start.  Just as he was about to start his leap, Givara tackled him hard from behind, catching his arm and pinning it behind his back as she forced him to the ground.  
 
                 “Are you a fool?” Enaya hissed, from his side.  “Are you so lack-witted that you know nothing of what’s happening in there?”  
 
                 “What then?” he despaired. “Tell me, what am I missing?  What’s so important that they’re willing to die to keep it secret?”              
 
                 “You, Sim,” Enaya said gently.  “The Blood Lord came here to kill you.  His spies have identified your ability.  Right now they believe that poor guardsman in there is you.  As long as he thinks you’re dead, he’ll call off the hunt.  He’s trying to get them to reveal whether Sarimus is truly the last Harven and how you came to have power.”
 
                 “But I don’t have any power,” Sim said in confusion.  “Not really anyway.”
 
                 Slowly some things were beginning to make sense to him.  The man in the alley the night before had been a spy for the Blood Lord.  When Sim had made the light appear in the alley he had inadvertently compromised his parent’s secret.  The Princess had called him her champion, her salvation.  Sarimus had recited a prophecy that foretold a savior would right the world of its evils.  It was all about him.  
 
                 He looked at Enaya, her blue eyes sparkling with mystery and purpose.  “It’s me isn’t it?” he said with a mixture of sadness and excitement.  “I’m a Harven.  I’m the Legacy.”
 
                 Enaya smiled softly.  She motioned for Givara to release him and took both of his hands in hers.  “Yes Sim.  We believe you are, and Givara and I will do anything we can to help you fulfill your destiny… for that is my destiny.”              
 
                 Sim nodded and turned to peer back into the window but Enaya stopped him.
 
                 “Are you sure you need to watch this Sim?”
 
                 Sim didn’t answer but turned back to the scene inside the common room.  Sevin now lay dead at the feet of the Blood Lord and Bella wept mournfully over her fallen love.  The red cloud of mist that had taken his father’s life was gone.  Sarimus continued to keep his head down and to Sim it looked as though he were in some kind of a trance.  His eyes were closed and his lips seemed to mumble inaudibly.
 
                 “Curse you!  Curse you!” Bella wailed as she stroked Sevin’s cheek.  From outside, Sim could see with disheartening clarity that all of the life, the fire that defined her strength and grace for as long as he could remember, had left her eyes.  She just stared vacantly into nothingness, her mind succumbing to the shock of watching her beloved perish.  
 
                 “Now, now Bella,” the Blood Lord mocked. “No need to suffer needlessly.  You’ll be joining him in just a moment.  But first I need to know how it was that Sim came to understand the trivarial power?  Hmm?”
 
                 Bella couldn’t answer.  She just sat there on the floor, rocking back and forth with Sevin’s lifeless head pressed against her bosom.  Sarimus continued his odd behavior off to her side though Thorl seemed not to notice.
 
                 The Blood Lord watched Bella, losing patience with her as she babbled and sobbed.  He took a threatening step towards her and savagely struck her face with an open handed slap, leaving a small smear of his blood across her cheek.  This action seemed to bring Sarimus back to reality as he suddenly looked up at Thorl with rage emanating from his eyes.
 
                 “You can’t win Thorl.  Don’t you know that?" he said with a strange calm.  The Blood Lord turned to him amused and raised an interested eyebrow.  “The prophecy is real, whether you choose to believe it or not.  This world was not meant for the darkness your father brings.  The light has already returned.  The wheels of destiny are beginning to turn as we speak.  Kill us now and cement the path to your own doom.”
 
                 “The prophecy is but a wish you foolish swine,” the Blood Lord replied smugly.  “For a thousand years my father has ruled unopposed.  He destroyed your whole race by himself and you expect us to believe that one man of a diluted, forgotten bloodline will rise up and overthrow King Desirmor.”                
 
                 Sarimus smiled and looked Thorl squarely in his crimson eyes.  “Your overconfidence will be your undoing.”
 
                 “And your unbridled faith in that imprisoned whore will be yours.”
 
                 The Blood Lord turned away from Sarimus.  He looked at the bar, his eyes wandering over the many labels on the shelves.  He stepped over Sevin’s corpse and maneuvered behind the bar.  There were wine glasses dangling by the stems on an overhead rack, and he removed one, placing it on the bar gently.  Thumbing over the bottles of spirits on the shelves, he decided at last on a dusty bottle of red wine that Sim believed was probably the most expensive spirit in the inn's stock and helped himself to a glass.  Thorl swirled the wine around in the glass as he came back around to face Bella.  He sipped thoughtfully as he stared down at her savoring each taste as he prepared his next torture.  
 
                 “I must say woman, for such a remote destination and for such moderate accommodations, it is most surprising to find so fine a vintage.”  He sipped again, delighting not only in the flavorful wine, but also in the lighthearted manner with which he was approaching her torture session.  “Should you survive this day, I certainly hope I will be welcomed back for a return visit.”
 
                 He finished off the glass amusing only himself but not seeming to care.  Placing the empty glass on the bar, Thorl knelt down and smeared a streak of blood from his hand across Bella’s cheek.  Standing, he made a wordless chant and clapped his hands together.  Bella went instantly rigid dropping Sevin’s head as she came to her knees, arms pasted to her sides.  
 
                 “Are you prepared to answer my questions now, Bella?” the Blood Lord commanded, extending his left arm, then twisting his fist and focusing all of his attention on the entranced woman.  
 
                 Bella’s face twitched as if she were fighting to regain control of herself, but the Blood Lord's enchantment was too powerful, and she witlessly gave in to his demands.  
 
                 “As you wish, exalted one,” she regretfully complied.
 
                 “At last, we’re getting somewhere,” sighed Thorl relieved to be achieving his objective.
 
                 “Don’t Bella!” Sarimus cried in vain. “You must fight him!  You have to fight him!”
 
                 Thorl cast an annoyed glare at Sarimus.  He brought his free hand to his lips as though to blow a kiss, but instead a red bubble drew from his mouth and floated across the room, coming to rest over Sarimus’ head.  Within the bubble, Sarimus continued to shout until he realized no sound was escaping.  He thrashed about, clawing at the spell around his head until one of Thorl’s soldiers leveled him with a kick to the gut, leaving him laid out on the floor gasping for air.
 
                 “Give him another one,” the Blood Lord commanded without emotion.  The soldier gladly obeyed the order.
 
                 Outside Enaya gave Sim a nudge on the arm.
 
                 “I think we’d better go.”
 
                 “Not yet,” Sim told her without looking away from the window.
 
                 “There’s going to be trouble, Sim,” Enaya pleaded.  She was becoming more and more impatient but Sim couldn’t find the will to leave.
 
                 “What kind of trouble?” Sim questioned, looking at her.  How could anything be worse than their current situation?
 
                 Tension pulled at the creases around Enaya’s eyes.  
 
                 “If she can’t resist him, he’s going to learn about you Sim.  He’ll make her tell him anything he wants to know.  Right now, he thinks that poor guard by the bar is you.  The only reason the borlicon aren’t ravaging through the city at this very moment is that he believes the search is over.  Once he learns the truth, the hunt will begin anew.  And we’ll have even less time to escape.”
 
                 Sim knew she was right, but he couldn’t help feeling as though Bella was going to pull through somehow.  He had conceded that he couldn’t save them, or at least that his parents wouldn’t want him to, but a familiar voice in the back of his mind told him that somehow, his mother was strong enough to resist the Blood Lord’s enchantments.
 
                 “You don’t know my mother, Enaya, she’ll find a way.”  His tone was resolved, his face resolute.  Enaya looked perturbed but she chose to accept his decision.
 
                 Inside the common room, Sim noticed that Sarimus was discreetly reaching for something in his boot.  Sarimus was trying very hard to remain inconspicuous as he removed a small dagger from a hidden sheath and slid it up his shirt sleeve.
 
                 “We’ll start with something easy,” Thorl began as he gently stroked his goatee and paced back and forth in front of Bella and Sarimus.  “Let’s see.  How long have you been on this dreadfully unpleasant island?”  He looked around in mock disgust and laughed. “It’s very hot here you know.”
 
                 Bella’s eyes stared forward into emptiness as though she were a mindless zombie.  “Sixteen years.”
 
                 “I see.”  Thorl scrutinized her face for a moment.  “You’re an old woman now, Bella.  Where were you prior to this?”
 
                 “Vistrello.”
 
                 The answer seemed to spark an interest in the Blood Lord as he stopped pacing and faced her directly.  “Vistrello, you say?  How strange.  I believed that island to have been uninhabited.  Why were you there?  What was your purpose?”
 
                 “I was the leader of a coven of healers who sought a cure for the darkness in Fandrall.”
 
                 “Yes Bella.” Thorl’s eyes gleamed with greed.  “Tell me everything.  Were you successful?  Did you find a cure?”              
 
                 At this Bella seemed to fidget.  Her face made a grimace as though she might sick up, and her body began to shake as she fought against the enchantment.  Thorl, sensing her struggle, thrust out his fist, twisting it in the air as though he were choking her. After a moment Bella gasped and tears formed on her cheeks.
 
                 “We did,” she said at last, in a hoarse whisper.
 
                 “What was it Bella, tell me?  I must know.”  Thorl was incessant, his crimson eyes wild with excitement.
 
                 Again Bella fought.  She clenched her fists, and concentrated with every ounce of her being but it wasn’t enough.  Exhausted from the effort she collapsed to the floor, her eyes wide with horror as her mouth uttered a single word against the force of her will.
 
                 “Maehril,” she croaked.
 
                 The Blood Lord, so animated with anticipation and victory only a moment earlier, stepped back with disappointment.  Clearly the name meant nothing to him, and his face was a mask of contempt and confusion.  
 
                 Sarimus had finally heard enough.  He took the small blade he’d been concealing and lunged at Bella.  He planted the dagger in her chest.  Bella’s face twisted into a pained smile as the last moments of life left her body. 
 
                 “Thank you,” she whispered with her last breath. 
 
                 “No!” cried Thorl.  “Stop him!”
 
                   But it was too late.  Sarimus had already removed the dagger from Bella’s chest.  He turned to the window and looked right into Sim’s horrified eyes, then stabbed himself in the heart.  His body fell forward dropping lifelessly beside Bella.  One of the Blood Lords soldiers knelt to see if Sarimus could be saved but nodded a fear filled no at his wild eyed commander. 
 
                 Outside beneath the bay window, Sim wept openly in Enaya’s arms.  
 
                 “I’m so sorry, Siminus,” she whispered through her own tears. “I’m so very sorry.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five:  The Othoran Plains
 
    
 
    
 
                 Lady Enaya Relador could hardly look away from the slump-shouldered boy riding beside her.  Well not a boy really, she was only three years older herself, but his lack-witted naiveté made him seem like nothing more than a child to her.  Her heart ached for him and what he had just endured.  Despite the excitement of finding him after eight long years of searching, she knew that handling him going forward was going to be a delicate situation that demanded a precise hand.  After all, the fate of the entire world was resting on those slumped shoulders.  
 
                 The scene back at the common room had been horrific and gruesome, and in some ways she had gained a measure of respect for the boy.  Not just anyone could watch their parents being murdered and keep enough of their wits about them to know when the cause was lost.  It truly was most unfortunate that the Blood Lord had arrived when he did.  It made her job that much more difficult starting this journey blindly.  Just thinking of the information she might have learned from questioning Sevin and Bella Kelmor herself made her want to curse.  Very interesting people, those two.  They appeared as simple innkeepers to the world, but underneath they were so much more.  Had Bella truly been part of the Da’suri on Vistrello?  That had been quite an amazing revelation.  And the leader as well.  Truly remarkable.
 
                 She looked again at the boy and frowned.  
 
   Delicate.  
 
   There was so much to do, but she must be careful not to push him away.  There was absolutely no way to tell how he would react to the trauma of witnessing the murder of his parents.  It was something she could at least relate to.  Her own father had been poisoned when she was only ten years old, and she had had the poor misfortune of finding his body.  That wound would never fully heal, but Enaya felt that in the years since it had made her a stronger woman.  Perhaps, if she could guide him with a gentle touch, the psychological damage could be kept down.  Perhaps.
 
                 It had been several hours since they had made their escape from the burning city of Dell.  The sun was well past its peak, and she intended to ride until darkness fell before making camp.  She felt confident that their departure had gone unnoticed.  Givara had given Sim an herb to calm him down, though in truth she had to force him to take it.  Without that herb, he might have burst into the common room and gotten himself killed trying to avenge his parents.  It seemed the boy had courage to spare.  He would need it for the path ahead.  
 
                 They had slipped away on a trail behind the inn’s stable that led them right out to the Othoran Plains.  Givara had doubled back to erase any trace of their tracks leading away from the inn.  Hiding their trail out here on the plains was another matter entirely.  Sim had said there was a road to the south, but she felt that if a search party was sent out, it would be best to stay off of the obvious routes.  
 
                 Out in the plains the traveling was difficult.  The Othoran wheat grew thickly and stretched out as far as the eye could see.  It was an endless rolling sea of pale green stalks blowing back and forth in a slow dance pushed by the cool swirling ocean wind that swept across the plain day and night.  Sim had mumbled a few details about the wheat when she had pressed him, but with the tragedy numbing his mind and senses, it had been useless hoping he could be of more help at the moment.  He had said that walking would be slow because of the nearly rock hard stems that held the wheat down against the wind.  With every few steps they had to be careful to keep the horses' hooves from becoming tangled in the dense patches of wheat.  In the first hour of travel alone, Enaya had been thrown from her horse twice as the mare had nearly tripped from being made to walk too quickly.  It had made putting distance between themselves and the Blood Lord a bit more tedious than she would have liked.  
 
                 To this point, neither she nor Givara could decide on a definite plan.  Escape had been all that mattered, and since they were on Caramour for the first time, the island was a mystery to them both.  Enaya had no idea where they were going, whether there was another town on the island at all, or what to do once they found another town.  They were walking blindly, and she would have to wait until the effects of the herb Sim had taken wore off.  Even then she had her doubts.  There was a good chance that Sim had never even been away from Dell, and the rest of the island may be as foreign to him as it was to Givara and her.  It was a fine mess, but she had certainly been in worse.
 
                 Looking back over her shoulder, she could see Givara trotting to catch up, pulling the reins of her mare roughly as she tried to steer the animal clear of the thicker patches of wheat.  Givara had doubled back several times since leaving Dell to scout for followers and to try to clear their tracks.  Enaya pulled the reins to stop her mare and waited for Givara.  Her guardswoman’s face was always outwardly calm, and as she rode up Enaya could detect nothing that might indicate a dire situation.
 
                 “I believe we are safe, my Lady,” she said, never looking at Enaya, but rather scanning the horizon for threats.  “I followed a course for the road the boy described and found it about twenty minutes ride to the south.  I followed it back a ways toward the city, but saw no sign of pursuers.”
 
                 Enaya glanced at Sim, slouched in his saddle, seemingly unaware that they had even stopped.  
 
                 “It may be as you say, Givara, but I’ll err on the side of caution.  We continue across the plains until we make camp.  Tomorrow I’ll consider the road.”              
 
                 “As you wish my Lady.  I believe it will be night soon.  I’ll begin scouting ahead for a place to make camp.”
 
                 Enaya simply inclined her head, and Givara took off working her mare forcibly, trying to make haste among rough terrain.  She watched her ride away then turned to Sim.  The herbs should be wearing off soon, if they hadn’t already. 
 
                 She kicked her legs and snapped the reins setting an easy pace for her mare.  Sim rode several paces behind her, handling his horse in silence.  Occasionally he looked out across the plains as though he was unsure of where he was.  Had it been under different circumstances Enaya might have enjoyed the ride.  The wind blew in steady gusts, but the cool ocean air felt good against the sun burning with a harsh intensity even as it fell ever closer to the horizon.  The air in the plains carried a familiar scent that she couldn’t quite place, something from her childhood perhaps, that made her think of her grandmother.  What one had to do with the other, she couldn’t explain, but it was there all the same, a feeling of something…
 
                 “It’s the wheat," Sim said suddenly, and she realized he was riding beside her.  His sad green eyes watched her.  
 
                 “The what?” she heard herself say.  Sim’s face began to blur in and out, and she felt herself becoming dizzy.  Suddenly, she felt Sim’s strong hands against her back holding her.  There was a waterskin thrust at her mouth, and she could feel the cool water sliding down her throat.  Then she could taste a bitter paste being shoved into her mouth making her retch convulsively, but within moments of being force fed the paste, the spinning began to slow, and she started to regain her senses.
 
                 When she regained control of herself, she was lying with her head in Sim’s lap on a rough burlap blanket among a sea of othoran wheat.  Sim’s face looked concerned, and she slowly realized that for now his attention was solely on her and not on the tragedy that morning. 
 
                 “What happened?”  Her voice sounded as weak as it felt.              
 
                 “It was the wheat,” he said warmly, stroking her hair and gazing deeply into her eyes.  He does have nice eyes, she thought to herself.  “Othoran wheat is very difficult to harvest.  That’s why it’s considered a delicacy.”
 
                 He pointed to a nearby stem, and she followed his finger to the base of one of the plants.  She could see that at the base of the green stem was a black liquid in a thin membrane sack.  
 
                 “It’s a poison.  It’s the plant's natural defense against animals that graze on these plains.  Walking across the wheat fields, our horses are breaking the sacks with their hooves.  Airborne we are fairly safe.  The worst that can happen just did.  You might lose consciousness momentarily or hallucinate.  In a concentrated dose, if for example some of the liquid got into the harvest and was eaten, you would become seriously ill.  If you had a large enough dose, you may as well say goodbye to your loved ones.”  The last few words were spoken with a bitterness that he couldn’t hide.
 
                 Enaya sat up, feeling embarrassed for having had her head in Sim’s lap.  Her mouth still had that acrid taste.  She reached for the waterskin and took a deep drink, swishing the water around to wash the taste away.
 
                 “What was that you gave me?’ she asked. “It tastes awful.”
 
                 Sim laughed.
 
                  “It's fettle root paste.  My mother makes it.”  He showed her the jar in the burlap bag he had insisted on bringing. “It tastes like horse dung, but it cures just about any ailment, including Othoran poisoning.”
 
                 “But how come you’re alright?” she asked getting to her feet and climbing up onto Flora’s back.
 
                 “Teenagers like to come out here at night to have a goodtime.  Once you get used to the gas the poison gives off, it can give you a pretty interesting experience.  It opens your mind up in a way that a few pints of ale might.”
 
                 “I see,” Enaya said thoughtfully.  A recreational use for poison.  What was the world coming to?
 
                 Sim could see the disapproval on Enaya’s face.  He got back on his mount and they began to work their way across the plains once more.
 
                 “I take it you spent quite a bit of time out here as a youth?” she questioned him.
 
                 “It takes a bit more than a walk across the wheat fields to make me feel something.”  
 
                 “You act as though your tolerance is something to be proud of, boy.”  She meant for him to feel admonished, but he laughed as though it was all a joke.
 
                 “Around here, it is.”
 
                 “What is the world coming to?” she muttered under her breath.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 As the sky slowly began to darken, they made camp.  Givara had scouted out a thick outcropping of trees that surrounded a small shallow of fresh water.  Sim had told them that all of the fresh water on Caramour essentially came from a massive network of underground springs that bubbled up in various locations all over the island.  The easiest way to find them was to look for a few trees. 
 
                 The trees themselves were very strange and exotic.  There were no branches along the trunk, but at the very top huge thick reddish green leaves reached out in all directions creating perfect canopies of shade.  It was warm enough at night that they wouldn’t need a fire for which Enaya was extremely grateful.  While it was possible that the Blood Lord wouldn’t realize his mistake, she was willing to take no chances.  A fire would have been a dead giveaway to a party tracking them at night.  
 
                 After taking care of the necessary traveling chores like tending the horses and refilling the waterskins, Sim and Enaya settled down on some travel blankets and had their evening meal.  Givara had packed some hard bread, dried cheese and fruit.  It wasn’t much, but after a day of hard traveling the broth from a boiled shoe might have felt satisfying.  Givara left Sim and Enaya alone in the enclosure while she silently stalked their perimeter keeping a vigilant watch.  It was on nights like this that Enaya was truly grateful for her guardian and her particular gifts, one of which was not needing to sleep.  
 
                 Sim lay on his back looking up at the canopy of leaves.  It would be difficult to gauge what kind of lasting effect the events of the morning would have on him, but she believed in the prophecies, and thus she believed that witnessing his parents' death was necessary for him to fulfill his destiny.  It was a hard thing to consider, that a tragedy like that could be necessary, but Enaya had given herself over to the ideas of fate and destiny long ago, and her belief in cause and effect was absolute.  Somewhere down the line, the scar of this tragedy would make Sim a better man, a stronger man, a man capable of carrying the fate of the world on his shoulders.
 
                 “I don’t want your pity,” he said suddenly, lying on his back, staring up at the stars.
 
                 “Sim…” she needed to be delicate. “You are not alone.  It may help you to know that my own father died in my arms when I was just a girl.”
 
                 He turned and looked at her.  His eyes asked the question before he could speak.
 
                 “He was murdered, Sim,” she told him, surprised that the pain of the event wasn’t causing her to choke up as the memory had so often done in the past. “My father was a very important nobleman.  Our family has a large estate on the southern coast of Fandrall in an area called Merrame.  My father was poisoned.  I was just a girl, only ten.  I’d been out riding that day.  I found him lying on the floor of his study, barely alive.  He tried to tell me he loved me, but he didn’t have the strength to say it before the poison finished him off.”
 
                 Sim sat up and looked at her squarely, a darkness coming over his face.  
 
                 “Did you ever find his murderer?” There was no emotion in his voice.
 
                 “King Desirmor,” she told him flatly.  “He sent an assassin to kill my father for what I can only assume to be political reasons.  My father had been very vocal about increases in taxes in Merrame.  Desirmor doesn’t like dissenters.  Most nobles these days do anything Desirmor desires for fear of retribution.  There is virtually no opposition to his rule.  No-one will even second guess him.  My father was just one of many nobles over the years who died unexpectedly after questioning King Desirmor.”
 
                 Sim was silent for a moment, looking down thoughtfully.  
 
                 “I’m sorry about your father, Enaya.  Truly.”  
 
                 Enaya suddenly felt that familiar welling of emotion suddenly trying to break free, and she struggled to regain control of herself, fighting back the tears with a steely resolve.  Not in front of the boy, she told herself.  He needs to see your strength right now.
 
                 Sim reached out and put his hand over hers.  
 
                 “I’m going to kill him Enaya.”  His eyes were hard, emotionless.  “I’ve never broken a promise in my life.  Never.  I promise you, Lady Relador, if it costs me my life, I will kill King Desirmor.”
 
                 The fierceness of his words scared her, but deep within, where the scar of her father’s murder lay buried, she felt a surge of gratitude and hope.  Siminus Kelmor would be the champion the world needed.  And she would guide him to his destiny, for that was her destiny.
 
                 Sim lay there quietly for awhile gazing at the stars which continued to grow brighter as the sky darkened.  There was only one moon in the sky and it was a half moon.  There was very little light around the enclosure without a fire to guide your eyes.              
 
                 “Enaya…” Sim sat up and looked at her. “I think I’ll take my shift on watch now.”
 
                 “That won’t be necessary tonight, Siminus,” she told him.  There was no point in keeping secrets from him now that their fates were bound together.  Givara preferred not to have her true identity revealed, but Enaya had already informed her that it would probably become necessary, and the matter had been resolved.  “Givara doesn’t need to sleep.”
 
                 “Everyone needs sleep, Enaya,” he tried to reason with her.
 
                 Enaya sighed.
 
                 “Givara is not just anyone Siminus.  When you were a child, did your mother ever tell you the story of the Battle of Three Queens?”
 
                 “Of course.  Everyone knows that story.”
 
                 “Most stories told to children to scare them or teach them a moral lesson are derived from some sort of truth.”  Sim looked skeptical.  “The Battle of Three Queens is no different.  Depending on the version you’ve heard, it’s a completely true story.  As you know, tens of thousands of years ago in the earliest years of civilization, the world was one giant mass of land divided into three kingdoms, each ruled by a warrior queen.  Each queen was beloved by her people, but each queen thirsted for power and to be the sole ruler of the known world.  They marched their armies to a point on the border of all three lands, and a great battle took place.  The people so loved their queens that they fought fearlessly, believing that behind the leadership of their queen victory was all but assured.  Tens of thousands died, the living fighting right on top of the fallen soldiers.  In the middle of the field the queens met and fought against each other.  As the day wore on and the sun came low near to the horizon, a brilliant white light appeared in the sky above the field and dropped between the bloodied and battered queens.  The light took the form of a woman dressed in white.  It was the Creator herself, come down to Earth to witness the destruction of her creation.  The queens put their feud on hold and knelt in deference to their God.  She was enraged with the carelessness with which life was being taken.  She demanded a reason, some excuse for this war that had killed so many she had given life.  The queens in turn, unable to lie in the face of their God, told her only that they hungered to rule the world of man.  The Creator answered each in turn, her rage burning a white light into the soul of each queen.  ‘The world of man may be ruled by no one man or woman.  The world of man is free."  In her anger, she tore the world apart breaking the land into three pieces spread apart with oceans between them.  She then cursed each queen to exist in limbo.  They would live only when called upon.  They would serve the Creator's needs on Earth, and return to limbo with each death until the debt of their greed was repaid in flesh.”
 
                 Sim was yawning as she finished recanting the children’s fable.  
 
                 “I’ve heard the story, Enaya,” he said matter-of-factly. “It was one of my mother’s favorites.  I’ve heard her tell it a thousand times at least.”
 
                 “Have you now?” she said with the curve of a smile cresting her lips. “Good.  Sim…Givara is one of the three queens.”
 
                 Sim’s jaw dropped for only a moment.  His eyes inadvertently searched the tree line for a glimpse of Givara.  He focused back on Enaya holding her gaze searching it out to find the truth.  At last he threw his head back and laughed.  He fell backward onto his blanket laughing uproariously.  
 
                 It all seemed a bit much to Enaya.  He simply was laughing way too hard.  It was all a bit annoying.  When he finally came up for air, she fixed him with the best ‘you’re acting like a complete fool’ look she could muster.
 
                 “If you’re quite done with all this blathering, I’ll have your word that you will never reveal her secret.”  She couldn’t have tried to be anymore serious.
 
                 “Are you serious?” Sim gaped at her.  He looked out at the trees again, and then began pointing at nothing emphatically. “I’m supposed to believe that she is one of the fabled warrior queens of old, come back from the dead to be…what? Your escort?”
 
                 “I mean it Siminus Kelmor.” Enaya was close to slapping some sense into him.  “You told me you’ve never broken a promise in your life.  I want you to promise that you will never tell anyone her secret.”
 
                 The smile and mock astonishment slowly slid off of Sim’s face.  He kept looking out into the night as though if he could see Givara, it would make it all real and believable.  Finally he shrugged his shoulders and slumped down onto his backside.
 
                 “Alright Enaya.” There was resignation in the way he said it, but also a hint of wonder. “I promise.  I will never tell anyone Givara’s secret.”
 
                 “Givara and I will hold you to your promise,” she told him darkly.
 
                 Sim only nodded.  He seemed to be thinking hard.
 
                 “Why doesn’t she need sleep?” he asked after a time.
 
                 “Well, it’s really only something she understands, I guess.”  Enaya wasn’t totally sure she knew the answer.  Givara was terribly guarded about herself.  “Givara isn’t really alive.  Her soul is trapped in that purgatory the Creator sentenced her to exist in, but her body is flesh and blood.  She can die, but she doesn’t need the simple things that we as mortals need.  She eats and breathes, but her body doesn't require rest.
 
                 “If she’s already dead, then how can she die?”
 
                 “Just like you or I, I suppose.”  Again Enaya was guessing.  “She has to protect her body from harm.  If you were to stab her through the heart, I’m guessing she would die, same as you or I.”
 
                 Sim was quiet again.  He lay on his back watching the sky, his hand playing with the strange necklace he wore.  Enaya had noticed him fondling the gem that hung at his neck several times throughout the day.  She wanted to ask him where he had come by such a beautiful piece of jewelry, but thought it best to leave it alone for now.  It seemed to have a special significance to him.  Perhaps it had been a gift from his parents.  The chain looked to be made of terralium, which she knew was impossible.  Terralium was the most rare and expensive metal known to man.  It was said to be unbreakable.  The art of making terralium had been lost centuries ago.  It looked like the real thing, but she knew that an innkeeper from such a remote island couldn’t possibly have something so valuable.  You could buy a large estate and still have a fortune left over with only half of the chain he wore.  It just couldn’t be terralium.
 
                 “Why you Enaya?” Sim asked softly.
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 Sim sat up and fixed her with a hard stare.  He could be very imposing when he wanted to be.  “I need to know what’s going on.  I need to know why Givara was sent by the Creator to guard you.  I need to know who Desirmor is and why I’m the center of some prophecy.  But mostly, I need to know why my parents had to die today.” A tear welled up in his eye and slid silently down his cheek as he hoarsely choked out those last words, clearly trying his best not to break down in front of her.
 
                 Enaya had to take a deep breath.  This is only the beginning she told herself.  Eight years ago when she started her journey, when she and Givara began their search, she believed she was ready to face the challenge ahead.  Over that time, filled with so many moments that she felt the crushing weight of failure after failure, her search was finally over.  After eight long years, only now was her journey truly about to begin.  She had imagined so often what he would be like when she found him.  That he was a simple village boy with no sense of foreign affairs and no skill in battle was a disappointment, but perhaps his innocence could be used to her advantage.  She would build her champion from the ground up, and to build a tower, you first had to lay its foundation, for without a foundation a tower could not stand.  
 
                 “Relax Sim,” she said soothingly.  “I’m going to give you another history lesson.”
 
                 He nodded and lay back down, resuming his study of the night sky.  Again his hand found the gem and rolled it back and forth between his fingers as she began.
 
                 “Long ago the land of Fandrall was ruled by the Alexidus family.  For generations the kings and queens of their royal lineage ruled peacefully from the Castle Alexidus in northern Fandrall.  The last ruler of the Alexidus line, King Michael, had only one child, a daughter named Harmony.  As Harmony neared her eighteenth birthday, the kingdom was overrun with suitors from all over the world seeking to gain her hand in marriage.  Though Harmony would succeed her father as ruler of Fandrall, her husband would still be king and thus privy to the spoils of a royal life.  One day a young man from a fishing village to the south entered the royal hall and demanded the Princess’s hand.  He claimed that the Creator had come to him in a dream and told him that it was his destiny.  Those in attendance that day, including the King, laughed at the man, deriding his station in life, for no son of a fisherman was worthy of the Princess' hand.  The man swore to all who were there that he would be back.  He would come to claim the princess as his bride, and no-one would be able to stop him.  That man was named Krull Desirmor, and he did return.  Five years later he came back to the Castle Alexidus, leading an army of men and borlicon, those beasts you saw earlier.  He sacked the castle, killed the King and took Harmony for his bride.  Even the Harven soldiers guarding the castle were no match for the power of his magic and the overwhelming number of borlicon at his disposal.  
 
   “Of course, the Princess wasn’t a willing bride.  She swore to Desirmor that he could try for all eternity, but she would never love him.  Desirmor took her at her word.  He locked her in a hidden dungeon and cast a spell on her so that her life was bound to his.  They would live forever, never aging until the Princess began to truly love him.  The Princess tried to kill herself, but found that she could only die when Desirmor dies.  She remains a captive, hidden away in what is now known as Castle Desirmor even to this very day.  Desirmor has raped her countless times, forcing her to bear his children unwillingly for all these years.
 
                 “But there was hope.  In the time five years before Desirmor returned, the Princess had fallen in love with one of the soldiers assigned to her personal guard.  It was forbidden by law for the princess to wed anyone not of noble blood, so the young lovers kept their affair a secret.  For some time they were successful, until Harmony found out she was with child.  The King had the soldier sent away and kept Harmony hidden away inside her quarters where no-one would see her and tell the secret.  Eventually, she gave birth to a baby girl, but Harmony was heart-stricken.  She loved the young soldier, and though her family begged her to give up the baby, she refused.  Princess Harmony knew that she would never be allowed to marry her beloved, so she needed the child as a token of the flame that still burned for the man she had lost.
 
                 “Now a well hidden secret among the Alexidus family was that Harmony was very strong in the trivarial power.  She was particularly gifted at something called ‘reading’ which is simply seeing the future through signs in everyday things like clouds, or fire.  A week before Desirmor’s onslaught, the Princess went into a trance, and a nursemaid recorded everything she said.  These recordings are now known as the Harmony Prophecy, both for the namesake of their creator and for the hope of peace that the recording promises.  Harmony tried to warn her father that the kingdom was in danger, but King Michael didn’t listen.  As a last resort, the Princess sent her baby away from the kingdom with her most trusted attendant to stay with a family who agreed to raise the child in secret until it was safe to return her to her mother.  Obviously, that never happened.  The child of Harmony Alexidus was raised in secret far away from King Desirmor, and the bloodline has endured for a thousand years.
 
                 That’s where I come in, Sim.  I am the sole surviving heir to that bloodline.  A direct descendant of the imprisoned princess, Harmony Alexidus.  The prophecy can be very vague and open to interpretation, but some of it is very clear.  ’When the soulless queen stands at the side of Alexidus, the last child of the mountain will open his eyes and find the path to harmony.’  I believe that happened today, Sim.  I believe Givara is the soulless queen, I am Alexidus, and you are the last child of the mountain.”
 
                 “I don’t see how I can be the last child of the mountain, Enaya,” Sim said, breaking his silence after listening quietly to her tale.
 
                 “Sarimus has died.  You are now the sole surviving Harven.”
 
                 “I can’t be,” he said softly.  “My parents are Sevin and Bella.  Neither was a Harven.  If Sarimus has a son somewhere, that’s who we need to find.  That’s the last child of the mountain.”
 
                 Enaya had hoped Sim would figure things out for himself, but he was very clearly in denial.  It was going to be difficult to make him see what he didn’t want to admit.  Enaya felt a great deal of sympathy for him.  
 
                 She tried very hard to convey her compassion.  “Sim, I know this is hard.  I wish this wasn’t the way it all had to happen, but you need to try to see the truth.  Sevin and Bella raised you, but Sarimus was your true father.”
 
                 The tension seemed to build as Sim lay in silence considering what Enaya had said.  When he finally spoke, his voice was hard, bitter, and final.  “Sevin Kelmor is my father.”
 
                 “Yes, Sim.  He raised you.  He taught you right from wrong.  That makes him your father.”  She could only hope he could keep his anger in check.  “But he was not your blood.”
 
                 Sim sat up and glared at her.  The faint slivers of moonlight breaking through the canopy made his face appear dark and wild.  “Sevin Kelmor is my father.  Do you hear me?”
 
                 Enaya sighed.  It was too soon.  He had experienced something beyond traumatic that morning, and he would need time to accept the truth.  “Yes, Sim.  If you say so.  But remember, you asked for answers.  You asked me to tell you why Givara came to me, and why your parents had to die today.  When you’re ready to hear the answers, I’ll be here to give them to you.  Mourn the loss of your loved ones, Sim.  Take all the time you need.  But sooner or later, you’re going to need to hear the truth about yourself--who you are, and why the Blood Lord practically destroyed the whole city to find you.  When you’re ready to accept the answers to those questions, please ask me.”
 
                 The contempt that contorted Sim’s face slowly slid away.  His fingers rolled the gem back and forth.  Without another word, Sim lay back on his blanket and turned his back to her.  For some time that night Enaya laid on her own blanket watching his back.  Her heart wept for him.  She thought about how difficult it all must be.  After all, he had never asked for any of this.  Fate had simply chosen him.  
 
   And fate had chosen her.  
 
                 Every now and again she could hear Givara walking around the perimeter, guarding them, keeping them safe.  If nothing else, that gave her comfort, and she gradually fell asleep.
 
    
 
                 *****************************************************************
 
                 
 
                 The evening sky over the city of Dell was beautiful.  The sun had just fallen behind the horizon, and the sky over the vast gray ocean was a dazzling array of pinks and blues and oranges.  Thorl Desirmor, the feared Blood Lord, had a secret love for art and beauty.  His reputation labeled him an emotionless murderer, an unfeeling monster, and these descriptions were largely true, but deep down he had an unquenchable thirst for the beauty of the world around him; a trait no doubt handed down from his mother.  His collection of paintings and sculpture at home in Castle Desirmor was legendary, but for him nothing compared to a sunset over the ocean.  Here in Dell, he could have wept at the sky’s grandeur -- if he was capable of weeping.
 
                 His room in the seaside inn was remarkably luxurious. All of his life he had heard of Caramour with its getaway beach resorts that catered to only the richest and finest people, but he had never come before.  His room was lavish, and resplendent with fine silks and gold trim.  The bed was nearly as soft and inviting as his bed back home and after weeks at sea, to lie on a fine feather down mattress was just what his tired body had been craving.  Even the wine was superb, the same vintage he had discovered at that miserable inn earlier in the morning.  From his window he could see some smoke still drifting toward the sky like pillars reaching for the heavens.  It was unfortunate that he had needed to destroy so much of the island's main city, but to execute his plans, such a forceful act was necessary.
 
                 A knock came at his door, and the creature that entered made him want to wretch.  He was a bald, decrepit hunchback as all the Paratamians were.  Paratamians were a vile, crude race of cave dwellers who lived in the Paratam Mountains in Altrega.  Durg was considered royalty among his people, some kind of chief of his tribe.  Thorl hated his association with Durg, but he needed the pale-skinned man and the strength of his people.  Durg lumbered into the room wearing only a long white cloak.  His long gnarly fingers dragged across the waxed floor boards, while his large, black eyes fixed on Thorl.
 
                 “We have done as you’ve asked, my Lord,” Durg’s voice was deep and monotone.  “My men have rounded up all of the local farmers who’ve come to the city to trade.  They will co-operate.”
 
                 Thorl tried his best to speak levelly, as the loathsome creature’s scent made him struggle to keep from sicking up. “Very good.  Things are going well thus far.  How long before we can expect to begin production?”
 
                 “A few days, maybe sooner if they are properly motivated.”
 
                 “Motivate them, Durg.  Do whatever it takes.  I want no time wasted here.  Everything is waiting on this harvest.”  Thorl’s excitement was making him forget about Durg’s repulsiveness.
 
                 “It will be done, my Lord,” Durg turned and lumbered out of the room.
 
                 Thorl Desirmor looked back out of his window at the darkening sky, the beautiful colors of dusk giving way to a vast sea of stars.  He had waited so long to set his plan into motion, and everything was working perfectly.  He took another sip of wine, savored it in his mouth a moment before swallowing and looked down at his nearly empty glass.  A truly remarkable vintage he thought to himself, then closed his eyes and imagined his glorious future.
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Navan Prianhe watched the foul smelling Paratamian leave the inn that Thorl Desirmor had claimed for himself.  Prianhe detested Paratamians.  His own people lived on the plains of Altrega and had a long history of aversion to their mountain dwelling neighbors.  Despite years away from his homeland, barely a whisper of a memory in his mind now, Prianhe still held onto his inherent cultural prejudices.  But prejudice or no, Paratamians were simply disgusting creatures, not even worth spitting on.
 
                 Prianhe had arrived in Dell several days before the Blood Lord, working on strict orders from King Desirmor himself.  As the Great King’s high monomach, it was his sworn duty to carry out the biddings of his master even if it cost him his life.  He had been surprised to see Thorl arrive with a fleet of ships that morning, since his master had said nothing of any plans to send his son out to Caramour.  He wondered why the Great King would feel compelled to send him help in hunting down the last Harven, and he tried his best to keep his anger in check.  Thorl had taken his glory.  The last Harven had been his task to complete, the most important undertaking he had ever been given in his twenty-five years as the Great King's First Defender.  Though he was bound to do his master’s bidding, Thorl was his superior.  Like it or not, when Thorl had seen him by the docks, he had had no choice but to inform him of his findings.  
 
                 Prianhe didn’t particularly like Thorl Desirmor, nor did he trust him.  He had sensed in Thorl, even at a young age, an intense desire for power.  There had been many times over the years that Thorl had even been directly derelict to his father, but discipline was not for Prianhe to decide.  He knew all too well what had happened over the centuries to several of the Great King's sons who had plotted to overthrow their father.  The results had not been pretty.  His master did not suffer insubordination, and in Prianhe’s opinion, Thorl seemed to be toeing the line.
 
                 For the moment, as he watched the Paratamian lumber away down the crowded street, Prianhe wondered about the strange association.  As far as he knew Paratamians stayed away from other people.  In fact, he couldn’t remember ever seeing one outside of Altrega.  They were miners, comfortable only in the darkness of their caves and mines.  It didn’t make any sense.  Thorl was clearly up to something.  
 
                 Even the force he had used against the city made no sense.  Dell was a very important port on a major trade route between Triall and Solocca.  To take half the city apart to bring down the Harven seemed a bit extreme.  Prianhe wasn’t one to second guess his superiors, but he couldn’t imagine the Great Lord ordering Thorl to use such a hammer blow.  He was lucky the Harven didn’t escape.  In fact, Prianhe was surprised he hadn’t.
 
                 Prianhe mulled over his suspicions as he wandered toward the docks.  His own rooms were at an inn near the ships, and with nothing left for him to do in Caramour now that the Harven and the young man who could wield the trivarial power were dead, he figured it was time to call it a night, get some supper, and wait to board his transport in the morning.  
 
                 The streets leading to the docks were packed even at this late hour.  Sailors were either spending the night carousing in one of the numerous taverns that lined the streets in this part of the city, or working the docks to get the ships ready to sail by morning.  He smoothly slid between a crew of sailors carrying barrels of wheat in teams of two when he saw the tourines transporting the bodies from the Kelmor Inn, making their way toward the Blood Lord's ship.  Four lumps, covered by burlap, resting atop pallets carried by some Imperial soldiers, being ordered along by an officer.  
 
                 Prianhe approached the officer, a tall aging man with a trimmed goatee in the fashion of most officers in the imperial infantry.  The officer gave a start when he looked into Prianhe's yellow eyes.  Rare was the occurrence when someone failed to recognize the King's monomach, and the officer immediately ordered his men to drop the tourines and stand back.  Without a word to any of the men, Prianhe moved from body to body pulling back the heavy covering to take a look at the faces of the dead.  He paused a moment on the sailor, Sarimus, the last Harven.  For nearly a year, he had chased the man across the world, coming close so many times.  To see his foe like this, his eyes glazed over and lifeless, his skin pale and cold, made Prianhe feel a pang of regret.  Thorl had taken his glory.
 
                 The last covering he pulled back brought him an unexpected shock.  The young man lying dead on the tourine was not the one from the inn.  This was the body of some local guardsman, not the young man he had spied the night before.  
 
                 Finished with his inspection, Prianhe sent the soldiers on their way, and continued his walk to the inn.  
 
   Plans had changed.  He would gather his things at the inn and pack for a trip.  His thin lips held a genuine smile as he considered his new task.  The young trival was still at large, and Navan Prianhe had a new quarry to hunt.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six:  The Treasure Hunter
 
    
 
    
 
                 The warm breeze blowing in from the ocean was a small comfort as Maehril walked teary eyed along the white sand beach.  Every few moments the waves would creep up the beach to gently caress her bare feet as though the world itself sought to ease her mind with small, refreshing reassurances.  From a young age she had known this day would come, but knowing did nothing to lessen the pain in her heart.  She had never experienced a pain like this; a loss so complete it left an unbearable agony to fill the emptiness.  Her mind swelled with every joyful memory she could stand to remember about Sevin and Bella Kelmor, and her father, Sarimus Harvencott.
 
                 The island burned hotly in the afternoon sky, but she just felt empty and cold inside.  Her unkempt, stringy, brown hair tasseled across her face drying the tears that streaked her cheeks with each pass.  
 
   Sevin and Bella Kelmor had not deserved an ending so violent.  They had been honest, loving people in touch with the world around them, carrying the torch of peace even as it cost them their lives.  Maehril knew how fortunate she had been, to be adopted by such brave, wonderful people.  Sweet, generous Bella had taught her so much.  Everything she knew of womanhood, of healing, nature, cooking, and history had been passed to her from Bella.  And sweet, sweaty Sevin, all burly bluster with no bite, mad at the world and determined to change it.  Sarimus.  Dear earnest Sarimus.  A heart as pure as existence could allow.  How could she move forward without them?  For the first time in her sixteen years of life, Maehril truly felt fear.
 
                 The suddenness of the emotion startled her.  Her skin tingled, and she could feel her heart racing.  Irrational thoughts kept arguing their way into the jury of emotions that she was feeling all at once.  How would she move forward?  The question hung across her mind like a satin curtain with no answer to take it down.  She looked out at the beach stretching in lazy S-curves until it found the horizon.  She had to take control.  She had to listen for the voice.              
 
                 All of her life she had been able to hear the voice that no-one else could hear.  Maehril believed that she had sharper hearing than normal people because she couldn’t talk.  It probably wasn’t true, but it made her feel like she was special.  The voice was a soft feminine whisper, almost in the back of her mind, that gave her advice when she worried most.  People would think she was crazy if they knew she listened to a voice in her head, but then again, most people thought she was slow witted, on account of being a mute.  She didn’t blame people for making those assumptions.  She just felt sorry for them.
 
                 To calm down, Maehril hugged herself and closed her eyes.  She timed her breathing to calm herself, inhaling deeply in through her nose and out through her mouth.  She concentrated on the sound of the tranquil ocean breeze as it licked the long drooping leaves of the fena trees that stood like guardians protecting the vast plains of othoran wheat.  It didn’t take long to achieve that oneness, where only the sound of that soft, quiet symphony of flowing air echoed in her mind.  She listened beyond the wind, for that gentle feminine voice, and found it floating along like a whisper on a draft of air. 
 
                 She listened closely as it spoke to her, reassuring her that her loved ones had not died in vain, imploring her to hold onto hope.  Then the voice spoke of a man sitting alone on the beach, somewhere further along.  Maehril held onto every word, committing the instructions deeply to her memory, before soundlessly thanking the voice for its help.  She let go of the oneness and allowed herself to listen to all of the sounds around her.  The fear that had gripped her only moments before was gone, and in its place was a sense of purpose, halcyon but resolved.   Maehril gazed back out toward the horizon, glimmering from the sun reflecting off of the white sand.  She had a long ways still to walk.
 
                 Trying her best to set a brisk pace, she wondered about Sim.  How would he react to all this?  She could just imagine him bursting into the inn, brazenly trying to save everyone.  He was so confident and brave, always ready to be part of an adventure.  She had watched him practice his swords in the barn more times than she could count.  She had listened to him tell the horses in the stable all of the grand things he would do one day when he left the Kelmor Inn.  Little did he know then, that the world he sought would come calling on him.  She could only hope that he was ready for the task at hand.  
 
                 Sarimus had told her if anything should happen, she should follow Sim, but that morning the voice had told her otherwise.  Be patient it had told her.  Sim would do well with Lady Relador, and soon their paths would cross once again.  Maehril had listened to the voice after the young guardsman had come to warn them of the Blood Lord's arrival, and set out for the beach, going against her parent's wishes and leaving Sim to manage for himself.  The voice had never let her down before, and when it said that she was to follow a separate path from Sim‘s, Maehril never had a moment of doubt.  Now, walking alone down a beautiful, sun-drenched beach, hunger and thirst pulling at what remained of her rationality, Maehril trudged forward on her unwavering trust in the voice.
 
                 Hours passed and still the shore stretched on toward the horizon.  Maehril felt as though her legs would give out at any moment.  Her throat was dry and she could feel her lips cracking at the corners of her mouth.  She couldn’t stop her mind from forming a picture of an ice cold pitcher of water, sweat beading down its sides, and how that water would taste.  How much further, she wondered, almost expecting to hear the voice answer her.  She might have tried her luck looking inland for one of those bubbling springs she had heard travelers talk about, but Maehril had never ventured so far from the inn and had never even been away from the city limits without Sevin or Bella to guide her.
 
                 She was moments from dropping down to the sand and giving in to the demands of her exhausted legs when she thought she spotted a plume of smoke drifting up into the early evening sky.  The surge of hope gave her legs renewed life, and she rushed forward trying to confirm that her eyes weren’t playing tricks.  With each step she could make out the smoke more clearly, and soon Maehril could even see the flickering flames of a fire, unmistakably burning in the distance ahead.  Her feet moved on their own, the pain and fatigue becoming an afterthought.  There was a person sitting next to the fire, a man, and as she drew closer, lumbering clumsily on her tired feet, he looked up to watch her approach.
 
                 He stood as she came to the fire and watched as she dropped down several feet away, her eyes imploring him for help.  It took him only a moment to guess what she needed before he hastily grabbed a fat waterskin and rushed to put the nozzle to her lips.  The water was lukewarm, but as it trickled over her teeth, saturating the strip of leather that her tongue had become, she was certain that she had never tasted anything so wonderful, so perfect, and so refreshing in all her life.  Maehril drank generously, gasping for air every few moments, and then taking as much as she could swallow in long heavenly gulps.  After she was sure she had drank half of the water in the skin, she pushed his hand away, wiped at her mouth, and smiled up at him gratefully.
 
                 He was an old man, with thin wisps of gray hair falling in patches down to his neck.  He was remarkably tan, the skin of his face a weather-beaten hide of rough leather pulled tautly over a thin skull and a hawkish nose.  She saw that his eyes were a soft blue, like a sky just after sunrise, and they twinkled as though nothing surprised him, but everything left him amused.  The old man looked down at his half empty waterskin and laughed softly to himself, running a hand full of crooked fingers through what was left of his hair.
 
                 “Now just who in heaven’s name are you, Missy?” he asked with a nearly toothless grin.  
 
                 Maehril knew at once this was the man the voice had sent her to, and looking into his tender blue eyes, for the first time all day she felt safe.  He waited for her to answer his question, but all Maehril could do was open her mouth and shake her head.  Most people understood without much more exhibition what she was trying to communicate when she made this gesture, but the man just stared at her with a blank expression.  She tried again, but this time he just craned his neck, aiming his ear closer to her as though he was having trouble hearing.
 
                 “Eh.  What’s that now?  I’m an old man, ya have to speak up.”  He sat down next to her looking at her mouth as though if he couldn’t hear her then perhaps he might read her lips. “Come on now, no need to be shy.  I won’t hurt ya.  Jest asked fer ya name?”
 
                 Maehril exhaled a deep breath of frustration.  The hand gestures were getting nowhere with him.  She looked around trying to think of something she could do to let him know that she was mute, when she saw a small bit of driftwood nestled snugly in the sand near her feet.  Thank heavens Bella had taught her to read and write, she thought, as she wrote the word ‘MUTE’ in the sand between them.  The old man looked down at the word and seemed to mull it over a bit before he looked up at her sadly.
 
                 “Can’t talk, eh?” he clicked his teeth and shook his head sorrowfully.  “Well that’s too bad, it is.  Too bad.”  There was a short silence before he pointed to a plate on the beach where he had originally been seated.  “Got a bit of fish left there.  It’s not much but ya can have it.”
 
                 Maehril didn’t need to be asked again, and she didn’t wait to be served.  Beaming at him, she leapt up, pausing only an instant as her legs ached with fatigue, and scampered across the camp to grab the plate and quickly devour its contents.  He had said it wasn’t much, but Maehril was sure he was being humble.  There were still two large fillets of what tasted like silverfins.  As she worked on the fish, the old man searched through a linen bag and pulled out a handful of small round purple fruits.  He smiled happily as she cautiously tested the sweet tangy fruit, before practically ripping them out of his hands and inhaling them with large gluttonous bites.  She was so hungry she had to remind herself to stop and breathe every now and then.
 
                 “They call me Cano.  Cano Ash’amar.  Though…I couldn’t rightly say who ‘they’ are, seeing as I haven’t spoken to anyone in a good long time now.” He smiled at her approvingly as she spit out the last seed and wiped her sticky hands on her gray linen skirt.  “Do ya have a name, Missy?”
 
                 Maehril retrieved the small piece of driftwood and spelled her name out in the sand.  Cano inspected the word, kneeling over the letters and leaning his face down until it was about a foot away from the beach.  He must be half blind, she thought to herself.  
 
                 “Mare-ril?” he posited, looking to her for affirmation.  Maehril nodded with a bright smile.  She wanted to thank him for his kindness so she leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the cheek.  As she kissed him, she noticed what looked like scars behind his left ear.  She reached out to touch them, but he took her wrist and stopped her.  Maehril feared that she had embarrassed him both by kissing him and by noticing the scars.  He looked at her wrist a moment, probably fearful that he had hurt her, then let go and began to search the ground in front of his feet, not knowing what to say.
 
                 “They’re gills,” he told her, sounding a bit reluctant as he rubbed behind his ears with his calloused hand.    
 
                 She had never met a man with gills before and found it all exciting.  Could he breathe underwater like a fish?  Why would such a wonderful thing embarrass him?  He seemed to feel uncomfortable talking about it, so Maehril put her hand on his and gave him a gentle squeeze hoping to let him know everything was alright.
 
                 Finally, shyly meeting her eyes he mumbled something that sounded like ‘you’re welcome’.  Then he got up and sifted through his bag to find a bone pipe and a pouch of tobacco.  They sat together in silence watching the sun fall behind the ocean.  The sweet smell of Cano’s pipe smoke, like cherries and licorice, reminded Maehril of the tavern back at the Kelmor Inn.  She still couldn’t believe her family was gone.  The life she knew -- the only life she understood was gone, a memory to hold in her heart.  
 
                 The fire crackled throwing off sparks as suicidal bugs drawn to its light threw themselves at the dancing flames.  Maehril was ready to close her eyes and give in to sleep, but her mind still held onto the memory of those she had lost.  She lay on her side staring hopefully at Cano, wishing he would talk to her, tell her about himself, anything to take her mind off of the tragedy.  Cano sat with his back against a large water damaged log contentedly puffing on his pipe.  He looked over at her and smiled.  As though he could read her mind, he began to tell her about himself.
 
                 “Used to live in Tel Armera,” he told her as though it was a given she’d know where Tel Armera was.  “Fished those waters fer giant blue rods and mallers.  Good fishin' there.  Man with a good boat can do real well fer himself.  Had a wife and a daughter, bout yer age, I’d guess.  Yep life was good then.  Didn’t worry bout nothing.  Never gave two figs bout nothing other people worried bout.  Then I wake up one morning with this fever.  Never been so sick.  Wife was worried I wouldn’t make it.  She liked to worry.  Most women seem to.   A whole week I was laid up in bed jest tryin to beat that fever, ya know.  Then I wake up one morning, and I felt fine.  Like nothin’d been wrong at all.  Except fer this itch behind my ears.  Turns out I had these gills here.  Then everything changed.  People started talkin' an all.  Thing about people is they don’t much like what they don’t understand.  Don’t blame em much.  If it’d been somebody else, I might’a acted jest the same.  Desirmor’s soldiers came to the house while I was out fishin'."  Cano’s voice began to crack.  A tear made its way down his leathery cheek. ‘They killed em both--wife and daughter.  I wasn’t there to save em, ya know.  I would’ve given my life to save em."  
 
                 “Anyway,” he went on with a sigh, wiping his eyes and staring off into the distance, “wasn’t anything left there fer me after that but revenge, and who was I gonna go get, the whole town?  Desirmor?  No, no.  No good.  Been bout thirty years now.  Jest been sailing the seas on my boat out there."  He pointed toward the water, and Maehril could just barely see the outline of a fair sized skiff.  “Yep.  Don’t do much these days.  I guess ya could call me a treasure hunter.  See what I do is sail around from island to island, drop anchor, and dive down to the ocean floor seeing what I can find.  Been a few times I’ve found a shipwreck down there.  Good treasure on a shipwreck.  Heaven knows what yeh can pull out of the cargo holds.  Found lots a things.  Usually, I find a port and trade anything that looks like its worth something.  Strangest thing, this place.  First time at this island and ya wouldn‘t believe the amount of shipwrecks out there.  Must be bout a hundred of em.  See there’s this kind of mountain under the water out there.  The tops just below the surface.  All them ships must‘a run aground on it and sunk.  Think I‘ll head back out there in the morning.  Suppose ya could come if ya wanted.”
 
                 Cano looked over at Maehril and realized she’d fallen asleep.  A smile broke across his face as he looked back out at the ocean, took a drag from his pipe and listened to the waves crash.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 
 
                 When Cano awoke at dawn the next morning, the peculiar little girl was still asleep.  He thought hard about his life, wondering if he’d ever seen anything so strange, and other than a man suddenly waking up one morning with gills, he simply couldn’t think of anything.  There was that light again, he marveled, watching her curled up peacefully on the sand, the faintest hint of a smile on her lips.  He had been certain the night before when he first noticed her approaching his camp, glowing with an aura of the purest white light his eyes had ever seen, that it was the ghost of his daughter come to tell him that his time was up.  His disappointment that it wasn’t Analie had been momentary when he realized the condition this ‘Maehril’ was in as she collapsed at his feet in exhaustion.  The light had come and gone at various times the night before, and he couldn’t be sure, but he thought it had something to do with her mood.  It seemed when she was really happy the light shone at its brightest, but other times it wasn’t there at all.  As he watched her now, the light seemed to pulse in time to her breathing, and he wondered if her dreams were pleasant.  Something horrible had happened to the girl, of that much he was certain.  Perhaps that’s why their paths had crossed.  Two damaged souls, seeking each other out.  
 
                 Figuring it wouldn’t be long before she woke up, Cano grabbed his net and dove out into the ocean.  The water in this part of the world was nice and cool, perfect for swimming, but he had to fight the current a bit before he found the deeper waters off of the sand bar.  In between his fingers and toes a thick membrane formed turning his hands and feet into flippers.  This happened whenever his hands or feet became submerged in water.  Having gills had been both the cruelest curse and most wonderful blessing of his life.  To have lost everything he loved because of the mutation had made him at times want to take his own life, but he had a deep faith in his God and he knew it was not his life to take.  Instead, he got by each day because having gills had led him to become a part of a whole new world that no-one else could see.  The majesty of the ocean couldn’t truly be appreciated from a ship.  Even after all these years, his heart still soared every time he dove into the oceans depths and swam with the fishes amongst a brilliant coral reef.  
 
                 Cano had his pick of pretty much any kind of fish he wanted.   Around the large piece of coral, stretching nearly a half a league in any direction, there were thousands of different kinds of marine life.  They had eaten silverfins for dinner the night before, so he wanted to get her something different for breakfast.  He swam out to the edge of the coral, where the ocean floor was a great plain of sand and kelp, and dug around for some reef shrimp.  The shrimp were about the size of his thumb and made burrows in the sand around coral reefs.  They also tasted excellent, skewered over a fire with a bit of pepper.  It didn’t take long before he gathered about thirty of them into his net.  He couldn’t wait to show Maehril.
 
                 When he finally walked back up to the camp, the girl was still asleep.  This time the light was gone and her brow was furrowed in an expression of distress.  Must be a nightmare this time, he thought.  His flint and steel were still next to the fire from the previous night, and in short time he had a good flame going.  He fished two skewers out of his bag, and set a row of five shrimp to each one.  A short time later the smell of roasting shellfish filled the air with its sweet, mouthwatering aroma.
 
                 Maehril must have been roused by the smell, because it wasn’t long before she sat up and stretched her arms to the sky, letting loose a long, soundless yawn.  She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and looked around as though she wasn’t sure of where she was.  Cano couldn’t help but smile as she studied him cooking on the fire and beamed at him gratefully.  That smile could stop a man’s heart, Cano thought with delight.  
 
                 “Hope yer hungry, girl,” Cano said to her.
 
                 She nodded eagerly, coming to sit beside him.  She took a position next to him, hugging her knees against her chest, watching the shrimp sizzle over the fire.
 
                 “Ever had reef shrimp?” he asked.
 
                 She shook her head no.
 
                 “Well, then.  Yer in fer a treat, my dear.” 
 
                 Maehril grinned at him happily.  The light was faintly glowing around her.
 
                 “I’ve got a few more of those purple fruits ya liked so much in the bag over there.” Cano gave her a wink and pointed to the bag.  “Why don’t ya grab a few to have with the shrimps here?”
 
                 Cano could’ve sworn that the light pulsed as she came back with a handful and an ear to ear grin.  Some might have called Maehril plain, mousy even, but Cano thought she was beautiful.  Perhaps she was too short, too fair-skinned, with her hair a bit too thin and stringy, but that smile, so full of all the wonder and innocence that life could offer, made her shine.  She was marvelous.
 
                 They ate in silence, sharing the occasional grin.  She looked positively amazed as she peeled the shells off of the shrimp and tasted the meat inside.  The light around her seemed to grow whiter and more brilliant with every bite she took.  Her eyes beamed over at him every now and then in her way of telling him it was delicious.  
 
                 As he watched her eat, Cano began to think about what to do next.  He hadn’t really asked her what had happened.  He wondered if she would be offended if he did ask.  He wondered how she would even answer him.  There was a growing desire building in the pit of his stomach to protect her; to do whatever it took to protect her.  Sitting there with her reminded him of his daughter, lost to him so long ago, and the feeling he used to have when he brought her out on the boat with him.  I couldn’t save you Analie, he thought to himself, but heavens be damned, I’ll die before I let anything happen to Maehril.  
 
                 He must have drifted off into a daydream, because he suddenly realized that Maehril had finished eating and was looking at him like a mother examining her sick child.  She reached out and took his hand and gave it a squeeze.  Cano looked down at her hand on his, and felt himself about to weep.  There was something about the girl.  She couldn’t talk, but she had a way of making you feel just what she was thinking.  He closed his eyes.  In his head he felt like there was a voice whispering to him, telling him that everything was alright.  He felt a wave of peace rush over him as though the sins and regrets of his past had been absolved.  It was a joy and relief he didn’t believe he could ever feel.  He was sure he could hear his wife and daughter whispering to him that he was forgiven and eternally loved.  Then he opened his eyes and looked deeply into the hazel eyes looking compassionately back at him, conveying a sense of understanding that made the tears fall in uncontrollable waves.  Maehril reached out and pulled him into a full embrace.  He wept on her shoulder, sobbing out years of pent-up emotion.  When she finally let him go and he realized the torrential flood of tears he’d unleashed on her blouse, he began to laugh, just a simple giggle at first that quickly turned into a full-bellied bellow.  It was the greatest relief he’d ever known, could ever know.   Cano Ash’amar felt as though he’d just been reborn. 
 
                 Wiping away the tears on his cheek with the back of his hand, Cano took a deep breath and looked Maehril over.
 
                 “Well it’s bout time we had a little talk, don’t ya think?”  
 
                 She looked glumly down at her feet.  He really hoped she wouldn’t get upset.  Cano had always hated to see a woman cry.  His wife used to use it against him to get her way a long time ago.  
 
                 “I know ya can’t really tell me what happened,” he tried to be gentle, “but if yer in some kind of trouble…well, I need to know bout it.  I can’t help ya, unless I know what we’re dealing with.”
 
                 Maehril had a look of concern as she regarded him.  
 
                 “Are we in danger here?”
 
                 She nodded sadly.
 
                 “Alright.  Well I’ve been in danger plenty of times.” Cano wasn’t surprised. “Are ya being followed?  Is someone chasing ya?”
 
                 Maehril thought about the question a moment before shrugging her shoulders.  
 
                 “So someone might be after ya, but yer not sure?”
 
                 She shook her head yes.
 
                 “Ya still seem young.  A teen I’d guess.  What about yer parents?  Did something happen to em?” 
 
                 Cano was worried she might answer yes, and his heart sank when she looked at the ground.  Poor girl had lost her family.  It made him feel even closer to her.
 
                 “Well…I’ve got room on my boat fer another sailor if ya’d like to come along with me?” When she vigorously shook her head yes, Cano felt relief.  It was selfish, he knew, to hope for her companionship, but he didn’t care.  She was special, and he wanted to be around her.  “Alright, then girl.  Can ya swim?”
 
                 She looked at him as if he’d just said something crazy.  
 
                 “I’ll take that as a yes,” he winked at her.  He looked around the camp.  “What’d say we pack up and get out of here?”
 
                 Maehril hopped to her feet and clapped with excitement.  Cano kept a small camp with most of his belongings fitting in his white linen bag.  It didn’t take more than a few minutes to gather everything together.  He buried the fire pit with beach sand, leveling off the spot so that a trained eye wouldn’t be able to tell that someone had camped there.  If Maehril was being followed, he wanted the trail to go cold.  As they made their way to the water to swim out to the boat, Cano walked backward, swishing his bare foot over their tracks to cover their trail.  Once they got out to sea, they would be able to disappear completely.  He would sail far from Caramour and keep Maehril safe.
 
                 The girl proved to be quite an adept swimmer, and Cano couldn’t help but look on with approval as she kept up with him stroke for stroke.  Someone had taken the time to teach her.  
 
                 The boat was about fifty yards out, anchored to the ocean floor by a heavy, spiked length of steel.  Cano threw his bag over the railing and helped Maehril climb aboard.  Then he dove down and pulled the anchor free from a large rock it had become tangled on and swam back up to the boat.  Maehril was leaning over the railing staring at him in amazement.  Sometimes he took it for granted that he could breathe as easily under water as on land, so he felt a twinge of embarrassment at the way she looked at him with awe.
 
                 Once aboard he worked the ropes and pulleys, getting his sails up so they could get going.  There was a good wind blowing out to the southwest, and it wasn’t long before the sails were full and the boat was skipping along the waves.  He set a course for that underwater ship graveyard he’d found the day before.  The shore wasn't visible from that far out to sea, so he knew it wouldn’t hurt for them to make a stop before hitting the open waters.  After that he would make a course for Ezzerra, a tiny island about a day of sailing to the south of Caramour.  As far as he knew it was scarcely populated.  They would be safe there until he could think of what to do next.
 
                 Maehril stood at the small ship's bow, her eyes closed, her hair blowing wildly in the wind.  She seemed so innocent to him at times.  He noticed the way her lips curled into a peaceful smile, as though everything was new to her, and she couldn’t help but to absorb the experience and savor the feeling it gave her.  It had been a long time since he’d taken a moment to appreciate the feeling of the wind at sea and the smell of the open ocean.  He took a deep breath, taking in that sweet salty odor, so fresh and alive.  It felt good.
 
                 It took a little more than an hour to reach their destination, and as the skiff came upon the spot, they both looked over the rail at the sea below and the rocky peak of the underwater mountain, just below the ocean’s surface.  It had been mere chance the day before that he had noticed it at all.  The tide must have been just right because the bottom of his boat actually grazed the rock as he’d passed over it.  Cano had been shocked when he dove down and realized what he was looking at.  On one side the mountain ran down in jagged breaks, slowly descending at a 45 degree angle toward the ocean depths.  On the other side it was a sheer cliff plunging straight down to the ocean floor, completely smooth like a marble table at some fancy man’s estate.  The water was clear and blue, and with the sun burning down from the sky, the light reached down nearly halfway to the ocean floor.  From the boat, they could see ghostly looking wrecks scattered all around the jagged side lining the mountain like ants marching up a hill.
 
                 Maehril stared down into the water in disbelief.  Cano wondered if anyone knew about this place.  Surely some local fishermen had a name for it.  He hadn’t had time to pillage the wrecks the day before, and now he could only hope that some diver hadn’t come along and cleaned out the cargo holds already.  He doubted it, though.  Even the best divers could only hold their breath for minutes at a time.  Perhaps they may have gotten to the shipwrecks close to the surface, but he was certain the ones further down were unspoiled.  
 
                 Cano readied himself for the dive and gave Maehril some instructions.  He explained to her what he would be doing down there and how to give his tether rope two sharp tugs if she spotted a ship on the horizon.  The tugs would tell him to come back up to the surface.  
 
                 “Now don’t ya worry bout me,” he told her, trying to offer reassurance as she eyed him with a look of concern. “I’ve done this a thousand times.”  He put a hand on her shoulder.  “Ya hear me?  I’ll be fine.  Jest remember.  Two pulls.  Any ship ya see.”
 
                 She nodded, but he could still see the worry on her face.  Women sure did like to worry a lot.  
 
                 Cano tied the tether rope around his waist.  He stepped to the rail, flashed one last smile at Maehril and dove down into the water.   The cool tropical water was like an old friend welcoming him in with open arms, and the sunlight cast iridescent beams down around him, like lanterns lighting his way.  He bypassed the first few ships he came to, making his way toward the deeper water, looking for an obvious merchant vessel to begin his search.  He knew he could only go as deep as the light would allow, because down on the floor he would have a difficult time finding his way around in the darkness.  About a hundred yards down he spotted a massive four masted ship with a giant gash in its hull.  It looked less rotted out than some of the other ships he had passed, so he hoped he’d find some preserved barrels in the cargo hold.  With the webbing between his fingers and toes, Cano easily maneuvered through the hole and into the ship's interior.  It seemed that the rock had torn a hole right into the cargo hold because Cano was quickly gliding over what appeared to be hundreds of crates and barrels.  He went for the crates first as they usually contained the most valuable loot.  Barrels tended to be grains or other types of perishables.  Sometimes you could give them a shake and listen for the tinkling of metal or glass, but those barrels were rare.                
 
                 Cano took a length of steel from his bag and started prying open crates.  Most of what he found were porcelain plates or books with the pages nearly rotted away leaving a thick sheet of mud at the bottoms of the containers.  One crate held some rusted broadswords with the mark of the Fandrall infantry still visible on their hilts.  At one time he might have been able to trade them, but the saltwater had completely ruined their value.  He spent about an hour swimming around the cargo area working over the crates and even checking the occasional barrel, with nothing to show for his effort.  Maybe the captain’s quarters would contain something worth his while.  
 
                 He swam back out of the ship's hull and made his way to the back of the deck area.  Captain's usually made their quarters in the room at the aft section, and as he came upon the door, he found the hinges had rotted off making it easy for him to swim right in.  There were two skeletons floating against the roof as he entered the room.  One was surely the ship's captain.  Skeletons didn’t bother Cano.  He’d searched so many shipwrecks over the years he must have seen about a thousand.  Maybe at first when he saw the remains of a sailor among the wreckage, it had given him the willies, but now they were just part of the scenery as far as he was concerned.
 
                 The room was large befitting the captain of such a large vessel.  Cano swept the perimeter first, moving deliberately from corner to corner, not wanting to miss anything.  It was darker enclosed within the walls of the room, as sunlight had a harder time finding its way in to help him search.  He knew there had to be a lock box somewhere because every ship had one, and with the lack of light, it was proving difficult to find.  He was about to give up when he noticed a hole in the floor under the captain’s desk.  It looked as though the wood had decayed enough that something heavy might have fallen through to the deck below.  Sure enough, as he put his head into the hole and looked around, he spotted a large iron chest glinting in the single beam of light that had found its way in through a small gap in the hull.
 
                 The chest was covered in a heavy film of rust, and as Cano held up the giant iron lock that fastened the door in place, trying to decide how he could get it open, he noticed the bolts in the door hinges were coming loose.  He got out his length of steel and wedged it into the crack between the two hinges.  It took about as much torque as he could muster, but finally the hinge gave way and the door dropped off.  Peeking into the chests cavity Cano’s couldn’t believe his eyes.  It was filled with jewelry and coins, much of it tarnished from years in the ocean water, but still in good enough condition to melt down and sell.  The diamonds and emeralds, set into the necklaces and rings he pulled out, were in pristine condition, and he even found a terralium dagger looking as shiny as the day it was forged.  Terralium didn’t give in to the effects of salt water the way iron and steel did.  Cano couldn’t even begin to calculate how much the dagger would be worth.  It was made of more terralium than he had seen in his whole lifetime.  
 
                 He quickly gathered what he could into his sack and headed back up to the surface.  Just for fun he decided to swim around to the sheer side of the mountain and swim up against its strangely smooth surface.  It was on his way up, perhaps fifty feet from the surface that he spotted a dim green light glowing faintly from a cave in the flat mountainside.  He paused a moment at the entrance, marveling at what saw.  The entrance was a perfect square, seemingly cut into the rock by hand.  The shaft leading up into the cave was also cut into a perfect square.  Someone made this he thought.  Looking up into the passage, to the sickly green light within, he wondered what could be inside.  
 
                 The sack of jewels hanging off of his shoulder was heavy, and it was putting a strain on his ability to swim, so he put the cave off for the time being and made his way back up to the surface.  Maehril was waiting at the rail of his ship, her arms folded across her chest, a disapproving expression on her face.  He heaved the sack of jewels over the railing and climbed aboard sheepishly avoiding her piercing gaze.  She had the water skin waiting for him, so he took a few long sips of the fresh water, before he tried to face her.
 
                 “Come on now.  I wasn’t gone fer that long.”
 
                 She tapped her foot on the deck and huffed at him.
 
                 “What’s it been, an hour?  Maybe two?” Cano smiled apologetically.  Maybe he had been under a bit longer than he’d meant to be.  The sun was at its peak already.  “Well then…did ya see anything?  Any ships?”
 
                 She shook her head no, and her expression didn’t change.  She was not happy with him.
 
                 “Alright, alright.  I’m sorry.”  He was afraid to tell her that he was going back down, but that cave couldn’t wait.  Cano was a curious man by nature, and there was something going on in that cave.  He just had to know what was in there.  It would tear his insides up if he just left it alone.
 
                 “Now look,” he said, looking her in the eye and placing a hand on her shoulder.  “I know yer upset that I took so long, and I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go back down there.”
 
                 Maehril looked like she might slap him.  She clearly was not in favor of being left up on the ship alone again.  
 
                 “There’s something down there I’ve got to check out.  It’ll only take a few minutes, I promise.”
 
                 She eyed him doubtfully, sadly.
 
                 “Jest do as I told ya before.”  It hurt him to see her upset, but he had to go check out that cave.  “Remember.  Tug twice if there’s trouble.  As soon as I come back up, we’ll get out of here.”
 
                 Maehril reluctantly nodded her head to let him know it was alright.  
 
                 He dove back over the rail and made a line straight for the cave mouth.   Cano followed the smooth rock face until he was face to face with the cave.  The green light within almost pulsed, and he could feel something inside beckoning to him.  A voice in his head, distant and faint, told him to turn around and go back, but few things in the world scared him, and his curiosity won over.  As he swam into the entrance, he passed into breathable air and dropped roughly to the smooth stone floor of the passage.  He sat for a moment looking at the entrance.  From the cave side, it looked like a wall of water.  He couldn’t understand it.  Why was the water unable to flood in?  Even the floor of the cave, was completely dry.  
 
                 Cano got to his feet and looked toward the caves depths.  The sick green light seemed to cling to the walls like shadows spilling down from a source deep within the mountain.  He walked forward with caution, his feet taking him uphill.  Some thirty feet or so in, the path leveled off and the passage began to widen and open into some sort of throne room.  On the left side of the room the wall was cut into a great stone seat with intricate designs carved up the arms and back of the chair.  Along the wall farthest from Cano, there was a small pool of some kind of oily black liquid.  It was contained in a small raised well, the surface was still and undisturbed.  The wall to Cano’s right had a large rectangular glass set into stone.  It looked seamless, as though the glass were a part of the stone, and not something set there by hand.  Cano scanned the room a moment trying to figure out the source of that green light.  There was nothing that he could see.  Maybe it’s the stone, he thought.  
 
                 Cano walked over to the rock throne and ran a hand over its precise lines and sharp edges.  The carvings on the arms were words of some language he couldn’t make out.  There were many languages in the world, though Desirmor had ordered that the language of Fandrall could be the only one spoken.  It was a death sentence to be caught speaking a language other than Fandrian in the presence of a soldier of the Imperial army.   The words on the arms could’ve been from some civilization that existed before Desirmor came to power.  There was one word that he noticed repeated several times along both arms and the back of the throne.  “ORISSA.”  It sounded like a name to him, but whoever it was, the name was lost to history now.
 
                 Then he turned and walked across the room to inspect the glass section in the opposite wall.  His reflection was distant in the glass, as though he was standing far away, even though he was only a few feet from the mirror.  It was a strange thing to look at.  He knew that he could reach out and touch the glass if he wanted to, yet in the reflection it looked as if he was standing next to the throne.  
 
   His hand reached out to touch the glass and as he brushed his rough finger tips along the smooth cold surface, his eyes widened with surprise as a green glow appeared in lines where his fingers had traced, like footprints in sand.  Suddenly the glass became hot, and he pulled his hand back reflexively.  The reflection in the glass went black, and a woman appeared before him, as though she were standing on the other side looking at her own reflection.  She seemed surprised to be standing there, looking at her surroundings until her eyes came to rest on Cano standing awestruck on the other side of the glass.  A wicked smile creased her lips.  Her hair was long, straight and green.  She had young features yet she seemed ageless.  Her tall, thin body was on display in a form fitting, strapless black gown, which revealed nearly all of her small firm bosom, and spilled out on the ground hiding her feet.  She held Cano in her gaze, fixing him with her eyes, the same sickly green color that filled the cave.  
 
                 This is wrong, Cano thought.  She is wrong.  He couldn’t say what it was for sure, but something told him she was an abomination, an evil from another world.  He wanted to turn and run, but his feet wouldn’t respond.  He stood there helpless staring into the eyes on the other side of the mirror.  The woman’s smile deepened like a cat toying with a trapped mouse.  She raised her right hand and began to reach for the glass that separated them.  As her hand began to appear on his side, slowly sliding through the glass, her finger aching to touch him, a voice called out in Cano’s head.  It was the same voice he had heard that morning when Maehril had held his hand.  
 
                 “RUN!” it screamed out in a voice that could have been his wife or daughter, so feminine and familiar.  
 
                 He tried to move his feet, tried to move any part of his body, to look away from the hand reaching through the glass toward him, but he was helpless.  He could feel tears welling in his eyes from the strain of trying to make his limbs respond to his desperation.  The hand was inches from him and the woman’s face now wore a wild, triumphant look.
 
                 “RUN! RUN! RUN!”  The voice was a deafening echo, booming in his head.
 
                 Suddenly he felt his feet move.  He stumbled back just as the hand clasped at the air where he had stood.  He looked up at her from the ground, crawling away awkwardly.  She was belligerent.  Cano couldn’t hear her, but with her head thrown back and her mouth open, baring her teeth, he was certain she was howling with rage.  She glared at him a moment, then with that same wicked smile, she clapped her hand together and closed her eyes.  Her lips moved soundlessly.  The black pool of oil to Cano’s left began to bubble.  Slowly the liquid rose and spilled over the edge of the well, collecting on the ground and forming a tendril that snaked its way across the cave toward him.  
 
   He wasn’t about to wait to find out what would happen if the oil reached him.  Climbing to his feet, Cano turned and ran down the corridor.  He tried to look over his shoulder just as the floor started to descend and lost his footing.  Stumbling forward, he fell and began a barrel roll all the way down to the entrance, bursting clumsily into the ocean water.  He felt beat up from the fall.  His shoulders and back ached from repetitively slamming that hard stone floor, but he knew he had to go on.  With every last bit of resolve he could muster, Cano swam for the surface, chancing a look back only once to note that the oil had left the cave and followed him up through the ocean water.  It looked like a Kraken’s tentacle reaching right out of the rock to pull him down to his death.  
 
                 He emerged from the ocean depths with a giant splash only a few feet from the boat.  Maehril could sense his urgency and reached out one of her tiny hands to pull him up onto the deck.  Cano quickly climbed aboard and fell at her feet, gasping for air and trying to get a hold of himself.  His old body had been pushed to its limits and was letting him know that he could not take anymore.  Still, he knew that he had to put the pain aside.  He had to get the sails up, get the boat moving and as far away from that cave as possible.  Maehril knelt over him, wordlessly trying to find out what had happened.  She wore a mask of panic and fear.
 
                 She was just getting him on his feet when the black oil burst up out of the water forming a wall encircling the ship and stretching at least twenty feet up to the sky.  Cano fell back, grabbing Maehril and holding her behind him.  He didn’t know how to protect her, but he was prepared to die if he had to.  The oil wall began slowly closing over them, starting to form a dome from which there could be no escape.  The sunlight started to disappear, and the darkness closed in all around them.  
 
                 Suddenly Maehril pushed him away.  She stood and faced the oil wall.  Her body became rigid as she threw her head back and stretched her arms out to both sides.  Her feet left the deck, and she floated just a few inches above the spot where she’d been standing.  The white light Cano had seen at times shining around her took form slowly at first, and then became brighter and more intense.  It grew in volume, stretching out into a ball that enveloped the whole boat.  Maehril opened her mouth, and a sound unlike anything Cano had ever heard before filled the light and made it pulse and push at the black oil.  The sound was like a choir of a million children singing a single harmonious note in unison.  It was as pure and true as the light that surrounded them, washing away all of his fear and weakness.  He felt the aches and weariness leave his limbs and a feeling of ultimate peace exploded in his mind.  
 
                 The black wall of oil retreated momentarily as Maehril’s white light pushed it back.  Thick black tendrils shot out from the wall in a dozen places, reaching toward the light as if to test its strength, then recoiling as though they’d touched the sun itself and been burned.  The note became louder and the light expanded even more, forcing the oil to fall back.  The wall suddenly gave up altogether, slipping back into the ocean without even a splash and disappeared into the water’s depths.  Maehril held on just a few moments more.  Then the light finally went out, the sound abruptly ended, and Maehril dropped gently back down to the deck.  She looked around for a moment as though she’d forgotten where she was, brushing a strand of hair from her eyes with a strange casualness after such a forceful display of power.  Her eyes fell on Cano, kneeling at her feet, looking upon her with an expression of complete and total awe.  She reached down and took his hand, that simple, gentle smile gracing her lips.  Suddenly her eyes rolled up into her head, and she crumpled to the deck.  
 
                 Cano gathered her up into his arms, checking her breathing and pulse.  His first reaction was to fear the worst, but she seemed to be only unconscious.  Her breath came in a slow, steady rhythm and her heart beat was faint, but there.  Cano tried to force some water down her throat, but it just bubbled right back out the corners of her mouth.  He carried her to the small compartment, just a tiny space with some blankets and a pillow, he had below the deck.  After gently placing her head on the pillow and trying his best to arrange the blankets to make her comfortable, he looked upon her sleeping face.  Who was this girl?  
 
                 What he had just witnessed had been nothing short of amazing.  He got chills as he thought about the woman from the cave -- those green eyes, so malevolent and hateful.  She seemed to be a creature of pure darkness.  Everything about her had made him feel like he was looking at evil made flesh.  
 
   And then, there was Maehril.  A small, mute girl, who somehow seemed to emanate goodness and purity.  That light that shone around her was like God’s light, he thought.  Maybe this little girl is divine, a person with a greater purpose to serve God‘s will.  
 
                 The sun was still at its peak when he climbed back up to the deck.  He pulled up the anchor and cast out the sails.  His boat, the ‘Analie’, as he called it, glided smoothly along the calm tropical waters.  Ezzerra would do them no good now, he thought.  He needed to take Maehril to someone who could help her.  Someone who could fix her if she didn’t wake up.  Someone who might even know who or what she was.  
 
                 Years earlier, Cano had met a man who fit the right criteria.  A wealthy nobleman he’d run into by chance when he’d gone ashore to trade some strange necklace he’d pulled from a shipwreck.  The man seemed to know a lot about the world and its history.  Maybe he would know how to help Maehril.  It was the best idea he could come up with, so he pointed his boat northwest and trusted in God to get him there swiftly.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven:  Carleton
 
    
 
                 
 
                 Sim was as sore as he’d ever been in his life.  It had been two days since he had left his comfortable life at the Kelmor Inn behind, and he had barely slept.  Sleeping was difficult enough on the hard ground with a rough burlap blanket, no pillow and a sore back from a day's worth of riding across the plains, but the fresh memory of his parents' brutal murder made it nearly impossible.    
 
                 The first night he might have slept an hour.  Most of the night he lay on his back watching the sky, remembering his childhood -- the good memories and the bad.  
 
                 The second night hadn’t been much better.  Nightmares had plagued his dreams, forcing him to wake up over and over again.  He wondered if he would ever be able to sleep peacefully again.  It seemed every time he closed his eyes, he saw the Blood Lord’s sick red eyes burning with hate and murder.  Sim was going to kill him.  His need for revenge drove him to move forward, stumbling headlong toward an uncertain future.  Nothing was going to stop him.
 
                 They decided after the first night to find the road and follow it to Carleton.  Carleton was a resort city on the eastern shores of Caramour; a place where the richest people in the world went to vacation and relax.  Sim had never been to Carleton, but he had heard plenty of stories.  The huge resorts that dotted the coastline specialized in pampering their guests, offering anything they needed.  Cuisine, sport, entertainment, everything was available for those that could afford it.  In Carleton, they could find a ship to take them away from the island, and into a world Sim had only ever dreamed of seeing.
 
                 Givara rode out ahead as always.  Sim was mystified by her.  It had been jarring to learn that he was in the presence of a childhood fairy tale character come to life, and he still hadn’t given up his skepticism.  He couldn’t help but watch her, if for no other reason than to give his mind something other than his parents to think about.  She had been a queen, a legendary warrior, and Sim had to admit that she had a royal presence about her.  She rode very erect with her head held high, commanding her mount with no effort at all.  He wanted to talk to her, to question her, but she avoided him, talking only to Enaya in whispered tones.  Maybe she would become comfortable with him eventually and let him in on their discussions.  It was a small hope.
 
                 Enaya rode with Sim, leading her mount along the opposite edge of the road, giving him space, but not much.  He could feel her looking at him.  Over the last two days of travel, he could always feel her eyes, full of sympathy and pity, watching his every move.  
 
                 When she entered the Kelmor Inn only three nights earlier, Sim had been thunderstruck.  She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his life.  Her intense sapphire eyes and golden tresses had made his head swim, caused him to stumble over his words and act like a fool.  He could remember thinking to himself that night that he would do anything to be with her.  Now it was gone.  He felt nothing for her now but anger and regret.  It was completely irrational, he knew that it was, yet Sim couldn’t help but blame her for what had happened to his parents.  Enaya had brought the Blood Lord to Caramour.  Enaya had led that monster to the Kelmor Inn.  Enaya had prevented him from saving his parents.  Now Sevin, Bella, and Sarimus were dead, and it was Enaya’s fault.  He didn’t want her sympathy.  He didn’t need it.  He would use her as he was certain she was using him.  She believed that he was the center of a prophecy, and that he was going to save the entire world from some ageless tyrant.  Sim knew it was the only way she would ever see him; not as a human being with feelings and emotions, but as a weapon that she could wield to fulfill her own desires.  Sim did not deny that he was naïve and simple, but Enaya would find herself sorely mistaken if she truly believed him a foolish puppet tied to her strings.  He would follow her because he knew that she would lead him back to the Blood Lord.  He would use her to earn his revenge.
 
                 “Are you alright, Sim?” she suddenly asked him.
 
                 “I’m fine,” he answered through gritted teeth, seething inside at the pity he saw on her face.  
 
                 The road stretched out for miles over low hills and shallow valleys.  The wheat grew thick on either side, covering the land for as far as the eye could see, with only the occasional break where a thicket of yucca trees stood guard around a pool of fresh water.  The early afternoon sun burned brightly in the clear blue sky, but the heat wasn’t as bad as most days in Caramour.  With the constant ocean breeze whipping across the plains, the temperature was almost cool, a wonderful rarity to be appreciated while it lasted.  Most days, Sim would have saturated his white, half-sleeve shirt with sweat by mid-morning.  It was a welcome relief.
 
                 Never having traveled across the island, they weren’t sure how long it would take to reach Carleton.  Sim had heard from secondhand sources that it was about two to three days ride from Dell.  They all expected to see Carleton looming in the distance at any moment.  The air had the smell of the sea, so they knew they were close.  Then, after cresting a low rising hill, it appeared at last.  
 
                 Carleton sat glistening at the bottom of a long descent toward the ocean.  With its white buildings, the whole city appeared to shimmer from a distance.  There was a concentration of buildings in the middle of the city, with several more white structures fanning out along the coast on both sides.  Three long piers jutted out from the downtown like tree branches reaching out to sea with docked ships rocking gently like leaves in the breeze.  As they drew closer, small dots could be seen moving about the streets and piers of the city.  Seeing the city re-energized the group, and they picked up the pace as they neared the end of their trek across the island.  
 
                 The road they were traveling led them directly into the heart of Carleton.  As they entered the city’s inner limits, they found it difficult to move with any speed.  The streets were teeming with tourists and their attendants, either riding in carriages or walking along observing the wares in the windows of shops that lined both sides of the streets.  It became even worse as the road led them into a large square, replete with hawker’s booths, entertainers, and a great marble fountain spouting streams of water from the mouth of a giant sea creature, carved as though it were bursting straight out of the ocean.  The tourists moved with no sense of purpose or urgency, meandering slowly about, oblivious to everything around them.  They frowned with irritation every time Givara asked one who was blocking a path down the street to move.  Apparently, Sim thought to himself, when you took a vacation, you left your manners at home.  
 
                 It took a great deal of prodding, but eventually they made it past the main square and came down a street that opened up to one of the piers.  The pier was a massive stone structure that extended several hundred feet out to the ocean.  Dock workers and deck hands scurried about, on nameless errands, moving with urgency on and off of the large ships docked on the pier.  The ships didn’t look at all like the merchant vessels he was accustomed to seeing in Dell, and Enaya explained to him that many of these ships were traeggers.  Traeggers were ships built solely to transport with speed and comfort, rather than for mercantile purposes.  They used some kind of power, which Enaya said she wasn’t in the mood to explain, to help them sail across the water faster than the wind could blow them.  In a traegger, you could cross over a hundred leagues in a day.
 
                 Suddenly an enormous winged beast flew over their heads and soared up into the sky over the ocean.  Sim wasn’t sure he believed his eyes when he noticed several people seated in a compartment strapped to the beasts back.  Neither Enaya nor Givara chanced a glance at the creature as though it were a perfectly normal thing to see.  
 
                 “What was that thing?” he asked no-one in particular, more a question of wonder than a need for answers.
 
                 “A trevloc,” Enaya replied offhandedly.  She was studying the dock with Givara, looking for something, not willing to waste time explaining to Sim things that were mundane and everyday to her.
 
                 “What’s a trevloc?” he asked, watching the giant beast soaring gracefully off into the horizon.
 
                 Enaya rolled her eyes and sighed with frustration.  She fixed an annoyed look at Sim as though she was in the presence of a child that had a question for every single thing he saw.  
 
                 “Trevloc’s are transports,” she told him as if she were explaining the simplest thing in the world.  “They can carry several people in a carriage on their backs.  They are an extremely fast and expensive way to travel.  A good trevloc can fly for two days straight without rest.  On a trevloc’s back you could make it around the entire world in less than two weeks.”
 
                 Sim was speechless.  There was so much he didn’t know about the world.  How had he never heard of such a marvelous creature?  Watching it disappear over the horizon, he truly began to feel like a hopeless rube.
 
                 He was so caught up in the spectacle of the trevloc that he hardly noticed Enaya and Givara riding away toward the dock.  Sim had to scan the throng of people to find them and then hurry to catch up.  The ladies worked their way through the crowd heading for the first docked treagger.  The dock workers made a path around Enaya and Givara showing a proper deference for a woman dressed in fineries and her scowling consort, but they made no effort at all to make space for Sim.  Sim guessed that the dirty linen shirt and course brown workpants he was wearing made him appear to be an attendant to the two women and thus not worthy of any respect.  
 
                 Sim was able to catch up with them only after they had stopped to talk to a man with a large brown book standing next to a gangway.   He was a short, thin, balding man, with a scruffy tuft of red chin hair and a face full of freckles.  
 
                 “I’m sorry my Lady, but that is the price,” he told Enaya firmly, holding his book open with one hand and preparing to write with the other.
 
                 “That is outrageous, Master Gedman,” huffed Enaya indignantly as Givara nodded in agreement. “Two gold marks for passage to Nal’Dahara?  Absurd!”
 
                 The little man closed his book and slid his pen into a slit in the books leather cover.  He seemed tired and impatient; a man who’d had enough of bargaining with potential passengers.  
 
                 “I’ve given you my price Lady Edmira.” He motioned with his free hand out to the rest of the dock.  “You’re welcome to try another traegger.  I wish you luck in your search for passage.”
 
                 Enaya studied him for a moment, perhaps trying to decide if his indifference was a negotiating tactic.  She and Givara exchanged a quick look, making Sim wonder if they could communicate without speaking.  He wanted to ask about the name Gedman had called Enaya, but kept his mouth shut. 
 
                 “Good day then, Master Gedman,” she said at last, using the haughtiest tone she could manage.  “I wish you strong winds and peaceful seas.”
 
                 With that she kicked her mount forward, followed closely by Givara, and set out for the next traeggar.  Sim tried to stay as close to them as possible this time.  
 
                 The next two traeggars were no different than the first.  One was asking four gold marks for an interior cabin and the other was asking three.  There was only one more traeggar left on the docks and they had rooms available for one gold mark.  Enaya tried hard not to show her excitement.  She had been extremely irritable ever since they had reached the city and frankly Sim was getting tired of her petulant attitude.  She was about to book their passage, reaching in her coin purse for the fee, when the shipmaster informed her that the ship wouldn’t be leaving for three more days.  
 
                 “Three days!” Enaya shouted at the thick, hairy man.  “We need to leave right away.  We don’t have three days.”
 
                 “Three days, my Lady,” he said, throwing his hands up indignantly. “I’ve a schedule to keep.”
 
                 Enaya and Givara moved off to the side and put their heads together.  Both women looked vexed, and the shipmaster shifted from foot to foot uncomfortably, clearly hoping to avoid the tempers of two upset women.  After several moments of conferring, Enaya finally turned back to the nervous shipmaster and sniffed.
 
                 “Three days is much too long, Master Harr.  We have business that can’t wait.”
 
                 Without another word she turned and started her mount back down the dock.  Sim hurried to catch up and led his mount beside her.  She had barely spoken a word to him since they had arrived in Carleton, and he was getting tired of being left out of the decisions.  
 
                 “Well then?” he asked, wearing his displeasure.  “What now?  Have you got any other ideas?”
 
                 Enaya clicked her teeth and frowned at him.  “We leave with Master Gedman, boy.”  She made sure to put extra emphasis on ‘boy’.
 
                 “Master Gedman?  What was the point of wasting all this time if you’d planned to go with the first ship all along?”
 
                 She raised an eyebrow at his confrontational tone.
 
                 “Are you paying the passage, boy?  Hmm?”
 
                 Her blue eyes were icy, condescending daggers meant to put him in his place.
 
                 “Obviously not.”  He felt small when she looked at him that way.  
 
                 “That is why you don’t have a say.”  She stopped her horse and spoke to him directly.  “I don’t mean to sound so crass, Sim, but you are an inexperienced village lout.  It’s not your fault, but you must acknowledge that you are in over your head right now.  You didn’t even know what a trevloc was for heaven’s sake.  What advice can you give us in matters of travel or planning?  Hmm?  What you need to do for now is watch and learn.  Givara and I know what we’re doing, and I promise you, Siminus, we have your best interests at heart.”  She paused, her face softening.  “We’re going to go with Master Gedman because his ship is leaving in the morning, and he‘s going to Nal’Dahara.  It’s the soonest we can leave, and he is going somewhere that will be to our advantage.”
 
                 Sim was trying his best to control his temper.  He was really getting tired of being treated like a child by her.  But he knew that she was right as much as it galled him to admit it.  He really was an inexperienced village lout, although he was also a quick learner.  
 
                 “What do you mean, to our advantage?” he asked, as she kicked her mount forward.
 
                 “We need answers, Siminus.  We need direction.  In Nal’Dahara we can get both.”
 
                 Sim nodded and followed.
 
   
  
 

              They found Master Gedman where they had left him, standing beside the gangway with his book tucked under his arm.  As they approached, he smiled knowingly, readying his book and pen.  
 
                 “Shall I put you down for one room or two?” he asked a little too smugly.
 
                 “Two rooms, Master Gedman.  I'll pay half now, and half when we board tomorrow morning.” Enaya told him coolly.
 
                 “As you wish my Lady.”  Gedman’s blue eyes twinkled.  The little man was enjoying himself far too much.
 
                 Enaya looked him over for a moment.  Sim couldn’t tell if she was disgusted by the man or amused by him.  Then she waved her hand at Givara.  “Pay the man.”
 
                 Givara jumped off her horse and produced a purse from beneath her black riding cloak.  Sim’s eyes drifted to the hilt of her sword protruding from her curved scabbard.  He only caught a glimpse but his mind held onto the image of a crystal leaf inlaid on both sides of the grip.  It was the same as the broach that fastened the cloak around her neck.  He wondered what it meant.  
 
                 Givara handed the man two gold marks and rested a hand on her sword hilt.  She towered over the little man.  Sim wondered how Gedman’s knees managed not to buckle under the weight of her intense iron stare.  Gedman put away the coins, making a notation in his ledger.  When he looked up at Givara, the smile faded from his freckled face.  
 
                 “Know this, little man,” Givara hissed at him, “Lady Edmira is no-one to trifle with.  Do I make myself clear?”
 
                 Gedman swallowed and looked at Enaya then Sim.  In his eyes he seemed to be asking Sim if he was jumping into a kettle of boiling water.  
 
                 “I’d watch my step, Master Gedman,” Sim chided him, ignoring the hard look Enaya leveled him for speaking out of turn.  “I’d sooner lock horns with a hungry Mansabull than cross these two.”
 
                 Gedman nodded, and relaxed.  “I will see you in the morning then, my Lady?”
 
                 Enaya said nothing in return.  She simply kicked the stirrups and led her mount back toward the city.  Givara hopped back into her saddle and scowled at Sim.  They both hurried after Enaya.  
 
                 “Where to now, my Lady?” Sim asked not hiding the mirth he was feeling.
 
                 “We find an inn, boy,” Givara snapped at him.  Apparently Enaya was going to ignore him again.
 
                 They rode in silence back to the end of the dock coming to a street that ran parallel with the shore line.  Both directions showed buildings with signs promoting taverns and inns.  Enaya led them to the right, slowing her horse in front of every inn along the way, inspecting the establishments from the outside.  They passed several, and Enaya dismissed them for her own reasons before deciding on one called the White Coral.  It looked like every other inn that they’d passed to Sim.  It was a white plaster building, several stories high, with a big bay window looking into a half empty common room, and a wooden sign hanging above the door bearing a white seashell.   
 
                 Sim was told to wait outside with the horses while they went inside to inquire about some rooms.  He tied the horses to a pole by the corner of the building and leaned against the wall to watch the people walk by.  
 
                 It felt good to be alone.  Since they had left Dell, Enaya hadn’t let Sim out of her sight.  It was a great relief to have a moment by himself, even if only for a few minutes while they spoke to the innkeeper.  
 
                 The people that passed were very diverse.  He saw a group of tall, brown skinned men carrying sacks of grain, laughing together as they went about their jobs.  Despite the heavy burdens and beads of sweat dripping from their shirtless bodies, they seemed to be enjoying themselves.  It made him think of some of the daydreams he often had back in the barn at the Kelmor Inn.  He had imagined himself as a deckhand on Sarimus' ship, swabbing the decks or pulling the sails.  Seeing real sailors performing menial tasks made him feel embarrassed.  Maybe Sevin had been right.  Traveling the open seas on a merchant trader had seemed a glorious life to him, but he’d never considered the reality -- long days of back-breaking labor for little pay.
 
                 A group of four women passed riding in an open, wooden carriage pulled by three men.  These men did not look happy.  Strain and sweat marked their faces, their clothes were rags, and their limbs seemed too frail to handle the weight of the cart.  The women wore white silk dresses with floral trim; this was a fashion common among the wealthy ladies he’d seen around Carleton.  Wide brim hats hid their eyes, but their lips showed the wide smiles of women delighting in their tour of the city.  Sim felt saddened by the scene.  The wealthy indulging themselves at the expense of the poor.  He wondered if the men were even paid servants.  Once Sarimus had told him of lands where men were enslaved and forced to work for rich nobleman.  Sarimus had spoken passionately of his disgust for anyone who lacked regard for human life.  “To take a man’s freedom,” he had told Sim that day, “was to take his gift from God.”  Watching the carriage disappear down the street, Sim felt like he could understand what Sarimus meant.
 
                 “Have you a copper to spare?” asked a raspy voice from the alley behind him.
 
                 He turned to see who had spoken and saw an old beggar creeping toward him along the side of the inn.  He wore a beaten gray cloak large enough to cover two men, with the hood pulled over to shroud his eyes in darkness.  
 
                 “Well boy?  Have you a copper?”  His voice was like a spoken cough.
 
                 Sim’s right hand reflexively sought out his sword hilt.  There was something off about the man.  His intuition told him the beggar was not what he seemed.  The cool steel of the hilt felt good as his hand closed around it.
 
                 “Go away.  I’ve nothing to give you,” Sim told him.  The beggar crept steadily forward.  “Come any closer to me old man, and I’ll have your head.”  He drew his sword and took a defensive stance.
 
                 “Is this how you treat those less fortunate, Siminus?” the old man asked, his voice changing from a rasp to something familiar. 
 
                 “Who…”  The beggar lifted his hood just enough so Sim could see his whole face.  There were a pair of gray steely eyes and a thick scar that ran from the left side the beggar’s mouth to his left ear.  It was Farrus.  If his mouth hadn’t been frozen with shock, Sim might have cried out with joy.  
 
                 Farrus held a finger to his lips and motioned for Sim to ease off the street and into the alley.  Once off the street, Farrus took Sim’s arm and pulled him in close to whisper in his ear.
 
                 “Are you alright?  Have you been followed?”  
 
                 “I’m fine.  I don’t think so.”
 
                 “Good.  Is Maehril with you?”
 
                 The question hit Sim like a hammer on a forge.  How had he forgotten about Maehril?  He’d been so wrapped up in his own pain and loss that he’d completely forgotten about her.  Sarimus and Sevin had both told him to guard her with his life, and he’d let them down.  He was almost afraid to answer.
 
                 “I couldn’t find her Farrus,” he replied despondently.  “When the city was attacked…she just disappeared…I didn’t…”
 
                 They heard the door to the inn open suddenly, and Sim could hear Enaya cursing him.  
 
                 “Meet me in the common room tonight,” Farrus whispered as he let go of Sim’s arm and hurried off down the alley.
 
                 Sim watched him dart behind the back corner of the inn wondering what had just happened.  He turned around and saw Enaya and Givara standing a few feet away at the head of the alley, arms folded, scowling at him reprovingly.
 
                 As he walked sheepishly toward them, Givara raised one long, slender finger and waved it in his face.
 
                 “One task, boy!  One simple task!”  She was seething.
 
                 “Calm down, Givara,” Enaya chided her reproachfully.  She looked at Sim askance.  “What were you doing over there?”
 
                 “Nothing,” he shrugged casually.
 
                 She eyed him suspiciously.                
 
                 “You’re in luck tonight, Siminus,” she said, her face suddenly brightening.  Sim raised a hopeful eyebrow.  “The inn is very slow tonight.  I was able to get you your own room for a very reasonable price.”
 
                 “Thank you, Enaya,” he said gratefully.
 
                 She smiled at him warmly.  Her blue eyes sparkled beautifully.  
 
                 Givara took the horses down the alley to the stable attendant, while Sim and Enaya went inside.  The common room had only a few patrons dining on what looked to be some kind of stew.  It smelled wonderful, especially after a few nights of cold, dried meat and hard bread.  Sim could hear his stomach calling out for attention.  
 
                 The innkeeper, Mistress Hisha, came over to greet them.  She was a thin, aging woman, with long black hair, specked with streaks of gray.  Her gray dress was hidden by a white apron that didn’t have a stain on it.  Sim couldn’t remember ever seeing his mother with a clean apron.  Mistress Hisha smiled warmly when Enaya introduced Sim as her attendant, Mark.  Sim glanced at her sideways momentarily confused by the fake name, but realized that Enaya would want to hide his identity in case anyone came looking for him.
 
                 They followed her to a room out back where several stalls were setup with large brass tubs.  Three of the tubs already had steam rising from them, and towels and soap set up on a shelf built into each stall.  After thanking Mistress Hisha, Sim and Enaya picked their own stalls and after undressing, sank happily into their perfectly heated baths.  
 
                 Soaking in the warm water was like a dream come true for Sim.  His muscles and joints ached from the long journey across the Othoran Plains.  He’d never ridden for so long in a saddle, so his hips and back were burning with pain.  He just laid back in the tub, reveling in the way the water seemed to tingle his skin, soothing away all of his soreness.  He closed his eyes and sighed.  The orange gem rested against his chest.  He reached for it rolling it around with his fingers.  The encounter with Farrus crept into his mind, and he began to think of Maehril.  He’d let her down.  He wondered if she was alright.  The water was incredibly relaxing. All of the soreness he’d felt before he sat in the tub was completely gone now.  A picture took shape in his mind.  A small skiff, its sails full of wind, gliding across a calm blue ocean.  The image shifted, closing in on an old man sitting alone by the tiller.  His leathery face with light blue eyes and a hawkish nose looked out at the horizon with worry.  There was something urgent about him as though he were in a hurry.  Sim thought he saw gills behind the man’s ears, but it seemed too strange a thing to be real.  The image flashed again.  This time he was looking at a girl, curled into a ball, sleeping peacefully in a compartment beneath the deck.  
 
                 Sim opened his eyes and sat up, trying to breathe.  He had slid down beneath the surface of the water in the tub.  Water spat out of his mouth as he coughed and gasped for air.
 
                 “Sim?  Are you alright?” Enaya called out with alarm from the next stall.
 
                 “Fine.  I’m fine,” he answered as he gradually regained his breath.  “I just fell asleep for a moment and slid underwater.”
 
                 “Fool,” he heard her mutter under her breath.
 
                 “Enaya…did Mistress Hisha do something to the water?” he asked, wondering how all of his soreness had disappeared so quickly.
 
                 “Yes, Sim.  Mistress Hisha is a trival.  She has strength in healing.  That’s why I chose this inn.”  Enaya sounded guarded as if she felt resigned to admit this to him.
 
                 “I’m sorry if this makes me seem like a dumb child, Enaya, but what exactly is a trival?”  
 
                 He could hear her sighing.
 
                 “A trival is someone who can wield the trivarial power.  It’s a force of energy that exists all around us.  Most believe it comes from a relationship between the two moons and our Earth.  It was once the subject of much debate amongst trivals and scholars.  Desirmor has outlawed the use of the trivarial power unless you register yourself at the castle in Fandrall.  People born with the ability to use the trivarial power can do so only with permission from Desirmor himself.  They usually end up working for the Imperial army or on traeggers and other things that require the power.”
 
                 “So that’s how traeggars can move so fast?” he asked. “They have someone using the trivarial power to make the ship go faster?”
 
                 “That’s right, Sim,” she answered.  “Everyone who can wield the power is different.  Some are strong in healing like Mistress Hisha.  Others can do things with wind or water.  Those that show the most ability, the strongest ones, are usually put to death.  Desirmor doesn’t like to take any chances.”
 
                 Sim thought about that for a moment.  He wondered how many people Desirmor had murdered over the centuries.  A pit of anger began to swell in his gut.  
 
                 “What about you then?” he asked her.  “You can use the power.  I’ve seen you.  What did Desirmor say about you?”
 
                 She was quiet for a few moments.  “I never registered.  My power is a secret.  There are others like me who keep their power a secret.  Mistress Hisha is one.  Trivals who choose to hide their ability use a yellow triangle as a symbol, so we can find each other.  So we don’t feel alone.  The sign outside with the seashell has a yellow triangle in the shell.  You have to know what to look for, but it’s there.  Mistress Hisha will help us as best she can because she and I are sisters in our small society of secret trivals.”
 
                 Sim could hear in her voice that she was reluctantly telling him about herself.  They had butt heads several times over the past few days, and Enaya could be stubborn, pompous and difficult, but when she let her guard down and showed her fragile side, Sim found her very endearing.  
 
                 “What if you were found out?” he asked her quietly.
 
                 “If the wrong person saw me using the power, I would be put to death.”  
 
                 “I won’t let anyone harm you, Enaya,” Sim said resolutely.  He felt a desperate need to reassure her. “I swear it.”
 
                 “Thank you, Siminus.” 
 
                 They finished their baths in silence.  Sim thought about what Enaya had told him.  He wondered if he was a trival.  There had been so many times that he’d had glimpses of the future.  Surely that had to come from some kind of magic.  He resolved to ask Enaya more about it later.  
 
                 He also thought about Maehril.  There was no mistaking the vision he’d just had.  That had definitely been Maehril curled up in a ball in that ship with the strange old man.  Sim didn’t feel like she was in danger though.  The old man had a gentle look about him, and Sim guessed that the concern he had seen on the man’s face was probably for her.  While he had no idea where she was, or how she had ended up there, Sim had a strong feeling that she was safe.  And if nothing else, at least he had something to tell Farrus.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 That night Sim lay on his bed waiting for the right time to go down to the common room and meet with Farrus.  He felt as good as he had in days.  His body felt brand new thanks to the bath in Mistress Hisha’s healing water.  His belly was full of a delicious goat meat stew that had reminded him of something from his mother’s kitchen.  And he was about to meet with someone that knew him.  Farrus had always been like an uncle to Sim.  Seeing him earlier that day had made the anguish and depression lighten, as if his old friend was like a little piece of normalcy in a world full of chaos.  
 
                 It was also nice to get a break from the two women.  Enaya was beautiful, but she was difficult to be around.  She was constantly moody and temperamental.  Like most women Sim had met, she always assumed she was right.  Women tended to think men were children who couldn’t do anything for themselves.  He’d watched Bella chide and scold Sevin for years, and wondered how Sevin always had a smile on his face whenever she walked away.  Sevin must have truly loved his wife to put up with the constant barrage of admonishments.  Maybe someday he would figure out how to nod and smile when a woman was talking nonsense to him.  
 
                 Sim sat up in his bed and listened.  He was waiting for Enaya to go to sleep.  Givara would probably be standing guard by the door, but Sim was hoping he could convince her to let him go have a drink or two.  Enaya would never have let him.  She probably thought he was still too young to drink.
 
                 He crept to the door doing his best to avoid any loose floor boards that would creak loudly.  Despite his best efforts, he still managed to step on a few.  The door made a low squeak as he pulled it open and peered out into the hallway.  Enaya’s door was closed, and Givara was nowhere to be found.  Creeping past their door, Sim felt himself begin to sweat.  He almost laughed.  Why was he afraid of them catching him sneaking around?  It was none of their business.  He wasn’t theirs to command.  All this secrecy was foolish.  Straightening up, he walked normally down the rest of the hallway and down the stairs to the common room, only looking over his shoulder one time to see if their door had opened.
 
                 The common room was sparsely filled.  There were several men and women sitting at one table and a few more at the bar.  All were dressed in a similar fashion with white linen shirts or blouses and simple brown pants or skirts.  Sim guessed that most of these people were attendants of some noble vacationing at one of the resorts.  Enaya had mentioned that the inns in the city would probably be occupied by people working for the vacationers.
 
                 Farrus sat alone at a table in the back corner.  It was the furthest table from the bar, and there weren’t any windows nearby.  No-one even spared Sim a glance as he strode across the room and took a seat at Farrus’ table.  Farrus had taken the liberty of ordering Sim a pint of ale, as there was a sweaty glass waiting on the table in front of Sim’s seat.  
 
                 Farrus silently tipped his glass to Sim, encouraging him to take a sip.  The draught was bitter, nothing like Sevin's smooth brews, but it was cold.  Sim had never had cold ale before.  He couldn’t imagine how it could even be served cold.  Perhaps Mistress Hisha used her powers for things other than healing.  The cold ale was truly refreshing, despite the sub-par taste.  It made Sim wonder how good Sevin’s might have been had he only been able to chill it.
 
                 “Bitter…” Farrus said in his gruff monotone, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. “But damn good.  Cold.”
 
                 “Damn good,” Sim agreed, taking another sip.
 
                 “So…how are you holding up?” Farrus asked with a look of concern in his steely gray eyes.
 
                 “I let them die, Farrus.” Sim nearly broke down, choking back the sudden onslaught of tears.  He looked shamefully down into the pint glass clutched between his hands.  “I was right there.  I watched it happen through the window, and I did nothing.”
 
                 “There was nothing you could do.” He wasn’t trying to reassure Sim.  He was simply stating a fact.
 
                 “I could have done something.  I could have charged into that room and run my sword through the Blood Lord’s chest.” The tears started pushing out to his cheeks, one by one like drips from a water tap. 
 
                 “We were afraid this would happen,” Farrus said glumly.  He itched at his eyes as though he were fighting with his own emotions.  “I told them you needed to know what was going on.  I knew you’d blame yourself.”
 
                 Sim rubbed his eyes.  His pain quickly turned to anger, and he glared at Farrus across the table. “What is going on Farrus?  I keep getting bits and pieces from Enaya, but I still don’t know why my parents had to die.  What do you know?”
 
                 Farrus sighed and took a long haul from his ale, emptying the glass.  He looked around the room uncomfortably. 
 
                 “Looks like we’ve got company,” he said at last, motioning past Sim to the stairs.
 
                 Sim turned and cursed when he saw Enaya, followed by Givara, walking smugly towards them.
 
                 “I knew you’d find us some trouble eventually, Siminus,” Enaya announced, taking a seat at the table.  She motioned with a flourish of her slender fingers to Mistress Hisha for a round as Givara took her seat, twisting to face Farrus, her right hand hidden beneath her cloak, in the vicinity of her sword hilt.  
 
                 “Can’t you just leave me alone for once?” Sim practically pleaded with exasperation.
 
                 Enaya acted shocked, batting her eyes and looking at him as though he had done something to physically harm her.  She spoke with a forced innocent voice.  “Why of course I can leave you alone, Siminus.  I got you your own room after all, didn’t I?  It was only by mere happenstance that a thirst overcame me after we heard you creeping past our door, so we decided to come and sample some of Mistress Hisha’s spirits.  How was I to know you were down here making friends?”
 
                 “Enough,” Farrus cut in, clearly not amused by them.  “We haven’t any time for this.”
 
                 “He’s right,” Givara added, shocking Sim, who expected her to defer to Enaya in these situations.  She looked Farrus up and down like a butcher appraising a slab of meat.  “Your name?”
 
                 Farrus said nothing.  With a blank face he challenged Givara’s imposing stare.
 
                 “This is Farrus,” Sim answered for him. "He’s a guardsman from Dell.  He’s a friend.”
 
                 “Well then Master Farrus,” Enaya said, her tone becoming serious.  Mistress Hisha arrived carrying two more pints of ale and two glasses of wine.  They all watched her silently as she placed the glasses down, offered Enaya a quick bow of the head, and went back to the bar. “Master Farrus, why don’t you start by telling us who you are and what you know?” 
 
                 Farrus nodded and took a long sip from his fresh glass.  “Sarimus told me to trust you Lady Relador.  To honor him, I’ll give you my trust.  You’ve obviously been a great help to the boy.”  He looked at Sim for a moment as though considering something.  “I’ll need your word that what I’m about to tell you stays here, at this table.”
 
                 Enaya nodded.  Her eyes were aflame with excitement.  “You have it Master Farrus.  I swear to you with my life and my wish to feel the creators embrace when my time passes on.  I will keep your secrets.”
 
                 Farrus nodded accepting Enaya’s oath.  He inclined his head to Givara, raising his eyebrows.
 
                 “You’ve no need to worry about Givara, Master Farrus,” Enaya said, speaking for Givara.  “She is bound to my will.  She cannot speak of this without my approval to do so.”
 
                 Farrus looked unconvinced.
 
                 “It’s alright Farrus,” Sim broke in.  “Givara will never speak of this.  She can’t.”
 
                 Farrus looked back and forth between Sim and Enaya, considering their plea on Givara’s behalf.  He looked Givara square in the eye and leaned forward, meeting her steely glare with an iron stare of his own.  “If I’m going to spill some secrets tonight, I want yours in return.”
 
                 Givara looked emotionlessly at Enaya.  Sim wondered again about their ability to communicate without speaking.  
 
                 “I can’t allow that, Master Farrus.  Givara’s secrets are her own and are of no consequence to you.” Enaya said it as if the issue was resolved.
 
                 “I’ll decide what’s of consequence to me and what isn’t.”  His eyes never left Givara’s face.
 
                 Givara studied him for several moments.  She took her right hand out from beneath her cloak and placed it on the table.  
 
                 “You and I will speak later, Master Farrus,” she said with an odd measure of respect and civility that Sim had never heard from her before.  
 
                 Farrus looked down at her hand and seemed to consider her gesture.  Sim knew that she was showing him a great level of respect and trust to lower her guard before him.  He wondered if Farrus would understand.  For several moments Farrus read Givara’s face.
 
                 “Alright, Givara,” he said at last, relaxing his posture.  He leaned back in his chair.  “We will speak later.”
 
                 Givara nodded, the slightest hint of a smile pushing at the corners of her thin lips.  
 
                 “First I need to know something.”  Farrus eyed them each in turn.  “Have any of you ever heard of the stain of Orissa?”
 
                 Enaya immediately looked to Givara who returned her gaze with an assuring nod.
 
                 “I have, Master Farrus,” Givara answered levelly. “But, perhaps you’d like to explain it to the boy and Lady Relador.”
 
                 Farrus nodded.  “Most people think there is only one God, our Creator.  The truth is that she is but one of many.  No-one actually knows how many Gods there are.  You see…the Gods live in another realm of existence, a world probably not too much different from ours.   But I’m getting away from the point of this.  The existence of higher beings is for scholars to debate.  
 
                 "Our God is good.  Think of her as the light.  Some Gods are evil.  Think of them as the dark.  They argue and bicker just like humans, constantly jealous of one another.  That’s what Orissa is -- a jealous, evil God.  To some it’s just a legend, but then again most legends are grounded in some truth.  
 
                 “When the Creator set out to make our world, she wanted to make a world in her own image, a world of beauty, of light, of good.  One day as she worked on our world, Orissa came to offer her some assistance, but the Creator declined.  Orissa became upset.  She looked down from the heavens at the beautiful world our Creator was nearly finished making, and she became envious.  She waited until the Creator took a break, and secretly put her own mark on our world, hiding it in hopes that our God would never find it.  The Creator returned and finished her work, then sat back to watch it evolve.  
 
                 “But something was wrong.  The beings she created started off living in harmony, but slowly over time they began to evolve and demonstrate behavior that went against her designs.  Men began to covet power.  They went to war with each other over their envy and greed.  Eventually a great battle took place, remembered even to this day in a children’s tale called “The Battle of Three Queens”.  The Creator had seen enough.  She entered our realm to intervene before the beings of this world destroyed themselves.  At first she believed that by removing the three warring queens order would be restored to her creation.  But, in coming into our world, even for only a short time, she felt the presence of the dark god Orissa.  She realized that it was not a flaw in her design, but a stain of darkness hanging like a veil across the world.  The souls of her creations, clean and pure in their design, could not come into being without incurring the mark of Orissa’s stain.
 
                 "The Creator tore the world apart in her search for Orissa’s mark, but the dark god had hidden her taint well.  What had been one vast beautiful continent became three separate land masses with hundreds of small islands in between.  Having spent too much time in our world, exposed to the stain, the Creator had to return to her realm to spend eternity watching her failure from the heavens.  
 
                 "The stain marks our world still.  Every soul born since the beginning of time has come into life with a mark of darkness.  Now this doesn’t mean that everyone is inherently evil, but rather that the capacity for darkness is inherent in all of us.  The Creator can still heal our world, but to do this she needs just one person to be born without the stain; one pure soul, as we were all meant have.  If someone can be born with a clean soul, the Creator can attach herself to that person and resist the stain while she searches for the source and a way to cure it.”                Sim and Enaya had listened with complete attention, hanging on every word he had spoken.  To Sim it sounded like a fairy tale, something his mother might have told him at bedtime.  In fact as Farrus told his account of Orissa’s stain, Sim thought he could remember hearing something similar.
 
                 “A fine tale, Master Farrus,” Enaya said breathlessly.  “But where does that leave us?”
 
                 Farrus gave her a hard look.  “Right now, I’m afraid it doesn’t leave us with much.”
 
                 “Why was Bella Kelmor in Vistrello?” Givara suddenly asked, causing Farrus to show a glimmer of surprise.  He smiled at Givara approvingly.  Enaya appeared impressed as well.
 
                 “You know about that,” Farrus said, rubbing his chin with a thick, calloused thumb. “You’ll have to tell me how you found that out sometime.”
 
                 “Perhaps later, Master Farrus.”  Sim’s eyes widened with surprise as he watched Givara’s cheeks redden.  Until now, he was sure that she didn’t even feel emotions like regular human beings.
 
                 “Later then,” Farrus said with a coy smirk.  His gaze lingered a moment too long, and he suddenly caught himself and looked away embarrassed.  “Anyway.  Long before Bella Kelmor came to Caramour, she was the leader of the Da’suri.”  He realized Sim had no idea what he was talking about. “The Da’suri are secret groups of female trivals who try to avoid Desirmor’s attention.  I’m not even sure there are any coven’s left.”
 
                 “There are a few, Master Farrus,” Enaya interjected.
 
                 “Good to know.” Farrus looked around the room.  The one large group that had been sitting at a table were starting to get up and offer goodnights as they went their separate ways.  There were still two couples seated at the bar, talking to Mistress Hisha, but the common room was empty otherwise.  Farrus waited for the last of the departing group to leave the room before he continued.  “Bella was a very strong trival.  An incredible healer.  The coven she led had spent years trying to figure out a way to get a soul born into the world without the stain.  They believed that if they could find a way to shield a birthing mother with the trivarial power, the child might be able to resist the stain.  
 
                 "Sarimus used to visit Vistrello along his trading routes and had developed a romantic affair with one of the women.  Eventually she became with child, and the coven went into a frenzy.  Bella had already devised a plan to shield a birthing infant that would take the combined power of the entire coven.  They decided to try it on Sheila, Sarimus’ girl.
 
                 "The night Sheila went into labor the entire coven gathered in a circle around her as Bella led the spell.  I don’t know what they did, or how they did it, but the child was born clean.  Sadly, Sheila didn’t survive the birthing, and over half of the coven died as a result of their efforts.  Whatever they did that night, it took a great deal of power, and it came at a grave price, but those that lived knew that the child born that night was the most important person ever born.”
 
                 “They did it,” Enaya exhaled with wide eyed breathlessness.  She took Farrus’ arm, imploring him. “Where is the child, Farrus?  I must know.”
 
                 Farrus looked at Sim, his face suddenly becoming sullen.  Sim was used to Farrus being a man of few words and little emotion.  Looking at his old friend, Sim could see despair all over his face.  He suddenly knew why.
 
                 “Maehril,” Sim said absently, as though his lips formed the words before his brain had even finished the thought.  
 
                 Enaya and Givara looked at him sharply.  Farrus nodded reluctantly, his shoulders slumping as though he were accepting defeat.
 
                 “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me, Farrus?” Sim asked, feeling even worse about his failure to protect Maehril.
 
                 “Sarimus wanted to.  He and Sevin had a big argument about it years ago.”  Sim remembered the argument.  Sarimus stayed away from Dell for eight years after that.  It made him wonder if things might have been different if they had told him back then.  Would his parents and Sarimus still be alive if he’d known what was happening?  
 
                 Enaya was becoming agitated.  Her head swung back and forth between the two men, blue eyes blazing, deciding which man she’d have to slap around to get the answers she needed.  
 
                 “Who is this Maehril, Master Farrus?” Givara commanded.  She meant to take charge of the table. 
 
                 “She was one of the serving girls at the inn,” Sim answered for him.
 
                 “She’s lost now anyways,” Farrus said, looking down at his half empty pint of ale.
 
                 “What do you mean she’s lost?” Enaya practically screamed, earning a glance from the people at the bar.  
 
                 “She’s lost, Lady Relador.”  Farrus replied between sips of ale.  “Disappeared when the city was attacked.  
 
                 Sim looked at Enaya weakly.  “It’s my fault.  The last thing Sevin and Sarimus said to me was to protect her at all costs.  She was right there, in the common room.  Right next to me when we heard the first explosions.  They told me to go to the barn and hide -- to take her with me.  But she was gone.”
 
                 Enaya looked on the verge of exploding.  Her hands were gripping the edges of the table as if she might float away if she let go.  “You weak, pathetic fool!  Imbecile!  Are you completely helpless?  Are you capable of anything at all?  How can you be trusted with anything?  Phah!  The fate of the world rests in the hands of a mindless infant.”
 
                 “That’s enough, Enaya,” Givara cut in with a severe tone.  Sim was sure he’d never heard her call Enaya by her first name before.  Enaya looked at her companion in shock.  Givara simply stared her down, green cold eyes offering silent commands.  After a moment Enaya slumped back in her chair, looking awfully similar to Farrus slouching dejectedly next to her.  “Master Farrus, you said that this girl, Maehril, she was born without the stain?  Yes?”
 
                 Farrus looked up and nodded sadly.  Givara reached out and took his hand, squeezing it reassuringly.  “Then there is hope.”
 
                 “What hope have we, Givara?  You heard him.  The girl is lost.”  Enaya sounded defeated.
 
                 “There is always hope, my Lady,” Givara reassured her.  “And now our trip to Nal’Dahara has taken on an even greater importance.  We need to see the prophecy, my Lady.  As it was written.”
 
                 “Of course, Givara.  But why does that give us hope?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “Prophecy is not promised, nor is it random,” Givara said with a smile.  “It is but a map of events to come.  How those events unfold is never certain.  Whatever has happened to the girl, has happened as it was meant to.  Her path to the end of the prophecy has taken a different turn than our own, but it does not mean that she is lost to us.  Everything that has taken place these last few days…these last several years, in fact, has been more than mere chance.  We must trust in the choices we make, for in the end, history will reveal them to be the right choices.”
 
                 Enaya’s face took on a faraway look as she considered her companion’s wisdom.  Sim was looking at Givara in a totally new light.  She had seemed a silent weapon to him these last few days.  A serpent coiled and ready to strike.  To hear her speak so effusively and with such rational insight, gave him a new respect for her.  His skepticism over her past faded away, and he felt that now he was looking at a queen, instead of a guardian.
 
                 Farrus also became inspired by Givara’s speech.  He sat up in his chair studying her with a hopeful grin.  “Yes.  Yes, you’re right,” he said with renewed confidence.
 
                 “She is right,” Sim said softly, thinking of Maehril sleeping beneath the deck of a small sailboat.  They all turned and looked at him.  “I had a vision.  Maehril’s on a boat.  There’s this old man…with gills, if you can believe it.  She’s sleeping beneath the deck.  I think the old man is a friend.  Or at least, he seems worried about her.”
 
                 Enaya was giving him the ‘keep your mouth shut, fool’ look, and seemed ready to give him another lashing from her tongue when Farrus interjected.  “Sim has the foresight, my ladies.”  His voice was solemn, confident.  “This young man is capable of incredible things.  Give him time.  He says Maehril is safe.  I suggest you believe him.”
 
                 Givara was studying Sim with a blank, unreadable expression, but Enaya just pursed her lips as though she would hold it in for now.
 
                 They were quiet for several moments, sipping their drinks and considering what they’d learned.  “What about Siminus then, Master Farrus?” Enaya asked, breaking the silence.
 
                 Farrus took a long sip from his pint.  Sim’s heart began to race.  He wasn’t sure he even wanted to hear the answer.
 
                 “Sim’s the Legacy,” Farrus said, softly.  He raised his glass as if to give honors. “Sim is the last living Harven.  The world’s last hope.”
 
                 “It is as we believed,” Enaya whispered to herself.  She looked at Sim with uncertainty.  
 
                 Sim didn’t care.  Enaya could doubt him -- call him a mindless infant.  It didn’t matter.  His mind was more concerned with the ramifications of his heritage.  For him to be the last Harven, Sarimus must truly be his real father.  Even though Enaya had spelled it out for him a few nights earlier, he didn’t want to believe it.  Now he had no choice.  But if Sarimus was indeed his father then…
 
                 “She’s my sister?” Sim asked as the suddenness of the realization fell upon him.  
 
                 “Aye, Sim.  I’m sorry they never told you,” Farrus apologized.
 
                 Wheels of thought turned quickly in his head.  Things were starting to come together.  He looked around the table.  “So if Maehril is pure, then the Creator is living within her?”
 
                 Farrus nodded.  “Maehril’s birth is what convinced us that you were the Harven of prophecy.  That’s why we’ve kept you hidden, and let you grow up innocent.  There is just too much riding on you and Maehril.”
 
                 “But I don’t even know anything,” Sim threw his hands up in frustration.  “You say I’m the last Harven, but I don’t know how to use the trivarial power.  How can you expect me to take on Desirmor?”
 
                 Farrus smiled warmly at Sim, almost fatherly.  “You can do a lot more than you think, Sim.  And you don’t need to use the trivarial power.  Harvens, as I’ve been told, use something a bit stronger.”  They all looked at him in confusion.  Farrus pointed to Sim’s chest.  “See that gem you’ve got there?  Sarimus gave that to you, didn’t he?”
 
                 “Yes.  The night before Dell was attacked.”
 
                 “Well, think of that as a key.  A key that unlocks the power of creation.”
 
                 Enaya and Givara stared at the orange gem hanging around Sim’s neck with wide-eyed awe.  Sim held it out on his hand seeing it in a new way.  The surface, like a pool of water flowing beneath a pane of glass, seemed to call out to him.  
 
                 “I don’t know how to use it, Farrus.”  Whispers too faint to understand, called out from the gem, imploring him.  He wondered if his companions could hear it too.
 
                 “You’ll learn in time.”  Farrus reached across the table and put his hand over Sim’s covering the gem.  The faraway voices abruptly disappeared.  “Sarimus gave me instructions.  Told me what I’d need to do if anything happened to him.  Some you’ll figure out on your own.   Some you’ll have to be taught.  For now, you’ll need to be patient.  The road ahead is very long.”
 
                 Sim placed the gem back beneath his shirt, looking down to make sure that none of it was exposed.  Enaya seemed disappointed when he put it away, but quickly regained herself.  
 
                 “I assume you mean to travel with us, Master Farrus?” she asked him pointedly.
 
                 “I do.”
 
                 “We’ve secured passage with one of the traeggars in port.  We depart mid-morning for Nal’Dahara.  The ship’s chief clerk, a Master Gedman, is asking for the moon and the stars to gain passage.  Can you pay your own way, or do you need assistance?”
 
                 Farrus just smiled and jingled a fat coin purse attached to his sword belt.
 
                 “Very well.  I’m sure there are a thousand questions we could ask you tonight, but it’s getting late, and we’ll have plenty of time to trade secrets in the days ahead.”  Enaya stood up, followed by Givara.  Sim was expecting to stay down in the common room and spend some more time with Farrus, but Enaya wasn’t about to let that happen.  She folded her arms, tapping her right hand irritably against her left elbow, waiting for him to get up and lead the way.  Farrus just smirked and shrugged his shoulders.  
 
                 “Oh alright,” Sim exhaled with frustration.  “Can’t you ever just let me be?”  He walked to the stairs followed closely by both women, each wearing a satisfied smile.  “I’m not a child you know,” he argued as he climbed the stairs to the second floor.  
 
                 “Of course not, Siminus,” Enaya cooed in her infuriatingly haughty tone of voice.  “You are not a child.”  
 
                 Down the hallway he fumed under his breath until he stood outside his door.  He looked back at them angrily, a dozen strong curses and insults sitting on the tip of his tongue.  He would not be bullied by a pair of women.  They both looked at him as a mother might look at her pouting infant.  Angry to the point of screaming, Sim bit his tongue and entered his room, slamming the door shut.  
 
                 Enaya gave Givara a withering look.  “Men.”
 
                 They both had a good laugh as they entered their own room and retired for the night.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight:  Bale Farrushaw
 
    
 
                 
 
                 Farrus stepped out of the White Coral Inn onto a bustling street.  He took a moment to watch the people coming from both directions, scanning the faces for anyone he might recognize.  There was so much at stake.  He had to be careful, now more than ever.
 
                 Givara left the inn behind him, coming to stand at his side.  He still didn’t know what to make of her.  She was an unusual woman, both regal and rugged.  Her emerald green eyes, blazed with intensity and something more -- secrets.  Farrus may have never settled down with one, but he knew enough about women to know that even the simplest farmer’s daughter was practiced in the art of secrecy.  Sooner or later they were going to have their little talk.
 
                 For now he was happy for the company.  The early morning sun was still sitting low on the horizon, but work near ship docks started as soon as it was light enough to see.  Years as a guardsman in a quiet port city hadn’t dulled his dislike for the ocean.  He had grown up in a town on the side of a mountain where the only water you saw was at the bottom of a well or when rain fell from a cloudy sky.  You could trust people in that town.  No-one surprised you.  In a place like Carleton, anyone could be an enemy.                
 
                 Givara watched the crowd with the same inborn suspicion.  Farrus looked her over as she scanned the people that passed.  He couldn’t remember ever seeing a woman who wore her hair so short.  He kind of liked it.  It was practical and somehow, it fit her.  The sword she wore was also unusual.  In his past he had seen more emblems than he could count, but the crystal leaf, inlaid on both sides of the hilt, was something new.  Usually a swordsman emblazoned his hilt with his family crest or the symbol of skill rank.  He wondered what the crystal leaf signified.  More than anything, he wondered how well she could use that slender curved blade.  
 
                 “The ship we seek is on the right side, in the second bay.”  Farrus barely noticed that she was talking to him.  “Master Farrus?”
 
                 “Yes.  Ah, second bay you said?”  He could have kicked himself for losing his focus in front of her.
 
                 “Follow me.”  She turned down the street, heading for the docks, without waiting to see if he would follow.  
 
                 They walked among dockworkers hurrying about their morning tasks, and servants running errands for their nobles.  Farrus kept a sharp eye for anyone that stood out.  Most people would keep to themselves, eyes forward, focusing on their duties.  Farrus was looking for anyone with a wandering eye.  Someone who might be concealing a weapon.  Someone who might find him out of place.  No-one stood out.
 
                 “You’re much more than a guardsman from a remote city, aren’t you Master Farrus?”  Givara was walking beside him now, still eyeing the crowd, but with a knowing smile on her face.  
 
                 “And you’re much more than a noblewoman’s guardian, aren’t you Mistress Givara?”  
 
                 “Much more,” she whispered flirtatiously.
 
                 “You carry a strange sword,” Farrus said, pointing to her scabbard.  They had come to the entrance to the dock.  There was a slab stone wall running along the stretch of cobblestone that ran out to the waterline.  A pair of old men with crude fishing poles sat on the wall engaged in a quiet, friendly conversation.  Farrus led Givara by the arm away from the men, to a spot further down the wall.  From their position they had a clear view of Master Gedman’s traeggar.  Farrus wanted to watch the ship for awhile before securing his passage.  Jumping into a kettle could be dangerous if you didn’t see the boiling water.
 
                 “So what was it?  Infantry?  Mercenary?” Givara asked with a strange casualness.
 
                 “A little of both.”  Farrus wasn’t sure he was willing to play his hand until she made a play first.
 
                 “I want to be clear with you, Master Farrus.”  Givara fixed him with a cold, humorless stare.  “I am bound to give my life to protect Lady Relador.  I need to know who I’m traveling with.  My instincts tell me you’re a man of honor.  But I also believe you’re hiding something.  In my experience men who keep secrets are dangerous.  They usually do foolish things to protect those secrets.”
 
                 Farrus smiled softly.  She was actually trying to intimidate him.  He studied her face.  He liked the way her thin cheekbones pulled his eyes down to her lips.  Her eyes were so intense and purposeful.  It made him wonder what kind of woman she was before life had made her so hard.  She demanded answers from him, but he would give nothing without a concession on her part.
 
                 “When I agreed to let you and Lady Relador know about Maehril, it was on the condition that you spill the beans about yourself.  You want answers?  Well so do…”
 
                 Farrus couldn’t finish his statement.  As he spoke he saw a man coming toward them from the oceanside of the dock.  He wore a loose fitting white linen shirt, with black trousers and polished black boots.  His face was black and partially hidden by a mop of greasy black hair that swung loosely across his yellow eyes.  It was Navan Prianhe, Desirmor’s monomach.
 
                 Farrus reflexively grabbed Givara’s hand, hoping she would understand he was warning her of danger.  She looked at him askance until she sensed the tension in his grip.  Her head swung around, scanning the crowd for a glimpse of the danger.  Farrus felt her hand tighten on his, as she also recognized Prianhe.  Farrus tried to think quickly.  If they suddenly fled it would draw his attention, and though he came closer with every step, he still hadn’t noticed them.  
 
                 Suddenly he felt Givara’s hand on his chin leading his lips to hers.  Her hand reached around to the back of his head, turning his body to shield their faces as Prianhe walked past them, only several feet away.  Farrus could hear Prianhe’s boots clicking on the cobblestone road, each step echoing like cannon blasts in his ears.  Givara kissed him passionately, searching out his tongue with her own.  He could feel his pulse rising, though he wasn’t sure if it was from the danger or the intimacy.  Agonizingly, Givara released him, looking over his shoulder at Prianhe who was well past them now, turning left down the main street, away from the White Coral Inn.
 
                 “The traeggars are being watched,” she whispered breathlessly in his ear.  “We have to find another way.”
 
                 “Only other way is by trevloc, but he’s probably got eyes on those as well.”
 
                 They looked at each other for a moment, their hands still clasped together.  
 
                 “There’s no other way,” Farrus said, reluctantly letting go of her hand.  “Go to the inn.  Get Enaya and Sim to the trevloc landing, right away.  If they aren’t packed, tell them to leave their things behind.”
 
                 “And what will you do, Master Farrus?”  
 
                 “I’ll do what I must,” he said rising to his feet, pulling the hood of his cloak over his head.  “If I don’t make it to the trevloc in time to depart, forget me.  I’ll do my best to find you in Nal’Dahara.”
 
                 Givara gave him a nod of respect, then turned on her heels and ran up the street toward the inn.  Farrus took a deep breath and made his way to the main street, watching Givara sprint away.   He couldn’t remember the last time he had kissed a woman.  The taste of her lips stayed with him. His hand caressed the taut leather cords that wrapped around his sword hilt.  It had been awhile since he had truly used his weapon.  He wondered if he still could.  With a mind full of doubt, Farrus turned left and did his best to focus.
 
    
 
    
 
                 *********************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 The heat was really beginning to bother Navan Prianhe.  It was still relatively early in the morning, yet his shirt was already damp with sweat and sticking uncomfortably to his back.  As he walked along the cobblestone streets of Carleton, he found his right hand frequently reaching behind his back to pull at his shirt.  It was annoying.                                                                                      
 
   Every day since he had come to this miserable tropical island had been worse than the day before.  Constant, unbearable heat blazing down from a cloudless, unforgiving sky.  How do people live like this he wondered?  His own kind dwelled on the plains of Altrega, a land that had all four seasons.  His home in Castle Desirmor saw its share of snow in the winter as well as rain in the spring and fall.  Doesn’t it ever rain here?  It was all so unnerving.
 
                 It really wasn’t the heat that was bothering him as he watched every person that passed him along the street.  It was the young trival.  There was something about him, something different that he couldn’t place.  He’d sensed it as soon as he’d happened by the Kelmor Inn nearly a week ago.  An informant had told him the sailor was likely to stop at the inn when he came into Dell, so Prianhe had decided it was worth a look.   Watching the boy sweating in his garden that first afternoon, Prianhe became intrigued without reason.  What a surprise it had been to find out the young man was a trival.  And unregistered, he was certain.
 
                 Tracking the young man had proven fruitless.  The road out of Dell was well worn from travel, making it impossible to distinguish footprints.  Even his sense of smell, his strongest tracking asset had failed him.  Between the pungent wheat fields, and the ever present ocean breeze bringing the nauseating smell of fish, Prianhe had been unable to detect even a hint of the young man’s presence.  He had chosen Carleton because he assumed the trival would attempt to leave the island, and a fast moving traeggar seemed the best choice for passage away from Caramour.  He had given a description of the man to every dockworker and shipmaster in the port, but none had any information to give.  Perhaps he had guessed wrong.  The young man had probably lived on Caramour his whole life.  It was possible he had friends amongst the farmers across the plains or a fisherman along the coast.  Maybe he had chosen to hide with a familiar face.
 
                 Prianhe wasn’t sure he could handle staying in the tropical climate any longer.  A search of all the farms and shore huts could take weeks.  It was making him furious.  Enough of this, he thought to himself.  With a mind to find an inn and soak in a cold bath, Prianhe turned on his heels and started back the way he had come.  
 
   After only two steps, he bumped into a beggar wearing a tattered gray cloak with the hood pulled over.  Prianhe lost his footing on the uneven cobblestone and fell on his back, landing only a few feet from the beggar.  As he spun his head around to give the man an earful, he noticed the sword coming free of its sheath and arcing towards his head.  Reflexively, Prianhe freed his own sword bringing it up to defend against the attack.  The beggar had swung with too much force and as the two swords met just inches from Prianhe’s neck, the man fell forward awkwardly.  He landed on top of Prianhe, his weight pushing the sword blade closer to his neck.  Prianhe struggled to keep the blade away, using all of his strength to push back against his attacker.  A crowd of onlookers began to form on the street, average citizens wondering if the duel would end in blood.  Prianhe got his knees up and planted a foot in his attackers gut, pushing him off and to his side.  Both men quickly moved for their feet, but Prianhe was faster.  He was up and had his sword at the man’s throat before the man could get off of his knees.  
 
                 Prianhe stood before him, letting the man wait for his death.  Then Prianhe saw his attackers face, and he froze.  He knew those dull gray eyes.  He knew that scar that split the man’s face from mouth to ear.  It couldn’t be him.  
 
                 The man saw an advantage and didn’t hesitate.  He slapped the sword away from his throat with his own sword and bull rushed Prianhe, grabbing him around the hips and thrusting him into the gathered crowd.  Not willing to keep the fight going, the man turned and ran down the street, disappearing into the crowd.  
 
                 A burly dockworker reached a hand out to Prianhe to pull him to his feet.  For several moments, all Prianhe could do was stare through the crowd in shock, wondering if his eyes had deceived him.  With the matter resolved, most of the onlookers began going about their business leaving Navan Prianhe standing alone, his sword still in his hand, the tip resting on the cobblestone street.
 
                 He knew it was impossible.  It had to be impossible.  It had been twenty-five years since he had seen the face of Bale Farrushaw, but he was certain it was him.  
 
                 “Bale is dead,” he said aloud, to no-one particular.  “I watched him die.”
 
                 Slowly he began to think things through, and his mind kept coming back to the young trival.  This is no coincidence, he thought.  Bale must have something to do with the trival.  He doubted, now that they were discovered, that they would try to leave on a traeggar, as the boarding process would take too long.  When he’d arrived in the morning, Prianhe had seen a trevloc flying overhead.  That meant there was a resting platform somewhere in the city.  
 
                 He grabbed the first person that came by, a wide-eyed young man who looked native to the city, and asked about the trevlocs.  The young man nervously pointed to a spot on the northern end of Carleton, a hill just barely visible above the rooftops.  Prianhe threw the young man aside and started at a dead sprint for the hill.  The thrill of the hunt surged within him.  He would have the mysterious young trival, and then he would take care of a ghost from his past. 
 
                 
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The boy was a vexing situation.  True, he was only three years younger, but he was stubborn, foolish, and impossible as well.  Then again, Enaya thought to herself, all men were stubborn, foolish, and impossible.  Her mother had been right about that.
 
                 Enaya wasn’t sure why she awoke that morning thinking of her mother, but as soon as she opened her eyes, her memories overtook her thoughts.  There she was, a child of eight, sitting at her desk, straight and proper of course, with a felt pen and parchment, learning to write.  Her mother’s honey-colored hair tickled the back of her neck as she copied lines.  Isagelle Relador always hovered over her shoulder when she did lines.  She could smell the lavender soap her mother used to wash her hair.  Back then Enaya could only dream of being a woman as graceful and elegant as her mother.  To Enaya, her mother seemed capable of solving any problem, ending any debate.  She was infallible.  
 
                 She remembered riding lessons when she was ten.  Horses had always been a joy to ride, and Enaya was proud of the ease she had in commanding her mount.  One day, riding beside her mother, the Earth began to quake and tremor, throwing Enaya from her saddle.  Her horse began to thrash about fearfully, kicking his legs chaotically as Enaya lay on the ground in danger of being trampled.  Isagelle never seemed to panic.  She used the trivarial power to quickly calm the horses and took control of the reins on Enaya’s mount.  That’s what Enaya admired most about her mother.  She never panicked.  She was always in control.  Enaya wished that she was more like her mother.  Isagelle Relador was a woman to be reckoned with.  
 
                 She wondered if destiny had chosen the wrong woman.  Last night’s meeting with Farrus had been troubling.  If Farrus was correct, then the Creator herself was living within the soul of a young girl, who had grown up sheltered in the very same inn that Siminus Kelmor had grown up in.  That alone was a disturbing thought.  If that naïve, helpless man-child had learned all he knows of the world in that inn, what hope was there for this girl, Maehril?  At least Sim had Enaya to direct and guide him.  What chance did Maehril have?  She was a teenager, alone in the world for the first time.  The situation was dire.  Enaya could feel herself panicking.  She wished there was a way to ask her mother for advice.  Wishing didn’t do any good.
 
                 Givara had left some time ago without saying where she was going.  Enaya still wondered sometimes about their relationship.  Was she in charge or was Givara?  Most of the time Givara dutifully performed every task asked of her, the very definition of a willing, obedient servant.  Other times, like last night, she took charge making quick decisions and giving orders to be followed.  Enaya was not accustomed to following orders.  She had grown up wealthy with servants and attendants at her beck and call.  She liked being the one giving the commands.  She felt like a puppy with its tail between its legs when she had to take orders.  
 
                 But the nature of her relationship with Givara was never fully explored.  On the day of her fourteenth birthday, Givara had arrived at the door with a story nearly too impossible to believe.  One of the three queens of legend, back from the underworld, to act as her guardian.  What sane person would believe such a thing?  Though Enaya had been skeptical, her mother had accepted Givara without question as though she was expecting her arrival.  From that day, Givara had stayed by her side, always.  She was there when she woke up in the morning, there throughout her lessons during the day, and by her door standing guard when she went to sleep at night.  At times it could be frustrating having someone around you all the time, but Enaya had come to accept Givara as more than a guardian.  She was family.  
 
                 Family was a very important idea to Enaya.  Her family had made countless sacrifices over the generations to ensure that the Alexidus bloodline endure and remain a secret.  The names of relatives who had given their lives to protect the family secret had been taught to Enaya with the same importance as math or reading.  To know now, without question, that the sacrifices had ultimately been made in her name was a daunting burden to carry.  She had to succeed.  She had to see the prophecies fulfilled.  She had to be a woman worthy of her destiny.  She couldn’t help but feel ashamed for doubting herself.  Her mother would have been the better choice.
 
                 Enaya stood up and looked down at the green and yellow silk riding dress she had been wearing now for four days.  In their rush to leave the city of Dell, they had been forced to leave behind all of their belongings.  Years of constant travel had taught Enaya to travel light and simple, but she still missed a few of the garments she’d left behind.  Roughing it was one thing.  Enaya could handle long, difficult travel.  But she still liked to present the best face possible at all times.  Looking beautiful was work at times, but confidence was the reward.  
 
                 She looked at the empty plate of sausages and eggs that Givara had left her for breakfast and wondered if Sim had eaten.  Fool man was probably too thoughtless to feed himself.  
 
   She went to his door and listened outside for just a moment before loudly knocking several times.  Even though she could clearly hear him rustling about within the room, it still took him far too long to answer the door.  
 
                 He looked flustered when he finally let her in.  His room was a mess.  The linens from the bed were strewn about the floor.  Water from the wash basin was pooling in a spot towards the back corner of the room, slowly soaking into the ashy gray wooden boards.  
 
                 Sim didn’t look her in the eye when she entered, but turned and went to his bed, sitting hunched over with his elbows resting on his knees.  He was perspiring.  Enaya looked over his shirtless body, glistening and sweaty, tight corded muscles stretching the skin of his back and shoulders to the point of bursting.  For a moment she forgot why she’d even come to his room as her eyes drank in his tan form.  Agonizingly, she pulled her eyes away from him and noticed the empty porcelain plate stained with streaks of dried yolk sitting upon a stool by his bed.  At least he had eaten, she thought to herself, trying to figure out what had happened in the room.
 
                 “What’s all this?” she said to him at last, waving her hands around the room. “Why are you so sweaty?”
 
                 He didn’t seem to hear her.  His back and shoulders heaved rhythmically as he took heavy breaths, a sign that he was winded.  The gem necklace which she had yet to see him take off lay on the bed next to his leg.  
 
                 Finally he raised his head and considered her.  His gray-green eyes looked tired, but that’s how they had looked every day since they had left Dell.  Sim grabbed the necklace looping it on over his head as he stood up and faced her.
 
                 “Well, boy?  What do you have to say for yourself?”  Enaya asked.
 
                 His face darkened.  “That’s the last time you’ll call me boy.”  
 
                 Enaya smiled.  She loved it when men tried to show some backbone.  This was a game he wouldn’t win.  She smiled sweetly.  “Alright.  What shall I call you then, boy?”
 
                 To her surprise he smiled.  “So be it then,” he said, turning his back to her.
 
                 Enaya wasn’t done.  “Well?” she teased.  “What shall I call you, boy?”
 
                 The force Sim used was sudden and unexpected.  Before she could react, Enaya was upside down, suspended in mid-air with the hem of her dress hanging down to cover her startled face.  
 
                 “I asked you not to call me boy,” Sim said calmly.
 
                 All she could see were his boots.  She grabbed at the fabric hanging in front of her face and angrily pulled it back so she could see the whole room.  Her hair was reaching down, caressing the dusty floor beneath her head.  That was embarrassing enough, until she realized with fright that her undergarments were partially exposed around the divided hem.  Worse, Sim was noticing, and she convinced herself that he was leering at her delicate areas.
 
                 “HOW DARE YOU!” she screamed. “Siminus Kelmor.  You put me down right this minute!”
 
                 Sim’s over exuberant laughter just made her blood boil even hotter.  He got down on one knee and craned his neck in a mock effort to look her in the eye.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t hear you.”
 
                 “PUT ME DOWN!” she roared, flailing her arms in hopes of catching him with a stray fist.
 
                 “Hmm.  Let me see,” he said with an ear to ear grin.  “You really want me to put you down?”
 
                 “You put me down this instant.”
 
                 “If you want to get down, you’re going to have to agree to a few changes.”
 
                 “Mark my words, Siminus Kelmor.  If you don’t put me down right this instant, I swear I’ll make you regret it.  Do you hear me?”  Her mind was full of images of slapping the smile off of his face.
 
                 “Agree to my terms, and I’ll let you down,” he said calmly.  He was still on his knees trying to meet her eye to eye.
 
                 Enaya tried kicking her legs about violently but found that it didn’t do any good.  Whatever he had done, she was at his mercy.  Unless…
 
                 “Don’t bother Enaya, it’s not working.”  She had tried to use the trivarial power to lift him upside down, but she couldn’t make her power work.  She wondered how he had known.
 
                 “Fine.  What do you want?”  Her stomach clenched at the idea that her hair was touching the dirty floor.
 
                 “My name is Sim, not boy.  Is that clear?”
 
                 “Is that all?” she pouted.
 
                 Sim looked at her thoughtfully, a victorious smile on his stubbly face.
 
                 “You could try being a bit nicer to me.”
 
                 “Very well.”  He had caught her off guard with his display of power, but this would not happen again.  “I will not call you boy again, and I will try to be nicer.”
 
                 Sim seemed to accept her word.  Gently, she spun in the air until her head was upright, then she softly floated to the ground.  She stepped awkwardly at first, her balance still trying to adjust.  Sim stood in front of her, both arms folded across his chest, eyeing her as though she would try to gain revenge right away.  Not a chance she thought, smoothing her dress and fixing her hair.  I’ll pay him back when I’m ready, and he’ll wish he’d never been born.
 
                 “Think you’re clever, do you?” she scolded.  Her hand was itching to slap the coy smirk off of his face.  He had seen her delicates.  If it wouldn’t have seemed like a weakness, Enaya could have vomited just thinking about him leering at her exposed areas.
 
                 “Relax Enaya.  I just gave you a taste of your own medicine.”
 
                 “My own medicine?” she asked incredulously.  
 
                 “Come on.”  He really thought it was all some grand joke.  “You’ve been riding me for days.  Every other word out of your mouth is ‘fool’ or ‘child’.  A man can only take so much.”
 
                 She wanted to scream at him, make him pay for shaming her and laughing about it.  Taking a page from her mother’s book, Enaya chose instead to bite her tongue.  There would be opportunities to pay him back. 
 
                 She took a deep breath wrestling down the stress he caused her.  “How did you do that, Siminus?”
 
                 He pointed to the gem around his neck.  “I’ve been trying all morning.  If I concentrate on an object, I can make it move…like the way you made the chair move in my room that night before the city was attacked.”
 
                 She thought about the interrogation in his room that night.  That was probably the first time he had consciously seen the trivarial power used in front of him.  Looking around the room, she could understand now what had happened.  He had probably tried to float every last object in the room.  The wash basin must have been a failure.
 
                 “I think I’ve pretty much got it now.”  He grabbed his shirt from the bed and pulled it on.  “I thought picking you up would be hard, but…well, you know.”
 
                 She raised a warning eyebrow.  “It’s time to go.  Gather your things.”
 
                 Sim grabbed his leather bag from the side of the bed.  Then he strapped on his sword belt and motioned for her to lead the way.  They went down to the common room, empty except for Mistress Hisha, sitting alone at the bar.  Enaya asked Sim to wait by the door, and then went to say her goodbyes to the generous innkeeper.  Mistress Hisha stood as she approached and offered a long tight hug.
 
                 “I can’t thank you enough for your generosity,” Enaya said, pulling away from the hug and smiling sincerely.
 
                 “We must always help one another,” Mistress Hisha whispered to her ear.  “One day I expect you to pay the kindness forward.”
 
                 “I welcome any chance to help a fellow sister,” Enaya whispered back.
 
                 “When you get to Nal’Dahara, look for the Blue Trellis.  The innkeeper, Master Foust will help you.”  
 
                 “Thank you Mistress Hisha.  For…” 
 
                 Enaya didn’t get to finish.  Givara burst into the common room with a look of alarm.
 
                 “We must leave, Lady Relador,” she called out with urgency and panic in her voice, forgetting to use the alias.  “Now.”
 
                 Enaya exchanged a quick fearful glance with Mistress Hisha who motioned for her to go. 
 
                 
 
    
 
                 
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 
 
                 Sim’s lungs heaved and his legs burned as he followed the two women, running at a dead sprint up a slowly inclining hill.  His swords thumped painfully against his thighs, swinging loosely from his double scabbard belt.  Givara had wanted him to leave the swords behind.  They will only slow you down, she’d said.  She didn't believe he knew how to use his weapons, but he'd refused to leave without them.  Maybe he’d have no use of his swords, but if they were being pursued, he wanted to have the ability to defend himself.  Though he’d spent all morning trying to use his new found powers, Sim didn’t feel confident using them if they were attacked.  He’d discovered that it took a great deal of concentration to move even the smallest of objects, and he couldn’t imagine achieving that level of focus with a sword leveled at his head.  He would need more practice.
 
                 Enaya surprised him.  She ran out in front with Givara close at her side.  Sim expected Givara to run with little effort, and she glided across the ground gracefully, but Enaya ran as though possessed.  Her hands gripped the waist of her dress, holding it up off the ground as she sprinted ahead, setting a breathless pace.  Her beautiful golden tresses trailed behind like a flag waving in the breeze.  She was fast, and she ran as though her life were in danger.  If Givara was right and it was indeed Navan Prianhe who hunted them, then they were all in danger.
 
                 Sim knew little about him.  Navan Prianhe was Desirmor’s monomach, the leader of the elite fighting group known as the First Defenders.  Enaya’s eyes had gone wide with horror when Givara told them why they couldn’t take the traeggar.  They had paused only long enough to hastily ask Mistress Hisha for directions before setting out for the resting station on a hill in the northwest side of Carleton.  Sim could only hope that they were on the right path.  If Prianhe was as dangerous as Givara claimed, then they had no time to spare.  
 
                 They took a left up a thin alley just beyond a seamstress shop that Mistress Hisha had described.  The alley led to a steep ascent across two parallel streets, and as they reached the top they could see the resting station just a short ways up to the right.  
 
                 The resting station was a series of massive barns lined up in a half circle around a flat, wide open field.  At the front of the station was an enormous stone building where trevlocs loaded and unloaded, and customers could purchase boarding passes.  Sim wondered if there was going to be a trevloc to board when they got there, and he found his answer as soon as they crossed the threshold into the building.  The room they entered had no back wall, but opened out into the field beyond.  A trevloc sat with its back to the door, looking out at the field, its long tail pulled up along its side so the point lay on the grass next to its head.  Its pale gray body was massive, the size of any ship in the port, with a long neck spotted with tufts of coarse black hair.  The head lay in the grass, eyes closed as it calmly rested, waiting for a command from its rider.  There was a small wooden platform, enclosed with a wooden railing, strapped to the trevloc’s back by huge widths of leather cord that wrapped around the beasts midsection, neck and tail.  Sim wondered skeptically if it was enough to keep the platform on the trevloc while it flew.  A woman in a plain gray jacket and pants was on the ground checking the cords, pulling them to determine their tautness.  
 
                 Enaya ran to a wooden counter where a very bored looking young man sat on a stool reading a book.  He looked up at them as she approached, breathing hard and trying to catch enough wind to speak.  It took her a moment as she bent over, hands on knees, taking in deep heaves of air, and spitting out an occasional cough.
 
                 “Good sir…” she wheezed, leaning a supportive hand against the countertop.  “We need to board that trevloc.”
 
                 The man stared at her strangely.  What an odd group they must seem, Sim thought.  Enaya in her fine silk dress, looking as though she might cough out a lung at any moment and Givara with her short hair and deadly eyes.  The man searched each of them in turn hesitating, Sim noticed, on Givara’s scabbard and on Sim’s two blades.  The man swallowed hard.
 
                 “That trevloc is booked, my Lady.  Leaves at noontime for Teoulle.”  He looked nervously at Givara.  “The next trevloc leaves tomorrow morning for Perth.”  
 
                 Enaya exchange a quiet look with Givara.  Sim wondered if she intended to bargain with him.  Givara pulled out a fat coin purse and held it up for the young man to look at.  She approached the counter and laid the purse in front of him.
 
                 “Surely you can tell the passengers that the trevloc has taken ill and won’t be able to take them today.”  She held his gaze with her fierce, imposing stare, causing him to shift from foot to foot uncomfortably.  Givara opened the purse and began to spill gold coins out onto the counter in front of him.
 
                 “The normal rate is ten gold coins per person, my Lady.”  He licked his lips and ran a trembling hand over the pile of gold.  “That’s thirty just for the three of you.”
 
                 “There are one hundred gold pieces there, boy.”  Givara was not negotiating with him.  Her voice was a command.  “You will let us board this trevloc, and we mean to leave right away.”
 
                 The young man contemplated the offer for a moment before nodding and walking away to speak with the woman in the gray uniform who was standing beside the trevloc watching them.  Sim edged up on Enaya’s side and whispered in her ear.  “What if they refuse the bribe?”
 
                 “Then we take that trevloc by force.”  She was deadly serious.  She looked into his eyes to determine his resolve, then ran a hand down his arm to where he held his sword hilt with a vise like grip.  “I hope you know how to use this.”
 
   Two heavy shouldered men carrying thick brass cudgels came walking into the building from the field.  They may have been coming for an unrelated reason, but they noticed Sim and Givara immediately and slowly approached the counter.  They came and stood against the wall at the end of the counter, their eyes drifting back and forth between Sim and Givara and the attendant.  
 
                 The young man seemed to be quietly arguing with the woman whom Sim guessed was the trevloc rider.  She looked at them suspiciously as the young man attempted to convince her.  At last he came back over with a sick expression on his face.  It wasn’t going to be good news.  He walked behind the counter and started to gather the coins back into Givara’s purse.  
 
                 “I’m terribly sorry, my Lady, but the rider is unwilling to alter her schedule.  There’s nothing I can do.”  He held the full purse up for Givara to claim.
 
                 “So be it then,” Enaya said dangerously.  She turned and marched right toward the rider who watched the approach with a confident smile.  Enaya stood before her, and they locked eyes briefly.  Then Enaya dropped down into a curtsy, keeping her eyes down at the rider’s boots.
 
                 “Our lives are in danger,” she said in a hushed tone, prostrating to the rider.  With her hands she formed a triangle with her fingers.  “I implore you to help us.  We are at your mercy.”
 
                 The woman looked taken aback.  “Stand up,” she said, angrily.  Enaya stood straight, but kept her eyes averted.  “How dare you invoke the calling.”  The rider was talking low, through gritted teeth.  It was clear she felt uncomfortable speaking in front of the counter man and the two goons.  
 
                 “I’m desperate,” Enaya pleaded.  “Even as we speak, a man is on his way to kill us.  You must help us.  Please.”
 
                 “I can’t help you,” the rider argued, sympathetically.  “It’s not my call to make.  If I leave off of schedule, I’ll be in trouble when I return here.  I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.”
 
                 The two toughs had seen enough.  They walked over to Enaya with their cudgels sitting up on their shoulders.  “Is there a problem here?” asked the first man, a graying blonde with teeth missing.  The second man, a younger looking version of the first, stayed back, keeping his eyes on Sim and Givara.  
 
                 “There is a problem,” Enaya said, raising her voice as she rounded on him.  She shoved a pointed finger under his nose.  “We need to get on this trevloc.”
 
                 The man didn’t look impressed.  He pushed her finger away from his face with an annoyed swat of his hand and nodded to the younger man.  “I think it’s time for you to go,” he said, grabbing Enaya by the arm and starting her toward the door.  
 
                 He didn’t make it far.  Before he’d taken his third step, Givara ran at him, then dove and rolled forward, planting a boot to his midsection.  He released Enaya as he fell back, gasping for air.  Givara had placed her kick well, knocking the wind out of him.  The younger man charged at Givara, but Sim had his sword out and caught him on the back of his head with the flat of his blade.  He dropped to the floor in a heap, losing his cudgel which rolled harmlessly away.  Sim didn’t give him a chance to recover.  He’d gotten into a few scraps over the years at the Kelmor Inn when a patron had a few drinks too many and got out of hand.  He knew how to fight.  Not wanting to kill the man with his sword, Sim instead leveled his boot heel into the side of the man’s head leaving him unconscious.  Givara wasted little time with the older man, spinning to his side and planting the butt of her sword hilt into the man’s temple.  
 
                 With the two toughs taken care of, Sim looked around.  The young counter attendant had disappeared, fleeing the room once he saw weapons drawn.  The rider stood next to her trevloc, arms folded, eyeing them all angrily.  She pointed emphatically at the two unconscious men.              
 
                 “How can you possibly expect me to help you now?” she scolded Enaya.  “This isn’t my trevloc, you know.  I don’t own her.  This is a job.  If I take you now…”
 
                 “If you take us now,” Enaya said, cutting her off. “You won’t have to work anymore.”  She motioned to Givara standing a few feet away dangling the coin purse.  “There are one hundred gold coins in that purse.  Consider it a severance.”  
 
                 The rider eyed the bag with a look of resignation.  Sim could tell that she didn’t want to take the coin, but she realized the situation she was in and knew it was the only way out.  She watched Sim put his sword away then turned a pleading face to Enaya.
 
                 “My Lady, please,” she begged.  “Don’t put me in this position.  There are consequences I would face.”
 
                 Enaya softened her tone, taking the woman by the hand.  “We all face dire consequences every day that Desirmor rules.  You know that as well as anyone.”  They both looked down at the hand Enaya was holding.  Enaya traced a triangle on the back of the rider’s hand.  “Have you had even one good night’s sleep since they made you register?”  The rider shook her head sadly.  Enaya pointed at Sim.  “This young man here needs to get off of this island.  He may be the one chance that you, or I, or anyone has of ever hoping for a world free of Desirmor.  Please help us.”
 
                 The rider looked quizzically at Sim and then sighed reluctantly.  “Hurry up, then,” she said, pointing them to a wooden ramp that led up to the compartment on the trevloc’s back.  
 
                 Enaya didn’t need to be asked twice.  She gestured for Sim and Givara to follow her up while the rider went around to the beast’s head.  As Sim walked up the ramp, he watched her put her hand on the trevloc’s face and whisper some kind of chant.  Her hands began to glow with a faint yellow light which flickered momentarily just before she took her hands off of the trevloc.  The light seemed to slowly seep into its skin, and soon the trevloc opened its big brown eyes.  Whatever the rider had done seemed to be enough to rouse the beast.  It lifted its big head, bending its neck around so it could see the people on its back.  Its wide mouth, with two rows of large rounded teeth, opened up and let out a loud yawn.  Then the rider came up the ramp and moved to a seat at the front of the compartment that had long leather reins drooping over the wooden railing.  Does she control it like a horse, Sim wondered, watching her grab the reins.  There were five padded benches running through the middle of the compartment but Sim didn’t see any straps or rope.  He couldn’t see how they would be able to stay in their seats once the trevloc took off.  Sim followed the lead of his two companions and sat down, watching them closely to see how he should act.  Enaya just folded her hands in her lap, and looked to the rider.
 
                 “Wait,” Givara commanded suddenly.  They all looked at her in confusion.  “We must give Master Farrus a chance to get here.”
 
                 “We have no time, Givara,” Enaya argued with her.  “Prianhe may very well have killed him already for all we know.  We can’t take the chance.”
 
                 “We wait, my Lady.”  Givara was leaving no room for second opinions.  When she used that tone of voice, she expected obedience.  
 
                 “How long must we give him then?” Enaya said, biting her lip in frustration.  
 
                 “Five minutes, my Lady,” Givara said, her eyes focused on the buildings entrance.
 
                 Sim watched the entrance as well with a sick feeling in his stomach.  Three days ago he had lost everyone who had ever mattered to him.  Then Farrus appeared at the inn, and for the first time since he’d left Dell, Sim felt like home wasn’t so far away.  He needed Farrus to be alright.  Each moment that passed, sitting on the padded wooden bench, was agonizing.  The whole building was silent save for the rhythmic breathing of the trevloc and Enaya’s impatient foot, rapidly tapping away at the wooden floor boards of the compartment.  It seemed like an hour passed as they sat quietly waiting.  
 
                 “It’s been long enough,” Givara said with resignation.  She turned to the rider.  “We must go to Nal’Dahara.”
 
                 “Oh no.  Hold on.  You never said anything about Nal’Dahara.” The woman looked ready to throw them all off of the trevloc.
 
                 “Please,” Enaya implored her.  “We have to go to Nal’Dahara.”
 
                 “My Lady, I can’t.  They’re not even expecting me there.  I can’t just fly in unannounced and expect to leave without some sort of inquiry.  If I’m lucky they’ll dismiss me from my position.  That’s if I’m lucky.”
 
                 The argument was cut off suddenly as a man came crashing through the entranceway.  Sim’s heart leapt as he turned expecting to see his old friend, Farrus, but as he looked at the man standing on the threshold, a current of fear coursed throughout his body.  It was the man from his dream.  The man he had seen plunge a sword into his chest atop a rainy cliffside.  His greasy black hair was pasted to his skin with sweat and his yellow eyes flared as he glared triumphantly at the party aboard the trevloc.  He smiled wickedly as he strode across the room, his right hand pulling his sword free from his scabbard.  
 
                 At first Sim was sure it wasn’t happening.  It had to be a vision or a dream.  This wasn’t the place he was meant to die.  He heard Enaya say the name Prianhe when the man had entered the room, but he still couldn’t believe it.  Then he realized that if Prianhe was standing before them, then Farrus must be dead.  A deep sadness overtook him at the thought that his connection to Dell and the life he knew was truly gone.  But watching Prianhe stalking him like a wolf moving on its prey, Sim pushed down his sorrow and replaced it with anger.  Like Desirmor and the Blood Lord, Sim was going to make this man pay.  
 
   He drew his sword, but Givara was quicker.  She fearlessly leapt off of the platform, flipping twice in the air, somehow unsheathing her curved sword mid-flight, and landed with absolute balance on the stone floor next to the ramp.          
 
   Prianhe’s smile widened.  As Givara carefully moved toward him, he circled to his left, eyes locked on his opponent.
 
   Then Givara struck.  She moved with a quickness that made Sim’s jaw drop and her opponent retreat.  Over and over she struck, then twisted and spun to either side hitting Prianhe from every angle imaginable.  Prianhe met every strike with a confident defense, surprised by Givara’s prowess, but not overwhelmed.  At times Givara would dive to the side and roll, striking as she came back to her feet.  Other times, she would flip over his head, striking as she passed over him and again when she landed.  Her style was unusual and relentless.  The fight looked to be going in her favor.  Prianhe was kept on his heels by her unorthodox sword technique.
 
                  Suddenly Farrus appeared in the doorway, breathing heavily from his run to the resting station.  When he saw the fight inside, he pulled free his sword and charged at Prianhe screaming a guttural battle cry.  
 
   Givara lost a step when she saw him.  She hesitated just long enough for Prianhe to jab his sword at her right leg.  His sword found its mark, and Givara grunted and stumbled back, falling to the floor beneath him.  Farrus arrived, swinging at Prianhe’s head, but his strike was deflected.  They began to circle one another, Farrus blazing with fury, and Prianhe grinning from ear to ear. 
 
                 “Bale Farrushaw,” Prianhe said with an almost breathless reverence.  “I killed you.  I watched you die.”              
 
                 Farrus stared back at Navan Prianhe intensely.  As they circled each other, he would spin his blade back and forth.  A long time ago he had told Sim that such ticks were the telltale sign of a poor swordsman.  It gave your opponent a chance to time your attacks.  Sim wondered if he was doing it on purpose to trick Prianhe into making a mistake.  “And yet, here I stand before you, Navan,” Farrus said through gritted teeth.
 
                 “An oversight, Bale,” Prianhe inclined his head toward Sim.  “I came here for the trival.  Killing you again will be a bonus.”
 
                    Sim had seen enough.  He knew from watching Prianhe fight Givara, that Farrus had no chance.  He couldn’t let anymore people he cared about die in his name.  He gripped his sword and started for the ramp, but found his legs unable to move.  He looked down at his feet in surprise as he found himself planted to the floor where he stood.  The gem around his neck was hot against his chest.  He hadn’t noticed it before because he had been preoccupied by the fighting.  
 
                 “Let me go, Enaya,” he shouted at her, knowing it was the trivarial power that held him in place.  He’d figured out that when someone directed the trivarial power at him, the gem reacted by heating up.  “I can help them.”
 
                 “I know you can, Sim,” she answered, her eyes filled with terror.  “But not with the sword.”
 
                 “I need time to concentrate to use the power.  I’m not ready yet.”  He watched horrified as Prianhe began his attack on Farrus, striking with speed and deadly efficiency.  Sim had been trained in the art of swordplay by Farrus.  Age had slowed the old guardsman down.  He knew his friend was about to die at the hands of Desirmor’s monomach.
 
                 “You can Sim.  You must focus.”  The fear in her voice was palpable, but still Enaya did her best to be a calming influence.  
 
                 Sim looked down at the scene on the floor.  Givara had gotten back into the fray.  She hobbled and limped but did her best to offer Prianhe a distraction to give Farrus a chance in the fight.  Watching the grace and skill Prianhe displayed with his sword, Sim knew he didn’t have long.  If he couldn’t harness his power, his friends would die.  
 
   He closed his eyes and tightened his fists.  In his mind he tried to form a mental image of Prianhe engaging Farrus in combat.  It took a few moments, but he made it happen.  Holding on to the image of Prianhe, Sim imagined him lifting into the air and being hurled against the far wall in the room.  He focused on the force it would take to throw him hard enough that the impact would knock him out or even kill him.  The gem grew hot against his chest.  He opened his eyes to the scene below.  Givara lay on the ground, clutching at her arm, slowly pulling herself toward the Trevloc.  Prianhe stood over Farrus, who was trying desperately to defend himself lying with his back to the ground.  Sim knew the next blow could be the last.
 
                 Taking the image he’d formed in his mind, Sim took hold of the gem and held his free hand out before him.  He forced his will toward Prianhe.  At first Prianhe seemed to stumble around clumsily as though he were being lifted by a group of small children.  He looked down at his feet with surprise, trying to understand why he was suddenly floating off of the floor.  His eyes turned to Sim.  He leveled a hate-filled glare that made the blood in Sim’s veins turn to ice.  Then Sim pushed out his hand, and Prianhe shot through the air, crashing violently against the stone wall right next to the entranceway.  His body crumbled to the ground in a heap, his sword clanging beside him.  He didn’t move.  
 
                 Farrus slowly got to his feet.  He clutched at his left side and limped toward Givara.  When he came up beside her, he offered her a hand up which she gratefully accepted.  They stood for a moment in silence, their eyes locked together.  Then Givara draped her arm over his shoulder, and the two of them stumbled together toward the ramp and up into the compartment.  Both were covered in blood from several wounds given by Prianhe’s sword, but neither seemed to be in immediate danger of bleeding out.
 
                 “Please.  We must leave now,” Enaya begged the rider.  
 
                 She looked to be in shock at the scene she had just witnessed but common sense told her to do as she was asked.  Closing her eyes, she began a short incantation, finishing after flourishing her right hand in a wide arc.  A light appeared over the compartment that bled down over them, forming a dome in which they were encapsulated. Then she took the reins of the trevloc and screamed an unintelligible command.  The trevloc rose, rearing up and standing on its hind quarters.  Sim sat in disbelief.  Even though they all should have fallen right out of the now vertical compartment, it still appeared as if everything within the dome was level.  The rider must have created the illusion with the trivarial power.  Seated on the wooden bench, Sim’s weight didn’t even shift around.  He sat as easily as he would have in a chair on the ground.  Long hairless wings reached out on either side of the trevloc, like gigantic gray sails.  The wings flipped up and down several times as though the trevloc was stretching them out.  Then it kicked its hind legs and leapt into the air, its great wings thrusting back and forth lifting up off of the ground.  They rose quickly, as the trevloc gained speed effortlessly.
 
                 A group of armed guards rushed into the landing station and watched the trevloc fly away.    
 
                 Prianhe’s body still lay motionless on the ground below, and Sim watched it fade away with resignation.  He knew Prianhe was still alive.  He had to be.  One way or another he would be there on that rainy cliffside.  Sim just had to hope his vision was wrong.  
 
                 As the trevloc climbed higher into the sky, the city of Carleton became smaller and fainter.  The ships docked in the port looked like little toy boats a child might play with and the houses like faded pearls lined up in a jewelry case.  The ocean lay out before them, a sea of blue pushing the horizon, leading to a world of possibilities.  Sim felt his pulse race.  He’d never been off of Caramour.  They were heading to places that he had only heard about in books and conversation -- cities with buildings reaching into the clouds.  Lands with mountains, and deserts, and wonders too impossible for him to imagine.  And snow!  He couldn’t wait to see snow.  Sarimus had told him of lands far away to the north where white icy snow fell from the sky and blanketed the land.
 
                 Enaya tended to Givara, using the trivarial power to heal her.  She held her hands over Givara’s wounds with her eyes closed.  After mouthing a soundless chant, her hands gave off a faint white glow which seeped down to the lesions below.  In seconds the wounds began to close leaving behind a faint scar.  When she finished with Givara, she moved over to Farrus inspecting each gash first before repeating her ritual.  Givara watched her closely, her brow furrowed with concern, until she was satisfied that Farrus would be alright.  
 
                 “He called you Bale Farrushaw.  Why?” Givara asked Farrus when Enaya finished with the healing.
 
                 Farrus made a low grunt in his throat.  He looked irritated by the question.  Sim had also heard Prianhe call him by that name.  Prianhe had also said that he had killed Farrus.  Clearly his old friend was keeping secrets.
 
                 “Yes, Master Farrus,” Enaya watched him closely.  “It seems you are also supposed to be dead.  Perhaps you might like to enlighten us.”
 
                 Farrus looked as though he might jump right out of the compartment.  If it was possible to survive the fall into the ocean from their current height, Sim was sure he might have.              
 
                 “A long time ago, I served in the Imperial army.”  Farrus appeared reluctant to speak.  He seemed to be choosing his words carefully.  “Navan and I served in the same unit.  We knew each other.  That’s all.”
 
                 “Ah…that’s not all,” Enaya pointed a slender finger at his face.  “You’re going to tell us the truth, Bale.”  She made a point of emphasizing his old name mockingly.  Enaya had a way of imposing her will on you.  One way or the other, Farrus was going to tell her what she wanted to know.
 
                 “It was Sarimus.”  Farrus locked eyes with Givara as he spoke.  “I met him while I was serving in the army.  He opened my eyes to the world around me.  Made me see that Desirmor was a blight on the world.  I was young, then.  I’d never thought about whether I was fighting on the right side.  But then again, that’s the problem, isn’t it?  We live in a world where most people accept the evil.  Poverty and death just become a part of the scenery.
 
                 "We got sent one night to arrest a trival that had failed to register.  It was a young woman, had a little girl, no husband.  She didn’t put up much of a fight, but the little girl, she was different.  Probably didn’t even know she had any power.  Started throwing fire at us, trying to protect her mom.  Just a little girl, maybe seven years old.  
 
                 "Anyways, we take them and put them in a cell to wait for a magistrate.  He comes and orders them put to death.  Imagine it.  Ordering the death of a little girl, just because she tried to defend her mother.  That was all I could take.  I snuck the two of them out and brought them to Sarimus.  Prianhe found out and came after me.  We were friends back then, but he was always unquestionably loyal to Desirmor.  He was always better than me, too.  Ran his sword right through my chest.”  Farrus pointed at the left side of his chest.  He untied the laces that held his white linen shirt together at the top, and pulled the folds back to reveal a thick scar right over his heart.  “Lucky for me, Prianhe didn’t know that I’m a Dessantian.”
 
                 “What does that mean?” Enaya asked confused.  
 
                 “It means that he has two hearts.  One is on the left and the other is on the right side of his chest,” Givara answered, with an intrigued smile.
 
                 Farrus nodded with approval.  “That’s right.  Prianhe left me there, assuming that he’d made a killing blow.  Sarimus found me and brought that woman I’d helped escape.  Turns out she was a healer.  That’s when they brought me to Vistrello and introduced me to Sevin and Bella.  That’s how this all started for me.”
 
                 Enaya studied him with that firm, serious look, that she often gave Sim.  
 
                 “Is there anything else, Master Farrus?”
 
                 Farrus just shrugged his shoulders.  Sim had the feeling that there was more, but Farrus wasn’t going to give up any more than he needed to.  Something was still bothering Sim, though.  Something Prianhe had said.
 
                 “I don’t think they know I’m a Harven,” he announced to three pairs of surprised eyes. 
 
                 “Of course they do,” Farrus said in his customary gruff monotone.  “Why else would Prianhe have been after you?”
 
                 “Sim, they don’t send the leader of the First Defenders to hunt just anyone.”  Enaya was speaking to him as though he were a complete fool.  He was actually surprised that she had remembered to use his name instead of something patronizing like ‘boy’.  It was an encouraging sign, he thought.
 
                 “He told Farrus that he had come for the trival.”  Sim looked around to see if any of them had noticed the choice of words.  “Why would he call me ‘the trival’ if he thought I was a Harven?”  All three sat there thinking about what he had just said.  Sim could tell that they could see the sense in it.  “The night before the city was attacked, as I lay in bed, I had this feeling that I was being watched.  I looked out the window, and I was sure there was someone standing in the alley across the street, but it was too dark.  I couldn’t see anyone.  Sarimus had just given me the necklace and when I started thinking about how I needed some light down there, I guess the gem made a light appear.  It was Navan Prianhe.  I didn’t know who he was then, of course, but it was definitely him.  When he realized I could see him, he took off.  I think that’s why he thinks I’m a trival.  If he knew I was a Harven, why wouldn’t he have just raided the inn that night?”  
 
                 “He’s on to something,” Farrus said, giving Sim a reassuring nod.  “I’ve been wondering about it since the city was attacked.  The whole thing made no sense.”
 
                 “Yes, you’re right,” Enaya agreed.  Sim could see the wheels of thought turning in her head.  “Why attack the city?  I don’t understand that.”
 
                 Farrus ran a calloused, blood-stained hand through his greasy gray hair.  “Right.  Tactically, there was no reason for it.  Thorl was lucky Sarimus was on his ship when the attack began.  If he’d been at the inn, they all might have escaped.”
 
                 “There’s something we’re missing here,” Enaya said, tapping her finger on her chin.  She looked at Farrus intently.  “We have to assume that they followed Sarimus to Dell which means they had identified him as the last Harven.  But that doesn’t mean they actually knew about Sim.”
 
                 “Prianhe was probably in Dell before the Blood Lord arrived,” Givara added. “He was watching the Kelmor inn.”  She looked at Farrus.  “He had an informant.  Someone close to Sarimus who must have known he was a Harven.  Can you think of anyone?”
 
                 With a faraway look in his steely gray eyes, Farrus shook his head no.  “No-one but me, Sevin and Bella knew who Sarimus truly was.  I don’t even think any of his crew knew his secret.”
 
                 “There has to be someone,” Enaya said, rubbing her temples as though the motion would help her find the answer.
 
                 Sim thought hard as well.  He thought about all of the merchants who had come to the inn over the years, people his parents might have trusted with the secret, but no-one stood out.  His parents didn’t really have any close friends, just customers.  Then he suddenly remembered the man who had questioned Sevin’s ethnicity.  He had reacted strangely when Sevin told him that he wasn’t Massoniel.  Sim also remembered hearing about Desirmor sending spies back out into the world.  It was possible there was a connection.
 
                 “Farrus, did my father ever mention a man coming into the inn a while back asking about whether he was a Massoniel?”
 
                 Farrus gave him a hard look.  “I think I remember him mentioning something about it.  Some drifter looking to gamble.”
 
                 Sim nodded in agreement.  “Right.  He was asking a lot of questions that night and in the morning he was gone.  It seemed a bit strange then but not very important.”
 
                 “Alright,” Enaya chimed in. “So a man was asking about Sevin’s origins.  I asked you the same thing the night I stayed at your inn, remember?”
 
                 “I do remember.”  Sim was beginning to get that feeling.  He knew he was on to something.  “You thought it was strange that I could be his son because Massoniel have such distinct features, right?”
 
                 “So?” Enaya asked condescendingly.  Sim could tell she thought he was being a fool again.
 
                 “So,” Sim said to her, making his voice sound as though he were swallowing a handful of marbles.  “What if he was one of Desirmor’s spies?”
 
                 Enaya looked as though she were ready to slap him silly.  She clearly did not appreciate the mocking way he had just spoken to her.  She opened her mouth to put him in his place, and then realized he was making sense.  Her mouth suddenly fell open, and she looked around at Givara and Farrus who also seemed to be putting the pieces together. 
 
                 “I’ll bet that’s it,” she said wonderingly.  She looked at Sim with a hint of shame in her sapphire eyes.  “You’ve done well, Siminus.”
 
                 “It’s possible that he was a spy, but we don’t know for sure.  Pinning Sevin as a Massoniel doesn‘t mean much.”  Farrus tried to put things in perspective.  “It still doesn’t explain why the city was attacked.”
 
                 “The answer is beyond us for now,” Givara said.  “Desirmor’s plans will be revealed in time.  For now we must stay alert and vigilant.”
 
                 Sim looked out at the endless blue sea and sighed.   “So what now?”
 
                 Enaya quirked a secret smile at Givara, who simply nodded.  “Now we seek the Librarian, Siminus.”
 
                 Farrus grunted in disgust.  “That’s your plan?” he said in a voice as close to disbelief as his gruff monotone would allow.  “The Librarian is dead.”
 
                 “Who’s the Librarian?” Sim asked
 
                 “He was the royal scribe during the Alexidus regime.  He has the prophecy as it was written, and he’s not dead,” said Enaya indignantly.  
 
                 “He’s dead.  Long dead.  Sarimus followed that trail for most of his life.  The Librarian is gone.”
 
                 “You seem to know everything, guardsman,” Givara chided him, with a fond smile.  “I wonder how it must feel to be so wise.”
 
                 Farrus’ eyes narrowed.  “Don’t tease me woman.”
 
                 “The Librarian is in Nal’Dahara,” Enaya said, giving Givara a chastising glare.
 
                 Farrus looked skeptical.  He considered the two women for a moment then looked at Sim and shrugged.  “To Nal’Dahara then.  We’ll see which of us is a fool then.”
 
                 Givara smiled mischievously and gently placed her hand on Farrus’ knee.  “In my experience, Master guardsman, all men are fools.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter nine:  Navan Prianhe
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The sickening scent of lilac greeted Navan Prianhe when he awoke.  In his homeland criminals were placed in cells washed with lilac water.  The smell was meant to torture the prisoner, which led to quicker rehabilitations.  Repeat offenders were few.  Prianhe’s first thought as he tried unsuccessfully to sit up was that he had somehow been put in a prison cell.
 
                 Looking around, he quickly realized that he was in an inn.  The room was plain and simple with white walls and a single cabinet.  Next to his feather bed was a stool and end table which held a pitcher of water and a saucer of lilac oil.  His clothes hung upon a hook protruding from the wall next to the room’s only window, a tiny single pane square with enough brown grime to keep out most of the sunlight and make the view outside completely indistinguishable.  Prianhe looked under the linen sheet covering his body to his chest and wondered how he had ended up in this strange room, completely naked.  
 
                 He tried to sit up again and found he had little strength.  With a grimace he forced himself into a seated position and found the small exertion had left him totally winded.  He breathed deeply and contemplated lying back down and falling to sleep.  His whole body felt listless and weak.  What had happened?  Prianhe searched his memories but couldn’t recall how he had ended up in his current position.  
 
                 The door on the wall opposite his bed suddenly opened and a short, obese woman in her middle years entered.  She stopped as soon as she saw Prianhe sitting up in bed, considering her.  
 
                 “Pardon, my Lord,” she said, lowering her eyes and attempting to curtsy though her bulk prevented a proper one.  “I was unaware that you’d awoken.”
 
                 “Where am I?” he commanded.
 
                 “The Carleton infirmary, my Lord.”  She didn’t dare rise from her curtsy or raise her eyes until she was given leave Prianhe noticed with a measure of satisfaction.  Too often in this part of the world, proper customs and decorum were ignored.
 
                 “How did I get here?”
 
                 She paused with momentary confusion.  “You…were brought here by the local guards.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Why, my Lord?  I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
 
   
  
 

              Prianhe was growing tired of looking at the top of her head.  “Stand up woman.”  She did as she was commanded.  Her eyes looked panicked and she smelled of fear.  “Why was I brought here?   What happened to me?”
 
                 The look of panic intensified.  “You were nearly killed, my Lord, by a young trival and his companions.  They made off on a trevloc.  The local guard brought you here for healing.  You were within minutes of death.”
 
                 The memories suddenly flooded into Prianhe’s mind like a dam giving way to a raging current.  The young trival.  He’d used the power to throw him against a wall.  Prianhe remembered the pain of impact.  And Bale Farrushaw.  He had escaped with the trival.  There was a strange silver haired woman with remarkable sword skills.  And the blonde.  The whole episode replayed in his mind, stoking the flames of his anger, until he burned for revenge.  He would not rest until he had ripped open each of their chests and feasted on their hearts.
 
                 He took a deep breath and remembered the rancid smell of lavender.  Fixing the woman with a hard stare he asked, “Do you torture all of your patients here, woman?”
 
                 “Torture, my Lord?” she replied perplexed.
 
                 Prianhe nodded to the dish of scented oil.  “The smell of lilac is nearly unbearable to Riekkan’s.  Remove it.”  
 
                 She made another hasty curtsy, took the saucer and left the room as quickly as her fat little legs would carry her.  After a few moments she returned, looking more terrified than before.
 
                 “Why am I so weak?” Prianhe asked as she trembled before him.
 
                 “The healing, my Lord.  Nearly every bone in your body was broken when you were brought to us.  It took the combined efforts of every healer in the building to save you from death.  Your body needs time to regain its strength.”
 
                 Prianhe raised his arms above his head, marveling at how difficult it was for him.  “When can I expect to feel stronger?”
 
                 “Well my Lord, it’s difficult to say.  Everyone is different.  If I had to guess, I’d say you’ll need a few more days still.  It usually takes a man with such severe injuries a good week.”
 
                 Prianhe’s jaw dropped in shock.  “A week?  How long have I been asleep?”
 
                 “Two days, my Lord,” she answered meekly.
 
                 Anger again flared in Prianhe’s gut.  Two days!  He couldn’t believe it.  Bale Farrushaw and the trival had two days head start.  The master would need to be alerted.  Prianhe wondered if he would receive any mercy for his failures.  
 
                 “You said they left on a trevloc?”  
 
                 She nodded an anxious yes.
 
                 “Do we know where they were heading?”
 
                 The woman swallowed hard as though afraid to speak.  She seemed to choke on her words as if her mouth had suddenly gone completely dry.  “I don’t know much about it, my Lord.  The guard’s chief of Carleton would be better able to inform you.”
 
                 “Then bring him to me,” Prianhe snarled.  “And find me someone to help me into my clothes.”  He felt his stomach rumble and realized that he was hungry.  He inhaled deeply and caught the scent of roasting goat hidden beneath the lingering lavender foulness.  “And food.  See to it that a plate of that goat is brought to me at once.”
 
                 The trembling woman nodded at each command and backed toward the door, curtsying awkwardly with each step until she left the room.  Prianhe lay back down in his bed exhaling in frustration.  His mind raced.  He thought of Farrushaw and the trival.  How had Farrushaw managed to survive, and why was he in league with that mysterious young man?  Who was that silver haired woman?  Her skill had been nothing short of remarkable.  In all of his years of battle, he had never encountered such a strange and effective style.  She was clearly guarding the blonde noble.  The blonde had looked familiar to him.  That was where he would start.  He would find out who she was.  That would lead him to the trival.  And to Farrushaw.   Prianhe’s fists clenched into tight knots as he thought of his old friend.  He should have eaten the man’s heart twenty-five years ago when he’d first had the chance.  He had spared Farrushaw that indecency then only out of respect for the man that had essentially been his mentor.  The next time he saw Farrushaw, there would be no mercy.
 
                 A young boy, barely into his teen years knocked feebly on the open door, reeking of fear.  Prianhe could also detect the odor of sickness.  There was something wrong with the boy, some kind of illness.  Prianhe sat up finding the movement easier this time, but still difficult.  He motioned for the boy to enter and waited for him to come to the side of his bed.  He looked the boy in the eye, enjoying the young lad’s obvious discomfort.  Most people that recognized him tended to tremble in fear, and Prianhe relished the reaction.  He loved nothing more than watching people cower before him.  
 
                 “What’s your name, boy?” he asked with a hard voice.
 
                 “Miles…my Lord,” the boy answered timidly.
 
                 “Do you know who I am, Miles?”
 
                 “Yes,” Miles nodded.
 
                 “Good,” Prianhe said with a smile.  “Then you know what will happen to you if you disappoint me.”  The boy swallowed hard and nodded.  “Fetch me my clothes, Miles.”  The boy grabbed his shirt, pants and vest from the hook on the wall and brought them to the bed.  “Help me up.”  The boy pulled back the blanket and reached out to grab Prianhe’s arm but stopped abruptly and gasped as he looked upon Prianhe’s body.  Thick gruesome scars covered Prianhe’s chest, stomach and back like threads woven loosely into a tapestry.  Realizing his reaction might be deemed offensive, the boy tried to recover looking away and reaching again to take Prianhe’s arm, but his momentary disgust had been noticed.  Ignoring the weakness, Prianhe reached up and grabbed the boy by the throat, squeezing with all of the strength he could find.  He choked the boy until his face began to turn blue and his eyes started to roll up into his head.  When the boy was on the verge of losing consciousness, Prianhe let go, winded by the effort of choking him.  Miles fell to his knees gasping for air, breathing in loud laborious inhalations.  
 
                 “That was a warning,” Prianhe snarled, leaning forward to get right in the boy’s face.  “If you displease me again, I’ll choke you until your eyes pop out of your head, then I’ll make you pick them off the floor.”
 
                 With tears welling in his eyes and spilling down his cheeks, Miles rose and nodded.  He tried bravely to suppress the sobbing and force the tears to stop as he took Prianhe’s arm and pulled him to his feet.  With a bit of struggling they were able to get Prianhe’s feet into his pants and his head and arms into his shirt.  As Miles helped Prianhe into his vest, a pretty serving girl appeared in the door, holding a tray of food.  Prianhe could smell the roasted goat as well as some boiled potatoes, bread and cheese.  There was also a tall glass of goat’s milk and some fresh fruit.  
 
                 “Is there a dining room downstairs somewhere?” Prianhe asked the girl as his stomach cried out to be filled.  When she answered yes, Prianhe told her to set his meal up down there.  After he watched her walk away, he turned to the boy.  “Miles, I want you to go out into the hall and close the door.  Return in ten minutes to help me down to the dining room.  If I suspect that you are listening at the door, I’ll find your parents and make them watch me pull your lungs out of your chest.  Do you understand?”
 
                 Miles eyes widened with terror, and he vigorously shook his head that he understood before running from the room, pausing only to close the door behind him.  Prianhe watched him leave with disgust.  The smell of the boy’s sickness had been irritating.  He wondered if he should kill the boy anyway.  He wasn’t sure if the illness was life threatening, but he imagined it would be enjoyable to watch the pathetic young lad die.
 
                 Prianhe put his desires for blood aside and pulled out a small, oval, polished black stone from his pocket.  The stone was a gift from his master, a way to contact him when they were separated by great distances.  Frankly, Prianhe hated using it.  He hated anything related to the trivarial power.  It all seemed unnatural to him.  His master, however, was the most powerful wielder in the world, and Prianhe hated disappointing him even more than he hated being touched by the power.  
 
                 Using his belt knife, he made a small prick on the tip of his left thumb and squeezed it until a few drops of blood oozed out.  He put the stone in the palm of his right hand and rubbed the blood over the flat surface of the black stone.  Then he held his right hand out before him and called his master’s name three times.  
 
                 “Desirmor.  Desirmor.  Desirmor.” 
 
                 The light drained out of the room, and the sound of gushing wind howled briefly around him.  Then a faint green light began to emanate from the stone, and a trace of smoke plumed up within the light.  The smoke swirled within the light, spinning like a dervish until it began to slow down and take the shape of a face Prianhe had seen many times.  The face that appeared was so pale and greenish you would have thought it belonged to a corpse.  It was completely hairless with black eyes like two deep pools of oil.  Desirmor’s face seemed startled at first but quickly focused on Prianhe and smiled, baring a set of sickly yellow teeth, framed by thin pallid lips.
 
                 “Navan,” he said in a soft, youthful voice that didn’t at all fit his face.  “It’s been long since you’ve called on me.  Thorl tells me he has successfully killed the last Harven.  I expected to hear from you sooner.”
 
                 Navan Prianhe had never known fear in his life until he had stood in the presence of King Desirmor.  His master was known to have little patience for mistakes and failures.  The scars that marked his body were proof of Desirmor’s wrath.  He was terrified to make his report.  “Master…the sailor we identified as the last Harven has indeed been killed.”
 
                 Desirmor looked contemplatively at Prianhe.  “Something is bothering you Navan.  You should be celebrating our victory.  What troubles you?”
 
                 Prianhe swallowed hard.  He began to tell Desirmor everything that had happened to him since he had first arrived in Dell, though he chose to leave out the part about The Blood Lord and his Paratamian friends.  Desirmor listened to everything with a disaffected stare until Prianhe came to his discovery of Bale Farrushaw.  At the mention of the name, Desirmor’s black eyes widened momentarily with shock before his expression became bored once again.  Prianhe knew not to read too much into his master’s passive demeanor as Desirmor rarely showed any expression or emotion.  The key was to avoid making his master angry.  When King Desirmor gave in to anger, the entire world trembled.   Finally Prianhe finished his tale, recounting the scene at the resting station and waking in the Carleton infirmary.  He held his breath as Desirmor silently considered what he had been told.
 
                 “You believe the girl to be a noblewoman?” Desirmor said after several moments.
 
                 “Yes Master, though I do not recognize her.”
 
                 “The trival, this young man, why did you feel compelled to chase him?  Did his talents seem extraordinary?”
 
                 “He did nothing to make me believe he has any real power.  I was only intrigued by him because he lived at the inn we’d been told about.  I thought it more than mere coincidence.”
 
                 “You’ve done well, Navan,” Desirmor said, surprising Prianhe.  “I can tell you consider your defeat a failure, but I must offer reassurance.  You have done well, my friend.  I want you to continue tracking this young trival for I too am curious about him.  I also do not believe it a coincidence.  When you find them, I want Farrushaw and the trival taken alive.  I will consider their deaths a failure, and you will be disciplined accordingly.  Am I clear, Navan?”
 
                 Prianhe thought of the last time he’d been disciplined for failure.  To say it was unpleasant would be an understatement.  Failing his master was not an option.  “I understand perfectly, Master, but what of the girl?”
 
                 “Find out who she is before you kill her.  I want make an example of her entire family.  I do not accept dissenters, Navan.  As soon as you’ve identified her name, send word.  Perhaps we can use her family to flush them out.  In fact, that is exactly where you should begin your hunt.  Identify the girl, and I’m sure it will lead us to Farrushaw and the trival.”
 
                 Prianhe nodded, but there was one more thing bothering him, though he was apprehensive about asking.  “Master…there’s just one more thing.”  Desirmor arched a hairless eyebrow and waited for his monomach to continue.  “Master, I would never question one of your decisions you must know that.”  His master’s impassive expression made his mouth go dry and sweat broke out across his brow.  “Why did you send Thorl?”
 
                 The corner of Desirmor’s thin mouth quirked into a knowing smile.  “Did my son take your glory, Navan?  Is that it?”  Prianhe bit his tongue.  He cursed himself for opening his mouth.  What his master did, he did for his own reasons, and it was not his right to ask questions.  “Fear not my friend.  You have done very well, and your role in the hunt of the last Harven will not go unrecognized.  That being said…”  Desirmor’s hand suddenly reached out from the stone as real as though he were standing right in the room beside Prianhe and grabbed him by the throat.  When he spoke his voice roared like thunder.  “YOU WILL NEVER AGAIN QUESTION ME!  NEVER AGAIN!  DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”
 
                 Prianhe tried to answer but could not.  He feebly tried to nod his head that he understood but couldn’t move.  All he could do was hope his master would release him before he suffocated.  Prianhe could feel tears leaving his eyes, and the room began to lose focus.  Then suddenly it was over.  Desirmor’s hand and face had disappeared, leaving Prianhe alone in the room, gratefully drinking in air, looking down at the blood smeared rock that had fallen from his hand to the floor.  After a time, he regained his composure and cursed himself again for voicing his questions about Thorl.  Blind loyalty, he reminded himself.  Everything he had in the world, he owed to his master.  Since the day he had been banished from the Reikkan’s and joined the Imperial Army, he had followed the will of his master implicitly.   Desirmor had recognized his talents early on and had even viewed some of his particular “tastes” as useful strengths.  Without his titles and ranks, Prianhe probably would have been put to death long ago for giving into one of his cravings.  Instead he lived a life of luxury, wanting for nothing, feared and respected the world over.  Prianhe picked up the stone and put it back in his pocket.  He would not fail his master this time. 
 
                 Nearly a minute later, a timid knock came from the door.  Miles entered, a look of terror still clearly etched on his face.  He took Prianhe’s arm and helped him to his feet.  With Miles help, Prianhe walked slowly out into the hall and down a carpeted flight of stairs.  The smell of the roasted goat filled the air as they slowly descended one stair at a time.  They reached the ground floor and Miles led him into a dining room with several square tables, including one in the corner with his plate of food.  Three men in plain gray uniforms stood next to the table, watching Prianhe approach apprehensively.  Looking them up and down, Prianhe guessed that they represented the local guard of Carleton.  Local guards were not affiliated with the Imperial army but they did follow the laws of Fandrall and were expected to show proper deference to a person of rank.  Though he wasn’t expecting much useful help from the local guard, to find the trival and Farrushaw, Prianhe was willing to do anything.  
 
                 He took a seat and looked down at his meal as his stomach cried out to be filled.  The goat looked cold, but at this point he didn’t care.  He took up his fork and knife and attacked the plate, inhaling the meat, ignoring its bland flavor.  When the meat was gone, he drained the entire glass of milk, and exhaling a deep sigh of satisfaction, he placed the empty glass back down.  Prianhe picked up the bread and sat back in his chair.  Of the three guardsmen, two seemed young and one had the look of a seasoned veteran.  It was to him that Prianhe spoke.
 
                 “Your name, guardsman?” he commanded, as he tore off a chunk of the bread and popped it into his mouth.  Much like the meat, the bread was bland and flavorless.
 
                 The older man shuffled his feet and tried to stand as straight as possible.  “Nelson, my Lord, guardschief of Carleton.”
 
                 Prianhe nodded and swallowed a large piece of bread that he’d hardly chewed.  He motioned to the serving girl, standing silently in the doorway, to bring him another plate of goat.  Bread and cheese were all well and good, but Reikkan on the plains of Altrega ate only meat.  Prianhe may have assimilated himself to the lifestyle of humans, but to satiate his hunger, meat was the only food that would do.
 
                 “What do you have to report, Nelson?” Prianhe asked when the girl had left the room.
 
                 “The trevloc they departed on was meant to arrive in Teoulle, but never landed.  This morning we received a report that an abandoned trevloc was found on the northeastern coast of Perth, not far from a town called Wyndham.  Though it hasn’t been confirmed, we believe this is the trevloc they took.”  Nelson paused to judge Prianhe’s reaction, and continued when Prianhe said nothing.  “They stayed at an inn called The White Coral.  The innkeeper, Mistress Hisha, was questioned but said only that they stayed one night and left in the morning.  She says that they kept to themselves, only coming out of their rooms to have dinner in the common room.  We did find out from a few of the traeggars in port that they had made the rounds trying to find passage off of the island.”
 
                 Prianhe was silent for several moments, considering Nelson’s report.  If they had landed on the eastern end of Perth, they would be nearly impossible to find.  Most of Northeastern Perth was dotted with primitive nomadic tribes and small farming and fishing villages.  Wyndham was probably the largest town in the whole region, a place that followed Desirmor’s law, but had only a small contingent of Imperial troops.  Organizing a manhunt in that region would be hard and in all probability, useless.  He would send word to the captain in charge of the local infantry, as well as descriptions of the four criminals, but Prianhe wasn’t feeling hopeful.  His best bet was to go to the inn they had stayed at and ask the innkeeper some questions of his own.  He was certain the Carleton guards weren’t nearly as enthusiastic as he could be interviewing the innkeeper.  
 
                 “The innkeeper…did she give you any names?”  It was a pointless question as Prianhe expected that they would have used fake names.
 
                 “Mistress Hisha said their names were Kresser, a brother and sister.  She said the other woman was a servant.”
 
                 “What about the fourth?  Didn’t he stay at the inn with them?”
 
                 “She said nothing about a fourth.  He must have stayed somewhere else.”
 
                 The serving girl returned with a plate piled high with roasted goat.  Prianhe rubbed his hands with delight as she placed the plate in front of him.
 
                 “If you’ve nothing left to report, Nelson, then wait outside while I finish my meal.  Then I’d like you to accompany me to The White Coral.  I have a few more questions for Mistress Hisha.”
 
                 Nelson and the other two guardsmen nodded and quickly left the room.  As they passed by Prianhe caught another faint hint of that sickness that he had smelled on the boy, Miles.  It left the room with the three men, but it still caused Prianhe to pause for a moment.  Sense of smell was one of a Reikkan’s greatest attributes and Prianhe’s nose was as keen as any of his kinsmen.  But this sickness he had now smelled twice was troubling.  He had never come across it before, and both the boy and the guardsmen seemed in perfect health.  Yet it was there, unmistakably.  There was just something unnatural about the smell.  Prianhe couldn’t figure it out, and he found it disturbing.  Years earlier, during his days in the infantry, he had been part of a command that had quarantined a town infected with a plague.  Most of his fellow comrades had been disgusted by the smell of burning flesh coming from the bonfire of bodies in the town square.  Prianhe’s stomach had been turned by the smell of the living sick.  The bonfire had been a welcome relief.  This new smell made him think of that moment from his past and a part of him worried that this was the beginning of a new plague.  In a town like Carleton, a vacation destination where people came and went everyday, a new plague could be devastating on a global level.  It was something he was going to have to pay attention to, as if he needed more to worry about.
 
                 In little time Prianhe finished off the heaping plate of goat meat and sat back reveling in the feeling of a full stomach.  Wiping the grease from his lips and hands with a square of linen, Prianhe stood and moved to leave the room.  He noticed immediately that his strength was returning.  His legs felt stronger, and he felt like he could confidently walk on his own again.  It seemed that a good meal was all he was lacking.  
 
                 Feeling a new found vigor, he strode out into the next room and saw the three guardsmen as well as Miles and the serving girl.  
 
                 “Miles go fetch my things and be quick about it.”  He smiled with satisfaction as Miles left the room at a sprint, driven by the fear of the horrible things Prianhe had promised to do to him.  “Nelson, does this town have an Imperial call station?”
 
                 “It does sir,” Nelson answered nervously.  
 
                 Prianhe nodded and waited for Miles to return.  The strange odor continued to bother him, and studying the three guardsmen, he determined that it was Nelson who seemed to have the infection.  Nelson shifted his feet uncomfortably as he noticed Prianhe studying him with a puzzled expression.  
 
                 “Are you well, Nelson?” Prianhe asked, causing Nelson to look at his two guardsmen with confusion.
 
                 “Well sir?” Nelson replied.
 
                 “I mean, are you feeling alright?  Are you sick?”
 
                 Nelson blinked and shook his head.  “I feel just fine, my Lord.”
 
                 Prianhe watched him looking around like a doddering fool.  Something was wrong with him.  Prianhe was never wrong when it came to his sense of smell.  He continued to consider the man with a discerning expression when Miles came bursting back into the room carrying Prianhe’s sword belt and knives.  He took his things from the boy and strapped on his sword belt.  Miles stared nervously down at the floor as Prianhe sheathed his four knives.  Between Nelson and Miles, the smell was quite strong, and Prianhe privately wondered why he was the only one that seemed to notice it.
 
                 “Look at me, Miles,” Prianhe commanded the panicky teen.  Miles did as he was told, though sweat appeared to bead out of his forehead as soon as his eyes locked onto Prianhe’s.  “Are you sick, Miles?”    
 
                 The question seemed to confound Miles, just as it had Nelson.  Miles shifted his feet and looked at the guardsmen as though one might provide him with an answer.  Finally he shook his head no.
 
                 “Are you sure?” Prianhe asked again.  He watched Miles shake his head yes this time.  For several moments he studied the boy pathetically trembling before him.  Though he lived his life within the world of humans, Prianhe hated them.  Humans, in his opinion, were weak and pathetic beings whose dominance of the world had been more a result of their majority then their actual strength.  Miles was a symbol to him of all that was loathsome about men.  The boy cowered like a servile dog, sweating and shaking with fear.  If he had time before leaving Caramour, Prianhe decided he would do Miles a great favor and kill him.  The world would be better off.
 
                 Casting a final disgusted look at the wretched boy, Prianhe turned to Nelson and motioned for him to lead the way.  When they left the building, Prianhe immediately felt the heat of the blistering midday Caramour sun.  It had been warm in the infirmary, but walking along a shadeless street was something different entirely.  The sun was unrelenting.  After just a few steps down the rough cobblestone road descending slowly toward the docks, Prianhe could feel his shirt beginning to stick to his back. 
 
                 He hoped the walk would be short, but apparently the infirmary was on the northwest side of Carleton not far from the trevloc resting station that had provided the backdrop for his clash with Farrushaw and the trival.  That day he had run at a dead sprint from the docks to the resting station, and it had taken him nearly an hour.  He could only imagine how long it would take walking at such a slow pace, but moving any faster would have been wasteful.  His strength had yet to fully return, and he didn’t need to arrive at the inn needing a long rest before he could begin torturing the innkeeper. 
 
                 Through the city they walked, Nelson and two guards out front, followed by Prianhe.  Most of the buildings they passed had the look of housing units, three floor white plaster structures, with linens hanging from nearly every window.  The streets in this part of the city were empty and quiet, save for the occasional stray cat or dog sniffing around the shaded enclosures of the thin alleys spacing every rectangular building.  Prianhe guessed that the working class of Carleton inhabited these streets and were away at their jobs.
 
                 As they continued their descent toward the docks, the condition of the buildings began to improve.  More and more often, they would pass by store fronts, like a butcher with dead fowl hanging in his window, or a dressmaker with her best cuts of fabric displayed on racks by the door.  With each street they turned down, pedestrian traffic increased, as most of the touring vacationers stayed closer to the shore.  Though he didn’t notice the odd smell on every passing tourist, Prianhe noticed it enough times to decide that it wasn’t his imagination.  There was something going on in Carleton, and he wasn’t sure he would have time to launch an investigation.  He needed to focus on the task at hand.  Finding Farrushaw and the trival was all that he needed to concern himself with.  He would mention his concerns of a possible plague to the local infantry captain, and hope that it would be enough.
 
                 When they finally turned down the main street that ran along the harbour, Prianhe was sure that his body had no water left to sweat.  His shirt was saturated, and his eyes stung from the steady drip coming from his forehead.  If not for his intense desire to stand over the lifeless bodies of Bale Farrushaw and his companions, Prianhe might have been willing to rest another day.  Nearly all of his strength had been used up on the walk from the infirmary.  He felt weak.  Navan Prianhe hated the feeling of weakness.  It only stoked his anger.  
 
                 The White Coral was just another inn.  There was nothing different or unusual about it.  Prianhe walked through the front door behind the three guardsmen and immediately felt his stomach rumble.  The common room was ripe with the scent of roasting goose, and spirits.  At a table next to the large bay window overlooking the street, a couple, plainly dressed, enjoyed a glass of red wine over their lunch.  They seemed to be the only people in the common room.  Mistress Hisha, learily watched Prianhe approach from behind the bar.  Her eyes followed him as he came and took a seat on the stool directly in front of her.  The guardsmen took a seat at a table away from the bar, waiting for Prianhe to conduct his interrogation.
 
                 “How can I help you, my Lord?” Hisha asked, in a soft, timid voice.  She was afraid of him.  That would make things easier.  
 
                 “I would like something to eat.”  Prianhe turned to the couple at the table.  “A plate of that goose.”
 
                 “And for you gentlemen?” Hisha asked the three guardsmen.  
 
                 “Nothing for us, my Lady,” Nelson replied, in a weak voice.
 
                 Hisha nodded and walked through a door behind the bar into the kitchen.  Prianhe looked over at the guardsmen.  
 
                 “Captain, I’d like you and your men to sweep the inn.  If there are patrons, confine them to their rooms.  She must have help running this inn.  Find them and gather them into one of the empty rooms.  One of you will need to guard the front.  No-one else is to enter this inn until we leave.”  He pointed to the diners.  “Send them on their way.  If I need you, I‘ll call you.”  Without hesitating, the captain and the two younger men leapt up eager to follow his orders.  The couple must have realized that their peaceful lunch was over, because they stood, and despite half eaten plates, hastily left the building.  Prianhe smiled as they left.  Though he was looking forward to hurting the innkeeper, information was often more easily obtained simply by creating an atmosphere of fear.  
 
                 Prianhe got the reaction he was looking for when Mistress Hisha came back into the room carrying a large plate of steaming meat and vegetables.  As she walked through the door, she stopped, her eyes scanning the room, realizing with mounting apprehension, that she was alone with him.  A bead of sweat cropped up on her temples betraying the brave face she attempted to wear.  
 
                 “Roast goose and steamed carrots, my Lord,” she said in a wavering voice as she deposited the plate in front of him.  From beneath the bar, she grabbed a fork and knife rolled up in a sleeve of linen and handed him the cutlery.  “Would you like a pint of ale, or perhaps a glass of wine?”
 
                 Prianhe leaned over the plate, gratefully inhaling the mouthwatering scent of a well-seasoned goose, secretly looking for the underlying odor of a foreign substance.  If she truly was aware of the danger of her situation, she may have added a poison, but Prianhe found nothing to give him cause for alarm.  He picked up his cutlery and smiled at her.  Her mouth crooked into an uncertain half smile.  Deep within the pit of his stomach, Prianhe could feel a mounting sense of excitement, a feeling that would soon grow to become something euphoric.  It was the same thrill he felt every time he played with a human that he was soon to kill.  It was also the same thrill that had caused his exile from the realm of the Reikkan many years before.  Some of his kinsmen called it the “Tor’ does’ cuela”, the mark of darkness.  If any dared to say that to his face now, he thought darkly, he could kill them on the spot for speaking a language other than Fandrian, the only tongue King Desirmor hadn’t outlawed.
 
                 “I believe I would like a glass of water, Hisha,” he told her, as he dug into his lunch.  
 
                 The meat was juicy and succulent, a testament to Mistress Hisha’s skill in the kitchen.  As he had earlier with the plate of goat, Prianhe devoured every last morsel on the plate, even the carrots.  Hisha watched him quietly with a sad, distant look.  When he finished, Prianhe pushed the plate toward her, inclining his head to show his approval, then quickly drank the glass of water.  When it was gone, he motioned to the bottles of wine on a shelf behind her, and she obediently poured him a glass.  
 
                 “I’m told the criminals who assaulted me and stole a trevloc stayed at your inn during their stay in Carleton.”  He purposely kept his tone casual.
 
                 “Apparently they did, my Lord,” she answered simply.
 
                 He took a sip of his wine and then looked down at his glass with disappointment.  It was not a good vintage.  Perhaps her choice was purposeful, or perhaps it was merely the best she had.  
 
                 “There were four of them at the resting station.  I’m told only three stayed with you.”
 
                 “That’s right, my Lord.”
 
                 “Did you see the fourth?”
 
                 She shook her head.  “As I told the local guards a few days ago, they stayed in their rooms and only came down to eat.  There were no visitors that I was aware of.”
 
                 “I don’t care what you told the local guard, Hisha,” his voice rising momentarily, “I’m asking the questions and you will answer them.”  She nodded solemnly.  “The fourth man was older.  Graying hair.  A long scar from his mouth to his ear.”  Prianhe traced a line along the left side of his face to emphasize the scar.  “He would have had the look of a veteran soldier.  A man accustomed to war.  Are you certain you didn’t see anyone who looked like that?”
 
                 “I’m sure, my Lord,” she answered, but Prianhe caught the faintest scent of a lie.  His lips curved into a smile.  The tinge of excitement increased.  He set his wine glass down and stood up.
 
                 “Why are you lying to me, Hisha?”  Only moments after finishing his meal, Prianhe could feel some strength returning.
 
                 “I’ve told no lies, my Lord,” she answered defensively.
 
                 “But you have, Hisha, you have.”  Her eyes widened fearfully.  “There were other patrons in your inn that night.”  Prianhe began to slowly walk around the corner of the bar as he spoke, holding her in his gaze.  “We have witnesses who’ve described the man I seek.  They say he was here that night.”  Mistress Hisha was visibly trembling as he came to stand before her.  Her eyes showed the terror she felt, but she was unable to look away from her questioner.  “Tell me Hisha.  There is no need to protect them.”
 
                 “I’m telling you the truth, my Lord.”  Her lips quivered as she broke into tears.  “Please, you must believe me.  Please.”
 
                 Prianhe sighed.  His left hand slowly withdrew the knife he kept on his left hip.  With his right hand, he took hold of Hisha’s left hand bringing it up, and gently placing it on the bar.  “I’m sorry, Hisha,” he whispered gently.  His thumb caressed the back of her hand.  “You’re lying and I need the truth.  I will have the truth.”
 
                 Hisha let out a blood curdling scream as Prianhe drove the belt knife through her hand and into the wooden bar.  She reflexively reached over to pry the dagger out, but he grabbed her free hand and forced it down onto the bar beside the other one, then moved to stand behind her.  He fumbled for the knife on his right hip and held it up so Hisha could see the sharp blade.  Her face had become pallid and white, the effects of shock beginning to set in.  Prianhe pressed the blade against her cheek, wetting the blade with her tears and grabbed a handful of her hair.  He leaned over her as he pulled her head back forcefully.
 
                 “Tell me everything you know, Hisha, and I’ll let you live.”  He ran the wet blade under her chin, tracing the sharp tip down her throat to her bosom.  There were laces keeping the folds of her dress tight across her chest.  He cut them, and roughly pulled her dress down.  Then he cut the laces of her corset, practically ripping the garment from her body, leaving her naked and exposed, whimpering.  “The girl Hisha, what was her name?”
 
                 Hisha stared ahead blankly, as though the question had confused her.  She sobbed uncontrollably.  Prianhe took the blade and slammed it down through her other hand, pinning them both to the bar.  Her screams only heightened his delight.  Her terror aroused him.  He forced her head down on the bar and leaned over her.  
 
                 “Her name, Hisha?  The pretty blonde?”
 
                 “Rela…Re…Relador.”  The name came roughly off her lips, barely audible through the hysterical sobbing.  Prianhe knew it at once.  The Reladors were a very powerful family from Merrame.  Some had even been members of the Council of Nine.
 
                 “Very good, Hisha.  Now we’re getting somewhere.  Tell me more.”
 
                 “That’s all.  Please, there’s nothing else.”
 
                 “I don’t believe you, Hisha.”  Prianhe pulled out yet another blade and pressed the tip against the flesh between her shoulder blade and spine.  “They told you where they were going, didn’t they?”  A tiny trickle of blood ran down her back as the blade opened up a small cut.  “If you don’t tell me where they were going and what they’re up to, I’m going to begin peeling the skin off your back.”
 
                 Hisha began to tremble even more violently at the mention of the new pain she was soon to endure.  She sobbed and moaned, but through the unintelligible babble, Prianhe heard the name Nal’Dahara.
 
                 “Nal’Dahara?” he repeated.   He leaned over her, pressing his body heavily against hers.  To anyone who might have witnessed the scene, it would have seemed as though he was on the verge of raping her, but his arousal wasn’t for her naked flesh.  It was the pleading and sobbing that excited him.  It was the helplessness.  She was his toy.  He would extract the information he sought, and then he would play with her as a child might play with a doll.  It had been so long since he had been able to feed his secret appetite.  He closed his eyes and absorbed the moment.  “Why?  What’s in Nal’Dahara?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  Please, I don’t know anymore.  They didn’t tell me.  Please.”
 
                 Prianhe savored her for a moment more, then stood up and took a deep breath.  With the knife, he cut a two inch long incision in her back.  “I believe you now Hisha.”
 
                 “Thank you, my Lord.  Thank you,” she wailed with relief that the ordeal was over.
 
                 Prianhe looked at the bloody cut, watching thin crimson tendrils race down her back, pooling on her backside before dripping to the floor.  He wanted more.  Digging into the cut with his clawed fingers, he pulled, ripping a long stretch of muscle and skin from her shoulder to her tailbone, holding the strip of blood soaked flesh up for his hungry eyes to examine.  Hisha’s incoherent cries for mercy and help only fed into his thirst for flesh.  He felt light-headed as he watched the blood pour from the wound, the back of her rib bones exposed.  With one arm he forced her squirming body against the bar, then drove his fist into the exposed ribs, shattering her ribcage, and pulled out her still beating heart.  Hisha’s thrashing gently subsided as life left her.  Prianhe took a deep breath, inhaling the intoxicating scent of her heart.  She was a trival, he noted with even more excitement.  The heart of a trival had always had a particular scent that set it apart from the heart of a normal person.  With his eyes closed and his excitement at a fever pitch, Prianhe, breathless with enjoyment, began to devour Mistress Hisha’s heart.  He slumped back against the wall behind him, sliding down until he was sitting in her pool of blood, lost in a state of blinding euphoria.  When the last exquisite morsel of heart flesh was gone, he took to dipping his fingers in the blood around him and licking it from his hands.  
 
                 An hour later he went to the front door to call on Captain Nelson.  He had to wait for Nelson to finish relieving the contents of his stomach before he gave him his orders.  Ready a Trevloc for a flight to Nal’Dahara.  Call ahead to the infantry there and give descriptions of the criminals.  Get some men to dispose of Hisha’s body and clean up the mess.  Tell no-one what he had seen.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten:  A Single Beam of light
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Sim opened his heavy eyes with regret.  He hadn’t wanted to wake up.  His dreams had been filled with memories of his parents, bittersweet moments re-lived in slumber.   In a snapshot of a simpler time, he dreamt of Sevin, taking him along the Othoran road by horseback to visit some wheat farmers that were old friends.  They had talked the whole ride about life, death, and loyalty.  About responsibility and potential, history and women.  Sim had been young at the time, and it was his first trip away from Dell.  Caramour had seemed so big then.  The Othoran plains had felt so endless.  It was a moment that Sim could recall feeling like an equal rather than a son.  Sevin for all his stern looks and angry admonishments could turn a phrase with surprising eloquence and make you see his point of view as though it had really been yours all along.  
 
                 The dreams of Bella had been even more heart-wrenching.  Over and over again he dreamt of her sitting by his bedside, whether he was a toddler or simply a sick young man in need of his mother's comfort, telling him stories of events that until only a few days earlier, he had assumed were myths and legends.  The Battle of Three Queens, The Princess and the Soldier, and The Island of Light and Dark were just three that seemed to repeat the most.  In his dreams he could feel the placating comfort of her voice soothingly reciting stories he’d heard a hundred times before as she stroked his hair and waited for him to fall asleep.  Would he ever again know that kind of safety and peace?  The idea made him want to weep.
 
                 The skies over the Tarrenth Ocean were gray and overcast.  Rain fell lightly around the outside of the dome.  The waves seemed to heave in giant swells like hands reaching to pull the soaring trevloc down into its gray depths.  
 
                 Sim sat up and watched the ocean with a sense of awe.  In Caramour, the weather was almost always sunny and warm.  When rain fell, it fell briefly.  He couldn’t even remember a storm in his homeland that might have caused the waves to swell so strongly.  
 
                 Farrus lay on the bench across from him sleeping on his back, a soft snore occasionally interrupting his measured breathing.  Givara stood beside Enaya who was having a conversation with Retta, the trevloc handler.  Sim wondered briefly what the women were discussing, but dismissed his curiosity knowing that Enaya would never tell him.
 
                 It must have been early morning because Sim remembered falling asleep sometime after nightfall.  It was remarkable to him that the trevloc could fly for such a long time without needing rest.  Trevlocs were truly marvelous creatures.  As he looked out over the outstretched wing gliding on winds that pushed the ocean currents, he wondered how he had never heard of them.  How much did he really have to learn about the world?  Sevin and Bella had apparently worked very hard to keep him sheltered and innocent.  There was something endearing about that thought, but more than anything, Sim felt frustrated that it felt like he was so far behind everyone else.
 
                 For a long time he sat alone with his thoughts watching the ocean pass beneath.  His mind wandered back and forth between thoughts of Maehril, the princess, his new powers, the Blood Lord and Navan Prianhe.  
 
                 Prianhe wasn’t dead.  Sim was sure of that much.  He had learned to trust his visions over the years and when he knew something was going to happen, it always did.  Prianhe was going to put a sword into his chest.  How was he going to fulfill some age old prophecy if he knew he was going to die?  There was something he was missing.  Some detail about that dream on the rainy cliff was eluding him.  Why had that sound distracted him?  That sound had given Prianhe the opening to end their duel.  The question that plagued Sim now was, if he knew already that a sound was going to distract him, would he still turn and look?  The ramifications of the philosophy made his head spin.
 
                 Ahead in the distance, land appeared on the horizon.  During the course of their flight over the Tarrenth Ocean, Sim had seen several small islands pass beneath them, but nothing that stretched across the whole horizon.  They had reached Perth at last.  
 
                 As the trevloc came up to the rocky coastline, it turned hard to the left, taking a course due north.  Sim watched with wide-eyed excitement as the turbulent ocean waves crashed against the wall of gray boulders that lined Perth‘s shores, sending violent white spray high enough to nearly touch them.  He looked inland at endless fields of tall sturdy, yellow grass, and short leafless trees with curled, twisted branches ending in round knots.  It seemed lifeless and cold.  It was nothing like his lush, green homeland.
 
                 Several minutes after turning north, the trevloc made a turn inland, flying low over the barren plain.  Givara and Enaya took seats at Retta’s behest.  The rider took a firm hold of the reins, pulling back with great effort.  The trevloc pulled its wings back, catching the air rather than gliding across it.  It slowed considerably as it descended toward a flat expanse of yellow grass and landed smoothly.  Retta let the reins fall and turned to them.  With closed eyes she muttered something under her breath and waved her hands in an arc over her head.  The dome seemed to evaporate around them.  Suddenly Sim could feel the wind that was pushing those ocean waves, and it was strong and cold.  In fact, Sim had never felt a breeze so cold in his life.  It nearly took his breath away.  
 
                 “This isn’t a platform at a resting station, so you’ll all have to jump down.”  Retta told them.              
 
                 Farrus awoke with a cough and a loud clearing of his throat.  He stood up and stretched his limbs, moaning loudly, unaware of Givara’s amused look.  He rubbed his eyes and looked around, surprised to see they had landed.
 
                 “How long was I out?” he yawned.  
 
                 “Long enough, guardsman,” Givara answered with a smile.  Sim still wasn’t used to seeing her smile.  She was so stoic and serious all the time that when she did smile, it almost seemed forced.
 
                 “Well, then.  Let’s get to it,” Farrus said.  He stretched one more time then stepped to the rail and hoisted himself over landing on his feet but falling over awkwardly an instant later.  
 
                 Givara’s smile split her slender, birdlike face from ear to ear.  She took two steps at a run and leapt down, flipping tightly twice and landing gracefully right beside Farrus.  
 
                 “Show off,” Farrus grumbled, looking up at Givara.  She offered a hand up, and he took it.
 
                 Enaya pulled out a fat leather purse and handed it to Retta who took it with a sigh of resignation.  
 
                 “You’ve done us a great favor, Retta,” Enaya said, putting a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder.
 
                 “So you say, Lady Relador.  So you say.”  Retta held the purse in one hand, staring down at it with doubt-filled eyes.
 
                 “I think you’ve made a good plan.  Follow it,” Enaya encouraged her.  Retta looked her right in the eye and appeared about to say something, but let it pass.  “I promise you, Retta, you’ve done the right thing.  All who oppose Desirmor are now soldiers in this new war.  The world is on the verge of a great change.  Go with honor, knowing that you’ve played a part in that.”
 
                 “Save your speeches, Lady Relador.  I believe what you’ve told me.  I no longer need to be convinced.”  Retta looked at Sim with an air of skepticism.  “You have a lot to live up to, young man,” she said to him.  “Don’t fail us.”
 
                 Sim nodded absently.  He wasn’t sure how much Enaya had told her, but he felt uncomfortable knowing that Retta now had expectations of her own for him.  
 
                 He took the moment of awkward silence that followed to hop down off of the trevloc.  The ground he landed on was soft and wet.  He didn’t land as gracefully as Givara had, but he didn’t fall on his backside either.  
 
                 Enaya came to the rail and looked down at him.  Sim guessed that she expected him to catch her, so he held out his arms and waited.  Sure enough, she stepped over the rail and fell into his waiting arms.  She wasn’t heavy, so it was no effort at all for him to haul her in.  For a quick moment he held her there, enjoying the warmth of her body against his.  Enaya didn’t resist him, and their eyes met briefly.  It felt comfortable, but he knew he couldn’t hold her there all day, so he gently placed her on her feet.  
 
                 Retta waved goodbye from above, and after a quick incantation, the trevloc trotted off a few steps and leapt into the air.  The four of them stood there and silently watched it soar off into the distance.  
 
                 Seeing it beat its long wings and glide made it seem majestic, to Sim.  He laughed to himself as he remembered the fear he'd felt the first time he had seen one soaring over his head at the docks back in Carleton.  
 
                 “There’s a road a short walk inland,” Enaya announced, pointing out their direction.  She began to walk as she spoke.  “Nal’Dahara will be a few hours walk to the north.”
 
                 “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to Nal’Dahara,” Farrus grunted offhandedly.
 
                 “I’m afraid much has probably changed since your last visit,” Enaya answered him.  She held her dress up as she walked to keep the hem from catching any mud.  “The last known rebellion happened just outside the city some fifteen years ago now.  It was a small affair.  Once the weight of the Imperial army arrived, it became a slaughter.  Thousands were killed.  The city itself has since fallen on hard times, mostly due to unreasonable taxes levied by Desirmor in the wake of the rebellion.  Crime is still relatively low as there is still a sizable military presence within the city, but there is a large Cortella outside the city now.”
 
                 “Excuse my ignorance, Enaya, but what’s a Cortella?”  Sim had a lot to learn and didn’t care if his questions got under her skin.
 
                 “Cortellas are shanty towns, Sim,” she answered without a hint of irritation.  In fact she sounded glad to give a lesson.  “Some people live in such poverty that they can’t afford a true shelter.  These people usually band together in areas near a city’s outer limits, living in tents or huts.  Most spend their days either peddling small trinkets or begging for coppers on the streets.  We must be careful as we approach the city.  Cortellas are known hiding grounds for cut thieves and other types of small time criminals.  A group our size would seem easy prey to an organized group of bandits.”
 
                 They walked quietly after that.  The clumped tufts of long yellow grass and soft muddy patches made walking difficult.  After about an hour they found the road and finally started moving at a faster pace.  The road was wide and cut all over with rivets from traveler’s carts.  They stayed to one side which seemed to offer the smoothest surface.  Givara took the lead, with Farrus at the rear.  Sim and Enaya walked side by side.  
 
                 The air was cold and the gusting wind gave it even more bite.  Sim was freezing.  He clutched his arms around his midsection, rubbing his exposed arms with his hands in a failed attempt to warm them.  He looked around at his companions to see if anyone else was suffering as much as he was, but none of them showed any visible signs that they were cold.  As he began to feel his teeth chatter, he wished he’d had time to plan ahead and purchase a cloak back in Carleton.  It was an odd sensation.  He tried to clamp his mouth shut, but no matter how hard he concentrated, his teeth still clicked away uncontrollably.  
 
                 Enaya noticed.  She studied him with concern.  Despite her sleeveless satin dress, she seemed unaffected by the brisk wind.
 
                 “Are you alright, Sim?” she asked.
 
                 “I’m freezing,” he stuttered.
 
                 Enaya raised a questioning brow.  She looked back at Farrus who watched the countryside protectively, then at Givara guarding their front.  “It’s not that cold, Sim.”
 
                 “Maybe to you.  I’ve never been away from Caramour.  You saw what the weather was like there.  This is the coldest I’ve ever felt.”                                            
 
                 Enaya thought about what he said for a moment and then smiled.  Her smile turned into outright laughter.  
 
                 “You think this is funny?”  Sim couldn’t believe she was laughing at him.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, Siminus.”  Enaya made an effort to control herself, but she still had an amused smile on her face.  “It’s not funny.  I guess I just needed a laugh.  I didn’t mean to make fun.”
 
                 Sim softened his attitude.  He supposed she was right.  The last few days had offered little in the way of amusement.  Besides, it was nice to see her smile.  She could be so infuriating at times that he could forget how beautiful she was.  
 
                 “You can use the power to warm up, you know.”
 
                 “The power?  What do you mean?”  To warm up, he was just about willing to try anything.
 
                 “It’s a matter of concentration.  I’ll admit, I don’t know how it will work for you.  All trivals are different, and if Farrus is right, you aren’t even a trival.”
 
                 “Maybe so, but how does it work for you?  What makes trivals different?”
 
                 “Well for starters, there are so many different kinds of trivals.  I’m what’s considered a healer.  That’s where my power is focused.  I can do other things too, of course, but healing is my strength.  You see, the trivarial power is like an energy that connects everything around us.  To use it, you have to harness that energy and focus it.  I can use air to make a chair move or conjure a flame, but not with any real strength.  What you did to Navan Prianhe back in Carleton, I could never have done.  However, if you put a wounded man in front of me, I’ll make him good as new.  In fact years ago, I healed a man who had been run through the stomach with a broad sword.  He was near death, but I managed to bring him back.”
 
                 Sim’s ears perked up at that last revelation.  
 
                 “You healed a man who’d been stabbed with a sword?”  She nodded, satisfied that he appeared impressed.  “That’s incredible, Enaya.  Truly.  Maybe there’s hope for me yet.”
 
                 “What does that mean?” she asked him, confused.  
 
                 He hadn’t realized he said it aloud.  Enaya watched him, waiting for an answer.  Sim wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her about the rainy cliff in his future.  It didn’t make any sense for him to keep it to himself, but something held him back.  
 
                 “I just mean that it seems that a lot of people want me dead.”  He met her skeptical glare with a forced mask of sincerity.  “It’s nice to know I’ve got you to watch my head.  That’s all.”  Enaya didn’t seem satisfied with his explanation but she let it go.  “So, you said there were all kinds of different trivals.   What can other people do?”
 
                 “Well, you met Retta.  She’s known as a rider.  Riders can communicate with animals.  Then there are talkers, they can communicate with other talkers across great distances.  Pushers can use air.  Most of them work on ships and traeggars.  Blazers use fire, Lakers use water, and Quakers use earth.  The rarest are travelers.  Travelers can go anywhere in the world instantaneously, and most can transport people with them.  Travelers are very dangerous.  Often they are used by Desirmor as assassins.”
 
                 “What do you mean they can go anywhere?”  Sim had a picture in his head of a person appearing out of thin air.
 
                 “A traveler could be standing right in front of you, and in the blink of an eye, they could be standing on the docks in Carleton.”  
 
                 “That’s amazing,” Sim said with eyes full of wonder.  Then a thought occurred to him. “Can I do that?”
 
                 Enaya looked at him and laughed.  “I have no idea, Siminus.  No-one knows what you’re capable of.  If I had to guess, I’d say that using your power isn’t much different from the way I use mine.  It’s all about focus and concentration.  How did you pick me up and flip me upside down?”
 
                 Sim thought about it.  It had only been the previous morning, yet it felt like it had happened a long time before.  He’d spent that whole morning trying to pick up and move objects with his mind.  There had been many failures that morning, but eventually he was able to figure it out.  
 
                 “When I hold the gem,” he told her, taking the orange stone out from under his shirt and holding it out for her to see, “I just have to concentrate on what I want to do, and I get this feeling that floods through me.  It’s like an energy.  Actually I’m not sure how I’d describe it.  It’s like feeling invincible and totally at peace, all at the same time.  The gem gets hot too.  When I do something with the power, even when I have visions, it gets hot.”
 
                 “Sim I want you to try something,” Enaya said.  Her big round eyes, like two flashing sapphire jewels, blazed with hope and excitement.  “I want you to hold that gem, and imagine yourself encased in a warm bubble.  Be careful, though.  You need to be very specific in your design.  Try to imagine the temperature within the bubble as being just right.  Give it a try.”
 
                 Sim did as he was told.  As they continued to walk, he made a fist over the orange gem and let his mind form the image Enaya described.  To create the perfect temperature, he thought about evenings in Dell, just as the sun was ready to slip beyond the horizon.  It took only a moment of concentration before he felt the gem become suddenly hot.  A bubble took shape around him, like a runaway sud from the laundry tub.  Within the bubble which extended in a wide circle with several feet of clearance, the air was perfectly warm.  
 
                 He looked at Enaya who had stopped walking and seemed concerned.  She was shouting at him, but he couldn’t hear her.  A quick look around told him that Farrus and Givara were also shouting at him.  He focused again, concentrating on the bubble dissipating, and suddenly heard their shouts as the bubble melted away.  The cold air once again attacked his exposed arms and pushed a chill back into his core.  
 
                 “Are you trying to get us all killed?” Farrus shouted behind him.  Sim turned around and faced him unsurely.
 
                 “You can’t go around walking in a bubble, Sim,” Enaya said in a raised voice, though not as vociferous as Farrus had been.  
 
                 “You told me to make a warm bubble.  That’s what I did.”  Sim didn’t understand what had gotten them so upset.  
 
                 Enaya shook her head like a mother trying to explain a simple thing to a toddler.  
 
                 “I meant that you should make the air around you warmer.”  She frowned.  “Sim, I’m sorry if I didn’t explain that well.  I suppose this is my fault.  But you need to understand something.  You have a power.  Perhaps you’re not a trival like me, but that’s how you’ll be perceived by others who see you use your power.  Sim, it is illegal to be an unregistered trival.  That means that you can only use your power to perform the task that is allowed to you.  If someone happened to be watching us from the distance and saw you walking around in a bubble, it would raise questions and bring us some very unwanted attention.  We’re trying to avoid that kind of attention.”
 
                 Sim realized she was right.  He imagined himself standing in the distance watching a man walk around encased in a bubble.  It was a strange thought.
 
                 “Alright.  Give me a break.  I’m new at this.”
 
                 Enaya nodded.  “You are new at this.  I don’t mean to seem so upset.  Why don’t you try again, only this time, change the temperature without altering the way you look.”
 
                 Sim tried again.  This time he made an image in his mind of walking around in a warm pocket of air.  It didn’t seem as hard this time.  In only a moment he could feel the warm air all around him.  Nothing looked different, it was just warmer.  Even the wind that touched him was warm.  He looked at Enaya who smiled with approval.
 
                 “It worked,” he said, with satisfaction.
 
                 “Did it, Sim?” she asked.  “Are you warm now?”
 
                 “Yes.  This is perfect.”
 
                 “Well done,” Enaya said, then drifted close and fell in beside him.  She snuck her arm under his and looped him at the elbow.  “You don’t mind if I walk with you like this, do you?” she asked sweetly.  “I was feeling a bit cold, myself.”
 
                 “I don’t mind.”  He liked the way she felt holding his arm, her hips occasionally brushing up against his own. 
 
                 They smiled at each other and walked on.  For some time they were quiet.  Sim looked out at the countryside, trying to take it all in.  Everything here was so foreign and different.  The fields around them were covered with the tough yellow grass, long and stiff like straw.  The trees were sparse and bare, and rock outcroppings dotted the landscape, black piles of boulders like warts festering on skin.  It all looked so desolate and deprived of life.  He wondered if it was just a by-product of the season.  Though the temperature was nearly constant year round, it was considered spring in Caramour.  Was it the same here in Perth?
 
                 “Is it always like this here?” he asked.
 
                 “What do you mean?” she replied.  Over the last several moments, she had taken to gently rubbing his arm with her free hand.  He liked it.
 
                 “It’s so dreary here.  It feels like we’re walking through a graveyard.”
 
                 “Not all of Perth is so bleak.”  She motioned across the landscape with her hand.  “This place is known as Kenneth Fields.  About fifteen years ago it was the sight of a battle.  A rebellion was defeated by Desirmor’s army on the very grounds we walk.  Nearly twenty thousand men, women, and children were killed here, their bodies left to rot.  At one time this was a lush green pasture with trees bearing wonderful green apples.  Nothing grows here now.”
 
                 Sim sent up a silent prayer for all of the people who had died that day.  It didn’t seem right to him that an act of violence could damage the earth itself.  He looked out over the rolling yellow fields with regret.  I must hold on to this, he thought.  He would hold onto every injustice and use it as fuel.  His parents murder, the death of Enaya’s father, and this field would all help forge his resolve to stop Desirmor.
 
                 A vision took hold of him.  He fell to his knees, releasing Enaya’s arm so he wouldn’t pull her down too.  He could feel her rubbing his back.  She called his name, but her voice was so far away.  The vision began to focus.  He closed his eyes and tried to control himself, to remember everything he would see.  Unlike the vision in the barn, when he’d seen the sun encircled in a crimson ring, he didn’t feel a sudden onslaught of debilitating sickness.  This time he just felt an unbearable weight pressing him down, forcing him to lay flat on the road.  
 
                 He saw the field around him change.  All of the grass slowly began to turn a vibrant shade of green, standing tall in the fresh, gentle breeze that caressed the land.  The trees began to grow leaves, and saplings suddenly emerged from the ground and stretched their limbs quickly reaching their full height beside those that already stood.  The leaves burst into life on the branches, green and bright, and apples soon began to appear all over the branches.  Little white birds flew about a dazzling blue sky, dancing on the wind, and deer ran in herds across the now lush plain.  There was life everywhere, vibrant and real, but something was still wrong.  The vision began to change.  The landscape shifted and suddenly, Sim could see beneath the earth.  Deep under the ground ran a river of white liquid, shining pure with the light of life and existence.  A trickle of black abruptly appeared, dripping down from the ground above.  It merged with the white river turning it gray, and gradually black.  The vision pulled back, and Sim was back in the verdant green pasture once again.  The leaves fell away from the trees which in turn deteriorated and fell to the ground.  The grass shriveled up and died leaving behind a barren muddy field, devoid of even the yellow tufted grass that grew in the real world.  Everything died.  The birds fell from the sky, their bodies hitting the ground and decaying in seconds.  The sky itself became overcast and gray, the clouds heavy and loud, like a thunderstorm preparing to break.  Sim stood up amongst the death and rot.  He looked down at his feet and saw blood, crimson and thick pooling around his boots.  Then in the distance he heard a sound like children singing.  Against the gray horizon, a beam of light shot up into the sky -- one solitary ray of light, pure and true, alone amongst a world of dark.
 
                 The vision melted away, and Sim found himself lying on his back in the middle of the road.  Farrus, Givara, and Enaya hovered over him, concern worn plainly on all three faces.  He slowly sat up, aided by Farrus who took his hands and pulled.  The vision had been vivid, and he remembered all of it.  
 
                 “Are you alright?” Enaya pleaded with him.  She looked as though she might burst into tears at any moment.  She held his face in her hands and searched his eyes.  He tried to smile but felt too exhausted to move.  The pocket of air he’d created must have vanished when the vision hit because he found himself nearly shivering again.  
 
                 “Speak, Sim.  What just happened to you?” Farrus implored.  
 
                 “I’m fine,” he managed to say weakly.  “It was a vision, that’s all.”
 
                 “That’s all!” Enaya practically shouted.  “That’s all.  You fall to the ground.  Your eyes roll back into your head.  You start shaking and convulsing, and all you have to tell us is that it was just a vision.”
 
                 “I’m sure it wasn’t that dramatic,” Sim argued.  Convulsing?  
 
                 “Sim, you’ve been out for nearly five minutes now.  We didn’t know what to do.”  Farrus steadied his back with a firm, reassuring hand.  “Givara was certain you’d been bit by a dagger snake.  Apparently they’re native to these parts.”  He fixed Givara with a grimace of annoyance.  Givara merely snorted and looked away, her arms folded.
 
                 “Are you weak?  Can you stand?” Enaya asked helplessly, still holding his face.  
 
                 “I feel like I just came out on the losing end of a fight with a mansabull,” he told her.  Before he could protest, she wrapped him in the trivarial power.  He could see a white glow surrounding her, and he could feel the energy flowing within him.  It lasted for only moments, but it took his breath away.  When she let go of his head, he felt better.  Still weak, but certainly able to continue walking.  A long nap would have done him nicely, though.
 
                 “I’m alright,” he said, getting to his feet.  “Let’s keep going.”
 
                 “Now hold on a minute.”  Farrus stopped him. “You said you just had a vision.  Aren’t you going to tell us what you saw?”
 
                 They all stared at him with great anticipation.  Enaya looked especially eager to hear what he’d seen.  
 
                 “Well, like most visions I have, it didn’t really make much sense.”
 
                 “Why don’t you tell us, and see if maybe we can make some sense of it then?” Enaya said.
 
                 “I was in this field,” he began, “and it started to burst with life.  Everything became green.  The grass and trees grew and bloomed, even birds were there flying around.  Then I saw under the ground.  There was a white river flowing deep down there.”  He pointed to the ground at their feet.  “Then there was a black liquid that started flowing into the river, and it turned black.  When that happened everything died -- the field, the birds, the trees, everything.  I was standing in the road, and I looked down and saw blood around my feet, like a big puddle.  Then in the distance I heard singing and a beam of light shot into the sky.  After that, I woke up.”  
 
                 He looked around at the blank confused stares of his companions.  Each was deep in thought, trying to decipher the meaning of the vision.  Farrus didn’t waste much time on it.  He shook his head and shrugged, regarding Sim with an expression of doubt.
 
                 “Doesn’t make a lick of sense to me,” he announced.  “But then again, I never was much good at riddles.”
 
                 Enaya and Givara appeared to be having one of their silent conversations.  Farrus and Sim waited for one of them to speak.  After a moment, Givara turned and began walking down the road.  Enaya gestured for them to follow.  Farrus merely shrugged.
 
                 “Nothing to offer then?” Sim asked as they began to walk again.
 
                 “I will think on it,” she answered and marched forward.
 
                 Right away Sim warmed the air around himself.  It took almost no effort this time.  He’d barely grabbed the orange stone and begun to think when he felt the warmth surround his body.  Enaya didn’t seem to feel like talking, so Sim amused himself by practicing his new trick.  Every few steps, he would force the warmth away, and then will it back.  Each time it became easier.  After nearly a half an hour of practice he found that he didn’t even need to touch the stone.  He could make the air warm simply by willing it to happen.  It became boring, so he decided to try something else.  
 
                 At first he held the orange stone seeking out small rocks by the side of the road to pick up with his mind and levitate.  He kept them low to the ground and let them float along beside him.  Enaya’s eyes held the horizon ahead of them.  He knew she was lost in her examination of his vision.  Keeping the rocks floating low was unobtrusive, and he didn’t think he was risking a passing pair of eyes noticing anything unusual.  Just as with the changing of air temperature, Sim found the task of levitating the rocks easier and easier with every attempt.  He felt a thrill of excitement, wondering what else he could do.  At some point he hoped to have some time alone to really use his imagination.
 
                 “Tell me about Maehril?” Enaya suddenly asked.  He hadn’t even realized that she was once again walking at his side.  The rock he’d been floating dropped with a soft thump.  
 
                 “What?  Have you given up on deciphering my vision?”
 
                 Enaya smiled in spite of her obvious frustration.  “I never quit, Siminus.  Remember that,” she told him, poking him in the chest for emphasis.  “Visions are never clear.  I just need more time.  But for now, tell me about her.”
 
                  “What do you want to know about her?”
 
                 Enaya gave him one of her laughs that indicated he’d asked something foolish. “Everything.  Everything you can tell me.  Sim, Maehril has the Creator…THE CREATOR…existing within her body, her soul.  Your sister is the most important person on the planet not named Siminus Kelmor.”
 
                 Sim thought about Maehril before he spoke.  When he considered the way he had acted toward her his whole life, he felt ashamed.  Enaya must have read the pain in his eyes because she took his hand in hers and gave it a reassuring squeeze.  
 
                 “You have to understand, Enaya," he began, "I didn’t know she was my sister.  I didn’t know she was special.  When Maehril came to our inn, I was about eleven years old.  Sarimus just showed up one day with her, and that was that.  Maybe I should have known something was going on.  My mother kept her at her side constantly.  I just assumed she was an orphan that was coming to stay at our inn.  The truth is…I never paid any attention to her.  She was always this annoying little girl who followed me around everywhere, always staring at me.  I thought she had affections for me.  I feel like a fool now.  All that time I was trying to avoid her, and all she wanted was for her brother to show her some love.”  He could feel the tears coming on.  Enaya’s eyes were watering up, making them shimmer as she let him speak.  
 
                 “The saddest part was the day the city was attacked.  The night before, Sarimus told me to protect her.  ‘Take care of Maehril,' he’d said, 'at all costs.  The fate of the world may one day depend on her life.’  I ran into her in the hallway just before the explosions started.  I knocked her over.  She’d been carrying some linens so I stooped down to help her pick them up.  When I looked at her, she was different.  I mean she was the same girl, but there was this light shining around her.  All around.  It was so pure.  I’d never seen it before.  Now that I know who she really is, I wonder if I was seeing the part of her that held the Creator.  Like it was the Creator’s light.  I know that sounds like madness, but it was so real.”
 
                 “I don’t think that sounds like madness, Sim," Enaya said, regarding him with a gentle look that Sim had never seen from her before.  It felt as though she was seeing him for the first time.  “I think you may be right.”
 
                 “Maybe,” he said, “but I failed her anyway.  Sarimus and my parents told me to guard her, and I failed.  I’m worried about her, Enaya.  She can’t protect herself.  She’s so small, and she’s a mute.  Did you know that?”  Enaya shook her head.  “She is.  Maehril’s never spoken a word.”  They walked quietly for a moment as Sim continued to think about his sister.  “You know…when I think about it, I’ve never seen her upset.  She always has a smile.  No matter what.  I wish I’d noticed that before.  Do you think that has something to do with the stain?  You know, because she was born pure.  Maybe she’s always happy because there’s no darkness in her, only light.”
 
                 “I think I’ve been wrong about you Siminus,” Enaya said with a devious smile.  “I keep thinking of you as a bumpkin.  And to a small degree you are…though it’s not your fault.  But every now and then you say something very wise, as you did just now, and I see you for what you are.”
 
                 “And what am I, Enaya?” he asked with a smirk.
 
                 “You’re an honorable man, Siminus.” She gave his hand a playful squeeze.  “A man I think I can believe in.”
 
                 They walked hand in hand smiling at one another, when they came to the top of a small rise and saw the city looming suddenly in the distance.  It lay on the horizon, shimmering from the smoky haze of industry.  Tall towers reached high into the sky at its center with smaller buildings fanning out to its outer reaches.  A sheer cliff ran off the north side of the city dropping down into the ocean that stretched out to the world beyond.  To the east of the city, there looked to be another town altogether.  It looked like a sea of tiny white houses with thin lines of smoke rising into the air from at least half of them.  
 
                 “Is that a Cortella?” he asked, pointing a finger in its direction.  Enaya nodded.  “It’s so big.”  Were that many people really suffering with poverty in this part of the world?
 
                 They continued to follow the road, every step bringing them closer to the city.  The sun was slowly beginning it’s descent toward the horizon, and Sim expected that they had maybe a few more hours of daylight.  
 
                 Then up in the road far ahead, he noticed a man standing alone.  Enaya noticed him as well because he heard her curse softly under her breath.
 
                 “Master Farrus,” she called behind her.  Farrus grunted a reply.  “There’s trouble up ahead.  Keep your wits about you.  Let me know if anyone tries to challenge our backside.”
 
                 “He looks to be a beggar, my Lady,” Givara announced from ahead.  
 
                 “Perhaps, but I don’t want to take any chances.  Keep your eyes on the sides of the road.  This smells like an ambush to me,” Enaya ordered, with a fierce edge to her tone.  
 
                 As they drew closer, Sim got a better look at the man.  He appeared to be middle aged, but very raggedy.  He had greasy gray hair that seemed to stick to the sides of his dirty, bearded face.  The brown coat he wore was torn and frayed, and his gray trousers were visibly tattered and ripped.  He stood calmly, almost too relaxed, with his hands folded unthreateningly in front of him.  Sim didn’t notice a sword of any kind hanging at his hip, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t concealing a dagger or two.  Though he didn’t look like a threat, Sim still felt apprehensive as they came to a stop in front of him.
 
                 “Good day, my Lady,” he called out cheerfully, with a grin that showed a mouth missing several teeth.  The teeth that remained in his mouth were all yellow and gray.
 
                 “Good day, kind sir,” Enaya replied politely.  “Is there something we can help you with?”
 
                 The man scratched his scraggly, gray beard.  “This road here is a toll road.  You need to pay up.”  He held out a gnarled, dirt covered hand and smiled.  
 
                 “I don’t recall the Governor of Nal’Dahara making that declaration.  Was it made recently?”  
 
                 “Yes.  Yes.  Ah…just a few days ago, actually.  I’m the new toll collector.”  Sim noticed the man shifting about uncomfortably as he spoke.  
 
                 “Very well.  What do I owe you today?” Enaya asked pleasantly.  
 
                 The smile slipped off of the man's face, and his eyes took on a faintly wild look.  He licked his lips several times and pointed at Enaya.  
 
                 “I want your coin purse, and that ring you’ve got.”  Enaya wore a band of gold with inlaid amethyst on her right ring finger.  It was the only jewelry that Sim was certain she wore everyday.  
 
                 “You may have neither,” Enaya said simply.  With her left thumb and forefingers, she began to twist and rub the ring.  
 
                 “I think you may want to reconsider, my Lady,” he said as his face darkened.  
 
                 “I’ve made my decision.”  Enaya motioned with her hand.  “Let’s be on our way.”
 
                 “Not so fast.”  The man put his hand up to stop them.  All along the sides of the road men popped up from hidden burrows in the ground with bows raised and arrows nocked.  There were about twenty in all, and every one of them had a triumphant smile on his face.  
 
                 Bandits, Sim thought, probably from that Cortella.  Each man wore the same plain, worn and shabby clothes as the man in the road.  Sim also noticed an underlying look of desperation in the eyes of each man he looked at.  Some seemed almost feral.
 
                 Farrus and Givara drew their swords and closed in around Enaya and Sim.  Sim considered drawing his sword as well, but he knew that he would need to use the power to put an end to this conflict.  The fingers of his left hand reached up and found the orange gem around his neck.  He began to focus.  In his mind he formed the image of a wall of air encircling his party and made it hard.  It had to be invisible but also strong enough to stop an arrow.  The practice earlier during their walk along the road had apparently paid off as it didn’t take Sim more than a few moments to produce the wall of air.  The gem became hot, and Sim could see the energy forming around them.  
 
                 “There are better ways to make a living in this world.  Honest professions you might consider.”  Enaya didn’t sound worried as she chided the men who surrounded them.
 
                 “There’s no honesty in this world,” the man in the road scoffed, drawing a few laughs from the men holding bows.
 
                 “I’m sorry you’ve lost faith,” Enaya said quietly.  
 
                 “Enough of this,” the man barked.  “You’re surrounded.  Throw all of your weapons down.  Then take out anything you’re carrying with any value and place it at your feet.”  
 
                 Enaya looked at Givara uncertainly.  The tall, slender woman looked like a lioness preparing to strike.  Her green eyes flared as they darted amongst her attackers.  Did she really believe she could defeat all twenty of them by herself?
 
                 “I’ve taken care of the arrows,” Sim whispered to Enaya from the corner of his mouth.  She looked at him quizzically, wondering what he had done, but nodded her head in understanding.
 
                 “I’ll make you an offer,” she announced.  “I will give you one gold coin to split any way you wish.  Accept this offer, and no blood will be shed here today.  Decline and suffer the consequences.”
 
                 “I’m not a man to be trifled with, my Lady,” the man in the road called out in challenge.  “I won’t tell you again.  Throw the weapons and your valuables down, or I will give the order to shoot.”
 
                 Enaya pursed her lips and sighed.  She looked to Sim again for a last bit of confidence.  He nodded reassuringly.  “Shoot.”
 
                 “What!?” the man asked perplexed.
 
                 “I said shoot,” Enaya answered levelly.  “You claim to be willing to kill us for our possessions, so do it.  Either let us go on our way, or take them by force.  Dusk will be upon us soon, and we still have a long ways to walk.  I’ve no time left to argue with you.”
 
                 The man in the road looked around at his men with a look of confusion.  Perhaps he wasn’t used to being called out.  Sim began to consider that his threat was nothing more than a bluff, but the man’s eyes suddenly became hard.  He looked at Enaya with malice.  
 
                 “You should have listened to me.  None of you needed to die today.”  
 
                 He raised his right arm above his head.  Each of the surrounding men pulled their strings taught and took aim.  When he dropped his arm the archers let their arrows fly.  Every one of the arrows stopped just a few feet from the party, halting in mid-air and then dropping to the ground soundlessly.  Astonished gasps filled the air.  The man standing in the road looked at them with a mix of fear and startlement. 
 
                 “You,” he cried out, pointing a finger at Enaya, “you’re one of them witches.  I heard about your kind.  They don’t just let you people walk around free.”  He rubbed his bearded chin thoughtfully.  “I’ll bet the local infantry would pay a nice price for one of your kind.”  Some of the other men nodded in agreement.  They looked around at each other, confidence beginning to rise.  One at a time, they began to pull out their swords.  “That might have worked on the arrows,” the man in the road snarled as his men started to march forward, “but you’ve got to let your guard down sometime.”
 
                 Sim shrugged when Enaya glanced at him.  He wasn’t actually sure how long the wall of air could last.  He could still feel the energy surrounding them, but it had lessened after the arrow strike.  Watching the men approach, though, he didn’t feel concerned.  They were outnumbered, but he doubted any of them were even close to Farrus, Givara, or himself in sword skill.  He let the energy dissipate and pulled both of his swords out.  
 
                 “Sure you’re up to killing a man?” Farrus whispered from behind.  The question made Sim pause, a current of fear coursing through his veins.  He’d never killed a man before.  It was one thing to imagine a duel with life or death consequences, practicing in a barn in front of the horses and pigs, but being faced with the real choice made his stomach flip.  He looked at the face of one of the men approaching.  His blue eyes had murder in them, though his young, blonde features spoke of innocence and desperation.  Sim didn’t want to kill the man, but he knew he would have to.  
 
                 “We all do what we must,” he answered through gritted teeth.
 
                 Givara moved first.  She charged at the two closest men, feinting to the right on the first man, before running him through with her thin curved blade.  Using his body for leverage, she heaved up and landed a fierce kick to the side of the next man’s head, dropping him to the ground unconscious.  Some of the other men saw the force of her attack and paused, looking at each other to see who would take the coward’s way out.  
 
                 Farrus took advantage of the hesitation.  He ran at a short, thin man coming up behind him and swung his sword up as if to strike at his head.  When the man brought his own sword up to block, Farrus drove his boot into the man’s stomach, pitching the man forward.  Farrus brought his sword down with a vicious downward thrust, taking the man’s head off.  Blood shot out like a fountain, spraying the ground as the body slid to the earth.  
 
                 Sim felt the need to sick up.  He’d never seen a man bleed like that before.  The urge to vomit made him bend over reflexively until a man charged at him, sensing a weakness.  The impulse for survival brought Sim back to his senses.  He caught his attacker’s strike with his right sword and spun to the left, deflecting a blow from a second foe with his left sword.  They both countered with jabs which he easily swept away.  Givara’s sword suddenly sprouted up through the chest of the man on his left, and suspending the feeling of shock he felt watching the blood stained tip erupt through the man’s coat, Sim spun and drove his own sword through the chest of the man on his right.  
 
                 The man looked up at Sim with stricken eyes as the sword was pulled free from his chest.  He fell to the ground at Sim’s feet, eyes wide open, and died.  Sim couldn’t help feeling a pang of guilt.  He hadn’t wanted to kill the man.  It made him angry.  
 
                 Swords flew about in arcs and jabs.  Givara was a whirling dervish, lightning fast, felling man after man who stepped up to challenge her.  Sim and Farrus fought back to back, besieged by several foes.  Twice more Sim had to kill.  One man got a sword in the stomach, his entrails spilling out onto the road.  The other man, Sim beheaded with a right handed swing as he blocked the man’s attack with his left sword.  
 
                 The skirmish didn’t last long.  With their numbers dwindling and realizing that they had picked a fight with superior sword fighters, the bandits fell back.  They took off at a run across the countryside.  There were only seven men left.  Seven men out of twenty led by the man who had blocked the road.  
 
                 Breathless, Sim surveyed the damage around them.  Bodies lay all over the road, blood soaking the dirt.  Thirteen in all.  The blood of three of them belonging to him.  That urge to sick up hit him once again, so he quickly ran to a spot off the road, away from the devastation.  
 
   Farrus and Givara laughed as he left the contents of his stomach on a patch of yellow grass.  
 
                 “Enough of that!” Enaya shouted at them.  Still bent at the waist in case there was more in his stomach, Sim turned to look back at her.  Farrus looked down at his feet like a wounded puppy as Enaya scolded them.  “Were you so unaffected the first time you killed a man, Master Farrus?  And you Givara.  Did he not fight bravely?  Have your concerns been put to rest?  He killed because he had to.  Don’t expect him to enjoy it.”
 
                 Givara fixed her with a hard stare.  Sim could tell she didn’t like being dressed down in front of others.  Enaya gave the stare right back, and after a tense moment, Givara nodded her head and turned away.  
 
                 “What should we do about the bodies?” Farrus asked.
 
                 “We leave them,” Enaya answered with a bitter taste in her mouth.  “We have to get to the inn by nightfall.  I don’t want to be roaming unfamiliar streets at night looking for it.”
 
                 They all stepped over bodies and continued down the road.  Sim stood up and watched them.  It didn’t seem right to leave the bodies of these men lying in the road.  They may have been trying to kill him, but he couldn’t help his guilt.  A man had a right to be buried.  
 
                 “May the light shelter your souls and carry you into the Creator’s loving embrace,” he whispered.  It was a simple prayer Sevin had used whenever they had to bury one of the inn’s livestock.  Sim didn’t feel much better about what had happened, but it would have to be enough.  Reluctantly, he turned to follow his friends. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 Durg stood on a small rise watching the miserable humans digging a hole, through his specially designed shaded glasses.  It was a cool evening in Caramour which was a small relief.  The heat on this island was starting to become too much.  Paratamians prided themselves on their inherent cultural ardor, but the constant, blistering sunlight was wearing him down.  All of the Paratamians he’d brought with him, a fist totaling twenty, were feeling the same.  The white cloaks they had to wear to keep the sunlight off their skin were hot and itchy, but necessary.  Paratamians were mountain dwellers, not used to sunlight.  It burned.  Seared the eyes.  Once this hole was completed, though, they would finally be able to leave.  
 
                 One of the men in the hole shouted, and quickly they all started climbing out.  Durg walked down to the edge, peering inside.  The hole was maybe ten feet deep and the length of a full grown man around.  At the bottom, he could see a spring of water bubbling up, and forming a pool.  He smiled.  Other than the several instances when he’d gotten to whip an uncooperative farmer, Durg had found few reasons to smile since he’d come to this place.
 
                 “You’re sure this spring feeds the whole island?” he asked a tall, dark haired man standing close by him.
 
                 “I’m certain,” he answered.  
 
                 “Collo.”  Durg called out to a white cloaked Paracles, standing on the other side of the hole.  “Empty the cask.”
 
                 Collo and his brother Colto picked up the small wooden cask that sat on the ground between them.  They held it over the hole and began to pour out its contents.  Durg’s smile widened as the thick black liquid emptied down into the spring below.  When the cask was empty, Collo and Colto threw it into the hole.
 
                 “Fill it in,” Durg ordered the tall, dark haired man, who nodded in compliance.
 
                 Durg turned and walked back up the rise.  It was time to tell the Blood Lord that they could leave.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven:  The Blue Trellis
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
                 There was almost nothing Enaya liked about Nal’Dahara.  At one time it may have been a beautiful city, but that time had long since passed.  The cobblestone streets were gray, wet, and covered with spots of slimy lichen and fungus, the crevices besotted with weeds.  The buildings they passed, row upon row of rectangular stone-carved boxes, were also gray and dreary.  There was a gloom in this city, a melancholic vibe that had absorbed into the streets, the buildings, even the people.  Enaya hoped they could find what they were looking for quickly and be on their way.  
 
                 The sky was overcast, as it always tended to be in the northwestern part of Perth.  It either rained or snowed, or so it was said.  The cloud cover made it difficult to determine the time, but she was fairly certain that darkness would soon be descending.  
 
                 As with most cities she had visited in her life, the streets on the outer edges were littered with the impoverished and destitute.  On every stoop, in every alley, urchins in rags lay about with the same lithe, defeated expression of people that had long since lost hope; hope in their leaders, the creator, and in themselves.  It was pitiful and depressing.
 
                 Mistress Hisha had advised them to seek out the Blue Trellis, and if the convoluted directions they’d received from the several urchins they had asked could be trusted, then they had to make their way into the inner city.  It would be a long walk.  She was ready for a warm bath and a soft bed.
 
                 Givara led the way, setting a brisk pace.  She stalked about, a hand hovering over her sword, ready to strike if provoked.  Farrus walked along with Sim.  The grizzled old guardsmen had proven himself useful.  It was good that Sim had a piece of home to give him comfort, small though that comfort may be.  Sim hadn’t said a word since the confrontation back on the road.  She had wondered if he had the constitution to kill a man and had received her answer.  It was good to know he could answer the call.  It also gave her hope that he had been so affected by it.  The world needed a savior, not a soldier. 
 
                 As they made their way into the inner city, the buildings seemed to double in size.  The gray stone buildings, with their arches and spires reaching up toward the heavens, were still just as drab and depressing as the smaller structures in the outer city.  
 
                 Givara grabbed a man leaving the office of a merchant.  Judging by his plain, simple clothes, the man was a clerk of some kind.  He seemed afraid of Givara and answered her questions quickly, running off up the street as soon as she released her grip on his coat.  Givara scowled as he ran off, muttering something about cowardice.
 
                 “He believes the inn is seven more cross streets,” she told Enaya.  
 
                 By the time they had made it to the seventh cross street, though, they saw no sign of the Blue Trellis, and it was becoming dark.  A crew of public workers carrying torches, came down the street, lighting lanterns that hung from poles at every crossing.  Givara marched right up to them.  
 
                 “We’re looking for the Blue Trellis.  Can one of you help us?” she asked in her demanding aggressive way.
 
                 “Aye, the Trellis be down that away,” answered a burly man, holding a torch.  He pointed down the cross street.  “Better to be off the streets at night, good Lady,” he warned.  “Footpads and miscreants.  Pretty folk like yourself be easy picking.”
 
                 Givara slid back her cloak to reveal her sword hilt.  Her eyes flared with murder.  A few men in the crew took a step away from her.  They hastily lit the pole on the corner, and shuffled away, warily looking back over their shoulders as they went.  
 
                 They found the Blue Trellis after walking for several minutes.  The building, a plain stone construction about five floors high, was the same as every other on the street.  It was simple and unadorned.  Long rectangular windows, carved into the stone, marked out rooms on each of the five floors.  A sign hung out front above the door.  It showed a white bird perched atop a length of blue lattice fencing.  Enaya noticed the bird’s beak right away.  A simple yellow triangle.  It provided the first feeling of comfort she’d had all day.
 
                 The common room was completely full.  Every seat, at every table, held patrons drinking and eating.  More people leaned against a long granite bar, talking in low tones.  Despite the crowd, the room was very quiet.  It seemed everyone was listening to a lone minstrel playing the violin next to a massive stone fire place.  
 
                 Enaya knew the song he was playing.  It was one of her favorites; a sad melody, meant to invoke the listener with a sense of love lost and regret.  She had heard the tune many times, but the minstrel’s skill compelled her to stop and listen. 
 
                 He was remarkably talented for such a simple place.  The way he played with his eyes closed, swaying delicately in time to the rhythm, made her feel as though he were playing to sooth his own pain.  The very best minstrels were good at making you believe they had an emotional connection to the songs they played.  
 
                 They all stood silently until he finished, and the room erupted in applause.  The minstrel took a long bow and sighed deeply.  Several women around the room were weeping visibly.  
 
                 One of the women moved to tears, stood beside the bar dabbing her eyes with a blue handkerchief.  She was elderly, but fit.  Her white hair was pulled back in a tight bun, exposing a weathered, wrinkled face.   She looked at Enaya’s group standing by the door, and approached them.  
 
                 “Good Evening, my Lady,” she said with a slight bow of her head.  She spoke directly to Enaya.  “I be Fanna Foust.  How can I help you?”
 
                 “You’re the proprietor of this inn, Mistress Foust?” Enaya asked.  
 
                 “I am, my Lady, and please, just call me Fanna.”  Fanna’s small brown eyes were kind.  Enaya instinctively felt she could trust this woman.
 
                 “I was told to come here by a friend.  She said to ask for Master Foust.”
 
                 Fanna smiled and pointed to a middle-aged man tending bar.  
 
                 “That be my son, Ron,” Fanna said with a proud smile.  Ron was watching them and nodded to his mother.  “Who be this friend of yours, my Lady?”
 
                 “An innkeeper in Carleton.  A Mistress Hisha.”  Enaya tried to keep her voice low.  Fanna’s eyes widened in surprise at the name.  She turned and looked back at her son.  Enaya sensed a hint of regret in the old woman.
 
                 “Yes, yes.  I know, Hisha.”  Fanna took Enaya’s hand and gave it a friendly squeeze.  “Is she well?”
 
                 “She is, Fanna.”
 
                 “Will you be needing a room, then?”
 
                 “Two if you can spare them.”  Judging by the full common room, Enaya wasn’t terribly hopeful.
 
                 “Two it be then,” Fanna said with a warm smile.  “One silver a night per room.”
 
                 “That’s very reasonable.  Thank you.”
 
                 “Will you be staying long Lady…?”
 
                 “Lady Edmira,” Enaya said, using her usual alias. “For as long as it takes to settle our affairs in your city.”
 
                 “Very well,” Fanna nodded.  She knew better than to press for more detail on the nature of their business.  “Follow me, my Lady.”
 
                 She led them to a stairway near the bar.  They had to elbow a few patrons aside but followed her up.  
 
                 “I must apologize, but the rooms be on the top floor,” Fanna said with a touch of embarrassment.
 
                 “No need to apologize, Fanna.  We’re just grateful for the accommodations.”
 
                 The stairway was a seamless flight of granite, winding up twice with a break at each floor.  The whole building appeared to be one solid piece of rock that had been carved into an inn, as there were no masonry lines in the stairs or walls.  
 
                 Enaya felt winded when they finally reached the fifth floor.  Fanna led them down a hallway lined with lit sconces.  They stopped outside the last two rooms in the hallway.  Fanna handed her two keys.              
 
                 “Will you be dining downstairs tonight?” Fanna asked.
 
                 “Would it be asking too much to have meals brought up to our rooms?”  Enaya was exhausted and wasn’t in the mood to walk back down that flight of stairs.
 
                 “Certainly, my Lady.  We have a nice fish stew tonight.  I’ll have four bowls brought up straight away.”  
 
                 “Uh.  Begging your pardon, Fanna,” Farrus said, making an awkward effort to sound polite.  “Do you think I could get a double portion of that stew?”
 
                 Fanna looked him up and down thoughtfully.  
 
                 “It’ll cost you five coppers for an extra meal.”  When Farrus nodded gratefully, she turned to Sim.  “Well, how about you, handsome?  Will you be wanting an extra meal as well?”
 
                 “If it’s not too much trouble, Fanna,” Sim answered with a wide smile. 
 
                 Enaya suspected that he had an immediate fondness for the woman.  Fanna probably reminded him of his mother.
 
                 Fanna smiled and nodded.  
 
                 “Five coppers.  Pay the girl when she brings them up.”  Fanna looked the group over.  “What about your clothes?  We offer laundering services.”
 
                 “I’m afraid circumstances forced us to travel light,” Enaya told her, lifting her dress to inspect the fabric.  The green silk was covered in dirt, particularly near the hem.  “This is all we have until I can meet with a dressmaker tomorrow.”
 
                 “Don’t be worrying about that, my Lady,” Fanna said, taking a hold of Enaya’s dress and inspecting the stains with a disapproving shake of her head.  “A lady such as yourself shouldn’t have to walk around covered in dirt.  Just leave your clothes outside the door before you be turning in for the night.  I’ll have someone take care of them.  Check your door when you wake up.  Your clothes be hanging there, good as new.”
 
                 “Fanna…we can’t thank you enough.  Your kindness…”  Enaya started but was cut off.
 
                 “You don’t be needing to thank me,” Fanna said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Any friend of Hisha’s be a friend of the Blue Trellis.”
 
                 Enaya nodded gratefully.  Fanna smiled warmly at the group and turned to leave.
 
                 “One last thing, Fanna,” Enaya called out.  “Do you have a wash room?” 
 
                 “There be tubs in the rooms, my Lady,” Fanna answered, and then disappeared down the flight of stairs.
 
                 “You two,” Enaya said, rounding on Farrus and Sim.  She wagged a finger in each of their faces.  “I don’t want any trouble from you.  Understand?”  She fixed them each with an accusatory glare.  “Stay in your room tonight.  In your room.  Am I clear?”
 
                 Sim was about to object, but Farrus cut in.
 
                 “All we’re going to do tonight is eat and sleep,” he reassured her.  Sim still looked ready to protest, but Farrus shut him up with a look.
 
                 “Eat and sleep, Master Farrus.  I’ll hold you to that.”  She wasn’t convinced that she could trust them, but she would have Givara keep an eye on them.  “Tomorrow Givara and I intend to run a few errands in the city.  We’ll need new supplies in case we have to leave suddenly on foot.  During our errands we’ll be inquiring about the Librarian.  I don’t know where he is but I do know that he is in this city.”
 
                 “You can’t just go up to people and ask about the Librarian, for heaven’s sake.  The man is a myth,” Farrus grunted.
 
                 “We are not fools, Master Farrus.  We know how to be discreet,” she answered with a shake of her head.  
 
                 “And what are we to do, Enaya?” Sim asked.  He was standing with his arms folded, a smirk on his stubbly face.  She realized that it had been many days since he’d seen a razor, and the growth of hair on his face made him look rugged, desirable.  She forced down a sudden unspeakable urge.  “You two will find a barber tomorrow.  You need a shave.”  She would not give in to the occasional moments when he made her blood rush.  She had to maintain control of herself.  “And find a tailor.  You’ll need new clothing.  Here…”  She pulled out her coin pouch and dropped several coins in his outstretched palm.  “Take some money.  Purchase some practical clothing.  A warm coat, some good sturdy shirts and trousers.  And a bed roll.  We may have some nights under the stars in our future.”
 
                 Sim put the coins in his pocket.  His green eyes looked tired.  It had been a long day.
 
                 “Good night,” Enaya said, handing Farrus his key.  
 
                 He took it and led Sim into their room.  Givara watched them with an unreadable expression.  Her behavior had become increasingly erratic ever since the gruff old guardsman had come into their lives.  Enaya wondered what was going on between them.  
 
                 Their own room was considerable for an inn so far from the Governor’s palace.  It wasn’t luxurious, but it was spacious.  Two four-post beds with feather mattresses sat against the wall to their right.  Across from the beds was a fireplace cut into the wall like the one in the common room, though considerably smaller.  Near the fireplace sat two brass tubs and a washstand set in front of a mirror hanging on the wall.  
 
                 She walked over to the tubs and was disappointed to find that they were empty.  All she really wanted right now was a warm bath, a hot meal, and a good night’s sleep.  Now she would have to wait for serving girls to bring water up to her rooms.  What a chore that would be.  Five flights of stairs carrying hot buckets of water.  She was about to remark to Givara on how foolish it was for this inn not to have a proper bath house when she noticed the copper pipes protruding from the wall.  They had running water!  It was a rare but wonderful find, usually reserved for palaces and inns that catered to luxury.  What a wonderfully pleasant surprise.
 
                 She turned the faucets, setting the water to filling the tubs, twisting the handles until she found the desired warmth.  There were squares of soap on the wash stand and a basket next to the tubs with thick cloth towels. Then she and Givara disrobed and sat in their respective tubs for a soak.
 
                 The warm water was marvelous.  She hadn’t realized just how sore and tired her muscles were until she was immersed to her neck in the warm bath.  After washing her skin and hair, and feeling restored and relaxed, she decided it was time to have a talk with Givara.
 
                 “You seem to have taken quite a shine to Master Farrus,” she began.  Since Givara had come to her, Enaya had never seen her show any emotion besides anger and impatience.  It had been odd to know that Givara was capable of such lovely smiles.
 
                 Givara was laid back in the tub with her eyes closed.  “Master Farrus is an interesting man.”
 
                 “Interesting.  That’s one way of putting it.”  Enaya didn’t want to push her buttons, but she wanted to have a real conversation about how the woman was feeling.  Did she even feel at all?
 
                 Givara opened her eyes and looked at Enaya suspiciously.  “Yes, he’s interesting.  What other way is there to put it?”
 
                 “Oh I don’t know, Givara.  How about charming?  Or cunning?  Or handsome?”
 
                 “What kind of game are you playing at here Enaya?” Givara accused with narrow eyes.  “Come out with it.”
 
                 “Alright, then.  Let’s not pretend that you haven’t been mooning over the man, ever since he came into our lives.”  Givara’s face took on a shocked and injured look. “Oh please, you know what I’m talking about.  I’ve seen the way you look at him, Givara.  Out with it.  I want the truth.”
 
                 Givara’s face was twisting as though she was a boiling tempest of rage.  Her face was red and her green eyes flared.  She opened her mouth to protest, but forced back whatever she had planned to say and took a moment to compose herself. 
 
                 “I will admit that it’s possible I‘ve been acting strangely of late,” she said, trying to sound calm. “But you must understand Enaya, my life from my original birth, through each rebirth at the Creator’s behest, has been about duty.  In my first life, I was born to lead, trained from the time I could walk to fight.  As queen, my life was my people.  There was no time for affairs of the heart.  Then the Creator came and passed judgment on me.  I have been pulled back into your realm countless times, hoping against hope that each time will be the last.  Kiellanne and Aizzesh have moved on.  The last time I returned to limbo, I was alone.  The Creator has forgiven them and returned their souls to the heavens.  And still I serve.  I know it’s foolish, perhaps selfish even, but I am a woman.  When Farrus looks at me, I feel…different.  I suppose I feel more like a woman and less like a warrior.  I do not pretend to believe I can have happiness the way a mortal of flesh and blood can enjoy, but the looks, the flirtation...is nice.”
 
                 Enaya couldn’t help the tears.  Through all their years of traveling together Givara had never exposed herself in such a raw, emotional way.  She had become accustomed to seeing Givara as something akin to a weapon, an emotionless tool.  For the first time she saw her bodyguard as something else: a woman.  She wondered suddenly if Givara had ever even known the touch of a man.  Had she ever been in love?
 
                 “Givara, were you married in your first life?  Was there a king?” 
 
                 Givara relaxed in her tub and looked at the ceiling contemplatively.  “There were suitors, many suitors.  But no king.  I’ve never known love.  My heart has always belonged to the battle.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Givara,” Enaya whispered tenderly.  She couldn’t help the tears from shedding.  What a terrible fate.
 
                 “It is of no consequence, Enaya,” she sighed.  “I’ve yet to meet a man who could handle me.”  Enaya smiled and laughed.  Givara certainly was an imposing woman.  “And what of Sim, then?” Givara asked with a mischievous grin.
 
                 “Well, he is easy on the eyes, I suppose,” she answered uncomfortably.  This conversation was not meant to be about her own desires.  “But he’s also bull-headed, stubborn, ignorant, and incapable.”
 
                 “Come now,” Givara said with a loud snorting laugh.  “You’ve just described every man, ever born.  Surely there is something redeeming about the boy.”
 
                 Enaya thought long and hard about him.  “Well, he is passionate.  I like that, at least.  And loyal.  And he’s very sincere.”
 
                 “He’s also very skilled with those two swords he carries,” Givara added.  “I was very surprised by that.”
 
                 “Yes he was,” Enaya agreed.  “Perhaps you could show him a few things.”
 
   
  
 

              Givara thought about it with a look of doubt.  “My technique is relative to my sword.  I don’t think he could learn it.”
 
                 “Oh come now,” Enaya said. “Surely we can find a blacksmith somewhere who can fashion him a similar blade.”  Givara shrugged effusively.  “Harvens’ skill in the blade arts is legendary.  It’s in his blood.  Teach him what you can, Givara.  It will only make him stronger.”
 
                 A knock came at the door and a pretty young serving girl entered carrying a tray with their meals.  The smell of the fish stew filled the room, and Enaya suddenly wished she’d ordered a second helping like the men.  The girl left the tray on a table, dropped a curtsy and left.  
 
                 They got out of the tubs and dried off.  Then they put on robes that Givara found in a wardrobe.  Soon they were seated at the table devouring their evening meal.  Fortunately, Fanna had given them extra bread as the stew was not enough. 
 
                 When the meal was done, they drank tea that had come with their meal.  Enaya felt relaxed as she slumped in her chair, sipping the warm, rose-flavored brew.  Her mind kept drifting back to the startling things she had learned in the last few days -- the Creator, herself, walking the Earth, in the guise of a teenage girl, a former friend of Desirmor’s filthy monomach playing guardsman in a remote port city, and the stain.  What to make of that story?  Could that really be true?
 
                 “Givara…” she asked, suddenly. “That story Farrus told us back in Carleton, about the stain.  Is that really true?”
 
                 “More or less.  I’m not sure about Farrus’ version of events, but the stain is real.”
 
                 “Is that why the Creator broke the land apart?  To search for the stain?”  Givara nodded.  “I always believed it was to punish man, to divide him and keep him from war.”
 
                 Givara sighed and her eyes took on a faraway look.  “Stories have a way of changing with every generation.  I will never forget that moment standing on the field of battle feeling as though victory was nearly in my grasp.  A light broke out of the sky and blinded me.  Blinded all of us.  When my eyes regained focus, a woman dressed in white stood before us.  I knew at once who she was and fell to my knees weeping.  Every emotion I’d ever felt rushed through me in an instant.  Her voice…”  Givara began to choke up, her words becoming softer, more strained. “I’m sorry, Enaya.  I can’t.  I can’t speak of this.”  Her shoulders slumped, and she looked at her feet as she fought to gain control of herself. “Imagine if you can everything you’ve ever done wrong.  Every guilty feeling you’ve ever had erupting inside of you at the same time.  You could never understand the shame, to be judged so.  As men and women, we live our lives with only guilt and shame as a measure of consequence.  To stand before my maker and to be judged is something I would never have wished to endure.  The pain…the infinite pain.  Yet I must bear the memory for all of eternity.  My purgatory is my shame.  I must live it over and over until my soul is set free.  And I long for that day.”  She wept openly, her face covered by her hands.  “Oh how I long for that day, Enaya.”
 
                 Enaya had tears in her eyes as well.  So many years of friendship and never had Givara been so open and fragile before.  She moved her chair over beside her friend and held her.  They wept together for some time that night.  When Enaya finally went to bed, she couldn’t help but send a prayer to the Creator to once and for all have mercy on her dear friend's soul.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 Farrus really needed a bath.  As he waited for the water to fill in the brass tub, he realized it had been nearly a week since his last one.  He felt embarrassed.  How had the two women put up with him?  He smelled like a sick goat.  Prianhe could probably track him across the ocean just by following the smell.
 
                 “You really need this bath, Farrus,” Sim joked, as he stripped down and got into his own tub.  
 
                 Farrus merely grunted and eased himself into the warm water.  His old joints ached from a night of sleeping on a trevloc’s back, a long walk into the city, and a fight that had forced him to kill a man for the first time in years.  At one time he had been numb to the guilt and shame of taking a man’s life.  Today he felt a great weight resting on his shoulders.  He hated to admit it, but years spent policing the streets of a quiet city had made him rusty and soft.
 
                 “I like this,” Sim said, pointing to the faucets.  “This would have saved my back a whole lot of pain.”
 
                 “All that hard work was good for you,” Farrus grinned.  
 
                 “I’m glad you’re here,” Sim said quietly.
 
                 “I’d rather be home in my own bed.”
 
                 “You know what I mean.”
 
                 “Well someone has to watch your back.  Those two will chew you up and spit you out,” Farrus joked.  
 
                 “Women,” Sim huffed.  “Do they all think men are just mindless fools?”
 
                 “Every last one.”
 
                 “Is there any hope then?” 
 
                 “Not that I can see.”  Farrus ran a soapy hand through his greasy hair.  He really needed this bath.  “You handled yourself well today, you know.”
 
                 “I suppose so,” Sim said softly.  Silence hung in the air between them.  “Does it always hurt this much?”
 
                 “What?  You mean killing?” 
 
                 “Yes.  Killing.”
 
                 Farrus looked at him, his head sticking out of the water as though it was floating on its own.  Sim hadn’t said much since they had defended themselves against those bandits.  Farrus knew that the mantle of father figure had passed to him now that Sevin and Sarimus were gone.  He liked the boy enough, but mentoring had never made him comfortable.  He had made a mess of his own life long ago.  It didn’t seem right for someone with a past like his to be setting an example.  
 
                 But Sim did need guidance.  Killing a man for the first time was painful, even when the death was justified.  Farrus could remember his first kill as though it had just happened.  It was his third day of active duty.  Six months of training to be a soldier, and suddenly they expect you to be one.  His unit had been patrolling the Hatherford Pass just outside a town called Salem in the Turkan region of Fandrall.  Bandits had been hitting merchant trains for months, and his unit was there to hunt them down.  He was only eighteen.  Walking around in his uniform and carrying a sword, made him feel invincible, until they found the bandits.  Two in his unit fell under arrows.  One of them had shared a room with him in the barracks during training.  The man he killed was a starving farmer, dressed in rags, with a rusty old short sword.  Desirmor had taken his lands and given them to a newly appointed noble.  Made the man a slave.  It was bad enough killing a man he didn’t know.  It had nearly devastated him when he learned the man’s story.
 
                 “Yes, Sim.  It will always hurt, and you will always remember your first kill.  Over time you may grow numb to the way it feels.  That’s when you need to start worrying about yourself.  Your emotions are what will ultimately set you apart from Desirmor.  Your emotions will be your strength.  Having people around that you love and care about gives you something to fight for.  The day you stop caring, he wins.”
 
                 “I can’t let him win.  Not after what he did to my parents.”
 
                 “He won’t,” Farrus said, doing his best to reassure him.  “Hold on to your pain, Sim, but don’t let it consume you.”
 
                 They were quiet after that.  By the time they had finished bathing and put on their robes, a serving girl came up with their meals.  The stew was good.  They finished off each bowl using pieces of bread to wipe up the excess and then sat back.  Farrus thought about heading down to the common room to have a few pints, but he knew that the situation could change in the blink of an eye.  Tonight he had a nice soft bed.  Tomorrow it might be the cold hard ground.  
 
                 Putting aside his desire to drink, Farrus got into bed.  The Blue Trellis had proven to be a pleasant surprise.  Warm baths, good stew, and a soft feather bed.  Much better than he had expected.  
 
                 Sim sat in a chair he had pulled up to the room’s only window.  He sat quietly watching the city.  It must seem strange to him, Farrus thought.  He had traveled the world many times over in his life, but when he first left his village, everything had been so exotic and wonderful.  
 
                 “I’m turning in, Sim,” he said, as he closed his eyes.  “Remember to put the lights out.”
 
                 As he lay there and waited for sleep, thoughts of Givara crept into his mind.  He couldn’t understand what it was about her.  She was beautiful, though not in a traditional way.  He liked the way her green eyes shone with intensity.  Givara was a passionate woman.  Passionate and strong-willed.  A woman to be inspired by.  There was something almost regal about her, as though she were noble born and used to giving commands.  It made him wonder what secrets she held.  They still had yet to have a conversation alone save for that one moment Prianhe had interrupted.  Her kiss still lingered on his lips.  Would there be more?
 
                 He opened his eyes and chanced a look at Sim who still sat watching the city with a faraway expression on his face.  He hoped his advice had helped.  Sevin would have known what to say.  Sevin always knew the right thing to say.  Sevin.  He missed his friend. 
 
                  
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter twelve:  The Clockmaker
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 They set out the next morning to find the Librarian.  Fanna had made good on her promise to have their clothes laundered, and for once, the fine silk riding dress Enaya wore felt comfortable and clean.  She would have to find a dressmaker in the city as well as a banker to get new clothing for the road ahead and a replenishment of her dwindling coffers.  They had spent a great deal of coin in the last several days.  Her purse was beginning to feel light.
 
                 Farrus and Sim agreed to stay out of trouble.  It was an idle promise, she knew, because men were incapable of staying out of trouble.  Farrus had assured her that he would take Sim out to gather new clothes and supplies, nothing else.  Somehow she was certain they would find an excuse to have a few pints during their walk through the city.  Why did men never listen?  She had yet to meet a man with an ounce of common sense, and she was certain that Farrus and Sim were no different.
 
                 The Blue Trellis was located on the edge of the inner city, so she needed to head downtown to find a respectable bank or an accomplished dressmaker.  
 
                 They walked back to the main road that ran into the heart of the city.  If she remembered correctly, the road ended at the steps of the Governor’s palace which marked the center of Nal‘Dahara.  
 
                 The streets were filled with people heading to work.  Carriages pulled by horses, clogged the middle lanes of the road, so they had to make their way through the throng of middle class people walking along the sides.  Most walked along with a purpose, setting a brisk pace as they hurried to get to work on time.  Some seemed to lag about, as though they had nothing to do and nowhere to go.  
 
                 Vendors stood against buildings calling out their wares to the passing crowd, while poor children with dirty, sad faces and ragged, dingy clothes, begged for food and coin.  Nearly all who passed the children avoided making eye contact, as though to acknowledge a starving child would make them somehow responsible.  Enaya couldn’t resist those desperate faces.  She carried a handful of copper coins which she dispensed casually as she walked.  Givara repeatedly fixed her with disapproving looks as more and more children, spurred by the rumor of a woman with loose purse strings, came to plead for generosity.  The smiles they wore as they ran off with their prizes were enough to convince her that the unwanted attention was worth it.
 
                 The deeper they went toward the center of Nal’Dahara, the cleaner the roads and buildings became.  Imperial infantry patrolled the streets, chasing the beggars away.  Everyone around them seemed dressed in silk dresses and fine coats.  Men wore black brimmed hats and black ascots, a fashion trend among the wealthier class.  Women wore silk dresses of earthen colors, like browns, yellows, and greens.  All wore their hair up, pulled into buns with gold ornamentations laced throughout.  Everyone dressed the same.  It was always the way of the wealthy, Enaya thought.  When a trend arises, everyone latches on.  Individuality becomes virtually non-existent.
 
                 The bank she chose was in an enormous stone building with a tall thin tower pushing up into the sky from each of its four corners.  The front was lined with large granite statues of winged beasts crouching on their hind quarters.  The statues gave the eerie impression of predator's patiently stalking prey. 
 
                  Enaya walked up the wide granite stairway leading up to the front door from the street, followed closely by Givara.  Guards stood by the great oak doors, broadswords in their scabbards, crossbows in their hands.  A doorman greeted Enaya, welcoming her as he opened the door for her to enter.  Another guard stood beside a desk, where a clerk sat, as they walked into the foyer.
 
                 “You’ll need to check your weapons, my Lady,” the clerk casually announced when Enaya approached the desk.  
 
                 “My guardswoman will wait here for me,” Enaya told him, and motioned Givara to stand off to the side.  
 
                 “Very well, my Lady,” the clerk said.  He picked up a quill and dipped the tip in an inkwell. “Your name?”
 
                 Enaya would have preferred to remain anonymous.  She would have preferred to use an alias.  At some point, the events on Caramour were likely to catch up with her.  She hated to leave a trail, but she had no choice.  
 
                 “Lady Enaya Relador of Merrame,” she told him begrudgingly.  
 
                 The clerk wrote her information down and the guard led her to a great oak desk were she took a seat and waited for a bank representative.  A tiny man, the size of a child, came hurrying along to help her after only a few minutes.  He was balding on top and regarded her as he took his seat with beady black eyes framed by a pair of bushy black eyebrows.  He was a Turk.  It had been some time since she had met a Turk and to see one in this part of the world was unusual.  
 
                 “Lady Relador?” he asked.  His voice was low and baritone, not at all befitting his diminutive frame.  
 
                 Enaya had never liked Turks.  Their race lived in the Turkan hills in the western part of Fandrall.  They were an ornery, covetous race, suspicious of everyone, and fiercely supportive of Desirmor.  You could find at least one Turk working in every bank in Fandrall, but to see them abroad was extremely rare.  It was likely that he was a spy for the Governor.  She would have to speak carefully, as she was sure this little man would remember every detail of their encounter no matter how brief or unassuming their meeting would be.
 
                 “Yes,” she answered.  Best to keep their conversation as concise as possible.
 
                 “Of Merrame, I’m told.”  He regarded her through raised eyebrows.  The fingers on his left hand kept pulling into a fist, and then relaxing in a slow, methodical way.
 
                 “Yes.”  She made certain her face showed a pleasant smile.
 
                 “Are you related to Laurent Relador?”  
 
                 The question hit Enaya like a slap in the face.  He knew her father?  So much for keeping a low profile.              
 
                 “Why, yes.  I am his daughter.” 
 
                 The Turk made a sour face.  She did her best to convey a pleasant disposition, but something about the way he looked at her, made her feel tense.  His beady black eyes held suspicion and something else…dislike? 
 
                 “How is your father?” he asked, looking down and beginning to leaf through several pieces of parchment on the desk.  
 
                 “My father passed away many years ago.”  Was it possible he didn’t know?  The revelation seemed to make him pause, but he didn’t look at her.  “Did you know him?”
 
                 “Uhh…well, yes,” he said nervously.  He was trying very hard to avoid her eyes.  “What business do you have here today?”
 
                 “I’m here to withdraw on my account.”  What was going on with him?  He suddenly looked as though he’d rather be anywhere else but there.  “How did you know my father, Master…?  I didn’t get your name.”
 
                 His left hand began gripping and relaxing furiously.  He looked at her angrily.  His pale skin was flush and beads of perspiration formed on his brow.  “I’ve no time for this right now, Lady Relador.  I’m very busy,” he huffed.  “How much do you wish to withdraw?”
 
                 Enaya let the fake smile slip from her face.  There was clearly something wrong with the little man.  “I’ll have your name first,” she demanded.  
 
                 The Turk grimaced.  “Baneur.  Are you satisfied?  My name is Baneur.  Now can we get back to your transaction?”
 
                 “Baneur?  Is that all?” she asked sardonically.  “Shall I simply call you Baneur the Turk?  Or do you have a last name?”
 
                 “I fail to see why this matters," he sneered back.  His voice was beginning to rise.  Several clerks nearby had turned to view the commotion.  Baneur suddenly noticed the attention.  His eyes filled with rage, but he took a deep breath and tried to compose himself.  “Deuseau.  My last name is Deuseau.”
 
                 “Was that so hard?” she asked sweetly, batting her eyes.  Baneur grit his teeth.  He looked around to see if they were still drawing attention.  They weren’t.  
 
                 “Can we get back to the purpose of your visit, Lady Relador?  I truly am very busy.”
 
                 “Certainly,” she said.  
 
                 He handed her a paper and a quill.  She wrote down her request, signing at the bottom.  When she finished, he reached out his hand to take the order, but she held it back.  
 
                 “You never answered my question,” she said with a hard edge to her voice.  “How did you know my father?”
 
                 “I worked for the bank in Merrame,” he said with palpable irritation.  “Your father was a client.  We didn’t have a very cordial relationship.”
 
                 “That doesn’t excuse your behavior today.  Whatever differences you shared with my father many years ago should have no bearing on our business together.”
 
                 “I apologize, Lady Relador.  I was startled to hear the name again.  That’s all.”  He stood.  “I’ll be back shortly with your withdrawal.”  
 
                 Enaya watched him walk away.  This was all wrong.  He was hiding something, of that she was sure.  He had acted so defensively.  There was a secret buried there, and she felt compelled to dig.  Her mother had once said that curiosity was one of her greatest flaws, and there had been plenty of instances when she had indeed stuck her nose where it didn’t belong.  But this was no coincidence.  Halfway across the world from her homeland, she runs into a man who knew her father?  No coincidence.  
 
                 Nearly a half an hour later, a tall, gaunt man approached the desk carrying her withdrawal in an iron lock box.  He placed it on the desk before her and unlocked it.  
 
                 “I must apologize, Lady Relador, but Master Deuseau has taken ill and needed to leave for the day.  My name is Wendle.  Do you have a purse?”
 
                 She stared at him blankly.  Baneur had suddenly taken ill?  Convenient.  
 
                 “Are you a friend of his, Wendle?” she asked innocently.
 
                 Wendle shook his head.  “We are simply co-workers, my Lady.” 
 
                 “I see.  Has he been with this bank for long?”  There had to be something she could learn that may prove useful.
 
                 Wendle thought about it a moment, tapping his chin with a long, thin finger.  “Well, I remember that he started soon after I did.  I’ve been here for fifteen years, now.  I don’t know, my Lady.  I’d have to say about fourteen years.  Or close to it.”
 
                 Enaya thanked him and emptied the lock box.  Fourteen years?  Her father had been murdered fourteen years ago.  It probably didn’t mean anything, but it made her wonder.  Why was the little man so intent on avoiding her?  
 
                 Once they were back outside on the street searching for a dressmaker, she told Givara everything that had been said at the desk.  Givara agreed that it was suspicious.
 
                 The dressmaker they chose was only a few blocks from the Governor’s palace.  They were led by an elderly woman at the front door to a private room in the back.  There were several plush chairs and a stall for changing.  A serving girl brought them tea and a plate of sweet buns and scones.  All fine dressmakers believed in pampering their clients, but Enaya just wanted to get it over with.  There was still so much to do.
 
                 Eventually the seamstress entered the room, followed by a young, blonde apprentice.  The seamstress was middle-aged, dressed in a fine brown silk gown, fitted across the waist with a yellow sash.  Her face was powdered, and she was adorned with lavish gold bejeweled accessories all over her body.  Her fingers all held rings, her ears had big gold hoops, and several bracelets hung from each wrist.  Every step she took created the noisy clatter of metal.  She was a successful dressmaker and felt the need to wear her riches to show off her wealth.  
 
                 “Lady Relador?” she asked as she took a seat next to Enaya.  It was poor decorum to sit without permission when servicing nobles.  Enaya didn’t care, but she did notice.  “I am Mistress Florashelle.  No doubt you’ve chosen my services upon hearing of my stellar reputation?”
 
                 “Of course, Mistress Florashelle,” Enaya lied.  “I was told by everyone I asked that you were the best in Nal’Dahara.”
 
                 Mistress Florashelle beamed with pride and then nodded curtly to her young apprentice.  The young girl went to the door and motioned to someone outside.  In moments a line of young women holding lengths of silk and satin fabric marched into the room.  They stood before Enaya holding their fabrics out for her to inspect.  The earth tone colors were consistent with the fashions Enaya had seen walking through the city.
 
                 “Do you have any blues or reds?” she asked politely looking over the fabrics. 
 
                 Mistress Florashelle frowned.  “I do, Lady Relador, but those colors really aren’t very fashionable here.”
 
                 “Perhaps not in Nal’Dahara, Mistress Florashelle, but in Fandrall, we tend to choose more colorful arrangements,” Enaya said condescendingly.  
 
                 Mistress Florashelle bit her lip but understood.  Fandrall was the ruling continent.  Fashions may vary around the world, but Fandrall set the trends.  She motioned to her apprentice who hopped up and ushered the attendants out of the room.  
 
                 “What part of Fandrall are you from, Lady Relador?”  Mistress Florashelle asked when they were alone.  She took a sip of tea, but her eyes studied Enaya over the rim of her cup like a hawk scanning for prey.
 
                 “Merrame,” Enaya responded.  She would have to use a line of credit through her bank to pay for the dresses, so lying about herself would have served no purpose.  
 
                 “What brings you to Nal’Dahara?”  
 
                 Enaya took a sip of her own tea.  She hadn’t yet thought of a decent cover story, so she needed to stall.  Then she thought of a way to inquire about the Librarian and give herself cover.
 
                 “I am visiting some distant relatives in Glendon.  I decided to stop here to commission a time piece as a gift.  I hear Nal’Dahara is renowned for its clock makers.”  
 
                 Mistress Florashelle smiled proudly and nodded in agreement.  “Very true, my Lady.  Very true.  I have heard it said that Nal’Dahara is the time piece capital of the world.”
 
                 Enaya didn’t actually know where to find the Librarian.  He was a legend assumed by most to have died soon after Desirmor took control. How it was possible that he had managed to live for a thousand years without any known magical talents was a mystery. But her mother had told her long ago that he was living in Nal’Dahara and posing as a clockmaker.                
 
                 “I’m afraid I’ve just arrived in the city and don’t know where to begin looking to find a good clockmaker.”  
 
                 Mistress Florashelle waved nonchalantly, “I’ll have my apprentice make you up a list, with directions to each one.”  
 
                 “That would be most kind, Mistress Florashelle,” Enaya said.  “You’re sure it won’t be too much trouble?”
 
                 “Of course not, my Lady,” she answered dismissively.  “I hope it will be a help to you.”  Enaya exchanged a victorious look with Givara when Mistress Florashelle briefly turned away.  “When are you attending Governor Cantor?” she asked offhandedly.
 
                 Enaya froze.  It was customary for a noble visiting abroad to send a letter to the Governor of the province requesting an invitation for attendance.  In most cases it was simply a way of exchanging gossip.  Being a noble from Fandrall put her in a position of high demand, and it would be considered a great slight on her part if she ignored Governor Cantor while staying in his city.  No doubt word of her arrival had already reached him.  Governor Cantor had a reputation for his network of eyes and ears.  He was ambitious and coveted information.  Enaya generally tried to keep a low profile when she traveled, using an alias in most cases when she stopped at an inn.  Now her hand would be forced.  She would have to send a request as soon as she got back to the Blue Trellis.
 
                 “I’m afraid I arrived late last night.  A message was only sent this morning.”  She hoped Mistress Florashelle would let it go, but the dressmaker seemed interested in gossiping about the Governor.  
 
                 “I hear Governor Cantor is angling for a position in Fandrall.”  She leaned forward and lowered her voice.  “They say he hates it here.  Wants to be closer to King Desirmor.  He’s very ambitious, you know.  Rumor has it that he’s looking to marry into Fandrian nobility.”  She gave Enaya a mischievous grin.  “You seem young, Lady Relador, and you’re very beautiful.  I think Governor Cantor will certainly favor you.”
 
                 Enaya felt the urge to sick up but bravely maintained her composure.  She had met the Governor once before, several years earlier, on her first visit to Nal’Dahara.  He was the steward then.  Steward was one step below the Governor.  Their meeting had been brief, and she doubted that he would remember her, but she remembered his arrogance.  He was a joyless man, motivated solely by political gains.  
 
                 “That’s very flattering, Mistress Florashelle,” Enaya replied uncomfortably.
 
                 The apprentice appeared in the doorway, and Mistress Florashelle fixed her with an irritated look.  She motioned her to stand off to the side.  The attendants filtered into the room carrying new lengths of fabrics.  Enaya approved of the new samples which were colorful and vibrant.  She found the earth tones depressing and drab.  
 
                 She made several choices, sticking to blues and greens mainly.
 
                 “I’d like a gown made from this shade of red,” she told Mistress Florashelle, pointing to a bright red length of silk.  “As for the rest, I’ll need dresses for riding.  I expect to do quite a bit of traveling while I’m in Perth.”  Florashelle nodded at each request as the apprentice made notes on a piece of parchment.  “I will also require a fur-lined overcoat and some fur-lined boots.”
 
                 “I can meet all of your requests, my Lady,” Mistress Florashelle nodded proudly.
 
                 “I will also require clothing for my attendant,” Enaya said, motioning to Givara who had sat quietly throughout.  Florashelle frowned as she looked Givara over.  “Will that be a problem?”
 
                 “I’m not accustomed to making breeches, my Lady,” she said with disapproval.
 
                 “I have no time to visit with multiple seamstresses, Mistress Florashelle.  But if you can’t meet my requests, I will take my business elsewhere.”
 
                 The dressmaker raised an eyebrow at that.  She looked Givara over again with noticeable distaste.  “I will see that your needs are met, Lady Relador.  My apprentice will take your measurements.”  She stood and bowed her head in slight deference, then turned to leave.
 
                 “How soon before I can expect my order?” Enaya called after her.  The dressmaker stopped in the doorway.
 
                 “Three days, I should expect” she answered.
 
                 “I need them sooner.”
 
                 Mistress Florashelle grimaced.  “Three days is the best I can do.  I’m terribly sorry.”
 
                 Enaya frowned.  This was just part of the game.  “I would be willing to pay extra for a more timely delivery.”
 
                 The dressmaker smiled slyly.  “Two days then.  My apprentice will work out the details.  Good day, Lady Relador.”              
 
                 “Good day, Mistress Florashelle,” Enaya called back through gritted teeth.  She hated to lose at bargaining, but she had no choice.  She needed the dresses quickly.  Even two days might be too long.
 
                 A short time later they left the dressmaker with a piece of parchment listing eleven clockmakers in the city.  Eleven was a daunting number in a city so large.  It would take time to find them all.  
 
                 Fortunately, two were in close proximity to the seamstress.  They found the first quickly as it was only a block away.  The shop they entered was elaborate.  Gold-plated timepieces lined the walls of a large room with a long glass counter and mahogany shelves.  A glass counter was rare and spoke of wealth.  This clock maker was clearly very successful.  Enaya immediately doubted they were in the right place, but she inquired none the less.
 
                 A young woman stood behind the counter to greet them as they entered.  There was also a young man dressed in fine clothing seated at a work bench next to her.  He had his back to them as he tinkered with a small wall clock.  
 
                 “Welcome to Mashaira and Potts,” the woman said pleasantly.  “Are you interested in a time piece?”
 
                 “Perhaps,” Enaya answered, watching the man work.  He seemed too young to be a wealthy entrepreneur.  She had already decided that the Librarian would be more likely to keep a low profile.  This shop seemed too rich.  “I am interested in the history of clock making,” She announced loudly, hoping to catch the young man’s attention.  He looked up from his work and listened.  “I find it all fascinating.  Do you have any books, by chance?  Something detailing the craft of clockmaking?”
 
                 The young woman shook her head.  “I’m afraid we only sell time pieces here my Lady.”
 
                 “You’ll have a difficult time finding a history book on clockmaking,” the young man added.  “The art has not yet been recorded, to my knowledge.  The skill is an apprenticed trait.  All of the clockmakers in the city learned from apprenticeship.”  With that he turned back to his work.
 
                 “Who is the oldest clockmaker in the city?” Enaya asked, before leaving.
 
                 “Quinn Gracin,” he answered without looking up.
 
                 “And where would we find his shop?” she asked.
 
                 “He’s out near the docks,” he answered.  He looked over his shoulder and added with a shrug.  “He won’t have any books either.  And he‘s the worst clockmaker in the city.”
 
                 Enaya nodded and followed Givara out of the store.  That had been exactly what she wanted to hear.  It was her expectation all along that the Librarian used clockmaking as a front.  To narrow the search, she wanted to find the least capable craftsman. 
 
                 Just to be thorough, they stopped at two more clockmakers that were on the way to the docks.  They learned nothing new.  Each had reiterated the opinions of the first store.  Quinn Gracin was the worst clockmaker in Nal’Dahara.  In fact, one had wondered aloud how Gracin even managed to stay in business.  To his knowledge, no-one bought clocks from Gracin.  No-one ever went to his store.
 
                 It was late in the afternoon when they finally reached the store belonging to Quinn Gracin.  Enaya was tired and ready to return to the Blue Trellis.  She couldn’t wait to soak her weary limbs in a nice warm bath.  Hopefully, this was the man they were looking for.
 
                 His store was shabby.  It was a small one story stone building with a single window out front and a weathered, wooden, front door.  A sign hung above.  It was a single thin placard of driftwood that might have been plucked from the ocean.  It read “CLOCKS” in burnt, blackened lettering.  The air smelled of spoiled fish and urine, and the streets were filled with fisherman and sailors, deckhands and prostitutes.  Some that passed looked strangely at the two women, unaccustomed, Enaya guessed, to seeing a lady and her attendant in this part of the city.  Givara walked with her right hand on her sword and a small dagger concealed in her left.  She was on edge.   Seedy areas always made her skittish.
 
                 They stepped into the shop, and Enaya was struck by the lack of clocks she saw.  There were several clocks sitting on two shelves against one wall of the small, thin front room.  They were inexpensive looking and covered in dust.  There was a small table and chair next to a door against the back wall.  No-one was in the store.  It was quiet, save for the faint ticking of the few clocks on those two shelves.
 
                 Enaya and Givara exchanged looks of confusion.  It hardly seemed like a store at all. They waited a few moments to see if anyone would come up front.  No-one came.  It was too quiet.  
 
                 Enaya motioned to Givara to check the door in the back of the store.  The tall, silver-haired guardian crept slowly to the door, then put her ear against it and listened.  She looked at Enaya and shook her head.  Slowly she turned the doorknob and pulled the door open.  A man, with his back to them, sat at a desk in the next room.  There was a giant map covering the desk that he was studying intently.  His head was hairless and scarred with severe burns that covered his scalp.  He had no left ear, just a flat shield of scar tissue where his ear used to be.  
 
                 Givara cleared her throat to get his attention.  The man slowly turned around to see who had intruded and regarded them both with no expression.  He was missing his left eye which like his ear was just a gruesome flap of scar tissue.  His right eye was brown and encircled with the wrinkles of old age.  Enaya felt her stomach turn as she found her eyes drawn to the extensive, frightening scarring on the left side of his face.  
 
                 Their presence either wasn’t a surprise to him, or he didn’t care that they stood there.  He simply turned back to his map and said nothing.  
 
                 Givara looked at Enaya with a questioning raise of her thin black eyebrow.  Enaya simply shrugged.  She had no idea what to make of the man.  
 
                 “Quinn Gracin?” she asked, wondering if she was in the right place.  When he said nothing, she asked again, but more firmly.  
 
                 The man sighed but did not turn around.  “He said you would come.”
 
                 “Who said I would come?” Enaya asked with a befuddled look at Givara.
 
                 “Not you” he said, calmly.  He turned and looked at Givara with his one good eye.  “Her.”
 
                 Givara looked as mystified as Enaya.  
 
                 “Are you Quinn Gracin?” she asked him again, not hiding her mounting frustration.
 
                 “I am,” he sighed, turning back to his map.
 
                 “Well…are you a clockmaker?”
 
                 “I suppose.”
 
                 “You suppose?” she said, taking a few steps into the room.  “You are or you aren’t.”
 
                 “Then I am,” he said nonchalantly.  
 
                 She came up to the table and stood beside him.  He was studying a map of the Dragon’s Teeth.  It was an odd anomaly of jagged mountains rising from the sea, near the southwestern coast of Altrega.  To the best of her knowledge they were uninhabited by men.  Vallrykan’s were the only thing that lived in the Dragon’s Teeth, and they were evil, hateful beasts.  Ships altered their routes to avoid the Dragon’s Teeth, rather than risk a swarm of Vallrykans descending and attacking the crew.
 
                 “Who said she would come, Master Gracin?” Enaya asked, looking over his map.  It was a very old rendering, marking each peak in great detail.  
 
                 “My father,” he said.
 
                 “And who is your father?” Givara asked, patiently.  She could tell Enaya was about to slap the man upside his scarred head.  
 
                 “You know who my father is.  He’s the reason you’ve come here.”
 
                 “The Librarian,” Enaya whispered with wonder.  Gracin looked up at her and nodded.  “Then he’s not a legend.  He truly lives.”
 
                 “He does,” Gracin said, almost casually.  He looked again at Givara.  “Are you truly her, then?”
 
                 Givara looked at him strangely, then nodded.  He smiled, although it seemed regretful.  “I should be excited to meet you.  I’ve studied you my whole life.  How ironic, that only now, at the end should I have my moment.”
 
                 “I’m sorry to be a disappointment,” she said, with an amused smirk.
 
                 “Oh no, my Queen.  You are no disappointment.”  His voice was almost reverent now.  “On the contrary, you are the very embodiment of magnificence.  I’m just too old to feel the exhilaration that this moment would have brought me in my youth.”  Givara smiled at that.  He continued to stare at her with a mixture of wonder and melancholy.   “Tell me, my Queen, do you know where I can find the Allaheara Spring?”
 
                 Givara shifted uncomfortably and looked down at her feet.  Enaya raised a questioning eyebrow.  What was he talking about?
 
                 “I can see by your reaction that you do,” he said, a glimmer of hope rising in his voice.  “Please understand.  I am far too old now to go chasing after that legend, but I’ve spent my life trying to find it.  Please.  I promise to help you in any way that I’m able.  Just tell me this…is it somewhere in the Dragon’s Teeth?”
 
                 Givara looked up and fixed him with a hard stare.  She seemed to mull the question over, deciding whether to answer.  At last she gave Enaya a very serious glare and spoke.  “It lies in the Dragon’s Teeth.”  She walked to the table and looked over his map.  His eye watched her fervently.  After a moment of studying the layout she pointed to a spot on the map.  “Here,” she said softly, laying a hand on his shoulder and looking deeply into his one good eye.  “Kiellanne fell for the last time on a plateau on this peak.  Her blood ran down into the spring, and her tree grew there.  I do not know if her tree still stands, but that is where you will find the Allaheara Spring.”
 
                 A tear welled up in Gracin’s eye, and suddenly he was openly weeping.  He grabbed Givara by the cloak, dropping to his knees on the floor.  “Thank you, my Queen.  Thank you,” he sobbed over and over again.  Givara looked sadly at the man and gently caressed his scarred head. 
 
                 “You must make me a promise, Quinn Gracin, an oath that you must never break or risk your soul being condemned for all eternity.”
 
                 “Anything, my Queen.  Anything,” he moaned.
 
                 “You will never speak of this.  To anyone.  Never.”  Gracin nodded his head and looked at her.  “Swear it,” Givara commanded.
 
                 “I swear it, my Queen.  I will never speak of this.  I swear to you with my life and my wish to feel the Creator’s embrace when my time passes on.  I will never speak of this.”
 
                 Givara nodded, satisfied with his oath.  “Tell us now, where can we find your father?”
 
                 Gracin stood and wiped the streak of tears from the right side of his face. 
 
                 “My father is near Jarine, in the south of Perth.  He keeps a small home near the coast, on the edge of the Water Woods.  Once a year he travels here to visit.”
 
                 “You said he told you I would come.  When did he tell you that?” Givara asked.
 
                 “Not long ago.  Two months, perhaps.  He said the time had come.  A part of the prophecy had been fulfilled.  My part was approaching.”
 
                 “What part?” Enaya asked eagerly.  
 
                 Gracin sat down.  His shoulders slumped, and he rubbed his scarred scalp with his left hand.  Enaya noticed that his hand was also covered in scar tissue and missing his last finger.                 
 
   “In the city of stone, the burnt and broken passing of time, the son of pages turned, a life given in service to the walking queen long dead.”
 
                 Enaya tapped a slender finger against her chin and thought about the line.  The problem with prophecy was that it was too often open to interpretation.  Why couldn’t the words ever be straightforward?
 
                 “Is he sure this line is meant for you?” she asked.  
 
                 “My father has lived for a thousand years.  He personally knew Harmony Alexidus.  Protecting this prophecy and deciphering its meaning has been his driving passion throughout all of these years.  I admit to having been shocked when he came to tell me that I would play a part in the end, but I believe him implicitly.  I must die to protect you.”  He reached out to touch Givara’s arm as though he needed a reminder that she was real.
 
                 “You mentioned him saying a part has already been fulfilled?” Givara asked.  
 
                 “He did, my Queen,” Gracin nodded.
 
                 “And…did he say what had been fulfilled?” Enaya added.
 
                 “He did not.  My father is very guarded about many things.  I myself have only read the prophecy one time when I was a youth.  He believes that if too many people know its words, it could alter the outcome.  I don’t have to remind you what that would mean.”
 
                 “Desirmor wins,” Enaya said under her breath.  
 
                 “Yes, my Lady.  Desirmor would rule forever,” Gracin added with an air of solemnity. 
 
                 “What happened to you, Quinn?” Givara asked.  Her hand reached out and gently caressed his scarred head.  His eyes closed, and he seemed to savor the feel of her touch.
 
                 “I have hunted the Allaheara Spring all of my adult life, my Queen.  My father found it.  That is how he gained his immortality.  Sadly, he refuses to reveal its location.  He believes immortality belongs to gods, not men.  Immortality is a curse, or so he has always said.  That never stopped me from trying to find it on my own.  Many years ago I chased a rumor to the Killariad Mountains and encountered a Garresh.  I escaped with my life, but its fire left me scarred and disfigured.”
 
                 Givara nodded sadly at the slump shouldered man.  Enaya was impressed.  Besting a Garresh was no small feat.  She had heard of whole squadrons of soldiers who had fallen to the massive strength and flaming breath of only a few Garresh.  It made her wonder if Quinn Gracin was more than he seemed.
 
                 “You are lucky to be alive, Master Gracin,” she commented. “How did you manage it?”
 
                 Gracin looked up from the floor and met her questioning gaze.  “I am a trival,” he said with pride.  His back straightened and he sat up.  “My talents are strongest with earth.  I let the Garresh chase me into a thin ravine and collapsed the walls on top of it.”
 
                 Givara smiled with approval.  “I take it you haven’t registered?”  
 
                 “Never,” Gracin said, meeting her smile with a grin of his own.  “I’d rather die than have my life decided for me by Desirmor.”
 
                 “Can you take us to your father?” Enaya asked.              
 
                 Gracin nodded.  “It’s a long journey.  We’ll need supplies.  I can get us a few horses.”
 
                 “We’ll need five horses,” Enaya told him.  Gracin opened his mouth to object but she cut him off.  “We have two others with us.  Can you manage five, Master Gracin, or will that be a problem?”
 
                 Gracin rubbed his chin, playing with the loose wrinkled skin that hung under his jaw line.  “Five will take a few days, I think.”
 
                 “You have two.  We need to leave as soon as possible.”  
 
                 “Are you in some kind of danger?” he asked, watching Givara protectively.
 
                 “We are the harbingers of prophecy, Quinn Gracin.  Danger is unavoidable,” Givara answered.
 
                 “I intend to travel with you.  What can I expect?” he asked doggedly.
 
                 “Get the horses, Master Gracin.  We’re staying at the Blue Trellis.  Do you know the inn?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “Fanna Foust’s place.  I’ll have a message sent when I get everything together.”  He seemed upset but willing to accept their secrecy.
 
                 “Very well.  We are staying under the name, Lady Edmira.  We’ll be expecting to hear from you.”
 
                 “Your real name, my Lady?” He asked, standing to walk them to the door.
 
                 “Relador.  Enaya Relador.  And this is Givara.”
 
                 “Givara,” he breathed reverently.  They walked back through the small shop to the front door.  “One last thing, my Queen.  Has the last Harven been found?”
 
                 Givara smiled mischievously but said nothing.  She walked out the door and stood scanning the street for danger.
 
                 “Just get the horses and supplies, Master Gracin,” Enaya told him.  
 
                 She followed Givara out onto the street, closing the door as she left.  The afternoon was waning.  Time to return to the inn and see what trouble the men had gotten themselves into.
 
                 “Am I being foolish, putting my trust in that man, Givara?” she asked as they began to walk.  She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was acting desperately and not putting enough consideration into her decisions.  She needed things to be organized.  She needed things to be planned.  Most of all she needed to feel like she was in control.  Ever since they'd fled from Dell, she felt like a lamb being led to slaughter.  Was Gracin just another cord pulling her to the slaughterhouse?
 
                 “We have nothing to fear from Quinn Gracin,” Givara replied.  “He will honor…”
 
                 Givara trailed off as she looked up the street.  Her eyes became dangerous.  Enaya looked ahead and saw a fist of at least twenty guardsmen in burnished breastplates approaching them.  Every one of their eyes was focused on her.  A man at the head of the group with a maroon feather plume rising from the side of his rimmed, burnished helmet pointed in their direction and called out an order.  The men began to fan out in a circle, approaching with hands fingering their sword hilts.
 
                 “Stay your hand, Givara,” Enaya whispered.  “They are local guardsmen, not Imperial soldiers.  This has to do with the Governor.”
 
                 They stopped and waited for the soldiers to approach.  The man at the lead came before her.  His graying hair and soft blue eyes made him seem more a kindly grandfather than a hardened soldier.  He eyed Givara cautiously, noting her sword hand.
 
                 “Lady Enaya Relador?” he asked in a level tone.  
 
                 “What is the meaning of this?” Enaya replied, purposely trying to be haughty.  Best they see her as a spoiled noblewoman than someone who could pose a threat.
 
                 “I am Captain Davold of the Governor’s Guard.  I have orders to escort you to the Governor’s palace.”  He was commanding, but not trying to antagonize.
 
                 “Have I committed a crime, Captain?”
 
                 “The Governor has requested your presence for dinner tonight, Lady Relador.”  
 
                 “Dinner?” she said, raising her voice.  What was Cantor playing at?  “Is it customary in Nal’Dahara to send a fist of guardsmen to escort a lady to dinner?  Would not a simple invitation have sufficed?”
 
                 Captain Davold grimaced uncomfortably.  Even he knew that this was unusual.  But he was just following orders, regardless of how he might feel about it.  
 
                 “I have my orders, Lady Relador.  I am to escort you to dinner.”  He looked right at Givara.  “Alone.”
 
                 “Surely you don’t expect me to travel anywhere without my guardswoman?” she said with shock.
 
                 “You are to come alone, Lady Relador,” he answered firmly.  His eyes never left Givara.
 
                 Enaya looked around at the guardsmen.  Something was terribly wrong about this.  No-one but Desirmor would dare to treat a noblewoman with such blatant disrespect.  She tried to think of a way out but saw nothing.  They had two more days in the city.  She would just have to see where this road led.
 
                 “May I have a moment to speak with my guardswoman, Captain?”
 
                 He inclined his head and Enaya pulled Givara back several steps.  They put their heads together.  
 
                 “I don’t like this,” Givara said through gritted teeth.  “This doesn’t make sense.”
 
                 “I don’t like it either, but what choice do we have.  Go back to the inn.  Tell Sim and Farrus what’s happening.  If I don’t make it back by morning, come to the palace and ask after me.”  She was worried, but she tried to appear in control.
 
                 “What if something happens to you?  How am I to know?”  Givara was seething.
 
                 “I trust you Givara.  I have always trusted you.”  She put her hand over Givara’s, feeling the tension of her grip on the sword hilt.  “If anything happens, do what you must.  Just make sure nothing happens to Sim.  You may be my guardian, but his life matters far more than mine.”
 
                 Givara stared at Captain Davold, her green eyes blazing with fury.  It was possible she could cut down all twenty men, but what good would that do?  
 
                 Enaya steeled herself, fighting down the fear that coursed in her veins.  She walked up to Captain Davold and forced herself to smile gracefully.  
 
                 “Lead the way, Captain,” she found the courage to say.
 
                 Captain Davold nodded and motioned for her to follow him.  The fist closed in around them as they walked quickly toward the palace.  Enaya turned to look over her shoulder at Givara standing stoically in the road, watching them leave.  When they finally turned a corner and started up a new street, Enaya’s hands began to shake.  She was truly alone, and that same feeling came over her more strongly than ever -- a lamb being led to the slaughterhouse.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter thirteen:  City of Horses
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
                 The city of Nal’Dahara slept, but Sim could not put his mind to rest.  He sat in the chair staring out the window at the stone buildings, lit only by the soft moonlight.  He was tired.  He wanted to lie down and fall asleep, but his thoughts were relentless.  So much had happened.  So much had changed.  Sim needed to find a way to accept this strange new world.  
 
                 The deafening echo of Farrus’ loud snores filled the room.  His friend lay on his back, a trail of spittle escaping from the corner of his mouth, safe in a world of dreams.  Sim wished he could sleep as peacefully.  Would he ever sleep peacefully again?
 
                 It was the faces of the three men he had killed that day.  They haunted him.  Their eyes floated across his mind, accusing him, condemning him.  What kind of men were they?  Did they have wives?  Children?  Loved ones?  He could imagine a son awaiting his father’s return at a tent in the Cortella.  Would that boy swear revenge on the man who had murdered his father?  The thought tore Sim apart.  
 
                 He wanted to run.  Farrus was sound asleep.  He could sneak away, head out on his own, and forget about all of this.  Somewhere, he would find an inn in a faraway village and spend his days living as he always had.  Sevin had been right all along.  There was nothing wrong with the safe, simple life of an innkeeper.  There was nothing wrong with living a simple life.  You didn’t get killed living a simple life.  You didn’t have to kill anyone either.
 
                 When he finally fell asleep, slumped back in the chair with his feet propped up on the window’s enclave, his dreams were troubled.  Images swirled together blending into a long inescapable nightmare.  The Blood Lord stood over his fallen parents drinking a strange black liquid from a wine glass.  Prianhe crouched over a torn apart carcass, feasting on flesh, blood staining his face, clothes, and hands.  Maehril, her face a mask of terror, ran through a forest as the long, towering shadow of some nameless beast followed closely behind.  Enaya locked in a naked embrace with a man he had never seen before, a single tear trailing from her sad blue eyes.  Givara strung up by her feet, bloodied and beaten, as Farrus and a disfigured man lay dead beneath her.  All of these images played over and over again with the faces of the three men he had killed that day floating in the background like silent, ghostly judges.
 
                 “Time to get up,” Farrus grunted, as he shook Sim awake.
 
                 Sim opened his eyes and looked around.  He was still in the chair by the window.  The light of early morning spilled into the room making it difficult for him to focus.  His bare feet were freezing and his back ached from sleeping in the chair.  Farrus studied him with a concerned frown as he sat up and rubbed his stiff neck.  
 
                 “You should’ve gotten into bed,” Farrus scolded him.  “We’re men on the run, Sim.  You have to take advantage of a warm soft bed when you can get one.”
 
                 Sim looked up at the gruff, old guardsman and nodded.  He stood up and stretched.  His neck and back screamed in pain.  The bed he should have slept in was still made and looked cozy and warm.  He would have been better off lying in that bed, not sleeping, rather than dozing off in a hard wooden chair.  
 
                 The smell of eggs and biscuits filled the air.  There were two trays on the table and a pitcher of milk.  His clothes hung on a hook by the fire, his shirt looking whiter than it had in a long time.  
 
                 They sat down and had their meal.  Just as they were finishing a knock came at the door.  Before Farrus could get to his feet to answer it, Enaya burst in followed closely by Givara.  Both women surveyed the room, then looked disapprovingly upon the two men.  
 
                 “Smells foul in here,” Enaya exclaimed with a distasteful shake of her head.
 
                 “Men,” Givara added, though she had a fond smile for Farrus.
 
                 “Givara and I are off to see to our errands,” Enaya announced.  She placed her left fist on her hip and waved her pointed right finger in both of their faces.  She certainly loved to scold men, Sim thought.  “You two stay out of trouble, do you hear me.”  They both looked at her blankly.  It seemed to infuriate her.  “Barber, tailor, supplies.  That’s it.  No carousing.  No sight-seeing.  Don’t stray far from the inn.  Understood?”
 
                 Neither answered her.  Sim was beginning to enjoy getting under her skin.  Nothing seemed to irritate her more than a man who didn’t follow her orders.  She looked both of them in their expressionless faces and her cheeks began to redden.  Enaya looked as though she intended to shout at them, but kept her anger under control.  
 
                 “When we return this evening we will have dinner together, in my room.  With luck we will find the Librarian today.  The less time we have to spend in this city the better.”  With that she turned on her heels, her blonde tresses whipping around for emphasis, and she strode out of the room.
 
                 “Use an alias.  We don’t want any unwanted attention,” Givara added.  Her eyes stayed on Farrus a moment longer than was necessary.  Then she turned and followed Enaya out of the room, closing the door as she left. 
 
                 Farrus turned and looked at Sim with a raised eyebrow.  Sim tried to return a serious expression but couldn’t hold it.  He burst out in laughter, causing Farrus to chuckle along loudly.  
 
                 “Women,” Farrus said with a shake of his head.  Letting the laughter die down Farrus pointed to Sim’s clothes hanging by the hearth.  “How about you get dressed?  We’ve got plenty to do today.”
 
                 Sim did as Farrus asked.  His clothes were cleanly laundered and warm from hanging next to the lit fireplace.  It felt good to wear a clean shirt and trousers.  The inn’s maids had even darned his socks, patching up the holes at his toes and heels.  After he pulled on his boots, he went to pull on his scabbard, but Farrus stopped him.
 
                 “Time for some secrets,” Farrus told him with a solemn expression.  He pulled out his own sword and placed it on his bed.  Sim came and stood beside him, looking down at the sword.  It was unremarkable.  The long double edged shaft was meticulously polished and sharp.  The pommel was plain and curved, the hilt was laced with thin leather cords to provide more grip.  The only thing about the sword that even merited notice was a faint blue line that ran through the center of the pommel.
 
                 Farrus pulled both of Sim’s swords free from the scabbard and placed them on the bed next to his.  Sim’s swords weren’t as long or heavy as Farrus’ broadsword.  His hilt was short and the blades, though double-edged, were thin and not nearly as polished and sharp.  One of his swords' had the same curved pommel with a faint blue line as Farrus’ sword.  The other had a straight pommel.  Farrus pointed to the similar swords.
 
                 “Notice anything about these two swords,” he asked studying Sim’s face.
 
                 “They look the same.  Except mine is shorter,” he answered pointing to his blade.
 
   “The only thing these swords have in common is the pommel.”  Farrus traced a finger along the blue line of his pommel.  “Do this, Sim,” he told him, pointing to the pommel of Sim’s sword.  
 
                 Sim touched the blue line on his sword’s pommel.  His finger found that the blue line sat in a barely noticeable groove.  As he traced his finger along the groove, the blue began to glow faintly.  That hadn’t happened when Farrus touched his own sword.  Sim looked up at his friend quizzically.  He reached over and ran his finger along the groove in Farrus’ pommel, and the blue light responded to his touch with the same faint glow.
 
                 “What does it mean, Farrus?” he asked.  The orange gem against his chest suddenly felt warm.
 
                 “These swords were given to me by Sarimus when I came to live in Dell.  They have survived from the time of the Harven civilization.  According to Sarimus, they’re about a thousand years old.”  Sim’s eyes widened, and as he looked down at his sword, it was as if he had never seen it before.  Farrus pointed to the pommels again.  “These pommels are made of terralium, and they are two of four pieces we need.”
 
                 “Four pieces?” Sim asked, mesmerized by the blue glow as he continued to trace his finger along the groove.  Somewhere, in the back of his mind, soft whispering voices beckoned.
 
                 “Four swords with the same pommels.  We have two.  We need to find the other two.”
 
                 “Where are they?”
 
                 “One belongs to a man named Cassell.  He’s a sailor.  Cassell was once a close friend of Sarimus.  Many years ago they had a falling out.  Cassell stole one of the swords and disappeared.  Sarimus spent years looking, but never found him.”
 
                 Sim looked up from the sword.  The voices stopped.  “If Sarimus couldn’t find him, how will we?”
 
                 “Because we have to Sim.  There is no other way,” Farrus answered with determination.
 
                 “Why?  What’s so special about these swords?”
 
                 Farrus looked Sim squarely in his eyes.  His friend looked haunted.  “Somewhere, deep in the Harven Mountains, lays the remnants of your past.  Ruins of a civilization that once protected the world from darkness.  After Desirmor finished his assault on the Alexidus Empire, he turned his attentions to the Harven Mountains.  The leaders of the Harvens knew that they would be destroyed.  Thalson Harvenstrong was the last Voice of the Mountain, the last leader of your ancestors.  He ordered that the most recent newborn, an infant boy named Sorus Harvencott, be taken from the mountains and hidden away in secret.  Together with the Council of Elders, Thalson led some sort of ritual or spell that preserved all of the knowledge and history of the Harven civilization.  They placed it beneath a mountain and locked it with a magic seal.  The four swords and that gem around your neck are the keys to unlocking that seal.  We must find the other two swords so that you can claim your birthright.”
 
                 Sim listened solemnly.  He found a surge of hope and excitement growing within.  All along, he had felt that his task was impossible.  How was he ever supposed to defeat a sorcerer who had lived a thousand years and killed every last one of his ancestors?  If an entire civilization of Harvens had been unable to defeat Desirmor, how could anyone possibly expect him to succeed?  At least if he had the knowledge of his ancestors, there might be a chance, however slim.  It was better than trying to figure it out on his own.
 
                 “You said there were four swords.  Where is the last?”
 
                 Farrus smiled faintly.  “Sheila’s sister, Madelyn.”
 
                 “Sheila?  You mean Sarimus’ wife?” Sim asked, remembering the tale of Maehril’s birth.
 
                 Farrus nodded.  “That’s right.  Madelyn lives somewhere in the Kal’ Treddin Ice Lands.  We’ll have to find her.”
 
                 “Are the Ice Lands as bad as they say?” Sim asked.  He had heard stories around the common room at the Kelmor Inn.  The Ice Lands were a terrible place, filled with gruesome beasts and wild violent storms.  The air was cold enough to freeze a man where he stood.  
 
                 “I’ve never been,” Farrus said gravely, “but I’ve heard the stories.  It won’t be easy, but it must be done.”
 
                 Sim picked up his sword and examined the pommel one last time, before sliding it into his scabbard.  “Doesn’t look like terralium,” he said matter of factly.
 
                 “It’s terralium,” Farrus said, putting his own sword away.  He looked at Sim and grinned.  “What do you know about terralium?”
 
                 “It’s expensive,” Sim shrugged.
 
                 “Do you know why it's so expensive?” Farrus prodded.
 
                 “It's rare.”  
 
                 “It’s extremely rare, actually.  In fact no terralium has been found in a thousand years.  Most people think there isn’t any left.  Some say that it's all mined out.”
 
                 “But that’s not the reason, is it Farrus?” Sim was beginning to figure it out.
 
                 “No,” Farrus said with a proud look in his gray eyes.  “Terralium was made by the Harvens.  Forged with the power from a mixture of different metal ores.  The art of making terralium died with the Harvens.”  He pointed to the pommel on Sim’s sword.  “There’s enough terralium between our two swords to buy this whole city.”
 
                 Sim raised an eyebrow and laughed.  “Shame we have this whole saving the world business to take care of first.  Might be nice to relax and live a life of luxury.”
 
                 Farrus patted him on the back and snorted, “Damn shame.”  He motioned to the door.  “Let’s get going.”
 
                 Sim grabbed his other sword and followed him out the door.
 
                 He followed Farrus through the hallway and down the long flights of stairs to the common room.  There were a few people scattered around the room, quietly enjoying breakfast.  It was a far departure from the crowded room he had seen the night before.   Before they could leave, the innkeeper, seated at a table next to the hearth, called them over.
 
                 Ron Foust was a large man.  He was tall, thick, and doughy through the middle, with sparse wafts of ginger hair encircling a bald, freckled dome.  Hard lines creased the skin on his forehead and around his hazel eyes.  He asked them to sit, waving a large, freckled hand to the empty chairs across the table from him.  When they sat, he smiled warmly.  
 
                 “I be Ron Foust,” he told them in a low, soft baritone.  “My mother tells me you be friends of Hisha?  Is she well?”
 
                 “Mistress Hisha is quite well, Master Foust,” Farrus answered in his customary gruff monotone. 
 
                 “Please call me Ron.  When did you see her last?” he asked eagerly.   
 
                 “Just a few days ago,” Sim answered.  “We stayed with her in Carleton.  She recommended your inn to us.”
 
                 Ron nodded.  He seemed conflicted.  He leaned forward rubbing his hands together and looking around the room.  “If Hisha sent you to me, then one of you must be a trival,” he whispered seriously.  “I’m happy to help you in anyway that I can, but you need to be understanding something.”  He pointed a thick calloused finger at each of them.  “Don’t be bringing any trouble back to this inn.  Do you hear me?”
 
                 Sim was about to give him reassurances, but Farrus cut him off.  “I’m an honest man, Ron, so I’m going to level with you.  We can’t make that promise.”  Ron raised a suspicious brow.  “What we are involved in is dangerous.  Our lady friends are out today trying to finish our business in the city so that we can be on our way as soon as possible.  With luck, we can slip away as though we were never here at all.  But I can’t make you any promises.”
 
                 Ron studied Farrus’ face, rubbing the ginger stubble on his chin as he thought.  He looked ready to tell them to leave and never come back, but Sim spoke first.  
 
                 “How do you know, Hisha?”  
 
                 “We be old friends,” Ron answered, but his eyes told another story.
 
                 “Friends?” Sim questioned.  
 
                 “She was to be my wife,” he replied glumly.  His shoulders slumped and he sighed deeply.  
 
                 “What happened?” Sim asked sympathetically.
 
                 Ron looked at him, thinking about the question.  “She was chosen, by an officer.”
 
                 Sim was confused.  Farrus shook his head sadly.
 
                 “The boy here doesn’t know much about how things work in Desirmor’s world,” Farrus told Ron.
 
                 “I see,” Ron said, looking thoughtfully at Sim.  “By law, when a man with rank, be it an officer or a nobleman, chooses a common woman who be unmarried, she becomes his.  He married her and took her away from me.”
 
                 “I didn’t realize she was married,” Sim said sadly. 
 
                 “She is,” Ron answered.
 
                 “That’s not fair.  No-one should be forced to marry someone they don’t love,” Sim said angrily.  
 
                 “It’s always been that way.  It’s one of Desirmor’s Nine Laws,” Farrus said.
 
                 “It’s not right,” Sim said.
 
                 “It’s not right,” Ron added.  “But it’s the way things be.”
 
                 “I’m very sorry for you,” Sim told him.  “But Hisha knew we were in danger and chose to help us anyway.  She sent us to you because she believed that you would help us as well.  Farrus is right.  I can’t tell you what this is all about, and it’s better for you not to know, but we have powerful enemies and helping us puts you in danger.  I will understand if you want us out, but I’m asking you to help us.”
 
                 Ron sat back in his chair and regarded Sim and Farrus for a few moments.  Finally he nodded his head and stood.  “You be welcome to stay, just try to keep it brief.”  When Sim and Farrus stood and agreed, he added in a whisper, “and try to give me a warning if things start catching up to you.  There be a hidden way out of the inn.  With luck, I won‘t have to show it to you.”
 
                 They thanked him and asked if he could recommend a good barber.  Ron gave them directions to a friend of his who operated a barber shop just a few blocks away.  As they made their way down the road, Sim immediately began to feel the chill of the milder climate.  
 
                 Farrus grinned when he noticed Sim beginning to shiver.
 
                 “You’re going to need to toughen up, kid,” he said, with a snort.  “There are places in this world where the wind blows so cold, the snot freezes right to your face.”
 
                 “Take it easy on me, old man,” Sim said, acting offended.  “It’s not my fault that I grew up at an inn in the tropics.”
 
                 “Old man?” Farrus said as close to shocked as his gruff monotone would allow.  “Boy, I’d still run circles around you.”
 
                 “Of course you would,” Sim agreed, lightheartedly.
 
                 The barber was standing in front of his shop, calling out offers to the passing traffic.  His droopy brown eyes, framed by thick black eyebrows, lit up when he saw them approaching.
 
                 “You two fine gentlemen look to be needing my services,” he said, in a thick accent.  “Shave and a haircut?”
 
                 “Ron Foust says you’re the best in the city,” Farrus said.
 
                 “Ron Foust?  He sent you here, did he?”  The barber looked them over, running a hand through his thick black hair.  He shrugged.  “Five coppers apiece.”
 
                 They followed him into the shop.  There was a single chair set up in front of a large mirror.  A table with razors and some leather straps stood next to the chair.  Farrus told Sim to go first, so he took a seat on a bench off to the side.  Sim eased into the chair and looked at himself in the mirror.  He hardly recognized the face he saw. 
 
                 His once vibrant green eyes looked gaunt and hollow.  A thick stubble covered his face and chin.  It was the first time he had seen himself unshaven.  Thick black hair, parted near the middle, fell about his face, hiding his ears and the side of his neck.  He looked harder, angry.  It scared him.  For a brief instance he wondered how a single week could change a man so drastically. 
 
                 The barber started with a short razor, sharpening it on a leather strap.  He positioned himself behind Sim and diligently began to trim Sim’s hair.  He was careful not to cut too much at a time.  The floor around Sim’s chair quickly filled up with sheared locks.
 
                 “It’s been some time since I last visited your city,” Farrus said conversationally.  “What news have you heard?”
 
                 “Times be tough,” the barber answered with a sigh, remaining focused on Sim’s haircut.  “Things never be easy around here that be true, but lately…tough.”
 
                 “It’s much the same everywhere, my friend,” Farrus said.  He sat forward, his elbows resting on his knees, and every so often he would spit into a wide brass bowl on the floor beside his bench.  
 
                 “True.  True.  The ruling class be getting all the breaks.  It be only last year, my cousin Allim, lost his business.  He made shoes.  Not very good, mind you.  The bank took his store and sold him to a merchant trader.  I do my best to stay ahead of the taxes and banks.  Sometimes it be close, but I manage.”
 
                 “What do you mean they sold him?” Sim asked.
 
                 The barber looked at him as though he had just asked a completely foolish question.  He heard Farrus click his teeth. 
 
                 “You’ll have to excuse my nephew,” Farrus told the barber, telling Sim to keep his mouth shut with a hard look from his steely gray eyes.  “He’s from a small island in the south.  He doesn’t know much about the way things are in the world.”
 
                 “You must be very isolated, then,” the barber said, looking at Sim in the mirror.  Sim decided to keep his mouth shut and just shrugged at him.  “My cousin be a slave now.  When you be in debt to someone and can’t pay, they own you until the debt be paid.  Sometimes you be owing so much you can never pay the debt.  Then they can sell you.”
 
                 The idea of being owned by someone made Sim shiver.  Once again he found himself remembering Sarimus telling him about a land where men were enslaved and forced to work for the wealthy.  Was this the place?
 
                 “The Cortella seems to have grown,” Farrus said.
 
                 “Indeed.  It be growing larger everyday.  People can’t pay the taxes in the city.  Not long ago, there be raids nearly every night.  Wasn’t safe to be on the street after dark.  The Governor had more soldiers shipped in.  The raids have quieted a bit, but there be something brewing out there.  You mark me.  Once winter hits and they be going from hungry to starving, we be having a riot around here.  You wait and see.  A riot.”  The barber waved his razor at Farrus for emphasis.  “And then Desirmor will bring his pain again.”  The barber shuddered visibly.
 
                 Farrus grunted and shook his head knowingly.  Sim wanted to ask what they were talking about.
 
                 “What about welfare?  Aren’t they helping the families with kids?” asked Farrus.
 
                 The barber snorted.  “Welfare?  There be no welfare.  Desirmor don’t be giving promotions to Governors who waste coin on the poor.  Nal’Dahara be a bump in the road to Governor Cantor.  He be wanting a spot on the council.”
 
                 Sim was about to open his mouth to ask another question, but Farrus shot him a look.  The barber went over to the table and mixed a yellow powder in a bowl with some water.  When he stirred it up the mixture began to foam.  Using a horse hair brush, he spread the mix all over the stubble on Sim’s face and chin.  He chose another razor, sharpening it first, before returning to shave Sim.  
 
                 The soapy foam on his face smelled like a rotted potato.  Sim wanted to gag, but with the cold edge of the razor pressed against the underside of his chin, he forced himself to remain still.  
 
                 “I’m not familiar with Governor Cantor.  Has he been here long?” asked Farrus.
 
                 “Nearly two years, now,” answered the barber.  He concentrated hard as he methodically shaved Sim’s face.  “Came from down south.  Welbourne, I think.  Ambitious, that one.  Hard too.  Follows Desirmor’s laws to the letter.  Must have about twenty women up at the palace.  All slaves.  Pretty girls, every one.  He likes them young too.”
 
                 Farrus nodded.  “I haven’t seen many soldiers around, just guardsmen.  Is there a strong military presence in the city?”
 
                 The barber wiped Sim’s face with a warm wet towel and ordered him out of the seat.  Farrus took his place.  
 
                 “Like I be saying before,” the barber said taking a handful of Farrus’ graying hair, “they shipped in more infantry to help cut down the raids.  Most of the Imperial soldiers be patrolling the outer city and the Cortella.  There be outposts all over the countryside too.”
 
                 Sim watched the barber working on Farrus.  They continued to talk, but Sim’s mind was drifting away.  It was the razor.  He found himself mesmerized by the steady, skilled cuts the barber made to Farrus’ hair.  The more he focused on the blade the slower it seemed to move.  Everything slowed down.  The room around him began to lose focus and blur.  Suddenly it all changed.  He was standing in a familiar room, but he couldn’t be sure of exactly where he was.  There were tables and chairs and a bar made of beechwood.  The room was quiet save for the sound of chewing.  Sim looked around but couldn’t figure out where the sound was coming from.  He took a few steps toward the bar, and the sound grew louder.  Then he looked behind the bar.  The scene was gruesome.  Prianhe sat on the floor, covered in blood, his eyes closed, and his head leaning back against the wall.  A body lay across his lap, ripped apart, a giant gaping hole in its mid-section.  Sim needed to vomit.  He wanted to run, but his legs wouldn’t move.  Then Prianhe opened his eyes.  He looked right at Sim, with an oddly euphoric cast to his gaze.  Sim wanted to flee, but Prianhe didn’t seem to notice he was there.  Then Prianhe leaned forward and began licking the blood off of his fingers, greedily moaning with joy.                
 
                 Farrus slapped Sim sharply across the face, bringing him forcefully back to reality.  Sim had to ignore the sudden stinging pain on his cheek because he felt suffocated and inhaled heavily, desperately trying to fill his lungs with air.  He fell to his knees with Farrus leaning over him, rubbing his back and encouraging him to breathe easy.  The barber stood there with a razor in hand, looking scared and confused.
 
                 “Get me some water,” Farrus barked, sending him scurrying about for a glass.
 
                 “I’m fine,” Sim coughed.  Why was he so breathless?
 
                 The barber brought him a glass of water, and he drank it gratefully.  He found the strength to stand and looked at Farrus.  His friend looked worried.  The barber must have finished because Farrus was clean shaven and his hair no longer fell past his shoulders.  
 
                 “He be alright?” the barber asked nervously.
 
                 “He’s fine.  He just needs some fresh air.”  Farrus handed him a silver coin.  The barber thanked him for the generosity as he walked them out the door.
 
                 Farrus led them away from the barber, keeping a hand on Sim’s arm to offer support.  Sim could walk on his own, but he felt weak and was glad for the help.  When they had passed beyond sight of the barber, Farrus pulled him into a thin alley between a tavern and a bootmaker.  He checked to make sure they were alone, and then spoke in whispered tones.
 
                 “What did you see?”
 
                 “Prianhe,” Sim answered, watching Farrus’ eyes widen at the name.
 
                 “I knew he wasn’t dead.  We should have finished him off when we had the chance.”
 
                 “He was eating someone, Farrus.”  The memory turned his stomach.  “He was licking their blood off of his fingers.”
 
                 Farrus didn’t seem too affected by the revelation. 
 
                 “Could you tell who it was?” he asked.
 
                 Sim looked at him in disbelief.  
 
                 “He was eating a person, Farrus.  He eats people.”
 
                 Farrus grimaced and put a hand on Sim’s shoulder. 
 
                 “I know, Sim.  Prianhe isn’t human.  He’s a Reikkan.  His kind are descended from wolves.  Most Reikkan don’t eat people, but Prianhe is different.  He has the same hunger that drove his ancestors.  It’s the heart he’s after.  Reikkans once believed that by eating the heart, you gained the life-force and strength of your prey.  Prianhe embraces that custom.  It’s what got him exiled from his tribe and led him to the Imperial army.  He’s an evil creature, free of feelings and emotion.  That why he’s such an effective hunter and killer.”
 
                 Sim felt more afraid then he could ever remember.  He had seen the vision of the rainy cliff.   He knew how he would die.  Now that he could begin to understand his enemy, he was less certain of his chances of survival.  Prianhe would find him.  Prianhe would kill him.  He winced at the thought that struck him next.  Prianhe sitting on a rainy cliff, eating his dead body.  It wasn’t a vision, just a thought, but it made his skin crawl.
 
                 “I couldn’t tell who he was eating,” he said with disgust.  “The body was too mangled.”
 
                 Farrus nodded.  “Well at least we know now.  He’s still out there.”
 
                 “He’s still out there,” Sim repeated grimly.  “How can I beat him, Farrus?”
 
                 “I don’t know,” Farrus said, with a sad shake of his head.  “Don’t worry about that.  We’ll figure it out.”
 
                 Sim nodded glumly.  He knew he couldn’t beat Prainhe.  
 
                 They headed back to the street and went in to see the bootmaker.  Sim let Farrus do all the talking.  They each got a new pair of stiff leather boots with fur lining to keep their feet warm in the colder climate.  Just as he had done at the barber, Farrus asked the bootmaker for news around the city.  The bootmaker had been long winded and talked at length about the raids and the increase of Imperial troops around the city.
 
                 From there, they walked around until they found a tailor.  He was a small, old man with little patience.  Sim had never been fitted before since his mother had made all of his clothes back in Dell.  As the tailor sized him for pants or shirts, he got poked with a needle every time he moved.  The little man would look up at him over the rim of his glasses and chide him for not standing still.  Farrus laughed uproariously every time it happened until he was getting poked by the tailor when it was his turn to stand still.
 
                 As they tried on their new clothes, Farrus began to casually question the tailor.
 
                 “I’m not one for gossip” said the tailor when Farrus asked what news he had heard.
 
                 “Just being conversational,” Farrus said defensively.
 
                 Sim was enjoying the fit of a new pair of black trousers the tailor had just finished hemming.  They were far more comfortable than anything his mother had ever made for him.  He pulled on a white shirt that had flared cuffs.  It made him feel fancy.
 
                 “Conversation is one thing, gossip is another.”  The tailor eyed Farrus stoically.  “How’s the fit?” he asked Sim.
 
                 “Great,” Sim answered sincerely.  “I could dine with the Governor in a shirt like this.”
 
                 “The Governor doesn’t dine with the likes of you,” said the tailor derisively.
 
                 “How would you know?” Farrus asked.
 
                 “The Governor has employed my services from time to time.  He only entertains society's elite.  This young man is a rube.”
 
                 “That’s not very nice,” Farrus said.  Sim could tell he wanted to laugh out loud, though.
 
                 “What is true is often unkind.  I’m too old to care if I offend, and I’ve no need for lies.”
 
                  “My mother always said if you don’t have anything nice to say then you’re probably talking about your enemy.” Farrus said.
 
                 The tailor smiled, a barely perceptible curving of his lips, but a smile none the less.                              
 
   “It looks as though you are satisfied with the fit?” he asked.
 
                 Farrus grunted and Sim nodded in agreement.
 
                 “Is it alright if we keep these things on?” Farrus asked, slipping a sturdy wool vest over his shirt.  Sim was admiring the fit of the black coat he was trying on.  It had a weave of red satin thread embroidered on the arms that vaguely reminded him of a spider’s web.
 
                 “Of course,” the tailor answered with a dismissive wave of his hand.  “What inn are you staying at?  I’ll have one of my apprentices deliver the rest in the morning.”
 
                 Sim looked at a teenage boy, watching from the doorway to the back room.  He had pitch black hair and a large hooked nose.  He seemed bored.  Sim was sure he was the apprentice.
 
                 “The Blue Trellis,” Farrus said.
 
                 “The Blue Trellis?  That’s Fanna Foust’s place.”  Farrus nodded blankly.  “Are you friends of hers?”
 
                 “Why do you ask?” Farrus asked, suddenly looking at the tailor suspiciously.
 
                 “Oh, no reason.   Fanna and I go way back.”
 
                 “The lady we are escorting chose the inn,” Farrus told him.  
 
                 The tailor studied Farrus over the rims of his glasses.  Sim stopped admiring the feel of his new clothing.  He suddenly realized that the tailor made him feel uneasy.  It was the way he kept looking at Farrus, like a fox watching a hole in the ground to see if a hare would emerge.  Sim could tell that Farrus noticed it as well.  His friend had a dangerous look in his gray eyes -- a cold emotionless gaze.  
 
                 “You two are swords for hire then?” the tailor asked, seemingly unaware of the tension.  “What’s your lady's name?  Perhaps I know her?”
 
                 “You don’t,” Farrus growled.
 
                 “Oh come now.  I don’t mean to offend.”  The tailor threw his hands up defensively.  He smiled nervously.  “Just being conversational.”
 
   
  
 

              Farrus strapped on his sword belt, and Sim did the same.  When he was ready to leave, he dropped a few silver coins on the stool the tailor had been using to take their measurements.
 
                 “I’ll be expecting our things tomorrow morning,” Farrus told the tailor in a hard voice.  The tailor nodded meekly and looked away.
 
                 They stepped outside and began walking toward the inner city.  Farrus looked angry.  He set a fast pace, walking with a purpose.  People that passed noticed the man gripping the hilt of his sword as he stalked about and made a wide berth.  Sim followed a pace behind, wondering what he was missing.  True the tailor had asked some probing questions, but they had seemed harmless enough.  
 
                 Buildings, with architecture too fine to be believed, lined the streets of the inner city.  Wide seamless arches, great stone balconies, and spires stretching a hair’s length from the thick gray clouds made the inner city a grand sight to behold.  Try as he might, Sim couldn’t restrain his wonder.   His eyes drank in the majesty of it all.  He couldn’t imagine how stone could be carved so intricately and fit together so precisely as though each building were sculpted from a single tower of granite.  
 
                 The road led to a great circle paved with cobbled stones, where people dressed in fineries milled about watching street performers and bards.  A pavilion was erected on one end of the space with ragged looking merchants hawking trinkets and crafts in front of tables.  An enormous statue, carved of black opal, centered the circle.  The statue was of three horses rearing their front quarters above what appeared to be the peak of a mountain.  On one side of the circle a wide expansive stairway led up to the door of the grandest structure Sim had ever seen.  
 
                 It was a colossal building, both wide and tall, carved of the same granite as the rest of the cities structures.  Balconies lined every window on every floor and great towers rose from its corners in open defiance of man’s limitations, stretching to the heavens, impossibly high.  Guardsmen dressed in gray uniforms, with gray cloaks and conical helmets held stoic posts at the main door and beneath every balcony on the buildings second floor.  Sim guessed that this was the governor’s palace, since only nobility could deserve a residence so ostentatious.
 
                 There were benches all around the area, and Farrus took a seat on one facing the palace.  He leaned forward with his elbows perched on his knees, eyes intent on the palace, and his jaw set in a contemptuous glower.  Sim gratefully, took a seat beside him.  He was wearing his new boots and the long walk from the tailor had taken its toll on his feet.  The boots still had a ways to go before they would be broken in properly.  He would have to suffer until then.
 
                 “What happened back there?” he asked Farrus after they had spent some time silently watching the Governor’s palace.
 
                 “I got careless,” Farrus grunted.
 
                 “I don’t get it.”  
 
                 “We’re trying to keep a low profile.  He asked one question too many.  It should have been enough for him to know the name of the inn.”
 
                 “He’s just a tailor, Farrus,” Sim reproached.  “Not everybody is against us.”
 
                 Farrus spat and rubbed his smooth chin.  “Spies, Sim.  The world is full of spies.  Every city, every town.  It’s not just Desirmor.  Anyone that seeks power.  Anyone that has an eye for a higher station in life knows that information makes the difference.  Maybe he was just a tailor.  In all likelihood he is.  But we have to be careful.  It's an awful way too live, but we have to accept that we can’t trust anyone.”
 
                 “I think you’re taking it too far,” Sim said.  “You can’t go around being suspicious of everyone all the time.  Besides, he was just a…”  Sim cut off as someone entering the circle from the same way they had come, caught his eye.  He was a teenage boy, with pitch black hair and a large hooked nose.  It was the tailor’s apprentice.  “That can’t just be coincidence,” Sim said, watching the boy cross the cobblestones to the stairs of the Governor’s palace.
 
                 Farrus sat up alertly, scanning the people for the source of Sim’s discontent.  “Who do you see?” he asked intently.
 
                 Sim pointed to the stairs and the boy in a black cloak ascending towards the door guards.  Farrus looked confused when he found him.  
 
                 “That’s the tailor’s apprentice,” Sim told him.
 
                 Farrus gave him a skeptical look. 
 
                 “I’m serious, Farrus.  That’s him.  I remember him from the fitting.”
 
                 “I didn’t see him,” Farrus said doubtfully.
 
                 The boy stood before the door guards and after a brief discussion was allowed into the palace.
 
                 “That’s him.  I’m telling you.”  Sim pointed toward the palace for emphasis.  It could have been a coincidence, but his instincts told him otherwise.
 
                 Farrus studied him for a few moments before nodding his head slowly.  
 
                 “Alright.  I’ll take your word for it.  Like I said before, anyone could be a spy.”
 
                 “Good,” Sim said, shrugging aside the frustration.  “Now, what’s he doing at the Governor’s palace?  He wasn’t carrying anything.”
 
                 “No he wasn’t,” Farrus agreed.  “The tailor said he does work for the Governor from time to time.  He could just be coming to pick something up.”
 
                 “That’s probably it,” Sim said uncertainly.
 
                 “It's just as likely he's passing on some information for the tailor.  Let’s wait and watch the door.  He has to come out eventually.”  Farrus stood.  “I’m getting a meat pie from that vendor over there.”  He pointed to the pavilion.  “Keep your eye on it.  He’ll probably come out the front door, but you never know.”
 
                 Sim nodded and began fervently watching the building.  “Bring me one,” he called as Farrus walked away.  He made a study of the building’s face.  By his count there were three doors in the front.  The main double door at the end of the long stairway, and one on each corner.  The main door had four guardsmen, two standing on either side of the large double door.  The corners had two guards apiece.  They stood their posts like statues, rigid and unmoving, with swords hanging from their hips and spears in their hands.
 
                 The building next to the palace suddenly caught Sim’s attention when about ten men dressed in guards uniforms came out and made their way up the palace steps.  It was a plain stone edifice, several stories high.  From time to time single guardsmen would enter or exit.  That must be the guard's barracks, Sim thought.
 
                 Farrus returned carrying two pies wrapped in a thick parchment.  He sat down and handed one to Sim.
 
                 “Anything?” Farrus asked, unwrapping his lunch and taking a bite.  The cool air made the warm pie look as though it were on fire as steam poured from the parchment.  
 
                 “Not yet,” Sim answered taking a bite of his pie.  It was bland, but he was hungry.  Juices ran down the corners of his mouth, collecting at his chin, and dripping to the gray cobblestones at his feet.  He was careful to spread his feet apart and lean forward, not wanting any juices to stain his new boots.  “Is that where the guards live?” he asked pointing to the building beside the palace.
 
                 Farrus watched it for awhile.  Another group of ten uniformed men emerged and went into the palace.  “Looks like it.”
 
                 They finished their lunch in silence.  The apprentice still hadn’t emerged.  Sim began to become bored with the watch.  He was beginning to wonder if they were wasting their time.  The great opal statue at the center of the area began to draw his attention.  
 
                 “Do you know anything about this statue?” he asked Farrus, enjoying the beauty of the sculpture.  The horses seemed almost real.  Every line in their faces, every cord of muscle, was exquisitely crafted.  It was a true work of art.
 
                 “It’s the legend of the city,” Farrus replied, never looking away from the palace.  “Those horses are called the Dahara, a breed of myth.  They were said to have roamed the plains of this land, great horses, intelligent as humans.  Legend has it that a great mountain once stood here.  The Dahara were said to have only one natural enemy, the Daikhir.  The Daikhir were gruesome beasts, three times the size of humans, and they hunted the Dahara for sport.  It is said that they were an unorganized race, but at some point, they gathered together to strike at the Dahara.  Their army chased the Dahara across the land, and it’s said the horses gathered at this mountain for their final defense.  As the Daikhir descended on the mountain, the Dahara tore the mountain down with their hooves, crushing their foes beneath the avalanche.  The city was carved from the rubble.  That’s why it’s called Nal’Dahara.  Nal is city in the language of Perth before Desirmor outlawed all languages but his own.  City of Dahara.  City of horses.  The statue depicts the legend.”
 
                 “I’ve never heard that tale before.  It’s nice, but a bit hard to believe,” Sim said.
 
                 “I never said it was true.  It’s just how the city got its name.”
 
                 “What about the Dahara?  What happened to them?” Sim asked.
 
                 Farrus shrugged.  He was slouching back on the bench with a look as if he might fall asleep at any moment.  “I couldn’t tell you.  I don’t even know if they ever really existed.  Some say…”  
 
                 He suddenly sat up sharply, his eyes intent on the palace.  Sim looked to see if the apprentice had finally come out.  Three groups of guards, ten in each squad, mustered on the steps.  A very small man, possibly a child even, stood before them calling out instructions.  Sim and Farrus were too far away to make out what was being said.  Then the squads tore off, in different directions, and the tiny man watched them depart with folded arms and a look of satisfaction.  
 
                 “What is it, Farrus?” Sim asked.
 
                 “That man,” Farrus replied, pointing at the little man, who was walking down the steps now.  “He’s a Turk.”
 
                 Sim raised an eyebrow.  “I don’t understand.  What’s a Turk?”
 
                 The Turk walked toward the main road that Sim and Farrus had come from.  
 
                 “Turks are from Fandrall.  They’re fiercely loyal to Desirmor.  They never leave Fandrall.  This is a very rare find.”
 
                 “What does it have to do with us?”  Sim still didn’t understand why Farrus cared so much.
 
                 Just then, Sim saw the apprentice emerge from the door on the right corner of the palace.  His hands were empty.
 
                 “Probably nothing,” Farrus grunted, his eyes trailing after the Turk with a look of disgust.  “Still can’t be discounted.”
 
                 “There goes the apprentice,” Sim pointed to the boy, who seemed to be headed back to the tailor.  “Should we follow him?”
 
                 Farrus stood up and watched the apprentice disappearing down the road.  “We follow the Turk.”
 
                 “The Turk?” Sim nearly shouted in disbelief.  They had spent almost an hour watching the palace for the apprentice.  It seemed like a huge waste of time.
 
                 “We’ll see the apprentice in the morning.  I want to see what this Turk is about.”  Farrus took off with Sim close behind.  They hurried down the street, leaving the circle behind.  It wasn’t hard to find the Turk once they had caught up.  His diminutive frame stood out amongst the rest of the street traffic.  He wore a brown cloak that waved behind as he walked quickly down the road.
 
                 They kept their distance, though he set a fast pace.  After a time the Turk suddenly slowed down.  He began to deliberately walk slower as though he had just decided he was only out for a stroll.  Abruptly, he darted into a thin alleyway between two very tall buildings.  Despite the sun still hanging high in the afternoon sky, the alley was dark and filled with shadows.  
 
                 “Don’t stop in front of the alley,” Farrus whispered to Sim as they came to its opening.  
 
                 Sim chanced a look down the shadowy passage, but didn’t see anything moving.  Farrus led them to the next alley, on the side of the next building, and stopped in its entrance.  He pulled Sim back from the road, and peered around the edge of the building.
 
                 “Did he know we were following him?” Sim whispered.
 
                 “I don’t see how he could have,” Farrus answered under his breath.
 
                 “Should we keep following him?”
 
                 “I don’t like this,” Farrus grunted, pulling his head back into the alley.  “Something smells foul.”
 
                 Sim had to agree.  He had his eyes on the Turk the entire time that they had followed him.  At no point did the little man ever look back at them.  He couldn’t have known they were tracking him.  And yet, the way he had slowed down and then darted down that alley suggested that he was wise to them.
 
                 “What do we do, Farrus?”
 
                 Farrus thought for a moment, then cracked a smile.  His gray eyes flashed with a mischievous spark.  “Something that will surely upset the ladies.”  He waved a hand for Sim to follow.  “Be ready to draw your sword and remember, the alley is thin.  If it comes to it, use inside technique and leverage.”
 
                 Sim nodded thinking back to a lesson Farrus had given him many years ago.  Farrus had set him up in one of the horse stalls where his movements would be confined.  He had trained many hours, making the most of jabs and forehand parries.  Balance, above all else, was the key to success.  As they moved out on to the street, Sim felt guilty for feeling excited at the chance to use his sword.  He didn’t want to have to kill again, but he would do what he must.
 
                 Farrus led the way into the alley were they had lost the Turk.  It was dark and filled with shadows, but there was enough light from the afternoon sun to see.  The alleyway was littered with debris.  Decayed barrels and broken wooden crates rested along the sides, making walking tedious.  About halfway down, a figure emerged from a doorway.  The shadows hid his features, but his size gave him away.  It was the Turk.  Farrus came to a stop, his hand ready by his sword hilt.  Sim stood a pace behind, taut with apprehension and ready to strike.  
 
                 “Why are you following me?” the Turk asked in a deep baritone, which threw Sim off guard.  He had been expecting the man to speak in a voice pitched high like a child.  
 
                 “It’s been sometime since I’ve seen a Turk,” Farrus answered in a guarded tone.  “Just wanted to see what brings you to Nal’Dahara.”
 
                 Movement behind caught Sim’s attention.  He spun on the balls of his feet, pulling his left sword free as he turned to face the open end of the alley.  Four men in dark cloaks had been creeping down the alley and were nearly upon them.  Right away, Sim realized that none of them wore uniforms, and each carried a drawn sword.
 
                 “Watch my back.  I’ll handle them,” Sim cried out to Farrus. 
 
                 The attackers were coming single file, which would make it a fair fight.  The first man tried to bull rush Sim.  He lowered his sword and dove at Sim’s waist.  Sim reacted quickly, driving his knee up into the man’s face, and then keeping his balance as his foe fell to his side.  Farrus drove his sword into the man’s chest, careful to keep his attention on the Turk.  The next man tried to use a quick following attack, hoping to catch Sim off balance.  He struck quickly, aiming a hard jab at Sim’s chest.  Sim didn’t even blink.  He parried the blow and grabbed the man by the wrist with his free hand.  He pulled hard, forcing the man to lose his balance and pitch forward.  As the man fell past him, Sim recovered his leverage and drove his sword through the back of the man’s neck.  He fell heavily on the body of the first man, spasming and shaking from the death blow.  
 
                 The next man hesitated.  He looked at the bodies of his fallen friends and his face betrayed his trepidation.  Sim attacked.  He jabbed high, targeting the man’s head, but the attack was really a feint.  Sim was already pulling free his right sword, as the man raised his sword to block.  Sim was too quick.  His second sword found its mark in the man’s stomach an instant after his first attack was blocked.  Then Sim dropped his left sword and pushed the man with all his strength.  He fell against the last man, knocking the final adversary down.  Sim jumped on top of him and began pounding his face with his fists.  His arms pinned beneath the dying body of his comrade, the final man could do nothing to defend himself.  Sim pummeled him until he was certain the man was unconscious, his face a bloodied and bruised mask.  
 
                 Sim stood breathing heavily.  The rush of adrenaline gave him the strength to overcome the grief he would soon feel.  He looked down at his blood-stained hands and wiped them on the cloak of the nearest body.  His swords were on the ground at his feet.  He picked them up one at a time, taking a moment to wipe away the blood with the same cloak he’d used for his hands.  Putting one of his swords away in its scabbard, he kept his right sword out and turned to face the Turk.  Rage contorted his face and turned his hands into fists.  He stared at the little man, unable to focus a single rational thought.  He was a tempest of anger, retribution, and death.  The blood of four more men was on his hands.  He would make this little man answer for that blood.
 
                 Farrus could see the swelling wrath and placed a reasoning hand on Sim’s chest, vainly trying to calm his friend.  Sim could not be made calm.  He raised his right hand and pointed his sword at the Turk.  He hardly recognized his own voice when he spoke.
 
                 “He calls you a Turk.  I don’t know what that means, but you have much to answer for, little man.”
 
                 The Turk stood his ground, defiantly staring back with beady black eyes and folded arms.  If he was afraid, his posture betrayed nothing.
 
                 “Killing four men is a serious crime, young man,” he antagonized.  His thin lips curved into a sinister smile.  “I’m well within my rights to exact justice.”
 
                 Sim shook his head with exasperation.  Was the little man serious?  “You attacked us.”
 
                 “Did I?” the Turk asked.
 
                 “Of course!” Sim shouted, taking a threatening step forward.
 
                 “Enough of this.” said Farrus, taking charge.  “What game are you playing at here, Turk?”
 
                 “I’ve had enough of you two,” the Turk said.  
 
                 He raised his hands and a ball of fire materialized between them.  With a sneer, he thrust his hands forward.  The ball of flame shot toward them.  Sim had no time to react.  Instinct took over.  He raised his hands reflexively and a wall of water appeared, shielding him and Farrus from the attack.  The fire hit the wall of water with a hiss and immediately extinguished.  
 
                 Farrus looked as though his heart had momentarily stopped beating.  He looked around, breathing heavily, his eyes wide with shock.  Sim realized the gem hanging from his neck was white hot and for an instant he thought he’d been hit with the fire.  He glanced at Farrus, just to make sure his friend was still there, that they were both still alive.  This was the first time he had ever used the power as a reaction.  Sim hadn’t tried to defend himself with the power; it had simply happened.  
 
                 The Turk looked shocked.  His eyes were frenzied and disbelief hung plainly on his face.  He stared at them as though unsure of what to do next.  
 
                 “Are you registered, Trival?” the Turk sneered, regaining his insolence.
 
                 “Are you?” Sim mocked, regaining his composure.
 
                 The Turk frowned.  His beady eyes looked back and forth from Farrus to Sim.  He kept clenching and unclenching his left hand, as though he had some kind of nervous tick.  He opened his mouth as if to speak then flung a small fireball at Sim.  As Sim conjured another wall of water to defend the attack, the Turk suddenly vanished.  
 
                 “Did you see that?” Sim asked Farrus in disbelief.
 
                 Farrus nodded.  “Look behind you.”  
 
                 Sim turned and looked back down the alley.  All of the bodies had disappeared as well.  The blood that had stained the paved stones of the alley was gone as though none of it had happened.
 
                 “Was it real then, Farrus?  Did we share some kind of sick nightmare?”  Sim wasn’t sure if he was in his right mind.
 
                 “It was real enough to me,” Farrus answered, spitting distastefully.  “He must have been a trival that can travel.”
 
                 “We need to get away from this city,” Sim said.
 
                 “Quickly.  We’ve drawn too much attention to ourselves,” Farrus agreed.
 
                 “Should we tell Enaya about this?”  Sim dreaded the smug admonishment he was certain they would get.
 
                 “I’d rather not listen to her go on about how foolish and useless men are, but I don’t think we have a choice.  They need to know.”  
 
                 “Heaven help us,” Sim said, hanging his head.  He could already hear her preaching the stupidity of men.  
 
                 “Heaven help all men who travel with women,” Farrus said with a laugh.  “Come.  Let’s get back to the inn.”
 
                 Sim followed him, looking back at the alley one more time, in bewilderment.  The men he had killed had seemed so real.  Even the blood had smelled real.  As they walked back to the inn he wondered if he needed to carry their deaths with him.  Could he hold himself responsible for illusions?  Were they illusions, or had the Turk transported the bodies with him when he had vanished?
 
                 It was late afternoon when they entered the common room of the Blue Trellis.  The girls were still out, so Farrus suggested they get cleaned up before they returned.  They took baths, then dressed and went to see if the women had returned to their rooms.  When no-one answered the door, they went down to the common room to have a drink and wait for their companions to return.  It was some time later, long after they had eaten and watched countless people come and go with the dinner service, that Sim began to worry.  When the women hadn’t returned by morning that worry turned to outright fear.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen:  Thalson’s Dagger
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The sight of land steadily growing on the horizon was a great boon to Cano Ash’amar’s dwindling spirits.  Three days at sea and still the girl slept.  Cano was nervous.  He knew she was special, her gifts were proven and undeniable.  Why wouldn’t she wake up?
 
                 He had been able to get fresh water into her and made a paste of fish he had caught at sea to force down her throat, yet no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t rouse her from the unnatural slumber that held her.  And worse still, the light that periodically glowed from her like a spectral aura had vanished.  Not once since she had fallen unconscious on the deck of his skiff, had the light shone.  It worried him, consumed his every waking thought.  He would never find rest until he had her back, good as new.  That’s why he sought out Yennit.
 
                 Yennit was a wealthy man who had a taste for rare objects.  Cano had met him by chance years earlier, trading his deep sea treasures at a small fishing village in the south of Fandrall.  Yennit had been entranced with many of the objects Cano had salvaged from the ocean’s depths.  He not only purchased most of Cano’s wares that day, he gave Cano specific directions to his estate near the shores of Merrame Bay.  Over the years Cano had made several trips to visit the eccentric old man, and a friendship had developed.  To the rest of the world Yennit made his fortune in salt, but Cano knew that he was a lover of history who craved objects that spoke of a forgotten past.  Yennit was smart and worldly.  Cano hoped he could help Maehril.  It was the only idea he could come up with.
 
                 Merrame Bay was known for its shipping traffic, so Cano had chosen to aim his skiff for a secluded beach on the outer side of the Merrame Peninsula.  The outer side of the peninsula was rocky and difficult to traverse.  Cano hoped choosing to dock amongst the shallow rocky shoals would help him avoid notice.  He planned to be away from his skiff for a few days while he sought Yennit’s aid.  Leaving a boat unattended was always an invitation to thieves who might make off with his skiff.  When he had visited Yennit in the past, he had always chosen to drop anchor in the same area, and thus far his luck had been good.  To his knowledge, the Analie had never been tampered with.  By the grace of God, his luck would stay true once again.
 
                 Cano cut his speed as he entered the shoals.  His goal was to drop anchor just outside of a sandbar that ran all the way to an outpost of rocks that served as a natural pier.  The sandbar ran right past two tall jagged rocks.  Cano could drop anchor right between them.  The rocks would keep his boat relatively hidden from the shoreline.  The only risk was that a storm might cause swells that could send his skiff crashing against one of the rocks.  Fortunately, Merrame was known for its mild weather.  Harsh storms were rare on the southeastern coast of Fandrall.  That would work in his favor.
 
                 Drifting in amongst shallow waters pocked with rocky outcroppings, Cano carefully maneuvered his boat until he found the spot he was looking for.  The two rock towers rose from the depths of the ocean like spear points thrusting at the sky.  Pelicans and Gulls lined the flat surfaces and clefts of the rocks watching his arrival like solemn guardians tolerating his intrusion on their shore.  Their quiet stares made him uneasy, as though he were being condemned for a crime of morality.  Perhaps, he thought with bitter self-effusion, they were blaming him for Maehril’s condition.  He had to fix her, somehow.
 
                 Taking the anchor, Cano dove down into the water.  He swam to the bottom, a mere ten feet, and wedged the anchor into a fissure in the rocky ocean floor; then he returned to the boat.  He gathered a few useful items along with several trinkets for Yennit into his linen sack, then went to get Maehril.  She was still sleeping peacefully below the deck, her face a mask of serenity.  
 
                 Lucky for him, Maehril was a tiny girl and light enough for him to carry.  He carefully cradled her in his arms and carried her topside.  It was just past noontime.  If he hurried, he could reach Yennit’s manor before the sun fell.
 
                 Getting across the deeper water to the sandbar with Maehril in tow was difficult for Cano’s old body, but he managed.  Soon he was walking across the sandbar to the shore with Maehril slung over his shoulder.  He didn’t want to hurt her, but it was the easiest way for him to carry her.  
 
                 The shoreline was rocky, and he had to step carefully until he made it to the sparse field of beechwood trees that lay beyond.  There was a thin road that ran through the center of the field.  Yennit’s manor was about three hours walk once you found the road.
 
                 “It won’t be long now, sure,” he said aloud to Maehril, when he found the road.  “Yennit’ll help ya.  He’ll know what to do, sure.”
 
                 Days at sea left his legs shaky.  The hard even ground, stiff and unmoving, proved challenging.  Walking on dry land always took some adjusting for him, but he didn’t have the time now to sit down and master the impending nausea.  He just forged ahead, trying to walk as quickly as he could manage until his stomach decided otherwise.  When he could contain it no longer, Cano gently placed Maehril down beside the road on a patch of thick pale green grass and relieved himself of everything he’d eaten since the night before.  He took a few moments to regain his breath and compose himself before laying Maehril back over his shoulder and continuing down the road to Yennit’s manor.
 
                 The further inland he walked, the thicker the trees grew around the road.  The tall gray beech trees, branches full of dark green leaves, loomed over the road, creating heavy shadows with long slivers of sunlight.  
 
   It was silent.  Far too silent for a wooded area.  Cano began to feel increasingly anxious.  His eyes darted back and forth to either side of the road scanning the underbrush for signs of movement.  There was the possibility that the stress of his current situation was causing an irrational paranoia, but he just couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being stalked by a silent predator concealed amongst the small leafy shrubs that dominated the ground beneath the trees.
 
                 He reached into his linen sack with his free hand and rooted around until he found what he was looking for: the terralium dagger.  He had brought it along as an item he might sell to Yennit, but for now it would serve as protection in the event of an attack.  
 
                 He quickened his pace as much as his weary legs would allow.  As light as Maehril was, carrying her was taking its toll.  Pretty soon he would have to put her down and take a breather.  The thought frightened him.  His right hand reflexively gripped the dagger, tightening until the blood began to drain from his fingers, making his hand numb.  
 
                 The snapping of a stick to his right made him spin and face the woods.  Nothing moved.  A soft breezed passed through, barely affecting the leaves and branches.  His own rapidly beating heart was the only sound, echoing in his ears like thunder claps over a stormy sea.  He was sweating profusely.
 
                 Cano turned back to the road and began to jog.  Fear consumed him, dominated his thinking, and stoked his resolve.  It's only in your mind, he kept telling himself, repeating the mantra like a chant of futile reassurance.  
 
                 Another twig snapped to his right, and the black visage of a lunging creature caught his peripheral.  With no time to turn and face his attacker, Cano dropped to the ground, twisting Maehril beneath him.  A claw ripped across his back as the creature overshot its mark.
 
                 Cano quickly got to his feet, placing himself between Maehril and the four legged creature which faced him from only a few paces away.  He held the dagger out, waving it threateningly at the beast, hoping desperately that the sight of his weapon would be enough to drive the thing away.  It crouched on four legs with sharp claws diggin at the dirt.  Its round earless head was split in half by a massive jaw, lined with flesh-rending teeth.  Short black bristles covered its body, and its large black eyes looked hungry.  Cano looked deep into those eyes and knew his only hope of escape was to kill the creature.  
 
                 The beast made a quick move toward him, a test of will -- its desire to feed against Cano’s desire to live.  Cano shuffled back defensively but jabbed his weapon, missing badly.  The creature made a feint to the right then lunged at Cano’s legs, trying to take him down to the ground.  It missed with it jaws but swiped at Cano’s foot with its large claws before it jumped back.  Cano buckled under the pain as the animal's claws ripped two large gashes in his shin.  He fell to the ground, and the beast leapt for his throat.  Cano got his hands up, grabbing at its neck, and catching the creature in its front leg with a swipe from his dagger.  The beast howled in pain and retreated momentarily.  Several fresh wounds marked Cano across his chest and arms from the defense.  He could feel the blood wetting his flesh, the smell stoking the creature’s hunger.  The pain was severe, but his will to defend Maehril was all he would allow himself to feel.  It gave him strength.   
 
                 Apparently, the dagger had some kind of hidden theurgy as steam rose from the beast’s wounded leg.  A smell like charred meat filled the air.  The creature eyed the terrallium blade warily, but its hunger drove it to continue its assault.  Cano decided to take advantage of its hesitation.  He charged at the beast, stabbing wildly with the dagger.  The creature tried to retreat, but Cano’s sudden aggression caught it by surprise, and it took another wound across its neck before it could get away.  It ran off into the woods howling in pain.  Smoke marked its path into the woods, wafting up in a line through the underbrush in the direction it had run. 
 
                 Cano fell to his knees.  Exhaustion and relief overwhelmed him.  Tears forced their way free from his eyes, an involuntary reaction to the crushing fear and stress he had just endured.  He dragged himself weakly to Maehril and rested beside her.  Blood spilled from the numerous wounds he’d sustained.  For several moments he lay there deeply breathing.  
 
                 Desperation began to assail his senses.  His body was too old.  The strain of carrying Maehril, coupled with the loss of blood had rendered him too weak to make it to Yennit’s.  He felt faint, and lightheaded.  Lying on his back, his eyes focused on the soft white clouds floating lazily amongst a light blue sky.  The longer he stared, the faster they seemed to move, swirling in circles like a foaming whirlpool in the ocean.  His consciousness was slipping.
 
                 Another branch broke off the side of the road.  He lifted his head just enough to see two more of the beasts standing just several paces away.  A final tear slipped from his eye as he took Maehril’s hand in his.  He thought of his daughter Analie, and his wife Ahtarah.  He had been unable to protect them.  Now his failure was complete.  He had promised himself that he would protect Maehril, and in the end he had only brought her to her death.
 
                 A whizzing hum followed by a wet thud, cut through the sound of his quiet sobs.  He heard one of the beasts howl in pain and looked up in time to see the second creature take an arrow through its sickly black eye.  Footsteps raced toward him, growing louder and louder as his mind began to slip away.  Before his consciousness turned to black, the face of a chubby young man blocked out his view of the swirling clouds.  
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 Cano awoke in a dark room, dimly lit by a single candle on a small table beside him.  He sat up, wincing at the stinging pain that emanated from the multiple cuts he received from the beast on the road.  A quick inspection showed a hard, muddy paste covering several areas of his body.  Someone had given him healing.
 
                 He looked around and saw Maehril sleeping peacefully on a feather mattress in the corner of the opposite end of the room.  His linen bag lay at the foot of his own feather mattress.  He quickly rifled through its contents and was pleased to find that all of his belongings were accounted for.  
 
                 He even saw the terrallium dagger.  That made him pause.  The dagger was worth a fortune.  Even the most honest man in the world would be tempted to take an object that valuable.  
 
                 There was a tray next to his bed with a pitcher of water and a loaf of bread.  As hungry as he was, Cano didn’t feel right about accepting hospitality from someone he didn’t know.  First, he would properly introduce himself, express his gratitude, and then he’d take care of his hunger.
 
                 A young man appeared in the door.  He was short and fat -- not corpulent, but a shade more than stout.  He had spots of acne on his young face to go with a stubby nose that crooked in the middle as though it had been broken a few times.  His brown hair fell about his face and ears like the wiry strands of a broom, and he looked to be sweating mildly.  The young man was ugly.  There was no other way Cano could have described him.  Still, there was something about his big blue eyes -- kindness.  Those innocent blue eyes spoke of an undeniably gentle spirit.  Cano knew right away that this man was a friend.
 
                 “I wasn’t sure if you would make it,” the young man said stepping into the room.  His face drew in the light, and Cano realized that ugly wasn’t quite serious enough to describe the young man’s affliction.  Cano actually felt bad for him.
 
                 “I thought hope was lost back there, as well,” Cano said reaching out to shake the young man’s hand.  “I owe ya my life, I think.”
 
                 The young man smiled and nodded.  He looked over at Maehril, concern streaked his face.  “What happened to her?  Ma had a look.   She didn’t find a thing wrong.  She hit her head?”
 
                 “Something like that.  She’s been asleep fer a few days now.  I was taking her to see a friend I hoped could help.”
 
                 “Ol’ Yennit?” the young man asked, never looking away from Maehril.
 
                 Cano smiled and nodded.  “Yep.  Ol’ Yennit.”  The boy had a quiet, shy way about him.  “Name’s Cano, Cano Ash’amar.”
 
                 “Jerron,” he said with a wide smile that showed two rows of very imperfect teeth.  “Jerron Shanlee.”  He looked again at Maehril, then back at Cano.  “Eat.  It’ll get stale.”
 
                 Cano smiled again and thanked him.  He poured himself a glass of the water and drank it down gratefully.  “What were those things back there?” he asked, tearing into the bread.
 
                 “Rovers.  Nasty things,” Jerron said with distaste.  “Lucky for you, me and Pa was out hunting conies.  Rovers love eating people.  Have to be careful around here.  A good sword usually keeps them back.  They hunt alone.  They watch you.  If you look weak, easy you know? Then they jump you.  You’re real lucky we saw you when we did.”
 
                 Cano nodded in agreement as he stuffed his face with the hard bread.  Jerron sat down on a stool in the corner of the room and watched him eat with a broad smile on his pimply face.
 
                 “How old are ya, Jerron?  If ya don’t mind me asking?” Cano asked between bites.
 
                 “Just turned eighteen a few weeks back.  Pa says I’m a man now.”  Jerron shook his head.  “I don’t feel different, though.”  He paused in thought.  “Should I?”
 
                 “I don’t think so,” Cano said with a laugh.  He finished the last bite of his bread.
 
                 “If you feel up to it, how about you come and meet Ma and Pa?”  Jerron asked, hopefully.
 
                 Cano nodded and reached out his hand.  Jerron took it and pulled him to his feet.  A sudden look of wonder crossed his big blue eyes.  Cano realized that Jerron was looking at his ears.  Normally he would have felt self-conscious about having his mutation discovered, but Jerron’s almost child-like innocence made him feel at ease.
 
                 “Are those gills?” Jerron asked as though the discovery were akin to meeting the Creator in the flesh.
 
                 “Aye, lad.  I have gills.” Jerron made a move to touch them, but Cano caught his arm.  
 
                 “Sorry,” Jerron said shamefully, putting his arm down at his side.  “I’ve never seen a man with gills before.  Can you breathe like a fish in the ocean?”
 
                 “Aye, lad.  Same as a fish.”
 
                 Jerron smiled again, a wide infectious grin.  “Sure am glad I met you, Cano.”
 
                 “Not nearly as glad as I am to have met ya.”
 
                 Jerron led him into a thin hallway that opened into a fair-sized square room.  Jerron’s father sat in a chair by a window, puffing contentedly on a crude wooden pipe.  His mother rocked in a chair by the small fireplace, working on some knitting.  They were both terribly obese.  
 
                 “He lives,” Jerron’s father said with a hearty smile.
 
                 “Thanks to ya and yer family, my friend,” Cano replied.  His wounds were sore, but he was alive.
 
                 “What about the girl?” Jerron’s mother asked, setting her knitting aside.  “I’ve some skill in healing, yet I could find nothing wrong with her.”
 
                 Cano shifted uncomfortably.  He had a hard choice to make.  The events that had caused Maehril’s sleep would be difficult to explain.  Who would believe such an outlandish tale?  If he hadn’t seen it all with his own eyes, he would never have believed it himself.  To get Maehril the help she needed, he was going to have to put his trust in someone.  These kind folk had saved his life.  They had saved Maehril as well.  He owed them a debt of gratitude and for that he would offer them his allegiance.
 
                 He took a seat by the fire and began his tale.  The Shanlee’s listened with rapt attention as he recounted the girl he found wandering up the beach starving and alone.  He told them about her inability to speak and the halcyon, white light that had, at times, emanated from her body.  Their eyes lit with wonder when he spoke of the underwater ship graveyard and the cave that had beckoned him with its austere, green glow.  He finished by telling them about her battle with the wall of blackness and his race to get her to Yennit, the only person he could think of who might be able to help him.
 
                 “And so I sit before ya.  Poor Maehril sleeps still.  I need to find a way to help her.”  He finished his story looking them each in the eye.
 
                 “We have to help her pa,” Jerron said.
 
                 “We will, son.  We will,” Jerron’s father said, exhaling from his pipe.  “They call me Westin, and this here is Hollise.”
 
                 “Cano, Cano Ash’amar.”
 
                 “Well Cano, I don’t know what you think Yennit can do for you, but Jerron and I will take you to him in the morning if you like.”
 
                 “Is he close?” Cano asked.
 
                 “Sure is, Cano.  Ol’ Yennit’s manor house is just beyond the tomato fields.  I’m the foreman of his farm.”  Westin’s voice contained a swell of pride.  
 
                 Cano wondered how such a grossly overweight man could possibly work the farms of Yennit’s manor.  Did they have horses that could hold him?  He kept his amused thoughts to himself and thanked them for the help.  
 
                 “If ya don’t mind, I’d like to turn in fer the night,” Cano said, standing up and yawning deeply.  Then with a wink he added, “I’m so tired, I feel like I jest tangled with a Rover.”
 
                 The Shanlee’s all grinned warmly.  Cano started toward his room when a thought struck him.  Turning to face the family he asked, “One more thing before I call it a night.  The dagger I carry.  Ya know what that’s made of, don’t ya?”
 
                 The smile on Westin’s face slipped away.  “Terrallium.  More than I’ve ever seen.”  Cano nodded and looked at his feet feeling embarrassed for having spoken of the dagger.  “We’re honest folk, Cano.  A man’s belongings are his own.  I’ve no right to something so valuable and truth be told, I’ve no need for it either.  We’re very content with the way things are.  We have a good life here.”
 
                 Cano nodded.  “Yer good people.  A man like me doesn’t receive such kindness very often.  Thank ya fer saving my life.”
 
                 “You’re welcome, friend,” Westin said with genuine sincerity.
 
                 Cano went back to his room and lay down on the feather mattress.  For some time he lay awake staring at Maehril, hoping that he’d catch a glimpse of that white glow if even for a moment.  He thought of his new friends.  It had been so long since he had shared the company of strangers.  For years now he had spent nearly every night alone, either camped on a beach or asleep on the deck of his skiff, with only the stars for company.  
 
                 Since the day his wife and daughter had died, he had embraced his loneliness as a sort of purgatory.  Loneliness was his punishment for the countless failings of his life, whether true or self-imposed.  Now, for reasons he couldn’t grasp, the Creator was giving him a chance to prove himself worthy of her mercy.  In caring for Maehril, for protecting her as he should have done for Analie and Ahtarah, Cano had a chance to forgive himself at last, to put his burdened soul to rest.  
 
                 The rover could have killed him.  In fact it should have killed him.  Yet still he endured.  He began to think of fate as an ocean, with currents and winds pushing him to uncharted destinations.  He was no philosopher, but the idea that it had all happened for a reason -- his gills, his losses, Maehril -- took hold in his mind and gave him comfort.  For a man tortured by the failures of his past, the hope of redemption was the only thing he had left.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
                 Sunlight spilled into the single window frame filling the small room with light and pulling Cano from his peaceful slumber.  He slowly got to his feet, old age and sore wounds turning the simple act of standing into a battle of will.
 
                 He reached his arms out and stretched, reveling in the tonic ache that passed throughout his muscles and joints.  The older he got, the better a good morning stretch felt.  
 
                 The Shanlee’s were all sitting around a small square table in the main room of the modest house.  Cano could smell eggs and bacon, and fresh biscuits.  How long had it been since he had last eaten eggs, he wondered?  His mouth started to salivate.
 
                 “Have a seat, Cano,” Hollise invited.  She wore a stained apron and a warm smile.
 
                 “Got a plate made up for you,” Jerron added, patting the wooden chair next to him.
 
                 Cano hobbled over and took a seat.  The plate in front of him had more food than he could have eaten in an entire day.  He picked up his knife and fork and looked around at his new friends.  Their smiling faces enticed him to feel at home.  
 
                 The eggs were delicious, the bacon, even better.  It had been so long since he had eaten a proper home cooked breakfast that he’d forgotten the wholesome magnificence of the flavors.  His voice sung out a chorus of ‘mmms’ and ‘ahhhs’ as he savored every wonderful bite.  The Shanlee’s laughed heartily as they watched him devour his meal, happy hosts pleased to see the effects of their hospitality.  When he couldn’t finish another bite, Hollise insisted he eat more, practically forcing a forkful of eggs at his mouth.  Jerron nearly fell out of his chair laughing, as he watched Cano squirm away from his mother's attempts to put more food into his belly.  
 
                 “I can’t thank ya enough, Hollise, but there isn’t room left in my stomach,” Cano said, blocking her attempts to feed him more bacon.
 
                 “Oh come now.  There’s no need to be shy.  You’re amongst friends.  Have some more,” she insisted.
 
                 “Leave him be, woman.  He’s had enough,” Westin playfully admonished his wife, preparing his pipe with tobacco. 
 
                 “He barely ate half of what I gave him,” she told her husband, pointing to Cano’s plate.  She looked Cano right in the eye, inspecting him, as though she thought he was sick.  “Was the food alright?  You can tell me.”
 
                 “Hollise, yer cooking was delicious,” Cano said earnestly.  “I’m a small man.  I ate as much as I could.”
 
                 “You see woman.  He’s had enough.  He’s not a Massoniel you know,” Westin put in defensively.
 
                 Hollise eyed him doubtfully.  “Alright, alright,” she said, conceding at last.  She picked up the plate and took it away.
 
                 “How about it, pa?” Jerron asked, standing up and fidgeting excitedly.  “Can we get on to Yennit’s now?”
 
                 Westin took a few puffs of his pipe.  The smoke smelled sweet, with accents of cinnamon and apple.  Watching Westin puff happily gave Cano a craving for his own pipe.  
 
                 “You ready, Cano?”  Westin asked.
 
                 “Sure.  Shall we bring the girl?”
 
                 “I think so.  Yennit’s manor will have more comfortable beds for her to lie in.  Jerron, why don’t you grab the girl and bring her out to the carriage.”
 
                 Jerron nodded eagerly and headed off to get Maehril.
 
                 “Would ya get my bag as well?” Cano called after him.
 
                 Jerron agreed and returned a moment later with the linen bag slung over his shoulder and Maehril cradled gently in his thick arms.  Westin got up and Cano and Jerron followed him outside.  The morning air was crisp, not terribly cold but a bit cooler than Cano was dressed for.  Dew covered the green grass that surrounded the modest square house.  Cano could see the forest of beech trees a few hundred yards to the south.  The house seemed to sit in the middle of a meadow that rose into a hill to the north.  A thin dirt road led from the house off to the west where the field was cut off by the horizon.  A gray barn lay just beyond the house with chickens milling about aimlessly, occasionally breaking off their wandering to peck at something on the ground.  There was a carriage linked to two sturdy brown horses waiting for them next to the barn’s entrance.
 
                 Westin's hefty bulk made walking a chore.  He shifted considerably from side to side as he waddled his way to the carriage.  Jerron carefully laid Maehril on the back bench of the carriage and squeezed into the sliver of bench next to her feet.  Cano slid up into the front bench and watched as Westin hoisted himself up next to him.  It took Westin a great deal of effort to climb up, and Cano had to wonder how the man managed to handle the duties of a farm foreman.  Westin had sweat beading on his great sloping forehead as he adjusted his girth on the bench.  
 
                 When he was properly settled, Westin took the leather reins and gave them a tug.  The horses began a slow walk as Westin steered them to the road.  The road led up to a larger one that they turned onto.  Once the carriage found the smooth surface of the wide road, he pushed the horses into a slow, even trot.  The Shanlee house quickly faded into the distance behind them.  The carriage crossed several small rises and the vegetable fields opened up in front of them.  Long parallel rows of tomatoes, cabbage, carrots, turnips, and dozens of other vegetables stretched out as far as the eye could see.
 
                 “These are the fields I work,” Jerron explained to Cano as they passed by the rows.  “Most days I start at dawn pushing a plow or picking baskets.”
 
                 Cano listened politely.  He found Jerron’s unabashed excitement endearing.  As the carriage continued on, Jerron spoke at length about his day to day chores and how much he liked tending the fields for Ol’ Yennit.
 
                 “How bout ya, Westin?” Cano asked when Jerron stopped speaking to catch his breath.  “What are yer days like?”
 
                 “Oh I don’t do too much these days,” Westin replied.  “Jerron takes care of most things.  Mainly, I ride around in this carriage and look in on the help from time to time.  Make sure everyone’s doing their share.”
 
                 It wasn’t long before Yennit’s manor house appeared at the end of the road.  Cano had been to Yennit’s a few times in the past, though it had been several years since his last visit, but he’d never come from this direction.  The road he had taken through the beech trees came out near the front of the house.  This track would lead them to the back side of Yennit’s manor.
 
                 The house was extravagant.  It was constructed of brick and stood three floors high.  Windows with circular tops lined the building in rows marking the various rooms and floors.  Several chimneys poked out from the roof, gently spitting out thin wisps of smoke.  There were two separate buildings, both enormous in size, set back from the main construct.  One was a great barn, where Cano knew the cows and pigs were housed.  The second was a stable, where Yennit kept his vast number of high bred horses.  A hen house, bustling with hundreds of chickens, sat just to the side of the barn.  
 
                 As the carriage neared the house, Cano could make out people.  Some stopped their work amongst the rows of vegetables to watch their arrival.  There seemed to be a steady line of workers carrying pails back and forth from the barn to an extension on the back of the house.  Cano knew that Yennit’s cows produced a vast quantity of milk which Yennit sold to villagers in the towns along Merrame Bay.
 
                 Westin brought the carriage to a halt in a clearing just outside the house.  They all climbed down, Jerron carrying Maehril as though she were a priceless crystal who might shatter if she was dropped, and made their way through a door in the back of the house.
 
                 The first room they entered looked to be a secondary kitchen where food was prepped for meals.  Servants waved friendly hello’s to Westin and Jerron, and curiously eyed Cano as he passed.  Cano kept a friendly smile on his face, nodding politely to each person as he followed the Shanlee’s deeper into the manor.  After navigating several hallways, Westin led them into the library and then left them in search of Yennit.  
 
                 The library was impressive.  Cano had seen it a time or two in the past, and still it left an impression on him.  The height of the room encompassed all three floors of the house, with books lining shelves the entire length of each wall.  Hand crafted tables and embroidered chairs were set about the room, staged to face a large brick fireplace built into the far wall.  The roof of the space was constructed of glass that looked out at the sky above.  Cano had never been in the library at night, but he imagined the serenity one might feel reading a good book by the fire beneath a star filled night sky.
 
                 Jerron carefully laid Maehril on a velvet cushioned sofa and took a seat nearby, watching her with an almost reverent glow in his big, blue eyes.  Cano paced the room while they waited for Westin to return.  Maehril had been asleep four days now.  After days of racing across the ocean, he had finally reached his destination, and his need to revive her caused his hands to shake with anticipation.  He simply couldn’t sit still.  If Yennit said there was nothing he could do, Cano was afraid he would come undone.
 
                 After a stretch of time that felt like an eternity, Westin returned with Yennit.  Yennit was an elderly man, average in height, though bent forward by age.  He walked with a lacquered, wooden cane, topped with a crystalline knob that he leaned heavily upon.  His hair was all but gone, his scalp pocked with liver spots, and the skin on his face hung loosely as though it were slowly melting away.  He had aged considerably since Cano had last seen him.  Though it was a dire thought, Cano was certain that Yennit’s time was nearing an end.  
 
                 Yennit smiled when he saw Cano and ambled up to shake his hand.  They regarded each other with a certain unspoken respect held by two men from entirely different backgrounds who shared a common bond.  They each had a passionate love for the world in which they existed: Cano for the sea and Yennit for the land’s many histories.  In the past they had engaged in compelling conversations, sharing accrued knowledge and tales.  Cano was sad to see his friend's condition, but his sorrow would have to wait.
 
                 “Westin tells me you have a problem, old friend,” Yennit said, looking in Maehril’s direction.  “Let’s see if I can help.”
 
                 Yennit took a seat and listened attentively as Cano explained all that had happened to him since Maehril had wandered into his life.  For most of the tale, his expression didn’t change, but his eyes seemed to widen when he mentioned the underwater cave and again when Cano spoke of the rover and his defense with the terrallium dagger.  When Cano finished his tale, all eyes fell on Yennit, who quietly thought it all over for several moments.
 
                 When Yennit spoke at last, his voice took on a grave tone.
 
                 “As far as the girl’s condition, I’m afraid I don’t have many answers.”  Cano immediately felt his spirits drop.  “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be of some help.  First though, I’d like to ask you if I might have a look at that dagger.”
 
                 Cano’s stomach was twisted into knots.  He spared a regretful look at Maehril, then fished into his bag and pulled out the dagger.  The blade was six inches long and made entirely of terrallium.  It glittered a faint blue when Cano held it up to the sunlight, spilling in from the glass ceiling.  The sudden glow captivated him and everyone in the room.  The sheen grew as he kept it bathed in the sun’s warm rays.  In moments its light was brilliant, a radiant blue glow that flooded the entire library, casting away shadows from even the darkest corners of the room.  Even the shadows beneath chairs and tables disappeared, an occurrence that struck Cano as unnatural.  He turned the blade over in his hands, studying the handle which was inscribed with an unfamiliar crest: two swords crossed against an image of the sun rising over a mountain peak.
 
                 Cano reached to hand the dagger to Yennit, moving it away from the direct rays of sun.  The instant the dagger left the sun’s light, the blue glow diminished, not fading entirely, but receding to a soft emanation.  
 
                 Yennit held the dagger in both hands, staring down at it in silence.  When he raised his head to look at Cano, tears were falling from his eyes.  
 
                 “Do you know what this is, old friend?” he asked Cano in a choked up voice.
 
                 Cano merely shook his head too bewildered to speak.  He had seen Yennit react passionately to several items he had discovered over the years, but never like this.  Reverence shone in Yennit’s eyes as though he were looking upon his own child for the very first time.
 
                 “Have you ever heard of the Harvens?”
 
                 Again Cano had to answer, no.  
 
                 Yennit implored him to have a seat.  Jerron and Westin pulled chairs over as well, forming a circle around the old man.
 
                 “Long before Desirmor came to power, at the end of the Age of Queens, our Creator made her final creation.  She made a race of men who she would favor above all others -- the Harvens.  To ensure their strength, she endowed their race with many gifts.  She gave them unparalleled strength in battle, an unnatural tolerance for pain, a mind bent on the search for reason and logic, and most of all she gave them theurgy.  Harvens were once the strongest trivals in all the world.  
 
                 “The Creator knew that for this race to evolve after creation into a people worthy of their gifts they would need to live in an environment that pushed the limits of survival.  She chose the Harven Mountains, a place of nearly unbearable winters.  The rocky soil would make farming an act of patience and endurance, and animals to prey upon for sustenance would be few and difficult to hunt.  She placed them in this land of hardships to mold them into a force so mentally and physically powerful that they could inherit their destiny as defenders of light and life; soldiers serving the will of the Earth.
 
                 “That is why Desirmor destroyed them -- to purge the world of opposition to the darkness that controls his soul.  Where the Harvens were the embodiment of light on Earth, Desirmor became the incarnation of darkness.  In eradicating the Harven race, the balance of light and dark was thrown into flux.  
 
                 “This dagger,” Yennit said, holding the blade up for all of them to see, “belonged to the last leader of the Harven race, Thalson Harvenstrong.  Where some kings wear a crown as a symbol of their leadership, the Harven chief carried this dagger.
 
                 “It is said that this dagger was forged in the bowels of the Earth, deep beneath the Harven Mountains where legend has it that the rivers of earth blood that sustain our world originate.  Some say that if the Earth has a heart, it beats beneath the Harven Mountains.  This dagger is an object of pure earth power, a weapon created for destroying darkness.  You all saw what happened just now.  The way the shadows simply ceased to be when the dagger was held under the light of the sun.  
 
                 “My friend, you have uncovered one of the greatest treasures of our past that anyone has ever discovered.  But more importantly…”  Yennit’s face took on a mask of peace and exultation, “the prophecy has begun at last.”
 
                 “What prophecy, Yennit?” Jerron asked, his eyes alight with wonder.  He was completely entranced by Yennit‘s story.
 
                 Cano wasn’t so impressed.  He had no time for ancient daggers, Harvens, or prophecies.  Maehril still lay near him, imprisoned in a dream from which she could not wake.  To him, these fantastical tales were a waste of time.  
 
                 “The prophecy of Harmony Alexidus, my boy,” Yennit said.  “A prophecy delivered over a thousand years ago by Desirmor’s interned wife.  A prophecy that documents the series of events that will lead to Desirmor’s death and restore the balance of light and dark.”
 
                 “I’ve no time fer ya prophecy, Yennit,” Cano suddenly exclaimed.  He had heard enough.  “I care nothing fer ya children’s tales and folklore.  If ya can’t help me with the girl, then let me be on my way.  Time’s a wastin while ya fill the boy’s head with this foolishness.”
 
                 Yennit studied Cano for several moments and then looked sadly at Maehril.  
 
                 “I must apologize, my friend,” he said sadly.  He turned the dagger over in his hands several times.  “This dagger is something I have sought after since my youth.  To see it at last, to hold it in my hands… I’m afraid it caused me to forget the reason you came to me.”
 
                 “Is there anything ya can do?” Cano asked desperately.
 
                 Yennit paused thoughtfully, then smiled cleverly.
 
                 “There is one thing that might help her, though I must warn you, it is dangerous.”
 
                 “I don’t care bout danger,” Cano said.  Then he looked down at his hands and added quietly, “I’ll do anything to help her.”
 
                 “It may cost you your life.  And I cannot guarantee that it will cure what ails her,” Yennit said grimly.
 
                 “Would ya jest tell me what I need to do, already.  Fer the light of heaven!”  Cano threw up his hands in exasperation.
 
                 “There is a tree that gives a fruit that can cure any ill.  If a man is within a hair’s breadth of dying, the fruit of this tree can restore him completely.”  Yennit made the pronouncement bitterly, as though he were revealing a secret he was loathe to tell.  His once blue eyes, dulled by age to a soft gray, had the haunted look of broken promises.  
 
                 Cano felt a surge of hope.  A fruit that can heal any ill?  Why had he never heard of such a wonderment before?  
 
                 “The tree is difficult to reach,” Yennit continued.  He absently caressed the dagger’s blade as he spoke.  “It lies within a cave halfway up an ocean cliff on the eastern shores of Merrame.  To reach the cave, you must scale the cliff face.  Once inside the cave, you will find a family of shraels.  If you’ve never encountered a shrael, I must warn you that they count humans amongst their very favorite meals.”
 
                 Cano knew all about shraels.  There weren’t many left in the world these days, because when a nest was discovered, locals usually got together to kill them.  Shraels always made their nests near the ocean, since after people, pelicans were their second favorite meal.  They were big, winged beasts, and if the tree was truly guarded by a family, his task was nearly impossible.  Living out on the water, he’d been attacked more times than he could count.  The only thing that ever worked for him was to dive under his boat and wait for them to leave.  Shraels were infamously impatient.  It usually took only a few minutes before they gave up and flew away.  Once again, Cano felt his spirits dropping.
 
                 “How many are there?” he asked dejectedly.
 
                 “At least five,” Westin said.  He had been sitting quietly with his hands folded across his spacious waist.
 
                 “I believe five is right,” Yennit agreed, nodding his head approvingly at his farm foreman.
 
                 “Can ya give me any men, Yennit?” Cano asked.  He doubted there were only five.
 
                 Yennit shook his head sadly.  There was shame in his eyes.  “None would follow you Cano.  I will ask, of course, but these are simple village men, with wives and children.  I don’t know a man around here that isn’t terrified of those foul creatures.  I can’t even get them to gather into numbers to clear out that nest.”
 
                 “How do ya know bout that tree then?” Cano asked.  “If none of ya’s got the stones to challenge them things, how’d ya find out it’s there?”
 
                 “It was a recent discovery.  Something that must remain a secret.”  
 
                 “I’ve seen these things first hand,” Westin said grimly.  He pulled a pale yellow handkerchief from a pocket on his brown burlap vest and wiped away the sweat that was building on his forehead.  Cano thought the room was fairly cool.  Was the man truly overheated?   “Nasty beasts.  Picked one of the field workers right up off the ground.  Ripped him apart and flew away.  We started putting archers around the perimeter after that happened.”
 
                 “I don’t know who or what this girl is, Cano, but is she truly worth risking your life?” Yennit asked carefully, studying Maehril as he continued to rub his fingers along the dagger’s blade. 
 
                 “She is,” Cano answered simply.
 
                 “I’ve known you for many years now,” Yennit tried to reason with him. “You’ve always been a man who prefers to be alone.  By your own admission, you only knew her a day before she lost consciousness.  And a mute as well.  What hold does she have on you?  Are you certain you haven’t been bewitched?”
 
                 Cano looked over at Maehril.  His heart longed to see her awake and smiling.  
 
                 “There was a moment on my boat when that evil was rising from the sea, closing in all around us, and I knew I was going to die.”  He pointed at Maehril.  “That girl saved my life.  Light poured out of her.  It was like the light of heaven itself was shining from that little girl.”  Cano felt himself choking up.  He could feel the tears beginning to well up in his eyes.  “She’s special.  I know it.  I feel it in my bones.”  He captured a sob in his throat, mastering his emotions.  The next words he spoke would sound crazy, but he believed them with every ounce of his being.  “This girl is the Creator made flesh.  She is light itself.”
 
                 Yennit’s face was a blank mask.  He studied Cano with heavy, thoughtful eyes. Westin and Jerron stared at him with mouths hanging agape.  
 
                 “You’ve lost it man,” Westin said, wiping at his face again.  He pointed a chubby finger at him accusingly.  “That rover yesterday, it must’ve knocked the sense out of you.”
 
                 “Be easy, Westin,” Yennit said.  “Do not mock a man for his beliefs, dubious though they may be.  The girl has obviously incited a passionate response in our friend.  Let him think as he wishes.”
 
                 “The Creator made flesh, though Yennit?” Westin exclaimed.  “I’ll not listen to such blasphemy.”
 
                 “Where’s the cave, Yennit?” Cano asked.  Westin’s sudden vehemence had only stoked his resolve to be on his way.  
 
                 “Is there nothing I can do to talk you out of this?” the old man asked.  Cano shook his head.  Yennit sighed with resignation. “Head east until you find the coast.  It’s about half a day's ride by horseback.  Go north up the coast until you see an outcropping of rocks just off the shore.  The rocks look like three descending arches.  You’ll understand when you see them.  The cave lies on the cliff face.”
 
                 Cano stood up and reached out to shake Yennit’s hand.
 
                 “My thanks to ya old friend.  Will ya take care of the girl until I return?”
 
                 “Don’t worry about Maehril; just come back in one piece.”  Yennit struggled to his feet, causing Westin to rise and give him a hand.  “Westin, see that he gets a horse and some good rope.  And an overnight pack.  If he actually manages to get to the tree, he won’t be able to get back until tomorrow.”  He handed the dagger back to Cano.  “Thank you for showing me this treasure, Cano Ash’amar.  I owe you a great debt.”
 
                 “No, no.  Ya keep it, Yennit,” Cano tried to hand the dagger back, but Yennit refused.
 
                 “This belongs to you Cano.  I know you don’t understand, but the dagger has chosen you.  Its innate power can only be unleashed by a chosen wielder.  You have become that man.”
 
                 Cano looked down at the knife, doubtfully.  It sounded like more nonsense to him, but he would need a weapon if he was going to tangle with a family of shraels.
 
                 Jerron stood up as well.  He had remained quiet throughout the conversation, listening intently to everything that was said.  He looked determined.  
 
                 “I’ll need a horse too,” he said.
 
                 They all turned to look at him as though he had said the most absurd thing in the world.  Westin’s expression grew hard.
 
                 “What kind of foolishness is this now, son?” Westin asked in a strict fatherly tone.
 
                 “I’m going with Cano, Pa,” Jerron said.
 
                 “You’ll do no such thing!” Westin commanded.
 
                 Jerron didn’t blink.  He looked at Cano with resolve cemented in his face.  
 
                 “I figured you’d need some help and all.  If you’ll have me?” he asked hopefully.
 
                 “He’s not going anywhere with you,” Westin said angrily to Cano.  “He’s my only son.  I won’t risk him.”
 
                 “I’ll be fine, Pa.  I can fend for myself,” Jerron argued defiantly.              
 
                 “We already lost Ansonia.  Your mother and I can’t lose you too, son.  I won’t allow it.”  Westin’s big, round face was flushed and angry.  His eyes threw invective accusations at Cano.  
 
                 Jerron stared back at his father.  Intransigence poured impossibly from his homely face and innocent blue eyes.  “You taught me to always help a friend in need.  Never turn your back.  What kind of man would I be, if I let him walk away to die alone.  I won’t do it.  I won’t.  It’s not the way you raised me.  It’s not the way Ma raised me.”
 
                 Westin’s hands had balled into fists.  Short, furious breaths pushed through his gritted teeth.  Then his round sweaty face began to contort from an expression of incendiary rage to one of shame.  The hard lines of anger slipped away, and his mouth fell open, whispering inaudible protests that lost their validity as the rationality of his son’s impassioned speech answered all of his arguments.  His shoulders slumped forward, and he released a long, resigned sigh.
 
                 “Just come back to me then, son,” he uttered hoarsely.  “Please.”
 
                 Jerron nodded solemnly.  
 
                 Cano stood uncomfortably quiet.  He was glad to have some help, but in the depths of his heart, he knew there was no hope of surviving this task.  Death was imminent and acceptable.  Cano was willing to die, fighting to keep the promise he had made to himself that first morning after Maehril had wandered into his life.  Yet, like Westin, he was unwilling to see the boy die on a fool’s errand.  He could not abide by Jerron’s choice.
 
                 “I go alone,” he said sternly.  
 
                 He expected a strong objection from the boy, but the argument never came.  Jerron merely shook his head and laughed.  His laugh was deep and full, a release of the tension held over from the battle of wills he’d just fought with his father.
 
                 “You can’t stop me, fishman,” he chortled.  “If you leave, I’ll just follow.  Either at your side, or a distance behind.  Mark me.  I’m going.”
 
                 Cano opened his mouth to object, but his protests died in his throat.  Westin managed a reluctant smile and shook his head at him.
 
                 “We’re Massoniel, Cano.  Once a Massoniel has made up his mind, you’d have better luck making a mountain stand aside.”
 
                 Yennit grinned in agreement.  Standing next to Westin’s massive bulk, his frail old frame looked like that of a child.  
 
                 “Alright,” Cano surrendered.  The boy was stubborn if nothing else.  “Jest don’t go getting yerself killed.”
 
                 Westin led Yennit away and Jerron ran off to fetch supplies for the road ahead.  Cano took a seat beside Maehril and studied her sleeping face.  She looked to be at peace.  Her lips curved into the slightest hint of a smile, as though her dreams were of joyful memories.  He hoped they were.
 
                 He considered the terrallium dagger in his hands.  Yennit had said the dagger had chosen him, as if that were even possible.  He had found the thing lying at the bottom of the sea, a relic of a time long past.  The truth was it should never have been discovered.  Was it coincidence or the purposeful machinations of a greater force beyond his capacity for understanding?  
 
   His wife, Ahtarah, had often lectured him on the forces of fate and circumstance.  She believed that everything was already predetermined and that people were following a path laid out long before they had ever taken their first breath as infants.
 
                 Cano was a man of God.  His belief in the Creator was absolute.  He had been raised to believe that man had been created from love and he was free to live his life as he wished.  Those that lived morally, in faithful recognition of the Creator, were welcomed into the realm of the heavens at the moment of death.  His unwavering faith in this doctrine had kept him alive when despair over the loss of his family had been at its most damaging.  
 
                 If Yennit’s belief proved to be true and the dagger had indeed chosen him, then his whole concept of life would be shattered.  Ahtarah would be right.  There was no such thing as coincidence.  Cano would be left to wonder whether it had truly been his own choice to camp on the beach that night, rather than on his boat.  That choice had led him to this mysterious, mute teenager who had stirred within him sentiments of love and loyalty that he had long ago abandoned as emotions he was incapable of feeling.  And that meeting had brought him to a dagger which had waited for him in the chest of a sunken ship for countless years.
 
                 It would also mean that his mutation was a predestined act.  The gills that had grown behind his ears, causing the eventual death of his loved ones, and his alienation from society, would prove to be the ultimate catalyst for everything that had occurred these last few days.
 
                 All of these thoughts possessed his mind as he watched Maehril sleeping on the sofa.  Was his next task the predesigned will of fate as well?  Would his death come at the hands of a family of shraels, desperately trying to find a cure for the unnatural slumber that had taken Maehril?
 
                 He closed his fingers into a tight grip on the dagger’s hilt.  Cano was an old man -- too old to be getting mixed up in battles and adventure.  For now he would keep to his faith, and trust in the Creator to guide him, either back to Maehril, or into the heavens above.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen:  Shraels
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
                 The horses were packed.  Two silvery blue geldings stood next to the barn, saddled and fed, waiting patiently for their riders.  Westin stood beside them, holding their reins, gently stroking their manes and noses.  
 
                 Cano stood in the back doorway of the manor house with Jerron and Yennit, taking a last moment to think his plan over.  It wasn’t much of a plan.  
 
                 Based on what little he knew of shraels, they liked to hunt in the evening, just before sundown.  There was no hierarchy among their kind.  Any adult shrael that wanted to eat left the nest to hunt.  His best chance was to enter the cave while they were hunting and get the fruit as quickly as possible.  This plan was of course contingent on his hope that there were no chicks in the nest.  If the family had recently birthed, the mother would stay behind to guard the young.    
 
                 Jerron had no idea what he was getting into.  He was full of wide-eyed wonder and misguided juvenile bravery.  He carried a battle axe, given to him by Yennit, from his collection of artifacts of ages past.  Yennit told him a maul or a hammer would have been a more appropriate weapon for a Massoniel to carry, but for now the axe would suffice.  The long, crescent blade looked sharp and polished, but Cano worried that the boy would just end up cutting himself.  He doubted that Jerron had ever swung a battle axe.  In fact he wasn’t sure if the boy was capable of doing anything other than picking vegetables.  
 
                 He assumed Jerron could shoot an arrow. His proficiency had been proven the day before when he’d saved Cano and Maehril from being torn apart by the rovers.  But a bow and arrow wouldn’t do much good in a cave against the shraels.  Still, Cano was glad to see that Jerron had packed a sheath of arrows and carried a bow, slung over his shoulder.
 
                 Cano viewed the horses with a heavy dose of apprehension.  He hadn’t ridden a horse in nearly thirty years.  
 
                 Since his youth, he had tied his life to the sea.  His first job had been an apprenticeship on a small fishing vessel when he was barely old enough to shave.  A boat was something you could control.  Tighten the sails, move the rudder and the boat would turn just the way you wanted.  Horses were living creatures with personalities.  At any moment the one you were riding could take off or rear up and drop you on your backside.  He didn’t trust them.
 
                 He had taken a few moments to watch the two geldings with their silvery blue coats, and thick black manes.  One of them seemed gentle enough.  It melted into Westin’s caress, nuzzling the fat man affectionately.
 
                 The second horse made Cano wary.  It had a shifty look in its wide black eyes.  Cano felt certain that the horse was watching him, plotting something mischievous.  As soon as he walked over there, Cano was sure the horse would try to bite him, or lift its hind legs and spray him with urine.  Westin reached out to pet its nose, and the horse moved its head aside, although its eyes never looked away from Cano.  
 
                 “Ya won’t get any of this flesh, here,” Cano cried out suddenly, waving his arm tauntingly at the horse.
 
                 Yennit and Jerron abruptly stopped the conversation they’d been having and looked at him as though he’d gone mad.  That unwavering stare from the horse had rankled him, and he didn‘t care if they thought he was a loon.  
 
                 “He’s plotting something.  Mark me on that,” Cano defended himself.  “I won’t ride him.  I won’t.”
 
                 “Be at ease, Cano,” Yennit tried to reassure him.  “It’s just a horse.  He’s harmless.”
 
                 “Which one is bothering you?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “That one,” Cano pointed.  The horse continued to watch him with the same unnerving blank stare.  “Don’t ya see?  He’s watching me.  Shifty beast.  He’s up to something.”
 
                 Jerron and Yennit watched the horse for a moment, then looked at each other and broke out in laughter.  Cano didn’t care for being the butt of their jokes.  He made a sour face and scowled.
 
                 “Come now, Cano.  We don’t mean to jest.  You need to ride to make it out there before sundown,” Yennit tried to reason with him.  
 
                 “I’ll take that horse, Cano,” Jerron offered.  “Let’s go.”
 
                 Cano folded his tan, bony arms and thought it over.  He felt nauseous and weak.  Fear gripped his old body, rooting his feet to the ground.  Now that it was time to depart, time to climb his mount and ride, he could feel a paralyzing fear taking hold.
 
                 He made himself think of Maehril.  The girl needed him.  There was a family of shraels awaiting his arrival.  If he couldn’t manage to overcome his fear of riding a horse, how could he expect to find the tree?  
 
                 It was silly.  He looked again at the horses and swallowed his apprehension.  A bite on the ankles from a horse would seem a small nuisance compared with the sharp beak and talons he’d soon be facing.
 
                 Taking a deep breath, Cano followed Jerron to the horses, though he made sure to let the boy walk in front like a shield.  Yennit watched from the doorway.
 
                 “Come back in one piece, men,” he called after them.  
 
                 Jerron looked over his shoulder and smiled reassuringly.  Cano just scowled.  The boy seemed to think this was just some fun adventure.  That was the way it worked for young people, with their muscles and their strong backs, sleeping through the night without having to wake up seven times to urinate.  They all thought they were indestructible.  Nothing seems impossible when you’re young and bursting with energy.   He probably thinks they’ll just walk right into the cave, slay a few shraels with the same ease you’d have stepping on some ants, grab a handful of fruit and be back to the manor in time for supper.  
 
                 Westin looked as though he might sick up when he handed his son the reins to his mount.  The fat edges of his homely face were pale and worried, like a man who had dreamed of his own death and knew the moment had come.  
 
                 Jerron spared a moment to slide the handle of his axe into a sheath in the saddle, before he met his father’s afflicted eyes.  He put a reassuring hand of his father’s wide shoulder.  Though they were even in height, Jerron appeared small and fragile standing before his father.
 
                 “Come back to me boy,” Westin managed to utter, fiercely blinking away the sudden rush of tears.  He pulled Jerron into a tight embrace, squeezing his son as though the strength of his grip would bring his son back safely.
 
                 “You worry too much, Pa,” Jerron said when Westin finally released him.  He climbed up on his mount and stroked the horse's neck.  Despite his weight, the horse didn’t seem to notice he had a rider.  Its black eyes just kept staring at Cano.  “We’ll be home tomorrow.  You’ll see.  Everything is going to be just fine.”
 
                 Westin nodded unsurely, dabbing at his eyes with the same yellowish rag he used to wipe sweat from his forehead.  He turned his attention to Cano who still stood a safe distance away from the horses.
 
                 “Well then.  You going or not?” he asked, offering Cano the reins.  
 
                 Cano swallowed hard and took a deep breath.  He took a few small steps toward the horses, thinking that if he moved too quickly one might attack him.  Though he moved toward the horse that had seemed gentler in nature, his eyes remained fixed on Jerron’s mount.  Westin tapped his foot impatiently as he waited for Cano to take the reins.  
 
                 Finally Cano approached the horse.  Westin placed the leather reins in his weathered, gnarly hands.  As his fingers closed around the reins, Cano expected the horse to haul off suddenly and drag him around.  Nothing happened.  In fact the horse turned its head, bringing its wet nose to Cano’s shoulder, sniffing him curiously.  For a fleeting moment, Cano was sure the horse intended bite him, but instead, once it determined that Cano’s scent was acceptable, it nuzzled his neck and encouraged him to mount.
 
                 “That’s enough of that,” Cano laughed, swatting the horse's wet, ticklish nose away from his neck and ears.  He turned to Westin.  “Alright.  Give me a leg up, would ya.”
 
                 Cano managed to get a foot in the stirrup, and then Westin hoisted him up into the saddle.  At first he swayed about trying to control his balance.  Sitting up high in the saddle was an unfamiliar feeling, and it threw off his equilibrium.  He closed his eyes and leaned forward, holding onto the pommel with both hands, fighting to remain on the horse.  Westin reached up and steadied him with a wide, thick hand.
 
                 “Relax, Cano.  You’re doing fine,” Jerron tried to encourage him.  “Think of Maehril.  Remember why you’re doing this.”
 
                 Cano kept his eyes closed tight.  He felt that if he opened them and saw how high he was sitting, he would surely pass out and fall.  Jerron’s words filled his mind.  He thought of Maehril, asleep in a room that Yennit had prepared for her.  If he hoped to master his irrational fear of riding, he needed to find the right perspective.  He needed to constantly hold onto his motivations, keeping all other thoughts out of his head.  Maehril’s plight had to become his sole focus, the source of his concentration.  
 
                 Breathing deeply, with the memory of her worried face as he dove back into the ocean to explore that cave so many days ago implanted in his consciousness, Cano mastered himself and opened his eyes.  Jerron and Westin regarded him with deep frowns of concern.  He ignored them.  His feet found the stirrups, and his hands took the reins.  He sat up straight.
 
                 “Which way?” he asked Westin, with a voice thick with resolve.
 
                 “Follow the road through the beech trees.  When it runs into the coast, ride north.  According to Yennit, if you set a good pace, you’ll see those arches by sundown,” Westin told him.  “I’m told shrael’s hunt in the evening,” Westin continued, this time speaking warningly to his son.  “Find a copse of trees to camp under, and don’t use a fire.  The smoke would be as good as a beacon.”
 
                 Jerron nodded, his face betraying fear which he was trying very hard to disguise.  “Tell Ma I love her.”
 
                 Cano kicked his mount into a trot following the road they had ridden that morning.  Jerron quickly led his gelding up beside him.  
 
                 It was still only mid-morning.  Cano was worried about time.  Yennit was certain they would make it well before sundown, but Cano wasn’t so sure.  He was an unskilled rider, and neither he nor Jerron actually knew where they were going.  Out on the ocean, he could read the sun and wind, check his compass, and point his boat to find his destination.  Here on land, all he knew for sure was that he needed to find the coast and follow it north.  He could only hope that everything would work out right in the end.
 
                 They rode in silence past the long, endless rows of vegetables.  Workers stood to watch them pass, like the solemn spectators of a funeral procession.  Word of their mission must have spread quickly.  Two men riding to face the very beasts that had savagely taken one of their co-workers would create quite a buzz.  
 
                 Cano kept his eyes forward, and tried to ignore them.  Doubtless they looked at him and Jerron as two fools off to meet their end.  If things went as he hoped, they would slip into that cave and make off with the fruit without ever having to lay eyes on one of those awful creatures.  The whole point was to survive.  If he and Jerron had to battle the shraels, their story would not be told as anything but a tragedy.
 
                 Beyond the field they crested a few low hills and saw the Shanlee’s home lying to the left, a short distance ahead.  Cano expected Jerron to stop at his home and say a few parting words to his mother, but as they approached the fork that led off toward the forest of beech trees, Jerron turned his mount away from his home.  Cano studied the young man’s round, unsightly face.  Jerron simply looked ahead, stark determination plain in the set corners of his wide lips and furrowed brow.
 
                 It was nearing noon as they entered the forest.  The air was warm and humid beneath a clear blue sky and bright yellow sun.  The forest smelled of dampness and pollen.  The branches of the beech trees, bursting with dark green leaves, made the whole area feel vibrant and alive.  The day before, with Maehril slung over his shoulder and the impending feel of unseen eyes, Cano hadn’t been able to appreciate the forest's intrinsic beauty.  
 
                 At one time he had lived in a place much like this on the southeastern coast of Perth.  His home with Ahtarah and Analie had been on the edge of a small growth of beech trees.  While he fished for Phemeraks in the waters of the Southern Ocean, Ahtarah tended to a small field of vegetables and a modest stable of pigs, cows, and chickens.  At night he would sit with his wife beneath the starry skies of southern Perth and smoke tobacco which they grew in their fields.  He loved that his wife smoked a pipe.  Not many women were known to enjoy the habit.  That was one of the things he had loved most about his wife.  While he was a man of simple needs and pleasures, she was one to always defy convention.  She never felt comfortable in the traditional roles expected of a good housewife.  She smoked a pipe, she wore trousers in the fields, and she always spoke her mind.  
 
                 “You’re getting comfortable on that horse,” Jerron said, snapping Cano out of the daydream he was having about his wife.  
 
                 “I suppose he’s not so bad,” Cano answered, scratching his hawkish nose.  The horse walked at a very brisk pace, set by Jerron.  So far, the fears he’d held of getting thrown off, bitten, or urinated upon, had proven unfounded.  Just to prove to himself that he was well on his way to completely overcoming his fear of horses, Cano reached out and stroked his mount on its neck.  
 
                 “I think this is where we found you,” Jerron pointed out.
 
                 Cano looked around.  Jerron may have been right, but Cano saw nothing that he recognized.  In the heat of the moment, he hadn’t bothered to memorize the details around him.  Then he saw several streaks of dried blood marking the tan dirt.  Jerron noticed as well, and nodded grimly.  Suddenly Cano became aware of the mild soreness he still felt from the many wounds he’d received the day before.  It was remarkable what Hollise had been able to accomplish.  There had been a deep gash on his left arm.  Now that gash was practically healed with a raw batch of new skin already growing in.  He should have been unable to get out of bed.  The fact that he was moving about nearly as good as new, only a day later, was an incredible blessing.  He owed the Shanlee’s much.  He would repay them by making certain Jerron returned home alive.
 
                 “What was she like?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Who?”  
 
                 “Maehril.  I know you said she can’t talk, but what was she like?”
 
                 Cano thought about it a moment.  How do you describe the personality of a mute girl you’d only known for a day?  
 
                 “Well it’s hard to say.”  He scratched his scalp.  “I think she’s sweet.  And I think she thinks I’m funny.”  Jerron listened to him intently.  He knew he’d have to give the boy more.  “The thing bout her is, she cared bout me, right off, as if she knew…it was as if she knew that I needed someone to care bout me.”  A sad, sympathetic look came across Jerron’s face.  “I lost my wife and daughter many years ago.  I always blamed myself, these gills.  Somehow she eased that pain.  The only way I think I’ll ever be able to fergive myself is by helping her.  Is that something ya can understand?”
 
                 “I can understand that,” Jerron smiled.  After a quiet moment he said, “I think I’d like to see this white light you talked about.”
 
                 “It’s the light of heaven, my boy.  Mark me on that.  The girl is special.  She has a purpose.  Something divine.  That’s why I’m riding out here to risk my neck.”
 
                 “I believe you Fishman.  That’s why I’m here,” Jerron said.
 
                 “Well the truth of it is boy that I’m glad fer the help, but I don’t think ya know what ya got into here.”  
 
                 “I saw that thing take Thierry,” Jerron said as a dark cast came over his face.  “I was there, not twenty feet away.  It could’ve been me that day.  It could’ve been.  Poor Thierry screamed for help.  Then it ripped him in half.”  Jerron's eyes grew wide, haunted.  “Right there in the sky above us.  Ripped him right in half.”
 
                 “And still ya came,” Cano said.
 
                 Jerron looked at him with a fierceness that Cano didn’t believe he was capable of expressing.  For all the boy’s blue-eyed innocence and kindly demeanor, there was apparently a puissant ferocity hidden beneath the surface.
 
                 “I may be young, Fishman, but I can fight.”  Each word was spoken as its own iron clad promise.
 
                 Cano was glad that Jerron was so passionate.  He didn’t need some doe-eyed farm boy swinging an axe beside him.  He wondered suddenly if the young man had ever been away from the farm.
 
                 “Have ya lived here yer whole life?” he asked.
 
                 Jerron shook his head.  There was something sad about the way he spoke.  “We came here ten years ago.  My people were destroyed by Desirmor’s armies.  Pa thinks we might be the only Massoniel left.”
 
                 Cano had never heard of Massoniel.  He had traveled extensively, but there were many places he had never been.
 
                 “Massoniel?  Where is that?” he asked.
 
                 “Massonia is in the Northern Mountains of Altrega,” Jerron replied.  Then he added glumly, “It used to be.”
 
                 “Why did Desirmor come after Massonia?”
 
                 “Desirmor’s Law.  A captain in his army wanted to marry one of our women.  She was already pledged to another.  My people are stubborn and proud.  When she said she wouldn’t marry the captain, well that was good enough for us.  Desirmor threatened war if we disobeyed one of his nine laws.  He came with his armies and swept through our lands.  They left no-one alive.”  
 
                 Jerron rode with his head down, his shoulders slumped.  Cano could have wept.  He knew a great deal about loss.  He could understand the young man’s pain.  Desirmor was ruthless, Cano knew that much, but to completely destroy an entire race?  Cano couldn’t even begin to comprehend the darkness that must infest that man’s heart.
 
                 “How did ya survive?” he asked, sending sympathy drifting through the air like a warm pat on the back.
 
                 “We were away in the south.  Pa was trading with one of Yennit’s men.  My sister Ansoni had stayed behind with my grandparents.  She was killed along with everyone else.”
 
                 “I’m sorry fer ya,” Cano said sadly.
 
                 Jerron let out a long sigh.  Cano thought he might be holding back his emotions.  “I was young.  I hardly remember the others.  Still, I feel this emptiness inside of me that’s hard to explain.  Like I’ve lost something that can never be replaced.  My parents try very hard to raise me to believe that a man can find happiness in the simple pleasures of life, but I’m not sure they still feel that way.  I see them weeping, sometimes, when they believe they’re alone.  At least they have each other.”
 
                 Cano pulled the reins, forcing his mount to a halt.  Jerron stopped his own horse and looked at him with his sad blue eyes.
 
                 “Let me tell ya something, son,” Cano spoke intensely.  He was about to give the young man a lesson he had learned through years of loneliness and pain.  Jerron gave him his full attention, his moist, blue eyes shimmering in the noontime sun.  “Happiness is the simple pleasure of life.  Happiness is whatever ya want it to be.  Maybe it’s a quiet smoke under the stars at the end of a long day.  Maybe it’s a swim in the warm blue waters of the tropical ocean.  Maybe it's counting all the colors in the sky as the sun sets behind the mountains.  Whatever it is, whatever makes ya stop fer even a brief moment during the day to appreciate that yer still walking and breathing, that’s happiness.  
 
                 “What happened to yer people…well that’s tragic.  It’s downright evil.  But ya don’t need them to be happy.  Find yerself a nice girl.  Some girl that makes the earth turn fer ya.  Find a girl that helps ya understand what we’re all doing here in the first place.  Love.  That’s it.  Love.  That’s why the Creator put all this together.  It’s what gives our lives a purpose.  Find a girl to love and all of it will make sense to ya.  That’s what keeps yer parents going.  They love each other.  They love their son.  Ya never get over what ya lost, but if ya have something to love, at least ya can be glad fer the things ya have.”
 
                 Jerron’s round face, so unsightly with its acne, the crooked nose, the missing teeth, had listened to Cano’s impassioned speech with a solely intensive focus.  His eyes still glistened with the effort to forestall an outpouring of emotion, but he didn’t cry.  His wide mouth slowly curved into a grateful smile, and he nodded appreciatively.
 
                 “Thank you, Fishman.” he said.  “Do you think I can find love?”
 
                 Cano kicked his gelding back into a trot.
 
                 “Sure.  Sure.  Love is out there fer all of us.  Why wouldn’t ya think ya can find love?”
 
                 “Well…,”Jerron seemed embarrassed to say it, “I’m not exactly what people would call handsome.”
 
                 Cano nearly fell off his horse in laughter.  He threw his head back and roared.  When he had finally calmed down, he looked at the boy with a newly discovered affection.
 
                 “Jerron, my lad, ya aren’t pretty, there’s no denying that.  But look at me.  Do I look like I was ever a pretty man?  Phah.  Haven’t ya ever heard that love is blind?”  Jerron seemed embarrassed, but he smiled and snickered and took the ribbing with good humor.  “There’s a girl out there fer ya, my boy.  Don’t ya worry bout that.”
 
                 Jerron smiled and sat up straighter.  They continued to make their way through the forest of beech trees, laughing and exchanging friendly barbs as they rode.  Cano was really starting to like the young man.  It had been so long since he had been around people, he’d forgotten how nice it was to have someone around to laugh with.
 
                 The road led them out of the forest and into a field of tall grass, then turned sharply north through the field.  Jerron brought his gelding to a halt when they reached the turn in the road.  Cano scanned the horizon for any sign of the coastline, but saw nothing.  
 
                 “I don’t see the coast,” he said.
 
                 Jerron nodded in agreement.  He sat up high in his saddle and craned his neck uselessly.
 
                 “Ol’ Yennit said we had to follow the road to the coast, then turn north,” Jerron said.  “I don’t see the coast.”  He pointed up the road.  “Maybe it runs into the coast further up that way.”
 
                 Cano knew that if they kept going east, they would reach the coast eventually.  The road might intersect with the coast further up, but there was no guarantee.
 
                 “What should we do, Fishman?” Jerron asked.
 
                 Cano wondered how long the area had been hunting grounds for the shraels.  It was possible that the road had changed over time to take travelers a safer distance around the nest.  If they took the road and it led somewhere inland, they might become lost and lose a great deal of precious time.  
 
                 “Let’s keep going east,” Cano answered, unsurely.
 
                 Jerron raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “Are you sure?”
 
                 “Not at all.  I’ve got nothing to go on but my gut.”
 
                 “Good enough for me,” Jerron chuckled.
 
   
  
 

              They kicked their mounts back into a slow trot.  The tall grass made the travel more difficult.  They had to be careful not to push the horses too quickly and risk a hoof getting tangled in the grass.  A horse with a broken ankle would mean that one of them would have to walk.  Then time would really be against them.
 
                 The tall grass soon gave way to an endless stretch of golden sand running north and south along the calm blue ocean.  For the first time since he’d thrown Maehril over his shoulder and made his way inland, Cano felt a glimmer of peace.  Through his long hooked nose, he deeply inhaled the sweet, salty aroma that always gave him a feeling of home.  He looked out at the gentle swells, tenderly licking the golden coastline, and longed to feel the familiar rocking of his skiff beneath his bare feet.  With the Creator’s blessing, he would survive this quest and swim in the warm ocean water once more. 
 
                 “What’s it like to swim?” Jerron asked, as they followed a thin trail that ran just beyond the sandy beach to their right.
 
                 “What’s that, now?”  Cano wasn’t sure he’d heard the boy right.  Never swam before? 
 
                 “Swimming!” Jerron called out.  He must have thought Cano couldn’t hear him over the constant ocean breeze.  “What’s it like!?”
 
                 “No need to shout, now.  I heard ya jest fine.  Jest couldn’t believe what I heard, is all.”  
 
                 It was a funny thing that Cano had just noticed.  He was hearing things much better, lately.  Before Maehril had come stumbling up to his camp so many days ago, he’d been half deaf.  Years of listening to the roar of the ocean had taken its toll on his hearing.  But now things were different.  He had only realized how clearly he could hear because Jerron had yelled at him like he was deaf.  Even with the wind and the clatter of the horse's hooves, Cano had heard Jerron with perfect clarity.  Did it have something to do with Maehril?  Had she cured him somehow?  Was there no end to her miracles?
 
                 “Is that weird?  Does everyone know how to swim?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Oh I don’t know about everyone…but most know how, I would say,” Cano answered, thoughtfully rubbing the perpetual gray stubble on his bony chin.
 
                 “So I am weird,” Jerron said as his shoulders sagged.
 
                 “Oh, come on now, boy.  There’s nothing weird bout it.  There’s people everywhere that can’t do things I’d bet ya take fer granted.”
 
                 “Like what?”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t know.  What are ya good at?”  
 
                 Jerron frowned and thought hard.  After a several moments he threw his hands up in frustration.
 
                 “I’m not good at anything.  All I know how to do is farm.”
 
                 “Don’t sell yerself short, lad.  We’ll find ya something that ya do better than most,” Cano told him calmly.  “Yer young yet.  Sure.  Ya can’t find out what ya can really do, until the world challenges ya.   Do ya see?”  Jerron smiled at him.  “Take today.  Today we’re going to find out how good ya are at killing shraels.”
 
                 “For both our sake, I sure hope I’m great at it,” Jerron joked, getting a long hearty laugh from Cano.
 
                 “Tell ya what,” Cano said.  “If we make it through this here and get that girl to open her eyes, I’ll take ya swimming.  Teach ya everything there is to know.”
 
                 “I’d like that, Fishman,” Jerron smiled earnestly.
 
                 Hours passed as they traveled up the coast, sharing stories and laughs.  Perhaps it was the gloom that awaited them on the trail ahead that caused them to seek out reasons to laugh.  For all their mirth and amusement, a pit of nerves sat in the depths of each man’s stomach, taunting them with the dire hopelessness of their mission.  A fisherman and a farm boy, riding to battle against a family of shraels.  Impossible odds.  A fool’s errand.
 
                 Eventually the terrain began to rise.  The golden sandy beach gave way to dark boulders and rocks bespeckled like the night skies with scores of light shelled periwinkles.  Soon the coastline became a cliff, rising higher and higher above the sea as they rode north, until the water lay a few hundred feet or more below.
 
                 Well off ahead of them, Cano finally saw the arches that Yennit had described.  They were three tall towers of rock, cut through the middle by the erosive ocean water.  The first thing Cano noticed with an eerie chill was the quiet stillness in the grassy knolls that topped each towering arch.  Anywhere else in the world, such a spot would be teeming with coastal birds making their nests in the grass perched high above the ocean.  He should have seen gulls, or pelicans circling the waters, but the scene around the arches was strangely moribund.
 
                 Then he saw the dark red patches dotting the ground around them, at first sparse, then with each step north, becoming more clustered and frequent.  It was shrael dung, and it was everywhere.
 
                 He forced his mount to a halt.  Through his thin legs, he could feel the animal beginning to stir.  Horses had that innate ability to sense something foreboding.  The horse knew there were predators about, and it was starting to become restless.
 
                 “Those are the arches,” Jerron whispered.  Cano merely nodded.  “What’s that smell?  Is that the shraels?”
 
                 “The ground is covered in their dung,” Cano said, pointing to the red mounds all around them.
 
                 “Disgusting,” Jerron muttered, covering his face with the crook of his arm.
 
                 Cano scanned their surroundings.  The sun was less than two hours from setting.  That was good.  It gave them time to get ready.  To the west, a short ride from the coast, the terrain descended to a forest of trees that blocked the path inland.  They would have to set up their camp in that forest.  Shrael’s had a very long wingspan.  They wouldn’t be able to fly within the forest’s canopy.  
 
                 He lumbered down off his horse, teetering as he searched for balance after hours on horseback.  With weak legs, Cano walked over to the cliff’s edge and looked up the coast.  His eyes followed a line directly across from the arches and found the cave mouth.  
 
                 In spite of his bulk, Jerron hopped off his horse with ease.  He came to Cano’s side and looked for the cave face.
 
                 “That’s got to be it,” he said, speaking in low tones.
 
                 Cano searched the ground above the cave.  There were a few dead trees spread out at random and the occasional large boulder poking out of the tall coastal grass.  Not much else.
 
                 “Well…”  Cano frowned.  He wasn’t one for planning and strategy.  “I suppose we could tie our rope off to one of them trees out there.  Then I’ll climb down to the cave and get the fruit.”
 
                 Jerron raised a curious brow.  “That’s it?  You’re just going to walk right into that cave and climb back out?”
 
                 “Ya got a better idea?” Cano asked.
 
                 “What about the shraels?”
 
                 “I told ya before.  They hunt in the evening.  We’ll wait for them to leave and climb down.”
 
                 “Aren’t they going to see us when they leave the nest?”
 
                 Cano hadn’t put much thought into his plan.  The shraels weren’t guaranteed to just fly off over the ocean, out of sight.  They’d get picked off as soon as those things left the cave.  He rubbed his eyes and thought hard.  What did he know about shraels?  They hunted in the evening.  They loved to eat humans.  And they had a great sense of smell.  That was probably going to work against him and Jerron.  The shraels would smell them a mile away.  Then the thought occurred to him that they might already be able to smell them.  The wind was blowing inland, but he it was still something he needed to consider.
 
                 “Alright, listen up.  Here’s what we’re going to do,” Cano started.  Jerron seemed hopeful.   Cano pointed down to the tree line at the bottom of the hill.  “First we take the horses down to those trees and tie em up.  Then we’re going to head back up and tie the rope off to one of those trees above the cave.  Yer going to cover yerself with this here dung.”  Jerron immediately reacted in protest, but Cano cut him short.  “I’ll hear none of that.  Them things can smell like ya wouldn’t believe.  If ya cover yerself in this dung they won’t be able to smell ya.”
 
                 “There has to be another way, Fishman,” Jerron begged.  He looked down at the red patches of dung littered on the ground around them and looked ready to sick up.
 
                 “I’m sorry, lad, but I think this has to be the way.”
 
                 “Covering myself in dung is the only way?” Jerron cried out incredulously.
 
                 “Fer this plan it is.”
 
                 “What else do I have to do?” Jerron asked begrudgingly.
 
                 “Yer going to stay low and hide behind one of them rocks.  I’m going to draw em off ya.  When they take off after me, yer going to climb down there, fast as ya can, and get that fruit.  Then ya climb back up and run yer backside off getting back to the horses.  Them things won’t follow ya into the woods.  Their wings are too long.”
 
                 “How are you going to draw them off?”  Jerron seemed unconvinced of the plan.  Skepticism dripped from his face.
 
                 “I’m going to jump off the cliff,” Cano announced plainly, as though he were saying the most rational, obvious thing in the world.
 
                 “You’re going to what?!” Jerron exclaimed, his baby blue eyes nearly popping out of his head.
 
                 “Ya heard me, boy.  I’m going to jump off the cliff.”
 
                 Jerron took a few steps toward the cliff’s edge and looked down.  The strong ocean breeze whipped his honey-brown hair around in various directions.  The look of disbelief increased invariably, as he measured the distance to the water below.
 
                 “No way, Fishman.  We have to think of something else.”  He shook his head incredulously.
 
                 Cano walked back to his horse and struggled up into the saddle.  Jerron stood and watched him, waiting for Cano to come up with some miracle solution to their problems.  Cano had made up his mind.
 
                 “We’re wasting time.  We need to get in position before them things come out of the nest.”  
 
                 Jerron grimaced visibly.  He climbed up on his mount and followed Cano off the thin trail and down the hill toward the tree line. 
 
                 “That cliff’s too high, Cano,” Jerron pleaded, trying his best to impart his logic.  “Even if you survive the jump, what will you do then?”
 
                 “Ya jest get yerself in place and ready to act fast.  We won’t have a lot of time once them things come after me.  If I don’t make it, ya know what ya have to do.  The girl is all that matters.”  Cano spoke with the bitter stubbornness of an old man, devoid of patience, explaining simple facts to an impetuous child.
 
                 “That’s no way to talk,” Jerron said sorely.  “I won’t sit here and accept that you just came all this way to die.  Won’t you at least put up a fight?”
 
                 Cano shook his head.  The boy was young and full of vigor.  Though he had to admit that he enjoyed the boy’s company, it had been a mistake to let a fondness develop between them.
 
                 “We all die sometime, Jerron.  I should have died years ago.  Sometimes I wish I had.”
 
                 “Fine!” Jerron practically shouted.  His voice cracked with emotion.  “You jump off the cliff and then what?  Those things will rip you apart and bring you back to the nest.  How does that buy me any time?”
 
                 “Look.  I’ll start back a ways, where the cliff is lower.  Once they leave the nest, I’ll try to get their attention.  I did a fair amount of cliff-diving in my younger days.  If I survive the dive, and God willing I will, then I’ll jest hover beneath the water teasing em.  That’ll keep em busy long enough fer ya to take care of yer end.”
 
                 Jerron quietly mulled over Cano’s idea.  His face still carried the same sour expression, but something that might have been hope lit up in his eyes.  
 
                 “That might work,” he said at last.  “But you better survive the jump.”
 
                 “I sure hope I do.”  Cano tried to smile.
 
                 When they reached the tree line, they both dismounted and led their geldings by the reins into the woods.  The trees were thick, casting long shadows making the forest feel like the night was closing in.  The ground was overrun with broad roots, springing from the soft underbrush, making it difficult to lead the horses.  
 
                 They didn’t search for long.  Just a short ways in, they found a small round clearing, with an excellent canopy, which would give them the coverage they needed from predators above.  Jerron tied the horses to a tree and pulled the rope out of his saddle bag.  He and Cano paused to take a few long pulls from their waterskins before setting off for the cliff.  
 
                 Jerron carried his axe on a belt holster, his bow slung over his shoulder with the rope, his quiver of arrows, and a belt knife.  Cano took only the terralium dagger, tucked into a sheath on his belt, given to him by Yennit before they had departed.  
 
                 “Take care of yerself, boy,” Cano told him as they prepared to head off to their starting places. 
 
                 “I’ll get that fruit, Fishman.  I swear I will,” Jerron said intensely.  His eyes were aflame with nerves and excitement.  
 
                 Jerron ran off at a sprint, his raw speed impressing Cano.  For all his bulk, with his wide shoulders and barrel chest, he moved with amazing grace and natural speed.  
 
                 Cano wasn’t quite as fast.  He was an old man, and he was not accustomed to running.  His body was lanky, with muscles knotted and toned from years of swimming.  Running didn’t feel natural.  He lumbered along doing the best he could to get down to the coast.  When he found the cliff’s edge, he began walking south, carefully searching the water below for a spot that looked deep and safe enough for a long dive.  There were several spots where the water didn’t break hard against the rock wall that he considered, but none of them inspired confidence that he could survive the drop.  
 
                 Then he found his place.  
 
                 There was a formation of rock a short span out to sea that caused a break in the tide, which created a tranquil pool at the base of the cliff below.  In other spots where the tide was calmer, Cano had been able to see the ocean floor, but in this spot the blue water looked darker.  Was it deep enough?  It would be a leap of faith.  If he was meant to survive this day, the dive would take place here.
 
                 He knelt at the edge of the cliff and waited.  His eyes held onto the dark opening in the face of the cliff, waiting with a mix of dread and anticipation for the first of the shraels to emerge.  
 
                 His pulse raced, yet he felt oddly calm.  Jerron knelt beside the tree he had tied his rope to, rubbing dark red dung along his arms and legs.  Cano couldn’t see the young man’s face, but he suspected Jerron was utterly repulsed by his task.  
 
                 It was a good plan.  Cano was sure of it.  That was the reason he felt calm.  Looking out at the horizon, a painted canvas of pink, orange, and blue, Cano felt reassured.  Seeing the magnificence of God’s creation, personified in a sky at sunset, gave him the feeling that the hand of heaven was guiding his way.  
 
                 A dark form materialized in the mouth of the cave.  It leapt out into the evening air, wings impossibly long, spreading out and riding the wind in an arc toward the ocean water, then sweeping up into the sky toward the three rock arches.  One by one, they came, seven in all.  Each followed the same path as the first, dipping low to the water then soaring back up to the rock arches, circling several times, and then landing on the grass capped top.  They crouched like statues, wings tucked tight around their dark bodies.  Their thin heads, topped with a curved spike that reached back like the rudder of a ship, searched the horizon spying for prey.  
 
                 Cano closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  The time had come.  In his mind he held onto the images of his wife and daughter, lost to him so long ago.  Though his heart ached to be with them once more, he sent a prayer up to the Creator asking that she see him through this peril and safely back to Maehril’s side.  A single tear broke free from his sky blue eyes, sending a trail of hope and regret sliding down his tan, leathery cheek.
 
                 He stood and watched the perched predators react.  All seven broke into the air nearly simultaneously.  Their long feathered wings, black and ominous, carried them on a line toward him at a speed that needed to be seen to be believed.  
 
                 He didn’t hesitate; his courage replaced by his resolve.  Cano leapt from the cliff, spreading out his arms, letting his body fall parallel to the water.  Halfway down, he brought his knees up.  His hands fell over his head, coming together in a point, as he pushed his legs out straight, bringing his body into a perfect vertical dive.  He slammed through the surface of the water, the impact sending waves of sharp pain throughout every nerve ending in his tired, old body.  Instinctively, he forced himself to ignore the soreness and spread out his arms and legs, trying to slow his descent.  He managed to stop himself just as his feet touched rock.  Immediately, his gills took over, and for the first time in days, Cano enjoyed a breath of cool ocean water.
 
                 Up at the surface, the shraels hovered.  Cano could make out all seven.  That was good, he thought.  He hadn’t really been certain they would all follow him.  An occasional foot, with four menacing talons, tested the water, but they would not come in after him.  Shraels hated to get wet.  Now he just had to keep them interested.  
 
                 Cano swam up, keeping himself positioned a few feet below the surface.  Just enough to make them think they had a chance of catching him.  After a few minutes one or two began to drift back up, quitting on the hunt.  To keep them interested, he would quickly pop an arm up out of the water, baiting them, before yanking it back down to safety.  The shraels were fairly stupid animals, but they were also impatient.  This tactic would only work for so long before they would give up.  He hoped Jerron was moving fast.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 Jerron nearly lost his breakfast and lunch.  He was rubbing dung all over his arms and torso -- smelly red dung.  
 
                 He wretched again, violently enough to feel as though a rib might have cracked.  “This plan had better work,” he pouted to himself.
 
                 Summoning all of his will power, he forced himself to ignore the putrescence and finish the task.  When he was sufficiently covered in shrael dung, he slung his bow and quiver over his body and checked to make sure his axe was ready in its belt loop.  Then he took his position crouched behind a boulder, the length of rope tied to a nearby tree, ready in his hands.
 
                 Was Cano honestly going to do this?  That was a serious height to be diving from.  He watched the old man crouching, far off, by the edge of the cliff.  Cano was the most interesting person he had ever met.  Morose, witty, and callously insightful, Cano may have been rough around the edges, but he was fascinating all the same.  
 
                 A man with gills!  As if such a thing was even possible.  He could see the gills with his own eyes, but he would have to see Cano swimming around underwater to believe that they were genuine.  But then, he was about to find out, wasn’t he?
 
                 Cano was going to dive off that cliff into the ocean below. If he managed to survive, he’d have to stay underwater to avoid the shraels.  If he survived the dive.
 
                 A dark shadow burst up into the sky over his head, then swooped out toward the ocean.  The shraels were beginning their hunt.  One by one, they appeared in the sky, their black feathered bodies with an unnaturally bare head and neck casting ominous shadows.  The bare skin looked oily and flashed when it caught the sun’s dying light.  There were seven in all.  Pa said there were only five.  Jerron hoped there weren’t any stragglers waiting in the cave.
 
                 He peered over the edge of his rock and spied them perched on each of the three arches.  His eyes drifted over to Cano and a jolt of horror rushed through him as he watched the old man leap from the cliff.  A quick prayer cried out in his head.  It was time to act.
 
                 The shraels darted into flight.  Jerron stood and watched them racing toward Cano.  He took a deep breath and fought down every terror-filled thought that flashed across his mind.  Taking a firm grip on the rope, Jerron ran to the cliff’s edge.  He tossed the rope over the side, and as quickly as he was willing to risk, began his descent toward the cave.  
 
                 He kept an eye on the scene down the coast as he lowered himself down the rope.  Seven shraels hovered in tight circles around the spot were Cano had fallen.  At least they haven’t gotten him yet, Jerron thought optimistically.  
 
                 He was beginning to worry that he was taking too long, when his leg swung into an empty point on the cliff’s face.   Jerron lowered himself into the cave and crouched down low.  It didn’t make any sense.  The cave should have been dark, but a soft white glow emanated from a point deep within.  The ceiling gradually opened up a few steps in, and he was able to stand comfortably.  
 
                 He pulled out his bow and knocked an arrow.  Trying to walk lightly, yet quickly at the same time, Jerron moved into the cave at a slow skip.  The further in he moved the brighter the cave became.  Soon the passage led into a huge underground cavern, with a shimmering pool of blue water surrounding a small mound of grass and a single tree.  
 
                 Jerron’s jaw dropped, and he stood in awe.  The tree was magnificent.  Never before had he seen such a thing of beauty.  The thick brown trunk led into a complex array of branches, immersed in a sea of white leaves.  The pure brightness of the leaves was creating the glow that had lit his walk into the cave.  A yellow fruit, small and round, with a soft, smooth skin hung from many of the lower branches.  
 
                 His eyes lit up.  He had found what they were looking for. He couldn’t imagine how it had managed to grow so full and healthy confined within a cave.  There was no sunlight.  Its very existence was an unfathomable anomaly.  It had to be a mystery of creation, Jerron thought.  
 
                 He made a move toward the tree, but a shadowed figure moved along the wall to his right, stopping him in his tracks.  He swung his bow around too late to fire a shot at the shrael that tackled him and pinned him to the floor.
 
                 Its taloned feet held down his legs, stabbing into his flesh, ripping bloody gashes along his shins.  It had clawed hands at the end of its wings, and it tried desperately to grab a hold of Jerron’s arms.  But Jerron had managed to keep his right arm free, and his hand found the arrow he’d planned to shoot on the slick rocks beside him.  Just trying his best to hurt the beast, Jerron jabbed the arrow, lashing out wildly and got lucky when his swing found the beast’s fleshy underbelly.  
 
                 The shrael cried out and fell back, giving Jerron time to get to his feet.  He pulled free his ax and took aim at the beast’s head.  The shrael managed to dodge and his blade crashed against the stone floor, sending sparks dancing into the air.  Jerron pulled back and faced the beast, which had retreated several steps to rethink its strategy.  Its heavy green eyes studied him over a sharp black beak.  It probably wasn’t used to fighting in such a confined space where it couldn’t take advantage of its wings.  Realizing the beast’s weakness, Jerron rushed the shrael, driving it back against the wall.  He took a hard uppercut swing with his axe and felt his blade stick into the shrael’s leg.  The beast went down in a heap, and Jerron followed up by bringing his axe down on its head, taking it at the neck.  Thick black blood poured out onto the rocks like oil bubbling up from the ground.  
 
                 Jerron knelt over the body of his slain foe and fought to regain his breath.  The strain of the fight, as well as the river of adrenaline that pounded in his veins, had left him nearly spent.  He stood and scanned the rest of the cave.  In the very back corner, on a small bed of dried grass, two baby chicks, awoken from a late day nap by the noise of the fight, began to squeak and cry for their mother.  A sick feeling of guilt and shame threatened to divert Jerron from the task at hand, but he ignored their cries and rushed to grab some fruit from the tree.  He stepped into the shallow water and reached to grab several of the bright yellow fruits to fill the linen shoulder bag, Cano had given him to bring.  A sweet aroma filled his senses, a scent both familiar and unique, as he plucked each treasure from the branches.  His eyes were drawn to the soft ethereal light that seemed to reach toward him from every one of the pure white leaves.  If there had been time, Jerron might have chosen to stay for hours, basking in the rich, affecting peace that emanated from the tree.  Time, however, wasn’t afforded him for now.   
 
                 His legs ached as he turned to leave the cave, and the wet feeling he was getting in his boots reminded him that his legs were bleeding.  He picked up his bow and arrow and put his axe back in the loop, trying to ignore the searing pain the shrael’s talons had left in his legs.  
 
                 A thought occurred to him.  The reason they were getting the fruit was that Yennit had said it could cure any ailment.  With a full sack over his shoulder, he certainly had more than enough to bring back to Maehril.  Perhaps he could try one.  At least he would know if they actually worked.  
 
                 He pulled one bright yellow fruit out of the bag.  The perfectly unblemished skin seemed to shimmer in his hand.  He had never seen a fruit that had looked so ripe and pristine.  Jerron brought it to his lips and took a bite.  The flesh was wonderfully sweet, and juicy, unlike anything he had ever tasted.  It took only three bites to finish, and Jerron wondered momentarily if he had eaten the pit.  But there had been no pit, nor seeds.
 
                 Suddenly he felt a rapturous swell of energy ignite within his body, dropping him to his knees.  The pain disappeared from his legs as though it had never been there at all.  In fact his whole body felt amazing.  The surge of energy coursed throughout his arms and legs, emboldening and empowering.  He felt rested and reassured, strong and invincible.  Nothing felt impossible, nor beyond his reach.  Confidence flowed like ocean currents within his veins.  
 
                 He ran for the entrance and grabbed the rope.  Something was happening down at the water.  He hoped Cano was alright.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                   As the minutes passed, the shraels were becoming more difficult to bait.  Each time he poked an arm out of the water, they would desperately try to grab him, but the time they spent hovering above the surface was lessening with every effort of enticement. 
 
                 Cano had another problem as well.  He had swum around in the deep pool looking for a good path to exit, but he was penned in.  The pool was formed within a round crater of rock that was barely a foot from the surface at its edges.  It had been a good spot for a dive, but a horrible choice for an escape.  If he swam over the edge of the rocks, the shraels would easily be able to grab him.  In the end, his only hope was to wait them out. 
 
                 The shraels began to change their strategy.  From the safety of his position beneath the surface, he watched the shraels begin to spread out around the water.  Three of the large black birds found shelves along the cliff face and took a seat, watching Cano with their large green eyes.  There was something sick and unnatural about the way those eyes looked.  Cano had always had the feeling that these beasts were something beyond the Creator’s hand.  They contained an iniquitous darkness, and their gaze was unsettling.
 
                 Three more shraels found spots on rocks protruding from the water behind him.   They’re surrounding me, Cano thought nervously.  He didn’t like to see them acting so organized.  In his experience, shraels hunted selfishly though they were known to share the kill with the rest of the family.
 
                 One shrael continued to hover above the water, watching him closely.  Just to test it, Cano poked his arm out of the water, waving his hand around.  The shrael didn’t make an effort to grab him.  Instead, it began to rise into the air, flying high up, above the cliff.  It slowly started to circle, starting in wide loops, then building speed as its arcs tightened.  
 
                 Cano was perplexed.  He had dealt with shraels several times in his life and never before had he seen them act like this.  Suddenly the single shrael pulled its wings tightly against its body and dove at the pool where Cano swam.  Its large, black feathered body looked like an arrow, with green eyes fixed hungrily on its target.
 
                 Cano had no time to react or move.  He was stunned.  Shraels were terrified of water, yet this one intended to dive in after him.  It blasted through the surface crashing roughly into him.  Large taloned feet latched on to him, taking him around the waist.  The shrael adjusted its arc back up to the surface, using the momentum of the dive to drive it back out of the water, with Cano securely snug in its grip.  Fresh air filled his lungs as the beast carried him up into the late evening sky.  The shrael’s talons dug into his flesh sending searing pain into his body.
 
                 This is impossible, Cano screamed in his mind.  Terror consumed him.  His mouth issued weak, guttural cries of protest, but they were nothing more than soft futile shouts for mercy, desperate pleas for help.  He was going to die, eaten alive, as horrible a death as he could imagine.  His only hope was that Jerron had succeeded and made it safely to the forest.  If nothing else, perhaps in the end he would not die in vain.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 Jerron pulled himself up onto the cliff, distantly aware of the strange ease with which he had climbed the rope.  He stood and looked down the coast to the spot where seven shraels hovered above the ocean water.  The scene was remarkably clear despite the distance.  He could clearly make out the lines of feathers on each shrael’s large black bodies.  Had the fruit improved his eyesight too?
 
                 The shraels began to spread out in a circle around the spot where Cano had dove.  Three took perches on the cliff face, three more on a series of protruding rocks, high enough that the waves couldn‘t touch the tops.  One shrael, the largest of the brood, remained hovering above the water.  Jerron spotted Cano’s arm reaching out of the ocean and waving around in an effort to lure the shraels.  None were enticed.  The single shrael began to rise, beating its wings furiously as it climbed up into the sky.
 
                 A sick feeling swept over Jerron when the shrael started to circle around in the sky above Cano.  It was going to dive.  Jerron had seen cranes hunt for fish this way over Dunshire Lake.  They circled high, dove into the water, and came out with fish in their beaks.  Cano was in trouble.
 
                 Jerron simply reacted.  All thought and emotion melted away from his mind.  Instinct took control.  An ineffable puissance, a warrior’s mentality powered by the fruit he had consumed, forced his actions.  His consciousness watched in awe from the background of his mind as his physical body burst into action.  The shraels meant to devour his friend.  He would not let it happen.
 
                 He exploded into a sprint, faster than he had ever believed he could run, barreling down the coast toward his friend.  As the single shrael began its dive, his hand pulled free an arrow from his quiver.  He nocked it in one fluid motion, and fired at one of the shraels perched on a protruding rock.  Around Yennit's estate Jerron had long been known to be an average shot at best, but today he was something else -- a warrior spirit made flesh.  
 
                 The arrow found its mark, driving the shrael off its seat into the water at its back, just as the diving shrael splashed into the ocean.  Without hesitation he nocked and fired a second arrow, never breaking stride as he continued his charge down the coastline.  Another shrael flopped back off its rocky seat with an arrow buried in its chest.  He fired off a third shot at the last shrael on the outcropping, just as it attempted to take flight.  His arrow found its mark, and three shraels were now out of the way.  
 
                 Out of the ocean the shrael burst free with Cano held tightly within its taloned feet.  It soared up into the sky, and Jerron watched as his friend cried out desperately for help.  He aimed an arrow, but hesitated for fear that he might catch Cano by accident.  The large black bird must have sensed the danger because it pulled Cano up into its body and used him as a shield, flying sideways with its back facing the ocean.
 
                 Three shraels, the ones that had been perched along the cliff face, flew up and attacked Jerron.  Instinctively, he dropped his bow and pulled his axe free from his belt loop.  The first shrael swooped down, crashing into him before he could finish a defensive swing, and they fell to the ground fighting for position.  
 
                 Jerron was an unstoppable force.  Ten shraels wouldn’t have been enough to subdue him.  He grappled and fought his way on top of the giant bird, grabbing it by its long featherless neck.  Its talons clawed at him, but he felt no pain.  Getting his feet under him, he launched the beast into the air, throwing it at one of its brother’s.  The two birds collided, feathers spraying into the sky, and crashed to the ground near the cliff’s edge.  Jerron picked up his axe, and lunged after them, bringing the weapon down with all of his force.  The sharp iron blade cleaved through two wings, instantly deforming both birds.  Their shrill cries of pain echoed across the expansive coastline, a beacon of alarm to any who might stand in Jerron’s path.  
 
                  The third shrael crashed into Jerron from behind, driving him to the ground beside its brethren.  Its beak took a piece of Jerron’s shoulder, sending a hot flash of pain that might have broken a lesser version of himself.  But he was a warrior -- an indestructible force of creation.  Pain only fueled his rage, making him stronger, more dangerous.  He twisted beneath the beast, getting his feet up into its midsection and roughly thrust the shrael off of him.  It flipped awkwardly into the air, falling over the cliff, and into the ocean below.  
 
                 Jerron stood and gripped his axe tightly.  His consciousness, hidden within the depths of his mind, watched like a voyeur, feeling everything.  Every jolting shock of pain, every impossible feat of strength, and each inescapable emotion was experienced in vivid detail by the part of him that was still the simple farm boy.
 
                 The shrael that held Cano hovered and watched as its brethren were destroyed one by one.  Jerron faced it, his blue eyes aflame with death and retribution.  The shrael cried out, screaming at its foe, threatening Jerron with Cano’s helpless old body.  
 
                 “Put him down!” Jerron roared, shaking his axe to intimidate his challenger.  Cano’s soft blue eyes, filled with terror, pleaded to him for help.  
 
                 The two shraels he had deformed were trying to stand and face him.  Jerron calmly walked up to them and kicked them, each in turn, over the edge of cliff, where they would surely drown in the ocean below.  The shrael that he’d thrown over the edge several moments earlier, suddenly flew up into the air beside the one holding Cano.  Not willing to take their fight any further, the two beasts, began to fly for the presumed safety of their cave.
 
                 Jerron gave chase, still empowered by the unfathomable strength given by the wonderful fruit he had eaten.  He sprinted along the cliff’s edge, keeping pace with the two beasts.  If they made it to the cave, Cano would be as good as dead.  He couldn’t let that happen.  Never breaking stride, he flung his axe at the second shrael.  The weapon found its target, burying deep into the base of the shrael’s neck.  As it fell lifelessly to the ocean below, Jerron launched himself off the cliff at the shrael holding Cano.  In an effort to avoid him, the shrael moved slightly to the side, but Jerron caught it at the legs, crashing into Cano.  He managed to get a hold of the beast’s foot, and held on as the shrael, burdened by the extra weight, began to drift down toward the crashing waves.  
 
                 To save itself, the shrael needed to shed weight, so it let Cano drop into the ocean.  Jerron could have let go and dropped in after Cano, but the embers of his wrath had been stoked to unquenchable flames.  The shrael had to die.  
 
                 As the beast beat it’s wings trying to climb higher into the air, Jerron reached out and caught one, releasing the leg altogether and putting all of his weight on the wing.  The shrael immediately began to fall, barreling end over end toward the ocean.  Jerron went down with it and got lucky when he came out on top of the shrael as it crashed into the water.
 
                 Jerron held onto the wing, refusing to give in even as the shrael thrashed about violently trying to find the surface.  One of its taloned feet lashed out and caught Jerron in the stomach, ripping a large gash that caused him to lose his grip.  As he tried to find the surface, a large wave rolled over, forcing him back down, taking his equilibrium.  A hand took him by the arm and pulled him.  He knew it was Cano and kicked his feet to follow him.  It took only a moment before his lungs were filling with fresh air.  He took several deep grateful breaths, letting Cano tow him to a nearby outcropping of rocks.  He pulled himself up and turned to look for the shrael.  For several moments he searched the water for a sign of the large black bird.  Cano dove back down, presumably to search under the water.  
 
                 Suddenly it emerged, its bald black head breaking the surface several feet away from the rocks on which Jerron crouched.  The shrael tried to get its wings out of the water, beating them desperately, as another wave rose up nearby.  Then Cano came up beside the shrael, his terrallium dagger raised high above his head.  Just as the wave folded over their heads, Cano drove the blade into the shrael’s back.  Steam hissed from the wound before it became smothered under the wave of cool ocean water.  Cano and the shrael disappeared, and Jerron searched the water anxiously for a sign that his friend was alright.  Strangely he could make out a sudden glow of orange light deep in the water that pulsed and died in less than a minute.  A few moments later Cano pulled himself up onto the rock beside Jerron and laid out on his back, his chest heaving from exertion. 
 
                 “Is it dead?” Jerron asked.               
 
                 Cano shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he had just witnessed.   
 
                 “Damn thing jest burst into flames.  Right down there in the water.  Never seen nothing like it.”
 
                 “What?  You mean it caught fire down there?” Jerron asked disbelievingly.  It explained the light he had seen.  But flames in the water?
 
                 “Sure as we’re sitting on this here rock.”  Cano replied.  He brandished his dagger, holding it up for them both to inspect.  The blade glowed softly in the growing darkness.             
 
                 “You think it was the blade?” Jerron asked, his eyes searching the water for some sign of the blazing shrael.  He saw nothing.
 
                 “Aye, lad.  It was the blade.”  Cano took one last long look at his weapon, before tucking it into its sheath.  He looked at Jerron, his sky blue eyes making a quiet study of the large young man.  “Ya saved my life, Jerron.  Ya saved me again.”
 
                 Jerron smiled wearily and nodded.
 
                 “Someday I’ll have to find a way to repay my debt,” Cano said, with something close to reverence.
 
                 “You owe me nothing, Fishman,” Jerron said, putting a hand on Cano’s frail old shoulders.  “Your friendship is all I ask.”
 
                 “Ya have it, Jerron,” Cano smiled.  
 
                 For several minutes they sat on the rocks watching the waves in silence. 
 
                 “So yer a fighter, then?” Cano asked after a time.  The old man looked at some of the visible wounds Jerron had received in his battle with the shraels.  “Got the scars to prove it, too.”
 
                 Jerron checked out his bare arms and chest.  There were cuts all over his forearms.  A piece of flesh was missing from his right shoulder.  A long, deep bloody gash stretched across his stomach.  He was aware of each wound, but the pain hardly bothered him.  The warrior spirit that had possessed him was slowly beginning to diminish.  Soon, he knew, it would fade away altogether, and the pain of his efforts would be crippling. 
 
                 “What’d ya say we figure out a way back up that cliff?” Cano said, looking up as the last stubborn rays of sunlight held off the approaching darkness of night.
 
                 Jerron just smiled, took a deep breath, and sent a grateful prayer to the Creator for seeing them through this impossible ordeal.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen:  The trouble with light
 
    
 
    
 
                 The two men exchanged several possible ideas for getting back up the cliff.  Jerron suggested that Cano could help him swim to the point beneath the cave and climb the sheer cliff face until they could reach the rope, which hung about twenty feet above the water.  Cano argued that with the force of the crashing waves, they’d have a difficult time beginning their climb if they could manage to climb at all.  Instead, Cano suggested that Jerron sit tight while he swam down the coast in search of a sturdy piece of driftwood.  Then Jerron could float down the coast until the land leveled out.  With the darkness of night rapidly approaching, Jerron was worried it would take too long.  They needed to get back to the horses.
 
                 After a contentious debate, Jerron’s idea won out, though Cano was redundant in pointing out that he felt his idea was superior.  
 
                 It was a short swim to the area of the cliff below the cave.  Cano was weak from his effort with the shraels, so he struggled to pull Jerron along.  For his part, Jerron did his best to help, but other than feebly kicking his feet, there wasn't much he could do. The waves broke hard against the rocks making it hard for Cano, but he still managed to get them to the cliff face.  
 
                 Cano wasn’t strong enough to make the climb.  Time and again, he would reach for a crack on the wet, jagged cliff face and slip back down to the water, becoming aggravated and progressively more temperamental.  
 
                 Fortunately, Jerron still had some of the extra strength from the fruit he had eaten.  Despite the old man’s callous objections, Jerron managed to convince Cano to cling to his back and hold on while he pulled them both up.  The extra weight was a burden, but Jerron knew that if they couldn’t get up the cliff, they would be in serious trouble.  He wouldn’t be able to swim down the coastline in the darkness, and spending the night on one of the protruding rocks would simply be too dangerous.
 
                 Little by little, Jerron, by the sheer force of his will and determination, climbed the vertical face with Cano clinging to him like a child taking a piggy back ride.  The mounting darkness made finding cracks to grip difficult, but he took his time, staying focused even as Cano shouted an unending litany of foolish criticisms in his ear.  
 
                 “Grab there, boy.  No there,” the old man shouted, trying to point with his long hawkish nose, as if it were a help to Jerron.  
 
                 Jerron just grit his teeth and held his tongue.   The rope was only several more feet away.  Once he got to it, the rest of the way would be easy.  
 
                 He reached out for the next crack, and as he began to pull, the rock gave way.  They nearly fell, but Jerron managed to hold on with his other hand, preventing disaster.  
 
                 “Fer the light of heaven, would ya be careful,” Cano cried out, the grip he had on Jerron’s neck tightening to the point of choking.  “Clumsy oaf,” he muttered.
 
                 “You want to take over, Fishman?” Jerron shot back, finding a new crack to hold with his free hand.  “I’ll gladly hang on to your back, if you like.”
 
                 “No.  No.  That won’t be necessary.  Yer doing alright.  Jest watch it, that’s all,” Cano answered with barely a hint of humility.
 
                 “Great, then how about you pipe down and let me climb so that we won’t have to spend the whole night out here.”
 
                 “Jest keep climbing, lad.  The sooner I get off of yer stinking back the better.  Ya smell like ya rolled around in shrael dung.”
 
                 “What!” Jerron shouted disbelievingly.  “I did roll around in shrael dung, remember?  It was your idea.”
 
                 “Well, ya didn’t have to do such a good job, now did ya?” Cano heckled him.
 
   Jerron couldn’t think of anything to say.  Instead he broke out into laughter, as Cano chuckled lightly in his ear.
 
                 Gathering himself, Jerron climbed the last few feet to the rope.  He got a hold of it and started pulling them up, hand over hand, at a much quicker pace than he had climbed the cliff face.  It was a relief to feel the security of the rope in his hands rather than the sharp cracks he had relied upon climbing the cliff face.  After a time, they came even with the cave entrance, and Jerron decided to take advantage of the moment with a quick break.  His right shoulder was starting to burn.  As the potency of the fruit wore off, the pain of his wounds was intensifying.  It was becoming so severe that he wasn’t sure if he could have climbed all the way to the top.  
 
                 He knelt down in the cave entrance, hissing and wincing as he tried to handle his hurts.  Cano raised a concerned brow and rubbed the young man’s back.
 
                 “Will ya be able to finish the climb?” he asked, gingerly.
 
                 “Yes,” Jerron replied through gnashed teeth.  “But I’ll need some of the fruit.”
 
                 The incessant call of the baby shraels Jerron had left behind echoed in the mouth of the chamber. 
 
                 "What's all that noise?"  Cano asked peering into the tunnel.
 
                 "There were a couple of chicks in the nest."  
 
                 “What’s that light, down there?” Cano asked, pointing toward the cave’s interior.
 
                 “That’s the tree,” Jerron replied, wincing.  His shoulder was nearly unbearable, now.  He stood up, holding his right arm with his left.  “Follow me.”
 
                 Jerron led the way into the cave with Cano following at his heels.  Having been here before, Jerron knew what to expect, but Cano stayed close for fear of the unknown.  When they entered the main cavern where the tree stood bright and wonderful, he heard Cano gasp.
 
                 “It’s beautiful,” Cano whispered, reverently.
 
                 Jerron went right up to the tree, splashing through the small pool of surrounding water, and quickly picked one of the small yellow fruits.  
 
                 “Are ya sure ya should be eating that?” Cano asked uncertainly.
 
                 “I’ve already tried some,” Jerron answered.  
 
                 Without waiting for any more objections from Cano, Jerron abruptly ate the fruit, barely taking the time to properly chew before swallowing it all down.  When he finished, he knelt on the soft grass and waited for the healing to take effect.  The heavy breaths he took seemed to create a thrum that echoed in rising waves of octaves across the small cavern.  His mind was clear and open, waiting for the feeling to surge as it had before.  When it lit within him, at first as simple as a gently flickering candle flame that quickly turned into a raging bonfire, igniting his senses, throwing his consciousness into unquenchable euphoria, he pitched forward convulsing on the ground.  It may have lasted for minutes or days, Jerron didn’t know.  He was lost in the intensity of the feeling.
 
                 He opened his eyes as it released him at last and saw the alarmed expression on Cano’s thin tan face.  His friend held his head in the cradle of his aged arms, blue eyes aghast and frantic.  
 
                 “What in heaven’s name happened to ya, boy?”  His voice cracked in a slightly hysterical way.
 
                 “The fruit… it healed me,” Jerron coughed as he sat up.  He rubbed his eyes and waited for his head to clear.  “Try one.  It’ll help with those wounds.”
 
                 Cano looked as though ten shraels had coming bursting into the cave.  
 
                 “I’m fine,” he stuttered, his words stretching with terror.
 
                 Jerron stood up and picked a fruit off of the tree.  His limbs were already beginning to feel the building puissance.  He reached his hand down to Cano who still knelt on the ground, looking desperate and afraid.
 
                 “Cano, look at this tree,” Jerron said with a wave of his hand toward the pure white splendor of the leaves above him.  “You talk about your faith.  How can this tree be any less than the bounty of creation?  It radiates life and purity and hope.  Look at it.”  He waved his arms to emphasize his sincerity.  Cano’s face was gradually softening as he listened attentively.  “Do you believe I was able to defeat all of those shraels on my own?  That I’m strong enough or skilled enough to have survived?”  Jerron pointed to the body of the shrael he had first fought earlier in the cave.  “I got lucky with that one.  After the fight I ate one of these fruits.”  He shook the one he held in his hand at Cano’s doubtful face.  “My wounds all healed, and I was given some strange gift of extra-ordinary strength.  Look at my shoulder.”  Cano’s eyes widened with awe as he gazed upon the spot where a large chunk of flesh should have been missing.  Jerron’s shoulder was completely healed.  “Eat this fruit and trust in my words.  You have nothing to fear, my friend.”
 
                 Cano still seemed hesitant, but he accepted the fruit from Jerron’s outstretched hand.  He sniffed it once skeptically.  Using the utmost level of exaggerated caution he could display, Cano took a small bite, barely breaking the fruits skin.  He tested the ensuing drips of juice with his tongue, before he bravely took a larger bite.  Jerron watched him with an amused smile as he finished the fruit, shamefully licking his fingers clean.  A moment later he fell back on the grass, his eyes rolling up slightly into his head as his body spasmed three times.  When the effect washed away, Cano sat up and rubbed his eyes trying to regain control of his senses, just as Jerron had a short time before.  
 
                 “How do you feel?” Jerron asked.
 
                 Cano stood up and stretched his arms, a wide smile breaking across his leathery old face.  
 
                 “Good heaven’s boy, I feel wonderful.  I feel like a teenager working the nets on my first boat.”  Cano searched his body for any signs of trauma.  He lifted the loose fitting linen shirt that hung like a sack from his thin old body and shook his head in amazement that there were no marks left from the shrael’s sharp talons.
 
                 “It’s incredible,” Jerron said, stating the word caught in Cano’s stuttering mouth.
 
                 Cano nodded his agreement absently.
 
                 “How do you suppose this tree got here?”  Jerron asked.
 
                 “A miracle of creation,” Cano replied.
 
                 They stood for a moment silently ingesting the raw beauty of the tree.
 
                 “We’d better head back to the camp,” Jerron told him.
 
                 “It’s too dark by now,” Cano replied, rubbing the coarse stubble on his chin.  “Might as well camp right here.”
 
                 “We can’t,” Jerron said, shaking his head.  “The horses are tied up out there.  They’ll be totally defenseless if a predator comes sniffing around.  I won’t leave them unattended.”
 
                 "What should we do bout them chicks over there?" Cano asked, pointing to the squawking baby shraels.
 
                 "I suppose they'll just starve," Jerron said, feeling conflicted.  He hated to leave two defenseless creatures alone to starve to death.
 
                 "Maybe it would be merciful if we ended it fer em," Cano said.
 
                 Jerron didn't have his axe anymore.  "You're the one with the weapon, Cano."
 
                 Cano pulled out his dagger and sighed sadly.  "I suppose it's the kindest way."  
 
                 Jerron looked away as Cano went to take care of the baby shraels.  The sudden silence in the cave told him the task was finished.
 
                 "You did the right thing, Cano," he said when the old sailor walked up beside him.  Jerron could see the grief in the old man's eyes. "Come on, let’s get to the camp." 
 
                 Cano nodded his reluctant agreement, and they headed back to the rope.  The night sky was fully dark now, gaining an insignificant measure of light from the half-moon that hung out over the ocean.  Jerron gestured for Cano to climb up on his back.
 
                 “That won’t be necessary.  I feel like I could climb a mountain right now.”
 
                 Jerron smiled knowingly at the shared feeling of vigor.  Cano climbed first and Jerron followed.  The fruits intrinsic gifts charged them easily up to the ground.  Jerron quickly found the linen bag he’d left behind earlier, and the two men trotted down the sloping hillside to the treeline below.                
 
                 The short scraggly trees lining the way ahead looked like gray specters guarding the countryside. The wind gave the impression of hushed conversations and passing secrets as it brushed the leaves and limbs on its way inland.  Jerron led them once they reached the forest’s edge.  There had been a small opening between two thick protruding roots that he had remembered as a marker to their camp.  It took several minutes during which he endured a number of second guessing from his impatient old companion, but eventually he found it.  They walked cautiously into the forest, careful to mind their steps.  The forest floor was covered with roots and rocks, obstacles that would break an ankle if not properly accounted for in the night.
 
                 They found the horses tied off to a tree at the edge of the small clearing they had chosen.  With the canopy of leaves closing over them like a natural roof, their camp was nearly pitch dark.  The blindness of their situation made everything difficult.  
 
                 First they went about taking care of the horses.  Jerron had played a part in packing the horses for the trip, so he sought out the feedbags, already brimmed with oats, and handed them to Cano to fasten to the horse's heads.  The old man grumbled something about the horses being shifty, his muttered curses sounding comical coming from the unseen darkness, as he clumsily fumbled with the harness straps.  Jerron remembered that he was leery of horses altogether and decided to take over.  Cano took over searching the packs for the blankets and food.  When the horses were finally tended, they laid their blankets out on a soft patch of ground and started working on dinner.  Westin had packed them each a supper of dried pork, cheese, and a small crust of bread.  It wasn’t much, and neither man’s appetite was truly satisfied, but soon enough they were lying back on their blankets talking about everything they had experienced that evening.
 
                 “I’ll tell ya lad,” Cano said with a laugh.  He was contentedly relaxing on his back, puffing away on a sweet scented pipe.  “I was scared witless back there when that shrael was carrying me off fer his dinner.  But then I see ya come flying off that cliff at us.  Dear God, I thought, this boy’s gonna kill himself.  If it isn’t the shrael that gets him, it’ll be the water.”
 
                 Jerron chuckled softly, as he remembered his brazen, thoughtless act.  “I wasn’t even thinking about the water.  All I knew was that those scrawny bones of yours weren’t going to fill that blasted thing.  One way or another it was going to come for me.”
 
                 “What, ya don’t think I’d make a very good meal?” Cano joked as though Jerron’s jest had injured him.
 
                 “I’m just saying there’s no meat on those old bones.  You look like a dried up old sack filled with dust.”
 
                 “Now see here, lad.  I may not get around like I used to, but I’ve still got a few muscles.”
 
                 “Your biceps look like a few threads of yarn under an old cheese cloth,” Jerron snickered.
 
                 “And ya should talk, ya great big buffoon?”  Cano teased back.  “When was the last time ya turned down extra helpings of ya dear mother’s bacon?”
 
                 “You’ve had Ma’s bacon.  Only a fool would turn down seconds,” Jerron laughed.
 
                 “Too true, my boy.  Too true,” Cano agreed.
 
                 “I could sure go for a few strips of bacon right now,” Jerron said, with salivating regret.
 
                 Cano blew out a long puff of his pipe smoke.  “That makes two of us.”
 
                 The night was hauntingly quiet.  The expected chorus of owls and crickets, the mating calls of nocturnal creatures harkening in the beginning of spring, was oddly absent as they lay in silence staring at the ghostly slivers of dim moonlight, sneaking through cracks in the canopy of leaves.  Jerron could feel the effects of the second helping of fruit steadily slipping away.  He found himself already missing the unbridled feeling of invincibility.  Eating the fruit made the impossible, possible.  The experience had changed him.  
 
                 When he had looked down at the shraels preparing to dive into the water after Cano, a reaction had taken place deep within his psyche.  It had been as though his consciousness had been pulled through a tunnel to observe reality from the shadows at the other end.  He had witnessed everything, but it had been a different version of himself that had violently destroyed the shraels.  Though he was a portly man, like all Massoniel, he was solid and strong.  Still, he had never imagined himself capable of such strength and speed or the battle wrought skill that he had possessed.  In some ways it frightened him to know that he was capable of such force.  All his life he had been a gentle person, completely devoid of aggressive instincts.  To incite an impassioned response from him, someone would have to cross a significant moral boundary.  If he believed in something, knew at his very core that the cause was right and just, then his claws would come out.  But today had been different.  He had enjoyed the aggressive side that had saved Cano’s life.  He wondered if it had lain dormant within him all these years or if it was simply an effect of the fruit's innate gifts.
 
                 “I’ve got to tell ya, lad, I never pegged ya as a fighter,” Cano said through a yawn.
 
                 “I told you already.  It was the fruit,” Jerron answered quietly.
 
                 “The fruit…yes…ya said it healed ya, made ya strong, I can see all that.”  Cano seemed to be taking the long way around to his point.  “Thing is, ya fought like a veteran soldier.  Fer heaven’s sake, I don’t even think a skilled soldier could’a done what ya did today.”
 
                 “Like I said, Cano, it was the fruit.”
 
                 “Maybe…Maybe,” Cano said thoughtfully.  “But what if it wasn’t.”
 
                 “It had to have been.  I’ve been in about two fist fights in my life.  That’s it.  I’ve never swung an axe, or a sword.  Go ask around the farm when we get back, people will tell you what a lousy shot I am with a bow.”  Jerron felt like he needed to be defensive.  He wasn’t sure what Cano was getting at.
 
                 “Oh I don’t doubt ya on all that, lad,” Cano said.  “Thing is…well how do I explain it?  Ya see my wife, she didn’t believe in the Creator quite the same way that I did.  She had this…well I suppose ya’d call it a theory, see.  She thought that everything that happened was already decided.  That we’re all jest puppets dangling on the strings of fate.  Me, I’m a man of God.  She gave us all free will to go out and do as we please.  Those of us who done right get to go to heaven.  The rest of ‘em, all the murderers and thieves and such, well I don’t want to know what happens to them.  My wife and I used to argue fer hours bout it.  Sometimes it would get real heated.  She would storm off, and we wouldn’t speak again fer days.”  Cano paused to take a deep pull of his pipe.  “Lately though, I’ve been thinking, more and more, bout what she said.  I keep looking at all the things that have been happening to me and wondering if it's all some grand design -- a series of planned coincidences.  Maybe it goes all the way back to the gills.  Like…maybe I got the gills because somewhere along the way I would need em to find this dagger I’ve got, fer instance.  Or to save an important young girl's life.  Ya see what I’m getting at.”
 
                 Jerron silently considered what Cano had said.  Much like his friend, Jerron considered himself a man of God.  His belief in the Creator and all of her virtues was absolute.  He didn’t like the idea of fate and the puppet strings.  He wanted to believe that every man made his own choices in life.
 
                 “I don’t know Cano.  I suppose it’s something to think about, but what does that have to do with me?”  
 
                 “Listen, I didn’t say I believed in any of it, alright.”  There was a hint of frustration in Cano’s voice.  “Its jest that, yer a young man, a boy still really.  What if our meeting wasn’t jest by chance?  Take the other day fer instance.  I remember ya saying ya was out there on the road hunting fer conies with yer father?”
 
                 “That’s right,” Jerron replied.
 
                 “Well I’m the first to admit I don’t know much bout hunting.  Fishing I can tell ya bout, but I haven’t done much hunting in my life.  But I do know that conies love carrots and things like that.  If ya live on a farm, why were ya so far into the woods?  Wouldn’t the hunting be better closer to the tree line?”
 
                 Jerron opened his mouth to reply, but suddenly found himself at a loss for words.  Why had he and his pa gone so deep into the forest that day?  They never went that far in when they were after conies.  He tried to think back to that morning when his pa had told him to grab his bow.  He could clearly remember his pa telling him they were going to hunt off the road, but he couldn’t think of any reason why.  In fact he couldn’t even remember another occasion in the past when they’d gone that far into the woods to hunt conies.  
 
                 “I don’t know why we were out there, Cano,” Jerron answered.
 
                 “Well maybe ya had some reasons ya can’t remember right now, or maybe ya was jest out there by some coincidence.  Truth be told, I sure am glad ya was there,” Cano said.
 
                 “Still, I don’t see what all that has to do with me?” Jerron asked, feeling a tingle of intrigue.
 
                 “Maybe it hasn’t got anything to do with ya, lad,” Cano yawned.  “Or maybe what happened to ya today, all that back there at the cliff, was jest the beginning fer ya.  Could be that yer like me.  Not a fishman or anything.  No, no.  Maybe ya got a talent that’s all yer own, and fate’s jest been waiting to pull the right string.”
 
                 “I don’t know, Cano,” Jerron said doubtfully.  Even though the whole idea was far-fetched, he was feeling a rising excitement as his imagination began forming visions in his mind of all the incredible possibilities.
 
                 “Don’t worry yerself about it, lad,” Cano yawned again.  He sounded as though he were talking in his sleep.  “It’s all jest talk, anyway.  Get some shut eye.”
 
                 Jerron threw out an absent goodnight, but his mind was racing with absurd childish fantasies.  As Cano’s snoring rang out into the night, ripping apart the eerie silence, Jerron lay awake for some time thinking about what his friend had said.  When he finally fell asleep, he dreamed beautiful dreams about a woman dressed all in white, telling him that if he believed in himself, nothing was impossible.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 Yennit sat in a comfortable chair by a large bay window that looked out onto the front of his vast estate.  The strange girl, Maehril, lay asleep in an elaborately gilded four post bed beside him.  Her sleep seemed peaceful.  Her face was perpetually calm.
 
                 It had been some time since he had been in this bedroom.  At one time it had belonged to his only granddaughter.  When she had come to visit over the years, as she had done often, the beautiful little girl, his jewel as he liked to think of her, slept in this room.  His granddaughter was all grown up now, and it had been many years since her last visit.  Still, he always ordered his staff to keep the room in pristine condition on the off-chance that her travels would one day bring her back to his estate.
 
                 Cano had seemed so certain of this young girl.  He had known the man with gills for many years now.  Though Cano didn’t visit very often, they had forged an unlikely friendship through their shared passions.  Thanks to his incredible gift, Cano was able to dredge the ocean floor for treasures, often uncovering items long thought lost to history.  Yennit had been wise to take an interest in the prickly old man.  Thanks to their friendship, Yennit had been able to hold the greatest prize he could ever have imagined: Thalson’s Dagger.
 
                 Yennit was just a young man when the woman who would become his wife, first told him about the Harvens.  The tale had fascinated him to the point that over the course of his life, the Harvens had become his obsession.  He took his first trip into the Harven Mountains, to the lost valley of Kaemthoren, the long forgotten home of the Harvens, when he was twenty.  Standing among the ruins, overgrown with vegetation and torn down by years of harsh wind and weather, Yennit had felt a peace unlike anything he had ever experienced in his life.  It was as though his journey to the valley had been pre-ordained, the will of a higher power.  During his years of advanced schooling he had sought out every last book or parchment he could find that contained even a small allusion to the Harven race.  It had been a study done discreetly, since Desirmor had outlawed all history texts that predated his own claim to the throne of Fandrall.  Books and texts had been difficult to come by, but with his family's vast resources, Yennit had turned himself into perhaps the world’s foremost authority on Harven history.  Through it all, Thalson’s Dagger had been the ultimate prize.  In his wildest dreams, Yennit never believed he would actually hold it in his hands.
 
                 Who was this girl?  There was nothing spectacular about her.  She seemed small, drab, and mousy.  Cano had said that she was a mute.  Was she devoid of intelligence or was it due to something psychological, a traumatic episode as a child perhaps?  
 
                 Cano had always been more of a curmudgeonly loner than the valiant father figure.  Yennit had believed Cano incapable of caring.   He seemed to be a man broken by the sins of his past, forever on the run from his own insurmountable grief.  Was this some sort of play for forgiveness?  Was Cano looking for absolution at the hands of a helpless girl?
 
                 The prophecy had begun.  Yennit had only seen snippets, a line here or there of the actual prophecy, the complete translation was said to be kept by the mythical Librarian, but he knew two lines.  
 
                 
 
                 Let the mountains shake.  Let the oceans rise.  Let the skies cry out for the Forgotten.
 
                 A crown of chiefs, a blade of light, a hand chosen to wield a path of silence.
 
                 
 
                 Yennit knew these lines by heart.  He never imagined, the day he first read those lines, that he would live to see the prophecy begin.  With luck, he would live long enough to see it fulfilled, to see Desirmor die at last, and to see what the world could look like when men made their own choices and light prevailed over darkness.  The thought gave him hope.  
 
                 Desirmor had killed his son.  It was many years earlier when Yennit served on the Council of Nine.  Desirmor had just finished destroying a small rebellion near Nal’Dahara and ordered a new livestock tax on the lowest levels of society as a punishment for the rebellion.  His son had made an impassioned plea on behalf of the good people that worked his lands.  As a councilman, Yennit knew that arguing against one of Desirmor’s orders was not only useless but potentially dangerous.  Desirmor had no patience for dissent.  His son was found murdered only a few weeks later.  
 
                 Yennit had left the council after that.  He retired to his estates and tried his best to stay out of politics.  The whole situation had left him feeling powerless.  His son’s murderer was known to him, and yet there was nothing he could do.  If he even made mention of his suspicions and word got back to Desirmor, he would be stripped of his wealth and lands.  Then he would be sold into slavery, an example to all people of wealth and nobility that Desirmor’s authority was absolute.  Perhaps that made Yennit a coward.  Most days that’s how he felt.  A coward who valued the comfort of his life over the honor of his own son.
 
                 It was late in the morning.  The sky was marred by a dark gray cloud that hung over the estate, stubbornly resisting the easterly breeze that pushed gently across the land.  Yennit looked out at the sloping tall grass sliding gently down toward a wall of beech trees that marked the boundary of his personal estate.  In truth his lands stretched out across leagues of countryside all the way to the Lerner Hills where he made the bulk of his fortune mining the salt that lay deep within the rock.  As he casually watched the treeline, thinking glumly of his son-in-law, he spotted a movement right at the edge of the forest.  His eyes weren’t what they had once been, but he had managed to avoid the need for an eyepiece or spectacles.  It was difficult to precisely make out what it was, but it moved with a graceful stealth that spoke of predatory instincts.  He followed it closely, watching it weave around several trees before hunkering down beneath a thick low bush.  
 
                 Then Yennit saw another one.  This creature was a short distance from the first, gliding along the grass in front of the treeline.  Just as the first had, this creature spotted out a nice concealment in a wide divot beside a small boulder.  Were they rovers?  Yennit hadn’t seen a rover in some time and could scarcely remember what they looked like.  
 
                 “Harriet!” he called out over his shoulder, to his attendant who was never far away.
 
                 A thin middle-aged woman immediately rushed into the room and came to his side.
 
                 “My Lord?” she asked.
 
                 “Find me Mueller.  Tell him to come to me at once,” Yennit ordered.
 
                 Harriet didn’t hesitate.  She turned on her heels and hurried off to find the head of Yennit’s personal guard.  Yennit sat forward in his chair straining to watch the forest below.  Having turned his attention away from the window, it took him several moments to spot the two dark forms crouching in concealment at the forest’s edge.  A third form caught his eye.  It was trotting along the tall grass a good distance away from the others.  This time Yennit was certain it was a rover.  
 
                 “You called me, my Lord?” Yennit heard Mueller ask from the doorway.  The guardsman had responded quickly.  
 
                 “Come here, Mueller,” Yennit waved him over.  “I want you to take a look at something.”
 
                 Mueller walked over to the window and crouched down beside Yennit’s chair.  The guardsman was an aging man, rugged and scarred, with a quiet dignity that spoke of his years in the Imperial Army.  Mueller had headed up his personal guard for nearly ten years now, and Yennit trusted the man completely.
 
                 “Look down there along the treeline,” Yennit said pointing the way.  “Are those rovers?”
 
                 Mueller studied the landscape with no expression.  As he began to spot the dark forms Yennit pointed out, he began to slowly nod.
 
                 “There are five out there by my count,” he said, continuing the search.
 
                 “Five!  I only counted three,” Yennit said.
 
                 “Five, my Lord.  There are two more up the rise, lying in the grass,” Mueller said, helping Yennit find them.
 
                 “I thought rovers kept to themselves.  They don’t usually congregate this way, do they?”
 
                 “No, my Lord.  They’re known to be loners.  I don’t like the look of this.”
 
                 “I don’t like it either, Mueller.  I give you full authority.  Get the workers out of the fields and take care of this problem.”
 
                 Mueller nodded solemnly.  “I’ll see to it, my Lord.”
 
                 Yennit continued watching the forest after Mueller left.  Two more rovers appeared amongst the trees, finding a spot to hide and watching the estate just as the others had.  Yennit had a growing feeling that something was wrong.  In the bed beside him, Maehril suddenly thrashed about, her sleeping face wearing a pained expression.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 “Did ya see that?” Cano cried out.  “That damned horse jest tried to bite me.”
 
                 “He didn’t go anywhere near you,” Jerron sighed with exasperation.
 
                 All morning long he had put up with this.  When they were getting the horses ready to ride after they had broken camp, Jerron’s horse had nipped Cano’s arm.  In fairness, Cano was trying to unstrap the feed bag, and he had insisted that he didn’t need help.  His horse, Starcryer, was simply reacting to Cano’s rough, untrained hands.  Since then Cano had spouted off at every movement the horse made.  Any motion, any look even remotely in his direction and Cano started hurling accusations about.
 
                 “I told ya yesterday the infernal beast couldn’t be trusted.  I told ya he looked shifty.”  
 
                 Jerron simply rolled his eyes and let the old man complain.  Sooner or later he would get tired of talking and shut up.  Hopefully sooner.
 
                 Jerron hadn’t slept well.  He awoke in the middle of the night to the sounds of the horses nickering nervously.  Something had spooked them.  Jerron stayed awake for a good while after that, cautiously watching the shadows, but nothing tested the camp, and eventually the horses calmed down.  After that he had a hard time getting back to sleep as the verocity of Cano’s incessant snoring kept him up.  Now he felt achy and cranky, and Cano’s foolish paranoia was only fueling his mood.
 
                 It was just after noontime now, and by Jerron’s best guess they had another two hours till they got out of the forest and into Yennit’s grounds.  The sun shone brightly in the sky, and the air was warm and comfortable.  If circumstances had been different, Jerron would have called this the perfect day for a ride.  Then he noticed the darkening sky ahead, well off in the direction of Yennit’s estate.  It shouldn’t have made him feel uneasy, but it did.
 
                 “Ya know something lad,” Cano said cheerfully.  It was nice to hear something other than accusations and complaints coming from his mouth.  “They’re going to call ya a hero.”
 
                 “Who?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Everyone.  Ya killed all them shraels.  Yer a hero now, my boy.”
 
                 “I guess I never thought of it like that,” Jerron said with a wide smile. 
 
                 “I’ll bet they’re all lined up waiting fer our return.  Probably throw a feast in yer honor,” Cano told him with a wink.
 
                 “A feast in our honor,” Jerron added.  “I didn’t do it all by myself.”
 
                 Just then, something moved in the trees beside them.  Both men noticed it and pulled their mounts to a halt.  Cano pulled his dagger free, tightly gripping the shaft until his knuckles began turning white.  They scanned the underbrush, hearts beating loudly in each chest.  
 
                 A black form emerged from behind a thick green bush.  A rover.  It studied them with hungry eyes, saliva dripping from its massive jaw.  It was much bigger than either of the rover’s that had attacked Cano a few days earlier.  Jerron pulled a small dagger out of the saddle bag.  It was his only defense now, since he had decided not to go back for his bow, and his axe was sitting on the ocean floor.  
 
                 After several tense moments, the rover snarled then moved on, trotting deeper into the woods away from them.  Both men breathed a sigh of relief, though neither was willing to put his weapon away.  
 
                 “Let’s pick up the pace,” Jerron said, still scanning the woods cautiously.
 
                 They kicked their mounts into a steady trot.  Cano may have been having a difficult time riding at the increased pace, but he didn’t show it.  His face had taken on a look of bitter resolve.  Even as he bumped around awkwardly, looking several times as though he might fall off his horse, his eyes darted around like a squirrel watching the sky for predators.  
 
                 It was a short time later that they spotted a second rover, then a third.  Just as with the first one, these watched them for a passing moment then moved on.  Jerron began to notice that they seemed to be going in the same direction.  
 
                 The road passed quickly as their pace increased with each rover they sighted.  Five more appeared, two of them blatantly trotting along the road in front of them.  Though every rover regarded them with the same wild-eyed hunger, none bothered to approach.  Jerron wasn’t sure what was more unnerving -- the fact that there were so many rovers in such a small area or that none seemed interested in testing him and Cano.  In his whole life, Jerron had only seen rovers perhaps a dozen times.  Something was terribly wrong.
 
                 “I don’t like this at all, Cano,” he said, nervously.  “They don’t move around in numbers like this.”
 
                 Cano’s face was hard like a stone.  Something that could have been rage lit the normally soft tones of his eyes.  “It’s Maehril.”
 
                 “Maehril?  Why would she have anything to do with this?” Jerron asked uncertainly.
 
                 “She is light made flesh,” Cano said with a haunting faith in his words.  “Where there is light in this world, darkness comes.  I stabbed one of them rovers.  The blade burnt its flesh.  Those beasts aren’t natural.  They’re servants of darkness.  I think they’re after Maehril.”
 
                 Jerron thought hard about Cano’s theory and believed him.  There was something indefinable about that girl; he had sensed that much right away.  The fear he felt was replaced by a feeling of urgent desperation.  They had to hurry.  
 
                 As if Cano could read his thoughts, they simultaneously pushed their geldings to a full gallop.  Cano suddenly seemed a seasoned rider as he moved in time to his mount, staring ahead with a steely focus.  Jerron looked at the linen sack, full of the yellow fruit, hanging from Cano’s back.  He had a desire to have one of the fruits to gain its marvelous gifts.  If things suddenly grew worse, he told himself.
 
                 The forest ended bringing them out to the low rolling hills that led to Yennit’s estate.  Starcryer was still running hard, but Jerron could tell that his horse needed a break.  You could run a horse to death, but Jerron couldn’t imagine letting that happen.  He thought of Starcryer as a friend.  To be responsible for the horse's death would be unbearable.
 
                 Seeing the familiar fields of his home helped temper his distress.  He eased the pace, guiding Starcryer to a more sustainable trot.  Cano looked at him, objections evident in the furrowed brow and sullen eyes, but followed Jerron’s lead and slowed his own horse down.  Here and there, they would spot a rover racing along in the distance.  Jerron had no doubts now; they were heading for the manor house.  
 
                 They passed his home sitting quietly off to their right.  A thin plume of smoke rose from the single chimney, a sign that at least one of his parents was home.  He guessed that it was his mother, diligently working on dinner.  It was hard to ride past.  He desperately wanted to run down to the house if for no other reason than to let his mother know that he was alright.  The thought of her worrying about him made a sick feeling wash over his stomach.
 
                 The rest of the way, they rode in silence.  A shared tension moved them along, guiding their movements as their minds raced with visions of foreboding.  Neither man wanted to discuss the possibilities.  They’d lost count of how many rovers they’d seen moving toward the estate.  The manor house was very possibly under siege.  They might be heading toward a battle, or even worse, a tomb.
 
                 As they cleared the last rise, hearts racing, breathing suspended, the scene was daunting.  Hundreds of rovers crouched in the grass, making a long frightening circle surrounding the outskirts of Yennit’s manor.  Jerron could make out men, farm hands, servants and guards, armed with bows, axes, swords and spears spotting the fields watching the rovers warily, but doing nothing to provoke the beasts.  
 
                 “What in heaven’s name is going on here?” Cano whispered hoarsely.
 
                 Jerron shook his head.  “I’ve no idea.  Let’s get to the house.”
 
                 They hurried down the road, watching their backs to see if any of the rovers intended to make a move.  The closest ones watched with an almost terrifying nonchalance, but none did anything more than snort in their direction.  Several of the workers waved to them as they rode past, but held their positions.  Mueller must have them following some kind of military strategy, Jerron thought.
 
                 When they reached the house at last, Westin rushed out to meet them.  His big, brown eyes were filled with tears as he came bursting out the door.  Jerron hopped down off his horse and grabbed his father in a tight, emotional hug.  
 
                 “I thought I’d lost you, son,” his father sobbed on his shoulder.  “I was sure I’d never see you again.”
 
                 “I told you I’d come back, Pa,” Jerron openly wept.  After a few moments they let go, each man looking slightly abashed, as he wiped away the tears.  “How’s Ma?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Worried sick, of course,” Westin said, dabbing at his eyes and laughing at himself for all the tears.  “She’s home, cooking all your favorite things for dinner.”
 
                 “Are we going to make it back fer dinner?”  Cano cut in.  He hated to interrupt the father-and-son reunion, but he was getting impatient.
 
                 Westin slowly shook his head.  His pursed lips and worried eyes told them all they needed to know about the situation.  
 
                 “What is this?  I’ve never seen rovers act like this before,” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Mueller's doing his best,” Westin said sadly.  “We don’t know anymore than you do.  About four hours ago they just started showing up.  They haven’t taken even one step further in all that time.  Mueller says to hold ground and avoid provoking them.  That’s good enough advice for me.”
 
                 Jerron and Cano exchanged troubled looks.  If Jerron had to guess, there had to be about three hundred rovers surrounding the manor.  There were only about one hundred people on the premises and around fifty of those were women.  If the rovers chose to attack in unison, things were going to get ugly.  
 
                 “Them things are waiting till nightfall,” Cano said with a haunted look.  “That’s when they’ll attack.”
 
                 “I bet you’re right,” Jerron agreed.
 
                 Westin thought about it and slowly began to agree.  “I’m sure Mueller’s figuring the same thing.  But I think I’ll go over there and see what they’re planning to do, just in case they do come at night.”
 
                 “Let’s go find Maehril,” Jerron said to Cano.  He led the way into the manor, first coming across the large kitchen.  He asked the cooks and servants and was told that she was sleeping in a room on the third floor.  Cano followed close at his heels as they ran through the house and up the stairs.  Jerron immediately spotted Harriet, Yennit’s personal attendant, waiting beside a door just a few steps down the hall.  As they approached, she eagerly nodded and waved them in where they found Yennit sitting beside a bed where Maehril still slept peacefully.
 
                 Yennit looked up in surprise when they entered the room.  A wide smile broke across his aged face.  “You made it.”  
 
                 “It wasn’t easy, I’ll tell ya that,” Cano mumbled.
 
                 “We killed all the shraels,” Jerron said with a touch of pride.
 
                 “You killed all of them?” Yennit asked, disbelievingly.  “And the tree?  Did you find it?”
 
                 “Aye.  We found it,” Cano said.  He placed the bag on the bed beside Maehril and pulled out one of the fruits.  Yennit took it, handling it gingerly as though it were a precious stone.  He held it to his face, inhaling its fragrance.
 
                 “We tried it,” Jerron stated.  
 
                 “What happened?” Yennit asked in a reverent whisper.
 
                 “It works,” Cano answered.
 
                 “It made me strong.  It healed all of our wounds,” Jerron said.  “We wouldn’t have gotten past the shraels if I hadn’t tried one.”
 
                 Yennit nodded and looked at the fruit he was holding.  “I’ve wondered about this for many years.”  He took a small, tentative bite, savoring the sweet unique flavor.  “Incredible.”  Yennit consumed the rest, licking the stray juices from his thin, frail fingers.  “Thank you,” he whispered with closed eyes.
 
                 “Let’s see about Maehril,” Cano said, turning away from Yennit, who swayed gently in his chair as though he were floating within the most beautiful of dreams.
 
                 Cano took a fruit from the bag and sat on the bed beside Maehril’s head.  He took out the terrallium dagger and used it to cut off a few small pieces of the fruit.  Then with the utmost gentleness, he lifted her head and held it with the crook of his arm.  He turned and looked at Jerron, and they exchanged a silent prayer for the fruit to have the desired effect.  He shoved the bit of fruit into her mouth, massaging her throat to induce her to swallow.  When he was sure that she had swallowed it, Cano put another piece into her mouth.  He continued the process until all of the pieces he’d cut were gone.
 
                 Jerron had to blink.  As soon as she swallowed the last piece, a faint light briefly began to shimmer around her.  It held on for only a moment before it flickered and winked out.  Though it was soft and sudden, the visual gave him goosebumps and a feeling of peace took hold within his mind.  He knew now that Cano had been right all along.  This girl was worth the effort.  She was special.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 “Again Maehril.  Do it again,” Bella said, patiently.
 
                 Maehril knelt on a beach facing the water, the warm ocean breeze a comfort as she struggled with her lesson.  Before her in the sand lay a small bit of driftwood, barely the size of her forearm.  She knew she had to focus.  Bella expected her to get this lesson right.  They wouldn’t head home until she did.  But her mind kept wandering, her thoughts wouldn’t co-operate with her mother’s request.
 
                 She had done all this before.  Maehril wasn’t certain how she knew this, but the inescapable feeling that somehow she was existing within a dream tickled her consciousness like a spider crawling up her back.  There was something about the smell of the ocean air, the weathered gray piece of driftwood, the soft warm beach sand, and the curt yet patient tone in her mother’s voice that reminded her of another time and place.  The difference this time, as far as she could discern, was that each time she looked into her mother’s kind gray eyes, with their border of deeply defined crow’s feet, Maehril felt a nearly unbearable wave of sadness.  Why did looking at her mother hurt so much?
 
                 “Maehril, you need to focus,” Bella said.  Maehril looked up at her, feeling that pang of loss tearing through her heart.  Bella put a comforting hand on her shoulder, smiling with that subtle curving of lips that spoke of maternal tenderness.  “Every lesson you have, each and every one, has a purpose -- a deeper meaning to serve the greater good.  Do you know what the greater good means?” Maehril's slender shoulders slumped, and she shook her head.  “It means that we must all make sacrifices to see that those we love and the things we cherish most dearly persevere.    I was a girl barely your own age when I first realized my calling in life.  It still took many years for me to accept my place and give in to my own destiny.  There was no-one back then to guide me.  I was alone.  My daughter, you have a calling far greater than any who have come before you.  Time is short.  I am here to steer your course, but you must be willing to accept your calling.  You must be willing to try.  Always to try.  And to remember that none of us, no single person is greater than the whole.  We are but one of many.  A million single threads of a complex pattern, woven together to form one magnificent world.”
 
                 Maehril was in awe of her mother's passion.  She couldn’t tell if the tears she felt welling up were from the existing hollow despair she felt as she looked at her mother, or from the eloquent way Bella always had of explaining her perspective and making you feel like you were a part of something greater than yourself.
 
                 She looked again at the small bit of driftwood.  Her hand reached out to it, caressed the smooth surface.  She forced her focus into the wood, into its structure, its makeup.  Somewhere deep within she found what she was looking for -- a spark, a hint of life, dormant, yet evident.  She pushed her focus into that part of the wood, sending emotion and encouragement through the connection she felt.  The wood moved in her hand.  It slowly began to stretch at each end like a rapidly growing branch.  The ends pushed into the sand, delving deeply into the ground.  A sprout pushed up from the middle of the wood, rising right between Maehril’s fingers.  It rose slowly at first, then with increasing speed, sprouting branches and leaves until it became a fully formed tree, healthy and vibrant.  Maehril caressed the trunk, pushing all of the love and strength she could give into the newly living tree.  When the task was finished at last, she took her hand away and sat back, feeling exhausted, yet proud.  
 
                 “Well done, my daughter,” Bella said, kneeling down and taking Maehril in her arms.  Maehril tightly held her mother, feeling the warmth of the embrace as if it were a distant memory remembered for the first time in a great long while.  Blinking away tears of regret, she looked into the distance and saw a beautiful woman, blond silken hair, eyes blue as the ocean, with flowing robes of the purest white, watching them.  She pulled away and pointed at the woman, imploring Bella to look.  But as Bella turned her head…
 
                 
 
                 Maehril knelt on a beautiful white sand beach.  At her knees was a small bit of driftwood, gray and smoothed by years of wind and water exposure.  She deeply inhaled the soft ocean breeze.  She loved the way the ocean smelled, so familiar, so peaceful.  
 
                 “Try again, Maehril,” she heard her mother, Bella, say encouragingly.  “Remember why we’re doing all of this.”
 
                 Maehril couldn’t remember.  She looked around, suddenly feeling confused.  She could smell the ocean, feel the warm sun and the cool breeze, let the warm sand slide between her fingers, and yet, none of it seemed real.  Could it all be a dream?  Why were the patient gray eyes she saw when she looked at her mother so heartrending?
 
                 “Love Maehril,” Bella patted her hair.  “We do this for love.  Love gives us existence.  Love sustains us as a people.  It gives us a reason for being, for doing, for living.  In a world of darkness love remains the guiding light.  You must become that light.  A single beam of light against a sea of darkness.  You must harness the love within and channel it.  Focus that emotion into the wood.  Give it a try.”
 
                 Maehril was certain she had heard Bella tell her this before.  Was it long ago?  She couldn’t tell.  Why did she feel like crying when she felt her mother’s gentle caress?
 
                 She put her hand on the wood and pushed out all other thoughts from her mind.  She formed an image of a full grown tree, verdant and green, standing tall beneath the sun’s warming rays.  Through her hand and into the wood, she pushed that thought, focusing on the way that beauty warmed her heart and soul.  The wood twitched.  The ends began to grow and push into the sand.  A sapling pushed up beneath her hand, rising with increasing speed as it stretched and grew into a full grown tree.  She sat back, exhausted.  Bella knelt down and wrapped her in a motherly embrace.  In the distance a woman stood and watched.  She was blond and beautiful with flowing white robes brightly drawing in the sunlight.  Maehril pointed and tried to show her mother.  Bella turned to look…
 
                 
 
                 Maehril knelt in the warm white sand of a beautiful pristine beach.  Her mother, Bella, knelt beside her, an arm around her shoulder, whispering something into her ear.  Maehril could hear her mother, but the words just passed through her mind like a gentle ocean breeze.  
 
                 Something felt wrong.  It felt as though this had happened before, thousands of times perhaps.  And she felt despair.  Something in her mother’s touch, the soft tender way she spoke, made Maehril want to cry for all eternity.  A part of her wanted to stay there, beside Bella forever, but another offered caution.  She felt a piece of herself pulling away, to somewhere…different.
 
                 The wood twitched beneath her hand.  The ends slowly began to stretch and push into the ground.  Maehril didn’t understand what was happening.  She wasn’t trying to make it grow.  In the sand where both ends had dug in, a black liquid, like oil, started to sputter up, pooling around the piece of wood.  It was unnatural, and repulsive.  It made her stomach turn, her skin crawl.  The wood began to rot and decay wherever it was touched by the liquid, until it was completely dissolved.  
 
                 Maehril looked up with tears in her eyes.  Bella hadn’t seemed to notice what was happening.  She just continued to whisper reassurances into her daughter’s ear.  A woman stood in the distance, beautiful and dressed in the purest of white.  Maehril tried to get Bella to look, pointing and pleading.  As her mother turned…
 
                 
 
                 Maehril knelt on a beach, staring at a dried up piece of driftwood.  It looked lifeless and cold.  The air had a crispness to it, like the foreboding chill of a late autumn wind harkening the coming storm that would signal winter.  Bella knelt beside her whispering into her ear.  Her mother seemed older somehow, grayer, worn, tired.
 
                 The piece of wood at her knees slowly began to move.  It twitched softly at first, then more erratically.  Suddenly it sank into the ground.  For a moment Maehril stared blankly at the oval divot in the sand where the wood had been, wondering why it felt so strange.  She felt as though this had all happened before, yet something about it seemed…different.  
 
                 A black liquid, like oil, started to bubble up from the ground where the wood had sunk.  Within moments it formed a pool, filling the whole divot, and then spilling over the edges to reach out into the surrounding sand like the thin graceful bodies of several black serpents.
 
                 Maehril pushed away rising to her feet.  Bella sat frozen in place, still whispering as though Maehril had never moved.  In the distance a woman appeared, beautiful and dressed in the purest of white.  Maehril pointed to the woman, imploring her mother to look, but Bella didn’t move.  The liquid began to surround Bella’s feet.   Maehril reached for her mother, to try to pull her away, but her hands passed through her mother as though Bella were merely an apparition.  
 
                 Maehril looked again at the woman in white.  Two men stood beside her, one familiar, one unknown.  As her mother was swallowed up in the black liquid, dissolving like ash into the growing pool, Maehril started to run.  She ran toward the woman and the two men, feeling as though her only hope, her only true salvation lie with them.  Behind her, at her feet, she felt the liquid following, giving chase close behind, though never quite catching up.  One of the men, the familiar one, opened his arms as she drew close, beckoning her on.  Just as the liquid seemed about to reach out and pull her back, Maehril dove into his arms…
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Maehril’s eyes slowly shuttered and blinked.  She felt a pair of bony arms wrapped around her, but her vision was too blurry.  Excited shouts rang out all around.  At least one of the voices was familiar.  As her eyes rounded into focus on Cano’s weeping, joyful face, Maehril smiled.  The old treasure hunter, with his long hawkish nose and sky blue eyes was sobbing and uttering unintellible sounds, as his gnarled bony fingers caressed her head.
 
                 Maehril wrapped her arms around his neck and held him tightly.  She didn’t know why he was so happy, but it seemed right to her to feel as if they’d been reunited.  
 
                 A boy about her age sat on the bed behind Cano.  He was very homely looking.  His head was round and large, and his face was covered in acne.  His wide grin showed a few missing teeth, and the ones that were left in his mouth had long since lost their whiteness.  Still there was something endearing about him.  He had big blue eyes that looked gentle and kind, and the way he was built, with wide thick shoulders and a big sturdy mid-section, reminded her of Sevin.  She was certain that they had never met, yet the way he looked at her made it seem as if they knew each other.  
 
                 “Oh my dear girl, are ya alright?  How do ya feel?” Cano asked, wiping the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand.
 
                 Maehril looked around and shrugged.  She felt fine.  They were in a beautiful bedroom, with satin drapes, fine carpeting, meticulously crafted furniture and gilded lattice adorning most of the walls.  An elderly man sat in a chair next to her bed, and a middle-aged woman, dressed like a servant stood in the doorway.  What had happened?  A moment ago she had been running from something on a beach.  Had Bella been there?  The more she thought about where she had been the harder it became to remember.  It was like trying to catch smoke with your bare hands; it was there but she couldn’t hold on to it.
 
                 “Look at me girl.  What happened to ya?  I’ve been worried sick,” Cano said, wiping at his nose, not caring at all that the snot was now covering his bare arm.
 
                 Maehril made a face.  He knew she couldn’t speak.  Did he expect her to start answering his questions?  
 
                 “Harriet, would you bring us a quill and parchment, please?” the elderly man asked the servant in the doorway.  She quickly hurried off.  “Maehril, my name is Yennit, and this is my home.”  
 
                 Maehril liked the kind smile and calm way with which Yennit comported himself.  He held out his hand for her, and she took it.  Yennit gave her hand a good squeeze, and she smiled at him with delight.  
 
                 “This young fella here is Jerron,” Cano told her, motioning with a thumb over his shoulder to the blue-eyed boy sitting behind him with an abashed expression on his face.  Maehril smiled at him shyly and his cheeks turned bright red.  
 
                 “You’ve been asleep for a few days now, Maehril,” Yennit told her.  He spoke with the slow methodical enunciation of an elderly educated man.  “Cano here came to me for help in waking you up.  He’s been worried sick about you, I’m afraid.”
 
                 Maehril turned a distraught eye on her friend.  Had she really been asleep so long?  Cano shot Yennit a disgruntled glance then looked away.  “Well someone has to look out fer ya.  Don’t they?” he said looking around embarrassed.
 
                 Harriet returned carrying several sheets of parchment, an inkwell and a quill.  There was a small writing desk, fit for a child, in the corner of the room.  Harriet dragged the desk over to the bed so that Maehril could write from where she was seated.  She set everything up and stepped away, removing herself from the room to wait outside until she was needed again.
 
                 Maehril swung her legs over the edge of the bed.  Even though they had told her she had been asleep for several days, she felt as strong and energetic as she’d ever felt in her life.  She leaned forward and picked up the quill, dipping it in the ink, then waiting for them to ask her something.  She looked around at the three men.  Each seemed reluctant, looking at one another for someone to start.  
 
                 Cano piped up first.  “What’s the last thing ya remember?”
 
                 Maehril shrugged, thinking back.  The memory of leaving Dell, trekking across the beach, and meeting Cano came to her.  They got on a boat the next day, and Cano made a dive.  She remembered being very worried about him, then scared, so scared.  She tried to remember what had made her so frightened but could not.  The last thing she could recall was Cano bursting out of the water and climbing back on the boat.  She wrote that down, and the three of them quietly considered her words.
 
                 “Do ya remember the black stuff that came out of the water?  Any of that?” Cano asked, confused.  When Maehril shook her head no, Cano looked to Yennit to lead the way.
 
                 “You’re a young girl, Maehril, where are your parents?” he asked in a calm voice.
 
                 “They were killed by the Blood Lord.” she wrote.
 
                 Yennit read it aloud and nodded grimly.  There was a certain level of pity in the way his old gray eyes regarded her.  “I’m terribly sorry, my dear.  Terribly sorry,” he said quietly.
 
                 “Are you the Creator?” Jerron blurted out suddenly.  Yennit and Cano each shot him an angry look.  He flipped his palms up and said, “Well someone had to ask her.”
 
                 Maehril looked around in confusion.  She could tell that Yennit and Cano didn’t find the question appropriate, but they were watching her now, waiting for an answer.  Why would they think she was the Creator?  “No,” she wrote, making a face at Jerron to tell him the question was utterly foolish.  
 
                 Cano seemed to be the most disappointed when they read it.  He scratched his head, and mumbled something to himself.  
 
                 “Why can’t you talk?” Jerron asked, unfazed by the minor reprimand he’d received for his last foolish question.  
 
                 Maehril furrowed her brow and looked him right in the eye.  His eyes were opened wide with wonderment as though he were in a state of total fascination.  There was a certain bumbling naiveté about him.  She wasn’t sure if he was stupid or just voraciously curious.  “I don’t know,” she wrote.
 
                 “Maehril, if it's not too painful for you, do you know why the Blood Lord killed your parents?” Yennit asked carefully.
 
                 Maehril didn’t know if she should answer the question.  Sevin and Bella had schooled her in the need for secrecy.  She and Sim were the center of a prophecy to end the darkness that held the world.  Danger was a constant in her life.  The events in Dell had proven that much.  The voice had led her to Cano and she knew that she could trust him.  Yennit and Jerron however, she didn’t know.  The voice had said nothing to her about them and revealing too much of her secret could put her in more danger.  She tried to search within, listening for the voice to advise her, but she heard nothing.  If she was going to make it to the end, she had to find people who could help her.  Cano was very sweet, but she doubted that he alone would be enough to face the perils ahead.  She took a deep breath and began to write.
 
                 “My name is Maehril Harvencott.  I am the daughter of the last Harven.  My brother and I are at the center of the Prophecies of Harmony Alexidus.  The Blood Lord was sent to kill my father, Sarimus.  In doing so, my brother and I escaped but were separated.  I am not certain that my existence is known to Desirmor.  I need your help.”
 
                 Yennit gasped audibly when he read her words.  Cano’s sky blue eyes gazed sadly upon her.  He took her hands in his and gave them a reassuring squeeze.  Jerron appeared too astonished to speak.  Beads of sweat began to break out on his pimply forehead, and there was a blank stare of baffled startlement etched across his face like an engraving.
 
                 “By the heavens,” Yennit breathed.  The grip he had on his lacquered cane was vise-like.  “Do you two fools know who this girl is?” he asked aghast.  Cano and Jerron stared at him blankly.  Maehril felt relieved that Cano and Jerron appeared oblivious to the seriousness of her existence.  They were innocents, and that meant she could trust them.  Yennit was another matter.  “I told you earlier about the Harvens and your dagger, remember?”  When Cano nodded impatiently he continued.  “She is the catalyst of the prophecies.  The one who can restore balance to the world.  This young girl is destined to bring about the end of darkness.  She and her brother will harken the death of Desirmor.  I think in a way you were right, my old friend.  She very well may be the light made flesh.  Not the Creator of course, but an instrument of light.”
 
                 Silence captured the room.  Maehril watched Cano squarely.  Deep within she was worried that he might change his mind about her.  Perhaps he would see her as a burden and abandon her for an easier path in life.  She had only truly known him for a day, but in that short time, she had become very fond of him.  In a strange way, she felt like he was important.  
 
                 “Is that why there are so many rovers out there?” Jerron asked, staring unblinkingly at Maehril.
 
                 “Aye lad.  I told ya as much,” Cano answered.  His hands still held hers in a gentle, fatherly way.  “That’s the trouble with light, ya see.  Darkness is never far away.”
 
   
  
 

              “Very true, Cano,” Yennit sighed.  “Maehril I’m afraid you’ve awoken to a dire predicament.  Several hours ago creatures began lining up around the perimeter of my estate.  Rovers as Jerron said.  They’re nasty beasts.  So far they haven’t tried to attack but if they do, we’re in trouble.  I don’t have the manpower to hold them off.  If what you’ve told us about yourself is true, then I believe Cano here is right - they’ve come for you.  I promise you, Maehril, that we’ll do everything we can to keep you safe, but we’re greatly outnumbered, and most of the men out there holding weapons are farmers.  In truth I’ve only a handful of experienced soldiers on the estate.”
 
                 Cano smiled at her bravely.  “Don’t ya worry now girl.  I’ll fight to protect ya.  If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll protect ya.”
 
                 “And so will I,” Jerron said, standing up and punching a determined fist into his opposite open hand.  He looked around at Yennit and Cano and spoke with a passionate bravado.  “I know it looks bad out there, but it looked bad for me and Cano too.  We weren’t supposed to take down a whole nest of shraels, remember.  But we did.  By the grace of the Creator, we got the fruit and made it back.  If we have to fight, well, so be it then.  Let the rovers come.  I think I know a way to even out the odds anyway.”
 
                 Cano and Yennit each looked him over skeptically.  Maehril was worried about their current circumstances, though she had no idea what a rover was.  If it was anything like one of those nasty borlicon she had witnessed back in Dell, then she had reason to feel terrified.  But Jerron was inspiring.  Maybe it was all hopelessness, but the way his blue eyes burned with such confident intensity made her believe.  
 
   There was so much about him that initiated comparisons to Sevin.  Like the way he was built, so thick through the shoulders, yet soft in the middle.  Sevin had also had an ardent nature to the way he spoke.  His eyes used to alight with the same unbridled enthusiasm when he committed himself to an idea or a cause.  
 
                 Somewhere deep in the recesses of her mind, the voice suddenly spoke.  Maehril drew herself inward and listened as Cano and Yennit listened to Jerron’s plan.  The voice was distant, but the words were clear.  Maehril stood up and walked to the window, looking out at the expanse of Yennit's estate.  The instructions terrified her, but Bella had warned her long ago that whether she liked it or not, destiny would come calling.  Today, her first true test would begin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen:  Taking a side
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                “Where is your brother, Maehril?” Yennit asked.
 
                 They were alone in the room now, in front of the window surveying the land below as the sun dropped ever closer to the horizon.  Nightfall was barely an hour away, and the scene around Yennit’s estate was tense and frantic.
 
                 Jerron, for all of his youthful country simplicity, had given some intelligent suggestions for the estate’s defense.  His first idea was that they needed to bring the attack.  The estate had a healthy supply of bows and arrows, since hunting deer and wild boar was a pastime enjoyed by virtually all of the men who worked the grounds.  They would take advantage of that strength, setting up archers at balconies and rooftops, all around the manor, and start firing when everyone was in position.  If it made the rovers advance, then so be it.  They would come eventually, Jerron had reasoned, so why wait for them to make the first move.  
 
                 His second idea was to divide some of the fruit to give to soldiers on foot.  They had brought back fifteen of the small yellow fruits from their trip to the shrael’s cave.  Several of the fruits had been cut up and fed to men with hand to hand combat experience to enhance their strength and resilience.  The rest had been kept aside to be fed to any wounded.  
 
                 At Yennit’s command Mueller had put Jerron’s suggestions into effect, and the scene outside showed its enforcement.  Archers stood on the roofs of the stable, the dairy barn, the meathouse, and chicken coup.  There were balconies along the manor with bowmen waiting for the order to shoot.  Maehril could see a few scattered guardsmen walking out across the rolling fields carrying bows and swords.  The plan was for the small contingent of soldiers on foot to get within shooting distance of the rovers and fire off some test shots. 
 
                 The women had been sequestered into several of the rooms on the top floor of the manor house.  Maehril and Yennit were supposed to join them, but they had remained in his granddaughter’s room instead.  With Cano and Jerron off lending a hand preparing for the fight, Yennit was taking the opportunity to speak with her privately.  
 
                 Maehril felt that Yennit was trustworthy.  He was terribly kind and polite with a calm and gentle demeanor.  Maehril knew that her presence at his home was endangering the lives of everyone who worked and lived on his estate.  It was a heavy burden to carry, and in some measure she felt that she owed the kindly old man a debt.  To repay that debt she would do her best to give him her trust.
 
                 Turning from the window, she went to the desk and picked up the quill.  The truth was that she had no idea what had happened to Sim.  She knew only that he had escaped from Dell with Lady Relador and her mysterious guardian, Givara.  The voice had encouraged her to have faith that Sim would be fine, and that soon enough, their paths would cross again.  Maehril knew the voice was right.  To fulfill the prophecy, Sim needed Maehril.  There were too many things they each needed to do that involved each other.  She would see him again, but for now, she could only hope that he was safe.
 
                 “We were separated in Del,” she wrote.
 
                 “I see.  How much do you know about your role in the prophecy?  And his, for that matter?” he asked.
 
                 “Our parents prepared me for the road ahead.  Sim was kept sheltered.  He knows very little.”
 
                 “You said the Blood Lord killed your father?  How was he discovered?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  Sarimus seemed to know the end was coming.  That’s why he came back to Dell to see us.”
 
                 “I’ve read parts of the prophecy Maehril.  Your brother I must assume is the “Forgotten” and the “Last Child of the Mountain”, but I’m afraid I have never come across an interpretation of a sister.  Do you know what your role is?”
 
                 “I am the “Silence”.  Time will reveal my role.”
 
                 “The Silence?” Yennit asked, thinking out loud.  “I remember a few references to silence, but I never thought they alluded to a person.  Perhaps there is much that has been missed in interpreting the many vagaries contained within the prophecy.”  Yennit exhaled loudly and shook his head.  “I have made studying the lost history of the Harvens my life’s work.  To sit with you and talk is perhaps the most surreal experience of my very long life.”  He laughed softly to himself.  “You are a legend, my dear.  A living, breathing legend.  I’m grateful to have made your acquaintance.”
 
                 Maehril smiled warmly.  She was about to write down a gracious reply when she heard shouting coming from below.  Mueller was giving the first command to attack.  
 
   She went to the window and looked out with Yennit taking his place beside her.  Though twilight was drawing closer, there was enough light to see all the way to the tree line.  From their vantage, they could see four guardsmen, dressed for battle in chain mail and iron helmets, drawing their bowstrings, aimed at rovers crouching perhaps a hundred feet away.  The arrows released and a heartbeat later, four rovers dropped with arrows implanted in their breasts.  The sudden assault caused a stir amongst the rest of the creatures.  In unsettling unison, the rovers rose from their crouches and stood ready to attack.  The guardsmen quickly reloaded and released a second volley.  The plan was to fire off as many arrows as they could and run for it once the rovers made their move.  The archers on the roofs and balconies would provide air support once the guards had retreated far enough.  
 
                 The second volley took down four more rovers.  Maehril knew there were about fifteen men out there so if all was well, the rover’s numbers would have been cut by thirty.  The second round of arrows provoked the attack.  Simultaneously, the rovers advanced, moving like a perfectly choreographed troupe of dancers, every movement equal, as they tore across the hills toward the manor house.  The guardsmen ran for their lives, sprinting with abandon toward the safe zone of the archers range.  The rovers gained ground quickly, their advance appearing like a large black ring shrinking by fluid increments as they descended on the house.  
 
                 Three of the guards she could see reached the safe zone, but one man tripped during his escape, falling far behind the others.  Maehril watched in horror as four rovers caught him from behind and began savagely ripping him apart, limb from limb.  The scene made Maehril cry out in horror.  She could feel the weight of his death already piling on her shoulders.  
 
                 “Dear God,” Yennit whispered as the rovers quickly finished their kill and moved on.  
 
                 The archers on the roofs began raining arrows down on the rovers.  One by one they fell, but their charge never faltered.  The guards on the ground, no longer able to escape on foot, turned with swords drawn to face the challenge.  They stood their ground, swords slicing and stabbing at any rover that strayed into their path as the hail of arrows fell around them, some finding their mark in an unlucky beast, others sticking harmlessly into the ground.  
 
                 “We must go upstairs with the others, my dear,” Yennit said, turning with his cane and ambling slowly to the door.  
 
                 Maehril followed, but she had no intention of joining Yennit in the safe rooms.  The voice had given her instructions, and though she didn’t believe she could face the challenge, something happened deep inside of her when she had witnessed the guardsman being torn apart.  She had seen darkness, witnessed it with her own eyes in the flesh.  The rovers were unnatural, a defiance of the laws of creation.  She could see that they were an evolution caused by the stain of darkness, a corruption of a species into a being intrinsically evil.  It was the first time she had truly encountered creatures of darkness, and she knew she had to stop them before more people died.
 
                  When they reached the stairway in the hall, Yennit, with Harriet supporting him, turned to go upstairs.  Maehril went the other way.  She took off at a run down the staircase to join the action below.  Instinctively, she followed a hallway near the bottom of the stairs that led to the kitchen and then to a back door.  Jerron and Cano were there when she burst outside, and both turned to her with shocked expressions.
 
                 “What in the name of creation are ya doing out here girl?” Cano shouted.  He held a strange dagger in his hand that glowed with a clean white light.  
 
                 “Get back inside!” Jerron shouted frantically, trying to grab her.  In his right hand he held a crescent battle axe with a sharp spike at the top.
 
                 Maehril was sorry that she couldn’t explain herself, but she pushed away from Jerron and dodged the continued attempts of both men to corral her back inside the house.  They fumbled clumsily and shouted after her as she ran further away.
 
                 “What are you doing?”  Jerron shouted.  His blue eyes, looking wild and fervent, blazed in the light from Cano’s dagger.  
 
                 Arrows flew through the sky above, aimed at rovers that were now only moments from reaching the house.  Several emerged from the direction of the slaughterhouse and stopped in their tracks when they spotted Maehril.  Jerron and Cano took up defensive postures on either side of her, determined to defend her with their last breaths if necessary.  The love she felt in her heart for her two valiant guardians only increased the intensity of the surge of power that was erupting inside of her.  
 
                 The rovers, finding their mark, turned their heads to the sky and let out a long loud bay, letting the rest of the force know where to aim the attack.  She expected them to come at her with an all-out charge, but they advanced slowly, trotting toward her as though they saw no threat, only easy pickings.  
 
                 Jerron and Cano had backed up, closing in at her sides until they were practically standing on her feet.
 
                 “Stand tall my, boy.  The light of the Creator is shining upon us,” Cano cried out, bravely.  
 
                 “Don’t worry about me, Fishman,” Jerron’s voice was thick with battle lust.  He had the zealous fervor of a man who desired the thrill of combat.  “My axe is hungry.”  
 
                 Maehril heard Cano curse and mumble something about foolishness and youth.  The two men were chivalrous, but she didn’t need their help.  She took hold of her power and used it to lift Cano and Jerron, depositing each man next to the door to the house.  She could hear the surprised reactions and shouted protests, but her mind was centered on one objective - eradicating darkness.  
 
                 White light glowed in the palms of her hands, pulsed from the tips of her fingers.  Rovers were entering the area in droves, their large deathly eyes fixed upon her.  Their massive jaws, lined with long sharp teeth, dripped thick gobs of saliva.  Around each of the beasts a dark aura hung like a collar of evil.  Cano and Jerron, mouths agape, watched from the side as she began her assault.  She threw beams of light like arrows at the rovers, firing them with the ferocity of her inherent hatred of the darkness that had created their souls.  The beams ripped through the rovers, leaving gaping holes in their bodies, searing off limbs, killing them instantly.  One by one they fell, their screams echoing in the twilight, a viral song intoning justified death.  Maehril worked feverishly, her consciousness suspended by the concentration of her theurgy.  Her focus was singular, driving the power she held out through her hands, a weapon of light's wrath.  The swarm seemed endless with countless rovers charging after her, unswayed by the terrible fates of their brethren.  Some got close, but Maehril cut them down under a hail of beams.  
 
                 Cano was transfixed by the scene, but Jerron had his own need for blood.  He ignored the spectacle and ran to the end of the house, finding unsuspecting rovers coming around the corner.  His axe swung and cleaved, beheading one rover, then cutting another through its midsection.  
 
                 The destruction lasted for only a few minutes in all, but to Maehril it had felt like hours.  Finally the flow of rovers whittled down to a trickle as the last few stragglers made their final desperate attempt to fulfill their task.  When the onslaught was finished, and she was certain that the threat had passed, Maehril released her hold on the power, letting the light fade in her hands.  Weariness flooded into her limbs.  She turned to her friends, looking into Cano’s distressed face.  He looked terrified, but she knew that he was afraid for her, and not of what she had done.  
 
                 Jerron walked over to Cano’s side, his chest heaving as he caught his breath.  In the dim light of twilight, she could still make out the blood that covered his hands and clothes.  He put a hand on Cano’s shoulder, whispered an encouragement into the old man’s ear, and led him across the grass.  She smiled as they approached.  Cano held his arms out to take her into a hug, and she fell against him.  For a brief moment, she thought she saw tears forming in his eyes, but the weakness overcame her, and she lost consciousness, slumping heavily into his fatherly embrace.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Cano still didn’t believe it.  He was sitting in the library with Jerron, Westin, Mueller and Yennit, nursing a mug of strong ale, trying to make sense of what had happened earlier that night.  He knew Maehril had told them that she wasn’t the Creator, but he had seen it twice now; the white light of heaven erupting from her in the face of darkness.  What else could she be if not the Creator?  No human being could have done that.  No trival was capable of such power.  Yennit said it was impossible.  He’d never heard of such a thing.  But she is a Harven, he had pointed out.  Her capacity for supposed miracles was bottomless.
 
                 When she passed out in his arms, for the second time in a week, he didn’t worry as badly.  They debated feeding her one of the fruits, but Cano argued that after such a show of force, the girl needed a rest.  Maybe not a week of sleep, but a goodnight’s rest at the very least.  If she wasn’t awake by noon the next day, then they would go ahead and try the fruit.  
 
                 Jerron had carried her like a priceless crystal vase up to the same bedroom she had occupied before.  For a while, he and Cano stood staring down at her as she slept.  Neither said a word.  Neither really knew what to say.  
 
                 They were in the library now waiting for Harriet to let them know that dinner was ready to be served.  Each man sat quietly, alone with his thoughts.  The rest of the manor was buzzing with gossip.  Everyone had seen it.  All of the women up on the top floor had come to the windows and watched from above.  The archers had watched from their posts on the roofs and balconies.  The soldiers in the fields had chased the rovers in and watched like all the rest.  Who was this mysterious girl who could wield arrows of light?  Where did she come from?  
 
                 Cano had his own concerns to worry about.  Now that her secret was out, was she safe at Yennit’s manor?  As far as he knew, Desirmor was more concerned with her brother than with finding her.  But how long would that last?  News had a way of spreading quickly, and often times it became twisted and exaggerated with each retelling.  It was a matter of time before the story of the girl who commanded the power of light, reached the castle at Fandrall.  Then she would never be safe.  Desirmor would hunt her to the ends of the Earth.
 
                 “Dinner is ready,” Harriet announced from the doorway.  
 
                 Each man stood up slowly and waited for Yennit to lead the way into a large dining room.  There was a long table with ten chairs on each side and one on each end.  Yennit didn’t generally entertain guests in his dining room anymore, but after the events earlier that night, he asked them to join him for a meal so that they might discuss what they had all seen, and what it meant for them going forward.  
 
                 Cano took a seat next to Mueller.  Jerron and Westin sat on the opposite side, with Yennit at the head of the table.  There was fresh bread and pitchers of water and wine already set up.  A servant came around and filled everyone’s glasses.   Cano took a long drink of his wine, hoping the spirits would help settle his nerves.  It might take the whole pitcher to put him at ease.
 
                 Servants entered the room, carrying bowls of soup, placing one in front of each man, then walking away to give them privacy.  Cano took a spoonful and sipped it carefully.  It was light, salty and full of vegetables.  Not bad, he thought as he suddenly realized how hungry he was.
 
                 “Well, Yennit, what are we going to do about her?”  Westin said, between tastes.  Cano had come to realize that Westin was a nervous man who didn’t like things that differed from his usual routine.
 
                 Yennit looked tired.  He gazed down into his soup, collecting his thoughts before he addressed the group.  “We must do everything we can to protect and assist her.”
 
                 “We need to send her and this…’  Westin pointed at Cano with a small measure of distaste, ‘this fishman here, on their way.  You’ve brought us nothing but trouble.  You hear me?”
 
                 “Enough of that, Pa,” Jerron chirped in angrily.  His eyes made apologies to Cano.  “They didn’t mean to bring us trouble.  It just happened.  You saw her tonight, same as I did.  That girl up there is special.  Yennit’s right, we have to protect her.”
 
                 “Don’t you be raising your voice to me, young man!” Westin shouted.  “I’m your father.”  Jerron and Westin fixed each other with a hard stare.  The boy’s got some backbone, Cano thought.  “I saw her.  I don’t know what it was that I saw, of course, but I saw her.  She doesn’t need our protection.  She handled them rovers just fine if you ask me.  But today it was rovers.  What’s tomorrow going to bring?  Hmm?  Marralors?  Vallrykans?  How about Desirmor himself?  Is that what you want?  You want ol’ Desirmor to show up here once he gets word of what happened?”
 
                 “Be at ease, old friend,” Yennit said.  “I will gather everyone together and try to impress upon them the need for secrecy, but undoubtedly, Desirmor will still hear about this eventually.  He’ll send a contingent of Defenders to investigate, but I don’t think he’ll just up and murder everyone based on a rumor.”
 
                 “Tell that to my dead kinsman,” Westin spat bitterly.  
 
                 Yennit sighed deeply and shook his head.  “We can’t abandon her Westin.  She is the catalyst of prophecy.  Her purpose in this world is to see Desirmor removed from rule.  To restore the balance of light and dark.  Surely you of all people can see the importance of helping her.”
 
                 Westin seemed stung by Yennit’s words.  His pudgy face was flush with anger, but instead of fighting for his point of view, he looked away shamefully.  Jerron looked upon his father sadly.
 
                 “We’re playing a dangerous game, my Lord,” Mueller said.  Cano didn’t like the steely coldness in the man’s brown eyes.  Mueller was a seasoned soldier, a veteran of many battles.  Men like him tended to detach themselves from a situation emotionally.  They made decisions based on rationality.  Cano never trusted people who didn’t have something to fight for.  Mueller looked like a man who was willing to die because it was his duty.  Cano wondered if there was anything a man like that truly cared about.
 
                 “Are you concerned about Desirmor as well?” Yennit asked.
 
                 “I am always concerned about Desirmor.  Aren’t we all?” Mueller asked stoically.  “Westin’s point of view may be one made from cowardice, but his point is strong all the same.  What if it is Vallrykans next time?  Or worse?  Can we be certain that this girl is capable of similar force every time we are besieged?  There are many women and children who live and work on your estate.  Can we guarantee their continued safety if this girl’s presence is likely to cause more attacks?”
 
                 “Then what do we do?” Jerron cried out.  The boy was full of passion.  “Send her packing?  We have to help her, Yennit.  We have to.”
 
                 “Mueller makes a strong point my boy,” Yennit said thoughtfully, despite Jerron’s protests.  “I am responsible for the safety of all who live and work for me.  I cannot ignore that.”
 
                 “I can’t believe this,” Jerron said, shaking his head in disbelief.  “You’re all a bunch of cowards.”
 
                 “I never said I was going to send her away, Jerron,” Yennit calmed him.  “I am simply examining all of the circumstances that we are faced with.  To make an informed decision, you must first understand the facts.”  Yennit looked around the room.  “Are there any amongst you who does not believe in the prophecy?”
 
                 Cano watched Westin and Mueller grumble silently, but they didn’t respond.  He looked down at his half-empty bowl of soup and wondered why everything in life always came down to a man’s point of view.  How many wars had been started simply because two men couldn’t come to terms on one simple principle?  “I told ya before, Yennit.  I don’t care nothing fer yer prophecy.”  He looked around the table, pausing on Westin a moment longer than the rest.  “What are we even debating here?  Ya said ya saw what she did.  That girl is pure light.  Light, I tell ya!  Not one of yer lives is worth even a half of hers, and ya all know it.   I don’t care what the rest of ya do.  My life is bound to hers fer as long as she’ll have me.   If some fool prophecy says she has to jump into a volcano, well guess where I’m going.  I doubt these gills of mine will do much good swimming in a pool of lava, but I’m diving in after her all the same.”
 
                 “Me too, Cano,” Jerron said, as he slammed his fist down on the table, rattling all the dishes.  “I’m with you.”
 
                 “Well, she is going to need guardians and I applaud your valor,” Yennit said, watching them.   
 
                 The servants entered again carrying dishes of roasted chicken and potatoes.  They quickly cleared the soup bowls, placing a plate of food in front of each man and then departed.  Cano deeply inhaled the wonderful smell of his dinner.  It had been a long time since he had last eaten chicken.  Living out on the ocean, his diet consisted mainly of fish he caught off his boat.  A chicken dinner was a rare and welcome meal.  
 
                 “So what do we do for now?” Westin asked, as they began to eat their dinner.
 
                 “For now, I think, we wait for her to wake up.  Then we’ll see what she wants to do,” Yennit said.
 
                 “May I make a suggestion?” Mueller asked.  With a mouthful of chicken, Yennit inclined his head.  “You have your lake house.  Why not send her to stay there?  We could post a small contingent of guards to keep an eye on her, and that would take the threat of attack away from the innocent people who work your land.”
 
                 Yennit took his time considering Mueller’s idea.  Westin, unable to talk as he stuffed his face, nodded in eager agreement.  
 
                 “I will take that suggestion under advisement, Mueller” Yennit said seriously.  “I like the idea, but I believe I would like to leave the final decision up to Maehril.  The lake house is a bit remote.  Sending her there might just be putting her in greater danger.”
 
                 “Greater danger?” Westin said, as bits of chicken projected from his mouth.  “She can handle danger.  Mueller’s right, we need to keep the people around here safe in case something else we haven’t thought of comes looking for her.  What’s the difference if she’s here or at the lake house?”
 
                 “It’s settled for now gentlemen.  Mueller made a fine suggestion, but we will let Maehril decide,” Yennit said with finality.
 
                 The room was quiet for awhile, save for the clatter of silverware scraping porcelain.  Cano didn’t care if they went to the lake house or stayed with Yennit.  He would have been fine putting her back out on his boat and sailing her around the world with him on his treasure searches.  Whatever she chose to do, he would remain at her side.
 
                 “Did any of you hear that sound out there?” Jerron asked with fascination.  “What was that?”
 
                 “It sounded like a choir of children,” Mueller said.
 
                 “I got chills when I heard it.  Was it her?  I couldn’t tell,” Jerron shook his head in disbelief.
 
                 “She made the same sound when that wall of blackness came at us back on my boat,” Cano added.  
 
                 “And how about her eyes?  It was like that light was pouring out of her.  I’ve never seen anything like that,” Jerron said, with wide-eyed amazement.
 
                 “I told ya before, boy, she is the light made flesh,” Cano said, firmly.
 
                 “I’ve been a soldier for most of my life, and I’ve seen many things -- wonders that would reduce a man to tears and horrors that will haunt my dreams forever.”  Mueller looked very seriously at each man in turn.  “But I have never seen anything like that.  It was the strangest thing.  I could swear to you that for the briefest of moments I felt as though all of my sins were absolved.  I felt a peace wash over me that I could never fully explain.  I feel changed.”
 
                 Westin nodded his head in agreement.  His eyes held a faraway gaze.  “I felt it as well.  Was it her?”
 
                 “I told ya before, that girl is the Creator made flesh.  Ya had a nice laugh bout it, remember?  Now ya see what I’m talking bout.”  Cano felt a measure of satisfaction.  He clearly remembered Westin’s reaction two nights before when he’d made the same pronouncement.  This time they all looked at him, but none could raise his voice to object.  They had all experienced the same inexplicable peace and joy that he had felt.  “I know she said that she wasn’t the Creator, and I’ll take her at her word, but what if it’s something else?”
 
                 “Like what?”  Jerron asked.
 
                 “She is something else,” Yennit stated flatly.  “She is a Harven.  One of two left of a race that was made extinct a thousand years ago.  She is not the Creator, but her purpose is divine.  For the last thousand years the balance of light and dark has been tilted in favor of evil.  Maehril and her brother are the only ones capable of extinguishing that darkness.  We may have only seen a fraction of the power she is capable of wielding.  But that does not mean that she is not without weakness.  Maehril is powerful, but she is also fragile.  She will need help and guidance.”
 
                 “And she will have it,” Jerron said with overflowing exuberance.  “I will fight at her side.”
 
                 “You’re coming home with me!” Westin bellowed with forced authority.  
 
                 Cano wondered if Jerron had ever openly defied his father’s wishes prior to his decision to follow him out to the shrael’s cave.  He watched the way each man tried to force his will at the other through an iron-wrought stare.  As a father who had lost a child, Cano could understand Westin’s perspective, but Jerron was grown.  He needed to find his own path.
 
                 “I will go home with you to see Ma, but my place is with Maehril now.”  Jerron tried very hard to match the intensity of his father’s tone.
 
                 Westin’s face began to flush as Jerron openly defied him in front of the others.  Suddenly Westin turned the path of his ire toward Cano.  He shook a chubby finger across the table at him.  “This is all your fault, Fishman!” he shouted.  “You’ve corrupted my boy.  He was a good boy.  Obedient.  This is all your doing.”
 
                 Cano threw his hands up defensively.  “Don’t go blaming me fer everything.  He’s a grown man.  I haven’t done anything to him.”
 
                 “Enough of this foolish bickering,” Yennit cut in.  His face glowered with severe admonishments.  “You act like a bunch of children.”  He fixed a sharp glare at his foreman.  “No-one wants to see their child in danger, Westin, but Cano is right.  He’s young, but he’s still a grown man capable of making his own decisions.  For the love of light, Westin, he bested a family of shraels.  That is no small feat.”  Westin’s expression looked injured.  He looked down at his empty plate, trying to compose himself as Yennit swung his attention to Jerron.  “And you Jerron, you did well out there against those shraels, but let’s not get ahead of yourself.  You’ve spent your whole life working on a farm.  For all of your brazen confidence, you are still oblivious to the path you have chosen.  If you stand by the girl’s side until her destiny is met, it is likely you will die.  In time, Desirmor will uncover her importance.  When he does, she will never be safe.  She will never know a good night’s rest until he is defeated.  The man has lived for a thousand years.  Do not doubt his appetite for immortality.  He will search for her and destroy any who stand in his way.”
 
                 Jerron matched Yennit’s look with a confidence that suggested maturity beyond his years.  “I don’t fear death.  Do you know nothing of my people?  When Desirmor came with his armies to destroy the Massoniel, did they turn and run?  Did they hide in the mountains?  No.  They stood their ground and fought for what they believed in even when they knew it meant certain death.”  Jerron looked around the table, reserving a deep sigh of regret for his father.  “My people may be lost, but their strength runs deeply within my blood.  I don’t know what I saw out there tonight, but my life has been changed.  I know with absolute certainty that I belong at her side.  To step away from that destiny, whether it’s real or imagined, would diminish me.  It would be a betrayal to every one of my murdered kinsman.”
 
                 The fierceness of Jerron’s words hung in the air like smoke as no-one said a word.  No rebuttals, no objections.  Cano felt the same as Jerron.  He couldn’t explain why he was so certain that his destiny was to stand at Maehril’s side, but he knew it with a certainty that was as vast and real as the deep blue ocean.  While Jerron was motivated by the debt he felt he owed to his people, Cano’s own impetus was driven by the memories of his wife and daughter.  Maehril offered a path to vindication.  Perhaps by serving at her side, he could one day learn to completely let go of the failures of his past.  In a way, he felt as though the Creator was giving him this chance.  
 
                 With dinner finished and each man given over to his own thoughts, they decided to call it a night.  Harriet led Yennit away to his quarters to turn in for the night.  Westin and Jerron took a walk outside to have a private conversation together.  Cano saw Mueller pull a finely carved pipe from his pocket and head for the front door.  A good smoke sounded like a perfect idea, so he ran upstairs to the room Yennit had made up for him and grabbed his pipe.  Then he headed back down to find Mueller.  He wasn’t so much interested in talking to the man, but despite his years of loneliness out on the ocean, Cano had always enjoyed having company when he smoked.
 
                 Mueller was seated on the ground with his back leaning up against the gray stone wall that made up the front of Yennit's manor.  Cano took a seat next to him, nodding to the man as he set the tobacco in his pipe.  Mueller nodded back and lent Cano his flint.  Once he got his pipe lit, Cano leaned back against the building and took a long, grateful drag of the sweet tobacco.  It sure felt good to have a smoke.  He let the sweet smoke fill his lungs, feeling the familiar calm wash over him.  The sky above was clear with both moons visible and casting a soft light down around them.  
 
                 “So what’s with the gills?” Mueller asked casually.  
 
                 “Couldn’t tell ya.  I just woke up one day, many years ago, and they were there.”  
 
                 Mueller nodded offhandedly.  If sitting next to a man with gills was jarring, he didn’t show it.  “I think I might like to stay close to her, if you don’t mind?”  
 
                 Cano exhaled a slow relaxing puff of smoke and studied the man in the faint moonlight.  Mueller had short graying hair and hard brown eyes.  Scars on his neck and hands, and another on his forehead just below his hairline, all spoke of a hardened soldier.  Cano knew that Yennit trusted the man implicitly, but his own accrued dislike for army men twisted his discord.  Could he allow a man with so much uncertainty to be around Maehril?
 
                 “Tell me bout yerself, Mueller.  I’ve heard that ya served in the Infantry,” Cano said.
 
                 Mueller blew out a long line of smoke.  His tobacco smelled bitter, much more severe than Cano’s choice of smoke.  “I grew up here in Merrame, not far from Solocca.  My father was a blacksmith.  Most of his work was with farm equipment -- tillers, horse shoes, things like that.”  He stopped to take a smoke, smiling with the faraway fondness of recollection.  “When I was young I thought Solocca was the most depressing place.  I wanted to see the world.  Get away from that boring life my father had.  So I joined the Infantry.  Did tours in all kinds of places.  At first everything was perfect.  I was going to all of these exotic places, meeting women, having fun, doing my job and living my life.  Then it started to change.  We were in Chrunesta.  It’s a little town in Dessantia.  This noble out there had been skimming the taxes, lining his own pockets.  Instead of just taking care of the man, Desirmor ordered us to kill everyone who worked for him.  That turned out to be half the town.  And it wasn’t just the men and women.  Desirmor wanted the families killed as well.  We had to murder kids.  The sick part of it was that the other men in my unit didn’t care.  They raped the women like it was a bonus.  I saw fathers, just innocent men who hadn’t done anything wrong, beg for mercy, as they watched their families being slaughtered.  You see, for Desirmor, killing the noble wasn’t enough.  He had to set an example to every other noble who might have considered skimming the taxes.”  
 
                 Mueller took another smoke and composed himself as he recanted memories that had left scars in him as clear and damaging as the ones on his hands and neck.  “I saw too much of that over my time in the Infantry, but I accepted it because, what alternative did I have?  What else was I going to do with my life?  For years I turned a blind eye to the senseless violence.  Then my father ran into some trouble.  He got sick, couldn’t work.  He owed people money.  People he owed brought the local nobleman down to pass judgment.  My father lay there in bed unable to stand from his illness, and still they ordered him into slavery.  They actually ordered a man dying from his illness to work in a man’s fields to pay off his debt.  One of Desirmor’s nine laws.  Nothing anyone could do.  He died the first day.  A slave-master actually stood in the field whipping him all day until he just fell to the ground and died.  That was it.  I had turned my head long enough.  I couldn’t stay in the Infantry and fight for Desirmor’s side.  Unfortunately, there is no other side, so I couldn’t exactly join an army that fights against him.  So I came here.  You see, Desirmor had Yennit’s son-in-law killed over some dispute a long time back.  That’s how I knew Yennit was the right man to work for.”
 
                 “So yer a man with a past, then?” Cano asked quietly.  Mueller puffed a long draft of his bitter tobacco and nodded.  “Well I suppose ya can follow along then.”  They sat quietly, smoking their pipes for some time before Cano spoke again.  “Something bout that girl.  She just attracts broken men, I think.”
 
                 “I suppose she does,” Mueller said with a short laugh.  He paused as he took a puff.  “You think we should take her out to that lake house or stay here?”
 
                 Cano shook his head.  “My friend, I’ve got a bad feeling that it’s not going to matter what we choose.  Trouble follows that girl.  Whatever we end up deciding, something will come along that we can’t expect.  Ya mark me on that.”
 
                 Mueller nodded in agreement.  For a long time they sat in silence watching the stars shimmering in the night sky above.  Between the cave in the ocean, the shraels, and the rovers, Cano was getting tired of having his life threatened.  It had been another long, tiring day.  When he went to bed that night, he sent a prayer up to the Creator that the next trial be less exhausting.  “Maybe ya could let us have jest one day where I don’t have to fight fer my life?” he asked the darkness of his room.  Then he fell asleep with the terrallium dagger hidden safely under his pillow.
 
    
 
    
 
                 *********************************************************************
 
    
 
                               
 
                 “Now I’ll admit, it sounds like you handled yourself fairly well against those shraels, but this is different.  Heaven knows what you might face.  You’ve no battle training and there’s no time for you to learn anything useful.  Please, son, give up on all this foolishness and stay here with me and your mother.” 
 
                 Jerron listened to his father while he grudgingly shoved another bite of his mother’s delicious roasted fowl into his mouth.  Hollise sat beside him, encouraging him to continually force food down his gullet.  How could he let her down?  She had broken into an unending fit of tears when he appeared in the doorway with his father after their late night trip home from the manor house.  He thought she might suffocate him when she nearly tackled him in her excitement, showering his face with kisses and joyful sobs.  She took such delight in watching him eat.  What a disappointment it would be to her if he pushed the plate away and told her the truth.  He was so full, he might burst.
 
                 Ever since they had arrived, Hollise had been serving them, hovering over their shoulders as though if she turned around they might disappear.  Westin ate as though his stomach had no bottom, shoveling forkful after forkful into his mouth while he set about trying to convince Jerron that he had to stay at the farm.  Hollise occasionally nodded in agreement with her husband, but mostly she gazed upon her son with an almost reverent adulation.  
 
                 “I’ve made up my mind, Pa,” Jerron managed to say between bites.  He noticed his mother’s frown and quickly forced another potato into his mouth.  She brightened up immediately.
 
                 “Jerron, please listen to reason,” Westin implored him, as a stray bit of chewed up meat fell from his mouth.  His father was not one to worry about propriety when he ate.  Grease dripped wetly from the corners of his mouth and fingers.  As he chewed, he continued to debate his point.  “It’s possible that you are the last born of our kind.  Our people scarcely left the country.  There may be another out there, but what if there isn’t?”  
 
                 “Yes Jerron,” Hollise took over the debate.  Westin took the opportunity to nod vigorously as she spoke while he devoured the rest of his meal.  “You need to settle down right here.  Find a nice girl.  Start a family.”
 
                 “The bloodline has to live on,” Westin nearly choked on a bite of fowl.  He punched his chest roughly twice then coughed, grunted, and kept eating as though nothing had happened.
 
                 “What about Sueria’s daughter, Leissel?” Hollise asked, looking to her husband for confirmation of the name.  Westin shrugged.  “She’s nice.  You should talk to her.”
 
                 Jerron thought about Leissel.  He had tried to talk to her once.  Just once.  It had been the summer before.  He used to see her everyday walking her mother home from the dairy barn.  Jerron knew he wasn’t a very handsome man, and Leissel wasn’t a very attractive girl.  She was heavy through the middle, with a nearly epidemic case of acne and a set of yellow crooked teeth.  That’s why he was able to build up the courage to talk to her.  He figured she wasn’t inundated with attention from would-be suitors just as he wasn’t exactly running away from the throng of available females.  “You look like a shaved cow’s backside!” she’d shouted at him, as she laughed and walked away.  For weeks afterward, Jerron could tell that all of the girls his age were looking at him and snickering behind his back.  It was a wound that still stung.  He really wanted to meet a girl, but what if it never happened?  If an ugly girl like Leissel could be so mean, what chance did he have?  
 
                 “Leissel doesn’t like me,” he told his parents.  
 
                 “What do you mean she doesn’t like you?” Hollise said with a mother’s disbelief that anyone could think less of her perfect boy.  
 
                 “She doesn’t like me.  That’s it.  What do you want me to say?” 
 
                 “Well how do you know?  You’ve got to try talking to them if you want them to like you,” Westin pointed out.
 
                 “Look, can we just drop it?” Jerron pleaded.  He was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.  The last thing he wanted to do was discuss his problems with the fairer sex with his parents.
 
                 “We just want you to be happy,” Hollise explained.  
 
                 “Happy?  You want me to be happy?” Jerron exclaimed.  Westin and Hollise nodded in unison.  “Then just let me be.  For the love of heaven, just let me make my own choices and support them.”
 
                 “We do support you.  It’s just that you’re young and young boys make rash decisions,” Hollise tried to calm him.
 
                 Jerron pursed his lips and shook his head.  It was like arguing with a rock.  His parents would never understand what had happened to him these last few days.  How could he explain something that he didn’t even fully understand?  Meeting Maehril and Cano had changed something within him.  He had a calling now, a purpose, an indefinable need.  He could never turn away until that destiny was fulfilled.  
 
                 “What if I stayed here, at the farm?  What then?  I meet a girl?  We build a little house somewhere nearby, work on Yennit’s estate, have a few kids, everything is just the way you want it.  That’s what you want for me, right?”  His parents smiled as if he was finally making some sense.  “How does that carry on the blood line?  Those kids won’t really be Massoniel.  You said so yourself.  I might be the only one left.  It’s not like I’m going to run into a nice girl around here who happens to be one of us.”  Jerron sighed and looked down at his half eaten plate sadly.  “Years will pass.  I will grow old here, living as I always have, but I will always have this regret.  There will always be a question hanging over my head.  What if?  What if I’d followed my heart and chosen to stand beside Maehril?  What if she goes on and brings an end to Desirmor?  I’ll hear about it in stories that come through on the lips of travelers and traders, the girl and her friends that stopped Desirmor and brought freedom and light back into the world.  How will I feel then?  How will I feel knowing that I passed up on that chance to be a part of history?  To have my name remembered for generations.”  Westin and Hollise watched him with a sick taste in their mouths.  “In the morning I’m going back out to Yennit’s.  From there my path lies with Maehril.  I love you both, and I’d rather leave with your blessing, but I’m going with your support or without it.”
 
                 With that, Jerron stood up.  He walked over and lightly kissed his mother’s cheek.  Westin looked away, unable to meet his son's eyes.  Jerron left it at that and went to bed.  
 
                 When he first lay down, he was certain he would never be able to sleep, but in no time at all his eyes became heavy, and he slipped into a world of dreams.  The dream was the same the entire night.  He ran down a thin stone stairway, twisting toward an unknown depth. The way was lit by sconces burning with low green flames that filled his heart with despair.  At the end of the passage, always beyond his reach, a voice called to him.  Was it a warning or an assurance?  
 
                 He awoke the next morning, feeling tired and haunted.  Though he had slept through the night, he felt as if he had experienced the recurring dream, and its affects lingered on his mind and body.  
 
                 He wasted no time gathering his things and heading off to Yennit’s.  He stopped long enough to kiss his mother goodbye, though his father was nowhere to be found.  When he finally made it to Yennit’s, after pushing his horse much faster than he should have, he saw Cano sitting outside the kitchen door with Mueller smoking pipes.  Cano looked up at him as he approached.  Jerron was as nervous and excited as he had ever been in his whole life.  The wide smile that split Cano’s thin leathery face was all the confirmation Jerron needed.  Maehril was awake.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen:  Proposals
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Enaya Relador sat in an ornately decorated room, replete with gold framed wall hangings, satin dressings, hand-carved furniture, and exquisitely detailed tapestries.  She had been led to this room in the Governor’s palace by Captain Davold then told to sit quietly and wait until she was called upon.  It had been over an hour.  She was nervous, frustrated, and most of all, terrified.  Her mind raced with several reasons for why the Governor had broken basic protocol and custom to essentially imprison her in the lavish room while she awaited an attendance with the man over dinner.  Each possibility frightened her more than the last.  The truth was she had no idea why she was there.  The unknown was what made her blood run cold.
 
                 In her hands she nursed a cup of tea, Feratta leaves she noted, the finest in the world.  So much opulence.  None of this makes sense, she thought.  Why force me to the palace, make me wait, and serve me tea that costs a small fortune?  
 
                 There were too many mixed messages.  The Captain had offered her nothing during the walk to the palace, in spite of her barrage of questions.  He had been stoic and evasive, prepared even.  She had gleaned nothing from him.  She felt like a silverfin swimming above a fisherman’s net.  Was she already caught in a trap?
 
                 Givara was another source of concern.  Though her bodyguard was elusive and reticent, Enaya felt that she had come to understand Givara over the years.   She had been ordered to go back to the inn and wait until morning.  Enaya knew that was unlikely.  Givara was bound by the will of the Creator to protect her.  As much as they both knew that Sim’s life was the only one of true importance, Givara would stay close to her liege.  Enaya doubted that Givara would even bother to go back to the inn.  
 
                 Sim and Farrus would likely realize that something was wrong.  Being men, they would most assuredly do something brazen and stupid.  If Governor Cantor decided to keep her for too long, she expected to hear about the two foreigners who’d committed a foolish crime and were being strapped up on the headsman’s block.  
 
                 She sipped her tea.  Feratta tea had a strange taste, both bitter and refreshing, bold and sweet.  Her foot tapped impatiently on the marble floor.  Her eyes strayed every few moments back to the door.  How long would he make her wait?  She wondered how she should play the dinner.  Should she be polite, dignified, cordial, or should she upbraid the fool man for the audacity of his actions?  In her heart of hearts, she wanted to walk right into that dining room and slap the man across his face.  That, however, would not go over well.
 
                 At last, a servant appeared in the door.  She was young and beautiful, with flowing black hair and sleepy brown eyes, dressed in a sheer fabric blouse, sleeveless and backless, that practically revealed her ample bosom.  It was scandalous.  Woman simply did not dress so revealingly.  Especially not servants.
 
                 “Lady Relador, I am Nehrea.  During your stay in the Governor’s Palace, I will be your consort.”  Her voice was a spoken whisper, almost seductive, alluring.  She made a fluid, graceful wave of her hand.  Each finger held a bejeweled ring, her wrists were lined with gold bracelets.  “Please follow me, my Lady.  I will show you to your room.”
 
                 Enaya placed her tea cup down and pursed her lips.  Her room?  “I’m not sure I understand what’s going on here Nehrea.  I don’t need a room.  I have no intention of staying here.”
 
                 Nehrea smiled pleasantly.  “It will be far too late to return to your inn after dinner, Lady Relador.  We are simply supplying you with accommodations for the time being.”
 
                 Enaya was seething inside, but she would never show it in front of the servant.  Instead, she took a deep breath, put on a fake, but gracious smile, and stood. 
 
                 Nehrea led her through the palace, walking quietly in front, ignoring everyone they passed.  Enaya could not ignore the palace’s servants.  There were some glaring inconsistencies in the way they dressed.  Men she passed wore plain black uniforms, unadorned and forgettable.  Of the females she saw, the older women, and to some degree the unattractive ones, wore stiff black dresses, wool she guessed, with pressed white aprons and white hair rags.  The rest of the servants were beautiful women, exceptionally so, each with the same racy style of outfit as Nehrea.  Enaya’s eyes bulged when she passed one woman in particular who not only had the same thin, backless shirt as her consort, but also wore a skirt that hemmed only half way down her thighs.  It wasn’t even close to her knees!  Enaya was totally aghast.  How could a woman be expected to entice a man if her wares were visible for the whole world to see?
 
                 They ascended two very wide flights of stairs before they turned down a long hallway, lined on both sides with paintings and tapestries.  Nehrea stopped in front of a door halfway down the hall and led Enaya into her room.  An ornately carved mahogany, four-post bed with spun silk canopies and satin sheets sat against the far wall.  There was a beautiful dresser with a gold-rimmed mirror and small racks that held jeweled necklaces and bracelets, as well as items and accessories necessary for primping.  The room had a bathing tub filled with warm, steaming water, and a dressing area complete with a rack of baroque gowns.  It was lavish and showy.  One gown, a dark brown satin strapless with a cornsilk colored sash, hung separately.
 
                 “Dinner will be served in one hour.  Please bath, and prepare,” Nehrea said.  She pointed out the brown dress.  “The Governor has chosen this gown for you to wear at dinner.  Is there anything else that you may require, my Lady?”
 
                 Enaya looked around the room lingering on the gown, which was hideous and far too revealing for her taste.  Despite a hundred different protests, she remained composed and thanked Nehrea for her graciousness.  The beautiful young servant left her alone, closing the door quietly.  
 
                 Alone, in a gorgeously extravagant room, Enaya wanted to break down and cry.  So much time was wasting away.  Was she a prisoner or a guest?  
 
                 First she decided to try the door.  It was locked.  She rattled it several times, just in case it was jammed, but gave up.  Nehrea had locked the door when she left.  She truly was a prisoner in the Governor’s Palace.  What in heaven’s name was going on?  
 
                 There were three windows in her room.  She checked each one, with the slim hope that one might open.  As expected the windows were just a part of the wall, incapable of being opened.  She might have tried breaking one to get out if she thought she could have made the jump, but she knew that it was far too high.  She stamped her foot in frustration.  What choice did she have?
 
                 Giving in for the time being, though she would never give up, Enaya undressed and took a bath.  If nothing else, the bath was enjoyable, the water was just warm enough.  Her legs ached from a day walking about the city, and a nice warm bath was just what she needed.
 
                 When she had finished and dried off, she put on the ridiculous dress.  She didn’t appreciate showing so much of her shoulders.  It made her feel exposed.  And the colors... so drab and unflattering she thought, looking at herself in the mirror on the dresser.  Why would anyone favor such plain colors?
 
                 There was an assortment of powders and perfumes which she used.  There was no point in denying herself the simple pleasure of feeling beautiful after all.  She brushed her hair and selected a few items of jewelry to wear, an emerald inlaid necklace as well as a bracelet to match.  Then sat and waited for Nehrea to return.
 
                 She didn’t have to wait long.  Nehrea opened the door, not even bothering to knock first, and walked in.  Rarely had Enaya seen such an egregious act of disrespect perpetrated by a servant.  To simply walk in to a noble’s quarters, unannounced, was borderline criminal behavior.  She would be certain to mention it to the Governor over dinner.
 
                 “The Governor is ready for you, Lady Relador,” she declared.  “Please follow me.”
 
                 Enaya kept her objections to herself, and let Nehrea lead the way.  They descended the stairs back down to the first floor and entered an expansive room with an impossibly long table, set for dining.  Though there must have been seating for at least one hundred people, only two seats at the very end of the table had settings.  A rack of tall white candles was lit near the dinner settings, providing a soft light for the atmosphere.  
 
                 Nehrea led her to the corner seat and asked her to sit.  
 
                 “The Governor will be here in a moment,” she said, then stepped back and stood along the wall behind Enaya.
 
                 She sat in silence, painfully aware of her scantily clad consort.  It was time to muster her nerve and composure.  The dinner, she suspected would be nothing more than a game of posturing.  The Governor had surely requested her attendance to incur information about the political state of affairs in Fandrall.  She would need to feed his appetite for gossip and massage his ego.
 
                 When he entered, he seemed a different man than she remembered.  In their previous meeting, he had been a moderately handsome man with young features.  She might have thought more of him had his personality not been so humorless and mundane.  She particularly had recalled that he had barely looked her in the eyes during their brief encounter.  
 
                 The man that sat down in the seat at the head of the table seemed far too old to be the same man.  Gray hair marked his temples like the wings of a bird, accenting the rest of his slicked raven black coiffure.  Aged wrinkles creased his face.  His brown eyes were sunken and hollow, devoid of life, lacking caring or compassion.  He was incredibly tall, much more so than Sim, and lanky.  There were scars all over both of his hands.  A few appeared to be freshly closed.
 
                 When he looked at Enaya, his face appeared hungry and covetous, though nothing in his gaze spoke of attraction.  He sat very erect in his seat and studied her.  
 
                 “Thank you for joining me this evening, Enaya,” he said.  His words came quickly, pronounced with a forced precision.  “It is not often I get to dine in the presence of such startling beauty.”
 
                 Enaya was immediately put off.  Calling her by her first name?  How far would the scope of his impudence reach?  Her rational side begged her for comportment, but she lost the battle with her impulsive temper.  In a tone that was far too aggressive, she addressed him.
 
                 “Your thanks is unnecessary, Errick, seeing that I was forced into this attendance.”  She made certain to over-emphasize the use of his first name.
 
                 He visibly grimaced and blinked at her several times.  A team of scantily clad beauties entered carrying the first course, as well as a decanter of wine and a plate of fresh bread and cheese.  Enaya watched them work with disgust.  Their nearly exposed breasts may as well have been soaking in her soup.
 
                 “I must apologize, Enaya, but I’m afraid I could take no chances that you would reject a more formal invitation,” he said, leaning forward to sample his soup.  The servants took up positions along the wall, just as Nehrea had, rather than leaving them to their privacy.  
 
                 Enaya crooked an uncertain eyebrow as she regarded the man.  He sipped his soup casually as though there was no inference in his statement.
 
                 “You could take no chances?” she said, surprised that she had managed not to scream at him.  “What are you talking about?  What kind of game are you playing at here, Errick?”
 
                 Cantor was calm, hauntingly so.  “No game, Enaya.  Simply law.”
 
                 “Law!?” she shouted in disbelief.  “What law are you referring to?  What law allows noblewomen to be essentially taken prisoner?  What law forces a lady to dismiss her bodyguards without reason or warrant?”
 
                 He looked up at her with those cold, emotionless eyes and smiled wickedly.  “Why Desirmor’s Law of course.  More specifically, his eighth law.”
 
                 “The law of marriage?” she asked dumbfounded.
 
                 “Yes, Enaya.”  His smile widened to an outright grin.  “The law of marriage.”
 
                 Enaya’s mind raced.  The law of marriage stated that any man of nobility or high military rank, could choose any woman of common status that was unwed, to be his wife.  Once chosen, the woman had no say in the matter.  Wars had been caused because of the ridiculous law.  She tried to guess at his reasoning but could think of nothing that would allow for the garish way he had handled her thus far.
 
                 “I’m of nobility, Errick.  You have no right to invoke the eighth law.  You can’t force me to marry you.”  
 
                 The Governor continued to calmly sip his soup.  When he wasn’t speaking to her, his eyes stayed fixed on his meal.  “Your father was murdered, was he not?” 
 
                 The question hit her like a slap in the face.  “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
                 “Quite a bit, I’m afraid.”  His smile was unsettling.  “It is not clearly stated in the written law, but there have been several precedents made over the years.  You see, Enaya, your father’s death has left no male heirs in your bloodline.  Once your grandfather, who is quite elderly I might add, passes, the entirety of his vast wealth will pass on to you.  As I’m sure you are aware, Desirmor’s Law requires that the heads of all noble families be male.  Once your grandfather dies, your hand will be given to the highest ranking man who chooses to court you.  You will have no choice in the matter.”  Cantor took another sip from his bowl while Enaya stared at him in disbelief.  When he finished, he pushed the bowl away and sat back with his hands folded across his lap, watching his servants clamor to clear away his dish.  “Now I will admit that I most assuredly will not be the highest ranking man who will seek your hand.  That’s why I’m taking advantage of this opportunity.  I will send a petition to the Council of Nine to allow my marriage to Lady Enaya Relador of Merrame.  You will consent of course, and we will be wed right here in this palace, man and wife.  Unless of course, King Desirmor invites us to exchange vows at the Castle Desirmor in Fandrall.  A woman of your stature, I think, would incite a grand ball.  King Desirmor, himself, might very well preside over the ceremony, don’t you think?”
 
                 Enaya stared at him with wide-eyed incredulity.  The man was mad.  He horrified her.  She could feel sweat breaking out across her brow.  Chills stretched like willowy tendrils of ice, drawing menacingly up her back, reducing her to shivers.  The worst of it all was that he was right.  Everything he said was the absolute truth.  It galled her that she had overlooked such an obvious aspect of her life.  How many other cunning, ambitious men of nobility and military rank had been waiting for her grandfather to pass so they might claim her as their prize?  
 
                 Still, through all of the crushing despair, there was a ray of hope.  He had no true advantage unless he could obtain her consent for marriage.  Without her written signature and family seal, she would be free of entanglement until her grandfather’s passing.
 
                 And then there were her friends.  Once she failed to appear at the inn by the next afternoon, Givara would come for her.  Sim and Farrus could surely be counted on to aid her.  Sim was so cavalier and foolhardy that he’d probably tear the palace apart with his negligible hold on his theurgy, to save her.  He was stubborn and half-witted, but he was fiercely loyal.  He wouldn’t rest until she was free.  She was certain of that.  
 
                 “I’ll never sign,” she spat defiantly, slapping her hand down on the table with conviction.  
 
                 Again, the Governor reacted with an almost brazen casualness.  “You will sign, Enaya.  I promise you that.”  
 
                 He clapped his hands twice, the unnerving smile frozen on his thin lips.  A woman dressed in a black cloak with her face veiled entered.  She briskly moved around the table and came to stand between them.  In her hand, she produced a small flat black rock.  Enaya knew at once that this woman was a Seer.  After she made an inaudible whisper, a cloud of smoke burst up from the rock and formed into a large ball in the air, hovering steadily over the stone in her outstretched hand.  A scene slowly spun into focus within the cloud of smoke.  It was blurry at first, but in moments the visage became as clear as if they were looking through a window.  
 
                 The blood drained from Enaya’s face.  It was Givara.  She was held upside down by ropes that bound her feet and dangled her from an unseen ceiling.  Her face was bloodied and one of her eyes was swollen shut.  She appeared unconscious.  It was possible she was already dead.  
 
                 Enaya couldn’t contain the tears that erupted from her eyes.  She pitched forward, covering her face in her hands.  It was too much to bear.  Through her cries and sobbing protests, she could hear the Governor begin to laugh, low and quiet at first, then rising into a skin-crawling cackle that echoed across the expanse of the dining room.
 
                 “I told you Enaya, you will sign.  If you want your guardian to live, you will give me your written consent.”
 
                 Servants entered the room again carrying the night’s entrée.  None flinched at the horrific scene.  They simply went about their business as though everything that was happening was perfectly normal and common place.
 
                 “You won’t get away with this,” she whispered hoarsely, though it was an idle threat.  All of the hope and optimism that she had held onto was gone.  Her situation was impossible.  The vile madman had her trapped.  She could see no resolution.
 
                 “Eat, Enaya,” he said, taking a deep breath of the roasted fowl on his plate.  “Things won’t be so bad.  You’ve no need to fear for your virtue.  Though, some day, I suppose, I will want an heir.”  He made a long sweeping gesture to the row of scantily clad servants standing along the wall.  “These servants appease my desires for flesh.  If you like, you may consider our marriage a political partnership.”
 
                 With tear soaked eyes she shook her head at him.  “A political partnership?  Are you so devoid of basic decency that you would force a woman into a union against her will?”
 
                 His tone grew icy.  “It doesn’t matter what you want.  You’re a woman.  Thanks to our great King, your opinion is irrelevant.”
 
                 Enaya picked up a cloth from the table and dabbed at her eyes.  There had to be a way out of this.  She thought of Givara.  “How do I know if my guardian is even alive?” she asked.
 
                 “She lives,” he said, off-handedly, “though you are fortunate that my orders were to take her alive.”  His mouth twisted into an odious grimace.  “She killed sixteen of my men.  We had to use a trival to subdue her.”
 
                 Enaya smiled at that.  “I want proof.  I want to see her.”
 
                 Cantor looked up at her with his hollow sunken eyes.  “If I allow you to see her, will you then consent to sign the marriage petition?”
 
                 “I will consider it,” she lied.
 
                 He leaned across the table toward her.  The cold, emotionless exterior dissolved into a wild-eyed man with bared teeth.  “You have one day.  At dinner tomorrow night I will present you with the petition.  If you don’t sign it, your friend is dead.”  
 
                 Enaya gave it right back, staring daggers at him.  “If she dies, I will never sign.  Do you hear me?  Never!”
 
                 Cantor processed her remark, then smoothed his face back to its customary unreadable mask.  He leaned back in his chair.  “Nehrea, I believe our guest has had enough to eat this evening.  Please show her to her room.”
 
                 The alluring consort stepped toward Enaya.  “This way, my Lady,” she commanded.  
 
                 Enaya glared at the Governor, then stood.  “I won’t sign, Errick,” she growled, then began to follow Nehrea out of the dining room.  
 
                 “Tomorrow night, Enaya, you will make the choice to become my bride.  Remember this as you lay awake tonight searching for some way out of your situation.  That woman I have tied up down there is not the only means I have to force your hand.  There is no course of action I will not use, to get what I want.  You just remember that.”
 
                 She stood in the doorway watching him for a moment or two longer, but as soon as he spoke his last word, he turned back to his dinner and began to eat as if she was no longer there.  What could have blackened his soul, she wondered?  
 
                 Nehrea led her back through the palace to her room.  As they entered, Enaya decided to try making an impassioned plea to the woman.
 
                 “How did you end up here, Nehrea?” she asked.
 
                 Nehrea glided across the room to the dressing area.  From a large chest she removed a pristine white night gown.  “Will this be acceptable?” she asked, holding it up for Enaya to inspect.
 
                 Enaya moved toward her.  “Please Nehrea.  Please talk to me.  I need someone to talk to.  Anyone.”
 
                 Nehrea stared at her blankly, either unswayed by Enaya’s plea or emotionally unaffected.  “Will this do?” she asked again, more firmly.
 
                 Enaya gazed at the woman with eyes filled with despair.  She felt the weight of her situation stretching the limits of her inherent resolve.  Anger twisted her stomach, fear froze her heart.  Tears forced their way out of her eyes despite the straining effort she made to control herself in front of a servant.  No longer able to maintain the swirling storm of emotion, she ran for the bed, throwing herself down among the satin sheets, and embraced the finality of her break in composure.  Would her mother have broken so easily, she wondered?
 
                 The soft tapping of footsteps told her that Nehrea was standing at the foot of the bed.  Did she enjoy it?  Was she taking pleasure in watching Enaya, a Lady of Fandrian nobility, sniveling like a common gutter snipe? 
 
                 “I know what you want,” Nehrea whispered.  “There is nothing I can do for you.  If he suspects, even for a moment, that I have spoken he will have me tortured and killed.  He is merciless.”  Enaya wiped away her tears and looked up into a terror-stricken face.  Nehrea appeared to be verging on tears of her own.  Her once seductive, sleepy eyes, were panicked and raging with desperation.  “He has men that sweep the Cortellas for beautiful women.  I was taken five years ago and made a slave.  For the first few months, he raped me every night, delighting in my screams and tears.  Once I began to accept my fate and submit to his desires, he moved on to another woman, one who would fulfill his taste for resistance.  I survive by doing exactly as I am commanded.  Exactly.  If you wish to survive, you must do the same.  You cannot oppose him.  There is no hope for escape.  Submit, my Lady.  It is your only means for survival.”
 
                 Enaya’s heart wept for her plight.  It was easy to see this woman, barely dressed, and assume her a scandalous tart.  Deep down, however, was another example of atrocity and injustice.  Their respective troubles were hardly different.  Enaya just came from a higher class.  
 
                 Instead of arguing with Nehrea, Enaya reached out and gently squeezed her hand.  “I’m sorry, Nehrea.  I didn’t know.”
 
                 Nehrea forced a small smile and straightened up.  She nodded her head, ever so slightly in gratitude for the shared compassion.  
 
                 “I know you long for escape, but understand, if I bear witness I am bound to stop you.  If I don’t, I will be killed.”  Enaya nodded sadly.  “Your friend is being held in the torture room.  It's in the dungeons on the castle's lowest level.  I can assure you of only one thing.”  Nehrea’s eyes became painfully sympathetic.  “Even if you sign your consent, they will kill her.”
 
                 She placed the night gown on the bed beside Enaya then quietly left the room.  After several minutes of reflection, Enaya got up to check the door.  As she expected, Nehrea had locked it behind her.  Her room may have been drenched in opulence, but it was still just a prison cell.  
 
                 
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
                 Errick Cantor, Governor of Nal’Dahara, stood looking out the window of his lavish bedroom, dreaming of his future estates and holdings in the province of Merrame on Fandrall’s southeastern coast.  He was dressed comfortably in a black satin robe, a glass of fine wine in his hand.  His heart swelled with pride as he thought about how far he had come in his life, and the places he would someday go.  As the head of the largest noble house in Fandrall’s richest province, it was virtually assured that he would one day sit on the Council of Nine.  One day, whole countries would shake at the mere mention of his name.  King Desirmor himself, would name him a friend and invite him into his inner circle.  His power would know no boundaries.  History would remember his name…
 
                 “Your Excellency?”  A feminine voice interrupted his grand visions.  It was Nehrea.  Nehrea was by far one of his most sumptuous beauties.  Such a shame she had come to enjoy his touch.
 
                 “Come in and report, Nehrea.” he commanded.  “Did she attempt to speak to you?”
 
                 “She did, Excellency,” Nehrea said.  “As you suspected, she begged me to aid in her escape.  She begged on her knees for my help.”
 
                 At this, Cantor raised an eyebrow.  She actually got on her knees and begged?  From what little he knew of Enaya Relador, she was alleged to be difficult and stubborn, a prideful woman with a fierce temper.  He had expected some resistance from her, but begging?  Well, if nothing else, he thought, at least she should be easy to break.  
 
                 “What did you tell her?”  
 
                 “Nothing, Excellency.  I told her that resisting your wishes would only bring her pain.  I believe she will sign.”  
 
                 Cantor smiled and put down his glass of wine.  He waved Nehrea to come to him, and when she did, he wrapped his long arms around her and kissed her forehead.  Her eyes filled with gratitude and adulation.  
 
                 “You may share my bed tonight Nehrea.”  He could feel her trembling with appreciation.  “Go to your quarters and prepare yourself.  On the way, tell Karin and Alda to prepare themselves for me as well.  Return in one hour.”
 
                 Nehrea looked hurt that she would have to share him with two others, but she nodded and ran off.  
 
                 Just after she left the room, Cantor turned back to the window and was momentarily stunned to see a small man standing there.  He was built like a ten year old boy, short and thin, and dressed in a hooded black cloak.  The pronounced bald spot on his tiny head reflected the flickering flames of the sconces that lined the walls of the room.  As always, his left hand reflexively clenched and relaxed.  
 
                 “Baneur, it’s nice to see you.  What brings you here so late?”  Cantor had always hated the Turk's penchant for surprise visits.  In fact he hated nearly everything about him.  Baneur was creepy and unpredictable.  Still his political ambitions warranted their association.  As much as it galled him, he needed Baneur Deuseau.
 
                 The little Turk yawned casually then walked over to the decanter of wine and poured himself a glass.
 
                 “Your informant appears to be correct,” he said slowly, stopping to greedily drink the entire glass of wine.  Turks were known for their love of spirits, and Baneur was never one to turn down a drink.  “She has two more guards staying at the Blue Trellis.”  He filled his glass again.
 
                 “I’ll have some men pick them up tonight,” Cantor said, unmoved by the information.  His informant at the tailor had told him that afternoon about the two guardsmen, though he hadn’t known by whom they were employed.  Learning that they had come with Lady Relador was hardly a surprise.  
 
                 “You may want to take a moment and put some planning into it,” Baneur said.
 
                 Cantor raised an interested brow.  “You know something else?”
 
                 “One of them is a trival.  Probably unregistered.”  The coy smile on the little man’s face showed how much he enjoyed playing the information game with Cantor.  
 
                 “How did you find out?” Cantor asked.  “Did you see him?”
 
                 “I fought him,” the Turk told him fiercely.
 
                 “Tell me what happened,” Cantor said, taking a seat in a plush embroidered chair near the window.  
 
                 “They were watching the palace, I can’t say why.  When I left earlier on foot, they followed me.  Again I’m not sure why.  I led them to a quiet alley to question them and conjured illusions to test their prowess.  I determined then that they could cause you trouble, so I sent a fireball at them.  The younger one put up a wall of water to shield them.  It was instinctive and showed remarkable ability.  If you plan to take them in, you’ll need at least two trivals.”
 
                 This was unsettling news.  With Lady Relador secure in his palace and her guardian locked up in his dungeon, his cunning plan to gain a seat in Fandrian nobility was virtually complete.  A rogue trival was an unwanted distraction, a variable that could unravel his near perfect plan.
 
                 “Are you willing to aid a team, Baneur?”  Cantor only had two trivals among his guards.  Neither was considered strong.  
 
                 The Turk crooked an insidious smile.  With Baneur, everything was a negotiation.  Everything had a price.  “I would be happy to help bring them in.  But I will require something in return.”
 
                 “As always Baneur.  What do you want?”
 
                 “The young lovely that you were speaking to when I entered the room.  What’s her name?”  His little dark eyes looked fervent and greedy.  His hand twitched rapidly.
 
                 “Nehrea?” Cantor answered unsurely.
 
                 “Yes, Nehrea.”  The Turk closed his eyes when he spoke the name, as though to hear it gave him pleasure.  “I want her.”
 
                 “What do you mean, you want her?” Cantor questioned.  He had known Baneur for several years and never before had the little man shown any interest in women.  Every time they had bartered a price for his services, it had been for money or jewelry.  
 
                 “I want her,” he spat, as though Cantor was attacking him personally.  “She will come with me and serve me.  That’s all you need to know.  If the price is too high, I wish you luck apprehending the trival.”
 
                 Cantor considered the little man.  The truth was that he needed him.  Baneur was considered one of the strongest trivals in the world.  He had a direct relationship with King Desirmor, though he was loathe to elaborate on its true nature.  Cantor had long suspected that he was some kind of spy, but it seemed strange that he worked in a bank.  Why would Desirmor place a high level spy with extraordinary powers in a bank?  
 
                 He thought of Nehrea.  During the course of her enslavement, she had grown intensely loyal to him.  Most of his courtesans did eventually, but Nehrea had become one of his most trusted.  That’s specifically why he had assigned her to Lady Relador.  She was his best consort, and he was unwilling to take any chances that a woman of lesser loyalties and will might be swayed by some impassioned plea for clemency.  
 
                 “You may have her, Baneur.”  The little man’s eyes lit with delight.  He began to repetitively lick his thin lips with the same unnerving habitualness as his hand-clenching.  Cantor held up a long slim finger to caution him.  “But you will have to wait a few days.”  Baneur started to object, but he cut him off.  “I need her to watch Lady Relador until the papers are signed.  Once I have her firmly in my grasp, I’ll release Nehrea into your care.”
 
                 The Turk looked upset, but after a moment of deliberation, he nodded a reluctant concession.  
 
                 “Very well then.  Be here in the morning.  I’ll have Davold put a squadron together.  I’ll have some men keep an eye on the inn tonight.  We’ll use the tailor’s apprentice.  He said they purchased some clothes today.  He can go in first to get a read on the situation, then we’ll move in and take them.  Try to keep them in the inn.  I don’t want this to spill out onto the street.  Let’s try to keep the gossip to a minimum.  Yes?”
 
                 Baneur seemed to be ignoring him.  He produced a small, flat black stone from his pocket and looked down at it with alarm.  For an instant he looked up at Cantor unsurely, then made an irritated grimace and fished a tiny dagger out of his belt loop.  Using the dagger, he cut the thumb on his left hand and smeared the ensuing blood on the surface of the rock.  Then he looked again at Cantor with murder in his tiny dark eyes.
 
                 “Speak of what you are about to see to anyone, and I will kill you,” he said harshly.  “Do you understand!?”
 
                 Cantor nodded timorously.  He fully believed the threat.  
 
                 “Desirmor.  Desirmor.  Desirmor,” Baneur repeated quickly.
 
                 The light in the room suddenly seemed to dim around them.  A faint light, followed by a thin tendril of green smoke, plumed from the surface of the rock, rising up in a coiled line, then forming into a bigger cloud.  Cantor had witnessed his seer perform a similar ritual in front of him numerous times, but this was different.  Something about the green cloud of smoke, so unnatural and strangely malevolent, made Cantor want to cover his eyes or look away.  But he could not.  He was mesmerized by the visual.  
 
                 The smoke suddenly began to form into a solid shape.  A man’s head.  Cantor had seen this man only twice in his life.  He dropped to his knees in deference as though he were in the presence of a god.  In his mind, Desirmor was a god.
 
                 “Baneur,” Desirmor said.  
 
                 “Master,” Baneur responded, averting his eyes to the floor.
 
                 “Baneur, you are still in Nal’Dahara?  Yes?” Desirmor asked.
 
                 “Yes Master.”
 
                 “Go to Carleton and get Navan.  Bring him back to Nal’Dahara.  He has pressing business.”
 
                 “I will leave immediately, Master,” Baneur replied breathlessly.
 
                 Desirmor’s head, pallid and green, spun around and regarded Cantor.  For a brief instance, Cantor dared to look up and found himself trapped in Desirmor’s deep black-eyed gaze.  He was entranced, snared by his king’s virulent splendor, unable to look away, sweating and shaking under the massive weight of Desirmor’s stare.
 
                 “Who is this Baneur?” Desirmor asked.  His black eyes bore holes of compulsion into Cantor’s soul.
 
                 “This is Errick Cantor, Governor of Nal’Dahara, Master,” Baneur answered, still looking down at the floor.
 
                 “Governor Cantor,” Desirmor intoned, the slightest quirk of a smile parted his thin pale lips.  
 
                 “My king,” Cantor whispered in a strained breathless utterance.  
 
                 “Navan Prianhe will stay in your palace.  Give him anything he needs.  Am I clear?”  Cantor felt his head nodding obsequiously.  “The importance of his mission should be your top priority.  Your cooperation in his success will not go unrewarded.”
 
                 “Navan is in charge, Baneur,” Desirmor said, turning his floating head back to the little man.  “I will not tolerate dissention.”
 
                 The head slowly dissolved back into a vaporous smoke that dissipated into the air.  Baneur put the stone back in his pocket and turned a nefarious glare toward the Governor.
 
                 Cantor still rested on his knees, breathing heavily as though he had just exerted his body to the limits of its potential.  His mind held onto the visage of Desirmor’s black-eyed stare, both haunting and exhilarating, a thrill beyond description.  He knows my name, Cantor thought joyously!  He closed his eyes to savor the moment.
 
                 “You have just been given a great gift.”  Cantor opened his eyes to see Baneur standing before him, his left hand clenching furiously.  “I promise you this, Errick.  If you speak of this, the last days of your miserable life will be filled with pain beyond your imagination.”
 
                 Cantor rose to his feet, towering over the diminutive Turk.  “Are you a spy then?”  
 
                 An invisible force pulled him from his feet and projected him up to the ceiling.  With his back resting against the cool granite, he looked fearfully down at the Turk.  Baneur was wild-eyed and snarling.
 
                 “I don’t make threats Errick,” he growled in his disconcertingly low baritone.  “I make promises.”
 
                 “Very well, Baneur,” Cantor groaned hoarsely.  He felt as if something was pressing heavily against his chest and abdomen.  
 
                 The Turk glared up at him for several moments longer, then slowly let him drift back down to the floor.  
 
                 “When I return with Navan Prianhe, I expect one of your finest rooms awaiting his arrival.  I know nothing about his purpose.  The less I know the better.  There is no political advantage to be gained here.  Just do as you’re told -- only as you’re told.”
 
                 Cantor nodded submissively.  Baneur turned and took several steps away from him across the room.  A loud crack, like a door slamming shut, echoed throughout the chamber, as Baneur suddenly disappeared.  
 
                 Alone at last, Errick Cantor, Governor of Nal’Dahara, slumped into a chair and stared out the window.  The soft glow of streetlights, lit all over the city, created a lambent energy that gave the gray stone structures that dotted the metropolis a living pulse.  It was his city.  His city for now, anyways.  
 
                 He poured a glass of wine and sipped it thoughtfully.  The intoxicating pull of Desirmor’s gaze still compelled him, demanding his indenture.  There had to be a play here, he thought.  The thought continued to plague him even when Nehrea arrived with the other girls and shared his bed.  As he lay awake sometime after he had told them to leave, Errick Cantor imagined his future, bright and glorious, in a land far away from the gray monotony of Nal’Dahara.  It all led back to Enaya Relador.  She would sign her consent, or she would experience pain that would make the palace walls tremble with her screams for mercy.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen:  Swordforms
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Sim sat at a table in the common room of the Blue Trellis anxiously watching the door.  Farrus sat on the other side of the table, and if he was feeling the same apprehension, he wasn’t showing it.  His face was passive, almost sleepy.  On occasion, he would glance over at the door, but for the most part, he looked down at his hand, rhythmically tapping the wooden table.
 
                 Sim was a bundle of nerves.  He’d barely slept.  Where were they?  Endless thoughts about possible things that might have happened to his two female companions nagged him.  This wasn’t like Enaya at all.  Something must have happened, and they were just sitting around waiting instead of searching the city.  What if Prianhe had arrived in Nal’Dahara and captured them?  
 
                 His foot twitched fretfully, and he rubbed his hands over and over again for no particular reason.  Every now and again, Ron or Fanna Foust would emerge from the kitchen door and spare them a glance, shaking their head sadly before moving on with their work.  They were well aware of the situation.  
 
                 Why can’t I have a vision, Sim asked himself?  Just one vision to point him in the right direction; something that could give him a clue as to the whereabouts of his friends.  He kept closing his eyes and holding his gem, trying desperately to force a vision to happen.  Nothing ever did.
 
                 Farrus yawned loudly.  Sim regarded his old friend angrily.  The grizzled former guardsman never showed any emotion.  Sim wondered if he cared about the girls at all. 
 
                 “When are we going to do something?” Sim asked for about the tenth time that morning.  
 
                 Farrus scratched the fresh stubble on his chin and peeked at the door.  “I suppose it’s time now,” he said rising slowly from his chair.  He stretched his arms and yawned again loudly.
 
                 “Now it’s time?” Sim asked perplexed.  “Why now?  What about all the other times I said we need to get out there and search for them?”
 
                 “You need to calm down, Sim,” Farrus told him gruffly.  “All your fretting and worrying isn’t going to bring them back.  It’s good and possible that they just ran late yesterday and picked another inn to sleep at rather than risking walking through the city at night.”
 
                 “Alright, alright.  I guess that’s possible, but I doubt that’s what happened.  They would have come back by now.  Something’s wrong.  You know it as well as I do.”
 
                 Farrus nodded grimly.  He felt around, checking his hidden knives and sword belt.  “I’ll head out and ask around.  Maybe someone will have heard something.”
 
                 “About time,” Sim said.  He started for the door, but Farrus grabbed his arm.  
 
                 “You’re not coming,” Farrus told him flatly.  “You’re staying right here.”
 
                 “Not a chance,” Sim argued.  If Farrus thought he was just going to sit around and wait, he was sorely mistaken.               
 
                 “Someone has to stay here in case they show up,” Farrus reasoned with him.
 
                 “We’ll tell Ron to look out for them.”
 
                 Farrus shook his head.  “You’ll slow me down Sim.  You’re too emotionally invested.  I need to be discreet.  We don’t want any extra attention.  Have you considered that Prianhe may be in the city?  I know how to move about quietly.”
 
                 “I can be quiet and discreet,” Sim fretted.  “What if something happens to you too?  How will I know?”
 
                 “I’ll be fine, Sim.  Don’t worry about me.  I’ll be back in a few hours.  Hopefully with some good news,” Farrus said, turning away.  
 
                 With a hundred different protests caught in his throat, Sim watched him slip out the door.  He looked around at the empty common room.  He was all alone.  The sudden realization frightened him.
 
                 He sat back down in his chair and laid his head down on his arms.  He was trying again to force a vision to happen, but he couldn’t get his mind to focus.  Ever since his parent's murder he had secretly wanted to be left alone.  It seemed that from that moment the world just kept piling more and more weight on his shoulders.  Dealing with the constant emptiness, the unbearable void left in the wake of his loss, had been the first true turmoil he had ever been forced to manage.  Then he learned secrets about Enaya and Givara and found out that Farrus wasn’t who he had pretended to be.  Navan Prianhe, the most dangerous man in the world not named Desirmor, had targeted him as the quarry of his hunt.  He had been forced to kill innocent men in the defense of his life, and to battle a tiny little trival under mysterious circumstances.  Now his companions had disappeared and the sweet taste of loneliness was his at last.  He should have been grateful for the deafening silence of the empty common room, but all he wanted in the world at that moment was to hear Enaya scolding him for whatever impropriety he had managed to overlook that had caused her offense.  Oh what he would give to have either of the women, Enaya with her judging blue eyes or Givara with her unnerving stare, sitting across from him, ready to upbraid him for being such a simple country buffoon.
 
                 “Are you alright, lad?” Ron asked.  
 
                 Sim looked up and saw Ron and Fanna standing next to his table, regarding him with equally concerned faces.  He ran a hand through his thick black hair, much shorter now that he had visited the barber the day before, and let out a deep aching sigh.  
 
                 Fanna took a seat in the chair across from him.  She placed her hands over his supportively.  “Has your friend gone looking for them?” she asked with genuine concern.  
 
                 Sim looked into her small brown eyes and thought momentarily of his mother.  Bella had always been able to make him feel better with a heartfelt look.
 
                 “Yes,” he answered.
 
                 “Don’t you be worrying then.  I’m sure they be fine.  That bodyguard of hers looks like she can handle a few street thugs.”  Fanna rubbed the back of his hands.
 
                 “That’s what worries me,” Sim told her.  “She can handle a few street thugs.  More than a few street thugs.  It doesn’t make any sense.  Something must have happened.”
 
                 “We have a few connections around the city,” Ron said, trying to be helpful.  “I’ll send one of my men out to ask around.  Maybe they’ll turn up something.”
 
                 “Thanks,” Sim said, forcing a crooked smile.  
 
                 “How about something to eat?  I know you haven’t had any breakfast yet,” Fanna asked, standing up.
 
                 Sim thanked her and then Fanna and Ron walked off, leaving him to his silence.  He just sat there watching the door until a serving girl returned with a plate of eggs and bacon and a glass of cool milk.  Sim pushed the food around, picking at his breakfast slowly, not really hungry, but eating because it gave him something to pass the time until Farrus returned.  Eventually he started feeling restless, squirming around uncomfortably in his seat and tapping his finger on the table as Farrus had done all morning.  
 
                 He needed a way to release all of the pent up energy and aggression.  He saw Ron step through the kitchen door and head behind the bar.  Sim got up and approached him with an idea.  
 
                 “Do you have a place where I could practice my sword forms?” Sim asked him.
 
                 Ron rubbed his bald, freckled dome and thought.  “I suppose you could use the stable.  Only got a few horses in there now.  It might be a bit tight, but it’s probably the best I can do.”
 
                 Sim thought about all the times he’d practiced his sword forms back home at the Kelmor Inn.  The stable would be perfect.  “That will be fine, Ron.  Thank you.”  As he turned to head out the door Sim remembered something.  “I’m expecting a delivery from a tailor.  Can you take care of it for me if it comes?”  Ron agreed.  “And if my friend comes back, tell him where to find me.”
 
                 “Of course.  Is there anything else?”
 
                 “No-one else in this city knows me, Ron,” Sim said seriously.  “If any other anyone comes looking for me, turn them away, then come tell me.”
 
                 Ron agreed and Sim went outside.  The air was crisp with an overcast sky.  Sim was glad for his new black coat.  It was going to take some time before he got used to cooler weather.  Eventually they were going to have to find Madelyn in the Kal’Treddin Ice Lands.  He didn’t know how he was going to manage the frigid weather and legendary ice storms when they got there.
 
                 Sim found the stable at the end of the alley attached to the back of the Blue Trellis.  It was a small, stone addition to the main building.  Inside he found only six stalls for horses, three on each side, with a straw lined path up the middle.  There wasn’t much room for him to practice sweeping strokes, but it would at least be an opportunity to practice fighting in a confined space.  
 
                 He pulled out one sword, leaving the other in its scabbard to simulate a true fighting experience.  If ever he were attacked in a similarly thin area, he wouldn’t have space to use the second sword.  
 
                 Sim held his sword up and took a defensive posture.  He needed to train as though every situation had life and death consequences, so he imagined infantry men coming one by one through the stables main door.  His sword jabbed and struck, his movements focused to utilize the confinement of his environment.  Each thrust and strike was meant to block and parry.  Farrus had once told him that the true art of swordplay was the dance between counterstrike and strike.  A poor swordsman either attacked too often or defended too much.  Focusing on one or the other made you predictable and predictability was a sword fighter's greatest weakness.  To be great, you had to balance your dance, react to your opponent by making split-second decisions based on what you were given.  Sim always concentrated on mixing his technique.  He imagined each would-be-foe approaching him with a different style.  His sword would parry then sweep up and strike or deflect and jab, taking an imaginary foe through the chest.  Soon he was working up a sweat, and he paused to remove his jacket.  He switched swords and began practicing anew with his second weapon being sure to pay attention to the slight variation in weight between his two swords.  You had to consider every consequence, every scenario, because the least skilled, least prepared man was invariably the man who ended up dead.  
 
                 Sim felt an urgency, stronger than he could ever remember feeling, to be the best.  He had to be the best.  If he failed in a sword battle, he would fail everyone who had placed their faith in him.  He would fail Retta, the trevloc rider, who had risked everything in helping them escape from Carleton.  He would fail Mistress Hisha who had taken them into her inn even knowing that they would bring danger.  Mostly he would fail his parents and Sarimus.  How many sacrifices had they made in his name?  How much had they given up?  His sword danced around, carving victory through every conceivable scenario his mind could conjure.  He would be better than the next man.  And the man after that.  He would be better than everyone.  Then in the end, he would be better than Desirmor, and all those who had sacrificed for him would be validated.
 
                 His heart jumped when a man suddenly appeared in the door.  He was old, frail and deformed.  Sick burn marks scarred his head, and on his left side, he had no ear and a flab of scar tissue for an eye.  The sight of him was jarring, and Sim immediately held his sword up threateningly.
 
                 “Stay your sword,” the man shouted, putting his hands up defensively.  His left hand was scarred like his face and missing its pinky finger.
 
                 “State your purpose, old man,” Sim commanded.
 
                 “I’m a friend of Lady Relador,” he stuttered.  “Fanna told me I would find you out here.”
 
                 “How do you know Enaya?” Sim asked.  His sword stayed up, the tip pointed at the old man’s heart.
 
                 “She came to me yesterday.  I’m taking her to see my father.  She told me to meet her here when I got everything in order.”
 
                 “Where is she?  What have you done with her?” Sim probed.
 
                 The old man shook his head in confusion.  “I don’t know.  She just told me I could find her here when I had everything in order.  Hasn’t she come back?”
 
                 Sim studied the man.  He didn’t feel as though he had any reason to fear him, but trust was a hard thing to give.  “What time did she leave you yesterday?”
 
                 “It was late in the afternoon.”
 
                 “Did she say that she was returning to the inn?”
 
                 “I don’t believe she said anything.  I merely assumed that she was going back.  This city can be dangerous at night.”
 
                 “What’s your name?  Why does she want to meet your father?”  Sim lowered his sword, but remained cautious.
 
                 “Quinn Gracin.  She came here looking for my father.”  The old man relaxed a little when he saw the sword dip down.
 
                 “Is your father the Librarian?” Sim asked, feeling a sudden surge of hope.  Quinn looked around for prying ears, then nodded.  “I’m afraid Enaya didn’t return last night.  We’re trying to figure out what’s happened.”
 
                 Quinn looked suddenly distraught.  “And her companion, Lady Givara?  Is she missing as well?”
 
                 Sim shrugged sadly.  “Givara never leaves Enaya’s side.”
 
                 “We must find them,” Quinn said, fervently.
 
                 “We’re trying.  My friend is out searching for them right now.”
 
                 Quinn nodded glumly.  “You handle that sword like an expert, for such a young man.  Who trained you?”
 
                 “An old friend,” Sim answered, slipping the sword back in its scabbard.  He had decided that Quinn wasn’t a threat.
 
                 “Your friend must be magnificent,” Quinn complimented.  “If we’re waiting then, I could use a bite to eat.  Would you mind joining me?”
 
                 Sim agreed and followed the scarred old man back to the common room.  They found a table and took a seat.  It wasn’t long before Fanna came out from the kitchen.
 
                 “You’ve met Quinn I see,” she said when she approached them.
 
                 “I very nearly ran him through with my sword,” Sim said, with a quick wink at the old man.  
 
                 Fanna raised a thin gray eyebrow.  “Well Quinn, I know you want something to eat.  You always want something to eat.  What would you like?”
 
                 “Surprise me,” Quinn replied with a wide smile.  
 
                 The curved crook at the corner of Fanna’s mouth told Sim that she had a fondness for the scarred old man.  She turned away and disappeared into the kitchen.
 
                 “Are you one of the Lady Edmira’s guardsmen?” Quinn asked.
 
                 Sim was taken off guard by the sudden use of Enaya’s alias.  Then he realized that Quinn was just using discretion.  There were a few people in the common room.  Anyone of them could be listening.  “I am,” he answered, with a quick glance around.
 
                 “You seem young to be escorting a lady of her status.  Were you an infantryman?”
 
                 “You ask an awful lot of questions old man.”  
 
                 “I just like to know what kind of ingredients I’m putting in my kettle before I start cooking,” Quinn said.
 
                 “I suppose that’s fair.  If you want to know more about me, you’ll have to ask Lady Edmira.  She’ll tell you what you want to know.”  Quinn studied him with an unreadable expression, then nodded quietly.  “What about you then?  What’s with the scars?”
 
                 Quinn stared at him blankly.  “These aren’t scars, young man.  They’re reminders.  They’re reminders of the price a man must pay in the pursuit of an obsession.”
 
                 “That’s a cryptic answer.”
 
                 Quinn leaned forward and peered seriously at Sim with his one good eye.  “Just how well do you know our two ladies?”  
 
                 Sim felt that Quinn was feeling him out and wondered how much the old man already knew about them.  “I know enough.  I know who they truly are if that’s what you’re implying.”
 
                 Quinn scratched at the thick layer of scar tissue on the left side of his face.  “And the Lady Givara?  You know her well?”
 
                 “What are you getting at old man?”  Sim was getting frustrated with the circular questioning.  
 
                 “Some legends are based on truths.  Even some children’s tales have foundations based on historical events,” Quinn whispered.  “Are you familiar with “The Battle of Three Queens”?”  Sim leaned forward and acknowledged the old man with a very grave expression.  “I needed to be certain,” Quinn said, relaxing.  
 
                 “Alright.  So we both know about Givara.  What’s the point?”
 
                 Quinn pointed to his scars.  “This is the point.  The pursuit of the legendary Tree of Life has been my obsession for as long as I can remember.  I earned these scars following that pursuit.”
 
                 “The Tree of Life?  I don’t think I know that legend,” Sim said with confusion.
 
                 “Few do, young man.  Few do.  You know about the three queens.  Well it’s said that when one of the queens dies and is released from her debt by the Creator, a tree grows from her grave.  It is believed that eating the fruit from these trees can grant immortality.”
 
                 “Immortality?  That sounds hard to believe,” Sim said skeptically.
 
                 Fanna emerged from the kitchen carrying a plate with sausages and gravy soaked biscuits.  She dropped it roughly in front of Quinn.  “Don’t suppose you’ve got money to pay for this?” she asked doubtfully.
 
                 Quinn shrugged his shoulders and smiled at her sweetly.  
 
                 “You’ll never change, Quinn,” Fanna sighed and left them alone.
 
                 “Is there something going on between you two?” Sim had to ask.  
 
                 “Fanna and I were together once,” Quinn answered with a faraway gaze.  “In the end, she couldn’t bear being second in my heart.  These days she tolerates my occasional intrusions.”
 
                 Quinn dug into his breakfast, murmuring softly in enjoyment as he ate.  
 
                 “So did you ever find the tree?” Sim asked.  Quinn shook his head sadly.  “Well how do you know it exists, then?”
 
                 “My father,” Quinn said matter of factly.
 
   
  
 

              “What about your father?”  Sim didn’t understand.
 
                 Quinn took a bite of sausage, chewed it quickly, and then smiled.  “My father is the Librarian,” he whispered.  “He’s been alive for a thousand years.”
 
                 Sim nodded with wonder.  A tree that grants never-ending life.  Would the wonders of the world around him ever cease?  To think that for the first twenty one years of his life he had known nothing of trivals, trevlocs, or trees of life.  What new mysteries would the coming days uncover? 
 
                 He watched Quinn eat, letting the man enjoy his meal in silence.  The door to the common room opened, and Farrus walked in, searching until he found Sim.  He came to the table eyeing Quinn with suspicion, his hand hovering close to his sword.  Sim made a calming motion with his hand to let his friend know that everything was fine.  Farrus nodded and took a seat at the table next to him.
 
                 Farrus kept a discerning eye on the scarred old man.  
 
                 “This is Quinn,” Sim told him.  He lowered his voice to a whisper. “His father is the Librarian.”  
 
                 Farrus seemed unimpressed.  Quinn studied him as he ate the last bit of gravy soaked biscuit.  The grisled guardsman arched an eyebrow waiting for him to speak.
 
                 “Lady Edmira asked me to prepare a few things for our journey to my father’s residence.  I came this morning looking for her and was told by our young friend that she never returned last night.”
 
                 Farrus remained silent for several moments before he leaned forward and fiercely whispered.  “If you’re not who you say you are, I’ll kill you.  Do you understand?”  Quinn swallowed hard, but nodded.  Farrus could be very imposing when he chose to be.  Just the conviction of his tone was a solemn promise of death.  “She’s been taken by the Governor.”  
 
                 Sim didn’t fully understand the seriousness of the problem, but Quinn hissed through gritted teeth.  “He’s making a play, isn’t he?” the old man asked, with countless calculations swirling in his one good eye.
 
                 Farrus nodded grimly.  “It could be nothing.  It’s customary for visiting nobles to make overtures to the local authority.  The Governor may have just requested her presence for dinner, and to avoid any extra attention or suspicion, she may have accepted an invitation to stay at the palace.  That wouldn’t be out of the ordinary.”
 
                 “No, that wouldn’t be unusual,” Quinn agreed.
 
                 “She would have sent us word, wouldn’t she?” Sim asked, still unsure as to why both men looked so grim.
 
                 Farrus looked at Sim with his customary blank steely gaze.  Sim could tell that the situation was a bit more serious than he thought.
 
                 “Is Lady Edmira betrothed to anyone?” Quinn asked, hopefully.
 
                 “No.  Of course not.  What am I missing here?  Is she in some kind of danger?”  
 
                 “Remember our conversation with Ron yesterday?” Farrus asked him.  Sim remembered, but he wasn’t sure what Farrus was alluding to.  “Governor Cantor is known to be ambitious, Sim.  He wants to gain a post in Fandrall, get a chance to be one of Desirmor’s boot lickers.  He may be trying to invoke Desirmor’s Law and force her to marry him.  She’s a noble, and it’s not customary for a noble to be forced to marry against her will, but he may be trying none the less.”
 
                 Sim’s face grew dark.  He wasn’t about to let that happen.  “We have to get her out of there.”
 
                 “We do,” Farrus agreed.  “But breaking into the palace, and getting back out with both girls isn’t going to be easy.”
 
                 “We have to try, Farrus.  I won’t leave Enaya to that fate.”
 
                 The door opened, and a young man entered carrying a large wrapped bundle.  It was the tailor’s apprentice.  He meant to walk up to the bar and find the innkeeper, but noticed Sim and Farrus and came right up to them.  
 
                 “Your clothes,” he said, dropping the bundle, roughly on the table.  Quinn's empty plate rattled loudly.  
 
                 “You could use a lesson in manners, young man,” Quinn said angrily.  
 
                 Sim agreed.  The young apprentice had a haughty way about him, an air of superiority.  But there was something else as well.  Sim noticed that his hand was shaking.  It was ever so slight, but it was definitely shaking.  
 
                 “We saw you go to the palace after we left yesterday.  Were you up there taking an order?” he inquired, though he could sense that Farrus was aggravated with him for asking.
 
                 The man’s eyes popped momentarily, and Sim noticed with growing satisfaction that his hand’s tremor had increased.  He was hiding something.
 
                 “That is none of your business,” he practically sneered.  He glared at Farrus.  “My master is expecting payment.”  He held out his slightly trembling hand.  
 
                 Farrus seemed to notice it too.  He looked at the hand, then at Sim.  They exchanged a wordless glance of understanding.  Farrus slowly pulled out his coin pouch and began counting coins into an open palm.  When he made the right amount, he placed them in the young man’s outstretched hand.  
 
                 “There you are,” he said with a sly smile.  “And a little something extra for your troubles.”
 
                 The apprentice looked down at the coin in his hand then turned away without another word and left the inn.  
 
                 “Why was he shaking like that?” Sim asked, as soon as the door had closed.
 
                 “I’m not sure,” Farrus said, getting to his feet.  “He’s up to something.”  
 
                 Farrus went to the door and opened it just a crack.  He peered outside for several moments.  
 
                 “We need to get out of here,” he announced urgently, as he gently closed the door.  He pointed at Quinn.  “Do you have somewhere safe that we can stay?”
 
                 “You can stay at my place.  I doubt the boy recognized me.”
 
                 “It’ll have to do for now,” Farrus said.  
 
                 “What’s going on, Farrus?  What did you see?” Sim asked, fingering the hilt of his right sword.
 
                 “There are local guardsmen out there, ten at least.  But I’m guessing there’s more.”  Farrus’ normally complacent attitude was gone.  He appeared stressed, worried.  
 
                 “Ron said there was a secret way out, remember?” Sim told him.  Farrus remembered.  “I think it’s time to use it.”
 
                 Sim and Quinn followed Farrus to the kitchen door.  Ron Foust was standing just inside, and he turned to them in surprise when Farrus walked in.  He could tell by the expression on their faces that trouble had come to his inn.
 
                 “How serious is the situation?” he asked with a tone of irritation.  
 
                 “We’ve got some local guards mustering outside,” Farrus told him levelly.
 
                 “I don’t want no killing, you hear?” Ron told them firmly.
 
                 “Neither do we.  You mentioned a secret way out?” Farrus asked.
 
                 Ron nodded solemnly.  “The fireplace.  There be a passage in the chimney.  You’ll see it.  It leads to the stable.”  Farrus thanked him and turned to go, but Ron grabbed his arm.  “Should I be concerned for myself?”
 
                 Farrus shook his head.  “I think they’re just looking for me and Sim.  Tell them nothing.  You didn’t even see us leave.”
 
                 After a second exchange of gratitude, they went back to the common room.  Sim grabbed the bundle on the table.  When Farrus looked at him reprovingly, he shrugged.  “We need the clothes.  Why leave them?”  
 
                 Farrus shook his head impatiently.  “Let’s go.  Hurry.”
 
                 They stepped up to the massive fireplace cut right into the granite wall.  Quinn poked his head up under the chimney and looked around.
 
                 “There’s a passage in here.  We’ll have to crawl from the looks of it,” he warned them.
 
                 Quinn climbed up and disappeared.  From Sim’s vantage, it looked as if he had climbed right up the chimney shaft.  
 
                 Farrus stood guard, watching the door with his sword drawn, as Sim followed Quinn up into the passage.   The passageway was a thin square, cut evenly into the stone that was barely tall enough for them to crawl.  Further down, the light spilling in from the common room drained away, leaving a wall of pitch darkness. 
 
                 As Sim began to work his way down the shaft, he felt Farrus clamber up behind him.  Voices rang out in the common room.  A stern voice gave commands.  Sim heard Ron Foust’s voice answering questions.
 
                 “They be here just a moment ago.” Sim heard Ron say, angrily.  “I just served them breakfast.”
 
                 “Did they say anything to you, Master Foust?” the stern voice said.  “Do you know their names?” 
 
                 “Move Sim,” Farrus whispered harshly.  “Now.”
 
                 Up ahead, Quinn disappeared into the darkness.  Sim wanted to stay back and make sure that nothing happened to Ron and Fanna.  He didn’t think he could bear another senseless death laid out at his feet.
 
                 “Ron can fend for himself, Sim.  Now move,” Farrus commanded.
 
                 Despite the ill foreboding begging him to stay back, Sim forced himself forward into the darkness of the passageway.  He crawled slowly, his back scraping the top of the shaft as he maneuvered on his elbows and knees.  
 
                 Taking the bundle had been a poorly conceived idea.  He struggled to crawl with the bulky package.  Farrus’s own struggles were relayed to him in sound alone, as he could see nothing beyond the tip of his nose.  He could hear his old friend behind him, grunting softly and muttering the occasional curse. 
 
                  A dim globe of light suddenly appeared in the passage, floating just ahead of Quinn.  Sim crawled into the nascent light, realizing with an unexpected shock that Quinn must be a trival.  He wanted to question the scarred old man, but held his tongue and continued his effort to get through the space.  
 
                 Finally, after several minutes of slow progress, the shaft began to slope down, leveling off after a time, before rising up at an obtuse angle.  At the end of the climb, Quinn found a wooden hatch door.  He gently pushed it open a crack, peering around cautiously.  When he had deemed that there was no immediate threat, he pushed the hatch open all the way and climbed out of the passage.
 
                 Sim followed and found himself in the corner of one of the horse stables.  The Foust’s must have covered the door with a small bale of hay to keep it concealed.  It reminded Sim, painfully, of his own secret cubby in the stable at the Kelmor Inn.  For only an instant, he allowed his heart to ache for what he had lost.
 
                 Once Farrus was safely out of the passage, he closed the door and placed the concealing bale of hay back in place.  There was only one way out of the stable: a door that faced the inn.  Farrus crept over to the door and peeked out.  He quickly closed it and turned to them with a dire cast to his steely gray eyes.
 
                 “We have company” he told them, plainly aggravated.
 
                 “How many?” Sim asked, wanting to take a look for himself.
 
                 “Does it matter,” Farrus spat on the ground and grunted.  “The only way out of this stable is with our swords drawn.  
 
                 Sim fingered his sword hilt.  Would this be the interminable path that his life was bound to follow?  Would he always be forced to violence to resolve his conflicts?  How many men would he have to kill to bring an end to Desirmor’s ageless iniquity?
 
                 There was a length of rope hanging from a steel hook between two of the horse pens.  Sim noticed it in passing, but for some reason it drew his attention.  He found himself inextricably compelled to focus on the rope.  Like a memory from a time long past, the gem grew hot against his chest, but his conscious mind was beyond that feeling.  He saw only the rope.  The walls of the stable began to dissolve into a fluid vertical puddle, black as obsidian.  He felt suddenly as though he were floating, drifting ineffably along a current of soundless wind.  The feeling of weightlessness lasted for only moments before he felt his feet touch ground.  Everything around him began to spin, building to a blinding crescendo, then stopping abruptly.  
 
                 He had to catch his breath and wait for his vision to catch up to the scene in front of him.  There were iron doors spaced evenly along the walls on each side of the room in which he stood.  A faint light glowed in the distance, and he walked toward it, pushed along by an invisible guiding force.  As he stepped further into the light, he made out the form of a man hanging by his feet, suspended from the ceiling by rope.  
 
                 “Sim?” a familiar, feminine voice called out weakly.
 
                 “Givara?” he asked, running now as he realized with horror that the hanging figure was Enaya’s guardian.
 
                 “How is this possible?” she asked, her voice a hoarse cough.
 
                 Her face was battered and bruised.  Each eye was surrounded by deep purple swelling, her lips caked in blood.  
 
                 “Where are we?” Sim asked, reaching to untie the binds that held her hands behind her back.  His hands floated through the ropes like mist.  He looked down at them in surprise.  They looked solid, yet when he tried again to grab the rope, they passed through with the same result.  “What’s happening to me?”
 
                 “Either you’re having a vision, or I’m having a dream,” Givara answered.  The weakness in her voice made Sim want to weep.  She had been a queen once.  It galled him to see her diminished.  
 
                 “It’s a vision,” he told her, taking a knee so he could look her in the eye.  “I may not have much time.  Where are you?  What happened?”
 
                 “The palace dungeon.  Enaya is being held against her will by the Governor.  He plans to force her to marry him.  There’s no time.  If she doesn’t give in to his demands by this evening, he will have me killed.  They have trivals and…”
 
                 The vision dissipated, and like a slap in the face, Sim was thrust back into reality.  He was on his knees in the stable with Farrus and Quinn standing over him calling his name.  It took him a moment to regain himself, but Sim stood on his own and looked each man in the eye.
 
                 “The girls are in trouble,” he said, as the memory of Givara’s condition filled him with anger.  “We’re going to the palace.  I’ll tear that building to the ground if I have to.”
 
                 “Let’s take a breath, first,” Farrus warned him.  “We can’t just go running into the Governor’s palace and walk out with the girls.  What did you see?”
 
                 “Are you a trival?” Quinn asked.  “Are you a seer of some sort?”
 
                 Sim stared deeply into the old man’s eyes.  It was time to decide if he was worthy of his trust.  “You told me your father is the Librarian?  Is it true?  Don’t lie to me now, old man.”
 
                 Quinn stood up straight and glared back at Sim as though his pride had been challenged.  “I have told you the truth, young man, and I’ll take it a step further.  I am a trival.  There, you now know all of my secrets.  Do with them as you wish.”
 
                 Sim nodded his head solemnly.  “Thank you, Quinn.  My true name is Siminus Harvencott.  I am the last Harven.”
 
                 Quinn's one good eye nearly bulged from his head, and his jaw dropped in shock.  Farrus hissed through his teeth.  He wasn’t happy that Sim had so cavalierly dispensed such a guarded secret.  
 
                 “Then I give you my oath, Siminus Harvencott,” Quinn said, taking a knee and placing his right hand over his heart.  “I am your man to the death.  Your secret will never leave my lips.  I swear this on my life and my wish to feel the Creator’s embrace when my time passes on.”
 
                 “Very well.  Now can you tell us what you saw?” Farrus asked again.
 
                 “Givara is being held prisoner in the palace dungeon.  She said the Governor is forcing Enaya to marry him.  She has until this evening to agree or Givara is dead.”
 
                 “Did you actually speak to her?” Farrus questioned him.  The grisled old guardsman looked panicked by what Sim had said.
 
                 “Yes,” Sim answered.  He could tell that Farrus had ulterior concerns regarding Givara.  With sympathy he added, “She’s in bad shape, Farrus.  We have to get them out today.”  
 
                 Farrus looked down at the ground trying to throw together some sort of plan.  He looked up at Quinn suddenly.  “What kind of trival are you?”  
 
                 “I’m a Quaker.  Fairly strong too,” Quinn answered, proudly.  
 
                 “Farrus, she said they have trivals up at the palace,” Sim said.
 
                 “That’s to be expected.”  He looked over at the door and shrugged.  “Well, we don’t have a lot of options here, men.  Either we try to sneak out of here, then sneak our way into the palace, or we fight our way to the palace and tear that place down getting our women out of there.”
 
                 “Let’s try sneaking out of here first,” Quinn said trying to calm down the situation.  “If we have to fight, well then so be it.”
 
                 Sim drew both swords and grinned at Farrus.  “You taught me well, old man.  Let’s find out what these guardsmen can do.”
 
                 “Just stay on your toes.  Who knows how many men they sent to take us in.  There might be a few trivals out there as well,” Farrus warned him. 
 
                 The stable door suddenly pushed in, and two guardsmen casually strolled in.  They appeared to be having a friendly conversation, but when they looked up and saw the three men standing with swords drawn, the blood drained from their faces. 
 
                 “They’re in the stable!” one man shouted at the top of his lungs.  They turned on their heels and ran out of the stable, closing the doors behind as they left.   Sim could clearly hear them continue to cry out the alarm.
 
                 “Well, what do we do now?” Quinn asked direly.
 
                 Farrus looked at Sim calmly.  “I hope you’re ready to use some of that power of yours.”  He held up his sword.  “This isn’t going to do much good against a trival.”
 
                 The commotion of dozens of footsteps, thrummed the ground beneath their feet, like the drumming heard at the gallows on the day of an execution.  Voices could be heard conversing outside, one for certain, Sim recognized from the common room.  It was the same man who had questioned Ron Foust.
 
                 “We know you're in there,” the voice called out firmly from the other side of the stable door.  “I am Captain Davold of the Governor’s guard.  Surrender peacefully, and you have my word that no harm will come to you.  Resist and we will take you by force.”
 
                 “What if we just let them take us in?” Sim asked.
 
                 “They’ll kill us, same as Givara,” Farrus said, spitting on the ground.  “I expect the Governor needs Enaya to consent to the marriage since she’s a noble.  He’ll use us to force her hand.  Once she gives in, we’re as good as dead.”
 
                 “Then what do we do?” Sim looked to either man for an answer.
 
                 “We fight,” Farrus replied bluntly.  
 
                 Quinnis looked like he might sick up, but he nodded in agreement.  
 
                 “Do not fear, Sim,” he said, trying to be optimistic.  “You must believe in the prophecy.  This is not where we are meant to perish.”
 
                 Sim nodded vacantly.  He wasn’t certain how he felt about his alleged role in some ancient prophecy he had never seen nor read.  He believed in the moment.  Any breath could be your last.  
 
                 “We could let them capture us,” Sim continued searching for another answer.  “Once we’re in the dungeon, I can use my powers to free us.”
 
                 Farrus shook his head.  “You still need that gem, don’t you?” he asked.  When Sim fingered it through his shirt he continued.  “Once they capture us, they’ll take away all of our belongings.  That includes the gem.  You won’t be able to use your power, and if we do manage to escape, we’ll still have to go and find the gem.”  He shook his head irritably.  “No, I’m afraid the only choice we have is to fight.”
 
                 “Your time is up,” Davold shouted from beyond the door.
 
                 There was a moment of delayed silence, then the front wall of the stable, door and all, exploded inward.  Shards of ruptured granite blasted the three men, throwing them backward into the stable’s rear wall.  Smoke and dust distorted the air as Sim tried to lift his head to assess the damage.  He could feel his consciousness wavering.  Amid the chaos, a single thought drifted across his mind.  
 
                 They’ll take the gem.
 
                 With the last ounce of strength and resolve he could muster, Sim removed the necklace and stuffed it into his boot.  He tried to twist his head to check on Quinn and Farrus, but could only make out their still forms lying beneath large bits of rock and debris.  What had happened, he wondered?
 
                 Through bleary eyes, he saw two black cloaked forms, shrouded by the dust and smoke, approaching him from the blown out wall.  A hand reached down and touched his neck.  He had a strong impulse to fight, but knew he was too weak.  His only recourse now was to accept capture and live to find another means of escape.  
 
                 “They all live,” a female voice announced.
 
                 “Pack them up.  The Governor wants them alive,” he could hear Davold command.
 
                 “There are only supposed to be two of them.  What about the third?” she asked.
 
                 “Bring him.  We’ll let the Governor decide his fate.”  There was a pause.  “Did you do that to his face?” Davold asked, aghast.
 
                 Sim felt himself slipping away.  The light in the room began to fade.  His vision tunneled.  Lost to the helplessness of his unconscious state, Sim slipped away into a world of dreams.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty:  Convergence
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Baneur Deuseau appeared in the middle of a field just outside the outer limits of Carleton.  The afternoon sun, hung high in the clear sky, making the air hot and nearly intolerable.  Nal’Dahara had been cool and temperate, so Baneur was dressed in sturdy wool pants and a black cloak.  He cursed his master’s impatience.  If he’d had time, Baneur would have dressed accordingly, but when King Desirmor issued a command, you obeyed.  Dissention was punished severely.  
 
                 Feeling perspiration quickly taking affect, Baneur removed his cloak, as well as the wool vest underneath.  He had been in Carleton only two other times and neither instance had agreed with him.  How did people live in such unbearable heat year round?  It wasn’t natural.  
 
                 His home in the Turkan Hills had warm summers, but you only had to endure the uncomfortable humidity for three months out of the year.  The tropics weren’t meant for men of his kind.  Turks didn’t like to sweat.  
 
                 He set out for the city lying at the bottom of a low sloping hill.  Traveling was a marvelous gift, but it had drawbacks.  Baneur’s ability was limited to area’s he had been to or had seen at other times.  It had been more limiting when he was younger and the only place he had ever been was his homeland.  Now that he was older and had been around the world many times, the scope of his ability gave him access to nearly every corner of the globe.
 
                 He approached the city unsure of where to search out his quarry.  Desirmor, as was his way, had given him vague directives.  He hadn’t said where in Carleton to find Navan Prianhe.  The high monomach could be anywhere.  Baneur wasn’t even certain if Prianhe knew that he was coming.  All Baneur knew for certain, was that Desirmor had contacted him using the stones.  That meant that the task was urgent and failure would be met with harsh punishment.  
 
                 He entered the city and began to search for a guard station or an infantry outpost.  It was his best chance of quickly finding Prianhe.  The man was perhaps the most fearsome person in the world not named Desirmor.  If he was in the city, everyone would likely know about it.  
 
                 Baneur hated Navan Prianhe.  Actually, Baneur hated everyone, but Prianhe was certainly the most loathsome individual he had ever met.  The man had a very high opinion of himself.  He was Desirmor’s most trusted servant, a friend really, and he took every opportunity he could find to remind people of his importance to the King.  Years earlier they had worked together on an assignment, and Baneur had been pushed to his threshold by the man.  Words had been exchanged.  Prianhe’s skill with a sword was the source of legend, but Baneur had not been scared.  His own ability with the trivarial power would have made it a short fight, and putting the filthy Reikkan in his place would have been satisfying.  The man was descended from dogs.  Baneur would have made him lick his boots and beg for table scraps.  Unfortunately when word of their disagreement reached King Desirmor, Baneur had been soundly punished for insubordination.  Worse yet, Prianhe had been allowed to watch the punishment.  His left hand still twitched as a result of the beating he had taken, and the sting of shame was a wound that Baneur Deuseau would never lose.  The very thought twisted his stomach into bitter, choleric knots.
 
                 On the advice of two pedestrians he had passed, Baneur found the base of the local infantry in the center of the city.  He entered the building, with his temper on edge.  Being a Turk was difficult.   Because of his diminutive size, humans had a penchant for making jokes at his expense.  Sometimes they could be downright cruel.  In many situations, Baneur had killed men for comments, but in this setting he would probably have to endure a few tasteless jokes.  
 
                 A young man in a crisp infantry uniform and a forehead beading with sweat, looked up when he entered.  Apparently the man wasn’t accustomed to seeing Turks, because his eyes were practically popping out of his head.  
 
                 Baneur eyed him irritably.  “I’m looking for Navan Prianhe.”
 
                 The soldier continued to gawk with a slack-jawed stupidity that made Baneur’s temper flare.  He was about to walk up and slap the foolish creton across the face when an older man came walking in from the staircase to the left of the desk.  
 
                 “Did you say Navan Prianhe?” he asked.  
 
                 Like the young man, he was dressed in a smartly pressed Imperial infantry uniform, only a gold tassel adorned his left shoulder, marking him as an officer low in rank, but still with a modicum of authority.  
 
                 “That’s right.  Have you seen him?” Baneur asked.
 
                 “What’s a Turk doing in Carleton, looking for a man like that?” the officer asked.  A condescending smirk struck the corner of his mouth.  The younger officer noticed the slightly mocking tone and joined in.
 
                 “Is that what he is?” he said with a laugh.  The slack-jawed stupidity was quickly replaced by a devious sneer.  “I’ve never seen a Turk before.  I thought he was just an ugly child.”
 
                 The officer laughed out loud.  Each man eyed Baneur like lions toying with prey.  Baneur began to consider the consequences he might face if he were to kill them.  The soldier may earn him a reprimand, but the officer could lead to a stiffer penalty.  However, King Desirmor had sent him on this urgent task, so his action might be taken lightly in lieu of a fast completion.  
 
                 “I’ve been sent to find Navan Prianhe.  It would be in your best interest to point me in his direction quickly.”  Baneur was only going to give them one chance.
 
                 The two men looked at each other as though Baneur had told them some great joke.  They seemed to take his command as an invitation to have some more fun.
 
                 “Where did you steal that voice little boy?” the officer chided.  “Did your daddy let you borrow it?”
 
                 “Sounds like a bear dressed up as a kid,” the young soldier added, slapping his knee.  “An ugly bald kid.”
 
                 “What’s with your hand?  Are we making you nervous?”
 
                 “Don’t worry little boy, we won’t step on you.  Horse turds are small too, but I still manage to avoid them.” 
 
                 They were laughing uproariously.  Tears formed at the corners of each man’s eyes.
 
                 With a stream of solidified air, Baneur lifted the young soldier out of his chair and pinned him to the wall at his back.  The officer looked around in shock, then realizing that Baneur was the source, reached for his sword.  Baneur used a flow of air to pull the sword free and levitate it, point up, at the man’s throat.  Still too brainless to understand the danger of his present situation, the officer tried futilely to grab the blade and gain control of the weapon, but it didn’t budge.  Baneur edged the tip closer to his throat, until drops of blood spilled out from a fresh wound caused by the pressure of the blade.
 
                 “What do you want?” the officer cried out, still desperately holding the blade in a useless attempt to pull it away from his throat. 
 
                 “Do I have your attention now?” Baneur asked with satisfaction.  The terror in the officer’s eyes was all the confirmation he needed.  
 
                 Perhaps it was because of his lack of height that Baneur enjoyed making larger men cry and grovel so much.   Since leaving his home in the Turkan Hills and making his life within the world of men, Baneur had suffered every possible insult imaginable.  Sometimes he had earned revenge, other times he had been forced to endure the slights.  
 
                 “I’ll ask you one more time.  Just once more.  If you don’t answer my question, I’ll kill you and find someone else to tell me.  I am here on direct orders from King Desirmor to find Navan Prianhe.  Where is he?” Baneur practically snarled every syllable at the loathsome man.
 
                 “He’s staying at the Charmont.  It’s near the docks,” the man sputtered.  “He’s scheduled to leave for Perth by Trevloc tomorrow morning.”
 
                 “That wasn’t so hard was it,” Baneur smiled.  He looked at the young soldier, still pressed to the wall.  “So I’m an ugly bald kid.  That’s what you said, right?”
 
                 The soldier shook his head and moaned.  Barely untellable cries for mercy and forgiveness dribbled like saliva over his lips.  Baneur breathed it in.  Every luxurious nugget of fear.  Each inscrutable plea.
 
                 Finally satisfied that the young man had suffered enough, Baneur adjusted the flow of air, taking hold of his throat, and began to choke the life from his body.  The officer watched in speechless horror as the young man’s face slowly turned blue.  It only took moments before his body went limp, and Baneur released him, allowing the corpse to slide down the wall like sap sliding down a maple tree.
 
                 “You're an officer,” Baneur told his wide-eyed captive, “so you will live.  But before I release you, I need you to know that my acts today are within my rights.  Since you are an officer you must know what ‘Phaol tu sharre’ means?”
 
                 The officer swallowed audibly at the phrase.  It was old tongue for ‘men of shadows‘, a name now given to Desirmor’s elite unit of spies.  Every officer in the Imperial army was schooled in lists of codes and symbols that various groups used as a means of identification.  The officer knew now that there was nothing he could do.  Baneur didn’t need a reason to kill someone that wasn’t nobility or an officer in the army.  He may eventually be questioned about the death, but he wouldn’t be punished unless Desirmor deemed it so.  
 
                 “Next time you meet a Turk, I suggest you act more cordially.” 
 
                 Baneur released the man and left the building.  He felt pleased that he’d been able to torture and kill a human, even if he did have to let the officer live.  
 
                 He moved through the city, asking the occasional passerby for directions.  People stared at him when he passed, like he was some kind of deformed cripple.  It made him sick.  
 
                 Soon enough he came to the end of a street that opened out on one side to the ocean.  A cool breeze blew inland, giving him a tenuous reprieve from the sweltering heat.  If it wasn’t likely to draw even more attention than his genealogy, Baneur might have stripped down and continued his search in the buff.
 
                 The docks were down the street to his left, so he started that way, checking each building he passed for a sign indicating the Charmont.  He had walked perhaps three blocks when he spotted the inn.  It was plain and white like nearly all of the buildings in the ocean side of the city.  Only a sign out front, hanging above the front door, told him he had found the place.
 
                 The common room was empty, when he entered.  Baneur went to the bar and stood there waiting for a servant to come along.  He didn’t have to wait long.  A fat man, with a clean apron, emerged from the kitchen with a bored look on his chubby face.  He leaned against the bar causally, unaware that he wasn’t alone, and picked his nose as if there were a treasure buried deep within his nostril.  Suddenly he noticed Baneur standing there staring at him, and immediately snapped up straight, mildly embarrassed, but mainly surprised to be looking at a Turk.
 
                 “I’m looking for Navan Prianhe.  I’m told he’s staying here.” 
 
                 The fat innkeeper shook his head.  “He’s staying here, but I haven’t seen him all day.”
 
                 “Did he pay for another night?” Baneur asked, barely masking his impatience.
 
                 “He didn’t pay for last night.  I’m too afraid to ask him for money,” the innkeeper chortled nervously.  
 
                 “He’ll be back,” Baneur said.  The officer had told him that he was due to take a trevloc the next morning.  One thing Baneur knew about Prianhe was that he liked to sleep.  He would come back eventually.   Staying put in a spot he knew Prianhe would come to was better than walking all over the city without any idea where to look.
 
                 He took a seat at a table in the corner facing the door.  “Bring me some food,” he told the innkeeper.  Now he just had to wait.
 
    
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Why are you doing this?” screamed the terrified woman.  The corpse of her teenage daughter lay slaughtered and ripped apart only a few feet away.  Her husband, tears streaking his fat freckled face, fought the binds that held his hands.
 
                 He would die quickly.  Navan Prianhe would let the man watch his family perish, then run him through with a sword.  He wouldn’t eat the man’s heart because he could smell the sickness in him.  Eating his heart might pass the illness along.  Prianhe was unwilling to chance getting sick.  The mother and daughter however were subject to a more gruesome end.  
 
                 “What did we do?  Please.  Please tell me why?” she cried.  Her sobs echoed in the small room.
 
                 “There is no why.  You were chosen because your pathetic son caught my eye.  I killed Miles this afternoon, but because of his sickness, I was unable to succor my appetite for flesh.  You and your daughter will suffice to appease me.”  
 
                 Prianhe sat on the other side of the room, still catching his breath after dining on the young girl's heart.  She had been just the right age.  There was something about a pubescent heart that was rivaled in indulgence only by the heart of a trival.  Now an adolescent trival’s heart…that was the glorious golden peak of his fetish.  
 
                 For a short time he sat, leaning casually against the wall, watching Miles’ mother whine and beg for her life.  It only re-enforced his disgust of humans.  They always died like cowards, pleading for mercy, as though they deserved to live.  
 
                 When he had seen enough, he calmly walked over to her and used his dagger to cut a hole in her chest.  Then he ripped out her still beating heart and devoured it as quickly as he could.  The fresher it was, the stronger the euphoria.  
 
                 Some time later he emerged from the tiny house on the outskirts of Carleton, leaving behind a gruesome scene.  His desires for heartflesh had been fulfilled, but he was not satisfied.  There had been no trevlocs ready to make a flight to Perth until the morning.  Farrushaw and the trival could be anywhere by now.  At first light he would finally have a trevloc to bring him to Nal’Dahara.  Then he would hunt.  The anticipation was crippling.
 
                 He stalked down the quiet street, feeling his anger seethe and boil.  Miles family had been poor, so all of the houses and buildings in this section of town were small, broken, and decrepit.  
 
                 It was evening now, with the sun just about to fall behind the western corner of the island.  Shadows marked the alleys and corners.  Prianhe watched them with hopeful anticipation.  In a rundown section of town like this, there were certain to be thieves and cut purses.  He hoped, desperately, that someone would try to rob him.  The two hearts he had eaten had been satisfying, but to smooth out his flaring temper, he needed to spill some blood.  
 
                 Just for the purpose of bait, Prianhe let his coin purse dangle loosely on his hip.  The coins jingled in rhythm to his measured footsteps.  In an alley ahead, three men stood around having a quiet conversation.  Their eyes followed Prianhe as he passed.  A block later, he could hear the footsteps of two men carefully tracking behind.  A wide smile broke across his angular mouth.  There would be more blood before the day was done.
 
                 They followed him down a cross street that Prianhe chose because it was more shaded and thin than the main road he’d been walking along.  His goal was to encourage them to act.  
 
                  From an alley in front of him, a man suddenly stepped out, blocking his path down the road.  He looked weak, malnourished, and he carried the scent of the disturbing sickness that Prianhe was noticing everywhere he went in the city.  A crude dagger in his right hand, glinted with the last remaining vestiges of the day's sunlight.
 
                 “I’ll have that purse,” he said dangerously, waving the dagger for emphasis.  
 
                 “Come and take it,” Prianhe toyed with him.
 
                 The footsteps of the other two men who had followed him, abruptly stopped a short distance behind.  He turned and looked them over.  Like the man who had stepped from the alley, they looked weak and desperate.  Neither had the sickness, but both man reeked of stale booze.  
 
                 “You don’t have to die tonight,” the first man said victoriously.  “Just throw the purse over here, and be on your way.”
 
                 “You can have my purse,” Prianhe said, removing the pouch and dropping it on the ground at his feet.  “Just come and claim it.”
 
                 The man licked his lips and eyed the purse unsurely.  He wanted the money, but his own middling common sense told him there was a chance that despite the odds, he was the one that was overmatched.  Eventually, Prianhe knew his greed and desperation would win out.  
 
                 All three men advanced at the same time.  Prianhe let them come close enough that they might feel empowered before he freed his sword and unleashed his pent up frustration.  A simple impaling wasn’t enough infliction, so he took his time severing limbs, a leg first so they couldn’t run, then a hand, or an arm.  Their cries cut the silence of the twilight, riding the perpetual ocean breeze inland.  
 
                 When he finished, Prianhe bent down and picked up his coin purse stained by the blood that pooled thickly in the street.  He had to kick a severed arm out of his way before continuing on toward the inn.  It rankled him the entire walk back that even after brutally killing those three men, his anger over Farrushaw and the trival was as pitched as ever.  He wanted a good night’s rest, but wasn’t certain he would find sleep with so much pent-up frustration.  
 
                 A familiar scent greeted him as he approached the front door of the Charmont.  He hadn’t believed his mood could’ve gotten worse until he realized that Baneur Deuseau, that hateful little Turk, was waiting for him inside.  Prianhe hated Deuseau passionately.  If his master would have allowed it, Prianhe would have killed the pesty spy long ago.  He actually deigned to believe that he was better than Prianhe, and that he was above taking orders from anyone other than their master.  Filthy rat.  Prianhe had to spit out his distaste before he went into the Charmont.
 
                 “Baneur.”  He said the name like a man choking on a rancid piece of meat.              
 
                 “Navan.”  Deuseau’s beady black eyes stared at him with equal enmity.
 
                 “Why are you here?”  Prianhe took a seat at a different table, just a short distance from the Turk.
 
                 The fat innkeeper, upon hearing someone entering his common room, emerged from the kitchen.  
 
                 “Leave us,” both men spat at him.  
 
                 “Your master has sent me to collect you, Navan.  I’ve been waiting here for you all day.”
 
                 “If I’d known you were waiting for me, I would have stayed out longer.”  
 
                 “Your master has orders for you, Navan.  Do you dare to defy his will?”  Baneur’s voice rose slightly in anger.  It gave Prianhe a small measure of satisfaction that he had gotten under the little man’s skin.
 
                 “I take it you’re here to take me to Perth?” Prianhe asked with a smirk.
 
                 “That’s right,” Baneur answered.
 
                 “How are things progressing out there?” Prianhe asked.
 
                 “What things?  I was told only to bring you back,” Baneur told him.
 
                 At that Prianhe smiled widely.  “I guess our master doesn’t think you’re very important.  I mean, you don’t even know why he sent you here.”
 
                 Baneur ground his teeth.  Prianhe noted with delight that his left hand was twitching rapidly.  He had been there for the beating that had left the pathetic little Turk with that disability.  It had been one of the most pleasurable experiences of his life.  Even now, years later, when he needed to think of something to lighten his mood, he thought about those deafening screams.
 
                 “Enough of this, Reikkan,” the Turk hissed, trying to calm down.  His normally pale face was flushed and red.  “Gather your things.  I don’t want to spend another moment in this infernal heat.”
 
                 Prianhe held onto his victorious smile just long enough to make a vein bulge in Baneur’s forehead.  If he pushed him any further, they would inevitably end up in a fight, and while putting the filthy midget in his place would bring him infinite enjoyment, he needed to get to Perth and start tracking Farrushaw.  The sooner, the better.
 
                 He left the Turk in the common room and retrieved his belongings from his room.  There wasn’t much to grab.  All he had there was a small bag with an extra shirt and his second sword. 
 
                 “Let’s go,” he barked at the Turk when he returned to the common room.
 
                 Baneur said nothing but stood and moved to the center of the room.  Prianhe approached him and held up his arm.  The Turk grabbed it.  The room began to spin quickly around them though he didn’t feel as if he were moving at all.  There was a loud clap, and everything went black.  For the shortest of seconds, the time it would take to blink, Prianhe felt as if he were floating on his back down a rapidly moving river.  Then another loud clap, and he was standing in a large, lavish bedroom, in what appeared to be a palace.  Prianhe had to bend forward to fight back the sudden wave of dizziness that he always felt when he was transported by a traveler.
 
                 “Welcome to Nal’Dahara, Navan,” he heard Baneur’s deep baritone say.  “What will you need me to do?”
 
                 “Where are we?  Is this the Governor’s palace?” Prianhe asked, composing himself and looking around at the fine granite stonework.  
 
                 “This is Cantor’s palace,” Baneur answered.
 
                 “Go find the Governor and bring him to me,” Prianhe commanded.
 
                 Baneur grimaced visibly, but held his tongue and hurried off.  Prianhe strode to one of the room's many windows and looked out at the gray city.  He couldn’t tell what time it was because the sun was hidden behind a dark overcast sky.  It looked ready to rain.  Prianhe hated Nal’Dahara.  It was dull, lifeless, and utterly lacking in color or culture.  What was that trival doing in Perth, he wondered?  He had just spent several months tracking the sailor around the world, and now he seemed to be starting all over again.  The sailor had been his master’s quarry.  Hunting Farrushaw was going to be more pleasurable.  
 
                 A great deal of time passed as Prianhe stood there lost in his thoughts.  He heard footsteps approaching the doorway and turned to watch Errick Cantor and the Turk enter the room.
 
                 Somewhere in the palace a sound like a canon blast echoed and shook the floor beneath Prianhe’s boots. 
 
                 
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Enaya sat in front of her mirror, absently running a brush through her thick, flaxen hair.  The eyes that stared back at her looked beaten and hopeless.  She felt so ashamed of herself that she wanted to cry, but there were no tears left.  She had spent most of the night and most of the morning bemoaning her situation.  Her mother never would have given up so easily.  She desperately missed her mother.
 
                 Somewhere in the palace, Givara was being held prisoner, beaten and tortured in the name of blackmail.  All Enaya had to do was sign a letter of consent, proclaiming her intention to marry a man she could never love.  A man she could scarcely bring herself to look at.  And worse still, she knew that even if she gave in to his insidious demands, her friend would still die.  Was there no solution to her problem?  
 
                 She had considered using her power to free herself from the locked room, but remained hesitant.  If she was discovered, then there would be no hope for her at all.  The Governor wouldn’t need to marry her to gain a political advantage.  He could arrest her, the granddaughter of one of Fandrall’s most well-regarded nobles and gain his political advantages that way.  Or he would use her secret as added leverage to force her into matrimony.  Her eyes drifted again to the locked door.  She would wait until she had no other choice. 
 
                 The door suddenly opened, and Nehrea stepped in.  She was dressed in the same revealing uniform as the day before, with bracelets and jewels adorning her fingers and wrists.  Enaya immediately noticed her eyes.  They looked gaunt and weary as if she hadn’t slept well.  There were bruises on her arms and neck.
 
                 “Lady Relador, the Governor has requested your presence.”  She motioned her hand toward the open door.  “If you would follow me, please.”
 
                 Enaya looked over her shoulder out a nearby window.  It was likely noon, though with the gray overcast sky looking on the verge of a good rain, she could only guess.  Governor Cantor had told her she had until dinner.  Was he making his play early?
 
                 She stood and followed Nehrea out of the room and then down one flight of stairs.  Nehrea took her down a long hallway, to a massive set of double doors, intricately carved and laced with gold.  Two uniformed guards stood outside.  At Nehrea’s behest they opened the doors and Enaya followed her in.
 
                 They entered a vast throne room with a ceiling that stretched to the top of the palace, large pillared columns creating perfect symmetrical rows, and stained glass windows throwing blankets of soft colors across the gray granite walls.  At one end of the expanse, on a raised stone platform with a large throne, sat Governor Cantor, trying very hard to seem imposing.  Enaya wasn’t the least bit impressed.  
 
                 Nehrea led her to the foot of the platform, and she noted rather sourly, that a black cloaked woman stood several feet behind the Governor.  What did he intend to show her now?
 
                 “Enaya, how are you today?” the Governor said with a knowing smirk.
 
                 “Get to the point Errick,” she answered testily.  “Why have you summoned me?”
 
                 The Governor smiled.  The fingers on his right hand lazily traced the grooves of the carved arm rest on his throne.  
 
                 “Have you given my offer any thought?”
 
                 “You told me I have until dinner tonight to decide.”  
 
                 “That’s true,” he agreed.  His eyes bore into hers, turning her insides cold with their cruel emotionless intensity.  “I still hoped you would be prepared to sign your consent.  Surely by now you have realized that you have only one option.”
 
                 Enaya balled her fists and bared her teeth.  “You are a monster Errick Cantor.  I will never give in to you.”
 
                 The slight had no effect.  Instead, the Governor waved a hand at the Seer and yawned as if he were bored.  The Seer stepped down the short set of stairs that led up the platform and stood in front of Enaya.  From beneath her robes, she produced a flat black rock which she used to conjure a visual, just as she had done the night before.  The scene Enaya saw turned her blood to ice.  The last tendon of Enaya’s resolve began to snap like the strands of an old, frayed rope.  
 
                 “Your guardsmen,” Cantor laughed lightly.  “We picked them up this morning.  I assumed that the disfigured one was some kind of attendant.  They are all in my custody now, Enaya.”
 
                 She saw Sim, Farrus, and Quinn Gracin, seated on the floor of a small cell.  Each man had the vacant look of defeat in the cast of his eyes.  Sim looked broken, with his shoulders slumped, and his head down. 
 
                 “What have you done to them?” she asked, realizing that each man was bleeding in various areas.               
 
                 “Nothing yet, Enaya.”  He leaned forward in his throne, his eyes proclaimed his imminent victory.  “In one hour, I will begin killing one man every hour until you give in to my demands.  We will start with the cripple.”
 
                 “Is there no end to the depths of your treachery?” she asked, fighting back the tears that forced their way into her eyes.  
 
                 The Governor’s grin stretched the limits of his face.  He stood, looking down at her like a man who had ascended to the top of a mountain.  The white streaks of hair that sat above his ears gave his madness an unspoken urgency.
 
                 “Take her back to her room, Nehrea,” he told his servant.  “You have one hour, Enaya.  When you realize that you have lost, Nehrea will bring you the form to sign.”
 
                 For several moments, Enaya stood rooted to the floor, staring ahead blankly.  How had it come to this?  In a deep recess of her memory she recalled the day Givara had come to her.  She had only been fourteen at the time, a child still.  Her mother sat her down that very day and told her the tale of her family's history of secrecy and sacrifice.  Givara had told her that she believed the prophecies of Harmony Alexidus were about to converge and she would stand at the center of that turbulent storm.  Her destiny was to guide the hand of the last Harven on his journey to the inevitable battle with Desirmor and restore the balance of peace and light to a world that had long ago been cast in darkness.  This wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen.
 
                 She felt Nehrea take hold of her arm and pull her toward the door.  She gave no effort to resist.  Her eyes took in the sudden change in scenery as they left the throne room and started down the hall toward the stairs, but her mind was like a vacant cloud, lost and adrift, watching the world unfold from her place in the skies.  Like a ghost from a long ago memory, she thought she saw Baneur Deuseau, the loathsome Turk from the bank, walk by and enter the throne room.  He might have noticed her, but she was too deep in her voluminous despair to care.
 
                 “If I help you escape, will you take me with you?” she heard Nehrea whisper fiercely.
 
                 Enaya became suddenly aware of the beautiful woman’s grip on her arm, tightly squeezing to the point of inflicting pain.  She looked around to see if they were alone, realizing that they were nearly at the stairs.  Nehrea looked ahead as though she had never said a word, her face an unreadable mask, but the tension in her vice grip relayed the seriousness of her words.
 
                 “You said you couldn’t help me,” Enaya whispered back, unsure of the woman’s motives.
 
                 “I can’t stay in this palace a moment longer.  I would rather die than let that man touch me again,” Nehrea told her with a shiver.
 
                 “Can you get me to the dungeon?” Enaya asked, feeling a surging thrill of hope building within.
 
                 “Yes, but I need your word.  If I help you, you must take me with you.”
 
                 They began to climb the stairs to the third floor.  Two guardsmen passed by caught up in their own conversation.  Enaya waited until they were long past before she gave her answer.
 
                 “I swear it, Nehrea.  I will take you with me, but know this -- to walk with me, is to walk side by side with death.  I can offer you no assurance of safety.”
 
                 “I want only to be away from him,” Nehrea said.  
 
                 They arrived outside of Enaya’s room.  For a passing moment they stood outside, as though neither was sure of what to do next.
 
                 “Do you need anything from your room?” Nehrea asked, looking down the empty hallway for prying ears.
 
                 “I need to change out of this ridiculous gown, if we’re going out on the run,” Enaya said, looking down at the impractical flowing silk fabric that dragged the floor around her feet.  Though she hated to waste the time changing, it would serve her in the end having a garment more equipped for traveling.
 
                 “Hurry,” Nehrea implored her.
 
                 Enaya hustled into the room and went right for the green riding dress she had been wearing when she was brought to the palace.  She practically ripped parts of the dress off in her haste to change, but quickly managed to switch clothes.  On her way out, she grabbed her coin pouch and a sturdy, wool shawl.
 
                 “Are you going to be alright in that outfit?” Enaya asked Nehrea, when she went back out to the hall.  The plunging neckline and sleeveless arms on her blouse didn’t look very warm, nor did the loose fitting, nearly shear, satiny breeches.
 
                 “There’s no time for me to get to my rooms.  We have to leave now,” Nehrea told her.  They began to walk back to the stairs.  “Try to act natural, and let me do the talking.  I think I can convince the guards down in the dungeon to let you in to see your friends.  After that it’s up to you.  I hope you have a plan.”
 
                 Enaya merely nodded and followed along.  She had no idea what she was going to do when they got to the dungeon.  Still, for the first time since she had come to the palace, she felt hopeful.  
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Sim woke up with a violent headache and soreness that attacked every inch of his body.  It took a few moments to recall the cause of his current situation.  He was locked up in a tiny square cell with a door made of thick rusty iron bars.  Farrus sat with his back against the wall, calmly watching him regain his senses.  Quinn lay still on the floor by his feet.
 
                 “How’s your head feel?” Farrus asked, gruffly.
 
                 “Hurts,” Sim said, rubbing his temples.  
 
                 “We’re lucky to be alive.”  
 
                 “Are we in the palace?”
 
                 Farrus nodded and pointed at the door.  “Givara’s out there.  I can’t see her, but we spoke.”
 
                 Sim tried to stand, grunting with the effort, then realized that his feet were bare.  
 
                 “Where are my boots?” he asked looking around.  
 
                 “Out there somewhere.  They take a prisoners boots away.  It makes escape more difficult.”
 
                 “Farrus, I need to get my boots,” Sim said direly.  “I stuffed my gem in them before we were captured.”
 
                 “That was good thinking, but there’s not much we can do about it.  Are you sure you can’t do anything without the gem?
 
                 “I’ve never really tried without it,” Sim told him.
 
                 “Now’s the time to start,” Farrus said.
 
                 Quinn murmured and moved.  He slowly sat up and rubbed the scars on his head, groaning audibly.  
 
                 “We’re alive?” he asked painfully.  
 
                 “For now,” Farrus replied.
 
                 “Are we in the palace dungeon?” the scarred old man asked.  Sim and Farrus nodded together.  “I think I’d rather be dead.”  
 
                 “Can you use your power to get us out of here?” Sim asked hopefully.
 
                 “No,” Quinn answered gravely.  “They have us in a cell lined with zinc.”
 
                 “So?”  Sim didn’t understand.
 
                 “For some reason, zinc blocks the ability to use the power.  No-one knows why.  Until we’re standing on the other side of that door, I’m just an ordinary old man.”
 
                 Sim walked over to the door, and pressed his head into the thin space between the bars.  He tried to look down the hallway lined with cell doors.  His vision was limited both by the minimal periphery and by the dim lighting.  He couldn’t see Givara.  He didn’t see his boots.
 
                 “Hello?” he called out.  “Givara, are you down there?”
 
                 “You were supposed to save me, not get yourself caught, fool,” he could hear her say from somewhere on the right end of the hall.
 
                 “We’ll think of something,” he responded, though his words carried no weight.
 
                 “That’s what Farrus said,” she called out mockingly.  
 
                 Sim turned away from the door.  He closed his eyes and tried to imagine a ball of light, suspended in the air.  This should have been simple, he’d done it before, but nothing was happening.  He tried again and again, concentrating as hard as he could.  Nothing.  
 
                 He sat back down next to Farrus, dejectedly.  There had to be a way out.  
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 As they descended the stairs into a wide chamber, dimly lit with sconces, Enaya noted several swords, including Givara’s long curved blade, leaning against a wall by the lone table in the room.  Several pairs of boots were lined along the wall next to the weapons.   Two guardsmen wearing palace insignia’s sat at the table; two more stood on either side of the single door that led into the dungeon chamber.  None seemed surprised to see them.
 
                 A woman in a black cloak sat on a stool in the corner of the room with closed eyes.  She appeared to be sleeping.  Enaya knew at once that she was a trival, though the extent of the woman’s ability was unclear.  Enaya could only guess, but she assumed that for a trival to be standing guard there had to be a trival in the dungeon.  Did they know about Sim and Quinn Gracin, she wondered?  
 
                 “The Governor has given Lady Relador leave to visit with her guardian,” Nehrea announced as she approached the guard table. 
 
                 “Sign here, Nehrea,” one of the men said, proffering a quill and pointing at a piece of parchment.  
 
                 Nehrea signed the form, and the two guards by the dungeon’s entrance opened the door.  One of the guards led the way into the softly lit hallway lined on either side with doors made of iron bars.  The entrance door was shut and locked.  Enaya had hoped they would be allowed to enter without an escort.  Having an armed guard chaperoning her visit would undoubtedly complicate the escape.  
 
                 As they walked down the passage, Enaya did her best to discreetly peer into every last cell they passed.  She didn’t want to create any reason for their escort to become suspicious, but she was fortunate; the guardsman didn’t seem to sense the possibility of danger as he walked almost casually out front, indifferent to the situation.
 
                 Nearly halfway down, Enaya spotted Sim, Farrus and Quinn Gracin in a cell on the right.  All three men looked up as she passed, and their eyes nearly popped out of their heads.  They jumped to their feet, but Enaya hushed them with a quick finger over her lips.  
 
                 The guard wasn’t paying attention.  She closed her eyes and whispered the words her mother had taught her softly.  A truly powerful trival could wield their power without tricks or incantations, but for everyone else, an invocation was necessary.  Enaya used a phrase from the old tongue, words handed down through countless generations of her ancestors.  
 
                 “Outh atherra imar.”  
 
                 “Life, virtue, love.”
 
                 The gentle metallic click she heard in passing was all the indication she needed to know that she had unlocked their cell.  
 
                 The guard led them to the very end of the hall, where the passage fed into a wide room.  Standing torches gave Enaya just enough light to see Givara, head down and seated on the floor, chained to the wall at her hands and feet.  Her guardian was in horrible shape.  Her left eye was swollen shut, puffed out grossly and purple.  A gash, caked with dried blood, split the left side of her lip giving her mouth the impression of a perpetual snarl.  
 
                 When she raised her head, Enaya could also see a cut on the right side of her forehead, bruised severely and still dripping blood.  With her percipience, she could instantly tell that Givara had suffered a serious head injury that required immediate healing.  Her heart ached for the pain she knew her friend was enduring.
 
                 “May I have a moment alone with my servant?” Enaya basically commanded the guardsman. 
 
                 “I'm afraid I’m not allowed to leave you alone, my Lady,” he answered sternly.  
 
                 Enaya looked beyond him and saw Farrus creeping silently down the corridor toward them.  She would need to keep his attention occupied to aid Farrus.
 
                 “Why?  What do you possibly think could happen?” she asked in a huff.
 
                 “I have my orders, Lady Relador,” he answered stubbornly.
 
                 “The Governor was quite clear with me about this,” she continued.  “He said I would be allowed a few minutes alone with my woman.  Do I have to inform him that his demands were not met?”
 
                 The guardsman was completely unfazed.  He looked at Nehrea with rolling eyes and shook his head.  “You are welcome to voice your complaints to the Governor, but…”
 
                 Farrus grabbed him from behind in a firm choke, riding the man’s back as he drove him to the ground.  With his air cut off, the guardsman couldn’t make a call for help.  He wrestled and thrashed about, trying desperately to throw off his attacker, but Farrus was too strong and too skilled.  It took nearly a minute, but the guardsman finally stopped resisting and went limp on the floor.  Farrus held him there for a few moments longer, just to be certain the man was dead, before releasing his hold and standing over his fallen foe.  Though Enaya was grateful to see the old soldier, the cold passionless look in his steely gray eyes gave her chills.  It occurred to her, in that moment, how little she actually knew about the man.  To take a life in a sword duel or with a bow and arrow was a violent act, but choking a man to death with your bare hands took killing a step further.  How accustomed was he to serving out death?
 
                 She turned to Givara and with a muttered incantation, opened the locks of the chains that bound her to the wall.  As Givara began to remove the shackles, Enaya fell to the floor and placed her hands over the wounds on her head.  She threw her power for healing into her guardian, gasping at the severity of her head injury.  Givara’s brain was badly swollen to the point that Enaya wasn’t even certain how the woman was conscious.  It took a few moments, but she was able to effectively heal her friend.  Givara would require rest, but for the time being, that would have to wait.
 
                 Sim and Quinn Gracin must have approached while she was working on Givara because when she turned from her task, they were standing over her, each man looking at the former queen with equally grave concern.
 
                 “Is she alright?” Sim asked.
 
                 “For now.  She will need to rest at some point, but there’s no time for that.”  Enaya stood and looked into the eyes of each of her companions.  She could see that each of the three men had sustained injuries though none were severe enough to worry over.  “How did they get you?” she directed her question at Farrus.
 
                 The grisled former guardsman had eyes only for Givara.  He looked upon her with palpable tenderness.  Without looking away from her, he answered, “They sent some men and a trival for us.  Trapped us in the stable back at the inn.  Nearly tore the thing down on our heads to take us in.”
 
                 “Who's this?” Sim asked, pointing in the direction of Nehrea.  
 
                 “This is Nehrea,” Enaya told the group.  Was Sim appraising her?  There was nothing subtle about the way he was leering at the scantily clad woman.  “She helped me get into the dungeon.”  
 
                 She burned a mean glare at Sim who didn’t seem to notice.  His eyes continued to drink in the seductive form of Nehrea who became aware of his attention and smiled demurely.  Enaya placed her fists on her hips and tapped her foot impatiently until he looked at her.
 
                 “Are you finished leering?” she upbraided him.
 
                 “How are we getting out of here?” he asked without even a hint of modesty.
 
                 “I don’t know,” she answered looking around for help.  “They locked the door behind us when we came in.”
 
                 “How many guards are there?” Farrus asked.  He knelt down and took the dead guardsman’s sword.
 
                 “There are three more guards and a trival out there.  And that’s just on the other side of the door.  We still have to get up to ground level and get out of the palace,” Enaya told him.
 
                 Farrus thought for a moment.  “Did you see our weapons or boots anywhere?”
 
                 She nodded, “Out there with the guards.”
 
                 “Alright.  I think we’ve only got one chance.”  Farrus grimaced at the dead guardsman at his feet.  “They’ll be expecting to see him.  Obviously that’s not going to happen, so there isn’t much hope of them opening the door for us.”  He pointed at Quinn.  “Time to see what you can do.”
 
                 Quinn had been quietly watching Givara, but stood up straighter when Farrus called him out.  “What do you need of me?”
 
                 “Can you blow in that wall like they did to us back at the stable?”
 
                 Quinn nodded confidently.
 
                 “Good.  Quinn brings that wall down on them.  Then we’ll rush the room.  If any of them are still conscious I’ll take care of them.  We get our weapons and boots and make for the front door.”
 
                 “Actually, I think there’s a way out from the guard’s room,” Nehrea said.  They all looked at her.  “I’ve never used it, but I’m pretty sure there’s a door to the outside of the palace down a corridor through that room.”
 
                 “Once Quinn blows in that wall, we won’t have a whole lot of time,” Farrus cautioned her.  “Are you sure there’s a way out?”
 
                 She shook her head and looked down sadly.  “I’ve only heard.  I’ve never actually seen it.  The Governor has a network of spies that are said to use the door.”
 
                 “Let’s try it Farrus,” Sim said.  He smirked and added with a forced air of bravado, as though his words were meant to impress the young woman.  “If there isn’t a door there, I’ll make one.”
 
                 Enaya didn’t like the sudden change in Sim’s demeanor.  It was almost as if the fool man were looking for excuses to brag.  Worse still, Nehrea seemed to be enjoying it. Her sleepy, seductive eyes watched him closely.  If they managed to make it out of the palace in one piece, Enaya knew that she would have to keep a close eye on them.  
 
                 “Our options are very few.  If we blast out the door, the whole palace will know something has happened.  Cantor will send every last palace guard down here.  He won’t risk anything ruining the political play he’s trying to make.  Can’t we just unlock the door quietly and take the room?”  She hoped they could find a sensible solution, but time was running out.
 
                 Farrus shook his head.  “They’ll be waiting by the door.  Once they suspect something is wrong, our opportunity will be lost.  Their trival can take on Quinn, and I’d have to take on three prepared men with weapons by myself.”
 
                 “Sim can use his power to help,” Enaya pointed out.
 
                 “No, he needs his gem,” Farrus told her.
 
                 “I can take them without a sword,” Sim boasted, punching a fist into his open hand.
 
                 “Maybe.  But I’m not putting your life at risk that way.  You’re too important,” Farrus cautioned.
 
                 “Where’s his gem?” Enaya asked, noticing for the first time that he wasn’t wearing the necklace.
 
                 “I stuffed it into my boot before they took us,” Sim told her.  “I can only hope that they didn’t find it.”
 
                 There was nothing about their apparent plan that Enaya liked.  Their chances of escaping the palace were low, but even if they managed, escaping the city would be nearly impossible.  All of their eyes looked to her for guidance.  She needed to be confident, even if she had no assurances to give.  Leadership was her mantle.  It was time to act.  
 
                 “Lead the way Quinn Gracin,” she commanded.
 
                 Quinn nodded proudly and led the group down the hall.  Farrus walked a step behind Quinn with Sim and Enaya in the middle and Givara and Nehrea in back.  Enaya could feel her hands shaking and gripped them into fists.  She hated the unknown.  This was a situation that she couldn’t control or manipulate.  A quick glance at the look of determination in Sim’s green eyes gave her a fleeting feeling of reassurance.  If nothing else, she thought, at least I’m not trapped in that bedroom.
 
                 A guard stood behind the locked door at the end of the passage, watching for their approach.  Before he could react and call out an alarm, Quinn called on his power.  With a sound like a firing cannon, the iron door blasted inward throwing the guard back beneath its weight.  Huge chunks of granite around the door imploded, sending thick clouds of dust into the room and hallway.
 
                 Farrus didn’t waste any time.  He charged into the dust cloud, sword drawn, disappearing from view as he engaged the guards in the room.  Quinn ran in behind him, and all Enaya could hear was the sound of clanging swords and the strangled grunts of men fighting for their lives.  
 
                 Sim ran in next, and she hurried after him.  As she entered the room, with the dust only just beginning to settle, she saw Farrus kneeling on the floor next to two bodies, grimacing and holding his side.  It was difficult to be certain, but it looked as though he’d taken a strike in his lower abdomen.  Quinn faced the black cloaked trival, who stood with a feverish look of excitement and terror, in front of the hallway Nehrea had mentioned.  
 
                 Before Enaya could react she was thrown roughly back against the wall, nearly blacking out from the impact.  She looked around slowly and saw Quinn beside her, trying to get to his feet.  Sim had been fishing around with the boots before, but now he stood between her and the trival.  She could see the terrallium chain dangling from his right hand.  He had his gem.
 
                 A wave of wind pushed her and Quinn back against the wall, but Sim stood his ground.  With his teeth gritted and an angry grunt, he threw his hands out.  The wind relented, and the trival cried out as she was thrown backward down the corridor.  
 
                 Enaya took the opportunity to rush to Farrus’ aid.  The old soldier was laying down on his side, clutching at a blood soaked wound with his eyes tightly shut in a painful grimace.  She pried his hands away, though he resisted mightily, and threw her power into his wound.  The gash had cut directly into his kidney, and it was bleeding profusely.  If she had waited any longer, Farrus would likely have died.  
 
                 A blast of flames poured out of the hallway, nearly singing the hairs on Enaya’s head.  Sim met the fire with a wall of water that erupted in front of him, extinguishing the blaze in a hiss of steam.  Then he forced the water like a torrential wave down the corridor toward the trival.  She didn’t react quickly enough and was taken with the current deep into the annals of the passage.  Sim looked quickly at Enaya to gain a measure of reassurance that she had the situation with Farrus under control, then headed off down the hallway after the trival.
 
                 “Will he live?” Givara asked, leaning over her shoulder to gauge the seriousness of the injury.
 
                 Enaya ignored the question as she worked to repair the damaged kidney and close his wound.  Farrus made several cries of pain and protest, his body convulsing violently as she slowly sealed the cut in his kidney.  Givara fell to her feet and took his hands in hers.  It seemed to ease his reaction, and for the rest of the healing, he bore his pain with more restraint.  
 
                 When she finished, Enaya looked up into Givara’s eyes and nodded to let her friend know that the task was finished.  Farrus would be weak for a time, but he would live.  Unfortunately, his need for rest would complicate their escape, slowing them down.  
 
                 Sim came back down the hall with a grim look on his face.  Enaya had seen a similar expression from him before - the day he had first killed a man.  She knew at once that the trival was dead.
 
                 “There’s a door at the end.  I think it will lead us outside,” he announced to the room.  
 
                 The sound of guards coming down the stairs began to fill the air.  By the sheer volume of the echoing voices and clattering chain mail, it was possible the entire palace guard was set upon them.  
 
                 “Help him up,” Enaya implored Sim and Givara. 
 
                 Farrus groaned with the effort of standing, but bore his pain with a soldier’s resolve.  Enaya pointed to the route of their escape.  
 
                 “Hurry!” she cried. 
 
                 Everyone moved for the corridor except Quinn.  He faced the stairwell and raised his hands up then clapped them together.  The walls surrounding the end of the stairwell tore apart, falling together in large boulders to form a blockade at the entrance to the guard's room.  If the palace guards planned to engage them now, they would need to find another way around.  Quinn had bought them some time, but they still had to flee through the city.
 
                 With Quinn behind her, Enaya raced down the corridor after the rest of the party.  The passage was thin and dimly lit with non-symmetrical walls and jagged edges, leaving the impression that it was cut by some escaping prisoner.  It turned twice before leading to a solid iron door, thick, sturdy and without windows.  Just as she caught up to the group, Sim blasted the door out, sending it flying into a grass courtyard that Enaya recognized from the window of her quarters in the palace.  They were on the back end of the building.  
 
                 At the opposite end of the courtyard was a ten foot granite wall that enclosed the garden from the city beyond.  Once they made it past that wall, they could get lost among the alleys and side streets of Nal’Dahara.  It was fleeting, but Enaya was beginning to feel a thin ray of hope.
 
                 
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Governor Cantor stood frozen in the doorway of his bedroom, with the look of a panicked, unstable man.  The blast that had shaken the palace floors only a moment before had stopped him in his tracks.  He stared ahead uncomfortably, seemingly at a loss for how to respond to the incident.  Prianhe impatiently watched him call out the door to some unseen guards before he made an effort to compose himself and answer his summons.
 
                 “My Lord, Prianhe,” he said, trying to force confidence into his shaky voice, “how may I assist you?”
 
                 “What was that sound?  Is the palace under attack?” Prianhe asked, watching the man’s eyes.  He had met Cantor several times and found the man to be a loathsome weasel -- a sniveling, pretentious bootlicker.  
 
                 “Nothing to worry about, my Lord, I assure you,” he attempted to say calmly.  His voice was trembling, and sweat was beading on his forehead.  
 
                 “I want an explanation, Governor,” Prianhe demanded.  He didn’t like stepping into situations with unknown variables.  
 
                 “I have a few prisoners who I believe may be attempting an escape, but I must assure you, we have the situation under control.”  
 
                 “Are they firing cannons down there?” Prianhe asked.
 
                 “No, no, my Lord,” Cantor replied nervously.  “One is a recently captured trival.  But we have our own trivals on hand to deal with the situation.  I’m certain the prisoner has already been taken into custody.”
 
                 “Trival’s are the domain of the Imperial Army.  Has the local contingent been notified?”  Something about the man smelled wrong.  Not quite a lie, but an omission perhaps?
 
                 “We’ve only just captured him this morning.  We haven’t yet had an opportunity to call on Commander Corsia.”
 
                 Prianhe eyed the Governor coldly.  There was nothing redeeming about the man.  He had wild political ambitions, and that made him dangerous.  Men like Errick Cantor would always tell you what you wanted to hear, especially when the truth was condemning.  Prianhe didn’t get involved in politics.  His job was to obey the will of his master.  But he could tell when a man was hiding something. 
 
                 “Did you receive the communication that was sent from Carleton?” he asked.
 
                 “I’ve heard nothing my Lord.  Our Great King contacted me only last night and gave strict orders to assist you in any way that I am able.”  Cantor puffed out his chest at the mention of Desirmor’s command.
 
                 “I’m hunting four criminals that escaped from Carleton on a stolen trevloc and were said to have landed in Perth.  My sources believe they landed near Wyndham, possibly a few days ago, and have continued on foot.  I have reliable information that they are heading to your city, so I will need all of your men on high alert.”
 
                 “Of course, my Lord,” Cantor inclined his head.
 
                 Another tremor shook their feet.  Cantor’s face visibly paled and he looked back at the door frantically.  
 
                 “Are you certain you have the situation under control?” Prianhe asked with annoyance.  He stepped back over to the window and looked out at the courtyard below.  
 
                 “You’ve nothing to fear, my Lord.  My men will handle it.”
 
                 Prianhe continued to watch the courtyard below, enjoying the lush green grass and swaying willow trees that gave a pleasant departure from the bleak grayness that met his eyes everywhere else he looked.  “As I said, there are at least four fugitives, two men and two women.  One man is older with the unmistakable look of a veteran soldier.  He has a scar that splits his face from mouth to ear.  The other man is young and tall.  He is a trival, possibly very strong as well.  Of the women, one carries a strange sword, thin and curved, and she dresses like a man, in trousers and short hair.  The other is a noblewoman.  We believe her name is Relador, though her first name escapes me.  Whether she is aiding the trival or being held against her will is unclear.  Her motives have yet to be determined, but we must tread cautiously as her grandfather is a former member of the Council of Nine.  If she is found to be in league with the trival, justice will be swift and severe.  However, their capture is our King's utmost priority.  The two men must be taken alive.  Am I clear on that?”
 
                 He turned and looked at Cantor.  The Governor looked completely stricken.  His face was pale and damp, and he seemed on the cusp of sicking up.  Baneur, who had remained silent standing a few steps to the side of the Governor, looked equally pallid and sick.  
 
                 “What is it?” Prianhe questioned the men.  “What’s gotten into you two?”
 
                 Cantor stuttered audibly several times as he struggled to answer the question.  
 
                 “Lady Relador is here in the palace,” Baneur blurted out, drawing a grateful acknowledgment from Cantor.
 
                 Prianhe felt his pulse race.  A momentary surge of joy and elation nearly caused him to break his coolly superior façade.  Then a thought occurred to him suddenly.  Those explosions that shook the floor.  Cantor had said it was a trival attempting escape.  The sickly look on Cantor’s face, like a man caught cheating on his spouse, put everything inextricably into perspective. 
 
                 Another loud crack sounded off in the courtyard below.   
 
                 Prianhe turned again to the courtyard as if an unknown force were pulling him on a rope.  His eyes fell down to the group of people that emerged suddenly from somewhere below.  There was a bent iron door and several pieces of rubble lying in the grass beside them.  They huddled briefly, all eyes on the beautiful blonde who seemed to be giving the orders.  An elderly man, scarred with gruesome burns that covered the left side of his head and neck, stepped up to the wall that stood as a barrier between the palace and the surrounding city.  He raised his hand, burned horribly like his head, and a section of the wall blew apart, spraying chunks of stone into the air that landed safely to the side as though guided by an unseen force.  Just as the group turned to go, the blonde leader looked up at his window as if she knew she were being watched and gasped as their eyes met.  Then she turned at a sprint and ran after her friends, disappearing into the city streets beyond the palace walls.
 
                 Prianhe turned to the Governor and the Turk, his eyes alight with rage.  If there had been any time, he would have beaten each man senseless as punishment for their combined stupidity.  But every second counted, and Desirmor’s hound had caught his quarry's scent.
 
                 “Lock down the city.  No-one leaves or enters.  Do you understand?!” he shouted at Cantor.  The Governor weakly nodded, visibly flinching as though he expected to be struck.  “Get every trival in the city.  Get every soldier you have, imperial or local.  Find them.  If they get away, I’ll see to it that Desirmor gives the order for your death, and I will personally carry out the execution.”  He turned to Baneur, “You come with me.”
 
                 Prianhe took off at a trot with the Turk on his heels.  It was time to be smart.  Farrushaw would obviously try to get out of the city, but would he waste his time on the gates, or would he search for other means.  He had no idea where to start looking, but he meant to find them.  Find them and feast on their hearts.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter twenty One:  The Price of Escape
 
    
 
    
 
                 Nehrea Alla’Dushura was only seven years old when her father was taken away.  Until that day, they had lived comfortably in a nice area in the northwest realm of Nal’Dahara.  Her father had been a blacksmith, specializing in small things.  Pots and pans, utensils and buckles, pins and locks were just a few of the many items he made every day at his customer’s bequest.  
 
                 Rarely did he make weapons.  Her father was a devout man of God, adhering faithfully to the principals of creation.  Violence, he had often told her, was never in the Creator’s intent.  Weapons were engines for violence, and only increased the divide between light and dark.  He had raised her to be passive, fair, and democratic.  Anything could be resolved through bipartisan negotiation and debate.  
 
                 A wealthy merchant, a man of enormous power and a close friend of the Governor at the time, came to have a chalice crafted.  The cup was meant as a dedication for the promotion of a high ranking member of the merchant's guild, and the man had entrusted Nehrea’s father to bring his vision to life.
 
                 When her father finished the chalice and presented his work to the merchant, the man became enraged.  The cup, it seemed, was missing one of the jewels her father had been given to set into the golden molding.  The merchant accused him of theft, despite her father’s pleas that it was a simple oversight.  The Governor passed swift judgment.  Nehrea’s father was to be made a slave to the merchant as punishment for the missing gem.
 
                 The fallout of this event led to Nehrea’s life of poverty.  Within a year, her mother, unable to meet the monetary demands of keeping a home in the city was forced to move to a smaller place on the outskirts of town.  Soon after that, they moved into the Cortella, where they occupied a tiny one room hut, with no beds and only a single wooden chair.  Each night Nehrea and her mother nestled together on a blanket, laid out on the hard dirt floor, using each other for warmth.  
 
                 She only saw her father one time after his enslavement.  He was a thin, frail man, carrying burdens at the docks.  Nehrea was there with her mother begging the incoming passengers of traeggers and the workers of merchant vessels for charity.  Despite knowing he would be beaten soundly for laying down his burdens, when her father saw them, he took them up in a deep embrace, his eyes dripping with tears.  “Keep faith,” he had told her, as his slave masters dragged him away, lashing him severely with a long bull whip.  Often when she woke at night, his cries of pain echoed hauntingly in her ears.
 
                 On the day of her sixteenth birthday, members of the local guard came sweeping through the Cortella looking for pretty girls to come serve at the palace.  She had heard of other girls who had been taken away, and in truth, the prospect of sleeping in the relative warmth of the palace rather than the cold hard ground of her hut was enticing.  It was her own mother who brought one of the recruiters to see her.  To her mother, it was the best she could do for her daughter.  Nehrea understood.  Even after the Governor had raped her that first night, delighting in her pleas and protests, she still didn’t blame her mother.  How could she have known that Governor Cantor was a monster?
 
                 The truth was that Nehrea only had herself to blame.  Everything that had gone wrong in her life was all her own fault.  It had been no mistake that the chalice had been missing a gem.  Nehrea had taken it. 
 
                 She had been down in the shop that day, watching her father work.  The rain had been falling heavily, and with no choice but to stay indoors, Nehrea had decided to stay close to her father.  A customer had come to the front counter and her father had left her alone in his work shop.  The gem stones had been sitting there in a dish, dazzling and beautiful.  She had never seen such wondrous things before.  An emerald, brilliant and green, no larger than a kernel of corn called to her.  Green had always been her favorite color.  It was only one stone.  Surely no-one would notice.  She had been too young to understand the consequences of such innocent intentions.
 
                 Every time the Governor called her to his bed, forced himself upon her, beat and abused her until she screamed and cried, Nehrea thought of that tiny piece of emerald.  That was how she survived.  The gem was a reminder of her need for penance, a symbol of the unending punishment she felt she deserved for inadvertently destroying her family and losing everything that could have been -- a loving doting father, a comfortable home, a chance at a normal life.  
 
                 For over five years she endured the Governor’s abuses, and now she was running through the alleys of her city, uncertain and afraid, but feeling for the first time in her life like a woman with choices.  She felt free.
 
                 It had been barely a half hour since the hideous man with the burns had torn a hole in the courtyard wall.  They had run desperately through alleys and side streets, though Nehrea was certain that no-one knew where they were going.  She had simply followed.  She followed the handsome stranger with the brilliant green eyes, whose lingering gazes brought weakness to her knees.  And all along, she clutched a tiny leather pouch tightly in her hand because the gem inside was a constant reminder of how one selfish choice could bring a lifetime of regret.
 
                 “Hold on,” Sim told her, stopping in a thin alley with plenty of crates and barrels to get lost behind.
 
                 They waited for everyone to catch up.  The Lady Relador was the last join them, bending over at the waist in an effort to regain her breath.  It was several moments, with everyone laboring and winded, before Sim addressed the group.
 
                 “Where are we going?  Does anyone have a plan?” he asked.
 
                 “We have to get out of the city,” Quinn panted.
 
                 “There’s more,” Enaya announced gravely.  “I saw Navan Prianhe.  He was in the castle.  He saw us in the courtyard from a window above.”
 
                 “You’re certain it was him?” Farrus asked.  He had taken a knee, worn down by the flight from the castle.
 
                 “There was no mistaking him, Farrus.  We need to get out of this city and…”  Enaya’s throat seemed to close up.  She looked on the verge of tears.
 
                 “What is it, Enaya?” Sim asked with concern.  Nehrea was endeared to the tender way his eyes could look.  She wasn’t used to being around men who could exhibit such obvious regard.
 
                 “My family, Sim.”  The tears found their way down Enaya’s flushed cheeks.  “Now that I’ve been discovered, they are all almost certainly going to be punished.  Killed even.  My mother, Sim.  My grandfather.  I have to warn them.”
 
                 Sim stepped forward and took her into a tender embrace.  She melted into his chest, weeping heavily within his strong arms.  Nehrea watched with a mixture of pity and envy.  She wondered if there was a feeling of security to be found wrapped in all those muscles.
 
                 “We’ll figure something out, Enaya,” he reassured her, gently stroking the long golden tresses that fell wildly about her shoulders.
 
                 “Prianhe won’t make it easy,” Farrus started.  He spoke with the passive assurance of a military man -- gruff, monotone, and inconsequential.  “He’ll seal the gates.  No-one in and no-one out.  There’s already a sizeable Imperial presence in the area due to the crime coming out of the Cortella, so count on every last soldier having a detailed description of each of us.  They’ll have just about every trival they’ve got near the walls, ready.  They’ll shut down the port.  They’ll start searching buildings, offer rewards for our capture.  We haven’t got much of a chance without a traveler on our side.”
 
                 “We have to assume that the gates are already closed,” Givara said sternly.  Nehrea didn’t know yet what to make of the Lady Relador’s strange female guardian.  Disheveled as she looked after being chained in the palace dungeon, the woman still carried herself with the cool dignified grace of a monarch.  
 
                 “So where are we going to go?” Sim asked again.  He released Enaya who had calmed down enough to wipe the tears from her face and attempt to stand up straight.
 
                 “I have an idea,” Quinn Gracin put in timidly.  All eyes fell on the scarred old man, who looked nervous and unworthy of speaking.  “I know a man who might help us.  He’s a traveler, unregistered, but he’s a bit of a rogue.”
 
                 “A traveler is exactly what we need right now, Master Gracin,” Enaya said hopefully.  “Are you certain we can count on him to help us?”
 
                 “Actually, I’m very doubtful,” he answered with a shake of his hairless head.  “His name is Beck.  He’s a criminal.  He uses his power for thievery amongst other things.  It’s only by chance that I know where to find him.  You see he tried to rob me once and…”
 
                 “Spare us the story, Master Gracin.  We haven’t the time,” Enaya cut him off.  “Is there any way to make him help us?”
 
                 Quinn scratched the scar where his left ear had been, thoughtfully.  “I’ll be honest, my Lady.  I don’t know.  Beck is a bad man.  The price would be high, and he’d be just as likely to agree and bring us to the palace dungeon as he would to actually take us somewhere we’d want to go.”
 
                 Enaya looked around.  With a sad shake of her head she spoke to the group.  “I don’t see another choice.  Do you?”
 
                 Nehrea looked around at the silent stares of the group as no-one placed an objection.  Nehrea considered speaking up.  She had heard of Beck.  He was the most wanted criminal in all of Nal’Dahara.  Thievery wasn’t his only vice.  He also had a taste for women.  She knew of several unexplained deaths that had been laid at his feet.  The prospect of throwing their hopes in with such a deplorable miscreant gave her chills.  But she knew, just as the others did, that any hope of escaping the city by other means was hopeless.
 
                 “Lead the way, Master Gracin,” Enaya ordered him.
 
                 He nodded his head and led the group down the rest of the alley.  They were in the western part of the city, an area of shops and guilds that catered to the middle class.  Nehrea knew that if they continued moving west, they would come to the warehouses and mills that drove the cities working class.
 
                 They moved slowly.  Quinn led them through alleyways mainly, only using main streets sparingly, and only as a means to get to another cross section.  There were several instances where they saw uniformed men, but quickly ducked for cover behind anything they could find.  It went on like that for an hour, gradually working their way south.  
 
                 Soon the buildings they moved between became increasingly decrepit.  Quinn did his best to lead them away from people, but in the southern sections of Nal’Dahara, the street traffic, even on the cross streets, increased.  The alleys became harder to move within.  They were littered with debris and garbage.  Homeless vagrants were also a common sight, often getting stepped upon as the party progressed to their destination.  
 
                 Nehrea noticed Enaya covering her nose to diminish the hot smell of refuse that hung like a fog in this lower end of the city.  Though it offended her own senses, Nehrea had grown up in far worse conditions.  She imagined that a lady of Enaya’s station in life had probably never walked around in such moldering areas of a city.  It gave her a small measure of pride that she could bear a hardship better than the privileged blonde noble.  Perhaps it was the way Enaya looked at Sim, or her life of wealth and nobility that stoked Nehrea’s feelings of rivalry.  However, she would have to put her feelings about the woman aside if she hoped to live through this escape.
 
                 As they came to the end of an alley that led to a street filled with some tough looking taverns and a few obvious bordellos, Quinn halted the party and motioned for them to keep silent.  A group of six soldiers dressed in proper imperial uniforms, unadorned to mark them as low level infantry, stood huddled in the center of the street.  They were almost certainly part of the search, yet they were hanging about cavalierly, talking and jesting as though they had nothing to do.  
 
                 “What do you think Farrus?” Quinn asked the stoic old soldier who had crept up to the head of the alley to take a peek.
 
                 “Which way are we going?” he asked, quietly.  Quinn pointed to the left.  “How much farther?”
 
                 “Another ten streets down.  There’s an abandoned butcher’s shop.  We have to enter through the back,” Quinn told him.
 
                 Farrus grunted under his breath and continued watching the soldiers.  “Enaya, I want you, Nehrea and Givara to go first.”
 
                 “What?  Why?” Enaya asked perplexed.
 
                 “They may not be paying attention.  It’s possible they’ll only notice us if we move in a group of six.  If you girls go first and they don’t move on you, we’ll follow.  If they do…”  Farrus shrugged.  “If they do, then Sim and I will come up behind them and take them out.”
 
                 “That doesn’t sound very well thought out,” Enaya said, unsurely.
 
                 “Really?”  Farrus broke with his normal monotone and inflected some sarcasm into his voice.  “What, with all the time I’ve had to sit around and plan things out?”
 
                 “Well, you don’t have to get snippy,” Enaya said with a huff.
 
                 “Every second we waste, makes getting out of this city that much harder.  Unless you’ve got a better idea, I suggest you do as you're told and get out there.”
 
                 Enaya pursed her lips but said nothing further.  Givara grinned widely at Farrus, her green eyes beaming.  Nehrea didn’t understand.  Did the guardian delight in her master's grief?
 
                 “Let’s go,” Enaya said, then stepped out into the street.
 
                 Nehrea and Givara followed close behind.  They made an effort to ignore the soldiers in the street, turning left and walking at a brisk pace.  Once they had made it several steps down the street, thinking for a fleeting moment that they were in the clear, a soldier called out after them.
 
                 “Hold on there, pretty ladies, what’s the hurry?”
 
                 Nehrea would have stopped, but Enaya didn’t even break stride.  She continued ahead as though she hadn’t heard the man.  
 
                 The soldier was undaunted.  Followed by the rest of his group, he trotted up alongside them, easily keeping pace and gazing at them with the leering smile of a classless fool.
 
                 “Come now, what’s the rush?” he prodded.  “Why don’t you ladies join me and my friends for a drink?”
 
                 “No, thank you,” Enaya answered with thick tones of annoyance as she continued walking.
 
                 The persistent soldier wasn’t taking no for an answer.  He and the rest of the group fanned out in a ring around them and forced them to stop.  Enaya put her hands on her hips and glared at the leader, a young man with a cocky grin.
 
                 “We aren’t interested.  What part of that are you having trouble with?” Enaya admonished the man.
 
                 He continued to smile like a fool, clearly trying his best to impress his friends, and reached to his belt for his coin purse.
 
                 “Come on now, pretty lady,” he said, jangling his coins.  “We’ve got money.”
 
                 Enaya’s blue eyes nearly popped from her head, and after a stunned moment of disbelief, she leveled a hard slap across the young man’s face.  
 
                 “How dare you!” she shouted at the young man, who rubbed his red cheek with an injured expression.   The other men in the group broke out in laughter, some doubling over in hysterics.  Enaya glared around at them incredulously.  “Is this how the Imperial army trains its men to treat women?”
 
                 “Just the whores,” the man who had been slapped answered sharply.  He looked around at his comrades and snickered.  
 
                 One of the men reached out suddenly and pinched Enaya on her backside, causing her to jump nearly two feet in the air.  
 
                 Nehrea saw a flash of silver, then a long spray of dark, crimson blood as Givara severed the man’s hand with a move that happened faster than a blinking eye.  The injured man’s scream of pain cut the air, bringing all the laughter and jesting to a halt.  For an instant no-one moved.  Everyone was far too shocked.  Nehrea saw Enaya look at her guardian completely stunned.  Givara simply shrugged, then slid into a defensive posture, her eyes darting around to the five men who had come to their senses.  One by one they pulled out their swords, preparing to retaliate.
 
                 Nehrea looked down the street to the alley.  Sim and Farrus were approaching them at a sprint with their swords drawn.  Quinn Gracin kept pace only a few steps behind.  Each man had murder in his eyes.  
 
                 Nehrea and Enaya huddled close together as swords swirled and danced around them.  The Imperial soldiers were capable fighters, but they were no match for the combined skill of Sim, Farrus and Givara.  Nehrea couldn’t help but watch Sim with fascination.  He moved with an astounding combination of speed, grace, and strength.  Two men engaged him, but he deftly fought them off, using two swords as easily as if they were extensions of his own body.  Every movement he made was fluid and natural.  His eyes were set with a grim determination that made her swoon.  One man fell with a blade through his chest, gazing up at Sim in disbelief, as he slid to the ground, never to fight again.  With only one man to worry about, Sim aggressively attacked until the man could withstand the barrage no longer, failing to block a strike at his abdomen in time.  He dropped to his knees as Sim removed the sword from his stomach.
 
                 Five dead men lay on the ground at their feet.  The man with the severed hand had curled into the fetal position, clutching his bloody stump as he cursed and moaned.  Givara took a step toward him, then looked to Enaya.  Nehrea saw her nod reluctantly, closing her eyes and looking away in disgust.  With her liege’s consent, Givara drove her thin curved blade through the man’s chest, ending his pain with an act of gruesome mercy.  
 
                 A crowd had gathered around to watch the fighting.  People stood in doorways, paused on sidewalks, and watched from windows, silently observing the bloody battle.  Enaya looked around unsurely, but Nehrea gave her words of reassurance.
 
                 “Do not fear, my Lady,” she told her.  “Violence in these parts of the city is merely a part of the scenery.  People will watch but move on when the blood has finished spilling.  No-one wants to be around when the authorities arrive to ask questions.”
 
                 As though Nehrea’s words were a cue, the crowds slowly began to disperse.  Whispers filled the air as doors closed, and the onlookers went back about their business.  Soon, they were alone on the street.
 
                 “Did you have to take the man’s hand, Givara?” Enaya admonished the stoic guardswoman.
 
                 “He touched you,” Givara replied, stone faced.
 
                 “I was in control of the situation,” Enaya argued.  She pointed to the bodies on the ground.  “This isn’t helping.  It won’t be long before every last guard in the city is combing these streets looking for us.”
 
                 “I am bound, Lady Relador.  No-one may touch you in a threatening manner.  To have stood by idly would be a contradiction of my purpose.”
 
                 Enaya pursed her lips and huffed.  Nehrea wondered about the cryptic meaning of Givara’s words, but Enaya had moved on from her scoldings.
 
                 “Lead the way, Master Gracin,” she commanded the old man, “and hurry.”
 
                 Quinn had been staring at Givara with a faraway look, but snapped to attention at Enaya’s command.  He absently stepped over a dead body at his feet and led them down the street.  
 
                 After moving south for several blocks, Nehrea realized with the sudden familiarity of a long forgotten dream that they had entered an area of the city known as the Barrio.  The Barrio was the poorest section within the city walls of Nal’Dahara, only one step away from being as unsightly as the Cortella.  The buildings were ramshackle, the streets filthy, the air spiked with the lingering stench of urine and refuse.  People in the Barrio lived in one room tenements and struggled every day to earn enough to avoid relocating to the Cortella.
 
                 Nehrea had lived in the Barrio for a year, long ago, after her father was taken away.  It had been one of the scariest and most unpleasant times in her life.  Until now she had largely forgotten about it, but being back, walking along the grimy streets, seeing the decaying structures that housed desperate people trying to walk the line between honest work and crimes of need, the memories of that year in her life came flooding through her mind like a dam broken by a raging current.
 
                 Quinn turned down a street that Nehrea recognized at once.  She remained quiet, not wanting the others to sense her unrest, but passing the building she had briefly lived in made her repressed feelings of anxiety and guilt pulse.  Two little girls, no older than ten, sat on the steps of the building.  Their dresses were nothing more than tattered gray rags, and their eyes appeared sullen and bored.  Neither looked washed, nor fed.  They watched the passing party with the broken disinterest of children whose innocence had vanished with their first steps, claimed by a city, a life that offered them no hope of clemency.  They would live and die in those rags, Nehrea thought bitterly. 
 
                 “This is it,” Quinn announced.
 
                 They stood in front of an abandoned store that might have once held a butcher’s shop.  The windows were broken, the foundation rotted, and the roof looked ready to cave in.  
 
                 “Someone lives in there?” Sim asked, articulating Nehrea’s own skeptical feeling.
 
                 “Not very pretty from the outside,” Quinn admitted.
 
                 Sim stepped forward and peered through one of the broken windows.  “Doesn’t look much better inside.”
 
                 “Come on around the back,” Quinn said, leading them to an alley along the side of the building.
 
                 The alley was littered with trash and excrement.  Nehrea stepped cautiously along, doing her best to avoid placing her foot in something unseemly.
 
                 “This is his door,” Quinn said, standing in front of a door at the building's far corner.  He seemed to hesitate, unsurely.  “This man Beck is dangerous, my Lady.  Are you certain this is the course you wish to follow?”
 
                 Enaya looked like a woman without answers.  “Thanks to the episode back there on the street, I’m afraid we are out of choices.  Guards will be searching this area in force.  If we don’t get out now, we will almost certainly be caught.”
 
                 Quinn sighed with resignation.  “As you wish, my Lady.”
 
                 He knocked on the door loudly three times.  Then he counted to five and knocked once more.  After several moments a voice spoke from the other side.
 
                 “Who is it?”
 
                 “Gracin,” Quinn answered.
 
                 “Go away, Quaker.”
 
                 “I have a proposition for you,” Quinn said forcefully.
 
                 There was a silent pause, then the door creaked open.  Quinn looked around at everyone in the group then walked through the door.  Farrus and Givara went next, then Sim and Enaya.  Nehrea walked in last, practically stepping on Enaya’s heels.  She was nervous.  The rumors of this man Beck’s crimes were well known to her, but she wanted to be away from this city, from Governor Cantor, and for that she would do anything.
 
                 The space they entered looked nothing like the exterior of the building.  The floor was carpeted with a Hiterion rug, very rare and expensive.  All of the furniture was mahogany, and gold and jewels marked vases and wall hangings, and other adornments.  It was as if they had stepped into a room from the Governor's palace.  
 
                 Nehrea stared in wonder at all of the opulence until her eyes came to rest on a fat young man seated on a cushioned throne, sipping wine as he watched them enter.  His dark hair was long and smooth, his face cleanly shaven, but his dark brown eyes held malice.  He lounged back in his chair, unthreatened by his visitors, shirtless, and casually scratching at his round hairy belly.  He took a moment to study the faces of each of them, but when his eyes fell on her they lingered.  Nehrea suddenly felt like a side of beef, hanging in a butcher’s window.
 
                 “Why have you come here, Quaker?” he asked, unpleasantly, keeping his eyes trained steadily on Nehrea.
 
                 “You and I have worked together in the past, Beck.  I’ve come seeking your help,” Quinn said.
 
                 “I don’t help people, Quaker, you know that.  I only help myself.”  
 
                 “Please, Master Beck,” Enaya stepped forward and pleaded with him.  “Our situation is extreme.  We need to leave the city immediately.”
 
                 Beck’s eyes left Nehrea and looked darkly upon the blond noblewoman.  “If you need to leave, then go.  I can’t help you.”
 
                 “We were told you have a particular talent that could help us,” Enaya spoke with deference.  She clearly was treading cautiously with the man, trying to avoid saying anything that might offend him.  
 
                 Beck shot a murderous glare at Quinn and stood up.  “You told them about me!” he shouted, stepping forward.
 
                 Quinn swallowed hard as Beck planted himself squarely in his face.  “I had to.  We need a traveler to get out of the city.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Haven’t you heard?  They’ve shut down the city.  Every gate.  The port.  There’s no way out,” Quinn told him.
 
                 Beck stepped back and rubbed his smooth chin with a smile.  “Run afoul of the law, have you, Quaker,” he laughed richly.  “And now you need my help.”  He looked around at Sim, Farrus and Givara.  “Tell me what you’ve done.”
 
                 “That’s not necessary,” Enaya answered sharply.
 
                 “I’ll decide what’s necessary if you want my help,” he barked at her.  
 
                 Quinn looked uncomfortably at Enaya, unsure of whether to answer.  Enaya gave him a reluctant nod of approval.  He pointed at Sim, Farrus and Givara.
 
                 “These three escaped from the dungeon this morning.  They are accused of killing several members of the Governor’s guard during an altercation at a tavern the other night.  Cantor’s got every soldier in the city looking for them.”
 
                 Beck moved over to stand in front of Sim and looked him up and down.  “So you’re a killer then, are you?  Tell me what happened?”
 
                 Sim looked the fat, shirtless man square in the eye.  “We had a disagreement over a game of cards.”  
 
                 Beck held Sim’s challenging stare for a moment longer then laughed and walked back to his cushioned seat.  Once again his eyes sought out Nehrea, staring at her as he continued to speak.
 
                 “I’ll help you for a price,” he said, licking his lips.
 
                 “We have gold,” Enaya held up her coin purse and gave it a shake.
 
                 Beck ignored her.  His eyes drank in Nehrea who suddenly felt self-conscious in her flimsy satin shirt and tight-fitting satin pants.
 
                 “Your name is Nehrea, isn’t it?” he said to her.  How did he know her name?  “You don’t remember me, do you?”  She shook her head sheepishly.  The creepy way his eyes drifted around from her face to her breasts, then to her feet and back again to her eyes, made her skin crawl.  
 
                 Sim also seemed to notice.  His hand had found its way to his sword, fingering the hilt as he waited for Beck to cross the line.
 
                 “Have we met before?” she asked.
 
                 His mouth crested into a sinister smile.  “You used to live on this street, didn’t you?”
 
                 Nehrea looked around nervously.  For some reason, she didn’t want the others to know that she had spent some of her youth on this street.  
 
                 “What are you playing at, Beck?” Sim challenged the man.  His voice was harsh and lacking in patience.
 
                 Beck didn’t even bother to answer.  He didn’t even look at Sim.  “I grew up on this street, Nehrea.  I remember you.  It was only for a year that you lived next to me, but I remember you.  Just you and your mother.”  He stood up and his words became bitter.  “Thought you were better than the rest of us, didn’t you.  Thought you were too good to come and play.  You wouldn’t even talk to me.  Well look at you now.  One of Cantor’s whores.”  Sim’s sword came free, but Beck didn’t pay any attention to him.  “What’s it like to be his whore, Nehrea?  Do you enjoy it?”
 
                 “That’s enough!” Sim shouted angrily.  He pointed his sword at the fat man.  “Say another word about her, and I’ll cut out your stomach.”
 
                 Beck turned to Sim and spat, baring his teeth.  “I’ve no use for gold,” he said, waving his arms around at the luxury of his lair.  “I want the girl.  I’ve named my price.”
 
                 “You can’t have her,” Sim bellowed.
 
                 It happened so suddenly, no-one had time to react.  Beck was there one moment, then he disappeared.  Nehrea turned to look around the room and gasped.  Beck had reappeared behind Sim, grabbing him by the hair, pulling his head back and pressing a small dagger against his neck.  Sim made a move to break free, but Beck pushed the blade harder, drawing a thin trickle of blood that forced Sim to give up.  
 
                 Farrus and Givara each drew their swords, taking ready stances on both sides of Beck.
 
                 “I’ve named my price,” Beck hissed into Sim’s ear.  
 
                 “You can’t have her,” Sim answered stubbornly.
 
                 “You can’t possibly expect us to let you have her?” Enaya asked in a level tone.  She truly expected that she could diffuse the situation.  
 
                 Nehrea knew she couldn’t.  Beck’s eyes stayed on her.  They were wild and riddled with madness.  She had heard stories of his horrors.  Some said he abducted pretty young girls, right off of the streets as they walked, then raped and murdered them, leaving their dead bodies on the docks to be found and mourned later.  
 
                 “Enough of this Beck,” Quinn barked angrily.  “You can’t have the girl.”
 
                 Beck glared at him.  “I could kill you right now, Quaker.  I could end it.”
 
                 The room suddenly shook and the floor around Beck’s feet erupted as a great hand made of dirt and stone stretched up through the carpet and reached for the fat man’s leg.  Before the hand could take hold of his leg, Beck disappeared.  Nehrea barely had time to blink, when she felt his hot breath on her cheek, and his blade pressed against her neck.  
 
                 “You caught me once, Quaker.  I won’t make that mistake again” he snarled at Quinn.
 
                 Quinn sent another fist of earth through the floor to Beck’s foot, but the man dodged the attack again.  This time he traveled back to his chair, bringing Nehrea with him.  
 
                 She had never traveled before, and the suddenness of the experience brought on a forceful wave of nausea that caused his blade to cut into her throat as she reflexively dry heaved.
 
                 “Enough!” she cried out, fighting back the urge to vomit.  
 
                 There was only one way out of this situation.  She knew it.  Walking into Beck’s lair, she had told herself that she was willing to do anything to get out of the city and safely away from the Governor.  Nothing had changed that opinion.  Five years in the Governor’s care had frozen her inhibitions.  Her flesh had become a tool.  
 
                 “One hour.  One hour is all you will get.  Then you will take us away from this city, all of us, wherever the Lady tells you to take us.”  She knew they would object to the breadth of her sacrifice, but Beck was a madman, and playing these games with him would only increase their delay and ensure their eventual capture.
 
                 “No Nehrea,” Sim gasped.  He stared at her in disbelief.  “You can’t.”
 
                 “I won’t allow it,” Enaya demanded.
 
                 “I accept,” Beck grinned triumphantly.  He fixed Sim with a gluttonous look.  “Don’t worry, I’ll keep her warm for you.”  
 
                 With that Beck winked and threw back his head, laughing uproariously.  Sim dropped his sword and charged, attempting to tackle them and drag Nehrea away, but stumbled awkwardly and pitched head first into Beck’s opulent throne as the pair vanished.  
 
                 Nehrea found herself in a bedroom, unable to decide if they were in another room of his lair or if he had taken her to another place altogether.  As she fought back the onslaught of nausea, the side effect of traveling, Beck pushed her roughly, and she fell onto a soft bed.  He stood there for a moment admiring her with hungry, sadistic eyes.
 
                 “I’ve dreamt about this for a long time, Nehrea,” he said darkly, beginning to remove his trousers.  “You have grown to become a beautiful woman, but I still see you as that piggish little girl who wouldn’t talk to anyone.  Did you come to enjoy the Governor’s touch, or was it always against your will?”
 
                 “Just do what you’ve brought me here for and be done with it,” she answered him vacantly.  
 
                 The one thing she had learned from her time in the Governor’s bed was how to detach herself emotionally.  Beck would have his way with her, but in her mind she would be somewhere else.  Somewhere peaceful.  Somewhere safe.  A place where the world couldn’t force her to make choices against her will.  A place where she would always feel free.  
 
                 When she was little, her father used to tell her a tale at bedtime of the Dahara, the legendary horses that once roamed the plains of Perth.  It was her favorite story.  She had grown up dreaming of riding on the backs of the giant horses, feeling the rush of air as they sped across the endless green pastures.  
 
                 This is where she went when the Governor put his hands on her.  This is where she went when Beck crawled on top of her.  Running with the Dahara.  Safe.  Free.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 The wave of nausea passed quickly this time.  Prianhe only needed a few deep breaths to make the feeling pass.  In those breaths though, he knew at once that his quarry was close.
 
                  He looked around.  Baneur had brought him to a street corner in a part of the city known as the Barrio.  They had told him it was one of the poorest sections, and judging by the dilapidated buildings and the thick scent of human excrement, Prianhe understood.
 
                 Baneur stood beside him, silently awaiting his next command.  The filthy little half-man had been quiet since they’d arrived in Nal’Dahara.  Prianhe would have liked to goad and toy with the Turk’s massive inferiority complex, but for now he needed his ability.  To catch Farrushaw, he would need every possible resource, even a disgusting, petulant Turk.
 
                 Soldiers swarmed the area, lining the sides of the streets, but making a wide swath around one particular spot.  Prianhe perceived a group of officers, marked by yellow bars on the left sleeve of their black uniform jackets, huddled together next to the open area.  He went to speak with them.
 
                 “Who’s in charge here?” he asked, examining the dead bodies lying on the street.  Each looked to have been killed in a sword duel.  One man had died still clutching the bloody stump where his hand had been removed.  
 
                 At the sight of the king’s monomach, each officer visibly stiffened, but one, an aging man with gray hair and hard eyes, spoke up.
 
                 “My Lord Prianhe,” he said, with a deep bow of his head.  Prianhe knew the man.  His name was Corsia.  He was regarded to be an excellent Commander.
 
                 “Commander Corsia, what can you tell me?” Prianhe asked.
 
                 “We haven’t been able to find any witnesses, well, any witnesses willing to talk, but we believe the fugitives are responsible,” Corsia spoke with confidence.  It was refreshing, since most who recognized Prianhe and understood his reputation, quivered in his presence.
 
                 “How long ago did this happen?”
 
                 “We believe it happened a few hours ago.”
 
                 “Have you increased security along the southern walls?”
 
                 “We have, my Lord.”  
 
                 “Why haven’t you found anyone willing to talk?  Someone must have seen which way they went.”  Prianhe could make out Farrushaw’s scent, but it was weakened by the forceful odor of excrement and garbage.  
 
                 “It is common in such destitute regions," Corsia informed him.  “Many of the locals are probably criminals themselves, leery of authority.  Violence is common place.  Most just look the other way when they see a crime.”
 
                 “Unacceptable, Commander,” Prianhe growled at the man.  To his credit, while the other officers shivered, Corsia remained composed, expressionless.  “Start pulling people out of the buildings and forcing information out of them.  I don’t care what it takes.  The capture of these fugitives is the top priority of your King.  He will not accept failure.”
 
                 Corsia grimaced, but nodded.  “It will be as you say.”  He turned to his underlings and barked. “You heard the First Defender!  Find me some witnesses!  Bring them to me at once!”
 
                 The other officers snapped to attention and darted off to delegate the command.  Prianhe watched them go, suppressing his impatience.  He looked around again at the surrounding scenery wondering what Farrushaw was up to.  His first guess, upon their escape from the Governor’s palace, was that they would either try the docks or find the fastest route to the outer wall and blow a hole through it.  Why were they wasting so much time making their way to the southern parts of the city?  He tried to guess at their intentions, but could hedge no conclusions.
 
                 “You know this city better than I, Commander.  Why are they down here?  Does it make any sense to you?”
 
                 Commander Corsia shook his head in ignorance.  “I’m afraid I’m as puzzled as you are, my Lord.  Starting from the palace, I would have anticipated a move on the docks or the eastern wall.  I’m told they have an unregistered trival with them.  It would seem an attack on our defenses at the eastern wall would have been their best chance of escape.”
 
                 “I agree, Commander.  Our fugitives are cunning.  One among them is an experienced soldier.  If they are moving south, there is a reason, something we are overlooking.”
 
                 “Perhaps they are simply trying to divert our attention.  Do you think it’s possible they engaged this duel simply to draw our eyes to the south, only to move again in a different direction?” Corsia asked.
 
                 Prianhe considered the possibility, but the faint scent of Farrushaw still lingering in the air, told him otherwise.  “It’s a possibility, of course, but I doubt it.  They are doing something that we haven’t thought of yet.”
 
                 “They probably know of some unregistered traveler,” Corsia said, with a light tone.
 
                 “What did you say?” Prianhe asked, intrigued.
 
                 “I didn’t mean to say that it was possible, my Lord.  It’s not as though unregistered trivals advertise themselves,” Corsia said, dismissively.  Then he paused and rubbed his chin.  “Although they say that Beck is a traveler.  Some think its how he’s avoided capture for so long.”
 
                 “Who is Beck?” Prianhe wondered, suddenly feeling as though the trail was getting hot.
 
                 “A criminal, my Lord.  A murderer, rapist and thief.  He has managed to avoid capture for so long that some have begun to question his very existence.  He’s become a myth, nearly.”
 
                 “All myths are grounded in some level of truth.”  Prianhe rubbed his hands together.  Farrushaw was already traveling around with at least two unregistered trivals.  Why not add another?  “What leads do you have on this man?  There must be something.”
 
                 “Not much, I’m afraid.  As I said, he is very elusive,” Corsia said, turning up his hands.
 
                 One of Corsia’s underlings approached, followed by two soldiers dragging a teenage boy by the ankles.  The boy screamed in protest as they pulled him along the rough dirt road.  Held back by several men, his mother screeched direly from the doorway of a building across the way.  
 
                 “Has he said anything?” Prianhe demanded as the soldiers deposited the frightened young man at his feet.
 
                 “He knows something, my Lord.  I am certain of it,” Corsia’s underling said, inflecting with confidence even as he shivered under Prianhe’s glare.
 
                 Prianhe looked down at the boy with contempt.  He was filthy and dripped with the same foul smell that hung in the air.
 
                 “What happened here?” Prianhe asked him.
 
                 The boy looked up into Priahne’s yellow eyes and shrieked.  Liquid pooled on the ground beneath him as he involuntarily relieved himself.  Instead of answering the question, he just shook his head repeatedly and shut his eyes tight.
 
                 Prianhe pulled out a dagger and aimed the point at the quivering boy’s eye.  
 
                 “Hold him,” Prianhe commanded when the boy tried to wriggle free from his grasp.  The two soldiers dutifully grabbed the boy, holding his head firmly so he had no choice but to face his questioner.
 
                 “Do you know who I am?” Prianhe asked, calmly.  The stark terror that flashed in his eyes was all Prianhe was looking for.  “If you don’t tell me what happened here, I’m going to cut out one of your eyes.  Do you understand me?”  Tears began to spill from the corners of his eyes, leaving clean lines of skin in the grime that covered his face.
 
                 “Who did this!” Prianhe screamed at him, bringing the dagger’s point within a hair’s width of his eye.
 
                 “It was a woman with a sword!” the teen cried out desperately.  “And there were men.  Two with swords.  They killed them all and ran off.”
 
                 “Good.  Very good,” Prianhe breathed with satisfaction.  “Which way did they go?  Show me!”
 
                 “That way!” the boy whimpered, pointing down the street to the south.
 
                 Prianhe smiled and patted the boy on the head with his free hand.  
 
                 “Thank you.  That wasn’t so hard, was it?”
 
                 The boy smiled weakly as his body shook from the trauma of his situation.  
 
                 “Unfortunately, you should have come forward with that information as soon as you saw a guard.”  Prianhe made a sad face and shook his head with disappointment.  He clicked his teeth.  Inaudible utterances for mercy made the boy’s mouth flap like a puppeteer’s marionette.  “I’m afraid you’ll have to be punished.”  Prianhe used his blade like a spoon and dug the boy's right eye out of the socket.  As his screams penetrated the city, Prianhe went to work on the boy’s left eye, removing it and dropping it on the street beside the right one.
 
                 “Next time you tell someone you didn’t see anything, I think they’ll believe you,” Prianhe said with a dark laugh.  He stood and looked to the south, sniffing the air to see if the scent of Farrushaw hung more thickly in that direction.  He couldn’t tell.  “Is there anything down that way?  Anything other than filth and decay?” he asked Corsia.
 
                 “Only more filth, my Lord,” Corsia replied.  If he was put off by Priahne’s gruesome justice, he didn’t show it.  “They call that district the Barrio.  It is considered the poorest area in Nal’Dahara.  Most of the people who live down there are barely a step away from relocating to the Cortella.”
 
                 “Beck is down there.  I know it.  That’s why they’re down here.  They mean to escape by using a traveler.”  Prianhe spoke loudly so that all of the men close by could hear him.  “I want all of our efforts redirected to the Barrio.  Get every available man.  Search every building.  Every last one.  If a door is locked, break it down.  Am I understood?”  A chorus of acknowledgements sounded off.  “I want people put to the question.  Someone around here must know something about this man Beck.  If you have to make them bleed to get answers, then they will bleed.  The capture of these fugitives is a direct command from your king.  It is the only thing that matters.  They are cunning and dangerous, but they must be taken alive.  Is that clear?”
 
                 Men in uniform dashed off in every direction leaving Prianhe alone in the road with Commander Corsia, and the newly blind boy.  
 
                 “Get this wretched thing out of my sight,” he ordered Commander Corsia with disgust. 
 
                 Prianhe watched two soldiers drag the screaming teen away, leaving him at the feet of his inconsolable mother.  Then he turned around and suddenly realized that Baneur Dessau was standing off to the side, keeping silent, but eyeing him with the same contemptuous look of superiority that always adorned his miserable face. 
 
                 “You’re awfully quiet, Baneur,” Prianhe spat.  
 
                 “Just dutifully awaiting your next command, Navan.” the Turk answered, smugly.
 
                 “You know this city well, what can you tell us of this man Beck?”
 
                 “He exists.  I believe I saw him once in the palace.  He vanished as soon as he realized he was being watched.  I’m fairly certain it was him, though.”  
 
                 “Tell me what he looked like?” Prianhe commanded.
 
                 “He was fat.  Young and fat,” Baneur told him flatly.
 
                 “That’s it?” Prianhe asked angrily.  “Young and fat?  That‘s all you noticed about him?”
 
                 “What else is there to say?” Baneur sneered, defiantly.  “Humans all look the same to me.”
 
                 “Do I need to remind you what will happen if they escape?” Prianhe hissed.  The Turk made a sour face.  His left hand twitched furiously.  “Get out there and look for them, you miserable filthy rat!” he roared.  “And if you find Beck, come get me.  I want to question him personally.”
 
                 The Turk let his furious scowl linger a moment longer than Prianhe was willing to tolerate.  He took a step to strike the little man, but Deuseau vanished.  
 
                 Prianhe stood in the spot where the Turk had been, his hands balled into fists of rage.  No matter how this chase turned out, he meant to see that half-man bleed.  Even if it meant a punishment at the hands of his master, he was going to kill Deuseau.  Somehow he would find a way to circumvent the spell of compulsion his Master had laid upon him when he had first been raised to the position of First Defender.  That spell ensured his complete obedience.  He was bound to fulfill his Master’s will, to the detriment of his own life if necessary.  He had been told to leave the Turk alone.  There had to be a way to see that loathsome rodent perish.  He would find it, somehow.  But first he had to find Farrushaw.  Farrushaw, those women and that trival.  And he was close.
 
                 
 
    
 
                                             
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                            Chapter Twenty Two:  The Dahara
 
    
 
    
 
                 “How could she do that?” Sim asked aloud, not to anyone particular, but more as an expression of his overwhelming disbelief.  
 
                 In the moments since that sweaty, fat criminal had vanished with Nehrea, Sim had found himself unable to get up from his seat on Beck’s cushioned throne.  He simply stared absently at the spot on the floor in front of him, where just a minute before Nehrea had made a bargain for their eventual escape.  
 
                 He didn’t understand.  How could she allow that monster to have his way with her?  Surely they could have found another solution, some other means of escape.  Did the virtue of her flesh mean nothing?
 
                 It didn’t help that Sim had found himself immediately drawn to her, both for her unsurpassable beauty and for the sensuous femininity that dripped off her skin like sweat.  Her dark sleepy eyes held infinite secrets and possibilities.  The gentle sway in her walk, an entrancing dance performed by her perfectly curved hips, had quickened his pulse and set his thoughts on fire.  Enaya was easily as beautiful, more so even, but Nehrea’s charms reflected a wholly different measure of aesthetics.   Where Enaya was refined, confident, and manicured, Nehrea was seductive, alluring, and wild.  Enaya was a trophy, perfect for presentation, an obstinate expression of the feminine form.  Nehrea was a dream, dark and unfettered, a sensual portrait of a man’s desire for repressed coital needs.  Sim had never met anyone like her.  He’d never seen anyone like her.  And despite her quiet confidence, seen only in an underlying fierceness veiled behind her seductive exterior, Sim felt compelled to protect her.
 
                 “She is making a great sacrifice for us and for herself,” Enaya answered his question as though she had been asked directly.  “If you knew her better, Sim, you would understand.”
 
                 Sim eyed Enaya crossly.  He was raised in moderate circumstances around genuine, hard-working folk.  Enaya was a noblewoman raised in wealth, shielded from the true consequences of earning to live.  He had often noticed a subtlety in the way she spoke when the subject referred to common folk.  It was the same tendency she showed in speaking to him.  That infuriating haughtiness. 
 
                 “It’s true that I only just met her, but why don’t you explain it to me?  Since you know her so well, tell me what I don’t understand.”  He was purposefully prickly.
 
                 “Well, I don’t know that it’s my place to…” she began to answer defensively.
 
                 “Oh don’t give me that, Enaya,” Sim cut her off, sharply.  “Ever since I met you, you’ve thought that everything was your place.  I’ve never known you not to put in your thoughts on any matter, whether your opinion was asked for or not.”
 
                 “Now see here, Siminus Kelmor,” Enaya raised her voice.  She jabbed a pointed finger in his direction to emphasize every word.  “Just because you’re upset, does not mean you can take your anger out on me.”
 
                 “Why not?” Sim asked, throwing his hands up in exasperation.  He looked at Farrus and Givara for support.  “It’s never stopped you.  We have to put up with your mood swings all the time.”
 
                 “I do not have mood swings,” Enaya huffed.  “I am a very even-tempered woman.”  The sudden outright laughter of Farrus and Givara caught her off guard.  She glared at them hotly.  “That’s enough from you two.  Maybe I let my anger get away from me on occasion, but it’s almost always well-deserved.”
 
                 “Oh please, Enaya,” Sim prodded, “you get upset over the littlest things.”
 
                 “Like what?” she shouted defensively.
 
                 “Well…” Sim thought out loud, “well I can’t think of anything specific right now, but you get angry plenty.”
 
                 “That’s enough,” Farrus rebuked them both sharply.  “We’ve got every soldier in the city hunting for us as well as the bloody First Defender, who can track us by scent I might add.  We don’t need to be arguing with each other.”
 
                 Sim and Enaya opened their mouths to protest but decided otherwise when they saw the hard look on the old guardsman’s face.  
 
                 “Sim, welcome to the real world, alright,” Farrus told him.  “Nehrea was a courtesan for Governor Cantor.  Do you know what that means?”  Sim stared at him blankly, drawing a disbelieving laugh from Givara.  “That means that she was one of his whores.  I know that sounds harsh, but that’s what she was.”
 
                 “You see, Sim,” Enaya added, in a softer tone.  “For Nehrea, the choice was easy.  She wants to escape that life.  Her virtue was taken from her a long time ago.  Don’t judge her unfairly because sleeping with a man she doesn’t love is easy for her.  She did not make her choice capriciously.  Going to bed with a man has become a means for survival to Nehrea.  Making this bargain with Beck only continues her survival.”
 
                 Sim thought hard about what they had said.  “Well she doesn’t have to make that choice anymore.  Not as long as she walks with us.  No woman should be forced to bed a man against her will.”
 
                 “You’re right, Sim,” Enaya agreed with approval.
 
                 “Do you think he’s going to uphold his bargain?” Farrus asked Quinn.
 
                 The disfigured old man, seated in the corner of the room with his back against the wall, shrugged his shoulders.  “Who knows?  The man is a wanted criminal.  How much integrity can you expect from a man like that?”
 
                 “So, Nehrea’s sacrifice could all be for naught then?” Sim fumed.
 
                 “It could,” Quinn agreed, sadly.
 
                 “Tell me about your relationship with this man,” Enaya said.
 
                 “Well it was about two years back, I suppose,” Quinn began.  He rubbed the scarred flesh that had once been his ear.  “I'd been out on an errand, and when I returned to my shop, I discovered Beck attempting to steal one of my time pieces.  I trapped him before he could vanish.  He hadn’t expected that I was a trival.  Since I obviously couldn’t turn the man in, my only choice was to kill him, but he begged for his life.  At the time I didn’t know how dangerous he was, so we made an arrangement.  We sealed our agreement with the trivarial power.  Beck would perform certain favors for me when called upon, in exchange for his life.  Looking back, I wish I had killed him.  It was only a short time later that I came to understand the mistake I’d made in letting him go.”
 
                 “How did you trap him?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Oh it’s simple really.  It’s one of the downsides of travelers.  Most can do almost nothing else with the trivarial power, but the right kind of trick can hold them, or block them, I suppose you’d call it,” Quinn said.
 
                 “Well, what did you do to trap him?” Sim asked again.
 
                 “I bound his feet with earth,” Quinn answered matter of factly. 
 
                 “Is that what you were trying to do, before?” Givara asked.
 
                 “Yes, my Queen.  But he was ready, and he was too fast,” Quinn told her dejectedly.  “As I said before, the first time my power took him by surprise, but now that he knows about me, well, it’s a bit more difficult to catch him.”
 
                 “Does it just have to be earth?” Sim asked curiously.  
 
                 “No, no.  Any type of magic that can hold someone would do.  A solid flow of air would work just as well, I suspect,” Quinn replied.
 
                 “Good,” Sim smiled darkly, “he doesn’t know about me.  I’m not letting him get away this time.”
 
                 “Can we at least get out of the city before you go enacting justice?” Farrus asked.
 
                 “I’m going to scout outside,” Givara announced, taking a step toward the door.
 
                 “No, Givara,” Enaya stopped her.  “No-one leaves this room.  We can’t take the chance that a passing soldier might spot you.  Let’s just wait for them to get back.”
 
                 “I don’t like being trapped in this room, not knowing what’s happening on the other side of these walls,” Givara said.  Farrus grunted in agreement.  “Those bodies we left back there are as good as a beacon.  It won’t be long before every soldier in the city is breaking down doors around here.”
 
                 “And let’s not forget why they have that beacon, Givara,” Enaya pointed out.
 
                 “Yes, yes.  I know.  What would you have had me do?  Stand by and let some half-drunken lout grope you?  How long before that encounter would have turned ugly anyway?  Soldiers exist within separate laws from commoners.  Those men could have raped us and left us for dead without consequence.  It was a matter of time before we would have been forced to defend ourselves.  Better to take the offensive and end it quickly.”
 
                 “Regardless, Givara, you will stay here.  That’s an order,” Enaya commanded her firmly.
 
                 Givara made a sour face, then threw up her hands and took a seat on the floor beside Farrus and Quinn.  The old guardsman did his best to suppress a sudden fit of laughter.  Givara let him have his fun for all of a minute before she hit him hard in the ribs with a stiff jab.  He coughed roughly and groaned.  She managed to stop his laughter, but he still held a firmly amused smile even as he rubbed at his sore ribs.
 
                 The chatter died out for a time as they sat around waiting for Beck and Nehrea to reappear.  Sim thought about what Enaya and Farrus had said about the exotically beautiful, dark-haired seductress.  He couldn’t shake the impression he had, that she was a fragile woman who needed his help.  He wondered how she had ended up as a courtesan to the Governor.  Was it a conscious decision or another horrible injustice?  Sim wanted to see the best in Nehrea, but wondered if his longing for her beauty had distorted the view of a darker side that dwelled deep within.  
 
                 Life at the Kelmor Inn had truly left him sheltered from the stark reality of the real world.  He was constantly reminded of this one simple truth.  Everywhere he looked, the things he saw, the people he met, the events he witnessed, were beyond his foolishly juvenile childhood expectations of the world outside of Caramour.   Simply walking among the broken citizens and collapsing buildings of the Barrio would have sufficed to shock his senses and destroy his beliefs.  Such poverty and desperation.  So much pain and suffering.  It was a world where people were allowed to starve in the streets, cold and alone, while others enjoyed gluttonous feasts and soft feather beds, gold and satin, servants and slaves.  Had it always been this way, or was it simply a bi-product of Desirmor’s brazen cruelty and disregard for human rights?  How different was the world when the Alexidus family ruled with the strength of the Harven race at its back?
 
                 In the center of the room Beck and Nehrea suddenly appeared.  The momentary surge of relief Sim felt when he saw that they had returned was thrust away when he saw her eyes.  She had been crying.  Her big, sleepy brown eyes, so intrinsically beautiful, were puffed and red.  Worse still, she had the vacant, faraway look of a woman who had been broken apart.  
 
                 For the briefest of moments she looked up at Sim, but overcome by the burden of her own fractured emotions, Nehrea shut her eyes and hung her head.  Sim found a wave of rage pushing away any hope of rational behavior, as his own eyes drifted to the self-contented, grinning monster that stood beside her.  
 
                 Without thinking, he threw a torrent of air at the fat, loathsome man, wrapping him up, pulling him from the ground to hover over the floor, and then solidifying his force into a trap.  Beck struggled and squirmed, pushed at the invisible bonds that contained him but could do nothing to free himself from Sim’s unrestrained fury.  At first he looked at Quinn, but the perplexed look in the old man’s one good eye told him he was looking in the wrong place.  When he saw the wrath emanating hotly from Sim’s face, he knew, and fear poured from him like rapture.
 
                 “You’re a trival?” he stuttered, still desperately testing the strength of his bindings.
 
                 “No,” Sim answered coldly.
 
                 “Then how, how is this being done?” Beck’s dark eyes were wide with fear.  Nehrea moved away from him, finding a spot to stand by Enaya, who took the poor girl into a sympathetic embrace.
 
                 “I am something more than a trival,” Sim seethed.  “What have you done to her?”
 
                 “Nothing,” Beck stuttered.  “Only what was agreed to.  I swear.”
 
                 “Did he hurt you Nehrea?” Sim asked, his eyes never leaving his prisoner.
 
                 Nehrea said nothing.  She wept softly against Enaya’s shoulder.
 
                 “Easy Sim,” Farrus said, trying to diffuse the situation.  He stood from his seat next to Givara and came to stand at Sim’s side.  “We still need him to get us out of the city.  I know he doesn’t deserve to live, but you’ve got to control yourself.”
 
                 “I don’t care Farrus!” Sim screamed.  “He deserves to die!”
 
                 “And he will.  But right now we still need him,” Farrus said.
 
                 “Please!  Please, don’t kill me!”  Beck tearfully begged.  “I’ll help you.  I promise.  Just don’t hurt me.”
 
                 “Where do we need him to take us, Enaya?” Sim asked, fighting desperately to overcome his desire to tighten his flow of air until the man’s head popped off.
 
                 “We need to go to Jarine, a town near the Water Woods,” Enaya said, watching Sim carefully.
 
                 “I can’t take you there,” Beck choked on his cowardice.
 
                 “If you have any hope of living through this, you will take us wherever we ask,” Sim spat.
 
                 “You don’t understand,” Beck pleaded.  His once dark and sinister eyes, wept pathetically.  “I can only travel somewhere I’ve been before.  I’ve never been to the Water Woods.  I’ve never gone that far south.”
 
                 Sim cursed and looked to Enaya for help.  
 
                 “How far south can you take us?” Enaya asked, begging Sim to relax with a look.
 
                 “There’s a beach, about a day’s horse ride to the south.  My father took me fishing there as a boy.  I can take you there,” Beck moaned.
 
                 “What if he’s lying?” Sim asked, his hard green eyes still intently fixed upon Beck.
 
                 “I’m not lying!  That’s as far south as I can go.  I swear it!” Beck shouted frantically.
 
                 “Sim we don’t have any more time,” Enaya said firmly.  She released her hold on Nehrea and walked toward him.  “We’ve wasted enough time already.  We have no choice but to trust in what he says and have faith.  Honestly, I don’t care if he drops us in the middle of the Kal’Treddin Ice Lands as long as we get away from this city.”
 
                 “Fine,” Sim said.  He moved a few steps closer to Beck who watched him with palpable trepidation.  “Take us as far south as you can, and I will let you live.”
 
                 Beck nodded nervously, licking his lips.  “You have to release me, first.”
 
                 “Not yet,” Sim answered him coldly.
 
                 “I can’t take you unless you release me.”
 
                 “Everyone, grab a hold of him,” Sim told the group.  Once everyone was in place, each holding Beck by his arms, Sim stepped up and took a hold of the man by the throat.  “Give me a reason to kill you.  Please,” he taunted the man, with a dark smile, and murder in his eyes.  Then he released the flow of air.
 
                 Their eyes locked for one tense moment, then everything changed.  The room around them began to spin, though Sim was certain that he wasn’t moving.  It spun into an unrecognizable dervish then stopped abruptly.  Sim fell forward, fighting back a sudden onslaught of nausea.  His hands immediately recognized the feeling of damp beach sand.  He looked around and saw that all of his companions, save for Givara, had fallen to the ground as well.  Beck was nowhere to be found.  As Sim regained his equanimity, he cursed and slammed his fist against the ground in agitation.  He hadn’t meant for the loathsome monster to escape.  Now every woman Beck assaulted and every drop of blood the man spilled would be on his hands.  More burdens to carry.
 
                 “Is everyone here?” Enaya asked, unsteadily.  A chorus of confirmations answered her question.  She sat in the sand and rubbed her eyes.  “I’ve never liked traveling.  It always hits me the same way.”
 
                 “You mean it’s supposed to feel like your insides are trying to spill out?” Sim asked, rising to his feet.
 
                 “Every time,” Farrus grunted. 
 
                 “At least we made it out of the city alive,” Givara said.
 
                 “That we did,” Farrus smiled.  They held each other’s satisfied stare long enough to make it uncomfortable for everyone else.
 
                 Sim looked out at the landscape.  They were on a long gray beach, dampened by a recent dusting of rain.  To the east the ground rose in a mixture of dark craggily rocks and stiff yellow grass.  The sky was overcast as it had been in the city and Sim was left to wonder just how far south Beck had taken them.  Were they even still in Perth?
 
                 “Givara, head inland and make certain we’re clear to follow,” Enaya ordered.
 
                 “How about it old man?  Want to join me?” Givara asked Farrus.              
 
                 “Don’t see why not?  Sim here can handle things while we’re off.”  
 
                 They dashed off inland, Givara sprinting with measured ease, Farrus stiffly trying to keep up.  Sim looked at Enaya.  There were lines of concern in her furrowed brow as she watched her guardian run off.
 
                 “Shall we go?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Yes,” she answered quietly.  As they turned to move inland, she spoke to Quinn Gracin.  “Do you recognize this beach?”
 
                 “I do, my Lady,” Quinn answered with a reassuring smile.
 
                 “Then he has kept his bargain,” Enaya said softly.  “How far to your father’s?”
 
                 “My best guess would be about two weeks, if we keep a good pace,” Quinn told her glumly.
 
                 Enaya sighed, impatiently.  “That’s a long time with no supplies and a search party at our backs.”
 
                 “I agree, my Lady,” Quinn said.
 
                 “Two weeks!”  Sim couldn’t believe it.  “We have two straight weeks of walking ahead?”
 
                 “I’m afraid so,” Quinn told him.
 
                 “What are we going to eat?” Sim wondered.
 
                 “There are a few small villages along the way.  Fishing communities mostly, but we should be able to find an inn here or there and gather some supplies,” Quinn replied.
 
                 “What about horses?  Do you think we’ll be able to purchase any?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “Doubtful, my Lady.  The horse traders keep to the inland towns around the plains.  We won’t have any luck there,” Quinn answered.
 
                 “Then we’re doing this on foot,” Enaya said to herself, regretfully.
 
                 “Are you cold, Nehrea?” Sim asked, noticing that she was clutching her arms over her chest tightly.  She glanced at him quickly, shamefully avoiding his gaze, before looking back down at the ground and nodding curtly.  Sim took off his black coat and gently placed it over her shoulders.  Though the temperature wasn’t nearly as cold as it had been when he had first come to Perth, Nehrea was scantily dressed, and he felt for her.  It would be no trouble for him to create a pocket of warmth if the need arose.  At least now she would have a way to ward off the chill.
 
                 “Do you think we’re in the clear, Enaya?” Sim asked.
 
                 “I doubt it, Siminus,” she answered.  “If they manage to capture Beck, he’ll lead them to the same spot he left us.  And when it comes to Navan Prianhe, nothing will ever surprise me.  It would be wise for us to put as much distance between ourselves and this beach as we can.”
 
                 After the initial uprising of scattered dark rocks and thick yellow grass, the land leveled off.  Swelling hillsides of patchy green grass led out to a forest of tall gray trees with yellow leaves running as far south as the eye could see.  Well off, nearly to the forest, Sim could see Farrus and Givara standing beside a road waiting for them to catch up.
 
                 It took some time to traverse the open country, but soon they were approaching the road.  It ran to the north and south, directly parallel to the forest of strange trees.  From the distance they had seemed tall, but standing before them, Sim was amazed at the sheer, towering height, and thick smooth trunks.  
 
                 “We haven’t seen any sign of movement, my Lady,” Givara announced upon their arrival.  “The road appears to be clear.”
 
                 “Master Gracin has informed me that we are looking at about two weeks of long travel.  Let’s try to keep a good pace,” Enaya addressed the group.  
 
                 They took the road in silence, Givara leading the way with Farrus watching the rear.  Quinn Gracin stayed just a few paces behind Givara, studying her back in quiet introspection.  Enaya and Nehrea walked together followed by Sim who watched the two women closely.
 
                 They spoke together softly, keeping the words of their conversation private.  Nehrea seemed to have withdrawn inward since her return.  The seductive grace of her measured strides and swaying hips had been replaced by small wounded steps, with arms held close to her body.  She kept her head down, watching only the ground beneath her feet.  When Enaya whispered in her ear, or rubbed her back, she seemed to squeeze her arms more tightly as if she were bracing for impact.  At one point Enaya looked back at Sim, her face a portrait of glum sympathy for the former courtesan.  Sim wanted to know what happened to her.  
 
                 For hours they walked, until the light of day began to dwindle, and the time to make camp had come.  Givara led them into the forest to find shelter among the towering trees.  Gigantic roots rose from the ground, nearly as tall as Sim, some blocking their progress inward, others raised like arches with room to walk beneath.  The vast canopy of fat yellow leaves wove together like a thatched roof, blocking out the light, making the forest as pitch dark as the dead of night.
 
                 Enaya floated an orb of light, and Sim followed suit.  His orb was larger and brighter, and he took delight in the annoyed grimace that Enaya threw his way.  Led by the floating lights, Givara found them a small clearing surrounded by thick roots.
 
                 “This will do,” she announced, then turned to Sim.  “Come with me boy.  I need your light to find some proper branches for the fire.”
 
                 Sim did as he was told.  While the others set about clearing bramble and stones to make the spot more comfortable, Sim followed Givara around the perimeter of their camp, searching the forest floor for good wood.  He didn’t need to concentrate very hard to float the light, so he was able to join Givara in the gathering, quickly amassing as much as he could carry.  They brought their haul back to the camp and set out again three more times until they had a healthy pile to get them through the night.
 
                 “What are we going to do about food and water?” Sim asked when they had finished getting the camp together.
 
                 “Nothing,” Farrus answered gruffly.
 
                 “What do you mean nothing?” Sim asked.  He hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast at the Blue Trellis, and his stomach groaned softly in protest.
 
                 “If you’re hungry enough, I suppose you could chew on some bark.  There’s plenty of that around here,” Farrus told him with a sharp laugh.  Givara smiled at him and laughed loudly as well.
 
                 “So there’s nothing to eat?” Sim asked, looking around as though if he searched long enough, a plate of bacon might appear on the ground at his feet.
 
                 “We had no time to pack or prepare,” Enaya said.  She was seated with her back against the wide trunk of a tree and her arm around Nehrea’s shoulders.
 
                 “Can’t we snare a couple of rabbit’s or something?”  Sim still couldn’t believe he might have to go to sleep hungry.  He felt as though he were an insolent child sent to bed without supper.
 
                 “Sure.  Go snare us a couple of rabbits,” Givara laughed.  She and Farrus were snickering like a couple of silly children as they worked together setting up a fire ring for the camp.  “While you’re at it, why don’t you take down a nice deer?  I’d love a good red wine as well.”
 
                 “Well you don’t have to mock me,” Sim chirped in annoyance.
 
                 “You mock yourself,” Farrus chortled.
 
                 “What about water?" Sim asked.  "There’s got to be a stream or a pond around here somewhere.”
 
                 “You’re welcome to go out there and look,” Givara told him, pointing out at the dark wall that hid the rest of the forest.  “Just be mindful of wolves and rovers.  They love it when fools stumble along in the darkness asking to be eaten.”
 
                 “Nothing better than a free meal,” Farrus added as he and Givara continued to snicker merrily.
 
                 “Alright you two.  Leave him alone,” Enaya said wearily.  “He doesn’t know any better.”  She turned a withering eye on Sim.  “This is life on the run, Siminus.  You don’t always have a full stomach, and you spend a great deal of time with a parched throat.  I know you probably spent many an afternoon back at your inn dreaming of adventures.  Well, you’re on one now, and this is the way it is.”
 
                 Sim wanted to say something in response but he couldn’t find anything smart to say.  She was right.  In all of his countless daydreams about life away from the Kelmor Inn, he’d never imagined the smaller, though more important details --finding a meal, sleeping on the cold, hard ground, and walking endlessly, for days at a time.  There was nothing exciting about running for your life and trying to sleep on an empty stomach.  
 
                 He found a spot next to Quinn Gracin, who was lying on his back with his one good eye already closed.  For a time, Sim looked around at the others.  He watched Farrus and Givara sitting on one of the exposed roots, quietly locked in a deep conversation.  Sim noticed with a smile that their hands were touching, barely, on the root between them.  Perhaps Givara was telling Farrus her secret.  She still owed him that.  As far as Sim knew, she had yet to find a good moment to tell him the truth.  He knew that Farrus had taken a liking to Givara.  Well, he could guess at the very least.  What surprised him though, was that Givara seemed to have developed an equal affection for Farrus.  Knowing her history, as he did, it was strange to imagine the sleek, serious guardian of legend carousing and flirting like any other woman might.  
 
                 Through the flickering flames of the small fire, Sim carefully watched Enaya and Nehrea.  He didn’t want them to catch him staring so he quickly looked away every time one of them glanced his way.  He wanted to know what they were talking about.  Nehrea had been hurt, not physically, but in a way that had torn away the confidence that she had worn like one of her pieces of jewelry when they had met in the dungeon that morning.  Gone were the subtle, seductive glances she had given him so many times, each one accompanied by a demur, knowing smile.  She lay there on her side, her head in Enaya’s lap, curled up in a fetal, defensive way.  It rent his heart to look at her.  If she had been irresistibly beautiful before, the timid broken beauty that he watched now, had become something laterally attractive -- a wounded woman, feminine and fragile, needing desperately for a man to offer protection.
 
                 With the rhythmic trance of Quinn’s gentle snoring, Sim closed his eyes and waited for sleep.  The ground was surprisingly soft where he lay, though he had nothing to pillow his head and only the warmth of the small fire giving heat to the exposed side of his body, forcing him to turn like a pig on a spit to keep partially warm.
 
                 Beck plagued his mind.  How many monsters like him roamed the world, he wondered?  He had lied to the man earlier.  He never intended to let him live.  Once Beck had transported them out of the city, he had meant to trap him again and put an end to his cursed life.  One day he would find Beck and make him pay for taking the light from Nehrea’s eyes.  
 
                 Sim slipped into dreams.  It could have been visions or just the vivid ruminations of a mind at rest, but the same dream played before his eyes all through the night.  He stood on a plateau overlooking the burnt remains of a vast rolling plain.  One by one, out of the smoldering embers in the center of the expanse, horses emerged, like smoke rising from the ash and taking form.  They walked toward him single file, slowly blurring together and growing in size until one single horse, white as the clouds in the sky and as tall as the mountain plateau, stood before him.  It would stand for only a moment, silent and stoic, before it vanished, and the whole scene played again.  Finally, after the dream had repeated itself more times than Sim could bear to count, the visage of a crying woman appeared across the whole sky.  Her tears fell down onto the plains, extinguishing the fires, shrouding the entire land in a steam that blended together into a fog.  When the fog cleared at last, white horses covered the lush, green landscape for as far as Sim could see.  
 
                 When he awoke, cold and sore, Sim wasn’t sure if it was even morning.  The forest was dark, but a chorus of wildlife, singing to announce the new day, told Sim that it was time to get started on their journey south.  He looked around and noted that Quinn Gracin was the only member of the group still sleeping.
 
                 He gave the man a nudge, and Quinn grumbled sleepily before rubbing his eyes and sitting up.  Sim watched him sway groggily for a moment.
 
                 “You rubbed both eyes.  Do they both itch?” he asked curiously.  He'd found it interesting that Quinn had rubbed the scar tissue that had replaced his left eye.
 
                 “Only the good eye itches,” Quinn informed him with a casual yawn.  “Itching the other is just an old habit.”
 
                 “Think we’ll manage to find some food today?” Sim asked hopefully, standing and dusting his bottom.
 
                 “We’ll make it to a small village by evening.  If we don’t find anything on the road, we’ll have something tonight at the very least.”
 
                 Sim listened to his grumbling stomach and sighed.  “Another whole day without food.”
 
                 “You two,” Givara commanded.  “Enough chatter.  Let’s get moving.”
 
                 She turned and stalked off, not waiting for them to offer a response.  Quinn looked at Sim and shrugged.  
 
                 “The queen gets what she wants,” he said with light hearted smile.
 
                 “What do you mean?” Nehrea asked.  
 
                 Sim and Quinn turned simultaneously to look at her.  Sim hadn’t realized that she had walked up behind them.  She stood confidently, her sleepy eyes studying them both curiously.  Sim’s black jacket looked almost comically too large, with the sleeves reaching past her hands and the hem falling past her hips.  The emotional trauma that had left her timid and withdrawn the day before seemed gone altogether.  
 
                 “Just an inside joke we have together,” Sim told her, speaking quickly before Quinn put his foot in his mouth.  “Givara’s so fond of giving orders that we started calling her queen, or your highness, when she’s not listening.”
 
                 “Only coward’s talk behind someone’s back,” Nehrea said, firmly.
 
                 She clicked her teeth and began to walk away, but Sim caught the faintest flash of a smile at the corner of her lips.  
 
                 “We didn’t mean anything….” Quinn tried to protest, but Sim cut him off with a hand on the shoulder and a whisper in his ear.              
 
                 “She’s teasing us, Quinn.”  
 
                 “It didn’t seem like she was teasing.  She sounded serious.”              
 
                 “Trust me.  She’s just teasing.”
 
                 They walked back out to the main road and met up with the rest of the party.  Enaya stood with folded arms conferring with Givara and Farrus.  She noted Sim’s approach with a scolding look.  
 
                 “What did I do?” Sim asked askance.
 
                 Rather than answer, she made a face at him then returned to the discussion.  
 
                 “We’re men, Sim,” Quinn said, patting him on the back.  “In a woman’s eyes, everything we do is wrong.  That’s why I stayed a bachelor.”
 
                 “Oh really, Quinn,” Sim quipped.  “What about Fanna Foust?”
 
                 “Fanna Foust is the sole reason I remained a bachelor,” Quinn pointed out with a wide grin.  “That woman had a temper like a wounded Vallrykan.  Liked to hit me in the back of the head with a wooden ladle when she thought I said something foolish...which of course, in her eyes, was pretty much every other word out of my mouth.”
 
                 “I’m quite certain that any beatings Fanna Foust gave you were well deserved, Master Gracin,” Enaya said crossly, as she walked up beside them.
 
                 “Some were,” Quinn told them with a laugh and a wink for Sim.
 
                 “Is there a village somewhere down the road, Master Gracin?” she asked, eyeing him with a woman’s disapproval.
 
                 “There is, my Lady.  We should reach it by the evening.”
 
                 “Can we expect decent accommodations?” she asked.
 
                 “If you think a pile of hay next to the milking cow is decent,” he said, grinning at Sim.
 
                 “Very well, then Master Gracin,” she sniffed, then turned to walk down the road.  
 
                 As before, Givara took the lead with Farrus watching their backs.  Quinn and Sim walked along together several steps behind Enaya and Nehrea.  After about an hour, Enaya slowed up falling in step with Sim.  She politely asked Quinn to move ahead and keep Nehrea company.  Once they were alone, Enaya smiled brightly.
 
                 “I don’t mean to be so cross all the time, Siminus,” she said.
 
                 “I know.  You just can’t help yourself,” Sim teased.
 
                 She shook her head at him and placed a well-aimed elbow in his ribs.  It didn’t hurt but he was surprised by the sudden playfulness. 
 
                 “And you can’t help being a foolish, thick-headed lout.” 
 
                 “A lout?  I’m offended, Enaya.  A thick-headed fool, for sure, but when have I ever acted like a lout?” he laughed.
 
                 “Ever since she joined us,” Enaya said, pointing at Nehrea.  The teasing smile slipped from her face.
 
                 “Oh, leave me be, Enaya,” Sim answered, feeling suddenly irritated.  He could tell that Enaya was preparing to fix him with one of her pontificating lectures on how he should behave.  “She’s a pretty girl.  I’m allowed to look at pretty girls.”
 
                 Enaya eyed him angrily.  She checked to make sure they were far enough away from Nehrea.  “Look all you want, but make sure that’s all you do,” she whispered angrily through her teeth.
 
                 “What do you care what I do?” Sim bristled.  “What is it?  Am I not showing you enough attention?”
 
                 Enaya’s hands balled into fists.  Her heated glare could have cut a diamond in half.  “How dare you!” she nearly shouted through her gritted teeth.  “I don’t give two sheeps who you leer at, you…you…you filthy, useless, goat’s rectum.”
 
                 “Goat’s rectum?” Sim said, preparing an angry retort.  He tried to think of something clever to say but began to laugh as he realized how silly it all seemed.  “Honestly, Enaya,” he gave her a questioning grin, “a goat’s rectum?”
 
                 For a moment she continued to fume.  Then her cheeks flushed, and she giggled in embarrassment.  “Don’t tease me.  I couldn’t think of anything else to say.”  
 
                 “Who thinks of a goat’s rectum, though?” he laughed, fondly putting his arm around her.  She seemed to melt into him.
 
                 “I’m not terribly quick-witted, am I?” she smiled, affectionately.
 
                 “I guess not,” he joked.
 
                 “I’ve just got so much on my mind lately,” she told him, sliding an arm around his waist.  “I can’t stop worrying about my family, Siminus.  My grandfather is a very powerful man.  He once served on the Council of Nine.  When word of my actions reaches Fandrall, he’ll be disgraced.  Desirmor will likely order the executions of every member of my family.  Then he’ll strip them of their titles and give away all of their land and possessions.  Most of their servants will likely be killed as well, or at the very least, forced into slavery.”  
 
                 Sim wondered how she had managed to hold back the tears as she spoke.  
 
                 “Enaya, do you remember when the Blood Lord killed my parents?” he asked her.  She nodded sadly.  “You told me that day that I couldn’t save them.  Sitting there and watching it happen, watching him murder them, and doing nothing, was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  I’m still not certain it was the right choice.  Every night I struggle with the pain of that memory.  But, I believed you then that there was nothing I could do.  I chose to trust you.  I still trust you.  That’s why I don’t let the pain consume me.  I have no choice but to move forward.  And neither do you.  There is nothing you can do for them right now except move forward and fulfill your destiny.  If we succeed and stop Desirmor, then their deaths will have meaning.  If we fail, then all will be for naught.  So don’t look back, Enaya.  Keep looking forward.”
 
                 Enaya smiled at him warmly.  Her deep blue eyes held him like a lover’s embrace.  A tear welled up, catching momentarily in her long, thick lashes before breaking free and racing down her smooth cheek.  “Thank you, Siminus,” she whispered.
 
                 For a stretch they walked in silence.  To their left the forest ended and the east became a vast flowing plain, verdant and green, beautiful.  The road they took seemed to cut right through that rolling field, rising and falling in drowsy increments.  A herd of bison, several hundred strong, grazed well off in the distance, undisturbed by the sudden intrusion of people.  Sim had never seen such a sight, and stared with open-mouthed marveling as Enaya explained a few things about the strange creatures.  As the herd slipped beyond the gentle swells of the field to their backs, they fell again into silence until something Enaya had said earlier tickled his memory.
 
                 “What is the Council of Nine?” he asked.
 
                 “They are a council of nobles and other important men of wealth who serve as an advisory board to Desirmor,” she told him.  “You see, Siminus, the world is too large a place for Desirmor to rule completely.  He would get lost in the minute details of every town and city that laid its problems at his feet.  The Council essentially take’s care of the smaller things and makes judgment’s based on Desirmor’s law.  Of course, in the end, Desirmor’s will is ultimately followed.  Being on the Council is just a way of proclaiming your importance to everyone else.”
 
                 “Was your grandfather one of Desirmor’s men when he served?”
 
                 “Never!” Enaya spat fiercely.  “My grandfather was appointed because of his wealth and influence.  He used his post to gather information from the inside.  He played the faithful loyalist because he had to.  Never because he wanted to.”
 
                 “What of Desirmor’s Law?” Sim asked.  “I’ve heard it mentioned that there are nine.  What are they?”
 
                 “There are nine,” she answered him.  “The first is that there is no God.  There is only Desirmor and he is the sole ruler of the world.  If you oppose him, it’s punishable by death.”
 
                 “He actually thinks he’s God?” Sim asked incredulously.
 
                 “I don’t know if he thinks he’s God, but he wants people to believe that he is.”
 
                 “And do people believe it?”
 
                 “Sadly, many do.  Either they believe it because that’s all they were ever taught, or they accept it out of fear.  Still, even after a thousand years, many people hold to their faith in the Creator.  They just keep their beliefs to themselves.”
 
   
  
 

              “How was it I’d never heard of him?” Sim shook his head in disbelief.
 
                 “Because your parents did a very good job of making sure you didn’t,” Enaya answered, patting the hand that lay on her shoulder.
 
                 “But why?  I don’t understand what difference it made.  What did they think would happen if I knew about Desirmor?” Sim wondered.
 
                 “I couldn’t rightly say, Siminus.  Perhaps they simply wanted you to believe that the world was a place of good.  That way when you grew up and saw all of the darkness, it would make you that much more determined to set things right.”
 
                 “Maybe,” Sim thought about her reasoning, “give me another law.”
 
                 “Well, when a man of rank wants a woman, if she isn’t married, then she’s his, whether she likes it or not,” Enaya said with an obvious bitterness.
 
                 “Is that what Governor Cantor was trying to do with you?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Yes and no,” she said.  “Since I’m a noble woman, he needed to follow a different protocol.  Basically, since there are no male heirs to my Grandfather’s estates, by law his wealth and titles will fall to the man who marries his first daughter.  Since my mother isn’t his blood, that burden falls to me.  Cantor was trying to force my consent so he could gain those titles.”
 
                 “Thank the heavens we got you out of there,” Sim said.
 
                 “It hardly matters now,” Enaya said sadly.
 
                 “I suppose you’re right.”  Sim was sorry to have broached the subject of her family.  “How about another one?”
 
                 “Well you already know about trivals having to register,” she thought out loud.  “Then there’s the language law.  Fandrian is the only language that can be spoken.  There’s the adultery law.  If a woman is unfaithful to her husband, she is subject to death.”
 
                 “What about if a man is unfaithful?” Sim wondered.
 
                 “Men can do whatever they want,” Enaya practically cursed.  “That’s pretty much the whole theme of Desirmor’s law.  If you’re a man, and you think Desirmor is God, and you don’t owe anyone money, you can do just about whatever you want.”
 
                 “So if you owe someone money, what happens?” Sim asked.              
 
                 “If you can’t pay, then you must submit to slavery,” Enaya told him, still seething.
 
                 “Why would anyone ever take out a loan, then?” Sim couldn’t believe it.
 
                 “It's not that simple.  Nearly anything could be construed as a debt,” she lectured.  “For instance, say a thatcher comes to fix a man’s roof, and the next day when it rains, the roof has a leak.  The thatcher can be forced into slavery by the man if he chooses to present his grievance to the local authorities.”
 
                 “Well the thatcher should have some repercussion for his shoddy work,” Sim rationalized.
 
                 “Indeed he should.  But slavery, Sim?  Should a poorly thatched roof be worthy of turning a man into a slave?” Enaya asked him.
 
                 “No.  That’s excessive,” Sim answered.
 
                 “That’s just an example.  The world is full of men and women given over to slavery for some foolish circumstance.”
 
                 “What about Nehrea?” Sim asked.  He was watching her walk in the road ahead.  She was having a friendly conversation with Quinn.  Here and there he caught glimpses of a smile whenever the scarred old clockmaker managed to make her laugh.
 
                 “What about her?” Enaya replied.
 
                 “Well, what’s her story?  Was she a courtesan by choice, or was she a slave?”
 
                 “I really don’t know her story, Siminus.  I only know that she was unhappy with her life in the palace and helped us escape.”  
 
                 Enaya was guarded in her answer, and Sim knew that she was holding back.  Perhaps she and Nehrea had made a bargain of secrecy.  He wanted to know more about Nehrea, but he was worried that asking further questions might offend Enaya, and he was enjoying the comfort of her slender arm around his waist.  Sooner or later, as they were now traveling companions, Sim would have his chance to get to know Nehrea better.
 
                 The road rose over a high crest, then fell into a lush valley.  To the east, the shimmering gray visage of a foundling mountain range blocked their view of the horizon.  Its snowcapped peaks, jaggedly punctured the clouds as if the ground were assaulting the sky.
 
                 Sim was watching those mountains, the first he’d ever seen, with a sense of humbled awe when a sudden movement in the fields to his left snapped him back to attention.  He searched the plains beside the road for some sign of what he thought he had seen but nothing moved.  Nothing stirred.
 
                 “What is it, Sim?” Enaya asked, pulling away as she sensed his sudden tension.
 
                 “Nothing.  I just thought I saw something moving out there,” he answered.  
 
                 Enaya peered out and shook her head.  “I don’t see anything.”
 
                 It flashed by again.  Sim wasn’t sure what to call it.  It looked for a moment as if he were staring through a pool of water which moved across the field bending his view of the ground it passed.
 
                 “Did you see that?” he asked Enaya.  He looked around to the others to see if anyone else had noticed it, but Nehrea was the only one who had stopped.  
 
                 She stood rigidly, staring white-faced at the same spot where Sim had looked.  When Sim looked again, dozens of similar hovering distortions dotted the countryside. 
 
                 When he first looked at them, they all seemed too large to bare the shape of anything recognizable, but now as he studied one spot nearest to him, Sim began to understand what they resembled.  They looked like horses.  
 
                 “You don’t see that?” he asked Enaya absently, gazing with awe upon the increasing congregation of horse-shaped apparitions.
 
                 Enaya strained her eyes at the countryside.  Everyone had stopped.  Both Farrus and Givara closed in around them.
 
                 “What are you looking at?” Farrus and Givara asked, near simultaneously.
 
                 “You don’t see it either?” Sim asked.
 
                 “See what?” they answered in unison.
 
                 “Nehrea, do you see it?” Sim asked.
 
                 “You are not the only one.” she replied seriously.  “It looks like some kind of horse to me.”
 
                 “Yes!” Sim practically shouted with excitement.  
 
                 “I don’t like this,” Farrus warned, drawing his sword and facing the field.
 
                 “Sim, what are you seeing?” Enaya shook his arm imploringly.
 
                 He swung his arm and motioned to the whole countryside.  “I don’t know how to explain it.  It's like ghosts or specters.  You can see right through them.  They’re shaped like giant horses.
 
                 Just then, two of the apparitions took form.  They were indeed horses, impossibly tall and majestic.  Each had a brilliant white coat, shimmering and clean, as though dirt had never touched them above the hoof.  One horse had a thick, flowing mane of dark brown hair that tossed about in an almost choreographed dance on the steady breeze that slipped across the plains.  The second horse, noticeably smaller than its companion, though easily ten feet high if it were a foot, had a mane of brooding blue hair.  Both horses had a glossy golden bump on their head, just above their chocolate colored eyes, that looked as if it had been polished by hand.
 
                 No-one knew what to do.  Farrus stood dumbfounded, sword in hand hanging limply by his side.  Enaya’s lips moved making soundless tokens of disbelief.  Sim took his eyes away from the approaching horses long enough to spare a glance at Givara.  Her normally stoic scowl had been replaced by outright awe, and her eyes glistened with the sudden emergence of tears.  
 
                 “The Dahara,” she breathed reverentially.  
 
                 “Impossible.” Sim could hear Quinn repeating to himself over and over again.
 
                 “Are you certain, Givara?” Enaya whispered.
 
                 “I am, my Lady.  One who has stood in the presence of the Dahara can never forget their majesty,” Givara answered.
 
                 The two horses trotted up to the road, coming to a stop before Nehrea.  The sleepy-eyed beauty gazed upon them speechlessly, her open hands incessantly wiping at the tears that stained her face.  For several moments the two horses stood in silence, regarding Nehrea in an almost human way.  Then, unexpectedly, each horse, parried a front leg, and bent their heads in a bow of deference, remaining prostrated until Nehrea spoke.
 
                 Her voice trembled with embarrassed incredulity.
 
                 “Please no.  Please, you mustn’t.  It is I who must bow,” she stuttered, falling to her knees with her head down and her arms spread out to either side.
 
                 “Rise Nehrea Alla’Dushura,” the brown-maned horse said in a deep human baritone that seemed to resonate in Sim‘s head.  He hadn‘t seen the horse move its mouth, but the voice was unmistakable.
 
                 Nehrea’s face was stricken.  She looked up from her bow in disbelief.  The eyes of everyone in the party fell upon her.  “You know my name?” she strained to say.
 
                 “Nehrea Alla’Dushura, we have read the signs of your coming in the clouds,” the blue-maned horse spoke with a feminine tone.  “I am the Uellade, and this is the Mierentheon.  We are the leaders of our clan.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”  Nehrea shook her head and wiped away the tears that wet her cheeks.
 
                 “There is much you won’t understand, Nehrea.  The heritage of your line was lost long ago.  But we remember,” the Mierentheon said.  He swung his gaze toward Sim.  “And we remember you as well, Harven.”
 
                 “You know me?” Sim asked, drawing a host of quizzical looks from the others in the party.
 
                 “What are you doing, fool?” Enaya whispered fiercely.  
 
                 He looked at her in confusion.  “What do you mean?”
 
                 “She cannot hear us, Harven,” the Mierentheon said.
 
                 “Why can’t she hear you?” Sim asked.
 
                 “She is human,” the Mierentheon replied.
 
                 “Who can’t hear who?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “The horses.  You can’t hear them?” Sim asked her.
 
                 “Of course not, they’re horses, Sim,” Enaya told him angrily.
 
                 “Can you hear them?” Sim asked Farrus.  He shook his head no.  Givara as well.
 
                 “Quinn?” he asked the old man.
 
                 “Are they speaking?” Quinn wondered.
 
                 “Yes.  They said they know me and Nehrea,” Sim said.
 
                 “Would you keep quiet!” Nehrea hissed.
 
                 “Nehrea Alla’Dushura, long have we awaited your arrival,” the Uellade said. 
 
                 “Why her?” Sim asked.
 
                 “She is the Collora,” the Uellade replied, with a slight bow of her head.
 
                 “What’s a Collora?” Sim asked, drawing a gasp of disbelief from Givara.
 
                 “Nehrea is the Whisperer.  We are bound by an oath to the Creator to obey the will of the Whisperer,” the Uellade answered solemnly.
 
                 “What’s going on, Siminus?” Enaya questioned, suddenly realizing that something indeed was being said.
 
                 “Uellade,” Sim told her, pointing to the blue-maned horse, “says that Nehrea is a Whisperer and that they have to obey her.”
 
                 “Rise Collora,” the Uellade instructed Nehrea a second time.  
 
                 Nehrea was on her knees fixatedly staring at the two Dahara who had come to see her.  In some ways she looked like a lost child with Sim’s oversized coat hiding her voluptuous curves and the streaks of tears wetting her flushed cheeks.  She looked uncertain and afraid.  
 
                 Sim went to her side and took her hand.  It trembled gently.  Her soft, sleepy eyes held his, risking vulnerability in her search for strength.  Sim smiled at her reassuringly, pulling her to her feet to stand and face her calling.  Around them, Farrus, Enaya, Givara and Quinn huddled closely, drawing together to witness these legendary horses of an age long past.
 
                 “Tell me everything they say, Siminus,” Enaya whispered, placing a steadying hand on his back.
 
                 The Mierentheon stepped forward and spoke.  “In a time long ago, in a forgotten age, the Dahara lived in peace with man.  We were left to our plains, free to graze and run without fear of man’s burdens.  Then the stain of corruption gave life to new races of creatures, twisted and evil, given only to the destruction of light.  Among these desecrations rose the Daikhir.  At first they acted as wolves testing the strength of a flock of sheep.  Only by the strength of our clan numbers were we able to balance the losses from these attacks.  Then the Daikhir changed.  A leader emerged, Klavensheer, bloodthirsty and terrible.  He organized the Daikhir and set out to destroy our brethren.  We called upon the mercy of the Creator to protect us and a way was found.  She led us to the first Collora, a human who could hear our words and wield the power of Earth source through the combined strength of our clan.  The Collora brought the human armies to our defense, and in a final battle on the slopes of Mount Khabhal, the Daikhir were defeated.  For many years afterward the Dahara lived in peace, protected from darkness by the Collora.  Then Desirmor came to power, and the peace between our clan and the world of man was broken.  We have existed in hiding awaiting the return of a new Collora.  One who would stand for the Dahara and help end the darkness that veil’s our world.”
 
                 “What are they saying?” Enaya poked Sim in the back impatiently.  He had been entranced by the tale and forgotten that only he and Nehrea could understand the Dahara.
 
                 “Mierentheon just told us a short history of the Dahara and a little bit about the Collora.”  Sim whispered to her.
 
                 “But please, Great One, I can’t be your Collora.  I’m not a trival,” Nehrea pleaded.
 
                 “You can do much, Nehrea Alla’Dushura, and we will help you learn,” the Mierentheon said.
 
                 “Why can I hear you?” Sim asked.
 
                 “You are a Harven.  You are born of Earth source, just as we are,” the Uellade explained.
 
                 “I don’t understand.  Does that mean I‘m not human?”  Sim shook his head forlornly.
 
                 The Uellade and The Mierentheon studied him stoically.  Nehrea regarded him with eyes full of questions.
 
                 “We must ask you to come with us, Collora, to partake in the Ritual of Cerseay.  We ask you to come as well, Harven,” the Mierentheon said.
 
                 “Not yet,” Sim said, looking at Enaya. “We are on the run from men who hold allegiances to Desirmor.  They hunt us even as we speak.  We've been without food and water for more than a day.  There is a town down the road with an inn where our friends can find rest.  I need to make sure they're safe before I will go with you.”
 
                 “Your friends may come with us,” the Uellade told him.  “We can provide sustenance and soft ground for rest.  But they must stay away during the ritual.  The Ritual of Cerseay is for the Collora and beings of Earth source only.”
 
                 “What do you say, Collora?” Sim asked Nehrea who still had the stricken look of someone who was completely in shock.
 
                 “How can we say no to the Dahara?” she seemed to ask herself.  She looked at Enaya for some kind of reassurance, but Enaya had no answers to give.  She merely shrugged obliviously, impatiently waiting for someone to fill her in on what was happening.
 
                 “What say you then, Collora?  Will you come?” the Mierentheon asked.
 
                 “Of course, Great One,” Nehrea answered with a solemn bow of her head.  “Please lead the way.”
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Baneur Deuseau led the way down a filthy street lined with ramshackle buildings in the section of Nal’Dahara known as the Barrio.  Navan Prianhe walked a few steps behind, searching the broken windows, doors and the dark alleys, teeming with garbage and refuse, for any sign or scent of the fugitives.  So far their search had proven fruitless.
 
                 Every so often Prianhe would curse angrily and complain about the foul scents and urine-soaked streets.  While Baneur wanted to find the fugitives as desperately as the loathsome Reikkan, he enjoyed watching Prianhe suffer.  Anything that wiped that smug entitlement from his black, wolfish face was a welcome joy.
 
                 Of course Baneur had his own reasons for finding the fugitives.  His Master had been very clear that their apprehension was the only thing that mattered.  For that alone he would have chased these vermin to the ends of the Earth, but there was something else as well.  He was in love.
 
                 Ever since he had first laid eyes upon Nehrea Alla’Dushura, with her thick black hair, dark sleepy eyes, and perfectly voluptuous curves, Baneur had been absolutely enchanted, obsessed even.  In his whole life, he had never desired anything more.  Standing in her presence left him breathless and weak.  He was willing to do nearly anything to have her.  Even, perhaps, disobeying a direct order from his Master, if it ever came to that.
 
                 Somewhere in the twisted dwellings of his mind, Baneur was certain she would feel the same for him, if only she could get to know him better.  She would disregard their differences in race, and overlook his diminutive stature.  She would.  She had to.
 
                 Turks never married out of their race.  It was against the laws of his people.  Over the centuries there had been a handful of instances where a Turk had been found to be carrying on with a human.  Execution had been the result of each case.  
 
                 But Baneur wasn’t afraid.  He had left his homeland when he was barely a teenager, taken to the Castle Desirmor by his parents when his ability had manifested.  Once a year, he traveled back to his homeland to see his parents.  That was the only contact he kept with his people.  Being home reminded him that he wasn’t human.  As far as Baneur was concerned, he was as good as any human.  Better even.  His strength in the power alone made him better.
 
                 Trivals were extremely rare among his people and those that showed any ability were quickly identified and sent to register.  Baneur was perhaps the strongest trival ever to come from the Turkan Hills.  Desirmor should have killed him.  Desirmor had murdered trivals that showed only half of his strength.  But the king had seen something in him and allowed him to live.  That rare show of mercy would have been enough to completely ensure his loyalty, but Desirmor had gone a step further, casting a spell of compulsion that was as good as enslavement.  He was bound to obey his master.  He simply couldn’t resist.  He didn’t want to resist.  That is, of course, until he met Nehrea.
 
                 Everything had been set up perfectly only a day earlier.  For such a long time, Baneur had bided his time, waiting for the right opportunity to bargain for Nehrea’s services.  When Cantor began to exact his plans for the forced nuptials of Lady Relador, Baneur knew Cantor would give him anything he wanted in return for his help.  He had been so close.  Now she was a fugitive, running from him with a group that would surely be put to death once they were caught.  Was there any way he could convince his master to spare Nehrea’s life?  Baneur could only stay quiet, let Prianhe and his filthy Reikkan's nose lead him to Nehrea, and hope his master would grant her clemency.
 
                 Prianhe stopped suddenly in front of a dilapidated building that looked as if it had at one time been home to a butcher.  He sniffed the air several times, inhaling deeply as he examined the interior through a broken window.  
 
                 Baneur watched him closely.  Though Prianhe had performed this same routine at least a dozen times since they had begun their search, Baneur knew Prianhe would find it eventually.  They called him Desirmor’s Hound.  His ability to track was legendary.
 
                 Prianhe took several steps down the street away from the building, sniffing repeatedly.  He circled around to the opposite side of the street then came back to the broken window and leaned his head inside.  
 
                 “This is it,” he announced, confidently.  
 
                 “You’re certain?” Baneur asked.
 
                 “I am never wrong, Turk,” Prianhe smiled darkly.
 
                 Baneur seethed inside, but let the Reikkan’s blatant disrespectfulness slide.
 
                 “Are they still inside?”
 
                 “No.  The scent is faint, but their trail definitely ends here,” Prianhe replied.  There was a heavy contingent of armored soldiers searching the buildings behind them.  Prianhe waved to Commander Corsia.  “Round them up,” he told him.  “This is the building.”
 
                 Corsia signaled for his men to assemble and await further instruction, then came to stand with Baneur and Prianhe.  Baneur guessed that there were about 2oo men forming into ranks.  
 
                 “You think this man ‘Beck’ is a traveler, yes?” Prianhe asked, staring down an alley that ran along the side of the building.
 
                 “I believe he is,” Baneur replied.
 
                 “Then you and I will enter the building with a few of Corsia’s men.  Be prepared to trap him.  If he’s in there, and…,” Prianhe went to the window and sniffed around again, “someone is in there.  A man.  Sweaty.  This man Beck has the answers.  He will tell us where he took them, what they said to him, everything.  We can’t let this man get away.  Am I clear on this?”
 
                 Baneur and Corsia nodded.  The Commander called for five of his men to come over.  When they were ready, Prianhe led them down the alley along the side of the building.  
 
                 At the back corner of the structure was a door.  Prianhe silently motioned for Baneur to take care of it.  The Turk prepared himself, mentally going over his own plan of attack.  Using fire, he quietly began to heat the handle and locks until the iron began to melt and drip to the ground.  When he was sure that the door would swing freely, he slowly pushed it in, letting it open carefully.  Once he had enough space, Baneur squeezed his head in and took a peek inside.  Behind the door was a short, thin hallway that led into a room lit by candle light.  He couldn’t see any movement.
 
                 Then Baneur pushed the door open, just enough so that he could slide in, and closed the door gently behind him.  He took a few steps toward the main room and saw a fat, youthful looking man, asleep on a chair set up on a shallow dais.  
 
                 Unwilling to tempt his luck any further, Baneur lashed out a flow of air from where he stood that enveloped the man and forced him to sit up.  Shock and terror flashed across his face as his eyes snapped open, and he realized that he was trapped.
 
                 “I’ve got him,” Baneur called out, walking into the room and facing the terrified young man.  
 
                 “You must be Beck?” Prianhe asked, striding in and shoving Baneur aside.  
 
                 The fat young man shook his head furiously in denial but couldn’t find any words to utter.  His bottom lip quivered as he looked into Prianhe’s yellow eyes.
 
                 Prianhe stepped up onto the dais and got right in his face.
 
                 “Do you know who I am?” he asked, severely.
 
                 “Yes,” the young man stuttered.
 
                 “Good.  That will make things easier.  If you know who I am, then you know that they call me Desirmor’s Hound.  I don’t really care for the moniker, but for today, it will suit my purposes.”  Prianhe leaned close and took a deep inhalation next to the young man’s face.  He closed his eyes and exhaled, smiling darkly.  “You’ve recently had intercourse.”  The man’s eyes widened even more.  “Do you know how I know that?”  Prianhe didn’t wait for an answer.  “I have a very keen sense of smell.  Very keen.  My sense of smell is so refined, in fact, that I can smell when a person is lying.”  The young man trembled visibly and his face went pale as if he might sick up.  Prianhe seemed to sense it and took a step back.  “I will ask you only one more time.  Just once.  Are you the man they call Beck?”
 
                 This time he nodded as tears began to find their way out of the corners of his eyes.
 
                 “That wasn’t so hard was it?” Prianhe asked mockingly.  “Beck, there is still a chance that I will let you live, but you will need to answer some questions for me first.  If I sense that you have lied, even one little half truth, I will see to it that your death is long and painful.  Do you understand?”  Beck nodded vigorously.  He still seemed in a state of suspended shock as if he thought he had slipped into some terrible nightmare that he might still wake up from.  “Some people came to see you today, three men and three women, where did you take them?” 
 
                 “South,” he whined like a coward, “as far south as I could take them.  To a beach I knew from my childhood.”
 
                 Prianhe studied his fat sweaty face intensely.  “How long ago?”
 
                 “A few hours.”
 
                 “Did they say anything about where they were going and why?”
 
                 Beck looked at Baneur and swallowed hard.  Baneur could feel him testing the strength of his invisible restraints.  The cords of solidified air that held him were nearly unbreakable.  Only a trival of enormous strength could free himself from the binds.  
 
                 Baneur sneered maliciously, “Answer him.”
 
                 “Quiet Turk!” Prianhe snapped at him.
 
                 Baneur’s face flushed with anger, and his eyes locked with Prianhe’s.  It was all he could do not to burn the man to a crisp with a well-placed ball of fire.  Only fear of his master restrained his need to retaliate.
 
                 “Watch yourself, Reikkan,” Baneur told him darkly.  “Accidents can happen.”
 
                 “Are you threatening me, Turk?” Prianhe barked.
 
                 “Not a threat, dogman, simply a stated fact.”
 
                 Prianhe stepped toward him and took a knee, meeting him eye to eye.  With his fangs bared he practically spat in Baneur’s face.  “You overstep yourself, Turk.  I look forward to watching our master beat the insubordination out of you, once again.”  Not bothering to look back at Beck, he asked again.  “Did they say where they were going and why?”
 
                 “They said something about needing to get to Jarine and something about the Water Woods.”
 
                 “What do you know about Jarine, Baneur?” Prianhe asked.
 
                 “It’s a fishing town, south of the Water Woods.  It’s an outpost.  People stop there on their way to Solocca.  There’s nothing there.”  Baneur’s unnaturally deep voice was thick with contempt.  He longed to kill Prianhe.  Only Nehrea’s willing hand would give him more satisfaction than watching the filthy cur suffer and die.
 
                 Prianhe let his hate-filled gaze linger a moment longer then stood and faced Beck.  He stepped up on the dais and grabbed the man by his flabby throat.  
 
                 “Is there anything else you need to tell us?”  Beck shook his head vigorously.  Prianhe called over his shoulder to Commander Corsia who stood silently in the hallway.  “Commander, gather all of your men.  The city guard can handle law enforcement for now.  I want every Imperial soldier and every last trival ready to journey to Jarine as quickly as they can assemble.  Put together a small group of your best trackers and scouts as well.  Every second we waste, our fugitives increase their chances of escape.”
 
                 “It will be done immediately, my Lord,” Corsia said, then turned and hurried off to enforce Prianhe’s directive.
 
                 “Once Corsia is ready, you will begin taking them to Jarine.  Is that understood, Turk?”
 
                 “What if they don’t go to Jarine?” Baneur asked.  “What if they told him that to throw us off the trail?”
 
                 “That’s why we are putting together a team of scouts.  Beck here, will show you the place that he took our fugitives.  Then you will take the scout team there.  They will track our quarry from behind, ensuring their movements toward Jarine.”
 
                 “They’re on foot with only a small head start. Why not just give chase?  Why bother assembling in Jarine?”  Baneur asked.
 
                 Prianhe sighed in frustration.  “Isn’t it obvious, you loathsome weasel?  They’re going to Jarine for a reason.  I want to know what they’re up to.”
 
                 Baneur made a sour face.  It was obvious.  As much as it galled him to admit it, Prianhe knew what he was doing.
 
                 He stepped onto the dais and grabbed Beck’s arm.  He removed the invisible binds that held the fat young man in place.  “Take me where you took them.”
 
                 Beck looked unsurely at Prianhe.  “You said if I co-operate, you would let me live?”
 
                 “Then do as the half-man commands and hope I’m a man of my word!” Prianhe shouted in his face.
 
                 Trembling like a little girl, Beck mumbled several awkward apologies.  Without warning, he pulled Baneur along through the traveling portal, appearing on a windswept beach beneath a gray sky.  The sound of crashing waves greeted them like an ovation.
 
                 “This is the spot,” Beck said, looking down at Baneur’s hand, tightly gripping his arm.
 
                 “Don’t even think about escaping,” Baneur told him.  “I’ve memorized your signature.”
 
                 “But you’ve only seen me travel once,” Beck said in disbelief.
 
                 “I only need to see a traveler move one time,” Baneur‘s deep voice was hard.  He looked around at the dark jutting rocks that formed a line of division between the damp beach and the tall grass beyond.  Nehrea had been here only a few hours ago.  How far could they have gotten?  “I was wondering something.”  He looked up into Beck’s scared brown eyes.  “Why did you take them?”
 
                 “What do you mean?” Beck asked.
 
                 “You’re a criminal.  A thief.  A man who thrives alone.  Why them?  How did they convince you to take them here?  Was it against your will?”
 
                 For some reason, Beck smiled at the questioning.  The perpetual expression of horror that he had worn like a mask since he’d been caught, quickly disappeared.  As if recalling the sick and twisted acts that defined his life of crime gave him pride, Beck suddenly regarded Baneur as a friend, or an equal.  Or perhaps Baneur’s diminutive size gave Beck the impression that the threat had lessened.
 
                 “They made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” he gloated.  Baneur raised a questioning eyebrow, inviting Beck to elaborate.  “They had a girl with them, from the palace.  She did things for me.”  
 
                 Baneur’s face darkened.  His left hand began to clench and unclench furiously.  “Was it Nehrea?”  
 
                 Beck’s deviant smile widened.  “You know her?”  Baneur shrugged dismissively.  “I made that whore do whatever I wanted.  Gave her what she deserved and I made sure it hurt.”  He nudged Baneur with a friendly elbow.  “I can still hear her screams ringing in my ears,” he whispered proudly, his eyes closed in a savoring remembrance.
 
                 For several moments, Baneur took deep, measured breaths, as any tangible hold he had on rationality slipped away.  Beck noticed that something was wrong from the vise-like hold that Baneur kept on his arm.  
 
                 “Are you alright?” Beck asked starting to understand that his situation had not improved.  
 
                 “I’ll be fine,” Baneur told him coldly.
 
                 He released his grip on Beck’s arm.  With a force of air he forced Beck down on his back, then buried his hands and feet into the sand, turning the dirt into rock that held him in place, terrified and screaming for mercy.  Then he created an illusion.  
 
                 “Please!  Don’t leave me here!”  Beck cried out, as waves of crabs clambered out of the ocean, pincers held high, and made their way toward the fresh meat.  “I don’t deserve this!  Please!  Help me!”
 
                 Baneur stood for some time and watched.  Though the crabs were an illusion, to Beck they seemed real enough, and because his mind believed what he was seeing, he would feel everything.  The intensity of Beck’s screams might have swayed a lesser soul, but Baneur drank in the pain, delighting in the torture.  He loved watching humans suffer, and this man especially had it coming.  Nehrea belonged to him.  He would stop at nothing to have her.  No-one would stop him.
 
                 When Beck’s body finally stopped thrashing about, and the screams had long since passed, Baneur let go of the illusion.  He knelt down beside Beck, checking his pulse to be certain that he was dead.  Then he leaned forward and whispered in his ear.  “You got what you deserved.”
 
                               
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Three:  The Ritual of Cerseay
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The mountains ahead grew taller and grander with each passing step.  Though the tips of some, the taller ones, broke the dismal gray cloud cover, other smaller peaks were visible, capped in pure white snow.  
 
                 Sim had never seen snow.  It was something he had heard about in tales told by his parents, or the occasional bard who had stayed at the Kelmor Inn over the years, but he had never truly been certain whether it actually existed.  Ice falling from the sky, covering the ground in a pristine white blanket.  For a man raised in the searing heat of a tropical island, the thought of such a thing seemed too impossible to believe.  
 
                 But if someone would have told him long ago that one day he would ride on the back of a horse that stood over ten feet tall, he most assuredly would not have believed that either.  Yet here he was, trotting on the back of his mount, Firetail, aptly named by the bright orange and yellow hair that made up his mane and tail.  
 
                 Enaya, seated behind him, held on tightly, with both arms wrapped around his stomach.  Farrus and Givara rode together beside them, a sight to behold with Farrus seated to the back, tightly holding the tall guardian.  Quinn and Nehrea also rode together, trotting along out front.  
 
                 It had been nearly an hour since the Dahara had come to meet them on the road, and during their trip across the plain Sim had filled Enaya in on all of the details of his conversation with their new friends.
 
                 She had hardly believed anything he told her.  Sim could tell that she was infuriated.  She desperately wanted to be able to hear the Dahara, as Sim and Nehrea could, but she would never admit it.  Enaya tried so hard to put up a front of calmness and control.  He wondered if she knew that her insecurities and flaws were ever present, and to him, her most endearing qualities.  She wanted to be perfect, but in the end, like everyone else, Enaya was just a human -- complex, fragile and infinitely fallible.
 
                 “They must have said something about where they are taking us, Siminus?” she continued to question him.
 
                 He rolled his eyes.  “I already told you three times.  I don’t know.  They said that Nehrea has to do something called the Ritual of Cerseay and that they would provide us with food and a place to sleep.  That’s it.”
 
                 Enaya wasn’t satisfied.  “Haven’t they said anything since we started riding?”
 
                 “They haven’t said a word since we started riding.”
 
                 “She doesn’t stop talking, does she?” Firetail suddenly asked.
 
                 Sim stroked his neck fondly.  “I’m afraid not.”
 
                 “What did he say?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “Nothing important,” Sim told her.
 
                 “I don’t like this at all,” Enaya said.
 
                 “You don’t like it because you’re not in control,” Sim pointed out.
 
                 “Excuse me?” Enaya asked, indignantly.
 
                 “You heard me, Enaya.  You can’t control everything.  Sometimes you just have to let things happen on their own.”
 
                 “So now you’re giving advice, Siminus?” she asked haughtily. 
 
                 “Not advice really.  More like, pointing out the obvious.  Even a foolish bumpkin like me can tell that you try way too hard to be the leader.”  He patted the hands that tightly held his waist.  “We all trust you, Enaya, and everyone looks to you to make the decisions, but sometimes it’s okay if you need help.  We’re like a family now, and families take care of each other.”
 
                 “I don’t need to be in control.”  Her words sounded like a very forced concession.  “I just like to know what’s going on, that’s all.”
 
                 “Well, as long as we’re around the Dahara, you’re going to have to accept being in the dark.  They said that I am the only one who may watch the ritual.  I’ll tell you everything I can, but you’re just going to have to wait until it’s over to find out what’s happened.  Think you can handle that?”
 
                 He could feel her sighing heavily on his back.  “I will do what I must.”
 
                 As they continued their journey, crossing grassy plains broken only by the occasional thicket of short leafless trees, Enaya seemed to melt against Sim.  Her head rested against his back.  The soft, constant breeze, both cool and clean blew her golden hair, causing stray tresses to wave over his shoulder, caressing his neck and face, leaving behind seductive traces of her floral perfume.  He found himself looking forward to those gentle brushings, agonizing in the wait until the next lock of hair would tease him and leave him wanting more.
 
                 In the distance, the sight of a camp suddenly loomed ahead.  With their journey on the back of Firetail coming to an end, Sim decided it was time to ask Enaya something that had been on his mind for some time now.
 
                 “Is there something going on between us, Enaya,” he asked softly.
 
                 The sudden tension he could feel in her arms told him that he had caught her off guard.  She moved her hands back from around his waist, and left them on his hips instead.
 
                 “Siminus…I don’t want to hurt you,” she said carefully.
 
                 “You won’t.”
 
                 His feelings toward Enaya were strong, both physically and emotionally.  At times he found her infuriating and impossible, but in the end, her undeniable beauty and soft femininity always won out.  There were moments when they held hands or walked arm in arm, and Sim wanted to take the intimacy further, but he was afraid she would rebuke his efforts.  It was what he expected.   
 
                 “I just feel that we would be better off remaining friends,” she told him.
 
                 “Are you saying that you don’t have any feelings toward me?”  
 
                 She took her time and chose her words carefully.  
 
                 “I care very deeply for you, Siminus.  You must know that?  But I just don’t think it’s a good time to begin a romance.  Do you understand?”
 
                 Sim stared quietly ahead, ashamed for having asked.  Enaya was a noble, a woman of wealth and refinement.  It had been foolish of him to think that she could see him as anything other than the son of a humble innkeeper.  
 
                 “I understand, Enaya,” he said, swallowing his pride.  “It was foolish of me to ask.  Don’t worry about it.”
 
                 “Sim…”  Enaya began to say, but no other words followed.  
 
                 The camp was minutes away now.  With a clearer view, Sim could see dozens of rudimentary tents, most seemingly made of animal skins, erected in a circle around a large bonfire.  People in the camp stopped as the Dahara approached, solemnly watching the strangers riding on the backs of the majestic horses.  
 
                 The villagers were strange to Sim.  They were as short as young children, with pitch black skin and wild unkempt hair.  They wore very plain brown clothing, both men and women in the same style of pant and pullover shirt, with bare feet covered to the ankle in thick natural hair.  
 
                 “Have you ever seen these people before?” Sim whispered over his shoulder to Enaya as Firetail led them into the center of the makeshift village.
 
                 “No,” she answered with a shake of her head.  “There are many primitive nomadic tribes all over the world.  Some are hostile to outsiders.”
 
                 “They are called the Showtokan,” Firetail said.  “They worship our clan.  Do not fear them.”
 
                 Sim patted Firetail on his neck and hopped down.  He helped Enaya down and thanked Firetail for the ride.  Firetail bristled, then trotted off toward the mountain side of the tents, where Sim could see many other Dahara watching from the distance.
 
                 After all of the others dismounted, the Uellade came to stand before them.  Sim stepped up to stand beside Nehrea.  To Sim and Nehrea, she spoke.
 
                 “Your friends must stay here with the Showtokan.  You will be with them again soon.  If you will follow me, I will lead you to your tent.  The Ritual of Cerseay can only be performed in the first hour past sunset.  We must prepare.”
 
                 The Uellade turned and began to walk in the same path that Firetail had taken.  Sim turned to Enaya and the others.
 
                 “Nehrea and I have to go with Uellade now.  She says that the Showtokan will take care of you.  We’ll be back in the morning.”
 
                 “That’s it?” Enaya asked, nervously looking around at the Showtokan.  It seemed every member of the tribe had come out to meet them as the circle quickly filled with small, primitive people.  
 
                 “What else can I tell you, Enaya?” Sim said pointing at the Uellade.  “We have to go.  Just trust the Showtokan.  I’ll tell you everything tomorrow.”
 
                 Enaya’s face looked pained.  Her sapphire eyes flashed around to the crowd of Showtokan surrounding them, then back to Sim.  
 
                 “It’ll be fine, Enaya.  Don’t worry,” he reassured her and turned to go, following Nehrea.  
 
                 Enaya ran to him and grabbed his hand, pulling him around to face her.  She seemed nervous and scared, unwilling to let him go.
 
                 “What is it?” he asked, concerned.  Nehrea stopped and impatiently tapped her foot, waiting for him to follow along.
 
                 “I…” she struggled with her words.  Her eyes held his.  “Sim you…just be careful.  Please.”
 
                 Sim nodded silently and walked away.  He looked over his shoulder one time and saw her watching him leave, the same pained look on her beautiful face.  She had wanted to tell him something, he was certain of that, but had held back.  
 
                 He walked beside Nehrea through the rows of tents thinking about what she might have had to say.  In his heart, he believed it had to do with the true nature of her feelings toward him.  He hoped that had been what she was thinking.
 
                 “This is madness,” Nehrea said as they passed beyond the boundaries of the village.  The ground began to dip as the field led on a slow slope toward the base of the mountains.  The Dahara stood at the bottom of the descent, waiting for them to arrive.
 
                 “What?” he asked, absently.  His mind was still thinking on the strange way Enaya had acted when they left.
 
                 “I can’t be the Collora.  I can’t.”  She was speaking in panicked tones.  Her sleepy brown eyes implored him for help and assurances.
 
                 “We haven’t had a chance to talk yet, have we?” he asked.  She shook her head, confused by the question.  “Did you know that only a week ago I worked for my parents at an inn in Caramour?  Have you ever heard of Caramour?”
 
                 “I’ve heard of it,” she replied, listening intently.
 
                 “My whole life, all I ever wanted was to get away from that inn.  Sail away on a merchant vessel, or join the army; anything to get away from Caramour.  I had never heard of Nal‘Dahara, or King Desirmor, or trevlocs.  I had never even seen a mountain.”
 
                 “Do you have a point?” she asked him skeptically.
 
                 “You’re traveling with us now Nehrea so you need to know who I am.”
 
                 “I heard the Dahara call you Harven.”
 
                 “Do you know what that means?” he asked, watching her closely.
 
                 “I have heard the word, but I’m afraid I don’t know what that means.”
 
                 “The Harvens were a people.  Very powerful people.  A long time ago Desirmor killed all of them, save for one.  One escaped and the blood endured.  I am the last living descendant of that bloodline, prophesized to kill Desirmor and return the Creator’s light to the world.”  Nehrea regarded him with sheer disbelief.  “The point, Nehrea, is that a week ago, I was just another guy, working at an inn in the middle of nowhere.  Now I have the hope of the whole world riding on my shoulders, and I have to carry that burden whether I like it or not.  When I found out who I was, I didn’t believe it either.  But not believing doesn’t make it any less true.”
 
                 Nehrea thought about what he said and smiled.  She took his hand and gave it a squeeze.  “Perhaps that is why I find myself drawn to you, Sim.  In many ways we are the same.”
 
                 “The Dahara have named you their Collora, Nehrea.  I still don’t know what that really means, but I can tell you this -- accept your fate and embrace it.  Find the courage to face your destiny, as I must find the courage to face my own.”
 
                 “You are perhaps, the most courageous man I have ever known,” Nehrea said, softly.  Her eyes looked away shyly.
 
                 Sim smiled at the compliment though he was sure she was being facetious.
 
                 “There must be something, some memory or moment from your past that connects you to this.  Can you think of anything?”  Sim asked.
 
                 She shook her head unsurely.  “Nothing that would seem obvious.  My father used to tell me stories of the Dahara and…,” she stopped herself and looked at the ground shamefully.  
 
                 “What is it?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Nothing.  It’s nothing really.”
 
                 “Look, if you want some help figuring this out, then any detail that links you to the Dahara could be the one.”  He watched her face, noting the flushness in her tan cheeks.  “Oh…It’s something personal?”
 
                 She stared at him as though she was considering to what degree he could be trusted.  Or was it that she was afraid it would shame her in his eyes?
 
                 “You don’t have to say anything, Nehrea.”  Sim didn’t want to push her.
 
                 The Dahara were gathered in ranks down at the bottom of the hill.  Sim guessed that there were nearly one thousand.  Each horse was different.  Though nearly the entire clan had white coats and all had the same smooth golden bump between the eyes, the colors of their manes and tails was what set them apart.  There were reds, blues, greens and oranges, browns, blacks and every color that could be imagined.  Some were taller than others, though every horse was at the very least, nearly ten feet in height.  Sim felt small standing in their presence.  
 
                 At the head of the clan, stood the Mierentheon and the Uellade, silently watching their approach.  They stood tall with their heads held high, and if Sim had to guess, he would have said that they were expressing pride.  
 
                 Two large tents, made of the skin of an animal with tufts of brown and gray fur covering large swaths of space, were waiting a distance away to their left.  Sim couldn’t help but wonder if there was something to eat and drink waiting for them in the tents.  He was starving.
 
                 “Welcome Nehrea Alla’Dushura.  Long have the Dahara awaited your arrival.  May the blood of the land give strength to the bonds we weave this night,” the Mierentheon said.
 
                 “May we have your name, Harven?” the Uellade asked.
 
                 “Siminus Kelmor Harvencott,” Sim announced, deciding the situation called for the formality of his true name.
 
                 “Welcome Siminus Kelmor Harvencott,” the Uellade called out.  “May the blood of your kin give strength to the bonds we weave this night.”
 
                 Nehrea and Sim bowed their heads in unison.  Nehrea slipped her hand into his, intertwining their fingers, then giving him a nervous squeeze.  
 
                 “The hour of dusk approaches.  It is time, Nehrea Alla'Dushura, to go to your tent and prepare,” the Mierentheon said.  “To proceed with the ritual, you must remove your clothing and bathe your skin.  Wash away your doubts, your fears, and your weakness.  Face yourself and become one with your inner spirit.  Then come back to us reborn, and face the world with no pride, no shame, and no envy.  Only then can the ritual begin.”
 
                 Nehrea looked up at Sim trying to find the courage to take the first step.  The fear and uncertainty that clouded her sleepy eyes, impressed upon his doubts and insecurities.  He pulled her into his chest and tightly embraced her.  
 
                 “Have the courage to face your destiny,” he whispered into her ear.  
 
                 When she released him, Sim saw firm determination set in her gaze.  She turned and walked toward the tents, led by the Uellade.  Sim watched her go, feeling nervous for her.   He had no idea what was coming next, but he hoped she was strong enough to meet the challenges.  When she reached the tent, she turned and looked back at him one last time then took a deep breath and entered.
 
    
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Inside the tent, Nehrea found a kettle of water simmering over a low fire.  In the back of the tent she saw a soft fur blanket and a fur lined pillow.  The air in the tent had a strange smell, almost floral, but also oddly bitter.  She realized right away that it was coming from the water simmering in the kettle.  
 
                 The Uellade had instructed her to waste no time in undressing and beginning her bath.  The ritual could only be performed in the first hour after dusk, and the Uellade was certain that the time was fast approaching.  
 
                 She moved toward the blankets first, removing her clothing and placing them neatly on the blanket.  For a moment she stared at the black coat Sim had given her to wear.  She had come to enjoy the smell of his subtle musk, and the way the over-sized coat had felt, so warm and comforting, like a friendly hug.  
 
                 Since her father was taken away when she was a child, Nehrea had developed a distrust of men.  Governor Cantor was largely to blame.  Five years of his abusive dominance had taught her that men weren’t capable of gentleness and valor.  Even the guardsmen and soldiers she had observed during her time in the palace were mean and callous, treating their women like servile dogs, expecting obedience rather than companionship.  She had come to accept that the stories her father had read to her, of hero’s rescuing maidens in distress, and of love that knew no boundaries, would never be her reality.  Life had taught her that love was simply a word and heroes didn’t exist.
 
                 Still, Sim's words had given her both comfort and inspiration.  She had watched him closely since their meeting in the dungeon beneath the palace.  He was confident and self-assured.  When he spoke, he commanded attention, and his words carried weight.  She wanted to be strong, to be worthy of his friendship.  Staring down upon the coat he had so unselfishly given her, she felt compelled to face her doubts and complete the Ritual, if not for herself, then for him.  
 
                 She took a deep breath and steeled her thoughts, trying to convince herself that she was ready.  Then she walked over to the kettle and peered down at the wooden ladle and the gently steaming water.  
 
                 Her mind was still full of doubt.  She knew what the Dahara expected her to do, but the weight of the situation was still too much to bear.  The Collora was supposed to be a trival, but she had never wielded the trivarial power.  People who could had always frightened her.  She had seen Governor Cantor’s seer perform her trick of making images appear over that black rock she carried.  It had always made her blood turn cold.  
 
                 She tentatively reached for the ladle.  Once she began to bathe, there would be no turning back.  Nehrea raised the ladle up and slowly let the water pour over her head.  The water saturated her long black hair and slid over her curves to the grass at her feet.  She took a deep breath and waited for something to happen.  For a few moments she looked around not knowing what to expect.  
 
                 She dipped the ladle again and poured on more water.  Over and over she repeated the process until her whole body had been soaked in the peculiar smelling water.  
 
                 Perhaps her fears had been unfounded.  Maybe it truly was just a bath to cleanse her skin after a long travel.  
 
                 “Hello, Nehrea,” a familiar voice whispered from the door of the tent.
 
                 Her body went stiff and fear caught a scream and trapped it in her throat.  She turned to face Governor Cantor, unable to believe that he had found her.  For the briefest of moments she wondered if Sim and the others were still alive, before her own fears brought her crashing back to reality.  
 
                 “Your Excellency,” she heard herself say.  The trembling of her body would only entice him, so she concentrated as much as she could on remaining still and unaffected.  
 
   `              He slowly stepped toward her.  The flickering light of the small fire created shadows that made his face seem savage and feral.  “How long did you think you could elude me, Nehrea?”
 
                 “I never…,” she tried to respond, but he covered her mouth with his hand and forced her head back.
 
                 “Silence!” he hissed.  “You are mine, Nehrea.  You belong to me.”  His free hand slid down her body, roughly grabbing her bosom.  “You must be punished for your insolence.  Punished!”  He led her to the bed and threw her down, then fell heavily on top of her.  He forced her legs apart and grabbed a handful of her hair.  “I’m going to make you scream for mercy every night for the rest of your miserable life.  Do you hear me?  Every night!”
 
                 He began to remove his pants, awkwardly forcing her down with one hand, as he worked at his belt strap with the other.  Nehrea wanted to scream and run, but fear held her in place, an unwilling slave to his desires.  Tears bled from her eyes as she waited, helplessly, for him to begin the rape.  
 
                 Then she noticed something sticking in her back, uncomfortably digging at her lower spine.  At first she tried to ignore it, more concerned with preparing herself for the pain Governor Cantor would soon inflict.  But as he fumbled with his pants, clumsily trying to pull them down and hold her at the same time, she realized what was beneath her.  Sim kept a dagger in a small sheath on the inside of the coat that she was laying upon.  It was a small blade, maybe two inches in length, more a last line of defense than an actual weapon, but it gave her a sudden wave of hope.                
 
                 She reached for it, struggling to get a grasp on the handle as Governor Cantor held her down.  Then he lifted her legs up, preparing to enter her, and it inadvertently provided just the right angle to get the dagger free.  She pulled it out and gripped it tightly, reaching her arm to the side.  Then she drove the blade into his side, feeling it twist in her grip, as it cut between his ribs.
 
                 For a second, Cantor became still, looking surprised that he had just been stabbed.  He sat back on his knees and regarded the knife sticking through his rib cage, just beneath his left arm.  Nehrea pulled it out and stabbed again, driving him back.  She leapt on top of him, and stabbed at his chest over and over again, lost in the moment, unleashing five years of pent up fury with every life taking stroke.  When she was certain he was dead she backed away from him and dropped the blade, hugging her knees to her chest and staring tearfully at his bloody corpse.  Then she erupted into a fit of tearful sobbing, feeling horrified at the savage way she had killed her tormentor, but relieved that it was over.  She closed her eyes and let the tidal wave of emotions pour out.
 
                 When she opened her eyes everything had changed.  She was sitting against a building, fully clothed, near the docks of Nal’Dahara in the last light of the evening sun.  Faceless people walked about, some working to load ships, others simply passing along the cobblestone street.  
 
                 She looked around in confusion, trying to understand how only a moment ago she had been sitting naked in a tent beside the body of the slain Governor.  Was it some trick?  Some sudden dream, a figment of her imagination?  Had the strangely scented water caused her to hallucinate?  Everything seemed so real, so vivid, so familiar.  The way the harbor smelled of spoiled fish, the coat of grime that covered the face of the cobblestones, even the bustle of conversation and shouted commands amongst the dockworkers and ship bosses, had a certain intrusive cognizance that she identified but couldn’t place.
 
                 “Nehrea?” a startled voice, weakly asked.  
 
                 She looked up and saw her father, carrying a large bundle, standing several feet away.  He was old and frail, a skeleton covered in loose pale skin.  She stood in disbelief, wanting to cry out but unable to understand what was happening to her.  Was he real or part of this sick dream?  She was afraid that if she accepted the dream and ran to his embrace, it would all fade away to nothing.
 
                 “It is you,” he said, dropping his burdens and running to her.  
 
                 When he took her in his arms, she forgot her fears that she was dreaming and burst into tears of joy.  Though his arms felt like brittle bones, she sank into his embrace, becoming, if only for the moment, the little girl who wanted nothing more in life than to please her father.
 
                 “Is this real?” she whispered, unsurely, not willing to let go of him for fear that he might disappear.  
 
                 He took her head in his hands and looked at her face, smiling tenderly as he gazed upon her.  “My what a beautiful woman you’ve become.”
 
                 Reality suddenly hit her.  It had to be a dream, some effect of the water she had bathed in.  She knew time was short; a single thought entered her mind.  Something she had always wanted to say to her father but had never been given the chance.
 
                 “I’m sorry, father,” she blurted tearfully.  He shook his head, not understanding.  “It was my fault.  All of it was my fault.”
 
                 “What are you saying, Nehrea?” he asked, in confusion.
 
                 “The jewel from the chalice.  I took it.  It was my fault.  I didn’t think anyone would notice.  I’m so sorry.  So sorry,” she sobbed.  “Please forgive me.”
 
                 Her father took a step back and firmly held her by the shoulders.  He looked at her with tender brown eyes.  His tired, aged face held sympathy and compassion.  “My daughter,” he said in a voice as gentle as a drizzling spring rain, “this wasn’t your fault.  How could you ever think that you were to blame?  We live in a world where honest men are taken from their families and forced into slavery over the simplest of circumstances.  Do you believe my punishment equal to my misjudgment?  The world is full of darkness.  Don’t let doubt and regret darken you.”
 
                 “But I took the jewel.  If I had never taken it, then you would never have become a slave,” she argued. 
 
                 “Nehrea, I knew you had taken the jewel,” he said regretfully.  “It was my fault and my fault alone.  I could have asked for it back, but I could see the way you had looked at those gemstones, and I only wanted to please you.  I didn’t think anyone would notice one missing stone.  There were so many.”
 
                 “But…”  
 
                 “Do you believe in the Creator?” her father asked, cutting her off.
 
                 “I don’t know what to believe,” she shook her head sadly.
 
                 “Believe in the Creator, my daughter.  Believe in the divine plan.  Everything happens for a reason, both good and bad.  You can spend your life asking ‘What if?’ and miss what’s happening right in front of you.  Live your life.  Every moment without regret.”
 
                 “I don’t know if I can,” she said doubtfully.
 
                 “Of course you can,” he told her.  “But first you have to forgive yourself.  If you can do that, anything is possible.”
 
                 “How do I forgive myself?  I’ve blamed myself for so long, I don’t even know how to begin trying.”
 
                 “Let yourself be loved, my darling.  If you can’t allow a man to love you, how will you ever learn to love yourself?  Find a man who accepts you as you are, always.  Then you can truly begin to move forward.”
 
                 He leaned in close and kissed her forehead.  She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms tightly around him, hoping she would never have to let go.  
 
                 When she opened her eyes, he was gone.  
 
                 She stood alone in a small, four-walled hut with rotted wooden frames holding up a patched sheet of canvas lining.  Holes and tears dotted the fabric walls and roof, allowing lambent trickles of daylight to slice through the irremediable gloom of her former home.  The dirt floor of the hut was soft and damp, just as she remembered, with the fetid smell of mold that perpetually hung in the air.  
 
                 For a moment, as nothing changed, Nehrea began to believe that she had somehow dreamed her entire life as a palace courtesan and had only now awoken from that nightmare into the odious reality of her life, surviving day by day in the Cortella.  She thought of those last moments of hope, running with the Dahara, holding Sim’s hand as they walked to meet her calling, and lamented as one would a dream that began to slip into the lost recesses of the mind upon awakening.
 
                 Then her mother entered the hut with the same unremitting look of contempt etched into the aged lines of her face that she had carried since the day her husband had been taken away.  She was older than Nehrea remembered.  Her once raven black hair was now a wiry unkempt thicket of gray and white.  She was thin and tired, bent over at the waist and walking with a noticeable limp.  Nehrea should have been staring into the face of a woman in her middle years, but her mother looked as though she were just passing the days in the final years of her life, impatiently waiting for the supreme mercy of death to end her suffering.
 
                 She carried a small canvas satchel which she threw in the corner.  Without bothering to say a word to her daughter, she ambled over to the lone piece of furniture in the hut, a small wooden chair, and took a seat.
 
                 “Couldn’t make the Governor happy, no more, heh?”  Her voice sounded like an untended door, creaking shut.
 
                 Nehrea didn’t answer.  She stared at her mother sadly.  At one time her mother had been amongst the most beautiful women in all of Nal’Dahara.  There had been laughter in their house and love.  Now she was a bitter woman, aged before her time by the demands of poverty and the well of regrets she would never empty. 
 
                 When Nehrea had last seen her mother, the day she was taken away to the palace, they both had long since given up on ever loving each other as a mother and daughter should.  Her mother spent every day of her adolescence bemoaning the turn her life had taken and blaming Nehrea for all that had been lost.  Because of her own feelings of accountability, Nehrea had silently accepted her mother’s despite, carrying the burden as a penance she felt she owed.  Now looking upon the woman who had given her life, Nehrea could only weep with pity.  She didn’t blame her mother for hating her.  Not anymore.
 
                 “What’s that?  Why are you crying?” her mother sneered.  She waved her hand dismissively.  “I haven’t got any sympathy for you, girl.  Take your sob story and sell it to someone who cares.”
 
                 “I forgive you, Mother,” Nehrea said.  She didn’t know how much time this dream would last.  She needed to have a reckoning.  
 
                 “You forgive me?  For what?  What did I ever do to you?” her mother asked angrily.
 
                 Nehrea walked over to her mother and knelt in the damp earth beside her chair.  
 
                 “For blaming me, Mother.  I forgive you for forgetting that as hard as our life became after father was taken, I was still just a little girl who needed her mother’s love.”
 
                 The admonition seemed to startle her mother.  She grimaced as though she wanted to slap Nehrea, but couldn’t bring herself to follow through.
 
                 “I don’t know what you’re talking about, girl.  This is all nonsense.”
 
                 “In spite of all the hateful things you’ve said to me,  in spite of blaming me for everything that went wrong in your life, and most of all, for giving me over to a man who beat me and raped me night after night for five years, I forgive you.  I want you to know that.  I need you to know that.”
 
                 For a moment, Nehrea’s mother looked as if she were going to run as she shifted around in her chair uncomfortably, trying feebly to avoid her daughter’s compassionate stare.  Then tears welled up in her tired brown eyes.  She looked deeply into Nehrea’s face and began to openly weep.
 
                 “I love you mother.  I will always love you.”
 
                 She reached up and took her mother into a tight embrace, feeling fleetingly like a little girl again when her mother arm’s wrapped around her firmly.  
 
                 “I’m so sorry, Nehrea.  I never meant for any of this.  I never…”
 
                 “It’s alright, Mother.  You don’t have to say anything.”
 
                 “I love you, Nehrea,” she cried.
 
                 When Nehrea pulled away, everything changed, and she found herself standing in front of the kettle of simmering water, alone in her tent.  The body of Governor Cantor was gone, not even a trace of blood left behind as evidence that it had been more than just a dream.  She looked down at the ladle, still clutched in her right hand, and carefully placed it back in the kettle.  Then she fell to her knees and began to weep.  Tears fell in waves as she let her body lie on the soft grass that composed the floor of her tent.  She cried for the fear she had vanquished when she fought back against Governor Cantor.  She cried for the doubts she had answered when she spoke to her Father.  She cried for the weakness she had conquered when she forgave her Mother.  Most of all, she wept for the woman she had been, and the woman she hoped to become.  
 
                 As the wave of absolved emotions swept past, Nehrea stood and confidently faced the door.  It was time to begin the next journey of her life.  She was to become the Collora, voice of the Dahara.  
 
                 
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Sim’s jaw dropped when Nehrea emerged from the tent.  Her naked body, perfectly proportioned, elegantly curved, glistened wetly in the dying rays of sunlight, as the day slid behind the horizon to the west.  Her black hair clung from dampness to the sides of her face and neck.  She was a vision of pure ethereal beauty, innocence and seduction, harmoniously existing in her short tan frame.  He knew he should look away, any decent gentlemen would have, but he could not.  He was captivated by her alluring radiance, and confused by the awkward imprecations that bellowed in his mind.
 
                 As she strode toward the open circle, formed among a thousand stoic Dahara, with a confidence that was both unexpected and yet, completely natural, Sim noticed the tears that stained her cheeks.  What had she faced within that tent, he wondered?  The Mierentheon had been cryptic when Sim questioned him about what would happen to Nehrea when she began to bathe.  All Sim knew was that she would be challenged, but he didn’t know what that meant.
 
                 During Nehrea’s time in the tent, the Mierentheon and the Uellade had given Sim instructions on what he must do once the Ritual began and what to expect.  He was supposed to draw on his power and add it to the flow of energy that would be created by the circle of Dahara.  The Mierentheon had been confident that Sim would do well, but he didn’t know that Sim had little, if any experience, handling the power.  To the Mierentheon, Sim was a Harven of legend, and his abilities were an afterthought.  Watching Nehrea walk through the rows of horses to the center of the circle, Sim felt as nervous as he could ever remember feeling in his life.  He didn’t want to fail.
 
                 He stood with the two great horses in the center of the circle and watched Nehrea step up before them, unabashed by her nakedness.  She met Sim’s eyes brazenly as if to welcome his gaze.  There was something different about her.  She appeared stronger somehow.
 
                 “Nehrea Alla’Dushura,” the Mierentheon called out, in a voice that echoed across the entire valley.  “Do you come before us, free of fear?”
 
                 She took her eyes away from Sim and answered.  “I come to you free of fear.”
 
                 “Do you come before us, free of doubt?” the Uellade asked with the same booming resonance as the Mierentheon.
 
                 “I come to you free of doubt.”
 
                 “Do you come before us, free of weakness?” the Mierentheon asked.
 
                 “I come to you free of weakness,” she answered.
 
                 As one voice, all of the Dahara spoke in unison.  “Can you sacrifice your pride in service to your calling?”
 
                 “I will know no pride,” she answered.
 
                 “Can you serve without shame?”
 
                 “I will know no shame.”
 
                 “Can you purge your heart of envy?”
 
                 “I will know no envy.”
 
                 The Mierentheon and the Uellade trotted to opposite sides of the circle.  For a moment Sim stood watching her uncertainly.  Then he turned and took a position at the edge of the circle, directly across from her.  
 
                 “Dahara, hear me,” the Mierentheon cried out.  “Nehrea Alla’Dushura comes before us, naked and humble, willing to sacrifice her own desires for the good of the clan.  Do you accept her as your Collora?”
 
                 “Mai thirra day, du Collora,” they answered in one voice.
 
                 Sim couldn’t explain why, but he understood what they said.  We name you, our Collora.
 
                 There was a pause of silence.  The wind that had steadily gusted across the open valley, suddenly seemed to stop.  His own uneven breathing was the only sound that Sim could hear.  
 
                 Then a vibration, humming in the ground beneath his feet, began to tickle the soles of his boots.  It started low and soft, and for a moment Sim believed it was his imagination.  Then the buzz started to gain strength, gently shaking the ground, building from a soft rumble to a bone rattling crescendo.  As the Earth shook, the Dahara appeared unaffected, staring solemnly at Nehrea as if nothing were happening.  But Sim and Nehrea had to fight to remain standing.  They stumbled in place awkwardly, each watching the other with wary trepidation.
 
                 Abruptly, the quaking stopped.  Sim looked around apprehensively, wondering what to expect next.  Nehrea smiled at him faintly, an arbitrary reassurance.  
 
                 Then a glow lit the ground at the feet of every Dahara standing around the circle.  Tendrils of light, soft, iridescent, and yellow, rose up from the Earth like thousands of ivy vines climbing the walls of a castle, snaking and curling up the legs of each horse, until their bodies became enveloped.  Cast in the light, the horses took on the image of giant fireflies, and as the strength of the glow gained in intensity, the circle merged.  Sim could no longer see the individual Dahara.  The circle of horses had become one single light, changing from a soft yellow, to a fine white.  
 
                 Wind began to swirl, filling the circle, accompanied by an audible hum.   Debris from the ground, nothing more than dead blades of grass, twigs and pebbles, joined the sweeping wind, pelting Sim’s exposed arms and face, causing him to shield his eyes.  
 
                 The light sprung three arms that reached up into the sky, from points within the circle.  Then those arms of light reached down in great arcs, one settling around the Mierentheon, another around the Uellade, and the last encompassing Sim.  
 
                 At once Sim could feel the energy.  It pulled at him, pushed him, and demanded his strength.  He felt powerless and invincible all at the same time.  It drove him to his knees, compelling him to submit to its intrinsic puissance.  Voices called to him, whispering in tongues he couldn’t recognize, imperative and urgent.  He looked down at his hands, glowing with the white energy that flowed throughout all of the Dahara, and marveled.  The gem against his chest, began to increase in heat, until he was certain it must be searing and burning his skin, but he felt no pain.  
 
                 From the Mierentheon and the Uellade, streams of white light shot suddenly at Nehrea, enveloping her in the energy.  Her back arched and her feet left the ground.  Impossibly, she hovered, wrapped in power, just above the earth.
 
                 Sim knew that he had to direct his own flow of power at her.  He held out his hands and focused on taking control of the massive force of energy that had driven him to his knees.  For a moment, it pushed back, enacting dominance, elusive as smoke.  But he fought.  His every ounce of concentration, every ounce of will, was forced into his hands and formed into a radiant ball of pure light.  Then he pushed it toward Nehrea.  Like a raging river breaking a dam, it erupted from his outstretched hands and joined the streams that flowed from the Mierentheon and the Uellade.  
 
                 Nehrea let out a scream of anguish as the last flow of light took her.  Wrapped in so much earth power, Sim could no longer see her.  He wanted to run to her.  He needed to know that she was alright.  But the demands of controlling the roiling flow of earth power, coursing through him like a raging tide, was all that he could stand to manage.  If he gave in, relinquished his mastery of the current, he knew he would be swept away and the Ritual would fail.  To persevere was all he could do to aid Nehrea.
 
                 The Ritual continued for some time.  Sim held onto the power and kept his focus directed into Nehrea as the world around them sank into night.  From the strain and exertion, he began to feel as though consciousness were slipping away.  Voices called out all around him like the loud, indecipherable chatter of a crowded tavern.  He tried to shut out the sound, to remain focused on his task, but could not.  The demands of the force of energy became too great, and unable to hold on any longer, Sim let go.
 
                 The world around him melted away, and he found himself floating weightless within a sea of white.  Above him scenes played out, one after the next, too quickly to count, too numerous to remember.  Though hundreds of scenes flashed before his eyes, he was able to remember only a handful.
 
                 Sarimus sat behind a desk in what appeared to be the captain’s quarters of a ship.  He spoke, but Sim heard nothing that was said.  Sarimus held a curved piece of metal, the same as the hilt on Sim’s sword, and waved it at a man whose face was shielded from view.  Then Sarimus handed the piece of metal over, with doubt plainly etched into the lines of his weather beaten face, and the scene faded away.  
 
                 A woman, aged but strong, stood in a snow covered field beneath a sky, dark and heavy with storm clouds.  She was wrapped in thick furs, dressed for the cold brutality of winter’s heart.  With apprehension she watched the horizon as though she feared what might approach far more than the blizzard that loomed above.
 
                 Maehril ran along a forest road as though something terrifying followed in pursuit.  The old man with gills kept pace at her side, a terrallium dagger, glowing white, clutched tightly in his right hand.  An overweight boy, not much older than Maehril, also ran with them.  He held a magnificent battle axe, engraved with markings and runes.  His eyes looked eager, and he alone among the three, appeared emboldened by their situation.  
 
                 Farrus and Givara sat side by side at the crest of a gently sloping field, having a quiet conversation.  Their hands touched ever so slightly in the grass between them.  The sky above them was impossibly split with day and night.  The sun shone brightly over Givara.  The moon, surrounded by thousands of stars, glowed above Farrus.
 
                 Thousands of men, unlike any Sim had ever seen before, stood mustered on an immense plateau surrounded by mountains.  They had pale white, hairless skin, and eyes, unnaturally large and round, and completely black.  Their backs were hunched and their long arms caused their fingers to touch the ground beside their feet.  One stood at the front of the horde calling out commands which drew a soundless ovation.
 
                 The streets of Carleton were overrun by throngs of rabid people, all with the same cloudy gray eyes and feral faces.  Men and women in fineries ran alongside servants and the impoverished in a mad scramble of chaos that made no sense to Sim.  They all looked sick and desperate as they trampled those that fell to the ground and pushed each other frantically.  
 
                 Nehrea slept in a plain bed, in a small non-descript room.  Her dreams seemed troubled as she tossed and turned.  All the while, the shadows of two men loomed on the wall behind her, one large, the other small.
 
                 Enaya sat alone in a chair looking out of a grimy, four paned window.  Her cheeks were stained with the remnants of tears, and in her hand she clutched a kerchief.  Desperation and loss weakened the perpetual fire that Sim had come to enjoy in her sapphire eyes.  After a moment of longing, she put her hands over her face and began to weep anew.  Something caught her attention from behind because she suddenly looked up hopefully, but the abrupt slumping of her shoulders defined her disappointment.
 
                 The Dahara grazed in the valley Sim recognized from the Ritual of Cerseay.  Over the mountains behind them, a single black cloud hovered above the highest peak.  Lightening shot down blasting the mountain apart piece by piece.  Despite the awesome display of force, none of the Dahara seemed aware that something was happening.
 
                 His old friend Raelin worked intensely on his sword forms alone in a great stone room.  As he spun and struck at imaginary foes, bathed in the sweat of his exertion, a thin wisp of black smoke shadowed his every movement.   A malefic green light pulsed within the smoke as though the thin cloud were alive with something malign.
 
                  Sim stood before a lake of pure Earth blood deep within an enormous mountainous cavern.  Stalactites, glowing with a soft orange light, pointed down from the vast ceiling like sharpened daggers.  All across the wide expanse, standing on the surface of the white Earth blood, were specters with warm expressions of welcome on their ghostly faces.  Nearest the shore, with his arms reaching out toward Sim like an invitation, stood Sarimus.              
 
                 There were so many other visions.  Some were of events that he knew existed in the past, others that were possibilities for the future.  When he awoke, all of his memories of those scenes slipped away, save for just those small few.  
 
                 He found himself lying amongst some warm soft furs laid out on the ground of a tent.  A low fire in the center of the tent warmed a large black kettle, which simmered with water.  There was a plate of cooked rabbit, a few pieces of hard flat bread, and a wooden chalice filled with milk on a tray next to the bed.  
 
                 Sim sat up and looked around realizing quickly that he was alone.  For an instant, he wondered what had become of Nehrea after he'd passed out during the Ritual, but the smell of the rabbit impressed upon his voracious hunger, and without thought or care, he tore into his meal.  He inhaled the rabbit and bread, barely even bothering to chew, then breathlessly swallowed all of the milk.
 
                 When he finished, Sim stood, stretched and yawned.  The food had not been enough.  Though he felt better having something in his stomach, he still desired more.  
 
                 His limbs were weary, and he briefly considered lying back down and falling asleep, but he had questions.  Now that his hunger and thirst were under control, the fear that he had failed the ritual began to plague him.
 
                 When he stepped outside the tent, the sky was lit up by the two moons, providing enough light to see.  Off in the distance, he made out the forms of a few Dahara lying in the grass beneath the stars.  He walked toward them and was relieved to find the Uellade, still awake, resting with several other horses.
 
                 “Your strength has returned, Siminus,” she greeted him.  With a swing of her great head, she motioned for him to have a seat.  “You are troubled?” she asked when he sat beside her.
 
                 “How is Nehrea?”
 
                 “The Collora is fine.  She is resting in her tent,” the Uellade told him.
 
                 “Then the ritual was completed?”
 
                 “Of course.  Did you believe that you had failed her?” the Uellade asked.
 
                 Sim didn’t answer.  He sat with his legs crossed, picking at the grass off-handedly.
 
                 “I sense infinite strength in you, Siminus, but also much doubt.  You must learn to conquer your fears if you hope to fulfill your destiny,” the Uellade said.
 
                 “What do you know about my destiny?” Sim asked, allowing frustration to seep into his voice.  He was becoming tired of being reminded about his supposed fate.
 
                 “We are the Dahara, Siminus Kelmor Harvencott.  We are the living embodiment of earth power.  Though my life will span only three hundred years, my memories will exist throughout the whole existence of my race.  I share the memories of the very first Dahara as the very last will share mine.  We read the tides of fate in the winds that sweep our plains just as you might read a book.  Long ago the winds told us of your coming and what possibilities you could bring to the world.  Do you believe it mere chance that you travel with the one who would be named Collora?”
 
                 “I don’t think I believe in coincidence,” Sim answered bitterly.
 
                 The Uellade regarded him stoically.  In the rich moonlight, her large chocolate eyes seemed to shine like polished obsidian.  “Did you know that Nehrea is the first Collora in over a thousand years?”  Sim shook his head.  “From the time of the first Collora, Cerseay Diaknowa, who helped destroy our first true enemies, the Daikhir, there was always a Collora to guard our clan.  For thousands of years, when one Collora passed from the world, another was immediately named in her place.  Then Desirmor came.  For the first time since the age of the Daikhir, darkness ruled the world and threatened our clan.  We watched as he destroyed the Alexidus monarchy.  We watched as he eradicated the Harvens.  Then he turned his assault on all beings of light.  Trivals were rounded up and forced to swear allegiance.  Those that refused were fed to his dark beasts, the Borlicon.  Eventually, he came for the Dahara.  Realizing that we could not survive this new evil, our last Collora, Braille Ruvere, sacrificed her life in the creation of a new gift -- our ability to disappear.  Shielded from the eyes of men, we have remained hidden for these many years, reading the wind, waiting for the dawn of a new age, for the arrival of a new Collora.
 
                 “In the past, the Ritual of Cerseay was always performed with a Harven present.  Because of the devastation Desirmor inflicted upon your ancestors, we would have been unable to properly name a new Collora.  You may not believe in coincidence, Siminus, but you must consider the circumstance.  For the first time in over a thousand years, a woman born to be Collora comes before us, and she just happens to be traveling with the last living descendant of the legendary Harven race.  This is much more than coincidence, Siminus.  This is divine providence.  You have come to us as you were meant to.”
 
                 Sim mulled over the Uellade’s words.  There was sense in what she said.  He couldn’t deny that.  He just couldn’t bring himself to accept that his fate was unavoidable.  If that were true, then all of the choices he’d made in his life, all of the successes and mistakes, all of the love and loss, had been carefully measured by a greater power.  The very idea made him angry and frustrated. 
 
                 “I can see the conflict in your eyes, Siminus,” the Uellade said, compassionately.  “Go back to your tent and rest.  The light of a new day will always reveal a new path to take.”
 
                 Sim got up and walked away.  He wasn’t ready to go back to his tent, so he decided to take a walk.  The gentle breeze was cold, but he didn’t mind.  The chill was a reminder that he was a man of flesh and blood, not an instrument of fate.  
 
                 His feet led him up the slowly inclining field until he could see the makeshift village of the Showtokan.  He took a seat in the grass and watched the fire burning in the center of the circle of tents.  It flickered and flared in the steady breeze, creating a visual display of choreographed shadows dancing with spellbinding grace across the tan tent walls.  
 
                 Something Bella had told him once, several years before, when he first had asked about leaving the inn, found its way into his thoughts.  
 
                 “Life isn’t about the choices we make.  It’s about the choices we don’t make.”
 
                 It had seemed like just another one of her cryptic parcels of wisdom, and he had never put much thought into what it meant.  Bella had been much more than the wife of an innkeeper.  She had been the leader of the Da’suri, a coven of trivals who fought for the light.  Sim didn’t really know anything more than that, but it was enough.  He could always see in her an undeniable strength and an infinite well of patience.  He wished he had known who she really was.  There were so many questions she could have answered.
 
                 “It’s about the choices we don’t make,” Sim whispered to himself.  Did Bella believe in prophecy and fate?  Was she trying to tell him something that day?  His parents had tried to raise him shielded from the harsh reality of his destiny, but perhaps they had given him clues along the way.  Sevin and Bella had often spent time lecturing him on morality and tolerance.  Were they shaping him into a decent kind-hearted man, or were they preparing him for the strangeness and diversity, the desperation and darkness, he would encounter when the world came calling?
 
                 Thinking of his parents made Sim feel alone.  He looked from tent to tent in the little village, vaguely discerning the shape of a person here and there.  Where was Enaya?  Was she sleeping?  Probably not, he thought with a small laugh.  She was probably sitting up worried, fretting over what had become of Nehrea and him during the ritual.  She hated not knowing every last detail of everyone’s business.  No doubt she was giving Givara an earful right at that very moment.
 
                 He found himself missing her.  She was bossy and difficult, but most women Sim had known in his life acted the same.  He had come to enjoy her insufferable qualities which were easily outweighed by her exquisite beauty.  Her blonde hair was as soft as spun silk, whether she was fresh from a bath, or just waking up from a night of sleeping on the ground.  He thought of her eyes, blue and purple like two sparkling sapphires.  Her smile made Sim forget about his woes and regrets, if only temporarily.  
 
                 Earlier, he had attempted to define their relationship.  Enaya had often held his hand or slid her arm around his back over the past several days.  The signals were clear.  Touching of hands, subtle stares when she didn’t think he was looking.  These were not gestures of mere friendship.  Sim was naïve about the ways of the world, he could concede that much at least, but he was no stranger to the affections of women.  He had lain in the fields beyond the city limits and in the hayloft of the barn behind the inn, many times with girls who had desired his affection.  
 
                 He was sure he wasn’t imagining the chemistry he shared with Enaya, but something held her back.  Perhaps she believed he wasn’t worthy of her affections.  She was a noblewoman after all, accustomed to wealth and fineries.  He was the son of an innkeeper, a poor, simple rube, with no refinement or affluence.  All he truly had to offer her was danger.  In his company she would always be hunted, forever on the run.  
 
                 But that wasn’t good enough for him.  If the difference in their prospective stations within society was behind her reasoning, then she was being woefully obtuse.  In the wake of being discovered by Prianhe, her status was no longer worth anything.  She was a traitor to the crown, certain to be stripped of her titles and sentenced to death.  Within the confines of society's prickly pecking order, Enaya was no better than him.  They were the same.
 
                 Sim dismissed his thoughts of Enaya.  Her rejection, though he had expected nothing less, had stung.  He had taken a chance and put his feelings out on his sleeve.  If it was friendship she desired, then friendship she would have.  There was always Nehrea, after all.
 
                 Nehrea was dark and sensuous.  Though she appeared outwardly as nothing more than a seductive beauty, a morsel of flesh to be coveted and savored, Sim sensed that there was something deeper.  She walked and comported herself with such brazen confidence that it was easy to miss the signs of fragility.  There was pain and an inchoate self-loathing hidden behind those deep brown eyes that taunted him with possibilities.  At times she appeared to dare the world to question her fortitude, and other moments, when Sim sensed a scared little girl wanting desperately to be held.
 
                 That’s what truly appealed to him about her.  He had always been attracted to women that needed his strength.  He had an inborn need to protect the weak that he couldn’t explain.  Confidence in a woman was fine, but it was damaged femininity that truly called upon his heart.  And Nehrea was dripping with it.  Perhaps it had something to do with her relationship with Governor Cantor.  Had she been forced into his arms, or had she gone willingly?  
 
                 Sim stood and took one last, long look toward the village of cone shaped tents then returned to his own tent.  When he lifted the flap and walked in, he was startled to find Nehrea waiting for him, lying naked on the thick furs that made up his bed.  She sat up when he entered and regarded him with eyes heavy from tears.  She lifted a slender arm toward him, imploring him to lay with her.  
 
                 For a moment he stood dumbfounded, unsure of how to react.  Her body was magnificent and his desire for her was undeniable.  How would Enaya feel if she found out?  He imagined her anger, the astonished look of betrayal that would flash across her face.  She had made her choice, he thought bitterly.  If she took offense to his affections for Nehrea, then she had no-one to blame but herself.  He didn’t owe her chastity.  They were nothing more than friends.  She had been very clear with him about that.
 
                 Feeling emboldened as he pushed away his hesitations, Sim undressed, holding Nehrea’s eyes with a smoldering gaze.  Then he went to her and gave in to passion.  Her desire for him was insatiable, and they fervently made love long into the night.  When at last he could give her nothing more, she fell asleep in his arms.
 
                 For a time, he lay there softly running his fingers through her thick, black hair.  He breathed her in, remembered the way her lips had tasted, savored the warmth that seeped from her body pressed firmly against his.  Not once, before he finally drifted off to sleep, did the thought of Enaya Relador cross his mind.
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Four:  The Girl Who Bleeds Light
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The artifacts in Yennit Relador’s treasure room, hidden behind a false wall in the library, were both extensive and impressive.  There were glass cases displaying unrolled parchments, each with their own mysterious writings or sketches.  Some cases held maps detailing the land from ages past, including one very old rendering, worn and distorted, that appeared to show the world when the land was one solid continent.  Along one wall, there were weapons of every type, some ancient relics from battles fought during man’s earliest days, others simple expressions of a blacksmiths master craft.  Bejeweled axes and halberds, broad swords and short swords with intricately etched runes and crests, and daggers built more as accessories to show off wealth than for actual protection, sat on shelves or hung from pegs in the wall, each with their own specific historic significance.  Against another wall, there were statuettes and figurines, depicting kings and queens, children at play, fearsome creatures and possible gods.  Yennit had pottery, some as pristine as the day they were created, and other pieces so worn and broken they were the lone footprints of some ancient culture and civilization lost to the harsh boundlessness of history.  
 
                 Yennit believed in history.  It was enduring and meaningful, unceasingly consistent.  Everything you needed to know to understand the world around you, or foresee the future ahead was written in the past; civilizations rise and fall, kings and queens take power and throw it away, the rich persevere while the impoverished struggle to survive.  
 
                 There was the time of the three kingdoms, each led by a warrior queen, each undone by their lust for power.  The Paracles, known in modern times as the Paratamians, were mountain dwellers who ruled before the Reikkans rose to defeat them.  In ancient days, there were the Daikhir, dark creatures who enslaved primitive man, until they were defeated, some believed, by the Dahara, in an epic battle on the very land where the city of Nal’Dahara now stood.  Through countless centuries, and scores of civilizations, one truth always recurred -- those that sought power and dominance, eventually fell.  Some were undone by war, others by poor leadership, and in the case of the three queens, even divine intervention.
 
                 Yennit looked upon his treasures and considered this simple truth.  Desirmor was destined to fail.  History was very precise in its consistency.  Though he had ruled for a millenia and his power was unequaled in the annals of time, even he couldn’t rule forever.  History wouldn’t allow it.
 
                 And now there was Maehril.
 
                 It had been two days since she had revealed the true extent of her ability, and the buzz around his manor house had not died out.  All around the house and fields, awed whispers, stories exaggerated beyond even the unbelievable reality of what had occurred the night the manor was attacked by rovers, floated off the tongues of every worker and servant.  Though everyone had their own way of interpreting what had happened, there seemed to be a consensus opinion regarding the ‘girl who bleeds light’.  She was the Creator made flesh.
 
                 When she passed through the halls of the house, a shy and unassuming teenage girl, her eyes perpetually wide with an insatiable curiosity, servants bowed their heads in reverence.  Several of his people had brought sick children, even sick animals to Maehril, expecting that just by her touch, all of their ails would instantly be cured.  Though she seemed overwhelmed and often frightened by the attention, certain that she wasn’t capable of performing the tasks, embarrassed to even try, Yennit had noted with growing bewilderment that every person and animal walked away cured of their ills.  She was adamant that it was coincidence and beyond her control, but the evidence was staggering.  She was actually healing the sick, simply by touching them.
 
                 There were trivals who could heal.  Most major cities and towns had at least one infirmary where these healers worked.  They were capable of miraculous things, but even they had limits.  For some reason, healers seemed limited in the field of disease.  Bring them an open wound or a broken bone and they would mend it in an instant, but a victim of a plague was as good as dead.  It was a flaw in the power, or so he had heard it said.
 
                 But Maehril was different.  There was no end to her miracles, and unfortunately, Yennit knew it would bring unwanted attention.  Rumor of her abilities, try as he might to conceal them, had almost certainly spread beyond the demesne of his estates.  How long would she be safe with him?  How long until Imperial soldiers came knocking on his door, ready to drag the unregistered trival off to Castle Desirmor to stand before the judgment of the King?
 
                 Yennit sat in a cushioned chair in the center of the room, sipping a glass of brandy, a vintage bottled on his estate.  On the wall directly in front of him was a shield.  It was crafted of iron and covered in raised gold.  It depicted his family crest; a gaelsend, with its claws bared.  The fearsome bird of prey, native to the Harven Mountains to the north, was a cunning predator, the only bird known to hunt in groups.  Like wolves, the gaelsend spread out their attacks, encircling their prey until there was no avenue of escape and then shared the kill.
 
                 Looking at the shield made Yennit think of his father.  His father had been a selfish, unloving man, a quiet disciplinarian, and a ruthless disciple of Desirmor.  During his childhood, the only conversations or interactions Yennit had with his father were the lectures and subsequent beatings he was given for misbehavior.  Perfection was demanded at all times.  
 
                 Theirs had been an unloving relationship.  His father looked upon him as though he were an investment rather than a son.  His youth had been joyless, filled with constant lessons in a quiet house.  His mother had died when he was just a toddler, and it had been the steady stream of governesses that had reared him in the absence of a paternal figure.  
 
                 Over dinner each night, when his father wasn’t away from the estate, Yennit was given lectures that were meant to shape his view of the world.  His father was a firm believer in the superiority of the wealthy.  Desirmor was held up on a pedestal as though he were a living God.  Power, his father often told him, belonged to the wealthy.  Those with means were simply better than those without, and he who had the most wealth, deserved the most power.  
 
                 Yennit was raised to kneel before King Desirmor as a willing disciple, and though he always felt conflicted about his father’s philosophies, it wasn’t until he met his wife, that his opinion truly changed.
 
                 Dorothy was the daughter of a lower level noble who owned a moderate fleet of fishing vessels that docked out of Merrame Bay.  They were only sixteen when they met, and he would smile for every day of his life whenever he thought about the first time he saw her brilliant sapphire eyes.               
 
                 He had gone in his father’s stead to handle a minor negotiation with Dorothy’s father over the price of seafood purchased by the Relador estate.  Dorothy’s father had been a kind man, he could see that from the first, but he needed to heed his own father’s example and comport himself with a cold, humorless detachment.  There was no room in negotiation for emotion.  Throughout the talks, Dorothy stood at her father’s side, challenging him with her virulent stare.
 
                 After the business was finished, she escorted him back to his horse.  Unfazed by her obvious vehemence, Yennit wanted to see her again.  She told him clearly that she found him rude and boorish, and quickly dismissed his invitation to join him for dinner.  The rejection had been painful, but Yennit was not so easily dismayed.  
 
                 He found every excuse he could to ride into Merrame Bay, searching her out, and following her around like a lost puppy.  After several months of enduring his dogged courtship, she finally agreed to meet him for a ride through the countryside.  It was on that day that Yennit’s eyes had opened truly, for the first time.  
 
                 When he asked why she was so dismissive of his advances, Dorothy had very plainly explained her aversions to men who held philosophies like his.  The Creator didn’t create money, she had told him.  Man created money, and thereby, set the order of wealth, middle class, and poverty.  She spoke fearlessly, and at length, about the horrors against humanity that Desirmor had wrought. Then, though in later years she would admit that she could never explain why she had spoken so openly with him that day, Dorothy told him about the Harvens and the imprisoned Princess, Harmony Alexidus.
 
                 That conversation had set the course for the rest of his life.  He found the lore of the Harvens fascinating.  He became obsessed with history, making the collection of artifacts his passion.  He married Dorothy and learned on the night of their wedding her most intimate secret.  She was a living legend descended directly from the bloodline of Harmony Alexidus.  The revelation had only deepened his already undying love for her.  They had a son, Laurent, who gave them a granddaughter, Enaya, each carrying the weight of a prophecy, centuries old, on their shoulders.
 
                 It was the thought of Enaya, his precious granddaughter, which had brought him down to his treasure room.  In a moment of clarity, something he should have realized from the start, Yennit came to understand a very simple truth.  If the prophecies were true, and he believed in them absolutely, then Enaya must be with the last Harven, guiding him on his path of destiny.  This young man, Sim, as Maehril had named him, carried a heavy burden, and death and destruction would follow his every step.  Enaya was strong, like her mother and her grandmother before her.  She was smart, resourceful, and had been raised in preparation for her destiny.  Yennit was confident that she would do well, but he feared for her life.  Though he had seen only bits and pieces of the prophecy, nothing he had read ensured her survival.  Who could say what ruin the Harven would cause on his path to his final confrontation with Desirmor?  His heart went out to his beloved granddaughter, and he said a quiet prayer for her safety.
 
                 There was a side table next to his chair that held his personal journal.  Throughout the course of his search for history, Yennit had recorded everything.  The journal contained detailed lists of every important artifact contained within the treasure room, including what he knew of its makers, and the lineage of those who had once owned each item.  It held maps of specific areas, like the valley of the Harvens, with annotations regarding historic events that transpired around the region, and their importance.  There was a floor by floor layout of Castle Desirmor, pieced together from visits, where he’d ventured about memorizing every nook, cranny, and corner.  It showed a direct path to Desirmor’s chambers as well as a rumored secret entrance to the castle’s dungeon area, from a cave behind the waterfall.  Yennit wasn’t sure if the passage truly existed, but he included it in his journal all the same.  
 
                 The book was incomplete in many ways, but he hoped that one day someone would benefit from its insight.  He had meant for it to be a keepsake, passed down through his family until the prophecy began and his future scion would use it to fulfill her destiny.  That it was Enaya whom the journal was meant for all along was surprising.  She knew of his treasure room.  He had taken her to see his life’s work many times.  Now he could only hope that her road would someday lead back to his manor, and he could pass his journal on to the person for whom it was written.
 
                 A soft bell rang out.  It was Harriet.  Among those that worked for him, Harriet and Mueller were the only people who knew of his secret treasure room.  She had pulled a book in the library that held the string, which rang the bell.  It was the only way she had of getting his attention once he entered the room.
 
                 Something important was happening.  The bell was for emergencies.  Harriet knew that.  In her whole time as his personal attendant, Harriet had only ever rung the bell twice.  
 
                 Yennit slowly stood.  The effects of old age, and the extensive traveling he had done in his youth, had left him close to being a cripple.  Standing took effort.  Walking was painful and arduous.  
 
                 Using his lacquered cane for balance, Yennit gradually made it to the door.  There was a lever to pull, that automatically swung the door out, just enough for him to squeeze through into the library.  
 
                 Harriet was waiting for him, stark concern worn plainly on her aging face.  He pulled the proper book on the shelf on the library side of the door, and faced Harriet, not bothering to watch his false wall slide back into place.  
 
                 “What’s wrong, Harriet?” he asked, fearing the news would be regarding Maehril.
 
                 “It’s Peters, my Lord.  He’s just rode in as if an army of those beasts were chasing him.  He’s waiting in the foyer, for you,” she answered.  Yennit guessed that Harriet already had an idea about what his head scout might have to report, but he decided not to press her and wait to hear it from the source.
 
                 “Bring him to me, Harriet” he ordered.
 
                 Harriet complied, hurrying out of the library to find Peters.  A moment later she returned, leading a short, sweaty man, who looked barely older than a teenager.  Peters appeared young, but he had spent eight years as an Imperial scout and two more working for Yennit.  He was good at what he did and fiercely loyal.  Though he was known to have a short temper, Yennit had always been fond of him.
 
                 “What do you have to report, Peters?” he asked, as soon as Peters stood before him.
 
                 “There’s an Imperial squadron less than a league north.  They’re coming this way,” Peters reported.  He was winded and breathing heavily from his race to get back ahead of the advancing force.  “They have at least five trivals.”
 
                 Yennit cursed loudly and banged his cane down against the floor boards in frustration.  They were coming for Maehril.  He had been clear with everyone who had been there the night Maehril had saved the manor from the rover attack.  They had been instructed to shut their mouths.  Why could gossip never be contained?
 
                 “Where’s Maehril?” he asked Harriet, who still stood quietly by the door.
 
                 “She’s at the fishing hole with the boys,” she answered, quickly.
 
                 Yennit grimaced and tried to think quickly.  The fishing hole was a short ride north of the manor.  The Imperial squadron would likely pass right by them.  The question was whether they were using scouts.  If so, it was very possible that Maehril was being captured at that very moment.  
 
                 “Peters, are you my man?” Yennit asked, grimly.
 
                 Peters took a knee, pressing his right hand over his heart.  His brown eyes were full of dedication.  “To the death, my Lord.”
 
                 “And Desirmor?  How do you feel about your king?  Answer truthfully, now.”
 
                 “My brother was fed to the borlicon for striking an officer in a bar fight,” Peters answered severely.  Wild anguish and obdurate loathing spat from his tongue.  “I long for the day, when I can walk in a world free of his darkness.”
 
                 Yennit nodded sympathetically.  “Peters, this is the most important task I have ever given you,” Peters’ eyes flared with excitement.  “You saw what Maehril did the other night.  That girl is the single most important person in the world.  Our lives are insignificant to hers.  She must be protected, at any cost.  Find a few men.  Men willing to defend her life with their own.  Ride out to the fishing hole.  Avoid notice if you can but get to her.  That squadron is coming for her.  I’m sure of it.  Do what you must, Peters, but make certain Maehril escapes.  Do you understand?”
 
                 Peters stood, his right hand still fiercely pressed against his chest.  Despite the zealous enthusiasm that radiated from his sweat-streaked face, Yennit could see pride burning within.  
 
                 “If I have to stand in front of Desirmor himself to aid her escape, I swear to you, it will be done.”
 
                 With that, Peters bowed deeply, then turned and sprinted off to execute his orders.  Yennit knew his hopes were slim, but he was certain Peters would give everything he had to protect the girl.  Harriet watched him, with a sick expression on her face.  Yennit wanted to reassure her, but the wisdom gained from a lifetime of politics and nobility, told him that the situation was dire.  Five trivals and five hundred soldiers, just to bring in a girl that hadn’t registered?  Something smelled wrong.
 
                 “Sound the alarm, Harriet.  We need to get as many people away from here as we can.  I fear a bloodletting will soon be upon us.”
 
                 Harriet nodded and ran from the library.    
 
                 With a mounting feeling of dread, Yennit returned to his treasure room.  His journal was missing some important information.  If the end was near, it was time for him to complete his life’s work.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 “Good heaven’s boy, are yer ears full of water?” Cano shouted in exasperation.  “Are ya hearing a single thing I’ve been telling ya?”
 
                 Jerron gave Maehril a withering look and threw up his hands in defeat.  
 
                 They had been at it for over an hour now.  Cano stood in the dark pond water, up to his chest, trying to teach Jerron to float on his back.  Maehril sat on a big rock, jutting out like a raised pier into the small pond, playing both sides.  Whenever Cano became impatient over Jerron’s inability to properly execute what he perceived as simple instructions, he glared over at Maehril, as if to say, ‘Can you believe how long this is taking him?”  Maehril would make sure Jerron wasn’t looking and snicker girlishly in agreement.  Then when Jerron looked over with his big blue eyes begging for sympathy, saying ‘Can you believe how impatient he is?” Maehril waited until Cano looked away and giggled along at how foolish Cano could look when he became frustrated.
 
                 “I’m doing it,” Jerron argued.  
 
                 “If yer doing it right, boy,” Cano mocked with a huff, “then why do ya keep sinking like a stone?  Hmmm?”
 
                 “Because it's hard to accomplish anything with you shouting at me every two seconds!” Jerron fired back. “Maybe if you’d give me a proper chance, I might be able to figure things out.”
              Cano glared at him for a moment, then threw up his hands.  “Fine!  Fine!  Think yer so smart!  Let’s see how ya do on yer own.”  He looked over a Maehril again, cursing under his breath and shaking his tan, bald head.  “I’m going to sit over there with, Maehril, and we’re going to watch ya sink right to the bottom.”  He splashed his way out of the pond, with balled fists.  When his feet touched the dark, brown mud at the shore, he turned and pointed a gnarled finger at Jerron, and shouted once more, “Right to the bottom!”
 
                 Jerron stood in the pond with a hard look on his homely face.  Most times Maehril didn’t know what to make of him.  He was always so gentle, kind, and easy to laugh that when he was taken by a fit of anger, and his temper was as quick and severe as Sevin’s had been, she still just wanted to pinch his cheeks and pat his head.
 
                 “Watch this, old man!” Jerron shouted after Cano, briefly flashing Maehril with his set and determined eyes.  
 
                 He took a deep breath and dipped his back to the water.  Once his head broke the plain of the dark pond water, he awkwardly started to bring up his feet and level off.  At first, he got scared when the surface would occasionally slip close to his mouth and nose, and thrust his feet back down for balance.  Then he gradually began to trust himself, first waving his legs at each panicked spiral, then relaxing and giving over to the sensation of floating.  He let his arms spread out on either side, and he breathed raggedly until he trusted himself enough to calm down.  In a peaceful drift, his lax body began to turn, pushed along by the bare current and lapping breeze.  
 
                 “How’s this, old timer?” Jerron stuttered, feeling the mounting excitement of his achievement, but too worried to chance a sudden move that might break the triumphant moment.
 
                 Cano observed with his hands on his hips and a pout of measured scorn.  Maehril studied his face.  She was expecting him to throw a tantrum, then mouth off about luck or a blind squirrel finding a nut, but after a few tense seconds of watching the boy succeed, his shoulders relaxed and he looked up at her with a beaming smile.  
 
                 “I suppose even a porcupine can find a mate,” Cano feigned besmirchment.
 
                 Jerron floated for a minute, then burst out in laughter.  He stood up and faced Cano with a face full of mischief.  “Don’t you ever give in?  Would it kill you to admit that I just did something right?”
 
                 Cano simply folded his arms and set his jaw.  
 
                 “That’s it!” Jerron cried.  
 
                 He charged through the water at the old sailor, catching him before he could react.  Jerron hoisted Cano in the air, holding him above his head like a child playing with a toy doll.  Ignoring Cano’s blistering protests, Jerron grinned up at Maehril, then threw Cano out into the pond.  Cano crashed through the surface, leaving an impressive splash in his wake, and disappeared, concealed by the dark color of the water.  
 
                 For a moment Jerron fought to master his laughter, until he realized that Cano still hadn’t come up.  He glanced up at Maehril with a concerned frown, then frantically started to walk out into the pond, trying to see if Cano was alright.  
 
                 Maehril lost it.  She began laughing hysterically.  Had he truly forgotten that Cano has gills?  Her soundless wheezes, a laugh that reminded some of a man catching his breath after an arduous sprint, caught Jerron’s attention. 
 
                 He looked at her quizzically.
 
                 Suddenly, Cano grabbed his legs from the bottom of the pond, and Jerron barely had a chance to hold his breath, before he splashed down into the water.  They both came up in a spray of water, Cano enjoying a long chuckle, and Jerron splashing towards the shore in a panic. 
 
                 “That was mean!” Jerron shouted, rubbing the pond water from his eyes, as he caught his breath.
 
                 “No worse than tossing an old man into a pond!” Cano fired back, with a wink at Maehril.
 
                 Jerron stayed angry for only a moment more, before he realized that Maehril was still doubled over in hysterics at his expense, and Cano was wheezing along in delight.  Their laughter infected him like a common cold.  He started laughing right along with them.
 
                 It had been much the same the last two days for Maehril when she was alone with the boys.  Cano curmudgeonly picked on Jerron for every little thing until the passionate youth lost his temper.  Sooner or later, despite some loud, toothless bickering, they always ended up laughing until their stomachs hurt.
 
                 Things had certainly changed for her since she awoke the morning after the rover attack.  People around the manor kept coming to her, the same wide-eyed adulation expressed in every face, wanting to touch her, to stand in her presence.  At first, it had been overwhelming.  All of her life, at the Kelmor Inn, she was more a part of the scenery than anything else.  Patrons might smile at her politely, but because of her inability to speak, no-one ever paid her any attention.  Now her name was on everyone’s lips.  They thought she was some kind of living embodiment of the Creator, capable of healing any illness, solving any problem, righting every wrong.  
 
                 The scope of requests people had made was long and increasingly implausible.  There had been those who wanted only to stand near her, closing their eyes and basking in her presence.  Some wanted her to touch them, and brought their children along as well, as though all of their problems could be solved by so simple a gesture.  Maehril had seen a parade of animals, domestic and livestock.  Her touch, it seemed, could guarantee a cow to produce good milk, pigs to grow fat and tender, horses to breed sturdy foals, and sheep to yield thick wool.  A pretty young girl asked her to enchant a young guardsmen into falling in love with her.  Maehril tried to protest, but she would not relent until Maehril finally, reluctantly, agreed to walk over and touch him.  Oddly, she had seen them holding hands in the field beneath her window later that day.  That had led to every other eligible young woman working for Yennit to seek out Maehril with similar matchmaking requests.  There had been an old man, nearly blind and deaf, who came expecting a miracle, that walked away claiming he was as good as new.  A woman, who had never been able to carry a child to term, asked for Maehril’s touch, then ran off, lustfully searching for her husband.  One older lady brought a handful of seeds and begged Maehril to blow on them.  Another woman, actually brought her dead husbands remains to Maehril and spent a long time sobbing and blathering on about how hard life for her had been ever since his passing.  Maehril didn’t do anything but hold her hand and listen politely, but in the end the woman hugged and thanked her repeatedly as if she had received everything she had wanted.
 
                 Through it all, Cano and Jerron were never far away.  They followed her every move, always watchful and present.  Jerron had taken to sleeping in the Manor, just two doors away from her own room.  Each night before she went to bed, he stood in her doorway just to make sure she didn’t need anything.  Cano would wait for Jerron to leave, then pop his own head in the door to check on her.  Though he would tell her he was off to his bed on the first floor, Maehril knew better.  Cano and Mueller liked to share a glass of brandy, and smoke their pipes in the peace and quiet of a starlit sky.  
 
                 She had come to like Mueller.  The veteran soldier was quiet, and sturdy.  When he spoke, his words were carefully measured thoughts and concise fragments of a soldier's wisdom.  He reminded her of Farrus.  They were so eerily similar, both in look and composure, that Maehril couldn’t help but wonder if they were long lost brothers, or at the very least, distant cousins.  The only real difference between the two men was that while Mueller never so much as cracked a smile, Farrus was quick with a joke or a subtle jibe.  
 
                 Maehril looked over her shoulder to the clearing beyond the thin copse of trees that hid the entrance to the fishing hole and watched Mueller standing watch.  Whenever she left the grounds of the manor, Mueller followed.  He had taken to thinking of himself as her personal bodyguard.  While Cano and Jerron surely considered themselves her guards as well, it was Mueller who silently staked out a perimeter around her, always vigilantly scanning the horizon for threats.  She found his dedication comforting but worried for him.  Eventually, more dark creatures would test her, and she knew that there would be casualties.  It was a fool’s hope to expect a life free of pain and loss.  Bella had warned her of the dangers more times than she could count.
 
                 “Well, enough playing around.  Are we here to teach ya to swim or aren’t we?” Cano asked, when the laughter had died down.
 
                 “Alright.  Alright,” Jerron groaned, slumping with mock dejection.  “What’s next?  You want me to swim across the pond?”  He looked up at Maehril and grinned jokingly.
 
                 “Now we’re talking, boy,” Cano clapped his hands together in delight. 
 
                 The mirth slid off Jerron’s face as he looked over at the far shore.  “Are you serious?  I was only kidding around, you know?”
 
                 Cano didn’t give him an inch.  “If ya can float, ya can swim.  All ya have to do now is swing yer arms and kick them big feet of yers.”
 
                 Jerron swallowed hard and kept looking out across the pond.  “I don’t know, Cano.  That’s pretty far.”
 
                 “Pretty far?” Cano said in his harmlessly admonishing way.  “Not more than a minute ago, ya thought ya had it all figured out.  A little swim like that," Cano pointed to the opposite shore, a good hundred yards away, "should be nothing fer a world class talent like yerself.”
 
                 Jerron looked up at Maehril for support.  Cano was being a bit boorish, she thought.  When Cano gazed up at her, she shook her head and made it clear that she disapproved.  
 
                 “Oh forget it then,” Cano relented.  “Why don’t ya take a little time to work on yer floating?  We can take the next step tomorrow.”
 
                 Jerron mouthed a silent thank you up to Maehril then set about floating on his back again.  This time it was easier.  With little effort, he was drifting about on the surface, smiling at his newfound ability.
 
                 Cano got out of the water and climbed up to have a seat next to her.  Dressed in only a pair of wet, gray, skivvies, cut off above the knees, he looked like a glistening stretch of tanned hide, pulled snugly over a skeleton.  As he stretched out on the rock to watch Jerron float, he timidly glanced over at Maehril and winced when he saw her reproachful glare.
 
                 “Well what do ya want me to do?  Baby him?” he asked, defensively.  When she didn’t give in, he tried another tact.  “He’s doing jest fine.  I wasn’t that hard on him.  Ya should’ve seen how tough my old pa was on me.  He jest threw me out in the middle of the pond and told me to swim back or drown.  And ya know, I swam back.  That’s how they taught ya in my day.”
 
                 Maehril couldn’t keep up the reproving façade as the making of a smile cracked the corners of her lips.  Cano always seemed to make his points using the tough love examples of his youth.  She wanted to call him out on it.  She doubted that his father had actually taught him to swim that way.  But what good was it to argue?  She had taken to carrying about a roll of parchment and a stick of coal, so there was at least some way for her to communicate with her friends, but she had left it back at the manor.  It was hard to argue when you couldn’t make your point.
 
                 “Hide Maehril!” Mueller suddenly shouted.  He was sprinting in from his watch point.  His normally placid demeanor, looked frantic. 
 
                 Cano and Maehril exchanged frightened looks then stood and climbed down from the rock.  Jerron stopped floating and started working his way into the shore.
 
                 “What is it, man?” Cano asked Mueller, as the guardsman approached.  He took Maehril’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.
 
                 “Imperial scouts.  I saw two, but I’m sure there’s more.  There must be a squadron marching nearby.  They could be heading to the manor for Maehril.”  
 
                 Maehril had never seen Mueller show so much emotion.  Constant stoicism seemed carved into his hard face like granite.  If he was this worried, then there was genuine danger.
 
                 “Are you certain they’ll come this way?” Jerron asked, stepping out of the water.
 
                 “I fairly certain that I was spotted,” Mueller answered.  “I can’t say that they are coming for Maehril, but we can’t leave anything to chance.  As hard as Yennit has tried to contain the gossip and rumors these last few days, its likely word of what she did has gotten out.  They’ll come for her because she’ll be perceived as an unregistered trival.  You know the penalty for that.”
 
                 They took a moment of silence to consider the morbid reality.  Unregistered trivals were often fed to the borlicon for keeping their ability secret.  
 
                 “We should have sent her to the lake house,” Mueller fretted.
 
                 “They just would have come for her there.  We’d still be in the same mess,” Jerron pointed out.
 
                 “Enough of the talking,” Cano interjected, “she needs to hide.”  He scanned the area quickly, then pointed to a thick copse of low brush that hung over the edge of the water, next to the rock.  “There.”
 
                 Cano led Maehril through the water, gently holding her arm as if she were likely to drown if he let go.  He lifted the thick tufts of underbrush.  
 
                 “Stay low.  Jest keep yer head above the water.  We can’t take any chances.”
 
                 The water was only about two feet deep beneath the brush, so she had to lie down on her back.  The surface was covered in dead leaves and tiny black bugs, some kicking around lazily, others lying still and lifeless.  
 
                 Cano could tell that she was nervous and frightened.  With a wide grin, he said, “Try not to make any noise, will ya?  Jest keep quiet until we come and get ya.”
 
                 Despite the water surrounding her head, forcing her to remain still, she rolled her eyes and smirked.  Then Cano let the brush gently drop down over her and turned to head back to the shore.  
 
                 The thickly grown yellow and green leaves created a shroud that let in only tiny glimpses of the blue sky above.  She adjusted her position in the water so that her left ear stayed above the surface, in the hopes that she might be able to hear something.  For what felt like an eternity, she only heard the occasional murmuring of her three guardians, too low and muffled to understand.  
 
                 She wondered how long she would have to stay hidden.  The cool water, which felt nice despite saturating her dress, began to give her shivers.  It became increasingly more difficult to remain still as her discomfort increased by steady increments.  Then she thought she heard shouting and the clanging of metal.  For several moments it filled the air, flooding her mind with anxiety.  Was there a fight?
 
                 A sudden chill convulsed her body, then a second one, just moments after the first.  It felt like unexpectedly splashing into icy water.  There was also something dark in the way each chill felt, like a scream in the distance in the dead of night. 
 
                 She wanted to get up and see what was happening.  She wanted to make sure her friends were alright.  Just when she was certain she couldn’t take it anymore, a man splashed through the water towards her.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Cano was on edge.  As he sloshed back through the water to where Mueller and Jerron stood apprehensively waiting for him, he felt a thick veil of ominous doom descending over him.  
 
                 It was because he had come to care for Maehril, as deeply perhaps, as he had once cared for his daughter, Analie.  For so many years, he had sheltered himself from the trappings of society, letting the open ocean act as a wall, protecting him from the emotional attachments that had left him broken in the wake of his wife and daughter’s murder.  It was a wound so deep that he had spent his life running from the pain.  To love someone so completely and to cause their death, was a fate too horrific to be endured.  How many times had he yearned for death?  The tears he had shed in his life could have filled an ocean.
 
                 “Alright, she’s hidden,” he told them, when he got back.  Jerron had that fervent, battle lust already showing in his wide blue eyes.  “What do we do now?”
 
                 “We try to act normal,” Mueller advised.  He put a hand on Jerron’s thick shoulder.  “Get back in the water and continue the swimming lesson.  That’s all I want them to see.  A young man getting a lesson in swimming.”
 
                 “You think that’ll work?” Jerron wondered, his eyes kept drifting over to where his new battle axe lay on the shore beneath his shirt.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Mueller answered gravelly, “but we don’t have any better options.”
 
                 “Why don’t we just fight them?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “If the scouts don’t return, the squadron will send out men looking for them.  Do you plan on fighting the whole lot of them?” Mueller asked.  Jerron didn’t have an answer.  “Now get back in the water and act natural.  Don’t give them any reason for suspicion.”
 
                 Cano and Jerron waded back out into the water, but stopped when the water became waist deep.
 
                 “Let’s try floating on yer stomach,” Cano said.  When Jerron opened his mouth to protest, Cano cut him off.  “I’m not asking ya to learn a new stroke or anything.  I jest want ya in a good position to move if something goes wrong.”
 
                 “Fine,” Jerron conceded.  
 
                 The wide-bodied Massoniel got on his knees in the water.  “How about if I act like I’m just learning an overhand stroke.”  He started to wheel his opposing arms as if he were swimming.  “Like this.”
 
                 “Whatever,” Cano indulged him.
 
                 The truth was, he didn’t care.  His eyes kept straying to the trail that led through the thin copse of trees, to the open meadow beyond.  A part of him hoped, foolishly, that the scouts would overlook the little pond, but he trusted Mueller’s judgment.  They would come.  He knew they would.
 
                 Sure enough, after only a few minutes, the echoing vibration of horse’s hooves pounding the earth let him know that the time had come.  Mueller, who had been standing on the shore with folded arms watching them in the water, looked over his shoulder just as two men appeared on the trail.  Mueller went for his sword, causing Cano to nearly shout out in protest.  
 
                 “Stay your hand!  Stay your hand!” one of the men shouted.  Both soldiers pulled out their own swords and approached in a defensive position with their weapons held out in front.  They wore the black coat and trousers of the Imperial army, each with a single white slash on his left sleeve.  
 
                 Cano had done his best, throughout his life, to avoid the Imperial army.  Most soldiers he’d come across tended to be cocky and entitled, emboldened by the power, however menial, that came with enlistment.  The two men standing before them with drawn swords were young, close to Jerron in age, and had the smug bravado, he hoped to avoid.  Cano immediately had a bad feeling.
 
                 Mueller did as he was told, releasing his sword hilt and putting up his hands.  One of the soldiers, a tall, thin young man, with sparse tufts of adolescent whiskers, proving his need to appear older, stepped toward Mueller and pointed his short sword at the guardsman’s throat.  
 
                 “What was that about?” he sneered angrily, though Cano was certain the young man was reacting out of unseasoned fear. “How dare you attempt to draw swords against a soldier of the Imperial army.”  Just for extra emphasis, he thrust his left shoulder out, so that they could see his white stripe of rank.
 
                 “I meant nothing by it, Ensign,” Mueller answered calmly.  “I only reacted to the approach of footsteps.  For all I knew, you could have been a bandit.”
 
                 “Are bandits commonplace in these parts?” the second soldier asked.  He was decidedly shorter than his counterpart with a wicked crook in his nose as though it had been broken several times.  
 
                 “They are not, Ensign,” Mueller answered, as calmly as before.  “But that doesn’t eliminate the possibility.”
 
                 The soldier with his sword at Mueller’s throat looked out at Cano and Jerron.  “What’s with these two?  What’s going on over here?  You a couple of girlie’s or something?”
 
                 “I’m no girlie,” Jerron answered, in a darker tone than he should have.
 
                 “Are you trying to be tough, then, girlie boy?” the shorter soldier taunted, stepping to the water’s edge.
 
                 “He didn’t mean anything by it,” Mueller said diffusively.  “What are a couple of Imperial scouts doing out here so close to the Relador estate?”  
 
                 The short one let his hard gaze linger on Jerron a moment longer then stepped back and answered Mueller.  “That’s imperial business, old man.  I’ll ask the questions around here.”  He looked around, then stuck his blade in the dirt and leaned on it casually.  “You hear anything about a girl that bleeds light?”
 
                 “A girl that bleeds light?” Mueller chuckled as if it were a joke.  “I’d like to see that.”
 
                 “It’s true,” said the taller one.  “We’ve been sent to arrest Yennit Relador and a girl they say has light shooting out of her eyes and ears and such.  Everyone’s talking about it.  Say she walks with a host of rovers.”
 
                 “Keep your mouth shut, Wasdin,” the short one, warned.  “They don’t need to know any of that.”
 
                 Wasdin shot his partner an angry look.  “They ain’t nobody, Dauber.  Look at ‘em.  Two girlies playing in a pond, and this old timer, here.  What’s the difference if they know?  Everyone in Merrame will find out sooner or later.”
 
                 Dauber pointed his sword at Mueller’s scabbard then over to Jerron’s battle axe.  “Don’t be so sure.  This one here looks like he knows how to handle that sword, and country farm boys don’t just walk around carrying axes like that.”  He fixed Mueller with a hard, accusatory scowl.  “What are you doing out here?  You work for Relador?”
 
                 Mueller met his glare unflinchingly.  Without a hint of emotion he answered, “The boy there is getting a swimming lesson.  We work for Master Demerron, the blacksmith.”
 
                 “Blacksmith?” Dauber rubbed the black stubble on his chin.  “You work for a blacksmith?”
 
                 “The boy is his apprentice,” Mueller answered.  He pointed to Cano.  “He’s an uncle, and I am a hired sword.”
 
                 Dauber seemed to think it over, skeptically.  He looked around again, scanning the area suspiciously.  After a few moments of thought, his eyes fixed on Jerron.  “You, fat boy,” he called out.  “Come over here.  Come out of the water.”
 
                 Jerron exchanged looks with Cano.  He didn’t move.  “Why?” 
 
                 Cano winced at the challenging tone in the boy's voice.  He didn’t have an ounce of sense in him.  One way or another, Jerron was going to provoke these soldiers and blood would be spilt.
 
                 “Why?!” Dauber shouted angrily.  “You get over here because I told you to bloody get over here, that’s why!”
 
                 Jerron’s blue eyes hardened.  Cano could see the boys balled fists just below the surface of the water.  
 
                 “Don’t do anything stupid,” Cano whispered out the side of his mouth.
 
                 Jerron ignored him, stood up and began sloshing through the water toward the shore.  If Dauber felt threatened by him, he didn’t show it.  He waited for Jerron to get out of the water, then pointed his sword at his throat.  
 
                 “Is that your axe, fat boy?” Dauber asked.  Jerron answered with a hard nod.  For a moment they stared at each other as if they were engaged in a test of wills.  
 
                 Finally Dauber had seen enough of Jerron’s derelict attitude and suddenly leveled a well-placed boot in his stomach.  Jerron doubled over and dropped to one knee.  Dauber moved behind him and took a hold of his hair, pulling his head back to expose his throat.  He rubbed the edge of his sword against his jugular.  
 
                 “I don’t know how well you know the law, fat boy, but I can kill you, right now, if I want.”  Jerron breathed hard through his gritted teeth.  His eyes were fixed on his axe, several paces away.  “If you want to live, you’re going to answer some questions for me.  Do you understand?”  When Jerron said nothing, Dauber pressed the blade edge roughly against the soft skin of Jerron's throat.  A thin trace of blood, spilt onto the cool steel.  “I said, do you understand?” 
 
                 “Yes,” Jerron wheezed, begrudgingly.
 
                 “Good,” Dauber said, with a look of satisfaction.  He let go of Jerron’s hair then reached down and grabbed his arm, flipping it over so he could see his hands.  “You’re a blacksmith’s apprentice?”  Jerron nodded as much as he was able with the blade still hovering near his throat.  “Your hands don’t look very callused.”
 
                 “He’s been swimming,” Cano called out from the water.  Dauber looked at him blankly.  “The water softens yer hands.  They need to dry off before ya can see the calluses.”
 
                 Dauber ground his teeth as he conceded the point.  Cano was glad the hot-headed young soldier had some common sense.  
 
                 “What are you doing with an axe like that?”  Dauber tried a new approach to weeding out their lie.
 
                 “I made it,” Jerron told him, quickly.
 
                 “You made that axe?” Dauber briefly sounded impressed.  He walked over and bent down to pick it up.  He had to toss Jerron’s shirt aside and next to the axe were Maehril’s shoes.  Dauber picked up the shoes instead, holding them up in front of his face.  The tiny black shoes could not be mistaken for a man’s pair.  Cano suddenly felt ill.  
 
                 His hand unconsciously felt for his dagger but found nothing.  The terrallium blade was on the shore beneath Jerron’s axe.  Mueller was the only one with a weapon handy, and he had a sword pointed at his throat. 
 
                 “Those are girl's shoes,” Wasdin laughed.  His sword tip waved inadvertently as he snickered, causing Mueller to dodge to avoid getting stabbed in the throat. “You wearing a girl’s shoe, girlie boy?” he taunted Jerron.
 
                 “Shut it, you idiot!” Dauber reprimanded him harshly.  He looked at Cano, then Jerron, and finally Mueller.  “Whose shoes are these?” he demanded.  No-one said a word.  Dauber strode over and put the point of his blade at Jerron’s throat.  “I said whose shoes are these?”
 
                 “They were already here when we got here,” Jerron lied, poorly.
 
                 Dauber’s eyes took on a feral cast of darkness.  He bent down and got right in Jerron’s face.  Through gritted teeth and spittle, he snapped, “Lie to me again, fat boy.  Lie to me just once more.”
 
                 Jerron was about to open his mouth, when the sound of approaching horses cut him off.  Dauber released him and went to the opening of the path to see who was coming.  
 
                 Cano took the opportunity to get out of the water, using Wasdin and Dauber’s momentary distraction to silently slide over to retrieve his dagger.  Still unnoticed by the two scouts, Cano moved back into the water, just a few steps from the shore.  He tucked his knife into the waistband of his skivvies, at the small of his back.
 
                 Three men came running down the path.  At first Dauber stood with his sword down, unprepared for the coming assault.  Then he suddenly raised his weapon in defense as, Peters, one of Mueller’s men, charged with his sword raised.  Wasdin ran to aid his comrade, but fell as Mueller quickly pulled his own sword free and ran it through the soldier’s back.  Dauber deflected Peters first blow but fell back under the force of the attack.  With his opponent practically defenseless lying on his back, Peters stabbed his second assault through Dauber’s heart.  
 
                 “Are you mad?” Mueller nearly roared at his underling.
 
                 Peters seemed surprised by his Captain’s reaction, looking up from his victim with umbrage.  He wiped the blood from his blade on his pant leg.
 
                 “What would you have me do, Captain?” he asked, stepping over Wasdin’s body.  
 
                 “Those were Imperial scouts!” Mueller snapped.  “Are you trying to bring the whole army down upon us?”
 
                 Peters shook his head.  His voice was thick with regret.  “The army is already upon us, Captain.  There’s an entire squadron with at least five trivals descending on the manor as we speak.  Master Relador gave me strict orders to protect Maehril to my last breath and see her off to safety.”
 
                 “Then it's true.  They’re here for the girl,” Mueller said to himself like a validation.  He turned to Cano.  “Go get her.  We may not have much time.”
 
                 Cano didn’t need to be told twice.  He sloshed through the water, around the jutting rock to where Maehril lay hidden beneath a thicket of low brush.  When he pulled the thin branches back, he saw a frightened face that flushed with relief when she realized it was him.  
 
                 “We have to go,” Cano told her, taking her by the arm to pull her out of the water. 
 
                 She was shivering and her eyes darted around fearfully as he led her through the water.  When they came around the jutting rock, and she saw the men watching her approach, and the two dead bodies on the ground, Cano felt her begin to tremble.  She took death hard, as if each casualty affected her personally.  
 
                 Ignoring the words of Mueller, Peters and Jerron, Maehril pushed past them and fell to her knees beside Wasdin.  She took his head in her hands, twisting it to see his face, before gently placing it back on the ground.  Tears erupted in her eyes.  She hugged her arms around her waist and leaned forward with her eyes tightly shut.  Then she began to rock back and forth, weeping quietly to herself.
 
                 “Maehril….” Mueller began to say, but a sharp look from Cano cut him off.  
 
                 “Give her a minute,” Cano whispered reproachfully.  He wanted badly to put his arms around her.  Her tears rent his heart.
 
                 Mueller looked around to Peters and the two guardsmen who had come with him, but they just solemnly looked down at Maehril, content, despite the urgency to leave, to allow her time to mourn.  
 
                 Cano watched Maehril with a heavy heart.  Wasdin and Dauber hadn’t necessarily deserved death, but the circumstances demanded reaction.  The two soldiers would have stood in opposition or provided a loose end that might have sealed their capture at a later time.  Maehril had such a pure heart.  She didn’t want the burden of anyone's death on her slender shoulders.
 
                 Light began to glow faintly around her as she wept.  It held steadily, an aura forming to her figure like a loose fitting dress.  Then she reached out a hand and touched Wasdin, transferring the light to his lifeless body.  The earth beneath their feet started to gently shake, and the dirt around Wasdin began to cave in, swallowing his body like a grave.  When the body had descended several feet into the ground, the earth began to pile over him, burying his body until the surface cleared as though nothing had happened there at all.  When the task was finished, Maehril moved over to Dauber, repeating the same process until his body was buried beneath the ground as well.  Then she stood and faced Cano, exhaling deeply and nodding a silent thank you for allowing her those precious few moments.
 
                 “The Imperial army is after Maehril,” Mueller announced, gaining everyone’s attention.  “We have to run.  Here is the situation.  We have no money, no food, and no direction.  Once it is learned that Maehril isn’t at the manor, we will be hunted.  We will be stalked as surely as wolves stalk a lonely deer.  Descriptions of Maehril will be sent to every port and harbour, every town and outpost.”
 
                 “I’ve got a boat,” Cano cut in.
 
                 Mueller looked at him hopefully.  “How large?”
 
                 “It’s big enough to take a few of us,” Cano replied.
 
                 Maehril walked over to stand with Jerron.  The wide-bodied Massoniel bent down and picked her shoes up off the ground.  He handed them to her and smiled shyly.  She was still holding the pain of the men who had been slain in her name and had no sweetness to offer back.  Her eyes looked slack and distant as she slipped her feet into the shoes.
 
                 “Where’s the boat?” Peters asked.
 
                 “I tied her up in a hidden cove, east of Merrame bay.”  Then Cano realized that it had been a few days now since he’d last seen his boat.  “I hope it’s still there.”
 
                 “We’d have to go back past the manor to get out that way,” Peters said, with a sullen shake of his head.
 
                 “We head east, to the coast.  Then we’ll work our way south from there,” Mueller said.  “There won’t be any towns or villages to worry about, that way.  It’ll give us a chance to reach the boat.”
 
                 “We’ll have to go straight through the forest,” Peters said grimly.
 
                 “I don’t see another way, do you?” Mueller’s normally stoic tone sounded as haunted as Peters had.
 
                 “What about the forest?” Cano asked.  
 
                 “Remember that forest we went through on the way out to the shraels?”  Jerron asked him.  Cano nodded.  “The northern region of that forest is dangerous.”
 
                 “It’s thick and overgrown.  The trees feel alive around you, like dark totems.  There won’t be any decent roads to lead us through, and even at the height of the noon time sun, it will feel like twilight,” Mueller added.
 
                 Cano glanced over at Maehril.  She wasn’t paying attention to the conversation.  She stood next to Jerron with her arms hugged around her stomach, openly weeping as she stared down at her feet.  As if something had suddenly startled her, she covered her mouth and gasped.  Her eyes were wide and frightened.  
 
                 Cano went to her, but she put her hand up to stop him.  For a moment, she closed her eyes tight, and grimaced.  Then she relaxed and returned to her original posture, weeping openly as she hugged her stomach.
 
                 “Are you alright, Maehril?” Jerron asked, rubbing her shoulder, fraught with concern.
 
                 She didn’t answer right away.  Whatever inner turmoil or pain she was experiencing, she seemed to be gaining control.  After several deep breaths she looked around at her companions and smiled shyly, embarrassed to have earned so much attention.
 
                 Cano searched her eyes and could still see that she was bothered.  She sensed his distress, and acting as though it was him that needed the attention, she walked over and stood beside him, taking his hand in a gentle, affectionate way.  He felt more at ease right away.
 
                 “As long as we travel with her, darkness will follow.  But there will always be light to guide us.  Her light,” Cano said aloud, though he had meant it for himself.
 
                 “They called her the ‘girl that bleeds light',” Mueller said, appraising Maehril with a rare smile of fondness.
 
                 As if her name had been called, Maehril looked up at them with wet eyes.  Feeling the weight of everyone’s attention, she shyly wiped her eyes with her sleeve.  Jerron went over and put an arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze.  She smiled then and seemed to melt happily against him.
 
                 “Are we ready?” Mueller asked.
 
                 Cano knew when he met Maehril that his life would be forever changed.  Despite the perpetual feeling that he was sailing headlong into a hurricane, Cano had set his course.  Wherever she went, he would follow.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Five:  Without the Light of Day
 
    
 
    
 
                 The scene at the manor of Yennit Relador was chaotic.  The squadron had arrived like a clap of thunder, wreaking havoc on the estate.  People were rounded up into groups.  Those that tried to run or resist were killed immediately.  Men were separated from the women; mothers taken from their children.  All were questioned.  All were suspected traitors.  
 
                 Yennit, like one of the figurines in his treasure room, was strapped to a chair, on display in the field overlooking his home.  He watched the Truth Enforcers, a unit of men whose purpose, specialty even, was extracting information with pain.  They were torturing several of his farmhands.  In another world, free of Desirmor’s evil, such men would have long ago met with the headsman’s axe, but within the ranks of the Imperial Army, inherent virulence and natural enmity towards living things, were rewarded with rank and respect.  They were hateful men, who seemed to delight more in the screams their torture elicited from their victims, than whether they actually found the truth.
 
                 Death hung in the air like a visible haze, waiting for innocent souls, unjustly murdered.                
 
   Beside his chair stood a man he had met many times.  A man he had once considered a friend.  Commander Lars watched it all with a hard, joyless face.  He had been angry, cruel even when he announced the charges.  Yennit was a traitor to the crown.  His granddaughter, Enaya, had aided in the escape of fugitives accused of the highest crime; they were trivals, and they sought to bring harm to the king.  Yennit had been soundly beaten then restrained and forced to watch the consequences unfold.  He would eventually be brought to the Castle Desirmor, to be personally executed by Desirmor himself.  His fortune and titles would be stripped and handed down to whomever the king chose to favor.  Every member of his family -- daughters, grandchildren, brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, and uncles -- would be killed for Enaya’s treachery.  The name of Relador would become synonymous with treason, disloyalty and shame.  Stories of their fate would be told to the children of nobles as they were put to bed at night, a chilling example of the price of sedition.
 
                 He knew the consequences, and though it broke his heart to consider the fate of his family, it was witnessing the doom of his servants, farmhands, and guardsmen that caused the rending of his soul.  They did not deserve it.  Already, a pit was being dug, a massive hole that would serve as a single grave.  How many would they kill?  Would they allow any of the women and children to live?
 
                 So many had been killed already.  Screams and pleas for mercy echoed painfully in the air.  Commander Lars watched it all with folded arms, convinced that he served the cause of justice.
 
                 “Please Lars.  I beg of you.  Don’t punish them for the crimes of my granddaughter.  They are innocent,” Yennit’s pleas trickled from his mouth in spurts, like the cough of a winded runner.
 
                 Lars slapped him hard across the face then returned to his observing pose.  Yennit nearly lost consciousness. 
 
                 “You served on the council, traitor.  You know the laws.” Lars spit on the ground at Yennit’s feet.  His voice rose into a harsh crescendo. “These people will die!  All of them!  Because of you!”
 
                 Yennit wanted to protest, but his resolve had been drained.  So many deaths lay at his feet.  His end was now forever tied to a cause.  If Enaya failed, if the Harven could not succeed in stopping Desirmor, then all of it would be for naught.  Every innocent drop of blood spilled on what had once been the great lawn that marked the front of his estate, would be wasted.
 
                 A young Lieutenant strode up and addressed the Commander.  “Everyone has admitted to knowing about the girl, but none can say where she is, Sir.  I don’t believe she’s here.”
 
                 Lars stiffened and glanced down at Yennit.  “She has to be somewhere.  Keep working on them.  Someone here must know something.”
 
                 The Lieutenant saluted, a closed right fist over his heart, and hurried off.  Lars watched him silently for several moments then turned back to Yennit.  He sounded calm, almost casual.
 
                 “It is pointless to hide the girl.  Tell me where she is, and I will allow mercy to the women and children that remain alive.”
 
                 Yennit weakly looked up and met Lars' eyes.  They were cold and emotionless.  They were the eyes of a man that had forgotten the guilt of taking a life, and lost the inherent compassion of a human being.  Though Lars believed he was simply enforcing justice, his soul had long ago turned black.  
 
                 “I don’t know where she is, Lars,” Yennit lied.  Lars would never keep his promise.  Even if he told him where to find Maehril, Lars would still have everyone killed.
 
                 “Watch them all die then!” Lars screamed in bitter frustration.
 
                 He motioned to a nearby soldier who promptly ran to his Commander.  “Bring me a woman.  Now!” Lars ordered.
 
                 The soldier flinched at the harshness of the command, but quickly raced off.  There was a plump woman on her knees nearby, crying softly.  The soldier grabbed her by the collar of her blouse and pulled her toward Yennit and Lars.  It was Hollise.
 
                 When Hollise looked up, with terror all over her round, tear-stained face, Yennit began to weep.  Hollise was more to him than a mere farmhand.  She was a friend.  And she was about to die.  
 
                 Her lips quivered, and low whimpers escaped her throat.  She knew that the end had come.
 
                 “If you don’t tell me where to find the girl that bleeds light, I will cut this woman’s throat.  Do you understand?” Lars threatened, pulling a dagger from his belt sheath.
 
                 Yennit forced himself to look away from Hollise.  Perhaps he would be labeled a coward, but he couldn’t face her.  In a voice almost too quiet to be heard, he answered.  “I’ve told you already, Lars.  I don’t know where she is.”
 
                 “No!” Westin cried out suddenly.  He was on his knees, in a line of men waiting to be questioned by the Truth Enforcers.  “I know where she is!  Please don’t kill my wife!”
 
                 Lars smiled briefly at Yennit then waved to a soldier to bring Westin over.  
 
                 Westin clambered to his feet and hobbled weakly, dragged along by the arm.  The soldier threw him down beside Hollise.  
 
                 “Where is the girl that bleeds light?” Lars commanded.
 
                 Westin struggled to his knees, hampered by his bound hands, and his extreme girth.  Blood caked the corners of his mouth.  His left eye was swollen shut.  With his right eye, he glared at Yennit with recrimination and betrayal.  
 
    
 
                 “This is all your fault.”  His voice was a weak, sob.  An atrabilious judgment.
 
                 Lars kicked him soundly in the gut.  Westin fell forward, wheezing haggardly, as he fought to catch his breath.  Hollise wanted to protest, but her spirit was empty.  
 
                 “I’ll ask again.  Where is the girl?” Lars asked.
 
                 “The fishing hole…fishing hole,” Westin sputtered between painful breaths.
 
                 Lars looked over at the soldier for answers.  The young man shrugged unknowingly.
 
                 “Where’s the fishing hole?” Lars asked.
 
                 “You’re a fool, Westin.  And a coward,” Yennit told him.  “Have you forgotten about Jerron?”
 
                 “Silence, old man!” Lars shouted.
 
                 “They’re going to kill us all anyway," Yennit continued undeterred.  ‘You and Hollise are both going to die whether you help them or not.”
 
                 The young soldier punched Yennit hard across the face.  Everything turned black as consciousness began to slip away.  When he woke up, it took several moments for the scene around him to come into focus.  He shook his head a few times to clear away the blur, then looked around.
 
                 Hollise was dead.  
 
                 Westin was dead.
 
                 The cries and screams of his people still filled the air.  Blood stained the grass at his feet.  Lars stood with his back to Yennit, watching the approach of three men on horseback.  One of the riders dismounted and offered a hastened salute.  The crimson rope on his shoulder identified him as a low level officer.
 
                 “Report, Thackley,” Lars commanded.
 
                 “Wasdin and Dauber haven’t checked in, Commander,” the young officer answered.
 
                 “Where were they last seen?”
 
                 “Howell says they were checking the woods around a small pond less than a league north of the manor.”
 
                 “Gather a fist of riders and search that pond.  We are led to believe that this girl we’re looking for was there.  Bring a trival with you.  This girl has some power.  Everyone we’ve questioned has agreed on that much, though none can say exactly what she is capable of.  Your king wants her alive.  Is that understood?”  He nodded determinedly.  “Kill the rest.  Just make sure you bring me the girl.”
 
                 The young officer saluted again then ran off barking orders at random soldiers, hurriedly executing his task.  Yennit watched him with a heavy heart.  The scouts had gone missing.  Either Peters or Mueller had done his job.  But the question remained - what would they do now?
 
                 Desirmor was aware of Maehril’s existence.  He may not know the degree of her importance, but he would hunt her none the less.  To the ends of the Earth he would search.  Desirmor never ignored a threat, even one as seemingly minute as an unregistered trival.  
 
                 They would need to get away from Merrame as quickly as possible.  Every port would be on alert, every fishing village.  By the morning, every inn on the continent would have descriptions of her.  The outlook was bleak.  Escape would be more than difficult.  It would take a miracle.
 
                 But Yennit believed in miracles.  He believed in the prophecies as a facilitator of fate.  The world was unbalanced.  It had been for a millennia.  Desirmor could not live forever, nor could the darkness he represented.  History was clear on that.
 
                 “Why did she do it?” Lars suddenly asked.  
 
                 Yennit had been lost in his thoughts and forgotten, momentarily, that he was going to spend the last days of his life in perpetual agony.  He sighed as he let go of his concerns for Maehril.  She would be fine.  She had to be.  
 
                 “Why did who do what?”  He stared down at his feet.
 
                 “Your granddaughter.  Why did she turn her back on her King?”
 
                 “You’ll have to ask her, Lars.  I haven’t seen my granddaughter in ages.”  Yennit looked up into Lars' eyes.  The veteran Commander looked thoughtful, caressing his chin with a gloved finger.
 
                 “Perhaps I will, traitor.  When she’s captured, of course," he smiled briefly, more a private moment of amusement then an outright laugh. "She will be captured, you know.  I’m told that Navan Prianhe is leading the hunt and that they are very close.”  Lars watched Yennit to gauge his reaction, then continued.  “I have always been interested in human behavior.  Being a leader of men, I believe it is vitally important to understand both the men in your charge and the enemy you are facing.  One thing I have come to understand, through much observation, is that the old adage ‘the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree’ tends to be universally true.”  Lars knelt down, bringing his face to Yennit’s level, and looked him right in the eye.  “Your granddaughter learned to be a traitor from someone who raised her.  Perhaps it was you, old man, perhaps it was Isagelle or Laurent.  Someone along the way filled her head with these criminal ideas.”
 
                 At the mention of his son's name, Yennit felt his anger grow.  He thought about Isagelle.  The last time he had spoken to her, she had mentioned doing some traveling.  He could only hope now that she was somewhere far away and therefore, might be spared her death sentence.  
 
                 “You’re a fool, Lars,” Yennit purposefully tried to sound tired and uninterested.  “She’s no more a traitor than you or I.  Aiding in the escape of some fugitives?  She probably fell in love with the wrong sort of man and acted out of passion.”
 
                 “They don’t send ‘Desirmor’s Hound’ after some love struck kids, old man,” Lars snapped.  “I’m told that the young man she’s with is the most wanted fugitive in the world, and another in their group is Bale Farrushaw.”  Lars shook his head in disbelief as he stood up.  “I remember Farrushaw.  Quite a swordsman he was.  That was before Prianhe ran him through of course.  I didn’t believe the report at first.  Couldn’t be true.  I was there, you know.  I saw him die.”  Lars clicked his teeth and whistled.  “What a duel!  To this day, it’s still the greatest battle I have ever witnessed.  But the reports are all coming back the same.  Farrushaw back from the dead and on the run with some young trival and Lady Enaya Relador.  It’s all anyone is talking about.”
 
                 Yennit tried to keep his face still.  He didn’t want to give any sign that anything Lars said had affected him.  Enaya was traveling with Bale Farrushaw?  What had she gotten herself into?
              “You said the young man was the world’s most sought after criminal?” Yennit asked.  “What did he do?”
 
                 “I don’t actually know,” Lars responded, thoughtfully.  “I’d never heard of him before yesterday.  I’m told he’s a trival, probably very strong.  The King has never been one to suffer threats to his power.”  Lars suddenly laughed as though he’d thought of something funny.  “Why don’t you ask King Desirmor, yourself?  You’ll be seeing him in a few days, after all.”
 
                 Yennit looked back down at his feet.  He didn’t care to speak anymore.  The more he learned about his granddaughter, the greater his anxiety would grow.  It was better for him to know as little about her as possible.  
 
                 Instead, he thought of his wife.  In a few days he would be dead and joining her in the heavens.   Until then he would simply do his best to endure.  The pain would be great, but the relief would be eternal.
 
    
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 “We have to go in there?” Cano asked in disbelief.
 
                 They stood at the edge of a thick, dark forest, staring at the entrance of a thin trail.  The trees were wide and tall, seemingly growing right on top of each other, leaving barely more than a sliver of space between the twisted gnarly trunks.  As far as the eye could see, the line of trees stretched in both directions.
 
                 Every intuitive sense in Cano’s wrinkled old body screamed ominous warnings to turn and flee.  Hard as he tried, he couldn’t see more than a few trees deep into the trail.  The darkness of the overhead canopy obscured every detail, leaving the eerie impression of a waiting presence, watching them expectantly.  The forest seemed to have a pulse, and it felt wrong.
 
                 “That’s the only way through,” Peters answered tersely.
 
                 The youthful looking guardsman sat atop his tan destrier, flanked closely by the two men on horseback that had followed him from Yennit’s manor.  Peters was on edge.  He had been from the moment he’d killed Wasdin.  His nervous eyes constantly scanned the horizon, vigilantly watching for threats.  
 
                 “Why can’t we just head north and go around it?” Cano fought for an alternative.
 
                 “The forest runs right into the coast up north,” Mueller replied.  “The only way around is to go south where it thins out, but that just takes us by the estate.  This is the only passable trail.”
 
                 “You’re out of yer damn mind.  It’s already past noon.  We’ll have to make camp in there.  Heavens knows what manner of darkness will test us then,” Cano said.
 
                 “Do you have a better idea?” Peters put in testily.  “We’ve got an Imperial force at our back.  Like it or not, it’s the forest or a squadron of Imperial troops with a few trivals.  Take your pick.”
 
                 Cano looked over his shoulder at Maehril who sat upon the back of her small piebald mare, with the same concealed veil of distress that had marked her face since they left the pond.  She was wrestling with something disturbing and had no way or perhaps no desire to share her troubles with the group.  
 
                 “We’ve been in tough spots before,” Jerron reassured him.  
 
                 The heavy Massoniel teen sat on his blue gelding, the same horse he had ridden during their battle with the shraels, right at Maehril‘s side.  The shifty looking horse still watched Cano with its same unnerving black gaze.  Nothing had changed.  Cano still felt uneasy around the beast and purposely kept his distance.  There was just something off about that horse.
 
                 His own horse was bothering him as well.  He was riding a small red gelding, chosen for him by Westin.  The beast seemed tame enough, but it tended to pass gas frequently.  There had been a few instances on their trek across the countryside from the fishing hole, where he was certain he was going to suffocate.  But, he supposed that a gassy horse was better than one that liked to bite.
 
                 “Well, Maehril?” Cano asked, deciding to abide by whatever choice she made.  “Are ya comfortable trying the forest?”
 
                 Maehril looked at him and smiled fondly.  She absently stroked her horse's neck as she surveyed the trail’s entrance.  Her horse appeared to melt into her touch, its head reaching back as if to ask for more attention.  After a short deliberation, she smiled shyly and shrugged.
 
                 “I think she’s leaving it up to you,” Jerron translated.
 
                 “Do ya think so?” Cano asked sarcastically.  
 
                 Jerron just grinned, delighting in the silent giggle he managed to get from Maehril.  Those two were more and more often, having a little too much fun at his expense.  In another life, he would have lost his temper over their subtle teases, but seeing her smile always put him at ease, even if she was laughing at him.
 
                 “Well, daylights a wastin’.  I don’t want to spend a minute longer in that place then we have to,” Cano said.
 
                 “How fat are your waterskins, Peters?” Mueller asked, holding his own half full skin up for inspection.
 
                 “Cressler filled a few extra just before we left,” Peters answered without taking his eyes away from the skyline. 
 
                 “I grabbed a few bread loaves, too,” Cressler added, pointing to a fat saddle bag resting on his horse's hind flank.
 
                 Cressler looked scarcely older than Jerron.  He was short and clean shaven and carried a polished short sword on his hip.  Though he knew the young man had survived the attack on the manor, Cano still wondered how well he could use his weapon.
 
                 The other guardsman, a middle aged man with a shaved scalp, looked more capable.  His name was Hartsohn, and his hard, calculated eyes, and quiet disposition, reminded Cano of Mueller.  There was a broad sword in his scabbard, and bow and quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder.  Cano didn’t know for certain, but he guessed that Hartsohn was a former soldier.
 
                 “Have any of you ever used this path before?” Mueller asked the guardsmen.  Each man acknowledged their own ignorance.  Mueller set his jaw grimly.  “Neither have I.  It's only by second hand tales and rumor that I know about it.  We are walking in there blindly.  Don’t lose your focus.  Don’t let your guard down.  Peters, I want you to take the rear with Hartsohn.  Cressler, you’ll ride up front with me.  We ride with swords drawn, men.  There are rumors of things far worse than wolves and rovers in this forest.  Be ready for anything.”
 
                 “Whoa!  Hold on a minute!” Cano shouted.  “What’d ya mean by that?”
 
                 Mueller fixed him with a hard, impatient glare.  “It has been said that the trees come to life in these woods.  The shadows are said to move on their own.  Men who have traveled this trail, are said to have been driven mad by the spirits that haunt these woods.  Believe me, Fishman, if there was another way, I would take it, but this is our best, perhaps, only chance to escape.  Even as we speak, there is assuredly a fist of soldiers tracking our steps across the countryside.  They may be here any minute.  If we try our luck going south, they’ll overtake us by nightfall.  The forest gives us a chance, dangerous though that chance may be.  I don’t like this anymore than you, believe me.”
 
                 Cano stared down at the entrance of the trail even more apprehensively than he had before.  If it was at all possible, the forest appeared darker than it had only moments before.  What were they getting themselves into?  
 
                 Mueller kicked his mount into motion, and Cressler quickly fell in behind him.  Jerron went next, followed closely by Maehril, then Cano.  Hartsohn and Peters took their positions in the back of the group.  
 
                 When Mueller reached the entrance, he paused briefly, looking over his shoulder at Maehril.  Then he drew his sword and led his horse into the darkness of the trail.  Cressler went in next, unable to ride beside his Captain.  The trail was wide enough to allow only one rider at a time.                
 
                 Cano watched Jerron and Maehril trot carefully into the forest and kicked his own mount to follow as soon as it was clear for him to enter.  His horse seemed as anxious about entering the forest as his rider.  He paused, quivering slightly beneath Cano’s legs, before he cautiously followed the others into the woods.  
 
                 Darkness seemed to envelope them.  Only a few steps into the trail, the light all but disappeared.  Thin rays of sunlight, breaking through sparse cracks in the branches and leaves, fell like vertical columns supporting the canopy above.  The trees looked like thick lengths of rope, with their tightly wound trunks.  There was scarcely any soil to find on the ground.  The space between every wide, gnarly trunk was littered with visible extensions of roots.  Walking through the forest would have been impossible without the smooth trail.  Though it was thin, the path was manmade and cut with care.  The surface was smooth and level, perfect footing for the horses. 
 
                 Once they were all on the trail and well under way, Cano felt the need to express a new concern.  “How are we going to camp in this?  Do ya expect us to sleep right in the trail?”
 
                 Though Mueller never turned to face him, Cano could sense that his eyes were rolling.  His tone relayed his irritation.  “We’ll do what we must, Fishman.  If we can’t find a decent clearing to camp in, then it may just be the trail.”
 
                 Cano cursed under his breath.  “Ya can see jest as well as I can.  This forest is overgrown.  There won’t be anywhere off the trail to camp.”
 
                 “You’re probably right,” Mueller agreed.
 
                 “Then what’s the point?” Cano asked.
 
                 “Of what?”
 
                 “Them soldiers can track us.  They’ll know we took the trail.  What's the difference if we’d jest gone south?  They’re going to overtake us all the same,” Cano argued.
 
                 This time it was Peters shouting out an answer from behind.  The young guardsman was audibly irritated.  “Once night comes, Fishman, you won’t be able to see your own hand if you were holding it right up in front of your ugly old face.  They won’t be able to travel any better than we can.  And if they do try to move in the darkness, they’ll need to use torches.  We’ll know they’re coming.”
 
                 “They won’t bother with the torches,” Hartsohn said.  “They’ll camp, same as us, and wait for first light.  Our best chance is to be ready to move at dawn.”
 
                 Cano kept his mouth shut after that.  With the thick canopy overhead, it already felt like twilight.  Most of the ride he watched Maehril.  She looked as nervous as he felt.  Her eyes frequently searched the imposing wall of trees that lined either side of the trail.  Her hands kept a tight grip on the reins of her horse.  
 
                 It had been some time into their journey, two hours Cano would’ve guessed, though without the sun as a guide, he couldn’t tell time accurately, when he began to notice the quiet.  The forest was completely still.  There was no wind to rustle the leaves.  The ever present sound of random bird calls, or even the incessantly constant chirping of insects, that filled the air in any wooded area, was strangely missing.  Each step of the horse's hooves echoed with an almost urgent intensity.  Cano could clearly hear the steady breathing of his companions, none more noticeable than his own slightly wheezy exhalations.  More and more as they rode deeper into the wood, Cano’s awareness of the quiet increased.  
 
                 He began to nervously search the trees, just as he’d witnessed Maehril doing each time he checked on her.  Nothing had changed along the path.  Even as deep as they had ridden, the trees maintained their appearance of unrelenting guardians, rigidly lining the trail.  
 
                 He found himself thinking about a conversation he’d shared with his wife, so many years before, about the nature of creation.  It had been Cano’s contention, as a devout man of God, that the Creator was infallible, and therefore, beyond the realm of questioning.  When a child grew ill and died it was a tragedy, but in Cano’s eyes, it was the will of God.  If a storm came and ripped a town apart, destroying homes, farms, and leaving death in its wake, it was not the right of man to question its purpose.  God’s will was beyond the capacity for man to understand.  His wife and daughter had been killed.  He could have forsaken the Creator, directing the rage he felt because of his misfortunes at her, but his faith required him to accept that whether he liked it or not, it was simply their time to go. 
 
                 There was darkness in the world, and though it was easy to wonder why God had allowed evil to inhabit her creation, it was not for Cano to question.  As far as he was concerned, if the Creator wanted to allow some evil to exist, then so be it.  It was just another way for the Creator to test a man’s morality, and for man to earn validation on his way to the afterlife. 
 
                 Ahtarah had a different point of view.  She wondered why a God who created a world out of love, would allow darkness to exist in her creation.  It didn’t make sense to her.  She couldn’t just accept things she didn’t understand on faith alone.  Ahtarah was always one to question everything, and she concluded that everyone was wrong.  The darkness and evil that pervaded the world was a flaw beyond the Creator’s control.  And because it wasn’t in God's original intentions, darkness was unpredictable and not subject to the same laws and principles that governed life.  Evil, she had said that night, was like a wine stain on an otherwise perfectly white linen bed sheet.  You could try to clean the sheet, but regardless of the method or the amount of scrubbing, that sheet could never truly come clean.  The stain would always exist.  If you looked hard enough, you could always find it.
 
                 He only thought of that conversation because he was beginning to think that maybe Ahtarah was right.  Looking at the forest and its underlying feeling of a pestilent force lurking between the twisted tree trunks, Cano could understand what she meant.  There was definitely something unnatural about this place.  Regardless of the rays of sun that forced their way through the thick canopy above, the whole forest felt as if it were devoid of light.  The air itself felt stale and uneasy.  It could have been his imagination, but Cano had never in his life felt so cut off from the light of day.  He’d never felt so irrationally afraid.
 
                 Why would the Creator make a place like this, he wondered?  Why would she make creatures like Rovers, Borlicon, Vallrykans, or Goerra’s?  There were so many things, when he actually thought about it, that didn’t fit into his vision of the Creator’s world.  By the doctrine of faith he had been taught as a child and fervently prescribed to his entire life, God’s will was bound by love.  Why tolerate the existence of evil?
 
                 Perhaps Maehril was the answer.  She had vehemently denied, several times, that she was the Creator made flesh as Cano had contended.  But still, she literally seemed to be made of light.  When dark creatures were near, she became a weapon destroying evil.  Standing in her presence, he felt stronger, sharper, and more at peace than he could ever remember.  His hearing was better.  His eyesight was as precise as it had been when he was a teenager.  These were effects that couldn’t be shrugged off as mere coincidence.  Since she had come into his life, he had begun to question the very faith that had defined his life and sustained him when despair had nearly swept him away like a swell in the ocean.  
 
                 “I think this is the best we’re going to find,” Mueller announced.
 
                 Cano hadn’t realized that the company had stopped.  He must have been lost in his thoughts.  He cursed himself, silently, as he looked around to see what Mueller was talking about.  Just to his left, there was a small break in the trees, which led to a small clearing, large enough to accommodate the group and all of the horses.  
 
                 “I’d guess that we’ve got just over an hour until nightfall,” Hartsohn said from the rear.  
 
                 “That’s about what I’d guess as well,” Mueller agreed.
 
                 “That’s a fair amount of wasted daylight,” Jerron said.
 
                 “I don’t like it any more than you, but this is the first clearing we’ve come across since we entered this cursed place.  We may not find another,” Mueller’s voice sounded grave.
 
                 Cano studied the clearing.  Something felt wrong.  They had ridden through the forest for a few hours, and not once before had he noticed anything as welcoming as this clearing.  It was perfectly round with soft green grass covering the ground like a blanket.  A wall of leafless trees, barely taller than a grown man, surrounded the enclosure creating a buffer against the overgrown forest.
 
                 Why here, he wondered?  And how could that grass have grown so green and thick?  There was no extra light shining down on the clearing.  The canopy still covered the sky above, giving way to only a handful of thin, straight rays of sunlight.  
 
                 “I don’t like it,” he muttered.
 
                 “You don’t like anything,” Peters huffed from behind.
 
                 “What’s not to like, Cano?” Jerron asked, far more patiently than Peters.
 
                 “It doesn’t feel right,” Cano answered.  He looked over his shoulder at Maehril, hoping she felt the same way.  She appeared tense, as she studied the clearing, but Cano couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t from whatever was already disturbing her.
 
                 “Explain yourself, Fishman,” Mueller demanded.
 
                 “There’s something wrong with this whole place.  I’ve felt it from the moment we set foot on the trail.  It’s like there’s something watching us.  Something dark.  Now we find this little clearing.  Looks nice enough, sure.  But doesn’t anyone else think it’s strange that the trees seem to be growing on top of each other everywhere else, but not in this little circle of grass?  And what about that grass?  I don’t see hardly a lick of light touching the ground in there, yet it’s as green and thick as the yard back at the manor,” Cano said.
 
                 “Enough of this nonsense,” Peters growled.  “We should be thanking the Creator for this blessing, not listening to the paranoid ramblings of this old coward.”
 
                 Cano’s hand went for his blade, gripping the hilt and pulling it halfway out of its sheath.  He’d had enough of the young soldier's disrespectful mockery.  
 
                 “Easy Cano,” Jerron cautioned. 
 
                 Cano paused and looked down at his weapon.  The tip of the blade was still hidden in the sheath, but he could see the start of the blade.  It struck him suddenly that the dagger wasn’t glowing.  If there were any threats around, the weapon would be emanating a soft white light.  Perhaps he was overreacting.  
 
                 “Don’t make me laugh, old man,” Peters barked with a laugh.  “I’d strike you down before…”
 
                 “That’s enough!” Mueller suddenly shouted.  Peters mouth snapped shut as he looked at his superior like a wounded toddler.  “We’re playing a game with very high stakes.  High stakes, indeed!  Does anyone doubt that we are hunted by Imperial soldiers, even as we speak!?  Cano Ash’amar speaks sooth.  I too have reservations about making camp here, for all of the reasons he has avowed.  There is evil in this forest, but I see no other recourse.  Night will be upon us shortly, and when it comes, we will be unable to proceed any further.  We must make camp.  Though I am loathe to choose this clearing, the only other choice we have is the trail.  We will make camp here, and we will pray that the Creator is on our side tonight.”
 
                 No-one voiced an argument.  Mueller waited for a moment, twisted in his saddle so he could meet the eyes of his party, then satisfied that he had everyone on the same page, he dismounted and led his mount off of the trail and into the clearing.  Everyone followed his lead, climbing down from their horses, then leading them off of the trail.  
 
                 Cano stood to the side and let Jerron handle his horse.  He watched the young Massoniel tie the short red gelding to a thick branch on the edge of the clearing next to Maehril’s piebald mare.  Then Jerron turned to take the reins of his own horse, but the blue gelding suddenly reared its fore legs in the air and aimed a kick right at Cano.  
 
                 Cano dodged to his left, falling to the ground, narrowly escaping getting planted in the head with an iron shoed hoof.  The horse wasn’t done.  As Jerron frantically tried to grab its reins, it stomped violently at Cano.  One of its strikes found its mark, hitting Cano squarely on his right ankle, shattering the bones.  Cano screamed in pain, and tried to crawl away, but the horse, satisfied that it had done some damage, suddenly took off, racing away from the clearing and up the trail, disappearing from view.  
 
                 At first, everyone stood around with the same stunned expressions, unsure of what to do.  Jerron chased after the horse, giving up quickly as it raced away.  Maehril ran to Cano’s side, falling to her knees by his feet.  
 
                 Cano grabbed his leg and cried out in agony.  The pain was intense and searing.  He was certain that the horse had crushed every bone in his ankle.  He looked down and could see the swelling already taking hold.  
 
                 “I told ya bout that damned beast,” he cried through gritted teeth.  “Ya wouldn’t listen.  I told ya there was something off bout that one.  Shifty.  Bloody shifty beast.”
 
                 Jerron stared after the horse in a state of shock.  Mueller, Peters, and Cressler still appeared lost.  Hartsohn ran to the edge of the clearing and rooted around for a good firm stick.  Satisfied with the one he found, he came to Cano’s side and shoved the piece of wood in his mouth.
 
                 “Bite on this,” he commanded.  “It’ll help with the pain.”
 
                 The pain in his leg had Cano’s mind in a fog, and at first he didn’t understand what Hartsohn meant.  He spat the wood aside and cursed loudly.  
 
                 “There’s nothing wrong with my teeth, ya damned fool.  It’s my leg,” Cano griped.
 
                 Hartsohn sighed and picked the stick back up, holding it in front of Cano’s face.  “I know there’s nothing wrong with your teeth, you old windbag.  Just bite on the damned wood, while we try to figure out how bad that horse got your leg.”  
 
                 “He crushed it.  Crushed every last bone,” Cano groaned.  Maehril was trying to get him to let go of his leg and to stop thrashing about, so she could get a proper look at the damage.  “This is yer fault Jerron, ya hear me.  Ya did this to me!”
 
                 “Me!” Jerron exclaimed.  “What did I do?”
 
                 “Ya wouldn’t listen to me.  I told ya bout that horse,” Cano cried.
 
                 “You kept telling me the horse was shifty,” Jerron said, throwing his hands up and looking around for help.  “What does that even mean?”
 
                 “It means that it was plotting something,” Cano answered.  “From the moment I saw that cursed beast, I knew he was out to get me.  I knew it.”
 
                 Jerron opened his mouth to respond, but just shook his head with exasperation instead.  He knew that arguing with Cano was pointless.  
 
                 “Would you let her see it?” Hartsohn spoke up for Maehril.  Cano was holding his leg as though the pain would double if he let go.  Maehril was trying, despite her inability to speak, to get Cano’s attention.  She gave Hartsohn a grateful smile.
 
                 “Alright, alright,” Cano said.  
 
                 He tried to relax, but it was hard to let go of his leg.  It was an instinctive reaction to want to hold it, and difficult to trust someone with his hurts.  But he knew that Maehril could make it better.  
 
                 She gently took his hands and pulled them away.  Her face conveyed empathy.  She seemed to wince with him each time the pain throbbed and shot through his body.  For a moment, she examined the damage, tracing her fingers lightly over the bruised and swollen flesh.  Then light suddenly shown around her, pulsing brightly then dimming in time to the rhythm of his throbbing pain.  Maehril tenderly wrapped her small hands around the fissure that separated the bones in his leg.  She shut her eyes tightly, a scowl of determination proving her effort.  Her aura of light began to hold, strengthening slightly, before it flowed like a stream of water down to her hands and into his battered flesh.  
 
                 At first it felt like a slightly annoying itch, something troublesome but out of reach.  Cano braced himself, expecting that the itch would soon turn into horrible pain.  Instead the itch spread -- first to his feet and knees, then to his hips, ribs, arms and face.  
 
                 He wanted to shriek, overcome by the intensity of her healing, filled with a pent up response that he couldn’t articulate.  Then the itch changed into a feeling of warmth.  Like the boon of a warm cup of tea after a walk through the cold, the warmth seeped through his limbs, his veins, from the inside out.  His eyes closed and he relaxed.  The pain that had crippled him, mere moments before, seemed a distant memory.  Then he couldn’t remember why he was even thinking of pain.  
 
                 He opened his eyes to the sight of one brilliant full moon reflected off of the obsidian surface of a calm ocean at twilight.  The smooth wood beneath his forearms and the soft creek of the porch boards called to him like the whisper of a forgotten memory.  He lifted the polished ivory pipe to his mouth and took a deep, satisfied breath of cider-soaked tobacco, his own concoction.  As he let the smoke exhale, Cano looked to his left and saw Ahtarah watching the sky with that faraway look he had always loved in her face, like skepticism mixed with humility.  
 
                 “What’d ya think of that, then?” he heard himself ask his wife. 
 
                 For a moment she didn’t answer, letting him hang within the familiar song of his rocking chair.  Then she sighed and smiled, almost regretfully leaving her place amongst the stars.  “I think, that’s why I think there’s a God at all,” she replied.
 
                 “Ya always give me riddles,” Cano told her tenderly.
 
                 “Not riddles, my love, answers.”  She reached out and put her hand on his arm.  Her slender fingers traced smooth assurances along his skin.  “I’ll never see the world the way you do, within the walls they’ve built to explain their ignorance.  But I believe in love.  And I believe in beauty.  I won’t pretend to know why I can weep at the beauty of a moonlit night, or how I know in my heart that I was meant to spend the days of my life with you, but I know it's more than simple science.  Something is at work, too great and all-encompassing for a single human mind to grasp.  I believe in God because I believe in us.”
 
                 “Someday yer going to see things my way,” Cano said with a smile, enjoying her touch on his arm.  “That moon in the sky is proof enough fer me that the Creator exists”
 
                 “Perhaps.  I’ll admit that the moon is a reassuring idea for me,” Ahtarah said.
 
                 Cano looked at her with confusion.  “What does that mean?” he asked.
 
                 “Without the light of day," she said, pointing at the moon, “we can still look to the sky to guide us through the darkness.”
 
                   Then she stood up and took up his face in her hands.  Looking deeply into his eyes for just the right amount of time, Ahtarah smiled then leaned down and kissed his forehead.  
 
                 “You are the answer to all of my questions, my love,” she whispered passionately.  Then she turned and walked into the house, leaving him alone on his porch, with only his thoughts and the night sky.  
 
                 Cano smoked the rest of his pipe as he watched the moon slide across the ocean.  Slowly his mind drifted away, like a boat without sails.  His eyes closed and sleep released him from his dream.  
 
                 
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 “He’s been asleep for a long time.  Are you sure he’s going to be alright?” Jerron asked.
 
                 Maehril glanced over at Cano.  He lay nestled with his legs curled up and his hands tucked under his chin, contentedly resting with an oddly peaceful smile on his weather-beaten face. 
 
                  She nodded.                
 
                 It was the third time Jerron had asked since she had repaired Cano’s leg hours earlier.  The leg mended perfectly, and when Cano awoke from his healing-induced slumber, he would feel better than he had in years.  Maehril had taken care to spread her arts throughout his whole body, tending to the immediate injury, but also repairing several minor afflictions that he might not have even known about.  
 
                 She reached out and rubbed his arm.  Cano was an impatient curmudgeon, but she had developed a deep affection for him during their brief acquaintance.  Her heart had nearly stopped when she witnessed the horse’s attack.  If anything had happened to him, she might have broken completely.
 
                 It had been a strange day.  Something terrible had happened back at the manor house.  Innocent lives were taken.  Each death, at least fifty by her estimation, hit her like a violent wave of sickness.  The worst of it had come just as they began their ride across the countryside.  For the first hour, there had been instances where the force of her connection to the slaughter nearly drove her from the saddle.  Only by sheer determination, was she able to keep her anguish shielded from her companions, though Cano surely suspected something.  He had eyed her throughout with palpable sympathy, a man who wanted desperately to protect her, but knew that aiding her then was useless.
 
                 She had experienced a similar reaction on the day that Dell was attacked.  The waves of sickness had occurred, though not nearly as severe.  Maehril could only guess, but she believed that the pain she felt in losing her parents had diminished the effect of those who perished in the attack on Dell.  
 
                 What concerned her now, however, was Jerron.  The homely Massoniel had such a sweet and gentle disposition.  She didn’t want to hurt him.  When something bothered him, he wore his pain plainly.  She wondered whether to tell him that his parents had been killed.  
 
                 Since the feeling had first come over her that Westin and Hollise were lost, Maehril had struggled with the decision.  Tell him and hope that it would not break his already fragile spirit, or hold back, shield him from the pain, and bear the burden of knowledge on her own slender shoulders.  She felt lost, and though she had tried to contact the Voice, it hadn’t answered.  She was on her own this time.
 
                 Everyone, save for Peters and Hartsohn, sat around the center of the small clearing, looking anxiously at the surrounding darkness.  Night had fallen quickly.  Mueller had strictly ordered them to wait until the last possible moment to start a fire.   Mueller was unwilling to risk shining a light that might guide any pursuers.  He was certain they were hunted, but he reasoned that they would be unable to travel in total darkness.  They would make camp, probably right in the trail, and wait until morning to renew the hunt.  Now with a fire crackling in the center of the clearing, it felt as though the flames were battling to keep the black of night away.  
 
                 Cressler passed out the limited food he'd packed.  Though Jerron grumbled about the small portions, Maehril was grateful for the hard crust of bread and nibble of cheese that she ate for supper.  Something was better than nothing, and in the days ahead, there were likely to be times of involuntary fasting.
 
                 Maehril held out her hands to warm them by the fire.  Perhaps to others in the group, the night was mild, but to a girl raised in the tropics, the air was practically frigid.  The warmth of the fire had an immediate effect, driving away the chill that had set in her bones and relaxing her troubled mind with its hypnotic dance of flames.  
 
                 She had to tell Jerron.  Though it would hurt him, he had a right to know.  
 
                 She watched him as he stared intensely into the fire, lost in his own thoughts.  Jerron was such a simple person.  He seemed to see the world in its most basic, uncomplicated form.  Black and white.  Good and evil.  Up and down.  There was no in-between with him, at least nothing she could see.  All of their conversations had been lighthearted jesting at Cano’s expense.  Jerron hadn’t asked her anything personal, nor had he divulged anything personal about himself.  He had simply done his best over the last few days to make her laugh and feel at ease, and for that Maehril was grateful.  She thought often of her parents and tried very hard to keep her sadness from showing in her face.  It was nice to have someone around who could clear her head of those depressing thoughts.
 
                 But underneath his perpetual cheerfulness and chivalry, there was something more.  She had observed him many times lost in his thoughts, with an expression that reminded her of Sevin, a look that she could only describe as trying to solve all the world's problems at once.  Sevin had been a gentle soul and a deep thinker.  Jerron seemed to have the same qualities.  It was very endearing.
 
                 She tapped him on the shoulder.  Jerron flinched in surprise but quickly recovered and asked what he could do.  She cleared out a patch of grass by her feet, exposing the black dirt underneath.  Though it was dark, the fires lambent glow was just enough light to serve her needs.  With a small twig she had rescued from the fire, she scratched her words into the dirt.  Jerron had to lean in close when she was finished to make out her question.
 
                 “What’s wrong?” 
 
                 Jerron considered the question, chewing on the end of his pinky finger.  When he answered, she thought he looked embarrassed. 
 
                 “Nothing.  I’m fine.”  Maehril arched a skeptical eyebrow and waited for him to open up.  He tried to look away several times, hoping she would give up, then started to fidget uncomfortably under her impatient glare.  Finally, he conceded, “I’m worried about my parents.”  
 
   
  
 

              Maehril’s heart sank.  She felt tears welling up in her eyes.  Telling him what she knew was going to be hard.  
 
                 “What if they question people?” he continued, apprehensively.  Jerron chewed obsessively on his finger and spoke anxiously.  “My father is a terrible liar.  They’ll sort him out.  I know it.  The army does horrible things to people.  Terrible things.  They feed people to those Borlicon.  That’s no way to die.”  He looked up at Maehril with his big blue eyes opened wide.  “I want to hope for the best, but nothing ever seems to go right for my family.”  His face grew sad, and his voice became quiet.  He looked around the fire to see if anyone was listening.  “We’re the last of our kind you know -- Massoniel.  Desirmor killed the rest of us.  If my parents die, I may be all that’s left.”
 
                 If Maehril could have spoken, she would have been speechless.  The parallels between Jerron and Sevin were obvious, but she hadn’t put it together.  Sevin had been certain he was the last of the Massoniel.  He had told her that his people rarely ventured from their homeland.  He had only left because of his chance meeting with Bella.  It had been for love, and love only that he gave up a life with his people.  Though Bella had sold him on the cause, showed him there was a choice for those who rejected Desirmor’s tyranny, Sevin’s resolve had been set forever the day he learned of his homeland’s fate.  
 
                 Tears spilled from the corners of Maehril’s eyes, hidden from the others by the darkness.  With Jerron’s parents dead, it was truly possible that he was the last.  Her heart bled sympathy.
 
                 “You don’t need to cry, Maehril.  My mother likes to say that everyone has a tale of woe to tell.”
 
                 Maehril wiped the tears away with the back of her hand.  Then she picked up her stick and scrawled a painful inscription into the dirt. 
 
                 “Your parents were killed.  I’m sorry.”
 
                 Jerron read her message and looked at her sadly.  He nodded slowly and tried to speak, but became too choked up to talk.  He covered his mouth with a hand and tucked his head down.  He didn’t want the others to see him weeping.
 
                 Maehril slid closer to Jerron and put her arms around him.  He was too wide to fully embrace, but she did her best to give him all of the support and empathy she could.  His heavy shoulders rose and slumped, then rose and slumped again as he quietly wept for his parents.  Mueller and Cressler understood his need for privacy and stood, walking out into the darkness, perhaps to check on Peters and Hartsohn.
 
                 “Are you certain?” Jerron whispered softly.  His blue eyes, swollen with emotion, fragile and meek, met hers.  He acknowledged her nod of truth by tightly closing his eyes and releasing another wave of sorrow.
 
                 She held him silently.  A wish filled her mind, a dream she had held since childhood.  Maehril wanted nothing more in life than to be able to speak, if for no other reason than for moments such as these.  Confronted by human vulnerability, when a person let down the walls that protect their innermost self, she wished always for her own voice, to be able to say words of comfort and reassurance, to share in their pain, and to take away some of the burden.
 
                 “I suppose I’ve been thinking of it all day,” Jerron said in a voice barely louder than a whisper.  He let himself slink into her embrace, settling in with his head resting on her shoulder, her arms cradling his neck.  “When they first said that a squadron was on the way to the manor, that’s when it first hit me.  I figured…somehow, someway, Desirmor will just kill everyone.  Everyone that saw you.  Stop the rumor before it becomes something more.  Someone like you, someone that seems to glow with the very light of heaven -- that would be threatening.  It might inspire people to remember the Creator, stop thinking of Desirmor as a living God.  No.  No, he wouldn’t allow for something like that.  He didn’t allow…”
 
                 As his tone grew angry and his shoulders tensed, Jerron suddenly cut off.  He slowly began to pull away.  Maehril could sense there was something wrong and traced his frightened gaze to Cano’s dagger, lying on the ground by his hands.  It was white.  The metal blade glowed softly with a lambent white light.  
 
                 Maehril knew what the light meant.  Cano had gone on at length one day about what a strange knife he’d found at the bottom of the ocean.  
 
                 There were dark creatures nearby.  Something menacing and evil lurked out there in the blackness, amongst the trees.  
 
                 Maehril closed her eyes and reached out to the darkness.  She opened her mind to the energies of the forest, feeling for her enemies.  They were everywhere.  The entire clearing was surrounded.  Maehril had never sensed this creature before, so she knew at once that it wasn’t Rovers.  She wondered, fearfully, if that was a good thing.  She couldn’t imagine anything worse than Rovers.
 
                 “Mueller!” Jerron shouted.  He stood and freed his axe.  
 
                 “What?” Mueller’s voice answered from the darkness.  
 
                 “Cano’s dagger.  Something’s out there,” Jerron’s words held a hard edge.  He wasn’t afraid.  He was excited, wild even.
 
                 “Peters!  Hartsohn!  Cressler!  Fall into the circle!  Darkness lurks!” Mueller commanded.  The wariness in his voice was a sharp contrast to Jerron’s.
 
                 Like apparitions, her guardians emerged from the darkness, revealed by the soft light of the fire.  Each man had a sword in his hands.  They quickly made a barrier around Maehril.
 
                 Maehril suddenly realized that she had forgotten about Cano.  After mending his leg, she had induced his sleep to allow him the rest he needed to properly recover.  Whether he was ready or not, she had to wake him.  
 
                 She bent down and touched his face.  
 
                 Cano blinked slowly at first, as anyone would after a deep rest.  Then he propped up on one elbow and looked around in confusion.  
 
                 “What in heaven’s name?” he said, suddenly sensing the danger.  Surrounded by armed men, Cano quickly figured out that he was needed.  He grabbed his dagger, taking a moment to consider the illuminated blade and pushed himself in between Jerron and Peters.  Staring down the darkness, he called to Maehril over his shoulder.  “Are ya alright, girl?”
 
                 Maehril fondly rubbed his back to let him know she was fine.  
 
                 “How’s the leg?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Feels fine,” Cano answered.
 
                 “Anyone seen anything yet?” Peters whispered harshly.  
 
                 “Nothing,” Cressler answered.  
 
                 “There has to be something out there.  Cano’s dagger glows when there’s evil nearby,” Jerron said.  He rhythmically patted his axe in his free hand.
 
                 “How long til morning?” Cano asked.
 
                 “The night has just begun,” Peters replied.
 
                 Everyone peered out into the blackness.  From where they stood, even the trees were hidden by the lightless night.  Without the light of day, they were as good as blind.
 
                 Two red dots appeared in the distance, flickering several times, hovering unevenly.  
 
                 “Do you see that?” Cressler’s voice was unsteady.
 
                 Two more red dots appeared several feet away from the other pair... then two more.
 
                 “What is that?” Peters whispered hoarsely, as though the words were catching in his throat.
 
                 Suddenly, red dots began materializing in pairs all around them.  They seemed to hover in the air, flickering occasionally.  
 
                 “I think they’re eyes,” Cressler said, with unmistakable terror.  
 
                 The deathly silence that had filled the black void gave way to low grunts, growls, and hissing.  A violent screech chilled the marrow of Maehril’s bones.  There were simply too many pairs of eyes to count.  
 
                 “Stand ready,” Mueller warned.  
 
                 The wall of red eyes seemed to get closer as the creatures advanced.  None moved quickly.  The beginning of their attack seemed almost casual as though the creatures felt no fear of failure.  They moved on the party like hungry wolves stalking a wounded deer.
 
                 Maehril spun around in her citadel of armed guards, watching the advance unsurely.  She knew what she had to do, but the night was still young.  Her power was not everlasting.  She could easily expend all of her energy fighting this first group of attackers, but what if there were more?  What if this was just the darkness testing her strength and resolve.  She had to fight smart and conserve her ability.  
 
                 The red eyes were only several yards away now.  The sudden quiet of their footsteps, heralded by the snapping of twigs, and the crackle of dried decaying leaves, told her that they had moved into the clearing.  
 
                 It was time to act.
 
                 Maehril pushed her focus inward, reaching out to the source of her strength.  It felt like a pool of water, a lake even, full of light and purpose, awaiting her will.  She drew from that source, filling her body with its puissance, drinking in the light.  Though it felt endless and infinite, she was careful not to draw in too much energy.  
 
                 Then she pushed her power out, forming a dome of light around the company.  She let it harden and settle protectively.  In this form, she could release her power, and rest.  The dome would wear down, but it would buy them some time.
 
                 One by one the weapons of her guardians slumped toward the ground as they gawked at the protective dome that surrounded them.  For a moment it seemed they forgot the danger, as each pair of eyes fell on Maehril.  
 
                 Then reality came crashing back when one of the creatures launched itself against the barrier.  The beast let out a guttural scream of pain, its body burned by the purity of Maehril’s light.  
 
                 Despite the failure of the first creature, several more also tested the barriers integrity.  In the light of the dome, they could see wafts of smoke hanging in the air at each point of impact.  Savage cries of pain sounded off in the darkness.
 
                 In the light of the dome, the party could see their foe.  One stepped up close to the wall of light, inspecting the barrier carefully.  It was the size of an older child, bent at the waist, walking with its hands in the dirt.  Like the trees around it, the creature seemed to be covered in black bark, cracked and fissured like a pine.  Red eyes stared directly at Maehril, rancorous and evil.  It showed no interest in the men.  Even as Jerron waved his axe threateningly, it just stared darkly at Maehril, saliva dripping from between the sharp, pointed teeth of its open jaw.  
 
                 Others stepped up to the barrier as well, joining the first.  Some stood on two legs, some with their hands in the dirt.  Their fingers were short, strong, and equipped with long black claws.  One dug at the ground, then flipped some loose soil at the wall of light.  The dirt and grass passed right through the barrier.
 
                 “What are they?” Cressler wondered aloud.  Cressler’s question was answered with silence.  “Does this evil even have a name?”
 
                 “How long can you keep that wall up, Maehril?” Mueller asked.
 
                 “It depends on them,” Cano answered.  He was staring at Maehril, reading her.  “It will weaken every time they attack.”
 
                 Maehril didn’t understand how Cano knew, but he was right.  In fact he had put her own thoughts into words perfectly.  She smiled at him and nodded.
 
                 “So we just stand here and wait?” Cressler asked.
 
                 “For now,” Mueller replied.  
 
                 “What about us?” Jerron turned to Maehril.  “Can we attack them through the wall?  Or will that weaken it faster?”
 
                 “The wall spurns dark beings.  Ya can pass through safely as often as ya wish,” Cano told him.
 
                 Again, he had spoken Maehril’s own thoughts.
 
                 Jerron toke a step forward, but Mueller grabbed his arm.  The look in Jerron’s eyes as he glared at Mueller was a virulent warning.  
 
                 “We wait,” Mueller told him.
 
                 “You can wait,” Jerron hissed, “I need to swing my axe.”
 
                 Mueller sighed and released Jerron’s arm.  Perhaps he knew, just as Maehril did, that Jerron needed to release his anger.  And he was Massoniel.  Trying to stop a Massoniel who had made up his mind was an act of futility.
 
                 Jerron stepped up to the wall and stared through at one of the creatures.  He held his axe in his right hand, hanging by his side.  The creature’s gaze didn’t avert.  It looked right past Jerron, its big red eyes, fixed on Maehril.  Every pair of red eyes remained fixed on Maehril.
 
                 Jerron looked over his shoulder.  “They don’t look so tough,” he said with a boasting, toothless grin.   “Not as tough as rovers, anyway.”
 
                 He turned and faced the creature standing across from him.  Its dark face, noseless and flat, still gave no evidence of acknowledgement.  Using the pointed end of his axe, Jerron reached through the barrier and poked it.  The creature flinched and tried to grab the axe, but Jerron quickly pulled it back.  For a long moment, it watched Jerron through the barrier, then resumed its study of Maehril.  
 
                 Jerron turned again and looked at the group.  Maehril knew what he was about to do, and hoped that he would find it cathartic.  Witnessing the death, or even being in a close enough proximity to feel the death, of an innocent life was like a caustic pain that emanated from her core.  It tore at the fragile tethers that held her sanity together.  
 
                 Watching the destruction of dark creatures, however, produced an opposite reaction.  Each death felt like scratching a pestering itch; a fleeting relief, but nothing more.  The destruction of black souls was necessary, but giving death was joyless.  She hoped Jerron would feel the same way.  If he began to enjoy taking life, then his own soul was doomed to turn black.  
 
                 Jerron lifted his axe and took a violent swing at the creature on the other side of the wall.  His blade cleaved through its skull, taking its head off at the jaw.  The removed piece dropped to the ground with all the pageantry of a dropped rock, landing heavily in the soft grass with a dull thud.  The remains of the body didn’t move.  No blood poured from the wound.  It looked like a tree stump, solid all the way through.  The arms hung stiffly like branches. 
 
                 Jerron waited several seconds for some kind of reaction.  When it showed no visible signs of life, he poked it with his axe.  The body tipped backward, no different than a falling tree.  It landed on the ground and lay like an oversized chunk of kindling.
 
                 “That wasn’t so bad,” Jerron said with mild relief.
 
                 Cressler stepped up beside Jerron and observed the body up close.  He knelt down, peering through the barrier in wonder.  He poked it a few times with the point of his sword, then turned with a wide grin and looked at the rest of the group.
 
                 “These things die easily,” he almost laughed.  “If this is the worst this place has to offer, then maybe we’ll be alright tonight.” 
 
                 Then he resumed his examination of the dead creature.  Brazenly, he reached his hand through the barrier and touched what had once been the beast's foot.
 
                 “It feels like tree bark,” he announced.  
 
                 “Just leave the thing alone,” Peters barked.
 
                 In the blink of an eye, tendrils of vines lashed out from the nearest creature and wrapped around Cressler’s arm.  It pulled, and Cressler tumbled headlong through the barrier, screaming in terror.  Like frenzied vultures, the surrounding creatures pounced on Cressler, ripping his limbs and flesh and devouring the pieces.
 
                 Maehril watched in horror, unable to react quickly enough to save the young guardsman.  His fulminating cries of horror as he was viciously dismembered and eaten alive were terrifying, until the forest fell silent, save for the ravenous grunts of the feasting creatures.
 
                 When Cressler’s remains were completely consumed, the creatures returned to their vigil.  Just as before, they encircled the dome as silent and still as the trees in the forest.  Every pair of red eyes focused solely on Maehril once again.
 
                 Jerron backed away from the wall.  No-one spoke.  There was nothing to say.  Cressler had stood among them only moments earlier.  Now there was nothing left of the man.  The creatures had even eaten his clothes.  
 
                 “Are you satisfied?” Mueller asked Jerron.
 
                 Jerron looked at Mueller incredulously.  “You think this is my fault?”
 
                 “If you’d just stayed here with the rest of us, Cressler would still be alive.”  Mueller’s anger was evident, but he didn’t raise his voice.  He was simply pointing out something he felt was obvious to a young hothead.
 
                 “He didn’t have to reach through and poke it with his hand.”  Jerron looked around for support from someone.  No-one said a word in his defense.  “Forget it.  I’m not going to sit around here and blame myself for that.  That was awful, and I pray that his soul finds the Creator’s embrace, but it wasn’t my fault.”
 
                 Maehril would have spoken for him if she could.  It was easy during difficult circumstances, when something tragic occurred, to point blame, but no-one forced Cressler’s hand.  If they survived this ordeal she would talk to Jerron.  With all that had happened to him, he needed someone to talk to.
 
                 “So what do we do now?” Jerron asked.  
 
                 “We wait,” Mueller answered grimly.
 
                 “They aren’t hard to kill.  You all saw how easily my axe cut that thing down.  They’re like trees.  Like soft wood.  The night is still young.  What if Maehril can’t keep us shielded all night?  I say we start cutting their numbers down,” Jerron appealed to them with his customary passion.  
 
                 Mueller, Peters, and Hartsohn all regarded him with silent unreadable faces.  Peters and Hartsohn would defer to Mueller.  Cano would only care about guarding Maehril.  In the end, if they took action, it would be Mueller’s decision.  Mueller considered Jerron impetuous and undisciplined.  He wouldn’t be swayed easily.  
 
                 Maehril could already feel the power of the shield diminishing.  Once it flickered out, she would build a new barrier, and another when that one failed.  She would try her best to keep it up all night, but she doubted herself.  The only other times she had used her power, she had ended up unconscious from the exertion.  Jerron was right.  If they were going to survive until the morning, they had to use every advantage they could find.
 
                 “I’m with Jerron,” Cano suddenly announced.  The attention of the group swung to the old sailor.  “Maehril can’t keep this up all night.  We have to use this shield to our advantage.  Quick attacks.  Cut down as many as we can.”
 
                 “Why doesn’t she just shoot her light at them like she did with the rovers?” Peters asked.
 
                 “She’s still new at this,” Cano answered.  His light blue eyes studied her, as if he were reading the answers in the nuances of her face.  “Facing the rovers knocked her out.  She doesn’t know how much she’s capable of handling yet.  If she loses consciousness, then we’ll really be in trouble.”
 
                 “How do you know that?” Jerron wondered. 
 
                 Cano broke off his study of her face as though a trance had been lifted.  He stumbled, and groggily shook his head.  
 
                 “What’s that ya said?” he asked, crossly.
 
                 “How do you know what Maehril’s thinking?” Jerron asked again.  
 
                 “How in heaven's name should I know what she’s thinking?” Cano asked, confused by Jerron’s question.
 
                 Jerron shook his head in frustration.  “You just told us what she’s thinking!”
 
                 Cano looked around uncertainly.  He scratched his head, trying to work out a memory that seemed just beyond his grasp.  Then he shrugged, defeated, and looked around uncomfortably.  
 
                 “I don’t know what I jest said.  Can’t remember saying anything,” Cano said.
 
                 Jerron threw up his hands in disbelief.  “You said that Maehril’s shield is getting weaker…” 
 
                 “Leave him be, Jerron,” Mueller cut him off.  The veteran soldier was studying Cano with interest.  “We have witnessed many unexplainable things since Maehril came into our lives.  Perhaps this is another.  We’ll worry about what it means later.  For now, I think we need to attack.”
 
                 As he finished speaking, the radiance of the barrier visibly diminished.  Several of the creatures charged the wall, hissing in pain as they were repelled.  The barrier still held.  The creatures who had challenged its integrity resumed their vigil, though fresh smoke plumed off of their wooden bodies from the contact with the shield.
 
                 Everyone looked at each other uncertainly.  There had been a moment as they watched the creature's charge that each man had expected the beasts to break through.  It had been a shared instance of fear, fleeting but necessary.  Resolve and anger took hold in each man’s face.  The petty bickering that had divided the group dissolved.  Weapons were suddenly gripped tighter.  No-one needed an order to act.
 
                 Like a single thinking unit Mueller, Peters, Hartsohn and Jerron strode toward the boundary.  Cano, armed only with his terrallium dagger, stayed back with Maehril and watched.  
 
                 They were careful.  Mueller called out the commands to attack in unison.  Each strike was aimed at the closest creatures, focusing primarily on the heads.  Once their weapons were swung, the men pulled back to the safety of the barrier.  Several fell quickly as the group worked their way around the perimeter.
 
                 At first the creatures didn’t respond.  Every burning red eye remained intently fixed on Maehril.  As the heads of their brethren fell to the ground, not a one moved or seemed to notice.  They stood like stumps, rooted to the ground.  The rhythmic hum of their low steady growling breath was the only sign that they lived at all.  Then, with the coordinated grace of a military unit, they moved forward, a new row of creatures to replace the headless ones at the barrier.  
 
                 “It can’t be this easy,” Hartsohn muttered under his breath.  
 
                 “Why not?” Jerron answered with a laugh.  He swung his axe at the nearest creature, but this time it dodged, taking a quick step back.  When the axe was clear, it moved right back into place.  “Well that was different.”
 
                 Hartsohn grunted a reply.  He watched the dark creature standing in front of him, timing his strike.  The blade moved quickly when he struck, but the beast moved as if Hartsohn had given it a warning.  Hartsohn took a step back and looked at Mueller.
 
                 “I don’t like this,” he said, grimly.
 
                 The barrier began to flicker.  The creatures didn’t hesitate this time.  The front row jumped at the boundary, seeking a weakness.  Though many were repelled, two slid through into the dome, but their bodies caught fire.  Undeterred by the flames and screaming a high pitched wail of agony, the two wooden creatures raced toward Maehril.  
 
                 Cano bravely stood in their path, his dagger prepared to stab, but the creatures never made it.  Maehril struck them down with beams of light, which instantly reduced them to ash.  Then she quickly reinforced the barrier, renewing its shimmering white brilliance.  
 
                 The suddenness of the force she used was briefly overwhelming.  She staggered awkwardly for a moment, but Cano was there to catch her arm and give her support.  After her head cleared, she gave him a reassuring nod, but the concern stayed firmly entrenched in his leathery face.
 
                 “Sit down, now.  Ya did what ya could for us,” he told her.  She let him guide her to a seat in the grass by the fire.  “There, there.  Isn’t that better?”
 
                 She smiled sheepishly.  Using that much force so quickly was too difficult.  Though Bella had led her through countless exercises over the years, nothing her Mother taught her had properly prepared her for encounters with dark creatures.  She wasn’t strong enough yet.  Bella had assured her that her true strength would come from experience.  Each battle would increase her power and her ability to react quickly.  She needed to learn faster.
 
                 Jerron took a few more swings at the nearest creatures, but all of his strikes missed.  The beasts had adapted.  They would have to find another way.
 
                 The four men came back to stand by the fire with Cano, each regarding her with the same frown that graced Cano’s face.  While she appreciated their concern, it was bothersome being looked upon like something fragile.  
 
                 “This isn’t going to work,” Hartsohn said.  “The girl can’t keep it up all night.”
 
                 “What if we set them on fire?” Peters wondered aloud as he stared down at the ashen remains of one of the creatures that had broken into the dome.  With no-one bothering to tend to the fire, it was slowly dying out.
 
                 Hartsohn looked over at Mueller and shrugged.  “It's worth trying.  The damned things seem to be made out of wood.”
 
                 Mueller nodded to the pile of kindling.  “Let’s get the ends of some of these longer branches going and see if it works.”
 
                 Peters threw some of the lesser branches into the fire to stoke it back to full strength.  It took a few minutes, but soon it was crackling with good, strong flames.  Each man then grabbed a longer branch and set the ends into the fire.  When the ends were properly lit with sustainable flames, they carried their torches to the barrier. 
 
                 Jerron tried first.  He poked his lit branch through the dividing wall and tried to touch the nearest creature.  Just as if he was swinging his axe, the thing took a firm step back, avoiding the flame.  Jerron looked over at the other three men unsure of what to try next.  Then Mueller knelt down and set his branch upon one of the headless stumps, lying on the ground.  The flame flickered with the taste of fresh wood to burn and quickly ignited the body.  The creatures nearby didn’t react to this new tactic.  As the headless stump became engorged in flames, the nearest beasts stood by unconcerned, until the flames caught their feet, setting them on fire.  
 
                 It was a massacre.  Once one lit on fire, it frantically ran around, igniting every creature in its chaotic path.  Like the choreographed ignition of a candle-lined chandelier, the entire surrounding horde went up in flames, creating a wall of fire outside the border of Maehril’s protective light.
 
                 The barrier was designed to repel evil and darkness, but the heat from the raging fire permeated inside.  All of the men fell back into the circle, but the air inside the dome was warming quickly.
 
                 “What if them damn things catch the forest on fire?” Cano had to shout to be heard over the chorus of dying screams. 
 
                 “He’s right!” Hartsohn shouted.
 
                 “Which way is the trail?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “Who can tell in this blaze?” Peters replied.
 
                 “Calm down!” Mueller yelled.  “Watch!”
 
                 The barrier began to flash like a mass of fireflies hovering in a dark field.  The creatures were throwing themselves at Maehril’s defense.  In a last futile attempt to obey the will of the darkness that made them, they hurtled against the barrier.  The party watched the sad, helpless display, relaxing by steady increments.  In their effort to pursue Maehril with their last moments of life, they had kept the fire in the center of the clearing.  As the bodies of the horde burned out, so too did the danger that the forest might ignite as well.
 
                 “We’ll be lucky if our pursuers didn’t see that,” Hartsohn grunted some time later, as the threat was reduced to a flickering pile of wanly lit embers surrounding their camp.
 
                 Mueller grunted his agreement. 
 
                 “We’ll be lucky if that was the only manner of dark creature that comes fer us tonight,” Cano said darkly.
 
                 “Ever hear of anything like that?” Peters wondered aloud, with a weary shake of his head.
 
                 “That was a new form of evil,” Mueller answered.
 
                 “Do you think this was a trap?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “A trap?  What do you mean?” Mueller sounded curious.
 
                 “Well, like the way you trap a rabbit,” Jerron explained.  “You put out a snare somewhere you’d think a rabbit would like to be.  Once a rabbit wanders in for the bait, it traps them.  What if this is how those things hunt?  What if this clearing is just a big snare?”
 
                 Mueller looked around the clearing with interest.  A grin split his thick stubble revealing a straight set of teeth.  “I think you’re right.”
 
                 “Then why were they after her?” Peters asked, skeptically.
 
                 “Maybe they weren’t initially,” Hartsohn guessed.  “Maybe they figured us for a meal, until they sensed her, and their black souls compelled them to react.”
 
                 “I’ve said it before,” Cano told them all, “wherever there’s light, darkness isn’t far behind.”  
 
                 Maehril watched the boys talk for awhile and tried to stay focused, but she was weary.  Her arms and legs felt heavy, impossibly so.  She yawned deeply and stretched, then laid down on the soft grass with her back to the fire.  Eventually Cano and Hartsohn took up the watch, circling the camp with sharp eyes fixed on the woods.  Mueller and Jerron curled up, by the fire, each man searching for sleep with both hands secure around the hilts of their weapons.  Maehril drowsily watched Jerron fade away.  She hoped to wake to the light of morning.  She asked the voice to help, but heard no reply.  Then she fell asleep listening to the silence in her head.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Six:  Three Hearts
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
                 When morning's first light began to illuminate the walls of her tent, Nehrea allowed herself to awaken.  She felt different.  The ritual had given her a precious gift, a life force that coursed through her veins.  It was invigorating and wonderful.  She felt capable of anything.
 
                 Voices of Dahara whispered in the back of her conscious mind, and she had the ability to choose whichever she wanted to hear.  Simply by concentrating, she could pluck a single voice from the crowded chatter and listen as clearly as if the horse were standing right beside her.  And she could speak back, if she chose to.  Wherever she went, no matter the distance, whether oceans surged between them, she could communicate with the Dahara.  It was one of the Ritual's gifts.
 
                 Another gift was a feeling that pulsed with each beating of her heart.  She felt a connection to everything around her.  The Ritual had filled her mind with the memories of past Collora’s, bestowing upon her many lifetimes of accrued wisdom and understanding of the Trivarial power.  She knew how to heal, without ever having been taught.  The knowledge was simply there.  She could summon the wind on command, the rain if needed, shake the earth, call fire from her fingertips.  She could feel the moon’s soft light and drink in the sun’s warm rays in a way that she could never have imagined before.  She felt infinitely powerful, and something more -- she felt free.
 
                 For the first time in her life, Nehrea believed in the idea of purpose.  Not as a courtesan whose purpose is to serve, but on a higher level.  She believed she was a part of something greater than herself, a spoke in a turning wheel, individually insignificant but added to the whole, intrinsically vital.  Nehrea could feel the world beckoning her, imploring her service, and she was prepared to answer and sacrifice if necessary.  For the Dahara, she would gladly make any sacrifice.  They had given her the one thing she had always desired above all else.  They had given her freedom.
 
                 Sim still slept peacefully beside her.  He lay on his stomach, his black hair hanging across his face, shielding the immaculate masculine lines of his jaw and cheekbones.  His body was naked and exposed, and Nehrea couldn’t help but to study every exquisite muscle.  He was perfect, and she had become helplessly infatuated.
 
                 Her body still quivered from the passion of their lovemaking.  Never before had she experienced such pleasure, and she longed for more.  Until the previous night, Governor Cantor and that loathsome man, Beck, had been the only men who had ever taken her body.  They had been cruel and forceful, delighting in her resistance and abjuration.  Sim was the first man she had given herself to willingly.  His touch had been gentle and passionate.  Nehrea never believed that she could feel pleasure in a man’s touch, but now she found herself burning for more of Sim’s strong, secure embrace.
 
                 She sat up and began sensually drawing lines across his back with her fingertips.  He stirred, yawning heavily, then regarded her with a drowsy grin.
 
                 Nehrea’s hands began to quiver slightly as she gazed into his green eyes.  Her pulse quickened.  He flipped over on his back and pulled her down.  She kissed him, deeply, then settled into the comfort of his bare chest.
 
                 “I don’t know anything about you, Nehrea,” he said softly, stroking her hair with a casual rhythm.
 
                 “Want do you want to know?” she asked, absently listening to his beating heart.
 
                 “I want to know everything.  Anything you want to tell me.  Tell me something about yourself,” he asked in a tender voice.
 
                 The circumstances of Nehrea’s life had taught her to be guarded.  Trust was something she had never given away.  But Sim was compelling.  The ritual had changed something inherent within her heart.  At all times she could sense the proximity of the Dahara, hear them converse, and it made her feel connected.  She was as much a part of the Dahara now, as they were of the land.  Her heart felt open in a way she could never have imagined feeling before the ritual.  She wanted to trust Sim.  She knew she could.
 
                 “When I was a little girl my father took me to the Governor’s palace.  He was a blacksmith, very skilled.  He was delivering something he had made, a scepter I think.  I suppose it doesn’t matter.  That was the first time I had ever seen the statue in the square.  Have you seen it?”  Sim nodded.  He listened intently as she spoke.  
 
                 “I asked my father about the statue.  I remember being entranced by it.  He told me the story of the Dahara, though his account was far different from the reality.  I’d never heard of anything so magical.  Every night thereafter, when my father put me to bed, I would beg him to tell me of the Dahara.  Then I would fall asleep and dream of them.  Riding across fields and plains, galloping into the wind, racing the horizon.  Today I feel as though I’ve awoken into that dream.”
 
                 “Your father sounds like a good man,” Sim said.
 
                 A tear fell down Nehrea’s cheek.  “My father is the only man who never hurt me.”
 
                 “I’ll never hurt you.”  Sim gently wiped the tear from her cheek.
 
                 “I believe you,” she whispered.
 
                 They kissed again.  Nehrea enjoyed the strength in his embrace and the feeling of vulnerability it gave her.  She felt safe with him.
 
                 He pulled back and looked deeply into her eyes.  She sensed that something was on his mind.
 
                 “How did you end up at the Governor’s palace?” he asked.  Nehrea tensed up at the question.  “You don’t have to answer that,” he told her.
 
                 “No.  I want too.  But…”  She was afraid he would think less of her, but if she meant to give over her complete trust, she knew she needed to have the courage to lay bare the aspects of her past that were damning.  “Please understand…the choices were not my own.  I never chose the life I was given.  I simply did what was necessary to survive.”
 
                 “We all do what we must, Nehrea,” Sim assured her.
 
                 “Every year, the Governor sends guards out into the Cortella looking for pretty girls to serve in the palace.  They came on my sixteenth birthday.  My mother brought them to take me.  At first I thought that I was fortunate.  A life in the warmth of the palace had to be better than going to bed hungry every night in the Cortella.  The first night I spent in the palace he raped me.”  Nehrea had to look away rather than chance seeing the lust leave Sim’s eyes.  “For the first several months, he raped me every night until I began to accept my fate.  When I stopped cringing at his touch, he moved on to another girl.  He still called upon me from time to time, but at least I was able to spend some nights alone.”
 
                 “He’s a monster,” Sim said bitterly.  He pulled her close, holding her tight.  “You’re free now, Nehrea.  You’re free to live as you wish.”
 
                 “I know,” she whispered, tearfully.
 
                 “One day, we’ll make him pay for every woman he’s hurt.”
 
                 Nehrea kissed him again as passionately as she had ever kissed a man.  They quickly fell into another bout of lustful lovemaking.  Lying with him set her soul on fire.  She wanted to stay within his arms for all of eternity.  For the first time in her life, everything was falling together in her favor.  She had forgiven her past, found a new calling, and fallen in love all in the course of one day.  The future held infinite possibilities, and with Sim at her side, she felt ready for every challenge.  
 
                 As they lay there in the aftermath breathing heavily, enjoying the quiet, Nehrea thought of the Creator.  Though her parents had instilled in her a belief in the Creator, she had forsaken her faith.  The agonizing reality of her life had made it difficult to accept the idea of a benevolent, forgiving God.  Now she wondered if she had been wrong.  Perhaps the hardships had been a test of some kind, a way of proving herself equal to the responsibilities of her newfound existence.  For the first time since she was a child, Nehrea sent up a prayer of thanks to whomever might be listening in the heavens above.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Sim pulled his trousers on with an eye fixed on Nehrea.  She was still naked, standing in the center of the tent, inspecting the clothes that had been left along with a tray of food.  He was mesmerized by her perfect body.  Every line, every curve, seemed sculpted just for his attention.  His nose was still filled with her scent, and his legs still felt weak from their lovemaking.  For the first time since his parent's murder, Sim felt happy, at peace.  
 
                 “I’ve never seen clothing like this,” she said, holding up a pair of black leather pants.  The seams were woven of thick leather cords leaving diamond shaped spaces along the length of the leg.
 
                 “I’ll admit that I will miss seeing you this way,” Sim grinned deviously, “but I’m sure you’ll get used to those after awhile.”
 
                 Nehrea looked back at him longingly.  She proudly displayed her body.  “I would gladly stay this way for you, if you wish.”
 
                 Sim sighed breathlessly, “I wouldn’t want everyone to see you this way.”
 
                 Nehrea smiled demurely and began pulling on the leather pants.  “My body is for you, and you alone, now Siminus.”
 
                 “That’s good.  I was never much for sharing.”
 
                 He watched her breasts disappear behind a tan hemp blouse.  Nehrea also slid into a black leather jerkin and a soft pair of boots.  Though her body was hidden now by her clothing, Sim’s mind still clung to the memory of her naked form.
 
                 They took a seat on the ground and began to enjoy their breakfast.  The Showtokan had left them a tray with a pitcher of milk, a loaf of bread, and two bowls of cold porridge.  
 
                 “Tell me about your homeland,” Nehrea asked between spoonfuls’s of the bland porridge.  “I’ve heard of Carleton.  The Governor vacations there once a year.  I hear it’s very luxurious.”
 
                 “Carleton is quite luxurious.  I come from Dell.  It’s a city on the other side of the island.  A port mainly.  My parents had an inn on the outskirts.  They raised me there.  Until recently, I’d never been anywhere but Dell.  I worked at the inn my whole life.  It was all I’d ever known.”
 
                 “So you were just the son of an innkeeper?” Nehrea asked.  Sim nodded, thinking of his parents.  “I think that makes me like you more.”
 
                 “Why’s that?”  Sim wondered.
 
                 “You know the value of hard work.  A man that has to work for everything he gets, will always fight harder than a man who was given everything.”  Nehrea watched Sim absently stirring his porridge.  “You told me before that you only just found out that you’re a Harven.  How did you find out?”
 
                 Sim’s face became hard.  He looked at Nehrea with evident anguish.  “The Blood Lord came to Dell,” he said, darkly.  Nehrea put down her spoon and took his hand.  She gently rubbed her thumb against the back of his fingers.  “My parents knew what I was, but they never told me.  Actually, they weren’t even my real parents.  They raised me as their own, but they never told me the truth.  My true father was a merchant sailor who used to visit the inn from time to time.  His name was Sarimus.  Sarimus was there with my parents when the Blood Lord came to the inn.  He killed them.  The Blood Lord killed them all, right in front of me.  I saw it all through a window.  Enaya and Givara helped me escape.”  He held out the orange gem that hung from his neck for Nehrea to see.  “The night before they were killed, Sarimus met with me in secret and gave this to me.  He called it my birthright.  I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but since I’ve had this, all of my power started to come out.  I can do things I’d never dreamed of.  Farrus says that eventually I will be capable of so much more.  The truth is that I don’t know what I’m doing.  I’m just trying to figure things out as I go and hope I don’t get everyone killed along the way.”
 
                 Nehrea slid over and took him in a soft embrace.  “You’re doing the best you can,” she whispered.
 
                 Sim appreciated the reassurance but shook his head anyway.  “You don’t understand, Nehrea.  I’m the center of a prophecy.  I’m supposed to kill Desirmor and fix the world.  How can anyone ever expect me to beat him?  He killed all of my ancestors, an entire race of men like me, who knew how to use their power.  I’m just one man.  What hope do we really have?”
 
                 Her eyes held him in an earnest gaze.  “I don’t know the answer to that, Sim, but I can tell you this…there is always reason to hope.  As long as there are people willing to fight, there is hope.  I learned that the hard way.  Five years as a slave made me give up.  I gave up on my faith in the Creator.  But here we are.  I will never give up again -- not on me, not on the Dahara, and not on you.  We will face the darkness together, hand in hand, and forsake despair.”
 
                 A sudden thought occurred to Sim, and he felt compelled to share it with Nehrea.  “Navan Prianhe is going to kill me.”  She pulled back and crinkled her brow in confusion. “I have visions.  It’s part of my power.  I’ve seen it happen.  We’re fighting on the side of a cliff in a fierce rainstorm.  He’s going to bury his sword right here in my chest.”  Sim pointed to his heart.  “When I have these visions they always come true.”
 
                 “You’re certain that you’re not wrong this time?” she asked.  Her deep brown eyes were alarmed.
 
                 “I’m never wrong about these things,” Sim told her sadly.
 
                 “And you’re certain that you died?” she questioned.  “Are you sure that you weren’t saved somehow?”
 
                 Sim shook his head in defeat.  “What am I going to do, Nehrea?  How can I face Desirmor if Prianhe kills me?”
 
                 “He won’t,” she told him with a stern, factual certainty.  
 
                 “I’ve seen it happen, Nehrea,” he argued.
 
                 “Perhaps,” she answered thoughtfully, “or maybe there’s something you’ve missed.”
 
                 “What could I have missed?”
 
                 Nehrea shook her head unsurely.  She wanted to reassure him, but Sim knew that anything she said would be nothing more than empty promises.  When his visions happened so clearly, they always came true.
 
                 “We’ll figure it out.  I don’t know how, but we will.”  She leaned forward and tenderly kissed his lips.  “I won’t let you die, Siminus.”
 
                 A Showtokan appeared in the tent flap.  It was time to leave the fantasy behind and face the harsh reality of their life.  Though Sim wanted nothing more than to relax in the privacy of their tent for days, they were still being hunted by the man who would eventually put a sword in his chest.  It was a dire thought.  
 
                 As he stood and offered his hand to Nehrea, Sim thought of a time when it might all be over.  Someday, in the distant future, if the Creator was kind, he could spend his days with Nehrea, free from the peril that shadowed his every step.  It was a fleeting wish as they walked together to face another day, but with her at his side, he felt a reason to hope.
 
                 The Mierentheon and the Uellade stood waiting, along with at least a dozen more Dahara, when Sim and Nehrea finally emerged from their tent.  
 
                 Sim had never felt better in his life.  A grin split his face from ear to ear as he and Nehrea walked hand in hand to meet the horses.  An immeasurable energy passed through their hands, like tangible desire.  His steps felt lighter.  His heart was overflowing.
 
                 “Good morning, Collora,” the Mierentheon and the Uellade said in unison.
 
                 Nehrea bowed her head and smiled warmly, “Good morning to you, Great Ones.”
 
                 “There is much we must do this day.  Has your strength been restored?” the Uellade asked.
 
                 “I’ve never felt stronger,” Nehrea said, with a small smile for Sim.
 
                 “Siminus," the Mierentheon swung his head to the other Dahara standing several feet back.  “You may choose from their ranks.  They will carry you wherever you ask.”
 
                 “We’re looking for a house on the edge of the Water Woods.  I'm unfamiliar with these lands.  Will it take long?” Sim asked.
 
                 “On the backs of the Dahara, you should complete this journey by nightfall,” the Mierentheon answered.
 
                 Sim looked out and recognized Firetail, among the gathered horses.  His bright orange mane and tail stood out.
 
                 “How about it, Firetail?” he asked the horse.  “You feel like carrying me around again?”
 
                 Firetail trotted right up to Sim.  "It would be an honor, Harven.”
 
                 “What about you, Nehrea?  Why don’t you pick one?” Sim asked.
 
                 “The Collora will be staying here, Siminus,” the Mierentheon said.
 
                 The smile on Sim’s face abruptly slipped away.  He looked up at the great horse, towering over him.  The Mierentheon was possibly the tallest of all the horses he had seen since meeting the Dahara.  He wondered if that factored into their hierarchy.  
 
                 “What do you mean?  She’s coming with me,” Sim squeezed Nehrea’s hand.
 
                 “I am sorry, Siminus,” the Uellade spoke.  “I know that you have developed a deep affection for our Collora, but she must remain here.  Nehrea Alla’Dushura has much to learn, and there is little time.  You bring change to the world’s balance.  Soon the mountains will tremble, the skies will roar.  Our Collora must be ready to lead.”
 
                 Nehrea returned Sim’s pained look.  Once he left to find the Librarian, their lives would head down a completely divergent path.  She would become the voice of the Dahara, following the needs of the clan.  Would their romance ever have a chance to bloom?
 
                 Her dark eyes held the same fears. 
 
                 “Great Ones.  If I may?” Nehrea asked respectfully.  “He seeks this Librarian to see a prophecy.  It is possible that there may be some advantage to glean for our own purposes.  Perhaps there are references to the clan.  If I was to journey with him to see this Librarian, I could see if there is something contained within this prophecy that will benefit the Dahara.”
 
                 The great horses stood in silence debating Nehrea’s wisdom.  Sim hoped they would see the sense in her words.  Surely there would be something said of the Dahara.  He knew that if she went, it would only temporarily forestall their eventual parting, but he longed to have more time in her presence.  
 
                 “You have spoken wisely, Collora,” the Mierentheon said at last.  “We have heard of the man they call the Librarian.”
 
                 “His story is known to us,” the Uellade added.  “It is said he keeps the actual parchment on which Princess Harmony Alexidus’ prophecy was written one thousand years ago.”
 
                 “It is no coincidence that a new Collora has come to us in the company of the last living Harven.  It is likely the Dahara may have a role in the events that will decide the future balance of light and dark.”
 
                 The Uellade nodded her head in agreement and spoke to Nehrea.  “You shall journey with Siminus Kelmor Harvencott.  Meet with this man and decipher any meanings contained within the prophecy that may pertain to the Dahara.  Then return to the clan and begin your training.”
 
                 Sim felt Nehrea’s hand tighten around his own.  He felt relieved, but knew that it was fleeting.  They earned another day or two, but their parting was eventual.  He could already sense the impending ache in his heart.
 
                 “We will leave you here then Collora,” the Uellade said.  “Go with Siminus to the Showtokan village and prepare for your departure.”
 
                 “I must implore you to make haste,” the Mierentheon added.  “There is a darkness in the air.  Something different.  We have not encountered a feeling like this before.  The clan is nervous.  You must return quickly and begin your training.  A Collora’s life is difficult, but rewarding.  You have sworn to put the needs of the clan ahead of all others.  We must prepare for the dark times ahead.”
 
                 “Thank you, Great One,” Nehrea said with a bow of her head, first for the Mierentheon, then the Uellade, and finally an acknowledgement of the horses gathered around.  She pointed to the two horses nearest Firetail.  Both were females with pristine white coats and blonde manes.  “Fallastar and Shearwind, will you consent to bear my friends on our journey to the Water Woods?”
 
                 Each horse stepped up beside Firetail and held their heads up high and proud.  
 
                 “We are honored to serve, Collora,” they answered in unison.
 
                 Firetail stamped his front hoof with approval.
 
                 “Thank you, Mierentheon, Uellade,” Sim said, bowing his head as Nehrea had done.
 
                 “Take care of our Collora, Siminus Kelmor Harvencott,” the Uellade said.  “And trust in yourself.  In the end, it will prove to be your greatest strength.”
 
                 Sim thanked them again, then led Nehrea, hand in hand, toward the Showtokan encampment.  They walked in silence, with Firetail, Fallastar, and Shearwind trailing several steps behind.  
 
                 “At least we have another day.” Nehrea said exactly what Sim was thinking.
 
                 He squeezed her hand, then brought it to his lips and kissed her exposed fingers tenderly.
 
                 “We will have to say goodbye eventually,” he said, sadly.
 
                 “I don’t want to think of that,” Nehrea answered.  “Let us enjoy the time we have and forestall the sorrow of our parting until the last.”
 
                 “Alright,” he said.  His heart was heavy, but he would handle their looming farewell as he had learned to handle all of the events that burdened his mind.  He would turn the pain into anger and direct the rage at Desirmor, the Blood Lord, and Navan Prianhe.  
 
                 “What troubles you?” Nehrea asked, feeling the tension through his grip.
 
                 He shook his head in frustration.  “Everything.  Life used to be so easy for me.  I did my chores around the inn, practiced my swords in the barn, and slept every night in the peace of my own bed.  I thought I wanted something more.  My father always told me that someday I would long for the simple comforts of our inn.  I never imagined he could be right.  The world is just so dark.  Everyone expects me to be some kind of savior, but I hardly know what I’m doing.  I’m trying my best, but…it’s hard to be what they want me to be."  He looked into her eyes and hesitated.  “I’ve got so much pain inside.  I can’t stop thinking of my parents.”  He choked back the imminent sob that welled in his throat.  “Being with you has helped me forget about all that.  Now, I’m going to have to accept losing you as well.”
 
                 “You will not lose me, Siminus.”  She stopped him and put her arms around his neck.  “Our parting may be long, but we will be together again.  There will come a day, when every night resembles our last.  We will fall asleep in each other's arms, free of the cares that shadow our backs.  Believe in this dream, and have patience.”
 
                 They kissed softly, two young lovers wrapped in the gentle embrace of newfound yearning.  As he pulled away, a solitary figure standing at the top of the rise caught his eye.  It was Enaya.  
 
                 Shrouded in the pastel light of a sun rising at her back, she watched their approach with a stoic face.  Only her arms, tightly clenched beneath her bosom, betrayed any possibility that she was raging with jealously.
 
                 Sim drew a measure of satisfaction from her anger, but he didn’t care.  Enaya was given her chance, and refused.  Let her grouse.
 
                 “Good morning, Enaya,” he called out in greeting, when they were still several steps away.
 
                 “Will she be upset?” Nehrea whispered quickly in his ear.
 
                 “Yes,” he answered out of the side of his mouth.
 
                 “Where have you been?” Enaya asked coldly
 
                 Sim and Nehrea exchanged confused looks. 
 
   “The Ritual,” Sim answered.
 
   “The Ritual took two days?” Enaya nearly shouted.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Sim didn’t understand.
 
   “It’s been two days.  We haven’t heard anything,” Enaya said.
 
   Sim looked at Nehrea, who was just as surprised as him to hear that they had lost an entire day.
 
   “I’m sorry Enaya.  I didn’t know.  The Ritual was grueling.  We must have slept through a full day and night,” Sim apologized.
 
   Enaya grit her teeth and her hands balled into fists.  She looked as though she was preparing a very cross reprimand, but turned instead and began to stride back to the camp.
 
   Sim and Nehrea stared after her back for a moment.  
 
   “You would do well to pick up the pace,” Enaya called over her shoulder in an icy tone.  “We don’t have all day.”
 
                 “Mierentheon has assured us that on the backs of a Dahara, the journey will only last the day,” Sim told her as he took Nehrea’s hand and hustled toward the camp.
 
                 “Many things can happen in a day, Siminus Kelmor.”  Enaya glanced over her back at him.  Her blue eyes were as sharp as daggers.
 
                 “I know we’re being tracked by Prianhe, but even he can’t keep up with the Dahara.”  
 
                 “I’m not talking about Navan Prianhe,” Enaya growled.
 
                 Sim didn’t want to start a fight, so he kept quiet.  He knew she was looking for any reason she could find to yell at him.  Sooner or later she would turn her jealousy into an argument over something meaningless and petty.  Better to take the high road.
 
                 Enaya led them into the center of the encampment.  Showtokan, in their crudely styled brown clothes, many outfitted with animal pelts hung over their shoulders for warmth, hustled about around them.  Here and there, Sim would catch one staring at them, but they quickly looked away once they were caught.  
 
                 Standing beside the dying embers of the bonfire were Farrus, Givara and Quinn.  Farrus and Givara greeted them with indifference, while Quinn’s burned face was split by a huge grin.  His one good eye squarely focused on their held hands.  
 
                 “What’s this now?” he asked, with a wink. “We lose you for two days and you come back holding hands?”
 
                 Nehrea merely blushed and looked away.  She seemed particularly to be avoiding Enaya’s eyes.  Sim grinned sheepishly and stammered, “Mind your business, old man.”
 
                 “Come, come now.  You’re amongst friends,” Quinn teased.
 
                 “Are we ready to get moving?” Sim changed the subject.
 
                 “You’re not getting off that easy, young man.  Can we expect another member of our dysfunctional party soon?” Quinn twitted, drawing a fit of snickering from Farrus and Givara.
 
                 “That’s enough!” Enaya suddenly shouted.  Her hands were balled into fists at her sides.  Her face was a severe shade of crimson.  The laughter cut off, and every eye watched her squarely.  Practically spitting her words, she began emphatically barking out orders.  “We don’t have time to sit around chatting like a bunch of prepubescent girls.  Givara, organize our supplies.  Farrus, help her.  Quinn, do as Sim asked and mind your business.  Sim, why don’t you do something useful for a change and tell the Dahara where we are going.”
 
                 “Where exactly are we going, Enaya?” Sim did his best to keep the anger from his voice.
 
                 “To see the Librarian,” she sharply retorted.
 
                 “Yes, yes.  I know that, Enaya.  Where does he live?” he asked calmly.
 
                 “The Water Woods.” 
 
                 “The Water Woods sounds like a big place.  Do we know where in the Water Woods?”
 
                 “Master Gracin knows,” she said.
 
                 Sim spared a look at the deformed old man.  Quinn had been watching the exchange with amusement.  He threw up his hands defensively.  
 
                 “Are you two finished?” he asked with a fully formed smirk.  
 
                 “We haven’t even started,” Enaya’s voice cracked like a whip.
 
                 Sim didn’t respond.  He felt Nehrea tensing as if she meant to tackle Enaya and beat her soundly.  She still held his hand in a crushing grip.  For an instant, he considered engaging Enaya in the fight she seemed desperate to initiate.  They would shout and holler, arguing futilely, until they were separated and led away to calm down.  But that wouldn’t do any good.  Sim knew why Enaya was truly upset and didn’t want to have that conversation with an audience.  He mastered his temper, stamping down the torrent of rage igniting a fire in his belly, and turned away.  
 
                 Farrus and Givara were standing next to the three Dahara waiting to leave.  Sim led Nehrea to Firetail.  The majestic horse crouched low, but Sim still had to help Nehrea climb up onto his broad back.  Then he took her hand and hoisted himself up behind her.  Farrus handed him a small leather satchel which he slid over his shoulder. 
 
                 “What’s in it?” he asked.
 
                 “Some food and water,” Farrus replied.
 
                 “What do you think you’re doing?” Enaya asked Sim.
 
                 Sim looked down from his seat atop Firetail.  The horse was easily ten feet tall.  Enaya stared angrily up at him, her hands planted squarely on her slender hips.
 
                 “What are you talking about?” Sim asked.
 
                 “You’re riding with me,” she exclaimed.
 
                 “No, I’m riding with Nehrea,” Sim told her in a firm, calm tone.
 
                 Enaya huffed and pouted.  She looked ready to pull Sim down from the horse and pound him out.  She opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of what she might say and took a long deep breath instead.  Through gritted teeth she spoke.  
 
                 “I need to know what happened the other night at the Ritual.  You told me you would tell me everything.  I thought it would be a good opportunity for us to talk, while we ride.”
 
                 “Just ride beside us,” Sim said.
 
                 “I want to ride with you,” Enaya wouldn’t give up.
 
                 “Well that’s too bad, Enaya.  I’m riding with Nehrea.  If you want to talk, you’ll just have to ride beside us.”  Sim looked away from her, sending a clear message that the matter was resolved.
 
                 Enaya glared at him, seething clearly, but trying to show a noblewoman’s comportment and grace.  He wanted to laugh at her.  She always tried so hard to present herself as a dignified lady, forever in control of her emotions.  It was almost fun to watch her unravel. 
 
                 It was nothing less than she deserved.  He was the one who had put his feelings on display the day before.  He had made himself vulnerable and offered her his heart.  She had chosen friendship over intimacy.  If she was motivated by jealousy now, she had only herself to blame.
 
                 Farrus and Quinn mounted Shearwind, and Enaya took a seat behind Givara on Fallastar.  As the horses began to walk for the open fields beyond the encampment, every Showtokan stopped to witness the parting.  They put down their labors and burdens and watched the strange outlanders, riding on the backs of the sacred horses.  Sim looked out at the scores of primitive, dark-skinned half men, each with silent, solemn faces, and wondered about their culture.
 
                 “Firetail, can you tell me about the Showtokan?” Sim asked his mount.
 
                 “The Showtokan are a simple people.  They follow our clan because it keeps them away from civilized men.  Civilized men tend to bring death and hardship to primitive races.”
 
                 “How long have they served the Dahara?”
 
                 “Five hundred years perhaps,” Firetail sounded thoughtful.  “We have developed an unspoken way of communication with them.  They have built their entire way of life around their service to my clan.  I believe they see us as living embodiments of higher beings.”
 
                 “I can understand that.  I’m riding on your back, and I’m still not sure if you’re real,” Sim smiled.
 
                 “I too believed the Dahara were myths, Firetail,” Nehrea added, stroking his flank affectionately.
 
                 “And here I walk, with the first Collora in a thousand years, and a living, breathing, Harven sitting atop my back.  You are not the only ones suspending your disbelief, my friends,” Firetail laughed.
 
                 Once they passed the last tent, and verged beyond the Showtokan encampment, the Dahara set a blistering pace.  Sim and Nehrea leaned forward into the wind and grabbed hold of Firetail’s flank.  They watched the rolling fields and thickets of trees fly past as they made their way south.
 
                 “You’re going to exhaust yourself running like this,” Sim shouted to his mount.
 
                 “I’m hardly running at all,” Firetail called back with a laugh.  
 
                 Sim peeked over his shoulder to Fallastar, running just a few steps behind Firetail.  Enaya sat behind Givara, clutching her guardian with an angry scowl.  
 
                 Givara sat up proudly, unfazed by the Dahara's incredible speed, a queen always.  Her fiery green eyes scanned the passing countryside, the perfect picture of vigilance.
 
                 Enaya would need to be filled in on what Sim had seen.  Though it was fun, in an oddly sadistic way, to watch her suffer with the consequences of her chosen rejection, she was still the leader of their group.  He hoped she would calm down and accept that she was no longer the object of his desire.  It would be hard going forward if they couldn’t keep their relationship cordial.
 
                 Nehrea’s hair whipped about, filling his nose with her floral scent.  He thought of the road ahead without her, and his heart ached.  Their romance had been brief, but his affection was fully-formed.  He felt himself falling for her, in a deeply possessive way.  Would his heart be able to withstand the yearning once they parted?  
 
                 
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 “Look at them,” Enaya grumbled to Givara, as Fallastar raced across the open fields.
 
                 “I don’t want any part of this, Enaya,” Givara answered firmly.
 
                 In matters of emotion, Givara was rarely of any help.  The former queen was always stoic and passionless.  She was practiced in controlling her emotions, and always appearing in command.  Enaya wished she had even a drop of Givara’s strength.
 
                 “But honestly, Givara, it’s scandalous!” she persisted.  “He’s practically groping her right now.  You don’t think they…slept in the same tent last night?  Do you?”
 
                 Enaya could virtually feel Givara’s eyes rolling.  
 
                 “Enaya, I’m not getting involved,” Givara told her curtly. “The boy made his intentions clear, and you rebuked him.  Did you expect him to continue pining for your attentions forever?”
 
                 “Well I certainly didn’t expect him to jump into another woman’s bed so quickly.”  
 
                 Givara sighed audibly.  “You’ve only yourself to blame.  We have a long ride ahead.  I don’t want to hear you whining about the boy the whole way.”
 
                 “Whining!” Enaya screamed aghast. “I’m not whining.  I never whine.  I’m simply looking out for Sim.  There’s too much riding on that fool boy.  What if they consummate?  Do you want to deal with that headache?  He’s barely any good to us as he is, let alone if he’s worrying about an infant and a wife.”
 
                 “An infant and a wife?” Givara laughed out loud.  “You’re getting ahead of yourself now, Enaya.  They’re just two young kids having fun.  Let it go.”
 
                 “Mark my words on this, Givara,” Enaya insisted.  “Nothing good will come of this romance.  It won’t end well.  He’s already emotionally damaged.  Do I even have to remind you that he recently watched his parents die?  For the light of heaven, that girl was a palace whore.  She’ll only hurt him worse.  Once that happens, can you imagine how hard it will be to remind him of what he’s fighting for?  You’ll see.”
 
                 “And I’m sure if it does happen as you say, that you’ll be sure to remind me that you were right,” Givara remarked.
 
                 “I don’t always have to be right, you know,” Enaya muttered, grudgingly.  “I just always happen to be right.”
 
                 Givara remained silent after that.  Enaya tried several times to coerce her guardian into more conversation, but to no avail.  The truth was that she didn’t care what they talked about, she just wanted something to take her mind off of Siminus Kelmor.
 
                 There had been a pit in her stomach ever since he’d brought up the nature of their relationship the day before.  It was an inevitable conversation, but one she would have preferred to avoid.  Things were fine just as they were.  
 
                 She hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but there simply wasn’t any room for romance.  Their relationship was complicated enough without intimacy turning it into an irredeemable mess.  
 
                 He was a breathlessly handsome man, muscular and strong, inadvertently funny and charming.  If circumstances were different, if he had been noble born for instance, there might have been a chance.  Sim was just the crude, naïve son of an innkeeper, hardly fit to hold the hand of a woman of her station.  
 
                 But then again, where did she fall in the order of society?  By now, her family was surely dead.  Her actions would cause her family to lose all of its titles and distinctions.  Was she even a noble anymore?  Was she holding on to an antiquated ideology of class and decorum?  They were necessary questions to ask, but difficult problems to answer.
 
                 The terrain to the east began to level off, as the mountains turned into hills and then into broken fragments of rock reaching out of the ground.  A stream ran a twisting course among the rough landscape, which grew wider and stronger, becoming a river as they continued south.  
 
                 Enaya guessed that it was the Caulder River, which fed the Water Woods, eventually emptying into the Southern Ocean.  The Caulder River separated the lower lands of Perth, and served as the main source of water for the farming towns that dominated the region.  
 
                 Eventually the gray, overcast clouds gave way to pools of blue sky, where bright sunlight poured down to the farms that dotted the western horizon.  
 
                 The Dahara led them to the shores of the river and used the scenic spot to take an afternoon break.  The party dismounted and poked around their individual satchels for a meal, while the Dahara put their noses into the bright blue water to have a much needed drink.  Enaya guessed that they had ridden for a few hours at a pace that was at least twice the speed of a full gallop on the back of a normal horse.  
 
                 She shook her head and marveled at the magnificent animals.  Their pristine white coats shone with an indescribable vitality as if they were impervious to dirt and mud.  She wondered about their golden bumps.  It was almost as if they once had horns that were cut away and polished to a perfect sheen.  
 
                 Her father had told her stories of the Dahara when she was a little girl.  She had grown up with horses, and often pretended she was riding on the backs of one of the mythical stallions.  They were the innocent fantasies of a precocious young girl.  Now, she had actually ridden on the back of a true to life Dahara.  The little girl deep within wanted to shout with glee.
 
                 Still, she felt an aching in her heart whenever she thought of Sim.  It was foolish to feel so disturbed.  She knew that it was.  But every time she looked over and saw Sim and Nehrea holding hands or embracing, waves of deep envy pushed her to sharp feelings of irrationality.  She wanted to smack Nehrea right across her smug, priggish face.
 
                 And Sim!  The utter nerve of that backwoods lout.  How dare he!  It was true she had rebuked his advances the day before, but was this behavior necessary?  Was he merely trying to show her up like some fool child?  The thought of him made her insides tie in knots.
 
                 She watched them take a seat on a smooth flat rock that rested near the water’s edge.  Sim took a bite of his bread and offered Nehrea a piece.  Like an immoral tart, she leaned forward and let him feed it to her.  Then as if she knew that Enaya was watching, Nehrea put her arms around Sim’s neck and began to nuzzle the lobe of his ear.  Sim groaned like an infantile fool, rolling his eyes up in his head to a comical degree.  The whole scene was enough to make Enaya want to throw up.  
 
                 Nehrea suddenly looked up and squarely caught Enaya staring.  A jolt of embarrassment flushed her skin, and she quickly looked away, mortified at having been caught gawking.  
 
                 Givara, sitting in the grass a few steps away, witnessed the whole humiliating scene and shook her head with an amused smirk.
 
                 “Fun at my expense, Givara?” Enaya snapped.
 
                 “You are a constant source of amusement for me," Givara chuckled, unconcerned with Enaya’s course demeanor.
 
                 Farrus came over and took a seat on the grass beside Givara.  He ripped off a healthy chunk from his bread loaf and began to chew loudly.
 
                 “How’s she handling it so far?” he mumbled, through a mouth full of bread.
 
                 “Like a silly child,” Givara said without shame.
 
                 Enaya planted her hands on her hips and seethed at her guardian.  “I am not acting like a silly child.”  Farrus and Givara shared a happy grin.  “There is nothing to handle, Master Farrus.  Sim is free to bed any trollop that will have him.  I don’t care what he does, nor who he does it with.”  She tried to straighten up and portray dignity.  “I am a lady.  I simply prefer they grope each other in private rather than out here for all of us to see.”
 
                 Farrus didn’t say anything.  He simply chuckled silently with Givara as they stared behind Enaya.
 
                 Suddenly realizing that she had practically shouted at Farrus and Givara, Enaya turned around in suspended mortification to see if she had an unwanted audience.  Sim and Nehrea, as well as Quinn and the three Dahara, stared at her in horrified silence.
 
                 Enaya could feel her face flushing.  A sweat broke out across her brow.  Her hands and feet began to feel numb.  Holding onto sliding threads of reality, she forced away the sudden onslaught of tunnel vision and willed herself to remain alert.  Fighting a fit of nausea, she reflexively turned away from everyone and began urgently walking away.  
 
                 Her conscious self felt as though it were hovering just a few steps behind, watching her breakdown like a spectator.  
 
                 Unable to master the torrent of dammed up emotions, Enaya broke into tears, desperately trying to, at the very least, sob silently.  
 
                 When she thought she was far enough away from everyone, she sank to her knees in the grass, and let it all out.  Out came the stress of her burden of leadership.  Out came the irrational feelings of betrayal she felt toward Sim.  She pushed away her guilt over the presumed fate of her family and banished her paralyzing feelings of self-doubt.
 
                 For a time she leaned forward, breathing heavily, exhausted, and yet relieved.  Her inner voice felt recharged.  Her shoulders felt lighter, as well.  She stood up and brushed away the dirt and grass that stained the knees of her dress.
 
                 When she turned to face the group, Sim stood there, looking at her with a worried expression.
 
                 “Are you alright, Enaya?” he asked.
 
                 “No, Sim,” she answered, with a consigned sigh, “but I will be.”
 
                 Sim shook his head as if he didn’t understand.  “Is this because of me?”
 
                 Enaya stared into his striking green eyes.  They held so many promises of sincerity and compassion.  A quick cry burst from her lips, and she fought back another upsurge of tears.  She covered her mouth and took a few deep breaths until she felt composed.
 
                 “No Sim, it’s because of me,” she told him earnestly.  “When I saw you with Nehrea…I just overreacted and I’m sorry.”
 
                 Sim quirked an eyebrow, almost smugly.  “Look, I told you how I felt, and you were clear with me about how you felt.”
 
                 The tears dried up as his subtle arrogance lit a fire in her belly.  “So I did,” she growled.
 
                 Sim must have realized that he was overstepping himself because he quickly changed tones to something more apologetic.  
 
                 “But…I can understand that seeing me with Nehrea was unexpected, and I’m sorry I didn’t say something to you first.  Can we please just try to get along?  For the group?”
 
                 She clenched her fist and bit down an urge to slap him sharply across the face.  Instead, her natural instincts for leadership told her to accept his truce for the good of everyone else.  Enaya didn’t like it, but she would have to demonstrate some tolerance.
 
                 “Fine,” she said.  “But would you, at the very least, stop putting yourself on display for all of us.  Some of us don’t need a constant visual reminder of your affection for one another.”
 
                 “It was disrespectful, and I apologize,” Sim conceded with flushing cheeks.
 
                 “Thank you,” she told him and then went to rejoin Farrus and Givara.
 
                 They watched her silently as she sat down and began to pick at her own bread loaf.
 
                 “Would you happen to know how much farther we have left, Quinn?” Sim asked.
 
                 Quinn stood and took a long scan of the horizon.  After a short deliberation, he shrugged obliviously.  “I’ve never been around here before.  Can you ask them how far we are from the Water Woods?”
 
                 Sim fixed eyes with Firetail and listened as though the horse were speaking plainly.  Enaya listened as carefully as she could, hoping to hear even a whisper of the silent conversation, but heard nothing.
 
                 “Firetail thinks we have three more hours to the end of the river,” Sim said.
 
                 “Then I would suspect we have another four hours, if they can keep that pace,” Quinn answered.
 
                 Everyone groaned simultaneously.  Four more hours riding was going to be grueling.  Already, Enaya felt a sharp pain in her lower back and soreness in every limb.  Fantasies of that wonderful healing bath she had taken back in Carleton, at Mistress Hisha’s inn, suddenly leapt up in her mind.  What she would have given to feel that way again.
 
                 “The Dahara are ready to continue,” Nehrea announced.
 
                 Enaya quickly devoured what was left of her bread and joined Givara on Fallastar’s back.  As before, they rode several paces behind Firetail, with Shearwind bringing up the rear.  For a time, they followed the river, galloping close to the water’s edge.  Soon they had to set a course deeper inland as the amount of trees became increasingly more overgrown around the river.  The Dahara found an overgrown road, an old farmer’s trail, and took advantage of the smoother, more predictable surface to push the pace.
 
                 Enaya watched the rolling farmland fly past with dizzying speed.  On any other horse riding bareback, she would likely have fallen off at such a sustained gallop, but the Dahara ran with such a graceful precision that her balance on Fallastar’s back was never in question.  The ride was steady though sitting bow legged took its toll on her lower back.  She longed to feel the ground beneath her feet once again.
 
                 “What do you know of the Collora?” she asked Givara.
 
                 “I have come across a few,” her guardian answered, calling out loudly to augment the rushing wind and the thundering chatter of galloping hooves.  “In times long past, the Collora was esteemed as highly as kings and queens.  Their ability to wield the trivarial power was surpassed only by the Harvens.”
 
                 “But Nehrea isn’t a trival,” Enaya pointed out.
 
                 “I don’t believe it matters.  The ritual must give them their power.  If Nehrea couldn’t use the power before, I believe she can now.”
 
                 “Why her?  Can’t there be someone else out there, somewhere?”
 
                 “She is the one, Enaya.  Though my knowledge is limited, I do know this much:  there can only be one.  It’s her spirit.  Once a Collora passes, the search for a successor begins with every infant born that day.  Nehrea is the reincarnated soul of every Collora who came before her.  Only the Dahara can recognize her spirit.  If she has been chosen, then she is the one -- the only one.”
 
                 “What about the Dahara?” Enaya asked.  “I always thought they were a legend.  What do you know of them?”
 
                 “Only the Collora knows them truly.  In past lives, I was blessed to have stood in their presence.  Never have I ridden one.  I feel almost as if I’m doing something criminal.  My respect for these horses is unmatched by any being I have ever encountered.  They are as pure as light itself.  Infallible.  This is truly a blessing I will never forget.”
 
                 “I feel the same way,” Enaya admitted.  
 
                 “The Dahara are the very essence of light.  They are a living symbol of the Creator’s mark on the world,” Givara spoke with a breathless reverence.
 
                 “Do you think this is all just a simple coincidence?” Enaya asked.
 
                 Givara considered the question in silence for a moment.
 
                 “There are no coincidences,” Givara answered.  “Not anymore, at least.”
 
                 “What does that mean?” Enaya was confused.
 
                 “It's hard to explain,” Givara sighed.  “When I was a queen, I believed that man was free of fate’s entanglements.  But it was the war that brought the Creator down from the heavens to feel the stain of darkness that had infested her creation.’
 
                 “Farrus told you a nice tale of the Creator and her sister, the dark God Orissa, but the truth is that no-one knows what really happened.  We are mortals, unable to grasp the machinations of our God.  I believe that the heavens are in constant battle, contending for the fate of every creation -- our world, and perhaps others as well.  I can feel it in my purgatory, like a rope pulled back and forth for all eternity.  Light and dark forever vying for the upper hand.  I think that when the Creator discovered the extent of the darkness in our world, she began a course of action to free us from the darkness altogether.  To fulfill such a plan would span tens of thousands of years, but such a length of time, though impossibly long to mortals, would seem hardly long at all to a God.
 
                 “Consider this…in the aftermath of her intervention in my war, both the Harvens and the Dahara were created.  Two races of pure earth blood, separate from all other species of mortal flesh.  Both races, perfect symbols of strength and humility.  The Harvens brought order to society, and the Dahara inspired peace.  For a time, it seemed that light had conquered the darkness.  Then came the Daikhir to terrorize and nearly exterminate the Dahara.  The Creator gave them the Collora to fight the Daikhir and once again light prevailed.  Next came Desirmor, who all but destroyed the Harvens.  His evil was so great and far reaching that even the Dahara went into hiding, forgotten by the world.  
 
                 "Now we are witness to a new turning point.  The Harven of prophecy has been discovered by the heir of the very princess who gave the prophecy.  The first Collora in a thousand years just happens to be the same woman who set into motion our escape.  It is difficult to grasp the grandness of the Creator’s plan as a whole, but I would compare it to a game of Kings.  Each piece on the board moved deliberately to set a trap planned dozens of moves in advance, which would capture the king of your opponent.”
 
                 “So we are pieces in a game played by Gods then, Givara?” Enaya asked skeptically.
 
                 “Is it so hard to believe?” Givara replied.
 
                 “I like to think I make my own destiny.  We were given free will by our Creator,” Enaya answered.
 
                 “If you are so certain of your ability to create your own destiny, then why do we seek the Librarian?” Givara challenged her.
 
                 Enaya opened her mouth to offer a sharp retort, but found herself stumped.  It seemed silly, suddenly, to proffer her beliefs in free will while she rode to read a prophecy that supposedly laid out the path she needed to follow.  If the words of the prophecy rang true, then they truly were following some predestined path toward their end.  Did she have any control at all?
 
                 She looked ahead at Sim and Nehrea, and wondered if she had overlooked something.  What if they were meant to be together?  What if fate had set in motion, ages ago, for Sim and Nehrea to meet in the dungeon of the Governor’s palace?  She was angry about their relationship, but perhaps she was fighting against something preordained before she had ever taken her first steps as an infant.
 
                 As Enaya mulled her thoughts, they crossed a low rising hill and saw a sea of mist presented before them on the horizon.  Above the mist, tree tops stretched as far as the eye could see, like a field of floating green hedges.  
 
                 Though she had spent a great deal of time in Perth during her travels, she had never seen the Water Woods.  They were an unspoiled parcel of nature, free of man’s touch.  Few lived around the region, and the town of Jarine was at least ten leagues beyond the southern edge of the forest.
 
                 The woods were comprised of Camorrel trees, which took root in the bottom of a lake, and grew right out of the water.  The trunks towered up into the sky, thick and tall, with a heavy canopy of vibrant green leaves.  You could ride a small boat between the trunks and navigate through the lake, but few dared to try.  The lake was home to several different species of large amphibious predators, nasty beasts that stalked their prey hidden beneath the surface of the water.
 
                 For a man who coveted privacy, it was a clever place to live.  No-one bothered with the Water Woods.  The Librarian had chosen well.
 
                 The Dahara slowed to a stop, and Sim looked to Quinn for direction.  The old man pointed them west, advising Firetail to follow the tree line until they came across a home, built right on the edge of the water.
 
                 They continued at a slower pace than before, something more akin to a regular horse's gallop.  There was no road to follow, so the Dahara ran across the choppy terrain that surrounded the woods.  It proved to be a rougher ride than the journey from the Showtokan encampment, and Enaya could feel it taking a toll on her back.  She was aching.  While riding on Fallastar was an experience she would always cherish, the sooner they found their destination the better.
 
                 Time seemed to pass slowly, due to her longing to be through with the journey.  Enaya watched the Water Woods passing quietly to her left.  Riding so close to the water’s edge, the appearance of a mist that had looked so thick and impenetrable from the distance was virtually unnoticeable.  She could clearly see the surface of the water shimmering in the late day sun, as still and placid as a pane of glass.  Several different varieties of birds flew about between the thick brown tree trunks, watching the surface for a meal.  She tracked one particularly beautiful bird, with pristine white feathers and a long pointed red beak, as it glided low over the water.  For a moment, it let one of it’s red, clawed feet dip into the water, tearing the surface as cleanly as a sliced page of parchment.  Then something beneath the surface violently surged up and snatched the bird in a fearsome jaw, pulling it under the water in a hail of beaten feathers.  Enaya felt a pang of regret for having witnessed the lovely bird’s last few moments of life.  Death can call at any moment, she thought portentously.
 
                 Finally the Dahara slowed to a trot, and Enaya saw Sim pointing out something in the distance to Nehrea.  She searched ahead and spotted a plume of smoke rising from the chimney of a house built right on the edge of the woods.  It was an unassuming log cabin, small and simple.  There was a porch built onto the front of the house.  A man sat in a rocking chair watching their approach.  
 
                 If he felt threatened by the sight of unannounced visitors, he did nothing to show it.  He simply rocked back and forth slowly, until the Dahara came to a stop.  
 
                 Fallastar, Shearwind, and Firetail all knelt down to let their riders dismount.  When everyone gathered together, Quinn stepped up to the porch.
 
                 “Hello, son,” the man said, standing from his chair.  
 
                 “Hello, Father,” Quinn replied, softly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Seven:  The Librarian
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Enaya looked the man over.  She hadn’t really known what to expect, but still, his youth was surprising.  He was short and thin, and looked no older than his late thirties.  His black hair was thick and well groomed. To see Quinn Gracin, a deformed old man, standing beside his youthful father was a jarring visual.  But the man had lived for a thousand years.  It would have been narrow minded for her to assume that the fabled Librarian would look like an aged relic of a time long past.
 
                 “I didn’t expect to see you again, Quinn,” he said, putting a hand on his son’s shoulder.  He looked out at the group.  His brown eyes lit up as he gazed upon the three Dahara.  “You’ve brought some interesting friends.”
 
                 Quinn led his father off of the porch and brought him out to make introductions.  He started with Farrus and Givara, standing side by side in front of Fallastar.
 
                 “Father, this is Farrus, a former guardsman from the island of Caramour.”
 
                 “Hello Farrus," he said cheerfully, reaching to shake Farrus’ hand.  “My name is Roswell Gracin.”
 
   
  
 

              Farrus grunted and bowed his head slightly.  He took Gracin’s hand with an odd look of reluctance, shaking it gently then looking away.  Enaya wondered if he was loathe to admit that he had been wrong about the Librarian.  In her experience, men acted like admonished toddlers whenever they were proven wrong.
 
                 “This vision of majestic beauty is Givara,” Quinn told his father, ushering him along.
 
                 Roswell looked upon Givara with a speechless smile.  He took her hand and knelt, bowing his head in deference.  An impatient look of scorn broke across Givara’s face as she looked down at the top of his head. 
 
                 “You are her, of course,” Roswell said.  “As a lover of literature, both factual and fictional, you can imagine my excitement, meeting a figure of legend.”
 
                 “Stand up, fool,” Givara grunted.  “You are sorely mistaken.  I am no-one of any consequence.”
 
                 Roswell stood and looked at his son in confusion.  “I am truly sorry, my Lady,” he said, abashed.  “Quinn, I merely assumed that you would be with the Queen by now.”
 
                 “What do you mean?” Enaya asked.
 
                 He looked at his son and contemplated her question.
 
                 “And who are you, my Lady.” he asked, choosing not to answer.
 
                 “Lady Enaya Relador, of Merrame,” Enaya announced, forcing dignity and her inborn refinement into every spoken syllable.  “Givara is my guardian.  Nothing more.  Now tell me, Roswell, what did you mean?”
 
                 “Relador?” he studied her face.  “Yennit Relador.  Is he a relative?”
 
                 “He’s my grandfather.”  The air of dignity slid from her face at the mention of her grandfather’s name.
 
                 “Your grandfather is a very powerful man in Fandrall, Lady Relador.  What brings you all the way out to the south of Perth?”
 
                 “You,” Enaya replied.  “We’ve come to see the prophecy.”
 
                 Roswell regarded her silently, rubbing a thumb methodically along the underside of his jaw line.  He looked around at the Dahara, then at Givara again, before turning his attention to Sim.  After a brief moment of contemplation, his eyes suddenly widened and a knowing smile split his face. 
 
                 “You’re the Harven, aren’t you?” he asked with delight.
 
                 Everyone shuffled uncomfortably.  Even the Dahara seemed guarded about answering the accusation.  Sim looked to Quinn for support, unsure of whether to trust Roswell with his secret.  Quinn merely shrugged.
 
                 “If you want his help, you’re going to have to give him your trust,” Quinn said.
 
                 Sim nodded and answered.  “My name is Siminus Kelmor Harvencott.  I am the last Harven.”
 
                 Roswell rubbed his hands together with excitement.  “Of course you are.  It took me a moment to recognize you.  It has been about a thousand years since I’ve seen a Harven after all, but the resemblance is unmistakable.”
 
                 “The resemblance?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Oh yes,” Roswell answered eagerly.  “Harvens all looked strikingly similar.  The black hair.  The green eyes.  Tall and strong.  You look the same as just about every Harven I can remember from my days in the palace.”
 
                 Sim smiled and stood up a bit straighter.  Hearing a reference to his ancestors must have given him a feeling of pride.  Enaya thought he looked almost regal.
 
                 “Who is this young beauty, Quinn?” Roswell asked, directing his attention to Nehrea.
 
                 Nehrea squirmed uncomfortably, edging closer to Sim’s side.  
 
                 Quinn went over and stood beside her, resting his good hand on her shoulder with affection.  “This is Nehrea Alla’Dushura.  Formerly a consort at the Governor’s palace in Nal’Dahara.  Just a few days ago, she was initiated by the Dahara.  Nehrea is the new Collora.”
 
                 Roswell’s jaw dropped, and he shook his head in disbelief.  His eyes went to the three majestic horses who watched him with unreadable expressions.  He took a knee and bowed his head in deference before Nehrea, making her blush and look around awkwardly.
 
                 “We truly stand on the precipice of a new age,” Roswell breathed.  “A new Collora, a Harven, three Dahara, and though you insist on secrecy," he said, inclining his head toward Givara, "I can only assume that you are indeed one of the three queens of legend.”  He stood and went to Enaya.  The careful way he studied her face, made her bristle.  “I suppose I should have noticed it right off.  Time has a way of eroding even the most vivid memories.  It's your eyes, Lady Relador.  You have her eyes.  Harmony Alexidus was a beauty unrivaled in her time.  You must be her scion.”
 
                 “We have come to see the prophecy, Master Gracin,” Enaya told him.  She did her best to hide the elation that sent chills to every end of her body.  Did she really resemble the Princess?  The revelation made her want to weep with joy.
 
                 “I will concede to let you read the prophecy, Lady Relador, but I will require a small concession in return.”  
 
                 Enaya exchanged a glance with Sim.  His green eyes offered reassurance.  
 
                 “I’m not sure what we have to offer you, Master Gracin,” Enaya replied, cautiously.
 
                 Roswell grinned.  “I have dedicated my life to the pursuit of knowledge, Lady Relador, first as a scholar, and later as the court Librarian and Historian to the Alexidus monarchy.  Throughout these last thousand years, I have traveled to every corner of the globe, acquiring every piece of literature I could find.  What I desire from you, from each of you, is your story.  To see the prophecy, you will need to tell me the story of your lives.  You must understand, to a scholar such as myself, each of you is a living, breathing chapter in the great history of our world.  Your names will be remembered for ages to come.  I want to write your story.  It will be my own lasting legacy to a world that has given me so much.”
 
                 “I am only speaking for myself, Master Gracin.  The others may choose as they wish.  I will tell you all that you wish to know,” Enaya said.
 
                 “I’ve nothing to hide,” Sim announced with a grin.  
 
                 “Very well, Siminus.  And you, Nehrea?  Will you share with me the story of how you came to become the Collora?” Roswell asked.
 
                 Nehrea seemed doubtful, but one look at Sim for support settled her uncertainty.  She answered with a shy nod, then looked back at Firetail, as if they were sharing a private conversation.  Enaya watched her nod her head twice at the great horse, which seemed to shake his head in agreement.  She desperately wished she could take part in one of their conversations.  She hated feeling left out.
 
                 “And what of you two?” Roswell asked Givara and Farrus.  The grisled guardsman scratched the long scar that split the left side of his face and waited for Givara to answer.
 
                 The former queen answered Roswell with contempt.  “My story is too long and complicated too tell.  And Master Farrus here…’ she elbowed him in the ribs for emphasis, ‘is nothing but a boring, dried up, old fool, who would only put you to sleep recounting the sad drudgery of his life.”
 
                 Farrus rubbed his sore ribs, but nodded in agreement.  Givara watched him wince with a satisfied smirk.
 
                 “Well then, Master Gracin?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “Very well,” Roswell agreed.  He rubbed his hands together and looked the party over.  “You must be famished from your journey.  I was fortunate enough to have caught several large pike’s this morning.  I hope you all like fish?”
 
                 “The Dahara will require nourishment, as well, Master Gracin,” Nehrea said as she looked back at the three large horses and listened.  “They will also need a trough of fresh water.  They are unwilling to risk drinking directly from the lake.”
 
                 “I will accommodate them of course,” Roswell replied.  He pointed to a modest garden growing to the right side of his home.  “I recently harvested a healthy crop of carrots, and I have a well to draw fresh water from the lake.”
 
                 “The Dahara thank you for your hospitality, Master Gracin,” Nehrea said, with a courteous bow of her head.
 
                 Roswell addressed the Dahara directly.  “Standing in your presence is one of the greatest honors I have ever enjoyed.  If there is anything you require, please ask.”
 
                 “The Dahara count themselves honored to make your acquaintance as well, Roswell Gracin.  They have fond memories of the Alexidus Monarchy and humbly ask that you spare a few moments this evening to recount some stories of your time in the royal court,” Nehrea interpreted their words.
 
                 Roswell smiled with delight and made a quick, but formal, bow.  “It would be my pleasure, Collora.”
 
                 Then he led the group inside his home.  
 
                 
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
   Navan Prianhe sat beside a boulder on a low rising hill, watching the small house that sat on the edge of the Water Wood.  At his back, a fair distance behind, stood a group of twenty soldiers and a Lieutenant.  They knew enough to keep back, letting him observe the domicile in peace.  He could smell the fear in every last man at his command.  He relished their fear.
 
                 An aggressive campaign of questioning in the town of Jarine had yielded the information that led him to his current position.  Several shop keepers had confirmed the location of the only person they knew of that lived so close to the Water Woods; a recluse named Roswell Gracin.
 
                 No-one questioned had been able to divulge much more than a description of the man.  He went into town once every few months to make purchases and avoided personal conversations.  They thought he was pleasant, and polite, but no-one knew anything about him other than the items he most commonly procured.  Most of his purchases were obvious things, sugar and flour, needles and thread, fishing line and hooks, but it was noted that Gracin was known to buy large quantities of ink, quills, and parchment.  Prianhe suspected the man was a writer of some sort.
 
                 He watched Roswell Gracin, gently rocking in his chair on the front porch.  There was nothing exceptional about the man.  His clothes were plain, his home seemed unassuming.  Prianhe sensed that he was a scholar.  He exuded the obvious weakness and fear of confrontation that all bookish types wore like a painting hanging on a wall.  Prianhe detested men of that ilk.  If this lead turned out to be a waste of time, Prianhe was going to eat his heart.
 
                 Time passed, and nothing changed.  Gracin remained in his chair all morning and into the afternoon.  At one point, he stood and stretched, then walked to the end of his porch and urinated shamelessly, before returning to his chair.  Later in the day, he stood again and disappeared around the back of his building.  About a half an hour later, he came back carrying several large fish, which he’d caught in the lake.  Prianhe was fleetingly impressed that the man had the courage to fish the Water Woods.  The creatures that were said to inhabit the lake were known to be fearsome.
 
                 The daylight was beginning to wane.  The sun gently drifted toward the high terrain that marked the western horizon.  Prianhe was just considering giving up on his surveillance, when a familiar smell, barely perceptible with the light westerly breeze coming off the ocean to the east, caught his attention.  A smile broke the sullen crest of his thin, black lips.  Farrushaw.
 
                 Prianhe strained his eyes to the east, scanning the tree line for a glimpse of his quarries’ arrival.  After several agonizing minutes, his far-seeing eyes caught sight of a party approaching on horseback.  As they drew closer, and his excitement heightened, Prianhe was startled to see the contrast in size of the criminals he sought, against the horses they rode.  It seemed impossible, a trick of his senses.  Horses didn’t grow to such grand heights.  But as they reached Gracin’s dwelling and dismounted, it became clear that the horses did indeed tower over their human riders.  
 
                 Gracin stood from his seat and stepped down to meet the group.  Prianhe scratched at the whiskers that dotted his face like a human's unshaved stubble.  Perhaps Roswell Gracin had some secrets to reveal after all.  He would have to take his time putting the mysterious stranger to the question.  
 
                 Prianhe watched them conferring for several minutes, before Gracin invited the group into his home.  The strange giant horses stood outside quietly for some time, until Gracin and the Governor’s former whore, came out and led them to a trough of water and hand fed them some carrots and apples.  Then they took a seat in the grass, Gracin, the Whore and all three horses, and appeared to engage in a lengthy discussion.  Though Prianhe knew it couldn’t be true, he was certain that Gracin and the Whore were talking directly to the horses.  He wished that he was close enough to listen in on the conversation.  What could they possibly be talking about?
 
                 “Lieutenant,” he called over his shoulder.
 
                 The officer, a well-groomed man in his middle years, came up to his back at a crouch.  He smelled of fear and perspiration.  
 
                 “I want you to find your best scout.  Discretion is paramount.  I want him to take a wide arc, out to the eastern most point of the lake.  Have him follow the shore up to the cabin.  I want to know what’s going on in there.  Before we rein these fugitives in, I want to know what they’re trying to accomplish.  Am I understood?”  Prianhe’s words were spoken severely.
 
                 “Yes, my Lord,” the Lieutenant answered.
 
                 “Tell your man to avoid being seen by those horses, as well," he ordered, still trying to make sense of the way Gracin and the Whore seemed to talk to them directly.  “If your man is discovered, I will hold you responsible for his failure,” Prianhe added, turning his fearsome glower on the frightened officer to emphasize the threat.
 
                 The Lieutenant swallowed hard, and nodded.  His face was visibly pale as he carefully backed away.
 
                 Prianhe watched him retreat like an abused puppy, enjoying the spectacle of a cowering officer.  Humans were weak and pathetic, yet so often, they acted as though they were the only race that mattered.  They could be so smug and self-aggrandizing when they felt unthreatened.  It gave him immeasurable joy to put them in their rightful place.
 
                 Down at the cabin, Gracin and the Whore were standing and preparing to go back inside.  Gracin made a deep, formal bow to the three horses that continued to stoke the embers of Prianhe’s confusion about the giant animals.  
 
                 After the humans went inside, the horses took off at a breathtakingly fast gallop to the plains east of the Water Woods.  Prianhe watched them run with interest.  The sleek lines of their hind quarters propelled them across the undulating plains with an awe-inducing grace, which he had never before witnessed from the equine.  He breathed in their scent, reeking with an indelible puissance, unmatched in vitality by any other living thing.  His mind begged him to hunt.  The savage instincts of his most distant ancestors seemed to chant for him to follow the prey, with every deafening pulse of his rapidly beating heart.  It pounded a heavy bass echo, like the haunting melody of a war drum harkening a force to battle.
 
                 Just when he thought he might lose control and tear out across the plains in pursuit, a loud crack several paces to his back, erased the impulses and allowed his reality to focus.  
 
                 He rubbed his forehead, trying to clear away the remnants of his ancestor’s call.  “Where have you been?” he asked, without looking over his shoulder.
 
                 “I was summoned to report our progress to the King,” Banuer Deuseau sneered with thick levels of arrogance.  
 
                 Prianhe grimaced.  Deuseau could never resist an opportunity to imply his assumed superiority.  The disgusting half-man was more loathsome than a mosquito.
 
                 “And what did our master have to say, Turk?”  Prianhe kept his voice cool.
 
                 “He is unhappy with our level of progress, Reikkan,” Baneur snarled.  “He implied that there would be punishment for your failure at Nal’Dahara.”
 
                 Prianhe looked down at the house, unwilling to let the filthy maggot see his disappointment.  His master was going to bring him pain, even if he successfully captured the criminals.  There was nothing he could do but accept the beating and thank his master for letting him live.
 
                 “Did you happen to mention to our Master, anything regarding your role in that failure?”  Prianhe scanned the treeline for any signs of the scout approaching the cabin.  It had been long enough.  Someone was going to be whipped for this.
 
                 “I have paid my penance for the failure,” Baneur’s deep baritone sounded haunted.
 
                 Prianhe grinned and swung his head around to look Baneur in the eye when he spoke.  “Pity I wasn’t there to watch this time.”
 
                 The Turk’s eyes lit with rage.  His left hand twitched so furiously, it could have ground a block of granite into sand.  For the slightest instant, Prianhe prepared for some kind of retaliation from the seething little man.  
 
                 But it never came.
 
                 Instead they stared each other down until Baneur, taking measured breathes, mastered enough of his rage to drop the spat.  “What are you still doing here?” he muttered, relaxing, barely.  With his still right hand he motioned toward the house.  “If this is their destination, they won’t make it for at least two weeks.  That’s if they’re on foot, of course.  If they somehow manage to find horses, it will still be a few days before they travel this far.”
 
                 “That’s your weakness, maggot,” Prianhe smirked, delighting in the slight wince the Turk made at the insult.  “You think you’re smarter than everyone else, so you always underestimate your opponent.”  Baneur opened his mouth to retort, but Prianhe cut him off. “They arrived over an hour ago.”
 
                 The Turks mask of wrath slid off, and his beady eyes bulged. He stepped up to Prianhe’s side and glared down at the cabin.  “You’re certain?” he asked, licking his lips with the reflexive quickness of a serpent sniffing for prey.
 
                 Prianhe nodded victoriously.  “I witnessed all six arriving on the backs of enormous horses.”  He inhaled deeply, deciphering the web of aromas from the surrounding plains.  “I believe they’ll be eating dinner soon.  Baked fish.”
 
                 “What are you waiting for then?” Baneur asked.  “Are you trying to give them another opportunity to escape?”
 
                 “I’ve been waiting for you,” Prianhe growled.  “Twenty men aren't going to be enough.  I want everyone.  Every last soldier in the area and every last trival we can find in one night.  I want to attack in the morning.”
 
                 Baneur nodded begrudgingly.  He would never openly admit that Priahne was right, but his silence was an admonition to be savored.
 
                 The scout finally appeared, on foot, slipping along the edge of the wood from the west.  It was about time.  Darkness was rapidly approaching.  He wouldn’t be able to see the cabin before long.  Prianhe followed his movements with displeasure.  He may have been the best scout available, but he was loud, plodding and very likely to be detected by Farrushaw.  If he was discovered, Prianhe wouldn’t have the luxury of waiting for more arrivals.  He would have to strike with twenty men and the filthy Turk.
 
                 As if in answer to his wishes, a large black creature emerged from the water several paces behind the unsuspecting scout.  Its wide body and long tail, slithered low to the ground on four squat legs, silently stalking its prey.  The scout paused suddenly, allowing the creature to pounce and inhale the man’s head, ripping it off violently.  Beheaded so abruptly, the scout didn’t even have an opportunity to scream, dying silently.  Prianhe took a moment to watch the beast feed on its victim, enjoying the brutal death of another pathetic human.  
 
                 “Baneur, I want to know what’s going on in that cabin.  I want to know what they’re talking about.”  The thrum of his pulse rising and the distant echo of his ancestor’s requiem for the taste of horse flesh, began to draw his attention to the plains where he knew those horses were grazing.  He could resist the call of the hunt no longer.  “Get down there and find out.  Then start bringing the reinforcements.”  He called over his shoulder to the Lieutenant, stilling trembling a dozen paces away.  “Lieutenant, watch that cabin.  No-one leaves.  Am I understood?”
 
                 The young officer nodded timidly.
 
                 “What are you going to do?” Baneur asked.
 
                 “Just do as you're told,” Prianhe snapped. “I’ve my own affairs to attend.”
 
                 He stood and stretched, then sniffed the air, searching out his quarry.  They had run far, but he would find them.  It had been many years since he had tasted an equine heart.  He took off at a sprint, feverish in his desire to hunt and kill.
 
    
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Nehrea didn’t know what to make of Roswell Gracin.  She had been told that he was over one thousand years old, but who could believe such a tale?  The man serving tea to her companions with a warm, welcoming smile, was barely into his middle years.  There wasn’t a gray hair on his head.  His skin was still smooth.  Age had yet to form creases at the edges of his kind brown eyes.  How could he be Quinn’s father?  Impossible.
 
                 His home was modest and very cluttered.  Books were piled in stacks everywhere.  A bookcase, four shelves tall, lined the back wall of the one room cabin, filled beyond its capacity with nameless texts and worn and beaten looking piles of old parchment.  There was a functional kitchen, with a countertop and hearth on the left wall, as well as an old copper tub for bathing.  Against the opposite wall was a neatly made bed and a writing desk littered erratically with parchment, quills and several inkwells, some empty, others full.  
 
                 It was organized chaos.  Nehrea noticed that the actual living spaces - the bed, the bath tub, the kitchen and dining area - were tidy little reprieves from the disorganized piles of literature.  She looked over a pile of books beside his writing desk, trying to discern some sort of order or sequence by which the man could locate a particular text, but there was nothing.  Some of the books in the stack she observed were bound beaten leather bindings, some a faded brown, others a faceless gray, with no words apparent to declare they’re intention.  There were a few books that had gold flecked etchings describing topics ranging from horticulture and masonry, fabric appraisal and sailing.  She casually picked up the book on the top of the pile.  Its frayed black covering barely held the brittle pages in place.  She had to open it carefully, afraid that those pages would tumble out and fall apart like ash.  The words were written in an elegantly crafted script, but she didn’t recognize the language.  
 
                 “A very interesting book you’ve chosen, Nehrea.”  Roswell Gracin peered over her shoulder at the volume she held in her hands.  “It’s written in a dialect that was rarely spoken in my time.  I’m probably the only person alive now who can read it.”
 
                 “What is it about?” Nehrea asked, politely.  She wasn’t truly interested.  In the back of her mind, like a lover’s whisper, she could feel the Dahara waiting outside.  It was a blessed reassurance that she now belonged to something greater, something infinite.
 
                 “Doomed love,” Gracin responded, gently taking the book from her.  “It’s an age old fable of two primitive tribes at war.  Himalas is a warrior who falls in love with Serridia, the daughter of his rival tribe's chief.  Serridia falls for him as well and they connive to run away together.  The day of their planned escape, her father leads an attack against Himalas’ tribe and emerges victorious.  Serridia, believing that her beloved Himalas has been killed, takes her own life, with a dagger through the heart.  Himalas, however, had snuck away that morning to await his love at their predetermined meeting place, and as the day draws on and Serridia doesn’t arrive, he is overcome with heartache and shame.  Too proud to search for his love and demand an explanation for her rejection and too dishonored for putting his heart before his clan, Himalas jumps from the ledge of a mountain cliff and seeks the arms of death instead.”
 
                 “That’s a morbid tale, Master Gracin,” Enaya exclaimed.
 
                 “I agree, Lady Relador.”
 
                 “Doesn’t it seem a bit extreme to take your own life over something so silly?” Enaya asked. 
 
                 “I think it’s romantic,” Nehrea felt compelled to offer an opposite assessment.  The sudden frown on Enaya’s rosy lips gave her a small measure of satisfaction.
 
                 “There is nothing romantic about two people committing suicide,” Enaya stated morosely. 
 
                 “What’s romantic,” Nehrea said, sparing a withering look at Sim, quickly ingesting his raw sexuality, like a sputtering flame finding a fresh breeze to invigorate it back into a raging bonfire, “is that their love was so deep and impassioned that they chose to die rather than be apart.  Love with so much depth is the very definition of romance.”
 
                 She challenged Enaya to respond, but the noblewoman had nothing more to offer.  Instead, Enaya leaned back in her chair and glumly sipped her tea in defeat.  
 
                 Roswell Gracin regarded Nehrea with an appraising look of surprise.  With a crooked smile he turned from her and checked on the hearth, still rising in temperature after being lit several minutes earlier.  There was a cutting block with several fish and a sharp blade awaiting his attention.  With his back to his guests, he began preparing the meal.
 
                 “If you don’t mind my inquisition, Master Gracin, what have you been doing with yourself these past thousand years?” Givara asked.  Her tone was more of a demand than a question.
 
                 “Oh, I’ve kept myself busy,” he answered as he chopped some carrots and tossed them in a large pan with the cleaned fish.
 
                 “Father considers himself an historian,” Quinn said.  He had been very quiet since their arrival.  He stood by his father’s bed, silently watching Givara with his one good eye.  There was something in his posture that made Nehrea think of a teenager trying very hard to prove the scope of his maturity.
 
                 “Much of what we knew was lost when Desirmor came to power,” Roswell said.  “Amongst his numerous crimes against the world, the destruction of historical archives and literature aren’t nearly as severe as the eradication of entire races of people, but the loss of knowledge, the disconnect we as a society now have from our past, is still highly egregious.”
 
                 “Spilling blood isn’t the only way to spread the veil of darkness,” Enaya mumbled with her eyes cast sadly down at her empty teacup. 
 
                 “Very true, Lady Relador.  Very true,” Roswell agreed.
 
                 “So you’ve spent the last millennia searching for books?” Sim asked.  He was seated next to Enaya, leaning back tiredly with his legs stretched out and his hands across his stomach.  Nehrea could feel the intimate cast of his gaze following her as she perused through the stacks of books.
 
                 “More or less,” Roswell replied.  “I’ve tried very hard to avoid the eyes of the empire.  Desirmor may not be actively searching for me as he does for the last Harven, but if he learned that my existence was more than a myth, I doubt I would last very long.”  He placed the pan of food on a rack that kept it just above the fire, then turned and faced his guests.  “I am the only man alive with a connection to the past.  Desirmor was very clever in ordering the destruction of the great libraries of Alexidus, and Wyndham, and Vera Sans.  He wanted to force the people to see him as something other than a tyrant usurper.  He believed that if he destroyed the history books, people would eventually look to him as some sort of redeemer.  Time and control would change the story, and he could shape it any way that he wished.  As we all know, the fool wants people to believe that he is a God, and sadly, many do.”
 
                 “Father has moved around quite often during his life,” Quinn said.
 
                 “I’ve tried to tread carefully.  Living in one place for too long can lead to unwanted attention.  Eventually people would talk and rumors of a man who doesn’t age would spread.  This is the fifth time I’ve lived here.  It originally belonged to a blood sorcerer.  One of the last of the ancient Keth,” Roswell said.
 
                 “Blood sorcerers?  Ancient Keth?”  Sim asked ignorantly.
 
                 “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of that either,” Enaya added, perking up in her seat with interest.
 
                 Roswell looked around in surprise.  “Surely you’ve heard of blood sorcerers?” he asked, bewildered.  Givara and Quinn nodded knowingly, but Sim and Enaya stared back blankly.
 
                 In the back of Nehrea’s mind, like a memory just out of reach, a shiver of recollection beckoned to be recalled.  The Ritual of Cerseay had imbued her consciousness with the collective experience and knowledge of every Collora who had ever served the Dahara.  The sheer expanse of so much new information was overwhelming, and it was impossible for her to sift through and find a specific memory concerning the blood sorcerers.  Just making a feeble attempt was enough to make her dizzy.  She put out her hand and leaned against the desk at her side, knocking over a few precariously placed books.  
 
                 Roswell studied her with interest.  “It was only a few days ago that you completed the Ritual?” he asked.
 
                 She nodded, warily.  She hoped, with training, that she would master her command of all those new memories.
 
                 “My knowledge of the relationship between the Dahara and the Collora is limited, I admit, but I’ve read that a new Collora must endure a rigorous training period to assimilate to her new abilities.  Have you had any training?”  Roswell asked.
 
                 Nehrea shook her head.
 
                 Roswell looked around in surprise.  “But there’s so much you need to learn.  Why did you come all this way?  Shouldn’t you be training?”
 
                 Nehrea steadied herself, letting all of her new memories slide back to the recesses of her mind.  “The Dahara believed that seeing the prophecy might prove useful.  I’m returning to the clan tomorrow.”              
 
                 “Are you alright?” Sim asked her.
 
                 She stood up straight and smiled at him reassuringly.  “My head is filled with the memories and knowledge of my predecessors.  Sometimes when I make an effort to sort through all of that, it overwhelms me, and I get a bit light headed.”
 
                 “Did the mention of the blood sorcerers illicit a memory?” Roswell inquired.  Nehrea nodded.  “Can you tell me what you remember?”
 
                 “I couldn’t hold onto anything.  It was more of a feeling it gave me.  Something dark and evil,” Nehrea told him.
 
                 Roswell nodded slowly.  He seemed to deliberate as if she’d given him something important to think about.
 
                 “So what’s a blood sorcerer?” Sim asked.
 
                 Roswell let whatever was bothering him slide away and looked at Sim grimly.  
 
                 “In the world today, there is only one that I know of,” he said.
 
                 “The Blood Lord,” Enaya remarked.
 
                 “Yes.  Thorl Desirmor,” Roswell said the name in a near whisper as though saying it aloud were some kind of blight.  “I’m not certain how he came to understand the lore of the blood sorcerers, but he practices the art.  In the age soon after the Battle of Three Queens, darkness sought new ways to corrupt the souls of men.  For those that couldn’t use the trivarial power, but desired the virtues of magic, innovation was necessary.  This gave rise to the age of the Keth, a cult of men who discovered a new theurgy predicated on self-mutilation and sacrifice.  Such practices are inherently evil and desecrate the living soul until any resemblance of humanity is lost.  The darkness of their magic grew powerful and the evil of the Keth can only be rivaled historically by the age in which we now live.  Fortunately for the world, the Keth were undone by their own infighting and greed.  No true leader ever emerged to use the cult's might for ruling.  I shudder to think how things may have turned out if the Keth had ever organized under one man.”
 
                 “So the Keth just died out?” Sim wondered.
 
                 “Not exactly, no.  Those that practiced the art of blood sorcery continued to persist.  The lore was passed on through many millennia, improved upon in truth.  It was the Alexidus monarchy that first outlawed its practice and actively enforced its criminality.  But even then, it persisted.  Desirmor was the one that ended it.  Just like the Harvens, Desirmor destroyed his rivals.”
 
                 “Then how does the Blood Lord do it?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Desirmor must have kept the lore and taught it to his sons.  Thorl isn’t the first Blood Lord.  Desirmor’s sons have always practiced the art of blood sorcery.”  Roswell sighed and looked upon Sim hopefully. “But if the prophecy proves true, then Thorl will be the last.”
 
                 “He will be.”  Sim’s words were like forged iron.
 
                 Nehrea felt a shimmer of lust assaulting her senses.  When Sim spoke with such conviction, it made her legs weak.  He was incredibly handsome, and strong, and powerful, but it was his sincerity and passion that had taken her heart.  She had not believed, prior to meeting him, that a man so masculine could possess such a gentle side.
 
                 “Let us hope you are right, Siminus,” Roswell said gravely.
 
                 “These blood sorcerers, they have to draw their own blood?”  Enaya asked, regarding Gracin thoughtfully.
 
                 “They do, but as I understand it, to increase their own power, they must make sacrifices -- the larger the sacrifice, the greater the power.  You see, taking a life is a violent act if its intentions are impure.  Killing an animal for sustenance is necessary, and a part of the underlying cycle of life.  Murder is a desecration, and it darkens the soul.  Eventually, a man can become so immune to killing that the soul turns black altogether.  The Keth believed that only when a soul had completely turned, could the scope of a man’s power truly be measured.”
 
                 “Do you suppose that was how Desirmor came to his power?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “What do you mean?” Gracin seemed intrigued.
 
                 “Perhaps he was the first to achieve a total blackening of his soul,” Enaya explained.
 
                 “I have considered that possibility.  I don’t believe it’s true.  A few centuries ago I lived in the palace as a servant.  I was feeling a bit more reckless back then in taking such a risk, but I was able to observe Desirmor closely for several years before I moved on.  I’ve never seen him cut himself to wield his power.  The way his power worked was very reminiscent of a Harven.  No, it’s something else.  Something no-one has ever uncovered.  I’ve been trying to answer that question for a millennia, Lady Relador, and still I am perplexed.”  
 
                 “We must solve this riddle, Master Gracin,” Enaya told him firmly.  “I believe it is necessary to understand our adversary, if we hope to defeat him.”
 
                 “I agree with you, my Lady, and I believe the prophecy agrees as well,” Gracin said.
 
                 “May we see the prophecy now, Master Gracin?” Enaya asked, fervently.
 
                 “After dinner, Lady Relador,” Gracin said, looking over his roasting pan of fish and vegetables.  “Right now, I think I’d like to have a talk with the Collora if she wouldn’t mind sparing me a moment.”
 
                 Nehrea acknowledged Gracin’s request with a bow of her head.  “The Dahara long to graze on the open plain before nightfall, Master Gracin.  Let us go outside and converse.”
 
                 “Please, make yourselves at home.  Dinner should be ready in a short while,” Gracin addressed the group.  He turned and placed a few dozen carrots and apples in a woven straw basket.  Then he motioned Nehrea toward the front door and followed her out.
 
                 The early evening air was crisp.  A steady breeze swept across the land from the west carrying the faint but unmistakable scent of ocean water.  Nehrea still had on Sim’s oversized black coat to ward off the chill.  She selfishly wondered if he would ever ask to have it back.  She hoped he would let her keep it.  The jacket would serve as a keepsake of him when the course of their lives diverged.  Already, she dreaded the coming of morning when she would be forced to part with her love.
 
                 Nehrea stepped down off the porch and smiled warmly at Firetail, Fallastar, and Shearwind.  
 
                 “I told you we’d get apples,” Shearwind said.
 
                 “You were right as always, Shearwind,” Firetail answered with tinges of sarcasm.
 
                 Fallastar chuckled and exchanged a hidden glance with Firetail.  They stood closely together, and Nehrea wondered if there was some sort of romance blossoming between them.  She knew from her inherited memories that the Dahara were more like humans in their courtship than traditional equines.  They flirted and lusted, and forged monogamous relationships.  There were even instances of adultery, but those were rare.
 
                 “If you’d follow me, Collora, there’s a well this way,” Roswell said.
 
                 He led them to a stone well with a lever that pumped the water up to a spigot.  Then he filled a wooden bucket and placed it on the ground.  Shearwind went first, drinking thirstily and quickly emptying the bucket.  When she finished, she whinnied at Gracin to show her gratitude.  Roswell bowed his head, understanding the meaning of her gesture without needing an explanation from Nehrea.  He refilled the bucket twice more for Firetail and Fallastar.  Then he began hand feeding the apples and carrots to the horses with Nehrea.
 
                 “So tell me about yourself, Collora,” he asked as they fed the Dahara.
 
                 “What would you like to know?” 
 
                 “Are you from Nal’Dahara?”
 
                 Prior to the Ritual of Cerseay, Nehrea would have been elusive and guarded answering personal questions for a man she hardly knew, but the ritual had imbedded her with a strength and confidence that sanded away the shame she would have felt otherwise.  She had been accepted unconditionally by the Dahara, and it was their judgment alone that mattered to her now.  For Roswell Gracin, she had no reservations about her ignominious past.
 
                 “All my life,” she answered, smiling fondly as Shearwind took an apple from her hand.
 
                 “I don’t detect any hint of an accent,” Roswell pointed out.
 
                 “Governor Cantor loathes the accent of Nal’Dahara.  We were punished for speaking improperly.  Over the years, I suppose I’ve lost it.”
 
                 “My studies of past histories have included extensive research in the lineage of the Collora.  It seems that in nearly every case, the chosen one has come from meager beginnings,” Roswell told her.
 
                 “My father was a blacksmith.  When I was a little girl, he was forced into slavery over a dispute with a merchant.  It wasn’t long before my mother and I ended up living in the Cortella.  On my sixteenth birthday my mother sent me away to the palace to serve as one of the Governor’s courtesans.  It was only a few days ago that Siminus and Lady Relador freed me from that prison and led me to my calling.”
 
                 Roswell regarded her with concerned silence.  “I’ve heard rumors of the Governor’s treatment of his courtesans.  If even half of what I’ve heard is true, then I feel truly sorry for you.”
 
                 “I can assure you, Master Gracin, that the reality of my time in the Governor’s care is far worse than anything you have been told.”
 
                 “The Creator chose well then, I believe,” Roswell said, regarding her seriously.
 
                 “I can only do my best,” Nehrea said with a sigh.
 
                 “Hardship breeds strength and perseverance, humility and compassion.  That has been the standard for all of the Colloras I have studied.  Stay true to yourself, Nehrea Alla’Dushura, and I believe you may one day be thought of as the greatest of your lineage,” Roswell bowed his head.
 
                 “We believe you are right, Roswell Gracin.  Nehrea Alla’Dushura may indeed exceed all who have come before her,” Shearwind said.
 
                 Roswell’s face froze.  He stared upon the three Dahara with wide-eyed shock.  Nehrea suddenly realized that he had heard Shearwind’s words, and she turned a questioning look to the horses.
 
                 “We have made the choice to let our voices be heard, Collora,” Firetail answered her look.
 
                 “Roswell Gracin has eaten fruit from the Tree of Kiellanne and bathed in the Allaheara Spring.  He forfeited his humanity in the name of immortality.  If we choose to allow it, he can hear our speech,” Shearwind added.
 
                 Nehrea searched her memories for the Tree of Kiellanne, but found nothing.  Not even a faint glimmer of familiarity.  Though initially, it had shocked her to realize that Roswell could hear the Dahara, it was something she already knew, but hadn’t considered.  With training, she would soon be able to grasp the full extent of her newfound talents.
 
                 “The Dahara know much,” Roswell said, breathlessly composing himself.  “Please excuse my startlement.  In my early life, the Dahara were beloved, revered like no other being in all the world.  I never believed I would ever actually speak with one.”
 
                 “We stand on the precipice of a new age, Roswell Gracin.  The Harven will bring much change.  Whether for good or ill, the skies remain unclear, but change will come,” Fallastar said.
 
                 “Change has come,” Roswell responded gravelly.
 
                 “Darkness looms.  Something ancient,” Fallastar said.
 
                 “People will suffer.  Humanity will be tested,” Shearwind added.
 
                 “The world will look to our Collora for leadership,” Fallastar said.
 
                 “And she will respond fearlessly,” Shearwind said with conviction.
 
                 “Are you two finished piling impossible expectations on our new Collora’s shoulders?  Have you forgotten that she was only just raised?” Firetail said in defense of Nehrea.  
 
                 She smiled at him fondly.  “I will try to do my best, Firetail.”
 
                 “That is all anyone can ask of you, Collora,” he replied warmly.
 
                 The apples and carrots disappeared quickly and with an empty basket, Roswell made himself comfortable, taking a seat on the ground.  For Nehrea, he flipped over the wooden bucket that he used to collect water from the well.  Nehrea thanked him as she took a seat.
 
                 “Tell us about the Alexidus family,” Shearwind said.
 
                 “We hunger for histories of the land that we may pass down to the rest of the clan,” Fallastar added.
 
                 “It was a golden age.  A truly golden age,” Roswell said with a lamenting smile.  “I thought the Dahara shared their memories throughout the ages?”
 
                 “Our memories can be much like your own, Roswell Gracin,” Shearwind told him.  “Some are as vivid as if we existed forever in that moment, others are vague dreams that hover beyond recall.”
 
                 “We have memories of the Alexidus monarchy, but they are few and lack substance,” Firetail added.
 
                 “We share memories of a visit the Collora made a short time before Desirmor brought his darkness upon the world.  The Collora went to warn the royal family of an impending danger that had been foreseen in the skies.  The King was courteous and respectful, but ultimately dismissive of the warning,” Shearwind said.
 
                 “Yes, yes,” Roswell sighed sadly, “King Michael was a kind and decent man, but he was arrogant.  He was the 18th king in the Alexidus line.  Each succeeding king had expanded the reach of Fandrian law until the world was at peace.  With no challengers to their rule, and no enemies to disturb the order of law, the succession of kings grew increasingly complacent.  King Michael simply didn’t believe he could be threatened.  The peace we lived in created a veil of naiveté.  No-one ever considered the possibility that it could all end.”
 
                 “We hold no enmity towards King Michael.  Even had he prepared in advance, Desirmor’s victory was inevitable.  The world had no answer for his powers,” Fallastar said.
 
                 Nehrea began to think of Sim.  One day he was destined to face the evil of which they spoke.  An evil so powerful that all of Sim’s ancestors were destroyed.  How could he possibly win?  
 
                 “Do not despair, Collora,” Firetail reassured her as though he were inside of her head, swimming in her emotions.  “The Harven’s challenges are great, but he is guided by the hand of our Creator.  In the end, good will stand victorious.  You must give him your faith.”
 
                 Nehrea nodded gratefully and smiled demurely.  “He has much more than my faith, Firetail.”
 
                 She could feel the warmth and joy flowing through her shared bond with the Dahara.  They couldn’t smile like humans, but they could project the feelings of a smile through their telepathic connection.
 
                 “The queen and the princess were unrivaled in their beauty,” Roswell reminisced fondly.  “Never have I witnessed so much love and adoration.  It was as though they embodied the very essence of the Creator.”
 
                 “We remember the beauty of the Alexidus line.  The gift of beauty has been passed through the ages to Lady Relador as well,” Fallastar said.
 
                 Nehrea couldn’t control the pang of jealousy that fired through her body.  Enaya was indeed beautiful.  Impossibly so.  She would have no choice but to leave Sim in her care when she departed to rejoin the clan.  Though she had Sim’s heart, she couldn’t help but worry.  Enaya was smart and imposing.  And she lusted after Sim.  Nehrea could see it in the way she looked at him.  Though Enaya tried to hide it, the longing was evident.  Nehrea suspected that a woman of Enaya’s station was accustomed to getting whatever she wanted.  If she set her sights on Sim, how long would his devotion last?
 
                 “You swore to free your heart of envy, Collora,” Firetail playfully chided her.
 
                 She looked at the giant horse crossly, “Am I allowed no private thoughts, Firetail?”
 
                 “You will learn to guard your mind during the training, Collora, but for now, your every want and desire are as plain to us as the clothing you wear,” Firetail answered.
 
                 “You’ve no need to take offense, Collora,” Fallastar said, bumping Firetail reproachfully with her flank.  “The rites of the Ritual of Cerseay are not oaths, but desires.  You are human and prone to human emotions.  You are not the first Collora who has been in love.  The objective is to put the needs of the clan and your own duties to the Dahara, ahead of your personal needs.”
 
                 “Fallastar speaks truly,” Shearwind added.  “You have chosen to offer your heart to the last Harven.  Earning his love and keeping his love will be a difficult road to travel.  Learn to accept your heartache, for the life you’ve chosen will bring you much.”
 
                 “This is all so new to me,” Nehrea said, feeling ashamed for her insipid desires.  Here they were talking of important histories, preparing to face the greatest evil the world had ever known, and all she could think about was losing a man she had only really known for a few days.
 
                 “Do not apologize for the elements that make you human, Collora,” Fallastar told her.  “In the end, your capacity for love and compassion may prove to be your greatest strength.”
 
                 “Believe me, Nehrea, you are not the first Collora who has faced diverging personal conflictions,” Roswell reassured her.  “Be thankful you aren’t Braille Ruvere.”
 
                 The Dahara shuffled uneasily at the mention of the name.  Nehrea searched her own memories for recollection.  She could see flashes of a life that she knew belonged to Braille Ruvere, but she couldn’t hold them together.
 
                 “Who was she?” she asked.
 
                 Roswell seemed to sense the Dahara’s unease and looked to them for permission to speak.
 
                 “She holds the memories already,” Shearwind reasoned. “What’s the difference if she learns now or in a few days when her control begins to gain strength?”
 
                 “She is still fragile.  I don’t want her to be upset,” Firetail argued.
 
                 “She is strong enough, Firetail,” Shearwind told him.
 
                 “Braille Ruvere was the last Collora,” Fallastar told Nehrea plainly.  “She was also Desirmor’s sister.”
 
                 The memories that ran through her mind like drops of water sliding down a pane of glass, suddenly pooled together into one focused picture.  Nehrea could see a happy little boy, with sandy hair and precocious blue eyes, laughing as he swung from the branch of an oak tree.  The memory was warm and joyful, a brother and sister innocently at play before the harsh reality of the world shaped them into adults.  Could this happy little boy truly be Desirmor? 
 
                 More memories came then in such a rush that she fell forward and landed on the soft grass.  Distantly, she could hear the calls of Roswell and the Dahara, but her eyes could see only the images of Braille Ruvere’s life:  A house in despair over the untimely passing of her mother when she was no older than ten.  Her sad, broken father, taking his frustration out on the boy, beating him mercilessly, often without cause.  The vacant, disaffected look the boy, now a teenager, had in his eyes, the day he told her that their father had left and would never return.  The bodies of small animals she found mutilated in piles behind their meager home.  A young man with wild, feral eyes, ranting about his desire to meet the princess.  A final meeting, where the deranged young man spoke of the key to his future somewhere down in the tropics.  Then the sudden feelings of sympathy and betrayal, knowing the man who had driven a blade into her back was her own brother.
 
                 “Speak Collora!” Shearwind implored, snapping Nehrea back to attention.  “What manner of evil holds you?”
 
                 “I’m fine.  Fine,” Nehrea panted, still down on her hands and knees.
 
                 Roswell was rubbing her back. 
 
                 “What happened to you, Collora?” Fallastar demanded.  Her normally even, calming voice sounded panicked. 
 
                 “Your mind was shielded from us.  Were you taken by some kind of vision?” Firetail asked.
 
                 With Roswell’s help, Nehrea returned to her seat on the overturned bucket.  She wiped at the heavy layer of perspiration that covered her brow with the edge of her sleeve.  The memories had seemed so vivid as though they were her experiences.  She thought of the madness in Desirmor’s eyes toward the end and visibly shuddered.
 
                 “Did you experience Braille Ruvere’s memories?” Roswell asked.  
 
                 “It was horrible. He stabbed his own sister in the back.”
 
                 “Yes, Collora,” Fallastar said sadly.
 
                 “Desirmor believed that he was showing her mercy, choosing a weapon rather than his own black theurgy,” Roswell said.
 
                 “Stabbing your own sibling in the back is considered merciful?” Nehrea was mortified.
 
                 “Desirmor is a madman, Nehrea,” Roswell told her.
 
                 “Are the legends true, Roswell Gracin?  Does the princess still live?” Shearwind asked.
 
                 He nodded slowly.  His peaceful brown eyes became hard as he treaded through his memories.  “During my last stay in the palace as a servant, I charted the movements of every meal service, every watch change, and every last inconsequential routine that I could observe.  If there was a way to free the princess, I wanted to put together a plan of rescue.  There is a door in the northern courtyard.  It’s sealed by one of Desirmor’s spells, but the servants who run food, and the select guardsmen’s who stand watch by her prison, use some sort of specific key.  She’s alive, somewhere behind that door, waiting for her own prophecy to unfold and bring her freedom.”
 
                 “Is there any way that she can survive beyond Desirmor?” Shearwind wondered.
 
                 “The prophecy is unclear.  It foretells only the possible end of Desirmor’s reign.  The fate that has befallen Harmony Alexidus is one of the great tragedies in the history of man.  I hope that she can one day walk freely beneath the sun and stars, but I fear that when death calls upon Desirmor, she will be called upon as well.”
 
                 “The princess is locked in a dungeon, then?” Nehrea asked.
 
                 “For over a thousand years now,” Roswell replied.
 
                 “Why?” 
 
                 “Because she refuses to love him,” Roswell answered.
 
                 “How could he ever expect her to love him?”
 
                 “I don’t have any answers to that, Collora.  Desirmor’s mind is dark and twisted.  He has raped her endlessly for centuries, then forced her to bare his children and raised them to hate her as well.  Harmony Alexidus exists in a prison of pain and loneliness.  Hers is a fate too horrible to be believed.”
 
                 Nehrea felt the tears bursting through and let them come without shame.  She had existed within her own prison for the last five years, raped and abused, and had only now been given the sweet taste of freedom.  She tried to imagine how long she would have lasted before despair took control and the temptation to end her life became too great.  How had Harmony Alexidus managed to persevere for such a staggering length of time?
 
                 “Why didn’t she just end it?” Nehrea wondered aloud.  “No-one, not even the Creator, could judge her harshly for choosing such an end.”
 
                 “The princess has no choice, Collora,” Fallastar answered her softly.  “Desirmor has used his magic to bind her in this life.  When he dies, so too will her nightmare end.  But not until his life ends.”
 
                 “Such a horrible fate,” Nehrea said, wiping away her tears for the princess.
 
                 “Indeed.  In the annals of history, no story of tragedy shall ever surpass that of Harmony Alexidus,” Roswell remarked.
 
                 “We must stop this, darkness,” Nehrea said fiercely.
 
                 “It is up to the Harven,” Roswell said.
 
                 “Sim will save us,” Nehrea said.
 
                 Roswell took a moment to look her over.  There was something close to pleasure in the subtle curve at the corner of his mouth.  “You are quite fond of him, aren’t you Nehrea?”  She tried not to blush, but the warmth spreading across her cheeks gave her away.  “I must warn you, Nehrea.  Be careful with him.  Sim’s path has only just begun.  There is much he must do before he can attempt to defeat Desirmor.  His resolve will be forged like iron by the trials he must endure.  The young man you know today, will be something entirely different in the end.  And that is if he even manages to survive.”
 
                 “He is strong, Roswell Gracin,” Nehrea said. 
 
                 “Physically, yes,” Roswell pointed out.
 
                 “Only recently, Sim witnessed his parent's murder at the hands of the Blood Lord.  Such an experience could have broken a lesser man, but Sim perseveres.  He is courageous, and kind, and valiant.  I have no doubt that if Desirmor can be defeated, Sim is our greatest hope,” she said.
 
                 “And if, in the end, he chooses Lady Relador?” Roswell asked her gently.
 
                 “Then my heart will cry for all of eternity, but I will accept his decision,” Nehrea’s voice cracked at the thought of losing him.
 
                 “I like you Nehrea,” Roswell sighed as he contemplated her words.  “I hope there will be a happy ending to your story.”
 
                 “Two days ago I was a slave with no future and no hope.  Today, I am part of something with endless possibilities.  My father used to tuck me in at night with stories of the Dahara.  I am living within a dream too beautiful to be imagined.  That is enough for me.”
 
                 Roswell looked then, at the three Dahara. “Where have you been these past thousand years?”
 
                 “Before Braille Ruvere went to her final meeting with Desirmor, she imbued the clan with a great gift she had discovered.  She gave us the ability to shield ourselves from the eyes of men,” Fallastar told him.
 
                 “We have lived peacefully, grazing on the fertile grass of Perth’s vast plains,” Shearwind added.
 
                 “People need a symbol, something to remind them that Desirmor’s evil is not absolute.  The return of the Dahara could polarize a movement of rebellion,” Roswell said.
 
                 “And we will be that symbol, Roswell Gracin.  It is our purpose,” Shearwind said.
 
                 “We have waited patiently all these years, for the return of the Collora.  That we may once again stand against darkness, and serve the Creator.  Nehrea Alla’Dushura will be a catalyst of change, and the world will look to her to lead them into the battle ahead,” Fallastar explained.
 
                 “There is more we can discuss in the morning,” Firetail stood.  Shearwind and Fallastar rose as well.  Their eyes strayed to the east.  Nehrea could sense their need to find tall grass and graze.  “Collora, we will return in the morning.  Your training must begin.  There is no time to delay.  Enjoy your last night with the Harven for your parting will be long and your sorrow great.”
 
                 Roswell lent Nehrea his hand and helped her to her feet.  She went to each Dahara and softly stroked the left sides of their necks.  From her memories, she knew that this was the traditional way of parting.  
 
                 “Tomorrow then,” she said with a heavy heart.  
 
                 She went to the porch with Roswell Gracin and watched the Dahara depart in silence.  Every stride of their gallops that took them further off toward the horizon, expanded the ache that filled the pit of her stomach.  She had known loneliness her whole life.  It was like an invisible companion, forever at her side.  Though she could feel her clan, all of them, the horrifying thought that she may never see them again pushed back against every effort she made to stamp it down.  
 
                 Like the last dying rays of sunlight, the Dahara disappeared into the eastern twilight.  
 
                 “You’re not alone, Nehrea,” Roswell whispered as though he were in her mind like one of the Great Horses.
 
                 “I do not fear loneliness,” Nehrea lied.
 
                 “Then you are much stronger than I believed, Collora,” Roswell said.  
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter twenty eight:  Prophecy
 
    
 
    
 
                 “I was expecting your father to be an old man,” Sim was saying to Quinn Gracin.
 
                 Enaya was only half listening.  She was lost in an ocean of thoughts.  Her body was tired.  Her back and hips ached from the ride.  She felt dirty and empty and impatient and…
 
                 She wanted to scream.
 
                 In many ways, it felt like everything was falling apart around her.  What would become of her family?  With every breath she took, Enaya wanted to weep for their souls.  Desirmor wasn’t known for mercy.  It was possible that her mother was being fed to a pack of borlicon while she just sat there waiting for Roswell and Nehrea to return.  
 
                 “They knew the risks.”  
 
                 That was what Givara had told her a dozen times since the escape from the Governor’s palace.  And it was true.  They did know the risks.  Her mother had been very clear with her from the day she first began to learn of her heritage, to the day she left with Givara to search out the Legacy.  It did nothing to ease her suffering, however.  It is an easy thing to tell yourself that you are strong enough to live with the consequences of your destiny, but another thing altogether, to stand tall when the weight of that moment finally arrives.  
 
                 Enaya simply wished she was more like her mother.  Her mother wouldn’t be sitting down, wallowing in her own self-pity.  Isagelle Relador would be steadfastly planning ahead, ignoring the heartbreaking reality of knowing that her carelessness had put her family's lives in jeopardy.  Her mother could handle any situation.  Enaya just felt hopeless.
 
                 “Why?” Quinn wondered.
 
                 “Well, he is a thousand years old.  Isn’t he?” Sim asked.
 
                 “So?  Did you assume he’d look like a skeleton?”
 
                 “No.  I don’t know what I thought.  I just didn’t expect him to look so…normal,” Sim tried to explain.
 
                 Quinn, who had seemed distracted ever since arriving at his father’s, offered Sim a forced smile.  “He was in his thirties when he found the Allaheara Spring, where the Tree of Kiellanne grows.  Physically, he is frozen in time, a man who does not age.”
 
                 “Does that mean he can’t die?” Sim asked.              
 
                 Quinn shook his head.  “No.  He is still a man of flesh and blood.  He simply doesn’t age.”
 
                 Sim thought quietly to himself for a moment.  Enaya had always enjoyed the way his brow furrowed to an exaggerated degree when he tried to think hard.  
 
                 “Are you his only son?” Sim asked, still trying to solve a riddle he had created in his own mind.
 
                 “I am not his first child.  But, currently, I am his only offspring,” Quinn answered through a yawn.  He stretched his arms out wide then rubbed his eyes, both eyes, Enaya noted, with interest.  
 
                 “Where is your mother?” Sim asked.
 
                 “I am sixty-six years old, Sim.  My mother has long since passed.”
 
                 “What was she like?” Sim continued to question him.
 
                 “Why do you want to know?” Quinn sounded bored.
 
                 “I just find it interesting.  To live so long, you must know that you will outlive all of the people you love.  How does he handle that?”  Sim shook his head, perhaps unaware of the gravity of his question.
 
                 Quinn seemed to withdraw then.  He looked down at his hands and gently caressed the scarred tissue that covered his entire left arm.  A long sigh, like a concession of something that had provided a lifetime of burden, released from his body.  He shook his head, then shrugged as if defeated.  When he spoke, his voice cracked with restrained emotion.  “I suppose it's better to have someone in the world to care about, then to have no-one at all.”
 
                 Enaya knew there was something more to his answer.  Though they had traveled together for a few days, she realized how little she actually knew about the man.  What kind of life had he lived in the shadow of his legendary father?  She knew that he had obsessively searched out the same tree that had given his father eternal youth.  Now here he was, an old man, hideously scarred by the pursuit of his life long quest, a childless bachelor still trying, she guessed, to be worthy of his father.  
 
                 It made her suddenly ashamed of herself.  
 
                 Every time adversity bore down on her throughout her life, she had turned to her own feelings of inadequacy.  How could she ever hope to be as strong, as decisive, as perfect as her mother?  Perhaps everyone has to face that same battle.  She spent so much time and energy comparing herself to Isagelle Relador that she never stopped to consider that it was pointless.  She wasn’t her mother.  She never would be.  Being Enaya Relador would have to suffice.  
 
                 Maybe that’s what Quinn suddenly realized.  Perhaps he had spent so long trying to gain immortality like his father that he never understood the sacrifices his own father had made.  
 
                 “Quinn, did you love Fanna Foust?” she asked him, softly.
 
                 The scarred old man looked up at her tearfully and answered with a mournful nod.  
 
                 “There’s still time you know.  You can go to her.  You can still have a chance at the life you missed out on,” she said.
 
                 He shook his head sadly.  “No, Enaya.  It’s too late for me.  The prophecy is clear.  I have to die.”
 
                 “Nothing is clear!” Givara suddenly shouted, gaining the attention of everyone in the room.  “No-one knows better than I, the mountain of regrets you can accrue when you turn a blind eye to all but the quest that possesses your heart.  You have only wasted one lifetime, but in the end death will release you from your suffering.  Try spending all of eternity wading through an ocean of your own failures.”
 
                 “You don’t understand, my Queen,” Quinn said. “The prophecy says I must die protecting you.”
 
                 “And how do you know the prophecy is specifically talking about you?” Givara countered.
 
                 “My father is certain…”
 
                 “Nothing is certain!” she shouted again.  “A prophecy can’t tell you how to live.  Neither can your father.  No person holds domain over you, Quinn Gracin.  If you choose to seek out love, then make that choice and be done with it.”
 
                 “I wish it were as simple as you say, my Queen,” Quinn shook his head sadly.  
 
                 “I think Givara is right, Quinn,” Sim said.  “Why is it so complicated?”
 
                 Quinn looked around at his companions, unable to truly articulate his frustration.  “What can any of you know about a lifetime of expectations?  My father didn’t bring me into this world out of love.  He is convinced that his son is imperative to the success of the prophecy.  The seduction of my mother was for no purpose other than to ensure that the prophecy had a chance.  For the duration of his life, he has selfishly produced offspring for that reason alone.  He was never a father to me.  He was a professor, and I a pupil.  I made the pursuit of immortality my sole ambition so that I could be his last scion.  That way no more children would have to suffer the lifetime of indifference that I and all of my brethren were given in the place of paternal love.”
 
                 “So he’s a bad father, is that it?” Farrus‘voice had an angry edge.  “Your daddy didn’t love you enough?” he practically spat in disgust. “Do you really believe you’re the only kid who had a tough life?  My father used to get stinking drunk and beat me and my brothers for sport.  He’d look for anything, any reason at all, to pull out his strap.  He’d hit me until I’d cried every last tear my eyes could spill, then he‘d hit me some more.  Your father didn’t love you?  What a load of bull.”
 
                 Everyone, especially Givara, looked upon Farrus in shock.  Enaya had never heard the grizzled old guardsman speak so angrily, or so much for that matter.  The anger in his words seemed to have made an impression on Quinn.  Something like shame flushed the wrinkled flesh on the good side of his face.  
 
                 “Farrus may have a coarse way of making his point, but his message rings true,” Enaya said to Quinn, doing her best to convey some compassion after Farrus’ harsh rebuke.  “We all have our own repressed feelings of bitterness and resentment toward our parents, but you can’t let that determine your life.”
 
                 “How about me?” Sim said, with a smile.  “My real father left me in the care of his friends, who raised me to believe they were my real parents.  If anyone deserves to feel some bitterness, it’s me.”
 
                 Quinn managed to crack a smile of his own.  He threw his arms up in defeat.  “Perhaps I’ve been a bit obtuse.  But it hardly matters now.  Even if I chose to be with Fanna, it could never be.  We are fugitives.  Desirmor’s bloody hound hunts us as we speak.  I can only hope that Fanna and Ron were allowed mercy.  It’s likely the Governor will punish them for giving you shelter.”
 
                 Enaya felt a sudden pit of emptiness explode from deep within.  How had she forgotten about Ron and Fanna Foust?  Sim, Quinn and Farrus had been captured at their inn.  Would they be allowed to continue unscathed?  There were plenty of precedents for authorities to harshly punish an innkeeper if it was believed they were complicit.  She hoped they were alright.  Sadly, knowing Governor Cantor, she doubted it was business as usual at the Blue Trellis this evening.
 
                 “Would they really punish them, just because we stayed at their inn?” Sim asked incredulously.
 
                 Quinn, Givara, and Farrus all nodded glumly.  Enaya met Sim’s eyes with a heavy dose of sympathy.  “It is one of the harsh realities of our situation, Siminus.  Anyone we come in contact with can become ancillary collateral.”
 
                 “More ghosts to avenge,” Sim whispered under his breath.
 
                 “What does that mean?” she asked.
 
                 Sim looked up, surprised that she had heard him.  “Nothing, Enaya.”
 
                 The smell of roasting fish and vegetables began to fill the air, causing a chorus of grumbling, empty stomachs.  Enaya wanted to eat, but she was straining to contain her impatience.  Somewhere in the room lay the original copy of Harmony Alexidus’ prophecy.  Her eyes couldn’t help but wander around the room.  
 
                 “I was wondering something,” Sim suddenly announced.  He looked around at his companions, and Enaya sensed that he was worried that what he was thinking might be taken as foolish.  No doubt it would be, she thought.  “This prophecy.  If you all know what it says, then why are we here?”
 
                 “The Librarian is the only one who knows what it truly says,” Givara answered, curtly.
 
                 “But everyone is always talking about it.  I heard Sarimus quote from it.  And you Enaya.  You quoted it as well,” Sim argued.
 
                 “He knew parts of it, Sim.  Only small parts,” Quinn told him.  “You see, my father did his best to keep it relevant, but Desirmor is very powerful.  In the early years, my father would pass out copies on the streets of cities or hang it on poles on roadsides, even on doors.  Then Desirmor outlawed it altogether.  To be seen in possession of even a passage from the prophecy was punishable by death.  Then he began handing out death sentences even if it was tacked up on your door.  My father realized that he was becoming responsible for the deaths of innocent people, so he tried using different tactics.  He would hide snippets within books in libraries.  He engraved passages in trees on well-traveled roads or in stone benches in town squares.  Most people know nothing of the prophecy, especially in Fandrall.  The words have been kept alive by those who oppose his rule and pass the knowledge down through their families.”
 
                 “My mother taught me all that I know of the prophecy,” Enaya said.
 
                 “Everything I learned was from Sarimus and Bella,” Farrus added.
 
                 “And tonight you have the very privileged opportunity to see the words of Harmony Alexidus as they were written one thousand years ago,” Roswell Gracin announced, striding through the front door.  He went straight to the hearth and began finishing the meal.  “I hope you’re all hungry.  I’ve spent a great deal of time in my life mastering the culinary arts.  It isn’t often I get to entertain, and tonight I’ve prepared one of my favorite dishes.”
 
                 “If it tastes as good as it smells, there may be some blood spilled fighting for seconds,” Farrus joked.
 
                 “I’ve seen you fight, guardsman.  You’d better hope the first plate is enough for me,” Givara cracked with a fond smirk.  The guardsman’s scarred face split into a wide grin.
 
                 “Why don’t you all have a seat at my table,” Roswell told them.
 
                 The dining table was a small rectangle in the center of the room.  Farrus and Givara were seated there already, but Sim and Enaya needed to pull their chairs over.  Quinn stayed where he was, slumped in a chair, his arm resting on an end table, undeniably lost in thought.  
 
                 When Nehrea entered, Enaya could feel the discontent rising in her stomach.  The former courtesan looked for Sim and walked quickly to his side.  He stood and offered her his chair, fondly caressing her shoulders when she sat.  Then he found a chair of his own and squeezed in beside her at the cramped table.  
 
                 Watching them together, staring into each other’s eyes, constantly touching, Enaya felt those familiar stabs of envy.  She knew that to go forward, she must put her injured feelings aside and concentrate on the mission, but her jealously was uncontrollable.  Though she had rebuked him, she wanted desperately to feel the touch of his hands and the lust in his eyes burning for her.  She couldn’t help but feel as though she was the one being rejected.
 
                 “Where have they gone?” Sim asked Nehrea.
 
                 “Inland, to graze,” she replied.  “They will come for me in the morning.”
 
                 Sim slid his arm around her, and they sat together, silent and content.  
 
                 One more night, Enaya thought.  Then I will have him back.  
 
                 Roswell began placing plates of food in front of each of his guests.  Enaya deeply inhaled the luscious aroma of the large fillet of flaky white fish and vegetables on her plate.  She was hungry, and she knew there would be many nights to come when she would fall asleep dreaming of a hot meal, so she took the time to savor every bite. 
 
                 The meal began with only the soft murmur of satisfied diners breaking the silence of the small cabin.  Roswell surveyed the room looking pleased by the response of his guests. 
 
                 “I find it very interesting that the heir to the Alexidus Monarchy is the granddaughter of a former Councilman,” Roswell said between bites.
 
                 “My grandfather’s wealth and influence landed him on the council, but he has never been one of Desirmor’s bootlicks,” Enaya responded proudly.
 
                 “Are you certain of that?” Roswell asked doubtfully.
 
                 “I am absolutely certain,” she answered him squarely.  “He learned the truth about my grandmother on their wedding night.  In fact, he’s a collector of historical artifacts.  There is a secret room in his estate, where he has amassed a rather impressive collection of pieces related to the Harvens.”  
 
                 It suddenly occurred to her that he had promised her his journal.  That journal contained everything he had learned about Desirmor, the Harvens, the prophecy, and Harmony Alexidus.  It contained vital information.  With her identity now undoubtedly known, his estates would be seized and given away.  Getting that journal was going to be difficult, but it would be necessary.  
 
                 “A collector of Harven artifacts?” Roswell seemed impressed.
 
                 “My grandfather is a patriot,” Enaya spoke fiercely.  “He has a journal that details everything he has ever learned about Desirmor and the Harvens.  More importantly, it contains detailed maps of the castle, and the Harven Mountains.  He wrote down everything he learned, any detail that might have importance.  Unfortunately, because of my actions, he is almost certainly dead.”
 
                 “Not yet,” Roswell said with heavy sympathy. “A man of Yennit Relador’s wealth and respect will be brought to Desirmor first.  He will die, but Desirmor will illicit every last parcel of information that your grandfather knows first.”
 
                 “How about a little sensitivity?” Sim quickly defended Enaya.  “She doesn’t need to be reminded.”
 
                 “My apologies, Lady Relador,” Roswell bowed his head.
 
                 “No apologies necessary.”  Enaya could feel her longing for Sim expand when he rushed to her defense.  His penchant for chivalry was one of his most endearing qualities.
 
                 “Is there any way we can save him?” Nehrea asked.
 
                 Enaya shook her head.  “My grandfather lived his life in preparation for this very situation.  He will die painfully, but history will remember him as a hero.”
 
                 “What about the journal?”  Sim looked at Enaya.  His eyes held promises of retribution.
 
                 “It is invaluable to our cause.  We must go after it.”  Enaya waited for the objections.
 
                 “We aren’t going anywhere near Fandrall,” Farrus managed to say despite a mouth full of food.
 
                 “We must,” Enaya insisted.
 
                 “Then you're on your own.  Sim isn’t going to Fandrall,” Farrus said.
 
                 “Lady Relador, it hardly matters.  If they don’t burn down his estates as an example to any other possible dissenters, a new lord will surely be taking up residence.  The journal may not even be there by the time you get there to claim it,” Roswell tried to reason with her.
 
                 “We have to try,” Enaya insisted stubbornly.
 
                 “I’m with Enaya,” Sim said.
 
                 “My love, you can’t.  You must stay as far away from Fandrall as possible,” Nehrea implored him.
 
                 “No.  Enaya’s right.  We need every advantage we can get,” Sim said.  He looked squarely at Enaya.  “You said he has a collection of Harven artifacts?”  She nodded.  “That’s enough for me.  Who knows what he might have that can help us?  Remember, I may be the last of my kind, but I know absolutely nothing about my ancestors or my culture.  There could be something useful.”
 
                 “Forget it, Sim,” Farrus objected.  “I swore to Sarimus, Sevin and Bella, that I would keep you and Maehril safe.  I’ve already failed to keep my promise for Maehril.  I’m not going to risk letting you get that close to Desirmor.  Not yet.  You need to start gaining control of your powers.  Right now, you’re too vulnerable.”
 
                 “If Enaya says we’re going after the book, then I’m with her,” Sim‘s voice began to rise.
 
                 “You’re not going to Fandrall,” Farrus barked.
 
                 “Oh enough already.  The two of you,” Quinn suddenly demanded.  He had been silently picking at his plate from his seat away from the table.  “All of this bickering is pointless.  Don’t you see?  You won’t have to make a choice.  Somehow, the world will make that choice for you.  We don’t have the luxury of sticking to a plan.  Something will inevitably force our hand.”
 
                 “My son speaks sensibly.  It is likely your decisions moving forward will be shaped by events, as yet, unseen,” Roswell agreed.  He thoughtfully chewed his dinner, then looked over at Sim.  “May I ask you, Siminus?  I know so little about you.  Where were you raised?”
 
                 Sim's eyes took on a sudden haunted cast.  Enaya imagined that he tried very hard not to dwell on the tragedy back at the Kelmor Inn.  When they had first set out on their flight from Dell, she had questioned his emotional strength.  It had been very encouraging to learn that he could move forward, with fortitude and resolve.  She was excited to find out in what other ways he would prove her wrong.  
 
                 “I was raised in Dell.  It’s a small port city on the island of Caramour,” Sim said.
 
                 The Librarian’s eyes lit up.  “Caramour?  Really?  How interesting.”
 
                 “Why is that interesting?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “There is a very obscure story.  Something I read once…I can’t remember where.  It tells of an island people who worshipped a deity that lived on the top of a mountain.  It dates back to an age long before the reign of the three queens, and if I remember correctly, the story mentioned something about a strange kind of poisonous wheat that inexplicably grew there.  As Siminus surely knows, Caramour is where Othoran wheat is grown.  Strikingly similar, wouldn’t you say?”
 
                 “I still don’t see why that is so interesting,” Enaya responded skeptically.  “There are stories from practically every corner of the globe.  Why do you think that story is relative to Caramour?”
 
                 Roswell smiled.  “In this story, it is said that the deity gave the wheat to the islanders.  You see, wheat doesn’t grow in the tropics, Lady Relador.  It requires seasonal climates.  Othoran wheat therefore, is unnatural.  In the story, the islanders are instructed to cultivate the wheat, then construct boats and trade it in foreign lands.  Eventually as they began the first harvest, the tribe became infected with a plague which caused them to cannibalize each other.  I’ll admit it is an odd tale, but one that has always stayed with me.”
 
                 “I’ve seen people exposed to the wheat’s poison, but I’ve never heard of any kind of cannibalism,” Sim said.
 
                 “I didn’t say the story was true.  I merely pointed out that I found it interesting,” Roswell said.  “However, to get back on topic, I was wondering about your background Sim.  Tell me about your parents.  Your upbringing.”
 
                 Enaya listened as Sim explained the dynamics of his true father and his parents.  She studied his face.  The way he spoke was detached and monotone.  His cheeks were slack.  His eyes were listless.  When he detailed their tragic demise at the hands of the Blood Lord, his impassiveness took on an even more defined pallor.  He was hurting, deeply so.  It was easy to forget that he had watched them die barely two weeks before.
 
                 She thought about that first night, confined in a canopy of trees on the Othoran plains.  Sim had been so angry and devastated.  She could remember watching his back as he slept, feeling so excited for finding him, despite the sympathy she held for his losses.  It was her destiny to guide him, but suddenly she wondered if she was failing.  How did he manage to talk so openly about their murders without the cathartic release of tears?  Was he building a wall around those emotions?  She had regarded him back then as a scrap of iron that she could forge into a sword.  Had she allowed him to harden inextricably?
 
                 “So Maehril is gone now?” she heard Roswell ask, breaking her subconscious train of thought.
 
                 “Gone, but we will find her,” Farrus replied bitterly.  
 
                 “We can only hope that she is in the custody of decent people.  Maehril is small and weak.  She needs help,” Sim added.
 
                 “I can’t believe it,” Roswell exhaled with a shake of his head.
 
                 “Does the prophecy say nothing of her?” Sim asked.
 
                 “And she’s mute,” Roswell mused to himself.
 
                 “Master Gracin,” Enaya spoke up, “what does the prophecy say of the girl?”
 
                 Roswell shook his head.  “This is new information.  In all of my interpretations I never considered a second catalyst.”  He turned up his hands.  “The problem with prophecy is in the vagaries.  They never just come out and explain things plainly.”
 
                 “I know.  Right?” Enaya said with a grin as she remembered saying something similar to Sim once.
 
                 “Bella believed that Maehril is referred to in the prophecy as the Silence and the Beacon,” Farrus said.
 
                 Roswell’s eyes lit up as he seemed to realize the sense in what Farrus had said.  “Yes.  Yes, I can see that now.  A shame I wasn’t able to meet your mother, Siminus.  Bella Kelmor sounds like a formidable woman.”  Enaya noticed the proud smile that broke the sullen gloom on Sim’s face.
 
                 “She was perfect,” he mouthed to himself, earning a comforting embrace from Nehrea.
 
                 “I think it’s time,” Roswell said, rising to his feet.  He turned to Quinn, who glumly presided over an empty plate balanced on his knees.  “Quinn, would you mind clearing some of these dishes.”
 
                 Quinn stared up at him absently for a moment.  Then he slowly rose to his feet and silently obeyed his father.  
 
                 Enaya’s excitement rose as she watched Roswell go to his bed.  He pulled it away from the wall, then knelt down and starting prying up two loose floor boards.  From the cavity beneath, he pulled up a long wooden lock box.  He brought it to the table, then went searching through a shelf of books on the far wall.  The tome he pulled out was old and falling apart, but from its center he produced a key.  Enaya held her breath as he returned to the table and opened the box.  Two rolled parchments lay well preserved inside.
 
                 “You are the first people to see these parchments in…how long has it been since you’ve seen these, Quinn?”
 
                 Quinn shrugged.  “Forty years?”  He guessed.
 
                 “Forty years,” Roswell agreed.
 
                 With exceptional care, he removed each delicate roll and placed them down on the center of the table.  Then he looked up at Enaya with a pleased glint in his eyes.  “Lady Relador, would you like the honor of reading them aloud?”
 
                 Enaya’s mouth went dry and a joyful thrill ignited the tips of her fingers.  She gingerly reached for the first scroll Roswell handed to her and rolled it out straight on the table.  The paper was aged and yellow, and cracked in a dozen places along the edges, but the black lettering was as vibrant and clear as if it had just been recorded.
 
                 She cleared her voice and spoke to the room of eager companions.  
 
                 
 
                 “Like an avalanche tearing apart the White Mountains, he comes
 
                 Aberrant beasts, blackened soul, perverse and twisted
 
                 He brings the age of night
 
    
 
                 Contempt in name, peace broken, harmony enslaved
 
                 Like carrion her people lay.
 
                 Stained as the night, broken as the earth
 
                 A shackled sapphire and despot’s throne
 
                 
 
                 Echo the falls, shrouded by mist
 
                 First to the symbol of peace in castle’s keep
 
                 Second to the symbol of law at mountain’s foot
 
                 Last to the plains and the vanishing kin
 
                 
 
                 Despair and weep, as time erodes like mountain stone
 
                 Memory fades, seasons pass as seasons must
 
                 And darkness spreads like crude across the land
 
                 Nine times witness the deafening roar of envy’s black horde
 
                 
 
   
  
 

              Harken yet, for the silence comes
 
                 A beacon of light, pointing the way to salvation
 
                 Earth breaks like thunder, a river feeds Lancashar’s plain
 
                 Calling back the stallion carrying the whisper of change
 
                 
 
                 Despot’s blade, black turned white
 
                 Three times to live, three times to die
 
                 Once for light and open eyes
 
                 Once for silence and creations door
 
                 Once for love’s forsaken soul
 
                 Bleed last for the forgotten, bleed last at the tree
 
                 Bleed last for the right heart given away
 
                 
 
                 Rise from the foam of ocean's tide
 
                 sunken cask, fortune's treasure
 
                 The shark and the dagger
 
                 Sailing seas on heaven's breath
 
                 
 
                 Let mountains shake, let oceans rise
 
                 Let skies cry out for the forgotten
 
                 A crown of chiefs, a blade of light
 
                 A hand chosen to wield a path of silence
 
                 
 
                 An eternal life lost of love
 
                 Tortured in words, collector of truths
 
                 Give greed the key to ressurector's debt
 
                 Forge the first step to the black war.
 
                 
 
                 In the city of stone
 
                 The burnt and broken passing of time
 
                 Son of pages turned 
 
                 A life given to spare the soulless queen
 
    
 
                 Unyielding as stone 
 
                 On the eve of extinction
 
                 Harmony sings to love’s lament
 
                 Seek the silence be blinded in light
 
                 
 
                 For when the soulless queen returns
 
                 To stand at the side of Alexidus
 
                 The last child of the mountain
 
                 Will open his eyes and find his path to Harmony
 
    
 
                 Broken sister wounded with grief
 
                 Seek the storm that binds the east
 
                 As forged in blood and tears and ice
 
                 An axe to carve Roedaran’s cask
 
    
 
                 She paused then and unrolled the second scroll.
 
    
 
                 A gaelsend soars above the gap
 
                 As night turns to day
 
                 As day turns to night
 
                 Guiding the forgotten home
 
                 To the mountains of ruin
 
                 To the earth’s white heart
 
                 To stained rocks of corruption
 
                 To Harmony’s last breath
 
                 
 
                 The eve of Beacon’s second light
 
                 Beneath the second tree,
 
                 A balm to sear the blood’s black death
 
                 Shall be taken into his hands
 
    
 
                 Choose twice the weapon of rebirth
 
                 An arrow to claim a warrior’s virtue
 
                 An axe to carve a king’s wisdom
 
                 A hammer to build a tower of peace
 
                 
 
    
 
                 If love is given, then given back
 
                 The last child of the mountain’s cry
 
                 Like rivers flow into silence
 
                 Give voice to the queen of hope
 
                 
 
                 Lead the dirge of forgotten blood
 
                 Through every road, through harrowed pass
 
                 Until at last the silence stands
 
                 And light shines for the forgotten
 
                 
 
                 Whispers of the past reborn
 
                 Within the city of her kin
 
                 Upon the stone that buried fear
 
                 Set free the voice that rides the wind
 
                 
 
                 Beneath two moons
 
                 At ocean’s edge
 
                 Nine virgins bleed
 
                 To call the lord to death
 
                 
 
                 A final stand for all of man
 
                 She stands against the night
 
                 The black war’s shadowed outcome lies
 
                 On the strength of her fallen kin
 
    
 
                 Three men stand on blood soaked earth
 
                 One for immortality twisted and scorned
 
                 One for envy and deception’s throne
 
                 One for greed and resurrection’s stain
 
                 
 
                 Three lands divided by oceans of black
 
                 One throne stands marked with tethered holds
 
                 Come silence and bring the forgotten
 
                 A battle for the soul of man
 
    
 
                 In the heart of creation
 
                 At mountain's surrender
 
                 The black soul of dark deceit 
 
                 Awaits creation’s heart
 
                 
 
                 In the hidden warrens of ancient kings
 
                 Against an army of crimson hate
 
                 Let silence gleam the final seal
 
                 Three must clean the stain
 
    
 
                 When the sky turns red 
 
                 From the blood of the wounded land
 
                 The eyes of the forgotten
 
                 Shall open at last
 
                 
 
                 For darkness can never endure
 
                 As time is said to heal all wounds
 
                 The stain of darkness 
 
                 Will succumb to that which was forgotten
 
                 When he can’t fight
 
                 A warrior will defend him
 
                 When he can’t walk
 
                 The silence will carry him
 
                 When his mind falters
 
                 The past will teach him
 
                 When he can’t hide
 
                 The light will consume him
 
                 When all is lost
 
                 hope will find him
 
                 Eternity will not suffer a blackened soul
 
                 What was lost and forgotten
 
                 Can heal the world
 
                 
 
                 Enaya finished with a deep sigh of satisfaction laced with regret.  Meeting the Librarian and reading the prophecy had been her dream for as long as she could remember.  Its culmination was bittersweet.  
 
                 “Well Lady Relador?  What do you make of it?” Roswell asked eyeing her with an excited grin.
 
                 She looked around at her companions, noting the studied cast on each face.  
 
                 “It is quite vague,” she said with a shrug. “I did find it interesting that it ends with the phrase, ‘can heal the world.’  That doesn’t exactly provide a definitive outcome, does it?””
 
                 “It doesn’t,” Roswell agreed. “This prophecy merely outlines possibilities.  Nothing is written in stone.”
 
                 “You’ve been studying this for a thousand years.  What can you tell us?” Sim asked.
 
                 Roswell reached out and took the first scroll.  He laid it out in the center of the table for all to see.  “The first part is fairly obvious.  It clearly details Desirmor’s rise to power.  The Harven Mountains were known long ago as the White Mountains.  Mist and falls refers to the Castle Alexidus.  The shackled sapphire would be Harmony Alexidus’ sapphire crown.  Then we see this part that speaks of a symbol of peace and a symbol of law.  That is clearly the Alexidus monarchy and the Harvens, and I believe the whispering kin was the last Collora.
 
                 "If Sim’s mother is correct, then Maehril is the silence and the beacon whose birth announced the beginning of the prophecy.  About six month ago an earthquake of enormous power emanated from the Weyrhidan Mountains, leaving behind a canyon sized fissure that revealed an ocean of fresh water hidden beneath the rock.  That water has been pouring down into the Hatherford Waste, which was known many generations ago as the Lancashar Plains.  The waste has been a desert as long as I’ve been alive.  Now it is a lush plain, full of life.  That was when I knew the prophecy had begun.”
 
                 “Those are the plains to the Southeast,” Nehrea seemed to be speaking to herself, sorting through the tangled mess of memories within her head.  “My clan once called those plains home.”
 
                 Roswell nodded in agreement, pleased that she had culled a scrap of information from her past lives.
 
                 “Well even I could have guessed at that first part,” Sim said.  “What about Despot’s blade?  Let's start there.”
 
   “I have always believed that Despot’s blade was a reference to the First Defender.”
 
   “Navan Prianhe.”  Enaya said.
 
   “Yes.  It’s only a guess really, but I believe Sim has to kill him at one of the Queen’s Trees,” Roswell said.
 
                 “What are the Queen’s Trees?” Sim asked, eagerly.
 
                 “My sister’s graves,” Givara said.
 
                 Roswell spoke to an audience of confused faces.  “The Battle of Three Queens was a war between sisters.  The Creator cursed them that day and spoke to each a final word before their souls where taken to purgatory.  Life, virtue, love.  When a queen dies, a tree grows from her grave. I gained my immortality by finding the Tree of Kiellanne, who was the first sister released from purgatory.  I sought her grave only as a matter of documenting history.  When I actually found it, I was astounded by the pure white brilliance of its leaves.  And it bore a fruit the perfect shade of red.  Since I consumed that fruit, I haven’t aged a day.  That’s when I knew that Kiellanne represented life.”  He turned and looked squarely at Givara.  “And which do you represent, Givara?”
 
                 Givara defiantly matched the stares on the faces of everyone in the room.  When she saw Farrus, a fraction of tension drained from her face.  
 
                 “I am love,” she said, as though the words were being pulled from her mouth by force.
 
                 “Givara, you told me you were the last queen left in limbo.”  Enaya said.  “Do you know where to find the second tree?”
 
                 “Aizzesh died for the last time in Merrame.”
 
                 “Merrame?”  Enaya nearly gasped.  “Where?”
 
                 “In a cave on the eastern sea cliff.”
 
    “Where is the tree of Kiellanne?”  Enaya asked.
 
   “In the Dragon’s Teeth,” Roswell answered, with a remorseful glance at his son.
 
   “The fruit of life gave you immortality.  What does virtue give you?” Sim asked.
 
   “No-one can say.  Virtue is within one’s own heart.  What makes a man virtuous can be different for anyone,” Roswell replied.
 
                 “Alright,” Enaya took over for Sim.  She pointed to a specific verse.  “There are many parts that may reveal themselves in time.  But what of this…the shark and the dagger?” 
 
                 Roswell shrugged.  “My best guess is that this references the dagger of Thalson Harvenstrong, the last Harven Chieftain.  The dagger he carried was known amongst the Harvens as the blade of truth.”  
 
                 “Where is the dagger?” Sim asked.
 
                 “Lost long ago, Siminus,” Roswell replied.  “But I have no doubt that it will turn up.”  He leaned over the table and pointed to the next verse. “I believe this refers to me.”
 
                 “An eternal life lost of love?” Enaya asked scanning the parchment.
 
                 “Yes.  However, I’m not sure what it means.  ‘Give greed the key to resurrector's debt, forge the first steps to the black war.’  All I can be sure of is that there is a war coming.  This black war is referred to twice.  And if you’ll notice this line here,” Roswell pointed to the second parchment, “right after the word resurrection makes a second appearance it says ‘three lands divided by oceans of blood.'  I can’t imagine anyone bringing a challenge to Desirmor, but I believe a war is coming.  A war with three parties.  Possibly one army from each of the three major continents.”
 
                 “It says, ‘A gaelsend soars above the gap.’  I think that is about me,” Enaya said.  Roswell crooked an eyebrow inquisitively.  
 
                 “The gaelsend is the sigil of the Relador family,” Givara answered for her.
 
                 “It also speaks of Givara coming to my side, but what of this ‘last child of the mountain’.  I had always assumed that referred to the Harven.  Now I’m not so sure,” Enaya said.
 
                 “To that, my lady, I’m afraid I’m at a loss.”  Roswell told her.  “I also believe that the last child of the mountain may not be Siminus, though it is just as likely that I am misinterpreting these words.  We can’t be sure who it is right now, but if he is out there somewhere, you will eventually cross his path.”
 
                 “What of the Dahara, Master Gracin?” Nehrea leaned forward on the table closely examining the prophecy.
 
                 “Both you and your clan are referred to.  ‘Calling back the stallion carrying the whisper of change.’  I believe references to whispers regard you.  The Collora was called the Whisperer by many people prior to Desirmor’s arrival.”  He guided Nehrea’s gaze to a specific passage.  “You see here:  ‘Whispers of the past reborn, within the city of her kin.’  That is clearly about you.  Your kin would be the Dahara.  You were born in Nal’Dahara.”  Roswell paused and seemed to talk to himself momentarily.  “Actually, I think this passage has already come to pass.  You escaped your life of enslavement and found your calling.”
 
                 Nehrea smiled proudly.  “You may be right, Master Gracin.  Is there anything else I may consider in regards to my clan?”
 
                 “I wish I could tell you something.”  Roswell looked around at everyone sadly.  “I’ve had this prophecy in my possession since the night it was written.  I couldn’t begin to calculate the endless hours I’ve studied its words trying to decipher its hidden meanings.  Sadly, for much of it, we will have to watch the events as they unfold.”
 
                 “What have you uncovered?” Givara asked.  “Surely you can tell us about Roedaran’s cask?”
 
                 Roswell shrugged.  “There are three possibilities that I have uncovered.  The first Roedaran was a wealthy wine maker who lived many ages ago.  The second was a ship that left from Merrame Bay carrying a payload of salt nearly 2oo years ago.  It was bound for Henthe on the Southern Tip of Altrega but never arrived.  It is believed to have sailed too close to the Dragon’s Teeth which means the Vallrykans probably slaughtered everyone aboard.  The last is from a poem that predates the age of the Daikhir.  It tells the tale of an adventurer named Roedaran who was said to have slayed a beast that terrorized a primitive tribe in the land of ice and snow.  In exchange for the beast’s head, Roedaran was given the hand of the chief’s daughter.  It is a somewhat scandalous tale.  You see Roedaran is said to have taken the young girl's virtue and then tried sneaking off.  The tribe hunted and captured him, then burned him as a sacrifice to their God.”
 
                 “Which of these seems most likely?” Enaya asked.
 
                 “Any of the three, my Lady,” Roswell conceded. 
 
                 “But surely you have an opinion?” Enaya persisted.
 
                 Roswell shook his head in defeat.  “They are only three possibilities.  It is just as possible that none of these is the answer.
 
                 “Well that’s helpful,” Sim said sarcastically.
 
                 “I told you only that you may see the prophecy.  I never offered you the answers to its riddles.”  
 
                 “So what do we do next, Enaya?” Sim asked.
 
                 Enaya sat back and folded her hands across the waistline of her green riding dress.  She dismally regarded the stained and frayed fabric.  Not too long ago, she would have been aghast at the condition of her appearance.  Her hair felt matted and oily.  Her boots were worn and caked with spots of dried mud.  There was a sharp smell that had taunted her ever since she dismounted from Fallastar’s back.  Now she was certain that smell was her own poorly maintained hygiene.  
 
                 “If Master Gracin is willing to consent, I think we should rest for a couple of days,” she sighed, watching Roswell hopefully.
 
                 He stood and offered her a deep bow.  “Not only do I consent, Lady Relador, I insist.  You may stay as long as you wish.”
 
                 “A day or two will have to suffice.  We are hunted by Navan Prianhe,” Enaya told him.
 
                 Roswell hissed through his teeth, “I shouldn’t be surprised.  Desirmor always sets his hound out to do his dirty work.”
 
                 “I’m with you Enaya,” Farrus grunted.  “Better to keep moving.  If we linger anywhere for too long, he’s liable to catch our scent.”
 
                 “How long has he been tracking you?” Roswell’s concern was growing quickly.  His eyes seemed to wander to the cabin’s windows.
 
                 “I saw him beneath my window the night before my parents were killed.”  Sim’s words were bitter.
 
                 “He almost had us in Carleton, but Sim took care of him,” Farrus said.
 
                 “We should have killed him.  We were careless,” Givara spat.
 
                 “There was no time to follow up, Givara,” Enaya frowned.  “The local guard was arriving.”
 
                 Givara stared at her crossly.  She still held herself responsible.  Givara believed it had been her own failure that day.  Though Enaya had reassured her several times that Prianhe’s sword skills were legendary, Givara still felt that she should have won the duel.
 
                 “What did you do to him Sim?”  Roswell inquired.
 
                 “He used his power to lift him into the air and threw him against a wall,” Farrus answered for him.
 
                 “Prianhe was unconscious when the Trevloc took off,” Sim added. 
 
                 “When we escaped from the Governor’s palace in Nal’Dahara, Prianhe was there,” Enaya said.
 
                 “Desirmor must have sent a traveler to aid him,” Roswell mused.
 
                 “Farrus…,” Sim seemed to compress a thought.  “That half-man we fought in the alley.  When he disappeared like that?  He was a traveler, wasn’t he?”
 
                 Farrus rubbed a thumb along the scar that split the left side of his face.  “That might just have been a coincidence.”
 
                 Sim raised a skeptical brow.  “Really?  After everything that has happened to us, you want to dismiss that as a coincidence?”
 
                 “What half-man?” Enaya sat upright sharply.
 
                 “A Turk.  A trivarial Turk,” Farrus answered.
 
                 Enaya met Givara’s intense stare.  They both knew immediately who Farrus and Sim were talking about.  Baneur Deuseau.  No coincidence.  
 
                 “What?  You look like you know something,” Sim asked.
 
                 “I met a Turk named Baneur Deuseau at the bank in Nal’Dahara.  He knew my father.  There was something strange about that little man.  Something off.”
 
                 “He is one of Desirmor’s spies,” Givara said.
 
                 “We saw him leaving the Governor’s palace, sometime before noon,” Farrus said intently.  “We followed him and confronted him in an alley.  He tried to burn us, but Sim threw up a wall of water.”
 
                 “Don’t forget about the men,” Sim added.
 
                 “Right.  First we were attacked by a few soldiers.  After we cut them down, the Turk turned to his power.  Thing is…when he realized Sim was no easy meat, he disappeared and so did the bodies of those soldiers.  We couldn’t figure out where they had even come from.  It was like some kind of an illusion.”
 
                 “Sounds like we have an Augraman on our hands,” Roswell said.  
 
                 “What’s that?” Sim asked.
 
                 “An elite unit of spies and assassins.  Desirmor doesn’t just kill any Trival that shows some real skill.  He binds them with a spell of compulsion.  Augramen tend to be Trivals with multiple talents.  The strongest of the strong,” Roswell explained.  Then he shook his head.  “Strange though.  Turks rarely show any ability with the power.  I would be weary of this one.  Something doesn’t smell right, there.”
 
                 
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Baneur Deuseau slid back away from the cabin.  He had hidden himself beneath a window where he had a good view of the group gathered for dinner.  Most importantly, he was able to clearly see Nehrea.  
 
                 Longing knotted a pit in his stomach.  His chest heaved in an effort to regulate the breaths that had been stolen by her beauty.  He was tortured in her presence.  
 
                 On hand and knee, he slithered several feet back.  When he was confident he was beyond the realm of detection, Baneur rose to his feet and began a brisk walk toward the army encampment, about a league to the north.  Traveling would have been easier, but his mind was a tumult of static emotions.  He needed to walk.  Using your own two feet had a way of forcing you to face your problems.  A long walk would do him good.
 
                 She had been holding that boy’s hand.  That one thought swelled like waves of irrationality in his mind.  They had kissed even.  They had kissed.
 
                 Nehrea Alla’Dushura was his.  She belonged to him.  She would be with him or she would be with no-one.  
 
                 Something had changed about her.  He noticed it immediately.  It was in her eyes, the way she stood and walked.  Confidence?  He had been certain that Governor Cantor had raped and beaten the confidence out of her.  Baneur had fallen in love with the broken flower that she had been during her indenture to the Governor.  Perhaps it would be enjoyable beating her back into submission.
 
                 What was all that nonsense about a prophecy, he wondered, trying to think of something other than his unrequited love.  They had spoken at length about things that Baneur didn’t understand.  
 
                 He needed to contact his master right away.  The king’s name had been mentioned.  Did these fools truly believe they were capable of destroying his master?  It seemed to be their purpose.
 
                 He reached into the pocket on the inside of his black cloak and fished out his calling stone.  With his dagger he nipped the tip of a finger and squeezed until a drop of blood glistened in the soft moonlight.  Just as he was about to smear the blood over the surface of the flat black rock, he paused.  A battle waged in his mind.  A conundrum.  If he called upon his master and reported his findings, it was likely the king would come to handle the situation personally.  Baneur knew very little about the Harvens, but he knew it was a subject of grave importance to his master.  He knew that Prianhe and Thorl had been hunting a specific Harven for some time.  The problem Baneur faced was the fate of his own true love.  If his master came, they would all die.  His master was merciless.  The spell of compulsion that at times felt like ropes pulling him endlessly like a marionette, pushed his bloody finger toward the stone.  But his undying love for Nehrea pulled it back.  
 
                 If he waited a day, he could take Nehrea himself.  All he had to do was get his hands on her, and then he could bring her anywhere he liked -- anywhere in the world.  Somewhere no-one would ever find her.  Prianhe would take care of the rest of the criminals, and the King would be satisfied.  He didn’t need to know about Nehrea.  Why should he even care about some meaningless palace whore?
 
                 Baneur wiped the blood away on his cloak and put the calling stone away.  The night was still young.  He needed to begin bringing in soldiers, fortifying the numbers to ensure that nothing went wrong the next morning.  The criminals would be caught and put to death.  Nehrea Alla’Dushura would be his.  
 
                 Baneur licked his lips, opened himself up to his power and made the first of what would be nearly one hundred trips that night.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Nine:  Dark Clouds
 
    
 
    
 
                 Jerron yawned deeply and stretched.  With the back of his hands he wiped moisture from his eyes and looked around.  Peters stood on one end of the trail, Cano on the other.  After two nights in the forest, he had finally gotten a little sleep.  
 
                 The first night had been horrible.  Besieged early on by creatures that seemed to be made of wood, no-one had slept in the aftermath.  They had sat together, tightly huddled around a small camp fire until light first began to show through the thick forest canopy.  Despite a strong pace, fueled by fear, they had been unable to make it through the forest and eventually were forced to camp in the trail.
 
                 Same as the first night, their camp was attacked by all manner of dark creatures.  First there had been at least a dozen rovers.  With the sudden appearance of white light shining from Cano’s dagger acting as a signal of danger, they had been able to overcome the attacks without Maehril’s help.  Jerron’s axe had tasted the flesh of four of the gruesome beasts.
 
                 Next came a swarm of Purro Bats.  There were so many, and they moved so quickly that Maehril had been forced to react.  The exertion had weakened her greatly, but she managed to thwart the threat with only Mueller taking an injury.  The veteran guardsman had refused healing despite Maehril’s objections, and carried on with nasty gashes on his left shoulder and neck.  
 
                 Then just before morning a new evil arrived to test their strength.  No-one had a name for the hideous creatures that swung down from the trees with arms longer than their bodies and teeth that could have sawed through wood.  All of the horses were killed and dragged away into the darkness of the forest.  Hartsohn had nearly died, but Maehril had enough strength left to restore him, and aid in the camp’s defense.  Jerron had killed two of those beasts, taking only a gash beneath his ribs in the battle.  
 
                 Now the light of morning was starting to peak down around their camp in the trail.  Two days and two nights in the forest had taken its toll on everyone.  The mood of the group was tired, gloomy and on edge.  Peters snapped at anyone who spoke to him.  Hartsohn had taken to grunting as a form of communication.  Mueller barely spoke at all.  
 
                 They needed desperately to get to the other side of the forest and walk once more in the full warmth of the sun.  The gloom of the forest had begun to infect them and Jerron secretly feared that if they stayed much longer it would break them as well.  It was certainly breaking him.
 
                 Since the first night he had carried the pain of his parent's murder through the stifling darkness of the forest.  He fought every moment to contain the sobs that threatened to crack the rigid foundation he had built around his emotions.  Only Maehril knew what he held inside.  He could feel her eyes on him constantly.  Sympathy poured from her, filling the air.  From anyone else, Jerron would have resented the pity, but from Maehril, he felt only reassurance and compassion.  It was the only thing holding him together.
 
                 “On your feet!” Peters shouted. 
 
                 Jerron slowly stood and looked around.  Creaking bones and exaggerated yawns broke the dark silence of the trees that surrounded them on either side.  Jerron looked ahead hopefully for some sign that the trail was coming to an end, but all he could see were trees.  They grew so thickly, right on top of each other.  It was suffocating.
 
                 He felt a small hand on his back, rubbing him gently.  “Good morning, Maehril,” he said without having to turn around.  
 
                 “What’s so good about it?” Peters snapped harshly.
 
                 Jerron didn’t like the dark look in the guardsman’s eyes.  Peters was descending into madness.  He had the look of a rabid dog.
 
                 “We’re still alive,” Jerron answered, fingering the hilt of his axe.  
 
                 Peters eyes watched Jerron’s cautionary gesture.  He spat on the side of the trail, snarled, and said nothing.  
 
                 “We need to keep an eye on that one,” Cano whispered.
 
                 “We need to get out of this God forsaken place,” Jerron replied, warily.
 
                 With no horses left, they worked their way down the trail on foot.  Mueller took the lead, a silent figure setting a fast pace.  Cano went second followed by Jerron and Maehril.  Hartsohn and Peters guarded the flank.  They moved with the taciturn sullenness of a funeral procession.  No-one spoke.  No-one had anything to say.  
 
                 For hours they walked the thin trail.  Jerron had begun to feel as if there were something behind them, following in the shadows.  He looked over his shoulder constantly, scanning the forest.  Rationality told him it was the foreboding sense of the Imperial squadron closing the gap in their hunt.  Intuition told him it was something else.  Something dark.  
 
                 Maehril seemed to sense it too.  Worry crested her thin eyebrows and set into her hazel eyes.  A few times Jerron caught her looking back as well.  
 
                 “Do you feel it too?” he asked her.
 
                 He didn’t need to elaborate on his question.  She nodded tensely.  
 
                 “What are ya talking bout?” Cano asked.
 
                 “There’s something following us,” Jerron said.
 
                 “What?” Cano asked.
 
                 Jerron turned up his hands and shrugged.  “Something.  I’ve been feeling it all morning.  Maehril feels it too.”
 
                 Cano glared around at the trees.  He pulled his knife out of his belt sheath and inspected the blade expecting to see a white glow.  The blade was plain.  Cano took a minute to contemplate what that meant, before returning it to its sheath.  “Stay on yer toes, boy.”
 
                 More time passed and still the trail dragged on with no end in sight.  Jerron vigilantly watched their sides and back.  After a time he began to understand what he was feeling.  Behind them, the forest was getting darker.  Like an illusion, the shadows around them seemed to move.  The trees appeared to edge in, leaning toward them, closing off the trail in steady increments.  
 
                 Abruptly, Mueller ordered them to stop.  Something was blocking the trail up ahead.  A large black form lay motionless.  Jerron craned his neck trying to make it out.  It looked to be some kind of animal.
 
                 “Peters,” Mueller ordered with a harsh whisper, “come with me.  The rest of you stay back.”
 
                 Peters pushed through to Mueller’s side, and the two men cautiously closed the gap.  Cano had his dagger in his hand and couldn’t resist the urge to follow them.  Jerron slid closer to Maehril, reaching back with his hand to make sure she was there.  The panic he felt slid away in an instant when he felt her small hand take his in a tight grip.  
 
                 “It’s a horse,” Peters called out.
 
                 “It’s your horse, Jerron,” Mueller added.
 
                 “It is.  It’s Starcryer,” Cano cried out.  “Damned shifty beast must have met his end.”
 
                 “Doesn’t make sense,” Peters was kneeling down inspecting the lifeless horse.  “I can’t find a wound anywhere.  And he’s still warm.”
 
                 “Is he breathing?” Mueller asked.
 
                 “My dagger…” Cano suddenly said as the blade burst into light.
 
                 A sound like air being sucked into a vacuum suddenly filled the forest around them.  A dark mist, like a shadow with substance, rose up from the ground.  Jerron instinctively fell on top of Maehril while the others stood agape.  The mist swirled above them growing larger and blacker.  The trees along the trail seemed to move back, giving it room to enlarge.  Then it shot like an arrow at the horse in the trail.  It absorbed into Starcryers flesh and disappeared.  
 
                 For a moment it felt as if the threat had passed.  Jerron stood, offering his hand to pull Maehril to her feet.  Looks of fear were exchanged among the group.  
 
                 Then the horse's body began to move and twitch.  Its hair ignited in flames burning down to its flesh.  The exposed skin started to bubble and expand.  A mutation began.  What had been Jerron’s horse was slowly transforming into a dark horror.  The hoofs formed into clawed hands attached to long muscular arms and legs.  Wings sprung from its back, stretching out wide, a canvas of black membrane slung over bone.  It stood on its new legs, a blood chilling cry releasing from its mutating jaw.  
 
                 Jerron put his arm out to keep Maehril behind him, and pulled his axe from his belt loop.  Horns like a ram's, black as a sky without moons, topped Starcryer’s head finishing its conversion. He stared the beast right in its cold black eyes.  For all of its transformation, the eyes still belonged to his horse, and Jerron would swear that he could see sadness there.  Or was it self-loathing?
 
                 Starcryer reached out with one of his new arms and pointed at Cano.  It roared a guttural shriek with such force that Mueller and Peters, standing closest, fell backwards.  
 
                 A song, like a choir of a million children lifting their voices to the heavens, broke the panic.  Jerron looked back at Maehril and fell to his knees.  She was bathed in white light, beaming from her eyes, her mouth, and her fingertips.  She was floating above the ground. 
 
                 A ray of light, pure as fresh snow, tore from her outstretched hands aimed lethally at Starcryer.  The dark beast managed to dodge the attack, jumping into the air and soaring with impossible speed into the canopy above.  Maehril followed his flight, lacing beam after beam at Starcryer.  But her power continuously missed its mark.  Starcryer darted and weaved through the branches above, too quick to be struck.
 
                 In all of the commotion, Jerron realized that he had been dazzled by Maehril’s brilliant display of power.  Slowly though, he understood that she was failing.  To stop Starcryer, it would take muscle and steel.
 
                 “Stop her Cano!” he screamed at the old sailor who was watching the spectacle with an open jaw.  
 
                 Cano came to his senses, shaking his head and looking around as if he’d been under a spell.  
 
                 “Stop her!” Jerron screamed again.  “She can’t keep this up.  We may need her still.”
 
                 Cano seemed to understand.  At a run he dove at Maehril, taking her down in his arms, then covering her eyes with his gnarled, bony hands.  Immediately the light that surrounded her wavered and died.  Cano took her in his arms and cradled her as she swooned wearily in and out of consciousness.  The old man was careful to keep his dagger clear and his eyes on the beast above.
 
                 “What manner of evil is this?” Hartsohn asked, aghast.  
 
                 Starcryer could tell that Maehril was spent and swooped down at them.  Peters charged and met the beast in the air just as Cano rolled Maehril off to the side.  Jerron saw Peters sword flash and catch a taste of flesh.  Black blood sprayed Peters face before he was flung viciously to the side, crashing with lethal force into a tree beside the trail.  The young guardsman fell in a heap and lay still.
 
                 Starcryer stood and faced Cano, once again roaring its shrill battle cry.  Jerron and Hartsohn charged next.  Hartsohn led with his sword, arriving a step ahead of Jerron.  Starcryer swung an arm and backhanded the soldier, sending him sailing into a tree just like Peters.  
 
                 Jerron didn’t hesitate.  He dove and brought his axe down into Starcryers leg before it had a chance to recover from its attack on Hartsohn.  Blood, thick and black, spouted from the gash, and Starcryer fell to its side, crying out in pain.  Jerron made a move to swing again, but his axe had become embedded into the bone in Starcryer’s leg.  He frantically pulled at his axe as Mueller came over his back, a sword strike aimed at Starcryer’s chest.  The beast caught Mueller by his blade arm and diverted the blow.  Then he picked Mueller up and heaved him down the path.  The old guardsman landed roughly on the trail, nearly thirty feet away.
 
                 Jerron made one last frenzied attempt to free his axe.  Then Starcryer’s hands closed around his chest and lifted him into the air.  The beast brought Jerron up to its face and sniffed him from his waist up.  Jerron gagged on its hot breath.  He looked right into Starcryer’s black lifeless eyes knowing what was about to happen.  The beast opened its jaw wide and moved to rip off Jerron’s head.  
 
                 Just as the teeth closed in around him and Jerron closed his eyes to accept his cruel, gruesome death, the beast screamed and dropped him.  Jerron landed hard on the trail at its feet and looked up.  Cano had thrust his blade into Starcryer’s ribs.  Maehril held his other hand, and white light surrounded them both, igniting their eyes, filtering into the blade.  From the wound a network of white light, like a spider’s web, formed and spread across Starcryer’s torso, then to it’s arms, legs and head.  With a final cry of pain, an explosion of light ripped the creature apart, scattering remains in an arc over the trees that surrounded the trail.  
 
                 Jerron lay on his back, staring at Maehril and Cano with utter astonishment.  He tried to force himself to breathe, to overcome the paralyzing sensation of being within an inch of your life.  Jerron watched unable to move as the light faded from Maehril and Cano and the two fell against each other on the ground right next to him.  
 
                 For awhile, they lay there, all three on their backs catching their breath.  Slowly Cano sat up and reached for his dagger which lay beside him on the trail.  He looked it over, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
                 Maehril sat up slowly as well.  She looked around weakly.  When she was certain that Jerron and Cano were alright, she got to her feet and wobbled unsteadily toward Mueller.  Jerron rose and took her by the arm, helping her along to the old soldier.  They found him alive, but barely conscious.  His eyes fluttered in his head as they called his name.  Then Maehril drew from her power, what little was left, and poured it into Mueller.  It took only moments, but he suddenly sat up and took stock of the situation. 
 
                 Jerron could feel Maehril’s weakness as she struggled to her feet and moved toward Hartsohn.  She had barely made it several steps when her legs gave out.  Jerron took her in his arms, still shaking from the adrenaline of the fight, and carried her the rest of the way to Hartsohn.  Sadly the poor man was dead.  His back had been broken and blood poured from his mouth.  Tears stained Maehril’s cheeks as Jerron turned to bring her to check on Peters.  
 
                 They walked back across the trail and inspected the woods, but could not find the young man’s body.  Cano and Mueller came and joined them in the search.  They found a tree stained with blood, both black and red, but Peters was nowhere to be found.
 
                 “This doesn’t make sense,” Mueller was shaking his head.  The old soldier knelt down by the bloody tree inspecting the ground.  “There are tracks here.  Peters tracks, I’m sure of it.  They lead off into the forest.  Where did he go?”
 
                 “I saw him hit that tree,” Cano said, peering into the forest’s depths.  “No way he could’ve survived that.”
 
                 Mueller nodded in agreement.  He stood and followed Peters' tracks a few steps into the forest.  “Peters!” he called out.  “Peters!”
 
                 Cano joined him, calling the young guardsman’s name.  Neither man was willing to venture any deeper into the woods though.
 
                 “We can’t just leave him out there,” Jerron said.  He readied his axe and made a move for the forest.  Maehril grabbed his arm and stopped him.  “We can’t leave him, Maehril.  Not here,” Jerron implored her.
 
                 Exhaustion was plain on Maehril’s face, but she shook her head adamantly.  She didn’t want Jerron to follow. 
 
                 Jerron searched her eyes, trying to find a reason that she would abandon the man to the darkness of forest.  She gave him nothing but steadfast insistence that the cause was lost.
 
                 Suddenly Cano was at his side with a bony hand on his shoulder.  “Peters is lost, my boy.  Lost to the darkness that rules this place.”
 
                 “But we can find him,” Jerron pleaded.  “We have to try.”
 
                 “Ya don’t understand, Jerron,” Cano looked him right in the eye.  “The darkness already has him.  He’s gone.”
 
                 Jerron wanted to call the old sailor a coward.  He wanted to tell Maehril the same thing.  How could they leave him to die?  Then Maehril stepped forward and took his face in her tiny, soft hands.  She commanded his attention, implored him to see what he was missing.  
 
   He understood.  Peters had become possessed by the same evil that had claimed Starcryer.  That evil had used Peters as a vessel to flee.  He was beyond rescue.
 
                 “How did you know, Cano?” Jerron asked, feeling as though all of the emotions he had bottled up inside might explode.
 
                 “Maehril knows,” Cano answered quietly, compassionately.  “Sometimes I feel as if I know jest what she’s thinking.  And jest now, I understood.  She’s the light, my boy.  In matters of darkness, we must trust her, always.”
 
                 “Maehril is right,” Mueller said.  He gave the small girl a fond look.  It was the first smile Jerron had seen on the man’s face in days.
 
                 Maehril went back to Hartsohn’s body and knelt down.  She laid her hands over him, and an aura of white light shone from her body.  Hartsohn erupted in white flames, burning like a cocoon around his body.  It was a controlled cremation.  In moments the former guardsman was nothing but ash.  When the flames had died out, Maehril went back to the trail.  
 
                 “Why didn’t you bury him?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “If she buried him, his spirit would have been trapped within the darkness of this place.  The flames released his spirit to the air,” Cano answered.
 
                 “So what now?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “We continue moving forward,” Mueller stepped back down onto the trail.  He looked east as though he could see an end, however far it might be.  “We will always be pursued.  We will always court danger.   It is the mantle that we must bear if we are to hold true to our oaths to protect her.  People will die.  We have lost enough, to be sure, and in the end any of we three may meet an end as gruesome as our companions.  But we will continue pushing forward.  Until Desirmor breathes his last cursed breath, and a true king sits upon the throne of Fandrall, we will push forward, and we will fight.”
 
                 Mueller turned from them and began to walk down the trail.  Cano gave Jerron a wink, then followed.  Maehril took Jerron’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  A smile lit her face.  Jerron smiled back, but he knew that Maehril was wearing a mask.  He had witnessed her capacity for love first hand when she had buried the two dead soldiers back at the fishing hole.  She carried every death like a wound across her heart.  He knew she was in pain.  Peters, Hartsohn and Cressler had died for her.  That was no small sacrifice.  
 
                 As they continued their way down the trail, with Jerron taking the flank this time, he thought back to that first night when they’d forced fruit down her throat and brought her back to consciousness.  One of the first things Ol’ Yennit had asked her was about her parents.  They were killed by the Blood Lord.  She knew his pain.  Desirmor had made them both orphans.  Cano’s wife and daughter had been killed by the Imperial army as well.  And Mueller.  The veteran soldier was a man of few words, and rarely spoke of himself, but Jerron had heard things about him.  Rumor held around the estate that Mueller’s father had been forced into slavery after falling ill.  It was said that he was beaten to death by a slave master on his first day in the fields.  Perhaps that was the reason for each man to choose such a dangerous path in life.  The pain of losing a loved one, of not being there to protect them was a powerful motivator.  Maehril offered redemption.  Jerron could understand that for Cano and Mueller.  He had made his own choice freely.  At least he thought he had a few days earlier.  Now, as he watched Maehril’s back, he thought not only of his murdered parents, but of all of his people.  If he was the last Massoniel, then the burden of redemption rode on his shoulders.  And he could feel the weight pressing him down.  Always pressing.
 
                 Tired as they were, Mueller kept them moving at a fast pace.  Just when Jerron was certain they would have to spend another night camped in the darkness of the forest, the smell of the ocean caught his nose.  Up ahead the trees began to thin out until they could feel the warmth of the late day sun shining down upon their shoulders.  Seeing the beach in the distance, the gentle break of the ocean surf, gave them all a tremendous feeling of relief.  They had outlasted the darkness of that cursed forest.  For the first time in days, it felt as if they had a chance.
 
                 With the sun setting to their right as they worked their way south, Mueller chose a spot on the beach to make camp.  Cano dove out into the ocean, and Jerron could have sworn he felt his friend’s joy.  Maehril dove in as well, basking in the cool water, floating leisurely on her back.  Jerron and Mueller watched them swim for awhile, glad to have at least one moment of freedom and pleasure after so many fraught filled nights.
 
                 “Let's gather some wood for a fire,” Mueller told him.
 
                 There was driftwood scattered all over the beach.  It didn’t take them long to gather enough.  Just as the sun set completely, Mueller got the fire working and Cano came in from the ocean with two large blue fish.  He expertly cleaned them and cut out four large fillets.  Using his years of experience with beach camping, the leathery old sailor found some flat rocks to set close to the fire that acted like pans.  It wasn’t long before the hot rocks had sufficiently cooked the fillets.  
 
                 It had been more than a day since Jerron’s last meal.  Sucking the juices from his fingers, Jerron thought to himself that he had never tasted anything better.  
 
                 “Don’t ya worry none, ya fat toad,” Cano reassured him with a wide grin.  “I can hear that belly of yers howling like a wolf.  I’ll get us some more to eat at first light.”
 
                 Jerron let the insults slide.  He was still ravenously hungry, but the fillet would hold him for the night. 
 
                 Cano asked to take the first watch.  He wanted to wake up early enough to fish for some breakfast.  Jerron told Mueller he’d take the second watch.  He figured that Mueller needed an uninterrupted sleep after the beating he’d taken that afternoon.  Jerron was tired, but his body felt good.  Somehow, despite all of the attacks the last few days, he’d managed to remain in decent condition.  The cut in the left side of his ribcage was sore, but it was nothing he couldn’t handle.  
 
                 He lay in the sand beside the fire watching the stars glimmer in the sky.  It was comforting to see stars after days within that pitch black forest.  Maehril came over and nestled in next to him.  She rested her head on the crook of his arm and pressed her back against his side.  After a moment, she looked back at him.  Her eyes held an invitation to hold her.  
 
                 Jerron had never lain like this with a girl before, and he suddenly became anxious and acutely aware of all of his faults.  He smelled awful.  It had been a few days since his last bath.  His shirt was still damp from a day of sweating on the trail, and his face felt like his mother had massaged his skin with strips of slick bacon.  
 
                 Maehril noted his hesitation.  She turned over and grabbed his free arm, then pulled him over her into a spooning position.  Jerron could feel her gently twisting in the sand to get comfortable.  In just a few minutes she became still and her breathing became measured and soft.
 
                 Jerron lay there with an expression of panic on his face.  He looked across the fire and saw Mueller soundly asleep.  Then his eyes drifted up, and he caught sight of Cano grinning widely at him.  He gave the fishman a sour look, and Cano laughed and turned away walking off into the darkness to keep an eye on the forest.  
 
                 Maehril’s hair smelled of the sea.  Its wiry wildness tickled his chin and nose, but he didn’t mind.  The longer he lay there holding her in his arms, the less conscious he became of himself.  Emotion flooded into his pores as though it were being absorbed through Maehril.  When he thought of his parents, he only thought of all of the good memories.  He closed his eyes and thought of his home on the outskirts of Yennit’s estate.  His mouth salivated as he remembered the smell of his mother's bacon and eggs, or a roasted fowl with all the trimmings at supper.  His ears filled with the sound of his father’s laughter, a full-bellied resonance that could infect a room, daring anyone around not to join in on the fun.  Before he knew it, tears were streaming down his face.  He tried to contain the sobs, to grieve in silence, and for a time it worked.  
 
                 Then Maehril woke up and turned around.  Her eyes looked up into his, sharing his pain.  With a delicate thumb, she wiped away the tears on either side of his face.  It only made his tears come stronger.  She pulled him into a tight embrace, filling him with reassurance and love.  A voice called to him from far away, like a whisper in the darkness.  You‘re stronger than you think, it told him over and over.  It said that he had been chosen because he alone was equal to this calling.  When at last the tears were spent, he looked at Maehril and whispered “Thank you.”
 
                 She smiled sweetly and kissed his cheek.  Then she rolled back over and quickly fell back asleep.  Jerron soon drifted off to sleep as well.  That night a single dream held his mind.  He walked along a sun drenched beach hand-in-hand with a woman in white.  He couldn’t remember her face, nor much of what was said, but he did remember one thing.  The beach led to a mountain that loomed far ahead in the distance.  He knew that it was his destination and that she was leading him there safely.  And through it all, she had called him “child”.
 
                 When Cano woke him with a gentle tap on his shoulder, Jerron felt as if he’d slept for days.  It had only been a few hours, four at best, yet he felt completely invigorated.  Cano took up a spot close to Maehril and in no time at all, filled the night air with his incessant snoring.
 
                 Jerron stalked the camp's perimeter with his axe in his hand, but he was unable to stay focused.  As his eyes strained to see in the darkness, mindful always of the forest a distance away, his thoughts kept going back to Maehril, and to the dream. 
 
                 It was that voice.  The voice that filled his head during Maehril’s embrace.  It was the same voice he remembered from his dream of a woman in white guiding him to that mountain.  He was a simple man, never one for deep, complex thinking.  When he looked at a problem, he always saw two sides - black and white.  But he understood explicitly that every problem had a middle ground, or gray area.  The question that beset him as he paced around the camp was one of divinity.  Had he just spoken with the Creator?  And if so, what did that mean for Maehril?
 
                 Cano was certain that despite her objections, Maehril was the Creator made flesh.  He had told Jerron without too much elaboration that Maehril had healed him, body and mind.  Cano believed she had cleansed him of his past sins, and through her, he could finally forgive himself.  
 
                 Jerron hadn’t understood any of it at the time.  Now he felt differently.  For the last few days, he had silently been at war with himself, both accepting the blame for his parent's murder and trying to accept that had he been there, he likely would be dead as well.  Despite the two-sided argument, he understood that there was a gray area there too.  If he had been there with his parents, at least he could have given his life defending them.  At least he could have died with honor and a clear conscience.  
 
                 What burdened him now was the idea that he didn’t have a choice.  When he met Cano in the road that day, was his parents’ death already a given?  Was fate pulling him toward a greater calling?  The mountain in his dream, loomed in his mind.  That had been the Creator.  He was certain of that.  She had been guiding him to that mountain.  For what purpose?  What did she need him to do?
 
                 Before he knew it, Mueller was awake and telling him it was time to get some rest.  Jerron didn’t want to go back to sleep, but Mueller was insistent.  This time, Jerron took a spot across the fire from Maehril.  He didn’t want to have any more troubled dreams.  He didn’t want anything more to think about.
 
                 He awoke to a pastel sky, with the first sliver of sun breaking the horizon.  Cano already had several lobsters on a spit, roasting above the fire.  Jerron had never tasted lobster.  They were difficult to catch and expensive.  
 
                 He sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  Maehril watched him from across the fire with a strange expression on her face.  She seemed to study him as if she were unaware that he was awake and looking right at her.  
 
                 “Ya smell like a pig that jest rolled around in scat,” Cano told him.  “I can hardly cook these lobsters with yer infernal stink turning my stomach.”
 
                 Jerron rolled his eyes.  “What do you want me to do about it, Fishman?”
 
                 “Well fer starters, ya could go take a quick dip in the ocean.  Ya might kill every last fish unlucky enough to be swimming near the shore, but the salt water would do ya some good.”
 
                 Jerron just shook his head and grinned.  Cano tended to have a sharper tongue in the mornings.  “How long until we eat?”
 
                 “Long enough fer ya to have a good soak.”
 
                 Jerron trotted down to the shore.  There wasn’t a lot of cover for him to remove his clothes.  He lifted his arm and took a whiff.  Cano wasn’t kidding.  He smelled terrible.  Though he didn’t want to start his day in soaking wet clothing, he figured it was better than stinking all day.  Removing only his boots and socks, Jerron waded out until he was nearly waist deep.  The surf was light, with barely any undertow, but he still wasn’t a confident swimmer.  He let himself slide down into the water, sitting on the bottom with only his head above the surface. 
 
                  It felt wonderful.  The water was perfect and refreshing.  Jerron used Cano’s teachings and held his nose when he went under the water.  When he resurfaced, he rubbed his hands through his hair, vigorously scrubbing out the dirt and grease.  Then he made a point of working his hands all over his body.  He wasn’t sure how clean he was getting, but he felt much better.  
 
                 When he came in, dripping wet, and took a seat by the glowing embers of the dwindling fire, Cano was waiting with a big fat lobster.
 
                 “Tear off the tail, and the claws.  That’s where the sweet meat’s at,” Cano told him.  “No. No.  Yer doing it all wrong.  Use yer blade to dig out the flesh.”
 
                 Jerron did as Cano instructed, using his belt knife to dig out the large piece of tail flesh.  It tasted amazing.  
 
                 They didn't dally for long, eating breakfast quickly before setting out.  Mueller was careful to cover up their tracks, burying the charred embers and smoothing out the sand.  
 
                 They walked through the grassy field that separated the forest from the beach and worked their way south.  About an hour in, they came to an old road, overgrown but still visible.  It made the walking easier, and Jerron began to feel as if they were starting to make time.  
 
                 “What was with all that weeping last night?” Cano asked just past noontime.
 
                 “It was nothing,” Jerron answered dismissively.
 
                 In the sky above, storm clouds were rolling in from the ocean.  On the eastern horizon, the clouds looked dark and heavy.  Jerron knew they’d be camping in a heavy rain that night.
 
                 “Don’t ya give me that, boy,” Cano persisted.  He eyed Maehril and Mueller who walked together several steps ahead.  “Something happened to ya, and I want ya to know that I’m a friend.  Could be a long time till ya see yer dear Ma and Pa again.  Doesn’t hurt to have someone around ya can trust.”
 
                 Jerron didn’t want to talk about it, but he knew Cano could understand the kind of pain he was feeling.  Actually, he realized, Cano did understand.  He had been out to sea when his wife and daughter were murdered.  Just like Jerron, Cano wished he had been there to protect them, but fate had chosen a different path.
 
                 “My parents are dead,” Jerron said with a shrug of his wide shoulders.  Saying it didn’t hurt nearly as much as he thought it would.
 
                 Cano nodded sadly.  “I was figuring as much.  Desirmor likes to make examples of people.  Jest like my wife and little girl.  How do ya know fer certain?”
 
                 “Maehril told me,” Jerron said, watching her back as she walked.  She had such a quiet way of walking, with her arms held close.  It seemed as though her feet glided across the ground.
 
                 “She would know,” Cano clicked his teeth.
 
                 “It just all hit me last night, you know?  Peters and Hartsohn.  Cressler.  So much death.  And then me too.  That thing in the trail was about to rip my head off.  I was sure it was over.”  He paused and swallowed hard, feeling a swell of emotion catching in his throat.  “When Maehril cuddled up against me…I don’t know how to describe it.  This feeling came over me.”
 
                 “Aye lad.  I know that feeling well.  She got to me that first morning.  Cried my damn eyes out like ya never seen,” Cano explained.
 
                 Jerron dropped his voice to a whisper.  “I heard a voice, Cano.  In my head when she hugged me.”  Cano’s eyes widened in acknowledgement.  “You’ve heard it too, haven’t you?” Jerron asked.
 
                 “That first morning I spent with her, she hugged me.  I swear to ya boy, I heard my wife calling to me from the heavens,” Cano told him.
 
                 “What did it say to you?” 
 
                 “It told me to fergive myself,” Cano’s voice cracked.
 
                 “It told me that I’m stronger than I think,” Jerron said.  “Do you think it was the Creator?”
              “Aye, my boy.  I’m sure of it,” Cano wiped at his eyes.
 
                 “I had a dream last night too,” Jerron continued to keep his voice low.  “A woman in a white dress was walking me down a beach to a mountain.”
 
                 “Is that it?” Cano frowned.
 
                 Jerron nodded, “What do you think that means?”
 
                 “Damned if I know,” Cano shrugged.  “I was never much good at riddles.”
 
                 They continued to talk after that.  Cano told Jerron all about his childhood in Tel Amera, working on fishing boats.  
 
                 As the afternoon passed away, the sky slowly continued to darken.  Flashes of lightening lit up the eastern horizon, giving them a preview of what they could soon expect.  
 
                 Just as a light rain began to fall, Jerron saw the three arches out in the water off of the coast ahead.  They were near the shrael's cave.  Thinking of getting his hands on some more of the fruit, he spared a glance behind them and felt his heart skip.  Seven men appeared on the skyline to the north.  They were on foot.  Jerron couldn’t make out any details on their clothing, but it looked black, like an Imperial soldier's uniform.
 
                 “Mueller!” he shouted.  “There are men back there!”
 
                 Mueller whipped around and stared with a hard face.  
 
                 “It’s too late to hide.  They’ve spotted us by now.”  Mueller scanned the landscape trying to think of a plan.  “Damn!” he shouted in frustration.  “We’ve no choice but to run.  If they catch us, we’ll have to fight.”
 
                 They ran as quickly as they could.  Jerron knew it was no use.  With Maehril and Cano slowing them down, those men would be upon them by nightfall.  He knew it was going to come down to weapons.  You’re stronger than you think.  Those words resonated in his head with every urgent pulse of his beating heart.  He hoped they were true.
 
                 Maehril and Cano did the best they could, but they couldn’t keep going.  Jerron was also winded and heaving wildly.  His lungs burned for air.  
 
                 “It's no use,” Cano wheezed, dropping to his knees in an effort to catch his breath.  Maehril sank down beside him equally spent.  
 
                 Mueller was clearly annoyed, but had to consent.  He could see their condition.  The group of soldiers was gaining ground too quickly anyway.  They were already about a half a mile back.  It was a matter of time.
 
                 “Can you use your power, Maehril?” Mueller asked her hopefully.
 
                 She shook her head.
 
                 “She can’t harm innocent lives," Cano answered for her.
 
                 “But those men are going to try to kill us,” Mueller objected.
 
                 “Doesn’t matter.  She can’t harm them.  They may be after us, but they‘re still God‘s children.”
 
                 Mueller spat in disgust.  “Well that doesn’t do us any good.”
 
                 The sky opened up suddenly, with a massive crack of thunder.  Rain began to pour down in torrential waves.  “I hope you’re ready to die,” Mueller shouted at Jerron.
 
                 Jerron pulled his axe free and took a moment to consider its weight.  Ever since Yennit had suggested the axe, it had felt like a natural choice for him.  He liked the way it moved.  
 
                 “Cano, take Maehril and keep moving south.  Jerron and I will try to hold them off,” Mueller ordered.
 
                 Cano got to his feet, still struggling to catch his breath.  He helped Maehril to her feet.  For a moment Maehril regarded all of them with a despondent sorrow that made Jerron want to weep.  Then her eyes widened as if something had suddenly surprised her.  She spun around with her eyes fixed south.  A resonating boom, like a crack of thunder ripped across the landscape so loud it shook the ground dropping them all to their feet.  When Jerron looked up his jaw dropped at what he saw.
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Three towering horses grazed side by side at the top of a low rise.  Navan Prianhe lay flat in a patch of tall grass watching them in the moonlight.  He had chosen to approach them upwind, and after carefully stalking his prey, he was now within striking distance.  
 
                 The horses were magnificent.  Like nothing he’d ever seen before.  They stood over ten feet in height, with pristine white coats, and perfectly toned quarters and flanks.  Their smell was intoxicating.  The odor that he inhaled, deliberately savoring each treasured breath, was akin to the smell of a trival’s heart.  His frenzied desire to rip into their sweet flesh was pitching.  
 
                 In each hand he held a dagger.  He needed to be careful.  If he failed to kill all three, there was the chance that an escaped horse could make it back to that cabin and warn Farrushaw’s group.  Though it was difficult to believe, he had observed them in a human interaction with that writer and the palace whore.  It appeared as though they were capable of communication.  
 
                 He watched the horses grazing for awhile to study their movements.  A good hunter could always anticipate his prey.  It was well that they seemed unaware of danger.  There was no urgency in their grazing.  It was almost casual.  None of the three horses ever appeared to even look around for threats as any instinctive grazer would.  Was it possible these horses had no natural enemies?
 
                 Prianhe knew the stories of Nal’Dahara’s history.  He had heard of the legendary horses that were hunted by the Daikhir.  Until earlier that evening, he assumed, as most did, that those stories were just silly legends, and nothing more.  Perhaps there was more to it.  
 
                 He began to edge closer, slithering on the ground like a snake in the grass.  When he was close enough for the horses to catch his scent in spite of his upwind advantage, Prianhe made his move.  He sprang and aimed his blade thrusts at the horses' hind legs.  If his strikes were precise, he would sever their ligaments and spoil their chance of outrunning him.  
 
                 The first horse fell backward as Prianhe sliced through both of its hocks.  He quickly went for the second horse, taking advantage of the confusion created by his sudden attack.  Same as the first, he severely gashed both of its hocks, and it fell over with a cry of pain.  
 
                 The third horse started to run, but abruptly stopped and turned to face him.  Prianhe brandished both of his daggers and smiled.  Did the beast truly mean to fight him?  
 
                 He started at the horse, charging to meet it at a sprint.  Suddenly it disappeared.  Prianhe held up and looked back at the other fallen horses, but they had vanished as well.  
 
                 For a moment he growled in frustration.  Then he caught their scent.  They may have vanished, but their odor still clung thickly to the night air.  He went back to the spot the others had fallen.  With his dagger he poked at the air and was startled when his blade pressed against something unseen.  He pressed harder and a cry broke the silence.  Blood formed out of thin air at the tip of his blade, trickling slowly to the ground.  
 
                 Something hit him from the side sending him sprawling to the ground.  Instinctively, Prianhe rolled to his right, and witnessed the ground where he had landed puncturing as though it had suddenly been stomped.  He pulled out his sword and swung at the air.  Blood sprayed out from an invisible wound and Prianhe used it to track the horse.  He followed the wound as it wove through the air, and struck repeatedly in its direction.  After several more blows landed, the horse reappeared and fell to the ground.  The other two horses materialized as well, struggling in vain to stand and walk with their injured back legs.  Prianhe didn’t vacillate.  He went to each beast and unceremoniously slit their throats.  He licked the blood from his fingers and felt the nascent rising of his lifelong addiction for the taste of fresh heart.
 
                 He started with the horse that had given him the most trouble.  Even in the soft moonlight, Prianhe could see its bright orange mane and tail.  He worked his dagger into its girth splitting its insides right down to its penis.  Entrails spilled out onto the ground, steaming in the cool night air.  Prianhe reached up under its breastplate and searched until he found its heart.  He ripped it out and held it up to inspect it in the pale moonlight.  
 
                 It was white.  Prianhe had never seen a white heart.  The flesh seemed almost to glow.  Unable to resist its allure any longer, Prianhe began to feast.  Like an explosion of senses his whole body ignited in euphoria as he devoured every last incredible piece.  The trance didn’t end until he had consumed all three hearts.  Each bite was more delicious then the last.
 
                 When it was over, he lay there in the moonlight, encapsulated in a sensation that was beyond anything he had ever felt.  The intensity of his altered state surpassed even the first heart he’d ever consumed when he was just a boy back on the Reikkan plains.  He felt stronger than he’d ever felt.  Nothing was beyond his grasp, everything was possible.  
 
                 Eventually he staggered in a daze back toward the Imperial encampment.  His mind was lost in a stupor, drifting between reality and dreams.  He imagined himself a god, drifting above his creation.  Then like a cancer on the perfection of his mind's inner consciousness, the pellucid visage of his old nemesis clouded all that he surveyed.  Farrushaw was a blight on his existence.  A blemish on his otherwise perfect record as Desirmor’s monomach.  A filthy human who didn’t deserve to inhabit the world that Prianhe dominated.  In the morning, Farrushaw would die, because Navan Prianhe was a superior being.  
 
                 
 
                 
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty:  Into the Storm
 
    
 
    
 
                 In the wee hours of dawn, Sim watched Nehrea sleep.  Sleep hadn’t come easily for her.  Sometime after they’d all gone to sleep, Nehrea had become unsettled.  She told Sim in confidence that something was wrong.  For some reason, she could no longer feel the distant presence of Firetail, Fallastar, and Shearwind.  She told him that the loss of her connection to them had awoken her from a sound sleep.  Nehrea felt certain that something had happened to them.
 
                 Sim believed her.  With everyone asleep there was little they could do.  He tried his best to comfort her, and eventually she fell back to sleep.  But Sim couldn’t help but wonder if they were in danger.  He lay awake for most of the night staring through a window at the star filled sky, silently praying to the Creator that all would be as it should in the light of a new day.  
 
                 “You barely slept,” Nehrea whispered as the first glimmers of sunlight harkened the start of a fresh day.  
 
                 “Neither did you,” Sim answered, tenderly running his fingers over her back.
 
                 “My sleep was troubled,” she said.
 
                 “Dreams?” he asked.
 
                 “The same dream all night.”
 
                 “Tell me about it.”
 
                 “I was standing in a field overlooking all of my clan.  One by one they began to disappear, until I was all alone,” she explained.
 
                 “Are you afraid of being alone?” Sim asked.
 
                 Nehrea contemplated the question for a moment.  “I’ve been alone for most of my life.”
 
                 “That’s not an answer,” he insisted.
 
                 She looked up at him, staring deeply into his eyes.  “I’m afraid of being who I was again.”
 
                 “And who were you?”
 
                 “A palace whore.”  The words stuck in her mouth like bile.
 
                 “A whore has a choice.  She can choose to lie in a man’s bed.  Were you ever given a choice?” Sim asked.
 
                 “I suppose not,” she answered weakly.
 
                 “Then you were a victim, Nehrea, not a whore,” he told her.
 
                 She kissed him deeply with tears wetting her eyes, making them sparkle.  “How will I manage to live without you?”
 
                 Sim shook his head sadly and wiped the tears from her eyes.  “We must both learn to accept the longing in our hearts.  But one day we will be together again.  One day we will be free of all these distractions.  Then you’ll wonder how you manage to live with me.”
 
                 She playfully slapped his chest.  “Never, it is I that must worry.”
 
                 Sim didn’t understand what she was talking about.  “What do you have to worry about?”
 
                 Nehrea bit her lip, cursing herself for letting the conversation turn to her own insecurities.  She motioned to Enaya, who was still asleep in Roswell’s bed.  “Her.”
 
                 Sim looked at Enaya and felt his stomach turn.  It had been foolish of him to assume that Nehrea wouldn’t feel some jealousy toward her.  “You’ve nothing to worry about, Nehrea.  Enaya has made it very clear to me that her feelings are strictly platonic.”
 
                 Nehrea sat up and hugged her knees.  Her eyes studied him carefully.  “And are your feelings toward her also platonic?”
 
                 Sim wanted to put the issue to rest, but he couldn’t lie to her.  Trapped in the beauty of her eyes, he knew that honesty was the only path to take.  “Only a few days ago, I believed there were feelings passing between us.”  The injured flash that forced her to look away cut him to the core.  “I asked her if she felt the same.  Enaya was very clear with me.  She told me that all she could offer me was her friendship.  I’m not going to lie to you, Nehrea.  It hurt me.  Rejection is never an easy thing.  But then you happened.”  He reached for her hand and though she resisted his touch, he grabbed it anyway.  “I know all of this is new, and I know it's only been a few days, but you have stolen my heart.  I’ve never felt like this before.  Not with anyone.  Please, Nehrea.”
 
                 “I’m not a fool, Siminus,” her voice was a broken whisper. “I see the way she looks at you.”
 
                 “I promise you, Nehrea.  My mind is clear, and my heart has made its choice,” Sim pleaded.
 
                 For several moments she refused to meet his eyes.  When she looked up, tears stained her cheeks.  She leaned forward and took his face in her hands.  Then she took a deep breath and kissed him with an urgency that stopped his heart.  At last she pulled away and took his hands.  Fighting to speak clearly over the need to weep, she spoke to him.  
 
                 “I hold you to nothing, Siminus Kelmor Harvencott.  These last days you have possessed my heart and opened my soul in a way I never imagined possible.  But I will not ask for your oath.  It may be months, perhaps years before our paths cross once more.  I ask only that you remember me, this way.  Not only as a lover, but as a woman who has given herself to a man.  For I choose you.  I will return to my clan and assume my duties as Collora.  My heart will always hold a place for you, but if in our parting you choose another path to follow, I will accept that choice.  I will accept a life without you.”
 
                 “Nehrea…I,” Sim tried to reason with her but she cut him off.
 
                 “No.  I don’t want your oath, Siminus.  If you choose to come back to my arms, I will be waiting.  Always waiting.  But if happiness lies with another woman, do not hold back on my account.  For in the end, you will regard me not with love, but resentment.  And if I am to have you, I want all of you.”
 
                 “Nehrea,” Sim swallowed hard and chose his words carefully.  His heart felt as if it might break.  “I can’t tell you what the future will bring.  I may be dead by tomorrow.  But I will never forget you.  I have been walking around in a daze since my parents were murdered.  I’ve felt cold and empty.  Hollow.  You’ve filled that void.  You breathed life back into my heart.  I will see you again.  And on that day, you will learn the true nature of my feelings toward you.  Wait for me, as I will wait for you.”
 
                 He pulled her into a tender embrace, taking in her soft floral perfume with a deep, retentive inhalation.  He wanted to lay her down right there in the cabin, and make love to her.  Sadly, he had to let his desires go unrequited.  
 
                 Givara and Farrus were awake on the porch outside, keeping watch.  Quinn snored soundly on the floor surrounded by books, but Roswell was already up and beginning to prepare breakfast.  He was careful to not deliberately eavesdrop, but Sim had caught his eyes watching them once or twice.
 
                  As Roswell prepared breakfast, Sim and Nehrea laid back down and enjoyed their last moments together in silence  
 
                 The smell of bacon filled the air, bringing Quinn to his feet.  Enaya soon followed, yawning loudly.  Roswell served them at the table.  Sim was happy to have another hot meal.  He still remembered the aching feeling of two days on an empty stomach.  
 
                 Roswell had prepared a breakfast of bacon and fried apples with biscuits and cheese.  It was as delicious as the fish they had eaten for dinner the night before.  
 
                 After everyone had eaten, Roswell announced that he would set up a partition so that they could take baths with some privacy.  Enaya’s eyes lit up.  Quinn volunteered to help his father fill the tub.  
 
                 “Won’t the Dahara be coming to get you soon?” Enaya asked Nehrea, when Quinn and Roswell left.  
 
                 Nehrea shifted in her chair uncomfortably.  “I still can’t feel them,” she whispered to Sim.
 
                 “Why don’t we have a seat on the porch?” Sim suggested.  “At least we can keep an eye out for them.”
 
                 Farrus was sitting on the front steps sharpening one of his belt knives on an oiled whetstone.  He grunted an acknowledgement when they came out and took a seat beside him.  
 
                 “Where’s Givara?” Sim asked, scanning the land around the cabin for the slender guardian.  
 
                 “She’s out doing a sweep,” Farrus mumbled.
 
                 “Did you sleep last night?” Sim asked.
 
                 “A little.  I didn’t want Givara out here on her own all night,” Farrus motioned to the Water Woods behind them.  “Supposed to be some nasty things living in that place.”
 
                 “You two ever have your talk?” Sim nudged him in the ribs.
 
                 The old guardsman grunted and spat on the ground past the steps.  “I know what she is, if that’s what you’re after.”
 
                 “And has that changed anything for you?” Sim persisted.  He could tell Farrus was uncomfortable talking about her, but he loved making the crusty old soldier squirm.
 
                 “What’s that supposed to mean?”  Farrus stopped sharpening his blade and faced Sim squarely.  Most people would have trembled with those steely gray eyes bearing down on them, but Sim had seen that look a thousand times.  
 
                 “I don’t know,” he shrugged mischievously.  “Just seems to me like you two have been growing awfully close of late.”
 
                 Farrus grunted and returned to his blade work.  “You just worry about yourself.  Givara and I have one concern and that’s keeping you and old Queenie back there alive.”
 
                 “Whatever you say, Farrus,” Sim threw up his hands.
 
                 “Where are your friends?” Farrus asked Nehrea.
 
                 She watched the horizon with a sick look on her face.  How long would she wait before it was time to start searching for the Dahara?  
 
                 “She lost her connection to them last night?” Sim answered for her.
 
                 Farrus put down the whetstone and faced them.  “You can feel them?” she nodded.  “All of them, or just the ones that are close?”
 
                 “All of them I suppose,” Nehrea replied.  “The clan is more distant than Firetail, Fallastar and Shearwind, but I can sense them to the north.”
 
                 Farrus scratched his scarred face inquisitively.  “So you’re saying that all of a sudden last night, you couldn’t feel the three closest horses?”
 
                 “That’s right,” Nehrea agreed.
 
                 Farrus stood up and put away his belt knife.  He looked alert and on edge.
 
                 “What is it?” Sim asked.
 
                 “I don’t like it, Sim,” Farrus explained.
 
                 “You think something happened to them?” Sim stood up as well.  It felt good to have Farrus on his side.  
 
                 “I don’t know.”  Farrus stepped down off the porch and spat.  He looked around the side of the cabin where Roswell and Quinn were filling buckets for the bath tub.  “Dammit Givara.  Where are you?”
 
                 “What troubles you guardsman?” Givara suddenly appeared on the other side of the cabin.  Sim hadn’t even heard her approach.  
 
                 “It’s the Dahara.  Something’s happened to them,” Farrus said.
 
                 “Are you certain?” Givara asked.
 
                 “Sim!” Nehrea suddenly shouted, grabbing his arm.
 
                 “What is it?”
 
                 Nehrea pointed to the north, where the land rose in a steady swell.  On the top of the rise, men began to appear, spanning the whole horizon.  Some were on horseback.  Others were on foot.  In a matter of moments they covered the entire rise in a wide arc around the cabin.  Sim could only guess, but he estimated at least five hundred men.
 
                 “Enaya!” Givara shouted, and dashed inside the cabin.
 
                 “Is it Prianhe?”  Sim was already reaching for his sword.
 
                 Just then a small group of five, broke off on horseback, riding straight for the cabin.  
 
                 “How did they find us so bloody fast?” Farrus snarled.
 
                 “What are we going to do?” Sim asked.
 
                 Roswell and Quinn came running up from the side of the cabin.  Roswell cursed loudly when he saw the situation.
 
                 “Do you have a boat?  Anything we can use to escape across the water?” Farrus demanded.
 
                 Roswell shook his head.  “Boats are practically useless.  We wouldn’t last five minutes before something under the water took us down.”
 
                 Enaya and Givara burst through the front door.  
 
                 “What's going on?” Enaya snapped.
 
                 “We’re in trouble,” Farrus stated the obvious.
 
                 As the five on horseback quickly approached, Sim immediately noticed Navan Prianhe.  He rode with his head held high and a triumphant grin that bared his canine fangs.  A man in full uniform rode at his left.  The half-man Sim fought in the alley in Nal’Dahara rode at Prianhe’s right.  Two figures in black cloaks, their faces hidden behind hoods, rode at his back.
 
                 “Bale Farrushaw,” Prianhe called out almost gleefully.
 
                 “Navan,” Farrus grunted.
 
                 Prianhe brought the horses to a halt about twenty yards from the cabin.  He gracefully dismounted followed by the officer and the half-man, Baneur Deuseau.  
 
                 “Did you truly believe you could elude me forever, Bale?” Prianhe gloated.
 
                 “By order of King Desirmor, you are all hereby under arrest,” the uniformed officer announced.  “Throw down your weapons and come peacefully.  The terms of your surrender will be considered during your execution hearings.”
 
                 “Come now, Corsia,” Prianhe laughed, merrily.  He walked right up to Farrus and touched the scar that marked the left side of his face.  “We both know they have no intention of coming peacefully,” he sneered delightfully.  “Do you, Bale?”
 
                 Sim watched the half-man with rising degrees of anger.  The little man’s beady black eyes were fixed on Nehrea.  He licked his lips repeatedly, and his left hand clenched and unclenched with a rapid persistence.  He had an almost feral undertone that made Sim inch closer to Nehrea.  When he put his arm around her waist, the little man sneered visibly like a hissing cat.
 
                 Prianhe heard him and regarded the half-man with disdain.  “Silence, you filthy maggot!” he spat.
 
                 Baneur glared back at him virulently.
 
                 Prianhe motioned to the legion of soldiers waiting at the top of the rise.  “As you can see you are surrounded.  We have fifteen trivals with us as well.  The King wants you alive, Bale.  You and the boy.”  Then Priahne got right in Farrus’ face and snarled, “Personally, I hope you resist.”
 
                 Suddenly Farrus shoved Prianhe hard, sending him flying back several feet.  Corsia went for his weapon, but Givara was faster.  She threw a dagger that hit Corsia squarely in the throat.  The officer went down in a heap of blood, clutching with his last seconds of life to the handle of the blade that killed him.
 
                 Quinn took care of the trivals.  Two hands formed of earth and rock erupted from the ground behind each of the cloaked figures and crushed them, horses and all, in a vicious grip.  Their bodies were pulled back into the ground as the fists returned to the land leaving a circle of loose, torn dirt.
 
                 Sim was suddenly thrown back.  He crashed through the wooden railing that lined the porch.  It knocked the wind out of him, and his back exploded in pain.
 
                 Lying amongst the splintered shards of railing, he looked up and saw the legion of soldiers barreling down the rise.  Givara and Farrus engaged Priahne, each attacking with a practiced coordination that drove him back.  He saw Quinn and Roswell Gracin tossed aside through the air.  As he struggled to stand, he locked eyes with Baneur Deuseau.  The half-man dashed at Nehrea and grabbed her by the arm.  
 
                 “Sim!” Nehrea cried out, desperately.  
 
                 For a moment their eyes locked.
 
                 “This whore is mine,” Baneur hissed triumphantly.  Then they disappeared.  
 
                 “NEHREA!” Sim screamed, stumbling off of the porch and falling awkwardly to the ground.  He crawled on hand and knee to the spot where she had stood only a moment ago.  
 
                 “NO!” he cried out to the sky.  Anger turned his hands into fists.  The fragile hold he kept on what remained of his rationality dissolved.  He thought of his parent's murder, the trevloc handler who had sacrificed her future, and of the men he had killed needlessly.  All of his pain came crashing down, turning his mind into a torrent of rage. 
 
                 He fought his way to his feet and looked upon the scene before him.  The advancing soldiers were less than a minute away from overtaking them.  Quinn created as many hands made of earth as he could, but at best he was only taking down two or three men at a time.  Enaya was thrusting out her hands, sending blasts of wind to divert the fireballs sent from the trivals moving down the rise.  
 
                 A ball of fire that Enaya had been unable to stop struck the side of the cabin, spraying wood in a hale around them.  Sim reached for his swords but stopped.  
 
                 “Not with steel,” he gritted under his breath.  It would be useless.  If they were going to survive the day, he needed to be true to his heritage.  He needed to be a Harven.
 
                 He gripped the gem around his neck, then closed his eyes and let his mind go.  Instinct took over, guiding his hands as he reached them out to either side.  A force began to grow inside of him, stoked by the fires of his fury.  It built to a crescendo that made his whole body shake.  Behind him the earth rumbled, a swiftly developing sound that halted the advancing assault and made everyone pause.  
 
                 The water in the lake started to rise like rain from the ground pouring into the sky.  In a matter of seconds over half of the basin was empty, and the water just hovered in the air above the trees.  The soldiers coming down the rise pointed and stared at the massive bubble of water suspended in the sky.  Then Sim raised his arms and threw the water forward.  Like a tidal wave it crashed into the ground at the feet of the dazed horde and sent nearly every man back up the hill to a watery grave.  
 
                 When he opened his eyes as last, most of the threat had been destroyed.  The water had washed back over the rise, decimating the legion, leaving hundreds of puddles across the land.  Perhaps fifty men remained, confused and shaken by the sudden show of force.  Sim didn’t see a single black hooded figure anywhere nearby.  From the corner of his eye he caught sight of Enaya staring at him in utter astonishment.  Farrus and Givara had also paused their assault on Prianhe to suspend their own disbelief.  
 
                 Then high-wailed shrieks of dozens of beasts cracked the temporary calm.  Over his shoulder Sim witnessed giant serpents emerging from what was left of the Water Woods.  Some of the beasts slithered low to the ground on four legs, with elongated jaws and long spiked tails.  Others had as many as eight legs with forearms that ended in sharp fearsome pincers or spikes.  From the top of the rise, the same creatures came clamoring down the hill wildly provoked by the sudden destruction of their habitat.  They looked for anything that moved, and in moments everyone was fighting for their lives.
 
                 Two of the beasts with pincers barreled down on Sim.  He pulled out one of his swords and prepared for the attack.  He dodged to his right as one of the pincers just missed taking off his head.  Sim rolled beneath the creature and struck at its legs with his sword.  Its body was made of a hard exoskeleton, so when he landed a blow it compacted the shell like a broken egg.
 
                 Injured, the monster flailed its pincers about wildly, retreating backward.  The second beast moved to grab Sim from behind.  With no time to counter the attack, Sim’s instincts came through once more.  A web of air solidified around him.  The claw was halted only inches from his chest, unable to break Sim’s defense.  
 
                 An earthen hand suddenly exploded from the ground towering high above the creature before reaching down and snapping the thing like a twig.  Yellow slime shot out as its innards released and pasted the ground.  
 
                 Sim took a deep breath then quickly nodded his gratitude toward Quinn.  The scarred old man returned the thanks, then went to work protecting the group from the onslaught of amphibious beasts.
 
                 A sudden cry of pain drew Sim’s attention.  Prianhe, who deftly wielded two swords, had caught Givara through the shoulder.  The silver-haired guardian fell to her side, clutching her arm.  Farrus was quick to attack Prianhe to keep him from finishing Givara off. 
 
                 Enaya ran to her side and quickly attempted to heal her as Quinn rushed over and placed himself between the women and Priahne.   
 
                 The chaos that ruled had tipped the scales in their favor.  There were dozens of the lake creatures devouring soldiers at the tip of the rise.  All of the Imperial force that was left was either fighting for their own lives or attempting escape.  For a fleeting moment Sim started to believe that they had a chance.  
 
                 He was easily dispatching one of the four-legged monsters, peppering it with quick jabs until it backed off, when he noticed Farrus desperately fighting for his life.  Prianhe's incessant attack was so overwhelming that Farrus could no longer defend himself.  As Sim took a step to come to his friend's defense, Farrus fell back and Prianhe buried a sword into his chest.  
 
                 Sim cried out as Farrus clutched the blood stained blade.  Prianhe sneered wickedly and twisted the sword, delighting in watching the life bleed away from Farrus.  
 
   The scene from Sim’s vision suddenly came rushing back.  A heavy downpour on a seaside cliff.  Prianhe running his sword through his chest.  Without thought, as though another consciousness was at work, Sim’s hand went to his gem.  The image of that rainy cliff hung in him mind like a painting.  He felt a power building deep inside.  As it grew incrementally stronger, Sim felt a rushing of air all around.  An explosion ripped across the land, and all Sim heard before everything went black was a crack of thunder that could have leveled a mountain.
 
                 When he came to, everything had changed.  He was lying in a bed of tall grass, assailed by a driving wind.  The cabin was gone.  Rain poured down from heavy black clouds.  Flashes of lighting lit the sky, and thunder deafened his ears.  The ocean swelled and crashed against the rocks hundreds of feet below a cliff that ran along the coast for as far as the eye could see.  
 
                 Sim sat up slowly and looked around.  Nausea churned in his stomach.  Quinn, Enaya and Givara were all on their backs slowly trying to sit up.  Several of the amphibious creatures from the Water Woods shrieked and clamored about even more agitated than before.  There were at least a dozen Imperial soldiers trying to stand.  Two were quickly taken in the grip of a clawed beast.  They barely had a chance to scream before they were savagely ripped apart and eaten. 
 
                 Farrus lay still on the ground several yards away with a broad sword protruding lethally from his chest.  Prianhe was on his hands and knees, vomiting harshly, before he stood and reached for the weapon he’d used to kill Farrus.  Planting his boot firmly on Farrus’ chest, he pulled the sword free and crudely licked the blood off of the blade.  Then his maleficent yellow eyes fell on Sim.
 
                 Suddenly Givara attacked him from behind, but Prianhe easily caught her assault.  Givara steered the attack away from Farrus, driving Prianhe toward the cliff’s edge.  Enaya quickly went to Farrus, dropping to her knees and throwing her power for healing into his dying body.  
 
                 Sim was about to aid Givara in her fight with Prianhe when one of the four legged creatures attacked Enaya.   He ran to her and dove at the creature, driving his sword through its open jaw.  It still crashed into Enaya, throwing her back.  Sim used his second sword to impale the creature through its scaly back.  
 
                 Enaya gave him a grateful look then quickly went back to Farrus.  Sim pulled his swords out of the carcass.  As he turned toward Givara, his eyes caught sight of someone running into the fray from the north.  He blinked away the driving rain that blurred his vision, and stared in disbelief.  It was Maehril.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 The voice spoke so suddenly Maehril nearly forgot to listen.  She was watching the approach of the Imperial soldiers, fearing that the end was near.  Mueller was a good swordsman, and Jerron certainly fought with courage, but seven against two were grim odds.
 
                 Sim arrives from the south.  Save him.
 
                 Maehril was startled to hear her brother’s name.  She turned and looked to the south expecting to see Sim standing there.
 
                 Then a blast of thunder so loud and powerful that it shook the land suddenly emanated from the south.  Maehril was thrown to the ground.  When she looked up it was as if a nightmare had suddenly come to life.  Hideous creatures shrieked and flailed about in an agitated frenzy.  There were at least a dozen Imperial soldiers slowly pulling themselves up off of the ground amidst the fury.  Some were killed immediately, rapaciously torn apart limb from limb and consumed.  Others gathered together with their swords drawn in a desperate effort to survive.
 
                 Further down she saw Sim getting to his feet.  A body lay on the ground nearby, with a sword protruding from its chest like a flag pole.  A man with black skin and a face that resembled a wolf, stood and crudely pulled the sword from that body.  He was quickly attacked by a tall, slender woman with short silver hair.  Then Maehril saw Lady Relador run and fall beside the body on the ground.  Though the driving rain made it hard to see, Maehril suddenly realized that the body lying still was Farrus.
 
                 Maehril forgot about exhaustion.  She disregarded the horrific monsters that stood in her way.  She ran to Farrus.  She ran as fast as she could.  
 
                 Jerron, Mueller and Cano all called her name, but she had no time for them.  There was no time to explain.  She had to save Farrus.
 
                 Nightmarish creatures were all around.  From the left, a massive clawed pincer reached for her.  She ducked beneath as it narrowly missed, then saw Jerron’s axe cleave through its arm.  Mueller sprinted up beside her, taking another one down with a few well-aimed blows to one of the creature's eight legs.  
 
                 “What in heaven’s name are ya doing, girl?” Cano yelled.
 
                 She spared her friend a glance, but she had no time to explain and couldn’t have anyway.  
 
                 Two monsters with long squat bodies that dragged the ground faced her ahead, cutting off her path to Farrus.  She held up, looking for a way around, when the earth erupted behind the beasts and formed into a towering hand.  The earthen hand reached down and grabbed one of the monsters, then crushed it.  The second creature was quickly set upon by Mueller and Jerron.  
 
                 “Maehril?” she heard Sim’s voice.  
 
                 He stood beside Farrus’ limp body staring at her in disbelief.  It was the first time she had seen him since Dell was attacked, and she could not contain the sudden rush of joy.  She ran and crashed into him, hugging him as tightly as her arms would allow.  Sim overcame his surprise and wrapped her up in his arms, picking her up off the ground.  
 
                 “You’re my sister,” he said.  “Why didn’t they tell me?”
 
                 Maehril pulled back and kissed his cheek.  There was so much they needed to discuss, but it would have to wait.  She looked down at Farrus.  The grizzled old guardsman lay on his back with his eyes closed.  She could tell immediately that he was nearly dead.  There was no time.  
 
                 She sank to her knees beside Farrus and grabbed Enaya’s hand. 
 
    
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Without understanding why, Sim knew that Maehril could save Farrus.  There was nothing he could do, so he turned his attention to Prianhe and Givara.  The outlook was grim.
 
                 Givara was fighting with only her right arm.  The left was hanging limply by her body, covered in blood.  Her face was wounded and bleeding, and she was limping badly from a number of gashes on her legs. 
 
                 An earthen hand suddenly reached up from the ground to crush Prianhe, but the clever monomach spun out of the way.  A few Imperial soldiers arrived and prepared to give Prianhe assistance.  Two of the men that had come with Maehril charged into the fray, just as the group reached Givara.  One of the men bore a close resemblance to Farrus and fought as capably.  With the help of the fat young boy, who viciously swung a battle axe, they kept Givara alive.
 
                 Quinn came to Givara’s side.  Sim could see that the old man was weak.  He was hunched forward at the side, holding his ribs with decidedly labored breathing.  Prianhe attacked him, and all Quinn could muster in defense was to throw a small hail of earth.  It barely impeded Prianhe at all.  
 
                 Sim raced with both swords in hand to save Quinn.  He was too late.  Prianhe tried to strike a blow at Givara, but Quinn dove in front and took the sword through his stomach.  Something that looked like gratitude flashed in Quinn’s one good eye as he sank down to the ground.
 
                 Sim aimed a strike at Prianhe’s head, but it was easily slapped aside.  Then Prianhe spun to face him, and the two men circled each other defensively.  
 
                 “You can’t be serious, boy,” Prianhe laughed.  “Do you even know how to use a sword?”
 
                 Sim looked straight into his yellow eyes and grinned.  Farrus had told him once that the biggest mistake you could make in a sword duel was to underestimate your opponent.
 
                 Givara stumbled toward Prianhe, but Sim stopped her.
 
                 “No, Givara.  Enaya needs you to watch her back.  Prianhe is mine.”  Then Sim pointed his sword at Prianhe and growled, “You have much to answer for.” 
 
                 “Oh, I’m sorry.  Did I kill some of your friends?” Prianhe seemed to be having fun.  It only made Sim angrier.
 
                 “You killed Farrus and Quinn,” Sim said, snapping a quick jab at his kidney.
 
                 Prianhe easily slapped the strike away and smiled.  “Don’t forget about your friend Hisha, back in Carleton.  I ate her heart.”  Sim struck again, but it was defended.  “Now I’m going to kill you.  You’ve caused me a lot of trouble, boy.  Too much trouble.  I’m going to rip out your heart and feast on it.”
 
                 “You're welcome to try,” Sim sneered.  
 
                 Then Priahne struck.  The sudden speed astounded Sim and caught him off guard.  He was driven back and forced to defend.  Blow after blow, Sim frantically parried.  He managed to fend off the first onslaught coming away with a few small cuts on his arms.  
 
                 Prianhe took a step back and regarded Sim with some consideration.  “You’ve been well trained, boy.  Was it Farrushaw?”  
 
                 “He taught me everything he knows,” Sim replied with pride.
 
                 “And there he lies dead,” Prianhe pointed the tip of his sword at Farrus’s body.  Sim spared a quick look and saw Enaya throwing flames and Givara feebly swiping with her sword as one of the creatures from the Water Woods attacked.  The old man with gills was waving his dagger at another beast as he tried to protect Maehril.  “If he was your teacher, boy, then what chance do you have?”
 
                 Sim broke into a brutal attack.  He struck at Prianhe with everything he had.  Every farfetched imaginary scenario he’d ever conjured when he had practiced in the barn as a boy came rushing out.  He hit Prianhe with vicious combinations, leaving no room for a counterstrike.  Prianhe was retreating under Sim’s aggression, simply trying to outlast the barrage. Sim noticed the edge of the cliff only a few more feet to Priahne’s back.  He increased the intensity of the assault, driving him back until Prianhe’s foot reached back and slid over the edge.  He fell over the cliff with a cry of disbelief.
 
                 Sim fell to his knees and dropped his swords.  He struggled to catch his breath.  Prianhe’s dead, he told himself over and over in amazement.  I beat him.  He thought of the vision he had that first time that he saw Navan Prianhe.  He was supposed to die.  His visions were never wrong. 
 
                 Taking his swords, Sim stood up and peered over the edge of the cliff.  He searched the rocks at the bottom for some sign of a body, but it was too dark.  One of Prianhe’s swords was there at the edge.  Sim picked it up and examined the blade.  It was perfect.  The weight, balance, and the razor sharp edges were all perfectly crafted.  He considered taking it to replace one of his own swords, but he realized with bitterness that its blade was stained with Farrus and Quinn’s blood.  
 
                 “Never,” he spat and threw the blade down in disgust.  
 
                 Things hadn’t improved for his friends.  Maehril was unable to work on Farrus because they were now surrounded by creatures.  The swordsman and the kid with the axe were fending them back with wild swings of their weapons.  Enaya continued to throw fire as well, but her flame was feeble and getting weaker.  
 
                 She turned and looked at Sim and for a moment their eyes met.  Then suddenly she pointed behind him and shouted.  “Sim!”
 
                 Just then one of the closest creatures to her took advantage of her turned back and struck at her with a giant pincer.  
 
                 “Enaya!”  Sim shouted only to see Givara throw Enaya out of the way.  
 
                 Suddenly Prianhe jumped in front of Sim with both swords swinging, and Sim barely managed to avoid getting run through the chest.  
 
                 “You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” Prianhe grinned as though victory was an afterthought.  
 
                 Behind him, Sim saw Enaya kneeling over Givara’s limp body.  The fat boy and the soldier had killed the last of the Water Wood creatures.  Givara suddenly sat up, saved by Enaya's healing and they briefly embraced before Maehril came and took Enaya by the hand and dragged her over to Farrus.  Light began to glow around them both, growing stronger and brighter.
 
                 Prianhe struck again, forcing his attention.  They began to trade blows, moving back and forth in the dance of swords.  With each parry and counter, Sim’s confidence grew.  Prianhe was strong and impossibly fast, but Sim quickly realized that they were equals.  The longer they fought, with neither gaining a clear edge, the more desperate Prianhe became.  He started trying poorly timed feints and wild strikes that left him open to Sim’s quick controlled counterstrikes.  Twice Sim cut him near the ribs, then once more on his hip.  
 
                 Prianhe bared his fangs and snarled, “Who are you?”
 
                 Then Prianhe lost his footing in the slick grass, falling awkwardly face first.  Sim pounced, catching him in the arm with a quick thrust.  Prianhe quickly rolled to his side, and got to his feet just in time to defend a strike at his head.  
 
                 Suddenly a sound echoed across the entire landscape.  It sounded like a million children singing one perfect harmonious note.  Sim turned to look at the cause and was blinded by a white light so pure and true that he thought he might weep for the sheer joy of it.  
 
                 A sword plowed into his chest.  Just as in the vision, Sim had been distracted by a sound giving Prianhe the chance to strike.  Driven by desperation and the last few ounces of strength he had left, Sim brought his own sword up into Prianhe’s gut, driving it right up to the hilt.  Prianhe’s evil yellow eyes held the same mixture of pain and disbelief that Sim was certain dwelt within his own eyes.  Together they sank to the ground clutching the weapons that were impaled within their bodies.
 
                 Sim lay there in the grass staring into the yellow eyes of Desirmor's monomach.  A snarl of discord slid off of Navan Prianhe's face as he died.  
 
                 Slowly, Sim closed his own eyes and welcomed the beckoning need to sleep.  As the cold darkness closed in he swore he saw Enaya’s tear filled eyes, glistening like sparkling sapphires, begging him not to go.
 
                 
 
                 ******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Farrus began to move softly at first.  Then he suddenly pitched forward, violently gasping for air.  Enaya stared down at him in shock.  The man had been dead.  She was certain that he had been dead.
 
                 Only moments before, she had used what little strength she had left to heal Givara, almost certainly saving her guardian from death.  Then, before she had time to think, Maehril was dragging her toward Farrus and filling her with a power she’d never dreamed existed.  She felt like the sun, infinitely powerful and bursting with an energy that could never be consumed.  She’d felt the Creator's touch cleansing her soul.  And now she was watching Farrus sit up, brought back from the dead.
 
                 Maehril tugged again on her hand.  There was desperation in her kind hazel eyes.  Enaya looked around and gasped.  Only a few feet away, Sim lay dying on the ground with a sword in his chest.  
 
                 “No!” she cried, crawling to him on hand and knee.  “Sim!”  She grabbed his head and pulled him against her chest.  Tears flowed like the rain that dappled the land around them.  “Sim!  Please wake up!  Please!” she shouted desperately.
 
                 A bony old man with a leathery face came and knelt down beside her at Maehril’s behest.  He regarded Sim with a grim shake of his head.  Enaya felt his hand touch her shoulder.  
 
                 “Ya need to let him go, Missy,” the old man tried to tell her gently.  “Maehril can fix him, but we have to get that sword out of him first.”
 
                 Reluctantly, Enaya let go, gently resting Sim’s head back down in the wet grass.  The old man rolled him over and carefully pulled out the sword.  Enaya’s stomach lurched as she saw the fresh blood pouring from Sim’s open wound.
 
                 “Jerron,” the old man said to a fat, homely looking teen standing beside him, “the rope is still tied off over there.  We could use some of the fruit.”
 
                 Without a word, the young man sprinted off toward the cliff’s edge.  Then he grabbed hold of a rope that draped over the edge and began climbing down.
 
                 Suddenly Maehril was taking her hand again.  This time the young girl grabbed hold of the gem around Sim’s neck, and instantly, white light started to pour into her hand.  It filled Maehril completely and then seeped into Enaya's arm.  She felt it flood into her body, encapsulating her in its intrinsic puissance.  
 
   The world dissolved into an ocean of pure white.  Her conscious mind began to drift along in the torrential current as a voice cried out in a language she didn’t understand.  Somewhere, as she floated in the white abyss, she could sense that Sim was nearby.  She called to him searching the endless sea of white for a movement or a sign of his existence.  For many desperate moments, nothing stirred.  Then she heard a faint whisper.  It was Sim's voice weakly calling to her from beyond.  She let her body drift toward his voice, sweeping her arms like a swimmer in the ocean until she saw a body floating listlessly in the whiteness ahead.  She screamed his name, but he didn't stir.  His body drifted along limply.  Enaya fought against the current with nothing but pure will, until she was by Sim’s side.  
 
                 “Wake up, Siminus!” she cried, shaking him.  Over and over she tried to wake him, but nothing happened.  Then she looked up and saw Maehril standing there on the other side of him.  Behind her stood a stunning woman in a white gown, with flowing blond hair and eyes of the purest blue.  Maehril bent over to Sim’s ear and whispered, but the voice belonged to the woman at her back.
 
                 “Come back, Siminus.  Come back to us.”
 
                  Suddenly everything shifted, and Enaya was back in the real world sitting over Sim.  The driving rain had stopped, and the black clouds above had given way to a sky on the verge of twilight.  She looked up and saw Givara standing behind her.  The former queen, her best friend, reached down and put a firm, reassuring hand on her shoulder.  Maehril was leaning on the bony old man for support, watched carefully by the old soldier and the chubby boy.  She was hungrily eating a small yellow fruit. 
 
                 Enaya wiped away the tears that stained her cheeks and looked down at the young man she’d found at an inn in the tropics.  He was the world's last hope, a soldier of light, the one destined to end the reign of King Desirmor.  She took his hand in hers and felt him return her grip.  Relief washed over her.  He was alive.
 
                 Sim coughed several times and sat up slowly.  He looked at Enaya, and a small smile broke across his lips.  She grabbed him and hugged him tightly, feeling the tears coming in another unstoppable wave.  
 
                 “I thought I’d lost you,” she whispered to him softly into his ear.
 
                 “You saved me,” he answered, stroking her hair tenderly.
 
                 She pulled back and looked deeply into his beautiful green eyes.
 
                 “Maehril’s the one that saved you, Siminus.  It wasn’t me.”  She wished it had been though.
 
                 “You’re wrong, Enaya.  Maehril couldn’t find me in that white abyss.  It was you that found me.  You found me so that Maehril could bring me back.”  
 
                 Enaya kissed his cheek and smiled.  She wanted to put her arms around him and never let go.
 
                 Suddenly his face became serious.  
 
                 “We have to find, Nehrea,” he told her.
 
                 She nodded in agreement.  Nehrea was the Collora.  The prophecy made it clear that she was necessary.  
 
                 “You don’t understand, Enaya,” Sim said, grimly.  “We can’t stop Desirmor without her.”
 
                 “We’ll find her, Sim.  I promise,” she said.
 
                 “Have a bite of this,” the chubby teen said, handing a fruit to both Sim and Enaya.
 
                 “What is it?” Sim asked.
 
                 “It is the fruit of virtue,” Givara answered.  “Aizzesh’s tree lies in a cave beneath us.”
 
                 Enaya bit into the fruit anxiously.  The taste was wonderful.  As soon as she finished the last bite, a feeling washed over her so powerfully, she fell against Sim.  Her hurts melted away with her weariness.  She felt invincible and capable of anything.
 
                 “Where are we?” Sim asked.
 
                 “This is my home, Sim.  We’re in Merrame,” Enaya replied.
 
   “How did we get here?”  Sim asked, rising to his feet.  He absently felt at his chest.
 
                 “You must have brought us here,” Enaya answered.
 
                 “I can travel?” Sim asked.
 
                 “It’s the only explanation,” Enaya told him.
 
                 “When we travelled with Beck, everyone had to touch him.  I wasn’t touching anyone,” Sim said.
 
                 “You’re not a trival, Sim,” Farrus explained.  “You are capable of wonders.”
 
                 “You emptied a lake,” Givara added.  “I’ve never seen power like that.”
 
                 “Lady Relador?” 
 
                 Enaya looked up and recognized Mueller, the Captain of her grandfather’s guard.
 
                 “Mueller, it’s good to see you,” she said.
 
                 “My Lady…your grandfather,” Mueller sounded as though the words were caught in his throat.  “They seized his estate.”
 
                 Enaya nodded sadly.  “And my mother?”
 
                 “I can’t say for sure, my Lady, but she wasn’t at the manor,” he answered with his head down.
 
                 Sim took her hand and gave it a squeeze.  
 
                 “What do we do now?” he asked.
 
                 Enaya looked out over the ocean and sighed.  Another storm was gathering far away, over the horizon.
 
                 “We keep fighting, Siminus,” she told him.  “And we don’t stop, until the world is free of darkness.”
 
                 
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue:
 
    
 
    
 
                 The sweet smell of ocean spray, greeted Captain Herrist Roderick as he stepped out onto the deck of the Imagene, a traegger bound for Carleton harbor.  He had heard the lookouts call of land sighted ahead and wanted to see his homeland.  It had been two years since last he’d seen Carleton, shimmering on the coast of Caramour like polished ivory.  He missed his home desperately.  He missed his wife.  
 
                 It had been two years of deployment guarding the coast of the Kal’ Treddin Ice Lands from the wild Surdes.  The beasts were always trying to escape their icy prisons and swim across the Orynth Sea to the Northern shores of Fandrall.  Captain Roderick had had enough.  He couldn’t wait to dip his body into one of his wife's healing herbal baths and taste her wonderful cooking.
 
                 As the traegger sped toward the shore, Roderick noticed an embargo of Imperial ships lined up in front of the harbor entrance.  A further study of the city revealed plumes of smoke billowing into the sky all over the city.  Though they were still pretty far away, it looked as if the docks were overrun with people.  
 
                 Something was wrong.
 
                 Roderick looked up at the helm and spotted Captain Rousley.  The heavyset man had once commanded an Imperial vessel, but since his retirement had taken a post captaining the Imagene.  
 
                 “What say you, Captain?” Roderick called up.  
 
                 Rousley regarded him grimly.  He didn’t like the looks of things either.
 
                 “Looks like an embargo, Captain Roderick,” he replied.
 
                 “Have you heard anything?” 
 
                 “Not yet.”
 
                 As the traegger pulled close, a small vessel came out to meet them.  Roderick eyed a man he knew on the boat.  It was Admiral Flethersham.  Roderick had served under his command many years ago.
 
                 “No ships allowed in Carleton harbor,” a young ensign called out.
 
                 “What is the meaning of this?” Captain Rousley asked.
 
                 “The island of Caramour is under quarantine, sir,” the ensign answered.
 
                 Roderick went to the edge of the ship and addressed the Admiral directly.
 
                 “Admiral Flethersham, I am Captain Roderick.  I served under your command in the Gulf of Aeres.”  Roderick offered a proper salute.
 
                 “Captain Roderick, I remember you well,” the Admiral answered with a controlled officer’s inflection.
 
                 “I am on leave after a long deployment.  Carleton is my home.  My wife runs an inn near the docks.  Why is Carleton under quarantine?”  
 
                 Admiral Flethersham shook his head sadly.  “A plague, Captain.  All of Carleton seems to be infected.”
 
                 “A plague, sir?” Roderick looked again at the docks.  No wonder they were overrun.  People were trying to get away.  
 
                 “If you’d like, Captain, there is room aboard my vessel.  You know these waters better than I.  Perhaps you could be of some use to us,” the Admiral said.
 
                 Roderick looked out again on his homeland.  Rage and panic twisted his stomach into knots.  He wanted to save his wife.  Surely Hisha had managed to avoid the plague.  She was incredibly adept at healing.  She was probably doing anything she could to help.
 
                 “I appreciate your kindness, Admiral.  If you would allow me a moment to gather my belongings?”
 
                 “Of course, Captain Roderick,” the Admiral answered.
 
    
 
                 *******************************************************************
 
    
 
                 Governor Errick Cantor paced his personal chambers in a panic.  Everything had come undone.  His perfect plan to indenture Lady Relador as his wife had come unraveled.  His favorite consort, Nehrea, had impudently aided in her escape.  Navan Prianhe had all but told him that he alone would be held responsible for the disaster, and any hope he had of gaining the king's favor had all but vanished.  He would be lucky to survive the king's judgment for his failure to recognize and detain the fugitives.  Worse still, the king might allow him to live stripped of his titles as a commoner, perhaps even as a slave.
 
                 It was a nightmare.  Weeks had passed now since Lady Relador’s daring escape.  A few days after her escape word had come that they were located somewhere in the south, near the Water Woods.  Every last member of the Imperial army contingent in Nal’Dahara, and over half of his personal guard had been dispatched to aid in their capture.  Since that night, he had yet to receive word.  If he believed in the Creator, Cantor would have prayed that the criminals were captured without further incident.  However, he had met Lady Relador, and he knew she wouldn’t go quietly.
 
                 Zola, his new top consort, knocked on his door and entered on his command.  She was a divine beauty, tall and blond with perfect legs.  
 
                 “Lieutenant Davold has returned, your Excellency.  He has requested an audience.”  She was careful to keep her eyes on the floor and to speak with the proper obsequiousness.  Unlike that whore, Nehrea, Cantor was confident Zola would never betray him. 
 
                 “Send him in, Zola.”
 
                 Davold entered the room looking ragged and road weary.  His face was covered in grime and his uniform was dirty and frayed.  Over his shoulder he carried a burlap sack.  
 
                 “Lieutenant, you look terrible.  What’s happened to you?  Did you find Nehrea?”  Cantor wanted nothing more than to get his hands on her.  If he decided to let her live, he would mercilessly torture her every last day for the rest of her life.  The thought alone of her endless screams made him slightly aroused.
 
                 “Nehrea disappeared, Governor,” he answered wearily.
 
                 “And the others.  Was the mission successful?”  Cantor took a seat on a lounge bench at the foot of his bed.
 
                 “It was a disaster, Governor.  Hundreds of soldiers were killed.  I lost almost all of my charges.  The fugitives emptied the lake on us.  Their trivals had power beyond anything I’ve ever seen.  Then they up and disappeared.”  The Lieutenant spoke with the hollow inflection of a man that had seen the limits of his own capacity for fear.
 
                 “And what of Baneur Deuseau and Navan Prianhe?”  Cantor could feel the blood draining from his face.  The situation had become worse.
 
                 “Gone, my Lord.  When we were able to regroup, I led a contingent back to the cabin where the fugitives were staying.  Everyone was gone.  As to their current whereabouts, I can’t rightly say.”
 
                 “Very well, Lieutenant.  Get yourself cleaned up.  I’ll expect to see a full report on parchment by tomorrow afternoon.  Am I clear?”  Cantor felt vacant and hopeless.  He was certain to be forced into slavery now.
 
                 “There’s just one more thing, Governor,” Davold said.  Cantor quirked a brow at him.  Davold went to a desk set up against one of the far walls and removed a tattered old book from the burlap sack.  Cantor walked over to take a look.  “It’s about your hobby.  I thought you might find this interesting,” Davold told him. 
 
                 Cantor allowed a select few of his most trusted people to know about his private pursuit of blood sorcery.  Davold had been with him for many years, and his loyalty was assured.
 
                 “The cabin where the fugitives stayed was full of books.  Thousands of them, actually.  I’ve ordered my men to begin transporting them back to the palace.  This particular book caught my eye.”  Davold bowed his head and left Cantor alone in his bedroom with the book.
 
                 Cantor flipped the delicate pages with mounting glee.  Perhaps not all was lost.  He took a seat at the desk and began to read.  He stayed awake for most of the night, feeling for the first time in many days, that all he dreamed to achieve was once again nearly within his grasp.
 
    
 
                 ********************************************************************
 
    
 
                 The oarsman paddled the long boat to shore against the churning tide of Altrega’s rocky eastern coast.  Durg eyed the shores of his homeland like a crying babe returned to his mother’s arms.  It had been a long journey.  A difficult journey.  The tropics didn’t agree with his kind.  He hated the heat.  He despised the sun.  Durg yearned to feel hard rock beneath his feet.  His stomach cried out for some unblemished quartz or a hunk of sweet pumice.  The rocks on that cursed island had been bland and unsatisfying.  He was desperate for a good meal.
 
                 The long boat struck dry land and his men hopped out and began pulling the boat ashore.  Several more longboats came aground beside him.  
 
                 Durg stepped out of the boat and relished the feeling of his native soil.  His Paratamians still had a great distance to travel before they returned to the mountain caves of his people, but for now the feeling of Altregan soil would suffice.  Thorl Desirmor stepped onto the beach from the nearest boat.  Durg reviled the Blood Lord, but he feared the man.  Thorl was completely mad, and Durg knew enough to watch his step.  Besides, Thorl had a good plan.  A plan that would eventually allow the Paratamians to reclaim their rightful place in the world.  If all went well, Durg would be remembered amongst his people as the greatest chieftain who had ever lived.  If he had to put up with the loathsome human to achieve that end, then so be it.  
 
                 To either side, men were already feverishly unloading the barrels they brought from Caramour.  Durg watched the steady procession with a victorious grin.  
 
                 The Blood Lord came up to his side and motioned a hand to the vast landscaped ahead.
 
                 “Shall we, Durg?” the Blood Lord grinned.
 
                 Durg marched forward and began the long walk home.
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