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  Prologue


  It was all the Dark Knight could do to keep his teeth from chattering. The chill mountain air was thick with a dense fog that soaked into his skin, making every movement of the wind like torture. The only sounds were the crunch and clatter of his horse’s hooves and his own labored breathing.


  He could feel that he was drawing near to his destination, yet he could see nothing but dull gray fog and the gnarled and vicious shadows of long dead trees.


  He steeled his wits and warily urged his steed onward. He knew what was to come, and it unnerved him. The prospect of death had never bothered him. He had faced it many times before, but this was something different. After today, everything would change. After today, the whole world would tremble. For the first time in his life, he was uncertain. Decades of struggle and planning were culminating into this one moment, this one action. He should have been excited, but for some reason was unable to shake his sense of foreboding.


  His horse spotted the edge of the precipice just before they both would have plummeted to their deaths. It reared fiercely, nearly throwing him from the saddle onto the hard, jagged stone path. Calming his nervous steed, he dismounted and walked to the cliff’s edge. He strained his eyes, attempting to penetrate the fog, but could see nothing. Yet he knew what was out there. Reaching down, he picked up a small stone and tossed it over the cliff’s edge, but heard nothing.


  ‘The trial begins,’ he thought to himself. He turned and retrieved his sword and scabbard from his saddle and fastened them to his belt. As he peered into the nothingness, his armor felt heavy and cumbersome. Feats of prowess in battle were far different from what he was about to do. Armor would certainly be a hindrance, but he dare not leave it behind. He backed away from the edge of the cliff and closed his eyes, his heart pounding in his ears. For a long moment, he stood motionless as stone.


  Suddenly, the sinews of his thick, powerful legs burst to life, and propelled him forward at amazing speed. In a flash, he was at the edge and jumped with a heavy grunt. Time stood still as he flew through the air. For a split-second, a flash of fear filled his chest as he felt himself begin to fall, but relief and triumph quickly replaced this as his boot struck solid rock. With a great deal of effort, he managed to keep his footing and stumbled to a halt. As he slowly stepped forward, the fog lessened and he realized he had jumped atop the first in a series of immense natural rock pillars.


  “At last,” he muttered.


  Each pillar was about eight feet apart and could easily accommodate a dozen mounted men. He could make out twelve pillars, but beyond that the fog thickened again. Experience told him not to get too excited; nothing was ever as simple as it seemed. He could leap the distance easily enough, even with armor. However, considering the prize that awaited him, something told him there was more to it than that.


  Without warning, the ground began to shake violently, and the Dark Knight could feel the rock start to give way beneath his feet. With no time to think he leapt to the next pillar, only to feel it start to crumble the second his boots landed. From pillar to pillar, he raced for his life. In seconds he knew he would reach the fog again and be unable to see. As he reached the last column, he planted both feet hard on its edge and pushed with all his strength, propelling his body into the void.


  His upper thigh struck hard against a lip of rock, flinging his head and torso forward. The sound of grinding metal tore through the dank air as his armor crashed against rough stone. He scrambled and clawed as he felt himself begin to slip off the edge. Just as he was about to fall, his hand caught a crack in the rock and he pulled himself up. He lay there for a moment, taking stock of his hurts. Nothing serious. His thighs would be bruised, and the hilt of his sword had jammed into his kidney, but overall he was fine. He listened as the thunder of collapsing pillars echoed, then disappeared.


  He rose to his feet, checked his sword and surveyed his surroundings. Before him lay a square courtyard of plain black granite. On either side were smooth, sheer walls one-hundred feet high, and at the far end, carved into the living rock, a flight of steps leading up.


  In the center of the courtyard stood a ten-foot obelisk of unadorned white marble. As the Dark Knight neared the obelisk he heard a low hum. His eyes narrowed and his muscles tensed as his hands slid to the hilt of his sword. The hum grew louder and deeper the closer he came, until his body shook with its intensity. He desperately covered his ears, but to no avail. He felt his knees begin to weaken; each step became agony as the loud hum grew to a deep roar. As he stepped directly beside the obelisk, he felt blood trickle from his nose.


  ‘Almost there,’ he thought, taking another step.


  The moment he passed the obelisk, the hum stopped. It was then that his legs gave way and he collapsed, his chest heaving and ears ringing. After several minutes he lifted his head and looked toward the steps. Slowly he rose to his feet, wiped the blood from his nose, and began his climb.


  In the distance, he could see a bright light that obscured his vision. As he finally reached the top, the light lessened and his eyes began to adjust, revealing an immense stone alcove, fifty feet high and nearly twice as wide. The stone was polished white marble, inlaid with veins of pure gold and precious jewels. Standing tall and proud at its center was a gold statue of an ancient warrior. It was ten feet tall and adorned with fine chain mail. Its grim features told of countless battles as its deeply set eyes stared—penetrating and unwavering— with a sense of keen understanding that gave it the distinct impression of life. Atop its brow sat a crown of opal laurels, each leaf veined with silver inlay. Its arms were outstretched with its palms held aloft, and there the Dark Knight saw it. The sword. Its gleaming steel glowed with an unnatural light that spilled down onto the marble floor like a ghostly mist. Its hilt was plain steel, with neither jewel nor marking to tell of its true worth, and the handle was wrapped in hard, unremarkable black leather.


  The Dark Knight felt his pulse quicken as he slowly walked forward. It was his; the Sword of Truth was finally his. Closer and closer, he came to his prize. With each step, he drew nearer to the end of his quest. Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw a tall figure.


  He was dressed in a pure white linen robe bound at the waist by a thin, white silk rope. A pair of simple calfskin boots could be seen beneath his robe, and he wore a circlet of silver on his brow. His face was smooth and ageless with a long, hawk-like nose and pronounced chin. His eyes were deep blue and full of sadness and pity. He held no weapon that the Dark Knight could see.


  He turned to face the Man in White and unsheathed his sword. “I thought I’d find you here,” he said grimly. “Do you intend to fight me unarmed?”


  A sad smile crept over the Man in White’s face. “I do not intend to fight you at all,” he replied.


  The Dark Knight burst into laughter, “Some protector you are. You’re a coward, unworthy to bear the sword.”


  “You’re right,” he said. “I’m not worthy. But neither are you.”


  “Really?” the Dark Knight mocked, stepping forward menacingly. “We’ll see about that. With that sword, I will be able to break the bonds that have held us back for an eternity. We will finally be free! Can’t you see that?”


  Regret washed over the face of the Man in White. “Free? You mean free to rule? Free to murder? Free to do evil with impunity?”


  “No, you fool!” the Dark Knight shouted. “Free to show the world what we truly are. Free to take my—” His voice calmed. “Our rightful place in this cursed world.”


  “What we truly are, my old friend, has nothing to do with what is in your heart,” he replied.


  The Dark Knight scowled. “Whatever is in my heart was driven there by those you serve.” Slowly, his face softened. “Please, brother, why not join me? I could use your advice and companionship in the times ahead. Together we could shape the world into a paradise.”


  Tears began to well in the Man in White’s eyes. “There was a time when I would not have hesitated. However, that time is long past. Now I know who you truly are. The paradise you speak of is no paradise at all; it is hell.”


  “Hell, you say? What do you know of hell? I have seen hell. I have lived in it. Your masters sent me there, and it’s time the favor was returned.” The Dark Knight’s face darkened.


  “You sent yourself there with your betrayal,” said the Man in White.


  “I betrayed you?” the Dark Knight scoffed. “Fool! Your masters have poisoned your mind. Don’t you see that? Don’t you understand what I’m trying to do?”


  The Man in White’s eyes narrowed. “I understand all too well. I understand that you will fail. No matter what happens this day, you will fail.”


  “We shall see,” he said ominously. “It’s clear to me now that you cannot be reasoned with as I’d hoped.” The Dark Knight tensed. “And your blood will spill this day for your foolishness.”


  In a flash the Dark Knight leapt forward, slashing his blade at the Man in White’s neck. But the Man in White dodged with an unnatural speed and the stroke passed harmlessly.


  Again and again the Dark Knight pressed forward, his fury and frustration growing with each unsuccessful blow. Minutes passed, and the Dark Knight had gained no ground. He began to feel the weight of fatigue burning in his muscles. The Man in White did not attempt to strike; his lack of weapon and armor made it easy for him to avoid the onslaught, and his many years of training made his every step perfect. Slowly, the Dark Knight began to understand his peril. He could not keep this up indefinitely. Eventually his strength would be gone, and he would be virtually helpless.


  Then, in a desperate gamble, the Dark Knight flung his sword at the left leg of his opponent, causing him to shift right and slightly back. Normally he would never intentionally disarm himself, but this time the gamble worked. With all his strength, he leapt forward, reaching in his belt, and pulling out a small dagger. His body slammed into the Man in White as he plunged it into his heart.


  The Man in White gasped and threw his arm around his killer, as both bodies crashed to the floor. The Dark Knight wrenched himself from the Man in White’s grasp, ripping the dagger free.  Blood soaked his robe and spilled onto the marble floor. The Man in White’s eyes grew dim as he watched the Dark Knight rise and walk to the statue that held the Sword.


  ‘This is the end,’ the Man in White thought as death overcame him, ‘…the end of the world. I have failed.’


  The Dark Knight reached out and grabbed the hilt of the sword. Lightning flashed as he lifted it from its cradle and held it aloft.


  “At last!” he screamed. “At laaaaaaaaast!”


  
    


  


  Chapter 1


  Gewey Stedding’s wagon rolled up the main avenue of the village of Sharpstone, heavy with its cargo of fall hay. Normally this would be neither exciting nor very important, but recent years had been hard and the sight of commerce filled the villagers with hope. Fall hay meant food for the livestock, meat for the winter, and trade for the spring.


  The streets were empty for this time of year. Usually merchants and travelers from up and down the Goodbranch River kept them busy, but over the last several years, trade had slowed to a trickle. The few people that did pass through did not linger and brought little coin. News of trouble and hardship came with each boat and wagon regardless of where they came from. The world was in turmoil, and everyone could feel it.


  In better times, Sharpstone would be readying for the Festival of Gerath, god of the earth and mountains. Gewey had eagerly looked forward to the festival each year since he was a boy. It was three days of games, music and some of the best food in the whole kingdom. It ended with the entire town parading to the market square to crown the King and Queen of the festival. As a child, Gewey had dreamed of being crowned King, but as things were, it didn’t look like that would ever happen. Last year, the Village Council cut the festival to one day; this year—with little to celebrate and no money to spare—the festival had been all but forgotten. Only a few elders had hung the traditional pumpkin vines above their door, and no one had decorated the statue of Gerath that stood in the village square.


  Despite the hardships, the sight of Gewey’s wagon made the people smile. Gewey’s honest dealings and helpful nature made him very popular in the village. He was always ready to help those in need and never shied away from hard work, even when he worked for free— which lately, happened very frequently. Though only seventeen years old, he stood six feet two inches tall and had the shoulders of a blacksmith. With raven black hair, flawless skin, and chiseled features, it was little wonder that the young girls of the village swooned as he passed. The older women were already talking about who would be a good match for him. Luckily, he hadn’t turned eighteen—the time of his coming of age—and he could avoid certain uncomfortable conversations with the Village Mothers.


  Called the “Village Hens” by the men (though only when they couldn’t hear), the Village Mothers handled most of the day-to-day operations in Sharpstone. If there was a fire, they organized the reconstruction. If streets needed repair or the river docks rebuilding, the Village Mothers saw it done. The Village Council—headed by the mayor—controlled the finance and commerce, but without the Mothers, Sharpstone would come to a halt.


  Gewey had been his own master since his father had died two years earlier of an illness that had swept through the village during an extremely harsh winter. His mother had passed when he was but three, from injuries she received falling from her horse. The memories he had of her were few, and colored by a child’s perception. He knew she was kind and beautiful. A painting of her hung above his fireplace. His father would look at it all night on the anniversary of her death and tell Gewey stories about her life and his love for her.


  After his father’s death, the village council had approached Gewey about selling his farm and taking an apprenticeship with one of the local tradesmen. Gewey’s father had been the largest producer of hay in the area, and they had serious doubts as to whether a fifteen-year-old boy would be able to maintain a farm alone. The idea of losing such a resource was unthinkable, and though Gewey had not come of age, his father had left him all his property. Short of petitioning the King, there was nothing they could do to make Gewey give up the land.


  Gewey refused every offer, saying his father wanted him to keep the farm going and had told him so before he died. The Council was preparing to make one more effort to change his mind when he showed up at the market square with enough hay to supply the whole village for half the year. He had not only bundled and loaded it himself, but also turned a nice profit at market. From then on, Gewey was thought of by all as the master of his own land; his coming of age was never mentioned again. He was treated as any other landowner and even consulted occasionally by the Council.


  Gewey’s image of himself was somewhat different. He harvested hay as he had seen his father do a thousand times before. He bartered the way his father had taught him. He held onto the farm because his father would have wanted him to. Nevertheless, in his heart, he was not yet a man. He was merely a boy, still trying to make his father proud. His size and strength made others think him a man, but at night, when he was all alone, his mind was full of fear and doubt.


  The village of Sharpstone was just south of the Sarlian Wastes, at the northern most part of the Kingdom of Megádos. Just to the north was a crossroads that joined the Pithian Highway, leading south to the western gate of the capital, Helenia, then on to the southern ports and the Far Run Road which spanned the breadth of the entire continent. The land was flat and fertile, and the weather moderate and prone to early springs. The inhabitants, though not numerous, were kindly and welcomed strangers, so long as they did not cause trouble.


  Though not a great producer of goods, the village thrived by being a stop-off point for commerce. They boasted some of the finest blacksmiths and liveries for a hundred miles, and provided a welcome respite for many a weary merchant or pilgrim. The inns were clean and comfortable, and frequented by traveling entertainers that often provided a lively nightlife. Overall, Sharpstone was a decent place. That is, until the dark times began.


  It had been six years since what the villagers called the Long Freeze. The winter did not break, and the planting season came and went. Many villagers became ill and died. Gewey remembered the sadness in his father’s eyes each morning as they had stared out on the frozen fields during the first year. The thought of those long days of fruitless labor still made his belly ache with hunger. For an entire year, the ground stayed frozen. When spring finally came, the land was different. It seemed as if the life had been sucked right out of it. The crop was small, livestock suffered, and each year Gewey watched his father’s land shrink and dry up further.


  The few villagers up and about at that time of the morning waved to Gewey’s wagon as he passed. Mostly, they wished him a good day. Others, however, had earnest business and called for him to set aside time for them. This always made Gewey feel uneasy. He was not interested in business. Despite his ability to turn a profit, he hated bartering and trade.


  Before the Long Freeze, the avenue leading to the trading court would have been bustling with activity. However, in recent years shops opened later and later, and a few had even closed, the owners moving to the capital in hopes of finding work. As he approached the market square, he could see that it was almost empty, aside from a few vendors who had only just arrived.


  Suddenly a scream pierced the air, making Gewey jump in his seat.


  He halted his wagon and saw Thad Marshall, the local baker, running from the square. He jumped down and grabbed the man as he passed. Thad was normally a calm fellow, but it was clear to Gewey that something had terrified him.


  “What happened?” Gewey exclaimed.


  It took a moment for Thad to steady himself enough to speak.


  “My wife….” Thad said, “I just saw my wife.” He was shaking uncontrollably.


  The baker’s wife had died the previous winter. The whole town had turned out for her funeral.


  “Your wife?” asked Gewey, uncertain how to react.


  “I know it sounds crazy, but I swear that I just saw her, standing in the market. I saw her as clear as I see you now.”


  “Are you sure it was her?” asked Gewey.


  “There’s no mistake,” he cried. “I was with her for thirty-six years. I’d know her anywhere.”


  Gewey looked thoughtfully at the man. “Well, Master Marshall, I don’t doubt your word. The ways of spirits are strange. Who can understand them?”


  “You don’t understand,” the baker replied. “She looked decayed and rotten. It wasn’t her spirit I saw.”


  “You mean you saw your dead wife’s body walking in the market?” exclaimed Gewey, surprised.


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Thad said, tears streaming down his face.


  “Did anyone else see her?” he asked.


  “No…maybe…I don’t know,” he stammered.


  Gewey helped the baker into the wagon. “Come,” he said. “Let’s see if we can find out what’s going on.”


  The baker nodded slowly and slumped down in the seat, tears still pouring down his face. Gewey urged the horse forward in the direction of the market. He didn’t think the baker would lie, and he wasn’t the unstable type, but a grieving man’s mind could sometimes play tricks.


  Gewey guided his wagon across the square to the far end, near the entrance to the river dock, and halted the wagon. Thad doubled over with his face buried in his hands. Gewey hopped down from the wagon and put his hand gently on the baker’s arm.


  “Come on, Master Marshall,” said Gewey, in his most soothing voice. “Show me where you saw her.”


  Slowly, Thad crept from the wagon and led Gewey to the corner of the market where he usually set up his stand.


  “She was standing right there,” he said, pointing a few feet ahead of them. “At first I thought I was seeing things, but she looked right at me.”


  Gewey examined the area but could find nothing out of place.


  “Wait here,” said Gewey. “I’ll ask around and see if anyone else saw anything.”


  Gewey questioned the few people there, but no one had seen anything, other than the baker screaming as he ran out of the market.


  “What could have scared old Thad so badly, I wonder?” asked Melton Fathing, a local artisan and town gossip. “I was just about to check on him.”


  “It was nothing,” answered Gewey, quickly walking away. He certainly didn’t want to humiliate Thad, and Melton would already have started talk. Besides, he didn’t like Melton.


  Gewey told Thad that no one else had seen his wife.


  “I’m not making this up!” Thad exclaimed.


  “I’m not saying you are,” replied Gewey, trying to calm the man down. “Why don’t you go home? I’ll keep an eye out and let you know if anything unusual happens.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” said Thad. “Maybe I just need to rest. It’s been so hard this last year, losing my wife and all. Business hasn’t been the best, either.”


  The rest of what Thad said trailed off into incoherent mumbling as he stumbled from the square. Gewey noticed Melton staring intently and forced a smile.  ‘Best to let it be,’ he thought to himself.


  It took him only an hour to unload his wagon. He had always been good at physical labor. His father bragged that his son could outwork ten men. Though this was true, Gewey always held back when others were around. He didn’t want people to think he was odd or different, and if people knew how strong he really was, the talk would start.


  The rest of the day was uneventful as he sold his hay, most of which went to the livery. Gewey did as he promised and kept watch for anything unusual, but thankfully saw nothing.


  His wagon empty and his purse full, Gewey began the long trip back to his farm. He stopped by Thad Marshall’s house to check on him but there was no answer.  ‘Probably sleeping,’ he thought.


  As he turned toward his wagon, he noticed a shadowy figure approaching from the avenue. The evening shadows obscured his features, but Gewey knew right away who it was. His long strides and graceful motions gave him away.


  “Hello, Lee,” called Gewey.


  The man said nothing. Lee Starfinder was a strange sort. He was nearly as tall as Gewey, though not as wide in the shoulders. He had distinctly sharp, angular features and deep olive skin. He had moved to Sharpstone more than ten years ago, claiming to be a nobleman and scholar, from north of the Razor Edge Mountains, here to retire and live out his days quietly; Gewey, however, thought he had the look of the sea-people from the coast of the Western Abyss. He kept to himself and employed several local artisans, so the villagers made little fuss about the man’s oddities and reclusive nature.


  Lee walked straight up to Gewey and pressed a letter into his hand.


  “Wait until you get home to read it,” said Lee. “No questions, boy.”


  Gewey stared at the man, his mouth gaping. Lee spun around and strode off, leaving Gewey baffled. He stared at the letter. It was old and yellow, but the seal was unbroken.


  “Great,” muttered Gewey. “A long trip made even longer.”


  Gewey continued on his way home, trying to think about anything other than what the letter might reveal.


  
    


  


  Chapter 2


  The ride home seemed to take forever. Gewey had put the letter in his pocket, but could hardly resist the urge to open it. He tried to push his horse to move faster, but it did no good; she was a workhorse, not a racehorse. By the time he reached his farm, he could barely sit still. He put the wagon and horse away in record time, and almost pulled the front door off the hinges on his way inside. The house was dark and cold. Gewey frowned, realizing the letter would have to wait until he tended to the fire and lit the lanterns. Once these tasks were completed, Gewey finally sat down in his father’s chair next to the hearth and retrieved the letter from his pocket. He stared at the seal for a moment, and then carefully he opened it.


  


  My son,


  If you are reading this, my time on this world has passed. As I write, you are but two years old. Should I die before you are old enough to hear what I need to tell you, I will entrust this letter to Lord Starfinder. I have known him for many years, and he has said he plans to move here soon to retire. What I will tell you will not be easy for you to understand, but you must try.


  


  I am not your real father.


  


  Gewey nearly dropped the letter. He felt like a hammer had struck him between the eyes. He read the line again in disbelief, and then continued.


  


  Believe me when I say that I could not love you more even if I were. You were given to me to care for when you were an infant. A merchant who happened by our farm as he traveled south to Millhaven Springs had found you. He told us that he had run across a small caravan that had been attacked by a band of marauders, and he had found you in the rubble. He told us he could not care for you and asked that we take you in. Your mother and I had no children of our own and did not question such a blessing from the gods. The moment I looked at you, I knew you were my son. I even managed to deceive the village elders as to your identity, but I suspect they wanted to be deceived.


  


  Six months had passed when Lord Starfinder came to visit me. I knew him in my younger and more adventurous days. He told me he was here to purchase horses, but I believe he had other motives. We may have fine horses here, but the weeks of travel would have made such a journey unprofitable and at the very least, uncomfortable. I told him the truth about how you came to us, and he didn’t look surprised when he heard my story. The fact is, I believe you are the reason he came in the first place, and I believe you are the reason he moved here. He stayed for two weeks, buying up nearly every horse in the village—most of which he turned right around and sold again—and each night before sundown, he came to visit. He claimed that it was to enjoy simple hospitality and tell old tales, and at first his visits didn’t seem odd. Lee was always one for a good story and decent wine, but I began to suspect different reasons when he insisted on holding you every night until you went to sleep. He had never really cared for children, but when he held you, he smiled and ignored everything else until you were in your crib.


  


  On his last visit, after he had rocked you to sleep and your mother left the room to put you down, he told me that you were special, and that the gods had blessed you with a great destiny. At first, I thought he was playing a joke, but the look in his eyes told me otherwise. When I asked him how he knew this, he waved me off and said that eventually it would be revealed. The man has always been somewhat of a mystery, but I believe he’s right. Even as a baby, I can see that you are special.


  


  Son, you are destined for great things. Go see Lord Starfinder. He has knowledge of the world that you will one day need. He can be a little strange sometimes, but men like him always are.


  Remember, son, I love you with all my heart, no matter what destiny has in store. Frankly, I hope Lee’s wrong, and that you stay with your mother and me until we’re old and gray. I would love nothing more than to look at my grandchildren as I look at you now.


  


  All My Love,


  Father


  


  Gewey sat in silence. He felt as if his whole world had been stripped away. Why had his father never told him? This had been written when he was a baby, so surely there had been time. He felt confused and angry. None of it made sense. Why wait so long? Why the deception in the first place?


  Gewey read the letter repeatedly, as if the words might change and his life would make sense again, but each time he found new unanswered questions. Finally, he stood up and ran out into the brisk night air. He felt dizzy and leaned against the porch. After a few minutes, he staggered back inside and went to bed. It would be several hours before sleep took him.


  He went over his life in his mind, trying to remember some clue, some insight that might help him to understand, but came up with nothing. As far back as he could recall, his father had never been anything but that—his father. He tried to slow his mind and rid himself of his anger, remembering the love his father had always shown him, and the love Gewey felt for him in return.


   Gewey fell asleep with one thought in his head: ‘Lee Starfinder,’ he thought. ‘Tomorrow I’ll go see Lee Starfinder. Maybe he has answers.’


  That night, Gewey’s dreams were filled with horror. Visions of death and destruction swirled around him like a storm. Vast armies slaughtered each other, spilling oceans of blood. The sick and dying screamed out in agony. He tried not to look but could not turn away. Trying to force himself awake only took him deeper and into more terrifying visions. Just when he thought he could no longer take it, the world exploded into a great ball of flame. Slowly it burned away until there was nothing but utter darkness, so complete that he could feel it. It wrapped around him, pressing in until he wanted to cry out in despair. It penetrated his mind and soul as if it sought to possess him completely. He fought desperately to get out, but there was nothing to fight against. The darkness yielded and contracted with every move he made. Just when he felt as if he would be overcome, a voice boomed out.


  


  “Child,” it said. The sheer volume of the voice nearly split Gewey’s head in two. “Why do you resist?”


  “Who are you?” asked Gewey. His own voice seemed weak and small.


  “Who am I?” the voice shot back, almost mocking. “I am he who knows the answers to your questions. I am he who can give you what you seek.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Gewey. “What questions?”


  “I can tell you who you are, young one,” it replied. “The lies that surround you, the reason for your existence can be made clear. I can show you how to use your power to gain all you desire.”


  Gewey’s mind reeled. He felt the malice and hatred in the voice, but was compelled to listen. He knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help himself.


  “You’re not real,” said Gewey finally. “You’re in my mind. I’m dreaming.”


  “Of course you’re dreaming,” scoffed the voice. “But I am real. In your heart, you know it to be true. You’ve always known it. Didn’t you feel me watching you, protecting you?”


  “Protecting me?” asked Gewey. “Protecting me from what?”


  “It was I who brought you to safety so long ago,” it said. “It was I who has kept you secret from the world. But it is time.” The voice paused. “Time for you to join me.”


  Suddenly another voice burst into his mind. “He lies, Gewey! Don’t listen to him!”


  Gewey felt as if a spell had been broken. “If you know me, then tell me who I am,” he said. “If you wish for me to join you, then send for me.”


  “Of course,” answered the first voice. “Just tell me where you are, and you will be with me.”


  “Don’t you know?” asked Gewey. “Aren’t you the one who brought me here?”


  There was a long silence. Gewey felt the fury of the darkness press in.


  “Tell me where you are, boy.” Its tone became threatening. “You cannot hide from me. I will find you.”


  The darkness pressed harder and harder. Gewey wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go—no ground beneath his feet and no light to run to. His limbs felt heavy as panic set in.


  “You cannot run,” the voice laughed. “You are mine.”


  The darkness was crushing down on him. Gewey could no longer move or speak.


  “Give in,” said the voice. “You fight me for nothing. I can help you. I can give you all that you desire.”


  Gewey let out a final, desperate scream. The voice laughed, then faded away.


  


  Gewey woke up drenched in sweat, his heart pounding like a drum. He could still feel the weight of the darkness on his chest, and the laughter of the voice echoed in his head. It took him a few minutes to calm down enough to get up and pour himself a cup of old wine. He barely tasted it as he quickly drained the cup. Just as he was about to pour another, he heard a horse galloping up to the house. Fear gripped him and he scanned the room for a weapon. The small knife he used for work was still in his pack in the barn, and his axe was in the shed on the side of the house. He spotted a carving knife on a shelf next to the cupboard and snatched it up. The hoof beats stopped, and at once there was a bang at the door.


  “Gewey, open up.” It was Lee Starfinder.


  Still gripping the knife, Gewey crept to the door and cautiously pulled it open. There stood Lee Starfinder, covered in sweat and still wearing his silk nightclothes. In his right hand he held a small sword. Gewey backed away from the door.


  “Come with me,” commanded Lee. “We need to leave.”


  Gewey stood in silence, unable to move.


  “No time to lose your wits, boy,” said Lee, pushing past him. He scanned the house. “Nothing that can’t be left behind, I suppose.”


  Gewey snapped out of his stupor. “Leave behind?” he cried. “What in blazes are you talking about?”


  Lee looked impatient and a bit on edge, not to mention odd in his nightclothes.


  “Do you have a saddle?” asked Lee.


  “A saddle?” Gewey replied. “Why do I need a saddle?”


  “Please don’t ask stupid questions.” Lee caught Gewey by the arm and pulled him towards the door. “If you have a saddle, get it. If not, I guess you’ll ride bareback. My horse can’t carry us both.”


  Gewey snatched his arm away from Lee’s grasp. He leveled his eyes and straightened his shoulders, his fear replaced by anger. There was no way he was leaving without some sort of explanation. Lee noticed Gewey’s posture and grinned slightly.


  “That’s the attitude we’ll need in the days to come,” said Lee. He motioned for Gewey to sit. “I hope you can appreciate that every minute we delay puts us both in greater danger. And if you hadn’t noticed, I am in a hurry.” Lee gestured to his own attire.


  Gewey nodded and sat in a nearby chair. Lee closed the door but did not sit. Instead, he walked to the window and stared into the night.


  “The dream you had tonight was real,” Lee began. “The voice you heard was that of the being that is casting the world into darkness. Now that he knows you exist, he’ll stop at nothing to find you.”


  “Why me?” asked Gewey. “Who am I?”


  “Don’t interrupt, boy,” scolded Lee. “Like I said, he’ll do anything to find you, but I won’t let that happen.”


  “You’re not making any sense,” said Gewey. “How could you know about my dream?”


  Lee sighed, turning away from the window. “What does it matter?” he said. “The very fact that I do know should stop your arguing. You must come with me now, before it’s too late. Something evil is coming for you, and if you don’t hurry, it will find you.”


  Lee could see the confusion on Gewey’s face and softened his tone.


  “Gewey, I know what was in the letter, and I know you probably have a million questions. I promise that when we’re safely away, I’ll answer as many as I can. Your father trusted me, and I would ask that you give me the same trust—at least for now.”


  “He was not my father, and you know it,” said Gewey.


  “Yes, he was,” said Lee. “He loved you, and that’s all you should care about. What difference should it make that you were not of his blood? It wasn’t blood that bound him to you. It was love, and trust me when I say, that means a lot more.”


  Gewey felt ashamed. “I’m sorry,” he offered meekly. “It’s just that I don’t understand why he never told me.”


  Lee walked over and placed his hand on Gewey’s shoulder. “I’m sure he had his reasons. And considering what happened tonight, I’m grateful he didn’t.”


  Gewey looked up at Lee questioningly.


  “Please just get ready,” said Lee. “When the dawn comes, we’ll talk.”


  Lee gently pulled Gewey to his feet.


  “No need to pack,” said Lee. “I have clothes and provisions at my estate being readied as we speak. I need you to saddle your horse now.”


  “I don’t have a saddle,” said Gewey. “Never needed one. Besides, my horse has never been ridden; she’s a bloody work horse.”


  Lee pondered the situation, then spun around and headed to the door. “I guess you have time to pack a few things after all,” he said as he opened the door and headed in the direction of the barn. “But be quick.”


  Gewey did as he was told. He got dressed and packed a few clothes, personal items, and the last loaf of bread in the house. Once packed, he looked around, doused the flames in the fireplace, and turned off the lanterns. He had just grabbed his wool jacket when Lee burst through the door.


  “Good, you’re ready,” said Lee. “Let’s go. Don’t worry, if we need anything else, we can pick it up along the way. I’ve left word with my staff to take care of the farm while we’re gone, so don’t worry about that.”


  Gewey nodded curtly as they stepped outside. Apparently, Lee had been planning this for quite some time. Lee stowed his sword in the wagon and wrapped it in a blanket. Gewey’s horse,  not accustomed to being handled by a stranger, stamped nervously. Lee’s own horse had been tied to the back of the wagon. It wore no saddle; Gewey suspected that Lee was in too much of a rush to bother with one.


  “I suppose it will look less conspicuous if both of us ride into town on your wagon, rather than racing in on horseback; that is, if they don’t notice I’m wearing nightclothes,” said Lee. His tone was excited, and his movements were graceful and quick. Gewey marveled at how fast Lee could get things done. “Throw your pack on the wagon and let’s go.”


  Gewey calmly obeyed. He still wasn’t satisfied with the reasons Lee had given for such a quick departure, but he did know that whatever was happening, the dream was real, and that thought made him afraid. Just thinking about it made the weight of the darkness return.


  “Stop thinking about it,” Lee scolded as he climbed up beside Gewey.


  “What do you mean?” Gewey responded, startled. ‘Surely Lee can’t read my mind,’ he thought.


  “You know what I mean, boy,” said Lee. “If you think about him, he may be able to find you. Until we figure out how he located you in your dreams, we must be cautious.”


  Gewey didn’t reply. Instead he focused his thoughts on the sound of his breath and the movement of the wagon. It was three miles to Lee’s estate, which was situated just north of the village, next to the river.


  It took them a little more than an hour to get there. Several roads had been built leading to Lee’s home; this was more than the village council deemed necessary, but since Lee was willing to both pay for construction himself and use local labor, they raised few objections. It did, however, lead to rumors about his eccentricities. Some folks had even said that he had built tunnels, but Gewey had always ignored such gossip.


  Lee’s estate was built across fifty acres—a small property for a man of his apparent wealth. But the land was among the finest in the area, with most of it dedicated to the keeping of his many horses. The house itself looked modest from the outside. It was adorned simply in northern fashion. The single story dwelling had been built mostly of stained cedar with cherry inlay surrounding each window, and the roof was made from red tile imported from the north. Symbols of the Nine Gods were carved into the stone driveway that led from the main avenue to the front door. Although no blooms could currently be seen, a well-tended garden had once dominated the front yard; at its center stood a statue of Gerath, patron god of Sharpstone. Three horses waited in front; two were saddled, and one was packed full with supplies. The large oak door was already open and Millet, one of Lee’s servants, stood just inside. He was holding a small box wrapped in silk cloth.


  Lee stopped the wagon and leapt down. He retrieved his sword from the cart and placed it in its scabbard, attaching it to his saddle. He walked up to Millet and took the box, whispering something in the servant’s ear. Millet disappeared into the house.


  “Saddle up,” Lee said to Gewey. “I won’t be a moment.”


  Lee turned and ran into the house while Gewey grabbed his belongings. He’d barely had a chance to stow his gear and mount his horse when Lee returned, dressed in a soft leather travel outfit and a black wool cloak. He carried a long sword sheathed in a plain brown scabbard. Lee walked up to Gewey’s horse and attached the sword to his saddle.


  “I’d invite you in, but time is short,” said Lee, and he climbed onto his horse. “You’ll have the pack horse in tow for now. If we meet anyone we know along the way, we’ll say you’re accompanying me as I visit relatives in the north. People will get suspicious after a week or so, but Millet has instructions to keep the deception alive as long as possible.”


  “Where are we going?” Gewey asked.


  “West,” answered Lee, and pulled the hood over his head.


  Gewey pressed the issue. “West where?”


  “Save your questions for now,” he replied. “We’re too close to home, and I won’t risk drawing attention. Believe me, boy; what I have to tell you is worth waiting to hear.” Lee checked up and down the avenue, and seeing no one, urged his horse on, heading north.


  “I thought we were going west,” said Gewey.


  “Don’t be stupid,” replied Lee irritably. “If anyone sees us, they need to see us heading north. There’s a river crossing used by smugglers not far from here, but we can’t be seen making for it. It’s the long way around, but there’s no choice. Now be quiet, we have a lot of distance to cover before dawn.”


  To Gewey’s relief, they met no one along the way. The cold night air kept him from dozing off. The moon was new, and there was not a cloud in the sky. Gewey looked up at the stars and searched out the constellations his father had taught him when he was small. Pósix, Goddess of the Dawn, shined brightly in the darkened sky, and Gewey thought about the nights that he and his father had spent stargazing.


  “Gewey,” Lee said suddenly, shocking him to attention. “Dismount.”


  Lee and Gewey led their horses into the woods on the west side of the road. The forest in this area was thick and treacherous. Gewey could barely see a thing, but Lee seemed to know exactly where he was. The ground was rough and uneven, and Gewey tried not to curse aloud as he tripped over roots and walked headlong into low hanging branches.


  It was nearly dawn, but the thickness of the trees blocked out the light. The air was still and damp, and the only sound he heard was that of their footsteps and the heavy breathing of the horses.


  “We’re here,” Lee said.


  Gewey nearly ran into Lee’s horse. At first, he couldn’t see where “here” was, but then he spotted dim light shining ahead where the forest opened into a small clearing. As they entered, Gewey could see that it was at most half an hour past sunrise. The soft grass was drenched in morning dew, and Lee began unloading the pack horse and setting up camp.


  “We travel at night and rest in the day for the time being,” said Lee. “It’ll take a couple of days to get used to, but I don’t want to risk being seen for now.”


  Gewey found his own pack and pulled out the loaf of bread. He offered some to Lee, but he refused.


  “At least we won’t need a fire,” Gewey joked, plopping down on a blanket.


  Gewey munched on the bread, watching as Lee finished setting up camp and checking the horses. He’d thought of everything; they had blankets, pots, rope, food, and even a small tent in case of bad weather. Gewey wondered how Lee had prepared in such a short time.


  When Lee finished his preparations, he pulled out a small sweet cracker from one of the bags and sat across from Gewey.


  “Well…” Lee paused. “I guess it’s time to tell you want you want to know.”


  Gewey leaned forward, determined not to miss a single word.


  
    


  


  


  Chapter 3


  “I guess the best way to start is by telling you a bit about my life, and how I came to live in Sharpstone,” Lee began. “Despite what I have told you, I was not born a northern lord. I was born on the coast of the Western Abyss in a small fishing village. My father was a fisherman and died at sea when I was eight. My mother was a beautiful woman, but full of spite and anger. She resented being a lowly fisherman’s wife, and hated my father for it. When he died, I think she hated him even more. After his death, she joined the Temple of Saraf, God of the Sea, as a novice. Without a husband and burdened with a child, she was left with no other options.


  “The Temple sent us both to the city of Hazrah, north of the Razor Mountains.  Though I think my mother would have preferred they hadn't, I was made an acolyte so I could stay with her."


  “For the first three years we lived in Hazrah, I hardly saw the city past the Temple doors. I hated it there and longed to leave. One day, Lord Dauvis Nal’Thain came to the Temple looking for a personal attendant. His last attendant had been killed, defending him from an assassination attempt. The High Priestess was reluctant to provide assistance, but could not refuse a lord, especially one as powerful as Lord Dauvis. She told him that he could pick an acolyte, as long as he agreed to pay all his wages and compensate the temple for the loss. She invited Lord Dauvis to stay the night so he could observe us at work, at a banquet in his honor.


  “None of the others wanted to be chosen, but I was eager. Temple life was dull, monotonous, with endless days of cleaning and scrubbing, and endless nights of prayer and fasting. At the banquet, I did everything I could to be noticed, but Lord Dauvis barely looked at me. I remember how upset I was that night. I just knew I’d be stuck at the temple forever.


  “The next morning, to my great surprise, my mother woke me early and told me to pack my belongings, that I had been chosen. I think it was the first time I had ever seen tears in her eyes. She helped me pack without a word, and led me to the office of the High Priestess.


  “When I entered, Lord Dauvis was standing alone at the back of the room. He wasn’t a very tall man; though I was only eleven years old, I stood nearly as tall as he. What he lacked in height, however, he made up for in girth. Though the man must have weighed three hundred pounds, he moved with surprising agility.


   “My mother put her hand on my shoulder, whispered ‘Farewell,’ and left the room. It was the last time I was to see her.


  “Lord Dauvis looked me up and down and grunted. ‘I expected more,’ he said. I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or to himself so I kept quiet.


  “‘What’s your name, boy?’ he asked.


  “‘Lee Starfinder,’ I replied. I did my best not to sound afraid.


  “Lord Dauvis explained what my duties would be. Mostly, they consisted of running messages, doing chores, and seeing that his meals were ready on time.  All of that was fine by me. Anything was better than rotting away at the Temple, and from the sound of it, the work for Lord Dauvis would be a lot easier as well.


  “The High Priestess was waiting for us at the entrance. She bowed to Lord Dauvis and asked that he send regular reports of me. He nodded, and thanked her for her hospitality. She gestured towards me and said, ‘Do not dishonor this temple boy, or I will know about it.’ I remember smiling with excitement as I walked out of the temple doors for the last time.


  “Life with Lord Dauvis was harder than I had thought it would be. He was unmarried and had no children, so I spent every waking hour attending his needs. For five years, I ran his errands, arranged his schedule, and saw to his meals. I don’t think I stopped moving for more than a minute, but to tell you the truth, I loved it. I was living life outside the Temple. Hazrah was a bustling metropolis that breathed a life of its own, and my duties frequently had me traveling to nearby towns and villages. I learned more about the world in one month, under the service of Lord Dauvis, than I had in my entire life. As I got older, he gave me more responsibilities. Eventually, I acted as his proxy during minor business deals and spoke in his stead at meetings with local politicians.


  “I think I would have been happy to live out my life in service to Lord Dauvis, but the Gods had other plans. When I was sixteen, the two of us were traveling to Pendleton—a village two days ride to the west— to mediate a labor dispute, when suddenly our coach was attacked. Apparently, the mayor was afraid that he would be caught pocketing gold intended for village construction. His plan was to make it look like bandits had robbed and killed us, stealing all the accounting records and making any investigation impossible.


  “When they attacked, I tried my best to protect Lord Dauvis; but I had never been taught to fight, and was quickly overcome. I was knocked to the ground and bleeding from a knife wound to my arm. A large man jumped onto my chest and was about to slit my throat. I braced myself, knowing I was about to die, when suddenly the man’s head separated from his shoulders and rolled to the ground beside me. I looked up and saw Lord Dauvis swinging his sword and fighting like a madman. He took on five bandits single handedly; one after the other fell to his sword, but in the end, it wasn’t enough. In desperation, one of the bandits flung a long knife at Lord Dauvis that pierced him through the belly. Ultimately, the attackers were all dead and Lord Dauvis lay dying. I remember how scared I was as I watched him pull out the knife. Blood soaked his waistcoat and spilled to the ground, but he bore the pain in silence.


  “I helped him into the coach and hurried back to the manor. By the time the physician arrived, he was near death. It took three servants to force me out of the room, and even then, I didn’t wander more than a few feet from his chamber door. Hours seemed like days, and when the physician finally emerged he told me that Lord Dauvis was asking for me.


  “He looked so pale and weak, laying there in his bed. No one was in the room but the two of us. He beckoned me to come closer and smiled.


  “‘Lee’ he said, ‘I don’t have much time, so listen carefully.’ He reached up and took my hand. ‘It was no accident that you are in my service. A week before you came here, I was told by the Oracle of Manisalia that I was to take you into my home and protect you. She said you were important, and that one day you would help save the world. I wasn’t sure if I believed her, but I wasn’t about to take the chance. Now, I think that I do believe.’


  “He called out for the housekeeper, who brought him a scroll sealed with the crest of his family.”


  “‘I’m leaving you everything,’ he said. I was stunned. ‘My wealth and title will be passed to you. I’ve already made all the arrangements, so there will be no one that can dispute your claim.’


  “I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘Why?’ I cried. ‘Why would you do this?’


  “’Because of what else the Oracle told me,’ he answered, still smiling.


  “’What did she tell you, my lord?’ I asked. I could feel his grip loosen. He was slipping away.


  “He pressed the scroll into my hands and said, ‘Promise me you will take care of my house and servants. You’re a Nal’Thain now.’”


  “Tears were streaming down my face. ‘I promise,’ I wept.


  “Lord Dauvis closed his eyes, and whispered his last words: ‘Go see the Oracle.’”


  Lee paused and wiped his eyes.


  “In the weeks that followed, I set about the business of learning to be a lord. I was now looked upon as Lee Nal’Thain, the son of Dauvis Nal’Thain.


   “I sent for my mother at the temple, but learned that she had left the order shortly after I went to serve Lord Dauvis and had left no clue as to her whereabouts. I spent a small fortune trying to find her, but eventually gave up the search.


  “It was almost a year before I went to see the Oracle. I was afraid of what she would tell me, so I kept putting it off. Millet was the one who finally convinced me to go. You’ve met him at my estate. He’s been with me a long time.


  “It was a seven day journey to Manisalia. The town was quiet; it had a few shops, an inn, and a livery, but little else. I had pictured a city filled with pilgrims, and thought I’d be able to see the Temple towering from a mile away, but I didn’t. I actually had to ask for directions.


  “The Temple of the Oracle turned out to be a small closed pavilion set upon a massive marble floor. The floor had been built on a foundation where you would expect a temple to be; according to legend, it was located on the very spot where the Gods first breathed life into humankind. A short flight of alabaster steps covering the small distance from the ground to the ‘temple floor’ was the only other man-made structure. Later I learned that three temples had originally been built there.  All had collapsed one after the other, only days after they had been built, leaving only the foundation and the floor intact. Taking it as a sign from the Gods and fearing for the safety of the Oracle, it was decided not to attempt building a fourth.


  “I had planned on a long stay. I figured I would be one of many waiting to see her, but as soon as I walked up, a young girl dressed in white linen robes approached me.


  “’It’s about time you got here, Lord Starfinder,’ she said, using my given name. She took my hand. ‘Come, she’s waiting.’


  “Needless to say I was surprised, but I let her lead me up the stairs—past men and women who looked as if they’d been waiting for a long time—and straight into the pavilion. I looked around for a second. A large green carpet covered the entire floor and pillows lay scattered everywhere. A few uncomfortable-looking chairs lined the walls and a number of dim lanterns hung from ropes strung across the pavilion’s support beams. Whatever I expected, this wasn’t it, and for a moment, I thought someone was playing a joke on me. The pavilion’s sole occupant was sitting on the floor, legs crossed, holding a rag and playing tug-o-war with a puppy. She was wearing green cotton trousers and a brown tunic. Her feet were bare and she wore no jewelry; nothing about her indicated that she was indeed the famous Oracle of Manisalia. She ignored me at first, clearly enjoying herself, and I was just about to walk out when she finally spoke to me.


  “’Do you like dogs?’ she asked me. ‘Personally, I think they’re better than people. More loyal. Certainly smarter.’


  “I just stood there, staring like an idiot. Here before me was the great Oracle of Manisalia. People spoke of her wisdom all over the world. Kings and lords bowed to her will. In fact, she was the very reason I was now a lord instead of wasting away back at the Temple of Saraf. The woman had the ear of the entire known world, and here she was, barefoot on the floor, playing with a mongrel puppy. It wasn’t exactly inspiring.”


  Gewey grinned, trying to imagine the scene.


  “She looked at me and smiled. Her skin was flawless, as if age could not touch her; but if the stories about her were true, then she must have been very old. Her jet-black hair was tied back in a loose braid, showing no hint of gray. Her eyes were sky blue and twinkled in the dim light. When she met my gaze, I felt small and insignificant— as though she had turned me into a child.


  “’I take it I’m not what you expected,’ she said. ‘Would you feel better if I have my assistant come in and chant in an ancient language? She knows one. She’s a very bright young girl.’ Clearly, the Oracle was having fun with me. ‘I guess you want to know what I told poor Dauvis about you.’


  “I sat in front of her on one of the pillows and told her my story. She listened patiently, but I had the feeling that she knew what I was going to say before I said it. Still, it felt good to tell someone. When I finished, she stood up and got a bowl of figs from the corner and we sat in silence and ate. When we finished eating, she reached over and put her hand on my cheek.


  “’So young, yet so strong,’ she said, her voice soft and melodic. ‘You’ve been through a lot, but there is much more to come. First it’s time you knew who you are, and why I told Dauvis to care for you.’


  “I remember how nervous I was, but I thought I was ready to hear it.


  “’You are the son of Saraf, God of the Sea,’ she told me.


  “I was speechless. I couldn’t believe what she was saying. I refused to. I wanted to leave, but the Oracle leaned forward and grabbed my wrist. Her strength was surprising.


  “’I know it’s hard to understand,’ she said, ‘but it’s true. Saraf seduced your mother eighteen years ago. How it happened and why he did it, I don’t know. Perhaps one day, if you see your mother again, she can tell you. But that part of the story hasn’t been revealed to me.’


   “She released me and picked up the puppy that had been lying quietly beside her. ‘One day you will be given a great treasure, and you will have to leave your whole life behind to protect this treasure. If you refuse, or if you fail, darkness will consume the world. You have been chosen because of who and what you are. Your courage and wisdom will be put to the test, but if you face the challenge, you can save us all. What the treasure is, I do not know; but once you touch it for the first time, you will have no doubts, and you will know what to do. The only question will be if you’re willing to do it. The cost will be great, and once paid, your life will never be the same. Until then, you must train your mind and body. As the son of Saraf, you can achieve things far beyond the abilities of normal men. You have power you’ve never dreamed of, and the time is coming when you’ll need it.’


  “She lowered her eyes and stroked the sleeping puppy. I expected her to say something else, but she just sat there silently.


   “‘Is that it?’ I asked, but she just continued petting that bloody puppy. Finally, I got up and left the pavilion, not sure what to believe. None of it made sense to me.


  “For the next few years I tried to forget about what she told me, and lived the life of a Hazrahinian lord. But the more I tried to forget, the more miserable I became. I renewed the search for my mother, but once again came up empty-handed. I thought if I found her, she could tell me it was all lies, and I could feel normal again. Eventually I decided it was time to begin training for what was to come, even though I had no idea what exactly that was.


  “It turned out that the Oracle was right. As I trained, I discovered that I was stronger and faster than other men. It took me mere weeks to learn new sword techniques that took other people years to master. My eyesight was sharper and my hearing keener. The more I trained, the more I came to believe the Oracle; but it wasn’t until I first saw you that I knew for a fact she had told me the truth.”


  Lee stood up and stretched his legs. He walked over to where he had tied his horse, and stroked its mane.


  “My father said you first saw me when I was a baby,” said Gewey.  “He said you came down to buy horses, though he really didn’t believe that. He also said he thought I was the reason you moved to Sharpstone.”


  Lee laughed softly. “Harman always was a bright one,” he said. “And he was right. Looking back, I wish I had confided in him more. But at the time, it seemed safer to keep him in the dark.” He walked back to the blanket and knelt down. “The truth is it was I that had Millet bring you to your father. I knew I couldn’t keep you safe. A lord showing up out of nowhere with a child…it would draw too much attention. Millet disguised himself as a merchant, and told your father he had found you in the wreckage of a raided caravan. I knew your father’s heart, and was sure he’d take you in.”


  “If all this is true, then how did you end up with me in the first place?” asked Gewey. “How did my father come into this? And why has it all been such a secret?”


  “I was just getting to that,” he replied. “Be patient and I’ll tell you.”


  Gewey sighed and motioned for Lee to continue.


  “I trained for years, preparing myself,” said Lee. “But for what, I still didn’t know. By the time I was twenty-eight I had learned everything the local masters had to teach, so I ventured out in search of anyone who could train me. It was on one of those trips that I met your father.


  “He had left Sharpstone in search of his fortune. He was courting your mother at the time.  Your grandfather had left him little in the way of a living, so he left home hoping to find work as a man at arms. With what he saved, he hoped to buy a farm and earn the right to marry your mother. I think she would have married him regardless, but Harman was a proud man, and he couldn’t imagine taking a wife without the means to support her.


  “When I first encountered your father, I was making my way around the eastern end of the Razor Edge Mountains, on my way back to Hazrah. I had just finished studying under a sword master in Vallhavin, and had stopped for the night in a small village. What I didn’t know was that this particular village was home to a band of raiders and cutthroats that had been wreaking havoc in every town and village for a hundred miles. I was sitting in the common room of the inn, sharing a bottle of wine with Millet. He always came with me on these trips—he’s convinced that I can’t take care of myself—and to tell the truth, there were times I would have gone mad but for his company. Earlier I had heard talk of a sword-master and battle strategist somewhere in the northwest near the steppes; I was trying to decide whether to cancel my trip home and seek him out, when I noticed two men huddled in the corner staring at me.


  “At once I knew their intentions. One of the abilities I had discovered was that I can sense when someone means harm. Sometimes, I can almost hear their thoughts. I immediately told Millet to go to our room and wait for me there.


  “I didn’t have to wait long. As soon as Millet headed for the room, one of the men got up and followed him. I wasn’t wearing my sword and, for all his accomplishments, Millet is no warrior. I stood up and pretended not to notice that the other man still watched me as I walked towards the bar. As fast as I could, I grabbed a mug off a table and flung it at the man in the corner. It hit him squarely in the throat and he fell over gasping. I ran upstairs and saw the other man drawing a knife as he knocked at my door. I charged in, trying to get to him before Millet could answer, but the man saw me coming and ran down the hall to the back steps. Foolishly, I chased after him.


  “By the time I caught up to him he had made it out the back entrance and was headed across the street to a nearby house. I reached out to grab for him when I felt a pain shoot through my left shoulder. It took a second for me to realize I’d been struck by an arrow.  Three more men—one carrying a bow—jumped out from around the side of the house. I was unarmed, wounded, and out-numbered, and all I could think was that the bloody Oracle was wrong after all.


  “I thought I was about to die right there in the street, but suddenly, out of nowhere, your father stepped in front of me, swinging his sword wildly. I think it was the sheer ferocity of his attack that saved us, being that his skills with a blade were crude at best. Later, he told me his father had served the King as a soldier and had taught him basic sword fighting when he was a boy, but he had never learned much beyond that. The men turned and ran, and your father, being a much wiser man than I, did not chase after them. Instead, he helped me back to the inn where he and Millet tended my wounds. The innkeeper warned us about the raiders, saying that they would definitely return and that we should leave as soon possible. Millet fussed and complained about me traveling wounded, but there was no choice. Your father came with us, and I hired him as a bodyguard. I introduced myself to him as Lee Starfinder—not Nal’Thain. In those days I never traveled under the name of my crest.


  “I decided not to return to Hazrah, and headed west to seek out the sword master. As it turned out, the attack did me some good. The wound took only two weeks to heal. I kept this from your father, of course, but it was more proof of my heritage.


  “I eventually found the sword master and studied under him for a year. When my studies were done, your father told me he wanted to go home. He had saved enough money to buy a small farm and take his bride. He feared if he waited any longer that she might marry another. I’m sure your father told you, but she was quite beautiful; even so, I don’t think she would have married anyone else even if he’d stayed away ten years. She truly loved him. I was sorry to see him go, but I knew from the look in his eyes that he was determined. I didn’t see him again for many years.


  “I eventually returned home for good, or so I thought. I continued training myself, as there were no more masters left to teach me. Life went on as normal, and I found myself becoming forgetful of what the oracle had told me.


  “It was the night of a massive blizzard when Millet woke me and told me a messenger from the Oracle was waiting in my study to see me. I went downstairs and, to my surprise, found the young girl who had once led me to the pavilion all those years ago. Though she was no longer a young girl, I recognized her right away. She looked frightened and was shivering from the cold. In her arms, she held a baby wrapped in linen.


  “‘It’s time,’ she said.


  “‘What do you mean?’ I asked, knowing perfectly well what she meant.


  “She didn’t say another word. She just walked up, placed you in my arms, and ran out, disappearing into the storm.”


  Gewey’s jaw tightened. “Let me get this straight,” he said. “I was dumped off in a storm in the middle of the night, and you decided I was the treasure, just like that. You then left me with my father, and moved hundreds of miles to Sharpstone to watch over me. And now, for whatever bizarre reason, some evil being is on our trail. Have I missed anything?”


  “Don’t make light of this,” Lee scolded. “I have sacrificed much, and you will listen to what I have to say.”


  “Fine,” said Gewey, raising no objection.


  Lee continued. “Like I said, when the girl handed you to me I had no idea what was happening. I looked down at you sleeping in my arms, and remembered what the Oracle said: when the time came, I would know what to do. Well, I didn’t, at least not until I pulled back the blanket you were wrapped in and touched your face with my finger. It was then that I understood why you are so important.  The second I touched your skin, I knew what you really are.” Lee paused and leaned in, “You are a god, Gewey,” he said, “In fact, you are the only child ever born from the union of two gods.”


  Gewey burst into laughter. “You’re crazy,” he exclaimed, jumping to his feet. “And to think I was starting to believe you! I actually left my farm trusting that you might know something.”


  Lee frowned. “There is one way to show you,” he said. He walked over to Gewey, and reached out his hand.


  “What’s this?” asked Gewey, clearly amused.


  “Take my hand,” said Lee.


  Gewey hesitated.


  “Just do it,” said Lee. “If this doesn’t make you believe me, you can go home and forget everything I’ve said.”


  Gewey shrugged. “Fine,” he said, taking Lee’s hand.


  It was as if a bolt of lightning had struck him. Time stood still, and Gewey felt as if the whole universe had opened up. He could see straight into Lee’s mind, and in that moment he knew everything Lee had told him was true. He let go of Lee’s hand, shaking from the experience.


  “The first time is the worst,” Lee said. “After a while, you’ll learn to control it. It’s how those of us carrying the blood of a god can recognize one another. There are others like me—half man, half god. I’ve met a few of them. But you’re different. You’re full blooded. One of a kind.”


  Gewey still couldn’t speak. The idea was more than he could handle, and he fell to the ground, unconscious. He awoke with Lee kneeling over him, smiling broadly.


  “Boy, if you’re going to be any kind of god, we can’t have you passing out,” said Lee, and he began laughing uncontrollably.


  Gewey managed to sit up, still feeling lightheaded and a bit embarrassed.


  “How can this be?” asked Gewey. “I haven’t got the power of a god. I bleed, I sleep, and I eat; what kind of god does all that?”


  “One who’s bound to the earth,” answered Lee. “I don’t have all the answers, but I have learned much. I’ve searched books all across the land, looking for answers to the very questions you ask. Some I’ve found, but others are still a mystery. Like me, you’re stronger and faster than normal men; and like me, you can see and hear better. But I’m only half god. Some things I can teach you, but discovering your true power is something you’re going to have to do on your own.”


  Gewey got to his feet. “Let’s say I believe you,” he said. “Why are we running? The voice in my dream…if I’m a god, why should I fear it?”


  Lee’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know about the Dark Knight of Angrääl?” he asked in an ominous tone.


  Gewey shrugged and said, “Rumors mostly. I’ve heard he’s a thousand years old, that he slays children in the night. To be honest, I’ve always ignored them. I figured they were just stories meant to frighten children.”


  “As far as being a thousand years old, I doubt it,” said Lee. “As far as killing children, I daresay he would without hesitation. Whatever you’ve heard, remember this: he is real. He’s the reason we’ve been brought together.” Lee looked at the sky. It was two


  hours past sunrise. “We need to rest. I’ll tell you more once we set out this evening. In the meantime, sleep close to me. I should be able to stop the Dark Knight from entering your dreams.”


  With that, Lee lay on his blanket and closed his eyes. Gewey’s head was buzzing with questions, but he tried to follow Lee’s example. He began to feel fatigue seeping into his bones, and— God or no God—he needed rest like anyone else. He was about to ask Lee one final question, but heard him breathing deeply and steadily. Gewey couldn’t imagine how he could fall asleep so fast, especially with all this excitement. It took him more than two hours before sleep came, and thankfully, the dream didn’t return.


  
    


  


  Chapter 4


  Gewey awoke an hour before sunset. Lee was nearly finished breaking camp. Gewey packed his own gear and ate the rest of the bread he had brought. When they were ready to leave, Lee mounted his horse and motioned for Gewey to do the same.


  “There’s a hunting trail a mile west of here that will lead us to the crossing,” Lee said. “We should get there just after dark.”


  “I thought you were going to tell me about the Dark Knight,” said Gewey.


  “We can talk along the way,” Lee replied. “I don’t want to be caught sitting in the open too long. It could be dangerous.”


  Gewey nodded and mounted his horse. The forest had thinned, enabling them once again to ride, and it wasn’t long before they found the trail.


  “You said you’d heard of the Dark Knight of Angrääl,” Lee began.  “That’s good. It’s because of him we’re doing this. He’s the reason darkness has spread throughout the land. You’re old enough to remember the Long Freeze.”


  “I remember,” answered Gewey. “I almost starved.”


  “It was a sign of the Dark Knight’s power growing,” Lee continued.  “I don’t know much about him, unfortunately, but I know that he’s stolen the Sword of Truth. With it, he’s locked the door to heaven; and as he masters the use of his power, his corrupting influence changes the world.”


  “The Sword of Truth?” said Gewey. “I’ve never heard of it.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Lee replied. “Knowledge of the sword has been a closely guarded secret for thousands of years. Only a few people—members of certain temples, and perhaps a handful of scholars—know of its existence. I only stumbled upon it by accident, studying from a collection of rare books that Lord Dauvis had left me. Apparently, the sword was forged at the time of creation. It was meant to be a key to the door between heaven and earth. Why the gods would make such a thing, I don’t know. But whoever possesses it acquires great and terrible power—a power not meant for mortal men.”


  “How did he get it?” asked Gewey. “You would think a thing like that would be protected.”


  “How he got the sword isn’t as important as what he plans to do with it. I believe he’s locked the door to heaven so that he can find a way to rule as a god. With the door locked, the gods are powerless to stop him. If he succeeds, all of creation will be his to control.”


  “None of this answers how I got here,” Gewey noted. “If I’m a god, why am I not locked away with the others?”


  “Quite right,” Lee acknowledged. “It’s a question I’ve spent many years trying to answer. As near as I can tell, you were brought to the earth and given human form before the door to heaven was sealed. Maybe the gods saw this coming, maybe not. Regardless of how it happened, the fact is that you are here, and you’re the only one who can defeat the Dark Knight and reopen the door.”


  “I still don’t understand,” said Gewey. “If I’m a god, then why do I seem so human?”


  “Again, I’m not certain. But I think that when you were trapped on earth, it changed you, making you mortal. The gods can take human form. Perhaps when the door to heaven closed, you were locked in this form. You still have your powers, but it seems you’re also mortal.”


  “My powers?” Gewey said, sounding doubtful. “I know I’m pretty strong, but other than that, I’m just like everyone else.”


  “There’s where you’re wrong,” Lee retorted. “You have abilities that you have yet to discover. Some I know of, and can teach you; others, I can only guess at. Many things you will only discover yourself, through trial and error. You are the only one of your kind, so no one really knows the full potential of your abilities. The good news is that the Dark Knight doesn’t know either.”


  “What is he?” asked Gewey. “Is he a god?”


  “No,” answered Lee. “He’s a man, or at least he was. All I know is that he was part of an order, charged with protecting the door to heaven. He betrayed them and took the Sword. The order was destroyed, and its temples abandoned.”


  “How did he find me in my dreams?” asked Gewey. “And why now? Why not last year, or the year before?”


  “You had just found out that you weren’t who you thought you were,” said Lee. “Reading your father’s letter must have awakened something inside you that the Dark Knight could detect. I was lucky to have sensed him before he tricked you into revealing your exact location.”


  “So that was you!” Gewey exclaimed. “You were the other voice.”


  Lee nodded. “Yes, that was me. I’ve felt his presence once before, and I was lucky to escape. He knows who I am, but I have managed to conceal my whereabouts. I knew that if he found you, he would move against you. The second his mind touched yours, he knew both what you are, and the threat that you pose. Unfortunately for us, he also knows that you don’t yet understand your powers, and he’ll try to kill you before you can discover them. That’s why we must hide for the time being, at least until you’re ready to face him. His power grows stronger each day. Poor Thad Marshall’s wife is all the proof I need of that.”


  “You saw her?” Gewey asked.


  “Yes,” Lee answered. “It was I who…disposed of her. Not a pleasant task, I might add. Melton Fathing would have discovered me, if he hadn’t been busy gossiping about Thad’s outburst.  I was lucky to have seen her in time.  I can’t imagine how the people of Sharpstone would react to the living dead.”


  “So she was alive?” asked Gewey. “How can that be?”


  Lee shook his head. “I don’t know if alive is how I’d describe her.  It was as if her spirit had been forced back into her body. I don’t think she knew where she was, or why. What the Dark Knight has done to cause this is a mystery, but there’s no doubt that it was him.”


  Gewey rubbed his temples in disbelief. “What did you do with her?”


  Lee shot Gewey a look that said not to ask that question again.


  “Say I buy all this,” said Gewey. “What do we do now? Where do we go?”


  “For now our destination must be a secret,” Lee responded. “Even from you. I can protect your mind when you sleep, but if we’re separated and he finds you while you dream, he could force you to give yourself away. I was only barely able to intervene the last time. But the closer we are to each other, the more I can help. In the meantime, I’ll start training you to shield your mind.”


  It was fully dark by then, and the stars were shining bright in the heavens as they neared the river. Two lights from the ferry could be seen in the distance. Gewey knew about the crossing, but he’d never used it before, and being on the water at night unnerved him.


   “Wait here,” said Lee. “I’ll secure the ferry for us.”


  Half an hour passed and Gewey began to get nervous. Finally, Lee returned with a scowl on his face.


  “Let’s go,” Lee growled. “He’s agreed to take us across. And of course he’s charging double to do it at night. The oarsmen want an extra copper each.”


  “Can’t say I blame them,” said Gewey.


  Lee shot Gewey an angry look. “Just be quiet and let me do all the talking,” he said. “Last thing I need is you saying something stupid and giving us away.”


  Gewey wanted to respond, but held his tongue. He followed Lee to the waiting ferry, which was nothing more than a large wooden raft. The ferryman was making ready to cast off, grumbling and cursing about being wakened from his bed, and muttering something about ‘good for nothing foreigners.’


  “Well, come on you two,” said the ferryman. “The sooner we get across, the sooner I can get back to bed. Why you can’t wait ‘til mornin’, I don’t know.”


  Gewey boarded as Lee secured the horses and helped the ferryman untie the raft. The crossing made Gewey nauseous, and he was relieved when they reached the opposite bank.


  After they disembarked and settled their fee, Lee led them south along the western bank of the river for the next few hours, until they came to Far Run Road.


  “We’ll take the road for a while,” Lee explained. “When it gets close to dawn, we’ll find a spot to camp. The village of Terriston is about two night’s ride, so we can travel the road until then.”


  “Great,” Gewey said, clearly relieved. “By then, I’ll be looking forward to a soft bed.”


  Lee laughed. “We won’t be visiting; we’ll be going around. We’re still too close to home to risk being seen.”


  Gewey’s heart sank. He hated sleeping outdoors, and he realized the days of comfortable beds and hot meals were gone…at least for a while.


  “You’re going to have to toughen up, boy,” Lee scolded. “Believe me, a few nights sleeping under the stars is nothing compared to what is in store for us.”


  “Yeah,” Gewey replied, smirking. “But we sleep under the sun, don’t we?”


  “Don’t get smart with me,” said Lee. “The last thing I need is for you to start acting your age.”


  Gewey suddenly filled with rage. He hated being reminded of just how young he really was. It wasn’t his fault he looked like a grown man. He never wanted to be robbed of a childhood. He never wanted to be forced to live the life of someone ten years older. He certainly never asked to be the savior of the world, or to be hunted down by an evil, sword-stealing knight.


  Lee could seemingly feel Gewey’s mood change, even in the dark. “Calm yourself. You need to learn to control your anger.”


  Gewey took a deep breath and let his anger subside. The rest of the night they traveled in silence, leaving the road before sunrise to make camp. Lee unpacked some bread and dried meat and gave some to Gewey who ate it gratefully; they had only stopped a few times that night, and they hadn’t eaten. Belly full, Gewey lay on his blanket and enjoyed the remainder of the cool night.


  “Tell me about my father,” Gewey said, finally.


  Lee was laying a few feet away. “I’m not sure what to tell you. I didn’t know him that well. He was brave and honorable, that’s for sure. After I moved to Sharpstone, I tried to keep my distance. I didn’t want to interfere with him raising you.”


  “You traveled together for a year,” Gewey pointed out. “You must have gotten to know him a bit in that time.”


   Lee rolled over and faced Gewey.  “He was my bodyguard, and our interactions were based on that relationship. Besides, I was studying swordsmanship and battle strategy for most of that time. It left little room for bonding.”


  “You sent me to be raised by him,” challenged Gewey. “And you’re telling me that you didn’t know him? I don’t believe you.” Gewey rolled over, sulking.


  Lee sighed. “I had good reasons to send you to Harman. He saved my life without even knowing me, and in the year he was with me, I never heard a dishonest word pass his lips.”


  Gewey closed his eyes and tried to picture his father’s face. “That can’t be the only reason.”


  “No, it wasn’t,” Lee admitted. “One of the things you’ll discover is that if you try hard enough, you can look into people’s hearts and see them for who they really are. I looked into Harman’s heart, and knew the man he was. Of all the people I’ve known, his heart was the most pure. When you were first brought to me, I knew there was only one man I could trust to protect you.”


  This made Gewey smile. He suddenly felt whole again as he let the love for his father rush over him, and sleep began to take him.


  The next evening passed uneventfully. Gewey’s heart felt light as Lee told him stories of his travels to pass the time. He asked Lee to retell the story of how he met his father, and Lee was happy to oblige, this time adding a few extra details about Harman’s heroism.


  “We need to train you to close your mind,” said Lee, after they had made camp. “This won’t be easy, but you’ll have to trust me.” Lee motioned for Gewey to sit across for him.


  Lee reached over and grabbed Gewey’s hands. Gewey felt the same shock of recognition the moment his hand touched Lee’s, but this time it was more intense. He felt the presence of Lee’s mind pressing in on his.


  “Keep me out,” Lee instructed.


  “How?” asked Gewey. Beads of sweat were forming on his forehead.


  “Picture your mind as a gate that you have to keep closed,” he replied. “Keep me out.”


  Gewey tried, but Lee’s will was too strong. Slowly, Lee forced his way into Gewey’s mind until he had complete control.


  “Stop!” Gewey screamed.


  Lee released his hold. “You’ll have to do better than that, boy. That’s just a taste of what’s to come.”


  Gewey collapsed on his back, breathing heavily, his head pounding.


  Lee helped him to his feet. “Steady,” he said. “It’s a shock when someone seizes your mind, but you must learn to keep me out.”


  “I can’t,” Gewey gasped. “You’re too strong.”


  Lee suddenly slapped Gewey’s face. “Never say ‘I can’t’ to me again. You can, and you will. Dig deep. Find the strength. You’re a god, so act like it.”


  Gewey’s ears were ringing. “What was that for?” he yelled. Rage filled his chest.


  “That was for weakness,” Lee replied as he sat back down. “Come, try again.”


  Gewey fought the urge to strike back. He sat down and readied himself for another assault. It was midday before Lee allowed him to sleep. By then, Gewey was nearly blind from exhaustion, and was asleep almost before he rested his head.


  They repeated the lesson the next night, but this time Gewey was able to keep Lee out a bit longer. Lee, however, showed no sign of being pleased at Gewey’s progress. He shouted and cursed each time Gewey failed. A few times, they nearly came to blows, but Gewey managed to check his anger and frustration.


  The third night they made their way around the village of Terriston, being careful to avoid encountering anyone along the way. Being inconspicuous, Gewey found, meant a day without Lee’s harsh training; their lessons could get quite loud at times, and they couldn’t risk attracting attention.


  It was well into the fourth night before they were back on the road again. Gewey wasn’t looking forward to camp and the subsequent lesson, but he had become determined to beat Lee. The previous night had been uneventful, but Lee still seemed on edge. He and Gewey had hardly spoken, and when they did, their interactions were short and unpleasant.


  When they made camp, Lee only unpacked their blankets and a bit of bread and dried meat. That night’s lesson was the harshest yet. Gewey felt as if his mind would break, but in one instance he almost managed to keep Lee out. He laid down to sleep when it was over, but noticed Lee sitting up staring into the brush.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Gewey. “You seem upset.”


  “I’m not sure,” Lee replied. “I think we’re being followed.”


  “Followed?” said Gewey, startled. “By who?”


  Lee shook his head. “I don’t know, but I think we’ll stay off the road for a few days.”


  Gewey nodded. The idea of being followed disturbed him; that Lee seemed worried disturbed him even more. Sleep came slowly, and he did not rest well. The next evening, they packed up and headed deeper into the woods.


   The Forest of Simon Bal was one of the largest in the world, and it spanned hundreds of miles in every direction. There were no trails, and it didn’t take long for Gewey to miss the comfort of the road. Lee changed directions so often that Gewey no longer knew where he was.


  It was an hour before sunrise when Gewey heard it. It was the sound of a horse walking over uneven terrain. Lee drew his sword and motioned for Gewey to do the same. They waited for a time, trying not to make a sound. After a few minutes, the sound of the hoof beats faded.


  “Who was that?” whispered Gewey.


  “I don’t know,” said Lee. “But one thing’s for sure: it’s no accident that whoever it was is traveling the same way we are. I left a trail so confusing that only an experienced woodsman could follow it. We’ll stop here for now. Hopefully, it will seem like our trail has disappeared and our pursuer will be thrown off.”


  Finding a nearby hill to wait out the coming day, they didn't bother to unpack the horses. Both of them kept their swords close.


  
    


  


  Chapter 5


  They barely slept the next day, and hardly spoke a word to each other. Lee waited until it was fully dark before they continued. They zigzagged through the forest for hours, stopping from time to time to listen for signs of pursuit; much to Gewey’s relief, there were none. After a time, the flat ground transitioned into steep wooded hillsides, which made changing direction increasingly difficult.


  “You do know where we are, don’t you?” Gewey asked, breaking the silence.


  Lee scowled. “Would you rather guide us?” he replied irritably.


  Gewey shook his head and kept quiet.


  It was about two hours before sunrise when Lee brought them to a sudden halt and leapt from the saddle, drawing his sword. He motioned for Gewey to stay still, and disappeared into the night. Gewey’s heart was pounding and he drew his own sword, peering into the darkness. Ten minutes later, Lee reappeared.


  “What’s going on?” asked Gewey.


  “There’s an encampment just ahead,” Lee whispered. “Looks like bandits.”


  “Bandits?” said Gewey. “What are they doing?”


  Lee mounted his horse and urged them forward. “Not noticing us, apparently. It looks as if they’ve found some sport, so I doubt they’ll see us pass.”


  “What kind of sport?” Gewey inquired.


  “They’ve captured an elf,” Lee responded. “How that band of morons managed it, I don’t know, but I imagine they’ll be busy with her for a while.”


  Gewey halted. “It’s a woman? What will they do to her?”


  Lee turned. “It’s not a woman; it’s an elf. And you don’t want to know what they’re going to do.”


  “You don’t mean to let them kill her, do you?” Gewey asked, appalled.


  Lee reigned in his horse. “That’s exactly what I mean to do, boy. We don’t have time for heroics, and even if we did, she’s a bloody elf.”


  Gewey got down from his horse. “I don’t care what she is,” he said determinedly. “I’m going to save her. You can help me, or you can sit here and do nothing. I don’t care either way.” Gewey began to creep off into the darkness to look for the bandits’ camp.


  “Fool,” Lee grumbled. He dismounted and caught up to Gewey.


  “You’re not ready for this, boy.” Lee grabbed his shoulder and pulled Gewey behind him. “Just stay in the brush and let me take care of it.”


  Gewey followed behind Lee as quietly as he could. They had only walked a few yards when they heard the yells and curses of the bandit camp. The glow of the bandits’ fire became brighter as they approached.  Gewey could smell the stench of unwashed bodies, mingling with scorched, burnt meat. When they got close enough, Gewey could make out six bandits, each with a long knife at their side. A few bedrolls were cast carelessly about, and a single bandit guarded six horses tied off several yards from the fire. The rest were gathered around what appeared to be a young woman. She was on her knees, gagged and bound, with her wrists tied behind her back. A man that seemed to be their leader was squatting in front of her, while the rest passed a large jug of wine around, laughing hideously.


  “Well, well, well, me lovely,” the bandit leader chuckled.


  “Look what we ‘ave ‘ear, lads. Thought you could sneak up on ol’Durst, did ya?”


  The elf glared defiantly at the bandit leader.


  “Oy!!! Ain’t she a tough one?” a heavyset bandit joked. “I think she’s sweet on ya, cap’n.”


  “Well, lads,” said the leader, flashing an evil grin. “I am quite the ladies’ man, after all.”


  This brought gales of harsh laughter from the rest of the band. The leader stood up and grabbed the jug, draining it dry.


  “Stay here,” whispered Lee, and silently moved around the camp to where the horses were being kept. With the lone guard’s attention focused on the elf, he neither noticed Lee's approach, nor his knife, until it had plunged into the back his neck. Before the first guard hit the ground, Lee had already drawn his sword and was rushing in on the rest of the group. Gewey had never seen someone move so fast. He killed two more bandits before the others noticed he was there. The leader managed to unsheathe his long knife and lunge clumsily at Lee.  Lee easily dodged the blow and sent the man tumbling to the ground. The two remaining bandits tried to flee, but Lee quickly caught up to them and ran both of them through.


  The bandit leader got to his feet. “I’ll not go alone!” he screamed, bolting towards the elf with his knife in hand.


  Realizing Lee was too far away to do anything, Gewey sprung to his feet, rushing headlong toward the bandit leader. Gewey tackled the bandit just before he was able to plunge his knife into the elf’s chest, and sent the two of them crashing to the ground. The bandit landed on top, pinning Gewey. The boy feared for his life as the bandit began to hack at him maniacally. He instinctively lifted his arms to defend himself, and felt pain shoot through his body as the knife found flesh. He could see blood splatter as one final blow struck home, deep in his chest. It was then that Lee reached them, thrusting his sword through the bandit leader’s back. Lee ran to Gewey’s side as the man gasped and fell to the ground.


  “Fool,” he cursed as he tore open Gewey’s shirt. Blood poured from the gaping wounds covering his arms and chest. “I told you to stay put.”


  “I’m sorry Lee,” he said weakly. “I guess I’m not much of a hero.”


  Lee smiled. “Nonsense. Your father would have been very proud of you.”


  Lee tore Gewey’s shirt into strips and pressed one of them to the wound in his chest; the rest he wrapped around the cuts on his arms. “I’ll be back. I have a salve that will stop the bleeding.”


  Lee dashed off, leaving Gewey lying on the ground, wondering if this was the end. He turned his head and noticed the elf woman, still bound, staring at him.


  “Don’t worry, Miss,” said Gewey. “I’ll have Lee untie you when he gets back.”


  The elf woman gave no reaction. Gewey had never seen an elf before, and he’d heard very little about them. She looked almost human. She was thin—though clearly not frail—and her skin was dark bronze. Her long auburn hair fell loosely about her shoulders, and despite the bruises on her face, Gewey could tell that she was quite beautiful. He guessed she was about as tall as most human women; in fact, her narrow piercing eyes and her distinctly elfish ears were the only features that suggested she was anything else.


  It was only a few minutes before Lee returned and began tending Gewey’s wounds.


  “Stop,” said Gewey. “Untie her.”


  Lee shook his head, but he could see that Gewey was determined.


  “Very well,” he sighed and walked over to the elf woman and cut her bonds.


  She got up and stared at Lee for a moment. Lee tensed, ready to draw his weapon. She backed away slowly until she reached the edge of the bandit camp, then turned and ran into the woods.


  “You’re welcome,” Lee called after her.


  Lee finished dressing Gewey’s wounds and pulled him close to the still-burning fire.


  “What now?” asked Gewey, his wounds beginning to throb.


  Lee was staring at the fire. “Now we have to risk going into town,” he said. “If you were human, I’d say we’ll sit here until you die; but thankfully, as a God, you’ll heal—one of the advantages, I suppose.”


  Gewey tried to laugh, but the pain in his chest stopped him. “Couldn’t we just wait here until I heal?”


  Lee shook his head. “No. We need medicine and clean bandages. You may heal on your own, but without proper treatment, it could take months instead of weeks. Besides, our provisions won’t be enough to last that long. Eventually, we’ll run out of food and have to go into town anyway.”


  Gewey felt guilty. If only he had known how to fight, they wouldn’t be in this mess. “Once I’m better, I want you to teach me the sword.”


  “Believe me,” Lee replied, “you’ll learn to fight. I’ll see to that.”


  “I never want this to happen to me again,” Gewey declared. “I want to be able to fight my own battles. I want to be more like you.”


  Lee cocked his head and smiled. “You’ll be far better than I. Actually, I was impressed with how well you did this time.”


  Gewey looked shocked. “What are you talking about? I was nearly killed.”


  “Maybe, but you managed to fight an armed bandit alone and with no training. And let’s not forget, you saved the life of that elf.”


  Gewey shrugged. “Why did she run off? We meant her no harm.”


  “Elves are a strange lot,” Lee replied. “Not much is known about them. They tend to keep to themselves. I know they don’t like humans.”


  “Why don’t they like humans?” asked Gewey, trying to keep his mind off the pain.


  “Five hundred years ago, man and elf lived in peace.” Lee began. “They more or less stayed out of each other’s way. That is, until King Luthon IV, of Maltona, desecrated their most sacred temple. He was a greedy, selfish ruler.  He’d made war on his neighbors for so long that he bankrupted his nation. The Temple of the Four Winds—the seat of elfish spiritual power—rested on the border of his kingdom, and was rumored to hold vast treasures. For hundreds of years humans had left the Temple in the elves’ control, but Luthon decided to break tradition and claim it for himself. This, of course, sent the elves into a frenzy.


  “At first, the war was contained in Maltona, but as the elves closed in, Luthon convinced neighboring kingdoms that the elves wouldn’t stop once Maltona fell. Thus, the Great War between elf and man began. For twenty years it spread and raged, leaving the landscape in ruin. Eventually, both sides came to an uneasy truce and agreed to keep to their own lands, never to have dealings with one another again.”


  “So man started it?” Gewey asked. “No wonder they hate us.”


  “Yes, but that wasn’t the end of it,” Lee continued. “The war split the elven nations apart. Many didn’t want the truce, and they began raiding human villages. They slaughtered entire families, burning everything in sight. The other elven tribes, fearing a second war with man, turned on their own kin. For ten more years there was civil war, leaving the elves a scattered, broken people. After that, they receded into the shadows. Few have seen them since, and fewer still know much about them.”


  Gewey pictured the elf woman in his mind—how proud and defiant she seemed, and how beautiful. He couldn’t imagine such a war.


  “I’ve spoken too much,” said Lee. “You should rest. There’s a village ten miles from here, and I need to scout it before we go. You’ll have to wait here until I return.”


  Gewey was already drifting off. “I’ll be fine,” he said sleepily. “But before you go, tell me one more thing. Why were you willing to leave her to die?”


  “You have to understand, Gewey,” Lee replied. “The story I told you is from long ago, and there aren’t many who still know the tale. Men choose to forget the war, convincing themselves that the elves’ hatred of them is uncalled for, returning hate with more hate. Dealings with elves are dangerous at best. Their loathing runs deep, and their cunning is formidable. They live about five times longer than an average man, so there are elves still walking the earth that can remember what the war did to their people. They’ve become poisoned by their own memory, and in turn, they poison the minds of their children. They’re not the people they once were. Believe me when I tell you, releasing that elf has put us in more danger than we were in already. I’m still not sure she won’t come back and try to kill us.”


  “But we saved her,” said Gewey. “Why would she want to kill us?”


  “You’re human to her eyes,” Lee answered grimly. “And that’s reason enough. Now, you need to sleep.”


  Gewey obeyed and let himself drift off. The face of the elf woman haunted his dreams.


  The next morning, Gewey awoke to find that Lee had already left, but not before he’d taken the time to leave wafers and dried meat at Gewey’s bedside, along with his sword. His wounds still throbbed, but Gewey managed to sit up and eat. After he finished, he got to his feet and walked around for a bit. His legs felt weak at first, but the more he walked, the stronger he felt. After a while, he became bored and decided to try to take a nap.


  As Gewey lay there, he listened to the sounds of the forest. At first, he only heard what anyone would hear, but as his mind stilled, he was able to take in more and more. It was subtle at first—the sound of a robin making its nest, then the rustling of a grass snake slithering through the brush. It grew and grew, until he felt as if he could hear the very growing of the trees. Though everything around him lived and breathed, it did not feel chaotic; instead, it was like a chorus of life in perfect harmony. He laid there for hours listening to the music of the forest, until he heard the sound of footsteps approaching in the distance.


  He got up and grabbed his sword, wincing in pain. A few minutes later Lee arrived, frowning.


  “Why are you on your feet?” he scolded.


  Gewey told him what he had experienced.


  “That’s very good,” said Lee. “But you need to rest for a bit longer. I don’t want you to reopen your wounds.” Lee instructed Gewey to take off his shirt so that he could check his bandages. As he removed the dressings, Lee stared in disbelief.


  “And I thought I healed fast!” Lee said in amazement. “Your wounds have closed. It will still take some time for you to heal completely, but I think we’ll be able to move on sooner than I thought.”


  Gewey was pleased. “I do feel much better. In fact, I think I’m ready to leave now.”


  “Not so fast,” Lee advised. “I’ve secured a room at an inn, and we’re not expected until nightfall tomorrow. We’ll risk one more day here and move on in the afternoon. It’s ten miles to the village of Gath, so you’ll need to gather your strength.”


  


   “If you say so,” Gewey sighed. “What do we do in the mean time?”


  Lee grinned. “I suggest you lay back down and listen to the forest. It’s good practice.”


  Gewey grumbled with discontent. He hated being idle; years of farm work had driven the laziness right out of him. At first, he kept insisting that he was well enough to travel, but Lee wouldn’t budge.


  Finally, after much argument, Gewey gave in and spent the rest of the day listening to the forest as he was told.


  It seemed he laid there forever before it was time to leave. Gewey spent most of the night and next morning staring at the trees. Lee had given him an herbal tea to help him sleep, but it only made him light-headed and dizzy. Lee insisted that Gewey continue to rest while he packed. When he was done, he checked Gewey’s bandages once more and tossed him a fine linen shirt and expensive riding trousers.


  “What’s this?” asked Gewey.


  “Just get dressed,” Lee instructed.


  Gewey dressed and mounted his horse. Pain shot through his body as he climbed up, but he was able to hide it from Lee.


  “I would have helped you,” said Lee.


  “No need,” Gewey insisted. “I can manage.”


  The sun was just setting when they reached the road outside Gath. The village was much larger than Sharpstone, and the streets were busier than Gewey was used to seeing this late in the evening.


  Vendors were still pulling their carts about, looking for prime locations along the main avenue, and lights shone in every shop window.


  The sound of a blacksmith’s hammer rang through the air, and the smell of the nearby stables made Gewey’s heart long for home. The street they traveled wound and turned until he had trouble remembering which way they had come; Gewey thought he would certainly be lost if they had to make a quick getaway, but Lee seemed to know exactly where he was going.


  “There, up ahead,” Lee directed, pointing to a sign that read The Fated Bandit. “I’ve instructed the innkeeper to have our meals brought to our room. I’ve told him that I’m a horse merchant traveling with my son. Don’t speak unless you must; your accent gives you away.”


  Gewey frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean you sound like a farmer from Sharpstone. Your father may have educated you somewhat, but you don’t sound like the son of a wealthy merchant.”


  Gewey’s face soured. “There’s nothing wrong with the way I sound,” he said, offended.


  “Look, boy,” Lee said. “You’ll stay in the room and not come out. We need to keep you out of sight until you’re well enough to travel, so stick to the plan for now. The first person that hears your voice will immediately see through our story, so if you must speak, keep it short.”


  They tied their horses to the hitching post and Lee went inside. Gewey stayed with the horses to watch their belongings. It wasn’t long before a young boy came from around the back of the building and began unpacking the horses. Gewey wanted to help, but he stopped himself; a spoiled merchant’s son wouldn’t offer to lend a hand. Lee walked outside and gave the lad a copper coin.


  “See that our horses are well taken care of,” Lee ordered, then turned to Gewey. “Let’s go. Our meal is waiting.”


  The inn was as clean as the inns in Sharpstone, though a bit larger. The common room was filled with travelers of all sorts—merchants, pilgrims, and even a pair of lords from the south. To the delight of the gathered crowd, a flutist had taken up residence in the corner, playing a jaunty, well-known festival dance. Serving maids were running about as the innkeeper barked orders to a thin, blond-haired youth. Gewey breathed in the air and smiled. This was a welcome change from the woods and trails. Lee led him up the stairs and down a hall to their room. It was small, but accommodating. Two beds lined opposite walls and a brass washbasin sat in the corner, already filled with hot water. On a small table were two plates piled high with roast mutton and spring peas. A loaf of hot bread steamed in the center, and two cups of honeyed wine sat beside each plate. Gewey’s mouth watered at the prospect of his first hot meal in days.


  A few minutes later there was a knock at the door. It was the young blond lad from the common room. He had brought up their belongings, and he informed them that the other boy had seen to their horses. Lee thanked him and passed out yet another copper piece.


  “Throwing quite a bit of money around,” Gewey observed. “Don’t you think that will draw attention?”


  “It would be noticed more if I didn’t,” Lee replied. “Like I said, we’re supposed to be wealthy horse merchants. That type likes to show off.” Lee paused. “And don’t try to lecture me, boy. Of the two of us, I’m the one who has been more than twenty miles from Sharpstone.”


  “I didn’t mean anything by it,” said Gewey. “I just…”


       “You need to understand the danger we are in,” Lee interrupted. “Right now, we’re exposed. Until you’re healed, you must not question even the smallest thing I say.”


  Gewey nodded, and then stripped off his clothes to wash up. To his embarrassment, Lee insisted on helping him and changing his bandages. After they were both washed, they sat down to eat. The food was still hot, and Gewey moaned with satisfaction as he took the first bite.


  Gewey felt recharged after a wash and a hot meal, and he asked Lee if they could go down to the common room and listen to the music. Lee angrily repeated his earlier warning about the danger they were in. “Besides,” he said. “You still need to heal.”


  “I don’t see how a few minutes of sitting in a corner and enjoying myself could put us in danger,” Gewey protested. “Besides, I feel much stronger now. I promise I won’t say a word to anyone!”


  Lee looked as if he was ready to strangle the boy. “There will be no further discussion,” he said through his teeth. “In the morning, I have to pretend to be interested in horse trading, and I expect you to stay in this room at all times. Understand?”


  Gewey didn’t answer and eased himself down onto the bed, staring at the ceiling. Lee unpacked a few things, set his sword next to his bed, and went to sleep. Gewey stayed awake for a while, thinking about home.


  The next morning he woke to find Lee already dressed and breakfast waiting on the table.


  “I checked your wounds while you slept,” Lee said. “It looks as if you’ll be ready to travel in just a few days. You’re healing twice as fast as I’d hoped.”


  “Great,” yawned Gewey. “I don’t want to be stuck in this place any longer than I have to.”


  “In any case, I’ll be back by dark,” Lee said, clearly not looking forward to playing the role of a merchant. Lee’s discomfort made Gewey feel a little better.


  “What should I do?” asked Gewey.


  “Stay here and bloody heal,” Lee growled as he walked out the door.


  The day passed slowly as Gewey tried to occupy himself. At first he tried listening to the sounds of the town, but unlike the harmony of the forest, the sounds of Gath were confused and chaotic. He wasn’t able to stand it for more than a few seconds.


  When sunset came and Lee hadn’t returned, Gewey began to worry. After another hour passed, supper and hot water were brought to the room, but he was too anxious to eat. Just as Gewey had finally decided to go looking for Lee, he burst through the door, breathing heavily.


  “What happened?” asked Gewey. “Where have you been?”


  “It seems our presence has been noticed,” Lee answered. “I spotted someone following me through the streets, but I think I lost him.”


  “Could you tell who it was?”


  “No. But whoever it was moved so fast that I almost didn’t notice him until it was too late. It took more than an hour before I was sure I wouldn’t lead him back here.”


  “What do we do?” asked Gewey.


  “I’ve already sent for the horses,” said Lee. “I hate to have you travel before you’re healed, but I don’t see any other choice.”


  Gewey looked at Lee reassuringly. “I’ll be fine. There’s barely any pain at all.”


  “Still, I don’t want you doing too much too soon.” said Lee, and sat down at the table. “We have some time before the horses are ready, so we might as well eat before we go.”


  They ate and packed, finishing just as the blond youth from the inn came to inform them that their horses were ready and waiting. They gathered their things and left. Loading the packhorse, Gewey couldn’t help but feel exposed and vulnerable. He kept expecting something to happen, but the night was quiet. They mounted their horses and slowly made their way west, out of town. As they passed the last building within the town limits, Gewey could swear he saw a shadow moving behind him, then ducking out of sight.


  
    


  


  Chapter 6


  “Aren’t we leaving the road?” Gewey asked after they had ridden a while.


  “No,” said Lee. “We’re still being followed, and I plan to catch whoever it is.”


  Gewey smiled. “Good, I hate running.”


  Lee threw the hood of his cloak over his head. “Maybe so, but if I tell you to run, you do it.”


  Gewey’s smile vanished. “I’m not running if it means leaving you behind,” he said with determination.


  “You’ll do as I say,” Lee shot back. “If danger comes, I can handle it much better if I don’t have to watch you.”


  “I don’t need watching,” Gewey protested.


  “For now, you do,” said Lee. “Until I’ve had time to train you, you’re a liability in a fight. But don’t worry; your time will come soon enough.”


  Gewey didn’t like being thought of as a liability, but he could hardly argue; the last time he fought, he was nearly killed.


  They rode on until they found a decent spot to camp. Lee lit a fire and told Gewey to get some sleep.


  “Aren’t we a bit out in the open?” asked Gewey.


  Lee was changing into a black shirt and a set of black leather trousers. “Like I said, I intend to find out who’s following us. You try to get some rest. I’ll be nearby.” Lee disappeared into the darkness.


  Sleeping in the day for so long made it hard for Gewey to do so at night, so he stared at the small fire listening to the crackle of the dry branches. Morning came and he still hadn’t slept. His wounds felt much better, though. In fact, when he reached under the dressings, he could feel that they were almost completely healed. He wondered if there would be a scar. The wounds on his arms had already turned light pink, and the one in his chest had closed and was well on its way to being no more than a minor irritation.


  Lee appeared out of the nearby brush, looking stern and focused. He unpacked their breakfast and checked Gewey’s bandages.


  “Amazing,” said Lee. “You seem to heal more quickly by the minute. I can’t wait to see how powerful you‘ll become.”


  “Did you see anyone last night?” asked Gewey.


  “Yes, but whoever it was moved off before I could catch him,” Lee said, and spat angrily. “From now on we stay on our guard. This one is fast, and knows how to move without being seen.”


  “Shouldn’t we get off the road?” Gewey asked. “Maybe we can lose him.”


  Lee shook his head. “We won’t be able to lose him there; he’s too good, too fast. And though they don’t look like they’ll be a problem much longer, your injuries will slow us down... No, we need to catch him…and kill him.”


  This sent a chill down Gewey’s spine. When he had watched Lee kill the bandits, it was fast and furious; he hadn’t had the time to consider what was about to happen. This time they were planning to capture and kill someone. Somehow it felt different—calculated, vicious.


  “How do you plan to catch him?” Gewey asked.


  “I don’t know,” Lee admitted, squatting down to pick at the grass. “It’s four days until we reach the next town. I have until then to figure it out. That is, unless he attacks us first.”


  The next two nights were the same. Lee set up camp, then scoured the area, hoping to get lucky in finding their pursuer, but with no success. Gewey could see the frustration on Lee’s face. He hadn’t slept, and the fatigue began to show in his eyes. Gewey urged him to rest for at least a few hours, but Lee ignored his advice.


  On the third night, they set up camp and had just began to eat their meal when Gewey saw Lee‘s neck stiffen and his hand move slowly to the knife in his belt.


  “What is it?” Gewey whispered. Lee shook his head almost imperceptibly. Just as his hand reached the handle of his knife, they heard a rustle in the bushes just beyond the light of their fire. Lee and Gewey both jumped to their feet and drew their weapons.


  “Peace,” said a female voice. “I mean you no ill will.”


  From out of the darkness walked the elf woman they had saved from the bandits. She moved with such grace and precision that her footsteps seemed to glide over the ground. Gewey stared in awe. She was wearing a shirt and trousers made of fine cloth, which appeared to change color and hue as she passed through the fire light.


  Her hair was now done in a series of tight braids, tied together by a thin leather strap. Over her shoulder she carried a short bow and a quiver of arrows, and in her hand she held a long knife.


  “So it’s you who’s been following us,” growled Lee.


  “Yes,” she answered. “And with very little difficulty, I must say.” Her mouth turned to a sinister grin. “Your clumsy efforts to catch me have kept me quite entertained.”


  “Those bandits didn’t seem to have much trouble catching you,” Lee shot back.


  The elf woman’s jaw tightened. “There were twenty of them before they met me. The six you encountered were all that was left.”


  “What do you want?” Lee asked. “Why are you following us?”


  “What I want is none of your affair,” she answered. “I follow you because it pleases me to do so.”


  “You play a dangerous game, elf,” said Lee. “You’re lucky I didn’t kill you the moment you stepped out of the shadows.”


  The elf woman laughed. “Bold words, half-man.”


  Lee’s back stiffened. “What did you call me?” he asked, his tone low and threatening.


  “I know what you are,” she said. “I knew the moment I saw you. Only a half-man can move as you do.”


  “If you know that, then you know it won’t be easy to kill me,” said Lee.


  “Maybe it will, maybe it won’t,” she said. “I’ve dealt with your kind before, but it’s not you that I’m interested in—it’s your young friend. You’re no half-man,” her eyes set upon Gewey. “Yet here you stand, when, by all accounts, you should be dead.”


  “And that’s none of your affair,” Lee said, before Gewey could answer. “Again I ask you, what do you want?”


  The elf woman sheathed her blade. “For now, I want you to come with me. There’s something I need to show you.” She turned and began to walk away.


  Gewey started to follow, but Lee grabbed his collar and pulled him back.


  “You think I’m a fool?” Lee snapped. “You must, if you think I’ll follow you blindly into the night.”


  The elf paused. “You may have strength, half-man, but I believe the instincts of your young companion are better. But if you need assurance…” She turned to them and got down on one knee. “I swear by the angels of the night and the guardian who watches the souls of my kin that I mean you no harm.” With that, she rose.


  “I’m going with her,” said Gewey. “I don’t think she wants to hurt us.”


  Lee grumbled and nodded. “Very well,” he said, putting away his weapon. “I know nothing about the oaths of an elf or what your people now hold sacred, but you’re right about one thing. I do trust his instincts. But know that if you betray us, it will be the last thing you do.”


  “As you say,” the elf laughed, then led them north into the nearby woods.


  Lee walked directly behind the elf, his hand never leaving the hilt of his sword. Gewey followed, trying to keep himself from gawking at the silhouetted figure of the elven woman moving through the forest. He thought back on the tale Lee had told him about the war.


  ‘How could man make war on such beautiful people?’ he wondered.


  They walked for several minutes until they came to a steep hill.


  The elven woman stopped and turned.


  “Before we go on, I must ask you a favor,” she said.


  “What favor?” asked Lee.


  “I wasn’t speaking to you, half-man,” she said.


  Lee glared at the elf. “You will speak to…”


  “What is it I can do for you?” Gewey asked, cutting Lee off.


  Lee was furious.


  The elf looked straight into Gewey’s eyes. “If what I have to show you is of value, I want you to allow me to accompany you.”


  “Out of the question,” Lee asserted. “You have no business with us. If you feel in our debt for saving you, I release you from your obligation.”


  “It is not for you to release me from anything,” she replied. “You know nothing of my motives, and I will tell you nothing except that I will not harm you. I will follow you with or without your permission. All I ask is that you let me do so openly.”


  “It would be an honor to have you join us,” Gewey said, before Lee could stop him. “But I must warn you, our road is dangerous.”


  “I have already guessed,” she said. “And I thank you. Now come and see what the night has caught.”


  She led them up the hill, where a small patch of thin pines grew.


  Lying face down was a man—bound, gagged, and unconscious. A horse was tied to a tree, and the man’s belongings had been tossed on the ground next to him.


  “He’s been following you,” she said. “I overheard him asking someone on the road about two men traveling west, one young, and one older. He described you perfectly. I thought you might want to question him before I slit his throat.”


  Lee walked to the unconscious man and rolled him over. To his great surprise, it was Millet.


  “Millet!” Lee shouted. “What have you done to him?”


  “You know him?” asked the elf.


  “He’s my servant, and my friend,” said Lee as he drew his knife and cut Millet’s bonds.


  “Forgive me,” she said. “I didn’t know.”


  Lee examined him. He had a few bruises but otherwise looked unharmed. “Why is he unconscious?” asked Lee, cradling Millet in his arms.


  “I forced him to drink jawas tea,” she answered. “He’ll be awake soon. In the mean time, I suggest you gather your things and bring them here. This is a much better location. I’ll watch over your servant until you return.”


  Lee reluctantly agreed, leaving Gewey to keep watch on the hill. He didn’t want Millet to wake up only to see an armed elf at his side.


  Millet was still unconscious when Lee returned. They built a small fire and Lee unpacked medicine to heal Millet’s bruises.


  The elf woman sat far from the fire, her eyes closed. Gewey couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Finally, he shyly walked over and sat next to her.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  She slowly opened her eyes and looked at Gewey. “I am called Kaylia.” Her voice was soft and feminine, yet strong.


  “I’m Gewey,” he said awkwardly. He looked over at Lee, who was tending to Millet. “He’s not so bad. If it wasn’t for him, I’d be dead right now.”


  “Perhaps,” she said.


  “Why do you want to come with us?” asked Gewey.


  Kaylia closed her eyes again. “I have my reasons.”


  Gewey stared at her in silence for a while.


  “Why do you stare?” Kaylia asked. Her tone wasn’t judgmental or accusing, but it made Gewey blush all the same.


  “I don’t know,” said Gewey. “I don’t seem to be able to help myself. I’m sorry.”


  Kaylia smiled. “Most humans turn their eyes from my kind. Strange that you do not.”


  “I’m just curious about you,” he said. “I never thought I’d meet an elf.”


  “Did you want to?” she asked.


  “I never gave it much thought,” he replied. “But now that you’re here, I’m glad I have the chance.”


  Kaylia looked at him peculiarly. “You don’t fear me. Why?”


  “Should I?” asked Gewey. “You said you didn’t want to hurt us.”


  “I could be lying,” she replied.


  Gewey shook his head. “Why would you? I’m not an expert in battle, but I’d think that if you wanted to hurt us, you could have picked us off with your bow.”


  “True,” Kaylia agreed. “It’s just that I find it odd that you’re so willing to take me as a companion. You’re clearly not like other humans.”


  “You might be surprised, if you get to know a few,” he replied.


  “Perhaps,” said Kaylia. “I have a feeling I’ll know soon enough.”


  Millet began to stir by the fire. Lee was still cradling his head in his lap.


  “My…My Lord?” Millet asked weakly.


  “Yes my old friend,” said Lee, smiling down at him. “You’re safe.”


  “An elf,” he said. “She attacked me on the road. How did you find me?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Lee. “Rest for now. I’ll explain everything in the morning.”


  “Of course.” said Millet, lowering his eyes. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t let you go alone.”


  “He is not alone,” said Kaylia.


  Millet looked over and saw the elf woman “You!” he screamed and tried to get up. “My lord, she’s the one. She attacked me.”


  Lee held him. “I know,” he said soothingly. “Don’t worry, she won’t do it again. Go back to sleep, and I’ll explain everything in the morning.”


  “If it’s all the same to you, my lord,” he said, “I’ve slept quite enough.” He sat up and tried to stand, but his legs were still sore from his bindings, and his head swam from being drugged.


  “Easy, Millet,” Lee advised. “Take your time.”


  “Perhaps I’ll just sit for a while,” Millet said. “At least until that blasted tea wears off. Strong stuff, that is.”


  Millet was wearing a dark leather woodsman’s outfit. His round features and pale skin gave the impression that he was city born and ill-suited for life in the country, but the stories Lee had told of him painted a different picture. He may have seemed soft, but Gewey guessed that the man had a strength that wasn’t readily apparent. Lee had described him as crafty, resourceful, and—most of all—loyal. Gewey could tell that Lee was pleased to see him.


  “If you don’t mind, I would like to know what I’ve missed,” said Millet, still glaring at Kaylia.


  Lee recounted the events of the past days, leaving out any mention of Gewey’s heritage. Gewey figured this to be for Kaylia’s benefit. When he finished, Millet shook his head and sighed.


  “That explains how I lost you in the forest,” said Millet. “You must have been less than a stone’s throw away when I passed you.”


  “That was you?” Gewey asked.


  “Indeed,” Millet answered. “I was on your trail the day after you left. Don’t worry, Master Gewey; your farm is being well tended. I left instructions for the staff to say that the two of you will be away for many weeks, and that Lord Starfinder had made arrangements to tend your farm.”


  “I’m sure everything is in order, Millet,” Lee said. “But you shouldn’t have come. This isn’t like our other journeys, old friend. I don’t know if we’ll ever return.”


  “I know,” said Millet. “And if you think for one second that I’ll be left behind to rot, then you’re not nearly as bright as I thought. Besides, I’m tired of village life. It’s high time I had another adventure. One more before the end. Wouldn’t you say, my lord?”


  Lee slapped Millet on the shoulder. “Yes I would.”


  Lee and Millet spent the rest of the night talking quietly by the fire, while Gewey and Kaylia sat in silence until dawn. After they packed the gear, Lee gathered everyone around.


  “The village of Harvesting Shallows is one more day’s ride,” said Lee. “Kaylia will have to wait for us on the other sided of the town. The last thing we need is to be seen traveling with an elf.”


  Kaylia nodded in agreement.


  “When we get there,” he continued, “we’ll trade our steeds in for a wagon and horses better suited for the job. From then on, we’ll act as pilgrims. I already have the proper clothing for us, so that won’t be an issue. Anyone looking for me and Gewey won’t be looking for four pilgrims, and that should make it easier to hide Kaylia’s identity.”


  “Wise plan,” Kaylia said. “I’ll scout ahead for now. You won’t see me again until you leave Harvesting Shallows.” With that, she took off through the woods and disappeared.


  “Elves are strange folk,” said Millet. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to let her travel with us, my lord.”


  “I doubt we could have stopped her,” said Lee. “Besides, Gewey’s the one who agreed to let her come along.”


  Millet glared disapprovingly at Gewey.


  The day was uneventful. They passed a few people on the road, but no one took special notice of the three travelers. When they arrived in Harvesting Shallows, it was an hour after sunset. Lee and Gewey got a room at an inn while Millet stabled the horses. When they got to their room, Lee checked Gewey’s wounds.


  “Your arms are completely healed,” said Lee with satisfaction. “And at this rate your chest will be healed in a few more days.”


  Gewey had almost forgotten his injuries. The wound on his chest itched from time to time, but other than that, he felt fine.


  When Millet arrived, they unpacked their things and headed down to the common room to eat. Gewey was thrilled to be allowed out of his room.


  “I don’t want you talking to anyone,” warned Lee. “We’re still trying to go unnoticed.”


  Gewey nodded his head enthusiastically. “Don’t worry, Lee. For the rest of the night, I’m a mute.”


  Lee gave Gewey a sideways look. “Just keep your conversation confined to the three of us.”


  Millet couldn’t help but smile. “He reminds me of you,” he whispered into Lee’s ear.


  Lee chuckled softly.


  The common room wasn’t as nice as the one in Gath, but there was a lovely young woman in the corner singing folk tunes, most of which Gewey knew. The crowd was also a bit more common than in the last inn, but that was fine by him. He didn’t like pretending to be rich and stuck up. In his mind, he was still just a simple farmer, though he hadn’t realized until that moment just how proud of that he was.


  “Where do we go from here?” asked Gewey over a bowl of hot beef stew.


  “We’ll keep to the west road for now,” said Lee. “The additional company has forced me to rethink the plan, but it looks like it’s going to turn out for best. We’ll move more slowly, but we’ll draw a lot less attention.”


  Millet nodded in agreement. “Sir, if I may, sooner or later our lady friend will get curious about the true nature of our trip. How do you plan to deal with certain…revelations?”


  “What do you mean?” asked Gewey.


  “What I mean is, although she may know the true nature of Lord Starfinder, yours is something quite different. From what I understand about her kind, it may become a problem.”


  “I don’t follow,” said Gewey. “Why should my ‘nature’ be a problem for her?” Until then, Gewey hadn’t been sure how much Millet knew about him, but clearly Lee had confided everything.


  “What Millet means,” said Lee “is that your kind is not exactly held in high regard by hers. When she finds out, there’s no telling how she’ll react. It’s one of the reasons I didn’t want her with us.”


  Gewey looked confused. “It would help if I knew what you are talking about.”


  “When I told you about the war, I left out an important detail,” said Lee. “Man was losing until the gods intervened. They gave mankind the means to turn the tide; needless to say, this left a bad taste in the mouths of the elves where your kind is concerned.”


  “I see your point,” Gewey said thoughtfully. “How do we handle it?”


  “With great care, I would think,” said Millet. “She may be dangerous, but given her current choice of traveling companions, she may not take it as poorly as we fear. Frankly, I’m surprised she let me live.”


  Lee contemplated the situation. “For now we need to keep things to ourselves,” he said, finally. “Short of killing her, there’s no way to be rid of her. Besides, she may be of use in the days to come.”


  “We’re not killing her,” Gewey snapped. “I gave my word.”


  “Calm down, boy,” said Lee. “I have no intention of killing her, and if I did, I doubt it would be easy. She said she killed at least fourteen bandits before she was captured, and I believe her. I tried to catch her myself for two straight nights and couldn’t, and I’m not someone you can easily avoid. No…I think killing her is out of the question. Still, we need to be careful until we find out what she really wants.”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Gewey asked. “We saved her life, and she feels she owes us.”


  “I don’t think it’s as simple as that,” Lee replied. “Traveling openly with our kind is risky enough considering the way humans feel about elves. However, should her people discover it, I don’t think they would be happy—and that’s putting it mildly. If she simply wanted to return the favor, she could follow us unseen and wait for an opportunity. No…I don’t think it’s a matter of a simple debt.”


  “We could just ask her,” Gewey suggested. Lee and Millet both laughed.


  “Yes, young master,” said Millet. “That may be the solution, but I doubt she will be very forthcoming.”


  “Millet’s right,” said Lee. “She won’t tell you until she’s ready. But do ask if you feel the need. You never know; she might surprise us.”


  The conversation steered toward more pleasant topics as the warm stew filled their bellies and lifted their spirits. When they were finished, they retired to the room. There were only two beds, and Millet insisted on sleeping on the floor. Gewey protested, but Millet wouldn’t listen.


  “I may look soft, Master Gewey,” said Millet. “But let me assure you that I am not. Besides, you are still injured, and Lord Starfinder is far less able to deal with hardship than I.”


  Lee smiled, rubbing his eyes. “Don’t try to argue with him, Gewey; the man will stay up all night badgering you if you try.” Lee stretched his arms and yawned. “If he says he’s sleeping on the floor, that’s what he’ll do, and there’s nothing on earth that can stop him. Believe me, I’ve tried to change his mind before, and you saw how well that went.”


  Millet looked displeased. “If you’re referring to me following you and master Gewey, need I remind you that I had told you even before you left that I had no intention of letting you go off and get yourself killed. I daresay that you are quite incapable of managing without me.”


  “I wouldn’t presume to dispute you,” said Lee. Millet smiled. “Very wise, my lord.” Gewey decided it was best to let Millet have his way and went to sleep. The morning came, and for once Gewey had risen before Lee.


  However, Millet was nowhere to be seen.


  “Wake up,” said Gewey, shaking Lee.


  “What is it, boy?” he asked groggily.


  “Millet’s gone.”


  The door opened. “I’m not gone,” Millet said, carrying a platter with three bowls of porridge and three cups of fresh milk. “While the two of you have lazed around wasting the day, I procured us a wagon and two fine horses to pull it. And I’ve restocked our provisions and had them delivered to the inn.”


  Lee rolled out of bed and took the milk and porridge. “You see, Gewey? The man’s a freak of nature. Who else could get all that done before breakfast?”


  “Indeed,” said Millet, and offered Gewey his breakfast, which the boy took gratefully. Gewey noticed that their gear had been packed, and three sets of pilgrim’s robes had been laid out for them. He could see why Lee held Millet in such high esteem. The sun was barely up, and he had already done a day’s worth of work.


  Millet was the first to finish his breakfast and put on his robes.


  “I’ll remove the gear to the wagon,” he said. “Do hurry. We don’t want to keep our elf friend waiting.”


  “Wow,” said Gewey as he watched Millet walk out the door with their gear over his back.


  “You got that right,” said Lee. “He may look like a soft city dweller to you, but that man is as tough as a spring bull.”


  Gewey nodded in agreement. “I can’t believe you wanted to leave him behind.”


  “I fear for his safety,” Lee said, looking pained. “I don’t know what I would do if something were to happen to him.”


  Gewey got up and put his hand on Lee’s shoulder. “We’ll protect him.”


  “Until you’re ready, I’ll be doing the protecting,” said Lee.


  Gewey frowned. “I just meant…”


  “I know what you meant,” Lee interjected. “And don’t think I don’t appreciate it, but now I have two people to watch out for—not to mention an elf.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Gewey. “I’ll be ready when the time comes.”


  “I know you will,” Lee said, rising to his feet. “And speaking of being ready, it’s time we got going.”


  They put on their robes and left the inn. Millet was waiting out front with the wagon, an impatient look on his face. The wagon was covered and had two benches running along either side. Gewey examined the new animals Millet had bought. They were of good stock-- strong and solid, fit for the long journey ahead. Gewey climbed into the back of the wagon with the supplies as Lee climbed up next to Millet, who insisted on doing the driving.


  When they reached the outskirts of the village, they saw someone in pilgrim’s robes standing alongside the road.


  “I see all went well.” It was Kaylia. She hopped in the back of the wagon across from Gewey without waiting for Millet to stop.


  “I don’t remember you taking robes with you,” said Gewey. Kaylia gave a mischievous smile. “You should pay more attention, young one.”


  “We’re headed to the city of Kaltinor,” said Lee. “At our pace, it should take us at least six days to get there. Remember, should anyone ask, we’re pilgrims from the Eastern Temple of Ayliazarah, on our way west to worship at the Temple of the Far Sky.”


  Gewey had heard of these places from the stories his father had told him when he was a child. Ayliazarah, the Goddess of Fertility and Love, was worshiped in almost every city and village. Even the towns too small to have a temple usually had a shrine or two in her honor. The Temple of the Far Sky was on the coast of the Western Abyss, atop the Cliffs of Heaven, where all of the nine gods were worshipped. It was by far the oldest temple in existence, and thousands of pilgrims journeyed there each year. As Gewey saw the disgust on Kaylia face, he remembered what Lee had told him about the way elves felt about the gods.


  “Tell me about yourself,” Gewey said to Kaylia.


  “You know all that you need to know about me for now,” she said brusquely.


  “Fine, then tell me about the elves,” he pressed.


  Kaylia looked at him darkly, her fierce eyes burning from underneath her hood. “You do not need to know anything about my people, other than to stay away from them.”


  “If elves hate humans so much, why did you want to travel with us?”


  “Save your questions,” said Kaylia. “I’m sure your friends told you that you would get no answers from me.” She pulled her robes close. “You should listen to them.”


  The rest of the day Lee and Millet discussed possible routes west while Kaylia listened quietly, occasionally offering advice. Gewey dozed on and off, though still determined to question Kaylia again. He desperately wanted to learn more about the elves; they seemed magical, yet treacherous—like beautiful predators. Every movement Kaylia made flowed like water, and her voice was like soft music. Gewey caught himself staring over and over again, though she didn’t seem to notice—if she did, she ignored it. That night, they set up camp just off the road. Kaylia disappeared as soon as they settled in.


  “Where do you think she went?” asked Gewey.


  “I don’t know,” said Lee. “But I’m sure she’ll be back by morning.”


  “Do elves sleep?” he asked.


  “I would think so,” said Lee. “But how often, I couldn’t say. Most of what I know about elves is from the few books I’ve read on the subject, and most are about the elves of old. Very little is written about what they are like now. Best not to worry about it.  Get some rest.”


  Lee removed Gewey’s bandages and examined the wound on his chest. It had almost completely healed, so Lee decided a bandage was no longer necessary. The pink lines on his arms that told where his cuts had been had vanished completely.


  The morning came, and just as Lee had said, Kaylia returned.  They climbed on the wagon and slowly moved on.


  
    


  


  


  Chapter 7


  The day was hot, and sitting in the back of the wagon in full robes was miserable. Kaylia, however, seemed unaffected.


  “How old are you?” Gewey asked Kaylia, renewing his efforts to get information. “I hear your people live a long time.”


  “I’m older than you,” she said without looking up.


  Gewey was undeterred. “I’m just trying to get to know you.”


  “There’s no need,” said Kaylia. “You already know everything you need to know.”


  “But that’s practically nothing,” Gewey insisted. “If we’re going to travel together, don’t you think we should know more about each other?”


  “I do not,” she replied. “At least not now.”


  Gewey kept pressing, determined to learn more about her. “Do you have a last name, or are you just Kaylia?”


  Kaylia reached in her robe, pulled out a flask, and drank deeply.


  “What’s that?” asked Gewey.


  Kaylia handed him the flask. He noticed a sweet smell as he lifted it to his mouth. Despite the heat, the liquid was cool, and it tasted like honeyed water.


  “Thank you,” said Gewey, handing her back the flask.


  Suddenly, he felt woozy and his vision blurred. The last thing Gewey saw as he dropped to the bottom of the wagon was Kaylia’s grinning face.


  Lee turned and saw Gewey sprawled next to the supplies. “What happened?”


  “The boy wanted to know more about elves,” said Kaylia. “So I introduced him to jawas tea.”


  Lee laughed aloud. “A lesson he won’t soon forget, I imagine.


  Wouldn’t you agree, Millet?”


  Millet was not amused; his own experience with jawas tea still lingered in his memory. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to drug the boy,” he said sourly. “If we are attacked, it won’t do to have to carry him.”


  “You’re right, of course,” Lee acknowledged, and turned to Kaylia.


  “In the future, please let the boy remain conscious.”


  Kaylia shrugged. “If you say so.”


  When Gewey awoke, the wagon had stopped. Millet was preparing the noon meal, and Kaylia and Lee were checking the horses.


  “What happened?” Gewey asked. His vision was still fuzzy, and his head swam.


  “Our elf friend happened,” said Millet. “She drugged you with jawas tea.”


  Gewey rubbed his eyes. “Why did she do that?”


  “I expect she wanted you to stop asking questions,” Millet replied.


  “In the future, I suggest that you refrain from accepting food or drink from a stranger, especially if that stranger is an elf.”


  “I think you might be right,” said Gewey as he slowly climbed out of the wagon. ‘At least I learned one thing,’ he thought. ‘Jawas tea doesn’t affect elves.’


  Gewey ate his food as far away from Kaylia as he could, and when they were done, he insisted that he trade places with Lee in the wagon.


  Once they were underway, Gewey turned toward Millet. “You’ve been with Lee for a long time, right?”


  Millet nodded. “A very long time.”


  “What was he like when he was young?” asked Gewey.


  “Rash,” Millet answered. “Very rash.”


  Gewey paused, considering what he should ask about next. “Have you been to Kaltinor before?”


  “Yes, but not for many years,” Millet replied. “I’m sure you’ll find it exciting. Compared to Sharpstone, it’s a very large city.”


  Gewey tried to picture what it would be like. Gath was the largest town he’d seen so far. He’d heard stories of some of the great cities— their tall buildings reaching to the heavens, their wide brick streets large enough to accommodate twenty wagons at once. He wondered if Kaltinor would be like that.


  “What’s the biggest city you’ve seen?” asked Gewey.


  Millet thought it over for a moment. “That would have to be Baltria,” he said finally. “Though it wasn’t the most impressive city I’ve visited.”


  For the next few hours, Millet entertained Gewey with tales of the wonderful places he had seen. He didn’t mind the flood of questions and answered each one with courtesy and patience.


  “Stop the wagon,” Kaylia said suddenly. “Now!”


  Millet stopped the wagon and Kaylia jumped out to scan the woods. After a few minutes, she got back in the wagon and told Millet to continue on.


  “What did you see?” Lee asked, his hand on his sword.


  “Hopefully nothing that need concern us,” Kaylia answered.


  “I’m concerned, and I’m responsible for the lives of my friends,” Lee said. “So you need to tell me what you saw.”


  “There’s a small group of elves traveling south of the road. If they ignore us, we’ll be fine. If not…” Kaylia trailed off, her eyes meeting Lee’s with a mutual understanding.


  Lee closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of the woods. In the distance, he heard four elves matching their pace.


  “They follow us,” Lee said warily. “Don’t say anything to Millet or Gewey yet.”


  Kaylia nodded. “Agreed. If all goes well, it won’t be necessary. They may not know I’m here.”


  “And if they do?” Lee asked.


  “Then I will have to speak to them,” Kaylia replied, clearly troubled by the prospect.


  The day passed slowly for Lee and Kaylia. Millet and Gewey knew something was wrong, but after a while they decided to ignore it, and Millet continued to regale the boy with tales of his travels.


  When night fell, they made camp. Gewey helped Millet build the fire and prepare the meal. Lee sat on a blanket sharpening and oiling his sword, his eyes fixed on the surrounding forest. Kaylia was leaning against the wagon, her head bowed in thought.


  Lee sheathed his sword and walked over to Kaylia.


  “They’re still here,” he said.


  “I know,” Kaylia responded. “I must speak to them. Wait here until I return.”


  Lee sat next to the fire while Millet and Gewey ate, eyes closed, listening into the night.


  “What are you doing?” asked Gewey.


  “I’m listening,” Lee growled. “So be quiet.”


  Gewey noticed Kaylia’s absence. “Where’s…?”


  Lee’s eyes popped open, glaring at Gewey. Gewey tried to listen as he had done in Gath, but he couldn’t concentrate. Frustrated, he threw down his bowl and stormed over to his bedroll.


  Suddenly, Kaylia reappeared and sat next to the fire.


  “Where did you go?” asked Gewey.


  Kaylia pushed back her hood; her face was stone and her eyes narrow slits. “I was speaking to my kin.”


  Gewey leapt to his feet. “What?”


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’re in no danger.”


  Lee grunted and tossed a twig into the fire.


  “That’s good news,” said Millet. “But it would have been nice to know elves were nearby.”


  “There was no need to tell you,” said Lee. “At least not at the time.”


  “How long have you known they were out there?” Gewey seethed.


  “What difference does it make?” he answered. “You couldn’t have done anything about it other than worry. If they’d attacked, we’d all be dead anyway.”


  This did little to calm Gewey. “I don’t care!” he yelled. “If my life’s in danger, I have a right to know!”


  Kaylia fixed her gaze on Gewey. “Shut your mouth,” she said.


  Her voice was steel. “What right do you have to question anything? Those around you are willing to sacrifice themselves to protect you. Isn’t that enough?” With that, she turned and headed off into the night.


  Gewey started to follow her, but Lee stopped him.


  “Leave her,” Lee advised.


  Gewey pushed passed him and chased after her.


  “Rash,” said Millet. “Very rash. But I must say, he is handling his situation remarkably well, all things considered.”


  Lee sat down. “How am I going to keep him alive long enough to get him ready? It’s been less than a month, and already he’s nearly been killed.”


  “Yes,” Millet replied. “But he wasn’t killed, was he? The boy will learn, just as you did.”


  “I almost failed,” Lee said. “When I attacked the bandit camp, I chased two of them down. That’s when Gewey got hurt. When I left him alone.”


  Millet nodded. “That sounds familiar; you never could stand to let anyone escape.”


  “It’s all too familiar,” Lee agreed. “It almost got Gewey killed. If I had just let them go, the boy would have never been injured. I keep making the same mistakes, over and over again.”


  Millet smiled softly and placed his hand on Lee’s shoulder.


  “You’ve always expected too much of yourself, Lee Starfinder. Your job is one of a protector, but you are also a teacher. The boy survived, and learned from the experience. If you think he can learn without danger, you’re wrong. Even I know that. You can’t protect him from everything, and you shouldn’t try.” Millet stood up and walked over to his blanket. “I believe in you, and I believe in the boy,” he said as he lay down. “You should too.”


  Lee remained by the fire, mulling Millet’s words over in his head.


  Meanwhile, Gewey wandered aimlessly, hoping to find Kaylia.


  “Kaylia,” he called out in a whisper. He repeated it several times, but there was no reply. He was about to give up and start back to the camp when he realized he was hopelessly lost. After meandering for a bit longer, he decided there was nothing to do but sit and wait for daylight.


  Gewey heard a voice from behind him. “You’re very foolish.


  You know elves wander these woods, yet you venture off alone in the dark.”


  Gewey was startled and quickly got to his feet; turning around, he was able to make out Kaylia’s features in the darkness. “I was looking for you,” he said. “And besides, you told us they wouldn’t attack.”


  “You continue to take my word on its merit,” said Kaylia. “The word of an elf. How strange.” The elven woman sat on the ground and crossed her legs. “Sit.”


  Gewey sat across from Kaylia. After looking him up and down for a moment, she began to speak. “You’re not like other humans, are you? And I don’t just mean your attitude towards my kind. There’s something else different about you. Something that your friends are afraid I’ll discover.”


  “Yes, there is,” Gewey replied nervously. “And believe me, I would like nothing more than to tell you.”


  “So why don’t you?”


  “I can’t,” Gewey insisted. “I don’t think you’d like what you’d find out.”


  “I’ll make you a deal,” Kaylia proposed. “We’ll sit here and talk for a while, and I’ll tell you about my people; after that, you can decide the wisdom of sharing your secret. That is what you want, isn’t it? To know more about elves, and our ways?”


  “I would love to know more about your people,” Gewey agreed. “And you.”


  “Then we have an agreement,” she said, pulling back her hood.


  “You asked how old I am: I am one hundred and three years old.


  That is young for my kind, in fact not much older than you by our standards. We can live for well over five hundred years. My father, who fought in the Great War, died eighty years ago. I’ve wandered ever since.”


  “Why are you wandering?” asked Gewey.


  “I search for my destiny,” Kaylia answered. “I was given a task when my father died, and I seek to complete it.”


  Gewey was intrigued. “What’s the task?”


  “My father was great among my people, and had the power of foresight. As he lay dying, he told me that it was my task to find redemption for my people, and that I should never stop looking for it. He said that one day the elven people would be healed by my hand. Since then, I have sought the meaning of his words.”


  “You’ve wandered for eighty years?”


  “I have,” she replied. “I hope to one day fulfill my destiny and help my people become great, as they were before the Great War.”


  “Lee told me your kind hate humans,” said Gewey. “But the war has been over for five hundred years. Certainly enough time has passed to move on.”


  “You wouldn’t understand. The Great War changed us. You would have to know what we once were to comprehend how devastating it has been for us.”


  “Then we should start there,” Gewey said enthusiastically. “Tell me about your people.”


  “A tall order,” Kaylia responded. “And a tale longer than time will allow. But I will tell you enough to satisfy your curiosity.”


  Kaylia got to her feet to look at the night sky. The stars twinkled like fireflies over a lake, and the half-moon lit her face, making her features soft and radiant.


  “The story of my people begins with the creation,” she began.


  “Unlike you humans, we believe that the world was created by a single God. In the very beginning, there were only elves and the earth. Our ancestors were charged as caretakers for all living things, and for thousands of years we lived in harmony with nature. God blessed us with dominion over all things and the wisdom to keep the world in balance. But as time passed, we became arrogant, and forgetful of our duties. As a result, the One God sent the many gods, and with them…man.


  “We prayed and lamented in hope that God would take pity on us and forgive us our sins, but God heard our prayers and knew them to be prideful. The many gods were now the keepers of the world, and man was favored above us. God could see the anger behind our prayers and removed his blessings. We lost the ability to speak with the Father of All Things, and my people fell into despair. But then he took pity on us, and sent the spirits and angels down to carry our prayers to him. They watch over us and guard the souls of our kin until the day God returns to pass His judgment. On that day we will see the Father, and we will both answer for our sins and be rewarded for our good deeds.


  “You are the first human in over five hundred years to hear these words,” Kaylia said. “There are many stories about the time before the gods came, and I promise I will tell them all if you wish to hear them—but for now, you know enough to understand the faith of my people.”


  “Thank you,” said Gewey. “I would love to hear as much as you can tell me.”


  Kaylia smiled warmly. “If all humans were as open as you, I doubt the Great War would have ever happened.”


  “Do you hate humans?” Gewey asked.


  “No,” Kaylia answered. “But I pity them.”


  “Why?”


  “They put their hopes in gods that are selfish and cruel,” she explained. “The gods have enslaved man, and made them their dogs.  They gave them the gift of victory over the elves and have allowed them to become powerful, and then denied them the wisdom to use that power. Such beings are not worthy of worship. The gods saved the humans from annihilation that would have been caused by their own arrogance; then, instead of reigning in their destruction, they set them loose to burn the world…and destroy my people.”


  “You’re talking about the Great War,” Gewey interjected. “Lee told me a little about it. He said that the gods intervened so that man could win.”


  “They did more than you could know,” she said. “Long ago, my people were vast in number and bound together by strong nations. The gods cast fear and doubt into our hearts. Our armies splintered, and we turned on one another. Kin fought kin, and man took advantage of our weakness and destroyed us.”


  Gewey looked perplexed. “But Lee told me that the elves fought each other after they made peace with man.”


  “The half-man only knows what human lies have told,” Kaylia said. “Mankind was beaten. There were no more battles to be fought. His armies were smashed, and his cities in ruin. My people had but to march across the land and slaughter the few that remained, and man would have been gone forever. But instead, we took pity on the humans and left them in peace. It was then the Gods cursed us. We knew hatred for our own kind for the first time, and it consumed us. We prayed to the spirits for help, but the Gods imprisoned them, holding them until we had lost all hope. The humans did not show us the pity we had shown them. Man waited until we had all but destroyed ourselves, then swept down on us like a plague. The few who escaped found refuge in the forests and mountains where humans seldom went. Since then, we have struggled to rebuild, and free ourselves of the curse the Gods put on us.”


  “I’m sorry,” Gewey said. “I had no idea how much your people have suffered.”


  “Don’t be,” Kaylia responded. “My people will rise again. The suffering of my kin will make us wise—worthy to face the Father.”


  She sat back down. “Now you know about us. I have shared secrets known to no other human. Will you not share your secret with me?”


  Gewey felt ashamed. It was his kind—the Gods—who destroyed her people. How could he tell her what he was? “Now that I’ve heard your story, I’m even more afraid to tell you.”


  “If what I’ve told you isn’t enough, then know this,” said Kaylia, her eyes on fire. “I travel with humans. This I told my kin, and I bargained to save your lives. It is forbidden, and one day I will face judgment and probable death. In the eyes of my people, there is nothing worse I could do than have human companions.”


  Gewey gasped. “They’re going to kill you? When?”


  “When my journey with you ends, I will return home to answer for my crime,” she replied. “It’s how I prevented my kin from attacking. Knowing this, what could you possibly tell me that would alter the path I have chosen?”


  Gewey made up his mind. “I’ll tell you, but please understand that I only found out myself a short time ago.” He took a deep breath and steeled his nerves. “You said that there is nothing worse than having a human as a companion, but there is. I’m worse.”


  Kaylia looked confused. “You’re dancing around the issue,” she said. “Just be direct and let me be the judge.”


  “The boy is a god,” said Lee from the darkness. He walked up slowly and stood beside Gewey. “I had a feeling you’d do something stupid, boy, so I came to find you.”


  Kaylia laughed loudly. “You don’t say,” she teased, seemingly not surprised by Lee’s sudden appearance. “A god! A living, breathing god, here in my presence. You’re right. That would be worse than traveling with a human.”


  “This is no joke, elf,” Lee warned. “The tale you told makes me even more certain that you should not know what the boy is. But now you do. The only question is what happens next.” Lee drifted in front of Gewey and slid his hand to the hilt of his sword.


  Kaylia’s face shifted from amusement to rage as she realized Lee was serious. “You speak the truth.” Her hand touched her sword, but she did not grab it. “I must ponder this. Go back to camp. If you see me in the morning, I expect you to tell me all that you know.”


  “And what if we don’t see you?” Gewey asked. “I can’t help what I am, and I didn’t ask for it. I would never do anything to


  harm you, or your people.”


  Kaylia said nothing.


  “Come,” Lee said, lifting Gewey to his feet. “Leave her be.” Lee guided them back to the camp where Millet sat by the fire waiting.


  “How did it go?” asked Millet.


  “Not as bad as it could have,” Lee answered. “We’ll know by morning.”


  “Things will work out,” said Millet. “Don’t worry.”


  “Lee—” Gewey started, but Lee immediately cut him off.


  “Go to sleep,” he advised. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”


  Gewey lay down, but was unable to stay asleep for more than a few minutes at a time. He kept hearing Kaylia’s story in his head, and seeing the rage on her face when she found out what he was.


  ‘How could the Gods do this to her people?’ he thought. ‘I’ve got to find a way to make it right.’


  Gewey was awake to see the dawn. Lee and Millet were still asleep. He hoped to see Kaylia, but she had not returned. He hated himself for telling her. He hated himself for what his kind had done.


  Most of all, he hated the Gods for creating this mess in the first place.


  “I’ll hear your tale, young one.” It was Kaylia. She was standing by the wagon, her eyes fixed on Gewey.


  Gewey got up and began to walk toward her.


  “Stay where you are. I said I would hear your tale, not suffer your company.” She paused. “At least, not yet.”


  Gewey looked at the others still sleeping soundly. If Kaylia decided to attack, there would be nothing to stop her.


  Kaylia sensed his fear and said, “I have no intention of harming you. I gave you my word, and I’ll keep it. But know this. If my people find out about your existence, they will hunt you down until the end of creation. Whether or not I will tell them depends on you.”


  Gewey nodded slowly and began telling his story, leaving out no detail. He told her about how he grew up, about his father, about how he found out about his true nature and, of course, about the Dark Knight. When he finished, Kaylia looked at him thoughtfully and walked over.


  “I find no guilt in you. I will help you complete your task. I swear to this.”


  “Thank you,” said Gewey, clearly relieved. “But why? Won’t your people kill you if they find out?”


  Kaylia smiled. “They’re going to kill me anyway,” she said. “And I can only die once. Besides, from what you have told me, it is unlikely I will live to face their judgment.”


  Gewey bowed his head and sighed with relief. He heard Millet stir.


  Millet rose and turned toward Gewey, stretching the stiffness from his joints. “Up with the dawn, I see.” He noticed Kaylia standing there and smiled. “I see you’ve decided to join us. Wonderful,” he beamed. “Absolutely wonderful.”


  Lee was the last to rouse. He pretended not to notice Kaylia’s return, but Gewey suspected he had been awake to hear their whole conversation. After eating, they packed up and continued on their way to Kaltinor.


  
    


  


  


  Chapter 8


  Gewey returned to his seat in the back with Kaylia. He kept the conversation light, telling her about his youth and life in Sharpstone.


  To his surprise, she seemed to take great interested his past, asking questions about the way he lived and the people he knew. Gewey had never thought of village life as anything other than dull and common, but Kaylia seemed to enjoy hearing about it.


  “It must have been difficult to leave such a wonderful life behind,” said Kaylia.


  “Actually, I’ve just learned to appreciate what I’ve lost,” Gewey admitted. “Still, I don’t see how my life would impress you.”


  Kaylia leaned back and explained, “A simple existence is what elves long for, though it doesn’t surprise me that humans find such a life common and unfulfilling. But then, you aren’t human, are you? Perhaps there is hope that you can learn to appreciate simple things.”


  “The simple things will have to wait,” interjected Lee from up front. “He needs to learn to tap into his power. From now on, midday meal will be preceded by lessons, as will supper. Your training has been delayed far too long, and we’ve got a lot of catching up to do now that you’re more or less healed.”


  “I would be happy to assist,” Kaylia offered. “I may not be a half-man, but I am not without skills.”


  “Your help will be welcome,” said Lee. “And you,” he said, turning to Gewey, “will do as I and Kaylia instruct. Do you understand?” Gewey nodded happily, beaming with anticipation.


  “You may not be so excited when you find out what’s in store,” chuckled Lee.


  Kaylia giggled almost girlishly, but with a sinister grin on her face.


  “Elf training is hard, young one. Believe me when I tell you that if you were human, you would never survive it.”


  “That settles it, then,” Lee said. “We start today.” Gewey could hardly contain himself. Finally, he would learn to fight. He had grown tired of feeling as if he was weak and helpless. If danger came, he needed to be able to fight, and he was determined to prove himself. Whatever the future held, he would be ready.


  When they stopped for midday meal, Lee told Gewey to follow him into the woods. He was already out of the wagon when he remembered his sword and started back for it.


  “You have your sword ready when I’m ready, or not at all,” yelled Lee and marched into the woods.


  Gewey obeyed and followed Lee, unarmed.


  They soon found a clearing and Lee came to a halt. “Attack me,” he said.


  Gewey stared but did nothing.


  In a flash Lee stepped forward, moving his leg behind Gewey’s and bringing his arm hard across the boy’s chest, sending him to the ground. “I said attack me,” he yelled again. “Or I swear you’ll wish you were never born.”


  Gewey jumped up angrily and ran straight at Lee. With uncanny speed, Lee stepped aside, grabbed Gewey’s shoulder, and jerked the boy’s head and torso backwards. Gewey’s feet flew into the air, and he landed in the grass with a soft thud.


  Lee looked down at Gewey and shook his head. “Pathetic,” he growled. “You will not touch a sword until you throw me to the ground at least once.” He took several strides, then turned to face his young pupil. “Again.”


  Gewey was still dazed, but he got to his feet. Again and again he came at Lee, and again and again he was sent sprawling. This went on for the better part of an hour, until Lee motioned for Gewey to halt.


  “I hope you show Kaylia more than you’ve shown me,” Lee muttered.


  When they returned to the wagon, Millet and Kaylia had already eaten and were waiting nearby. Millet had two plates of dried meat and a large piece of flatbread set aside for them.


  “We’ll eat as we travel,” said Lee, taking the food from Millet.


  Millet nodded curtly, handed Gewey his food, and climbed into the wagon. Gewey could feel the soreness sinking in from the dozens of falls he had taken at the hands of Lee, but he didn’t complain. He got in the wagon and went over in his mind each time Lee had thrown him, trying to work out his mistakes.


  Kaylia smiled slightly and said, “That’s good. Think about what you did wrong. See it in your mind—each motion, every shift on your feet. Remember the feeling in your muscles. Feel the sensation when you lost your balance. What brought you to that point? When did you lose control? Most importantly, how could you have stopped it?”


  Gewey look at Kaylia. His face was stone with concentration. “I can see it now,” he said. “Why can’t I see it while it’s happening?”


  “You will in time,” Kaylia replied, then handed him a flask.


  “Drink this.”


  “What’s in it?” he asked, eying the flask suspiciously.


  “Jawas tea,” she answered.


  “Are you crazy?” Gewey asked sharply, handing it back.


  Kaylia refused to take it, shaking her head. “Jawas tea has a strong effect on humans, but as you are not exactly human, you should be able to withstand its negative effects. If you can, you will find that it has amazing qualities.”


  “But it put me out cold the last time,” Gewey protested.


  “And you must prevent that,” she replied. “But this time I want you to feel it inside you and stop it from taking control. You are not to fail, understand?”


  “I’ll try,” said Gewey said, warily opening the flask.


  “No,” Kaylia said sternly. “I said you are not to fail.”


  Gewey nodded and put the flask to his lips, and the cold liquid poured down his throat. He could feel the effects set in immediately, but this time he was ready for it. He fought to keep his eyes open and retain feeling in his limbs, but after a few seconds, he knew it was a losing the battle.


  “Don’t think about the way you feel,” whispered Kaylia—or at least, it sounded like a whisper as his head swam. “Think about your body as a whole. Command it. You are in control. You will not allow it to win.”


  For a moment, Gewey felt his strength return, but it was short lived. Eventually the jawas tea took over and he lost consciousness. He slumped down in his seat, and Kaylia reached over and slid his body into the corner.


  


  When he woke, it was already dark, and the wagon had stopped. Gewey crawled out and knelt down, groggily. Millet, Kaylia, and Lee were already eating.


  “I guess we’ll get a late start,” said Kaylia, setting down her bowl.


  She had removed her pilgrim’s robes and donned her shirt and trousers. She pulled out a small knife and threw it with a flick of her wrist. The knife stuck in the ground less than an inch from Gewey’s foot. “You’ll need that,” she said.


  Kaylia led Gewey into the forest. The moon was out, providing the only source of light. Gewey’s heartbeat quickened the further they walked. He began to wonder when the training would start, and then suddenly he noticed—he was alone.


  “Kaylia,” he called nervously, but there was no answer.


  Gewey strained his eyes, hoping to catch sight of some movement or shadow. But the night played tricks. He began to see things in the shadows that weren’t there; shapes he thought might be Kaylia turned out to be nothing more than a bush or a stump.


  “The night can be a weapon, young one,” Kaylia’s voice whispered from the darkness, seemingly from everywhere. “It plants fear in the heart of your enemies. It is a cloak and a dagger. It can serve you well until you are ready to strike.”


  In the blink of an eye, Kaylia was behind him, her knife at his throat. “You’re dead,” she said, then lowered the knife. “You must learn to see through the curtain of darkness and use your foe’s ignorance against him.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Gewey.


  “Of course you don’t. We elves spend our lives moving in the shadows. Not even your half-man friend can match me in the dark. An elf can put an arrow through the eye of a buck from two hundred paces in total darkness. Take out your knife. It’s time you learned to defend yourself.”


  “I’ve never fought with a knife,” said Gewey.


  “I guessed,” Kaylia replied sarcastically. Then, in the blink of an eye she was on him, her blade slashing through the air like lightning.


  Gewey felt the cold blade across the back of his hand. He dropped his weapon, clutching his hand and cursing loudly.


  “You are uninjured,” Kaylia said. Gewey looked at his hand. There was no blood.


  “My blade is dull,” she explained. “For now. Were you an elf, you would not be so fortunate.”


  “I don’t want special treatment,” he complained. “I can take it.”


  “Just like you were able to take the jawas tea.” she scoffed. “No, I think you need to learn more before your real training begins.”


  Gewey sulked as he bent down to pick up his knife, but he didn’t say a word.


  For the rest of the lesson, Kaylia instructed Gewey in the basics of knife fighting. Gewey felt it was a bit too basic, but he did as he was told.


  “You move like a drunken ox,” she observed when they were finished.


  “It’s my first time,” said Gewey. “Besides, all I did was thrust and slash at nothing for close to an hour.”


  “And when you do so with purpose, we’ll move on,” she answered.


  “I hope you show more enthusiasm when the half-man trains you.” Gewey felt angry and embarrassed.


  “Can you find your way back to camp?” asked Kaylia.


  “Yes,” Gewey lied.


  “Good,” she said, vanishing into the woods.


  It took Gewey more than an hour to find his way back to camp.


  Lee and Kaylia were talking quietly near the wagon, and Millet was sitting by the fire, poking it with a stick. Gewey walked over and sat across from Millet, his face twisted in anger.


  “What’s wrong, young master?” asked Millet. “You look upset.”


  “I don’t think I’m cut out for this,” said Gewey. “I thought I’d do so much better, but so far, I’ve failed at everything.”


  Millet chucked.


  “What’s so funny?” barked Gewey.


  “Nothing lad,” said Millet. “I just remember Lord Starfinder speaking similar words a long time ago.”


  “You’re just saying that to make me feel better,” said Gewey. He tossed a twig into the fire.


  “I’m doing no such thing. I’m telling you the truth. When Lord Starfinder came home after his first day of training, he was quite literally in tears. In fact, he didn’t go back for a week; I had to convince him.”


  The thought of Lee pouting and crying made Gewey smile.


  “Don’t take too much pleasure from that,” scolded Millet. “He wasn’t hardened by years of farm work, and he is only half of what you are, if you catch my meaning. Yet look at him now: hard, strong and skilled beyond anything you could imagine.”


  Gewey glanced over at Lee and thought about the fight with the bandits. He had never seen anyone move so fast. ‘He must really be holding back with me,’ he thought.


  “You’ve been with Lee for a long time, yet I notice you still call him ‘lord”,” Gewey observed.


  “Of course I do,” said Millet, surprised. “He is my friend, yes; but he’s also my lord and master. My family has served the house Nal’Thain for generations, and I would not dishonor them by treating the master of the house with over-familiarity. We are friends, and my love for him goes beyond that of servant and lord, but I can never let that distract me from my duty.”


  Gewey looked puzzled. “But he’s not really a Nal’Thain. He told me he started as Dauvis Nal’Thain’s servant.”


  “He told you correctly,” said Millet. “I remember when he arrived. I was very jealous that he was picked to serve the master of the house and I was not. But after a time we became friends, and when he rose to be the master, I became his personal assistant.”


  “What did you call him before he was made a lord?” asked Gewey.


  “By his name, of course,” Millet answered. “But enough about that.” Millet got to his feet and went over to his blanket. “You need to eat and rest.”


  “Thank you, Millet,” Gewey said gratefully. “Thank you for the talk. I feel better.”


  “I’m happy to hear it,” said Millet as he lay down.


  Gewey went to sleep that night feeling determined. He would not fail, and he would not give up.


  For the next few days, Gewey trained harder and harder. On three occasions he nearly threw Lee to the ground, once he managed to find Kaylia in the shadows, and he even learned to stay awake after drinking jawas tea—though just barely. Neither Lee nor Kaylia openly showed that they were pleased, but Gewey could tell they were, and it filled him with pride.


  As they neared Kaltinor, Gewey noticed the landscape changing. The forest became thinner, and the road was crisscrossed with little streams spanned with wooden bridges, some in desperate need of repair. They passed farms more frequently, but many looked abandoned, their fields untended and grown over with weeds. The air was becoming colder each day, and the sun rarely peeked out from the overcast sky.


  “What’s happened here?” Gewey asked Lee the day before they were to arrive in Kaltinor.


  “The Dark Knight,” answered Lee. “As his power grows, you’ll see more of this. Even more reason for us to hurry. He’ll bring a hard winter, and bring it early.”


  “I wish I knew where we’re going,” said Gewey.


  “If I could tell you, I would,” Lee assured. “But there is still a danger that the Dark Knight could enter your mind, and we’ve had to stop your mental training in favor of more practical things. If we did both, you’d collapse from exhaustion and we need you strong.”


  “This may not be a problem,” interjected Kaylia. “One of the benefits of jawas tea is that it strengthens an elf’s mental abilities.


  Even the strongest mind could not enter uninvited. Though Gewey is not an elf there is a chance it may give him the same advantage.”


  Lee raised an eyebrow. “Really? I had no idea jawas had that power.”


  Kaylia smirked. “There’s much I know that you don’t, half-man,” she said.


  “Perhaps,” said Lee. “Still, I will test if it’s effective.”


  That night after Gewey finished his training with Kaylia, Lee beckoned him over. They repeated the exercise Lee had taught him, except this time Lee told Gewey not to try and keep the gate of his mind closed. Much to his amazement, Lee found himself completely unable to enter Gewey’s mind; the jawas tea seemed to work exactly as Kaylia had claimed it would.


  “How long is it effective?” Lee asked Kaylia, who was standing nearby.


  “One dose will last for at least two days,” Kaylia answered. “But more importantly, it builds in your system. Among my people there are those that can journey inside the mind of another. We use jawas to strengthen that ability.”


  “But from what I’ve just seen, it would block minds—not make it easier to enter them,” said Lee.


  Kaylia’s mouth twisted in disgust. “If your intention is to invade a mind you’re right, jawas prevents this from happening. But we do not enter uninvited as you might. With jawas, we can touch the thoughts of another with greater ease and also at greater distance.”


  “That could prove quite useful,” said Lee, stroking his chin. “How much do you have?”


  “Enough to last many weeks,” she answered. “At least six, I should think.”


  “Is it hard to find?”


  “Not in this area,” Kaylia replied. “I shall gather more for the journey while I wait for you to leave the city.”


  “You’ll be coming with us into Kaltinor,” Lee said flatly. “It’s very important we gather information before we continue further west. The Dark Knight’s power grows, and we need to know what lies ahead. This may take a few days, and I might need you with me.”


  Kaylia looked concerned. “And what if I’m discovered? That could prove to be a problem.”


  “You won’t be discovered,” said Lee. “I have friends in Kaltinor that can hide you if need be, but I don’t think it will come to that. We’ll be staying in the Temple of Ayliazarah, so you can stay silent and hooded the entire time—like a good little pilgrim.”


  It was obvious Lee was trying to get under Kaylia’s skin. The two were constantly throwing thinly veiled insults at one another. This time, Lee had the advantage. Kaylia couldn’t hide the fact that the idea of staying in a temple of one of the gods made her uncomfortable.


  “I will bow and stay silent,” she seethed, “but if you think I will pretend to worship…”


  Lee doubled over with laughter, further fueling Kaylia’s anger.


  “Calm yourself, elf,” he said, grinning widely. “Pilgrims do not usually pray until they reach their destination.”


  This did little to calm Kaylia down. With her teeth clenched and back straight, she turned and strode off into the night. When she returned, she moved her blanket far away from the others.


  The next day, Gewey noticed more travelers along the road.


  Kaylia took special care to remain unseen, despite the fact that her hood completely covered her features. As they rode on past midday, the sheer volume of traffic told Gewey that the city was near.


  The farms they passed were no longer abandoned, though the fields were empty from the harvest. Along the way, they were stopped by a man driving a wagon loaded with bricks and masonry tools. Thinking them pilgrims from the east, he asked for news. Lee told him that times were dark and getting darker; the man replied that it was the same here, and moved on unhappily. This darkened Lee’s mood, and he hardly spoke for hours.


  “I guess our ruse will be put to the test,” Millet said as the sun began to go down.


  Gewey leaned forward and saw an encampment ahead. “Who are they?”


  “That, my boy, is a group of real monks,” Lee answered. “I can see ten of them from here.”


  “Do we have to stop?” Gewey asked, nervously.


  “If we don’t, they’ll wonder why,” Lee responded. “Besides, if we can’t fool them, there’s no way we’ll fool the temple.”


  Lee pulled off the road to the edge of the encampment. A tall, hooded monk walked up to the wagon next to Millet.


  “Welcome brothers…and sister,” he said, noticing Kaylia’s hooded figure in the back. Even through the robes it was impossible to hide her feminine shape. “I’m Brother Salvo. Please take your ease with us. We have plenty to share.”


  “Thank you, Brother,” said Millet, taking the lead. “We will be pleased and grateful to share your fire. I’m Brother Milton, this is Brother Leston,” he said, pointing at Lee. “And in the wagon are Brother Gewton and Sister Kaymaya.”


  Millet stepped from the wagon and stood in front of the man.


  After exchanging a few words, Millet told the rest to climb down and see to the horses and gear. Lee jumped down while Kaylia and Gewey climbed from the back. Gewey was confused by the sudden role reversal, but Lee acted as if following Millet’s orders was second nature.


  The encampment was a beehive of activity as the monks and pilgrims prepared supper. No one spoke to them at first, which pleased Gewey. Kaylia was doing everything she could not to get too close to anyone, but eventually Lee leaned over and whispered in her ear. Gewey saw her nod, then walk over and offer assistance to several monks who were preparing bedding for the group.


  “This is not a time to avoid contact,” Lee whispered to Gewey as he passed. “That would be noticed.”


  Gewey wondered how Kaylia would avoid giving herself away, but no one gave her a second look. Luckily, she was not the only female pilgrim in camp, and Gewey observed that the other women hardly ever removed their hoods or spoke. It seemed as though their ruse was intact, at least for now. By nightfall, several other groups had arrived at Brother Salvo’s encampment; by the time dinner was served, their number reached about thirty. Millet and the others gathered near the wagon to eat and talk privately.


  “A dangerous game,” Kaylia grumbled under her breath.


  “But necessary,” Lee insisted.


  “I agree,” said Millet. “This is a good chance to test our deception.”


  Kaylia clearly didn’t think so. “You had me working openly with these…monks. If one of these oafs had bumped into me and discovered my identity, what then?”


  “I’m counting on your elf dexterity to prevent that,” Lee replied. “If you had not behaved as a pilgrim should, it could have put us in danger. And please, don’t call them oafs. Men and women like these here do nothing but good works. Their lives are dedicated to it.”


  Just then, Gewey saw the figure of Brother Salvo approaching.


  “Brother Milton,” called the tall monk.


  Millet stood and bowed low. “I thank you for sharing your meal,” he said. “As do my companions.” Gewey, Lee, and Kaylia bowed their heads in turn.


  “We’re happy to have you among us,” said Brother Salvo.


  “Pilgrims on the road have become more and more rare these days. It’s good to see those willing to make the journey of faith.


  May I sit with you?”


  “Of course,” said Millet, offering his blanket. Millet sat next to Kaylia so that he could face Brother Salvo directly.


  “Where do you come from?” Salvo asked.


  “We are from the Temple of Ayliazarah in the eastern kingdom of Palinsali,” answered Millet. “We’re on our way to the Temple of the Far Sky.”


  “Ahhh,” said Salvo. “Servants of sacred love. We haven’t seen many in these parts for some time. You have a long journey ahead. The Temple of the Far Sky is many weeks from here.”


  “All the more reason to thank you for your hospitality,” Millet said graciously.


  Brother Salvo pushed back his hood. He was older than he sounded, yet he was still quite handsome. The years showed in his eyes, but his blond hair and squared features suggested the type of maturity that Gewey had heard the women of Sharpstone speak of with admiration and desire. His skin had a golden hue that could only have been the result of years of hard work in the sun.


  “You won’t find much generosity beyond this point,” Brother


  Salvo lamented. “The world is being consumed by darkness. All the news we get here is filled with sadness.”


  “Are you part of a temple?” asked Millet.


  “No,” said Salvo. “I follow Saraf, but for the past few years I have maintained this encampment. We serve as a refuge for pilgrims and travelers, though lately there have only been a few. This is the largest group we’ve had in months.”


  “I see,” Millet said thoughtfully. “But why do the pilgrims not take refuge in the city temples? It’s less than a day’s ride from here.”


  Brother Salvo smiled feebly. “I see that things aren’t as bad in the east. Here, the temples are turning everyone away—and it’s the same in the western kingdoms. The High Priestess of the Temple of Ayliazarah, in Kaltinor, has actually turned out her own novices and acolytes.”


  Millet looked mortified. “How could she? She has no right.”


  “I agree,” said Salvo, “but there’s little that can be done.”


  “What has caused this?” Kaylia asked suddenly.


  Gewey felt Lee stiffen next to him.


  “I don’t know, Sister,” Salvo replied. “But I’ve heard stories— terrible stories.”


  “What kind of stories?” asked Millet before Kaylia could speak again.


  “It is said that Angrääl is alive again, and the dead are rising from their graves,” whispered Salvo. “Stories are spreading everywhere, of an evil power bringing darkness across the land.”


  “Angrääl?” said Gewey.


  “Please, don’t speak that name too loudly,” Salvo warned, looking around to see if they had been heard. “You may be too young to know the story, but a thousand years ago Angrääl was a kingdom far to the north, well beyond the White Wilderness. Legend says that the Demon King Rätsterfel rose up to challenge the Gods. The war raged for a hundred years. Eventually, he was destroyed in a battle with heaven itself—but not before he had laid waste to half the world. Some say he has returned to take his revenge.”


  “Do you believe that?” asked Gewey.


  Brother Salvo lowered his eyes. “I’m not sure what I believe anymore,” he said. “But I know that I’ve never seen such hardship in the world. There is something sinister behind it. I can feel it. Whether or not it’s the return of the Demon King is impossible to say, but there is a pestilence spreading, and it’s growing stronger. If it wasn’t for the help I get from passing pilgrims, and the few nobles still dedicated to the Gods, I wouldn’t be able to do what little I manage.” He sighed heavily and shook his head.


  Millet reached over and put his hand on brother Salvo’s shoulder. “Have faith, Brother. Things will get better. What you do here is important; there’s nothing little about kindness.”


  Brother Salvo looked up and smiled. “Thank you, Brother. It’s hard not to despair sometimes. Your words comfort me.” He rose to his feet. “Now, I must attend to my other duties. Please stay as long as you wish.”


  “Thank you, Brother Salvo,” said Millet. “But we’ll be leaving at sunrise.”


  “Then I hope you’ll stop here on your return journey,” he said, and walked back into the heart of the encampment.


  “Surprising,” said Kaylia.


  “Surprising how?” Gewey asked.


  “Such kindness in a human is to be admired,” she said. “My people would be very interested to see it.”


  “It appears you have as much to learn about us as we do about you,” said Millet.


  “So it seems,” she replied.


  “I’m worried,” said Lee. “I had intended for us to stay a few days at the temple in Kaltinor, but if what Brother Salvo says is true, we may have to make other plans.”


  “That would be fine by me,” said Kaylia. “I never thought it to be a wise plan.”


  “Good thing you’re not in charge, then,” Lee said, glancing at Kaylia. “We need information, and the temple is the best place to get it. Without it we travel blind.”


  “What do you suggest…as the leader?” Kaylia asked sarcastically.


  Lee smiled devilishly. “I could say we’ve killed an elf, and we need somewhere to dispose of her body. They’d let us stay in the High Priestess’ apartment if we did that!”


  Kaylia glared at Lee from underneath her hood. “You could try,” she hissed.


  “Enough of this,” said Gewey. “Let’s just get there. Maybe they’ll simply let us stay.”


  “The first intelligent thing I’ve heard all night,” Millet declared. “I, for one, am going to sleep. If you two wish to insult one another, be my guest. But please do it quietly.”


  There was silence among the group. Though tension remained between Lee and Kaylia, they eventually decided Millet was right and lay down to sleep.


  
    


  


  Chapter 9


  In the morning, they said their goodbyes to brother Salvo. Millet gave him two gold coins that Lee had given him, and promised to stop there again when they returned home. As they pulled away, Gewey wondered if they would be able to keep that promise. The more he learned, the more it seemed unlikely he would ever see his home again. Kaylia was deep in thought, her robes pulled tight around her.


  “Are you alright?” asked Gewey.


  “I’m fine,” answered Kaylia. “I was just thinking about the people at the encampment. They weren’t what I expected.”


  “What did you expect?” Gewey asked.


  “I don’t know,” Kaylia admitted. “I suppose I expected them to be more brutish. I didn’t expect the kindness they show one another.”


  “Millet’s right,” said Gewey. “You have a lot to learn about humans.”


  Kaylia was silent.


  “The story Brother Salvo told about the Demon King,” said Gewey. “Have you heard it before?”


  “Yes,” said Kaylia “Though it’s told differently among my people. In our tales, he’s a hero.”


  “How could someone called the ‘Demon King’ be a hero?” asked Gewey.


  Kaylia laughed and said, “We don’t call him the ‘Demon King,’ we simply call him King Rätsterfel. In our stories, he stood up to the tyranny of the Gods and tried to free the world.”


  “I wonder which story is true,” Gewey said pensively.


  “Perhaps neither,” Kaylia replied. “It was long ago, and storytelling among my people is not what it was. Much of our history was lost with the fall of our Nations."


  “That must be hard,” said Gewey. “My people depend on their stories as a way to connect them to our ancestors. If we didn’t have them, we’d be lost.”


  “You keep referring to the humans as ‘your’ people,” she said.


  “Yet they are not. Being raised human does not make you human.


  If they found out what you are, do you think they would bow down and worship you, or would they run in fear and disgust? Though I admit the monks surprised me with their kindness and selflessness, I wonder how kind would they have been if they discovered what I am? What if they knew they had shared a meal with an elf? Do you think they would just ignore it and smile?”


  “And what about your people?” interjected Lee, who had been listening from the front of the wagon. “They want to murder you just for traveling with humans. Are they any better?”


  “You’re right, half-man,” Kaylia acknowledged. “The old hatreds run deep on both sides. I cannot claim differently. Perhaps on this journey we can find a way to change that.”


  “Wouldn’t that be something,” Millet added. “Now that would be an adventure I would be proud to be part of.”


  “I think you speak for us all, old friend,” said Lee.


  For the rest of the morning conversation between Kaylia and Lee was more civil than usual. They even exchanged a few stories while Gewey listened with a pleased grin.


  It was just before noon when they reached the gates of Kaltinor. They expected the gates to be open during the day, but instead they were shut tight and protected by four members of the city guard. Millet pulled up and halted the wagon.


  “What’s your business?” the guard captain inquired. As the captain spoke with Millet, the other three guards moved to the back of the wagon and looked inside. Gewey and Kaylia bowed their heads and stayed quiet.


  “We’re just pilgrims passing through,” said Millet.


  “Pilgrims, you say?” said the captain. “I’m sure you saw the monks camped back the way you came, and I’m sure they told you the temples will not receive you. We have no room here for a bunch of poor pilgrims. Best you move on.”


  “They did tell us,” Millet affirmed. “All the same, we are just passing through.” He reached down and handed something to the guard captain.


  The captain looked at it for a moment, then quickly put it in his pocket. “Your stay here can be no longer than three days. Any longer and you’ll be arrested. Understand?”


  Millet nodded. “Completely.”


  The captain ordered his men to open the gates. Millet glanced over at Lee and sighed with relief. There was a loud screech of metal on metal as the gates slowly swung open. Millet urged the horses forward and passed through.


  “We’ve managed to bribe our way through the gates with little problem,” said Lee. “Let’s see if our luck holds at the temple.” He glanced back at Gewey. “If you want, you can walk beside the wagon. I know you’ve never seen a city before, and you won’t


  see much of it from back there.”Gewey smiled with excitement and leapt from the wagon.


  The streets of Kaltinor were thirty feet wide and paved with smooth stones. Most of the buildings along the main avenue were two stories tall; the bottom floors held shops of all kinds, while the upper floors held residences where Gewey could see people eating and talking on small balconies. In just a few minutes, he had counted at least five taverns and three inns—a far cry from what he’d grown up with in Sharpstone. People of all kinds surrounded him; commoners, lords, monks, and merchants all moved about at a pace that astounded him. In the distance, towering above it all, stood a large manor of deep gray stone. At four stories high, it was by far the largest building Gewey had ever seen.


  “What do you think, young master?” Millet asked. Gewey could barely hear him over the noise of the city.


  “It’s amazing,” he said breathlessly. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to live here.”


  “Like living in a hornets’ nest,” muttered Kaylia, who had jumped down beside Gewey. “It’s unnatural.”


  “I agree,” said Millet. “Over the years I’ve come to appreciate living in the country.”


  Lee laughed. “So I guess all that about hating the smell of horses and pigs, not to mention the constant complaining about not having proper shops and clothing was nothing but hogwash.”


  “Not hogwash, my lord,” answered Millet. “I guess I’ve just changed more than I realized.”


  “We’ve both changed,” said Lee, thoughtfully.


  They wound their way west through the city’s temple district and approached the Temple of Ayliazarah. The temple was made from red granite and bore elaborate carvings of the Goddess along the outer wall. In the front, a stone staircase led upward to an arched entranceway, with two large oak doors. Statues of Ayliazarah, each holding a harp in one hand and the Moon in the other, stood on the either side of the door.


  Millet stopped the wagon and they climbed down.


  “Remember,” Millet advised. “Speak only when spoken to, and say nothing of what Brother Salvo told us.”


  When they got to the door, Millet pounded it several times with his fist. It opened a few moments later, and there stood an old woman dressed in fine white linen robes embroidered with intricate interlacing gold patterns. Her head was covered in a thin gold silk scarf and she carried a long white ash walking stick.


  “What’s your business here?” the old woman asked.


  “We’re pilgrims on our way to the Temple of the Far Sky,” replied Millet. “We thought we might stay the night and see the temple while we’re here.”


  “You thought wrong,” said the woman. “We have no room for vagabonds. Be gone.” She started to close the door, but Millet’s hand shot out and stopped her.


  “We are not vagabonds,” Millet said sternly. “As I said, we are pilgrims, and we demand entrance to the temple.”


  “You demand?” the woman scoffed. “You will leave now, or I will call the city guards.”


  “Who is it?” asked a woman’s voice from within the temple.


  “What do they want?”


  “It’s no one, Your Holiness,” the old woman replied, turning her head inside the door. “Riff-raff, nothing more.”


  “Let them in,” said the voice. “Let me see this ‘riff-raff,’ if you please.”


  The old woman glowered at Millet as she slowly opened the door.


  Once inside, they saw a floor made from polished black marble that spanned an enormous room lined with gold columns. The walls were covered with tapestries and frescoes depicting the nine gods, and several immense glass chandeliers hung from the twenty-foot ceiling. In the center of the room stood a ten-foot statue of Ayliazarah exactly like those outside the door, but this one was made of solid gold. At the far end were two spiral staircases leading to the upper level.


  Just inside the door stood a woman dressed in white satin robes.


  She was holding a large, leather-bound book. She was younger than the woman who answered the door by at least twenty years, although her face looked careworn. Her light brown hair fell down her shoulders in tight curls ornamented with tiny white flowers. She smiled brightly at Millet and the rest as they entered.


  “I don’t know, Maybell,” said the woman. “They look a bit scruffy, but I wouldn’t say they’re riff-raff.” Her voice was cheerful and kindly.


  “Thank you for allowing us entrance, Your Holiness,” Millet said, bowing low.


  The others bowed as well but said nothing. Millet introduced them using the same names he had given Brother Salvo.


  “I’m Sister Salmitaya, High Priestess here in Kaltinor,” she said.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”


  “We are but simple pilgrims on our way to the Temple of the FarSky,” Millet replied. “We seek lodging and a short respite from our travels.”


  “I tried to make them leave, Your Holiness,” said Maybell. “But they wouldn’t listen.”


  “Nonsense,” laughed Salmitaya. “Times may be hard, but if these people managed to gain entry to the city, then who am I to turn them away? How did you get past the gate, by the way?”


  “I’m ashamed to say, Your Holiness,” said Millet. “We bribed our way in.”


  Salmitaya raised her eyebrows. “Is that so? It’s interesting that mere pilgrims would have money enough for bribes.”


  “We have saved for many years to go on this pilgrimage,” answered Millet. “This temple is among those we planned to visit along the way.”


  “I wish I had known,” she said. “I could have saved you the cost of a bribe.”


  “Some pilgrims send word and money ahead,” said Millet, understanding her meaning. “But I think that takes away from the lesson one is supposed to learn along the way. We have not, however, come empty handed. We intend to make all proper contributions before we depart.”


  Salmitaya laughed. “Please, Brother Milton. You don’t need to bother. It’s my pleasure to offer the hospitality of this temple. You may stay as long as you wish.”


  “Thank you, Your Holiness,” said Millet, bowing low.


  “Thank you, Brother,” she replied, bowing in return. “Sometimes it’s easy to forget that this is a place of worship and contemplation. In these dark times we have been all but driven to beg in the streets.”


  “It pains me to hear that,” said Millet. “Is there anything we can do to help?”


  “Sadly, there isn’t,” Salmitaya replied. “Our troubles go deeper than you can guess.” Her eyes became sorrowful. “But this is not a conversation we should have here and now.” She shook off her sadness, and her smile returned. “Maybell will see to your needs. I hope you will join me for supper later.”


  “We would be honored,” said Millet. “All but Sister Kaymaya, that is. She has taken the vow of the Sacred Word.”


  “Then I will see to it that she is accommodated,” said Salmitaya.


  “Now, if you will excuse me, I have things to attend to.” She bowed her head.


  Millet and the others bowed low and watched as the High Priestess hummed softly as she walked across the floor to the stairs.


  “Do you wish for me to have someone see to your things?” asked Maybell, still glaring suspiciously.


  “To the horses and wagon, yes,” answered Millet. “But we’ll see to our things.”


  “As you wish,” she said. “I’ll wait here.” The four of them returned to the wagon and gathered their personal gear, leaving the provisions in the wagon. When they walked back inside, Maybell was tapping her foot impatiently, her arms crossed.


  “If you please,” said Maybell sourly. “Follow me.”She led them to the far left corner of the large room where a large tapestry hung. As they approached, they saw that it covered an archway leading to the rear chambers. Maybell pulled back the tapestry and motioned for the group to enter. She then led them through a series of narrow hallways with evenly spaced doors and floors made from polished wood. The walls were made of rough brick and bore no decoration.


  “As you can see,” said Maybell, “despite the beauty of the rest of the temple, we live a simple life.”


  “I haven’t noticed any other novices or priestesses,” Millet observed. “Are they all praying?”


  “There are only a few of us,” answered Maybell. “The rest have left.”


  “Why?” Millet asked. “In times like these, you would think this place would be filled with the faithful.”


  “It is,” she said, shooting an angry glance back at Millet. “The faithful are what we have here.”


  Millet decided not to pursue the matter further.


  “Here we are,” said Maybell, opening one of the doors. “You three will stay here, and you,” she said to Kaylia, “can follow me. We keep a private chamber ready for those who have taken the vow of the Sacred Word.”


  Maybell led Kaylia down the hall to a door with a six-inch circle carved in the center. Inside the circle were carved three smaller, interwoven rings.


  “This is where you will stay,” Maybell said as she opened the door. “Your vows will be respected while you remain within these walls, and I will have your meals and wash water brought to you.” Kaylia nodded and entered the room.


  “I’ll tell your friends how to find you,” Maybell said as she left the room, closing the door behind her.


  The room was drab. The plain brick walls were unadorned, and a worn rug covered part of the floor. A bed and a small table were the only furnishings. Kaylia sat cross-legged on the rug and waited.


  The room the others shared was just as bare. Bunk beds lined opposite walls, and a table and bench sat at the rear. They had just begun to unpack when there was a knock at the door. Millet opened it to find Maybell, still bearing a sour expression.


  “A basin and hot water will be brought for you,” she said curtly.


  “Afterwards, you are to make yourself ready for supper with Her Holiness. If you do not have clean robes, they will be provided.”


  “Thank you,” said Millet. “Clean robes would be appreciated.”


  “If you wish to see your companion, she is down the hall in the room bearing the symbol of the Sacred Word,” said Maybell. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have more important things to attend to.” She turned away and marched down the hall.


  “I don’t think she likes us very much,” said Millet, closing the door.


  “You can say that again,” Gewey agreed. “I didn’t think we were going to make it past the door. Lucky for us, the High Priestess was there.”


  Lee looked worried “Yes. Very lucky.”


  “I know that look, my lord,” said Millet. “What are you thinking?”


  “I’m not sure,” Lee replied. “Something’s not right here.”


  “I agree,” said Millet. “The temple shouldn’t be this empty, regardless of how bad the times have become.”


  Lee nodded. “It’s not just that. It’s a feeling I got when you were talking to the High Priestess. Something doesn’t fit. From what Brother Salvo told us, I expected a less hospitable welcome.”


  “Quite right, my lord,” said Millet. “If there is something amiss, I’ll wager we’ll find out about it soon enough. In the meantime, I’d better check on Kaylia and explain the vow of the Sacred Word.”


  Lee smiled with amusement. “She’s going to love it. Don’t you think?”


  “That’s not nice, my lord,” scolded Millet. “Besides, it’s the only way I could think of to keep her isolated.”


  “You did well, my friend,” said Lee. “Now go explain everything to Kaylia.”


  “What is the vow of the Sacred Word?” asked Gewey once Millet had left.


  “The vow of the Sacred Word, my young friend, is what only the most faithful swear before their pilgrimage,” Lee explained. “They don’t speak unless spoken to, their eyes must be lowered in submission, and they must keep their heads covered at all times. They eat alone, sleep alone, and must meditate for three hours a day. They maintain chastity and humility throughout their pilgrimage and for one year after. Should they fail, they are required to present themselves to the High Priestess of their temple for penance. This usually means locking themselves in a small room for the remainder of their lives. Most go insane.”


  “That sounds tough,” said Gewey. “Why do they do it?”


  “To prove their faith,” he replied. “Why else?”


  A few minutes later Millet returned.


  “How did she react?” asked Lee.


  “Well enough, my lord, but I should have told her before we arrived. She did agree that it was the best way to stay unnoticed, but she wasn’t happy about the three hours a day of meditation. Especially when I told her it must be done in full view of the world rather than in the privacy of her room.”


  Lee grinned mischievously. “She’ll be fine,” he said. “Showing a bit of humility is good for the soul.”


  “Indeed, my lord,” said Millet. “Perhaps we could all do with some.”


  “I’ve been meaning to ask,” said Gewey. “Why is it Millet pretends to be our leader in public?”


  Lee threw his head back, laughing loudly. “Because I am quite possibly the worst actor in the world,” he said. “Millet is much better at playing a role than I am, so we decided long ago that in cases like this, it’s best to let him take the lead.”


  “You had no trouble pretending to be a lord from the north who wanted to live out his days in the country,” Gewey noted.


  “First of all,” Lee replied, “I am a lord from the north, even though I wasn’t born one. Secondly, I was raised in a small village and understood quite well how to behave. Third, I intended to be as inconspicuous as possible when I moved there, and you’ve seen how well that worked out. I was a topic of conversation more often than the weather.”


  “You did have a habit of causing tongues to wag,” said Gewey, smiling.


  “My point exactly,” said Lee. “When it comes to blending in, Millet is the better man.”


  Just then, a young lady in brown novice robes brought them water and clean robes.


  “I’m Celandine,” she said. “Her Holiness asked me to tell you that supper will be ready in one hour. I will return then to escort you to her.”


  “Can I ask you a question?” said Millet.


  “Certainly,” she replied.


  “How many people are at the temple? Counting you, I’ve only seen three.”


  “Then you’ve seen us all,” Celandine stated.


  Millet looked shocked. “Where did the others go?”


  “That is a question best asked of Her Holiness,” she answered.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Only three people in the whole temple,” Gewey said, once Celandine had left. “How is that possible?”


  “Definitely a question I’ll be asking ‘Her Holiness’,” said Millet.


  The three washed and dressed, and an hour later Celandine came to escort them to dinner. They were led back out into the main part of the temple and up the spiral stairs. The upper level halls were well decorated with art and sculptures, and the floor was covered with fine, hand-woven carpets. They walked to the end of a wide hall, where they stopped at a large polished oak door with gold inlay.


  “You will be dining in Her Holiness’ private apartment,” said Celandine as she knocked gently on the door. After a moment, Maybell opened the door from within and gestured for them to enter.


  The first room of the apartment was lavish beyond anything Gewey had ever seen. The walls were covered in beautiful tapestries, and gold lanterns hung from the ceiling. Glass cases displaying gold figurines lined the doorway leading to the next room, and a small marble statue of Ayliazarah stood in each corner. In the center of the room was a large rectangular table covered by a white silk tablecloth.


  A large cushioned chair was at the head of the table and two smaller chairs were placed on either side.


  “Please sit,” Maybell instructed. “Her Holiness will be here shortly.”


  They took their seats as Celandine left the room. A moment later, a young boy entered carrying a platter filled with cups of wine. He placed a cup in front of each of them and one in front of each of the empty chairs.


  Millet noticed Maybell had moved off into the corner and was surveying the group. “Will you be joining us?” he asked.


  “She will,” said High Priestess Salmitaya as she entered from the next room.


  The High Priestess took her cup and raised it high. “Let us drink to Ayliazarah, Goddess of Love and Fertility. May she cast down her blessing and lift the shadow that has descended on our poor city.”


  Everyone lifted their cups and drank deeply. The wine was sweet and of excellent vintage.


  “Tell me, Your Holiness,” said Millet. “Is it true there are only three of you?”


  Salmitaya sighed heavily. “I fear it is so. This temple once housed over one hundred of the faithful, but those days are long gone.”


  “How could such a thing happen?” asked Millet.


  “We were a victim of our own arrogance and shortsightedness,” she explained. “My predecessors involved themselves in political maneuvering and were constantly at odds with the governors and local lords. They became more interested in their own ambitions than in the welfare of the temple. In time, they created some very powerful enemies.


  “By the time I became High Priestess, there was open hostility between the temple and the government. I tried to repair relations, but sadly, my skills as a politician leave much to be desired.”


  “Couldn’t the other temples help?” Millet asked. “Surely they wouldn’t want to see a temple fail.”


  Salmitaya smiled sadly. “The other temples were as bad—if not worse—than this one. The whole city became a battleground of government versus religion. As you can see, religion lost.”


  “How could they hope to shut down a temple?” said Millet.


  “Didn’t the people of the city protest?”


  “Why would they?” said Salmitaya. “Governor Mattlin passed laws denying the temples the ability to do good works within the city. They fed and clothed the people as we watched and could


  do nothing, and when we protested we were threatened. Without good works to show, faith in the Temple quickly diminished.”


  “Why not go to the King?” asked Millet. “Surely he could help.”


  “King Grayling III is nothing more than a puppet,” she replied.


  “He does the bidding of our enemies.”


  “That still doesn’t explain why there are only three of you,” Lee interjected.


  “Good,” she said, laughing gently. “I was afraid the rest of you lacked the ability to speak.”


  “Forgive me, your Holiness,” Lee said in his best rural accent.


  “Me and my young friend are not accustomed to such distinguished company. I hope I didn’t offend you.”


  “Not at all,” she said. “In fact, I insist that you feel free to speak your mind. To address what you said, we are all that is left after a long campaign by the governor to shut us down. Most of our novices, monks, and priestesses were from here in Kaltinor. The magistrate began to persecute anyone related to a member of any temple within the city walls. Those that didn’t leave out of fear for their loved ones were threatened with imprisonment. The few we had that came here from abroad eventually left to join other temples and missions. Only my remaining influence with the Council of Noble’s has prevented our complete demise.”


  “What about temples in other cities?” asked Gewey. “Couldn’t they help?”


  “I wish they could, child,” she said, her eyes fixed on Gewey. “But the world has become a dark place. What little resources they have they can’t spare. No…I’m afraid we’re on our own.”


  “There’s an encampment not far to the east,” said Millet. “A man named Brother Salvo runs it. He is good and kind. Perhaps he could help.”


  The High Priestess suddenly burst with laughter. “I know Brother Salvo,” she said. “It is I, along with what’s left of the other temples, that bribes the governor into helping him maintain his camp. He thinks we do nothing and accuses us of turning people out. What he doesn’t understand is that at this point, even if we were left alone, we are nearly bankrupt. The King has taxed our coffers dry at the bidding of the lords. You saw for yourself what it takes for a pilgrim to enter the city. I could help a few get in, but we don’t have the means to feed or house them for more than a few weeks.”


  Gewey was staring at the riches in the room around him.


  “I can see your mind, young one,” she said. “You stare at the treasures in this room and only see how much food and shelter it could provide.”


  “I wasn’t…” Gewey stammered.


  “It’s alright,” said Salmitaya. “I take no offense, and you’re not wrong. What we have in the way of gold and other valuables could purchase much, if we would actually be allowed to reap the profits. But keeping these things is the only way I can ensure that one day I might restore this place to its former glory. You see, if I sold off or traded our treasures, the tax levied on us would close our doors forever. Together, they are considered relics and can’t be taxed—at least, not yet. As things stand, I can barely feed the three of us. The boy who served you earlier puts himself in great danger when he comes here. His mother loved this place, and when she became ill the sisters and brothers cared for her until she passed. I’ve tried to stop him from coming, but he is very persistent.”


  “This is all so unfair,” cried Gewey. “I don’t understand how someone could do this to a temple.”


  “In a way, we brought it upon ourselves,” she explained. “If we had stayed faithful to our purpose and left politics alone, we might be having a much different conversation.”


  Just then, Celandine entered the room followed by the young boy. They carried trays filled with food and placed them on the


  table. The boy ran off and returned with plates and silverware that he quickly put in front of the party.


  “Wonderful,” said the High Priestess, “Enough of this sad talk.


  Let us enjoy the meal Sister Celandine has prepared.”


  “Won’t she be joining us?” asked Millet.


  “What a good idea!” Salmitaya replied. “You heard him, sister.


  Join us.” Celandine nodded her head and retrieved a chair from the next room.


  “Don’t bother serving us, Sister,” said Salmitaya. “We’ll serve ourselves.” She turned back toward her guests and continued.


  “Forgive the lack of formality. Celandine is our only cook these days, and it’s usually just three of us. She doubles as server on the rare occasions we have guests.”


  “We are used to serving ourselves, Holiness,” said Millet. “Besides, we’re pilgrims—not lords.”


  They passed the food around until everyone’s plate was full. The food was good, though not extravagant; it was better than Gewey had tasted in a long time. The conversation was light and cheerful. The High Priestess asked about their travels, and Millet mixed in truth with lies as he told their story. She seemed very interested in Gewey’s farm upbringing. They had told her that he was raised on a farm and had come to the temple after his father died.


  “What do you think of the city, Brother Gewton?” asked Salmitaya.


  “I bet it’s much different than what you’re used to.”


  “Yes it is, Your Holiness,” answered Gewey.


  “I have a meeting with the governor tomorrow,” said Salmitaya.


  “It’s pointless, but unfortunately, I must attend. I was thinking you might come with me. Would you like that?”


  “We would love to come, Holiness,” Millet answered quickly.


  “I’m sorry, Brother Milton,” she said. “I could explain away one lonely young pilgrim, but a group may cause problems. I’m sure you don’t mind if the boy accompanies me. The governor wants me there at the crack of dawn, and he takes pleasure in making me wait. I could use the company, and Brother Gewton would get the chance to see the manor. It’s a beautiful house, actually.”


  “Of course,” said Milton. “I’m sure Brother Gewton will be happy to accompany you, Your Holiness.”


  Lee tried to hide the concern on his face. Gewey, on the other hand, looked excited. The chance to see inside the governor’s manor was something he would have hated to pass up.


  “It’s settled, then,” she declared. “I will wake you in the morning and bring you with me. Expect to be away for most of the day. There’s no telling how long I’ll be made to wait.”


  When they finished dinner, Maybell and Celandine cleared the table.


  Salmitaya stood up. “While I would love to stay up and talk, I must now excuse myself. It’s rare that I have the pleasure of stimulating conversation, but the morning comes early and brings with it a trying day. If you will agree to linger for a few days, I would love to speak with you more. We don’t get much news from the world here.”


  “We had indeed hoped to say for a bit,” said Millet. “Thank you again for your hospitality, Holiness. Now, I think I could use some sleep myself.”


  Salmitaya bowed. “Until tomorrow, then.”


  They all bowed in turn and watched as the High Priestess and Maybell walked from the room. Celandine led them back to their chambers and bid them goodnight.


  “I don’t like it,” Lee said, once Celandine had gone. “Something’s wrong. I don’t like that she’s taking such a strong interest in the boy.”


  “It may be just as she says,” said Millet.


  There was a knock at the door. It was Kaylia. She sat on one of the beds and they told her about the events of the evening.


  “I agree with the half-man,” said Kaylia. “Something is wrong here. Her story is too perfect. It fits too well, if you believe her over Brother Salvo.”


  “It’s not only that,” said Lee. “If Salmitaya is to be believed, then Brother Salvo may just be unaware of the true circumstances. He didn’t strike me as a liar. But, from the moment she invited us in, I got the feeling that she knew we were coming.”


  “I think you’re all being ridiculous,” said Gewey. “If she wanted to hide something, why would she let us stay here in the first place? Why risk us finding out? You say her story fits too well. Would you rather that it didn’t fit?”


  “I would rather not feel as though we were walking straight into a trap,” said Lee.


  Kaylia nodded. “We should leave now, before the trap is sprung.”


  “No,” said Lee. “At least, not yet. If there is something going on here, we need to know whether or not it involves us. Hopefully things are just as Salmitaya says, and I’m just being paranoid; but if she has motives that could hinder us, we need to know.”


  “And what about the boy?” Kaylia asked. “You don’t really intend to let him go off with that woman, do you?”


  “I don’t see that we have a choice,” Millet answered. “If he refuses, it could raise suspicion. If we’re wrong, and the High Priestess is telling the truth, then we will have insulted her and ruined any chance we had of gathering information during our stay.”


  “I’m going,” Gewey said hotly. “I can make this decision for myself.”


  “Indeed you can,” Millet said. “But you need to trust in our experience.”


  “Listen to him,” Kaylia advised Gewey. “We are trying to out-maneuver a possible predator in her home territory. You need to watch and listen. One day it will be you making these decisions, and when the time comes, you will need to know how.”


  “I’m not a child,” Gewey protested. “You act like I don’t know anything.”


  “You don’t,” snapped Lee. “You are a child, regardless of how old you may look— and you’re too important for me to let you discover that fact on your own. Until you’re ready, you’ll do as you’re told.”


  Gewey crossed his arms and glared furiously at Lee.


  “I need you to pay attention tomorrow,” Lee instructed. “If Salmitaya is up to something, we need to know what.”


  Kaylia handed Gewey a flask of jawas tea. “Drink this,” she said. “Now that it no longer knocks you out, you can use it to relax and help you sleep.”


   Gewey took the flask and drank. Immediately, the tension left his body and he felt his troubles begin to lift away.


  Kaylia returned to her room and Lee, Gewey, and Millet went to bed. Gewey, aided by the jawas tea, went right to sleep, but Lee and Millet stayed awake talking for a while longer.


   “If I might be so bold, my lord,” said Millet, “you should remember that the boy has been on his own, without a father, for more than two years. He may be still little more than a child, but he’s been treated as a man for quite some time.”


  “What do you suggest?” asked Lee. “The boy must learn, and I don’t know how else to teach him.”


  “I think that perhaps you should trust the boy’s instincts from time to time,” Millet responded. “The fact of the matter is you intended to let him go with the High Priestess all along. I think all he wants is to be consulted.”


  “Funny that you should talk about trusting his instincts,” Lee remarked. “When I first met Kaylia, I told her that it was the one thing I did trust. Still, he is inexperienced. Instincts are no substitute for good judgment. I hope mine is good enough.”


  “You do show wisdom, my lord,” yawned Millet. “Occasionally. But you should learn to accept that some things are beyond your control.”


  Lee chuckled. “Anyway, we’d better get some rest. Goodnight, Millet,” said Lee.


  “Pleasant dreams, my lord,” he replied.


  
    


  


  Chapter 10


  Gewey woke up early and donned his robes. Millet and Lee were still sleeping. Not wanting to wake them, Gewey went to look around the temple. He wandered the narrow corridors for a while until he found his way back to the main hall. The dawn light shone dimly through small windows set high on the surrounding walls. The gold statue of Ayliazarah glowed eerily. As Gewey approached it, he felt a cold chill that made the hair on his arms stand up.


  “I was just about to wake you,” said Salmitaya, appearing from the direction of the staircase. “We’ll leave in just a bit. Would you like breakfast before we go?”


  “No, thank you,” Gewey replied.


  “You should eat,” she insisted. “Please join me.” She motioned for Gewey to follow, and led him back to the same chamber in which they had eaten the night before. Waiting at the table were a bowl of porridge and a glass of apple juice.


  “Good to see another morning person,” Salmitaya said with a smile. “Poor Celandine and Maybell simply hate an early rise.” She pointed to the food. “Please, Brother. I hope you don’t mind porridge. Last night’s fare was more lavish than we usually have. I’m afraid this is a bit more like what we’re accustomed to lately.”


  Gewey nodded. “This is perfect, Holiness. I love porridge and juice.”


  “Before these dark times plagued this place, I had good friends here,” she said. “In private, they called me Taya. I would have you do the same. Maybell refuses and Celandine, well…to get that girl to speak more than a few words would be a miracle.”


  Gewey blushed. “I would be honored. What are we going to do today, Holi—Taya?” he asked after swallowing a large mouthful of porridge.


  “The same thing I always do when I see Governor Mattlin,” she answered. “I’ll ask for the littlest thing, and he’ll act like I just told him the city is on fire.” She suddenly looked dismayed. “How’s your porridge, Brother Gewton?”


  “Delicious,” Gewey replied, but even as he said it he began to feel dizzy. He tried to stand up, only to stumble into the wall.


  Salmitaya made no move to help him. She smiled a sinister smile. “Is something the matter, my child?”


  “You…” was all Gewey could manage to say before he collapsed in a heap on the floor.


  Salmitaya got up and stood over Gewey. “Such an attractive boy,” she said, as two city guards entered the room. “Bind him, and take him to my carriage.” The guards nodded and dragged Gewey away.


  “Such a pretty, pretty boy,” she said and laughed softly.


  When Gewey finally awoke, it was to utter darkness. He feared he had been blinded until he realized he’d simply been blindfolded.


  He couldn’t initially remember what had happened to him, but then it suddenly came rushing back— Salmitaya! She must have drugged him. But why? His body was seated upright, and when he tried to move, he found that both his hands and feet were shackled. He tested them, but they were too strong for him to break. As his head cleared, he could sense that he was in a wagon or carriage moving steadily along.


  Gewey’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Salmitaya’s voice. “I see the young prince has awakened. Wonderful! I was getting lonely.”


  “What’s going on here?” Gewey asked angrily. “Why did you drug me?”


  “Why, why, why. With youth, it’s always why,” she mocked. “It’s actually the how that’s more interesting to me.


  “One bite of that porridge should have been enough to put you to sleep for twelve hours,” she continued. “But you, my pretty young friend, ate nearly the entire bowl—yet here you are, awake after only six hours. Do you know what that makes you?”


  “What?” growled Gewey.


  “A mystery,” she replied. “One that I intend to solve before I deliver you.”


  “Deliver me to who?”


  “All in good time,” said Salmitaya.


  ‘Six hours,’ he thought. ‘She has a six hour head start. That’s nothing for Lee.’ Then it hit him: ‘They won’t expect me back until after nightfall. By then, who knows where we’ll be?’


  “I get the shackles, but why the blindfold?” asked Gewey. “What are you afraid of me seeing?”


  “Afraid? I wouldn’t go so far as to say afraid. But given how much moonbane root it took to knock you out, you clearly warrant a little extra caution.”


  “This won’t work, you know,” Gewey said. “Eventually, my friends will find me.”


  Salmitaya snickered. “Your friends are dead. Lee Starfinder, Millet Gristall, and that wretched elf are all dead. They died the moment you were taken.”


  Hearing the names of his friends and her knowledge of Kaylia’s true identity sent fear into his heart. Still, he was defiant. “You lie!” he shouted.


  “Of course I’m not lying,” Salmitaya replied. “How do you think I know your true identities, Gewey?”


  “How do you know who we are?” he asked, trying not to let the fear show in his voice.


  “You keep asking the wrong questions.” she said. “The inexperience of youth is so delicious.”


  Gewey recoiled as he felt her hand on his chest.


  “Do I make you nervous?” she asked, laughing lightly as she withdrew her hand.


  “You make me sick,” he said, his skin crawling. “You’re evil.”


  “What does a farm boy know about evil?” she asked. “I’ve seen real evil, child. The elf you were traveling with—you know, the one the guards killed this morning.” Her tone was amused, yet filled with hatred. “She was evil.”


  “Kaylia is not evil, you witch!” Gewey raged. “She is good and kind, and a thousand times better than you’ll ever be!”


  Gewey’s ears rang as he felt the impact of Salmitaya’s hand across his face.


  “Never compare me to an elf again,” she warned. “Or this trip will get very unpleasant.”


  Gewey felt a touch of satisfaction at making her lose control.


  “How long will this trip take?” he asked.


  “Finally,” said Salmitaya, her voice having calmed. “It appears I’ve knocked some sense into you. That is an excellent question. One your mentors would be proud that you asked. Gather information slowly, boy. Don’t ask the big questions right away like ‘why are you doing this?’ or ‘where are we going?’. If you want to try and escape, it’s the little details that will help. Unfortunately for you, I already know this, so you won’t be getting any details from me.”


  “It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Gewey said, shaking his shackles. “Why not tell me?”


  “I’ll tell you what,” she replied arrogantly. “You get to ask one question and one question only.”


  Gewey thought hard, but he couldn’t come up anything he thought would help him. “Who are you taking me to?” he asked finally.


  Salmitaya shook her head. “Disappointing. You ask a question you already know the answer to.”


  “Tell me,” Gewey demanded.


  “I would hate to deny him the pleasure of proper introductions,” said Salmitaya. “So instead, I’ll answer your question with a question: Who do you run from?”


  Gewey could barely contain his terror as the realization washed over him. ‘He found me,’ he thought.


  Salmitaya instantly picked up on his fear. “That’s right, boy. And he’s very excited to meet you. The only thing I’m wondering is why the Great One would be so interested in a simple farm boy. The answer is obvious: you’re not just a simple farm boy, are you? What is it, I wonder?” She stroked Gewey’s cheek. “You are pretty. And you certainly have a strong constitution. But there’s more, isn’t there?”


  Gewey smirked. “You ask the wrong questions,” he said. “You should take your own advice.”


  Salmitaya laughed aloud. “And just what is the right question, child? Enlighten me.”


  Gewey’s tone became dangerous. “How long will it take for you to die once I get loose from these chains?”


  “Such fire,” said Salmitaya. “I wonder if you will be so brave when you face him. Somehow, I doubt it.”


  “Why do you serve him?” Gewey asked. “You’re a High Priestess of Ayliazarah; how can you betray your faith?”


  “You speak from ignorance,” she answered. “Long ago, I followed the teachings without question, but my faith was misplaced, as you will soon learn. For years, I watched as the world became a cesspool, riddled with corruption and plagued by despair. Did the Gods intervene? Did they make their presence known? Of course they didn’t, because the truth about the Gods is that they care nothing for us.”


  “And your master does?” he scoffed.


  “My master will set the human race free,” she said. “He will release us from servitude and pointless worship. At last humans will be free to become what they were meant to be: the true masters of this world. When that happens, I will be there to bathe in the glory of my master’s victory. And somehow, you’re connected to that end.”


  “I have nothing to do with it,” Gewey bluffed. “I’m just a farmer.”


  “I hope you’re better at farming than you are at lying,” said Salmitaya.


  “I could take a lesson from you,” Gewey said, his voice dripping with contempt. “You’re the High Priestess of deception.”


  Salmitaya chuckled. “Perhaps,” she allowed. “The secret is to mix truth and lies together, like your friend Millet did.”


  Hearing Millet’s name infuriated Gewey, but he managed to keep the anger inside. “What’s the real reason the temple failed?” he asked.


  “It’s just as I said,” she replied. “The only difference being that I was the one behind the persecution and threats. The governor was very happy to help, especially when he discovered how rich I would make him. Luckily, the king is a weakling and easily bought—much more easily than the governor, in fact.”


  “I still don’t get why the other temples didn’t stop you,” said Gewey. ‘Keep her talking, he thought. ‘Maybe she’ll give something away’.


  “That’s the best part,” she said. “They are the ones that helped.


  A few couldn’t be corrupted and had to be dealt with, but for the most part they were all too happy to sell out.”


  “I don’t believe you,” said Gewey.


  “Really?” she mocked. “How do you think I knew to be at the door when you and your friends arrived? How do you think I knew you were coming?”


  “You didn’t,” said Gewey, after thinking about it for a moment.


  “We had to bribe our way into the city. If you knew we were coming, you would have sent word to let us in.”


  “Dear boy,” she said. “Had I cleared the path for you, your suspicions would have been raised. No, you had to believe it was your cunning that got you through the gates. Of course the guards informed me that you were here, and I had left them instructions to find a way to let you pass if your friends were too stupid to bribe the captain, but make no mistake—I’ve known every move you made for quite a while.”


  “You know what I think? I think you just got lucky,” Gewey said.


  “No argument there,” she said. “I knew what to look for, but it wasn’t until you talked to my friend Brother Salvo that I knew you were here.”


  Gewey couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Brother Salvo works for you?”


  “Not exactly,” said Salmitaya. “But those among him are my eyes and ears outside of the city. I told them what to watch out for, and soon as you were spotted, it was reported it to me. I must admit, it was more than fortunate that you pretended to be pilgrims of Ayliazarah, a deception that brought you right to my doorstep—though I could have arranged a meeting regardless. ”


  “I still don’t understand how you know our names,” said Gewey.


  “You names were given to me over a week ago, foolish boy,” she replied. “Your name is known by all of His agents. There was never any chance you would escape.”


  “How did you know about Kaylia?” Gewey asked. “She’s only been with us a little while.”


  “You don’t really think I would provide rooms that would give you privacy do you?” she said, then paused for a long moment. “Smart boy. Keep me talking. But nothing I’ve said will do you any good.”


  Gewey suddenly began laughing.


  “I’m glad you find this amusing,” she said, her voice showing irritation. “Perhaps I’ll make you grovel a bit before the Great Master takes you.”


  “You don’t understand,” Gewey said. “It’s not what you said.”


  “What then?” she asked.


  “Two things,” said Gewey. “One: I’d bet you didn’t see the bodies of my friends before you left.”


  “And what’s the other thing?” For the first time, Salmitaya sounded uncertain.


  “The second thing,” he said, “is that you actually thought that your plan to kill them would succeed. You have no idea what you’ve done. You’re in a lot more danger than I am.”


  Gewey’s head flew back as she struck him.


  “Guard!” shouted Salmitaya.


  “Yes, Holiness,” a low, rough voice replied.


  “Keep an eye on him,” she said. “I’ll ride up front for a while. If he speaks or tries to escape, make him regret it.”


  “As you wish, Holiness,” the man replied.


  The carriage stopped, and Gewey could hear the door opening and closing.


  “You heard her, boy,” said the guard. “Not a sound out of you.”


  Gewey remained silent. He hoped what he said was true. He had to believe that his friends still lived and were coming for him. He shifted in his seat and smiled slightly.


  ‘They’re coming,’ he thought.


  
    


  


  Chapter 11


  Millet woke to find that Gewey had already left. He could see by the dim light of the oil lantern that Lee was still sound asleep.


  ‘Best to let him rest a bit more,’ he thought. He got up as quietly as he could and began to straighten up the room.


  “Don’t bother being quiet,” said Lee. “I’m awake.”


  “Good,” Millet said, smiling. “Then you won’t mind getting out of bed so I can make it.”


  Lee smiled sleepily. “Did you see Gewey leave?”


  “No, my lord,” Millet replied. “He had already gone when I awoke.”


  “I hope he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Lee muttered. “I don’t trust that woman.”


  “Don’t worry. I’m sure the lad can handle himself,” said Millet.


  Suddenly, a series of loud thumps sounded from behind the door, followed by a muffled scream. Lee jumped out of bed and grabbed the knife he had hidden under his pillow. Millet rushed to his pack, searching for a weapon, but before he could find one, Lee threw open the door and ran out. Lying in the hall were four city guards, all dead, blood pouring from multiple wounds. Kaylia stood over them, still dressed in her underclothes, with her long knife at the ready.


  “How you’ve stayed alive this long I can’t imagine,” said Kaylia.


  “I heard them coming from all the way down the hall.”


  “Thank the Gods for that,” Millet said from behind Lee. “My lord, we need to find Gewey.”


  Lee was still staring at the bodies and the half-naked elf standing over them. ‘How did I miss this?’ he thought. ‘I should have heard them.’


  “Pay attention, half-man,” said Kaylia sternly. “Get your things together. I’ll be right back.”


  Kaylia ran down the hall to her room.


  Millet grabbed Lee by the arms. “Are you alright, my lord?”


  “I’m fine,” answered Lee. “Gather our things. Don’t bother with the robes.”


  A few minutes later Kaylia reappeared with her pack, still holding her knife. Instead of her pilgrim’s robe, she wore a brown, waist-length hooded riding cloak over the same shirt and trousers she’d been wearing when they met. “This should disguise me as well as the robes did,” she explained, at Lee’s questioning look.


  “I take it we’re no longer pilgrims,” said Millet.


  “It seems like the pilgrim disguise didn’t work,” Lee admitted.


  Once they gathered their gear, Lee led them down the hall to the entrance leading to the main temple. He peered out from behind the tapestry that covered the doorway and saw Maybell kneeling in front of the statue of Ayliazarah.


  “Quickly,” Lee whispered.


  Lee burst from behind the tapestry, sword in hand, and ran toward the praying woman. She looked up at them, eyes wide in shock, as he grabbed her roughly and pinned her to the floor.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” she screamed, struggling in vain against Lee’s iron grip.


  “Why don’t you ask the guards that you sent to kill us?” Lee asked harshly.


  “I, I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Maybell stammered.


  “What guards?”


  “Listen to me very carefully,” Lee said in a low, dangerous whisper. “You will answer my questions, or I’ll let my friend here deal with you.” He looked at Kaylia, who pulled back her hood.


  “An elf!” Maybell cried out, terrified. “Ayliazarah protect me.”


  “The gods can’t protect you from me, woman,” said Kaylia with a malevolent grin.


  “What do you want?” Maybell pleaded.


  “Nothing you can’t provide,” said Lee. “First, you will tell us where to find our wagon and horses. Then you will help us leave the city. Finally, you will tell us where our young friend is.”


  “He’s with Her Holiness,” she said. “You already know that.”


  “Let me question her,” Kaylia offered, stroking her blade.


  Horror and fear took hold of the old woman, and she started to weep uncontrollably. “Please, I’m begging you,” she said between her sobs. “I spent the night at Temple of Islisema. Her Holiness sent me there last night after dinner. I just got back. I know nothing.”


  “Millet,” said Lee. “Go upstairs and look around. See if that witch left any clues.”


  Millet nodded and immediately ran up the stairs.


  Lee looked directly into Maybell’s eyes. “I’ll ask you again,” he said. “Do you know what Salmitaya did to our friend?”


  Maybell looked straight back at Lee. “I swear by the gods I do not! I don’t know what’s happening here!”


  Lee sighed. “She tells the truth. She knows nothing.”


  “How can you be sure?” asked Kaylia.


  “I can tell,” Lee replied. “She doesn’t possess the skill to deceive me. Remember what I am; it takes a trained mind to hide the truth from me.”


  “Perhaps she is trained,” said Kaylia.


  “No,” said Lee. “If she were, I would know that too.”


  Lee let the woman up. She was shaking, still terrified. They waited in grim silence until Millet returned, running down the stairs.


  “I found something,” said Millet, handing a letter to Lee.


  Lee took the letter and read it aloud.


  “Salmitaya,”


  “You are to watch for three travelers. They will be disguised as pilgrims and will be using false names. Their real names are Lee Starfinder, Millet Gristall, and Gewey Stedding. Two are older, the other young. It is possible that they have picked up another companion along the way. The young one called Gewey is to be brought to me unharmed. The others are to be killed. Do not underestimate them, Salmitaya. And do not fail as you have in the past, or you shall find reward swiftly turn to punishment.”


  It was signed simply “Y.”


  “He knows who we are,” said Lee, clutching the letter angrily.


  “Somehow he knows our names, and now he has the boy.” Kaylia’s eyes shone with fierce determination. “There’s only one thing to do: find him, and get him back. But first, we must leave the city.”


  “Getting out shouldn’t be hard,” said Millet. “They’re trying to keep people out, not in. But unless you want to delay long enough to buy proper horses for riding, then we either leave behind our gear and run after them or try and catch them riding in a wagon.”


  “I suggest we do both,” said Kaylia. “Millet, you can take the wagon while Lee and I run ahead and catch them. They think us dead, so it’s unlikely they’ll be in much of a hurry. Once we’re outside of the city, all we need to do is find out if anyone has seen a carriage with an armed escort.”


  “What makes you think that’s how they’ll travel?” asked Millet.


  “The boy is strong, and won’t go willingly,” Kaylia reasoned.


  “They’ll need a wagon or carriage to carry him, and I can’t picture a high priestess in a wagon. The letter said to be cautious, so it’s likely she’ll bring an escort. Being that she ordered the attack on us earlier, she clearly has access to the city guard.”


  “That’s a lie!” spat Maybell. “Her Holiness would never order the spilling of blood within her own temple.”


  “Then explain the letter,” said Lee. “Does a High Priestess go about the business of murder? Does she abduct people? Once we’re gone, I suggest you look closely at what’s been happening here.” Maybell glared at Lee, hatred burning in her eyes.


  “Did you see her receive this letter?” Millet asked Maybell.


  “No,” the woman answered. “Why?”


  “I wonder how she received word so quickly…” Millet said, stroking his chin. Suddenly, his eyes lit up. “Sister Maybell, does Salmitaya keep a messenger flock?”


  “Of course she does,” Maybell replied, trying her best to keep her composure. “All temples do.”


  “That explains part of it, at least,” said Lee. “Still, we have no idea how the sender of this letter got our names in the first place, or how he knew our cover story.”


  “What’s a messenger flock?” Kaylia interrupted.


  “Fauna birds,” answered Millet. “Generally there are cages on the roof to house them. Each bird flies between two homes. Tie a letter to their leg and release them, and they can carry a message in a single day that would normally take a week.”


  Kaylia nodded slowly. “Caged birds,” she said, grimacing in disgust.


  “Let’s stay focused,” Lee said. “Millet, you and Kaylia stay here while the good sister and I go get our things.”


  “I’ll not help you if you intend to hurt Her Holiness,” Maybell said defiantly. “No matter what that elf may do to me.”


  “I’ll make you a deal then,” said Lee. “If no harm has come to our friend, then no harm will come to Salmitaya. If she’s the woman you think she is, you should have nothing to worry about. But I daresay that if you are smart and do a bit of investigating, you may end up wishing we had not made this bargain.”


  “Do I have your word?” Maybell asked.


  “You do,” Lee replied.


  “Then come with me,” she said. “The sooner you have your things, the sooner I’m rid of you.”


  Maybell then pulled herself from Lee’s grasp and marched toward the door with a speed surprising for someone her age. She didn’t even bother with her walking stick and it took a concerted effort for Lee to catch up.


  “The half-man risks much letting the old woman live,” said Kaylia.


  Millet frowned. “If he says she knows nothing, than she knows nothing. Lord Starfinder will not kill the innocent.”


  “There are no innocents,” Kaylia said darkly. “She could give us away.”


  “I’ve thought of that,” said Millet. “You still have some of that jawas tea don’t you?”


  Kaylia pulled back her cloak, revealing a flask tied to her belt.


  “Good,” said Millet. “We’ll give her enough to put her out for at least twelve hours.”


  “She still knows too much about us,” Kaylia insisted.


  “That may be,” Millet replied. “But the fact is, we are not killing her. Do you understand?”


  Kaylia looked hard into Millet’s eyes and said, “You have a good heart, Millet Gristall. But that will not save us from danger, nor will it change the fact that I am not bound by your master’s promises. I agreed to come with you, not take his orders.”


  Millet stared hard at the elf, and the two waited in silence until Lee returned with Maybell at his side.


  “Everything is ready,” said Lee. “Let’s get moving. One of the stable boys saw a carriage with an escort of city guards heading to the west gate.”


  “I thought a bit of jawas tea might be in order,” said Millet, gesturing to Maybell.


  “That won’t be necessary,” said Lee. “Sister Maybell will be coming with us.”


  Kaylia shook her head with a scowl. “You get more foolish by the minute half-man.”


  “Don’t worry,” Lee assured. “We had a chance to talk on our way to get the horses and wagon. She has agreed not to give us away, and she will see to it that we pass through the gate unhindered. In return, she wants to be the one to escort the High Priestess back to the temple when we catch them.”


  “Not to be contrary, my lord,” Millet began, “but won’t taking her with us slow us down?”


  Lee smiled devilishly. “Us, no,” he said. “You, on the other hand…”


  “That’s not funny,” Millet said sternly.


  “It’s not meant to be,” said Lee. “Maybell will ride with you on the wagon, while Kaylia and I run ahead to catch up with Gewey and Salmitaya. Once we have them, we’ll bring them back, and Maybell will escort the priestess back to the temple.”


  “I must agree with Millet,” said Kaylia. “We should drug her and leave her.”


  “Maybe,” said Lee. “But that’s not what we’re going to do. You, my elf friend, can either help me free Gewey, or you can go your own way.”


  “Very well,” she said, begrudgingly. “We’ll do as you say…for now.”


  “My lord,” Millet interrupted “Before we leave, we should find out where the other sister is.”


  “She didn’t stay at the temple last night either,” answered Maybell. “But where she went, I don’t know.”


  “Clever,” said Millet. “No witnesses.”


  “I wish we were as clever,” Kaylia said, glaring at Maybell.


  “However, being that we are not, we should leave before the guards are missed.”


  “Agreed,” said Lee. “The west gate is not far. We need to get there quickly.”


  They left the temple, and got in to the waiting wagon. Maybell rode in the front with Millet while Lee and Kaylia rode in the back. When they reached the west gate, they were stopped by the city guards. Lee tensed and gripped his sword, but Maybell was true to her word.


  “I’m from the temple of Ayliazarah on business for High Priestess Salmitaya,” she told the guard. “These people are my escorts.” The guard nodded and opened the gate.


  Lee turned to Kaylia and smirked. “I told you,” he said.


  “A stupid gamble either way,” said Kaylia, unimpressed. “The woman can still betray us.”


  “True,” Lee acknowledged, “but she can also give us valuable information. It’s clear that the Dark Knight knows who we are, and what we’re doing. She may be able to help us figure out how this happened.”


  “If she’s truly innocent, why would she have any information we need?” Kaylia asked.


  “I assure you, she wasn’t lying about her innocence,” Lee replied.


  “But she may still know things—things she may not think important, but that are valuable to us nonetheless.”


  They rode for an hour before they thought it was safe to ask anyone what they’d seen, and it didn’t take long to find someone with good information.


  “Aye,” said a man walking on the side of the road, carrying a woodcutter’s axe. “I saw a carriage. Right grand sight, it was. Must have been ten men guardin’ it. Have to be awful rich to afford ten guards.”


  “Where were they going?” Millet inquired.


  “Don’t rightly know where they were headed,” said the man. “But they were on their way west when I seen ‘em.”


  Millet thanked the man and tossed him a copper coin.


  “That has to be them,” Lee said as he jumped out of the wagon.


  He turned toward Millet. “You and Maybell stay on this road. There’s a crossroads a mile from here. When you reach it, head south until you get to the village of Fair Harvest. Get a room at the inn and wait for us there.”


  Millet nodded and watched as Lee and Kaylia ran headlong down the road, quickly disappearing from sight. Maybell crossed her arms over her chest and frowned. “We will not be staying in the same room,” she stated flatly.


  Millet groaned and urged the horses onward, wishing he were back in Sharpstone.


  
    


  


  Chapter 12


  Gewey sat in dark silence for hours as the carriage plodded along . When the temperature dropped, he figured it was getting close to nightfall. If they stopped, it might give him a chance to get his bearings. Maybe he’d even get a chance to escape. He was sure Lee would come for him. From Gewey’s perspective, a bunch like this wouldn’t stand a chance against a man like Lee Starfinder.


  His thoughts were interrupted as he felt the carriage stop and heard the door open.


  “Bring him,” he heard Salmitaya order from outside the door.


  A guard grabbed Gewey by the front of his robe and pulled him roughly from the carriage. He felt himself falling before landing hard on the ground.


  “Careful,” Salmitaya warned. “We don’t want him damaged. Not yet at least.”


  The guard lifted Gewey to his feet, then gruffly instructed him to stay put. Gewey did as he was told and waited, listening to the sounds of the people around him. He could make out ten different voices, most likely guards; it sounded like they were setting up camp, but Gewey couldn’t be sure. After half an hour, he was led away from the carriage and through the entrance of a nearby tent. The guard stopped and forced him to the ground. He lay there for a moment, and then struggled to his knees. He could hear a guard breathing heavily nearby.


  “Leave us,” Salmitaya ordered.


  Gewey felt cold hands on his face as Salmitaya removed his blindfold, and he blinked at the bright lamplight filling the tent. When his eyes adjusted, he saw Salmitaya standing in front of him. She was no longer wearing her robes; instead, she wore a blue silk dress tied at the waist by a thin silver belt. Her braided hair fell neatly down her back, and her ears and neck were adorned with diamonds and gold.


  “The clothes suit you,” said Gewey sarcastically. “It’s better than the costume you were wearing when I met you.”


  Salmitaya smiled warmly, seemingly unaffected by Gewey jabs. “We were both in disguise, I think,” she said. “Are you hungry?”


  “No,” he replied. “I’ve lost my appetite.”


  “Don’t be silly,” she chided. “How on earth do you expect to escape if you don’t keep up your strength?”


  “You don’t need to worry about my strength,” Gewey said confidently. “I’ll be free long before I starve.”


  “Perhaps,” said Salmitaya. “Perhaps you’ll be free this very night.” She walked across the tent and sat in a waiting chair.


  “What do you want?” asked Gewey.


  Salmitaya laughed playfully. “What makes you think I want something?” she asked, trying to sound innocent.


  “I may be young, but I’m not stupid,” said Gewey. “You never get something for nothing.”


  “So true,” she said. “And as it turns out, you do have something I want. Give it to me, and I might just forget I ever found you.”


  “I have nothing to give you,” said Gewey. “And even if I did, what makes you think I’d give it to you?”


  “You’ll give it to me because it’s in your best interests to do so,” she replied. “And it’s such a little thing at that.”


   “Get to the point,” he snapped.


  “As you wish,” she said. “What I want is information. Why are you so important to the Great Master? Why do I have to risk exposure, traveling to the ends of the bloody earth, just to deliver one farm boy?”


  “Like I said,” Gewey responded, “I have nothing to give you. I don’t know the things you want to know.”


  “I think you do,” she said sweetly “And one way or another, you will tell me.”


  Just then, a guard came in carrying a bowl of stew and a cup of water. He placed the cup and bowl in front of Gewey, and then stood at the tent’s entrance.


  “One more thing,” she said, turning to leave. “You will eat, or the guards will beat you until you do so. Your choice.”


  Gewey looked at the food. He thought it was likely drugged, but he took it and ate nonetheless. Immediately, he felt the drugs take hold much more strongly than the first time; Salmitaya had apparently learned her lesson well. He concentrated on keeping his wits about him the same way he did with the jawas tea. He felt weak, but he was able to remain conscious. Deciding he might be to able take advantage of this, he fell over and pretended to be in a drug-induced sleep.


  A short time later he heard Salmitaya enter the tent and felt her hand brush back his hair.


  “What’s your secret?” she wondered aloud.


  Gewey cracked open his eyes and watched Salmitaya as she left the tent. A guard stood just inside the entrance, watching him intently. He scanned the area as well as he could from his position, but the tent was bare and contained nothing he could use to his advantage. He could do little under the guard’s watchful gaze, so he decided to bide his time. If he was going to escape, he would first have to do something about the guard; how he would manage this in shackles, he had no idea.


  A couple of hours later, an opportunity presented itself. The guard briefly stepped out and returned with a small stool. The man promptly sat down, and it wasn’t long before Gewey heard him snoring.


  Gewey tested his movements, but the rattle of the chains caused the guard to stir.


  He was just about to try again when a hooded woman in novice robes walked into the tent. She looked at the sleeping guard and drew something from her sleeve. In a flash, her hand shot out and struck the guard’s neck. The man woke suddenly, clutching at the point of impact, then abruptly fell from the stool.


  “We don’t have much time,” the woman said as she ran over to Gewey.


  He instantly recognized the voice of Celandine, the novice from the temple in Kaltinor. “What are you doing here?”


  “Saving your life,” she answered as she knelt down and began unshackling him. “Luckily, the governor didn’t send his best men along; I thought it would take longer to find a way to get you out.”


  “Why are you helping me?” Gewey asked.


  “Do you really think this the time for questions?” Celandine replied curtly. “We have a clear path to the woods behind the camp...”


  She ran back over to the guard and took his knife and sword. “I hope you know how to use this,” she said, tossing the sword to Gewey.


  Celandine used the knife to cut a hole in the back of the tent, and then motioned for Gewey to follow as she stepped into the night.


  It was dark, but Gewey could make out the tree line twenty yards away. The camp was quiet, aside for the sound of sleeping men. Celandine led Gewey across the field, and they vanished into the trees.


  They ran for about fifteen minutes before they stopped.


  “Wait,” said Celandine. She took off her robe, revealing a plain shirt tucked into light tan pants. Her honey blond hair was wrapped tightly in a black scarf, and even in the dark Gewey could tell she was beautiful; he wondered how he’d failed to notice at the temple.


  “I left some supplies under that bush,” she said, pointing to a nearby huckleberry bush and tossing her robe at Gewey. “Get the packs and put this inside.”


  Gewey obeyed. Just as she said, there were two journey packs hidden under the bush. He picked them up and stuffed the robe inside as Celandine fastened the knife she had stolen to her belt.


  “I’d guess we have about an hour before they discover you’re gone,” she said. “We need to move.”


  They ran west until they reached a small stream, and then turned south. They followed the stream for an hour, crossing it several times to throw off pursuit. Gewey was impressed by her endurance.


  “Are you able to go on?” Celandine asked as they ran.


  “Yes,” said Gewey. “I can go on for quite a while.”


  “Good. We don’t stop till dawn.”


  True to her word, they ran south until the morning light shone through the trees. They stopped at the foot of a small hill and sat on the forest floor.


  “You see well at night,” Gewey said, catching his breath. “You didn’t fall once.”


  Celandine smiled faintly. “That comes from my mother’s side.”


  They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes.


  “You need to tell me what’s going on here,” said Gewey, when he could take the silence no longer.


  “What’s going on is that Salmitaya is not the only one on a mission to deliver you,” she replied.


  Gewey jumped to his feet. “What are you saying?”


  “Calm yourself,” she said. “I have the same goals as your companions.”


  “How would you know about our goals?” Gewey asked. “Who are you?”


  “I’m one of the good guys,” she said. “I’m here to help you.”


  “I’ve heard that before,” he noted. “Do you have proof?”


  “You mean other than the fact that I stopped you from being taken to Angrääl in chains?” she said sarcastically. “No, not really.”


  Gewey was taken aback. “You know where they were taking me? How?”


  “Unlike dear, trusting Maybell, I’ve been suspicious of Salmitaya for a while,” she answered. “Over time, I made a habit of secretly reading all the letters she received. It didn’t take long to figure out who the ‘High Priestess’ really serves.”


  “But who do you serve?” asked Gewey. “You don’t seem like a novice.”


  “Actually, I am a novice—just not the kind you would have heard of,” she replied. “My order isn’t widely known, but it’s very old. We once protected Heaven itself, and we still battle the darkness to this day. I came to Kaltinor two years ago, to investigate the failure of temples throughout the city.”


  “When you found out about the temples, why didn’t you do something?” Gewey asked accusingly. “It doesn’t look like you’ve done anything to help.”


  “We’ve done more than you could know,” she shot back. “But there are more important things than rescuing a few temples.”


  “Like what? What could be more important than that?”


  “Like finding you and making sure you’re delivered safely,” she replied.


  “Why should I be important?” he asked suspiciously.


  “I don’t know,” said Celandine. “But, if the Dark One wants you captured, then it’s obvious that you are.”


  “I’m not going anywhere unless you tell me where we’re going, and who exactly it is that wants me,” Gewey said stubbornly. “So you can save us both some time and just tell me.”


  “West,” she said. “We’re going west. Beyond that, I really don’t know. There’s a temple where you’ll be safe, but I don’t know exactly where it is.”


  Gewey laughed. “So we just head west and hope we find this so-called temple? Sounds like a great plan.”


  Celandine’s eyes narrowed. “I said I don’t know where it is—not that I couldn’t find it. The location is kept secret, only a few of us know it. I know where to make contact, and from there we’ll be taken to the temple.”


  “What about my friends?” Gewey asked. “How will they know where to find me?”


  “If they still live, they’re on their own,” she said bluntly. “We can’t risk going back to find them. If you’re captured again, your enemies won’t be so careless twice.”


  “I’m not abandoning my friends,” Gewey protested. “They are alive, and they wouldn’t leave me behind.”


  “I think they probably are alive,” she agreed. “I doubt the buffoons Salmitaya sent to kill them succeeded. But I’m no warrior, and neither are you. If we go after them, we will be caught, and then your friends will have risked their lives for nothing. Salmitaya is arrogant, but not stupid. If she gets her hands on you again, it will take an army to free you.”


  “How did you know about Salmitaya’s plans in the first place?” Gewey asked. “How did you know to follow her?”


  “She sent me away after dinner to spend the night at another temple,” she answered “A habit of hers when she wants to do things unseen. She tells us that one of the other temples wants to ensure a blessing by having a follower of Ayliazarah under their roof. Maybell believed her, but that woman would believe anything. I, on the other hand, packed what I needed and hid outside the temple until morning.  I saw the guards arrive, then later drag you out and put you in the carriage. I knew they had left some men behind to deal with your friends, but unfortunately, I had neither the time nor the means to help them. Instead, I followed Salmitaya, hoping for a chance to free you.”


  Gewey was unsure. “Assuming I believe you, what should we do now?”


  “We head west to Althetas,” she replied. “We need to find a way to get there unnoticed, and unfortunately I don’t have much in the way of supplies or money, so we’ll have to improvise.”


  “Do you know where we are now?” he asked.


  “We’re north of the Spirit Hills,” answered Celandine. “We have enough food to pass through, and there’s a town on the southwestern slopes where we should be able to re-supply. From there, we can hopefully find a way further west.”


  “I still don’t feel right about leaving my friends,” Gewey said.


  “We’ll try to send word to them when we can,” she replied. “But we have to keep moving. I doubt the guards will be able to keep up with us, but Salmitaya won’t give up easily. She’ll send trackers.”


  Celandine got to her feet and held out her hand. Gewey thought for a moment, then pursed his lips.


  “I’ll go with you,” he said, taking her hand. “But don’t think that means I’ve given up on finding my friends. As soon as we’re safe, you must promise to find them.”


  “You have my word,” she said, pulling Gewey to his feet.


  “Then let’s go,” he said as they set off.


  They crossed the stream, and headed south toward the hills.


  Gewey still wanted to turn back and find Lee, but he knew Celandine was probably right. And if even she wasn’t, there was no other choice.


  To turn back would deliver him straight into the clutches of Salmitaya.


  
    


  


  Chapter 13


  Lee and Kaylia ran west along the road, at a pace no normal human could match. Lee worried about being noticed, but he knew they had to risk it if they wanted to catch up with Salmitaya. Each time they came to a crossroads, they were forced to stop and make sure their quarry hadn’t turned. Fortunately, a carriage with a ten-guard escort left an easy trail to follow.


  As the hours passed, Lee worried that Kaylia’s strength would give out. He could run a full day without tiring, but he had no experience with the stamina of elves, and he couldn’t afford to leave her behind. With a good plan of attack, he was sure he could kill ten city guards, but it would only take one to get to Gewey and cut his throat.


  He needed the elf to ensure that didn’t happen.


  “Do you need to stop?” Lee asked at one of the crossroads.


  “Elves are stronger than you know,” she replied. “We do not tire easily.”


  Lee nodded and took off west. Just as the sun was going down, Kaylia grabbed Lee’s arm, stopping him.


  “They’re one mile ahead,” said Kaylia. “I can smell them.”


  They waited until it was fully dark before approaching the camp. Two tents had been erected twenty yards off the road, in a small clearing. A carriage pulled by a team of six horses had been pulled just to the side. As they’d been told, ten guards were busy about the camp, building fires and cooking meals. They didn’t see Gewey anywhere.


  


  “Looks like they’ve been here for more than an hour,” Lee noted.


  “Gewey’s probably in one of the tents.”


  “But which one?” Kaylia asked. “We shouldn’t move until we know.”


  “Agreed,” he said. “I’ll keep watch from here. You go around through the woods and check from there. Be back here in an hour.”


  Kaylia nodded and took off through brush.


  Lee watched as Salmitaya wandered through the camp, her head held high as she shouted orders to her men. She walked in and out of both tents, but gave no indication as to where Gewey was being held.


  An hour later, Kaylia returned.


  “These guards should be easy to deal with,” she said. “They have no idea how to secure a camp; the entire perimeter is left unwatched. They’ll be bunched together near the fires in two groups. Once we know where Gewey is, we can take them out.”


  Lee nodded, watching as a guard carried a bowl and cup into one of the tents. A little while later, Salmitaya emerged from that tent and went into the other.


  “He’s in there,” said Lee, pointing to the tent Salmitaya had exited. “I count nine men by the fires, so that leaves only one guarding Gewey.”


  “We should wait until they’re sleeping before we strike,” Kaylia proposed. “If one of them raises the alarm, the guard in the tent could kill the boy before we can get to him.”


  Lee nodded in agreement. They settled in, never taking their eyes off the camp. Lee watched as the guard inside the tent was relieved, careful to take note of the length of time it took for him to return to the fire. It was then they saw a woman in novice robes enter where Gewey was being held.


  “How did she get here?” Lee asked anxiously. “Did you see her before?”


  Kaylia shook her head. “I think we have a new player in this game. We’ll need to move soon.”


  Lee went over the plan with Kaylia. She was to enter the tent holding Gewey and take out the guard, while Lee took care of the guards by the fire nearest the tent. If the alarm were raised, then Lee would fall back and join Kaylia and finish off the remaining guards as they approached. If there were no alarm, then Kaylia would wait with Gewey, while Lee took out the rest of the guards on his own.


  “The important thing is that once we have Gewey, we don’t lose sight of him,” said Lee. “They may be clumsy fools, but it only takes one to cause us to fail.”


  “A good plan,” she said. “But you should be the one to free the boy. I can kill the other guards more quietly than you.”


  “Probably,” Lee replied. “And it’s why you’ll be the first in the tent. Slaughtering city guards in their sleep may not be honorable, but it should be easy. If the tent guard is awake, I need him down fast.”


  “I think you don’t like the idea of an elf killing humans in their sleep,” she said.


  “And I think you like the idea far too much,” Lee retorted.


  It was then they saw a guard rise from his bedroll and walk towards the tent, holding a flask. Lee and Kaylia lay silent. A second later, the man bolted out, yelling at the top of his lungs, instantly causing the camp to erupt into a beehive of activity. Salmitaya came out of her tent and sprinted to where they were holding Gewey.


  “We should pull back before they see us,” Kaylia suggested.


  “I can hide in shadows too,” said Lee, sounding insulted. “If they come near, we’ll move—but not until then.”


  Salmitaya left the tent, while two guards carried a third man next to the fire, and threw him roughly to the ground. The remaining guards gathered around the High Priestess to receive their orders. They then headed for the nearby forest in small groups, leaving only the two guards with Salmitaya.


  “It would seem our young friend has escaped,” Kaylia observed.


  “And unless I’m wrong, the novice had something to do with it.”


  “We’ll wait a few minutes, then go down and see for ourselves,” said Lee.“I’ll take the near guard; you take the one walking toward Salmitaya.”


  The elf smiled ominously and sprung to her feet, rushing toward the camp. Lee chased after her, but it was too late. Kaylia had killed the first guard and had the second on the ground before he could get close. Lee turned toward Salmitaya, hoping to reach the woman before Kaylia did. He made it just in time.


  “Enough,” said Lee, standing in front of the terrified woman. “I gave my word she would not be harmed.”


  “I gave no such word,” Kaylia replied, holding her bloody knife.


  “If you harm her, I’ll kill you,” warned Lee. “Please don’t make me do that.”


  Kaylia walked over to the shaking woman. “She deserves to die, Lee. You know it.”


  “Yes, she does,” he agreed. “Nonetheless, I ask you to preserve my honor, and let her live.”


  Kaylia studied Lee for a long moment. “I would not want to dishonor you. And I would not want to kill you, either.” She locked eyes with Salmitaya, cleaning her knife on the High Priestess’ dress. “But should we meet again, woman, my blade will send you to the Father.”


  Salmitaya collapsed to the ground, weeping.


  “Check the tents,” Lee said. “See what you can find out.” Kaylia took one more look at Salmitaya and obeyed.


  Lee turned to the High Priestess. “Calm yourself,” he snapped.


  “That demon wants to kill me!” Salmitaya cried.


  “True,” Lee acknowledged. “And I may yet let her if you’ve harmed my friend. Where is he?”


  “I don’t know,” she answered. “He escaped.”


  “I guessed as much. I wonder how Angrääl will reward your failure.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied. “I serve the temple.”


  Lee reached down and helped Salmitaya to her feet. “My dear,” he said calmly, “it’s that kind of lie that will earn you some private time with my elf friend. I promised you would not be harmed, but as you’ve seen, stopping Kaylia could prove to be quite difficult—and I’ve heard elven interrogation methods can be rather…unpleasant.”


  “You wouldn’t,” she cried.


  Lee’s tone turned dangerous. “You kidnapped my friend and tried to have me murdered,” he fumed. “It is all I can do to not kill you myself.”


  Kaylia returned holding a set of iron shackles. “Someone freed him and took him into the forest,” she said, throwing the shackles at Salmitaya’s feet. “I examined the guard. He was poisoned with a stylus needle.”


  Lee raised an eyebrow. “Elf poison? Why would an elf want to save Gewey?”


  “If it was the same girl we saw entering the tent, she was no elf,” Kaylia noted. “But clearly she’s familiar with elf tactics.”


  “In that case, I hope she turns out to be on our side,” Lee said, his concern showing in his voice. “Do you think you can track them?”


  “Perhaps,” she said. “The guards in the woods will slow me down, but I should be able to tell the direction they ran. That is, unless this girl hides like an elf as well.”


  “I’ll gather three of their horses and meet you two miles east of here,” said Lee. “Find out what you can.” Kaylia started off towards the woods.


  “Kaylia,” called Lee.


  She paused, and turned her head slightly.


  “Try not to kill all the guards,” he said.


  Kaylia smiled and disappeared into the night.


  “She’ll kill every one of them,” Salmitaya said contemptuously.


  “Elves only understand blood.”


  “And yet you live,” Lee pointed out. He saddled three horses and chased off the others so the guards couldn’t follow. He mounted one horse, and signaled for Salmitaya to mount another.


  “If you try to escape,” he warned, “I swear, I’ll hog tie you and carry you over my saddle.”


  Salmitaya glared angrily.


  They rode east for two miles, then hid in the woods next to the road.


  “Now that I have you alone,” said Lee, “you’ll answer a few more questions for me.”


  Salmitaya lowered her eyes, looking defeated.


  “How long have you served the Dark Knight?” he asked.


  “The Dark Knight?” she scoffed. “I serve the power of Angrääl that seeks to release us from slavery. The Dark Knight is merely an instrument.”


  “You’ll find that I’m not easily distracted,” said Lee. “How long?”


  “Eight years,” she replied.


  “How many others are there?” he asked.


  Salmitaya laughed. “How should I know? We are not told the identity of others. No knowledge, no betrayal.”


  Lee pressed the matter further. “Of course. But surely you’ve ran into others from time to time.”


  “I have,” she admitted. “But never the same person twice, and not for more than for a few moments. If you want me to give you names, I can’t. Torture me all you want, I don’t know.”


  “Is there a way you recognize others like you?” asked Lee. “A signal, or some sort of clothing?”


  “The only way I can tell is if a person bares the seal of the Great Lord himself,” she explained. “It’s a hand holding broken scales. I’ve seen it many times, but we all have orders to destroy it right away once received. That’s the only way I know.” She turned away and faced the darkness of the forest. “Ask me nothing more. I have no knowledge of plans or strategy. I know nothing that can help you.”


  “Perhaps,” Lee said. “But you still have to convince one more person.”


  “The bloody elf? She would cut my throat before listening to me.”


  “It’s not the elf you need to convince,” Lee chuckled. “Your fate rests in the hands of Sister Maybell.”


  Salmitaya’s eyes widened. “You brought her with you? Where is she?”


  “She’s safe,” he answered. “Waiting for us to return this very moment, in fact.”


  “She’s a fool,” spat Salmitaya. “A blind old fool.”


  “I spared your life because of a promise I made to that blind old fool,” Lee warned. “You had better pray she holds me to it.”


  Lee could sense her sudden fear.


  Kaylia showed up with a look of concern and confusion on her face. Lee walked with her out of earshot of Salmitaya.


  “Whoever this woman is, she’s clever, and moves with great speed,” Kaylia whispered. “It would take me two days to catch them if I persisted, so I doubt the guards have any chance at all.”


  “That would be good news if we knew who she was,” Lee said.


  “Could you tell where they’re going?”


  “I think they’re heading into the Spirit Hills,” she replied. “Any other direction would take them back to the road. I doubt they’ll risk exposure until they’re well away from here.”


  “There’s a village on the southwest slopes that they’ll likely stop at for supplies,” said Lee. “Even at a dead run, it would take them three days to make their way through such rough terrain.  On horseback, we can reach the village ahead of them, if we take the road and go around.  Unless they sprout wings and learn to fly, we should be able to head them off."


  “What of the woman?” Kaylia asked. “You don’t intend to leave her here, do you?”


  “We’ll ride to Fair Harvest first,” Lee responded. “I promised to deliver her to Sister Maybell. A delay, I know, but we should still be able to beat Gewey and this mystery woman by a full day.”


  “Very well,” said Kaylia. “I don’t like delays, but I would like to see this reunion.” A sinister smile crept over her face.


  Lee threw his head back in laughter. “No doubt Maybell will be quite put out.” He paused, struck by a sudden thought. “By the way, did you leave any of the guards alive?”


  “Yes,” answered Kaylia. “But I doubt they’ll venture into the forest after dark again.”


  Lee smiled. “We’re off, then.”


  The three mounted their horses and headed east until they reached a crossroads where they turned south, toward Fair Harvest.


  It took them until mid-morning to arrive, and by that time their horses were spent. Lee knew he would have to purchase others if they expected to catch Gewey.


  Fair Harvest was little more than a large camp, supported by a few local farmers and traders. The town had only one road, with a few small shops and dwellings scattered on either side; the inn at the southwest corner of the village was by far the largest building. Seeing the state of things, Lee grew concerned that he wouldn’t be able to find decent horses. They approached the inn, tied their mounts to the hitching post, and led Salmitaya inside.


  The interior of the inn was even less impressive than the exterior. Three tables and a small bar was the grand sum of the common room.


  Two locals sat in the corner drinking ale while the barmaid leaned against the wall, playing with her hair.


  The innkeeper, who had been rummaging around behind the bar, rose to his feet as they approached. “Can I help you?” he asked, staring at the hooded figure of Kaylia.


  “We have two friends staying here,” said Lee. “Could you tell someone to get them for me?”


  “Indeed, sir,” said the innkeeper. “They’re here all right. You’ll be taking them along with you I trust?”


  “Why do you ask?” Lee said warily. “Has there been trouble?”


  “Not so much trouble,” he replied, “but I swear that woman could drive a nitfly mad. I mean, look around. Does this look like a palace to you?” The man gestured to the meager décor. “You’d think she was the Queen herself the way she makes demands.”


  Lee smiled. “Could you go get them please?” he asked, tossing the man a copper.


  “Yes sir,” said the innkeeper. “Right away.” He disappeared up the stairs.


  Seconds later, Millet came running downstairs and pulled Lee into a tight embrace. “Thank the Gods you’re here; that woman is driving me mad.” Releasing his grip on Lee, Millet noticed Salmitaya.


  “I see you have her, but what about the boy?”


  “Let’s go upstairs where we can talk,” said Lee. “Where’s Maybell?”


  “In her room,” said Millet sourly, leading them upstairs. “She refuses to come out until she gets a proper bath. The wash basin isn’t to her liking.”


  “Well, she can get one back in Kaltinor if she wants,” Lee quipped, slapping Millet on the shoulder.


  “Indeed,” Millet huffed.


  “We’ll take care of this one first,” Lee instructed, holding Salmitaya by the arm. “Show us to Maybell’s room.”


  Millet knocked on the old woman’s door.


  “Unless you’re here with a proper bathtub and hot water, go away!” Maybell called from behind the door.


  “Open up,” Lee said sternly.


  They heard the woman scuffling around, and then the door swung open.


  “We have someone here to see you,” Lee said, pushing Salmitaya inside.


  Maybell immediately noticed the blood on her dress. “You said she wouldn’t be harmed!”


  “And she hasn’t,” said Lee. “That’s not her blood.”


  Maybell looked in horror at the blood-stained dress. “Then whose blood is it?”


  “Before I get to that,” said Lee, looking at Salmitaya. “I think Her Holiness has a few things she’d like to tell you. The deal is she lives so long as she tells the truth.”


  Salmitaya glared at Lee. “Very well,” she said, then turned toward Maybell. “What I am going to tell you is the complete truth. Once you’ve heard it, you are to decide my fate. On the head of Ayliazarah and the essence of my soul, I swear that my words are not false.”


  Salmitaya proceeded to tell Maybell how she had conspired with the governor to close the temples. She told her about the murders and deceptions she had been part of. Maybell listened carefully, but her face betrayed no emotion—not even when Salmitaya confessed to serving Angrääl and kidnapping Gewey for the Dark Knight.


  When she was finished, Maybell stood up tall and straight and looked into Salmitaya’s eyes.


  “I cast you out,” said Maybell, her voice quiet and calm. “The eyes of the temple will no longer see you. Your name will be stricken from the Book of the Eternal Light and shall not be spoken again.


  I give you your life only so that you may see the day when you and your master suffer as you have made others suffer.” She paused, locking eyes with Salmitaya. “Now leave from my sight, before I forget myself and kill you where you stand.”


  “Put her in your room, Millet,” said Lee, and then looked over to Kaylia. “Give her some jawas tea and leave her there. She can make her way back to Kaltinor, or wherever else she wants, when she wakes up.”


  As soon as the door closed, Maybell sat on the bed and wept.


  “Millet will see that you get safely back to Kaltinor,” Lee said, placing his hand gently on Maybell’s shoulder. “If that’s where you want to go.”


  Maybell wiped her tears and said, “I can’t go back. No matter what I said, that woman has power enough to keep herself safely locked away in the temple. She could crush an old woman like me.”


  “Then where do you want to go?” Lee asked. Maybell opened her mouth to reply, but Kaylia and Millet returned before she could give her answer.


  “Kaylia and I need to leave as soon as we’re able,” Lee explained. “Millet, you’ll take the wagon south to the Old Road of Santismal, then continue west. Whoever freed Gewey is likely to pass through Vine Run on the southwest slope of the Spirit Hills. Kaylia and I will try to cut them off, while you follow behind.”


  


  “You never said what happened to Gewey,” said Millet. “Where is he?”


  Lee told them about the events of the past day and explained their plan.


  “I will see to the horses now,” said Millet. “You should eat and rest for a bit.”


  “One more thing,” Lee said, turning toward Maybell. “Sister, if you wish, you can accompany Millet until you either reach another temple or figure out where you want to go.”


  Millet froze. “But my lord…” he started.


  “Thank you,” Maybell interrupted. “That is very kind. I’m sure Millet and I will become fast friends.”


  Millet looked pained as he turned and left. Kaylia said nothing, but Lee could tell she was not happy.


  “If you’ll excuse us, Sister,” Lee said, motioning for Kaylia to join him in the hall.


  “She will slow us down,” Kaylia asserted. “You should leave her.”


  “You’re right,” Lee acknowledged. “But I won’t. She’s a lady of worth and honor, and I will not abandon such a person.”


  “Answer me this, half-man,” she countered. “When you came upon me in the forest, was it you who decided to come to my aid?”


  Lee had no answer.


  “I see,” she said.


  “The fact is, I was wrong and Gewey was right,” Lee said, finally.


  “Given the same choice again, I would help you.”


  “You misunderstand,” she replied. “Helping me was foolish. You were right to want to leave me. And know this: given the same choice today, I would leave you.”


  Lee chuckled.


  “Something amuses you?” asked Kaylia.


  “It’s just that is the first thing I’ve heard you say that I don’t believe,” said Lee. “Come, let’s eat.”


  
    


  


  Chapter 14


  It was well into the afternoon when Gewey and Celandine reached the foot of the Spirit Hills. Though they had stopped running, Gewey began to feel the fatigue in his legs as they walked onward.


  “I don’t think we’re being followed,” said Celandine. “All the same, we should be well into the hills before we stop.”


  “Where are you from?” Gewey asked, trying to make conversation.


  “Baltria,” she answered. “But I haven’t been there since I was a child.”


  “Do you remember what it was like?”


  “Vaguely. Mostly just flashes of memory. I do remember the smell of the salt air coming off the bay. My father would take me to see the ships, and that smell always told me we were close. What about you?”


  “Nowhere you would have heard of,” said Gewey, not wanting to give away too much about himself.


  “Don’t worry,” she said, sensing his trepidation. “While I’d love to know why you’re deemed to be so important, I’m not going to force it out of you.”


  “What do you know about me?” Gewey inquired.


  “I was given your description and name, and was told that if I found you, I should keep you safe until you could be delivered to the temple.”


  Gewey looked puzzled. “Why would your temple care about me?”


  “We have spies among the Dark Knight’s followers, and when we learned he was after you, we knew we had to get to you first,” Celandine answered. “Other than that, I don’t know much.”


  “What’s your temple like?” Gewey asked.


  “It’s a place of training and worship,” she explained. “Only a few of us are permitted to go there, and I must admit I’m curious why a farm boy is worth this journey.”


  “Me too,” Gewey said.


  Celandine laughed. Her laugh sounded like a song to Gewey, and it made him have thoughts that caused him to blush.


  “How old are you?” she asked.


  “Why?” Gewey replied. “How old do I look?”


  “Your size says a grown man in his twenties,” she remarked. “But your eyes tell a different story.”


  “I’m seventeen,” he announced. “But I’ve been my own man for two years.”


  Celandine smiled sweetly and looked closely at him. “You are very young, but I have no doubt that you are your own man. I meant no offense.”


  “It’s just that Lee and the others treat me like a child,” he admitted.


  “Back home, I have my own land and run a farm by myself. Here, I feel like I’m growing up all over again.”


  “But when it comes to the world, you are,” Celandine replied.


  “Your friends only want to protect you, as do I.”


  “I don’t need protecting,” Gewey said bitterly. “I can take care of myself.”


  “I could tell,” she teased. “Salmitaya must have been terrified.”


  “I would have escaped sooner or later!” Gewey protested. “I didn’t need rescuing.”


  “Be that as it may,” she said sternly, “I did rescue you, and I would think you would show a little appreciation.”


  Gewey felt ashamed. “I’m sorry. I do appreciate your help, Celandine. I really do. I just get sick of feeling so bloody helpless.”


  “I understand,” she said sympathetically. “I know what it’s like to feel helpless, but trust me, once you get to the temple, you’ll never have to feel that way again.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Gewey replied, earnestly.


  “One more thing,” said Celandine. “My friends call me Dina—or at least, they did when I had friends.”


  Gewey smiled. “Dina, then.”


  By the time the sun went down, they were well into the interior of the Spirit Hills. They built a small fire at the base of one the hills and split a loaf of flatbread Dina had brought.


  After they ate, Gewey laid on the grass to rest, using his journey pack as a pillow. The stars were obscured by the constant overcast, and he felt the chill of the damp night air creep into his clothing.


  Lee’s words about the coming of a hard winter echoed in his head, and suddenly his mind went to thoughts of the villagers in Sharpstone. They had seen too many hard winters—too many deaths.


  Somehow, he would find a way to make things right.


  Dina was huddled close to the fire, already asleep. Gewey watched the firelight as it danced across her face. He wanted to go to her and feel the softness of her cheek against his hand. She stirred for a moment, and Gewey felt himself blush with embarrassment. He rolled over and tried to sleep, but he couldn’t take his mind off her.


  Finally, he got up and walked off into the night, careful not to wake her. He closed his eyes and breathed the cold air into his lungs.


  Remembering Kaylia’s lessons, he focused his mind on the darkness that surrounded him. The trees in this part of the hills were thick and numerous, so Gewey decided to practice moving through the shadows.


  It wasn’t long before he had forgotten Dina and lost himself in his training. The darkness opened itself up to him and showed him where to hide, how to move, and where to strike.


  “You move like an elf,” said a voice from behind him. Gewey spun around and saw a thin, old man dressed in animal skins, holding a gnarled tree branch as a walking stick. His long gray hair was tangled and unkempt, and his wiry beard fell down his chest. Gewey, realizing he had left his sword back at the fire, took a quick step back.


  “Who are you?” Gewey stammered.


  “The spirits tell me that you are something special,” the old man answered. “I wanted to see for myself.”


  “Spirits?” Gewey asked. “What spirits?”


  “They tell me you need my help,” he continued, as if Gewey hadn’t spoken. “Yes they do. They tell me things. Things you should know. Things you shouldn’t. They’re very clever.”


  “Tell me who you are,” Gewey demanded. “What do you want?”


  “He asks what we want, he does. What could we want? Nothing, that’s what. We have all we need. But you want something, don’t you? You want something very badly. Don’t worry. No, don’t you worry. You’ll have it. Yes indeed you will. I’ll give it.”


  “What will you give me?” Gewey asked, confused.


  “No not yet,” said the old man. “Not now, but soon. Very soon.”


  The old man turned and walked away, disappearing behind a nearby tree. Gewey chased after him, but he was nowhere to be found. He searched for over an hour, but to no avail. It was as if the old man had vanished like a puff of smoke.


  When he went back to the camp, he woke Dina and told her what had happened.


  “Did he say anything else?” she asked.


  “Nothing,” he answered.


  Dina thought for a while. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “The


  Spirit Hills are said to be an odd place, haunted even, but I’ve never heard anything like this.”


  “What should we do?” Gewey wondered.


  “What can we do?” she replied. “I say we get some rest and see what happens. It doesn’t sound like whoever it was is finished with you, but it I don’t see how we can do anything about it.”


  The next day, Gewey and Dina hardly spoke a word; the Spirit Hills seemed to be living up to their name. Gewey held tight to his sword, ready to strike at every snap of a twig. Dina continually looked back and forth over her shoulder, expecting to see ghosts emerge from every shadow. As they went deeper into the hills, Gewey could feel the air get thicker. By mid-afternoon, he felt himself struggling to breathe.


  “We’re being watched,” Dina whispered.


  “From where?” Gewey asked.


  “Everywhere,” she replied. “I can feel their eyes on us.”


  Suddenly, a voice came from behind them. “Eyes, you say?” Gewey’s heart nearly leapt out of his chest. It was the old man. He was sitting on the ground under a tree they had just passed.


  “Not eyes,” said the old man. His voice was mirthful, and he was still wearing his animal skins. His walking stick lay across his lap. “No, not eyes. But they see you. Of course they do.”


  “Who sees us?” asked Gewey. “Who’s out there?”


  The old man laughed heartily. “A child of heaven you are,” said the old man to Gewey. “You walk the Spirit Hills. They see you. They love you. They want you to stay. But you mustn’t. No, no. They’ll keep you for themselves. But I’ll keep them away. Yes, I’ll threaten to leave them, I will. Leave them alone. No more old man Felsafell to talk to.”


  “Is that your name?” Gewey asked. “Felsafell?”


  “Yes, my name,” he answered. “I’m at your service. I’ll tell you what you seek to know. But first, you come. We sit and talk. So long since I’ve heard other voices. Welcome they are, to tired ears and blurry eyes.”


  Felsafell grabbed his walking stick and hopped to his feet. He walked passed Gewey and Dina, beckoning them to follow. They looked at each other, confused.


  “You mustn’t fear,” Felsafell assured them. “I mean no harm. The spirits will obey. They’ll leave you be. Come along now, quickly. An old man must eat and rest.”


  Reluctantly, Gewey and Dina followed. Felsafell led them through the hills and valleys for over an hour, until Gewey knew he was hopelessly lost. Finally, as they rounded one of the larger hills, they saw Felsafell’s house.


  It looked as if it were built entirely of small twigs and grass. There were two windows covered by cloth curtains, but there was no glass.


  Smoke rose from a chimney atop the steep thatched roof, and the air was filled with the scent of bread and meat. A small porch stretched from the front of the house, with three wicker chairs lined up beneath one of the windows.


  “We’re here, my friends,” said Felsafell. “Come in. Take food and rest. The spirits are quiet now. They are indeed.”


  Felsafell opened the door and showed them in. The interior was simple, much like Gewey’s own home. The walls were lined with tools and animal skins. In the fireplace was a spit where a wild pig slowly roasted. On the table were two large jugs and a loaf of fresh bread. Two beds sat in the corner of the room. A bedroll lay on the ground next to the fireplace.


  “Sit and eat,” Felsafell instructed. “Time for talk when our bellies are full. Sit and rest.”


  Gewey and Dina sat at the table while Felsafell ran to the corner and brought back three cups. He filled the cups with cider, then went to the roasting pig and began cutting off large slices and putting them on a platter.


  “A simple meal of meat and bread,” said Felsafell as he brought the platter to the table and sat down. “No fancy things, you know. But I have all that is needed.”


  “Thank you,” said Gewey graciously. “Roast pig and bread is most welcome.”


  Felsafell smiled broadly, showing a mouthful of crooked teeth.


  “Too kind,” he said. “I’ll try hard to speak as men do. So long with the ghosts and spirits. No voice but old Felsafell’s to keep me company.”


  “How long have you been here?” asked Dina, tearing off a piece of bread.


  “Questions later, dear friends,” Felsafell replied. “Questions after food and rest. An old man can travel far, but not forever. No he can’t.”


  After they ate, Felsafell poured a cup of cherry wine from the second jug and passed it around. For a while he closed his eyes, humming softly and holding the cup in both hands. Gewey noticed the light through the window beginning to dim as evening drew near.


  “Time for rest,” said Felsafell. “You take the beds. Old Felsafell sleeps by the fire. But don’t you worry. We will speak before the dawn.”


  Dina and Gewey lay down in the beds, which were remarkably soft and comfortable. Felsafell lay down on the bedroll in front of the fire and fell fast asleep in seconds.


  “What do you think?” Gewey whispered. “Is he crazy?”


  “Maybe,” Dina answered. “But I don’t think he’s dangerous. Still, we should be wary.”


  Gewey nodded in agreement. He tried to stay awake, but it wasn’t long before a full stomach and a soft bed got the better of him.


  “Rested enough my friend,” said Felsafell, shaking Gewey softly. “Time for questions. Time for answers.”


   Felsafell walked across the room and opened the front door. “On the porch we’ll talk. All your answers are out here.”


  Gewey heard Felsafell walk across the porch and sit in one of the chairs. He took a deep breath and got out of bed. Dina was still sleeping soundly. He approached the open door and peered out. Felsafell was seated, smoking a pipe, and gazing into the night. “Time for answers, child of heaven.”


  
    


  


  Chapter 15


  Gewey pulled out a chair across from Felsafell and sat down. The old man had a quirky smile. The pipe filled the night air with a sweet odor that reminded Gewey of his father, who had himself smoked a pipe on occasion. “It’s answers you seek,” Felsafell began. “Yet you don’t know all the questions.”


  “Why did you call me ‘child of heaven’?” asked Gewey. “What do you know about me?”


  “I know many things. The spirits are clever. They share with old Felsafell the things they know. Yes, they do indeed. They say the earthbound son of two shepherds comes to visit. They say he needs to know things. Things known by none.”


  “What do I need to know?” Gewey asked impatiently.


  “Your strength,” Felsafell replied. “You do not know it. From the earth it comes, and there you’ll find it. Your father left it there.”


  “My father? Do you know who he is?”


  Felsafell nodded. “A farmer, of course. Just like you. He left his land in your care. Search the earth and find your strength.”


  “I don’t understand,” Gewey said. “Where exactly should I search?”


  “Old Felsafell is not the source,” he answered. “The spirits are a tricky lot. What they say may not be what they mean. But more there is to tell before the dawn greets us. Though dawn is not what it used to be.”


  “Tell me, then,” Gewey urged him.


  Felsafell smiled. “Of course, the young are always full of haste.  But hurry you must, for the darkness comes. It closes the eyes and deafens the ears. The spirits fear it will be their end. They see as their doom approaches.”


  “You’re talking about the Dark Knight. What do you know about him?”


  “The Cold One in his castle,” Felsafell continued. “He wants you.  And he will have you. By his power you will fall. But fall you must, to open your eyes.”


  “You mean I’m beaten?” Gewey cried out. “I lose?”


  “Beaten, yes,” Felsafell affirmed.


  Gewey’s face dropped in despair. “What’s the point of all this if I can’t win? Why even tell me?”


  “Now you know,” said Felsafell. “You know what you didn’t. Will you stop? I think you will not. But more to tell before the dawn greets us. Would you hear it?”


  Gewey sighed and looked up at the old man. “Yes, I’ll hear it.”


  “Your friends are true,” he declared. “But be warned. One will leave this world. The one who is bravest will give all. This friend will save you with courage and love.”


  “Who will die?” Gewey demanded. “Tell me.”


  “I know not. If the spirits know, they refuse to say.”


  “But they must,” Gewey said in anguish. “You have to make them.”


  “I cannot,” he replied. “Love me they do indeed. I stay with them and talk to them when others flee. But I am not master here.”


  “Is there anything I can do?” begged Gewey.


  “There’s always something to be done,” he answered. “But change what is to be? I cannot say. The spirits are clever, but they only see. They do not push and pull the world as men and elves. But more there is to tell before dawn greets us. It comes soon, and as it comes you must go.”


  “Tell me then,” Gewey said, “do my friends still live?”


  “Good news I have for you. Indeed they live, but be warned: The child of two worlds and the child of one. Their future is uncertain. By your words, you will see one live or die. You must see this approach before time runs out.”


  “I don’t understand,” Gewey implored.


  “You will when the time is right. Some secrets are not for me to tell. But soon enough you’ll see your friends. They wait for you.”


  “Where are they?”


  “They’re not far,” he said. “You need not search. They will find you. Take comfort.  There is one more thing to tell that you must hear. The dawn is saying hello, and your time with old Felsafell is at an end.”


  Gewey leaned forward. “What is it?”


  “Before the time when good and evil take up arms, you must decide. To seek the friendship of your mother’s child, or leave to fate that child’s future.”


  “My mother?” Gewey exclaimed. “My mother didn’t have any other children. First, you tell me a friend will die saving me, and then you ramble on about my mother. You know what I think? I think you’re just a crazy old man.”


  Gewey got up and stormed off the porch and toward the forest.


  The dawn light began to filter through the trees, revealing a light mist that covered the surrounding hills.


  “Old for sure,” Felsafell laughed. “Crazy, yes. But that changes nothing. No it does not. You know what I say is no lie. Deny it as you wish; it matters not to me. My time nears its end and old bones will rest at last. But come inside and take repast. You must go before the dawn turns to day.”


  Gewey stifled his anger and followed Felsafell inside. Dina was just waking. Gewey thought she looked beautiful as she sat up and stretched her arms.


  “Good morning,” she said. “You slept well, I hope?”


  “Yes,” Gewey replied. “But we need to get moving soon. I think I’ve had enough of this place.”


  Dina looked concerned. “Did something happen?”


  “Nothing important,” Gewey answered. “But I want to get out of these hills by tomorrow.”


  Felsafell had already laid out two bowls of porridge and cups of water.


  “Eat first,” Felsafell insisted. “But eat fast. You must go if you would see your friends.”


  Gewey and Dina ate breakfast and gathered their packs. As they left the cottage, Felsafell handed each of them a loaf of bread and a few slices of roast pork wrapped in cloth. They thanked him, though Gewey was still clearly upset by their conversation.


  “Head west from here,” Felsafell instructed. “The path you find will lead you safely away. Farewell.”


  Gewey nodded silently, and headed in the direction Felsafell had told them. Dina followed close behind, humming sweetly.


  “What’s that song?” asked Gewey. “It sounds familiar.”


  “I doubt you know it,” she said. “My mother sang it to me when I was very young.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “She died when I was a small girl,” she said sadly. “I don’t remember much about her.”


  “I’m sorry,” Gewey replied. “My mother died when I was young, too.”


  “No sad talk this morning,” she said, smiling brightly. “Did the old man talk to you?”


  “Yes,” Gewey said, shaking his head. “Turns out he was just a crazy old man.”


  “Really? I’m not so sure. There’s something about him.”


  “Did he speak to you?” Gewey asked.


  Dina nodded. “He woke me up in the middle of the night while you were still sleeping. He knew things—things nobody else knows.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Nothing I want to tell right now,” she answered. “Some of his words were troubling, and I would prefer to have a pleasant morning.”


  “I agree,” Gewey said. He tried to put it out of his mind, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what Felsafell had told him. He would fall to the power of the Dark Knight. Even worse, one of his friends would die. He swore he wouldn’t let that happen. They found the trail Felsafell had told them about and headed south. The rest of the day was uneventful. Gewey kept their conversation light, saying nothing of his talk with the old man. The trail seemed to defy the rugged terrain, staying level and smooth, and by the evening they had managed to cover many miles. They decided not to camp and instead continued on; they were both remarkably still full of energy. Gewey attributed it to sleeping in a soft bed and eating a hearty breakfast, but Dina told him she thought it was the spirits urging them on.


  “I think they’re trying to help us,” she remarked. “It’s almost like they’re giving me strength.”


  “I don’t know,” said Gewey. “But I do feel rested.”


  “At your age, you should always feel rested,” she teased.


  “How old are you?” Gewey snapped. “You can’t be much older than I am.”


  “You’d be surprised,” she laughed. “I’m older than I look.”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “No it’s not,” she said with a wry smile. “But you never ask a lady her age.”


  The night air was near freezing, but Gewey and Dina didn’t seem to notice. They walked cheerfully down the trail, talking and laughing.


  Daybreak came and went, and still neither of them felt any hint of fatigue. They were nearing the southern end of the Spirit Hills, and Dina guessed the road leading west, to the hillside village of Vine Run, was less than half a day away.


  “Once we reach the road, it’s a straight shot to the village,” Dina explained. “If we hurry, we should get there by midday tomorrow.”


  This lifted Gewey’s spirits. He hoped Lee would be waiting in the village so he could talk to him about what Felsafell had said.


  By noon they had reached the road and headed west. The path was cut straight through the hills, and spanned as wide as thirty feet in some places. As they traveled, Gewey saw immense stone carvings of ancient kings—some standing twenty feet high—lining the road. They sat down to eat in the shadow of one of the massive carvings.


  “Do you know who put these here?” Gewey asked.


  “This is the Old Road of Santismal,” Dina stated. “Long ago, this was the heart of a great kingdom, and this road cut through its heart. It’s said the Kingdom of Santismal was the richest and most powerful the world has ever seen.”


  “What happened to it?” he asked, gazing at the weathered statue.


  “Some say war, others say famine,” Dina said with a shrug. “No one really knows. All that’s left are a few scattered ruins and this road. Some parts are still paved in stone, but most of it has been washed away by time.”


  Gewey marveled at the thought of a massive paved road and the work it must have taken to build it; not to mention the effort it would take to transport the statues.


  “They must have been a great people.” said Gewey. “Have you seen the ruins?”


  “Some,” Dina replied. “Even in ruins, the buildings stand taller than any today.”


  “I hope I get to see it one day,” he said.


  “I’m sure you will,” she affirmed.


  When sunset came, their energy finally ran out, and they made camp. They finished off the meat and bread Felsafell had given them and lay down on the soft grass. Two straight days of walking, with only short stops, made sleep come quickly.


  Gewey awoke to a bitter cold. The fire had died, and he could see that Dina was shivering in her sleep. He reached over and shook her awake. Dina rubbed her eye and stretched.


  “A bit chilly this morning,” she yawned.


  “Winter’s coming early this year,” Gewey remarked.


  “It’s only a few hours until we reach Vine Run,” said Dina.


  “There’s an inn where we can rest for a bit.”


  The thought of a warm fire and blankets energized Gewey. He got some flatbread from his pack and split it with Dina. Shivering, the two ate next to the remains of their fire.


  As they approached the village, Gewey could immediately tell why it was called Vine Run. The surrounding hills had been cleared and turned into massive vineyards that stretched on for hundreds of yards in all directions. It had clearly been beautiful once, but now the vines were bare and withered. The ground was a dull gray, matching the cloudy sky.


  The village itself also showed signs of decay. The multicolored brick houses were cracked and in dire need of repair. Several of the wooden structures had burned to the ground, and the streets were practically abandoned. Only a few people walked about, and they all stared at Gewey and Dina as they passed.


  When they reached the inn, Gewey was thankful to be away from such a depressing sight. The inn’s common room was the complete opposite of the rest of the desolate town, packed with at least thirty people. A fire roared in the hearth, filling the room with warmth and cheer. A flute could be heard from the far corner, and the crowd was singing merrily along. Gewey and Dina pushed their way to the counter, where a short, round woman with a pleasant smile stood swaying to the music.


  “Greetings to you, sir,” she said. “Just arrived?”


  “Yes we have,” said Dina, before Gewey could speak. “We need a room and a hot meal.”


  “That’s grand!” the woman exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “Always plenty of room here. As for the meal, you just missed the midday supper, but I can get you some bread and maybe a bit of lamb, if those scoundrels in the back haven’t eaten it all.”


  She reached to a shelf behind her and grabbed a large jug and two cups. “Maybe this will make it up to you,” she said. “The finest wine for a thousand miles. We make it right here, or at least we did in the past. Vines aren’t what they used to be, you know. They’ll come back though, you just wait and see. In the meantime, we have plenty of spirits to go around.”


  “Thank you,” said Gewey, taking the wine. “I’m looking for some friends that might have come through here.”


  “If it’s friends you’re after, you’ll make plenty tonight,” said the bar matron. “Young Bartol Greenward turns eighteen today—half the town will be in and out of here. But don’t you worry—if it’s quiet you want, you won’t hear a peep from the back. Our walls are thick. But I hope you join us for while. It looks to be a grand party.”


  “What about strangers?” Gewey asked. “Have any come through in the past couple of days?”


  The woman crinkled her nose in thought. “Can’t really tell,” she said. “Been out sick until this morning. Dreadful sick. Feeling better now, though. Ready for the celebration.” An old man pushed his way behind the counter and whispered into her ear.


  “Yes I am, you old goat,” she said crossly. “I was just about to show them to their room, wasn’t I?” she asked, turning toward Gewey and Dina.


  “Yes you were,” Gewey said, clearly amused by the banter.


  The bar matron turned back to the old man. “You see? Now go back to your wine and leave me be.”


  The woman led Gewey and Dina through a door in the corner of the common room. Gewey scanned the crowd trying to catch sight of Lee, Millet, or Kaylia, but he didn’t see any of them.


  “I forgot to ask,” said the woman. “How many rooms will you be needing?” Gewey froze and felt himself blush.


  “I…uh…” he stammered.


  “Forgive my husband,” Dina said. “He sometimes forgets we’re no longer bound by our parents. One room will be fine.”


  “That’s quite alright,” said the woman. “My old goat of a husband forgets we’re even married at all.” She unlocked the door and handed Dina the key. “You keep this, my love. Men can’t be trusted with anything. Now I must get back. The old goat will bring you some water for the basin. I’ll see your meal brought as well, if you want.”


  “Yes, thank you,” said Dina.


  “Grand,” said the woman. “I’m Minnie, if you need anything. And my husband’s name…well, you can just call him old goat. He answers to that more than anything else.” With that, Minnie scurried off down the hall.


  The room was simple but comfortable. The washbasin in the corner was large enough to stand in, and the small table and chairs were well made. But the thing that Gewey noticed most was the single bed.


  “Husband?” he asked.


  Dina smiled. “I suppose I could have said brother. But I was taken off guard, and we can’t afford two rooms.”


  “You weren’t the only one taken off guard.”


  “Don’t worry,” she said playfully. “Being my husband won’t be so bad.”


  Gewey couldn’t meet her eyes for fear his embarrassment would show.


  A little while later, Minnie’s husband brought their wash water.


  “I’ll bring your meal in half an hour,” he said sourly, before skulking out of the room.


  “It’ll feel good to be clean,” said Dina. “I have fresh clothes for you in my pack.” She stood there staring at Gewey with eyebrows raised.


  


  “What?” exclaimed Gewey.


  “Turn around, if you don’t mind,” Dina instructed. “Unless you intend to watch me bathe.”


  Gewey blushed for what felt like the hundredth time and turned around, facing the door. He felt his heart race as he heard Dina bathing behind him. By the time she was finished and dressed, he could hardly breathe.


  “Your turn,” she said, drying her hair with a towel that had been placed on the bed. Gewey didn’t move.


  “Come now,” she teased. “I’ll turn away.” Gewey hands shook as he disrobed and began to wash.


  “Very nice,” Dina said suggestively.


  Gewey spun around, nearly knocking over the basin, but Dina was still facing the door.


  “That’s not funny,” Gewey fumed.


  “I’m sorry,” Dina laughed. “I’ll be good. I promise.”


  Gewey washed and dressed as fast as he could.


  There was a knock at the door, and Minnie’s husband brought them their meal. It was far more than the bar matron had said there might be; clearly she’d gotten to the leftover lamb before anyone else.


  As they ate, Gewey tried not to think about his earlier embarrassment, but he was still unable to look Dina in the eye.


  “I think I’ll save the wine for the journey,” Dina said, holding up the jug Minnie had given them.


  “Good idea.”


  “I suppose we should see if your friends are anywhere about,” she said, finishing her last bite of lamb. Gewey nodded in agreement.


  The common room was still bustling with partygoers. Several tables had been pushed aside and a dance contest had broken out in the center of the floor. It reminded Gewey of birthdays back home.


  He scanned the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of his companions, but he couldn’t see much through the crowd. He forced his way to the far wall and stood on a chair. Without warning, he was lifted off his feet and thrown over a broad shoulder. Before he could do anything, he was being spun around. He struggled to free himself, but his assailant lifted him up and sat him down hard in a chair. It was Lee. Gewey saw Dina approaching from behind him with her knife drawn.


  “Dina, stop!” Gewey cried. “I’ve found them.”


  Dina put her knife back in her belt and covered it with her shirt.


  “I see your taste in travel companions has improved,” said Lee, smiling widely.


  “How did you find me?” Gewey asked.


  “Luck, combined with a bit of skill,” Lee answered, laughing and slapping Gewey on the back. He turned to Dina. “So you’re the one who helped my young friend. Celandine, right?”


  “Please, call me Dina,” she said. “And you’re Lee Starfinder.


  Where are your companions?”


  “I see you and your husband decided to join us,” said Minnie as she passed by with a tray of wine. “And found a friend I see!” She disappeared into the crowd.


   “Husband?” Lee exclaimed, bursting into laughter. “You’ve been busy.”


  “It’s not funny,” Gewey objected. “Anyway, where’s Kaylia and Millet?”


  “Kaylia’s in her room,” Lee replied. “And Millet should be here tomorrow. But I don’t think we should talk here.”


  Lee led them to the room where Kaylia was staying. She smiled brightly when Gewey entered, but that smile vanished when Dina followed behind. She regarded the other woman with open suspicion.


  “I see we have yet another traveler,” Kaylia noted. “I take it she’s the one we saw at Salmitaya’s camp?”


  “You saw us escape?” Gewey asked, surprised.


  “I think we need to slow down,” said Lee. He proceeded to tell Gewey and Dina the events of the past few days.


  “I would have given anything to hear Sister Maybell cast out that witch,” Dina said once Lee had finished. “She was right not to return to Kaltinor, though. Salmitaya would have killed her.”


  “Since we arrived, we’ve just been waiting,” Lee continued.


  “Kaylia hasn’t enjoyed it too much. I don’t think she’s ever stayed at an inn—too many humans for her taste.”


  Kaylia looked at Dina. “You don’t seem surprised to discover I’m an elf,” she said coolly. “I assume Gewey told you. It makes me wonder what else he’s told you.”


  “There have been many surprises in the last few days,” Dina replied. “One more doesn’t shock me.”


  “I told her nothing,” Gewey asserted. “Give me a little credit.”


  “From the look of things, you have a story to tell as well,” Lee said.


  “Yes,” Kaylia agreed, still eying Dina warily. “So it seems, and I would love hear it.”


  Dina told her story all the way up until the rescue of Gewey, at which point Gewey took over. Lee and Kaylia listened intently to every detail. When Gewey got to the part about Felsafell, Lee and


  Kaylia both sat up straight, paying close attention. Gewey left out the details of what the old man had said, preferring to save that for a more private conversation with Lee. When he was finished, Lee got up, laughing.


   “My boy,” he said. “You have had some adventure. Worthy of one of my tales.”


  Kaylia wasn’t amused. Her eyes turned back to Dina. “I take it you intend to accompany us?”


  “I intend to do what I set out to do,” Dina responded. “Nothing has changed. I will deliver Gewey to the temple as I was instructed.”


  Abruptly, Lee’s tone became serious. “You may go where you wish,” he said. “But I have no intention to deliver Gewey into the hands of anyone unless I have good reason to do so. And so far, you’ve been rather vague as to who sent you.”


  Dina lowered her head and took a deep breath. “I was sent by the High Lady of Valshara. I am a novice in the Order of Amon Dähl.”


  Lee eyes widened. “That’s quite a claim. Do you intend to back it up?”


  Dina reached in her shirt and pulled out a thin silver chain with a small white medallion hanging on its end. Engraved on the medallion was a man in a hooded robe holding a dagger in one hand and a ring of laurels in the other.


  “That could be a fake,” Lee said.


  “The image could be faked,” Dina acknowledged, “but not the metal.”


  Lee reached out and took the medallion in his hand. It was hot to the touch and burned his fingers, causing him to quickly withdraw in pain.


  Dina smiled and held the medallion firmly in her hand. “Each of us is bonded to the Order by this symbol. No one can touch it who has not received the blessing of Amon Dähl.”


  Lee stared in wonder. “I thought your order was destroyed.”


  “We haven’t been around for two thousand years because we’re fools,” Dina boasted. “The Beast of Angrääl tried to destroy us and many died, but we were able to escape with the Order intact.”


  “How many are left?” Lee asked.


   “Not many,” she answered sadly. “But we have never been dependant on numbers. When we get to Althetas, I’ll contact the


  Order and they’ll take us to the temple. Once we get there, Gewey should be safe.”


  “Althetas is four weeks on horseback,” said Kaylia. “Twice that as we travel now. We should leave now and send Millet and Maybell somewhere safe.”


  “I’m not abandoning them,” Lee shouted, his temper flaring.


  “They’re known to our enemies, and I’ll not leave their safety to chance.”


  Dina looked displeased. “You don’t understand,” she said. “Gewey must go with me, and me alone. I cannot bring anyone else.”


  “My friends go with me or I don’t go at all,” Gewey stated with resolve. “That means all of them, and I don’t care if it takes us a year to get there.”


  “Very well,” Dina said after a long moment. “You don’t leave me with much choice.”


  “It’s settled, then,” Gewey declared. “We leave as soon as Millet and Maybell arrive.” He touched Lee on the shoulder and whispered, “I need to speak to you in private.”


   Lee nodded his head in agreement. “The boy and I must talk alone,” he said to the others. “Dina, I think your ‘husband’ may feel more comfortable staying in my room tonight.”


  Kaylia raised an eyebrow at Gewey with a slight smile on her face.


  “You told people you are married?”


  “It was Dina’s idea,” Gewey muttered, feeling every bit as uncomfortable as he sounded.


  Dina wore an amused grin. “It seemed like the thing to do at the time.”


  “Well then,” Kaylia said. “We wouldn’t want people wondering why a husband and wife who came together didn’t stay together.”


  “Good point,” Lee added, barely able to contain his amusement.


  “I’m sorry, Gewey. The life of a married man can be tough.”


  “This is not funny,” Gewey growled.


  “It’s not meant to be,” Lee replied. “Kaylia’s right, though. If you said you’re married, you have to keep up the ruse, at least until we’ve left here. Don’t worry, I have an extra blanket in my pack—assuming you’ll be sleeping on the floor, that is.”


  Dina sauntered over to Gewey and slipped her arm around him.


  “Yes, he will,” she teased.


  Gewey turned bright red and pulled away from Dina. “That’s enough,” he protested, trying not to stutter. “Lee, I need to speak to you now.” He grabbed Lee’s arm and pulled him from the room.


  Lee took Gewey to his room and locked the door.


  “That was not funny,” Gewey hissed.


  “It’s just one night,” Lee chuckled. “You’ve survived being kidnapped by agents of the Dark Knight; I’m sure you can survive one night alone in a room with a beautiful woman.”


  “You mean to make me go through with this?” Gewey asked, incredulously.


  “Amusing or not, Kaylia makes a good point. We don’t want to raise unwanted questions. Better for you to leave with people thinking that a young couple was just passing through. But that’s not what you wanted to talk to me about, is it?”


  “No, it isn’t,” Gewey said. He proceeded to tell Lee about the details of their encounter with Felsafell and what the old man told him on the porch.


  “He is a strange one,” Lee remarked.


  “You’ve met him?”


  “Many years ago,” Lee answered. “I had heard of a crazy old hermit who lived in the Spirit Hills. It was said that he could speak to the spirits and that they told him the future, so I sought him out.


  I must have wandered those hills for five days before I found him.


  Well, to be honest, he actually found me.”


  “What did he tell you?”


  “To get out of his hills and never come back,” Lee remembered.


  “Of course, he didn’t say it like that, but the message was the same. I approached him, but he vanished before I could get close. I tried to find him, but I ended up lost for days. He did leave behind some roast pork and bread for me, though.”


  Gewey laughed. “He gave us the same. But what do you make of his words?”


  “I don’t know,” Lee admitted, frowning. “I need to think on it for a while.” Then he slapped Gewey on the back, forcing a smile. “You shouldn’t worry about it for now. There‘s a few hours before bed, why don’t we join the others for a while?”


  Gewey’s eyes brightened. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”


  “You should invite your wife to join us,” Lee quipped. “I’m sure she wouldn’t want her dear husband unattended.”


  Gewey scowled. “I’ll see if Kaylia will come too.”


  “Good luck,” said Lee. “I don’t think merry-making with a room full of humans is her cup of tea.”


  As Lee predicted, Kaylia refused to join them, but Dina was more than happy to keep an eye on Gewey. They listened to the music and even joined in the dancing. Dina pulled Gewey to the floor during one of more energetic tunes. Unfortunately, knowing how to dance was not one of the skills that came along with being a God. It was all he could do to keep from stepping on Dina’s feet, and he nearly fell twice.


  “One of your lessons is going to have to be how to dance with a woman,” Lee announced, doubling over with laughter.


  Gewey was not amused. “I’m a farmer. When would I need to dance?” he said defensively.


  “Your father was a farmer,” said Lee, “and he could dance very well. Let me show you.”


  Lee walked over to Dina, who was laughing and talking with


  Minnie. He extended his hand, and Dina accepted, smiling as she bowed her head.


  Gewey felt a tinge of jealousy as he watched Lee spin Dina around the room. When the song ended, Lee could see it in his eyes.


  Lee put his hand on Gewey’s shoulder. “That’s why you should learn to dance, my boy.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” Gewey lied.


  “Of course not,” he laughed.


  They made merry for a few more hours, until the party started to wind down. Minnie was busy cleaning up, while her husband was helping those who had drunk too much wine to the door.


  When they went upstairs, Lee gave Gewey a blanket and went to his room. Gewey nervously followed Dina into their room and placed the blanket on the floor.


  “Don’t worry,” Dina said reassuringly. “It’s no different than when we were in the Spirit Hills. Just get some sleep.”


  Gewey gave her a tight smile and stretched out onto the floor. He knew she was right, but it felt like something had changed since then—at least in his mind. He wondered if it was the same for her, but he couldn’t build up the courage to ask. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep, wanting to sneak a look at her but not daring to take the chance.


  
    


  


  Chapter 16


  It was two hours past midday when the covered wagon carrying Millet and Maybell pulled up in front of the inn. Millet was hunched over, looking very unhappy. Maybell was complaining about Millet’s driving, claiming that he was not fit to drive a plow horse, let alone a wagon or carriage. Even so, Millet helped her down from the wagon and opened the tavern door for her when they arrived at the inn in Vine Run.


  When they entered, Lee and Dina were talking casually at a table in the common room, while Gewey sat in the corner, getting marital advice from Minnie. Lee saw them come in and motioned for Millet to join them. Gewey excused himself and walked up to Millet, embracing him.


  “It is good to see you, too,” said Millet. “I see you’re unharmed.”


  Gewey beamed at the sight of the man. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “So much has happened.” He led Millet over to the table where Lee and Dina waited. Maybell followed close behind.


  “How was your journey?” asked Lee.


  Millet scowled. “Interesting, my lord,” he said delicately. “And long.”


  “That’s an understatement,” Maybell huffed. Her eyes widened when she saw Dina. “Sister Celandine! I’m surprised to see you. You must be this mystery woman they spoke of.”


  “Good to see you, Sister Maybell,” Dina said, bowing her head.


  “I am indeed the ‘mystery woman’.”


  “I knew there was more to you than meets the eye,” Maybell remarked, “but I certainly didn’t expect this. Explain yourself.”


  “I don’t think…” Millet began.


  “Of course you don’t,” Maybell cut in. “I will hear the story.  There is no one here to spy on us.”


  Indeed, the inn was empty with the exception of Minnie, who was well out of earshot and busy adding up the profits from the party. Lee nodded in agreement and recounted the events of their travels. When his story was finished, Maybell began to chuckle softly.


  “What’s so funny?” Lee asked.


  “Here I thought my adventures were over,” she explained. “To think an old woman like me gets to see the temple of Valshara. Is it true that the Knights of Amon Dähl are trained there?”


  “It is,” Dina answered. “But this temple is not the original. That was destroyed fifteen years ago by the Dark Knight. To my understanding, the current Temple of Valshara was once a monastery where members of the order went to retire. Only the elders knew its location, so we were able to keep it hidden. Even now, its location is only known to a few.”


  “Even so,” Maybell said, “I’m excited to see it.”


  “I really didn’t expect you to come that far with us,” said Lee.


  “We’ll be passing by several temples where you would be much safer.”


  “Nonsense,” she replied. “My years in this world are nearly done.  I would rather them spent making a difference. You may think me just a worthless old woman, but I am not without skills.”


  “And what might those be?” Millet asked sourly.


  Maybell shot Millet an angry glance. “For one, I know the laws and customs of every city and town from here to the abyss. For another, I have connections with temples everywhere and can gather information we will need.”


  “Still, it’s a long journey,” Lee warned. “And conditions will be harsh.”


  “I’m tougher than I look,” she countered. “I may have been locked away in a temple for many years, but I’m no stranger to hardship.”


  Suddenly, her expression became desperate. “Please. Let me go with you. I need to go with you. I thought I would spend the rest of my days watching the decay of the temples. Now I have a chance to be useful again.”


  Lee looked at Gewey and shrugged his shoulders. “I leave it up to you.”


  Gewey thought for a moment. “I would be very happy if you accompanied us,” he declared.


  Millet sighed loudly.


  “You just mind your manners,” Maybell said to Millet. “Or I’ll teach you why novices fear my name in every temple from here to the northwestern steppes.”


  Lee laughed loudly. “Millet my old friend, I think you may have finally met your match.”


  “Indeed,” Millet grumbled.


  “So, where to now?” Gewey asked.


  “With such a large group, we might try to find a caravan headed west,” Lee suggested. “Delhammer is four days from here. It’s large enough for us to go unnoticed, and we might be able to hitch onto a caravan there.”


  Dina thought for a moment. “While we’re there, we should see what information can be found at the temples. Maybell, you can help there.”


  “Won’t Salmitaya be expecting that? She might have sent word ahead,” Gewey noted.


  “She has more pressing issues,” Maybell replied. “She may have been a High Priestess, but I have been in the Order since before she was born—certainly long enough to have my voice heard. If she were going to move against me, she would have done it in Kaltinor. Now that I’m out of her reach, she wouldn’t dare show her face in another temple.”


  “Still, we should be cautious,” Lee advised. “Even if she can’t hinder us through the temples, she may have sent word to other agents of Angrääl.”


  “I’ll be discreet,” Maybell assured him. “But that is something that can be discussed later. For now, I would like to clean up.”


  Dina brought Maybell to her room so she could wash and change. This time she did not complain about the lack of a proper bathtub.


  Lee told Kaylia to gather her things, and had Gewey check the wagon.


  It was nearly dark before they were all ready to leave. Minnie scolded them for leaving at such a late hour and insisted that they eat before they left; she even packed them each a meal for the road. Lee gave the woman five silvers, enough for them to have stayed for an entire week. Minnie thanked him and, despite Lee’s objections, gave him a case of their best wine.


  “You seem like a man who can appreciate it,” she said as her husband loaded it into the wagon. “Most of the folks that pass through here wouldn’t know good wine from well water.”


  Lee bowed graciously and climbed onto the back of the wagon.


  Millet and Maybell took the front; should they run into any curious strangers, they would say that Millet was her younger brother and they were headed west to resettle. Lee jokingly suggested that Gewey and Dina maintain the guise of a married couple, but Gewey fiercely refused.


  They continued down the Old Road of Santismal through the night, stopping a few hours before dawn to make camp. Kaylia told Gewey it was time they continued with their lessons and took him into an area of tree-covered hills. By the end of the lesson, he was able to find Kaylia in the shadows, and he even managed to avoid being found for more than five minutes. The lessons with the knife advanced to include more complicated tactics and maneuvers, which Gewey took to right away.


  “You’ve improved,” Kaylia noted. “Soon you’ll be ready to start actual elven training.”


  Gewey’s heart swelled with pride. “I practiced in the Spirit Hills.”


  “Those hills are dangerous,” she warned. “As is the hermit who lives there.”


  “He didn’t seem dangerous. A bit crazy maybe, but not dangerous.”


  “He speaks to the spirits that live there,” she said. “And not all spirits are harmless. We elves have ventured there many times to speak to Felsafell and gain his knowledge, but we knew our peril.”


  “What peril?”


   “It is said Felsafell feels all that the spirits feel,” she answered.


  “Their joy, their fear, their anger, but mostly their loneliness. They yearn for the souls of man and elf to join them. Should you have stayed too long, they might have trapped you there forever.”


  “Is that what happened to Felsafell?”


  “No one really knows who or what he is. He’s old, though—some say older than the elves. Some say he’s really a spirit in human form. No one knows for sure, but what is known is that seeking his wisdom means risking being lost in the hills forever.”


  Gewey shuddered at the thought that he had spent the night in the old man’s house, and eaten at his table.


  “I wonder why he let me go,” Gewey said, almost inaudibly.


  “I’ve never heard of anyone who has seen where he lives, save you. Whatever he had to tell you must have been important. But beware of his words. They aren’t always what they seem.”


  Gewey nodded, thinking about what he had been told about his own death and the death of a friend, hoping he had merely misinterpreted Felsafell’s words. “Believe me,” he said. “I hope I find more meanings than what I have now.”


  Kaylia took Gewey’s hands and looked into his eyes. “I know you value the council of the half-man,” she said sincerely. “You trust his judgment. But he is not all knowing and cannot give you all the answers. I would help you if you let me. If you trust me with what you were told, I will help you decipher its meaning, if I can.”


  Gewey thought for moment. “Yes, I would welcome it,” he said. “But not tonight. I’m too tired.”


  Kaylia placed her hand on his cheek. “Of course,” she said softly.


  “When you’re ready, I will help if I can.”


  Gewey felt more at ease when they returned to camp. For some reason, the thought of being able to confide in Kaylia made him feel as though a huge weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He noticed her watching him with a look of compassion as he lay down to sleep.


  They had only slept for a few hours before they packed up camp and started out again. Gewey was concerned that Maybell hadn’t rested enough, but she seemed full of energy and eager to get going.


  The noon lesson with Lee was Gewey’s best showing thus far. He found himself using the moves he’d learned from Kaylia to slip through Lee’s grasp. On his third attempt, he sent Lee to the ground.


  “Excellent!” Lee shouted enthusiastically. “Tomorrow we start teaching you the sword. I see that your lessons with the elf have done you good.”


  “Thank you,” said Gewey. “Her lessons have been helpful.”


  “I envy that you get to train with an elf. I’ve always wanted to learn their ways of combat and stealth.”


  “I’m sure Kaylia would teach you, if you asked,” Gewey asserted. “It might be good if you spent some time with her.”


  “I may do just that,” Lee acknowledged. “When we have time.”


  He looked thoughtfully at Gewey. “If you want to ask her about what Felsafell told you, you can.”


  Gewey looked up at Lee, shocked. “Did she tell you about our conversation?”


  “No,” Lee said, smiling. “But I noticed that she recognized his name when you told us about him, and I thought she might offer you her counsel. I would warn you to be careful, though. It’s obvious she’s taken a keen interest in you. The only question is, what direction will that interest take?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing,” Lee answered, waving his hand dismissively. “Just be careful. She doesn’t appear to be the type that gives her affections lightly.”


  “You don’t mean…” Gewey stammered. “You don’t think she…” Lee burst out in laughter.


   “No,” he said. “But that would be a dilemma, considering the way you look at Dina.”


  Gewey blushed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, unable to look Lee in the eye.


  Lee spotted a fallen tree and sat down. “Sit,” he said. “We should talk.”


  Gewey sat next to Lee with his eyes fixed firmly on the ground.


  “If things had been different, your father would be where I am now,” Lee explained. “But unfortunately, it’s left to me.”


  Gewey was mortified. “If you’re about to have that talk with me, my father did have it…when I was ten.”


  Lee shook his head, smiling. “Not that talk. You’re a young man now—a handsome one at that—and your body has far outpaced your maturity.” Gewey looked offended, but Lee raised his hand. “I don’t mean to say you’re immature. The entire village depended on you, after you inherited the farm from your father, and you didn’t let them down even once. But dealing with women is much more difficult than running a farm. Your feelings for Dina are obvious. I’m sure she knows it, too.”


   


  Gewey eyes shot wide.


  “Don’t be embarrassed,” Lee said, putting his hand on Gewey’s shoulder. “I don’t think she takes it for anything more than boyish infatuation. But when you’re young, you never feel love just a little.  It’s bigger and more powerful than any enemy you’ll face. You must understand something Gewey. You are a God bound to earth as a human, and you have a great task ahead of you. I would never tell you not to explore your feelings, but I would warn you of the dangers. If Dina doesn’t feel the same as you, the pain might be unbearable, and it could end up even worse if the feelings are mutual.  All I ask is that you don’t push the issue. If things happen, so be it, but please take it slowly and speak to me when you don’t know what to do. Love for you will be a touchy thing; as a God, you can’t know where it will lead.” Lee chuckled to himself. “Even as a man, it’s like walking through the forest deaf and blind.”


  “Have you ever loved?” Gewey asked.


  Lee’s eyes suddenly became distant. “I told you that the Oracle said I would have to sacrifice everything,” he said. “I once had a wife and son.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “I left them behind,” Lee confessed. “My road would have put them in too much danger. I couldn’t have that.”


  “Where are they now?”


  “Safe in Hazrah,” Lee answered. “But it’s not something I enjoy talking about.”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”


  “It’s fine,” Lee assured him. “I made my choice. But I want you to promise to talk to me as things…progress.”


  “I promise.”


  Suddenly, Lee looked as if he had been struck by lightning.


  “What is it?” Gewey asked impatiently.


  “Bound to earth,” Lee mused. “You’re bound to earth.”


  “You’re not making sense.”


  “Felsafell said your strength was in the earth!” Lee said excitedly.  “I think I understand what he meant. You see, my father is Saraf God of the Seas, and so when I’m near the water I can listen to its heartbeat and gain strength. I have to sit and meditate to draw on this power, but maybe you can draw from it directly, as you fight.”


  “How would I do that?” Gewey asked, puzzled.


  “First you must learn to hear the earth. The sword can wait. Kaylia’s teaching you the knife. That will have to do for now. Tomorrow we will try to tap into your true power.”


  That night, Kaylia seemed different during training. Gewey was able to find her in the shadow three out of four times, and he was able to avoid her for over twenty minutes. Finally, she told him the lesson was over and started back to camp.


  “Wait,” Gewey said.


  Kaylia stopped but didn’t turn around. “What is it?”


  “You said you would help me understand what Felsafell told me. I’m ready to tell you.”


  “Perhaps you shouldn’t,” Kaylia advised.


  “I don’t understand. Why not?”


  “My judgment is compromised,” she replied. “I’m sorry.”


  “Tell me what’s wrong,” Gewey pleaded. “Maybe I can help.”


  Kaylia laughed softly. “It’s not something you would understand.”


  “Is it because I’m so young?”


  “Age is not something elves look at to determine ability,” she explained. “I’m old by human standards, but not much more than a child to my own people. The reason you wouldn’t understand is that you’re not an elf.”


   “I could try. I might surprise you.”


  “I think you might,” Kaylia agreed. “But I need to work this out my own. Don’t worry, I’ll be alright.”


  That night, Kaylia slept far from the others. Gewey stopped wondering what was troubling her.  His thoughts wandered to what Lee had told him about elven feelings, but that only raised questions in his mind that made him laugh at himself. If Kaylia were human, he would take her words to mean something else, but she was right; he didn’t understand elves.


  The next day, Kaylia sat in silence with her hood pulled far over her face as they rode in the wagon. Dina laughed merrily as Lee spun tales of his past adventures. Gewey loved Lee’s stories—especially the ones that included Gewey’s father—and never tired of hearing them.


  He tried to tell a few of his own, but every time Dina looked at him his tongue felt heavy and useless, and eventually he stopped trying.


  “Kaylia,” Dina said, trying to make conversation. “Surely you have some adventures you could share to pass the time.”


  Kaylia didn’t look up. “I have no desire to pass the time,” she said flatly.


  Dina cleared her throat. “Okay, then. How’s your training going, Gewey?”


  “You’d have to ask my teachers.”


  “He needs to work harder,” Lee chimed in. “But I think he shows promise.”


  “You should feel fortunate,” said Dina. “Not many people get to train with a man like Lee, let alone an elven warrior.”


  “I’m no warrior,” Kaylia snapped. “There are no elven warriors.  You humans know nothing.”


  “I’m sorry,” Dina said sincerely, reaching over to touch Kaylia’s knee. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”


  Kaylia’s hand immediately shot out, grabbing Dina by the wrist. Her eyes fixed stonily on Dina’s. “Abomination,” she hissed. She reached down and drew her knife. Dina screamed and tried to climb over Lee to get away, but Kaylia was too fast. Before anyone could move, she had caught Dina and pulled her to the floor of the wagon, knife pressed to Dina’s throat.


  


  


   “Abomination!” she repeated, louder than the first time.


  Gewey was in shock. “Afisul Si Damon!” he shouted, the words spilling out before he knew what he was saying.


  Kaylia stopped abruptly, her eyes wide. She stared at Gewey, stunned.


  “How?” she cried. “How do you know these words?”


  Kaylia leapt from the wagon and ran. Gewey tried to go after her, but she was out of sight before he could make it more than a few feet.


  Millet and Maybell sat shocked, trying to piece together what had just happened. Lee reached down and pulled Dina to her feet.


  “What was that about?” Lee demanded. “Why did she attack you?”


  Dina was shaking terribly. “I was careless, and she realized what I am.” she said, trying to calm herself.


  “And what is that?” Lee inquired.


  “My father was a blacksmith from Baltria,” she said quietly. “But my mother was an elf. That’s why she called me abomination.”


  The wagon fell silent. Everyone stared at Dina with a combination of wonder and confusion.


  “How can that be?” Lee asked. “Such a thing is impossible.”


  “No, not impossible. But as far as I know, I’m the first. And what I am puts me in danger from both worlds. I thought my human blood would mask my identity from Kaylia, but when her hand touched mine, she could sense the elven blood in me.”


  “But you look human,” Gewey remarked.


  “Yes, I do,” she acknowledged. “But do you remember when you asked me how old I am?”


  Gewey nodded.


  “I’m thirty eight years old,” she revealed. “But my elven blood makes me look like I’m barely out my teens.”


  “How did it happen?” Millet interjected. “With the hatred that exists between the races, it’s hard to imagine.”


  “How does anything happen?” she replied. “My father found my mother injured in the forest when he was out hunting. He told me he knew that he loved her from the moment he first saw her. She had been attacked by soldiers who had heard that a large group of elves were in the forest near the city, but as it turned out, she was the only one. She had left her people on what my father described to me as a ‘soul quest’. She was attacked while she was meditating, so she didn’t hear them coming until they were already on her. They left her for dead, and if my father hadn’t found her and cared for her, she certainly would have died.


  “Once she healed, she found out that my father had moved her to a small village thirty miles north so he could care for her without raising suspicions. He’d sold everything he had to have enough money to keep her alive and away from other humans. Soon, she realized she loved him as well.”


  “How were they able to stay together?” Millet asked. “Eventually they would be discovered.”


  “They were,” Dina said sadly. “My father tried his best to keep her safe; at one point, he moved to an even more secluded area so that they wouldn’t be found.”


  “But they were found,” said Lee. “Weren’t they?”


  “Yes,” said Dina. “But it was the elves that found them. I was only three when it happened. I remember my father embracing my mother and begging her to come with us, but she knew that was impossible. The elves didn’t know about me. They only knew that my mother loved a human. She knew they would kill me, if they found out there was a child, so she sent my father and me away. I never saw her again.”


  “I don’t understand why they would want you dead,” said Gewey. “You’re innocent in all this.”


  “Elves see themselves as separate from humanity in every way you can imagine,” Dina explained. “The idea of a half elf, half human child shatters that belief. Frankly, it would be just as bad for me if humans found out. Thankfully, they have no way of knowing unless they find out my age or I tell them directly, as I’ve told you.”


  “What now, my lord?” Millet asked.


  “I’ll tell you what now,” Maybell cut in. “Someone needs to talk some sense into that elf. I don’t care what you are, Celandine. You’re a part of what’s going on here, and a good person to boot. If she can’t see that, then to blazes with her.”


  Dina smiled appreciatively. “Thank you,” she said. “But I don’t see what could help.”


  “You said something,” Lee said to Gewey. “Something that made her stop. What was it?”


  “I don’t know,” Gewey answered. “It just came out. I have no idea where it came from.”


  “You should go look for her then,” Lee suggested. “Perhaps she’ll listen to you.”


  Gewey nodded and got out of the wagon. He hoped finding her in the daytime would be easier than it was at night. As it turned out, he didn’t have to look hard at all. He found her a few hundred yards off the road, kneeling next to a tiny stream. Her eyes were closed and her knife was buried in the ground beside her.


  “Kaylia,” Gewey said softly. “Are you alright?”


  Kaylia didn’t move.


  “Kaylia,” he repeated.


  Still, she didn’t move.


  Gewey sat on the grass behind her, not knowing what to do next. Twenty minutes passed before Kaylia spoke.


   “Where did you learn those words?” she whispered.


  “I don’t know,” he replied. “They just came out. What do they mean?”


  “It’s a declaration. Literally translated, it means my spirit flies to yours.”


  Gewey was taken aback. “I wasn’t trying to declare anything,” he said quickly. “I just wanted to stop you from killing Dina.”


  “What you said to me is rare and sacred,” she said, continuing as though she didn’t hear him. “It’s something that few elves have spoken since the Great War.”


  “What do you mean by a declaration? Please, tell me what’s going on.”


  Kaylia turned to Gewey and opened her eyes. “Do you love me?” she asked.


  “I…” Gewey didn’t know what to say.


  “If not, then you should never have spoken those words.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Gewey. “I really don’t.”


  “Then understand this,” she said. “The language you spoke is only known to the elves. It is the language of our ancestors, and even among my people, only a few know it entirely. What you said can only be spoken to someone that you love and for only one reason.”


  “What reason?” he asked nervously.


  “It means that you wish to be joined with me.”


  “Joined?” Gewey exclaimed. “You mean…”


  “Yes,” she said. “That is exactly what I mean.”


  “You can’t think I was asking you that, do you?”


  “What then?” she snapped. “Why did you say it?”


  “I don’t know,” he replied hastily. “I didn’t know what it meant. It just came out.”


  “But it came from somewhere,” she insisted. “And it cannot be ignored.”


  “I take it back, then.  Just pretend I didn’t say it.”


  Anger flashed across Kaylia’s face. “Because you are not an elf, I will pretend you did not make that offer. Once you say the words of joining, they cannot be unsaid.”


  “What do we do now?” he asked.


  “I either accept you as my mate, or refuse.”


  Gewey laughed with relief. “That’s easy, then; just refuse.”


  “If I do, then I must leave you, never to be in your sight again. I am not prepared to do that just yet.”


  “You mean we either get married or you have to leave? That’s ridiculous.”


  “I’m sorry you think so,” Kaylia lamented. “But to my people it is very serious. However, I have one year to consider it. If at the end of that time I decide you are not a worthy mate, then I shall refuse.”


  “And in the meantime what happens?” he asked, afraid to hear the answer.


  “In the meantime, nothing. But be warned; elves are protective of their suitors. Careful you don’t let your eyes stray too far.”


  Gewey immediately thought of Dina. “What do you intend to do about Celandine?” he asked anxiously.


  Kaylia thought for a long moment. “It appears I can do nothing,” she said finally. “Your words have bound me. If you wish her unharmed, I will accept it.”


  “Thank you,” Gewey said, relieved.


  Kaylia smiled. “Send her to me. She and I should talk. Don’t worry, I won’t harm her.”


  Gewey nodded and returned to the wagon.


  “What happened?” asked Lee. “Did you find her?”


  “She wants to speak to Dina alone,” Gewey said.


  Dina looked worried.


  “She swears she won’t attack you again,” he assured her.


  Reluctantly, Dina went to join Kaylia.


  “What happened?” Lee asked. “What did she say to you?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Gewey replied. “Not yet, at least.”


  An hour later, Kaylia and Dina came walking back to the wagon.


  “Kaylia has agreed to teach me about my elven heritage,” Dina said as they climbed in.


  Kaylia nodded in affirmation.


  “And that’s it?” Millet pressed. “No more attempts to kill her?”


  “That depends,” Kaylia said.


  “On what?” Lee asked.


  Kaylia did not respond; she simply smiled a knowing smile as the wagon continued down the road.


  
    


  


  Chapter 17


  Gewey spent the day trying to avoid conversation with the others. Kaylia was sitting next to Dina, whispering in her ear. When Lee asked what they were talking about, Kaylia told him to mind his own business. Gewey was not looking forward to the midday lesson. He knew Lee would press him about what had happened with Kaylia. The fact was, he wasn’t quite sure himself. When the time came, Gewey followed Lee to a quiet spot off the road.


   “Sit,” Lee instructed.


  Gewey sat down on the grass and crossed his legs.


  “Close your eyes and listen to the sound of the earth,” Lee continued. “Not the way you hear the forest. Stretch out with your thoughts and feel its rhythm, its heartbeat. Let it flow into you and give you strength.”


  Gewey did as he was told. At first, he felt nothing. Then, like a sound heard from a great distance, it was there, pulsing steadily. The more he listened, the nearer it came, until it beat in his mind like a great drum. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as the beat grew louder.


  “You must let it in,” Lee urged him. “Let it pass into you.”


  But Gewey couldn’t. The beat pounded against him until he thought it would tear him to ribbons. He let out a scream and collapsed.


  When he came to, Lee was standing over him with a concerned look on his face. He put a water skin to Gewey’s mouth and poured. Gewey tried to drink, but he began to cough uncontrollably as the water stung his swollen throat.


   “Easy, Gewey,” Lee soothed him. “You’ll be fine.”


  “What happened?” asked Gewey, carefully trying to sit up. Lee put his hand on Gewey’s back and steadied him. “You’re much more powerful than I thought. I had you do too much too soon. From now on, we take it slow.”


  “No,” Gewey insisted. “We try again. Taking it slow won’t defeat the Dark Knight.”


  “Neither will getting yourself killed,” Lee countered. “The amount of power you unleashed could have destroyed you. Look around.”


  Gewey surveyed the area and saw that large sections of the ground had been completely torn apart.


  “You see,” Lee said. “You must learn to control this power—otherwise, there’s no telling how much damage you could do to yourself and those around you.”


  Gewey nodded slowly. “I see what you mean.”


  “That’s enough for today,” said Lee, lifting Gewey to his feet.


  “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, what in blazes happened between you and that elf?”


  “Lee, I really don’t think—”


  “Listen to me, and listen to me well,” said Lee, cutting him off.  “If it doesn’t affect what we have to do, then fine, keep it to yourself.  But you need to remember that I have more than just you to worry about. If there’s anything that could possibly jeopardize any of us, I need to know about it.”


  Gewey sat back down on the grass and thought for a moment.


  “I’m not sure if it will affect us. At least not all of us. And maybe not for a while.”


  Lee sat next him. “You can trust me Gewey. Whatever it is, I’ll understand.”


  Gewey looked at Lee, then told him what had happened with Kaylia. When Gewey finished, Lee sat there with his mouth open for a minute, not knowing what to say.


   “Now do you see why I didn’t want to talk about it?” Gewey asked, troubled.


  “I do indeed,” Lee finally managed to say. “Do you intend to marry her?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not even of age, and besides, she’s an elf.”


  “Yes,” said Lee. “And you’re a God. And it doesn’t appear that she cares if you’re of age or not. As I understand it, she is barely of age herself, as elves measure years.” He shook his head. “I told you to be careful.”


  “How was I supposed to know?” Gewey cried. “The words just came out. I didn’t know what they meant.”


  “That was interesting,” Lee said pensively. “There must be some reason for this.”


  “That’s what she said, too.” Gewey noted.


  “I really don’t know what to tell you,” Lee said, laughing. “You certainly do get yourself in some tight spots. I suggest you try not to let your eyes wander to Dina too often. Heaven knows what kind of trouble that could cause.”


  Gewey wanted to deny it, but he knew his attraction to Dina often caused his eyes to wander. “I’ll try,” he said.


  “Two beautiful women,” Lee remarked. “I suppose there are worse things to happen to a young man. Then again…perhaps not.”


  Lee hopped to his feet and pulled Gewey up.  “Maybe your mother was Ayliazarah, Goddess of Love,” he quipped, slapping Gewey on the back.


  Gewey was not amused.


  They headed back to the wagon and continued on their way. Kaylia had her hood pulled back, and Gewey looked at her. There was no doubt that she was beautiful, but he had never imagined that a romantic relationship could be possible with an elf. Of course, he wasn’t really a human. His head began to swim, so he decided to try to take a nap.


  ‘At least if I’m asleep I’ll escape for a bit,’ he thought. He woke just as they were about to stop and make camp. Millet and Maybell were arguing about where the best spot would be. Lee, Kaylia, and Dina were all looking at him, trying not to laugh.


  “What?” Gewey asked, trying to shake off the cobwebs in his head.


  “The things you say,” said Dina. “Enough to make a lady blush.”


  “What do mean?” Gewey asked. “What did I say?”


  “More interesting,” said Kaylia, “is who you were talking to in your dreams?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, flustered. “I was bloody dreaming. Can’t I dream in peace?”


  “Don’t let them tease you,” laughed Lee. “They’re just having a bit of fun.”


  Gewey rubbed his eyes. “Enough, then,” he said irritably. “I’m not in the mood.” He was nervous about the lesson with Kaylia. He wasn’t sure how to talk to her anymore. He didn’t know a thing about elves, and the thought of saying the wrong thing unnerved him. When the time came, however, Kaylia acted as if nothing had happened.


  


  “Lee told me you will not be learning the sword for a while,” she said. “So we need to step up your knife training. It’s not as brutish, but every bit as deadly.”


  “Do elves ever use a sword?” Gewey asked.


  “Sometimes,” she answered. “But it’s not something we prefer.


  The sword can be necessary in a full-on battle, but in the type of fighting we’re likely to encounter, I think you’ll find it very advantageous to have skill with a knife.”


  Gewey was grateful that the conversation didn’t stray from the lesson to more uncomfortable subjects. Kaylia pushed him hard, showing him ways to keep an opponent blind and off-balance. He found it was very much like the way he had learned to hide in shadows.


  When Kaylia attacked, she was never directly in front of an opponent, nor did she press an advantage.


  “The sword is a direct assault,” she shouted between strikes.  “Powerful, but slow and deliberate. The knife, on the other hand,” she paused, deftly tossing her weapon from hand-to-hand, “is an ambush!” Suddenly she was on him, striking quickly and mercilessly from nearly every conceivable angle. For an hour he tried to imitate her movements. He watched her body twist in seemingly impossible positions that he simply could not match.


  “You must learn to be more flexible,” she said. “You must see as your opponent sees, move where he cannot reach, then strike where he cannot defend. It is no different than our other exercises, only you are hiding in plain sight.”


  “I think I understand,” he said. “I’ll do better next time.”


  “You did well this time,” she replied.


  Gewey raised an eyebrow. “A compliment?”


  “The nature of our relationship requires that I be completely honest with you,” she explained. “As a teacher, I do not give praise easily, even when warranted. But as a suitor, you will receive my honesty in all things. I suggest you do not abuse that privilege.”


  Gewey almost winced at the word ‘suitor.’ “Thank you,” he managed. “I won’t.”


  When they returned to camp, Lee was sitting next to the fire talking with the others. A box wrapped in cloth was at his feet, the same one Gewey remembered Millet handing to him the night they left Sharpstone.


  “What’s in the box?” Gewey asked as they approached.


  “I was hoping Kaylia might help me with that,” answered Lee.


  Kaylia and Gewey sat by the fire, and Lee unwrapped the box. It was made from dark, polished wood and had strange lettering carved on the lid.


  “Do you recognize the language?” Lee asked Kaylia.


  “Yes,” she said. “It’s the ancient language of my ancestors.”


  “Can you read it?” he asked.


  “I can try,” she said. “But I’m sorry to say I know very little. Only a few elven scholars know it well enough to read it fluently.”


   Lee handed her the box, and she looked at it intently for several minutes.


  “The first line isn’t difficult,” she said. “It simply reads, ‘Unto the creator I sing.’ That’s a common phrase, used in many of our ceremonies. The second line is a bit more difficult. I think it says, ‘The time will come to receive your gifts,’ but I may be wrong. The third line—and again, I’m not sure—seems to say, ‘This book I keep until the end of time.’”


  “That’s it?” Lee asked, sounding disappointed. “Nothing more?”


  “Like I said, I may be wrong,” Kaylia said. “But I believe I’m close.”


  “What is it, exactly?” asked Gewey.


  “I don’t know,” Lee admitted. “I’ve never been able to open it.”


  “What do you mean?” Gewey asked. “Just take a bloody axe and break it.”


  Lee laughed. “I actually tried that once, in a moment of frustration.  But as you can see, it didn’t make a scratch. I tried for years to find out what it is, but I haven’t found anything written describing such an object.”


  “I know what it is,” Maybell interjected.


  “You do?” Kaylia and Lee asked simultaneously.


  “Indeed I do,” said Maybell with a nod. “And you were close on the translation, elf.”


  “I had no idea you could read ancient elfish,” Kaylia said, amused.


  “I can’t,” she answered. “But I know that phrase well. And if I’m right, I know what’s in that box.”


  “Well, tell us then.” Lee said impatiently.


  Maybell gave Lee a withering look, then continued. “It should say, ‘Unto the creator I sing, His gift to me I humbly receive, The end of days I fear not, for his book shall guide me.’”


  “What does it mean?” asked Lee.


  “It refers to a prophecy I first heard about when I studied as a novice in the Great Library of Halmanteris,” she explained.


  “Do you know the whole thing?” Lee asked.


  “No,” she answered. “But I know someone who might. She’s a Sister living in the Temple of Ayliazarah in Gristol. I’ve known her for many years.  She is without a doubt the most learned Sister in the Order. It’s on our way to Althetas. Perhaps we should stop on the way.”


   “We might,” said Lee. “Can you tell me anything about what’s in the box?”


  “I can only guess,” she said. “I think it might contain the Book of Souls. It is said that it was written at the time of creation, and contains all the secrets of the Gods”


  Kaylia eyes went wide. “It couldn’t be.”


  “Why not?” Lee asked. “What do you know about it?”


  “The Book of Souls was kept by the elves until the time of the Great War,” she explained. “It was thought to have been lost forever.  If that is the book, then it rightfully belongs to the elves.”


  “If that is the book, then it rightly belongs to everyone,” Maybell corrected her. “But you’re right; it was said the elves guarded it for centuries. But let’s not jump to conclusions. We don’t even know if it’s actually the book that’s in there.”


  “Good point,” Millet agreed. “And being that we don’t know how to open it, this discussion is pointless.”


  “Where did you get it?” asked Maybell.


  “It was among Lord Dauvis’s possessions,” Lee replied. “I’ve always thought it was something important, but I could never figure what. Where he acquired it, I don’t know.”


  “Lord Dauvis?” Maybell asked. “Of Hazrah? Then you must be Lee Nal’Thain. I’ve heard of you. You inherited his property and title when he died.”


  Lee nodded. “I keep that name secret. I imagine news of my inheritance is well known throughout the temples, but I would ask that you keep this to yourself.”


  “The death of Lord Dauvis was spoken of at the time,” Maybell acknowledged. “As was his successor. A lord of such wealth and influence is of interest to us.  But now I have a more important question: Why do a Lord of Hazrah and an elf take so much care to keep the true identity of a farm boy such a secret?  Not to mention the training. Dina here doesn’t seem to know much, but perhaps you could tell me.”


  “These are things you’re better off not knowing,” said Lee.


  “You think I might betray you?” she responded, sounding offended. “I know enough to do that now, if I so choose. Face the facts: I will either work it out on my own eventually, or I’ll learn the truth when we get to Valshara.”


  “She’s right,” Gewey said. “Besides, I don’t want people risking their lives without knowing why.”


  “Boy,” Lee snapped. “You need to listen to me and keep your mouth shut.”


  Gewey looked at Kaylia. “What do you think?”


  Kaylia took a deep breath. “I would keep this secret as long as I could,” she said. “But you’re right; people should know why they risk their lives. And I think sister Maybell would figure it out on her own eventually.” Then Kaylia looked at Dina. “But, there are two people here that know nothing. Would they both keep your secret?”


  “If you would share it,” Dina affirmed. “I will keep it, even from my own order. Though I suspect what you have to say is the very reason I’m taking you to them in the first place.”


  “If you need an oath from me,” Maybell said, “the best one I can give is my word. I will not betray you, and I will keep your secret with me until death.”


  Gewey looked around the fire. All eyes were on him. “Lee, if I reveal myself then I reveal you.”


  “That doesn’t matter much,” said Lee. “I’m not the important one. Besides, the world has seen many of my kind, so it would be no great shock to see another.” He stared into the fire. “Do as you will.”


  Gewey took a breath, then told them the story from beginning to end. When he was finished, Maybell and Dina were staring at him in amazement.


  “Is this true?” Maybell whispered. “You are a god walking the earth?”


  “I am,” said Gewey. “But trust me, I don’t feel like one. Until Lee proved it to me, I had no idea. It still doesn’t seem real sometimes.”


  “Do you remember being in heaven?” asked Dina.


  “I don’t know that I was ever in heaven,” he replied. “For all I know, I was born in this world. I have no memory beyond my childhood.”


  The camp was quiet for a long while. Dina and Maybell just sat there staring at Gewey.


  “Well now,” said Maybell, breaking the silence. “This is exciting.  I would say this calls for some of that wine we have in the wagon.”


  She went over, retrieved one of the bottles, and passed it around.


  “Do you know who your real mother and father are?” Dina asked, swallowing a mouthful of wine.


  “No,” said Gewey. “Like I said, I didn’t even know I was a God until just recently. Whoever they are, they left me no clues.”


  “I think it’s important that we find out what’s in that box,” Maybell said to Lee. “If it is the Book of Souls, then it could hold the key to why the boy is here.”


  “I agree,” said Kaylia. “But the book is said to be written in ancient elfish. Even if we open it, we have no way to read it.”


  Lee looked thoughtfully at the box. “I do think we should open it and see what it contains, but it’s more important to get Gewey to a safe place where he can train. We can stop and see this woman in Gristol, but we can’t stay long. If she can’t help, the book will have to wait.”


  “I disagree,” Kaylia contended. “If that is the Book of Souls, then it’s the key to more than Gewey’s power; it’s the key to victory. If we can open it and understand it, it will give us the knowledge we need to defeat the Dark Knight. Gewey may not even need to be put in danger at all.”


  “What are you saying?” Lee asked.


  “I’m saying that Gewey may not have to fight,” she answered.  “The book may show us another way.”


  “This is all well and good,” said Lee. “But like you said, who can read it?”


  “The elves can,” Gewey said suddenly, his eyes turning to Kaylia.  “You’re thinking about bringing it to the elves.”


  Kaylia smiled sweetly at Gewey and nodded. “That’s right.”


  “You can’t,” Gewey protested. “You said they’ll kill you.”


  “I’ll face their judgment eventually,” she replied. “If it means victory without bloodshed, I’ll gladly take the risk.”


  “I’m sorry,” Lee cut in. “But I’m not sending it to the elves. At least not yet. First we’ll try Gristol, and see if it can be opened. It may not be the Book of Souls at all. For all we know, it could be a recipe for lamb stew. No, it stays with me for now.”


  Gewey smiled with satisfaction, but Kaylia did not look pleased.


  “Kaylia,” said Dina. “I would like hear more about the elves before I sleep.”


  “Of course,” she replied, and led her away, out of earshot. When the wine was gone, they began settling into their blankets. Gewey lay watching Kaylia as she shared her elven heritage with Dina. Just as he felt himself begin to drift off, they returned to the fire and lay down. He could feel the eyes of both women on him, so he rolled over on his side and faced away from them.


  “You haven’t been taking your jawas tea,” Kaylia said quietly.


  Gewey had not heard her approach and nearly rolled off his blanket in surprise. He took the flask from her hands and took a large drink. He felt the familiar sensation of relaxation flow through his limbs.


  “Can I ask a favor of you?”


  “Of course,” answered Gewey.


  “Would you allow me to touch your mind? The jawas should make it easy, if you allow it.”


  “Why?” Gewey asked, concerned.


  “I want to see you who you really are,” she said. “And you will see me. If you refuse, I will understand.”


  “I…I’m not sure. How would you do it?”


  “It’s not difficult,” Kaylia assured him. “When you are falling asleep, you will feel my mind touch yours. When you do,  just let me in.”


  “What will happen?” he asked, nervous and unsure.


  “That depends,” she replied gently. “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything. There’s really no way to know.”


  Gewey thought for a moment. “I guess it would be alright.”


  Kaylia nodded and returned to her blanket. Gewey allowed the jawas to take over, and he began to drift off.


  It was then he felt Kaylia’s presence, like a gentle knock on the door to his mind. Instead of trying to keep it shut, as Lee had taught him, he allowed it to open. He felt a warm breeze enter and wrap itself around him. It was as if kindness itself had become tangible.


   “I’m here.” It was Kaylia, but her voice sounded distant. “Can you see me?”


  “Where are you?” asked Gewey. All he could see was a deep blue mist swirling everywhere. “I can’t see you.”


  “Don’t look with your eyes,” she advised. Her voice was like a thousand tiny bells. “Imagine what you want to see and make it so.”


  Gewey imagined the mist lifting. It cleared slowly, revealing a lush forest. He could smell the earth and trees around him. Standing next to a tall pine was Kaylia, dressed in a flowing white dress. Her auburn hair fell loosely down her back, and her skin glistened like the night sky.


  “Can you see me now?” she asked, smiling.


  He was completely awed by her stunning beauty. “Yes,” he answered. “You look…different.”


  Kaylia’s laughter sounded almost childlike. “Here, we look as we are. I see you tall and straight, dressed in gold robes.”


  Gewey tried to look at himself, but he looked out of focus.


  “Why can’t I see myself?”


  Kaylia walked lightly across the forest floor until she was less than a foot in front of him.


  “It takes time to learn to see yourself. But that’s not why we’re here. Come with me.” She took his hand. “Let me show you things you never dreamed of.”


  “Where are we going?” he asked as he let himself be led away.


  “Inside your mind,” she answered. “And inside mine. It’s doubtful you’ll remember what you’ve seen when you wake—at least not until you’ve been properly trained. But the impressions will last.”


  Gewey felt a tinge of disappointment. “Will you tell me about it tomorrow?”


  “No, not unless I feel you need to know. But don’t worry, I swear I won’t force you to reveal anything you don’t want to.”


  The last thing Gewey remembered was a sensation of flying, with Kaylia’s hand locked firmly in his. When he woke the next morning, Kaylia was still sleeping nearby with a sweet smile on her face.


  
    


  


  Chapter 18


  Gewey was afraid that his experience with Kaylia would make things even more awkward than they already were, but he found that the opposite was true. For some reason, conversation with her the next day was easier. He even told her some stories about his life back in Sharpstone. Dina was quiet, but her eyes kept wandering to Gewey. He pretended not to notice, but it was hard to ignore her.


  He hoped Kaylia was unaware of Dina’s gaze, but he held little hope that anything would escape the elf’s attention. By the time they reached Delhammer, Gewey was ready for a change of scenery. The city wasn’t as big as Kaltinor, but at least the gates, though guarded, were open. Millet stopped and asked one of the guards about the quality and location of the inns, and the guard was more than happy to help once he was given a copper.


  The streets were busy, but much cleaner than those in Kaltinor. It seemed that commerce had not been affected by hard times, and the people were cheerful and smiled as they passed by.


  The inn they found was decent, and the common room was filled with patrons enjoying the antics of a juggler and magician, something Gewey had never seen. Lee paid for the rooms while Millet stabled the horses. Gewey shared a room with Lee, while Dina and Kaylia shared another. Millet and Maybell got rooms of their own, though both of them protested, arguing that they were perfectly willing to share and even sleep on the floor if necessary. Once they were settled, Maybell left in search of the temple district, insisting that Dina accompany her. Millet and Lee went looking for a caravan headed west. Gewey persuaded Kaylia to join him in the common room and watch the acrobat who, as it turned out, played the lute and sang. Kaylia was uneasy at first, but she soon realized that no one paid her any attention; as she grew more comfortable, she even laughed at some of the more silly songs. Lee and Millet were the first to return, and they joined them at the table.


  “I see your aversion to being seen in public has lessened,” Millet said cheerfully.


  “I didn’t want Gewey left unprotected,” she answered unenthusiastically.  “And luckily, these people don’t seem so interested in the comings and goings of others. A hooded woman doesn’t seem so out of place here.”


  “I think you’ll find that to be more and more the case, the further west we go,” Millet replied.


  “Did you find a caravan?” asked Gewey, still watching the entertainment with glee.


  “We did,” Lee confirmed “It doesn’t depart for two days.  Still, I think it’s the best way to travel unnoticed.”


  “I think I could use a break anyway,” Gewey noted. “This seems like a fun place.”


  “We can’t be reckless,” Lee said sternly. “And we can’t afford to expose ourselves too much.”


  “If the entertainment here is as good at night as it is at midday, then I think I’ll be happy not leaving the inn,” said Gewey.


  The acrobat was juggling six apples, taking a bite from each one as it passed, before making them disappear.


  Seeing Gewey in such high spirits, Millet couldn’t help but smile affectionately. “I think the lad does need a bit of fun in his life right now, my lord. Who knows when he’ll get another chance, given what the future may hold?”


  Lee sighed. “You’re right, of course. I forget sometimes that he’s only seventeen.”


  “He’s sitting right here,” Gewey said, waving his hand in front of Lee’s face. “And I just want to enjoy myself while we wait. Don’t you?”


  “Good point,” said Lee, slamming his hands on the table. “I think we could all do with a bit of fun. Wait here.”


  Lee got up and went to the bar. Gewey saw the barman nod enthusiastically as Lee whispered into his ear.


  “What did you do?” asked Gewey when Lee returned.


  “You’ll see tonight,” Lee said with a sly grin.


  Kaylia shook her head, unimpressed. “I think I’ll be staying in my room tonight.”


  “Not a chance,” Lee said, pulling out a red scarf from his pocket.


  “This, my dear, is traditional attire in this region, and it should cover up your more…obvious attributes. Besides, Gewey needs looking after, and it seems you’ve volunteered for the job.”


  “Mind your tongue,” Kaylia fumed.


  “I didn’t think you could blush,” Lee teased, paying no mind to Kaylia’s anger. “I guess I was wrong.”


  Just then, Maybell and Dina returned.


  “How are things at the temples?” asked Lee.


  “Better than I expected,” Maybell replied. “I spoke to the High Priestesses at the temples of Gerath and Ayliazarah. They’ve been suspicious of Salmitaya for some time. Apparently the witch wasn’t as careful as she thought.”


  “Why didn’t they move against her?” Lee inquired.


  “It’s not as easy as you think to oust a High Priestess,” she answered. “Even a corrupt one. Besides, Salmitaya was well protected within Kaltinor—and still is, from what I’ve learned. We have no soldiers to simply march in and remove her. But I am pleased to say that if she is caught outside the city walls, she will spend the rest of her life in a temple prison.”


  “What else did you find out?” Lee asked.


  “Not much,” she admitted. “At least, nothing useful.”


   Lee looked concerned. “I had hoped we could get an idea about what we might run into as we get further west.”


  “Communication between the temples has become spotty at best,” added Dina. “I spoke to a few of the Sisters, and from what they told me, suspicion between the temples has become a plague. They hear the rumors about the gathering strength in the north, and some even claim there are agents of Angrääl living openly in some cities, gathering followers.”


  Lee scratched his chin. “I want you to go to the other temples tomorrow and see if you can find out anything else. For now, we should all keep our eyes and ears open.” Everyone nodded in agreement.


  “But now, my friends, Millet and I have an errand to run, and we must leave you,” Lee said. “Be washed by sundown, Gewey; I have a surprise for you.”


  Gewey looked confused as he watched Millet and Lee leave the inn.


  “A surprise? What could he possibly be up to?” he wondered aloud.


  “With that one, who knows,” Maybell replied. “But if you don’t mind, I haven’t seen an acrobat in years.”


  They all watched until the acrobat had finished, then retired to their rooms to wash and get ready for supper. The smell from the kitchen promised roast lamb and fresh bread. Gewey’s mouth watered at the thought.


  Lee entered the room just as Gewey had finished bathing. He was carrying a bundle tied with twine.


  “Here,” Lee said, tossing him the bundle. Gewey opened it, and saw that inside was a set of new clothes and a pair of fine leather boots. The long tunic was gold silk with silver embroidery, and the pants were of the same design. A polished black leather belt completed the outfit. Gewey stared, not knowing what to say.


  “Well?” Lee asked happily. “Are you going to try it on or not?”


  “I don’t get it. Why did you give me this?”


  “To wear at your coming of age celebration,” he said matter-of-factly.


  “My what?” Gewey cried. “I’m only seventeen.”


  “True,” Lee replied, smiling. “But the way I see it, the age of a God should be counted differently. Besides, who knows if you’ll have the chance to have a real coming of age party?”


  “True,” Gewey acknowledged, holding up the clothes in front of him. “We might be dead by then.”


  Lee laughed heartily. “Not what I had in mind, but a good point,” he admitted. “Now get dressed. I’m going to Millet’s room to get ready. I’ll send him for you when it’s time.”


  An hour later Millet showed up at Gewey’s door, dressed in fine blue linens, looking very much a city dweller. His face beamed with delight when he saw Gewey in his new finery.


  “Now that’s proper dress,” Millet remarked. “You look very much the young lord.”


  Gewey felt awkward. He had never worn anything fancier than festival robes. He couldn’t stop pulling and tugging at the long tunic, and the heeled boots made him feel as if he would tip forward at any moment.


  “You’ll get used to it,” Millet laughed. “One day, I suspect you may dress like this all the time.”


  That idea didn’t please Gewey. He felt much more comfortable in his own clothes—the clothes of a farmer. He smiled anyway and tried to stop fidgeting.


  When Gewey entered the common room, everyone smiled cheerfully and clapped their hands with approval at the sight of him.  He saw that the others were dressed in fine attire as well. Lee was decked out in a bright red suit and jacket with gold buttons. Dina and Maybell both wore emerald green dresses with matching scarves wrapped tightly around their heads. Their hair, adorned with tiny white flowers, fell loosely from underneath the scarves. Dina’s eyes were painted, giving them an elfish quality that made Kaylia appear less obvious. Kaylia wore a similar dress, but hers was light blue and tied at the waist with a deep blue sash.


  Minstrels were just arriving and tuning their instruments in the corner. The dozen or so patrons looked on, whispering with smiles.


  “Now that’s more like it,” said Lee, as he threw his arm around Gewey’s shoulder and led him to the table. “First we feast, then we celebrate.” He jumped up on a chair and addressed the entire room.  “You are all welcome to join us, let us all celebrate and be merry.” This was met with enthusiastic cheers and applause.


  By the time the meal was being served, the minstrels had begun to play. The crowd in the common room had swelled, as word of the celebration had gotten out. Before long, more than fifty people had gathered in the hall, all laughing and feasting.


  “Not bad for last minute,” Lee said as he surveyed the room. “If I do say so myself.”


  “It’s wonderful,” Gewey agreed. “Thank you.”


  “Not exactly discrete, my lord,” Millet pointed out.


  “You’re right about that,” Lee replied. “But sometimes the right thing isn’t necessarily the smart thing.”


  Millet smiled. “Quite right, my lord.” Lee smiled at Gewey and hopped up on his chair.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he shouted above the crowd. He had to repeat it several times before everyone settled down and paid attention. “Tonight we celebrate the coming of age of a young man who I have come know and love. Through adversity and hardship he has shown himself to be a man of honor and respect, and is most deserving of our admiration.”


  Voices yelling “Here, here!” and the beating of mugs on tables could be heard throughout the room.


  “In the years I’ve known him, I have never seen him falter or turn a blind eye to someone in need. I consider it a privilege to be to here with him today, and to be part of this celebration.” Lee looked down at Gewey, his eyes showing a touch of sadness. “I only wish his father were here today to see him. He would have been so proud of the man I see before me. I look at you and I see him. His bravery and loyalty live on.”


  Gewey felt a lump in his throat and choked back his tears.


  “So without further ado,” Lee continued, “I present to you Gewey Stedding!”


  The crowd erupted in cheers and yells. The stomping of feet and slamming of mugs shook the room. Gewey stood and bowed low.


  “Thank you,” he said, once the crowd had calmed down. “I’m not much for making speeches, but I do want to say this to my friends: I love you all. I am honored to have you with me, and I hope that we have more reasons to celebrate in the days ahead.” He bowed again, then turned to embrace Lee. The room erupted once more.


  “Thank you for this,” Gewey said, tightening their embrace.


  It wasn’t long before the wine began to flow, and the room came alive with music and dance. Gewey danced with Dina, careful not to step on her feet this time. It was during the second song that he felt a tap on his shoulder—it was Kaylia. Dina smiled and politely stepped aside. To his great surprise, he found dancing with Kaylia felt easy and natural. He was able to completely anticipate her movements.


  They gracefully spun around the room like a top, and Gewey found himself laughing joyfully.


  Lee cut in for the third song, but by then Gewey felt dizzy and was ready to sit anyway.  He sat at the table and watched as Lee picked Kaylia up by the waist and spun her around.  The elf threw her head back with laughter.


  Dina sat down beside Gewey. “You look every bit the man,” she said. “How do you feel?”


  “Happy,” he answered. “Very happy.”


  “Kaylia’s very beautiful,” she said, looking at the elf. “Don’t you think?”


  Gewey felt himself blush, “Yes she is,” he said shyly, trying not to meet her eyes. “But so are you,” he added.


  Dina placed her hand lightly over his. “Careful,” she said, giggling playfully. “You wouldn’t want two women competing for your favor, would you?”


  Gewey tried to think of something to say, but was only able to manage a nervous grin. Dina squeezed his hand quickly, then asked Millet to dance. Millet was more than happy to oblige; Maybell had been bending his ear for most of the night about etiquette and customs in the western cities.


  The night wore on, but the party gave no indication of dying down. Gewey was sitting across from Kaylia when suddenly he saw her back stiffen and eyes narrow.


  “What is it?” he whispered.


   “An elf,” she said.


  “Here?” Gewey asked, startled. “Where?”


  Kaylia nodded subtly toward the door. Gewey scanned the room, and saw a tall, hooded figure standing alone in the corner.


  “We need to tell Lee,” Gewey urged her.


  “Not yet,” she said. “I doubt he’s here to fight. He wouldn’t risk it among so many humans.” With that, Kaylia got up and started to the back.


  “Where are you going?” Gewey asked anxiously.


  “To talk,” she replied.


  “Then I’m coming with you,” he said, and moved to her side before she could protest.


  Kaylia paused a moment, then proceeded to her room. It was only a few minutes before there was a soft knock at the door. Kaylia opened it, and the tall hooded figure quickly stepped in. He looked at Gewey for a long moment, then turned and locked the door.


  “You wish this human to be present?” the elf asked.


  “He wishes it,” Kaylia replied gravely. “And I do not object.”


  “Very well,” he said, pushing back his hood. His skin was much darker than Kaylia’s, but his sharp features and elven ears clearly stated his kinship to her. Gewey thought it must be wonderful to live among such people.


  “I’m Linis, of the western tribes,” he announced. “I’ve come to warn you and give aid.”


  Kaylia was taken aback. “Warn me? How would you even know me? It’s been many years since the western tribe has had dealings this far from their home.”


  “You’ve been away from your people for a long time, Kaylia,” he replied. Kaylia was shocked to hear him use her name. “Much has changed.”


  “Speak your intent,” Kaylia demanded. “Or leave.”


  Linis sat down on the edge of the bed. “You are known to many of our kin. Word of your pending judgment has traveled fast and far.”


  “What of it?” Kaylia asked defiantly. “How is it your concern?”


  “You will not live to be judged,” he answered. “The elders have sent word that you are to be killed, and even now you are being hunted.”


  “I gather from your words that you are not among the hunters,” she observed.


  “No,” Linis replied. “I am not here to kill you, and I do not wish you judged at all.”


  “But I have broken the law,” she countered. “And do not wish to avoid judgment.”


  “Old laws for an old world,” Linis scoffed. “The elders are holding on to a life that no longer exists. The time for the old hatred is over. If we are to survive, we must learn to live with the humans. We cannot hide from the rest of the world forever. Eventually it will find us.”


  “You speak of a second split!” Kaylia cried, outraged. “I will not be a part of it.”


  “The choice is no longer yours,” he said. “The elders break with tradition by ordering your death without trial. They fear the words you may speak, and seek to silence you before you become a threat to their power. You are already a part of this, like it or not.”


  “How did this happen?” she asked solemnly. Her face was pained with the thought of her people turning on one another again.


  “It started five years ago,” Linis began. “My tribe was approached by a man claiming to be from a stronghold in the north. He told us there were armies preparing to march on the kingdoms of the west, and offered to return our lands, for us to rule, so long as we agreed to become their allies. 


  “We contacted the other tribes, only to find out they had been given similar offers. Many wanted to take the offer in hopes of achieving our former glory, but others knew it for what it was—a lie. My tribe sent scouts north to gather information. When they returned, they said that the land of Angrääl was alive again, and was indeed gathering strength.


  “Our elders remembered the old stories and rejoiced, believing that Rätsterfel had returned once again to battle the Gods.


  “But some of us refused to believe it. Some of us had actually gone out to see the world while the elders locked themselves away, letting their hatred of humankind stew and fester.


   “We tried to reason with them, but they threatened us with death or banishment, forbidding us to speak of it. It was then we made contact with the humans.”


  Kaylia sat up straight. “You did what?”


  Linis laughed. “Is it really so surprising?” he asked, motioning toward Gewey. “You travel with humans yourself. Have you not found that they are not the demons we’ve made them out to be?”


  “Do the other tribes know?” Kaylia asked.


  “Some,” he replied. “Most choose to do nothing as the world passes them by. But we will not be so foolish. Darkness is consuming the land, and if we do nothing to stop it, we shall be consumed along with it.”


  “How do you move around?” she asked. “If you’re known to associate with humans, aren’t you hunted? I imagine you would at least be called forth for judgment.”


  Linis held his head high and proud. “I will not face the judgment of fools,” he said determinedly. “As for being hunted, most choose to leave us alone for the time being. Those that have come after us have been turned back. We are more numerous than you can imagine. We even have a few locations in human cities, where we gather and walk about the city openly.”


  Kaylia’s mouth gaped. “How did you accomplish this?” she asked skeptically.


  “It took time, but we opened relations with a few of the lords, and after a while we gained their trust. Many humans still view us as killers and assassins, but that attitude is slowly beginning to change.  It’s a thing never seen in a hundred lifetimes.”


  “I’d like to see that,” Gewey said sincerely. “I think it would be wonderful for elf and human to live side by side.”


  Linis nodded in approval. “You choose your companions wisely, I see. But we’re a long way from peaceful coexistence. For now, it’s our task to break down old ideas and replace them with new. Perhaps human and elf will one day live together, but we still have much work to do.”


  “You said you were here to warn us,” Gewey reminded him.


  “Yes, my young friend. A small group of elves is waiting for you just outside the city, with the intention of killing you and any that travel with you. I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


  “How?” asked Kaylia. “I travel with others that would make escape impossible. Unless you can grow wings and fly us away from here, they will catch us.”


  “Don’t underestimate what a determined Seeker can do,” Linis advised.


  “What’s a Seeker?” Gewey asked.


  “In human terms, it would be woodsman or tracker,” he answered.  “It takes two hundred years to attain the rank of Seeker, and in the whole of the world we have no equal in the art of evasion.”


  Gewey stared in wonder. He had thought Kaylia could never be surpassed in skill when it came to avoiding being seen, but she was only one hundred and three years old. Linis had trained for two hundred years. It was difficult for him to grasp the concept.


  Kaylia saw the look on his face and smiled. “You see, Gewey, there is still much to learn. For both of us.”


  Linis laughed. “You will find me to be a willing teacher. And from the way you move, it seems as though Kaylia has already given you some instruction. She has done well. You are fortunate to have such a graceful teacher.”


  A pang of jealousy suddenly struck Gewey’s chest, upon hearing Linis speak well of Kaylia.


  “Five of my kin are waiting just outside the city walls,” Linis explained. “Tomorrow night we will escort you west, where you can be safe for a time. You should inform your companions of our intent and tell them only to bring what you can carry. I will return at dusk tomorrow. Be ready.” He rose from the bed and put his hands on Kaylia’s shoulders. “All will be well, Kaylia. I know I have given you much to think about, but you must trust me. There is no other way for you and your friends to escape.” With that, he left. Gewey was still boiling with jealousy as Kaylia sat on the bed and looked up at him.


  “That’s quite enough,” she scolded.


   “I don’t know what you mean,” Gewey lied. Somehow, though, he knew she could feel what he was feeling.


  “You have no cause to be jealous,” she explained. “If he approached me with interest, he would have immediately sensed there is a suitor; unless he was prepared to challenge you, he would not interfere.”


  “I’m not jealous,” he replied stubbornly.


  “Of course you are,” she said. “It’s perfectly natural. It’s a consequence of touching the mind of someone you’ve spoken the declaration to. I told you those ancient words have meaning. But they also have power.”


  “If you knew this would happen, why did you want to touch my mind to begin with?” he cried, suddenly feeling violated.


  “I felt it was necessary to know you more…intimately,” she answered. “I suppose I should have warned you there might be some emotional repercussions.” Kaylia had the look of mischievous child. “Now I think it’s time to rejoin the party. We can inform the others later.” She took Gewey’s hand.


  “No!” he yelled, jerking his hand away. “You said you wouldn’t hold back, but it’s all you do.”


  Kaylia lowered her eyes, “You’re right, of course. I should have warned you.” She held out her hand. “I will try and be more considerate.”


  Gewey paused and let his anger subside. “Thank you.” He took her hand and they returned to the common room, where the others were still enjoying the celebration.


  Lee was dancing with Maybell, who laughed like a young girl as he swept her across the dance floor, while Millet and Dina toasted to each other’s health for what was probably the tenth time. The rest of the room buzzed with merry making as the minstrels played on and on, each song livelier than the last.


  When things finally died down around midnight, Kaylia had everyone join her in her room. She told them in detail about her conversation with Linis, and the ambush that awaited them when they left Delhammer.


  “Do you trust him?” Lee asked.


  “I probably would have been able to tell if he was lying,” Kaylia answered. “If he says there are elves waiting to kill us outside the city walls, then I think we should take it very seriously. Linis says he can help us avoid detection, and we should accept his help.”


  “I agree,” Gewey added. “I think he was telling the truth.”


  Lee looked intently at Kaylia. “Fine,” he said reluctantly. “We’ll trust your judgment.”


  “Thank you,” Kaylia replied.


  “I was talking to Gewey,” he said, rising to his feet. “Now, we should all get some rest. I have a feeling that we’re going to need it.”


  Dina cleared her throat and tilted her head towards Maybell.  “Excuse me,” she said. “But aren’t you forgetting something?”


  “Ahh,” Lee said, suddenly realizing what she meant. “Maybell, from the sound of it, we’ll be walking for quite some time. You may want to take refuge here.”


  “Young man,” she said indignantly. “I can walk you into the ground. Don’t let the age on my face make you think I’m feeble. I will not be left behind. I said I’m going to the temple of Valshara, and I mean to do just that.”


  “Very well,” Lee conceded with a certain amount of admiration.


  “We’ll be leaving early tomorrow. Millet and I will divide the gear, and sell what we won’t need in the morning.”


  “I fear that means the wine as well,” Millet lamented. “Such a pity.”


  They said goodnight and retired to their rooms.


  Gewey was excited at the thought of meeting more elves, and it took two large swallows of jawas to calm his mind enough to sleep.


  
    


  


  Chapter 19


  When Gewey awoke the next morning, his things had been packed for him. Lee had already left, so he made his way down to the common room, following the smell of porridge and biscuits. Maybell was sitting at a table, sipping on a cup of apple juice.


  “Good morning,” Gewey said, taking the seat across from her.


  Maybell smiled warmly. “Well, if it isn’t the young man. Come to keep an old woman company?”


  “Absolutely,” he said. “Have you eaten?”


  “Not yet,” she replied. “I was waiting for the others to roll out of bed. But now that you’re here, I say to blazes with them.”


  Gewey chuckled. “I agree.”


  The two of them ate while Maybell told him stories about the different temples she had seen. Gewey marveled at her ability to remember every detail.


  “Now that I have you to myself,” she said. “I must ask: What do you intend to do about the two women who now compete for your affections?”


  Gewey was stunned. “I don’t…” he stammered.


  “I may be old,” she said, cutting him off, “but I’m not blind. Both Kaylia and Celandine seem quite taken with you—not that I blame them. But it does present you with a difficult situation.”


  “I don’t think Dina sees me that way,” Gewey countered.


  “Perhaps not,” Maybell laughed. “But she has at least shown interest, and I don’t think Kaylia is very happy about it.”


  “I haven’t noticed anything,” Gewey said. In truth, it seemed to him she and Dina were getting along well.


  “Of course you haven’t,” she chided. “You’re a man. I just want you to be careful. The last thing you want is to have a broken heart on your conscience.”


  “What can I do?” he asked sincerely.


  “Either choose one or choose neither.” Maybell replied. “I do not envy you. Both Kaylia and Celandine are remarkable and beautiful young women. It’s an impossible choice. But it’s one I fear you’ll eventually have to make.”


  Gewey’s head reeled at the idea. He wished he had stayed in bed.


  “Good morning,” Dina said, as she and Kaylia entered the common room and sat down at the table. Kaylia was once again


  wearing her hooded cloak. Gewey was unable to look either of them in the eye.


  “Have you been teasing the young man, Sister?” Dina asked playfully.


  “Not at all,” Maybell replied. “We were just talking about the choices a man who has come of age is faced with.”


  “Is that so?” Kaylia asked. “I hope he listened.”


  “I think he did,” Maybell said, reaching across the table and patting Gewey’s hand.


  Lee and Millet returned a few hours later, each carrying a large sack filled with supplies. Lee spent the better part of an hour separating the goods into individual packs small enough for everyone to carry. Maybell insisted on carrying her own provisions, but eventually relented when Gewey pleaded with her.


  By dusk, they had made all their preparations and waited in the common room. Eventually, Kaylia stood up and motioned for the others to do the same.


  “Linis approaches,” Kaylia noted. “Everyone, gather your things.”


  Lee raised an eyebrow. “How can you tell?” he asked skeptically.


  “We elves can sense when others are near,” she revealed. “But we can discuss this later; right now, we must leave this place.”


  Outside, they saw the elf waiting, cloaked and hooded, by the corner of the inn. Kaylia made the introductions, and Linis bowed to each in turn.


  “Once we arrive at the gate, you must follow me very carefully,” Linis instructed. “My kinsmen are waiting for us about one mile south of the city. The others are waiting to ambush you three miles west.”


  “If elves can tell when others are near, won’t they sense you moving?” Gewey asked.


  “We have ways of masking our presence,” he answered. “If we are discovered, two of us will stay with you while the others try to distract them. Now we must hurry. I have paid the gate guard to be absent for the next twenty minutes, but after that, we may be questioned.”


  Linis led them at a quick pace through the city streets. Gewey kept looking back to check on Maybell, but to his surprise, she seemed to have no trouble keeping up.


  As Linis had assured them, the west gate was unguarded as they passed through.


  “Follow me along the wall,” Linis whispered. “In three hundred yards, there’s a path leading southwest. My people wait for us at its end.”


  The path was barely visible in the fading daylight. The group tried to keep pace with Linis, but in minutes he was out of sight.


  At first Gewey was nervous, but then Linis reappeared along with five other elves. They were all cloaked and hooded in the same dark brown.  Two had bows across their backs, and each carried a long knife at their side.  They stood in silence as the group approached.


  “These are my kinsmen,” Linis told them. “All worthy Seekers.”


  Gewey and the others bowed and introduced themselves. All except Kaylia.


  The elves said nothing for a moment, and then one stepped forward. He was a bit taller than Linis, and broader in the shoulders. He pushed back his hood, revealing close-cropped black hair and the same defining sharp features Gewey had come to admire.


  “I am Haltris,” he said. “My brethren are Sitrisa, Maltora, Santisos, and Prustos. We are honored to be of service.” He turned to Kaylia. “It is a special privilege to meet someone so distinguished among our kin.” They all bowed low.


  Linis’ eyes lit up when he saw Maybell. “You bring wisdom, I see. How wonderful! If we survive the night, I hope you will favor me with stories of your times and travels.”


  “An elf of exceedingly good taste and intelligence, I see,” Maybell laughed. “I would be happy to share what I know with you. Though by your standards, I think I’m quite young.”


  “Wisdom cannot be measured in years,” said Linis. “Nor can value. I look forward to speaking with you.”


  “What’s your plan to avoid the other elves?” Lee asked, stepping forward. “From what I’ve seen of your people, it’s not going to be easy.”


  “No, it won’t be,” Linis acknowledged. “Prustos and Maltora will try to lead them away so we can slip by unnoticed. Our people are not easily fooled, but your pursuers are not Seekers as we are.”


  Prustos and Maltora nodded sharply at Linis, then disappeared into the forest.


  “Don’t worry,” Linis assured them. “They have never failed. Even among Seekers, they are renowned for their skills. Now come, we have far to go before the dawn.”


  Linis and Santisos lead the way, while Sitrisa guarded the rear. Lee dropped back and joined Sitrisa.


  After a few hours, Linis called for a halt. “We rest,” he said.


  “I hope it’s not on my account,” said Maybell. “I’m not tired just yet.”


  “I would think you strong as any here,” Linis laughed. “And wise enough to know when you need to stop.”


  “Then why do we rest now?” Lee asked.


  “Because we’re being chased,” Linis replied. “A pursuer will assume you will run as fast and as hard as you can. A smart predator will bide its time and wait until you’re spent, then strike. If you remain strong, you can turn the predator into prey.”


  “I see the wisdom,” Lee said, nodding respectfully. “I wish I had known long ago that elves such as you existed. I could have learned much.”


  Linis smiled humbly. “Years ago, I would have killed you the second I saw you. I’m ashamed to say that my current attitude towards humans is a fairly recent development.”


  “What changed your mind?” Lee asked.


  Linis sat on the forest floor and motioned for Lee to join him.


  “Many years ago, I was sent to find one of our kin. She had left her people on a Soul Quest. When she hadn’t returned after several years, her father asked me to find her. It took me three years, but I succeeded, only to find that she had taken a human man as a mate. I reported what I had found to her father, and he ordered her execution.”


  Lee’s eyes shot over to Dina who was several yards away, tending to the meal. “Was there a child?”


  “Strange you should ask,” Linis remarked. “In fact, there was a child. She had known that I’d seen her, and she sent her mate and the child away to a human city. When I returned, she pleaded with me to spare her husband and child. She explained how the human had saved her and sacrificed everything to care for her. My heart was moved by her story.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I told her to run. She could never allow herself to be seen by another elf, and she could never let it be known a child came from her union with a human.”


  “You let her live?” Lee asked, shocked.


  “I did,” he replied solemnly. “What became of her, I don’t know. After that, my perceptions began to change. If one of our kind could find love with a human, what did that say about our beliefs?”


  Lee sat in silent thought for a moment. “What would you do if you found that child today?” he asked, finally.


  “I would welcome her,” Linis replied. “She may very well be the future of all the people of the world.”


  “You swear that she would not be harmed?” Lee pressed him.


  “Of course,” said Linis. “But why do you ask?”


  Lee eyes went to Dina. “That child is with you now.”


  Linis followed Lee’s gaze. “She must not know,” he said. “At least, not now.”


  “Why?” Lee replied indignantly. “She has the right to know.”


  “And I will tell her,” Linis assured him. “I assume she thinks that her mother is dead, and if she learns what I have told you, she may try to seek her out. If she is the offspring of a human and an elf, then she may very well be the catalyst that unites our two races. But if she exposes herself too soon, she will not live long enough to fulfill that destiny.”


  “I think you should leave that decision to her,” Lee suggested.  “She is not rash or foolhardy. If you speak to her and explain things to her, I know she’ll do the right thing.”


  “I’ll consider your words,” he said thoughtfully. “Until then, I would ask you to keep silent about this.”


  Lee nodded. “I’ll keep it to myself for the time being.”


  Just then, Santisos walked over to where the two of them were sitting. “We should move on,” he advised. “I don’t think we are pursued as yet.”


  Linis got to his feet and gathered the group together. They walked for another two hours, then rested again for a short time.


  Lee watched to see if Linis approached Dina, but to his disappointment, the elf didn’t speak to her.


  Dawn was just breaking when Prustos and Maltora returned.  Their faces were expressionless. Linis spoke privately with them for a few moments, then rejoined the group.


  “Our pursuers have been led away,” Linis announced. An audible sigh of relief rippled through the party. “They will eventually discover they have been deceived, but we will be well away by then. We’ll rest here for a few hours, so try to sleep if you can.”


  Linis walked over to Dina and motioned for her to follow him. Lee could see she was nervous; the last time she got too close to an elf, she nearly had her throat cut. She looked around and noticed Lee watching. He gave her a nod, hoping to offer some reassurance, and she returned the gesture before following Linis into the forest. 


  They returned an hour later. From his seat on a fallen tree, Lee could see that Dina looked both excited and terrified. Gewey, Millet, and Maybell had rolled out blankets and were sleeping under an oak, while Kaylia and the other elves stood nearby, speaking in whispers. Dina came over and sat next to him as Linis went to join the other elves.


  “He told you?” Lee asked softy.


  Dina nodded, her eyes staring into nothingness. “I don’t know what to do,” she said. Her voice trembled with emotion. “My mother may be alive. I never dared to dream such a thing was possible.”


  “What will you do?” he asked. “Will you seek her out?”


  “No,” she replied immediately. “At least, not yet. I have my duties, and I will not abandon them.”


  Lee reached over and put his arm around her, pulling her close.  “When the time comes, I’ll help you find her.”


  Dina put her head on Lee’s shoulder, allowing him to comfort her. “Thank you,” she whispered. Tears began to stream down her cheeks. “You’re a good friend.”


  “Celandine,” Linis called. “Come, meet your brethren.”


  Dina wiped her eyes and went over to the elves. They had all pulled back their hoods and were smiling warmly. Lee’s heart lifted at the scene. Each elf took her hands then embraced her. Kaylia motioned for Lee to join them.


  “Lee,” said Linis. “We have a favor to ask.”


  “I’ll help if I can,” he replied.


  Linis took Dina’s hand and looked into her eyes. “We ask that you watch over our sister and protect her,” he said. “Kaylia has told us that you are strong and honorable, and that your skill in battle is great. She is the future of both races, and she needs such a guardian.”


  Lee smiled broadly. “You need not ask,” he said. “But I will swear to it.”


  “Your friends are of great worth,” Linis told Dina. “Keep them close.”


  Dina nodded and embraced him tightly.


  When the others awoke, Dina told them excitedly what had happened. Maybell hugged her repeatedly, while Gewey and Millet looked on happily. They promised her they too would help find her mother when the time came.


  “It’s like I have a family for the first time,” Dina told Gewey as they walked on. “All my life I’ve been afraid of being discovered. I still can’t be out in the open, but I have part of my heritage back.”


  “I’m happy for you,” Gewey said. His words were sincere, but he couldn’t help but envy her newfound sense of belonging.


  “We will take you as far as Gristol,” Linis announced when they stopped for a midday meal. “We have brethren there that will help you.”


  “You won’t be joining us the whole way?” asked Gewey.


  “Unfortunately, we have other tasks we can’t ignore,” Linis replied. “But we will be leaving you in good hands.”


  “That will be perfect,” Maybell announced, tearing off a piece of flatbread. “Though I am sad to leave your company.”


  “As am I,” said Linis. “You would honor me with your company as we walk. I refuse to pass up the opportunity to speak to a human who has seen as much of your world as you have.”


  “Keep talking like that and you’ll have me driving you mad with my stories,” she said cheerfully.


  “Nonsense,” he replied. “Most of the humans we know are too young to have seen the changing world. To us, you contain a wealth of knowledge that we would prefer not to do without. It is two weeks to Gristol, and you will find that I will not tire of your stories.”


  “Don’t say that I didn’t warn you,” laughed Maybell.


  
    


  


  Chapter 20


  For the next several days, they followed Linis and his Seekers along little known trails and paths. The going was easy and everyone was in good spirits.


  Dina spent most of her time among the elves, laughing and talking.  Linis offered to assist Kaylia with Gewey’s training. She gratefully accepted, though it made Gewey feel uneasy. Linis remarked on how much Gewey had learned, and how quickly he mastered difficult techniques, but to Gewey’s relief, he didn’t ask any difficult questions that would force him to lie.


  True to her word, Maybell walked with Linis, regaling him with story after story about the life she had lived and the things she had seen. The elf listened attentively without ever seeming to tire of her tales, despite the woman’s apparent ability to speak for hours without pausing.


  Millet spent much of his time with Prustos, who as it turned out was an expert in herbal cures and remedies. He showed Millet several common plants and mosses that had healing properties, and could be used to save lives if one were injured in the wilderness.


  Lee continued to work with Gewey on drawing power from the earth, but Gewey was careful to take it slowly. After four days, he was able to control the flow of the power, even allowing it to enter into his body. The feeling was amazing. He felt invulnerable. Lee warned him not to take in too much too quickly, but Gewey couldn’t help but want more.


  On the fifth day, Gewey completely opened himself to the strength and energy of the earth. At first, he felt invigorated, but eventually the power overwhelmed him, knocking him to the ground. Lee helped him to his feet, reprimanding him sharply for such irresponsible behavior; secretly, however, he was pleased with Gewey’s progress.


  By the eighth day, Gewey was feeling as if he had no troubles at all. Linis was unbelievably adept at finding the easiest routes through the forest, making a full day’s march seem like a leisurely stroll down a well-paved road. Laughter and storytelling was a matter of course as they sat next to the fire each evening.


  It was just after noon on the tenth day when things changed. Maybell was describing the Temple of the Far Sky to Linis, when he suddenly stiffened and commanded everyone to halt and be silent. The other elves—including Kaylia—rushed to Linis’ side, hands on their knives. Lee drew his sword and motioned for Millet, Gewey, Dina, and Maybell to move behind him.


  “What is it?” Lee whispered.


  “An elf approaches,” Linis replied.


  “Do you think the others caught up with us?” Gewey asked. He pulled out his own knife, holding it loosely as Linis had taught him.


  “No,” Linis replied warily. “I would have known if they were on our trail. Whoever this is, he wants us to know he’s here.”


  The tension grew as their eyes focused on the forest ahead. A cloaked figure appeared from behind a young pine less than fifty feet away. His face was hidden beneath his hood, but Gewey could feel his gaze bearing down on them. He was shorter than Linis, and leaner, and he wore a short knife that peeked out from beneath his cloak.


  “Berathis,” Linis said under his breath.


  “Greetings, Linis,” said the figure. His voice was deep and menacing.


  “How long have you been following us?” Linis asked.


  “Quite some time,” Berathis answered.


  “What do you want?” he asked.


  “You know what I want. Give her to me, and I will spare the rest. I have no desire to see your blood flow.”


   “Then leave us in peace,” said Linis.


  Berathis pushed back his hood. His long white hair was pulled tight in a single braid that fell down his back. His face was smooth and ageless, but Gewey guessed he was much older than the other elves.


  “You know I cannot,” Berathis said. “You must yield.”


  Linis’ face was twisted in a pained grimace. “You taught me well,” he said sadly. “I cannot yield my honor, even if it means I must face you.”


  Berathis’ face showed both sorrow and pride as he looked at Linis. “You were always my best pupil. It saddens me to have to do this to you, Linis. It’s not too late; you can still return to us.”


  “No,” Linis answered with resolve. “It is too late for that. Things must change. I must follow the path my heart has shown me.”


  Berathis nodded and said, “I understand. I give you one hour. Then I shall return.”


  Linis and the other elves bowed, and then watched silently as Berathis disappeared into the forest.


  “Who was that?” Gewey asked. “And what happens in an hour?”


  “Berathis is the greatest of all the Seekers,” Linis explained. “He comes for Kaylia.”


  “He’s only one elf,” Gewey noted. “Surely we can stop him.”


  Linis shook his head slowly. “Berathis has spared us until now. He could kill us all at any time, and we could do nothing to stop him.”


  “What happens now?” asked Lee, sheathing his sword.


  “He chooses to face us openly,” Linis told them. “One of us must fight him.”


  “And what if he wins?” Millet asked.


  Linis’ face turned grave. “Then we must turn Kaylia over to him.”


  “No!” Gewey cried. “I don’t care what happens. He’s not taking Kaylia anywhere.”


  “I appreciate your loyalty,” Kaylia said. “But if Berathis defeats our champion and I refuse to go with him, he will kill us all—one by one—until I comply.”


  “She speaks the truth,” Linis agreed. “That he hasn’t moved against us is only because he knows I will honor my word. If we lose, Kaylia must go.”


  Lee stepped forward. “I’ll fight him,” he volunteered.


  Linis looked at Lee with admiration. “I cannot allow that. From what Kaylia has told me, you are an extremely skilled fighter. But Berathis is no human opponent; even among the elves, his skills are feared. I’m afraid it must be one of us.”


  Lee put his hand on Linis’ shoulder. “If he’s as dangerous as you say, then I’m the only one here that has a chance. I can’t match you in the forest, but there’s no elf that lives that can defeat me in single combat. I’m what your people call a half-man, and I am the only hope we have to save Kaylia’s life.”


  Linis stared at Lee in wonder. “Truly the world is full of surprises,” he remarked. “I never thought to meet a half-man. While I understand your reasons for keeping it secret, I wish I could have availed myself to your experiences along our way.”


  “I thought it best to keep it to myself,” Lee explained. “I ask that you not spread this knowledge should I survive.”


  “You have my word,” Linis promised.


  When an hour had passed, Berathis returned. “Who shall meet the challenge?” he asked, removing his cloak. His eyes filled with surprise when Lee stepped forward. “I ask that you reconsider. You are brave, human, but surely Linis has told you who you face.”


  “He has told me,” Lee replied, his sword in hand. “I wish that there be no deception. I meet your challenge in full knowledge and understanding, so I give you the same: I am Lee Starfinder, son of Saraf. I am a half-man and well beyond your skills in combat. I ask that you remove yourself and leave us be.”


  “Half-man, eh?” Berathis said, intrigued. “Then today I rejoice. If death finds me, it will be at the hands of one who is great among men.” He drew his long knife and smiled. “Let us dance, Lee Starfinder, and let the fates decide.”


  Lee crouched, leaning on his back leg and holding his sword low at his hip. The elf circled slowly to the right, his knife practically dangling from his hand. In a flash, Lee attacked high, forcing Berathis to duck and move away. Gewey had never seen anything move so fast. It was like watching two bolts of lightning do battle.


  Over and over again, Lee forced Berathis back, making it impossible for the elf to counter. Seconds seemed like minutes, minutes like hours, and Berathis was clearly losing the advantage.


  “You toy with me,” Berathis accused. “Why don’t you end this?”


  “I only hoped you would see the futility of this fight,” Lee pleaded.  “You are by far the most skilled opponent I’ve ever faced. I have no desire to kill you.”


  “You honor me,” the elf replied, “but you have no choice.”


  Faster than the eye could see, Berathis lunged with deadly intent, but Lee was prepared. He spun and brought his sword around, slashing across the back of the elf’s hand, causing him to drop his knife to the ground. Berathis gripped his wound in pain, staring down at his fallen blade. Lee stepped forward, holding his sword in both hands, poised for the final blow.


  Berathis laughed to himself and looked up at Lee. “The fight is yours,” he said. “This is a good death.”


  “There is no need for you to die,” Lee insisted. “Yield and withdraw. Your honor is secure.”


  “I wish you understood us better,” Berathis lamented. “My death is required.” He looked to Linis. “You know this.”


  Linis nodded his head with sadness and regret.


  “That may be your way,” Lee stated flatly, “but it is not mine. You fought with skill and courage, and I will not strike you down.”


  Suddenly, Berathis charged toward Lee. Instinctively, Lee lowered his sword to fend off the attack, impaling the elf on the blade. Berathis’ arms flung around Lee’s back, then he slowly slid to the ground. Lee stepped back, horrified.


  Berathis gasped as blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. Tears streamed down Linis’ face, as he knelt down beside his former teacher and took his hand.


  “This is a good death,” Berathis said weakly as blood spilled from his wound. “I go to see the Father with my honor intact.”


  “You shall be remembered,” Linis wept softly. “Your spirit lives on, and I shall join you soon. You will always be the greatest among us.”


  Berathis reached up and touched Linis’ cheek. “No, it is you who is great. You can see the future, while the rest of us live on in darkness. You are on the right path, brother. Walk it with honor.” Slowly his hand fell and his eyes closed.


  Lee walked away and sat by himself against a young oak. Kaylia went over and sat beside him.


  “It had to be this way,” she assured him. “You honored him by allowing him to die by your hand.”


  Lee said nothing, but his eyes flamed with anger.


  Kaylia touched his hand and got up. “You may not understand us, and perhaps his death was senseless to your eyes. But that does not mean you did wrong. He wanted it so. If you had left him injured and defeated, he would have ended his own life in dishonor.”


  “Lee,” Linis called to him. “Will you join us as we lay our kin to rest?”


  The elves were standing in a circle around Berathis’ body. Lee got to his feet and joined them.


  Gewey watched as the elves prepared a funeral pyre and torches. They placed Berathis’ body atop the pyre and began the ritual. For hours they sang songs in the ancient language, swaying back and forth around their fallen kinsman. Lee stood beside them with his head bowed low. Gewey and the others stood back, watching quietly.


  When the songs were over, Linis handed a torch to Lee and stepped away. Lee lit the pyre and said a silent prayer. The elves backed away and got to their knees, watching as the fire blazed, consuming the remains of Berathis.


  When the fire died, and the body had turned to ashes, the elves solemnly rose to their feet and retrieved their packs.


  “We must go,” Linis declared. “I will not rest here.”


  The others followed without a word. They walked until dawn, and decided to rest through the day and night, until the following morning.


   “My heart is too heavy to continue,” said Linis. “Come, Lee. Let me tell you stories of Berathis, so that you may know him, and understand how happy he was that you provided the death he had always wished for.”


  Lee nodded and sat with the elf. He listened to stories of Berathis’ deeds until it was close to dawn.


  “Thank you,” Lee said, once Linis had finished. “I still have much to learn of your kind. And though it still pains me to have ended the life of such a valiant person, I am grateful to have heard his tale.”


  “It is I who am grateful,” Linis replied. “Because of you, I was spared the agony of fighting my teacher and mentor—though I doubt I would have prevailed.”


  “Why is it so important that Kaylia be killed?” Lee asked.


  Linis sighed heavily. “There is a second split among the elves.  I fear much blood will be spilled before it is over. Kaylia has a rich and noble heritage among our people; it would be a serious blow to the elders’ cause if it were revealed that she has broken tradition and befriended humans. They cannot allow her to be heard and possibly sway the advantage away from them. As it stands, those who would see elf and human reconciled are greatly outnumbered, and we pose little threat to their power. But as our numbers grow, so does our influence. We’ve been able to avoid bloodshed so far, but the stronger our position gets, the more likely that is to change, and none of us want that.”


  “How do you hope to change the Elders’ minds?” Lee asked. “I know elves are different from humans in many ways, but there is no doubt they share the same stubbornness.”


  “True,” Linis agreed. “Our progress with humans has been slow, but it is progress.  If we can only show our kin the possibilities and benefits of such a world, that might sway enough of my people to our cause, and force the elders to relent.”


  “I fear that you will find resistance on all sides, my friend,” Lee said with regret. “Humans don’t tend to welcome change, and they hold tightly to their fears. But I wish you luck.”


  Linis laughed softly and put his hand on Lee’s shoulder. “Two bullheaded races on a collision course with destiny. It is definitely luck that we will need.”


  At this, Lee and Linis went their separate ways to rest for the next leg of the journey.


  As they prepared to set off the next morning, Prustos ran ahead and disappeared into the forest.


  “We arrive in Gristol in three days,” Linis told the assembled group. “Prustos is scouting ahead to inform our friends of your arrival.”


  “I can’t wait to meet these friends of yours,” said Millet. “Are they elves or humans?”


  “Both,” he answered. “They are dependable and trustworthy. From there, they will see you the rest of the way. But for now, let us enjoy the time we have left together.”


  The rest of their journey was filled with merriment and song. It was almost enough to make Gewey forget the duel between Lee and Berathis, and the funeral that followed.


  Each evening, Linis continued Gewey’s instruction in the arts of stealth and survival. He showed him ways to avoid leaving even the slightest trail, and how to read the forest in the dark when tracking prey.


  Lee allowed Gewey to push his limits a little further each day, as he continued to practice drawing energy and strength from the earth.


  By the final day of their journey, Gewey was able to let the power flow fully into him. When he opened his eyes, it was as if he could see every detail of the world around him. His arms and legs felt stronger than they had ever felt before, and he could sense everything.


  “Very good,” Lee remarked. “Now you must learn to do this without meditation. Once you can do that, your physical strength will be unmatched.”


  Gewey could still feel the power coursing through his veins as he walked back to where the others waited.


  “By the Creator!” Linis gasped as he saw Gewey approach. “You look as if all the power of heaven is inside you. What manner of creature are you?”


  Linis’ words caused Gewey to panic, instantly causing him to release the energy he had stored inside him. The ground beneath the elf suddenly exploded, sending him flying through the air. He landed hard, and for a moment he lay still. Lee rushed to the elf’s side, but to his relief, Linis was uninjured. Linis began to laugh loudly as he struggled to his feet, while the others stepped away from Gewey, frightened.


  “I’m sorry,” Gewey stammered. “I didn’t mean to…”


  “I see now why your training is so important,” Linis laughed, brushing the dirt off his cloak. “You are a mystery, young one. I hope one day to know just what kind.”


  Lee looked nervous. “I cannot answer questions regarding the boy,” he said apprehensively. “I’m sorry, but you’re better off not knowing.”


  “I’m just glad to know he’s on our side,” Linis replied. “But don’t worry. I will keep my questions for another time. I do hope to one day have them answered.”


  Gewey was shaking at the thought of what he had done. What if he had accidentally killed Linis—or any of the others, for that matter? Gewey swore to himself that he would learn to control his power. He would not cause the death of a friend through ignorance.


   Linis could see how upset Gewey was. “Calm yourself,” he soothed. “I am not hurt. But if you would allow me, I think I might be able to help.”


  Gewey looked at the elf in confusion. “Help? How?”


  “Come with me,” Linis instructed, leading Gewey away from the others. “There are those among my people who can feel the energy of the earth and forest. In ancient times, it is said some could even use that energy to change the earth according to their will. Seekers use a similar technique, though we can only harness very small amounts of it compared to what I saw in you. We can channel it to give us great stamina and strength.”


  “I can feel it,” Gewey confided. “Even now. But I can’t control it.”


   Linis smiled. “Do not try,” he stated simply. “When you feel the flow enter you, do not try to channel it or direct it. Instead, picture it as a stream filling your soul. Once filled, let the rest pour over you and flow around you. Do not try to hold it in. Instead, simply replace it with more. Your body should become part of the energy flow, not a receptacle built to contain it. What happened earlier was caused by you holding on, when all you had to do was allow the power of the earth to continuously flow through you.”


  “How do I do that?” Gewey asked.


  “By forgetting to try,” he answered. “Do not think about it. When you hear the pulse of the earth, know that it was always there. Let your mind wander, and it will take its own course.”


  “I think I understand,” said Gewey, nodding slowly in comprehension.  “Thank you.”


  Linis slapped Gewey on the back. “What a Seeker you would make,” he said. “One day, when our quests are done, I hope you will allow me to instruct you further.”


  “I would like nothing more,” Gewey replied earnestly.


  When they were about three miles from Gristol, Prustos returned. He spoke briefly to Linis and handed him a piece of parchment. Linis looked at it and smiled.


  “Prustos has informed our people of your arrival,” Linis announced. “They will meet you at the Bean and Broth tavern, and then escort you to a house where you will be safe.”


  “How will we know them?” Lee asked.


  “Prustos has given them your descriptions,” he answered. “They will speak my name so that you know them to be true. The road leading to the city is one mile north, and the gates are unguarded during the daylight hours. You should have no trouble.”


  “We can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done for us,” Lee said.


  “I am honored to have met you and your kin.”


  “The honor is ours,” Linis replied.


  Gewey and the others traded heartfelt goodbyes with the elves, and then watched as they vanished into the forest.


  Once the elves had gone, Millet turned to Kaylia. “What an extraordinary people you are,” he remarked.


  “Thank you,” she replied. “I am pleased to have encountered them. I thought I would never speak to one of my kind in friendship again.”


  Lee started north toward the road, and the others followed close behind. Without their elven friends, the march to the city gate felt dull and dreary. Gewey found himself missing their familiar laughter.


  As Linis had said, the city gates were open and unguarded. The people of Gristol were far more accommodating than those they had encountered in other towns and villages, so they had no trouble getting directions to the Bean and Broth tavern. The tavern itself was nice, as taverns go. At first, Gewey worried that such a diverse group would stick out and raise suspicions, but none of the patrons seemed to take notice. They found a table and ordered ale and wine. They had hardly had time to take a single sip when they were approached by a man wearing a long, worn, brown leather coat and tan shirt and pants. He had salt and pepper hair and fair skin. He smiled cheerfully as he scanned the group.


  “Friends of Linis, I presume?” the man asked.


  “We are,” Lee responded, apprehensively.


  “I’m Broín,” he said, taking a seat. “You’ll be my guests while you’re here.”


  “We’re pleased to meet you,” Lee said, relaxing a bit.


  Just then, the barmaid walked up to their table. “Good to see you, Lord Broín. The usual?”


  “Yes indeed,” he answered, and then returned his attention to Gewey and his friends. “I’ve looked far and wide, and have yet to find a plum brandy to equal that of the Bean and Broth. In fact—” Struck with a sudden idea, he hopped up and whispered in the barmaid’s ear.


  “We’re grateful for your assistance Lord Broín,” said Lee. “Our mutual friends speak highly of you.”


  “Thank you,” he replied. “But you can drop the ‘Lord’ part; I’m not really a lord. About ten years ago there was a massive fire in the city, and I helped rebuild. Since then everyone started calling me Lord Broín. I’m actually just a merchant.”


  Lee gave a knowing smile to Millet. “Lordship is earned,” Lee countered. “Clearly you earned it if that’s the title the people gave you.”


  “I know,” he said. “But I still find it a bit…pretentious. I don’t dress like a lord, and I certainly don’t live like one.”


  “I don’t know,” Millet commented. “You look much like some lords I’ve encountered. Not all wear silk and satin.”


  “You sound like a man of experience.” Broín complimented him, laughing heartily as the barmaid returned. She carried a tray full of small glasses filled with pungent plum brandy.


  “Please enjoy,” said Broín. “I would not have you visit our fine city without sampling what I consider to be its finest attribute.” Everyone took their brandy and raised their glasses.


  “To new friends,” Broín toasted loudly, and they all took a sip. Gewey winced at the sweetness, but found the aftertaste to be quite pleasant.


  “When you’re ready, we’ll go to my home,” Broín said as he held the glass under his nose. “I’ve had baths prepared. I know how time in the wilderness can take its toll.”


  “That would be marvelous!” Maybell beamed. “You must forgive my rude companions for not introducing themselves. I’m Sister Maybell.”


  “I’m pleased to know you, Sister,” he replied, nodding his head.


  “While you’re here, I’ll have someone escort you to the Temple District if you wish.”


  “That would be perfect,” she said graciously.


  Embarrassed by Maybell’s words, each introduced themselves in turn.


  “What a unique band of friends,” said Broín, his eyes fixed on Kaylia. “But enough of this. We should go, so you can wash off the dirt and grime of your long journey.”


  Lord Broín led them to his home. It was a modest two-story structure, but it looked well built with sturdy red brick and hard pine. It had a small white balcony overlooking the street, and a flower garden surrounded the entire house. Inside the foyer, a staircase led to the upstairs bedrooms; doors on either side of the stairs led to the dining room, study, and parlor.


  “I must apologize in advance,” Broín said. “I only have three spare rooms, but there are ample beds.” A series of clanks and rattles could be heard coming from the back of the house. “From the sound of it, Angus is preparing dinner.”


  Broín led them to the bedrooms, where tubs of steaming water waited for them. Maybell took a room for herself, insistent that she get to bathe in private. Kaylia and Dina shared the next room, while Lee, Gewey, and Millet split the third.


  “When you’ve washed, please join me in the parlor,” Broín said with a bow, leaving them to it.


  “What do you think, my lord?” Millet asked, once they were alone.


  “I trust Linis,” Lee answered. “But all the same, be alert.”


  
    


  


  Chapter 21


  When all had washed and dressed, they went downstairs to join Lord Broín. The door to the parlor was open, and voices could be heard speaking softly within. The parlor was sparsely decorated. A few paintings and some silver lanterns lined the walls, and a cherry wood table holding a crystal decanter and a dozen brandy glasses stood in the corner. Three well-cushioned couches atop a thick woven rug formed a semi-circle in the center of the room. At the far end of the room, a small fire burned cheerfully in the fireplace.


  Lord Broín was sitting on a couch, having a spirited conversation with two unfamiliar figures. On his left sat a young- looking man with dark curly hair, wearing a red silk jacket and a black buttoned shirt with black trousers. To his right sat a blond elf dressed in common brown woodsman’s attire.


  “Ahh,” Broín said as he saw them enter. “Please, join us.” The man and the elf rose to their feet and bowed low.


  “Let me introduce my friends,” Broín said. “The young man here is Lord Ganflin from Althetas, and this is Malstisos.”


  Gewey and the rest introduced themselves in turn. Lord Ganflin turned to Kaylia, who was still wearing her hood.


  “Please, my dear. You don’t need to hide here.” Kaylia nodded and removed her hood, although she didn’t fully remove her cloak.


  “Linis told us there would be both elves and humans,” Lee remarked. “Still, it’s odd to see.” Broín laughed. “I know what you mean. I’ve been friends with Malstisos here for over a year, and it still shocks me when he removes his hood. A good lot, though—the elves, I mean. Once you convince them not to kill you.”


  “I only tried that one time,” Malstisos joked as he turned to the others. “I’m sure Linis told you of our efforts to build relations with humans. As you surely know, it has not been well received by the elders. People like Lord Broín and Lord Ganflin provide a safe place where we can talk and plan. The elders may wish to stop us, but even they wouldn’t dare assault us in a human city.”


  “In Althetas,” Lord Ganflin added, “there are even elves walking openly in the streets.”


  Kaylia marveled at the idea. “I imagine that took a while to accomplish.”


  “Not as long as you might think,” Ganflin replied. “You’d be surprised how quickly people can get used to a thing, though I admit there are still some who are opposed to the idea.”


  “Prustos left word that you would need passage further west,” Broín interjected. “Where is it you need to go?”


  “Actually,” Dina answered, “we’re headed for Althetas.”


  “Then you shall travel with me,” Ganflin declared. “I will be here for two more days, and then I depart for home. I can delay if you need more time.”


  Lee looked at Maybell, who nodded in response.


  “Two days should be plenty of time,” said Lee. “We have some business here to attend to, but it should be finished by tomorrow.”


  “It’s settled then,” Broín said as he stood up and opened the decanter on the table. The air filled with the scent of plum brandy.


  “Until then, you shall stay here as my guests. My house is yours.” He then proceeded to pass around glasses of brandy to the entire table.


  Dinner was pleasant. The dining room was large and could have easily accommodated twice their numbers, but the dark wood paneling and pastel drawings on the walls made it feel cozy. Angus, Lord Broín’s servant, served the meal unaided, with a speed and precision that impressed even Millet. Conversation was light, focusing mainly on trade and merchant affairs. Malstisos spoke to Kaylia and Dina, telling them tales of Linis and the rest of his band. They had apparently traveled more than any other elves in history—or so it sounded to hear Malstisos tell it. As they finished eating, Broín instructed Angus to see that there were enough chairs in the study to accommodate their guests.


  “I trust you’ve all had your fill?” Broín asked, wiping his hands with a napkin.


  “Indeed,” Lee replied. “I haven’t eaten that well in quite a while.”


  “Then if you will join me in the study, we have matters to discuss,” Broín said, pushing back his chair.


  Broín led them from the dining room, across the foyer, and into the study. A large mahogany desk sat at the far end of the room next to a fireplace that glowed dimly as a small fire crackled and popped. Bookshelves lined the walls, and cushioned chairs had been placed in front of the desk. The lanterns in the corners had been dimmed, giving the room a very relaxed atmosphere. When they were all seated, Angus entered the room and gave them each a crystal glass filled with cider.


  “My friends,” Broín began. “As you all know, darkness is covering the land. In the north, Angrääl is gathering its strength and preparing to march. We’ve tried to warn the western nobles, but they refuse to listen. In fact, Angrääl already has representatives engaging in open negotiations with other northern kingdoms.”


  “Do you have word of Hazrah?” Lee asked anxiously.


  “Not specifically, no,” he answered. “But Hazrah is most certainly in danger. If you have friends or family there, you should get them out before it’s too late.”


  Lee lowered his eyes in thought.


  “I don’t know what causes your flight west,” Broín continued.  “But I can guess you are not unaware of the things I speak of.”


  “We are aware,” said Lee. “But I cannot tell you the reason for our flight. I can say that we have similar goals, and by helping us, you help protect your lands and homes.”


  “I thought as much,” Broín said with a knowing smile. “You have the trust of Linis, so I won’t press you to tell me things you think you shouldn’t. But if you know anything about what we face, I hope you will share it.”


  Lee took a sip from his cup and looked at the tense face of Lord Broín.


  “The power you face in Angrääl,” Lee said, “is known as the Dark Knight, though some call him by other names. He is far more dangerous than you might have guessed. He has stolen a powerful weapon not meant to be wielded by mortal men. With it, he has locked the door to Heaven, and if he isn’t stopped, he’ll reshape the world into a living hell.”


  “You speak of the Sword of Truth,” said Ganflin. “I’ve read about it, but I thought it was just a myth.”


  “I wish it were,” Lee said solemnly. “The one who stole it is the power behind the trouble in the north. He seeks to destroy the gods, and with the sword, he might find a way. He hasn’t yet reached his full strength, but the longer he possesses the sword, the more powerful he becomes.”


  “How can he be stopped?” asked Broín. “I have heard of the Sword of Truth as well, and if the legends are true, then he now holds the power of a God.”


  “He may have their power, but he is not a God,” Lee asserted. “He can be killed.”


  "Among the elves, hatred of the Gods runs deep.  There are many who would side with this Dark Knight." Malstisos noted. “If he is as powerful as you say, we will need to convince them to do otherwise.”


  “For that, we must count on you and your brethren,” Lee said. “I’ll aid you in any way that I can, but I doubt my interference in this particular matter would help.”


  “Hers might,” Malstisos said, nodding toward Kaylia.


  “They want me dead,” Kaylia retorted. “They are even willing to ignore tradition to see it done. I doubt I can say anything to sway them.”


  “There is at least one elder that doesn’t seek your death,” he countered. “It may be that he is our only hope.”


  “He wants nothing to do with me,” Kaylia replied coldly. “That my own kin has been sent to kill me tells me that.”


  “Who are you talking about?” asked Gewey.


  “My uncle,” Kaylia answered in a whisper. “He fought in the Great War alongside my father—his brother. After my father died, he raised me as his own. But that was long ago.”


  “Still, it might be worth the attempt,” Malstisos argued. “He is not as stubborn as the other Elders. He may listen to reason.”


  “He will not,” Kaylia said firmly. Her tone was full of hate and anger. “My people could not have been sent to kill me without his consent. You would be better off if you told him you had murdered me yourself.”


  “I think you underestimate him,” Malstisos said, his voice softening.  “But as you wish; I will press you no more.”


   Kaylia got up and stood by the fireplace.


  “In any case, we have further matters to discuss,” Broín said.


  “There are rumors that the dead walk the earth. At first I thought them nothing more than nonsense, but now I’m not so sure.”


  “They’re not nonsense,” said Lee. He told Broín what had happened with the baker’s wife in Sharpstone, though he left out the name of the town.


  “How is such a thing possible?” Broín asked, horrified.


  “When the Dark Knight locked the door to Heaven, he trapped the souls of the living on Earth,” Lee explained. “As his power has grown, there have been certain…side effects. I believe it may be a result of his growing power. Whatever the case, it’s effective in spreading fear, and that’s his greatest weapon.”


  Broín took a deep breath and sighed. “Be straightforward with me,” he said. Lee could hear the desperation in his voice. “Is there a way to fight him?”


  “Yes,” Lee answered with conviction. “He is not all powerful—at least, not yet. Keep doing what you’re already doing for now. Before it’s over, we will need allies anywhere we can find them. It may not come to all out war, but if it does, we’ll need to be united and ready.  My friends and I are journeying to a place that may reveal a way to end this without bloodshed, but there is no guarantee of success.”


  “Then we will aid you in any way you wish,” Broín said with resolve. “Simply tell me what it is you need.”


  “There is only one thing I would ask,” Lee replied. “It is a personal request, but one of great importance to me.”


   “Ask,” Broín invited. “I will help if I can.”


  “There are people dear to me in Hazrah,” he said. “I cannot abandon the things I must do, so I will send my friend and companion in my stead.”


  Millet’s eyes went wide. “You don’t mean to send me away!” he cried.


  “Please,” Lee begged. “You must see my wife and child safely away from Hazrah. I can trust no one else, and they will believe you when they see you.”


  Millet nodded his head and put his hand on Lee’s shoulder. “I will do everything in my power to make sure nothing happens to them.”


  Lee turned to Broín. “I would not have him go alone, so I ask that you send someone to help him as he needs. I can pay all of the expenses, and whoever goes will be well rewarded.”


  “I will go,” Malstisos volunteered. “But do not insult me with promise of reward. You are a friend to my kin, and that is enough.” He smiled at Millet. “We leave when you are ready.”


  “Thank you,” said Lee. “I hope one day to return the favor. Now, if you all don’t mind, we’ve had a long journey, and I’m sure my companions are longing to spend some time in a warm bed.”


  “I agree,” said Broín. “We can talk more tomorrow.”


  They all stood up from their chairs and bid one another goodnight.


  Gewey went straight to bed, while Millet and Lee discussed the rescue of Lee’s family. Kaylia stopped in to give Gewey his nightly dose of jawas tea, a routine he had come to look forward to.


  “She certainly does take good care of you,” Millet observed. “A thing not to be taken for granted.”


  Normally such teasing would have embarrassed Gewey, but tonight he just smiled and let the jawas take him away.


  
    


  


  Chapter 22


  Gewey was the first to rise the next day. He got dressed and wandered downstairs, following the smell of sausage. Angus was setting up the table when he spotted him at the door.


  “Please sit,” Angus urged him, pulling out a chair. “It’s good to see an early riser around here.”


  Gewey thought about waiting for the others, but dismissed the thought when Angus placed a plate filled with sausage, eggs and fresh biscuits in front of him. To top it off, there was even fresh orange juice. In Sharpstone, orange juice was rare; the only times he’d had it before were when his father had taken him to visit Lee as a child.


  The sun was shining through the windows and Gewey could hear the bustle of a new day beginning outside.


  “It’s been some time since the sun has broken through,” Angus observed, pleased.


  “Let’s take it for a good omen,” Broín said as he strode into the room.


  Gewey felt embarrassed for not waiting to eat, but Broín didn’t seem to mind. In fact, Angus brought him a plate and some juice and he immediately started in himself.


  “You said very little last night, my young friend,” Broín noted.  “What are your thoughts on what goes on in the world?”


  Gewey had to wash down a mouthful of sausage before answering.  “Honestly, it’s hard to make heads or tails of it. Compared to what I’m used to, things have been moving very fast.”


  Lord Broín nodded with understanding. “Yes, indeed. Things feel out of control, even for those of us who are more accustomed to dealing with the fast pace of the world. But I’m curious, how did you end up involved in all this to begin with?”


  Gewey was unsure how to answer. Broín could see his unease and waved his hand.


  “Forget I asked,” he said. “Let’s talk about your companions instead. I’ve noticed you seem quite comfortable traveling with elves. Have you always been so accepting?”


  “I think the elves are a wonderful people,” Gewey replied earnestly. “After being around them, it’s hard to imagine why they aren’t welcome among us. They may be terrible and dangerous when they want to be, but they are also wise and full of joy. I’ve never seen anyone who loves his brother so selflessly, or defends his honor so passionately. Of course, my experience is limited to the few I’ve met.”


  “You are wise beyond your years,” Broín told him. “Now if you would allow me, I would give you something.”


  “Please,” Gewey protested. “Your hospitality is more than enough.”


  “But I insist,” he said, leaving the table. A few minutes later, he returned carrying a long sword sheathed in a black leather scabbard. There were symbols running down the length of the scabbard in silver inlay, and to Gewey’s eye, it appeared to be the same type of ancient writing that decorated Lee’s box. Broín attached the scabbard to a studded leather belt, and then handed it to Gewey. “This sword was given to me by the King of Gol’Giatha, for saving the life of his son when I was a young man. I want you to have it.”


  Gewey stared at the weapon, stunned. “This is too much. I can’t possibly accept this.”


  “You can, and you will,” Broín said sternly. “Whatever quest your friends are on, I would have to be a blind fool not to realize you are a big part of it. If I wanted to guess, I would say you’re probably the most important part.”


  “Why would you say that?” Gewey asked nervously.


  “You’re not a servant,” he replied. “You’re not a warrior. And your friends take special care when anything to do with you comes up.” He leaned back in his chair, evaluating Gewey. “You’re young—too young to be on such a dangerous journey by all accounts, and yet you carry yourself as a man ten years your senior. Whatever your reason for being here, I would have you as well protected as I can make you. That sword will never break nor dull, and it has never been drawn from its scabbard; once drawn, only the person who drew it will be able to wield it, and no other. More than that, I do not know, but it is certainly a special weapon. Besides, I’ve always used the sword passed down to me by my father; I have no use for another.”


  “I can’t thank you enough,” said Gewey, looking the sword up and down.


  “Now that’s a kingly gift,” Lee remarked as he and the others walked in. “May I see it?”


  “Please do not unsheathe it,” Broín requested. “As I told your young friend, once drawn, it will only serve one master—or so I was told.”


  Lee raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. Then by all means, Gewey, draw your sword.”


  Gewey hesitated for a moment, and then drew the sword. It slid easily from the scabbard, as if it had just been oiled. The blade glimmered brightly, touched by the light through the windows. Suddenly he felt his hand grow warm, and the hilt began to throb. He wanted to throw the sword down, but he found himself unable to let it go. He gasped in shock, nearly knocking over the chair beside him. Then, as quickly as the sensation began, it was gone.


  “What happened?” Gewey exclaimed. “Why did it do that?”


  
    “Do what?” Lee asked, concerned. “What did you feel?”  Gewey described what happened.

  


  “I know what you experienced,” Dina announced, stepping forward. “Hand Lee the sword, but be careful not to lose your own grip on it.”


  Gewey held out the sword, holding the tip of the hilt in one hand and cradling the blade in the other. Lee touched the flat side of the blade and instantly drew back, wincing in pain.


  “You’ve seen such a thing before,” she said, referring to her medallion.  “But I’ve never heard of a sword being forged like this.”


  “So what the King told me was true,” Broín said, satisfied. “The Order of Amon Dähl would love to see this.” Dina froze and stared at him.


  “My dear,” he chuckled. “I suspected at least one of you must be of the Order the moment I heard Lee’s story last night. I guess now I know which one.”


  “Does anyone else suspect?” she whispered.


  “Not likely,” he replied. “Your lot is pretty secretive, and not too many people read as much as I do—no one I can think of, in fact.  But every time I’ve ever run across stories about the Sword of Truth, the name Amon Dähl follows right behind. To tell you the truth, I wasn’t certain until just now. Only someone of that order, or maybe an elf, would have seen a material like this being used. But don’t fret; it’s just another in a long line of secrets that will keep me company when I die.” He smiled pleasantly at Dina.


  “But enough chit-chat.”  He turned to Maybell. “Angus will take you to the Temple District whenever you’re ready, Sister.”


  “Thank you,” she said, sitting down to eat.


  “I’ll be accompanying her as well,” Lee added.


  “Of course,” he replied. “As for the rest of you, I assume you don’t want to be spotted by unfriendly eyes, so please tell me if there is anything you need and I will see that you have it.”


  “A lifetime supply of orange juice,” Gewey blurted, before he could stop himself.


  Broín chuckled loudly, nearly doubling over with his laughter. “A lifetime supply might be more than I can provide, but you will not want for it while you’re here. It’s a favorite of mine too, so I keep plenty.”


  Gewey turned red and thanked him.


   Once everyone had finished breakfast, Angus showed Maybell and Lee to a waiting carriage and climbed up with the driver. Gewey and Kaylia sat in the parlor with Lord Ganflin as he showed them a popular card game from Althetas. An entire pitcher of orange juice sat on the table beside Gewey.


  Millet busied himself with preparations for his journey. After a short but fierce debate with Lee the night before, Millet decided to venture out alone to purchase horses and provisions for the ride to Hazrah. Broín offered to accompany him, but Millet insisted he would rather be alone.


  Dina, Malstisos, and Broín went to the study. Dina had planned to reveal her heritage to the elf, but apparently, Prustos had already done so. Malstisos offered to explain the elven code of honor to her, and Broín insisted on joining them, not wanting to miss an opportunity to expand his knowledge.


  After lunch, they all gathered together in the parlor to exchange tales and sing songs. Gewey noticed that many of the stories were just slightly different versions of some of the ones he had heard back home. The names and places were different, but the themes were the same. He had no voice for song, so he left the singing to Dina and Kaylia, who he thought had far more beautiful voices than he did.


  Broín and Ganflin recited poems, but when it came Gewey’s turn, he could think of nothing to share.


  “Come now,” Broín encouraged him. “Surely you know a song from your home, or at least a story told to you as a child.”


  “Yes,” Malstisos said, grinning merrily. “I weary of these lofty tales, spun by men of learning. I would rather hear a simple tale told by simple folk.” Everyone cheered him on until it was clear they would not be satisfied until Gewey took a turn.


  Gewey took a deep breath and tried not to be too aware of all the eyes looking at him. “Long ago,” he began, “there were two brothers named Bernard and Kyle who were the sons of a farmer. The farmer owned two large pieces of land: one in the fertile lowlands, and one in the rocky hills. When he passed away, he left the brothers all his land and possessions. Bernard loved his brother very much, so when his brother came to him and asked to be given the rich lowlands so that he would have the means to marry his love, Bernard agreed, even though this meant he couldn’t afford to start a family of his own. Kyle swore that one day, he would buy Bernard a farm next to his and share all that he had with his brother.


  “Years passed, and Bernard waited as his brother took his wife and had three fine sons. He hoped that his brother would honor their agreement, but as the time wore on, he never did. Finally, Bernard became too old and weak to work his land, and because of his brother’s betrayal, he had no sons to work in his stead. Kyle had become rich and bought up all of the lowland farms in the county, but because he was selfish, he never did anything to help his poor brother.


  “One day a great storm came and the rivers overflowed. With nowhere else to go, Kyle went to the high hills with his family to take refuge. But because he was ashamed, he did not go to his brother for shelter. Instead, he sat with his family in the pouring rain atop a high hill and watched as all their crops were swept away by the flood.


  “The next day, the youngest of Kyle’s sons became very ill, and in his desperation he took the boy to his brother’s house.


  “Bernard greeted his brother with joy and helped him nurse his son back to health. ‘Why do you help me?’ Kyle asked. ‘I have wronged you and broken my promise, and because of that you have no sons.’


  “‘You have wronged me, brother,’ Bernard replied. ‘You have left me alone here on this rocky hill. Your shame has kept you from me. But that does not change that I love you. And though I have no sons, what has been worse is having no brother.’ Bernard’s words held no hatred; instead, he wept with joy at the sight of the brother he had missed so much. Kyle vowed that when the water receded, Bernard could come live with him and his family.


  “The farmer’s heart swelled with joy, and when the land dried, they all headed down the rocky hill together. On their way down, they saw that the rains had uncovered gold that ran from Bernard’s house all the way to the basin. Kyle offered to have his sons collect the gold for Bernard, but Bernard insisted that they share it; Bernard had all he wanted as long as he was with his family.


  “The younger brother refused and sent his sons to bury the gold, making them promise not to dig it back up until the two brothers were both dead. Together they went back to the lowlands, where they happily spent the remainder of their days. When the brothers died, the sons went to find the gold, but it was all gone except for two interlacing veins. Try as they might, they could not remove the gold from the ground. It was then the sons knew the spirits of the farmer and his brother rested there, so they left it buried for all time.’


  “Now there is a story for elf ears,” Malstisos cheered. “Your father told you this?”


  “Yes,” Gewey answered. “When I was a small boy, he made sure to tell me a story every night. He even traded with the merchants for storybooks when he had told me all that he could remember.”


  “He sounds like he was a good father,” Broín said.


  “He was,” Gewey agreed, suddenly missing him very much.


  There was a loud knock at the front door. Broín went to answer it, and moments later, he returned holding a letter and looking concerned.


  “What is it?” Lord Ganflin inquired.


  “A letter has arrived for Gewey,” Broín said, handing it to the boy.


  “For me?” Gewey asked, startled. He opened the letter and read it. “You must find Lee right away.” His voice sounded frightened.


  “I will go to the Temple District and find him immediately,” said Broín. “Do you know what temple he and Maybell would have gone to?”


  “Ayliazarah,” Gewey answered. Broín nodded and flew out the door.


  “What does it say?” Kaylia asked anxiously.


  Gewey handed her the letter. His own name was written just above the broken seal.


  ‘To Gewey Stedding of Sharpstone’


  ‘I wish to speak to you on behalf of my master. I mean you no harm and will be awaiting your presence at the Bean and Broth tavern. Bring who you wish, but I will be alone and unarmed. Do not flee. All of your movements are being watched, and it would be unfortunate if you did not hear what I have to say. I will wait for one hour.’


  It was signed ‘Saylis Fernmen’.


  “I will go with you,” Kaylia said firmly.


  At first Gewey was going to tell her he didn’t want to put her in danger, but one look at her face told him there would be no argument.


  “The rest of you must stay here,” he said. Gales of protest came from the rest of the group, but Gewey was determined. “We can’t all be in the same place if this turns out to be a trap. The rest must stay here until I return.”


  “Do you plan to wait for Lee?” Dina asked.


  “For as long as I can,” he replied. “But if he is not back in time, I must go without him.”


  Gewey went upstairs and retrieved the sword Broín had given him and drew it. The blade sang as it slid from its scabbard. He stared at it for a long moment, and then sheathed it again.


  “I hope you won’t need it,” Kaylia said from the doorway. “But all the same, it is good to be prepared.” She tapped her finger on the hilt of her long knife and smiled wickedly.


  
    


  


  Chapter 23


  It took the carriage thirty minutes to get to the Temple District. Lee had the box wrapped and stuffed inside a cloth sack. He hoped the Sister they were going to see would be able to help, but he wasn’t optimistic. Maybell, on the other hand, was excited to see the woman, and told Lee many times along the way about her unparalleled knowledge in lore.


  “She is by far the most learned Sister in the order,” she said. “If anyone can help us, it’s her.”


  “No doubt,” said Lee, smiling patiently. “And I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”


  “We were novices together,” she told him for the fifth time. “And best friends.” Maybell had the excited look of a young girl seeing a temple for the first time. The carriage stopped in front of the Temple of Ayliazarah, and Angus hopped down and opened the door.


  “We may be quite a while,” said Lee. “Feel free to leave. I’m sure you have other things that you’d rather be doing.” He reached in his pocket and tossed Angus a silver.


  Angus looked at the coin as if Lee had insulted him, and then passed it to the driver, who was more than happy to accept. “My instructions are to be at your disposal,” he said. “I shall be here when you are ready to leave.”


  Lee could barely contain his laughter. He bowed to the man and walked Maybell up the stairs to the temple.


  The interior looked much like the temple in Kaltinor, except that smaller statues of the other eight gods surrounded the large statue of Ayliazarah in the center of the entrance hall. In the corners of the hall, several plush chairs were set up in small circles, and a short brass table with a thick a glass top stood in the middle. At least a dozen novices buzzed about their business, and nearly all of the chairs were filled with men and women reading and talking.


  Maybell stopped a passing monk. “Is Sister Ruthisa here?” she asked him.


  “She would most likely be in the archives,” he answered courteously.  “Do you need directions?”


  Maybell smiled. “No, thank you, brother; I know the way.”


  Maybell led Lee up a flight of stairs and down a narrow hall to a marked door. Inside, tall shelves lined the room, filled with hundreds upon hundreds of ancient-looking books.


  “Ruthy,” Maybell called as she poked her head down each row of shelves.


  “Here,” an old woman responded, exiting one of the rows at the far end of the room.


  Though Maybell had told Lee that she and the Sister were the same age, the woman he saw looked much older. She wore light blue and white robes, and her silver hair was wrapped in a thin silk scarf.


  She was bent with age, and her stride was little more than a slow shuffle. In her arms, she held a thick leather book that was nearly half as big as she was. She looked up though a pair of thick spectacles and smiled widely


  “My word,” said Ruthy, feigning irritation. “I thought you’d forgotten about me, you witch!”


  “Don’t just stand there,” Maybell chided Lee. “Help her with that large and probably very boring book.”


  Lee suddenly felt like a guilty child, and he rushed to take the book from Ruthy’s arms.


  Ruthy looked at him firmly. “Don’t let that old hag boss you around,” she scolded him. “The day I can’t carry a bloody book on my own, I’ll just go ahead and die.”


  The two women burst out laughing as Lee stood there, unsure of what to do. Ruthy handed him the book, then went over to embrace Maybell.


  “By the Gods, it’s good to see you,” Maybell said. Tears began streaming down her cheeks.


  Ruthy stood back with her arms extended, still holding Maybell. “I’m so happy to see you, Bell. We heard about Kaltinor. I was afraid that demon of a woman might have done you in.”


  “She wishes she had,” Maybell replied. “But alas, I live to fight another day.”


  “Will you be staying?” Ruthy asked hopefully.


  “Not quite yet,” she answered. “I’m only here until tomorrow. I have something for you see, though.”


  Lee removed the box and handed it to Maybell. Ruthy’s eyes went wide as Maybell held it out.


  “How did you get your hands on this?” she asked in a whisper. She trembled as she took the box and slowly ran her hands across the lid. “Do you know what this is?”


  Maybell nodded. “The Book of Souls.”


  “Quite right,” Ruthy replied as she traced the elven letters with her finger. “I assume you have been unable to open it?”


  “That’s why we’re here,” Maybell explained.


  “And here I thought you had come to see me,” she teased.


  “Don’t be cute,” said Maybell.


  Ruthy grinned mischievously. “This is better than a visit. Besides, you promised me you’d retire here, and it certainly doesn’t look like you’re ready just yet.”


  “Not quite,” she replied. “Can you help us?”


  “To open the Book of Souls? Not a chance. It can only be opened by one with the power of heaven, or so the legends say. The elves kept it for centuries, but that part you probably know. It was stolen in the Great War, and was thought to be lost forever.”


  “What is it, exactly?” Lee asked.


  “It’s the very words written by the Gods, is what it is,” she replied as she turned the box over and over, examining every detail. “In their own hand. It is said that if a being with the power of heaven were to read from its pages, creation itself could be undone.”


   “No wonder the elves protected it,” Lee said in awe. “Such a thing in the wrong hands could doom the world.”


  “Indeed,” Ruthy agreed. “But I don’t think there’s much danger of that. Even if someone who possessed it intended to destroy the world, they wouldn’t be able to get it open. The box itself is indestructible.”


  “I’ve found that out the hard way,” Lee admitted.


  “The best thing you can do is return it wherever you found it and leave it alone,” Ruthy advised. “The mere thought of wielding such power is enough to drive men mad. Even if they couldn’t get the box open, there’s no telling what they’d do to possess it in the hope that they one day could.”


  Lee heard the door open behind them, followed by the sound of metal and leather. Suddenly the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He spun around and drew the short dagger he had brought with him, silently cursing himself for leaving his sword at Lord Broín’s house. As he turned, he saw three men in studded leather standing just inside the door. Two carried crossbows, and the one in the middle held a short sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. Their faces were grim and weathered, and bore the scars of battle.


  “What fortune,” said the man in the center. “I was only supposed to see that you remained here and out of the way, and now I find that you’ve brought a great treasure with you.”


  Lee glanced down at the box as he slid it in front of Ruthy. “Leave now and I’ll allow you to live,” he said threateningly.


  “My dear Lord Nal’Thain,” the man said with an evil smile. “Or do you prefer Lord Starfinder? I have no doubt you could kill every one of us. But if you don’t do exactly as I say, I shall see that these two lovely ladies precede us to the afterlife.”


  Lee’s muscles tensed as he tried to think of a way to kill the soldiers while saving Maybell and Ruthy, but the man was right. The two soldiers on either side had their crossbows trained directly on the Sisters. There was no way to save them if he attacked.


  “I’ll give you nothing,” Ruthy said defiantly, holding the box tightly to her chest. “Kill them. I’ve lived long enough.”


  “As have I,” Maybell said, her head held high.


  The man chuckled, still wearing a sinister grin. “Such courage,” he said mockingly. “But I doubt Lord Starfinder wants the blood of two women on his hands. Isn’t that right?”


  Lee seethed with rage. He could not let the Book of Souls fall into the hands of the Dark Knight; with the Sword of Truth at his disposal, the Dark Knight might actually be able to open it. If that happened, all was lost.


  “If I give you the book, you will leave my friends in peace and depart this city immediately,” he demanded. “If you don’t, I will make you pray for death.”


  “You are in no position to give commands,” the man replied. “I will keep you here as I was instructed, and you’ll give me the book. After that you’ll find the reason for your quest no longer exists, so I suggest you return home and hope my master forgets all about you.”


  Lee felt a cold knot form in the pit of his stomach. It was clear they meant to keep him here until they had dealt with Gewey. He knew what had to be done and readied himself to attack.


  Just then, the soldier on the left yelped in pain as blood spewed from his mouth. The other two turned to their comrade, momentarily stunned. A moment was all Lee needed. In a flurry of motion, he sprang forward and slashed his dagger across the throat of the other bowman. Blood shot from the wound, spraying onto Lee’s face. The remaining soldier tried to flee but was met by the sword of Lord Broín. He thrust his blade through the man’s heart and watched as the soldier gasped and fell to the floor.


  “Looks like I arrived just in time,” Broín observed as he wiped his blade on the soldier’s trousers.


  Lee nodded to Broín, then turned to Maybell. “Wait here. I’ll send word later.”


  Before she could argue, Lee was gone, with Broín trailing behind.


  Lee raced through the streets of Gristol as fast as his legs could carry him, his dagger still in his hand. Broín could not keep up and soon fell far behind. When Lee reached the house, the door was flung wide. Dina stood just inside, looking upset.


  “Where’s Gewey?” Lee asked urgently. She recounted what had happened. “He left a little while ago for the Bean and Broth.”


  “Fool,” he roared, running to his room to retrieve his sword.


  “Where’s Millet?” he asked Dina as he fastened the blade to his belt.


  “He still has not returned,” she replied nervously.


  “When he does, tell him he leaves immediately,” he ordered.  “The rest of you get your things together. I’ll return as soon as I have Gewey and Kaylia.” With that, he took off towards the tavern.


  Broín arrived a short while later, out of breath and holding his side. “By the Gods, that man is fast,” he said, gasping for air. Dina told him what Lee had said and explained that Malstisos had been guarding the others.


  “Tell him to keep vigilant. I’ll be back soon.” He caught his breath and shook his head. “Wonderful,” he muttered to himself as he took off after Lee. “More running.”


  
    


  


  Chapter 24


  Gewey and Kaylia paused as they approached the door to The Bean and Broth. He had waited as long as he could for Lee, but the time had come when he could wait no longer. Malstisos had offered to accompany them, but Gewey refused him. When Malstisos insisted, Ganflin helped a bit in convincing him to stay behind.


  “I’m rubbish with a sword,” he had said to the elf. “Someone needs to be here that can fight.”


  Reluctantly, Malstisos had relented, allowing Gewey and Kaylia to leave for the tavern alone.


  Gewey stared at the door and checked his sword for the hundredth time. “If anything happens, I want you to promise me you’ll run,” he said gravely.


  Kaylia reached up, pulled his face to hers, and kissed him softly. Gewey stood stunned, momentarily forgetting the danger. “You will never get such a promise,” she said firmly, but with a sweet smile. “I do not abandon my friends, and I certainly do not leave a suitor undefended.” Gewey smiled back, and they entered the tavern.


  It took a second for his eyes to adjust to the dim light of the room, and he could hear nothing but the sound of the barman cleaning mugs and glasses. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. The tavern was empty save for the barman and a lone figure sitting in a corner, facing away from them. The barman looked up at Gewey and Kaylia and motioned toward the figure. Gewey and Kaylia walked up to the table and stood behind the man. He had blond, shoulder-length hair that was tied in a short ponytail and wore a simple maroon tunic and pants.


  “Unless you intend to stab me in the back, I suggest you sit down,” he offered, sounding amused.


  They looked at one another for a moment, and then sat across from him. To Gewey’s surprise, he didn’t look but maybe a few years older than Gewey himself.


  “You’re Saylis Fernmen, I presume?” Gewey asked. His hand had not left the hilt of his sword.


  “And you are Gewey Stedding,” he answered. “I see you brought the lovely Kaylia with you—understandable, if unnecessary. I have come as I promised, alone and unarmed.”


  “Good,” said Kaylia. Her tone was dangerous.


  Saylis laughed confidently. “I didn’t mean to imply that I am unprotected. But for the purpose of our conversation, I thought a show of force might be…distracting.”


  “What do you want?” demanded Gewey.


  “Me?” he replied. “Nothing. Nothing at all. But my master on the other hand…” He motioned for the barman, who brought him a glass of wine. He looked over to Gewey and Kaylia “Would you join me?”


  Gewey glared in silence.


  “That will be all,” Saylis told the barman, tossing him a copper. “Now then, as I was saying, my master would very much like for you to come to Angrääl. There is no reason for you to run. He means you no harm and only wants your friendship.”


  Kaylia laughed. “You must think us fools,” she sneered. “If that’s all you have to say, then you’ve wasted your breath.”


  “Ah, the fury of an elf,” he mocked. “Such passion. The fact is, he has no need for you, my dear. If young Gewey wishes it, you can accompany him, but my orders say nothing about you except that I should be careful regarding your temper.” He leaned back and sipped his wine. “Oh yes, and if you should ask, I’m to inform you that your uncle has ordered your assassination.”


  Kaylia forced a smile. “You seem to know much,” she allowed. “But if you think I don’t know this and your intent is to upset me and throw me off balance, you’ve misjudged me.”


  “Not at all,” he replied. “I wish this encounter to be pleasant.”


  “If that is all you have to say, then I have an answer for you,” said Gewey.


  Saylis held up his hand and said, “Before you do, you should hear the rest.” He paused a moment then continued, “You seek to destroy my master. He knows this, but doesn’t blame you. You have been deceived. He only wishes that you understand the truth and perhaps aid him in his cause. By now, you have discovered what you are, but you have no idea how you got here, or even how to use your power. My master can help. All he asks in return is that you stop this foolish quest for his destruction.”


  “I’ve heard your master’s lies before.”


  “Pure misunderstanding,” Saylis said dismissively. “His reaction was…unfortunate. Moreover, he wants me to convey his apologies. The truth is, he was shocked to discover your existence, and he knows he acted unwisely. But now he is hopeful. That you have been abandoned on earth can be turned into a great boon for the whole world. If you join him, there is nothing that can’t be achieved.”


  “It is your master’s desire for power that caused me to be here in the first place,” barked Gewey. “And I’m sick of listening to your lies.”


  “Careful,” Saylis warned. His tone became dark and threatening. Consider your words. If you refuse to listen to reason, you will not live to see the Temple of Valshara. But before you die, you will watch as your friends are tortured until they beg for death. Think about this. You can save yourself and your friends. All you have to do is come with me now. Bring the elf woman if it pleases you. I promise that the rest of your companions will be left in peace.”


  


  “For how long?” boomed a voice, as the door flung open. It was Lee. His sword was in his hand and his face was spattered with blood and sweat.


  “I see I should have picked better men,” Saylis noted calmly. “I didn’t expect you, but please, join us.”


   “No thank you,” Lee snapped as he strode over to the table. “We’re leaving.”


  “Don’t you want to hear my proposal first?”


  Lee reached down, grabbed Saylis by his hair, and jerked his head back. “I’ll give you a proposal,” he hissed. “Tell your master that if he returns what he has stolen, he will receive a painless death. And as for you, if you are ever stupid enough to hinder me or my friends again, I will remove your eyes, cut off your hands, and set you loose in the wilderness.” He slammed Saylis’ head into the table, knocking him unconscious. “Let’s go.”


  Gewey and Kaylia were stunned by Lee’s outburst, but they stood and followed him to the door. Broín ran up just as they were leaving.


  “If you think I’m running anymore, you’re wrong,” Broín told them, breathing heavily. Lee didn’t say a word as he stalked away with Kaylia and Gewey trailing behind.


  “Don’t worry about me,” Broín called after them. “I’m fine.” He bent over and rested his hands on his knees. “I need a brandy,” he muttered, then ran to catch up. When they reached Broín’s house, Millet was sitting on the stoop.


  “Good to see that you’re unhurt, my lord,” said Millet. “I see you retrieved Gewey and Kaylia.”


  “Is everything ready?” asked Lee.


  “I was only waiting for your return,” he replied. “Malstisos is with the horses in the back. All the gear is packed and ready. All that’s  missing is Sister Maybell.”


  “I’m not missing,” said Maybell as she walked through the gate. She held the Book of Souls in her arms. “I’ll be ready to leave presently.”


  “You’ll not be coming,” said Lee flatly.


  “We’ve been over this before,” replied Maybell. “I’ll not be left behind and that’s that.”


  “I have no time to debate,” growled Lee. “We ride hard and fast, and if you can’t keep up you’ll be left behind.”


  “My lord,” interrupted Millet. “I only purchased two horses.”


  “I have enough horses for you stabled nearby,” Broín offered. “I’ll send for them now.” He nodded to Angus, who immediately headed off.


  Lee turned and looked at Gewey furiously as they entered the house. “Fool,” he yelled. “Have you lost your mind? What were you thinking?”


  “What did you expect me to do?” Gewey shot back.


  “I expected you to wait for me,’ said Lee. “You could have been killed. Then where would we be?”


  “I don’t care what you say,” said Gewey. “I did the right thing. Besides, I didn’t go alone.”


  Lee took a deep breath and rubbed his temples. “You still should have waited,” he said, calming himself. “I can’t allow you to be killed. You don’t understand how dangerous these people are. If it weren’t for Lord Broín, Maybell and her friend would most likely be dead right now. If they have the chance, they’ll kill us all. As it is, they set a trap that I walked right into.”


  “What happened?” asked Gewey as they walked up the steps to their room.


  Lee recounted the events at the temple. “And that stubborn woman refuses to stay here,” he complained, clenching his fists.


  “Maybe she’ll listen to you.”


  “I don’t think she will,” answered Gewey. “She believes all this is part of her destiny. Or at least that’s what she says. I must admit, she hasn’t slowed us down yet.”


  “Yes,” he agreed, “but she’ll push herself to death before she’ll admit she can’t keep up.”


  Gewey thought for a minute. “Why not send her with Millet?” he suggested. “How could she refuse? There should be considerably less danger, and she might be a lot of help.”


  A huge smile slowly grew on Lee’s face. “Now that’s a great idea,” he said and tore off down the stairs.


  Kaylia came in a second later. “Are you alright?”


  Gewey blushed, thinking about the kiss in front of the tavern.


  “I’m fine,” he replied shyly. “Lee just overreacted, but we settled it. He’s going to ask Maybell to help Millet get his family out of Hazrah.”


  “I heard,” she said, sitting on the bed. “That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about the scum in the tavern. Are you alright?”


  Gewey smiled. “Actually, I feel better than I did before. My enemy seems more human now. He may have been trying to sound powerful, but to me he sounded desperate. It gives me hope for victory.”


  “Good,” she said and stood up. She placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed almost imperceptibly.  Gewey felt a pleasant chill run down his spine, and he smiled back at her.  “I think the Dark Knight should be very afraid,” she said, and left the room.


  Gewey picked up his pack and headed downstairs, just in time to see Maybell storm past and slam her door shut. Lee was standing at the bottom of the stairs with a satisfied grin. Millet, on the other hand, wore a look of desperation.


  “Please, my lord,” begged Millet. “Don’t do this.”


  “It’s done,” said Lee unyieldingly. Millet lowered his head and skulked away, muttering angrily.


  Gewey couldn’t help laughing at the scene. “I take it all went as you expected?”


  “They leave as soon as Maybell is ready,” Lee replied.


  Lord Ganflin walked from the study and handed a sealed letter to Lee. “When you get to Althetas, give this letter to Harlondo. He manages my affairs when I’m away. He will provide you with anything you need. You’ll probably beat me there by several days, so you may also wish to visit the innkeeper at the Frog’s Wishbone. That’s where the humans and elves meet most of the time. Do not open the letter; Harlondo is not the trusting sort and may give you a problem if the seal has already been broken. But now you must excuse me. All this excitement has made me forget that I am overdue to meet the mayor for dinner. I detest the man, but I must maintain certain relationships. It was a great pleasure to meet you all.”


  “My thanks,” said Lee. “I hope to see you again under better circumstances.”


  Lord Ganflin bowed low and departed into a waiting coach.


  An hour later, Broín returned with three stable boys leading five magnificent horses. Lee stared at the animals in wonder.


  “I see that you appreciate a good horse when you see it,” Broín noted with pride. “These are the finest animals for a thousand miles. If those who pursue you want to catch you, they’ll need to grow wings.”


  “Where on earth did you get such animals?” asked Lee.


  “They’re bred on the northwestern steppes, by the nomadic tribes that dwell there. It wasn’t easy to get them to part with them; I’m proud to say that I’m the only man to ever leave with so many.”


  “If our mission wasn’t so urgent, I could never accept,” Lee admitted.  “You must at least allow me to pay you—though I don’t know that I have enough money.”


  “You misunderstand,” said Broín. “I have no intention of giving up my horses. I expect you to return them when this is all over and the Dark Knight is defeated. But until then, they are yours to do with as you please.”


  Lee smiled, overcome with the thought of such a generous gesture. “I shall take care of them until then,” he promised. “I hope one day I can talk you into taking another journey to the steppes with me, if only to see if I can pick one out for myself.”


  


  “It would be a trip I would love to take.”


  Millet readied one of the horses for Maybell. When the three were mounted, Lee handed Millet a small bundle of letters and nodded as if he had asked a silent question.


  Millet reached down and took Lee’s hand. “All will be well,” he said reassuringly. “I’ll send word of our success.”


  Malstisos rode up beside Lee. “I will look after your family. They will have my protection until I deliver them to your care.”


  “Thank you,” said Lee, trying to force back tears of worry. “I am deeply in your debt.”


   “You had better keep your word,” said Maybell as she admired her mount. “I will see the Temple of Valshara once this is done.”


  “You don’t need to worry,” replied Lee. “You’ll see it if I have to carry you there on my back.”


  Maybell tried to look angry, but seeing the worry on Lee’s face, she said instead, “I swear that I will not step foot in Valshara until your family is safe.”


  Lee smiled and bowed. “Thank you, Sister. That means a lot to me.” He realized what a good idea it was to send Maybell.  She would lay down her life if necessary to protect his family, and her knowledge of the cities and temples could be invaluable.


  Gewey and the rest bid them farewell and watched as they rode toward the east gate. Once they were out of sight, Lee called everyone into the parlor.


  “Thanks to Lord Broín’s generous loan,” Lee began, once they’d gathered, “we should be able to make it to Althetas in less than seven days. We’ll be moving fast. We have enough food and water for the whole journey, so we won’t need to stop for supplies along the way. Once we arrive, Dina will make contact with her order, and from there we should be safe.” His eyes focused on Gewey. “If anything happens and we’re separated, we’ll meet at the Frog’s Wishbone in Althetas. Wait there until I or someone from Dina’s order gets there.”


  Dina stepped forward and pulled out her medallion so that Gewey could see it clearly. “If you are approached by anyone claiming to be in my order, make them show you this. Be sure to touch it. It should burn you. If it doesn’t, then that person is an imposter.”


  “We need to be out of the city before sundown,” Lee continued.  “It’s certain they’ll see us leave, so we must move fast once we’re beyond the gates.”


  “I’ll send word ahead,” said Broín. “I have a messenger flock on the roof. I’ll instruct my friends in Althetas to aid you.”


  “Thank you,” Lee replied. “That would be helpful.”


  “The horses have been saddled and packed,” said Angus, sticking his head through the door.


  Lee and the others went outside and double-checked their belongings. Once mounted, Lee looked at Lord Broín and nodded respectfully.


  “Until we meet again,” said Broín. “Angus is watching the gate and will tell me if you are followed.” He stood just outside his door and watched as Lee and the others slowly made their way down the street.


  The ride to the gate was tense, and no one spoke a word. As they approached the gate’s heavy metal doors, they saw Saylis Fernmen waiting for them. His head was bandaged, and his eyes were swollen and bruised.


  Lee motioned for everyone to stop as he and Kaylia began scanning the alleys and rooftops for further trouble. Gewey put his hand on his sword, and Dina pulled out a small dagger.


  “I thought I’d see you off,” called Saylis. Despite his words, his face was grim. “I want you to know that I’ll be there in the end, Starfinder. Mine will be the last face you ever see.” He shot Lee an angry look, then ducked down a nearby alley.


  “He won’t try anything until we’re outside the gates,” Lee guessed, hoping he was right. “He may have set up an ambush. If that’s the case, I’ll handle it. The rest of you keep going and I’ll catch up. That means you, boy.” He looked straight at Gewey and didn’t look away until the boy nodded in agreement. “Don’t worry, I’ve had more capable men than this idiot think they could kill me. I’ll burn before I’d let scum like him be the end of me.”


  They urged their horses on and passed through the west gate.


  “Are you ready?” Lee asked to the others. They nodded. “Then let’s go.”


  Lee booted his mount, and the horse broke into a run. Gewey and the others did the same, and they were off like bolts of lightning. Gewey had never ridden so fast. He could feel the sheer power of the animal beneath him, and it thrilled him. He smiled at the thought of anyone thinking they could catch them.


  
    


  


  Chapter 25


  Salmitaya tossed and turned in her bed. The dreams had gotten worse in the past few days. Since her return to Kaltinor, things had become troubled. The other temples had shunned her, even the ones who had once secretly aided her. She still had the governor and lords on her side, but their loyalty was bought. Should Angrääl get word of her failure, she would lose everything; it was their gold that kept her in power.


  “Maudina!” she yelled. A young girl scurried into the room, rubbing her eyes and trying not to yawn. Salmitaya had hired her to replace Celandine the day after she got back; she didn’t know what had happened to Celandine, but she swore to flay the girl if she returned.


  “Yes, Your Holiness?” Maudina said meekly.


  “I want some hot tea,” she ordered, sitting up in bed.


  “Right away,” the girl replied, dashing off. Salmitaya got up and put on her slippers and a soft cotton robe. She hated the temple at night. The emptiness made her uneasy. The book she had been reading lay open on a small table next to a plush chair. Her thoughts kept returning to Gewey as she distractedly fingered through its pages.


  ‘Damn that boy,’ she thought. ‘If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll see him beg and scream.’


  Several minutes passed and Maudina still had not brought the tea. “Blasted girl,” she muttered. “What’s taking so long?”


  “You’ll not be needing a servant, my love,” came a deep voice from just outside the open door leading to the next room.


  Salmitaya shot out of her chair. “Who are you?” she demanded. “Show yourself.”


  In stepped a tall, lean man dressed in a black shirt and pants with polished silver buttons, paired with an exquisite jacket with impossibly intricate white embroidery. A fearsome curved sword hung from a belt that sat loosely around his thin waist. His face looked young, and his brown curly hair fell to his shoulder. In his hands was a tray with two cups of hot tea. He placed the tray on her bedside table and handed her one of the steaming cups.


  “Sit down, my love,” he instructed as he pulled himself a chair from the corner. “We have much to discuss.”


  Salmitaya was terrified as she sat back down. “Who are you?”


  “You may call me Yanti,” he answered, smiling.


  “Well, Yanti,” she said, trying her best to sound unafraid. “You have trespassed in the Temple of Ayliazarah. Leave now or I’ll see you whipped and hanged.”


  Yanti looked amused as he blew on his tea. “That’s not very hospitable of you considering I’m here to save your life.”


  “What do you mean? Speak sense.”


  “You didn’t think your failure would go unnoticed, did you?” he asked in a level tone.


  “I…” she stammered with sudden realization. “I was going to report it. I swear.”


  “Of course you were. That’s exactly what I told the master. I told him that you would never try to deceive him—especially knowing what would happen if you did.”


  “I’m sorry I failed,” she said, desperately trying to hold in her sobs. “I was betrayed. Someone helped the boy escape. There’s no way I could have known.”


  “Calm yourself, my love,” Yanti soothed her, holding up his hand. “We already know what happened, and it’s being dealt with. I’m here to offer you a chance to redeem yourself. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


  “I’ll do anything,” she vowed. Tears began to fall down her cheeks.


  “I know you will, my love.” He leaned back in his chair, stirring his tea with the tip of his finger. “The master does not doubt your loyalty, only your judgment. Normally that’s enough to warrant… discipline; especially considering the trust and responsibility you’ve been given. But I’ve convinced him that you deserve a second chance.”


  Salmitaya slid from her chair and dropped to her knees. “Thank you!” she groveled. “Tell me what I must do. I swear I will not fail again.”


  Yanti sat his tea on the arm of the chair and stood up. “There’s no need for such a display,” he said, helping Salmitaya to her feet. He lifted her chin and tenderly wiped the tears from her face with a handkerchief he produced from his jacket pocket. “I’ve left you instructions on the table in your study. You should open them right away, my love.”


  Salmitaya nodded her head slowly. Yanti smiled and turned to leave. “One more thing,” he said, glancing back toward Salmitaya. “It would be unfortunate if you failed again. I don’t think I’d be able to intervene twice.” Salmitaya watched silently as he left.


  As soon as she heard the door to the main hall close, she ran to her study. Just as Yanti had told her, there was a sealed letter on the table. She opened it and read its contents. By the time she finished, she was weeping again. She looked around the room as if hoping someone might come to save her, and then collapsed in a heap. Eventually, she gathered her wits and went to bed. The dreams that night were the most terrifying yet.


  
    


  


  Chapter 26


  Lee marveled at how hard the horses could be pushed and promised himself to make good on the trip to the northwestern steppes with Lord Broín. They had been riding full speed for more than twenty minutes, and so far he’d seen no sign of ambush. If they didn’t run into one by sundown, he thought it likely they wouldn’t run into one at all. They’d entered the Great Faldon Plains that stretched all the way to the Abyss; though not impossible, hiding an ambush here would be difficult. The tall grass could easily conceal a man, but horses would have to be moved far enough away from the road so as not to be seen. The Plains were sparsely populated, dotted with ranches and farms. The few small towns were little more than trading posts, frequented by drovers and travelers on their way west. A few shallow rivers and streams were the only real interruption in the vast, flat landscape.


  When they finally stopped to rest their mounts, they had already covered many miles. Lee looked behind them, pleased with their progress. A series of wells lined the road to Althetas, placed roughly every twenty-five miles to aid thirsty travelers. Lee knew some to be dry from his previous travels, but most made good spots to rest and water their horses.


  “It doesn’t look like anyone’s waiting for us,” Gewey observed as his horse drank from a small trough next to the well.


   “So far,” Lee acknowledged warily. “But I’d say we’d have to pass two more of these wells before we’re far enough away to be sure. They may still be waiting for us. Hopefully they’re not clever enough to let us pass, then attack us by night.”


   “If they’re foolish enough to attack an elf in the dark then let them,” Kaylia said, grinning. “It will be their last mistake.”


  “Actually, I think it more likely they’ll ambush us with bows,” Lee replied. “I doubt they’ll want to risk getting too close unless they have to. It’s what I would do.”


  The sun was going down, and Lee told them they would be riding through the night. It was fully dark by the time they approached the next well. Kaylia got off her horse, and she and Lee prepared to scout the area. Gewey wanted to join her, but Lee stopped him.


  “Protect Dina if something happens,” Lee instructed.


  “I don’t need protecting,” Dina argued.


  “We all need protecting,” Lee replied. “But until we get to your people, you’re our only means of making contact. So you will be protected.”


   Dina growled but held her tongue.


  “Keep quiet,” Kaylia scolded them. “I’ll go alone. Lee can stay here and Dina…you can protect Lee,” she said mockingly. She checked her knife and crept into the darkness. When Kaylia returned, she motioned for everyone to get down and stay quiet. “There are men about,” she whispered.


  “Where and how many?” Lee asked, quickly drawing his sword.


  “One hundred yards south of the well,” she answered. “About a dozen.”


  “Could you tell who they are?”


  “No, I didn’t get close enough. We should move the horses back, then take a closer look.”


  “You two wait here,” Lee told Gewey and Dina. “Kaylia and I are going to see what we can find out.”


  “I should go,” Gewey asserted. “I’ve trained to hide in the shadows; they won’t see me.”


  “He’s right,” Kaylia agreed. “You may be fierce in a fight, but you can’t match him in stealth any longer.”


  Lee thought for a second, then looked at Gewey. “Observe only,” he said firmly. “Nothing else.”


  Gewey nodded and removed his sword. “Take care of this for me,” he said, handing it to Dina. She was careful to touch only the scabbard.


  Gewey retrieved his knife and put it in his belt. He and Kaylia had only taken a few steps when they vanished from Lee and Dina’s sight, as if by magic. Lee smiled with pride.


  “He’s learned much,” Dina remarked.


  “No doubt,” Lee replied. “It’s hard to see the boy that left the farm in the man who travels with us now.”


  Gewey followed closely behind Kaylia. There were no trees to hide behind, but still he could see how the night changed and shifted ahead of him. The shadows were subtle, but they were there.


  He allowed his eyes to penetrate and then eliminate the darkness, marveling at how much his training had changed his perceptions.


  Gewey was able to see the men from about fifty yards away. They were knelt down in the tall grass looking toward the well, though he was certain there was no way they could see it in the dark from where they were. He figured they were listening for the sound of approaching horses. He made out fourteen men, all carrying swords and wearing studded leather armor. Kaylia motioned for him to stay where he was, then circled around to look from the other side. Her graceful movements made it difficult not to watch her as she left. She returned a few minutes later, and together they headed back.


  “Well?” Lee asked anxiously.


  “They’re not alone,” Kaylia told him. “Another group of ten bowmen is waiting less than fifty yards west of the first group.”


  “Bait,” Lee said. “They want us to engage close up; if we discover the first group waiting for us and attack them, the bowmen will rain down arrows killing everyone, including their own men. A clever plan, actually.”


  “Can’t we just go around and avoid them all together?” Dina asked.


  “We could,” Lee replied. “And if we were on foot, we would. But if they have anyone else about that we haven’t seen, they could alert the rest, and frankly, I don’t want to face two-dozen men head-on. As it stands, they don’t know we’re here yet.”


   “So what’s the plan?” Gewey asked.


  Lee scratched his chin in thought. “They’ve set a trap, so we’ll let them think it worked. I’ll sneak up and engage them from the north. The first group will be listening for horses to approach the well, so when I attack they’ll think we saw them and decided on a full frontal attack. Gewey, you and Kaylia will move in behind the bowmen. They’ll hear the fight and think the trap is sprung. Once they’ve let loose their arrows on the first position, take them out. Don’t give them a chance for a second shot. After the first volley, I’ll move to your position and help you finish them off. Any survivors from the first group should be confused and scattered. If any are left, we’ll take care of them last.”


  “And what about me?” Dina asked, not wanting to be left out.


  “You stay with the horses,” he answered. “If we’re killed or captured, ride back to Gristol and tell Lord Broín what happened.”


  “I’ll not stand by like a helpless child while the rest of you go headlong into danger,” she said stubbornly.


  “I have no time to argue with you, woman,” Lee snapped. “You are capable, but you are not a warrior. You could get someone killed.”


  “How would you know what kind of warrior I am?” she challenged. “My order trains us in weapons. Some of us are among of the best swordsmen that ever lived.”


  “Are you one of them?” Lee asked sarcastically. “If so, then by all means, ready your weapon. If not, we face two dozen men, and one weak link could get us all killed.”


  Dina glared at Lee for a moment, then threw Gewey his sword.


  Satisfied, Lee turned to Gewey. “Listen carefully,” he said. His tone was grave. “I know you’ve never killed before. But you cannot hesitate once the fighting begins. If you don’t kill them, they will kill you.”


  Gewey nodded solemnly, “I understand.” He had never really thought about what it would be like to kill a man, but now he was faced with the likelihood that he would have to take another’s life. He steeled his nerves and put on his sword. “But I have a question: When they fire their arrows, where will you be?”


  “Hoping not to get hit,” Lee replied. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep the soldiers between me and the bowman. It’s a risk, but one we have to take. If I am hit, don’t stop fighting until they’re all down. Understood?”


  Gewey didn’t like it, but he knew Lee was right. It was the only way to make it work.


  “Let’s go,” Lee said. “I’ll wait fifteen minutes for you to get into position. Remember; don’t attack until they’ve fired.”


   Gewey and Kaylia moved silently around to where the bowmen waited. As soon as they were in position, they drew their weapons. Although more accustomed to fighting with a knife, for some reason the sword felt natural in his hand—maybe because of the bonding that occurred when he first drew it, he thought. He could sense the thumping heartbeat of the earth, and the sword felt warm in his hand. Kaylia pointed to the left, motioning for Gewey to attack there first. She would go right.


  A short time later, the night erupted into chaos. He could hear screams from the first group, and orders being barked out in confusion as Lee wreaked havoc upon them. Gewey gritted his teeth, forcing himself to wait, and just as Lee had predicted, he heard the commander order the bowmen to make ready. His muscles tensed and his heart pounded in his ears.


  Then, it happened. The bowmen lined up in a single row and notched their arrows.


  “Loose!” yelled the commander.


  Kaylia burst from their hiding place just as Gewey heard the twang of the bows being fired. He flew out immediately after her, and the soldiers didn’t see them until it was too late. Kaylia slashed two across the throat and gutted a third. Gewey focused on a man standing on the far left end of the row. He swung hard, and the sword passed clean through the man’s leather armor. Gewey heard a scream as the man clutched his chest. A second soldier rushed at Gewey from his right, but Gewey stepped aside and brought his blade down across his attacker’s bare neck, sending his head rolling across the ground. Suddenly, time slowed, and his sword struck home over and over again. The fever of battle overcame him as he sought out new adversaries, and the screams of the dying men went silent. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, or even how many men he had faced. His sword felt alive in his hand.


  “Gewey,” a voice called. It sounded distant and faint. “Stop.”


  He didn’t want to stop.


  “Gewey,” it called again. This time the voice was louder.


  He felt the thump, thump of the earth coursing through his veins. He looked for someone to fight, but there was no one.


  “Gewey!” This time, the voice broke through. It was Kaylia.


  He shook his head as the world crashed in. He expected to see the dead bowmen lying all around him, but he found he wasn’t where he thought he would be. Instead, he stood fifty yards away, among the first group of men. Lee and Kaylia were standing nearby, staring at him in awe.


  “They’re all dead,” said Kaylia. She slowly walked over to him and put her hand on his sword arm.


  “How did I get here?” Gewey asked, bewildered.


  “You don’t remember?” Lee countered.


  “Not really,” he replied, trying to make sense of what had just happened. “I mean…I do, but it’s like I see it through someone else’s eyes. What did I do?”


  It was then he noticed the carnage around his feet. The dead were scattered everywhere, their limbs severed cleanly, as if cut off by a razor instead of a sword. He heard the sickly squish of blood and earth as he shifted his feet.


  “I watched you kill over a dozen men as if they were ants,” Lee said. “Some of them you cut completely in half. I had just finished causing confusion in the first group of men when the arrows began to fall; only one or two of the men were struck, and none of them fatally. I was actually worried that this might not work when I saw you charging in. I didn’t even have a chance to raise my sword again before you took out half of them. In all my days, I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Gewey looked down at his sword. It dripped with blood. He couldn’t believe what he had done, nor did he know how to feel about it. In a daze, he reached down, tore some cloth from one of the dead soldiers, and cleaned his sword.


  “We should leave,” Kaylia suggested. “I don’t want to see what the dawn brings here.”


  “Agreed.” Lee looked at Gewey with concern. “Are you alright?”


  “I will be,” he replied. “Eventually.”


  “I know how hard it is the first time you are forced to kill,” Lee reassured him. “But you’ll get through it. I’ll help you.”


  “That’s just it,” Gewey replied. “It isn’t the killing that bothers me, even though I know it should.”


  “What is it then?”


  “It’s the feeling,” Gewey said coldly. “It was like something inside me took over…and it felt…good. I never understood what power is until this moment.” He turned his back to Lee. “I don’t think I can wield it. It’s too much—too tempting.”


  Lee smiled and put his hand on Gewey’s shoulder. “That’s why you can,” he said softly. “Understanding the danger of power is the only way to wield it wisely and with compassion. I’m sorry you had to learn it this way, but I am pleased that you understand the dangers. That gives me hope…for all of us.”


  Gewey looked over his shoulder and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll be fine in a while. It’s just that so much has happened so quickly. It’s a bit overwhelming.”


  “I understand,” said Lee. “I really do. But we need to leave now. We’ll talk more when we stop again.”


  Dina was waiting with the horses when she saw them approach, covered in blood. The far away stare on Gewey’s face filled her with concern. She wanted to ask if he was all right, but he didn’t even look up at her. He climbed in the saddle and sat there motionless.


  “What happened?” Dina asked.


  “They’re all dead,” Lee told her. “We should have no more trouble— at least until we get to Althetas.”


  They rode on until daybreak, giving Gewey time to think on what had happened. A flood of regret and anxiety filled his heart, and suddenly the faces of the men he killed became clear. He could see the horror in their eyes as his sword cut through them. By the time he dismounted, he was weeping uncontrollably.


  “I know, Gewey,” Lee said comfortingly. “Most people who are forced to kill aren’t put into a situation like that. I’d like to say it gets easier, but it doesn’t.”


  “It doesn’t seem to bother you or Kaylia,” he sobbed. “I’ve seen you both kill. Sometimes you even look like you enjoy it.”


  “I never enjoy killing,” Lee replied. “I feel it every time. It’s just that I’ve come to terms with it. And I was much older the first time I took a life.”


  “It is right that you weep,” Kaylia interjected. “As the elves say, you have become a bringer of death.”


  “That’s enough,” Lee snapped.


  “No,” Gewey said, “Let her speak. I want to hear it.”


  “You are not a human,” Kaylia continued. “But nor are you an elf. You are a power in this world, and death will follow you wherever you go. But you must learn that without it, there can be no victory. Those men you killed tonight stood against all that you love and honor.


  “Suppose you found a way to let them live. Do you think they would thank you, return to their homes, and raise crops?” she asked. “No. You would find yourself facing them again and again.


  “You should weep because you have left a part of yourself behind that is innocent. Mourn the loss, but rejoice that you have gained the strength to protect those that you love from the evils of this world. We elves do not take a life lightly, but once done, it cannot be undone. We gain strength in the knowledge that each person we kill is set free and cleansed of all evil. To meet the creator, purified, is the greatest gift one can bestow.”


  “Are you saying you believe you can only be forgiven if you are killed in battle?” Gewey asked.


  “Not at all,” she replied. “We believe that all spirits are pure. Only in life is someone evil. We do not believe that the sins of this life continue to the afterlife. How could we? Atonement would be impossible, and we would be doomed for all eternity.”


  “I just wish the pain would go away,” said Gewey. “At first it was different…I felt almost numb. But then it all came rushing in. I know I must cope with this, but I think it will take time to learn how.”


  “There are no easy answers,” Lee acknowledged. “But the fact that you’re asking questions tells me that you’re on the right path. In time, you’ll find a way to deal with the pain. But I don’t think you’ll ever forget it; I know I haven’t.”


  Gewey lowered his head in thought. “I wish I understood what happened. It was as if the sword came alive in my hand. I could feel the power of the earth like never before. It was intoxicating.”


  “I think I might know what happened,” Dina chimed in, approaching the trio. “I think it had something to do with the bond between you and your sword.”


  “My sword?”


  “It’s made from the same material as my medallion. It’s more than just a way we identify one another. We also use it to focus our energy when we meditate. The more talented among us can use it to project their spirit and see other places without physically being there. I think your sword may have amplified your abilities in some way. I’m not sure how, but perhaps someone at the temple could tell you when we get there.”


  “If that’s the case, you should be careful until we understand it better,” Lee advised.


  Gewey nodded. It made sense. The heat of the sword and the pulse of the earth coursing through his body; it was as if he and the energy were one. He would definitely have to take care. They ate a quick meal of dried figs and water, then continued on. The remainder of their trip was less than comfortable; Lee refused to allow a fire, and the nights were cold. Kaylia huddled next to him on several occasions. At first, he felt uneasy, but by the third night he looked forward to it. Their speed had them just outside of Althetas in only six days.


  The few towns along the way were easy enough to avoid. Gewey marveled at the endurance of their mounts; even after a hard ride, they acted as though they were ready to run some more. It was little wonder the people of the steppes guarded their animals jealously, as just one would be worth a dozen of any other horse he had ever seen. He promised himself to return to Sharpstone with one. The whole village would be envious, and he smiled at the thought. When they were ten miles from the city, Lee told them to make camp. He and Kaylia would scout ahead in case there were any surprises. Gewey told him he wanted to join them, but Lee stubbornly refused.


  “I’ll not have you captured or killed just before we reach our destination,” said Lee. “Besides, I need you to guard the horses.” He was careful not to say that he also needed Gewey to protect Dina. He wasn’t in the mood for that argument again.


  To Gewey and Dina’s delight, Lee decided it would be all right to risk a small fire.


  “At least we won’t be sitting here in the dark while they’re off having fun,” Dina said, after Lee and Kaylia had left.


  “I was getting a bit tired of sitting in the dark, too,” he admitted.


  Dina got some dried meat and flat bread from her pack and split it with Gewey.


  “I have a surprise,” she said impishly, then pulled a small flask from inside her saddlebag. When she opened it, the smell of plum brandy filled the air. “Broín gave it to me just before we left.” She took a sip, then passed it to Gewey.


  Gewey hadn’t really been a big fan of plum brandy, but he took it anyway. The far-too-sweet taste made it hard to swallow. “Thanks,” he said, forcing a smile.


  Dina laughed. “I see how much you enjoy plum brandy,” she teased. “Still, I refuse to drink alone.” She grabbed the flask and took a sizable mouthful. “I’ve noticed you and Kaylia have become rather…close.”


  “What do you mean?” Gewey asked, suddenly embarrassed. “We’re friends.”


  “Is that how you feel about her?” she replied with a slight grin.


  Gewey became painfully aware of Dina’s eyes on him and noticed that she had moved closer. “Of…of course,” he stuttered. “What else would I feel?”


  “That’s not for me to say,” she said, handing him the flask again. “But I see how she looks at you.”


  “How’s that?” Gewey asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.


  “Like one who is in love.” Her eyes twinkled in the firelight and her voice was playful. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. I’ve seen the way you look at her, too.”


  “I…I didn’t mean to…I wasn’t—” He couldn’t find the words. His heart was beating so fast he felt like it would burst from his chest.


  Dina draped her arm around his shoulders and met his eyes. “It seems you are in quite a dilemma, wouldn’t you say?” Suddenly she jumped up, spun around on her toes, and danced around the fire. “Don’t worry; these things have a way of sorting themselves out.”


  Gewey wasn’t sure if the whole thing was just a cruel joke or not.


   For the next few hours, he tried to avoid conversation, but Dina kept at him until he finally stormed off and pretended to check his horse.


  When Lee returned with Kaylia, Gewey could barely look up at her. He was afraid she would see him blushing, and he’d had quite enough embarrassment for one night.


  “Everything looks fine all the way to the gate,” Lee told them, as he retrieved his blanket from his saddlebag. He sniffed the air. “Is that plum brandy I smell?”


  “It is indeed,” Dina answered cheerfully as she threw him the flask. “I saved you some.” Lee nodded gratefully and took a sip.


  Kaylia noticed Gewey was out of sorts. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” Gewey lied. “I’m fine. I’m just tired.”


  “We should try to get a good night’s sleep,” Lee said. “Tomorrow should be a telling day.”


  They all rolled out their blankets and laid down. Gewey tried to place himself as far from Dina and Kaylia as he could, but he ended up between them in spite of his efforts. Sleep did not come easily, even after a larger than normal swallow of jawas tea.


  
    


  


  Chapter 27


  Gewey couldn’t help but be excited as they approached the gates of Althetas. From more than a mile away, he could see the buildings rising above the city wall. Some looked to be over five stories tall.


  “Is the whole city like that?” Gewey asked.


  Lee laughed lightheartedly. “A good portion of it. Althetas is the largest city on the Western Abyss. All the cities and towns for hundreds of miles come here for trade.”


  “How far are we from the Abyss?”


  “Not far,” Lee replied. “Less than thirty miles, I should say.”


  “Why not build it on the shore? Wouldn’t it be easier for shipping?”


  “Long ago, Althetas was on the shore,” Lee explained. “But a great storm nearly destroyed it, so they moved it here. Most towns along the shore now are small ports and fishing villages. The storms of the Western Abyss are enormous. They don’t hit often, but when they do, everything is destroyed.”


  Gewey nodded, wondering what it would be like to see such a storm up close.


  The walls of the city were twenty feet high and ten feet thick, made from gigantic blocks of black granite. As they approached, the guards waved them to a halt.


  “State your business,” called the guard, seemingly bored.


  “Trade,” Lee replied.


  “How long will you be staying?”


  “Three days.”


  The guard gave their party a quick once over. “If your stay lasts longer than one week, you’ll have to register at the clerk’s office. Welcome to Althetas.” He waved them on without enthusiasm, and then went back to his post, where a chair and a jug of ale awaited him.


  As they passed the gates, Gewey stared at the sights of the city, unable to believe his eyes. The streets were jammed shoulder to shoulder with people—some selling wares, other trading, and even some who stood on boxes shouting scripture at the crowds. Most of the taller buildings had balconies on each floor, where people ate and drank far above the hustle and bustle. Gewey stared, wishing he could see the city from their vantage point.


  Lee noticed Gewey staring at the balconies. “Impressive, isn’t it? Millet loves Althetas. He and I once stayed here for six months. There used to be a great sword master that lived here, and his home was in one of the taller buildings. While we’re here, I’ll see if I can arrange for us to visit one. On the north end of the city there used to be some taverns on the top floors; I’m sure some of them are still there.”


  Gewey beamed with excitement. “Do you think Lord Ganflin’s house is anything like this?”


  Lee laughed. “Certainly not. From the directions he gave me, his manor is in the southern garden district, where they prefer traditional, two-floor houses. The aristocrats consider the rest of the city to be somewhat tacky.”


  Gewey looked at Lee in amazement. He couldn't imagine thinking such wondrous buildings to be tacky. “The lords here must be a bunch of idiots.”


  “I’ll tell Ganflin you said so,” Lee teased. “I’m sure he’ll agree.”


  “Maybe that’s not such a good idea,” Gewey said with a smile. “Considering we’re staying at his house.”


  Just then, Gewey noticed something he didn’t expect: an elf. He was standing in front of the door to an inn, talking to a short human. Kaylia noticed too.


  “I know they told us that elves walked freely in the city,” said Kaylia, “but to actually see it…”


   “You should remove your hood,” Gewey suggested.


  Kaylia paused for a moment, and then did just that. Her auburn hair flowed free, and she closed her eyes, letting the sun shine on her face. Gewey thought she looked beautiful, her bronze skin glowing the in sunlight. He scanned the crowd to see if anyone had noticed. A few people cast a quick glance in their direction, but for the most part, they were ignored.


  “How does it feel?” he asked.


  “Strange,” she replied. “But good. I hate hiding.”


  “You shouldn’t have to hide,” Dina said. “None of us should.”


  Kaylia nodded in agreement. “Maybe one day we won’t have to.”


   Lee led them through the crowded streets to the southern garden district. Just as Lee had said, the houses in the area were single- and two-story dwellings, their brick walls covered in ivy and protected by wrought iron gates. The streets were clean and far less crowded than the rest of the city. Fine coaches navigated the wide avenues, driven by haughty men in red and gold jackets, and pulled by horses nearly as well adorned as the drivers. Lords and ladies in elegant attire strolled down the broad sidewalks.


  Lee stopped in front of an immense manor and dismounted. The double-gated wall was at least ten feet high. A man in a gold silk suit and waistcoat stood at the gateway.


  “Is Harlondo in?” Lee asked politely.


  “He is,” the gate keeper responded. “Might I tell him who calls?”


  Lee pulled the letter Lord Ganflin had given him from his pocket. “I have a message from Lord Ganflin.”


  “I see. Please wait here.” The man passed through the gate and disappeared inside the manor.


  Gewey was amazed by the size of the estate; it was bigger than most temples. The entire structure was made from polished white granite, and sat upon at least three acres of land. The vestibule was lined with stone columns supporting a veranda that spanned the length of the front of the house. The driveway was almost as wide as the avenue, and the well-manicured lawn and gardens held plants and flowers of so many different kinds, it would take someone an entire spring just to name them all. He recognized flowers such as roses and tulips from back home, but others looked as though they belonged in a fairytale. Low lying lavender blooms sprinkled with deep yellow swirls followed a stone path leading to a white, ivy-wrapped gazebo.


  At the center of the yard was a marble fountain in the likeness of Althetas Mol, the Goddess of Wisdom and Compassion, the patron goddess and namesake of the city. Beautiful carved wooden benches faced the fountain at six foot intervals, and a small table had been placed beside each of them.


  When the gatekeeper returned, he was accompanied by a short man in a gray buttoned shirt and trousers with a thin black jacket. His hair was jet black and slicked back with oils. He wore silver reading glasses and was carrying a leather binder under his arm.


  “You have a message from Lord Ganflin,” Harlondo said by way of greeting. His voice was high and almost feminine.


  Lee handed him the letter and waited as he broke the seal and read.


  “I see,” said Harlondo, putting the letter in his pocket. “Greetings my lords and ladies. Welcome to the house of Lord Ganflin. I have instructions to treat you as I would Lord Ganflin himself. Clearly he holds you in high regard.” He gave a loud whistle and four young boys ran from the house. “Your horses will be well-tended and your belongings brought to your rooms. Will you be sleeping separately, or shall I have couple’s suites prepared?”


  “Individually will be fine,” Lee answered.


  Harlondo raised an eyebrow. “Excellent. Please, come with me.”


  “You didn’t want a couple’s suite did you?” Lee whispered to Gewey, trying to hide a smile. Gewey clenched his jaw and shot him a dirty look.


  The inside of the manor was even more impressive than the outside. On either side of the large foyer sat marble basins filled with perfumed water that filled the air with the scent of lavender. Beyond the foyer, an alabaster staircase led upward before splitting into two spirals that led to opposite sides of the house. The polished marble walls were covered with elaborate tapestries and fine oil paintings depicting members of the Ganflin family in various heroic acts. To the far left were large double doors that led to the formal dining room, and in the corner was a smaller wooden door that provided access to the rear chambers. On the right side of the room were three separate doors leading to the studies and offices. Directly behind the stairs, a huge archway opened up to a ballroom where an exquisite crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling. Though the room was currently unused, it was well-lit, and the lights beamed and reflected from around the steps to sparkle against the pink marble floor.


  “We have hot showers in each room,” Harlondo informed them. “However, a bath can be prepared if you prefer.”


  “A shower?” Gewey asked. “What—”


  “Showers will be fine,” Lee said, cutting him off.


  “Martin will show you to your rooms,” Harlondo continued, motioning to a tall, silver-haired man in a straight cut, blood red suit and jacket. “I have business to attend to, but I’ll be joining you for dinner this evening. I can see you’ve traveled light, so a change of clothing will be brought up directly.”


  “Thank you, Harlondo,” Lee said graciously. “That would be much appreciated.”


  Harlondo bowed and took his leave. Gewey smiled, thinking Lee was right at home in this environment.


  Martin led them upstairs and to the left. At the end of the hall, they turned right and were shown to their rooms in turn. Gewey couldn’t believe his eyes when he entered his own suite; it was as big as the common room of most inns. An oak feather bed—large enough for three grown men—sat flush against the right wall, and to its left was a glass dressing table and mirror. In the far right corner was a small, round breakfast table with two chairs, and beyond that stood a tall, carved mahogany wardrobe with polished brass handles.


  In the near left corner was by far the most interesting feature: a round curtain hung from the ceiling, above a section of black tile. Gewey pulled back the curtain and saw three copper pipes protruding from the ceiling. The first of the pipes hung about a foot from the eight-foot ceiling. At the end of the pipe was a cone- shaped attachment with tiny holes drilled into the solid facing. The other two pipes ran down to his chest, each with a small brass handle. Attached to each handle was a tray; one held a small bar of soap and the other a square piece of pink coral. He knew what the soap was for, but had he no idea what purpose the coral might serve. Curious, Gewey grabbed one of the handles and turned. Water sprayed down from the pipe and poured on his head. It was hot—scalding hot. He screamed in shock and leapt away. He watched the water spill onto the tile and swirl down a recessed drain in the center.


  Gewey heard Lee laughing behind him. “I was just coming to show you how to use that. I guess I’m a bit late.”


  “This must be a shower,” he said as water dripped down his face. He wasn’t looking at Lee at all. “What a marvel!”


  “I thought you’d like it,” Lee said. “Dina’s showing Kaylia how to use hers now.”


   Lee showed Gewey how to adjust the water temperature by manipulating the handles and explained that the coral was used to scrub off dead skin.


  “Be careful with it though,” Lee warned. “Scrub too hard and you’ll peel your skin right off.”


  Gewey relished his first shower. He had never felt anything like it, and he swore that when he finally returned home, he would build one for himself.


  Martin came in during his shower and announced that he had placed Gewey’s belongings next to the wardrobe and laid out fresh clothing on the bed.


  “Your friends will join you in the parlor,” Martin told him. “It’s to the left from your room, at the end of the hall.”


  When Gewey stepped out of the shower, he felt refreshed—more so than after a good night’s sleep even. The clothing Martin had brought was every bit as fine as the suit Lee had bought for him for his coming of age party, which he’d had to leave behind in Gristol. It was a cream silk shirt with gold buttons and gold stitching, along with a pair of shining black trousers. A short black jacket, soft leather shoes, and a belt with a gold buckle completed the ensemble. Gewey quickly dressed, but as he was about to head to the parlor, there was a knock on his door. Gewey gaped as a young woman in a baby blue housedress stood smiling in the doorway, a small basket propped against her hip.


  “Lord Starfinder said that you were in need of grooming,” she said, scrutinizing Gewey. “I can see he was correct. Please sit down.” She motioned towards the chair in front of the dressing table.


   Gewey wasn’t sure what to do, so he complied. “How long will this take? My friends are waiting in the parlor for me.”


  “Your friends are being tended too as well,” she assured him. “To think of beautiful young women in such a state. Your elf friend—what was her name?”


  “Kaylia.”


  “Yes, Kaylia,” she continued, brushing the knots from his curls. “Such a lovely girl. Elsa couldn’t wait to get her hands on that one. Elves have such natural beauty. But when Elsa’s finished with her, she’ll be a goddess. The other one too. Celandine. That one is accustomed to less dirt and grime, if you ask me. Such a gorgeous complexion on her. Well tended skin and hair. It’s nice to see women who know how to take care of themselves. Don’t get me wrong, elves take care of themselves too, but it’s just different.” For the next hour, the woman talked and talked as she worked.


  Gewey chuckled at the thought of Kaylia being fussed over and made up.


  After a while, he found the process wasn’t so bad. The girl shaved him, then rubbed a sweet smelling cream on his face, letting it dry as she trimmed his hair. When she wiped the cream off with a warm towel, his skin felt alive, as if it had never felt the air before. ‘So this is how a lord lives,’ he thought. ‘No wonder they always look so healthy and clean.’


  By the time she was done, he almost didn’t recognize himself. He had never spent much effort grooming. He cut his own hair most of the time. Occasionally one of the women of the village would do it instead, but none had ever made him look so…lord-like. Refreshed and filled with a new confidence, he thanked the woman and headed down the hall to the parlor. Lee was already there, sitting in a large cushioned chair and sipping a glass of brandy. He was wearing a navy blue suit and jacket, and an ash walking stick with a silver knob was leaning on the side of his chair.


  Lee smiled as Gewey entered. “Now you look presentable. I almost didn’t recognize you.”


  “Thank you,” said Gewey. “It feels different.”


  “We still have plenty of daylight,” Lee observed. “I thought we should see if Dina can make contact with her people. I also think we should make contact with Lord Ganflin’s friends at the Frog’s Wishbone.”


  “Don’t you two look handsome?” Dina remarked as she walked in. Kaylia followed close behind.


  Gewey’s jaw dropped when he saw them. Dina was wearing a dark blue satin dress that hugged her figure lightly. Her hair was lifted away from her face and tied with a silver band, allowing it to fall loosely down her back. Kaylia wore a smooth silver dress with a small diamond cut in the midriff. Her hair was left down but Elsa had added shining gold strands that caught the light when she moved.


  “By the Gods…” Gewey gasped.


  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Dina teased. She did a little twirl, causing the skirt of her dress to swish and spin around her.


  Kaylia, on the other hand, looked very displeased. “I refuse to go out in public in this,” she growled. “How am I expected to fight in this if something happens?”


  “Don’t worry,” Lee assured her. “You’ll be back in your old clothes before you know it. I admit it’s a bit early for such attire, but they probably assumed we intended to stay in until the evening.”


  “Actually, I think we should do just that,” Dina suggested. “My people are hard to find in the daytime, but I know where to find them after dark. We should wait until then.”


  “Excellent,” Lee said. “I asked Martin about the Frog’s Wishbone, and he said it’s a very nice establishment. It turns out Lord Ganflin bought it a few years back and completely remodeled the place.”


  “He should have changed the name, if you ask me,” Dina said. “It sounds like a low-class tavern.”


   “Maybe, but from what I’ve been told, it’s anything but,” Lee replied. “The good news is that we can keep wearing these fine clothes a while longer.”


  “Wonderful,” Kaylia grumbled.


  Just then, Martin walked in, followed by three men carrying a lute, a harp, and a flute. He served everyone a glass of honeyed wine as the musicians began playing softly. Gewey took a seat and allowed the music take him. The songs were sweet and intricate—much different from the music he had heard at the taverns, or even at the festival of Gerath. When the first song was over, he actually sighed.


  “There’s so much left for you to experience,” Lee said to Gewey, noticing the boy’s expression. “When all this is over, I promise to show you as much as you want to see.”


  “That would be great. But right now, I wonder if I’ll ever see home again, much less the rest of the world.”


  “You’ll see your village again,” Kaylia vowed. She had been listening to the music as well, but now a fire lit her eyes. “That I promise.” Gewey smiled, but he was saddened with thoughts of home.


  They talked until dusk, keeping the conversation lighthearted. When Lee noticed the fading daylight, he called for Martin.


  “Will you be dining here tonight?” Martin asked.


  “No,” Lee answered. “Please inform Harlondo we will be at the Frog’s Wishbone.”


  “I shall send for the coach, my lord,” he said, backing out of the room.


  “We’ll stop by the tavern first and make certain all is well,” Lee told them. “Then Dina and I will make contact with her people.”


  “Shouldn’t we all go?” Kaylia asked.


  “I didn’t really want to take Lee,” Dina admitted. “The order is very secretive, and distrustful of outsiders. For me to bring one person may be a problem; if they see me with three others, things could get…complicated.”


  “You two will wait for us to return, assuming all is well at the tavern,” Lee instructed. “Then, we’ll come back here to regroup.” They all agreed, though Kaylia still wanted to change her clothes.


  Martin returned shortly after, to inform them that the coach awaited them downstairs. They thanked him and left.


  Lee told Gewey to make certain he wore his sword. “It’s fashionable here,” Lee said as he dropped by his room to get his own. “As for the ladies…”


  “I’m armed,’’ Kaylia assured him. “As is Dina.” Gewey tried not to think about where they had hidden their knives.


  “We’re off then,” said Lee, and they all walked down to the waiting coach.


  
    


  


  Chapter 28


  When they arrived at the Frog’s Wishbone, Gewey was surprised to see that there were a dozen fine coaches parked out front. The building had clearly been renovated, though Lord Ganflin had left the old, faded sign depicting a frog with a wishbone in its mouth. Before they had a chance to exit the coach, the door flung wide to reveal Harlondo, smiling in at them.


  “I was just about to head back to the manor to join you for dinner,” he said. “But I see that you’ve decided to join me instead.”


  “Lord Ganflin recommended this place to us,” Lee replied as they stepped from the coach. “And since Martin informed us he owns it, we thought we should see it while we’re here.”


  “He finds it to be prudent to have a place where old prejudices aren’t allowed,” Harlondo told them, glancing at Kaylia. “You’ll find that everyone is welcome here.”


  Harlondo walked them in and instructed the barmaid to find them a good table. The tavern was by far the most elegant Gewey had ever seen, though of course he was no expert. Still, the floors were laid with solid stone tiles, and the sturdy wooden tables would have made anyone in Sharpstone proud. Fine lanterns hung from the ceiling, and the walls were decorated with beautiful oil paintings.


  A marble fireplace had been built at the far end of the hall, and two leather couches had been placed on opposite sides. A lutist strummed lightly from the near corner, enthralling the small crowd gathered around. Looking around the room, they found they were by no means over-dressed; lords and ladies in fine dress were everywhere, and scattered among them were at least a half-dozen elves. The barmaid showed them to their seats, and Harlondo ordered a bottle of wine for the table. Lee spotted who he assumed was the innkeeper talking to a group of three elves near the fireplace.


  “The food here is excellent,” Harlondo declared after the wine arrived. “Lord Ganflin is very particular when it comes to cuisine.” He looked at Kaylia and smiled. “They even serve elven dishes, if you’d like.”


  Kaylia looked surprised. “Really? I haven’t had mint roast lamb in a while. I wonder if they have it.”


  “They do indeed,” he answered cheerfully. “It’s a favorite here. In fact, if your friends have never tried it, I must insist they join you.”


  “Unfortunately, Dina and I must leave shortly,” Lee replied. “But I would appreciate it if you would have some sent to the manor for us.”


  Harlondo looked a bit disappointed. “I am sorry you won’t be able to join us. But I will see to it that you both have a dish awaiting you. Might I ask why you must leave? The nights are quite entertaining here, especially when the elves start singing—such magnificent voices they have.”


  “Nothing of consequence,” Lee answered dismissively. “But I must attend to it before morning—a nuisance really.”


  “I understand.”


  Lee excused himself and spoke briefly to the innkeeper. “We must go,” he said when he returned. “We’ll be back soon.”


  “Take your time,” Gewey told him. “I think I’ll have a fine time right here.”


  “If you’re delayed, I’ll see them back to the manor,” Harlondo promised. “I have a carriage outside.”


  Lee nodded in thanks, and he and Dina took their leave.


  Harlondo took the liberty of ordering for the group, and they listened to the lutist as they waited for their meal.


  “Greetings, sister,” said a tall elf who had seen them from the fireplace. He was dressed in a green ruffled shirt and pants with black buttons and had a long knife at his side. “I’m Drantolis. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”


   “Not at all,” Kaylia replied. “I’m Kaylia. This is Gewey and Harlondo.”


  “Harlondo I know,” he said. “But you say you’re Kaylia? It is truly an honor to meet you.” He bowed low. “We have anticipated your arrival. Lord Broín says that Linis speaks very highly of you.”


  “Is Linis here?” Gewey asked.


  “No, I’m afraid not. He wanders the land, as Seekers do. We rarely see him. But Lord Broín sent word that you and the lovely Kaylia would likely come here. But where are your other companions?”


  “Attending to some business,” Kaylia replied. She sounded uneasy.


  Drantolis gave her a knowing look. “It’s strange the first time, speaking openly among humans. I still find it hard not to cloak myself. And the clothes are a bit difficult to get used to.”


  Kaylia was suddenly aware of her all too human attire and blushed. “It is strange,” she agreed. “Especially the clothing.”


  The elf scrutinized Kaylia for a moment. “They certainly know how bring out the beauty in a woman though,” he said with admiration. “Please, join us once you’ve eaten. The rest of my kin will be excited to meet you.”


  Kaylia nodded, and the elf politely excused himself. Gewey felt a familiar twinge of jealousy that Kaylia immediately picked up on.


  “At least something good has come from this evening so far,” she observed.


  “And what’s that?” Gewey asked, trying not to sound upset.


  “You get to feel as I have during our trip,” she replied, looking satisfied.


  Gewey looked confused. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Don’t try to understand the fair sex, my lord,” laughed Harlondo. “It will only cause you grief. Just accept that they know more than you, and try to keep up as best you can.”


  “Wise words,” Kaylia agreed with a smile.


  The meal was very good. The mint lamb had a uniquely wholesome flavor that made Gewey think of spring.


  More and more elves filed in as they ate, and he could tell by the wandering eyes that they had become a topic of discussion among both humans and elves alike.


  When they had finished, Gewey was stuffed. He leaned back in his chair and sighed heavily.


  “So what did you think of it?” Harlondo asked.


  “As good as I’ve ever tasted,” Kaylia said, wiping the sides of her mouth with a napkin. “Thank you.”


  Gewey only nodded and smiled with satisfaction.


  “Wonderful,” Harlondo replied. “But if you will excuse me, I must attend to some business while I’m here. Looking after Lord Ganflin’s affairs takes constant vigilance. Might I suggest you join master Drantolis and his friends near the fireplace?” He rose to his feet. “I shall return shortly.”


  Kaylia and Gewey went over by the fireplace where Drantolis and two other elf men sat on the couches talking.


  “Good of you to join us,” said Drantolis as they all rose. “This is Pilianos and Salmitoris.” The elves nodded in turn. They were dressed much like Drantolis, and each wore a long knife at his hip. “It’s good of you to join us.”


  “It’s our pleasure,” Gewey said. Suddenly, he felt two small hands at his lower back.


  “You didn’t think you could keep the new arrivals all to yourself, did you?” came a woman’s voice.


  “Allow me to introduce Lady Fritzina,” Drantolis said, gesturing toward the woman.


  “Charmed,” she laughed as she slipped around Gewey and took his hand. “I hear you’re friends of Linis and his band. How exciting! He’s like some hero right out of a legend, wouldn’t you say?”


  Lady Fritzina wore a fire-red gown that twirled easily around her feminine figure as she moved. Her red hair and silk gloves made Gewey think of the sirens his father had told him about as a boy. The stories of sailors being lured to their death by the sirens’ song always frightened him.


  “Kaylia and Gewey are highly regarded by Linis,” Drantolis told her. “No doubt they are heroes in their own right if they traveled with such a worthy Seeker.”


  Lady Fritzina looked intrigued. “Is that so?” she asked, eyeing Gewey with interest. “By all means, do tell us of your exploits. On the rare occasions Linis comes here, I have to ply him with drink all night before I can get a peep out of him. Perhaps you’ll be more forthcoming?”


  Gewey gave her an embarrassed smile. “There’s really nothing to tell, Lady Fritzina. Most of my life has been spent on a farm.”


  “Oh, do call me Zina,” she insisted. “Everyone does. You’re a commoner, you say? How delightful. Please sit next to me and tell me of life on the farm.” She sat on the couch and patted the spot next to her. “I’m always cooped up here in the city. I think it would be lovely to breathe fresh air for a change.”


  Gewey timidly sat next to her. Kaylia looked none too happy as they all took a seat.


  “Tell me, Lady Fritzina,” Kaylia began, purposefully using her full name. “How do you feel about the elves in your city?”


  “I think it’s the best thing to ever happen to Althetas,” she replied. “Hopefully we can be an example to other cities.” She slid closer to Gewey. “Tell me, Gewey, how have you enjoyed our city so far?”


  “It’s big,” Gewey blurted, nervously. “I mean, it’s very nice.”


  “A man of action, not words,” Zina teased, wearing a mischievous smile. “I like that.”


  “Leave the boy alone,” the innkeeper scolded as he brought their wine. “He’s a guest of Lord Ganflin. I don’t think he would appreciate you embarrassing the boy.”


  Zina laughed. “I was only trying to make him feel welcome. But being that you’re an honored guest of Lord Ganflin, I think I need to try harder.”


  Kaylia seethed and leaned forward. “What do you know of elven courtship, Lady Fritzina?” she asked, forcing a smile.


  “Nothing, I’m afraid. But I’m eager to learn. Please tell me.”


  “It can be perilous at best,” Kaylia said darkly. “When a man declares himself as a suitor, the woman takes the responsibility to guard him from potential rivals—sometimes with deadly consequence.”


  “Has someone made such a declaration to you, my dear?” Zina asked as she slowly edged closer to Gewey.


  “Perhaps. But I believe that would be a bit too personal to speak of around strangers.”


  “Nonsense, we’re all friends here,” Zina replied. “Now, take young Gewey, for example.” She seemed unconcerned in the face of Kaylia’s growing anger. “For the sake of argument, suppose he made this ‘declaration’ to you. How would you protect him from a rival?”


  “If I felt it was warranted, I would challenge that rival to single combat,” she answered, feigning an innocent grin. “To the death.”


  “I see,” Zina said, smirking. “It’s a good thing we don’t do that here in Althetas. There would be duels in the street on a daily basis.”


  “Such a declaration made by anyone other than an elf would be a first,” Drantolis noted, very interested. “If that were to happen, it should be kept secret—even from the more enlightened of us.”


  “Relax, Drantolis,” Zina laughed. “We’re just speaking hypothetically. Isn’t that right, dear?”


  Kaylia nodded and smiled sweetly. “Of course,” she replied, staring into the woman’s eyes. “But you’re right, Drantolis; such a thing would need to be kept secret.”


  “What would be the repercussions if such a union were discovered?” Gewey asked.


  “There was only one union between human and elf that we know of,” Drantolis told him. “It was not well received by our people. Linis recently sent word that he discovered that a child came from the union.”


  “Really?” Zina exclaimed. “I wonder what the child looks like. And more to the point: I wonder how the other elves will react?”


  Gewey and Kaylia shot a glance at one another.


  “Those that have been with us from the beginning will not think it’s anything but a natural result of our interaction with humans,” Drantolis explained. “But there are those among us that still struggle with certain ideas. Elves such as Linis, who are revered among our people, must help them understand.” The other two elves nodded in agreement. “His word holds great weight with us and our kin. Of course, there are also many elves that would kill the offspring of such a union on sight.”


  “Then let us hope she meets you first,” Zina said, holding up her glass.


  “Yes,” Drantolis agreed, tipping his glass against Zina’s in a toast. “Linis believes she represents hope for the future, and I, for one, agree.”


  Zina turned toward Kaylia. “My dear, I would speak to you alone, away from these fine gentlemen.”


  “Regarding what?” Kaylia asked, suspiciously.


  “Certainly not to fight to the death,” she teased. Kaylia was not amused. “Please, let me make up for my earlier behavior. I know something you may want to hear.” She got up and held out her slender, gloved hand. “We won’t be but a moment.”


  Kaylia took Zina’s hand and allowed herself to be led through the crowded tavern.


  Once they had left, Drantolis leaned closely toward Gewey. “You play a dangerous game, young one,” he whispered. “If you court an elf without full knowledge of our ways, you put both her and yourself in danger—especially if what I suspect is true. Did you say the words?”


  Gewey was afraid to speak as the three elves stared at him intently.


  “You have nothing to fear,” the elf assured him. “We have been here from the beginning and are not offended by your courtship. But please, do not insult us with lies. The ancient words of declaration have definitely been spoken to Kaylia; we can see it in her eyes and in her behavior. And unless I’ve missed the mark, I think it was you that spoke them. If you did, you need to hear what I have to say.”


  Gewey took a deep breath. “I spoke the words.”


  The elves looked at one another gravely. “Then you have done a thing even elves haven’t done since the time of the Great War. You have made the bond of courtship. It’s a prelude to the joining.”


  “I don’t understand,” Gewey said. “When I spoke them, I didn’t even know what I was saying. I know the traditions of your people can’t be ignored, and I accept that, but I doubt she really intends to marry me.”


  Drantolis burst into laughter. “Tradition? Tradition has nothing to do with it. Has she told you nothing? My young friend, the words are meaningless unless spoken from the heart. That you spoke them without knowledge of their meaning, tells me that the bond between you is unbreakable, and possibly dangerous. Have you not noticed how things have changed between you? You can feel what the other feels—joy, fear, pain; all are shared until the time of the joining.”


  “Then what happens?” Gewey asked.


  “Then your spirits become one in the same, until you both leave this life.”


  “She told me she has one year to accept,” said Gewey. “And that if she rejects me, we’re to never see one another again.”


  “What she told you is only part of it,” Drantolis replied. “When you spoke the declaration, her spirit attached itself to yours, bonding you together.”


  “You mean I forced this on her?” Gewey cried.


  “Absolutely not. She wanted it, even if she didn’t know it at the time.” He chuckled and shook his head. “If not, the bonding would have failed. As young as she is, I’m sure it came as a great shock.”


  Gewey remembered the terrified expression on Kaylia’s face when he had spoken the words.


  “After a year, the bond will break if the joining is not made,” Drantolis continued. “But it is disastrous when the bond is broken—more so when the bond is as strong as yours seems to be. If the joining is not made, you will lose a part of your spirit. She wouldn’t be able to look upon you because it would tear her apart. But should you complete the joining, you would be bound together forever—even in death.”


  “What?” Gewey exclaimed. “You mean…”


  “I mean if one should die, the other would soon follow,” Drantolis told him somberly. “This is why the bonding is no longer done; the Great War caused many deaths, and their mates died along with them, leaving thousands of orphans. What troubles me, is that when the bond is too strong and the joining not completed it can tear the spirit to shreds, leaving one empty and desolate. For an elf, such a fate is worse than death.”


  Gewey put his head in his hands, his mind spinning. Drantolis reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “Take heart,” he said. “She is a fine elf, beautiful and fierce. Anyone, elf or human, would be fortunate to have such a mate.”


  Just then, Harlondo rejoined them by the fire. “Are you alright?” he asked Gewey.


  “I’m fine,” he replied weakly.


  “Come then,” Harlondo beckoned. “I have something you must see.”


  “If you will excuse me,” Gewey said, rising from his seat on the couch.


  “Return soon, young human,” said Drantolis. “I have enjoyed your company.”


  “I will,” Gewey promised, then followed Harlondo through the crowd to the corner of the room.


  “A man gave me this a moment ago, with instruction to give it to you,” Harlondo said, handing Gewey an envelope. “Who knows you’re here?”


  Gewey felt a chill. “No one,” he said as he opened it and removed a small note from within.


  ‘I have your elf woman. Meet me one mile south of the city wall.


  There is a path. Follow it until you see a clearing. I will be waiting.


  Come alone or the last thing she will feel is my knife sliding across her throat.’


  “Kaylia!” Gewey gasped.


  “I saw her leave with Lady Fritzina a little while ago. She seemed well at the time, though not very happy.”


  “Did you see what direction they went?” Gewey cried, grabbing him roughly by the shoulders.


  “I’m sorry. I only saw that they walked out together.”


  Gewey ran to the door, sending unwary patrons flying as he passed. The street was busy as Gewey searched the crowd, hoping to see Kaylia.


  “What has happened?” It was Drantolis’ voice, coming from behind. He stood with his two companions, long knifes drawn. ”Where’s Kaylia?”


  Gewey knew he had to think fast. The note said to come alone, and he wouldn’t risk the elves insisting on coming with him. “She left with Lady Zina,” he said, trying to sound calm. “I think I upset her earlier.” Drantolis looked hard at Gewey, and then sheathed his blade.


  “Find her, then. There is nothing worse than an angry elven woman.” The others laughed heartily and turned back to the tavern.


  Gewey sighed with relief. He checked his sword and bolted toward the city gate.


  
    


  


  Chapter 29


  Lee and Dina’s coach had just entered city square, when Dina called for the driver to stop.


  “Wait here,” she told Lee. “One of my people is near.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “When we bond to the medallion, it gives us the ability to sense others of the order when they’re close by. So long as they’re also wearing their medallion,” she answered. “Give me a few minutes.”


  Lee waited, watching the people of Althetas through the window.


  It pleased him to see that the darkness had not spread so far as to kill the spirit of such a great a city. He thought of his childhood, when his father had brought him here for the first time. His home village was only a five-day ride to the south. Once a year, his father made the journey to Althetas to attend the annual meeting of the fisherman’s guild. It was the month before he died that he took Lee along. His mother had said she wasn’t up to the trip, and at first he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to go, but his father looked at him and said, “A promise is a promise. Just you be sure to do as you’re told.” Lee could remember how excited he had been—just him and his dad for the first time.


   His father had taken him on a walking tour of the city, even talking their way into one of the tall buildings, so that they could look out on the city from the balcony. He’d asked his father if they could come live in the city.  His father had simply smiled and mussed his hair. It was the best time Lee could remember.


  Lee’s musings were interrupted as the door to the coach opened, and Dina got in, followed by a gray-haired man in a plain tan shirt and trousers.


  “This is Ertik,” Dina said in introduction. “One of my Order. He needs to speak with you.”


  Lee held out his hand, but Ertik simply scowled and sniffed.


  “We know who you are, Starfinder,” he said briskly. “And your presence is unwanted.”


  “That may be,” Lee replied, withdrawing his hand. “But it’s necessary. The Dark One moves, and I have with me the only hope for victory.”


  “You think that being the child of Saraf will save us?” he scoffed.


  Lee was taken aback.


  “Yes,” Ertik laughed. “We know all about you. We’ve followed your progress for years.”


  “Then why haven’t you contacted me?” Lee asked with irritation. “Angrääl is on the move. I would think you would gather allies where you can.”


  “I suppose you think that being half-god would be a boon to us, but you put us in danger simply by being here; the Dark Knight can sense your kind. If I bring you to the temple, it would endanger the lives of more than a hundred men and women, not to mention risk the destruction of the one safe haven we still have.”


  “Safe haven?” Lee retorted. “There are no safe havens anymore. The evil is spreading as his power grows. He already has agents openly dwelling in the northern kingdoms, and it won’t be long before they come under his rule. The dead rise from the earth, their souls forced into decaying bodies. His agents and soldiers have assaulted us less than seven days east of here. All this, and you dare speak of safe havens? How long do you think it will be before he finds your precious Valshara?”


  “We know all of this,” Ertik replied calmly. “If you think we have been idle, you’re wrong. We haven’t the power to face him openly. If you expose us too soon, then the last hope of regaining the sword will die with our destruction.”


   “You are not the last hope,” Lee countered. “I have brought the last hope. And he is the only reason I have sought you out.”


  “Not another half-god,” Ertik sneered. “Even a thousand of your kind would not be able to defeat the Dark Knight; you truly don’t understand the power he wields.”


  “No, not another half-god,” Lee replied sarcastically. He glanced at Dina, who nodded slowly. “I have brought the only child born from the union of two gods.”


  Ertik laughed at first, then stopped. “You’re not serious. There is no such creature. We would have known.”


  “We did know,” Dina said. “Or at least, we knew there was something the Dark Knight was after—something he would do anything to get his hands on. Why else would the High Lady have sent word to be on the lookout for them?”


  “She has her reasons, I’m sure,” Ertik maintained. “But if you expect me to believe that you travel with a god…You have proof of this?”


  “I have all the proof I need,” Lee answered. “My kind can recognize each other by touch. I know what he is.”


  “Do you think the Dark Knight would go to all this trouble just to kill a half-god and his companions?” Dina asked flatly. “The Dark One is aware this God exists, and if he succeeds in killing him, then all hope is truly lost.”


  “If he is a god—” Ertik began, “and I’m not saying he is—but if he is, then death cannot touch him.”


  “He was bound to earth when he was a baby,” Lee revealed. “How and why is still unknown, but it makes him very human in many ways. He is only now discovering his power. If The Dark Knight finds him before he’s ready, then he’ll kill him–or worse, capture him and break his mind.”


  Ertik looked hard at Lee, then got out of the coach.


  “Is that how you expected it to go?” Lee asked.


  “I was hoping for a bit better,” Dina admitted, forcing a smile.


  A moment later, Ertik returned. “Take me to him,” he demanded.


  Lee told the driver to take them back to the Frog’s Wishbone.


  “How did you discover all this?” Ertik inquired. Lee recounted the events leading up to the night when the Oracle’s messenger entrusted him with Gewey as an infant. He also told Ertik about his subsequent move to Sharpstone, and Gewey’s upbringing in the Stedding household.


  “I assume you’ve been training the lad?”


  “I have,” Lee replied. “Along with Kaylia.”


  “Kaylia?”


  “An elf woman we are traveling with,” Dina explained.


  Ertik rolled his eyes. “Just how many of you are there?”


  “Four now,” she answered. “There were six when we began, but two are off on an important errand. They will be joining us as soon as they are able.”


  “You assume that anyone but the boy will be coming,” Ertik said.


  Lee leaned forward. “You will find that the boy’s companions will not abandon him. If your intention is to separate us, then you may as well get out now.”


  “Then you would sacrifice the fate of the world for your own selfish desires.”


  “Think what you will,” Lee retorted. “But so far you’ve given me no reason to leave the only hope this world has in your hands. All I’ve seen is arrogance and an unwarranted self-important attitude that makes me think coming to you may have been a mistake.”


  Ertik glared at Lee. The tension was palpable.


  “Ertik,” Dina soothed, trying to calm things down. “Lee has watched over Gewey for seventeen years, sacrificing everything in the process. You can’t think he would just leave him and move on. Besides, I doubt Gewey will go anywhere without his friends; he can be very stubborn.”


  Ertik pursed his lips and grunted. “I supposed the elf will want to come as well. That should be interesting.”


  “I would watch what you say when you meet Kaylia,” Lee warned. “She has something of a temper.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Ertik replied under his breath.


  Lee told Ertik and Dina to wait in the carriage when they arrived at the Frog’s Wishbone, and went inside to look for Gewey. The tavern was still crowded as Lee pushed his way through the throngs.  He could see no trace of either Gewey or Kaylia. Finally, Lee tracked down the barmaid who had served them during dinner and asked her if she’d seen Gewey.


  “Oh yes,” she told him. “He and the elf woman were talking to Drantolis, last I saw.” She pointed to where Drantolis and his two friends were still sitting near the fireplace. Lee thanked her for her help and made his way over to the elf.


  “Yes,” Drantolis replied, when Lee asked the group if they had seen Gewey. “Kaylia left with Lady Fritzina. The boy seemed to think she was upset with him and went after her. I haven’t seen them since.”


  “Do you know Harlondo?” Lee asked him.


  “Yes. He left about the same time as the boy.”


  ‘Probably went back to the manor,’ Lee thought as he returned to the carriage.


  Once back at Lord Ganflin’s manor, Lee and Dina scoured the house, but Gewey was nowhere to be found. Martin informed them that no one had returned since they had all left together.


  “Where do you think they are?” Dina asked Lee.


  “Harlondo probably offered to show them a bit of the city,” he guessed. “We’ll give them some time before we start to worry.”


  “I can see how well protected he is,” Ertik sneered.


  “Watch it,” Lee warned. “I’m not beyond throwing you into the street. He may be young, but the boy is very capable.”


  Dina frowned, placing her hands on her hips. “I refuse to listen to the two of you squabble,” she said. “We have no choice but to wait, unless you intend to start scouring the city. But if you refuse to be civil, you can both wait in separate rooms—at least that way I won’t have to listen to your childish bickering.”


  Lee and Ertik looked like two scolded children.


  “Of course, you’re right Sister,” Ertik offered, holding out his hand to Lee. “I apologize.”


  “As do I,” Lee said, taking the man’s hand. “Now let’s put this behind us and wait in the parlor. I’ll have Martin bring us some wine.”


  Dina showed Ertik upstairs to the parlor. Lee joined them a few minutes later, followed by Martin, who carried a tray of glasses and a bottle of good wine.


  “Tell me about Gewey,” Ertik requested. “How old is he?”


  “Seventeen,” Lee replied. “But you’d never know by looking at him.”


  “Seventeen,” Ertik repeated softly. “So young.”


  “Yes, but he has shown great maturity,” Dina pointed out. “It’s easy to forget how young he really is.”


  “He has shown discipline during his training as well,” Lee added. “That comes from his father, I suspect. The man who raised him was an exceptional person. It’s why I chose him.”


  “Do you know who his real father is?” Ertik asked.


  “I have my suspicions,” Lee said. “He draws massive strength from the earth, so I think his father must be Gareth, but I can’t be certain. As for his mother, I don’t have a clue. Maybe someone at your temple will have a way to find out for sure.”


  Ertik scratched his chin. “Possibly. It would certainly be helpful if we knew. It’s still hard to imagine—a God, here on Earth.”


  “I know,” Lee agreed. “But once you get to know him, you’ll see that he’s in fact very human.”


  Ertik opened his mouth to reply, but suddenly, the whole house began to shake violently, as if struck by an earthquake. Pictures fell from the wall, and the sound of breaking glass echoed through the halls. Lee grabbed Dina, protecting her body with his. After a few seconds, the shaking stopped.


  “What was that?” Ertik cried.


  Lee ran downstairs and out the front door as Dina and Ertik followed closely behind. People on the streets were screaming and crying with fear. The front gate had come loose from its hinges, and the gatekeeper was still crouched down on the walkway.


  “It’s Gewey,” Lee said, his voice filled with fear. “I know it. He’s the only one who could cause this.”


  “We must find him before he brings down the whole city,” Ertik said in a panic.


   “Can you tell where it came from?” Dina asked.


  “No,” Lee replied. “But if it’s inside the walls he will be easy to find. Wait here until I return.”


  Lee ran off as fast as his legs could carry him. As anxious as he was to find Gewey, he was also afraid of what he might find when he did; if Gewey had let loose that kind of power inside the city, the devastation would be unimaginable.


  
    


  


  Chapter 30


  Gewey found the trail just south of the city wall. The trees were sparse and thin, but the light of the full moon offered ample shadows in which to hide. He unsheathed his sword and made his way south, keeping a few yards off the trail. He tried to stretch out his senses, but the roar of the nearby city drowned everything out. The trail itself provided little help; it was too frequently traveled for him to make out any distinct tracks. As he approached the clearing, he could see the light of several torches burning brightly. ‘No way to approach unseen,’ he thought. ‘Whoever this is either knows I’ve been trained, or they got lucky.’


  The clearing was about one hundred feet in diameter, and torches had been placed at its edge in six-foot intervals. In the center, he saw Kaylia, gagged and on her knees, bound at the wrists and ankles. Lady Fritzina stood next to her with a vicious-looking dagger in her hand.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” Gewey yelled, stepping into the clearing. Kaylia looked unhurt, though anger burned in her eyes.


  “So fierce,” Fritzina laughed. “No wonder the master wants you… taken care of.”


  “Release her and I will let you live,” he offered, taking a step forward, with his sword still drawn.


  “Stop there, my handsome peasant,” she warned, holding her dagger close to Kaylia’s throat. “Or I might just have to bleed this… elf.” She looked down at Kaylia with contempt. “She loves you, you know.”


   “What is it you want?” Gewey asked through his teeth.


  “Don’t you want to tell her you love her too?” Fritzina replied, ignoring Gewey’s question. “Just once, before you watch her die?”


  “If you hurt her, I swear you’ll beg me to kill you,” he roared. “You don’t think you can run from me, do you?”


  “Run?” she repeated, amused. “It is you who should have run.” She pressed the blade against Kaylia’s throat. Gewey saw a trickle of blood fall down her neck.


  “Wait,” Gewey cried. “Just tell me what you want.”


  “Lady Fritzina,” came a voice from just beyond the clearing. “Enough.”


  Gewey turned toward the voice. “You?” he said, his voice a mixture of confusion and rage.


  Harlondo stepped from the shadows. His voice was now deep and menacing, rather than high and feminine, and he held a curved saber on his hand.


  “Take the elf just outside the clearing,” he commanded Lady Fritzina. “Do nothing until this is over. Then,” he said, waving his hand carelessly, “you may do whatever you like with her.”


  Lady Fritzina grinned fiendishly. She grabbed Kaylia by her hair and pulled her across the clearing to its edge. Gewey jumped forward in response, but the dagger in the woman’s hand held him at bay. He wouldn’t risk it—at least, not yet.


  “I see you’re every bit as stupid as I’d hoped,” Harlondo said. “It’s a marvel you’ve made it this far, even with that idiot Starfinder helping you.”


  “Why are you doing this?” Gewey asked.  Gripping his sword tightly, he could feel it coming alive in his hand, drawing in the power of the earth around him.


  “Why?” he replied scornfully. “Because you weren’t wise enough to join the master when you had a chance—not that I ever thought it was a good idea to let you in the first place.”


  “Let Kaylia go, and I’ll come with you.”


  Harlondo laughed. “It’s far too late for that. Besides, I’d rather you were dead; the last thing I want is more competition. We don’t need your help to win. The master is nearly at his full strength, and with you gone, there will be no one nearly powerful enough to challenge us.”


  “If you hurt her, I swear you’ll pay with your life,” Gewey warned, his tone dark. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”


  “She will not be harmed until after I’ve killed you,” Harlondo promised. “Actually, you have Lady Fritzina to thank for that. She wants her to watch you die.”


  Gewey grinned wickedly as he allowed the power of the earth to flow through him. “I look forward to gutting you. Then her. Then Lord Ganflin, just for good measure.”


  “Ganflin?” He chuckled. “That fool knows nothing about this. We have agents in key positions everywhere, even in your beloved Sharpstone. Ganflin provides access for me, nothing more; he’s too damned thick to serve the master. In fact, I think I may make him my slave as a reward for killing you.”


  He stepped forward menacingly.


  “Speaking of which,” Harlondo’s left hand shot out. Gewey barely had time to react as a small knife whizzed by his head.


  “Not bad,” Harlondo said with approval. “I was afraid this would be too easy to be proud of.”


  Gewey let the pulse of the earth flow through him even more until it was like a raging river. Time began to slow, just as it had when he had fought the soldiers. He leapt forward, slashing down at Harlondo’s head, but the man moved easily away. Gewey stared at him in shock for a moment, then attacked again. Over and over, his sword found empty air as Harlondo countered with virtually no effort. Gewey had seen only one man move like that.


  “You’re a…”


  “Yes,” Harlondo interrupted, smiling. “You didn’t think Lee Starfinder was the only one, did you? But it’s worse than that, boy. The master has empowered me with energy from the Sword of Truth itself.”


  Gewey felt his confidence drain.


  “Don’t feel too bad, you’re not the first to underestimate me. Once I’m finished with you, I’ll find the rest of your friends and make sure you’re not the last.”


  Gewey filled with rage at the thought of his friends falling to this demon. He ran headlong at Harlondo and thrust his sword at his belly, but Harlondo twisted and stepped away, bringing his own sword down. Gewey felt searing pain as the blade cut deep across the back of his shoulder. He spun around, sword extended, Harlondo ducked and again his blade found Gewey’s flesh, this time slashing open his upper thigh. Gewey backed away as Harlondo pressed the attack. He tried to block the onslaught, but Harlondo was too fast. Again and again, Harlondo’s sword cut deep, opening new wounds. Blood soaked Gewey’s clothes, and the wounds on his arms and shoulder made his sword feel heavy and awkward. His legs throbbed and shook with pain. He felt weak with blood loss, and could hardly hold onto his sword, as Harlondo came in for another attack. This time, Gewey was barely able to duck in time to keep his head on his shoulders. The blade sliced the top of his scalp, sending him tumbling to the ground. He rolled back, then stumbled to his feet.


  “Why prolong the inevitable?” Harlondo asked. “You have fought well. Let me end your pain.”


  Gewey glared at Harlondo and squared his shoulders. He looked to the edge of the clearing and saw Kaylia, tears streaming down her face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he thought. Kaylia eyes filled with sadness as though she had heard him.


  “Still some fight in you, eh?” Harlondo laughed. “Good.”


  In a flash, he was on Gewey again. This time Gewey was able to fend off the blade, but Harlondo closed in and smashed the hilt into the side of Gewey’s head. Gewey fell to the ground, dazed, blood pouring into his eyes and mouth. His surroundings began to feel dull and distant, and he wondered if this could really be the end. He attempted to stand up, but Harlondo merely laughed and kicked him back to the ground.


  Harlondo stood over him with a satisfied smile. “And so ends the only child of heaven,” he mocked. “I’ll send your regards to your friends, starting with that one over there.”


  ‘Don’t give up.’ Gewey could suddenly hear Kaylia’s voice, clear as day, in his mind. ‘Don’t make me watch you die.’


  Pain and desperation filled Gewey’s heart, as Harlondo raised his sword for the final stroke. Suddenly, the earth erupted and the ground shook violently. Harlondo’s eyes shot wide as the ground exploded, sending both men flying.


  The last thing Gewey saw, before darkness took him, was the ravaged body of his enemy lying next to him. 'This is a good death,' he thought as the world around him faded to black.  Gewey smiled with relief and let himself fade into the darkness.


  Lady Fritzina struggled to her feet. In front of her was a crater ten feet wide and three feet deep. The mangled body of Harlondo lay a few feet away from her, alongside a pale and lifeless Gewey. She stared at the scene in horror. Kaylia lay on the ground next to her, struggling against her bonds. She picked up her dagger and pulled Kaylia to her knees.


  “I could kill you,” Fritzina warned. Her voice trembled with fear and shock. “But if you promise that your friends will leave me alone, I will let you live.” She pulled off Kaylia’s gag. “Swear to it!”


  “I swear none of my companions will touch you,” she said, her voice dripping with malice.


  Lady Fritzina slowly backed away, then took off into the night.


  Kaylia struggled to her feet and hopped to where Gewey’s sword lay, working the rope that held her against the blade. Once her bonds were cut, she ran to where Gewey lay. She put her hands on his face and closed her eyes. His life force was faint and fading. She put his sword in its sheath and attached it to her belt, ignoring the searing pain it caused as it touched her skin. Tears fell down her cheeks as she pulled his body upright. Using all of her strength, she threw him over her shoulder. The mile-long walk back to the city gate seemed to take a lifetime as she felt Gewey getting weaker. By the time she arrived, he was barely breathing.


  The city was in turmoil. The guard post was empty and the gate had been left open. Kaylia found an abandoned wagon and put Gewey in the back. Panic in the streets made it difficult to maneuver, but eventually she arrived at Lord Ganflin’s manor. The gatekeeper was trying to fix the broken gate when Kaylia jumped from the wagon.


  “Help me!” she commanded.


  The gatekeeper looked in the wagon and gasped. “Was he hurt in the earthquake?”


  “Are you deaf?” she screamed. “I said help me.” The gatekeeper flinched, but obeyed.


  They hadn’t gone more than a few feet when Dina and Ertik came running from the house. They gingerly lifted Gewey from the wagon and rushed him inside. As soon as Martin saw what they were doing, he directed them to a nearby study where they laid Gewey down on a couch. Kaylia knelt down beside him, holding his hand.


  “Get me something to make bandages,” she cried. “I must stop the bleeding.”


  Martin went to a closet and retrieved a linen sheet. Kaylia began to tear it into strips and bind Gewey’s wounds.


  “I’ll fetch a healer right away,” Martin said, bolting from the room.


  “What happened?” Dina asked. “Who did this?”


  “It was Harlondo,” Kaylia told her. “He is an agent of the Dark Knight.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “Dead,” Kaylia answered.


  “Are you sure?” Ertik asked.


  Kaylia shot to her feet, suddenly noticing the new face among them. “Who are you?’ she demanded.


  “It’s alright,” Dina assured her. “He’s a member of my order. He’s here to help.”


  Kaylia looked at him for a moment. “Do you have skills as a healer?”


  “No. But if we can get him to Valshara, there are those that can help him. We have the best healers that have ever lived.”


  “How far is it?” Kaylia asked as she knelt back beside Gewey.


  “We can be there in two days,” Ertik replied.


  “We leave as soon as the local healer arrives. Go get the carriage ready.”


  “We should wait until he’s been treated,” Ertik advised. “That will take time.”


  “No need,” Kaylia replied. “Whoever Martin brings will be coming with us.” She brushed back Gewey’s hair. “She can treat him on the way.”


  “Kaylia,” Dina said. “We should—”


  “I said get the carriage ready,” Kaylia yelled, cutting her off. “Now.”


  Dina nodded and left the room. Ertik followed.


  A few minutes later, Lee came running in. He saw Kaylia kneeling down at Gewey’s side, her eyes closed. “How is he?” he asked softly.


  “He lives,” Kaylia answered. “But not for long if he doesn’t get help.”


  “Dina said a healer is coming. She also told me you plan to take him to Valshara tonight.”


  Kaylia nodded.


  Lee stood there for a long moment, considering. “You need to tell me exactly what happened. I’m sorry, but I need to know before we leave.”


  Kaylia recounted what happened. She was unable to hold back her tears when she told him of the fight between Gewey and Harlondo.


  “Then I should make ready,” Lee said once she finished. “Harlondo may be dead, but there’s no guarantee he’s alone. I’ll gather your things as well. Don’t worry, he’s strong. He’ll make it.”


  “Thank you,” Kaylia said, wiping her tears. When the healer arrived, she told everyone to get out.


  Kaylia resisted, but Lee assured her it was for the best.


  “I need to treat his wounds before he is moved,” the healer explained. “Otherwise, the wounds may open on the road and he’ll bleed to death. How he’s alive now, I have no idea, but don’t worry— I won’t leave him until he is stable.”


  “Then you will accompany us,” Kaylia said flatly. “We leave in two hours.”


  “You’re joking of course,” she said, not amused.


  Lee reached into his belt and pulled out a pouch. “This should compensate you adequately,” he said, handing her four gold coins.


  The woman stared at Lee and then the gold. “Well then. My name is Ezmerial, from the temple of Helenasia, goddess of Healing and Knowledge, and I am at your service.” She bowed. “Now get out.”


  Lee, Dina, and Kaylia waited just outside while Ezmerial went to work. Ertik left for his home to gather his belongings.


  “It must have taken great strength to carry him to the city gates,” Lee remarked. “Let me find you a chair, you must be exhausted.”


  “I don’t need to sit,” Kaylia said, as she anxiously paced back and forth.


  “Please,” Dina said, grabbing Kaylia’s hands. Kaylia winced in pain. Dina saw the burns made by Gewey’s sword.


  “It’s nothing,” Kaylia said sharply, shaking herself free of Dina’s grip “I’ll be fine.”


  “It’s not nothing,” Dina replied, then turned toward Martin. “Please, bring us some water so that we can get her cleaned up.”


  Lee brought a chair from the next room, and Dina sat Kaylia down to clean the dirt and grime from her burns.


  “How will you be traveling, my lord?” Martin inquired. “Should I ready your horses?”


  Lee thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. Gewey, Sister Ezmerial, and I will ride in the carriage. Ertik can take my horse for now. The one remaining will stay here until it can be sent back to Lord Broín.”


  Martin nodded curtly and left.


  “How were you captured?” Lee asked Kaylia.


  Kaylia scowled. “She must have had something on her gloves; she took my hand just before she led me outside. By the time I got to the door, I could barely stand. The next thing I remember is lying on the ground, bound and gagged, in a clearing.”


  Lee nodded and put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s not your fault. It could have easily been Dina or me. You couldn’t have seen this coming.”


  “I should have,” she spat, shrugging off his hand. “The bond between Gewey and me has blinded me.”


  “That bond is what gave you the strength to save him,” Lee said. “While I don’t understand elf ways, I do know that with injuries like those, Gewey should be dead right now. And if it wasn’t for you … he wouldn’t have made it.”


  “If it wasn’t for me, he would have never been there in the first place,” Kaylia shot back. “They used me to get to him.”


  “Don’t be foolish,” Lee scolded. “They would have found another way. We are lucky that you were there to help him. If he had been alone, he would still be out there…probably dead by now.”


  Kaylia looked up. “It won’t happen again,” she said with determination. “He will never have to fight alone ever again.”


  “I understand,” Lee said. “But still you must not blame yourself for what happened. What’s done is done. All we can do now is hope he’ll recover.”


  Dina finished cleaning Kaylia’s wounds. “Please, don’t get up. We need you strong if we’re leaving tonight.”


  “No doubt,” Lee agreed. “If Harlondo wasn’t alone, we may have another fight ahead of us.”


  Hours ticked by as Ezmerial tended to Gewey. Kaylia checked on her progress several times, but the woman kept telling her to leave her alone to work.


  Finally, the door opened. The healer stood in the doorway and sighed heavily.


  “How he still lives, I can’t imagine,” she said. “I’ve never seen a man as injured as that, who didn’t bleed to death.”


  “Will he live?” asked Lee.


  “I don’t think so,” she replied somberly. “He’s beyond my skills to heal. I would say that I managed to stop the bleeding, but I don’t see how he has any blood left. I’m sorry.”


  “We’re moving him to the carriage,” Kaylia instructed. “Now! You will ride with him, healer.”


  “My dear,” Ezmerial said gently. “There is no hope. It’s just a matter of time now.”


  Kaylia stepped menacingly toward the woman. “I said now.”


  “As you wish,” the healer replied. “I will try my best to help him.”


  “Is Ertik back?” Lee asked.


  “I am,” Ertik replied as he walked in. “I was just getting the horses ready. All our things are packed.”


  Lee gave Martin a letter. “Give this to Lord Ganflin,” he said. “It will explain everything. I will send his carriage back as soon as possible.”


  Martin nodded and put the letter in his pocket. “May the gods keep you—especially your young friend.” They carefully lifted Gewey and brought him to the waiting carriage. His skin was pale, and he looked as though life had already left him. Lee climbed into the driver’s seat and took the reins.


  “If anything happens, stay close,” Lee advised the group. “We will not stop until morning. Ertik will take the lead once we’re outside the gates.”


  Without another word, Lee snapped the reigns and the horses bolted forward.


  The gate was still open when they approached. They ignored the guards that were motioning them to halt, nearly running them down as they passed. Screams of alarm faded as Ertik led them west toward the Abyss.


  “By the gods!” screamed Ezmerial. “You’ll get us killed.”


  Lee ignored her and pushed the horses to move faster. Time was running out. Somehow, he could feel it. If they didn’t get to Valshara soon, all would be lost.


  
    


  


  Chapter 31


  The landscape flew by in a blur as they raced into the night. Ertik led them west for ten miles, then north along a less traveled road. They kept going until an hour before dawn, when Lee called for a halt.


  “Why are we stopping?” Kaylia demanded.


  “The horse you ride could keep running for much longer, but if the ones pulling the carriage give out, we’re in trouble,” Lee answered. “We need to rest them for a while.”


  “And I need to check the boy’s wounds,” added Ezmerial. “And I can’t do that when he’s being jostled about.”


  Kaylia grumbled angrily. “One hour. Then we move on.”


  “You heard her,” Lee told the group. “One hour. So rest while you can.”


  “Kaylia, my dear,” said Ezmerial. “I need your assistance.”


  Kaylia jumped into the carriage without hesitation. The healer told her to hand her dressings and a sweet-smelling salve. “This should help keep the wounds closed,” she explained. “If you would, I could use your help when we stop. I don’t know what’s keeping him alive, but I believe that the power of love and prayer heals. It’s obvious you care deeply for him; I see it in the way you look at him. Your love for him is giving him strength somehow.”


  Kaylia stared down at Gewey’s ghostly face. He looked peaceful, as if merely resting. Ezmerial touched Kaylia’s hand.


  “I’m sorry for not giving you more hope back at the manor, but I spoke truth. Now, I’m starting to believe you won’t allow him to die. Take comfort and stay strong… for him.”


  “You are kind,” Kaylia said. “But you were right not to give false hope. I am bonded to Gewey in a way I am too inexperienced to fully understand, and I feel him fading.”


  “Bonded how?” she asked in a whisper. “Tell me, my dear. I will keep it to myself.”


  “He spoke the ancient words of my ancestors to me, and my spirit reached out and joined with his. He is a part of me in a way you couldn’t understand; even I don’t fully comprehend it.”


  “Then perhaps your bond is helping him hold on,” said Ezmerial. “I have no other way to explain it, but you should be grateful for it.”


   Kaylia squeezed the woman’s hand. “I pray you’re right. Thank you.”


  By the time they finished tending Gewey’s wounds, it was time to move on again.


  “We are heading north until we reach the Stone of the Tower,” Ertik told them as he mounted his horse. “Once we get there, stay close.  The road that leads to the temple is hidden, and winds through a labyrinth of jagged rocks.”


  They hurried on, only stopping when they had to rest the horses. Kaylia rode close to the carriage and assisted Ezmerial at every stop.


  “You should try and sleep, Sister,” Lee told the healer. “There’s room in the carriage for you to lie down.”


  “Not until we reach this temple of yours,” Ezmerial replied stubbornly. “Is it really the Temple of Valshara?”


  “It is,” Lee assured her.


  “It’s said that within the Order of Amon Dähl there is knowledge of healing, unknown to anyone else. To think, I may get the chance to watch them and learn.”


  “You keep him alive, and I’ll see to it you will,” Ertik promised. “Perhaps I can even arrange for you to stay on for a while.”


  Ezmerial’s eyes brightened. “That would be a dream come true,” she replied. “The things I could learn there, the knowledge I could pass on to my order...” Ezmerial worked with renewed vigor. “Don’t worry; if it means I have to stay awake for a week, he’ll be alive when we get there.”


  It was dusk when they saw the silhouette of the Stone of the Tower in the distance. It was flat at the top and stood fifty feet tall. The sides were smooth and round, as if they had been carved by a stone worker of unimaginable skill.


  “What a strange sight to see on the plains,” Ezmerial remarked as they came near.


  “Legend says it was carved by Hephisolis, the God of Fire, as a present for his wife Islisema,” said Lee. “It was once covered in gold and jewels, but Dantenos, God of the Dead, coveted Islisema, and told his followers to strip it bare. Only the stone remains.”


  Ertik smiled. “Your knowledge of lore is impressive, Starfinder.”


  “My library is extensive,” Lee replied. “And life in a small village gives me a lot of time to read.”


  When they reached the Stone, Ertik called for a halt and began searching for the trail. “It’s been some time since I’ve been here, and this way is rarely used.”


   He returned after about ten minutes and led them around the far side of the tower, toward what appeared to be nothing but a pile of loose rocks. As they approached, they could see that the rocks staggered and turned, revealing a well-disguised trail.


  “We’ll need to lead our horses for a while,” Ertik instructed. “About two miles from here the path gets easier. We should be at the temple by dawn.”


  When they finally arrived at Valshara, they came upon a natural stone archway that served as the entrance to the temple. Two men in black robes stood at the threshold, each wearing a sword. Ertik halted and got off his horse.


  “Stay here until I call you over,” he told them. “We’re unaccustomed to visitors.”


  He walked over to the men and talked to them for several minutes. Finally, he motioned for the rest to approach.


  “You must leave your weapons,” said one of the robed men. Lee and Kaylia removed their weapons and handed them over.


  Dina retrieved Gewey’s sword and kept it with her. “I must show this to the High Lady,” she explained.


  “Then Ertik must carry it, Novice,” the man growled. “And you must surrender your arms as well.”


  Dina nodded and handed the sword to Ertik, then removed her dagger. The man motioned for them to continue.


  Once past the entrance, a broad stone path led up an incline to a large wooden door. The walls of the temple were plain gray stone and twenty feet tall, extending for several hundred yards in either direction. Ertik pulled a rope that hung from the top of the door, and a bell echoed loudly in response. Moments later, the doors slowly swung open, revealing a massive courtyard. Multicolored slate formed a walkway around the outer edge of the yard, enclosing an inner yard of well-manicured grass. In the center stood an eight-foot tall golden sword, its point buried deep into a marble slab. On either side of the courtyard were covered walkways that led deeper into the temple grounds, and at the rear was another double door, nearly as large the first.


  There were at least a dozen men and women walking about the yard. None of them wore ceremonial dress or anything else that might indicate they were part of a temple, and all of them stopped and stared at the newcomers suspiciously. From the far left corner, a young woman began walking rapidly toward them. She went directly to the coach without saying a word to the rest of them and looked carefully at Gewey.


  “You’re a healer?” she asked Ezmerial.


  “I am,” Ezmerial replied.


  “You two,” the woman said, pointing to Ertik and Lee. “When the stretcher arrives, bring him to the healing chamber. You do remember the way, don’t you, Ertik?”


  Ertik nodded, trying to hide his embarrassment. “I haven’t been away that long,”


  The woman harrumphed, unimpressed.


  A moment later, a young boy came running across the yard with a stretcher on his back. Lee and Ertik carefully placed Gewey on the stretcher, and followed as the woman strode off. It only took a few seconds for them to lose sight of her, but Ertik did in fact know the way.


  “How did she know about the boy?” asked Ezmerial. “She walked straight to him.”


  “Many of our healers can feel when someone is sick or injured,” Ertik replied. “Wileminia is extremely sensitive. I’m sure she has had them preparing from the moment we got to the archway.”


  “Amazing,” she whispered.


  Ertik led them through a series of stone hallways to an open door. Inside was a bed, several tables with various bottles and plants, and a stone basin in the center.


  Three women were busy at the tables preparing medicine while Wileminia waited by the bed.


  “Lay him down,” she directed. “Then Ertik will show you to your quarters. The Sister that has been tending the boy will stay and help.”


  Lee and Ertik put Gewey on the bed and began to leave, but Kaylia refused to go.


  “I will not leave him,” she said defiantly.


  “My dear, you must,” Wileminia said with a much softer tone. “The High Lady of Valshara herself will be here in a moment to personally tend to him. She has commanded that you all be removed until it’s over. He could not be in better care anywhere in the world, I promise.”


  Kaylia stood silent for a moment, looking at Gewey’s nearly lifeless body, and then lowered her head. “Please tell me the moment you know something,” she pleaded.


  “You shall be the first,” Wileminia promised, placing her hand over her heart.


  Lee stepped forward. “Before you attempt to heal him, there’s something you must know. Gewey isn’t an ordinary human. In fact, he’s not really human at all. He’s a God.”


  Wileminia looked at him, her eyes skeptical and slightly amused. “If you mean he’s like you, then you needn’t worry; treating a half-god is no different than treating a typical human.”


   “That’s not what I’m saying,” Lee insisted. “He isn’t half anything.”


  The realization of what Lee was saying struck her. “I see. Are you certain?”


  “I am,” Lee replied. “There is no doubt.”


  Wileminia looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I will inform the High Lady. Now if you would please go, we have work to do.”


  Ertik led them to a large, empty den with several couches and chairs angled around a lit fireplace. “Please, sit and rest while I attend to your quarters.” They sat in silence until a young woman in a blue housedress entered, giving them each a cup of honeyed water.


  “No one wears robes here?” Lee asked once the girl had left.


  “Only during certain ceremonies,” Dina replied. “Our order is very informal when it comes to things like that. Only the guards wear robes at all times.”


  “The High Priestess,” Kaylia said pensively. “She is a skilled healer?”


  “She is most skilled among us,” Dina replied. “However, you should refer to her as High Lady. We have no priests or priestesses. The order does not center on rank as much as others do. After you advance past novice, you become either a cleric or a knight, but there’s nothing above that, save the High Lady.


  “A knight trains as a guardian of the order; they are among the finest warriors in the world. If you achieve the rank of cleric, you choose a focus of study that you spend the rest of your days trying to perfect. For example, I intend to become a temple historian.”


  “What does a historian do here?” Lee inquired.


  “They travel to different cities, towns, or temples to observe and record events as they unfold,”


  “Sounds like an enjoyable life,” Lee said with approval.


  “Yes,” she agreed, a touch of sadness entering her voice. “But with the way things have turned out, I doubt it will ever be.”


  “Why would you say that?” Kaylia asked, trying to keep her mind off Gewey. “You are part of one of the greatest stories in known history. Who better to record and tell about it?”


  “When Gewey and I met Felsafell and stayed in his house, he woke me in the middle of the night and told me a different story,” Dina said. “He said that as a child of two worlds, I would have to sacrifice myself to make the world whole again. Of course, he said it in his odd little way—but there was no mistaking the intent.”


  “Mind his words,” Kaylia advised. “They do not always mean what they seem to. As I told Gewey—” she paused, wincing slightly upon saying his name, “he is dangerous, and you risk great peril if you take his words at face value. You may yet have the life you want.”


  Dina smiled. “Thank you, Kaylia. I hope we all get the life that we want.”


  When Ertik returned, he escorted them down the hall and showed them each their rooms. The rooms were plainly furnished with a bed, a small table, and a chair. A washbasin with hot water sat in one corner of the room, and their belongings had been placed in another.


  “Once you’ve rested and washed, you may wander freely—with the exception of the healing chamber,” Ertik told them. “If you need me, I’ll be in the den, awaiting word of Gewey.”


  “I think we’ll all be joining you shortly,” Lee informed him. Dina and Kaylia nodded in agreement.


  Lee was the first to return to the den. Ertik was sitting in a chair by the fire, thumbing through a leather bound book, humming to himself. When he saw Lee, he sat the book on the arm of the chair and gestured for Lee to sit across from him.


  “You look…cleaner,” Ertik noted. “Though I’d wager you must be exhausted.”


  “My kind doesn’t tire very easily,” Lee replied.


  “Yes, I forgot,” Ertik said thoughtfully. “It must be quite a burden.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Such strength and power breeds jealousy. Hiding who one is all the time can’t be easy.”


  “It can be tiresome,” Lee admitted. “But I have Millet. He’s been with me a long time, and he shares my secret. It makes it easier to have someone like him with me.”


  “He sounds like a good friend. Where is he now?”


  “On his way to Hazrah to take my wife and child out of the city,” Lee answered. “With the Dark Knight on the move, I couldn’t risk leaving them so close to his borders.”


  “Hazrah?” Ertik repeated, suddenly looking troubled. “How long ago did he leave?”


  “More than a week now. He should be there in about two more weeks. Why? Do you know something?”


  “I got word that Angrääl now has dominion in Hazrah. Whether the city was sacked or they surrendered, I don’t know—but your friend is walking straight into the heart of the Dark Knight’s power.”


  Lee closed his eyes tight, trying to still his mind. “Can you send word to Hazrah?” asked Lee. His voice was unsteady. “Do you have a messenger flock that travels there?”


  “I’m sorry,” Ertik replied regretfully, “your friend will arrive well ahead of any message I could send. Still, I will try.”


  “Thank you. I need to have Lady Nal’Thain and her son evacuated from Hazrah, and taken to the city of Dantory. It’s a small oasis in the eastern desert. Tell them to mention Millet if she questions the truth of the message. I will pay anything it costs, ten times over, if they are brought safely there.”


  “Payment is not necessary,” Ertik assured him. “I will send the message now. There are no messenger flocks between here and there, so the message will have to be carried much of the way by members of the order. Still, I shall see to it at once.” Ertik got up and hurried away.


  Lee sat there, holding his head in his hands, as Kaylia and Dina entered.


  “What’s wrong?” Kaylia asked as she took a seat next to Lee. Dina followed close behind.


  Lee told them what Ertik had said.


  “Millet will get them out,” Dina said, confident. “I know he will.”


  “I hope you’re right,” he replied.


  “Millet is wise and capable,” Kaylia added. “Much more than any other human I’ve met thus far. If there is an army guarding their door, he will find a way to get past them.”


  “You’re right, of course,” he agreed. “It’s just the feeling of helplessness I can’t stand.”


  “Believe me, I understand,” said Kaylia. Lee looked at her and nodded knowingly.


  After an hour, Ertik returned. “I sent your message. I also sent word to Dantory to be on the lookout for them.”


  “I’m in your debt,” Lee said graciously.


  “Not at all,” Ertik replied. “You have done us quite a service.”


  ”There’s something else you should know,” Lee said. “I believe I have the Book of Souls in my possession.”


  Ertik froze. “Where is it?”


  “In my room. I was hoping someone here would know what to do with it.”


  “Are you sure that’s what it is?” he asked.


  “Not completely,” Lee answered. “But from what we’ve learned, we’re as certain as we can be.”


  Ertik clapped his hands. “That is news. We must tell the High Lady when she is finished with your friend. She will be overjoyed.”


  “If she can heal Gewey, she can have it,” said Lee.


  "It will be some time before we know if he will heal," said a voice from the doorway. It was Wileminia. They all stood up.


  “What’s happening?” Kaylia asked anxiously. “Will he live?”


  Wileminia sighed heavily. “He has been struck by the power of the Sword of Truth. If it had been the Sword itself, it would have destroyed him; thankfully, it was not. We have removed the energy that prevented his body from healing, but it has left him near death. He may not recover.”


  “He’s a God,” Kaylia cried. “He will not die.”


  Wileminia stared at Kaylia for a moment. “God or no, he is in mortal form. But he is strong—stronger than any I’ve seen. Now that the bite of the Sword’s power has been removed, his body may heal on its own. But I’m more concerned with his spirit.”


  “What do you mean?” Lee asked.


  “His spirit wanders,” she answered. “And it has not found its way back.”


  “Can’t you help him?” Kaylia asked desperately.


  “We are trying,” Wileminia assured her. “But if he’s a God as you say, it explains our inability to reach him. His spirit would be different from our own, and we have no way to call out to him. Even if we did, we wouldn’t know how to guide him back. The places he goes, we have never been.”


  “I can find him,” Kaylia said firmly.


  “I know you think that,” she said softly. “And I know as an elf you have tremendous strength of spirit; it’s a wonderful trait of your kind. But he is not an elf. It seems his spirit travels in realms where mortals cannot go.”


  “My spirit is bound to his,” she contended. “Even now I feel him. If he needs a guide, then I am the only one.”


  “She speaks the truth,” Lee affirmed. “They were bound together by words in the ancient language. I have no doubt she is his only hope.”


  Wileminia thought for a moment. “Come with me, then. I will take you to him. You may sit next to him and reach out as you can.”


  Kaylia nodded and followed her to the healing chamber.


  Ertik stretched his arms and yawned. “I need rest,” he said reluctantly. “I hate sleeping before nightfall, but I think tonight I’ll manage to sleep until dawn.” He slowly rose, grunting with each movement, and walked out.


  As Ertik made his exit, a young girl entered. “Lord Starfinder?” she asked. “The High Lady would like to speak with you before you retire.”


  Lee looked to Dina.


  “I’ll be fine,” Dina told him. “I think I’ll walk around for a bit and maybe get something to eat.”


  Lee nodded and followed the young girl out of the room and down the hallway. Lee was amazed by the sheer size of the place. He remembered Ertik saying there were about a hundred people here, but from the look of it, five times that number could live comfortably. They passed at least three dining halls and several libraries as they walked, in addition to recreation and training areas. Most of the walls were bare, aside from several elaborate tapestries and etchings near the libraries.


  At the end of a long hall, the girl stopped in front of a plain wooden door. “Please go right in. She’s waiting.”


  Lee thanked the girl and opened the door. Inside he saw a small study with a nicely carved wooden desk with papers scattered about it. There were a few shelves and cabinets along the wall, and brass lanterns hung in the corners; all in all, there was almost nothing to indicate that this was the office of a leader of one of the most ancient orders in existence.


  The chair at the desk was facing away from the door, but Lee could tell someone was there.


  “High Lady,” Lee said. “You asked to speak to me.” There was a long pause.


  “I’ve wondered what I would say to you when the time came,” said the High Lady, still facing the wall. Her voice sounded strangely familiar. “Now that you’re here…I just don’t know.”


  Lee was both puzzled and troubled by the High Lady’s words. Trying not to let his confusion show in his voice, he said, “I would like to thank you for what you are doing for Gewey, and for the rest of us. I am deeply grateful.”


  “Are you?” she asked. “I wouldn’t be so quick to give me your gratitude.”


  The High Lady then stood and faced Lee. He staggered back in shock.  She was older and grayed, but there was no mistaking her.


  “You…” he whispered. “How are you here? I spent years looking for you, and you were here the whole time?”


   “Not the whole time, son,” she said, smiling sadly. “But most of it, yes.”


  “But why?” Lee asked, trying to slow his racing mind. “Why now? Surely you could have let me know where you were before now.”


  “Please sit,” she said. “I swear I’ll tell you everything. I will hold nothing back.”


  Slowly, Lee pulled up a chair and sat down, unable to take his eyes off his mother’s face.


  
    


  


  Chapter 32


  “I know you must have a million questions,” Selena began. “But please wait until I tell you my story. Otherwise, I don’t know if I can get through this.”


  Lee slowly nodded and sat down.


  “When I was a young girl, before I met your father, my parents sent me to Althetas to study at the Temple of Saraf. My father was a blacksmith and did well enough to be able to support my studies at the temple. They hoped I would become a priestess someday, and I probably would have if not for your father.”


  “I’m warning you now,” Lee interrupted. “I’ll not hear you speak ill of my father.”


  “Why would I speak ill of him?” she asked. “I loved him…I still love him.”


  Her voice trailed off for a moment, then she regained her composure. “I met him in Althetas during my studies at the temple. I was in the market square the first time I saw him. He had come to the city to meet with the Fisherman’s Guild. Your grandfather had died a few months before. Your father had taken ownership of his boat, and was supporting both himself and your grandmother.


  “I had just bought some spices and herbs, when a young rogue snatched my purse right off my belt. It was all the money I had. My father was not rich, so the money he sent me each month had to last; without it, I had no way to feed myself and would have had to return home. I chased after the thief, but he was too fast. Then, out of nowhere, your father tackled him and took back my money. He looked so handsome and dashing, I think I must have fallen in love with him right then and there.”


  Lee grumbled with disbelief.


  “I know you think I might have felt differently,” she said. “But you only see things from a child’s perspective. I know you are a man now, but your memories are that of a child. I did love him. I was only fourteen at the time, but still I knew what I felt. He gave me my purse and offered to buy me a sweet apple.” She started laughing.


  “I was so angry at that. A sweet apple? I wanted a candlelit dinner or a moonlight walk, and here he was buying me a bloody sweet apple as if I were a child. However, he was twenty at the time, and to him I was a child. He walked me back to the temple holding my hand. I was so excited; this handsome hero was holding my hand. We talked the whole way there, and I made him promise to write me, which he did of course. I didn’t see him again for a year.


  “But just as he’d promised, he wrote me once a month. As soon as the letters arrived, I’d eagerly run back to my room at the temple to read them. He wrote mostly of his life in the fishing village and the goings on of his day-to-day life, but to me, each letter might as well have been a love sonnet. I wrote him back, careful not to be too forward and scare him away. Even then, I knew he was the man I would marry.


  “The next year he came to Althetas to again meet with the Fisherman’s Guild. You could have told me the Gods themselves were coming and I would not have been more thrilled; I must have spent three hours getting ready, determined to look perfect for the man I loved. We met in the same square where my purse had been snatched. This time, I was determined not to get a sweet apple.


  He was as kind and thoughtful as I’d dreamed he’d be. He took me to lunch, and we walked all over the city. At the time, it was the best day of my life. I nearly cried when it was over. I made your father promise to show me his village when I was old enough to travel on my own. He confessed to me later that it made him nervous to think of me realizing how poor he really was.


  “I wept for three days when he left.


  “A few months later, I was chosen to accompany the High Priestess as one of her attendants to Manisalia, to see the Oracle. I had never traveled so far, and the thought of it frightened me. The trip was long and hard, but as it turned out, I had a grand time. The High Priestess was young, cheerful, and played games with us at night. She even told us old tales of the world before the Great War. I felt lucky to have been chosen.


  “When we got to Manisalia, I waited outside the pavilion with the rest of the attendants while the High Priestess went inside. She was only inside a few minutes when she came out and told me that the Oracle wanted to see me. I was terrified.


  “When I went inside, she was sitting on a pillow, tossing nuts in the air and catching them in her mouth—not really what I expected, to say the least.”


  Lee chuckled in spite of himself. “No puppy?” he asked. “She played tug-o-war with a puppy when I went to see her.”


  His mother smiled. “No puppy. Still, as you know, she is not what one expects when you think of the Great Oracle of Manisalia. She asked me to sit and offered me some water.


  “She told me she’d been expecting me, and that she ‘regretted having to give such ominous news to a child.’  I hated being called a child, but I was too nervous to say anything in return. She reached over and took my hands. She told me she could see I was in love, and I turned so red I probably glowed. But then, she told me that I mustn’t marry—that if I did, it would end in tragedy.


  “I jerked my hands away and stood up. Her words scared me, and my fear became anger. I told her that your father didn’t want to marry me, and if he did, I would wed him in an instant, no matter what she said.


  “She looked at me with a sympathetic smile. She told me that your father loved me even then, and was waiting for me to come of age. But she warned again that I mustn’t marry him; if I did, he would die, and I would hate myself for the rest of my life.


  “I sat back down, but I did not hold her hands. Hesitantly, I asked her how he would die.


  “She admitted that she didn’t know, but told me that I was part of an important destiny, that my child—a child not fathered by the man I loved—would help save the world.


   “I laughed so hard that I almost fell over. I’d bear a child with the man I loved and no other, and I told her as much.


  “She insisted that I would have a child, and that one day I would have to let him go. She told me that he would one day be called to serve a northern lord, and that I should not interfere with this.” Selena paused, her eyes guilty and troubled. “And once he was gone, she said I was not to contact him again. She said my son would find me one day when there was a great upheaval in the world, but I could not allow him to find me before then or he would surely die.


  “The Oracle could tell I didn’t believe her. ‘It seems you will marry your handsome fisherman anyway,’ she said. ‘But upon his death, remember my words.’ I left angrier than I had ever been in my life.”


  “I take it you ignored her,” Lee said.


  “To my everlasting regret,” Selena replied. “Your father and I kept writing one another, and each year he made sure to attend the annual fisherman’s meeting in Althetas. When I came of age and was old enough to leave the temple, we married. My family was furious. They wanted me to continue my education and become a novice, but I refused. As a result, my family ostracized me. I never saw any of them again.


  “Your father always regretted that I had to sacrifice so much for him, but as long as we were together I didn’t care. For a time, we were very happy. I had all but forgotten what the Oracle had told me. Fishing was good in those days, and though we didn’t have much, we had enough to get by.


  “Then, in a flash, it all changed. I was walking along the shore, collecting shells for a basket I was making as a present for one of our neighbors. I heard a clap of thunder over the water, and I looked to see the ocean boiling. Steam rose and became a hot mist. It was then that I saw him, walking across the waves towards me and smiling. It was Saraf, the God of the Sea. Somehow, I knew who he was instantly, and he was the most beautiful thing I had ever beheld. I nearly fainted at the sight of him.”


  “What did he look like?” Lee asked.


  “It’s impossible to describe,” she answered. “Not like a man, but not unlike one, either. Even now, all I can remember is the sheer beauty of his presence. He took me in his arms and loved me. I could not help myself. It was as if a spell was cast over me. Once in Saraf’s embrace, I didn’t care about anything else—not even your father.


  “He left me on the shore, and I watched as he faded into the ocean. It wasn’t until he had gone that the realization of what had happened set in. I was wracked with guilt and self-hatred. I had betrayed the man I loved, and I could not live with it. I knew I had to tell him, but I was afraid he wouldn’t believe me. I sat on the beach and cried for hours.


  “The sun had already gone down when your father found me. I told him what had happened and begged for his forgiveness. He said that a water spirit had warned him that Saraf would come to me that very day. He said the spirit was a vile thing, and that it told him he should kill me for such a betrayal.


  “I told him that the spirit was right, and he should do just as it said. But instead, your father looked at me tenderly and held me close. He said he didn’t blame me, that fault was with Saraf.


  “I wanted him to blame me, though. I wanted to be punished for what I had done, and after a time I grew resentful of your father’s forgiveness. I hated myself and wanted him to hate me too.


  “Then, I found out I was with child.


  “I remember the look on his face when I told him. Both of us knew who the father was, but he told me it didn’t matter, that he would love you all the same. I should have been grateful, but I wasn’t. I was angry—angry at him, angry at myself, and angry at Saraf.


  “I know you must have thought I didn’t love you or your father, but that isn’t true. All I could think about, once you were born, was what the Oracle had told me. It was coming true, and I knew what would happen next.


  “The day your father died, Saraf returned to me. I was outside gathering wood when I heard a voice call my name. I looked up, and there he was. This time he appeared as a shimmering light, but his voice was sad and full of remorse. He knew my husband was dead, and he told me he was sorry. “I stared at him in disbelief. I screamed at him, calling him a liar.


  “He moved closer and told me it was the spirits of the water that caused my husband’s boat to sink. They were jealous that Saraf had loved me. When they failed to convince my husband to kill me, Saraf had hoped they would let go of their envy and move on. Instead, they waited. They waited until they thought Saraf had forgotten, and then they struck. They knew that an attempt on my life would be more than he could forgive, so instead, they took my husband. They knew it would hurt Saraf to see me in pain.


  “I couldn’t believe it. I wept, unable to understand why the spirits would do such a thing.


  “Saraf told me that the spirits could not bear to share his love with another; they wanted it all to themselves. He told me again that he was sorry. He tried to stop them, but he was too late. By the time he realized what they had done, it was over.


  “I ran at him then, intent on killing him, but I passed through him as if he wasn’t there. I told him he knew nothing of love, cursing him as I fell to the ground, weeping. Saraf vanished and I never saw him again.


  “It was then I knew what I would have to do. I returned to the temple and made sure we were sent north. When Lord Dauvis took you in, I fled and eventually found this place. At the time, it was a place of retirement for the Order of Amon Dähl. I told them my story and they allowed me to join the order and remain. When the Dark Knight destroyed the original Valshara, we reformed the Order from here. I sent people to Hazrah to keep an eye on you, but I was afraid to make contact out of fear of the Oracle’s words. I would not see you die because of my own foolishness. I’m sorry I was not there for you, Lee. I’m sorry that I caused you pain. I never wanted this, I swear.”


  Selena’s eyes welled with tears as she gazed into her son’s eyes. Lee stood and walked around the desk. “For years I was angry with you,” he said, his voice trembling with emotion. “But I see now why you did what you did.”


  “Can you forgive me?” she asked, rising to her feet.


  “Mother,” Lee said tenderly. “I am alive because of your sacrifice. There is nothing to forgive.” He reached out and embraced her tightly, and they both wept joyful tears.


  
    


  


  Chapter 33


  Lee and Selena talked for hours, catching up on years of lost time. They stopped only when Lee noticed the fatigue in his mother’s eyes.


  “We can speak more tomorrow,” he said. “You need rest.”


  “I know there are important things we need to discuss,” she said, embracing him again. “But I’ve wanted to just sit and talk with you for so long. I’m afraid I’ll wake up and this will be a dream.”


  “I’ll be here when you wake up,” he promised. “And there’s time enough to discuss everything. For now, I just want you to sleep and regain your strength.”


  He left his mother and made his way back to the healing chamber, where he found Kaylia, sitting in a chair next to Gewey’s bed and holding his hand. Her eyes were shut, and she swayed back and forth slowly. Gewey’s face was still pale and covered in bruises. Bandages had been wrapped over nearly his entire body. Lee marveled at the fact that he was alive at all. He had seen many wounded men, but never anyone who had taken this much punishment and still drew breath. He placed his hands on Kaylia’s shoulders.


  “How is he?” he asked quietly.


  Kaylia gradually opened her eyes. “He is lost. The healer was right; he is in a place no mortal has been. I can hear him, but it’s like trying to hear a voice in a storm.”


  “Do you think he knows you’re here?”


  “I don’t know,” she replied somberly. “But I am the only one that has a chance to bring him back. I sense his struggle, but I can’t see what he struggles against.”


   “Perhaps you should rest,” Lee suggested. “You can try again later.”


  “I swore to never let him fight alone again,” Kaylia said, her resolve absolute. “Whatever the danger he faces now, I will face as well. I will not leave his side.”


  Lee heaved a sigh. “At least let me get you some food.”


  Kaylia nodded reluctantly.


  “I’ll return shortly,” he said, and went to look for the kitchen.


  On his way, he ran across Ezmerial, who was on her way back from one of the dining halls.


  “This place is wonderful,” she said. “They’ve offered to let me stay for a while and study their healing techniques. I’m so grateful that I came with you—not that Kaylia gave me much choice in the matter. But still, I must remember to thank her.”


  She reached in her pocket and pulled out the four gold coins Lee had given her.


  “I wouldn’t feel right keeping this. I had planned to give it to the temple, but as I won’t be returning for some time...”


  Lee shook his head. “Keep it. When you do return, use it to buy what you need to teach others what you have learned here.”


  Ezmerial bowed, then kissed him lightly on the cheek. “You’re a good man, Lee Starfinder. May the Gods keep you safe.” Lee watched as she walked away, humming happily.


  When Lee found the kitchen, he had the cook prepare a plate of roast beef and corn for Kaylia. The cook took one look at Lee and insisted that he take a plate for himself as well. Lee hadn’t realized how hungry he was until that moment.


  “One of these wouldn’t be for that lovely elf woman, would it?” asked the cook.


  Lee nodded.


  “Then you eat this in the dining hall, while I cook up something special for your friend,” she said, handing him a plate. “The moment I heard there was an elf here, I got out my old recipe book and found an authentic elf dish. I’ve been waiting for an excuse to use it. Please, the hall is just through that door. It won’t take be but a few minutes.”


  “I’m sure she’d appreciate it,” Lee said, and exited through the door.


  The hall was almost empty. The afternoon meal had already been served, and several young men and women were busy cleaning.


  He sat and drew in the smell of hot beef and corn, and his mouth began to water. One of the men cleaning asked him if he wanted any wine.


  “That would be excellent,” he said, forking a large bite of beef into his mouth.


  He had only halfway finished his meal when he heard his name being shouted from outside the dining hall door. He jumped up and ran out to see who was calling. A young girl saw him as he exited, and ran up to him, out of breath.


  “Lord Starfinder,” said the girl. “It’s the elf. Something’s wrong. You need to come quickly.”


  Lee bolted down the hall and back to the healing chamber. Two women were holding Kaylia in their laps, while his mother had her eyes closed, and her hand on Kaylia's head


  “What happened?” he cried.


  His mother opened her eyes and rose to her feet. “I don’t know— at least, not for sure. I came to check on the boy before going to bed, and I found her lying on the floor unconscious.”


  “Can you help her?”


  “I think she managed to reach Gewey,” Selena said. “If that’s so, then there is nothing we can do, but hope they both find their way back together.”


  Lee walked over to Kaylia and knelt down beside her. She was drenched in sweat, and her body twitched every few seconds. He brushed back her hair and kissed her forehead.


  “She is with him,” Lee said somberly. “She fights alongside his spirit, just as she said she would.”


  Selena immediately ordered a bed be brought in for Kaylia. The bed was set directly next to Gewey’s, and they gently placed Kaylia’s limp body on the mattress. Lee sat next to them, staring into nothingness, barely noticing when Dina pulled a chair next to his.


  “Lee,” Dina called gently. Lee looked up with a blank expression. He wrapped his arm around Dina, and she put her head on his shoulder. They sat for hours, saying nothing. Lee’s mother checked in on them from time to time, despite her obvious fatigue. She had water brought for them to drink, but neither he nor Dina touched it. Night turned into dawn, and still neither Gewey nor Kaylia had moved. Selena came in and sat on the edge of the bed to examine their two fallen friends.


  “Ertik told me you have brought the Book of Souls,” she said as she checked Gewey’s bandages. “Is that true?”


  “We think so,” answered Lee. “The box is unbreakable, so there’s no way to know for sure.”


  “You must give it to me,” she said. “If I can find a way to open it, there may be something within the pages that can help your friends.”


  Lee nodded and got to his feet. “I’ll bring it here now,” he said, and quickly left to retrieve the book from his room.


  “Do you really think you can open it?” Dina asked.


  “I don’t know,” Selena replied. “But it’s either that, or simply wait and do nothing.”


  Lee returned with the box and handed it to his mother. She looked at the lid intently, then turned it over.


  “This is the Book of Souls,” she said finally, and sat it gently on the bed.


  “Can you open it?” Lee asked, hopeful.


  “I don’t know. I will try, but it will take time. I need to contact Althetas; there’s an elven sage named Theopolou that might be able to help. I’ll need to send word to him. Of course, when he finds out we have the Book of Souls, he very well might try to kill us and take it for himself. The elves have been looking for it since the Great War. How did you come by it?”


  “Dauvis Nal’Thain had it,” Lee explained. “It was among his possessions when I claimed my inheritance.”


  “You took his name, then?” she asked.


  “I did,” Lee admitted. “He was good to me. When he died, he left me his title and position.”


  “Lee Nal’Thain,” she whispered to herself. She cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. “Well then, I need to get word to my contacts in Althetas right away. They will know how to find Theopolou. It will probably take him many days—if not weeks—to get here, so please make yourselves at home. Explore the temple if you wish. Dina, am I correct in remembering that you wish to become a historian in the order?”


  “Yes, High Lady,” Dina replied earnestly. “Very much so.”


  “Then you shall be. As of now, you are a cleric of Amon Dähl, but the formal ceremony will have to wait.”


  Dina’s eyes shot wide. “I…I don’t know what to say.”


  Selena smiled warmly. “Say that you will be truthful in all your accounts. You live in historic—though terrifying—times, and an honest account will be important. You travel with my son and he trusts you; that is enough for me to know your worth. I hereby welcome you, young cleric.”


  “Your son?” Dina exclaimed in shock.


  Selena smiled. “I’m sure Lee will tell you all about it. For now, I think both of you should get some rest.”


  “We will, Mother,” Lee said. “But I think I’d like to sit here for just a while longer.”


  “I’ll stay with you,” Dina offered.


  “You can tell a person’s value by their friends,” Selena remarked. “You, my son, have great value from what I can see.”


  Lee smiled and Dina bowed low.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow, son,” she said as she left.


  “Your mother?” Dina said incredulously. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”


  “I just found out,” he replied.


  Dina looked at him in wonder. “You are full of surprises,” she said. “I must say, meeting you has been an experience of a lifetime.”


  Suddenly, Kaylia shook violently. Lee reached out to grab her, but she stopped shaking just as he touched her arm.


  “I hope this Theopolou can help,” Dina said as Lee wiped the sweat from Kaylia’s brow.


  “So do I,” he replied gravely. “So do I.”
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