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   He had a vision of how he was going to manage this event, to create the tool that would help heal a city and end the horrible suffering he had seen.  He would call forth his Healer energy, and he would do the same with his Water and Stone energies, so that he developed a tremendous energy pressure within himself.  Then, when he found himself losing control, he would channel the three energies together and direct them into the earth, creating the stone channel, calling forth the water, and embedding the healing energy at the site.
 
   And then he would have to survive.  He took another deep breath and closed his eyes, then began call upon the Healer energy.  It was a fragile feeling from the very beginning of the effort; his Spirit abilities were strained in their ability to insulate so many other power capacities, and he felt the bumping and churning of the energy, all bottled up within the energy realm, being called forth but not released.
 
   “Alec!  What are you doing Alec?  Stop, you’re killing yourself,” he distantly heard Andi’s voice calling him.  “This feels wrong.  It feels dangerous, Alec.  Please stop,” she spoke from somewhere far away.
 
   The pressure of the energy was building greater within him, and he refocused himself on the restraint of the power, trying to keep it continually dammed as it piled more and more power upon itself.
 
   Alec!” his body shook violently, and he opened his eyes to see Andi standing in front of him, shaking his shoulders, as others stood watching her confront him.
 
   He felt the dam he had built start to rupture as his focus was distracted.  Andi was literally with him, in danger of fatal injury from the explosion that was about to occur, he could tell.
 
   With a desperate surge of effort, Alec thrust his arms forward, hitting Andi in the chest and driving her away from him.  He saw the startlement in her eyes, and the sense of pain and rejection from his abrupt gesture, but he had no time to apologize as the energy conflict within him built to a crescendo.  Then he released his Spirit power and seized his Air power.  He let the blockage of all the powers dissolve, and he sculpted his Air power into the form of a narrow tube, one that placed him in the inside, and everyone else on the outside.
 
   Even as he did that, his energies went firing into the ground below him, explosively punching a tube through the stone, and powerfully calling the water forth, while his Healer energies infused the area with the components of their nature.   The ground buckled in a mighty flash of power, and even the tube of compressed air Alec had erected could not protect those in the square from feeling some fraction of the force of the explosion, as they all were knocked violently backward.
 
   Alec felt himself lifted upward with material blowing his body and violently propelling him into the sky above the site of his efforts.  He passed out, and felt nothing of the violent impact when he fell back to earth.
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   Chapter 1 – The Resurrection of Alec
 
    
 
                 Andi sat in the chair between the bed and the window, reading a book she had selected from Amane’s family library.  The library was different from most libraries in Exbury, Amane’s brother Tarry had told her; half the books were about plants and gardening, while half the books were about everything else.  Not many families had so many non-gardening books, Tarry said with sincere pride in the family’s scholarship, and Andi believed him.
 
   She had danced with Tarry the night before at a ball in the home of another family of Old Ones, and during a break, Tarry and Amane had both taken her to the host family’s library and let her search at length before she finally found the single shelf of books that were not related to gardening.  They had laughed at her disbelief, and reminded her that it was Exbury, and they’d be happy to take her on another garden tour the following day if she’d like proof.  All three of them had laughed together at that joke; Andi had been on an estimated thirty garden tours in the twenty days she’s been staying in Exbury
 
                 She smiled softly as her eyes flipped from the pages of her book to the face of Alec, lying in the bed.  His face was calm; the word serene came unbidden to Andi’s mind as she looked at him, then looked at the angle of the shadows out the window.  It was time to roll him over, so that he did not develop bedsores as he lay in his long coma.  The book went down on the table beside her chair, and she spent several minutes, tenderly adjusting Alec with her best efforts to keep him comfortable.
 
                 She sat back in her chair and began reading again when the door opened and Amane entered the room with a tray.  He placed it on the table beside her, then sat in the other chair there and removed the cloth that covered the contents.  There was a pot of green tea and two mugs, as well as breads and fruits and some bacon.
 
                 Andi thanked her host and the two sat quietly chatting for several minutes as they ate the meal in the quiet room.  Amane reminded Andi that the nurse would arrive at noon to assume the watch over Alec’s unconscious body.  “Would you like to go to the archery range this afternoon and see Tarry and the other Rangers carry out their final practice?” he asked.
 
   “I’d love to,” Andi answered, “But I have to go on a garden tour with one of your sister’s friends, and her brother.”  She smiled at the notion; it was a cliché of her brief life in Exbury that someone wanted to take her on a garden tour in the city.  There was usually a young nobleman or scion of an Old Ones family involved in the tour, a reminder that, with no effort on her behalf, Andi had become perceived as the most eligible unmarried young lady in Exbury high society.  The young men were brazen in their attentions to her, considering she was staying in a house with Amane and Tarry, and known to be the companion of Alec, the sleeping warrior.  But still the invitations came, and so she went on new tours of gardens, and amazingly enough, she still continued to learn about new and different gardens with each tour.
 
   “Maybe you’ll have fewer tours after tomorrow,” Amane said sympathetically.  He was referring to the rescue mission that was leaving the city the following morning, a group of more than a dozen young men from the city’s elite families; the departure of the Rangers, as they were called, would mean the exit of some of the potential suitors who had exhibited interest in Andi while she had stayed in Exbury.   The Rangers were setting out on the road to pursue the Ingenairii kidnapping crew that had come through Exbury three weeks earlier.  The prince of the city had demanded that his stolen citizens, several young girls, be returned to safety with their families, and the Rangers were the expected means of meeting his demand.
 
   Initially, Andi had insisted that Alec would awaken and take up that rescue mission, one that the mighty ingenaire had steadily pursued across mountains and through the Twenty Cities already.  Alec had been injured in his battles with the kidnapping crew, but had inflicted some damage to them in exchange, and shown that he could fight them evenly.  Andi had inflicted further real damage upon the kidnappers when she had burst into an ingenaire-energy attack upon the unsuspecting group, provoked by the wound that she witnessed delivered to Alec.
 
   Alec’s skull had been pierced by an arrow the kidnappers had shot at him during the battle in Exbury.  His body had died momentarily, but Andi had run to him, and somehow, driven by shock and despair, made contact with his departing spirit.  Her communication with him had drawn him back, had drawn him into possessing the use of her body and powers, as well as the even more extraordinary use of Amane’s powers, to heal the frightful injury and restore life to the body.
 
   The event had given Amane and Andi a sense of shared awareness.  They felt a closeness with one another.  Amane had been entranced by the girl’s beauty already, before they had mingled their powers, and he had only fallen into a deeper infatuation with the girl, while Andi had felt comforted and buttressed by the closeness with Amane at the time when Alec was beyond any contact at all.
 
   When Andi had entered Exbury, it had been with Alec, already in an intimate and evolving relationship of shared memories, feelings and awareness, a commingling of identities that had begun after another miraculous healing following a terrible wound, when Alec had saved Andi’s life by restoring her body and pulling her spirit back to earth.
 
   “Shall we plan on the archery range tomorrow?” Amane asked, his hand resting atop Andi’s to emphasize his hope that she would accept his offer.  “After we see the Rangers off?”
 
   “Yes, that would be delightful.  It gives me an excuse not to accept any garden tours tomorrow if any are offered,” Andi agreed.
 
   “Very good!” Amane was delighted with the prospect of taking Andi out.  As her host, he wouldn’t even have to arrange the polite fiction of his sister to be chaperone for a visit to the family’s own archery range, letting him enjoy time alone with the beautiful blond, and helping distract him from thoughts of his brother’s departure.
 
   “Thank you,” he stood, then bent down and kissed Andi’s cheek, thrilling to the feel of her skin under his lips as she turned her face for him.  He picked up the tray, whose contents had been ravaged by their repast.  “I’ll take this back to the kitchen, and fetch another pot of tea.”
 
   With that he was off, and Andi’s eye’s tracked his figure as he went around the bed and to the door, then left the room.  On some level she enjoyed the obvious manner in which he was smitten by her, and the attention he paid, which bordered on smothering without ever quite getting there.  Her eyes shifted a degree further down, and she saw that Alec’s eyes were open, and staring at her.
 
   Andi let out a scream of shock that brought Amane and two servants running to the room.  When they burst through the door they found Andi on her knees at the side of the bed, her forehead pressed against Alec’s.
 
   She looked up at the arrivals, her eyes full of moisture and her voice hoarse with emotion.  “He’s awake!” she announced simply.
 
   

 
   
  
 
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2 – The Missing Memories
 
    
 
   “How are you Alec?”  she asked, placing her hands in a tender cradle around his face.  I have missed you so much, my love.
 
   He blinked his eyes, then croaked, “Water, water, please.”
 
   Andi looked at the jug of water on the table, then moved her hands beneath Alec and raised him to a sitting position, supported by pillows she plumped-up behind him, before she stepped to the water and poured a tumbler of the clear liquid.
 
   She saw that Alec was staring at the men who stood still, watching in the doorway.  “May we have a few minutes of privacy, please?” she asked apologetically, causing Amane and the others to duck away immediately and close the door softly.
 
   Andi held the tumbler up to Alec’s lips, letting him sip the water slowly into his mouth, as Andi watched his face.
 
   He pulled his head back, and a splash of water fell on his chest, causing him to raise his hand and brush it away.  Alec closed his eyes, then opened them and looked around at his luxurious room.  He glanced at the door, then looked over at Andi.
 
   “Has he proposed to you yet?”  he asked.  “You’ve made quite a conquest.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, blushing.  You’re teasing me already!  I wasn’t sure how you would come out of this; I’m glad you have your sense of humor, she added gently.
 
   “I opened my eyes and saw the way he was looking at you, holding your hand, placing that kiss on your cheek,” Alec smiled wanly.
 
   “I imagine that will stop after I move in here, now that you’ve awoken,” Andi replied with another smile.
 
   “A Black Crag guard needing protection?  Especially against a dandy like that?” Alec asked.  “I’d think you could fend him off in about thirty seconds if you didn’t want his attention.  
 
   “Or for that matter, I think about Mulvane and her squad of guards from Black Crag, they would have taken that man if they wanted him, and chewed him up for dinner, then spit out the bones in the morning when they’d gotten all they could out of him, I imagine,” he closed his eyes as he recollected the Black Crag guard squad who he’d worked with to protect Caitlen when he’d first arrived in Vincennes.
 
   He opened his eyes, still smiling as he looked at Andi, until he saw the expression on her face.  She had slightly pulled back from him, no longer within his personal space.  “So where are the others?  Where are we, as a matter of fact?” he asked, suddenly appreciating the fact that he had no idea of his location.
 
   “Which others?” Andi asked, disturbed by the conversation that made no sense to her.  Are you feeling alright, Alec?  Do you want me to give you some quiet time to recover your wits?
 
   “Jasel, Hope, Bauer, Stacha, Salem – the rest of our crew,” he explained who he was referring to.  He tried to recollect where they were, and how they had come to such extravagant lodgings.
 
   They wouldn’t have, they couldn’t have taken up residence in such splendor anywhere in the mountains, he realized, and began to comprehend that something had gone amiss.  “What happened to me Andi? Why am I lying here in bed?”  He started to swing his legs to leave the mattress, then realized he was nude, and stayed in place while the girl was watching him.
 
   “We fought those miners, and I had shared my blood with Jasel, and,” he stopped.  “That’s the last thing I remember.”
 
   Andi stared at him in shock.  “Oh, surely you remember more than that,” she said.
 
   He studied the look of horror on her face; she was not faking that expression – that look of sick fear was genuine, he was sure.
 
   “What is it Andi?  Are the others okay?  Are you in trouble?  Are we in trouble?” he asked.
 
   Tears started to drop from Andi’s eyes, and her face contorted with profound emotion. 
 
   Alec, please answer me Alec, she cried.  Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.
 
   There was no answer.  She had heard no spirit messages from him yet, she realized, and her cries broke into deep, gulping sobs of loss.
 
   Alec pulled the blanket off the bed to cover himself as he slid off the bed and took a step to reach her and embrace the girl in a comforting hug.  “Andi, you’re going to be okay.  This is a safe place, and I’ll take care of you,” he said soothingly, desperate to say anything to stop her tears.
 
   Oh Alec, you’ve forgotten everything about us, he heard her voice within his head as they hugged one another tightly.
 
   He pulled away from her in shock, and held her at arm’s length.  “How did you do that?” he asked.  “Are you a lokasenna?”
 
   Andi shook her head negatively, just as there was a knock at the door.  They both turned their head to look at the door, and a second later a maid opened the door.  “Pardon me, but Master Amane thought you would want to move back down here with your paramour.  He told me to bring your things here, Miss Andi,” the elderly maid said, and she paid no attention to the two people wrapped in the blanket on the floor as she neatly piled Andi’s possessions near the door and then left the room, pulling the door firmly shut behind her.
 
   Alec looked at Andi in astonishment, causing her to try to explain.  “You and I Alec, we are more than lovers.  I was killed in a fight in Woven, and you saved me.  You saved me by pulling my spirit into your own body to stay alive and live with you for a day, while our bodies shared your blood to keep my body alive.
 
   “Don’t you remember?” she cried in anguish.  “Our blood, our minds, our very souls mingled with one another!
 
   “Alec, I have some of your memories.  You have some of mine.  Our spirits can talk to each other at any distance.  We can’t stand to be separated; we have to be close to each other; we can find each other just by feeling where we are,” she wailed, then whispered.  “Don’t you remember, Alec?”
 
   “What happened?” he asked stunned by the impossible relationship she was describing.  “How could I forget something like that?”
 
   “We fought the ingenairii,” Andi began.
 
   “We caught them?” Alec asked.
 
   “You found them, and you started to fight them.  I came running to help you, but as I approached you,” she paused, and her voice dropped lower, “one of them shot an arrow through your head.”
 
   Alec stared at her, transfixed by the story.  “What happened then?”
 
   “I called out to your spirit, and you came back to me, and you used my hands to administer your healing power; you took my powers, and the powers in Amane, and you turned them into healing power that brought your body back to life.  That was three weeks ago, and you’ve just woken up this morning for the first time.  Oh Alec!  I can’t live without you,” she wailed, and she held her arms out to him, pleading for some sign.
 
   He reached forward and took her in his arms, stunned by the story she had spun, trying to reconcile what he had been told with what he felt.  He’d thought of Andi as a good companion to have on the trip, a tireless worker, a Black Crag guard, and a pretty girl, but he never would have imagined her as his soul mate; she’d paid extra attention to him and he’d watched out for her with wariness at times.  Yet he could not doubt the sincerity of her pain as she cried on his shoulder.
 
   Alec, you have made me so much more than I was.  Your love makes me feel whole, she told him as he embraced her.
 
   Look at what you did for me!  Do you remember the training we were working on? Andi asked him.  She pulled back, then swung her arm down to show him the sword of the Warrior ingenaire mark that shone brightly in her forearm, delivering another shock to him.  “You taught me how to go to the place between the barriers,” she told him, “and how to find the power.  We were just starting to work on bringing the power back to our world.
 
   “Oh Alec, where are your memories?” she wailed.  She stared into his eyes intently.  “When will they come back?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said slowly.  “I may never get them back, or they may return in five minutes.”  He sat back from her, and closed his eyes.  What was he to do, he wondered.  “Andi, listen, until we get this straightened out, I don’t know if it’s a good idea to sleep together like this,” he told her, gesturing towards the belongings that had just been delivered, as he tried to grope his way through the inexplicable and conflicting realities he was trying to reconcile.
 
   “Alec, please, please don’t say that.  If you could remember, if you could feel our bond again, you’d know how much I want to be with you; I have to be as close as possible to you, now that you’re awake again,” she told him, almost pleading.
 
   “Where are we Andi?” he asked, at a loss, desperate for a safe topic.
 
   “We’re in the city of Exbury.  Do you remember the stories about the Five Cities?  Exbury is a part of the Twenty Cities,” she told him.
 
   His hands moved towards her right arm, holding it gently as his attention wandered and his fingers traced over the Warrior mark that was embedded in her flesh.  “How did you get this?” he asked.
 
   “We were riding our horses – you and Jody, and Kane and I – in a street in Woven, on the way to the palace, when an assassin shot an arrow at the boy.  I rose up out of my saddle and caught the arrow before it reached him,” she said.  “And then I passed out, and had headaches and felt weak for days after that.  You felt badly with me.  Don’t you remember?” her cry was repeated again.
 
   “The second time I used my powers was when I saw that arrow strike you in the battle here; then I killed three of the Warrior ingenairii with a bow and arrow,” she told him.
 
   She raised her hands to his face.  Gently, both of them with open eyes, she placed her lips against his, kissing the lower lip and then the upper lip, feeling the reluctance in his reaction.  She stopped, and hugged him again as she sobbed at the horrible truth of his imperfect awakening, so different from the dreams she had harbored during the weeks of his invalidcy.
 
   What can we do for you? Andi asked.  How can I help you to be whole?
 
   I can’t tell you.  Maybe the memories will return quickly, as my mind awakens further, he tried to offer a hopeful response.
 
   She pulled away from him and looked at him.  “Oh Alec,” she moaned the words, but with a note of resignation now in her voice.  “Here, get back in bed, and let me tend to you.  We need to see how the rest of you is recovering.”  They stood and Alec sat on the side of the bed.
 
   “I feel weak,” he admitted to her, trusting that regardless of anything else that might stun him, he could rely on this girl who seemed so devoted to him.
 
   “Of course; it’s like that time in the lacertii war, when you woke up after two weeks, and you could hardly walk across the camp,” Andi agreed.
 
   “Part of that was my complete loss of powers,” Alec affirmed.  He paused, then asked, “How did you know that?”
 
   “It’s part of our memories; we shared so many memories when our spirits mingled while you kept me alive inside yourself.  You know so many things about me.  You teased me about the first boy I kissed,” she told him emotionally.
 
   “I don’t mean to upset you Andi,” he replied, concerned about the quaver in her voice.
 
   “Let’s see how well I can walk.  Can we go find something to eat?” he asked.
 
   “Of course, of course,” she answered.
 
   “Let’s get you dressed,” she picked up a pair of pants, then pulled the sheet away from him.
 
   “You’ve, seen me, I suppose,” he said uncomfortably, pausing between words.
 
   “We’re lovers Alec, spiritually and very physically.  Our bodies have done everything together.  I’ve seen every inch of your body, and you’ve touched me places in ways I never imagined,” she smiled a sad smile.  “You’re so passionate,” she added.
 
   “Here,” she pulled the pants up his legs, then let him stand and finish the pants as she retrieved a shirt for him to wear.
 
   “We’re in the home of a family of Old Ones,” she said as he stood ready to leave his room.  “They’re like ingenarii, sort of,” she said in answer to his questioning glance,  “This city has Old Ones, people with special powers to grow plants, so there are plants and gardens everywhere – everywhere, believe me,” she gave a wry smile, a smile that charmed Alec.  “The boy who was in here when you awoke, he’s Amane, a member of the family.
 
   “You used Amane’s energy to help heal yourself, through me, because you said that Plant ingenaire energies where so close to Healer energies in some way,” she explained.
 
   “That reminds me of,” Alec began.
 
   “Yula.  I know,” Andi answered.
 
   He looked at her.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I just know.”
 
   “I’ll try to remember not to do that,” she added.
 
   “No, Andi, it wasn’t bad, it was just,” he paused, at a loss for the right word.
 
   “Creepy?” she suggested helpfully.
 
   “Yes,” Alec chuckled.
 
   “I’m sorry, again,” she said.
 
   “Here,” he held out his hand, offering it to her, and they left the room and walked down the hall hand-in-hand, both of them trying to adjust to the altered state of their relationship.
 
   When they reached the informal dining room, a smaller room adjacent to the kitchen, they took seats at the table and asked the servant for breakfast food, as Andi began to try to recount the adventures they had endured in the period of his missing memories.
 
   “I lifted the entire group in the air and we flew over a city?  Really?” he asked.
 
   “You thought it saved us about three days of travel time, and we really did catch up with the ingenaire kidnappers.  But I’m not sure we really flew – I think it was more of a controlled fall,” Andi told him.
 
   Amane and Tarry and their sister Casse came into the room at that point, full of enthusiastic greetings for Alec, who stammered in embarrassment momentarily, until Andi mediated.  “Alec is awake, but he doesn’t have his most recent memories,” she explained.  “For now, he doesn’t remember the last two months of his life, almost.  We’re trying to go over it all so that he understands.”
 
   “He couldn’t have a better fiancé to awaken to,” Tarry said kindly.
 
   “Fiancé?” Alec asked Andi.
 
   “We weren’t pledged to marriage,” Andi said, blushing.
 
   “I’m sorry, I just assumed,” Tarry said.
 
   Amane looked at each of their faces, grasping some intuitive comprehension of their awkward relationship.  “Are you no longer a couple?” he asked.
 
   There was a confused silence.  “We are growing reacquainted,” Alec said at last.  “I remember Andi.  I just don’t remember everything, yet.”
 
   “Will you be able to go with the Rangers tomorrow?” Casse asked.  “No, of course not, you’ve just gotten out of bed,” she answered her own question.
 
   “What are the Rangers?” Alec asked.
 
   “The Prince wants the girls who were kidnapped here to be rescued and returned,” Tarry answered.  “We have an expedition of a dozen men set to leave tomorrow.”
 
   “They’re chasing the Warriors?” Alec asked Andi.  She nodded agreement.
 
   “Regular men, chasing Warriors,” he asked again, a note of scorn creeping into his voice.
 
   Alec looked at Andi and nodded his head at the budding Ranger.  She reached her hand over and placed it on his.  His name is Tarry, she reminded him.  He is a good man, well-meaning.
 
   Thank you, Alec shared his thought with her.
 
   “Tarry,” he said aloud, “it’s foolish for regular men to go after Warrior ingenairii.  None of you will come back alive if you catch up to them.”
 
   “It may seem foolish to you, but it is unthinkable for the Prince to let a group of young girls be kidnapped from his city and left to suffer whatever happens to them,” Tarry answered with dignity.  “Better to make the effort and hope for the best than to let them be made into victims like that.”
 
   Alec nodded his head.  “I understand the need to follow, to settle justice.  I’ve come all the way from the other side of the mountains to find one girl.  I’ll come with your group to help fight the battle that’s ahead.”
 
   “And I’ll be with Alec,” Andi said aloud.  Are you ready to go on a journey like this?
 
   I traveled from the battlefield to John Mark’s cave after I woke up from the lacertii war, he replied.
 
   “And I’ll go along too,” Amane spoke up, carefully not looking at Andi.
 
   Tarry looked around the table in surprise.
 
   “Amane, you can’t just go!” Casse cried.  “Our house will be so lonely with you and Tarry both gone.”
 
   “I can fight, but even if they wouldn’t take me as a fighter, I’ll go as Alec’s squire, if nothing else,” Amane said, red-faced.
 
   “This is the Prince’s Ranger squad,” Tarry protested.  “You all can hardly invite yourselves to join.”
 
   “He’s right,” Alec admitted, as a clap of thunder outside startled them all, and heavy rain began to fall.  “The Rangers have their mission.  We may just happen to ride on the same route for the same purpose.”
 
   Andi looked at the expression of shock on Tarry’s face, and the intense interest on Amane’s.  Don’t push it any further for now, she silently suggested.
 
   Alec squeezed her hand in agreement.
 
   “Ah, thank goodness for the blessed rain,” Casse spoke up, trying to be a peacemaker and steer the conversation to a different, safer topic.  “The gardens will be nice and fresh when we visit them this afternoon,” she spoke to Andi.  “Speaking of which, I’m going to go get ready.  Are you still coming?  Deirdre and Drake were so looking forward to meeting you.”
 
   Alec looked at Andi.  I’m supposed to go on a garden tour this afternoon.  It’s how I’ve filled my time while you’ve been unconscious, she silently explained.
 
   “Would you two stop doing that?  We feel left out of your conversations!” Casse said with exasperation.
 
   Alec pulled his hand from Andi’s.  “Forgive us,” he said.  “I’m just overwhelmed by all that I’m learning today.  Of course you should feel free to go on your tour today,” he said to Andi.  “I won’t perish if you leave me alone for a few hours,” he told Andi.
 
   “I can watch over Alec for you, if you want,” Amane told Andi.
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” both Alec and Andi said at the same time.
 
   “I’d feel better if someone were with him, especially since he just woke up after three weeks.  And if he has any questions about the Rangers or the trail the ingenairii took from Exbury, I can give him information,” Amane insisted.
 
   Alec shrugged.  “Come along for a while if you want.  We can go to an armory somewhere and practice sword work.”
 
   “We’ve got an armory right here in our home!” Amane said brightly.
 
   Andi stood to go, not pleased by the idea of Amane spending time with Alec, but not sure why.  She and Casse went to their chambers to get dressed, leaving Tarry and Amane and Alec alone at the table.
 
   “I’ll go to the prince’s stable and make arrangements for the additional members of the party,” Tarry told the other two as he stood.
 
   “Do you think it will be a problem?” Amane asked.
 
   “Not when they find out it’s the two who have been hunting the kidnappers all the way across the world.  And they’ll take you too,” he kidded his younger brother with a tousling of his hair, and then was gone from the room.
 
   Amane led Alec to the armory, and they put on padding, picked up the wooden practice blades, and began engaging in their motions.  “Andi is an extraordinary woman!” Amane said after a few moments of wordless practice, as they cautiously moved about on the pads, swinging their weapons.  Alec was restraining his efforts as it became evident that he far outmatched the young Old One.
 
   “I have enjoyed having her here with us while she’s waited for you to recover.  She is an accomplished fighter as well as an attractive woman,” he said.
 
   “She’s from Black Crag, trained as a guard there.  They’re the best fighters in the Empire,” Alec replied.  “They’re as good as the Goldenfields Guard, for that matter.”
 
   “She’s kind and thoughtful too,” Amane went on.  “She keeps receiving invitations to go on tours of gardens.  Casse’s friends are the ones asking, but really their brothers ask them to, so that the brothers can get to meet Andi that way.  Even though she knows what she’s being asked to do, she won’t risk seeming rude by saying no to Casse’s friends, so she gets dragged out over and over again.
 
   “I can’t imagine that anyone would ever toy with her,” Amane said.  “For one thing, she’d cut them up with her sword!” he gave a nervous smile.  “But I’d hate to see someone toy with her affections if they don’t have honorable intentions towards her.”
 
   “I agree completely,” Alec said, still holding back his sword work against Amane.
 
   “I took the liberty of moving her belongings into your room when we found out you had recovered,” Amane continued.  “If you’d like, if it would make you more comfortable, we can simply have the maids transfer them back to her own room; it would only be for tonight, anyway, since we’ll start our journey tomorrow.”
 
   Alec stepped back from Amane, and lowered his sword.  He’d had enough of the unproductive fencing.  And now that he knew that the practice session was only a ruse the young man had sprung in order to verbally fence over Andi, he was done.  He stood silently, making Amane nervous, and began to untie his pads, then walked to the storage racks without speaking and put his things away.
 
   “You can have her things moved out,” Alec said as he headed for the door.  “If she wants them moved in, she’ll ask for it herself.  I’m going to go for a walk around the city,” he told Amane, and then he was out the door.
 
   Amane went immediately into the manor house, where he found a maid, and cheerfully told her that Alec had asked for Andi’s items to be moved back to her room in the east wing.
 
   Alec meanwhile, walked through the streets of the city, absently noting some of the wonders of the plants that were the fundamental character of the city’s feature, but mostly he let his mind churn unceasingly through the multiple issues that faced him.
 
   He had apparently come tantalizingly close to capturing the renegade Warrior ingenairii.  He wondered what the battlefield had been like, what feature had betrayed him, to cause him to lose.  He’d defeated other ingenairii in his old life time, and he’d beaten the Ajacii in this one.  He knew what his capabilities were; if he had beaten all the demons he had fought, it seemed disappointing to him that he had failed to defeat these opponents.
 
   And now they had a three week lead.  He shook his head.  He could travel with ultimate speed if he were traveling alone in pursuit of them; he could travel reasonably fast if he only had one or two companions; but in a group of twelve or fourteen or more, people who he feared and suspected were not trained, true warriors, the pace would be abysmal.  He needed a guide; he needed someone who could send him in the right direction, but that was all he needed.
 
   Andi was a problem.  She was a Black Crag guard, and he’d be happy to have such as his partner in any battle.  What’s more, she was a Warrior ingenaire now!  He had to have her at his side, and he didn’t doubt that the two of them would be a match for any opponent they would face.  But he wasn’t going to cavalierly accept her assertion that she was his soul mate; he’d not thought of her in that fashion up to the last moment he remembered, and he couldn’t force his heart to think of her differently now.  
 
   She was a Black Crag guard, someone who had the confidence of a person trained to battle.  And she was young - of course, everyone was young compared to him, but at least someone like Salem had some experience of life, some sense of what had shaped them and some sense of what their shape was.  That wasn’t the Andi he had observed on the road through the mountains, a girl who was impetuous and abrasive at times.  
 
   And she had a handsome nobleman obviously smitten with her, hoping for any sign of acceptance from her, actively fishing for clues as to how he could clear all obstacles from his path to her heart.  Yet she made her inexplicable claims about the deep, Spiritual ties between the two of them, and buttressed the credibility of her claims with the obscure facts she knew about him.  It all seemed impossible!
 
   Alec felt adrift.  He wanted his memories back.  He wanted to know what to expect. He wanted to know the contours of the ground he stood upon.  He continued to wander, until he saw the shadows lengthening, then he turned and walked back to the great house he was staying in.  He was tired, he realized.  He had been tiring even before he turned around, the effect of his body having lain prone and unmoving for so many days.  When he returned to the home of Amane’s family he went straight to his room in the west wing, and laid down on his bed.  Within moments he was asleep, his mind still processing the unknown new world in which he found himself, dreaming uneasy dreams.
 
   When he returned to the house, Andi was already there, alternately stewing and worrying about discovering that she had been evicted from his room.  She had gone there when she returned from another garden tour, discovered her things missing, and asked the maid what was amiss.
 
   “Miss Andi, the Lord Alec asked that your things be sent back to your room,” the maid had told her.
 
   Andi had been shocked by the action, but Alec was gone, and nobody knew where he had gone, so she could not ask him what he did or why.  She could tell where he was; as she had gone on her pleasant garden tour, she had discovered that she could once again find Alec’s location through the mind-connection they shared, or that she shared with him, a sad and empty one-way conduit of feelings and knowledge now.  When she returned to the house she knew he was not there.  She had sat in her room and stewed over the eviction, then gone to sit down quietly for an early dinner with Casse, Amane, and Tarry, as was her habit.
 
   She felt Alec’s return while she ate, and she excused herself from the small talk at the table early, skipping dessert, to go talk to the man she loved.  But there was no answer when she knocked on his door, and when she opened it and entered the gloomy chamber, Alec was already asleep on his mattress.  She sighed, and pulled his boots off his feet, then left and returned to the dining room.
 
   “What time will we leave tomorrow?” she asked Tarry.
 
   “Mid-morning, or at least we are to be at the palace at mid-morning, and we’ll leave from there with the Rangers,” he answered.
 
   “Alec is asleep already, so I can’t talk to him.  But everything is settled with the Rangers for he and me to go along?” she asked.
 
   “And me!” Amane added in a cheerful tone.
 
   “All three of you are officially expected to make the journey,” Tarry agreed.
 
   “I’ll have Alec up in plenty of time.  Will there be someone who is in charge of everything?” she asked.  “Alec will want to find out how much intelligence we have for this trip.”
 
   “We can talk while we ride tomorrow,” Tarry assured her, and soon thereafter they parted for the evening, Amane walking Andi to her room to bid her good night.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3 – The Rangers of Exbury
 
    
 
   The trip did not begin well.  Alec was lethargic when Andi awoke him, and in no mood to discuss her removal from his room.  “We were only going to be here one night anyway,” he echoed the reasoning Amane had given him.  “I slept all the way through the night as it is.”
 
   “But you could have asked me first, or told me directly, instead of having a servant do it for you,” Andi protested.
 
   “Perhaps so, but it’s over with now, and we need to go see this group of Rangers we’ll be riding with,” he dismissed her concerns.
 
   The four of them left at mid-morning, after a long, tearful departure with Lord Shaln, Lady Rooney, and Casse, full of promises to be safe.  When they got to the palace they waited, for no apparent reason, with the rest of the entire assigned squad, a time when Alec’s hopes for the group began to sink downward.  The members of the squad were all sons of nobility, accomplished in riding and hunting and fencing, but not a one of them had served in any guard or military service.  They were content to wait until after the Prince finished his lunch and came to make a speech for their departure, and then they were off.
 
   Their pace was slow, and Alec was disgusted to see that they brought no extra horses to carry supplies or provide replacements or rests for the mounts they rode.
 
   They ended the first day just after sundown in an inn in a small town, and Alec forcefully bullied the leader of the group, Iar, into explaining the route they were taking, and why.
 
   “The kidnappers are known to have gone north to Villadest and Stanless, then they were said to have doubled back to Otterby,” Iar explained slowly, as if he was stating the obvious.  “They’re going to have to pass through Birnam Forest on their way to Moriadoc, which is supposed to be the last of the Twenty Cities they’ll visit before they disappear into the wilderness lands,” he explained.
 
   “So we’ll head straight to Birnam and cut them off there.  We’ll have the advantage in the forest, since we have an affinity with plants,” he said, which Alec agreed sounded like it could have some logic.
 
   “Can we travel any faster?” Alec urged.  “If we’re planning on an ambush, we need to make sure we get there first and we get there in time to be prepared.”
 
   “We’ll wear out our horses if we travel too fast,” Iar again seemed to state the obvious, as his companions Cal and Lib nodded agreement.
 
   “Which is why we should have brought replacement horses with us in the first place,” Alec smacked his fist down on the table in frustration.
 
   “This interview is finished,” Iar said, folding up his map, not ready to tolerate subversion from an uninvited member of the party.  Alec stewed over the foolishness of the group, and chose to sleep with the horses, in the hayloft above the stables.  He wouldn’t allow Andi to join him there, his frustration and exhaustion and lingering confusion over his lost memories driving him into isolation, and so she sat at the table in the inn as the center of attention of all the other members of the Rangers until she left for her room.
 
   Alec isolated himself for the next two nights as well, as the Rangers made adequate, but just barely adequate, progress on the western road towards Birnam Forest.  The wood had a reputation of being haunted, something that the gardening Old Ones of Exbury alternately laughed at and speculated might work in their favor, given their plant powers.
 
   On the fourth night of the trip the group swerved off the main road to take a shortcut around the city of Bracken, and wound up staying in a smaller, cruder village tavern than they had stopped in to that point.  Alec again left the group immediately after dinner to tend to the horses, treating their coats, sores and hooves, while Andi drew appreciation from the local ruffians in the tavern to the point that she fought one down to the ground using her Black Crag training alone.  Her standing among the rest of the Rangers rose even higher, and the next morning, it was the only thing that Alec heard talk about, having missed the dust-up entirely.
 
   “She beat the lights out of that goatherder!” Tarry told Alec as Alec brought the saddled horses out of the stables to help expedite the departure of the group.
 
   The little interaction that Alec had engaged in with anyone to that point was Warrior training with Andi while they rode.  “I think she’ll be the one training you!” Cal had jibed Alec as he mounted the horse Alec had ready following Andi’s skirmish.  The training made no sense to anyone but the two ingenairii; the Rangers could not fathom that soft talk and mental exercises were training of any value.
 
   “So you put a man in his place?” Alec asked innocuously as they took their location in the rear of the squad.
 
   “It’s not the first time, and won’t be the last time,” Andi responded.  Throughout the trip she’d had no interaction with Alec of any real depth beyond the ingenaire training, as he withdrew and walled himself off from the rest of the world.  She could sense his feelings, and she knew that he was feeling frustration, impatience, and worry.  He was feeling everything but affection for her, she knew, and she strained to keep from bringing it out into the open, in a situation in which she could only hope that time would make him appreciate her, or restore his memories of her.  She could not shake him out of her mind, depressing as she found his spirit to be, and so she could only hope for a change in him.  And as the days went by, and they grew further removed from the day of his reawakening, her hopes for some miraculous, delayed restoration of his memories faded.
 
   She developed a pattern of spending her mornings with Alec, training in how to manipulate and maximize the Warrior power, and then in the afternoons she rode next to Amane, speaking with him, appreciating the comfort and attention he offered.  In the evenings, although she was attended to by every other Ranger, it was Amane who she chose to sit next to at dinner, and it was Amane who comforted her and bolstered her as she grew morose over the disappearance of Alec’s affections.
 
   “We won’t be a couple Andi,” Alec finally told her directly as they rode together.  “I will help you with your energies, I will be your comrade in arms and your friend, but my heart does not call me to love you.”
 
   “But that is all my heart does to me!” she cried so loudly that the heads of others in the group turned to look at them, and saw the tears streaming down her cheek.  “My spirit does nothing but tell my heart about your moves and your feelings, and it remembers your memories and reminds me of what we used to share, Alec.”
 
   He looked at her with sympathy.  “We used to, I understand and accept that, Andi.  But whatever person you knew me to be, a little bit of that person is gone, the part that would make me care for you.  We have to accept this and live together as companions on the road – nothing more,” he finally told her bluntly, then rode apart from her as she rode to see Amane and be comforted.
 
   Two days later, they reached the last village before entering Birnam Forest.  They reached the village in late afternoon and stopped for the night.  “I’m going to go take a look at the forest,” Alec told Iar as the others left their horses at the stable.  “I want to see what it’s like; I’ll be back later this evening.”
 
   Iar felt no loss in seeing the moody foreigner ride away, and promptly went into the tavern to join his friends in a drink.
 
   Alec rode along the road to the forest, a narrow route that seemed to see little traffic, and he tried to make sense out of how he could have gotten into such a dismal set of circumstances.  He had a saddlebag full of supplies, a sword and a bandolier, along with a bow and arrow, and he was tempted to leave the rest of the Rangers behind to set up his own ambush in the forest.  He reached the outskirts of the woods as its growing shadows stretched to extend eastward into the middle of the next field over.  The trees were vast, and the depth and size of the growth he could see persuaded him that he would be better off waiting for the group to enter in the morning.  That and an uneasy sense of something that was familiar but disturbing; there was something about the forest that was, he could only come up with one word to describe it, haunted.
 
   He turned and followed the road away from the forest, until total darkness descended, and he exercised his Light abilities to show him the road back to the tavern.
 
   The next morning, as the group of Rangers left their lodgings they laughed among themselves over the rumors in the village – the night before a light was alleged to have entered the village, a light that had to be a ghost wandering down the road from the forest.  Alec smiled, more at the ignorance of the Rangers than the superstitions of the villagers, and stayed silent as he sat on his horse and waited for the others to saddle up.
 
   “How large is this forest?” Alec asked Tarry as they horses finally started to leave the village.
 
   “We only know hearsay,” Tarry replied.  “None of us leave Exbury very often, and not to go very far.  We are Old Ones, and our talents are needed at home, so we’ve never been here.  But we are told that nearly a full day is needed to go all the way through it.”
 
   “What is the haunting like?” Alec asked.
 
   “They say there is an ancient curse; that if you stay on the road you will not be harmed, but if you leave the road, the witches will get you,” Tarry answered, and he smiled at Alec.  “Have you ever fought a witch?”
 
   Alec shook his head.
 
   “This is getting close to the boundary of the Twenty Cities, so I suppose anything could possibly have crossed into our lands, but there’s no other place where witches are rumored to exist,” Tarry explained.  “I think it’s just a dark, lonely woods where people get spooked and imagine the worst.”
 
   They entered the forest soon thereafter, sticking to the road they were on, one that would intercept the main north-south road from Otterby to Moriadoc, the road the ingenairii were reputed to be on.
 
   “If we cut straight west, we can reach the southern end of the road in the forest, and wait there for the kidnappers,” Cal urged Iar.
 
   Alec looked at the thick forest, and thought about the troubles that could come from trying to ride through the pathless wilderness, but kept his tongue still, knowing that he had little influence on the group.
 
   “Lib, take the front,” Ian said.  “I hate to admit that you’re the strongest, but you are.  Let the trees in front of us know we’re coming through, and ask them to clear the way.  When you get tired, let me know and we’ll send someone else up to give you a rest.”
 
   They went to the left, their horses leaving the firm surface of the road to step into the soft loam soil of the forest floor.  Alec watched with interest from his spot at the rear of the group as there seemed to always be an obvious and open path in front of them, while he noticed as he turned that there was no evidence of a clear line behind them after they had passed through.  Exbury’s Old Ones seemed to have an effective means of working with the plants of the forest, he conceded, and he relaxed slightly.  They rode without problem throughout the morning, until they reached a wide brook, where they decided to pause for a midday meal break.
 
   Everyone was off their horse, and scattered in many directions, when there was a loud crashing sound in the distance, and then a chorus of screams.
 
   “It must be the kidnappers!  Come on!  This is our mission!” Iar called faintly, and charged into and through the stream, his sword drawn as he led five other Rangers into the forest.
 
   “No wait!  The screams came from over here!” Cal said fervently, and he and two others ran in the opposite direction, back towards the area the Rangers had traveled through already.
 
   Alec stood with his sword drawn, uncertain which direction the voices had called from.  Three of the Rangers, plus Amane and Andi, and Alec, remained close to where the horses were tethered.  Alec had his Warrior powers fully engaged, trying to find any clue to understand what could be happening.  He looked at Andi, and jogged over to where she and Amane stood with swords drawn.  “What do you sense?” he asked her.
 
   She shrugged.  “I cannot tell.  There are no clear sounds or clues,” she said, as her head swiveled around.
 
   Alec felt an impulse to call upon his Spirit energies.  He dropped the Warrior ability, causing Andi to look at him sharply as she felt the change in his spirit, then he grasped his Spirit powers, and closed his eyes to focus on the perceptions that flowed into him.
 
   There was malevolence, a strong pocket nearby, and it seemed to extend tentacles of evil in multiple directions.  There was a familiarity to the energies that powered the malevolence, and he sifted through his memories and understandings, trying to pinpoint what he felt.  It was closely akin to necromancy, he realized with a twang of sorrow and fear, as he thought about the black depths he had dabbled in during his long fall into depressed isolation, many decades prior.  There was something in the forest that was in communion with spirits of the dead.
 
   “What is it Alec?” Andi asked, feeling a shadow of the anxiety that blossomed in Alec.
 
   He opened his eyes, and looked to the north.  “It is something I don’t completely understand, but there is a power that is using the energy of the dead to do something.  Whatever it is, it’s not over there or over there,” he pointed in the directions the two groups had run in.  “It’s out there,” he pointed north, addressing Andi and Amane.
 
   “And it’s not the Warrior ingenairii,” he added as a warning.  “It’s not something you fight just with weapons.  Keep your spirits up; if you believe anything in my God, from all those memories you’ve taken from me,  hold on to that faith now,” he addressed Andi directly.
 
   “Andi, you take all these men and go after Iar’s group,” he directed.  Tarry had gone with the larger group, and Alec knew Andi and Amane would be concerned about him.  “I’ll go in search of the smaller group.  We should all return here to the horses.” He looked at Andi for confirmation, and when she nodded, he left first to try to find the trio who had disappeared into the forest behind them.
 
   The trees and underbrush were thick, and Alec could find little evidence of the passage of the men he pursued.  He re-engaged his Spirit energies, and found that one of the tentacles of evil he had noted earlier stretched itself towards a spot in front of him.  Alec redoubled his efforts to press trough the briars and the bushes that grew in tangles along the way, marveling at how the Old Ones had made all such patches open up for the orderly passage the group of Rangers had followed through the woods until now.
 
   He heard a cry, but it was the sound of men, screaming in terror and frustration, not the shouts of women in trouble, as everyone had heard before.  Alec pressed on, and came to a spot where he saw the three Rangers in a small opening, each attacking the others viciously.
 
   “Stop!  Stop fighting!” he screamed as he pressed through a last cluster of briars, but even as he burst through the tangled barrier into the small glade where the fight was occurring, one Ranger stabbed another fatally, while the third Ranger sliced his blade across the neck of that one.  Two of the Rangers were down, and the third one looked at Alec with madness in his eyes.  He ran at Alec and slashed with an intense energy that astonished Alec.
 
   “Monster!  Get back!  Get back to the underworld you came from!” he snarled at Alec with hatred.
 
   Alec parried the thrust, and fought a defensive match.  “Lib!  It’s me, Alec.  Stop this attack,” Alec shouted at the man, as they circled and clashed continually.
 
   Alec’s Spiritual energies were still engaged, and he sensed that the unseen evil whose presence he had followed to the site of the battle was in contact with Lib, yet not in touch with Alec.  His own Spiritual energy was providing protection against whatever dementia the tentacle of energy was infecting the others with.  Carefully, Alec split his energy forces so that he could grasp his Air energies as well.  Even as he did so, he felt the pressure of the dark energy increase around him, trying to take advantage of the weakening of his Spirit energy strength.  He was immune to the forces still, but there was little room to spare, no further diminution of his Spirit energy could possibly be allowed to accommodate any of his other powers if he wanted to protect himself from the unseen threat.
 
   Alec wrapped Lib in a straightjacket of air, pressing the crazed man’s arms against his sides, then lowered his sword.
 
   The man was screaming at him, using language foul and profane, provoked by the evil that possessed him.  Alec stood in front of him, and opened a small pocket in the Air curtain, the slipped his own hand in to touch Lib, and shared his Spirit energy with him.  Find the truth, Alec told him.  See through the illusions that possess you, Lib.
 
   The screaming stopped, and confusion clouded Lib’s face.  “Alec?  What is happening?” the Ranger asked.  “I can’t move my arms,” he said in startlement.  “Oh great trees, what has happened?” he cried in horror as he saw the bodies of his two dead companions lying on the ground.
 
   Lib, listen to me.  There is an evil spirit here that possesses the souls of men who are unprepared, Alec told him.  He released the Air powers he held, and strengthened the current of Spirit energy he drew from the ingenairii realm, setting Lib’s body free from its bonds.
 
   “You have to stay in contact with me.  That will protect you from the evil illness,” Alec told him.
 
   “How did you speak in my mind?” Lib asked.
 
   “It’s one of my abilities.  It’s part of the same talent that is protecting us from the evil,” Alec told him, as they held hands.  “We have to go.  This same evil is going to infect the others as well.”
 
   “What about Chad and Mart?  Can you help them?” Lib asked, looking at the two dead Rangers.
 
   “We can come back and recover their bodies when this is over, but they are dead,” Alec began to pull on Lib’s hand.  “Open a passage for us, that way,” he pointed.
 
   Lib looked at where Alec pointed, and Alec felt him express his energy, then a rustling of branches occurred, and a clear path opened.
 
   “But I thought you could bring the dead back to life?  They said you did that for Andi,” Lib pleaded as Alec began to firmly pull him away.  “I heard that she was dead, but you put her spirit inside your own body, then brought her back to life.”
 
   “I don’t remember,” Alec told him.  “But those two are beyond that.  We have to go, or we’ll see more Rangers like that,” he urged, and jerked hard, pulling Lib with him in a rambling jaunt that soon brought them back to the location of the horses.
 
   There were sounds of shouts and roars coming from across the stream.  “You need to stay here,” Alec told Lib.  “Go to sleep and rest deeply,” he spoke, then combined his Spirit energy and Healer energy to slow down and sooth the man’s body and soul, making him collapse in a state of profound sleep.
 
   With Lib no longer available to persuade the plants with his powers, they no longer cooperated by opening in front of Alec, making his journey towards the next clash more difficult, once he cleared the brook.  He headed towards the shouting, a journey that took minutes, minutes that seemed far too long while he listened to screams of pain and anger.  At last he came to the clearing where three men were dead, and four others were fighting against Andi.  Amane was one of those fighting her, Alec saw in disbelief, realizing how profoundly the evil must be possessing the souls of those it came in contact with.
 
   Alec re-engaged his Air powers once again, diminishing his Spirit energies to the lowest level he felt kept the evil from infecting his own soul, warily cognizant of it virtually flickering within his peripheral vision as it grasped to capture him inside its evil infection as well.  He stood unobserved by the combatants and pondered what strategy to use.
 
   He sent his Air energies out to create walls among those who were fighting, astonishing them as their blades and bodies bumped against the invisible constraints, then he walked in among them, using his power to spread them widely apart from each other.
 
   He approached Andi first, stopping directly in front of her.  “Traitor!”  she shouted at him.  “I gave you my love, I gave you my devotion, my body, I have given you everything I have Alec!  I hate you!” she screamed with passion and true hatred.  Alec looked back at the other members of the group, confirming that they were so widely separated from each other that they would not have time to inflict harm upon him or each other, once he released his Air energies, as he was going to have to do.
 
   “Andi,” he said softly, opening a hole in the air curtain that divided them, as she stood upright against it, pressing forward to try to reach through it, to do violence against him.  He reached through to grab her and let his Spirit energy calm her.
 
   I’m sorry for the pain I’ve given you; I do admire and respect you, he told her softly as the evil that possessed her was banished.  He felt the artificial anger drop away, and saw the rage leave her face.  With the threat that she would attack him removed, he dropped his Air energies, and seized his Healer energies.
 
   “Alec?  What?” she started to ask a question, when he placed her in a deep slumber as well, then turned, and reengaged his Air powers to re-divide the other, still-infected men who were converging upon his location, and slowly, one-by-one, put each of them through the same process of being relieved of their infection, then dropped into the heavy sleep he induced within them.  He listened to their screams and curses and challenges which he soothed away, unmoved by any, except the words he had heard first from Andi.
 
   He finished at last, having used his energies extensively for the first time since his reawakening, and felt weariness already starting to consume him because of his exertions.  Alec dropped his energies other than his Spiritual powers, and began to grimly move towards the center of the dark forces he detected in the heart of the forest.  With its other victims neutralized, all of the evil energy was focused upon him, and he found that he had to increase the amount of Spiritual energy he used to protect himself from infection by the madness that had overcome his companions.  As he drew closer to the heart of the darkness, fighting through more tangles, climbing up and down hillsides, sensing the passage of time, he felt the power of the suggestions of the darkness, fighting to penetrate his defenses, testing a variety of tactics to try to motivate him away from his pursuit of its source.   He heard the urging to go back to Ridgeclimb, to give up his hopeless mission.  He easily dismissed the whispers that suggested he go back and kill the remaining Rangers, then take the horses and the valuables and live a life of easy luxury somewhere.  The voices told him how beautiful Andi was, and how badly he had treated her; go back and take her to a place where you can marry her and make her a queen, the suggestions crackled away on the periphery of his consciousness.
 
   Imagine her as your wife; make her the mother of your children.  Marry her and let her be your queen, the voices said.  They cajoled, they pleaded, they wheedled and reasoned and used every tool available to try to manipulate him.
 
   Alec shook his head, and bellowed out a challenge.  “I am coming to find you and slay you, and you will not trick me!” he shouted aloud, as he approached the center of the force that was at the heart of the forest.
 
   He pressed through another thicket of dense brambles, feeling the thorns make more of the innumerable small tears in his hands and his arms and his face, and then he found himself on top of a small dike, a circular earthen wall that surrounded a village of two score homes or more.  Facing him, at the foot of the levy he stood on, were his attackers – a sight that astonished him, and threw him for a loss.  Gathered together were a dozen women, of mixed ages, all watching him with hatred and fear in their facial expressions.
 
   “Who are you?  Why are you attacking my friends?” he shouted at them.
 
   “Who are you to come into our forest?” one of them asked in return.
 
   Alec sensed a building of forces in the land beneath him and the air around him.  He split his use of the ingenaire power once again, slightly lessening his Spirit powers, while reaching for a small portion of Warrior powers, enough, he hoped, to protect himself from whatever inevitable attack was about to be launched.
 
   “You are using evil powers, and you are causing the murders of my friends.  We came here bearing no ill-will towards you, and we posed no threat to you,” he said, his eyes casting about to scan their faces and to also monitor the environment about him, looking for any overt new threats.
 
   “You broke the law of the forest.  None may travel in these woods except upon the agreed roads, unless they have our approval,” one woman spoke, a much older woman.  Her visage was wrinkled, and Alec thought that her appearance justified the name of witch.
 
   “We were in a hurry to try to help other friends,” he began, when he sensed a movement above him and glanced up in time to see a huge snake dropping directly towards him from a tree limb far above.  He stepped to the side and swung his sword upward, severing the reptile’s head from the body in mid-air, as its mouth gaped open and its fangs glistened with venom while it fell to the ground, dead.
 
   As his momentum from his sword swing carried him around in an arc, he caught sight of a large swarm of angry hornets about to sweep upon him from his rear.  He instantaneously exchanged his Warrior energy for his Air power, and created a gust that blew the buzzing hornets far into the woods.
 
   As quickly as the hornets were gone, the ground beneath him began to liquefy, turning to a soup that Alec began to quickly sink in.  As fast as he had switched powers before, Alec jumped his energies from Air to Stone, and caused stones in the earth to congregate beneath him, then lift him on a rocky pedestal above the morass.
 
   Knowing that some other assault was coming, Alec focused on engaging his Light energy, then reached out to collect all the available light in the vicinity, and caused the descent of absolute darkness on the village area.  Under the cover of the inky blackness he ran to a new location, then caused a flare of light to illuminate and stun the women below.
 
   “Enough of the battle!” he shouted, growing angrier with each moment.  “I came here only to stop the evil that attacked my companions, but if these assaults continue, you will suffer my attack on you!  Stop this now!” he screamed so loudly he felt his face turn red, and he strained his control of his Spiritual powers with his rapidly growing anger.  He abruptly checked himself as he realized that the result of weakening of his Spiritual energies in order to allow the use of his other energies was also allowing the hateful energy around him to affect his feelings and judgment.
 
   “Forgive me John Mark,” he muttered a quick, quiet prayer of regret.  “I do not want to kill them.  I only want to rescue the girls.”
 
   He felt the energy that surrounded him abruptly vanish.
 
   He turned his head, looking in all directions for the next calamity to descend upon him.  There was none in view in any direction, and he looked back down at the women in the village.  Other women were coming out of the largest hut of the village, increasing the size of the group that faced him.  It grew into a mob as he stood engaged in a silent stare down.
 
   “What did you mean about rescuing girls?” the crone who appeared to be the leader of the village of women asked.
 
   Alec stopped and considered the question, confused by the interest the woman showed in his one short prayer after his earlier pleas and threats had accomplished nothing.  “A girl I know, and many other girls, were kidnapped, by a gang of men – Warrior ingenairii, if you know what that means.
 
   “I’ve been chasing them for weeks trying to set the girls free,” he explained.  “My companions are with me on this quest.”
 
   “Do you speak the truth?” the old woman asked.
 
   “I speak the truth,” he replied.
 
   “Anyone can claim they speak the truth,” some other voice protested from the crowd.
 
   “He is a man.  No man is to be trusted,” another voice shouted.
 
   “Why hasn’t he caught these kidnapers and freed the girls already?  He is a mighty warlock,” yet another doubter called from the crowd.
 
   “I am not a warlock!” Alec denied emphatically.  “I understand how you create the powers you use; I do not use that means of accomplishing my goals.  Your way is a painful one for the spirits you rely on.”
 
   “He is a seer,” a different voice called.  “He knows what we do, he rescues girls.  He is trustworthy.”
 
   “Never trust a man,” came a bitter rejoinder from somewhere in the crowd.
 
   “Enough!” the leader called out, bringing order back to the mob of her followers, just before it careened out of control.
 
   “Do you speak the truth?” the woman asked again.
 
   “I do,” Alec replied.  “My soul grows troubled when I say falsehoods, and I do not wish to carry that burden.  I am telling the truth.”
 
   “The whole truth?” the leader prodded him.
 
   He stopped and reflected.  He wondered how much of his story was pertinent to this confrontation, a confrontation he did not even understand yet.  He only knew that it had descended to merely verbal jousting instead of physical battle, and he was glad for that.
 
   “I have told all the truth that I think you care about,” he answered, and listened as his words provoked a murmur of distrust.
 
   “If we could believe you,” she paused dramatically, “we might let your friends go in peace.   We might even let you go in peace.
 
   “We might even assist you,” she said at last, a statement that drew another ripple of murmurs from her followers.
 
   “Come down here, so that we may weigh your truth,” she said.  She held her hand up to him in a gesture of offering to help.
 
   “Why would I trust you?” Alec asked, and at last he recognized the dilemma of his situation. 
 
    He was not going to be able to defeat this group unless he slaughtered them, and he could not imagine himself raining death down on all the women who had come to gather there.  But he could not simply run away, to try to return to the survivors of the Exbury Rangers.  The floating spirits of death would follow or even beat him to that target.
 
   And he did not trust the women enough to step down among them.
 
   “I will make myself your hostage,” a woman said.  “I trust you.”
 
   She stepped forward, a woman who looked worn by a hard life, with shapeless brown hair hanging down to the shoulders of her coarsely woven shift.
 
   “What is your name?” Alec asked her.
 
   “I am Celty,” she answered.
 
   “Celty, I am Alec,” he replied.  “Can I trust you, and can I trust your sisters?”
 
   There was a murmur of approval, and he realized that in terming them sisters he had stumbled onto the name they gave each other.
 
   “They will not harm you, nor will I,” she told him.
 
   Slowly, Alec crouched, down on top of the earthen dike, then hopped to the ground and walked to Celty.
 
   “How will you weigh my truth?” Alec asked.
 
   “With this,” she said simply, and she held up her hand in front of Alec’s face.  Her fist was balled shut, and when she opened her hand, he leaned in close to see what she held.  There was only a palmful of powder, and suddenly Celty gave a powerful puff, blowing the powder up into Alec’s face.
 
   His vision immediately grew dizzy, and before he could even protest her treachery, he fainted and collapsed.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4 – Trial by Fire
 
    
 
   Alec awoke when a bucket of cold water was thrown on his chest.  His body jumped and shivered in response to the shock.  He was in a dim and smoky room, lying on the floor, next to a roaring hot fire.  Drops of water that had splashed off his body had hit a circle of stones around the fire, and they sizzled themselves away in tiny clouds of steam that rose and mixed with the strangely-odored smoke of the damp wood on the fire.
 
   Alec was staked to the floor, tight ropes around each ankle and wrist, across his waist and his chest and his neck.  He was unclothed, lying naked in a room so large it could only be the large hut he had observed in the center of the village.
 
   “Don’t exercise your powers, or we will kill the rest of your companions,” the old woman said, squatting on the floor near his head.  “I warn you of that, but of course it doesn’t really matter.  While the smoke from the persimmele tree is burning, you cannot touch the energy you use.”
 
   Alec let his head rest on the ground in stunned disbelief.  He tried to reach for his powers, but could not find his way through the space between the barriers.
 
   “You lied to me!” he shouted.
 
   “No, we promised we would not harm you, and we have not,” the woman said.
 
   “Where is Celty?” Alec asked.  “Celty!” he shouted.  “I trusted you!”
 
   “We are going to test the truth of your words,” the crone said.  “And then we will decide what to do.”
 
   “I don’t want to face them,” Alec said, suddenly intuitively realizing what the test was going to be.  He felt real terror of the prospect that was before him.  “It is painful for them,” he said insistently.  “It will be painful for me,” he added more softly.
 
   “That is unfortunate, yet it is our way,” the nameless leader told him.
 
   She stood over him, and faced the flames, then took a handful of powder and threw it into the fire.
 
   There was a vibrant column of sparks that rose in a thin pillar from the flames, reaching to the hole in the center of the roof, where the smoke exited.  But the sparks slowly ceased to move, becoming an immobile collection of energized particles glowing in the air.
 
   They were about to perform necromancy, Alec realized.  They were going to call the dead spirits of people from his past.  He had felt an uneasy familiarity with their energy from the first moment of his encounter with it in the woods, and it had only been when he had reached the village that his mind had finally confirmed the source of the power the women used.  They were in some communion with the spirits of the dead, and they relied on the spirits to unleash energy that the women harnessed for their needs.
 
   “Why would you do this?” Alec asked, pained at the thought of the disturbance the spirits of the dead would endure.
 
   “The dead are our allies.  They give us the power we use to protect the forest and ourselves from men,” the leader told him.  “We know we can trust the dead to tell us the truth.  Now we will ask them about you, and we will learn the truth about you.”
 
   “It hurts them,” Alec protested.  “It pains them to return to our world.”  He remembered the gruesome facts he had learned during his period of insanity, when he had delved into necromancy, trying to resurrect his lost friends and loves, a spell that had only ended when the holy spirit of John Mark had interrupted his madness and rescued him.
 
   “We will force no spirit to come.  Only those who feel great enmity or great affection for you will come if they wish to speak to us about you,” he was told.
 
   She took another handful of dust and threw it into the fire.  “We call the spirits,” she said, as red sparks flew up among the white ones that were still suspended.
 
   “To help us judge,” she added as another handful of dust produced blue sparks.
 
   “The honesty of this man on trial,” another handful produced green sparks.
 
   “Alec,” a last handful produced a blaze of purple sparks, and the roomful of women all gasped.
 
   “You did not tell us!” the crone said angrily and fearfully.  “We would not have done this.  Now it is too late.”
 
   Before Alec could even ask – too late – what he had not said, all the suspended sparks began to twirl rapidly, drawing into a form in the center of the smoke, then expanding to become a thin girl with a head of hair that was long and springy.  The figure looked real, looked solid, like a human figure floating above the fire, undeniably a real person, except for the light that shone from within the body, gently casting its warmth upon all those within the building.
 
   “I come to speak of Alec,” the spirit of the girl said.
 
   “Hello Alec,” the glowing face looked down on Alec, even as women were starting to leave the hut.
 
   “Kinsey,” Alec felt tears in his eyes, big brimming tears of moisture that dimmed his vision.  He tried to move his hands to brush the tears away, but the ropes held him immobile.
 
   “I loved this man,” Kinsey’s spirit said.  “His soul was the brightest star I ever saw.  His love is real and his heart is good.”
 
   “I miss you Kinsey,” Alec said softly.  “I wish I could have spent a lifetime as a friend with you, instead of the short time we had.”
 
   “Alec and I had souls that knew each other well.  I had discovered it already; he had not, before duty called him away,” the fiery spirit told the women still in the room.
 
   “Alec, you can have that love with Andi – you should have it.  Go back to her Alec,” Kinsey said.  “Help him.  Help him recover his memory,” she looked at the women in the room.
 
   “Good bye Alec.  I will see you again someday.”  Her spirit dissolved, and the sparks began to twirl again in the fiery smoke.
 
   “I come to speak of Alec,” a new voice spoke, and the sparks formed a new figure, a woman of elder years, one who Alec knew clearly.
 
   It was Bethany, the wife he never wed, the queen who sat on the throne for him for fifty years, and held the Dominion together for him.
 
   “He always put the welfare of others ahead of himself,” Bethany said, though Alec could hardly see her from the steady stream of tears he shed.
 
   “Oh Beth, Beth,” he could only repeat her name.
 
   “Alec, you made me do the greatest thing I could, because I wanted to live up to you, my love,”
 
   “Treat him well sisters, he is the best friend you could ask for, or the worst enemy you could have,” she told the room, and then disappeared.
 
   The sparks swirled again, and Alec realized Celty was there with him, using his own sword to cut the ropes that tied him down.
 
   “I come to speak of Alec,” a new woman’s voice spoke up.
 
   “Inga?” Alec asked in astonishment and further sorrow.  
 
   The figure looked down at him with a kind smile.  “He came to me as a boy.  He is trusting and trustworthy.  Almost gullible at times, aren’t you, Healer?” she said gently.
 
   “I met your daughter, Lewis, you know.  You must have been so proud of her,” Alec told Inga.  There were so many thoughts that came to his mind so quickly, so many messages left unspoken between the two of them.  “I missed you so much as well.”  He sobbed momentarily.  “Thank you Inga, thank you for everything.”
 
   Alec felt the last of the ropes around him cut loose, and he sat up, as the sparks swirled again.
 
   Andi?” Alec asked in horror as he saw the next face take its place.  “No, Andi, you’re not dead!” he shouted.
 
   “I come to plead for Alec.  He holds my heart and soul, and does not even know it,” the spirit said.  There were only a few women in the room now, but they stared at her intently, mesmerized by the inexplicable appearance of a living spirit.  Alec was standing now, freed from the constraints the women placed on him, but held in place by Andi’s words.
 
   “I am not dead, but if you do not set him free, and restore his memories to him, as well as restore him to me, I will be dead within three months; I am the spirit of the death that may come sooner rather than later.  Trust this man, and make him free and whole, so that he will love me again,” Andi’s spirit looked not at Alec, but at the women left in the hut, then vanished.
 
   “We are sorry your majesty, we did not know that you were born of true royal blood,” Celty told Alec, kneeling in front of him.  “The purple smoke at the end told us that we could not judge you, for you are above us.
 
   “And the testimony of all your witnesses only make me regret  what we have put you through,” she said.
 
   The fire suddenly roared, and crackled, and the flames turned black.
 
   “What is happening?” one of the other women asked fearfully.  “Is this your doing, my lord?  Are you punishing us for the trial we put you through?”
 
   The flames grew hotter as they burned with an unhealthy deep black energy, and began to jump outside the stone pit, forcing everyone to back up.   The sparks circled again, spinning faster, then taking a form that was small before it was suddenly huge, and it sucked up all the energy of the dark flames into itself, extinguishing the fire as it became a demon.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5 – Saving the Village
 
    
 
   “Everyone run!” Alec screamed, trembling in fear at the unexpected arrival of the monster from Hell.  He reached down and yanked Celty to her feet.
 
   He sought for his powers, but the smoke of the persimmele tree still inhibited his ability to grasp the energy.  The demon charged at him and swung its paw wildly, hitting him with the full force of its efforts.  Fortunately for Alec the demon’s reach was over-extended, and it hit him with the palm of its paw, rather than its claws, so that it did not rake through his flesh, but only knocked him bodily through the air, cracking ribs with its impact.
 
   He hit the floor of the hut next to the doorway, stunned.  He looked up, expecting to see the monster pounce upon him, but instead saw it grab one of the unfortunate women still in the hut, who it proceeded to savagely dismember with its claws.
 
   Alec saw his belongings piled next to the door, dropped where they had been removed from him while he was unconscious.  He dove at them to grab his sword, as he rolled out of the doorway into the fresh air, and rose to his knees, then his feet.  He breathed deeply, then spotted a collection of cooking knives next to a water jug and a sharpening stone.  He ran to the knives, and took another deep breath of the fresh air as he gathered them up.  He tried to grasp his powers again, and felt them at last come within his grasp.
 
   Women were running everywhere around the village, screaming in terror at the sight of the demon; the monster ignored everything around it but Alec, stalking directly towards him, as he stumbled away, seeking an open spot where he would have room to maneuver.
 
   When they reached a spot he felt was suitable, Alec grasped his Warrior powers and took up the knives, three in each hand as he dropped his sword, and he threw the knives at the monster’s eyes.  Before the knives even reached the demon Alec had his sword back in his hand and he ran towards the creature, then jumped into the air, and simultaneously grasped his Spirit and Air energies, along with his Warrior energy.
 
   Knives landed in each eye of the demon, and Alec used his Air abilities to slow his progress through the space in front of him, so that the blind demon mistimed its first swat at him.
 
   He swung his sword at the demon’s neck as mightily as he could, making contact just as he saw the demon flail its arm unexpectedly upwards towards him again.  His sword strike was true, and he beheaded the monster just as its claws raked across his chest, and a fountain of its blood spattered drops of viscous black liquid upon his torso as well.
 
   Alec was knocked immediately unconscious, and his body flew several yards through the air before it hit the ground hard and bounced in the dirt, at a distance safely away from where the demon’s body crumbled into small pieces of flesh that became bats, then turned into an oily blaze in the center of the village.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6 – Meeting Aja
 
    
 
   Ten days after his battle with the demon, Alec awoke.   It hurt to breathe, and when he tried to reach for his healer energy, he wasn’t able to grasp it.
 
   Celty sat with him, and a younger woman as well, whose short hair was thick, blond and tousled.
 
   “We are pleased to see you alive, my lord,” Celty told him.  “This is Kendra.  She and I have been with you every hour since your battle, and we will stay with you until you are healed.”
 
   “I hurt,” Alec said simply, taking shallow breaths.  “Can you dull the pain?”
 
   In response, Kendra placed a straw to his lips, and let him sip a syrupy concoction.
 
   He took several long draws, then turned his head away and fell back to sleep.
 
   When he awoke again it was night, and a small fire cast a glow nearby, as a gentle lullaby droned somewhere nearby in the village.  His pain was lessened, and his body felt stronger.  He reached for his Healer energy, acquired it, and applied his power to himself, repairing the ribs that were so painful, and the internal bruises that had not yet healed.  He could not fully heal the scars from the burns on his chest where the demon’s blood had splattered on him, and he knew he never would.
 
   A hand reached out to touch him, catching him by surprise.  He raised up on one elbow and turned to see Kendra, lying on blankets stretched on the floor next to his pallet.  She had risen to see him, and she clutched the neck of her nightgown modestly.
 
   “Is everything okay, my lord?” she asked.
 
   “It’s better,” Alec answered.  “How is your village?”
 
   “We are shaken and contrite, my lord,” Kendra answered.
 
   “Just call me Alec,” he instructed.
 
   “What day is it?  How long has it been since you took me hostage?”  he asked.
 
   “You came to our village ten days ago,” she answered.
 
   “My friends, are they okay?” Alec wanted to know.
 
   “They left nine days ago, my lord, Alec,” the woman answered.
 
   “They left the forest?  Did they fight the kidnappers?” he sat up, and his voice betrayed the importance of the question.
 
   “My lord, we determined that the men you pursued, the ones who you say took the girls, passed through the forest the day before we confronted you.  So no, your friends did not fight them, at least not in Birnam woods,” she replied.
 
   “Nine days ago, ten days ago, eleven days ago,” Alec muttered, restless to arise.  He swung his legs over the side of his bed, feeling their weakness.  “Which way did my companions go?  Did they pursue the kidnappers, or did they return to their homes?”
 
   “Two of them, a man and a women, went on in apparent pursuit of their quarry, while the others went back the way they came.  We did not stop them or interfere with them in any way,” she added the last part quickly.
 
   Andi had gone on.  And if Andi had gone on, then Amane had gone with her.  As long as they didn’t catch the ingenairii, it would be a wonderful trip for the Old One, spending all his time mooning after the Black Crag guard.  If they were to catch up with the kidnappers though, it would end in death for the hapless Amane, who Alec knew had no talent for battle.
 
   And Alec now was going to chase after both groups, the ingenairii and Andi, in a race against a prophecy of Andi’s own spirit, a warning that he had to recover his lost memories somehow and reunite with Andi within three months, or she would suffer death.
 
   “Can you restore my lost memories?” Alec asked intently.
 
   “We will provide you with the means.  Tomorrow morning we will give you what you need.  We will give you supplies for your journey, and we will set you on your path.  Rest now for the evening, and save your strength,” Kendra replied.
 
   “I can’t rest,” Alec answered.  “I can’t wait.  I have been chasing after Kriste for three months now.  And now there’s this warning from Andi’s spirit that I will have to save her.
 
   “If you can help me, do it now,” he insisted.
 
   “I could explain to you how to restore your memories, but the sisters have not yet gathered together supplies and goods for you to travel with,” the girl replied.
 
   “I don’t need supplies.  I’ll take care of myself on the road,” Alec told her.
 
   “You are weak and injured; you fought that horrible monster, and you’ve lain here for ten nights – you’re body isn’t ready to go out on a quest.  Won’t you stay at least through the morning to rest?” she maintained her reluctance to let him go.
 
   “Because your hospitality has been so warm so far?” Alec asked sarcastically.  He stood up and began to pace.
 
   “My lord, you must understand our village.  We are a haven for women from throughout the Twenty Cities.  Women who are destitute, or beaten, or enslaved – they come to us as a refuge from life’s brutality.  Most of them only stay for a few months, and then go out to pursue a new life,” she told him.  “And a few settle here permanently, either because they have been so bruised and harmed by the world that they cannot ever return to its stresses, or because they decide to devote their lives to support and ensure the maintenance of this village for others to enjoy.
 
   “Most of our residents – almost all of our residents – blame men for their woes.  That is why it has become our way to assume the worst of men and to see them, and treat them, all as enemies.  We’ve never had someone like you show up to prove our assumptions wrong.
 
   “Why are you, a hidden king, roaming through the land like this on such an ill-prepared quest?” she turned her answer to him into a question.
 
   “Kendra, I am happier to not sit on a throne than to sit on one.  I’ve lived many roles in my life, including monarch, and being king is not my first choice,” Alec said simply.  “Before I started out on the road a few months ago, I lived happily for many years, creating a place not unlike your village, a clinic and a peaceful haven in the mountains, where the caravans could stop, and the mountain residents could be safe, where we healed the sick and chased away the bandits.  That is a better role for me than being a monarch.”
 
   “I would make a deal with you,” Kendra told him.  “I will give you items and instructions you need to recover your memory, if you will take a member of our community with you.”
 
   “Why do I need one of your women to recover my memory?” Alec asked, startled by the unexpected request.
 
   “You do not need her,” Kendra placed her emphasis on the word ‘need’.  “In fact, in this case it is more of an instance that she is a woman who needs you as a protector and champion.  And I trust you in that role.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Alec asked.
 
   “We have a woman, a very unique woman, who came to us with a broken heart and several broken bones many months ago.  She has healed while with us, but she is a restless spirit, and will not stay here.  If she is going to go back into the world, I would trust you to take her along with you until she finds a safe place to follow a new life.”
 
    “Is she a pleasant person?” Alec asked, suspecting that he was going to have to submit to Kendra’s wishes if he wished to leave the village on easy terms.  “And is she capable of traveling quickly?  I want to catch Andi, and the Warriors ahead of her, and all of them will be traveling at a high speed.”
 
   “She will not slow you down,” Kendra told him.
 
   “That is not an enlightening answer, and you didn’t say whether she was pleasant,” he noted.
 
   “She is pleasant, but,” Kendra paused.
 
   “Kendra, what are you doing here?  What are you trying to do to my goal?” Alec asked bluntly.
 
   “She is blind, which is not a problem, but,” Kendra grasped for words.  “She is like an Old One, but she is not from one of the Five Cities.  She is much like you in that regard,” Kendra spoke with sudden realization.
 
   Alec looked at her in the dim interior of the hut, waiting for a further explanation.
 
   “She is a changeling.  During the night she is a woman, but during the day, she is a tree,” Kendra told him, looking away, and not seeing his mouth gaping in astonishment.
 
   “A tree?” was all Alec could say.
 
   “She says she comes from a race of people in a small village in the mountains west of here.  They all have the same condition; human form after sunset, but trees for the most part during the daylight,” Kendra told him.
 
   “Shouldn’t she be happy here, in this village, surrounded by a forest?” Alec asked.
 
   “She is not.  She enjoys people greatly.  She would wish to be human all the time if she could.  She left her village and fell in love with a man of the mortal race, but he was not good to her, and when he tired of playing with her, he left her,” Kendra explained.
 
   “I can’t carry a tree across the countryside with me,” Alec said.  “I can cure her blindness, but I can’t imagine that I would make good time if I had to sit beside a tree from sunrise to sunset waiting for her to become mobile.”
 
   “What do you mean about curing blindness?” Kendra asked him sharply.
 
   “I am a Healer.  Before I had any other powers and abilities, I was a Healer.  I will probably be able to restore her vision,” he answered, “just as I have healed my own injuries from the battle with the demon.”
 
   “Could you cure any illness?” Kendra asked.  “Could you treat others in our home?”
 
   “I could,” Alec said slowly, “but I am seeking to travel quickly.  If I try to heal everyone here, I will spend another day or two when I should be pursuing Kriste, and Andi.
 
    “I have a mission.  I am going to help those girls who need my help, including Andi now,” he returned to his fundamental goal.  “Will you help me or not?”
 
   “My lord, let me introduce you to the girl I mentioned, Aja.  If you do not agree to take her after meeting her, we will not force you to make her your companion.  And if your heart tells you that it is more important to go after the girls on the road than to spend a few more hours here with us, we will not force you to stay,” Kendra told him.
 
   “That’s putting all the guilt on me!  It’s not fair!” Alec said in exasperation, knowing that he would now spend the day healing and helping out of a sense of obligation.
 
   “Shall we go meet Aja?  Are you able to stand?” Kendra asked Alec, rising and wrapping her blanket around herself.
 
   “If you are able to heal, why are your wounds here not healed?” she asked Alec, touching some of the scars he had suffered from the attack by the demon.
 
   “Those wounds, the wounds delivered by a demon, are beyond my ability to fully heal,” Alec asked as he stood.  “There is such power in the evil that inflicted them that the scars remain.”
 
   “And how is it that you brought that demon to your village?” he asked, suddenly suspicious of the women around him once again as he remembered the ordeal of fighting the demon.
 
   “We opened the gate to the afterlife to any of those who had died and held a relationship with you.  We did not know that you had caused such a horrific creature to die.  The demon’s death at your hands enabled it to take advantage of the opening,” Kendra answered.  “We are shaken, and in sorrow, and in awe of the thought that you could fight and slay such a monster.
 
   “It was a horror for us, and it was a horror to the spirits on the other side that we call upon.  It has hurt us all.  Come this way,” she directed.
 
     Alec followed Kendra from their hut, and when they got outside he used his Light powers to gather together the shreds and threads of starlight that fell through the tree leaves overhead, and fashioned them into a dim ball of light that floated in front of Kendra.
 
   “What things you are able to do,” the woman commented, and led him between numerous huts on a meandering path.  As they moved across the village Alec heard the faint sound of someone gently singing a ballad; he remembered having heard the voice before.
 
   “That’s her voice,” Kendra spoke softly to Alec.
 
   “Her voice is lovely,” Alec replied.  He felt moved by the melancholy tune she crooned.  “Is she as sad as her music?” he asked.
 
   They were almost to the hut that was the source of the music even as he spoke, and Kendra stopped to knock at a doorway.  The singing stopped, and a woman’s voice invited them to come in.
 
   “Visitors?  So late?  What have I done wrong now?” the girl asked in a whimsical tone as Kendra and Alec entered his home.
 
   She was a lovely girl, Alec could tell even in the dim light that his illuminating globe barely projected.  Her hair was cut very short, barely covering her ears, but that only served to allow her other features to draw the attention of anyone who looked at her.  She had a small, dainty nose and a wide mouth that smiled generously.  Only her eyes detracted from her striking appearance, as they wandered aimlessly about, unfocused on any object.
 
   “Aja, it’s Kendra.  I’ve brought you a visitor, the man who came to our village and caused such a stir these past few days,” Alec’s guide explained.
 
   “Is he twelve feet tall?  Does he have nine fingers and three eyes?  He doesn’t smell as bad as everyone here says most men smell,” the girl laughingly asked.
 
   “Actually, I have three fingers and nine eyes; you were close,” Alec agreed with her.
 
   “Well, he’s got a pleasant voice; and he’s a man who has a sense of humor.  You’re the funniest man I’ve ever seen,” she told Alec. “Quoth the blind girl,” she emphasized her own humor.
 
   “Enough, enough child,” Kendra shushed her.  “We are here with a proposition.”
 
   “I waited for one of those once, and all I got was a broken heart,” the girl replied.
 
   “Is she always like this?” Alec asked.  “I’m afraid of how I might react if I have to listen to this on a daily basis while we’re traveling together.”
 
   The girl’s head, which had swung randomly around on her neck, grew suddenly still.
 
   “Did you just stab my heart for fun?  I thought I was the one who knew how to joke, but now I’m afraid you’re joking with me,” she said.  
 
   “I’m going to leave this village soon, and Kendra suggested that I take you with me.  I’ve agreed that if you can tell me what color my eyes are, I’ll take you with me,” Alec replied.  He motioned to Kendra to remain silent as she began to rise to object to his comments.
 
   The girl placed her hands on her chair and the wall beside it to keep her balance as she stood.  “That’s mean!  You’re an awful man!” Aja said loudly.
 
   Alec walked over to her, and placed his hands on either temple, holding her head still.  “Aja,” he whispered, “I have a feeling we are going to spend a long time traveling together.”  He unleashed his Healing energy into her head, treating the flawed optical nerve he detected, preparing her brain to begin to receive and process visual signals for the first time, then ceased the release of his Healer energy, increased the brightness of the light he created, and waited for her reaction.
 
   “Aaaah,” her voice started out in a low moan that rose in pitch and in volume, until Alec brought his fingers down along her cheekbone and across to her lips, gently shushing the noise.
 
   “My eyes are green,” he told her, as her eyes stared in astonishment.
 
   “This is Kendra,” his hands turned her head gently to see the other woman in the room, who waved at her.
 
   “These are the colors,” he said and he adapted his Light power to create a miniature rainbow across the ceiling of the hut.  “This is purple, and here is red, then comes orange,” his fingers took her hand and slowly led it across the spectrum.
 
   “And this,” he waved, reaching for his Air energies, and fashioning a silvery disk of air and light, a highly polished, mirrored surface that he brought to float directly in front of the two of them, “is one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever seen.  This is what you look like,” he told her, and stepped away from her as she stood silent, her eyes darting all around, examining every detail of her reflection, her fingers rising up to touch her lips and her hair and her neck.
 
   Alec backed away from her to stand next to Kendra.  The woman looked at him with teary eyes that were wide with astonishment.  “Your powers are without limit, my lord.  With all that you can do, why are you even here among us?  Why did you let us live when you first confronted our village?”
 
   “Kendra, we are all seeking the same goal, a world of justice and peace,” Alec replied, not sure how to answer.  “Do you think she’ll be a good traveling companion?” he asked, looking at Aja, who was crying as she continued to wordlessly look at her reflection.
 
   “That girl will be wrapped around your finger for a long time,” Kendra answered.  “Not forever, mind you, but a long time.”
 
   “Aja,” Alec called gently.  “I need to get some sleep tonight.  Tomorrow I am going to heal some of the women in the village, and then we are going to leave.”
 
   “We are going someplace, my lord?  You will take me with you?” her eyes looked intently at Alec in the reflective disk.
 
   “I am on a mission, and you are going on the same road with me, at least part of the way, it seems,” he answered.
 
   “I will plan to leave during the day tomorrow, so make your farewells while you can,” he directed her.  “I understand that you do not sing or make jokes during the day time, and I look forward to traveling with you under such circumstances.”
 
   She turned away from the mirror and stepped over to Alec, then fell to her knees.  “My lord, I am yours to command.”
 
   “Good,” Alec said simply.  “You keep that in mind.  Now get up off your knees, and tell me how big are you in the day time?  How heavy will you be?”
 
   “I am but a sapling, young and tender.  I am no great burden,” the girl cried.
 
   “Take one last look for tonight at the mirror,” he gestured, and a few seconds later, as she looked again in wonder, he let the concocted device dissolve into the air.  “Kendra, will you lead me back to my pallet?” Alec asked, and with a gentle shake of hands, Alec left the overwhelmed girl behind as he returned to his own hut and settled back down to rest.
 
   He did not sleep immediately.  The discomfort of his new demon wounds combined with the churning thoughts of his brain to keep him awake, and thinking of his next journey.  Andi and Amane were traveling together, with only each other, and he expected that Amane’s persistence in his infatuation with the Black Crag guard would have remained consistent, and probably grown stronger when the two were isolated together, as long as they didn’t actually catch up with the ingenairii who they were tracking.
 
   By the time Alec caught up with them, certain to be several days in the future, Andi might have gotten over her lost relationship with Alec, and he would be able to do whatever task he would need to do to prevent her death, as the spirit in the fire had prophesized.  He would have to track them though, and the trail could prove difficult to find.  He only knew that he would go to Moriadoc as rapidly as it was possible to go with a tree as a companion.  He shook his head over the concept of traveling with a tree, then sighed as he thought about how enchanted Aja’s beautiful features left him.
 
   Given the record of loquaciousness displayed by the Warriors that were his ultimate quarry, Alec expected that there would be information in Moriadoc about where they were to go next.  If not, there was that cryptic message one of the freed hostages had relayed, the report that Andi had conveyed from his forgotten experiences, that the Warriors would travel through the land of the snake people.  It could seemingly only mean the lacertii, an astonishing thought for Alec to consider.
 
   If he reached the land of the lacertii, he would know the way back to the Dominion.  He could wistfully imagine finding a home for Aja, saving Andi, then setting Kriste free, and returning her and the other kidnapped girls to their rightful homes.  That would take several months, he knew, but in a year’s time, he could be free of obligations, and know the way to return to the Dominion.
 
   Would he want to go back to the Dominion?  There would be a gap of centuries since his last lifetime there.  Dynasties would have changed, some cities would have grown and others would have shrunk.  But there would be Ingenaire Hill – a place he could live, and a society in Oyster Bay that knew, expected, and accepted ingenairii to freely participate in civic life.  He would be able to serve in the cities he chose to provide service in, if he wanted to travel to see the places of his youth.  He felt a yearning, a strong desire to return home, as he realized he still considered the land of his birth.  He fell asleep to dreams of laughter on Ingenaire Hill, and didn’t awaken until late in the following morning.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7 – Traveling with a Tree
 
    
 
   Before the arrival of sundown, Alec was finished with his work of healing the women of the village.  It has been rewarding, for several of the women had needed attention; he had healed with his powers, and he had given many directions for cures to be administered and relied upon to alleviate future maladies.  The village’s complete and utter detestation of men had suffered from his good works, and he hoped that some positive benefit would come from his service to the women.
 
   He had seen Aja as a tree, and was less concerned about her traveling peculiarity than he had been before – she was a sapling in truth, a very slender trunk, and just a few feet tall.  Her leaves were an attractive pale yellowish green; overall Alec considered her as graceful in appearance as a tree as she was as a woman.  Her roots were wrapped in a small canvas ball, and she was light in weight, strapped to Alec’s back, next to his supply bag.
 
   He no longer had a horse; the Rangers had ridden theirs back to Exbury, while Andi and Amane had ridden theirs and taken extras along with them as fresh mounts for their traveling needs.  They would travel at as fast a pace as they could, and sorely challenge Alec to keep up, especially in the early days of the journey, while he tried to rebuild his strength after fighting the demon.  And the journey would be unusual, at least in its early phase, as he and Aja worked out the dynamics of their companionship.
 
   Kendra had presented his with two small containers, now securely stowed within a pouch that he had tied tightly to his belt.  Each container had a smear of salve.  On a moonlit night, Alec would have to place the salve from the darker container on his lips, and place the salve from the lighter container on Andi’s lips.  The two would have to kiss in the light of a full moon; only that way would Alec’s memories be restored and Andi’s life preserved from whatever deadly alternative path was prophesized for her.
 
   “Isn’t that a bit trite?” Alec had asked Kendra.  “A moonlight kiss?”
 
   “If you, with all your abilities, haven’t been able to restore your memories, then why should you be entitled to criticize our ways?” she had asked earnestly, and Alec had offered no answer.
 
   Alec was led to the road by a pair of women he did not know, and thanked them when he came to the dim empty lane that cut through the center of the forest, miles from the women’s village.  With a brief word of thanks, Alec began walking along the road.  He felt too spent from his Healing activities to engage his Warrior powers for the journey during the remainder of the day, and so walked steadily, heading in a southwesterly direction, with the setting sun behind the trees in front of him.  He reached the end of the forest just as the sun completed its drop below the horizon, and the load he carried suddenly grew much heavier.
 
   “You can stop and put me down if you like, or you can keep carrying me, whichever you prefer,” Aja announced her re-emergence as a person.  “But if you’re going to keep carrying me, I’d like to get a more comfortable position, so could you stop anyway?”
 
   Alec grinned at her saucy banter, and came to a stop, then crouched as he unbuckled the strap that held her and his sack on his bag, setting her free.  He turned and stood to watch as she stretched extravagantly, raising her arms high above her head, fingers widespread and back arched.
 
   “So are you a person now, or a tree?  I can’t tell,” Alec greeted her.
 
   Aja smiled lazily with her eyes shut, then opened them and returned to regular posture.
 
   “If you can’t tell the difference between a tree and a woman, you and I will soon part ways, my lord,” she answered.  She looked around in the sunset glimmering.  “Why is that so colorful?” she asked, pointing towards the sunset palette of colors along the horizon.
 
   “Come, let’s start walking while we talk,” Alec told her, picking up her lightened canvas root bag.
 
   “That is what the sky looks like after the sun goes down,” Alec said, then reflected as he began to say more that by her nature, this girl would perhaps never actually see the sun.  The sky was clear overhead, and he pointed upward.
 
   “See that white spot?  That’s a star.  Soon there will be lots of them up above us, as the sun goes away and the sky grows darker,” he explained, then reached out quickly and grabbed her arm as she stumbled while trying to walk and stargaze at the same time.
 
   His grasp on her arm was only meant to be helpful, but her skin had a soft and subtle texture that felt intimately warm, and he was immediately self-conscious of the contact.  Sure that she was stable, he released his grip.  She looked at him with eyes that seemed exotic in their almond-shaped beauty.  “Thank you, my lord,” she said.
 
   “Aja, please call me Alec,” he told her.
 
   “Yes, my lord Alec,” she told him with a smile.
 
   “What are we seeing here?” she waved her arm all around them as they walked.
 
   “This is the road,” Alec gestured downward and forward.
 
   “So we can see roads?  I always just felt where the ground was compact,” Aja commented.
 
   “And those are fields,” Alec waved to the side.  “Since it is spring, the farmers have not planted crops yet.  And there is a rabbit,” he directed her view to a bolting animal that fled into a pile of brush.
 
   “What have you done today,” she paused to adjust her phrase, “Alec, since I saw you last night?”
 
   “I have slept, and thought, and then healed many of the women in the village,” he said.
 
   “Did you cure Annem’s toothache?” Aja asked.
 
   “Right before lunch time.  She was so happy, she kissed me!” Alec told her.
 
   “She’s a passionate woman,” Aja laughed.  “To kiss a man says volumes about how great her gratitude is.”
 
   “How far are we going to go tonight?” the girl asked Alec.
 
   “As far as I can walk,” he told her.  “After recovering from the demon wounds and doing all that healing, I don’t have much energy tonight.  I thought we’d walk as far as possible, then I’ll sleep, and you can keep watch.  Will that work?”
 
   “What will I watch?” she asked innocently.
 
   Alec looked at her, and realized the sincerity of the question.
 
   “You will watch to make sure nothing dangerous gets close to us.  You’ll wake me up if you see anything you’re not sure about.  Can you stay awake until sunrise to do that?” he asked her.
 
   “Sure!  So should I wake you up before I go back to being a tree?” Aja clarified.
 
   “Yes,” he told her, and they walked on quietly for a few more minutes until Aja started asking more questions about the things she was seeing, questions that she peppered Alec with for several more hours until he finally took her into a copse of trees to rest.
 
   Aja awoke him the next morning after not enough hours of sleep, as a red ribbon appeared on the eastern horizon.  They returned to the road and began to walk again, until the disk of the sun started to emerge from below the horizon.  “You look peaceful when you’re asleep.  Your face is gentle; I’m sorry I don’t see you like that all the time.  Have a good day, Alec,” she told him, and then Alec watched with amazement as Aja stood in her canvas bag of soil, her bare feet planted atop the dirt, and transformed into a tree, through an almost instantaneous process in which her body rapidly thinned as her limbs assumed their new form, her head became branches and leaves sprouted across all.
 
   Once she was packed on his back, he reached for his Warrior powers and began to run, carrying on a steady pace through the entire day.  Even when they passed working farms and through small villages, or went by other travelers, he maintained his pace, neither slowing down nor diminishing his energy to become invisible.  He was pleased with the progress he made, sure that he was gaining on his collective targets, both the ingenairii group and Andi and Amane.
 
   Eventually evening fell, and the return of Aja the person came as he was still in Warrior mode, running with distance-eating strides.  Her weight instantly increased his load, and he heard her voice call to him.  “Are we in a wind storm?  What’s happening Alec?”
 
   He stopped and released his powers as he knelt, then felt great weariness overcome him from the cumulative expenditure of energy during the day.
 
   “I was running through the use of my abilities, and so we traveled quickly throughout the day,” he told his companion as he unstrapped her.
 
   “Am I a hindrance by returning to this form?  I’m sorry if I slow you down,” she asked with anxiety evident on her mobile and expressive face.
 
   No Aja, you’re not a hindrance.  I’m in need of rest, so it’s timely that you’ve arrived to remind me to reduce the stress on my body,” he replied.  “Your timing is perfect.”
 
   Aja leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “Thank you.  How far have we come today?”
 
   Alec computed.  “The land has been gentle and the road has been clear.  We’ve come perhaps fifty or sixty miles today.  It’s enough to make me pleased.  We can walk on a bit more, and chat until it’s time to settle in,” he told her, and they began to walk together.  Aja filled Alec in with her report on the little that she had seen the previous night, while Alec described the things he had passed during the day.
 
   “That’s the thing that made me leave Erwin.  I could never stop asking about what the day had been like, and he grew so tired of answering my questions.   He just wanted me to do,” she hesitated before completing the sentence, “what he wanted,” she said, revealing a sadness Alec had not seen in her before.  “Well, that was one of the things,” she amended.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked before Alec could try to frame a comforting comment, and he looked ahead at a small cluster of lights.
 
   “It’s probably a village,” he told her.  “There are too many lights to be just a farmstead.”
 
   They continued on, and in a few minutes entered the environs of the cluster of buildings, including a tavern that seemed to bustle with all the occupants in the region, judging from the amount of noise that it emitted.
 
   “Oh, can we go in, please?” Aja asked Alec.  “I’d so love to see so many people together.”
 
   Alec thought about the small clutch of coins that Kendra had given him as a departing gift to help with their travels.  It was little enough to stretch over many days, but he wanted to please the girl who was so excited by new experiences, and the hope of a warm meal also appealed to him.
 
   “We’ll get a bite to eat,” Alec agreed.  They entered the door of the building, and stopped to look at interior, where the only two seats Alec could see available were jammed in a corner by a counter where a group of mostly men were drinking large tankards of beer.  The air was smoky and the room was noisy as Alec took a deep breath and plunged into the crowd, holding Aja’s hand tightly as he led her to the counter seats and placed her in the seat against the wall, while he took a seat next to a beefy man who he judged to be a farmer.
 
   He noticed Aja rubbing her buttocks vigorously.  “Someone pinched me back there!” she told Alec.
 
   He grinned and shook his head, then leaned in close to her and whispered in her ear as his hand gently released his Healing energy to take away the ache, “I’m sorry.  You’ll be safe back here in the corner, and I’ll give you better protection on the way out if the courtesy of the house doesn’t appear better.”
 
   She gave him a grateful smile, as a serving man behind the counter tapped him from behind.
 
   “We’ll have a bowl of stew and a mug of redberry,” Alec told the man.  “What do you want?” he asked Aja.
 
   “Oh, nothing for me Alec.  I just like to see the people.  Maybe I’ll have a taste of your food,” she said, and the waiter left as soon as Alec fished out two copper pence to pay in advance.
 
   “You’re either brave or stupid,” the farmer said to Alec a moment later.
 
   “Why’s that?” Alec asked, turning to look at the man, hoping it was meant to be the start of a joke, and not a threat of some kind.
 
   “You bring a girl that pretty into this place and you’re going to have to fight at least a half dozen men to be the one to leave with her,” the farmer warned.  “And I’m not sure you look big enough to work your way through that many fights.”
 
   Alec relaxed.  “If it’s just fights, we’ll be fine,” he replied.  “I’ll tell them they have to fight you to get to me,” he slapped the man’s arm with a smile, hoping to defuse any tension.
 
   “That’ll buy you a little time, but you’ll need to go fast when the time comes,” his neighbor agreed congenially.
 
   Alec’s bowl and mug arrived then, and he turned towards the food and Aja.  The girl shifted her own attention from eagerly observing the crowd to huddling her head with Alec’s.
 
   “People must be friendly here,” she observed, as Alec offered her his mug of juice.  “A lot of men are looking at us.”
 
   “This is nice,” she said of the juice.  “Not as good as water, but better than the wine and ale Erwin always wanted me to drink.”
 
   She only tasted the gravy of Alec’s stew and decided she had no desire for more, leaving him to sit and eat his bowl of food as he turned to look at the crowd in the tavern.   There were a few men who looked at Aja constantly, and many who looked at her from time to time, but Alec saw nothing that made him worry.  As he finished gobbling down his meal he listened with surprise as Aja started to sing a song.  It was a song that he’d never heard before, but the tune and the words were clearly appropriate for a tavern minstrel to entertain a house with.
 
   Those who sat in their immediate vicinity quickly quieted down, and the circle of listeners spread quickly around the room, as Aja stood up, and began to clap her hands to the tempo of the music, quickly leading the customers to oblige her and follow.  The serving man came up behind Alec and tapped him urgently on the shoulder.  “The master of the house says we’re not going to pay your bird, and there’s no begging allowed neither,” he explained with a significant look.
 
   “She’s just singing because she likes to sing.  I can tell her and the crowd that you told her to stop.  Would you like me to do that?” Alec challenged him.
 
   “No!  There’s no reason to be hasty.  I’ll go tell the master,” the servant said hurriedly, and he left.
 
   Aja’s song ended, and the crowd immediately applauded the beauty of her voice, then began to call for more.
 
   “Where did you learn that?” Alec asked her, leaning in to her and practically shouting in her ear to overcome the noise around them.
 
   She turned and shouted something back, but Alec could not hear the reply, and then she smiled at him, turned back to the crowd, and pushed herself up so that she was sitting on the counter, now taller and more visible than she had been before, and started into another rousing tune.
 
   Minutes later she finished her third ballad, and then changed the tempo, singing softly, a gentle lullaby tune that a mother might sing to a baby.  It quieted the crowd profoundly, as every ear in the house listened to the words of love that she crooned.  When Aja finished her gentle melody the room was profoundly silent once again, then more applause, in a thoughtful and respectful manner, circled around the room.
 
   “Oh Alec!  This has been so much fun!” she told him with shining eyes, leaning down to speak into his ear.  “But you probably want to start walking again, don’t you?” she cradled his head in her hands affectionately.
 
   He nodded his head.  “We do need to go, but we’ll do this again the next chance we have, okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, my lord Alec,” she told him, and gave him an appreciative kiss, at which the tavern broke into raucous commentary and applause.
 
   “We’re leaving now friends, but thank you for sharing your tavern with us tonight,” Alec shouted as he stood, to a chorus of boos and shouts.
 
   A half dozen men all in a cluster around a pair of tables in the middle of the room stood up, and a nervous silence descended over the room.  “You can leave, but the songbird will stay and sing for us, beardless boy,” their apparent leader told Alec.
 
   The man had a long, bushy beard, and Alec suddenly recognized that all the other men who stood up also had beards.  In fact, he realized, every man in the house but the serving boys and Alec himself had a beard.
 
   There was no point in trying to talk his way out of the situation, Alec concluded.  He seized his Spirit energy to establish the buffer he had learned to construct between energy streams when he practiced multiple forms of the ingenaire energies.  He then called upon his Air powers and his Healer powers.
 
   “Fellows, let us leave together in peace, and there will be no trouble,” he warned, standing in front of Aja.
 
   The bearded leader of the standing gang laughed loudly, then uttered an epithet.
 
   As soon as he did, Alec created a disk of air that lifted all six of the men into the air, and slammed them against the ceiling.  The rest of the crowd stared at the men above them, and stared at Alec, then began to scramble for the corners and the exits.
 
   “Come along Aja,” Alec said quietly, and he led the way to where the men floated above the room.  They all looked at him, bug-eyed with fear, their faces red.
 
   “We didn’t mean anything, great one,” one of the followers said.
 
   Alec created a second disk of air, and raised himself above the floor, so that he could reach out and touch each man, then did so, one by one, releasing his healing powers so that a powerful surge in hormones developed in the men’s faces momentarily, and their beards fell out in heavy, dark showers that hit the floor in piles beneath them, revealing pale smooth cheeks and chins on them all, and depriving them of the sign of manhood that they seemed to feel entitled them to bully others.
 
   Without speaking, Alec lowered himself to the floor, and escorted Aja to the main door, then allowed his Air energies to lower the antagonists to the ground.  Still silent, Alec looked around the room at the witnesses who cowered in the corners, behind tables, and along the other exit hallways.   He smiled, and then escorted Aja out into the darkness of the village street.
 
   “Let’s hurry away from here,” he urged her, and the couple broke into a gentle jog for the next half hour, until Alec grew tired and slowed down to a brisk walk, his hands on his hips.
 
   “I can’t imagine there was any real reason to worry about being followed,” Aja said a minute later, breathing heavily.  “There aren’t any fools likely to try to follow a man who does the things you did back there,” she looked at him sidelong.
 
   “No, but they’d follow a girl as pretty as you,” he said with a smile, also struggling to catch his breath.
 
   “Well, aren’t you gallant?” she laughed.
 
   “That was going so well, up to the end,” she added.  “You’re probably reconsidering the likelihood of letting me sing again, aren’t you?”
 
   Alec looked at the mournful regret Aja expressed.  “We can probably manage to work something out,” he reached over and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into a hug that he found surprisingly pleasant to maintain as they walked silently along the road in the countryside.
 
   “I’m sorry to leave you alone at night when I fall asleep,” he told her just a little later as he rolled himself up against a fallen log in a small wood lot.
 
   “You do very well doing what you do with me, Alec, like taking me into that tavern tonight.  I’m used to spending the night time alone, and now you’ve made it much more exciting by giving me my sight!” she assured him.  “Don’t worry about a few hours of night time,” and he soon fell asleep to the sound of her humming the same lullaby she had sung in the tavern.  
 
   The next morning, after his wake up tap from Aja, Alec felt stronger than any day since he’d recovered from his fight with the ingenairii in Exbury.  He strapped his tree companion upon his back and engaged his powers immediately, running with his greatest level of Warrior energy suited to the purpose, and shortly after noon time he arrived on the outskirts of Moriadoc, the westernmost of the Twenty Cities, and the location where he hoped to pick up information about the next direction to travel in.
 
   Questions.  Alec asked questions of the people he met in the first section of the city he entered, a rundown area where the tanneries and the dye manufacturers produced noisome odors, and the housing was home to the lowest class of the city’s population.  No one he asked would provide a straight answer about the police, but when he moved towards the heart of the town and asked in the shops of the prosperous merchants, he received directions to the city headquarters of the local constables, and the armory of the Regent’s militia.
 
   The visit to the police eventually produced answers, but only after Alec persisted in asking questions.
 
   “Why do you want to know, and why is there a tree strapped to your back?” the officer at the first office asked in response when Alec asked about kidnappings and powerful warriors.
 
   When he eventually got through the deskman, he spoke to an administrator who was more helpful.  Alec helped himself by weaving a disk of reflective light around Aja, so that his tree-passenger appeared invisible, and generated no further questions.
 
   “I’m trying to catch a group of men who have been kidnapping young women across many cities,” Alec explained.  “They started with a girl named Kriste, and it’s been going on ever since.  I was with a couple from Exbury, a man and a woman, who were also hunting for the kidnappers, but we got separated, so now I’m following them as well.”
 
   “Can you tell me anything unusual about the woman you’re following?” the man asked.
 
   Alec was stumped.  “She’s nice-looking?” he asked in confusion.
 
   The officer’s face took on a set look.  “Can you give me a clue?” Alec asked.  “Something about her voice?  Her behavior?”
 
   “We took her to an armory,” the man said.
 
   “Oh!” Alec pulled up a sleeve and showed his Warrior’s mark.  “She fought like one possessed!  Faster than anyone you’d ever seen!” 
 
   “That is the same mark,” the man agreed, and his features relaxed.
 
   “Why would you take a Warrior to an armory?”  he asked.
 
   “She insisted she could fight well enough to beat the kidnappers, and we dismissed her, until we tested her in the practice sessions in the armory,” the man explained.
 
   “The kidnappers came through here about six days ago, and left five days ago.  They took three captives that we know of,” he told Alec.  “This woman warrior, Andi, she and her suitor came through three days ago, and left the same day they came.”
 
   “She named Amane as her suitor?” Alec asked.
 
   The officer twisted a grin at the tone in Alec’s voice.  “He named himself as her suitor.  She put no name to the relationship, but they’re clearly together.”
 
   “Where are they all going?” Alec asked.
 
   “Boundary Lake,” the man told Alec.  “It’s north west of here, a frontier town up in the mountains.  The trip is probably a week long on horseback.”
 
   “Do you know where they’re going from there?”  Alec asked.  “I’d heard a rumor once that maybe they’ll go through the lands of the lacertii?”
 
   “If they’re going to Boundary Lake, they certainly could be headed towards the lacertii nation, all the crazier on their part,” the man confirmed.
 
   “Could you explain?” Alec asked.
 
   “Boundary Lake is virtually a part of the Twenty Cities culture, but not one of our cities.  It’s up in the mountains, a long way away, on the frontier with the lands of the lacertii in one direction to the northwest, and untamed wilderness in the other direction to the southwest, though they say there’s a civilized land on the far side of those mountains.  But there’s a war with the lacertii going on, and I hear Boundary Lake is losing,” the man explained.
 
   “How can I find the road to Boundary Lake?” Alec asked.
 
   “Go west through the city, and go north at the first great branching outside the city, maybe five miles past the gate,” the officer said dismissively.  “You can’t miss it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Alec told the man as he stood up to leave.
 
   “Are you as good as the girl with your sword?” he asked.
 
   “Even better,” Alec said.  “I helped train her.”
 
   “Good luck in your efforts then.  I imagine if you catch the girl before she catches the kidnappers, you’ll team up?”
 
   “We can’t lose if we’re together, can we?” Alec agreed.  “I just need to catch them.”
 
   He left the office and went to the streets, headed towards the west side of the sizeable city.  He was pleased to learn that he was only three days behind Andi and Amane; he’d made better progress than he had hoped.  Sunset was near when Alec reached the west side of the city, and he decided to wait for Aja’s arrival, due to occur within minutes.  He stepped into a dark alleyway and unstrapped the tree from his back, set it down, then leaned against a wall.
 
   “What’d we got here?” a voice asked.
 
   Alec raised his chin from his chest.  Three men, teenagers, he guessed, stood at the mouth of the alley.
 
   “Move along.  I’m just resting,” he told them, seizing his Air energies in case they were needed.
 
   “Just resting?  What’d you do?  Bring your own tree to take a leak on?” one of the youngsters laughed at his own wit.
 
   Suddenly the transformation occurred, and Aja stood before Alec.  The heads of the prospective robbers snapped back as their jaws dropped, and then Alec used his energies to lift them up onto the roof of the building he was leaning against.  Aja was stretching, her eyes closed, not even aware of the brief encounter.
 
   She looked around, adjusting to the environment.  “Is it odd to change in one place and then resurrect in another?” Alec asked suddenly, curious about what the experience was like.
 
   “It can be frightening,” she answered.  “It used to be frightening to not know where I’d be or who would be waiting for me or what they’d want to do.
 
   “But I don’t feel that way when I’m with you,” she told him.  “I know you’ll never let anyone hurt me,” she reached out and took his hand shyly.
 
   “Where are we?” she asked.
 
   “We’re in Moriadoc, on the west side of the city,” Alec answered.
 
   He felt her body tremble.  “I lived in this city with Erwin,” she answered.  “But I never saw it, of course; I only listened to it, and smelled it, and walked through it at night.”
 
   “Will we go to a tavern again this evening?” she collected her thoughts, and seemed determined to regain the usually sunny disposition she displayed.
 
   “We certainly will,” Alec answered, eager to talk with Aja about what he had discovered in his afternoon interview.
 
   “We’ve come a long way very fast,” Aja told Alec when they were seated at a private table in a nice tavern near the spot where she had metamorphosed back to human form.  Alec had selected an establishment whose clientele appeared to be shopkeepers and craftsmen, a group that he expected would not be hostile, but would be receptive if Aja felt compelled to perform once again, which he anticipated would happen.  He ate a meal of food that was fresher and more wholesome than most taverns served, another sign that the clientele were the prosperous merchants of the area.
 
   “We left Birnam Forest just three days ago, didn’t we?” she asked, and received a nod of Alec’s head in confirmation.  “It took me over a month to wander the other way on my own last summer when I sought refuge there.”
 
   “What was that like?” Alec asked, remembering Aja’s comments about how unsettling it could be to revive in a strange place.
 
   “I tried to be as careful as possible.  When I sensed sunrise coming each morning, I’d always try to find other trees nearby, and take root close to them.  Then I’d just wait to find out if anyone was nearby when the evening came; I’d go back on the road, and keep walking – night after night,” she told him.
 
   “Today I talked to the police in the city here, and they said that Andi only left three days ago, and the kidnappers left five days ago,” Alec decided to report on what he had learned.  “They’re going towards a town called Boundary Lake.”
 
   “Alec!  That’s the region my village is in!  I came from a place near Boundary Lake,” Aja told him.
 
   “Do you want to go back there?” Alec asked, suddenly remembering that he had no real solution for what to do with Aja; his only goal had been to help her leave Birnam Forest, and already they were in Moriadoc.  She didn’t seem ready to be left alone by him, and he wasn’t ready to part company with the charming girl.
 
   “I don’t want to go back to Dryden, my village, and I don’t want to stop traveling with you!” she cried.  “You won’t make me leave you, will you?”
 
   “I was just thinking that I would not want to see you leave yet,” Alec confessed, bringing a warm smile to Aja’s face.  “I will soon reach a time when I will be in battle, and you will not be safe to stay with me though, Aja.  I don’t know what to do with you.”
 
   “I had no plan when we left the women’s village,” she replied, her hand reaching out to touch his on the table.   “I still don’t; but whatever could happen, these three days with you have been blissful.  I’ve had sight and vision!  I’ve had the safety of the protection of the greatest hero ever known!  And I’ve had a good friend,” she told him, and squeezed his hand affectionately.
 
   “May I sing now?” she asked.  “I feel happy and ready to sing.”
 
   Alec looked around the room.  The corner by the fireplace appeared to be a spot from which others had entertained the patrons of the establishment, judging by the stools set against the wall there.
 
   He left a copper pence tip for their waiter, then escorted Aja over to the stools, and took one for himself in a location from which he could lean against the wall and watch the crowd.  Aja stood a little in front of him and to his left.  The waiter from their table picked up the tip off the wooden surface, then looked up at Alec with a puzzled expression, for just a moment, before Aja began to sing.
 
   Her first song on this evening was not the boisterous drinking song she’d begun with the night before.  Tonight she seemed to judge correctly the quality of her audience, and she began with a song about a daughter telling her father thank you, just before her wedding ceremony beginning.  It was a sentimental tune, one which appealed to the men of the crowd, who both remembered their own weddings and saw the pending arrivals of weddings for daughters; they were appreciative in their applause when her tune ended.
 
   The cook came out to look inquisitively at the songstress in the dining room, but only shrugged his shoulders when his eyes met Alec’s, and he went back to the kitchen.
 
   Aja launched into a second song, a more boisterous song about a ne’er-do-well apprentice whose master was coping with increasingly greater potential disasters in ever new verse, to great comical effect.  The occupants of the room laughed and stomped their feet and applauded at the end, but only for a second before Aja began her next song.  And so she held the audience in the palm of her hand for nearly two hours of music, as the room grew full, then crowded, then stuffed to overflowing, as more and more people entered, while few left the room.
 
   She took a break to drink water, and stood next to Alec.  “It gives me such energy to sing to an appreciative crowd!” she said.  “I know we’ve been here a long time; would you like to leave now?” she asked him.
 
   “Sing a couple more songs to tell them good bye,” Alec encouraged her, “then we’ll get going.”  He felt badly about pulling her away from an audience that clearly enjoyed her voice; he enjoyed the pleasure she brought to life, and contemplated the prospect of retaining her with him throughout the upcoming adventures, and then on the trip back to Ridgeclimb to return Kriste to her home when the long chase was over.  They’d have time then to travel slowly, and to spend nights at inns where the girl could sing to her heart’s content.
 
   Aja smiled and turned, then began her next song, while Alec slipped away to visit the restroom; there was no harm in him leaving her alone among such an adoring crowd, he knew.
 
   When he came back down the hallway, the song was over, and the crowd was beginning to mumble and buzz with all the conversation that had been repressed while listening to the music.  Alec came around the corner, and saw that Aja was not in the corner by the fireplace.  He pressed through the crowd and made his way to the front, looking for his friend.  “Did you see where the singer went?” Alec asked a group of men sitting at a front table.
 
   “Some ordinary–looking fellow came to talk to her after the last song, and she followed him out the side door,” one of the men said, and pointed off to his right.
 
   Alec thanked them for the information, then went through the identified door, which led to the kitchen.
 
   “Did the singer come through here?” he asked the cook, who was still hard at work over his griddle.
 
   “She did, with a dandy, about two minutes ago.  Went out that door,” the cook pointed with a knife, and Alec walked rapidly out the door.  The door way faced a stable building across the alley from the back of the tavern, and Aja was not in sight down either direction in the alley.  He felt very uneasy about the situation; he was deeply aware of the genuine rapport he and Aja felt, and he didn’t believe she would simply walk away from him, especially when they had just spoken about traveling together.
 
   He extended his Spiritual energies, and tried to find any hint of Aja.
 
   Above him in the rooms of the tavern was a medley of people expressing many strong emotions, and he tried to filter those out.  To his left he detected no great emotional state, while to his right were two people tremendously excited about something.  Alec began to jog down the alley to his right, and as he reached the intersection with a street he paused and extended his senses again.
 
   The two people he followed were nearby, to his right again.  He walked down the street, his hand prepared to reach for his sword, as his eyes examined every possible location where Aja might be hidden.  As he passed a doorway to a building, he discovered that the entryway was deeper than he expected, hiding a stairwell and landing of dark, shadowed corners, and within one of those corners his two sought souls were together, engaged in an embrace.
 
   “Aja?” Alec stood at the street level and called up into the darkness that was four steps above him.
 
   There was no answer forthcoming.  Aja was there, Alec knew.  Yet she was not answering his call; in fact, she was locked in a passionate kiss with a man, hidden away in the darkness, oblivious to Alec’s presence, and Alec wasn’t sure what to do.
 
   “Aja,” he called again, quite loudly this time.  
 
   The voice that answered wasn’t Aja’s.  “Go away bud, and leave us in peace,” a man replied, apparently taking his lips away from Aja’s long enough to answer.
 
   “I want to talk to Aja,” Alec replied just as loudly as before, his voice spreading widely across the empty city street.  Alec sent his senses towards the man, seeking to learn what type of person he was, but all Alec could detect was shallow self-concern in the man, no sense of concern for the rest of the world, or for the woman he held.  And there was something else about the man; not a part of his spirit, but connected to it in some manner.
 
   Alec placed a foot on the stone tread of the first step, decreasing the distance between himself and the couple.  “Aja, it’s Alec.  I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Oh, Alec!  Hello!” the girl seemed to come out of some revere she had been in.  “Look!  It’s Erwin!  He still loves me!”
 
   “Aja, I need to talk to you,” Alec told her.  “Can you come down here?”
 
   “Sure, Alec,” she replied.  A moment later she spoke in a low voice.  “Let go Erwin, please.”
 
   “You stay up here with me if you want to talk to him,” Erwin answered her.  “You trust me, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course, Erwin,” Aja answered.  She was strangely willing to accept anything the man told her, it seemed to Alec.
 
   “I’ll come up there with you,” Alec said in a cheerful voice, and took another step upward.
 
   “Stop!  We don’t need you up here.  Tell the girl whatever you have to say, then leave us be,” Erwin interrupted the conversation.
 
   Alec ignored him and took another step upward, only to hear the sound of a sword being drawn from a scabbard.  “One more step and you’ll pay the price.”
 
   “I wouldn’t try to start a fight,” Alec warned him.  “I’m only here to talk to Aja.”
 
   “You can talk from there,” Erwin said.
 
   “Aja, you don’t mind if I come up there and talk to you, do you?” Alec asked.
 
   “No Alec, but Erwin says not to, so we better not,” she answered.
 
   Disturbed, and curious, Alec adjusted his use of powers, then created a ball of light, letting it float above the three of them who stood on the steps, providing illumination that allowed him to clearly see the other couple.
 
   Erwin was a much older man than Aja, probably in his forties or fifties, he appeared to Alec.  He was by no means a handsome man.  Aja had known and loved the man previously when she was blind, of course, so his physical appearance wouldn’t have been an element in her initial attraction to him, and it certainly wasn’t now.
 
   “What in the blazes is that?” Erwin asked, looked upward.
 
   “It’s Alec!  He does every amazing thing you can imagine!” Aja said affectionately.
 
   The man examined Alec closely, at first with an expression of panic on his face, and then a look of cunning, as he seemed to search Alec for something in particular.  “So you’ve got something too!  I thought I was the only one who had anything from Boundary Lake, but maybe you do too,” he said aloud, referencing nothing that made any sense to Alec.
 
   Alec took another step up the stairwell and Erwin drew his sword.  With a dismissive glance, Alec called upon his Air energy to wrap bands of air around Erwin, pinning his arms to his sides, then floating him up and away from Aja.
 
   “What are you doing to me?” the man screamed in panic.  “Let me down!”
 
   “You stay there,” Alec told him facetiously.  He stepped up next to Aja, then, prompted by a premonition, he placed his hand on hers, to talk to her through the silent, spirit-to-spirit means of communication.
 
   Aja, I’m glad to see you.  I was worried when I couldn’t find you at the tavern, he tried to tell her.
 
   Except he couldn’t make contact with her spirit, even while holding her hand.  There was some type of barrier that prevented his communication.
 
   “What are you doing to her?” Alec looked up at Erwin.  “What have you done to her soul?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the man said.  “She just happens to be in love with me.”  As he spoke, his hand crept unknowingly to the center of his chest and rested there, grasping something beneath his shirt.
 
   Alec released Aja’s hand to turn to Erwin, who he lowered closer to the steps for a more thorough examination.  Alec reached with both hands and grasped the man’s shirt, then ripped it open with a sudden jerk, revealing a golden pendant on a plain leather thong, hanging around Erwin’s neck.
 
   “Leave me alone, curse you!”  Erwin shouted.  He flailed in the air and struggled, then he reached for his sword.
 
   “Don’t hurt Erwin, Alec.  Leave him be,” Aja spoke from behind Alec.
 
   Alec, adjusted his Air energies to wrap Erwin’s arms tightly against his sides, then reached in and gently pulled the pendant forward.  He lowered his ball of light to illuminate the small gold disk better, and looked closely.
 
   The golden disk was round, with a frame of brilliant small jewels, and finely etched writing on the face.
 
   “That’s mine!  I found it!  Leave it alone!” Erwin was screaming with such force that spittle flew from his mouth, showering Alec’s face as he bent close to examine the piece of jewelry.
 
   Alec leaned back from the pendant, and pulled his belt knife free, then raised the knife in front of Erwin’s suddenly fearful face.  After a moment of purposeful menace, he sliced the knife downward, and cut the leather thong that held the pendant, and pulled it away from the man.
 
   Erwin screamed again, an incoherent shout of rage and wailing loss.  People were walking on the street to see what was causing all the noise, Alec realized, but he dismissed the watchers momentarily as he looked at the pendant.  It was familiar; Alec had rarely worn any more jewelry than a wedding ring, even when he reigned as a monarch, so he paid little attention to jewelry, but he found that this pendant struck some chord of familiarity nonetheless.
 
   He felt Aja’s hands on his back, caressing his shoulders, distracting him as he looked at the golden disk.
 
   “Alec, you have been so good to me,” Aja spoke softly, her mouth touching his earlobe as she virtually whispered to him.
 
   “No!  Thief!  Help!” Erwin screamed.
 
   “Can’t you make him go away,” Aja asked.  “Better yet, why don’t you and I go away somewhere, just the two of us.  You know how much I think about you?” she asked suddenly.  “I want to show you my appreciation,” her hands were rubbing his chest now, reaching around him from behind in an embrace.
 
   Alec broke away from his examination of the pendant to look first at Aja, then at Erwin.
 
   “It’s an enchantment!” Alec exclaimed, suddenly realizing what was happening.  “Aja, you go stand in that corner and wait for me,” he ordered her, distracted by the affection she was demonstrating towards him as he held the pendant.
 
   “You’ve enchanted this girl with this pendant,” he looked at Erwin as he made the accusation.
 
   The man hung his head guiltily.  Alec looked down at the pendant, then closed his eyes and focused his Spirit abilities on trying to examine it.  There was a spiritual energy within the pendant, something that he sensed was generated by the gemstones interacting with one another.  Whatever it was, it was nothing he could explain; he’d never been trained in the Ingenaire Hill Spiritual house, where there might have been some academic or theoretical explanation for such an artifact.  But regardless of the cause, he knew he had figured out its power.
 
   “Aja, we need to leave the city.  Are you ready to go?” he asked his companion.
 
   “Anywhere you want, Alec,” she told him, still reacting to the pendant he held.
 
   “Does this work on everyone, or just her?” Alec asked Erwin.
 
   “It works on all women, but it has no effect on men.  What are you going to do?” Erwin asked.  “Are you done with it?  Can I have it back?  I’ll never come close to Aja again, I promise,” he said earnestly.
 
   Alec reached out and took Aja’s hand.  He extinguished the light that illuminated their little dramatic tableau that was now being watched by a dozen people on the street.  Alec led Aja with him down to the street, then lifted Erwin with his Air energy.  “You’ll abuse this charm and abuse women with it, I have no doubt,” Alec told Erwin, “so it has passed from your possession.  Now go away from us and learn to live honestly.”  Erwin began to shout in anger and sorrow, as Alec lifted him high above the street and deposited him on the roof of one of the nearby buildings, as a means to separate him from the two travelers.
 
   “Come on Aja, let’s go,” he told his companion, and pressed through the small circle and began walking down the street, with Aja in eager pursuit.  The night was far advanced, after the time spent in the tavern and the time spent confronting Erwin’s seduction of Aja, and Alec fretted over the time they had lost, time that could have been spent traveling.
 
   “Aja, I’m going to carry you so that we can travel faster for a few minutes,” he told her.  “We ought to get out of the city and into the countryside before we stop for the night.”
 
   Without comment, Aja let Alec sweep her up into his arms, as he embraced his Warrior energy and his Light energy.  He was tired; he could tell he had used his energies for too long during the day of travel, and he knew that he would sleep soundly as soon as they reached a safe place outside the city.  Carrying Aja, invisible to those around them, Alec hurried as fast as possible through the nighttime streets, avoiding the few obstacles he found, and then shot through the partially closed gate in the city’s walls on the west side.  Within a half mile he felt free of the confinement of the city, as buildings grew less densely packed, and he relaxed as he pushed them on.
 
   Aja was silent throughout the journey he realized, her head snuggled docilely on his shoulder.  Another few minutes brought them past the end of the development around the city, and Alec slowed to a walk, released all his ingenaire energies, then stopped and placed Aja on the ground.
 
   “We need to find a place to spend the night,” Alec told the girl.   “Let’s go up there,” he pointed to a tree-covered hillside nearby.  They trudged through the underbrush and found a cluster of rocks where Alec removed his supply sack and unrolled his blankets.  He heard Aja rustling behind him, then he lay down to rest, and felt her lay down against him.  She was naked, and running her hands against his body.  “Aja!” he sat up in surprise.  “We can’t do this!”
 
   “I love you Alec.  I want to marry you and be yours forever,” she told him as she began to unbuckle his pants.
 
   “Stop!” he told her, sitting up and grabbing her hands.  “You don’t know what you’re doing.  This pendant is enchanting you, making you think you love me.  Please put your clothes on,” he insisted.
 
   “I know what I’m doing.  Erwin and I did many things, until he grew tired of me and started liking other women.  That’s when I knew I had to leave him one night,” she told Alec.  “I can make you feel wonderful.”
 
   “Aja, listen,” he said sternly.  “We are not going to be lovers just because I have an enchanted pendant.  You wait right here, and I’ll be back,” he told her.  He stood and ran down the hill to a crooked tree that was hollow and next to an empty stream bed.  He took the pendant from his pocket and placed it inside the tree, then ran back up the hillside.
 
   Aja watched him approach.  “How do you feel, Aja?” he asked.  She had gotten dressed, he noted with relief.
 
   “I feel, awkward,” she answered.  “I’m sorry I acted that way.”
 
   “You were under an enchantment from a pendant.  It makes the man who wears it appear desirable to women, apparently irresistible,” Alec told her, sitting down again and kicking off his boots.  He lay back on the ground and adjusted his position to move off a sharp stone.
 
   “You have an incredible voice, you know,” he told her.  “You’ve really got an enchantment all your own.”  He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.  “Good night, Aja,” he mumbled, then drifted off to sleep, leaving the troubled girl to ponder what had been done to her.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8 – Aja’s Daylight
 
    
 
   Alec awoke to the touch of Aja’s fingers poking him in the ribs.  Her feet were already atop her canvas rooting bag.  “Good morning, Alec,” she said softly, and then transformed into her arboreal form.
 
   The change occurred so swiftly that Alec wasn’t sure he had really even seen Aja’s face before she had transformed.  There had been no time for morning chit chat, and he felt cheated by the loss.
 
   He still felt weary as well.  After the long day of using his energies to reach and get through Moriadoc, Alec felt sluggish.  He packed up his supplies, ate a brief breakfast of dried fruits, then, ambled down the hillside and grabbed the enchanted pendant out of the hollow tree before returning to the dimly lit road and starting to walk westward.
 
   There were mountains not far ahead.  The hill he had slept on, and the surrounding hills, were the out flung beginnings of the chain of stony sentinels that soared high above the vast plain of the Twenty Cities.  Alec started walking, looking up at the mountain chain that reared its peaks far above him.  The road towards Boundary Lake was likely to climb a considerable amount of altitude, and the Warrior kidnappers would presumably be slowed down as they dealt with their large collection of captives and hired helpers during their journey.  Andi would be slowed down as well, needing to slow down for Amane.  That meant that he had a real opportunity to catch up with all of them in the mountains.
 
   He did not know how far away Boundary Lake was, he realized.  The journey had been described as a week on horseback by the officer he had talked to, but Alec didn’t know if the officer knew what he was saying.  It had to be at least five days, possibly as long as nine, he decided.  And he wanted to rest for a day, to be better prepared to fight when he did meet the Warriors.  But if the mountains were the place he could best catch up with the kidnappers, maybe he ought to exert himself to find them, then rest when he caught up; he told himself that once he had them in his sight he could follow them surreptitiously, for they would not be traveling at any accelerated rate at that point.  It would also give him a better chance to catch Andi and rendezvous with her before confronting the Ingenairii as well.
 
   With a deep breath, he engaged his Warrior powers, and began again to run at a speed that transcended the ability of any person not endowed with extraordinary abilities.  During the course of the morning, Alec passed through five small villages and completed the passage of the foothills.  At noon he slowed down to a walk as the roadway began to climb more steeply amidst the increasingly stony landscape.  He ate more dried fruit, and stopped to pick a patch of wild greens he saw growing along the side of the road, one that he knew was edible and tasty.
 
   As he squatted by the patch of green and ate, an elderly man driving a flock of goats came down the road towards him.  “Not many of the youngsters will eat the rocky climbers,” the goatherd commented on the plants Alec was chewing.
 
   “It’s good to eat, doesn’t cost anything, and it’s right here,” Alec smiled at the old man.  “Why not eat it?”
 
   “That’s what we old folks say!” the man answered with a toothless grin.  “It’s what our parents said to us, but now the young people, they say they know better.”
 
   “Someday they’ll be the old ones shaking their heads, eh?” Alec smiled, then went on his way uphill, resuming the use of his energy to climb the route along the east face of the mountains.  All during the afternoon he had an open view of the distant terrain on his right as he ascended, and he looked out over the vast plain of ranches and farmlands that spread out towards the Twenty Cities.
 
   Half an hour before sunset he reached a wide plateau, where a sizable village was situated at the mouth of a pass, and Alec decided to spend the night in the village.  He found three taverns with rooms and stables, a sign that many travelers spent the night at that location.  All three had full stables, and so Alec spent time at each tavern, asking if his traveling companion would be allowed to sing as the evening’s entertainment in return for a room and a meal.   Two said no, but the third manager said he wanted to see and hear the girl for himself to decide.
 
   Alec left the inn with a promise to bring the girl back.  He barely had time to get into the corner of the stableyard and unload his tree before the sunlight disappeared from the sky and Aja reappeared.  She performed her luxurious stretch, rotated her head from side to side, then looked at Alec.  Her eyes narrowed speculatively, and Alec realized that he carried the enchanted pendant in his pocket.
 
   “Aja, I want you to wait right here,” he commanded.  “Will you stay right here until I return?” he asked.
 
   “My lord, I’ll stay here as long as I can, but then I’ll come in search of you,” she replied.
 
   Alec ran to the stable, and stashed the pendant behind a beam in the floor of the hayloft, then returned to Aja.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t think to lose that sooner,” Alec told her.  He opened his arms and gave her a hug of friendship.
 
   “What has happened today?  Where are we?” Aja asked.
 
    Alec led her to the front of the inn and showed her the view of the wide valley far below.  “We’ve climbed up into the mountains,” he told her.  “We’re going to spend the night in this inn, if it’s okay with you.  But the catch is, you will have to sing for our supper and room, if that’s not too heavy an obligation for you?” he grinned.
 
   “Really?  You need me to sing tonight?” Aja asked with a laugh.  “Because I was going to offer to take the night off from singing if it would help you travel farther tonight.”
 
   Alec’s smile disappeared, until Aja laughed.  “I’m teasing you, Alec,” she reached out and ruffled his hair.
 
   Alec smiled again, glad to see her personality on display.  “Let’s go in and introduce you to the innkeeper,” he proposed, and minutes later a corner of the tavern room was converted to become the performance stage from which Aja could sing her repertoire of music.  Alec was given a seat next to her, and she incorporated him into her singing act, making him clap the beat for her livelier tunes.  She introduced him to the crowd as Alec, then changed her song about the terrible apprentice to name the apprentice character as Alec, and shook her finger at him angrily with every chorus she sang, causing her audience to roar Alec’s name in laughing disapproval.
 
   They stayed in the main room of the tavern until late at night, and then finally went upstairs to their room.  “I could do that with you the rest of our lives!  Wasn’t that fun, Alec?” Aja gleefully asked as they opened the door to their room and went inside.
 
   “When I was a boy I worked in a carnival, and the entertainers always enjoyed a good show,” he replied.  “And tonight you put on a good show for the folks here.  Where did you ever learn so many songs?”
 
   “Erwin made me work for a living to earn money for him for many months, the first time I passed through Moriadoc,” she replied.  “And so I had a lot of time to learn the songs the patrons and the tavern owners wanted played.  I learned to feel what a crowd wanted to hear, and now I just play the songs that are right for the mood.
 
   “What was your carnival?” she asked.  She sat down on the narrow bed, next to Alec as he took his boots off, for the only other piece of furniture in their tiny cubby was a rickety chair.
 
   And so he told her.  He told her about Richard the owner, and Jonso the clown, and Arthur the weightlifter.  He told her stories about Natalie and the dancing girls, and how they all packed up and rode from city to city.  He leaned back and laid on the bed, and as she listened, Aja laid back with him and snuggled in the crook of his arm, asking questions and listening to stories about entertainment and the business of entertainment much later into the night than Alec expected.
 
   “I have to get some sleep,” he told her at last, as he yawned.  “I’m sorry to leave you like this.”
 
   “You have been fabulous tonight, Alec,” she told him with a profound smile.  “Go to sleep now,” and he soon began to breathe the regular rhythm of a sleeper as she lay on the bed against him, sharing his body heat and replaying the memories in her head of the laughter and the clapping and the celebration by the crowd in the tavern.
 
   Aja awoke Alec just a few short hours later, well before sunrise.
 
   “I feel the sunrise will come soon, and I didn’t think I should revert to my other shape here in the inn, in case anyone asks you where I am,” she explained as Alec blinked his eyes.
 
   He concluded her logic was sound, and slowly packed his supplies in his sack, then the two of them headed out the door and downstairs.
 
   “Hey!” a voice called, and Alec saw a sleepy clerk at the front desk motion.  “The master was sure you’d sleep in late this morning, so he expected to see you himself, but he told me to give you this in case you got out the door before he told you what a fine job you did last night,” the boy tossed a small bag of coins to Alec and Aja.
 
   “Wait here just a moment,” Alec told Aja when they went outside.  He ran to the stables and retrieved the pendant once again, and as he returned to Aja he saw her change into her daylight tree form, as the edge of the sun’s disk came blazing above the eastern horizon.
 
   With a sigh he strapped his passenger on his back then began to trudge up the trail that climbed straight west towards the mountain pass behind the village, and realized that he sincerely wished he could enjoy Aja’s lively company and her wonder at the world as he walked the mountain path.  Alec felt tired; he made a conscious decision to travel only on his own powers that day, and focused on rhythmically lifting each foot to keep moving forward.  Clouds began to move in from the west, and less than an hour after he left the inn, Alec felt drops of rain sharply strike his face.  Despite the temptation to make his journey more comfortable, Alec resisted the temptation to use his energies to shield himself from the rain, stubbornly deciding to make it through the day without the use of energy.
 
   And so it was in that state of mind during the late afternoon that he walked through a curving pass in the mountains, tired and cold, wiping the rain out of his eyes, when an arrow pierced his shoulder.  He let out a cry and fell to his knees.  The arrow wound was shallow, and a tug revealed that it was not barbed.  He stifled another cry as he pulled the arrow free and threw it away.  He heard the sounds of footsteps nearby and rose to his feet and pulled his sword out of its scabbard.
 
   Four men were upon him at that moment, swinging their swords and axes fiercely at him.
 
   Alec called upon his Warrior powers and swung his sword in a wide sweep behind him, slicing across the man who was closest to him.  He dodged into the open space created as that man fell, then threw his sword at a second man, while picking up the axe of the first man he’d engaged.
 
   That’s when he felt the pressure of something making solid contact behind him and he swung around, his legs sweeping the feet out from underneath another assailant, who Alec kicked hard in the groin.  He rose to his feet, and saw only one man standing; Alec ran at the man and kicked hard, landing his heel in the man’s neck.
 
   As he landed he looked around at the small battleground.  All four men were on the ground; two dead, two injured.  Alec released his energy, then used his Healer energy to remove the pain the arrow had inflicted in his shoulder.  He went to the bodies of the men he had killed, and removed a bandolier of knives from one, while taking a bow and arrows from the other.  With his new arsenal in his hands, Alec walked for several minutes to get away from the bandits, then stopped again.  He needed to put the bandolier over his shoulder, which required rearranging his supply sack and Aja first.
 
   When he lifted the load off his back, Alec stopped and took a deep breath.  There was a long gash in Aja’s trunk; Alec had no idea of how a wound to the tree would translate into an effect on the flesh of the woman when sundown came.  He decided to prepare for the worst, and packed himself up, then began looking for a sheltered gulley off the mountain road.
 
   When he found a suitable location away from the road, Alec seized his Stone energies, and slowly parted the rocky cliff side of the gulley to create a cave that was deep enough that wind would not swirl into it.  Alec unloaded all his cargo within the cave (except the pendant, which he left outside), then went back out and chopped several branches off fir trees to serve as bedding for the night.
 
   With the bedding providing a pleasant fragrance inside the new cave, Alec used his Light energy to warm several stones within the shelter, as he had done on so many occasions during the trip through the eastern mountains.  The last step he took came as he judged Aja’s transformation was about to occur; he removed his shirt, and held a knife blade against his arm, prepared for the potential need to heal the  worst type of wounds that might have been inflicted on Aja, then stared at the small tree that was laid flat on the floor next to him, and waited.
 
   The seconds seemed to each take an eternity and then the change occurred, as quickly as usual.  But this time, instead of the silent, languid stretching with which Aja always returned to her body, she arrived screaming and writhing in pain.  There was a long, deadly slice up and down her torso, starting at her hip and crossing her stomach and chest with deep and surgical penetration, then ending where it opened the flesh of her breast.
 
   Her screams lasted only a second, and then she fainted from the pain.  Alec sliced his arm open, quickly did the same to her, then grafted the two wounds together so that his blood would start to flow into her body immediately.   That accomplished, he dropped the knife and placed the hand of his ungrafted arm on top of Aja’s stomach, where the worst wounds were.
 
   Alec drew deeply upon his Healing powers, and sent a stream of energy into the organs of Aja’s body, repairing the internal wounds that had been inflicted.  He stopped the bleeding that was taking place within her stomach, repaired her uterus, and closed the tear in the muscles of the abdominal wall.  He shifted his focus to her hip, repairing the muscles there and filling in the nick in the bone, then smoothly knitting her skin together up over her hip and stomach.
 
   He stopped for a moment to rest, then moved upward, to where two of her ribs were scored, and needed to be carefully and fully healed, so that breathing would not be a painful experience when she awoke.  Then, feeling guilty even though he had no choice, he gently placed his fingers on the torn flesh of Aja’s breast and pressed the wound there closed, allowing his healing energy to mend the edges of the slice together.
 
   Exhausted from his work, Alec released his Healing energy.  He looked down at Aja, her face still twisted in pain.  He opened a link to the Light energy one more time, and warmed several more stones in their chamber, raising the temperature several degrees, then released that energy.  He pulled the blankets up over the two of them, and lay himself down to rest and fell asleep, into a deep sleep where strange dreams began to invade his consciousness.
 
   He dreamed of the wind, blowing through tree limbs, and he dreamed of the slow flow of nutrients from a rich, loamy soil up through his body, making him strong.  His dreams were the dreams of trees, of the quiet of winter time and the excitement of early spring, when the sap starts to rise and the buds prepare to burst forth with new life.
 
   He was just imagining the joy of flowers blooming when Aja began to whisper his name and tickle his ear.
 
   “Alec, wake up please,” she said urgently.  “Alec, tell me what this is, what it means.”
 
   When he opened his eyes the cave was chilly again, and the grafted arms were sandwiched between their two chests, as their faces were only separated by inches.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked as soon as she saw his eyes open.  He nodded, and started to sit up, awkwardly as he rested on the grafted arm.
 
   “I’m okay; how are you?” he asked, rearranging the blankets to cover her torso, exposed as it was by the sliced blouse she wore.
 
   “I’m a little sore, and very confused, as well as slightly concerned,” she told him.
 
   “Let me warm up the chamber, and then we can talk,” Alec told her.  He concentrated on his Light energy, and fed the light into the stones, which began to emit warmth immediately.
 
   “We were walking through the mountains this afternoon, when some bandits ambushed us,” Alec told Aja, releasing his energy and lying back down next to her.
 
   “Was I keeping up?” she asked.
 
   “Well, you never took the lead, but you were never far behind,” Alec grinned, happy to know that the girl could maintain a sense of humor under such stressful circumstances.
 
   “And we won the battle?” Aja asked.  “How many did we beat?”
 
   “We defeated four bandits.  I was careless; it was rainy, so I had been running with my head down and didn’t pay any attention until the arrow hit my shoulder,” he explained.
 
   “Well, as long as only one arrow hit you, it’s okay.  Could you explain this?” she raised the arms that were grafted together.
 
   “During the fight, apparently one of them sliced through your tree trunk, with a sword or an axe, I’m not sure,” Alec told her.  “When I saw the wound you had, I was worried that it would be a wound to your flesh when you were restored to human form, and I was right.
 
   “You can see from where your clothes are sliced,” he gestured.  “When you turned human, you were badly sliced open, and you passed out in pain.
 
   “The graft is something I use when a patient is in serious condition,” he explained.  “It lets my blood run into your body, and yours into mine; it’s a way to share my vitality with someone who needs the strength,” he told her.  “And that cut did a lot of damage to you.  It cut your hip bone and nicked two ribs, it damaged three organs, and it,” he paused, “it sliced you up pretty badly.”
 
   “You fixed all of that?  How long did it take?” she asked, her hand unconsciously rubbing across her body.
 
   “I fixed it all as best I could.  I don’t know how long it took, but after I was done I fell asleep here with you.  And I left our bodies connected,” he anticipated her next question, “so that you would continue to strengthen and heal while we slept.”
 
   “When will it come apart?  When my body is done healing?” she asked.
 
   “Well, that isn’t something that just happens.  I had to cut both our arms open, then fused them together to create it when you needed it to help your body heal,” Alec told Aja.  “So I’ll have to use a knife to cut us apart when the time comes to separate us.”
 
   He felt her shudder at the thought.  “I don’t remember a thing, nothing at all.  I just woke up and I was lying here with you, and I felt this when I started to stretch.
 
   “Alec, what is that glow?” she gestured towards the cave’s opening.
 
   Alec looked, and then his eyes widened in surprise.  “Aja, I think that’s sunlight!”
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9 – Healing an Old One
 
    
 
   The girl sat bolt upright.  “How can that be, Alec?  I’ve never seen sunlight before!”
 
   “I can only guess – either it’s because our bodies are connected, and so the connection prevents you from changing into a tree,” he paused as he reflected on what could have happened had she converted to a tree while they were grafted together, “or maybe simply having my blood in your body stops the conversion.”
 
   “Can we go see it?  Can I see the sunlight and the world when it’s all lit up?” she pleaded with Alec, her free hand clutching his arm with a desperate grip.
 
   “If you’ll do a favor for me, and cover your, um,” he motioned to her chest.
 
   She looked down without regard to Alec’s embarrassment.  “This girl was cut?” she asked.
 
   He nodded, and turned a faint pink.  “Well I appreciate you healing it, but it doesn’t look the same as the other one now; the shape’s a little different.  Will you fix her for me later, even them out?” she asked as she attempted to shrug a blanket around her while her left hand remained connected to Alec.
 
   “I can separate our arms if it will make it easier for you,” Alec offered.
 
   ‘”And maybe miss the sunlight?  Not a chance.  Why don’t you just be a gentleman and drape this around my shoulder for me?” she asked.  “And you haven’t promised to fix my breasts.”
 
   “I’ll fix them sometime,” Alec agreed hastily, as he swung the blanket up over Aja’s shoulder, then offered her a hand up so that she could stand, making it possible for the two of them to walk out into the sunlight together.
 
   Aja held her hand up to shield her eyes from the bright rays of the sun that was climbing above the horizon.  “Oh Alec, everything is so brilliant!” she said, and Alec saw tears in her eyes that were tears of joy.
 
   “I never imagined that we could see so much at once – look!  Look all around,” she swiveled her head in every direction.  “I couldn’t see anything at all just a few days ago, then I could only see at night, but now I know what all of you have seen every day.  You don’t know how wonderful this is, do you?” she hugged Alec with emotion.
 
   “Let’s get packed and we can start walking,” Alec suggested.  “Then you can see more.”
 
   “Will we stay connected?” Aja asked.
 
   “Yes we will, for as long as we can today,” Alec promised.  “Unless we come to some village where we need to separate.”  They re-entered the cave and awkwardly gathered their belongings together, then helped each other drape goods over their shoulders to complete their outfits, and walked out to the road together and resumed their journey.
 
   With trepidation, Alec stopped by a large stone on their path and picked up the enchanted pendant he had confiscated from Erwin.  Aja waited nonchalantly, and did not react at all as the golden jewelry returned to Alec’s possession.  He did not say anything, as he tried to puzzle over her sudden resistance to the pendant’s charms, and concluded that his blood within her body must grant her immunity to the magical powers of the pendant.
 
   By mid-morning they passed through a small village without incident, and then saw another small village two hours later, and passed through it as well, then continued to travel on; the villages reminded Alec of the vicinity of Ridgeclimb, before he had established his clinic there, back when a scattered collection of families had lived precariously in the mountains.  As sunset approached, they found themselves on the outskirts of a moderately large town, larger than both the earlier villages combined.
 
   “I feel like I need to be ready for something,” Alec commented as they saw the wooden palisade that surrounded the town, “but I realized I was thinking about your change from a tree to a person, and that’s not happening tonight, is it?” 
 
   “Do you feel up to singing again tonight?” Alec asked, “or would you like to just get a room and relax?”
 
   “I thought I was too worn out from walking all day, until you mentioned singing, and now I’m ready to go,” Aja replied.  “I insist we find some place I can sing!”
 
   Alec looked at the dimming light in the sky overhead.  “The sun’s down now.   Are you ready for me to cut us apart?” he asked.
 
   “Will it hurt?” Aja asked.
 
   “Yes,” Alec admitted, “but only for a few seconds.”  He pulled a knife from his bandolier and held it up.
 
   Aja closed her eyes and turned her head. “Go ahead Alec,” she sighed.
 
   Alec sliced as quickly as possible, then immediately clamped his hand over Aja’s arm as she squealed, and he healed the wound, before addressing his own deep cut.
 
   “That was fast,” Aja said gratefully.
 
   “Well, we’re back to being ourselves,” Alec told the girl.
 
   “It was fun to be you for a day, but kind of boring too,” Aja told him, with an impish smile.
 
   Together, they went into the town and found four inns; one was too rough and one was too refined, so they visited the first of the other two, and Alec introduced Aja as a singer, and made his proposal for a room and meal in exchange for entertainment.  The manager was captivated by Aja’s beauty, and agreed to the deal.
 
   “We’d like to unload our goods in our room, please?” Alec suggested, as Aja held his hand and convincingly stroked her other hand up and down his arm.
 
   As soon as they reached the room, Aja raised her face to Alec’s and placed her lips against his in a hungry kiss.  Shocked, Alec pulled his head back.
 
   “Come on, Alec,” Aja spoke in a husky voice, “you can have a little more time with me before we start the show.”
 
   A light dawned in Alec’s mind.  “I still have the pendant with me, and we’re no longer connected!
 
   “Stop!  Wait right here,” Alec told her.  “I’ll be back.”
 
   He felt for the pendant in his pocket, then ran downstairs and out to the stables again, where he found a knothole in a post that nicely concealed the golden charm.
 
   “I’m sorry, Alec,” Aja said upon his return.  “I couldn’t help myself.  I don’t know why it happened so suddenly.”
 
   “Because we severed the graft between us,” Alec guessed.  “I had that pendant with me all day, and there was no problem, but just a few minutes after we cut the connection, you lost the immunity to the enchantment.”
 
   “Shall we go downstairs and entertain the crowd?” he asked, and together they went down and carried out their act again, Aja singing and using Alec to provide comedic relief for her first set, and getting a standing ovation as she took a break.
 
   “Alec, I’m hungry!” she told him, as surprised as he was.  “I haven’t had any food all day and I wasn’t soaking up sunlight with my leaves.”
 
   Alec looked at girl and tried to imagine what she would enjoy eating.  “Let’s go to the kitchen,” he took her by the hand and led her back through the crowd to the kitchen.  “Do you have any fresh bread and honey?” he asked the cook, and delivered a surreptitious dose of healing power to the man as thanks for the treat he provided.
 
   “Um!  This is so good, Alec!” Aja told him moments later, licking sticky honey from her fingers.  He grinned at her enjoyment.
 
   “Let’s go sing some more, and then you can give me something else!” she said enthusiastically. Alec looked at the cook with a quick glance and raised eyebrows, and was pleased to receive a wink and a nod in return as Alec followed Aja out into the dining parlor.
 
   They provided another set of entertaining songs, yet despite the good will that Aja’s music created, late in the evening a fight broke out in the center of the audience, one which sent many people off to their rooms or out of the tavern as a half dozen men brawled fiercely.  Alec immediately moved Aja to a spot directly behind him and waited until the fight was over, then walked through the wreckage to kneel next to the three losers of the battle, who lay bloody and unconscious.  Alec examined them carefully, then released his Healer energy into each of them as Aja knelt next to him and watched over his shoulder, astonished to see the cut skin knit back together and the scrapes and contusions fade from their skin.
 
   “How do you do that?” the cook’s helper asked as he too watched the healing.
 
   “It’s a special gift I’ve been given,” Alec said simply.
 
   “Can you do that to anyone?” the helper asked.  “Could you even help an Old One?”
 
   Alec raised his head and stared at the boy.  “Of course,” he answered.  “Is there an Old One here?”
 
   “Not here anymore, but not far,” the boy told Alec and Aja.  “You’re the best entertainment we’ve had in a long time,” he nodded to Aja, “but you’re the second entertainment we’ve had in the house in just this week.
 
   “Three days ago an Old One and his pretty lady stayed here, and the Old One did some tricks for us in the evening, making plants do odd things.  He made them grow right before your eyes, or he’d cause flowers to bloom.  As I was saying, nothing as good as this lady’s singing,” he nodded at Aja, who nodded back.
 
   “Well they left our house and went on their way up towards Boundary Lake.  We heard just today that the Old One is lying almost dead from a fight up the road now,” the boy spoke as he started to rise.
 
   “Where up the road is he?” Alec asked with concern and excitement.
 
   “The rumor is that he’s in a small village, the one that has two blacksmith shops, and someone’s taken him into their home, but the injuries are so bad he’s likely to die soon anyway,” the boy answered.
 
   “What of his lady?” Alec questioned.
 
   “There is no word of her.  A traveler brought the story of the Old One only.”
 
   “Thank you for the tale,” Alec told him, then turned to Aja as the boy left.  “That must be Amane.  He and Andi must have caught the Warriors and their captives.”  It must have been an encounter that had gone badly, and Alec felt a fearful anxiety to discover Andi’s fate.
 
   Aja yawned then, and Alec felt weary as well.  “I’ve never felt this way before, Alec,” she said sleepily laying her head on his shoulder.  “I think I could go to sleep now, and I’ve never felt such a need to sleep.  What’s it like?”
 
   “Let’s go upstairs and find out,” Alec told her gently, and they went to their room to lay down.
 
   “Does it hurt to fall asleep?” Aja asked as they lay on the bed together.
 
   “Not at all, my lovely one,” Alec told her softly.  “Just close your eyes and remember the good things that happened today.” 
 
   “I had a wonderful time seeing sunlight and daytime, Alec. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve given me,” Aja murmured in response, and minutes later they were both asleep.
 
   When Alec awoke in the morning, a young sapling stood in the corner atop a canvas-bound ball of soil.  Alec stared at Aja’s return to form, and felt his eyes start to tear up at the thought of the girl having only one day of sunlight.  He might be able to effectuate a permanent change in her, he speculated, through application of Healing and Spiritual energies in some extraordinary fashion that he would have to give long thought to, but Aja would no longer be Aja if he did that, he knew, and the relative value of the gain and loss was something that only the girl could judge, he decided as he put his pack on his back.
 
   On top of his misgivings about Aja’s nature, Alec felt considerable unease over the prospect of what he would discover later in the day when he found Amane.  Amane without Andi could only mean that the Black Crag ingenaire was either still tracking the Warriors, something he didn’t think was likely, because he didn’t think Andi would just abandon Amane, or she was dead.  The truth was waiting for him, somewhere not too far away, he knew.
 
   Securely packed up, Alec left the inn, retrieved the pendant once again, then engaged his Warrior abilities as soon as he was outside the palisade of the settlement, and began climbing the road that led up the still rising slopes of the mountains of the west.  During the morning Alec traveled at a rapid clip, slowing down only when he entered villages, so that he could examine each for the number of blacksmith shops. It was not until mid-afternoon, when Alec was many miles away from the settlement where he had spent the night, that he found a village with two blacksmith establishments.  The village was set in a wide valley with rich alpine pastures, located where two mountain roads crossed one another, and Alec guessed that enough traffic came through each route to keep the two blacksmiths busy.
 
   He dropped his energies and entered the shop of one of the blacksmiths to ask questions of the trio of men who were working hard inside.
 
   “I’ve been trying to catch a pair of friends who traveled in this direction, and I’m told that one of them was injured and is in this village.  He’s an Old One from Exbury, a young man with long black hair, named Amane.  Can you tell me if he’s here, and where Andi is?” Alec thought of blacksmiths as straightforward men who were likely to appreciate a simple and honest approach to any issue.
 
   All three men turned to look at Alec.  “Are you an Old One too?” the largest of the men asked; he was a muscular man who appeared to be in the prime of his life.
 
   “I am something like an Old One, but not as Amane is,” Alec answered cautiously.
 
   “Like an Old One?  Are you or are you not?” the man brushed Alec’s distinction aside.
 
   “I am of a different race.  My skills are different, and I’m from a different land; I can do Healing of injuries and illnesses best, and that’s why I hope to help Amane,” Alec answered.
 
   “What do you heal?  How do you do it?” the blacksmith tried to pin Alec down.
 
   Alec looked at the man, then walked over to him, and stood with him next to his forge; the large man’s bulk towered over him.  Alec reached out a hand and covered a small burn on the blacksmith’s forearm, healing it completely.  He then touched a smashed finger on one of the assistants, and healed it too in less than a minute.
 
   “I use energy and prayers to heal,” Alec said simply, as the three men examined the results of his work.
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” the blacksmith declared.  “But I can’t deny what I see and feel for myself.
 
   “Your friend is in my sister’s home, three doors down from here, and he’s in a lot worse shape than these little spots you’ve treated for us.”
 
   “What happened to him?” Alec asked.  “I know that he and Andi were trying to track another group of travelers.”
 
   “The two of them were riding through the village at sunset, and got ambushed; they’d stopped and asked questions down at the other shop, then came along the road and were caught flatfooted.  We saw it from the doorway here.  The girl – Andi, you called her? – went down but took three or more with her; that girl fought like no one else I’ve ever seen except the two who finally beat her.  Her friend who’s at my sister’s house took an arrow to the stomach and was never involved; they just left him to die in the road, and we took him in.”
 
   Alec exhaled a deep breath, as he thought of Andi struggling against two Warriors.  He bowed his head for several seconds to pray for her soul, then looked up at the blacksmith.  “Where did you bury her?  I’ll go visit her grave after I heal Amane.”
 
   “She’s not dead, man,” the blacksmith told Alec.  “They took her captive.  Bound her with chains too, not just rope.  That was probably the smart thing to do, given the way that girl fought.”
 
   Alec froze in astonishment.  “She’s still alive?” he asked for confirmation.
 
   “Alive, but in the hands of those two.  She’s not likely to be an easy captive to deal with,” the blacksmith confirmed.
 
   “Which road did they take when they left?” Alec asked.
 
   “They were on their way to Boundary Lake; if anyone can fight their way through that area, it’ll be that group,” was the answer.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said sincerely, noting that the sun was approaching the horizon.  “I’ll go look in on Amane,” he said, then excused himself from the shop and went outside.  He strode swiftly down to the modest home where Amane was reportedly recovering, and knocked on the door frame.
 
   Moments later a haggard-appearing woman, holding a small child on her hip, opened the door with a puzzled expression.  She stared at Alec with a puzzled expression for just a moment, then smiled a warm and welcoming smile.  “Come in, come in,” she held the door open and invited him into the home.
 
   “I’m here to visit my friend, Amane.  I was told you were tending to him,” Alec said as she closed the door behind him.
 
   “Your friend?” she paused.  “He’s in that room,” she pointed to one of the doors in the right wall.  “Go in there,” she directed, as she turned to place her child in a corner of the room.
 
   Alec stepped over to the room he was directed to enter, but inside the room held only a table and an empty bed.
 
   “I misunderstood,” Alec began to say as he turned around, only to discover that the woman was behind him, blocking the door and preventing his exit, as she looked at him with a smoldering stare.
 
   “I, excuse me, I’ll be right back,” he murmured, as he pressed past her and out the door, suddenly remembering the pendant that was stuffed in in his pocket.  He went around the corner and quickly put the trinket in a cranny in the eaves of the roof, then walked back into the house.
 
   The woman was pulling her blouse back down over her head hastily as Alec returned, and she shrieked as her head popped through the neck hole and she saw him standing in the home again.  “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking,” she blushed madly as she spoke to Alec, then she shrieked again as Alec felt a tremendous increase in the weight on his back, and realized that Aja had materialized.
 
   He knelt and began to undo the straps on his chest.  “What sorcerer are you?  Who sent you here?” the woman cried as Alec released Aja.
 
   “I am not a sorcerer,” Alec answered, where suddenly the door slammed open, banging loudly, and the blacksmith charged into the room, swinging his sledge hammer madly at Alec.
 
   In a state of panic, Alec engaged his Warrior energy, pushed Aja out of harm’s way, then knocked the blacksmith’s feet out from beneath him, bringing the man down.
 
   Standing, Alec released his Warrior energy and engaged his Air energies.  He created a bubble of high pressure that forced the blacksmith and his sister separately against the far walls of the room, while pressing Aja down onto the floor.
 
   “Alec, what is happening?” Aja wailed in panic.
 
   He took a deep breath, then modified the boundaries of the air shield; he reached down and pulled Aja up.  “If I release you, will you promise not to attack us?” he asked the blacksmith.
 
   The man stood flat against the wall, bug-eyed in shock.  “Yes, my lord,” he grunted.
 
   Alec let him loose, then turned to the woman, the blacksmith’s sister.  “If I turn you lose, will you promise not to attack, or scream?” he asked.  She nodded, and Alec released his hold on the Air energy.
 
   “My name is Alec, and this is my companion, Aja,” Alec told the brother and sister.  “What names should I call you?” he asked.
 
   “My name is Sparl, my lord,” the blacksmith said fearfully.
 
   “I am named Sparrow, sir,” the woman said.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec told them.  “We are here to see Amane, and to heal him.”
 
   “Where did she come from, my lord?  Is she a spirit or a pet demon?” Sparrow asked.  “I saw her appear out of thin air.”
 
   “She has always been with me today, but could not be seen until sunset.  She is a good woman, with a generous heart,” Alec briefly explained.
 
   “Thank you Alec!” Aja said brightly.
 
   “Our ways are different from yours, but we mean you no harm.  Please show us to Amane’s resting place so that we may examine his condition, and we will trouble you as little as possible,” Alec said.  He walked over to Sparl and extended his hand for a friendly shake, and released a small amount of Healing energy to take away the aches and burns from blacksmithing, then walked over to Sparrow and gave her a similar spark of comfort, easing the strain in her back and legs.
 
   “This way, my lord,” Sparrow said, and she showed Alec and Aja into a dark room at the back of the house.
 
   Alec used Light energy to create two small balls of floating light in the room, then knelt beside the recumbent figure of Amane.
 
   “He’s a handsome fellow,” Aja commented as she knelt behind Alec and looked over his shoulder.
 
   Alec pulled down the blanket that covered Amane’s body, and winced as he saw the deadly wound, infected and festering, in the Old One’s stomach.  He placed his hands over the gaping slice in the flesh, then released energy, first to kill the infection, then, with an alteration in his efforts, he closed the small seeping wound that continued to bleed, before he began to knit together the organs that had been cut by the head of the arrow.
 
   He removed his hands after several minutes of effort to allow himself to rest.   “Is everything going okay?” Aja asked.  “His face doesn’t look as pained.”
 
   “I’m almost done,” Alec told her.  He replaced his hands on the wound and resumed healing, fixing the muscles and the skin in short order, then pulled his hands away.
 
   Amane’s eyes fluttered open, staring about wildly at first, then coming to focus on Alec’s face.
 
   “Are we dead?” he asked.  “Is that an angel?” he asked as his eye’s shifted to Aja’s face.
 
   “You’re not dead, I’m not dead, and I’m not sure how to describe her,” Alec said gently, standing up.  “You were badly injured, but these people have been caring for you,” Alec gestured towards Sparrow and Sparl, standing in the doorway.
 
   “Injured?  The battle!  Where’s Andi?” Amane asked with a vocal tone that increased in anxiety as memory returned to him.
 
   “Sparl says the ingenairii took her as a captive with them,” Alec answered.
 
   “Oh high heavens,” Amane mourned.
 
   “Don’t worry; we’ll get her back,” Alec said.  “I’ll leave tomorrow to track them down.  We’re not far behind, just two or three days.”
 
   “You can’t hope to beat them, my lord.  There are two of them, and they’ll fight you together,” Sparl objected.
 
   “He won’t have to fight alone.  I’ll be with him,” Amane said.  “I’m not going to abandon my lady Andi.”  He stole a covert glance at Alec as he claimed the relationship.
 
   “You need to get some sleep,” Alec told Amane.  “We’ll talk in the morning.”   He flickered one of the light orbs into nothingness, then sent the second orb floating out of the room, and ushered everyone else out.
 
   “Is there a place in the village where Aja and I may sleep tonight?” Alec asked.
 
   “You can sleep here, my lord,” Sparrow answered.  “My husband is gone to Boundary Lake, hired as a soldier, so we have room in the house for extra bodies.”  Satisfied that all was in order, Sparl excused himself for the night, and Sparrow showed Alec and Andi a pallet in the loft above the house.
 
   As soon as they were settled into their space, Alec pulled blankets around himself and laid on the floor, floating a tiny spark of light that cast fantastic shadows upon Aja’s face as it slowly orbited above her.
 
   “Alright – I missed an entire day of sunshine today.  Tell me everything that happened,” Aja insisted, sitting upon Alec’s stomach.
 
   “Well,” he began, “I woke up with a tree.”
 
   “Oh, it happened so fast this morning!  I had been sleeping when I suddenly woke up and felt the change about to happen.  I jumped out of bed and barely got my feet in place before it happened,” she exclaimed.
 
   “So tell me about the man you healed down there; he interests me.  There’s something about him,” Aja switched topics.
 
   “He is an Old One from Exbury.  They are the race that makes plants grow and thrive.  The boy at the tavern last night told us about him doing some tricks with plants,” Alec answered.  “He has been riding with Andi, chasing the kidnappers.”
 
   “He called your other friend his lady; are they pledged to one another?” Aja asked.
 
   Alec hesitated.  “I don’t know.  They’ve been traveling together alone as long as you and I have, or even a few days longer.  What the relationship is, I can’t tell you.”
 
   “Is he going to travel with us tomorrow?” she asked.
 
   “He thinks he is,” Alec said with a snort.  He looked up at Aja.  “How much farther should I take you, Aja?  I don’t know what to do.  There probably won’t be any danger for another day or two, but I’m going to catch the Warriors and their crew in a very short time, and that won’t be safe for you.”
 
   “Don’t leave me Alec,” she leaned forward, until her face was close to his.  “I feel connected to you; I don’t think we should part ways.”
 
   He looked into her eyes, and thought about the challenges of having to shepherd Amane and watch out for Aja.  They would slow him down and distract him from his goal.  But they could provide company for one another if he had to depart from them, and Andi and Amane – whatever their relationship was – would appreciate being reunited, he was sure.
 
   “I will take both you and Amane with me to Boundary Lake,” he agreed.
 
   Aja smiled warmly and kissed Alec in gratitude, then rose graciously from atop him.  “Thank you, my lord,” she told him.
 
   Alec willed the tiny light to expire.  “Don’t you start calling me that now; my name is Alec,” he ordered.  “Good night Aja.  Wake me in the morning,” he requested, then closed his eyes and fell fast asleep.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10 – Despair in Boundary Lake
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke, Aja was tapping him on the shoulder.  “I’m going to transform in a moment.  I’ll go downstairs so you don’t have to carry me,” she told him.
 
   Alec blinked his eyes.  “I’ll see you this evening,” he told her, sitting up.  He watched as her head disappeared through the hatch where the ladder to the floor below rested, then he gathered together their belongings and rolled up his blankets, arranged everything, and awkwardly carried it downstairs.  He went into Amane’s room, and much to his surprise, found Aja’s slender tree form standing next to the bed where the Old One slept.  Alec gave Amane a firm shake to awaken him, then told the young man to get out of bed and get ready to go.
 
   Amane sat up and looked around.  “Must we leave so early?  I didn’t get much sleep last night, after that delightful girl came down and visited me.”
 
   “Aja came to see you?” Alec asked, surprised.
 
   “She did; she said she couldn’t sleep.  She sang some songs – what a lovely voice, and she told me about traveling with you.  You’ve made quite an impression on her.  Is she ready to go?” Amane asked.
 
   “She is ready.  We’re just waiting on you,” Alec said as he turned to dig a few coins out of the pouch of money he and Aja had traveled with.  He placed the money on a table in the room to repay Sparrow’s hospitality, then picked up Aja.  “I’ll see you outside,” he told Amane, and went out the door and around to the hiding place where the pendant awaited recovery.
 
   By the time he came around the corner of the house again, Amane was outside, looking around.  “Where’s Aja?” he asked.
 
   Alec stepped out onto the road and began walking, forcing Amane to hurry after him.  “See this tree I have on my back?” he asked.  “That is Aja during sun light,” he told Amane.
 
   The Old One stopped and stared.  Alec stopped and turned.  “Let’s keep walking,” he told Amane.  “We can talk on the way.
 
   “She comes from a race I know very little about, but they are trees by day and people by night.  She’s only seen the world by daylight one time ever, and that was two days ago when I was treating her to help her recover from injuries,” he explained.  “We’ll see her again tonight as soon as sunset occurs.”
 
   “How did you find her?” Amane asked.
 
   “When we were in Birnam Forest, where the Rangers were attacked, I found a village of women, which included her.  She was ready to leave the village, and I agreed to be her protector,” Alec said.  “We’ve been together since.”
 
   “Andi thought you were dead in Birnam Forest,” Amane told Alec.  “We were just recovering from everyone going crazy and attacking each other, when Andi screamed.  She said you were fighting something terrible, awful.  Then she couldn’t feel you at all, and we thought you had died.  She couldn’t believe you had, but the rest of us thought that must be the case.  We were all anxious to leave the forest, so we split up; the Rangers carried the dead back to Exbury, and Andi and I went on.
 
   “Then one day Andi raised her head up.  ‘He’s alive,’ she said, talking about you.  She could feel you following us, getting closer, she thought, but we kept going.  We caught sight of the kidnappers, and stayed behind them, waiting for the right moment to attack, but they ended up ambushing us, and the next thing I knew you were there, ready to help me set Andi free,” he concluded.
 
   Alec rolled his eyes.  “Since we’re two days behind the kidnappers, we need to move faster,” Alec told Amane, noting how high the sun had risen above the horizon already.  “I can go much faster, but you wouldn’t be able to keep up,” he said.
 
   “I can carry you on a disk of air, that will allow you to rest and save your strength, while traveling faster than usual,” he explained.  “But I will have to make you invisible, so that others don’t see you floating in the air, and you will need to stay silent while we travel,” Alec explained.  Without waiting for comment from Amane, he called upon his powers, then lifted Amane off the road surface and enveloped him in a cloak of reflective light, making the Old One invisible.
 
   “How can this be?” Amane shrieked.
 
   “Be silent now,” Alec told him.  “Just lie back and rest today, so that your body can recover from its injuries.”  He began to run, switching his Light energy to Warrior energy so that he could pick up speed.  Through long years of practice, Alec had discovered that he was able to only hold a maximum of three powers comfortably simultaneously, provided Spirit was one of the energies he used.  With his Air abilities constantly carrying Amane, that left him with the quandary of using Light energy to hide Amane as he floated above the road, or using Warrior energy to speed up the pace of travel.  He settled on using his Warrior abilities for the most part, allowing Amane to remain visible as he laid upon his floating platform, but when they approached other travelers, Alec would switch to his Light energy to maintain the invisibility around Amane.  They ate from the meager travel rations Alec carried, despite Amane’s suggestion about stopping in a village tavern for a meal.
 
   The switching of powers back and forth steadily drained Alec, and by mid-afternoon the amount of traffic around them had increased to the level to make it impractical to continue.  “You’re coming down, Amane,” Alec warned, then lowered the Air platform and made Amane begin to walk with him again.
 
   They engaged in little further conversation.  Amane tried to converse about Andi, but Alec only set a faster pace, and soon Amane was too out-of-breath to talk and walk at the same time.  They had climbed a considerable ways above the Twenty Cities, and Alec felt the impact of the thinner air in his own body as the day began to close.  The pair of walkers came around a bend in the road amidst a heavy stream of other travelers heading in the opposite direction, and suddenly saw a shallow valley below them, in which many lights twinkled in the shadows of the surrounding mountains.
 
   “Is that Boundary Lake?” Alec asked a traveler headed away from the city.
 
   “It is, and if you’ll take my advice, you’ll turn around and head away from the accursed place,” the woman leading a mule replied.
 
   “Is something wrong there?” Alec asked her.
 
   “The city is infected with plague, and the lacertii army is not far off now.  Another week or less and the snakes will be slaughtering and enslaving everyone left there.  You’d be better off coming along with me; I can make your journey comfortable and worth your while,” she replied.
 
   Alec stepped back from the woman.  “You go on and travel in peace,” he told her, then watched her as she continued on her way.
 
   “Let’s step over this way,” Alec told Amane, grabbing his arm and pulling him off the road.  Alec knelt and unloaded his cargo.
 
   “Are we going to turn around and give up?” Amane asked, unsure of what Alec was doing.
 
   As he asked there was a sudden motion, and Aja stood between them, stretching her arms high above her lithe body.  At last she lowered her arms and opened her eyes.
 
   “Hello, friend, it’s good to see you again,” she told Amane, who she happened to be facing first as she returned to human form.  “Has the daylight shown you many wonders today?”
 
   “None so great as what the sunset has just shared,” he valiantly said.  “We’ve had a long and arduous journey today,” Amane answered.  “It’s so good to see you again.”
 
   “Alec, I missed you so,” Aja turned to him, then rubbed her body up against his as she fluidly wrapped him in a hug, and began to kiss him passionately.
 
   “Aja, stop,” Alec pushed her to arm’s length.  Can you hear these thoughts? he projected his thoughts into her mind.
 
   “I can!” she replied in amazement.
 
   Reply with your mind only.  Now, tell me again, can you hear the thoughts I send to you? he communicated again.
 
   Is this the way to do it, Alec? she stumbled through the process of extending her thoughts to him.
 
   Yes!  You did so well!  he encouraged her.  Now listen, I have the pendant in my pocket, and that is making you lust for me.  You must control your desire; it is not real, he told her.
 
   We’ll go into the city and I’ll place the pendant someplace safe, so that you no longer are so affected by it.  Will you keep your desire in check for me, Aja? he asked.
 
   I will try, my lord, she responded.
 
   “What’s happening here?  Are you two having some lovers’ spat?” Amane asked.  “I may have misunderstood your relationship.”
 
   “This is complicated, but we are not lovers,” Alec answered promptly.  He pulled his pack back over his shoulder.  “Amane, you walk in the middle; Aja, you stay on his right side,” Alec told them.  “We’ll go into the city and try to find an inn where we can spend the night.  Maybe a place that needs a singer,” he smiled at Aja.
 
   “You are too kind, my lord,” she replied demurely, and with that they descended along the road that led to Boundary Lake, a journey that was akin to fish swimming upstream as they pushed their way through the many refugees who were fleeing from the city.
 
   They reached the city gates, where a cursory guard stood alone, watching his fellow city residents flee.
 
   “We’re newcomers to the city,” Alec told the man.  “We have been following a large group – over a dozen men, guarding two dozen women – all on horseback.  Have they arrived in the city recently?”
 
   “They did, a day and a half ago.  They’re as crazy as you to be coming to Boundary Lake now,” the guard replied.  He was tired and morose, Alec could tell.  Alec grasped his Healer and Spirit powers, and placed his hand on the guard’s shoulder, trying to infuse some energy and hopefulness into the man.
 
   “Have they left the city already?” Alec asked.
 
   “I’ve heard that they’re still here, up in the northern quarter of the city.  The situation is so chaotic there’s no telling what the case is really,” the man looked at Alec more attentively than before.
 
   “Is there an inn in the city we can find a place to stay for the evening?” Alec asked.
 
   “You’ll have your pick; just go to the square in the center of town.  There are no other visitors coming in.  Everyone’s dying or leaving,” the guard answered.
 
   Alec thanked the man.  “Better days will come.  Just stay true to your cause,” Alec encouraged the guard, then led his two companions into the dying city.
 
   There were dead bodies lying unclaimed on the streets, and some doors stood open, evidence of abandonment or thievery, along the way into town.  Alec had never seen a city hit by such a virulent strain of the plague, and he felt overwhelmed as he considered ways he might help to alleviate the deadly results.
 
   In the center of the town was a vast square, surrounded by buildings on all sides.   In the dim darkness of the city evening, Alec could see few details, but he had the impression that some of the buildings were enormous in size.
 
   “You two go in that inn,” he pointed to a building with a sign of a bright red horse hanging over the door.  “See if you can get two rooms for us, and find out if Aja can sing to the crowd tonight,” Alec directed his two companions.  He went around the corner of the building and placed the pendant beneath a loose cobblestone, then joined the others inside.
 
   The inn had a melancholy air, unmistakable the moment he walked into the front hall.  Aja and Amane were standing there waiting for him.  “They’ve told us to take our pick of rooms,” Amane reported to Alec.
 
   The three went upstairs to the third floor, and selected two rooms side-by-side.  “Aja and I will be in this one,” Alec decided.  “You take that one,” he pointed Amane into the adjacent chamber.  They all unloaded their packs, then the three went downstairs to the public room.
 
   The room was full of people, mostly local people it seemed to Alec, folks who desperately wanted to cling to some semblance of normalcy in the midst of the chaos that was overtaking their lives.  “Sing cheery songs for them,” Alec whispered to Aja.
 
   “Of course,” she replied with exasperation, as the three settled into a corner.
 
   “Once I get started, clap a beat for me,” she directed Amane, then began to sing a cheery tune about the arrival of spring, then sang another song about two drunks at a tavern, and followed with the song about the apprentice named Alec, pointing at her companion and working the crowd into a festive mood.
 
   A waiter arrived with a plate of food, unsolicited, allowing Alec and Amane to eat while Aja continued to sing to the crowd.  She switched to a love song, then a battle song, then back to tavern songs, and continued for a dozen more songs, until Alec discretely signaled it was time to end.
 
   “You’re an extraordinary performer!” Amane gushed as they three of them climbed the stairs soon after that.
 
   “Alec lets me sing almost every night, don’t you Alec?” she told the new addition to their travels.
 
   “He should!  If you were my companion, I’d let you sing every night as well, for a long as you wanted,” Amane said emphatically.
 
   “Good night Amane,” Alec said as they arrived at their respective doors.  “You can sleep in tomorrow.  We’ll stay here while we try to find out if the kidnappers are still in the city or if they’ve moved on.”
 
   “Are we going to search the city tomorrow?” Amane asked.
 
   “I’m going to search the city; you’re going to stay here and keep an eye on Aja while she’s a tree in my room, to make sure that nothing happens to her.  It’s an important task since I won’t carry her with me,” Alec emphasized, then shut the door of his room, shutting Amane out for the night.
 
   “Do you think you’ll find the girls you want tomorrow?” Aja asked as Alec sat on the end of the plush mattress and pulled his boots off, then laid them on the floor next to his sack of supplies.  He took off his shirt, then laid backwards, letting his body relax and luxuriate in the comfort of a soft bed.
 
   “Will you lie down here next to me?” he asked Aja after a long moment.
 
   “As you wish, my lord,” she smiled as she complied.
 
   Alec wrapped an arm around her.  We should practice sharing our thoughts clearly with each other, he told her mentally.
 
   What makes this possible? she asked.
 
   We shared the flow of our blood between our bodies for a night and a day, Alec explained.  And that can transfer some abilities, such as this.
 
   Is this something you can do with many people? Aja asked.
 
   With a handful.  With some, it can happen over long distances, even when we cannot see one another.  Andi tells me that we were able to do it, and even more, before I was injured, he told her.
 
   Would you and I be able to speak to one another over a great distance? Aja pressed him.
 
   It takes some adjustment, Alec replied.  I would have to reshape your spirit.
 
   Will you do it for me?  I want to be able to talk to you, she told him.
 
   Relax, and let me examine you, he said.  He felt a desire to share his thoughts with Aja, compelled by an attraction to the girl that was not physical, but that was driven by his admiration for the love of life she displayed at all times.  Alec found her invigorating and inspiring.
 
   Carefully, he let his spirit embrace hers fully, exploring the nature of her personality.  She had a strong sense of faith he discovered, a faith that rested on some timeless tree faith that the sun would always come up again, the rain would always fall again, and life would continue.  It was her positive faith that allowed her to start each new evening with an expectation of good things to come.
 
   Her faith was like his, he realized, in that he too believed good things would always come, though he relied on God and Jesus, and even John Mark, to deliver the future, whereas Aja had no name she gave to the deliverer of better times ahead.  Gently, he kneaded her faith with the inspiration he felt, then moved on, skirting around her memories.  He didn’t wish to intrude or expose her secrets, and so he continued to move, discovering the innate ability she had to judge and read people.  It was like the nugget of a Spirit ingenaire skill itself, he realized, letting her understand so much about others, and feeling sympathy for them.  Convinced that he had seen enough ability to be confident she would grow stronger, he withdrew, hoping that he had done enough in the one short session.
 
   You will be able to practice your skills while we are together, and maybe the time will come when we will be able to reach one another without our bodies touching, he transmitted the feeling of a warm smile.
 
   Sleepy man, I can feel your sleepiness now.  You rest Alec, and I will go talk to Amane; I can tell he likes to listen to me and look at me, she told him.
 
   Good night, Aja, he told her as she left the bed, and then he rolled over and slept soundly.
 
   When Alec awoke the next morning, the sun was halfway above the horizon, and Aja was standing in the corner in her deciduous glory.  Alec equipped himself with every weapon he had at his disposal, sword, bow, and bandolier, then left the inn and went out to stand at the edge of the great square.  He felt good as he looked around; he felt a certain premonition that he was going to win a battle today, and then, a surprising premonition told him, something even bigger would occur.  
 
   Before him was the largest public open space he had ever seen in a great city, larger than anything in Michian or Vincennes.  The size of the square, along with the classic lines of several of the buildings that framed it, gave Alec an impression of great antiquity, of a city that had been built in a different age by a greater civilization, and he was struck by a long-forgotten memory of the great ruins on the western border of the Pale Mountains.
 
   Alec walked through the square, which was empty, except for debris that blew across it, and entered one of the buildings, chosen at random, with great steps that rose between two rows of columns.
 
   “There’s no one in here,” a pale woman in a guard uniform told Alec.  “And soon there won’t be anyone in the city at all.”
 
   Alec approached her, and examined her as he did.  The lady was ill, suffering from the plague that was devastating the city.  “Take my hand,” he commanded her, and sending a steady stream of Healing energy into her body as they touched.
 
   The color returned to her face, she stood taller, and her hand grasped Alec’s with renewed strength, squeezing his with desperate hope.  “What did you do to me?” she asked loudly.
 
   “I healed you,” Alec said.  “What is this place?” he asked conversationally.  “I just arrived in the city last night.”
 
   “This was the city hall.  The mayor died last week.  The chief of the guardians is at the war front, and the magistrate is in the hospital, doing healing as well,” the guard told Alec.
 
   “I was told that there was a group of men who arrived two days ago.  What have you heard of them?” he asked.
 
   “I heard they went up to the north end of the city, and they took over a mansion by the fountain of powers.  They’re trying to collect a few women in the city,” she answered.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said.  “Which way is the fountain of powers?”
 
   The guard directed him through the city, and watched in amazement as he turned and left her.  
 
   More people were out in the streets now, and Alec felt depressed by the signs of death and resignation that were so prevalent throughout the city.  He walked for half an hour, until he came to a long bridge over a deep canyon within the city, then he took the last turn he needed to reach his destination.  Before him rose an impressive bronze fountain of statutes of lions, spouting water high into the sky, and just beyond the circle around the fountain Alec saw several dozen horses tied along a rail in front of an impressive mansion.  
 
   One guard was stationed by the horses, and two guards were stationed at the front of the house.  The number of horses suggested that the kidnappers had picked up more girls, and many more guards to help keep them captive on the journey.
 
   As he stood and observed and tried to plan his next step, he heard a scream within the house.  It was a scream of pain that ended in his name, and the voice was Andi’s voice.
 
   With one hand Alec pulled knives free from his bandolier, then embraced his Light energy, Spirit energy, and Warrior energy.  He was invisible, and ready to fight.
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11 – Rescuing the Captives
 
    
 
   Alec began to run towards the house, as he curved his path around the fountain and around the horses.  When he passed the guard who was stationed by the horses, he pulled his sword with his free hand and sliced the blade across the neck of the guard there, killing the man silently as he went by.  He let both his knives fly with his other hand, striking both the guards at the door, and making his entry into the building effortlessly, after he stooped and retrieved his knives.
 
   He entered a grand entry hall, with a balcony all around the second floor above, and doors going in three directions around him.  His ears were desperately trying to hear any indication from Andi of what her location was, and finding no clues.  In the absence of any sound from Andi, Alec reacted to the first sound he heard, and stepped through the doorway to his left.  Four guards were sitting at a table, relaxing as they played cards, unaware of the invisible assassin that had entered the room with them.
 
   He let his knives fly again at the two farthest guards, then stabbed his sword at the two closest to him, before a single guard had even pushed away from the table.  Alec had no qualms about removing as many of the guards as he could on his way to finding the two surviving Warrior ingenairii, and he did not hesitate a second beyond the time he needed to recover his knives again.  He returned to the entry hall, then climbed the stairs and ran down a long hallway, one that was dimly lit.  He skidded to a halt in front of a door behind which he heard conversation, then kicked the door open and stood invisibly examining the interior for a split second.  Six girls and two guards were in the room.
 
   The knives left Alec’s hands again, causing the guards both to collapse with looks of surprise on their faces, and the girls to start screaming.  Alec allowed himself to become visible as he entered the room and closed the door behind him.
 
   “Stop the screaming!  Stop screaming!  Stop!” he told them.  “I’m here to set you free and send you home.”
 
   At the sound of such an extraordinary offer the girls silenced their shouts, though they remained fearfully huddled together.
 
   “My name is Alec.  I have been chasing these kidnappers since they took Kriste from my home in the mountains on the other side of the Twenty Cities, and I have come to set her and all of you free,” he told them.
 
   “You were the one they fought in Exbury, weren’t you?” one of the girls asked.  “Kriste told me about you.”
 
   “And the new girl, she fights like you.  She said you were coming!” another girl spoke.
 
   “Where is she?  Where is Andi?” Alec pressed.  He heard the sound of boots on the stairs, probably coming to investigate the screams, he suspected.
 
   “Everyone over there, and stay silent,” he motioned urgently, as he pulled the bodies of the two dead guards behind a low table, then stood in line with the door and made himself invisible again.  Four guards appeared in the doorway, stepped in without caution, then immediately attempted to pull their swords free as they saw the two bodies lying on the floor.  Alec threw knives from his invisible station, then swung his sword to finish off the last of the reinforcements.  He returned to visibility, then bent to retrieve his knives once again, and heard the sound of one of the girls retching.
 
   “Do you know where more girls are?  Are they in any rooms up here?” Alec asked.  “We need to get out of here.  Where’s Andi?” he repeated his earlier question.
 
   “There are four girls staying in the room at the end of the hall; I saw them when I went to the privy,” one of the girls volunteered the information.
 
   “You girls lead the way down there, and walk into the room like there’s no problem.  I’ll come in behind you and take care of the guards,” he told them.  He counted in his head; three guards killed outside, four downstairs, six in the room they were leaving, probably two in the room they were going to – fifteen less guards to worry about.
 
   “Your friend, Andi, she doesn’t stay with any of us.  They keep her separate, I think in the basement,” one of the girls told Alec as she passed him.
 
   “Thank you,” he told her as he followed her into the hallway.  He was walking visibly now, wary of using his energies too greatly before he faced the Warriors somewhere in the building.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?  Where’s Warel?” Alec heard a guard ask as the girls ahead of him opened a door and entered a room.
 
   Alec entered the room behind them, saw the two guards and the four sick girls lying on beds, then swung his sword rapidly, disemboweling both guards with a single slice of his blade.  He heard another girl retch, but he paid no attention as he stepped over to kneel beside a girl on a bed.  It was Kriste, and she had the plague.
 
   With only a moment’s hesitation, Alec dropped all the energies he was using, and grasped his Healing energy, then laid his hands simultaneously on Kriste and another girl, bringing them back to health, as he heard shouts of anger and shock start to rise up the staircase from below.
 
   Someone had discovered his first victims, he knew, as he moved forward to treat the other two ill girls.  He was shocked to discover that they had already contracted the disease after only being in the city for a couple of days; it made him fearful of how thoroughly the population of the city would be decimated by the plague that moved so fast through its victims.
 
   The boots were pounding nearer on the stairs.  “All of you stay here,” he ordered.  “Don’t open the door for anyone but Andi or me.  Push furniture against it as soon as I leave.
 
   “Will you obey?” he asked, looking around at the grave countenances in the room.  “Good,” he responded as all heads nodded.  “You can throw those out the window if you want to, but keep their weapons,” he advised, and then he stepped out of the room with his Warrior energy engaged and his throwing knives drawn.
 
   He stalked down the hall, and began throwing knives from forty feet away as he saw the heads of men begin to appear at the top of the staircase.  With four knives thrown quickly, Alec whipped the bow off his shoulder and began notching arrows as he ran towards the staircase and heard men starting to scramble in retreat.  Three of his arrows struck guards who were attempting to retreat, letting Alec add  seven more victims to the total of men he had killed in just a few minutes.
 
   Virtually all of the mortal guards should be out of commission, Alec calculated, but so far he had no more than half of the captive girls.  He leaped down the stairs and turned to his right, entering a series of empty rooms that he ran through quickly until he reached one with a locked door.
 
   “Come out with your hands over your head if you want to stay alive!” he ordered, then stepped back, dropped his Warrior energies, and utilized his Light ability to become invisible.
 
   The latch on the door shivered, then the door opened, and a half dozen girls, wearing only towels around their bodies, came out of the bathroom, their elbows tucked against their sides to trap their towel wrappings as their hands were  raised.  “We’re here.  Please don’t hurt us,” one girl said.
 
   Alec removed his invisibility, making the girls scream, and two girls jerked so wildly with surprise that their towels fell to the ground.
 
   “Where are your clothes?” Alec asked.
 
   “There’re in there, sir,” one girl answered, pointing back into the bathroom.  “We were going to take showers, but the guards went running off after there was a shout.” 
 
   “I’m here to set all of you free; some of the girls are safe upstairs, and we’re going to go join them.  Get your clothes and follow me,” Alec ordered.  “Hurry!” he commanded, anxious to move on.  There were still ingenairii and Andi somewhere to be found, and he could sense that his ability to utilize the power of the energy realm was beginning to dwindle.  The girls hustled, and came out of the room carrying bundles of cloth.  
 
   “We’re going upstairs to join the other girls,” Alec told them, then led his parade of frightened followers back through numerous rooms and past the scattered bodies on the hallway floor.  The sight of the bodies frightened the girls even more.
 
   “Where are the rest of your team?” one girl asked as they ran up the stairs.
 
   “I came here alone,” Alec barked, then he reached the top of the stair case and strode down the hallway, his Warrior energies in place once again.
 
   “Kriste, it’s me, Alec.  Open the door.  I have more girls,” he called.
 
   “How many total girls are there being held here?” Alec asked one of the girls in the hallway with him.
 
   “Um, counting the new girl they have, there are seventeen of us,” a voice answered.
 
   Alec counted quickly in his head.  He had them all except Andi, his next and final target.
 
   The door began to open, and Alec shoved it mightily with his shoulder, pushing it wide open.
 
   “Kriste,” he addressed the only one he knew.  “Is this everyone except Andi?”
 
   He saw the blonde girl’s head bob as she counted those present.  “Stand still,” she said peremptorily, then resumed counting.  “This is everyone except the one who fought them, your friend.”
 
   Alec heard the sound of horses neighing madly from out in the front of the house.
 
   “Kriste, I think all the guards are dead except for the Warriors who are in charge, and I think they may be trying to get away!” he shouted.  “Get everyone together, keep them together, and if I don’t come back, take them all to the Twenty Cities.”  With that he ran with all the speed his Warrior ability could provide, down the hall and stairs, then outside the building, where he stopped until he spotted the two Warriors carrying Andi away at a full gallop along with several of the extra horses.
 
   Alec didn’t bother to take a horse, but instead began to run at his top speed, drawing ever closer to the fugitives.  He began to fire arrows as he ran, never hitting his targets, but coming close to both of them, as well as close to Andi with the final arrow he shot.
 
   He drew considerably nearer to them as they reached the mighty bridge over the deep canyon.  To his surprise, they stopped in the middle of the bridge, recognizing how close his pursuit was getting.
 
   “Who in Mosha’s name are you?” one of them screamed, holding a sharp blade at Andi’s neck as he wrenched her into place in front of him, providing a shield.  She was wrapped in chains, thick metal links not only encircling her hands and legs and feet, but linking all her limbs together, as well as weighing across her neck.
 
   He could see that the girl had been badly battered. She was bruised and cut, and one arm was bent in an unhealthy manner.
 
   “He is the Crown Protector,” she spoke up.
 
   “He is the Demonslayer.  He is the King of the Dominion and the Consort of Michian.  He is Alec come again, the end to all your plots!” she told them, her voice ringing in a cadence-like chant.
 
   “Come one step closer and your girl friend dies,” the ingenairii said who held the knife to her throat.  “How do you know those old myths?” he screamed at Andi.
 
   “If you agree to let us leave the city, I will not slice her throat,” the man said.  “Do we have a deal?” he asked, his horse nervously dancing near the edge of the bridge.
 
   “I will let you leave the city, but then I will come hunt you down and kill you,” Alec replied.
 
   “You aren’t going to do anything to us.  Once we reach Michian we’ll be safe, and you aren’t going to be able to catch us before that,” the first one answered, raising his sleeve and exposing his Warrior’s mark as he suddenly raised Andi high and then tossed her over the edge of the bridge.
 
   Alec saw Andi’s face for just a moment as she fell, a face that was shocked, then he dove over the bridge after her, dropping his Warrior energy and adopting his Air abilities once again.  He had little energy left, but he threw it all into creating an air pad beneath Andi, then holding it stationary as his own body flew down and struck it hard.  He struggled to maintain the hold he held on his powers as his body bounced upon contact with the air, then he gave a final thrust that raised the pair of them back up onto the bridge, and roughly deposited them there in the middle of the lane.  He raised his head and saw the Warrior ingenairii riding away in the far distance, then he looked at Andi, her eyes open and staring at him.  “Amane and Aja are staying at the Red Horse Inn on the square,” he blurted out, then lay his head back and passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12 – Healing Boundary Lake
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke, he was lying in a room after dark.  He felt a soft mattress beneath him, and he saw a dim ceiling above.  He turned his head and saw the outline of someone sitting in the darkness in a chair on the far side of the room.
 
   “Who is it?” he asked.
 
   “I could tell you were coming after us when you were a hundred miles away,” Andi’s voice answered, “I knew you were in the city, and they attacked me when I told them you were coming to hunt them down.”  She rose from the chair and came to the mattress, then lay down on top of the covers next to him.  “But you can’t tell it’s me from a dozen feet away,” she sighed, and Alec heard the tears in her voice.
 
   “I told myself that I had learned to live with the separation from you, even when I knew I could still feel your feelings,” she rambled on.  “But I never felt anything from you that was love for me.”
 
   Alec reached his hand out and stroked her hair.  “Andi, I don’t mean to hurt you,” he said softly.
 
   “Hurt me?  You just saved my life in multiple ways.  I shouldn’t be complaining.  I am grateful, Alec.  But I’m bitter that something tied us to one another in such an extraordinary way, then the bonds that held you to me were completely severed, but my bonds to you continue to hold me just as tightly as those chains the ingenairii were using,” she told him.
 
   She sat up, and seemed to wretch herself out of her deep self-pity.  “How do you feel?” she asked.  Alec sat up.  He reached for his Light energy, and illuminated the room with a small ball of light.  Andi was wearing a sling on her arm, and remained bruised and scraped from her punishing captivity.
 
   “I feel well,” Alec answered.  He held out his hand, and when Andi grasped it, he released his Light powers to instead engage a stream of Healing energy, which he poured into her, addressing the many injuries that had been inflicted upon her.  He recognized all that had been done to her, and he grew angry at the ingenairii that had treated a prisoner in such a way.
 
   “They thought I was their grand prize, an unexpected bonus captive that was better than all the other girls put together,” Andi told him, releasing his hand.  “Of course, they needed to justify my capture after the price I made them pay before they overcame me.  It might have been better for all of us if they had just killed me outright.
 
   “Thank you for the healing,” she said after several seconds of silent thought, then she yanked the sling to draw it up over her head before she flung it onto the floor in the corner of the room.
 
   “Where are the girls?” Alec asked.
 
   “They’re downstairs with Amane and that new girl you like,” Andi replied.
 
   “Aja?” Alec asked.
 
   “Yes, you know, the one who turns from a vixen into a tree,” Andi answered sourly.
 
   “She’s a good person,” Alec answered, amused by Andi’s apparent jealousy, yet sorry to realize that it was another wound he had imposed upon her.  “And the perfect traveling companion – she’s a silent tree by day, and full of energy at night!”
 
   “You’re awful,” Andi complained.  “Now Amane is becoming smitten with her too.  I should be glad that he’s moving on, but it’s not fair that she can take both of you from me.”
 
   “She hasn’t taken me from you, Andi,” Alec told the upset girl.  “She has been a friend and a ward, but not anything more for me.  She’s been a good companion since leaving Birnam Wood.  I don’t know what to do with her now, that’s the problem, at least one of the problems.  Understand Andi, I don’t share the feelings you feel.”
 
   “I know Alec; you should be thankful.  You didn’t feel what I felt after they caught me and did the things they did,” she paused.  “Whereas I do feel what you feel; I felt you in Birnam Forest.  I awoke on the forest floor, and I felt you undergoing something that moved you deeply, and then you were filled with horror, and anger, and so much pain.  And then I didn’t feel anything from you, as if you were dead.
 
   “I feel what you feel.  The day you revived, days later, I felt you come back to life, and I knew that I had mistakenly abandoned you in that forest; I felt awful – awful for you and awful for me.  I had thought you were dead when I couldn’t detect you, and I went on in pursuit of the kidnappers to complete your quest for you, when I should have stayed in that forest and looked for you,” she shook her head in regret.
 
   “You don’t care for me Alec, any more or any less that you did in Exbury, or even when we first met, but me, I’m obsessed and possessed and depressed by you.  Can you get this out of my head?  Can you set me free from you, Alec?” she spoke in an anguished, plaintive tone.
 
   Alec let out his breath, the breath he didn’t even realize he had held as he had listened to Andi’s statements.  Disturbed by the pain the girl felt, he stood and hugged her against his body, while she passively stood still.  He let his spirit enter her, and begin to explore her spirit.
 
   It was astonishing.  There was such an entangled mix of elements that seemed native and foreign that he withdrew immediately.  The foreign elements must have been the pieces of his own memories and experiences that had become imprinted upon her.  The intricacy of the involvement was staggering, and the thought of trying to extricate them appeared beyond his abilities.
 
   “I need to think about it Andi.  It will be difficult,” he said gently.  He had never thought about removing his influence on her before, but it was something to consider.  It was something he would maintain as a possibility to try later, if all else failed.  And then he remembered an alternative.
 
   “I have a way to restore my memories Andi,” he told her, and felt her body stiffen.  “I was given a way to do it, and I have to do it.  There was a prophecy made while I was in Birnam Forest.  I have to regain my memories, or you will die.”
 
   He looked down and saw hope and doubt in her eyes.
 
   “You have to regain your memories to keep me alive?” she asked.  “What does that mean?”
 
   “When I was in the village in the forest, there were spirits of the dead who came to pass judgment upon me,” he explained.  “One of the spirits was yours,” he held up his hand to forestall her protest, “the spirit said it was the spirit of your death that would come to pass, unless I regained my memories; it was a prophecy.”
 
   “How will you do it? How will you regain your memories?  Why haven’t you done it already?” Andi asked, sitting down upon the bed next to him.
 
   “The witches of the village gave me the way,” he stood and walked over to his supply pack, then rooted through it until he found the two small jars.
 
   “During a full moon, I must rub some of this on my lips, then some on your lips, and we must kiss,” he explained, handing the containers to her.
 
   She looked up at him.  “You’re kidding?  A kiss?  That will restore your memories?”
 
   “Andi, they told me, and I believe them,” he answered.  “I don’t know how long it is to the next full moon, but if you can just wait here with me for that long, then we can fulfill the duty and you will be saved from whatever death is waiting for you in the future.
 
   “Andi, I know,” he paused, “there must have been something powerful between us, and the thought of that haunts me, but I can’t change the past.  Maybe when I get my memories back, we’ll have a chance to reconnect, but until then, we are comrades and friends, but no more,” he held her hands and looked into her eyes.
 
   “I want you to take this out of my head, Alec,” she said.  “You figure out how to do it.  We’ll have plenty of time on the journey to take these girls back to their homes.”
 
   “I’m not going back,” he said quietly.  “I’ll count on you to take them home.”
 
   “What the tarn do you mean, you’re not going back, for the love of heaven?” she asked incredulously.  “What else is there to do?  Stay here and watch this city die?”
 
   “I’m going to go after them, the Warriors,” he said evenly.  “They shouldn’t be allowed to get away with what they did.”
 
   “How will you find them?  They’ve gone Alec; there’s just the two of them to track – they won’t leave such an easy-to-follow trail as they did before, without all the girls,” Andi was standing again.
 
   “I know where they’re going,” he said evenly.  “Either they’re going back to the Dominion or they’re going to Michian.”
 
   Recognition dawned in Andi’s eyes, then they hardened.  “You can’t count on me to take the girls home; you’ll have to let Amane do it; I’m going to go with you.  I want my revenge, Alec, and I won’t bother you and the tree while we’re traveling in return for the chance to even the score.”
 
   “I don’t know if Aja will go with me or not.  She’s just been traveling with me up to now, but I don’t think she has any roots of her own.  She’s not my lover, and neither of us have that intention,” Alec replied.  “And I understand your desire for revenge, Andi.  I will grant you that right, but I want you to think about it, because you need to consider that I may never go back to Avonellene after this is over.  Do you want to go all the way west and become an exile, the way I have been in the Avonellene Empire?”
 
   “I’ll know how to get home when we’re done,” she objected “whereas you didn’t know the way until now.  
 
   “I know, the Dominion is your home, or it was centuries ago.  What kind of home would that be for you now though, Alec?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll find out.  It’s not something that has to be decided at this moment,” he answered.  “But there’s nothing written on my heart that urges me to return to Valeriane or Vincennes or even Ridgeclimb when this is all over.”
 
   She breathed deeply.  “We should go downstairs.  All the girls are there; they want to know how quickly they can be returned to their homes,” she warned him.  “As much as anything, they want to get out of this dying city.”
 
   “They may have to wait a few days.  We can’t just send them out into the world without some preparation,” he said as he stood and went to the door of the room.
 
   Together they went downstairs, listening to the sound of Aja singing a joyful song in the public room, as a boisterous crowd thumped tables and sang the chorus along with Aja.  Alec and Andi entered the back of the room, to be immediately recognized by Aja, who stopped her song mid-phrase, and announced, “here’s someone who really deserves applause – there’s our own hero, Alec!” she pointed to the back of the room, and all heads swiveled around to see him.  While the local people who were in the tavern for entertainment clapped politely, unaware of the day’s actions, the kidnapped girls all stood and cheered as they swarmed towards Alec and pressed him backwards into the hall with the crush of their attention and gratitude.
 
   After shouts and cries of thanks, the calls began to turn to questions about leaving.
 
   “We’ll work out details in the next day or two.  Just relax and enjoy your freedom tonight, everyone,” he told them repeatedly, and eventually persuaded them all but Kriste to go back to the tavern.
 
   “Kriste,” he said, commandeering a private room for Kriste, Andi, and himself to sit in, “we will prepare you for the trip back home, but neither of us are going to go with you.  Do you think that your group of girls will be able to travel hundreds of miles together to return everyone to their homes?”
 
   “Why won’t you come with us?” Kriste looked back and forth between the two.
 
   “We’re going to go track down the kidnappers and get revenge,” Alec replied, and they carried on a conversation about the trip home and preparations needed.  After the conversation, Kriste left, and as soon as she did, Andi left the room immediately, leaving Alec alone as she went out of the inn to the square in the front.  Alec looked out the window and watched her stand in solitary isolation in the square, looking up at the sky.
 
   He heard another round of applause from the public room, and then a pushing of furniture and murmur of people moving about in the room.  Aja must have announced a break, he realized.
 
   Andi came back into the building and returned to the room where Alec stood in the dark.   “I remember we had a new moon not long ago, and the moon is about three quarters now.  We should have a full moon in three days or so.  You can have your dutiful kiss with me, then your romantic kiss with Aja, and then we’ll be on our way.  Good night, Alec,” she said emotionlessly, and left him alone.  He stood in the room for a long time in the darkness, wishing that he knew what to do, then shrugged and went up to his bedroom, closed the door, and went to sleep.
 
   When he awoke the next morning it was from Aja’s poke in his ribs.  “I’m sorry to wake you early, but I haven’t been able to talk to you for a day or so, especially after all your heroics!  I miss chatting with you,” she said as she settled onto his mattress, sitting cross-legged.  “I wasn’t sure you’d be in bed alone, from what Amane said about you and Andi.”
 
   Alec sat up and rubbed his eyes.  “What could Amane have to say about Andi and I?” Alec asked, then wished he hadn’t.  It made no difference what Amane of all people said, he reminded himself.
 
   “He said that the two of you used to be closer than bark on a tree, but after you had a head wound, you rejected her, while she still pines for you,” Aja answered.
 
   “Let’s not talk about Andi and me,” Alec asked.  “How late did you sing last night?  Did you keep all those girls entertained?  Was it fun?” he asked.
 
   “It was!  We have been up so late – some of the girls just went to bed a couple of hours ago.  We were talking and singing forever, even after the public room closed.  They all said such amazing things about how you rescued them Alec!  Of course I topped them all when I told them your blood had been in me – that story amazed them,” she smiled.
 
   “Are you going to be ready to go back to the Twenty Cities?” he asked.
 
   “I’m ready to go wherever you want me to go,” she said calmly.  “I trust no one more than you.”
 
   Alec reached out and took her hand.  I am not going back.  I am going on to pursue the vile kidnappers, and to serve justice on them.  I do not think you should travel with me any longer Aja, for your own safety.  I want you to travel with the girls who are returning to their homes, so that you can find a home in the Twenty Cities, at a safe place.
 
   Tears formed in Aja’s eyes.  I will never find a companion as wonderful as you to travel with, my lord.
 
   You will find that there are great and good things out there in the world, waiting for you to discover, Alec tried to comfort her.  And you will bring good cheer to everyone you meet.
 
   When will we part ways?  Will you do one thing for me before we separate? she asked.
 
   I will do anything I can for you, Alec pledged.
 
   Will you share your blood with me again?  Will you make me a real person so that I can see the sunlight every day? she pleaded.
 
   Alec closed his eyes.  I will share my blood with you all night tomorrow, and the night after that if we are still here together.  I cannot promise that it will be enough, he pledged. 
 
   All I ask of you is that you try.  I know you will do your best, Aja said gratefully.  She rose from the bed, bent and kissed him, then went to the corner and transformed into her arboreal form once again, leaving Alec alone to feel the weight of another debt promised for payment.
 
   Awake and full of thought, Alec got dressed and went down to the kitchen of the inn.  A single girl was attempting to prepare the meal, and Alec could tell that she was slowed by the early stages of the plague, but continued at her job without complaint.  “Let me do something,” he offered as he stood in the doorway and watched her struggle to lift a heavy pail of water.
 
   Alec took the pail from her, and carried it to the tub she wished to fill.  After he poured it for her he turned to the girl and took her hand, then released his energy, healing away the sores and infection and the malfunctions that were beginning to control her organs.
 
   “Thank you, master,” the girl bowed to him on the spot.  “I heard that there was a great one like the old legends staying here, but I would not have believed it.  Your power is even greater than that of the lord at the hospital, using the honored pendant to heal the sick.”
 
   “What pendant is that?” Alec asked.
 
   “The city has a great treasure, a collection of ancient pendants that have been here since the very first days of the city.  One of them has the power to produce miraculous healing, and they are using it at the hospital to try to treat those they can,” the girl said.  “A kitchen girl like me would never be worthy among all the others they have to heal.  That’s why it is so wonderful for you to share your ability with me,” she finished.
 
   “My pleasure,” Alec answered, distracted by her information.  “Which way is the hospital?” he asked.
 
   She gave directions which Alec promptly followed, so that before the full disk of the sun had cleared the horizon, Alec had traveled along the dismal streets of the city to find the hospital, where large groups of people were camped and waiting, both those who were ill and those who had loved ones within.  There was no security, and Alec was able to walk in and move freely within the building, walking up and down hallways, finding few orderlies or nurses in evidence.
 
   He eventually stopped a healthy looking person, and asked if there was someone with a pendant in the building.
 
   “They’re keeping the pendant up on the fourth floor, where the guards are,” the other person replied, a nurse who appeared haggard and worn.  Alec thanked him, then reached out and left the astonished man with a boost of Healing energy that removed his fatigue.
 
   At the top of the staircase leading to the fourth floor, Alec saw a quartet of guards.  A large group of supplicants were halfway up the stairs, begging for help, and being held back by the guards.  With a few moments’ effort, Alec became invisible and then floated on air above the crowd and over the guards, to land on the floor several feet behind the ongoing confrontation.  He remained invisible as he walked about in the hall, and at last discovered a small team of people, a half dozen in number, traveling together from room to room in one corridor. 
 
   He entered a room just behind them to observe what they did.  One of the party was the person in charge, the person who walked up to the ill patient they had come to visit.  That person wore a golden pendant that Alec could clearly see hanging on his chest, as he reached for the hand of the patient, a middle-aged woman.  The pendant wearer, closed his eyes, and Alec saw that his lips moved soundlessly as he seemed to recite some words of meaning, while the entourage all stood and watched the woman in the bed.  Over a timeframe of close to five minutes Alec observed the condition of the patient improve, then one of the observers tapped the pendant-wearer on the shoulder.  His eyes opened, he looked down at the patient, then released the woman’s hand.
 
   “Thank you, my lord,” the patient said with heartfelt tears of joy.  She looked much healthier than she had before the treatment, yet to Alec’s eye her healing appeared incomplete.  He examined her closely with his Healer vision as the group of healers began to leave the room, and discovered that she had been healed only to a point from which her body could pick up the effort to finish her recovery on her own over the course of another day or two.
 
   It was an imperfect process, Alec thought, but perhaps the best the group could accomplish with whatever degree of Healing they were able to coax from the pendant.  It was certainly better than the alternative of having no pendant or healing capacity at all.  Yet the time it took meant that they could process people at a rate of no more than ten or a dozen patients in an hour, less than half the speed with which Alec could heal similar patients if his energies were at their fullest capacity.
 
   He looked at the patient in the bed, now alone except for his own invisible presence.  He reached out a hand and touched her foot, then allowed a brief flow of his energies to complete her healing.  The woman’s head jerked up in startlement, and she looked at her foot, then around the room, then up at the ceiling, and closed her eyes again.  He thought about the plight of the city – the squalling children, the fleeing refugees, the dead bodies.  The pendant was better than nothing at all, but would make no discernable difference in the fate of the people, he knew with sickening certainty.
 
   Alec left the room, and allowed himself to become visible in the hallway, then went into the next room, where the healing group was preparing to engage its powers to attend to the patient there.
 
   “Let me interrupt you,” Alec said, strolling into the room.
 
    “You’ll need to leave.  This is the healer,” one of the attendees who accompanied the man with the pendant said, walking quickly towards Alec in a threatening manner.
 
   Alec quickly threw up coils of air to seize the man and hold him in place, then erected a wall of air that separated the rest of the group from himself and the patient.  He reached out as the members of the healing group all shouted in fear, frustration and confusion, touched the patient, and administered a dose of his Healing energy, taking away the pale color, the sweaty forehead, and the gaunt appearance of the man who lay in the bed.
 
   “I am an ingenaire,” Alec told the group.  He released the Air energies that held the healers immobile.  “I can touch patients and heal their illnesses and injuries.  Your pendant intrigues me; may I see it?” he asked.
 
   “Where did you come from?” asked the man who held the pendant.  “How do you do that?”
 
   “I am an ingenaire, from a land that was once called the Dominion, and my powers allow me to directly tap a source of energy, perhaps the same energy your pendant provides.  I would like to see it; I promise I will immediately return it, unharmed.”
 
   The man lifted the chain that held the pendant, and raised it over his head.  His hand hesitated for just a moment, then dropped the pendant in Alec’s outstretched hand.
 
   Alec turned towards the window, where the brightening sun’s rays provided better illumination, and looked closely at the round golden disk with the encircling collar of bright gems.  The fine etchings on the face of the pendant were the very same caduceus that was emblazoned on his arm.
 
   He turned and handed the pendant back to the healer.  “Where did you get this pendant?  I have another one like it, one I seized from a man in the Twenty Cities,” Alec said.
 
   “Was it the pendant of lust?” a member of the group asked.
 
   “It is,” Alec said.  “You’ve heard of it?”
 
   “It was taken from this city just two years ago, stolen from the collection in city hall.  We did not know how it was taken, because the pendants are kept securely locked and guarded – they are a part of the ancient heritage of our city,” the man explained.
 
   “Are there more of them?” Alec asked.
 
   “Over a dozen,” the man answered, “and at one time there must have been many more.”
 
   “May I see them?” Alec felt a thrill of excitement at the thought of seeing pendants that allowed mortals to draw upon the energies of the ingenairii and the other races that held abilities.
 
   “We must stay here and heal as many as we can,” a third member of the group explained.
 
   “This man has a marvelous power!  Let him see the pendants,” the patient in the bed spoke up.  “Will you be able to use them to help us?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Alec replied.  “I hadn’t thought about using them.  I just wanted to see them.  If there is some way to use them to help you, I will try,” he offered, though he had no ideas of how anything could be done.
 
   “Let’s go to see the next couple of patients,” Alec suggested.  “I could heal a few of them for you while you heal others, then one of you could take me to the pendant collection.”
 
   They agreed with his plan, so that Alec and one member of the healing group went down the hall as the rest of the group went next door.  Alec was accompanied by an elderly man, Paule.  “I held the healing pendant in my youth, when it was needed to be used,” Paule explained as Alec touched and healed a woman in a bed, ridding her completely of the plague.  “Not everyone can use the pendant, or use it as effectively as others, and it wears a person out to use it, so we keep it reserved for only special needs.
 
   “We have been using it non-stop for over a week now, wearing our people down, so that they must only work in short shifts,” he continued his story as Alec quickly healed a second patient.  “And still we do not have any hope of making a slight reduction in the number of those who need our help.”
 
   They treated a third and fourth patient as Paule told Alec of the arrival of the plague a fortnight prior, and its rapid spread through the city, at a time when the population had been stressed and frightened by the approaching front line of the war with the lacertii.
 
   “Now, may we go see the pendants?” Alec asked Paule after finishing all the rooms on one side of the hallway.
 
   They left the hospital and walked through the streets, past the square where the Red Horse Inn held Alec’s companions, and then up the steps to city hall, where the same guard Alec had treated was again on duty.  “My lord,” she said to Alec’s companion, who led Alec past her without comment, then up the stairs inside the building, to a large audience hall on the second floor.
 
   A marble stand was on a raised stage at one end of the hall, and Alec examined a shiny metal tray that rested on the tilted surface of the marble stand.  The metal was not one he had ever seen before, its surface without blemish, and shiny as a mirror.  Within the tray was a large, empty indentation in the center, and circling around the large indentation were numerous smaller indentations, half of which were empty, and half full with pendants that appeared identical to the two pendants he had seen already.
 
   Alec picked up one of the pendants that remained, and saw a blacksmith’s anvil and hammer upon it, the same mark that the Metal ingenairii wore.  He laid it down and picked up another, one that had a small chair next to a much larger one, a symbol he did not recognize.  A third pendant had the jug of pouring liquid, the Water ingenaire symbol that he remembered so fondly from Bethany.  He remembered the first time he had ever seen the mark on Leslie, the water ingenaire whose powers he had used to heal Captain Lewis in the far frontier of Goldenfields, before he had even been a recognized ingenaire.  He reflected on that experience, and the aftermath, and suddenly he felt an inspiration to try to create a means to heal all of Boundary Lake at once.
 
   “Paule!” he said with excitement in his voice, “I think we can find a way to heal many people at once with this pendant.  Let me carry it out to the square!”
 
   “My lord,” Paule replied, reaching for the pendant, “this is a pendant of water powers, not healing.”
 
   Alec reached for the pendant more quickly than Paule, took it in his hands, and began to leave the room.  “I once was able to create a fountain of waters that held healing power.  By drinking the water from that fountain, a person could become healthier,” he explained over his shoulder as he ran down the stairs.  “I didn’t know how I created the fountain then, because I was young and new to the power.  But I think I can use my own powers, and add them to the energy from this pendant, to create such a fountain here in Boundary Lake, where everyone can come and drink and improve their health.”
 
   He reached the square in front of city hall and walked several yards out in front of the building, putting space between himself and the stairs.
 
   He closed his eyes and held tightly to the pendant, and began to send his Spirit down into the pendant, looking for the energy it provided, thinking of Bethany and Leslie and the water powers they had held.  The water was below him in the ground, he could feel, and the pendant was extending its energy towards his spirit, acting as a guide that led its user into the power.  He could feel it leading him towards a portal of power and bringing the energy forth to him; the pendant was dragging the power out of the energy realm as though it were an ingenaire itself, and then it was transferring that power to him.
 
   He felt the Water power, and knew that he possessed it.  He redirected his Spirit energy, readapting it to serve as an insulator once again, allowing him to bring forth multiple streams of power within himself without doing harm to his own body and abilities.
 
   With the Spirit energy and the Water power in place, Alec paused.  He had done this before, but never deliberately.  He had made fountains rise, and the fountains had spewed forth water endowed with energy, but those endowments had been fixtures that had grown organically from the process of Alec dispelling energy in a catastrophic manner.  Somehow he had expelled so much energy from himself that the energy had infused and become captured by the structure of the fountain itself, becoming a self-sustaining portal to the energy realm in a way that allowed the energy to disperse into the water that flowed past it.  One part of his mind contemplated the way to recreate the energization of the fountain, while the other part continued to focus on the manipulation of his energies, a chore in and of itself.
 
   Alec called forth his Stone energy next, giving him the ability he would need to combine with his temporary Water power in order to create the perpetual flow of water from the earth through the fountain he was about to create.  Calling upon the Stone power as his third engaged power was a challenge, but one that was manageable; he had often called forth three energies together, but the newness of the Water energy, an energy he had never controlled before, made his control less steady and sure as he tried to both actively manage the energy and continue to analyze what to do with it.
 
   He had a vision finally of how he was going to manage this event, to create the tool that would help heal a city and end the horrible suffering he had seen throughout the city.  For his next step, he would call forth his Healer energy, but only up to the threshold between the energy realm and the physical world, and he would do the same with his Water and Stone energies, so that he would develop a tremendous energy pressure within himself with all the needed energies striving to explode forth.  Then, when he found himself at the critical edge of losing control, he would channel the three energies together and direct them into the earth, creating the stone channel, calling forth the water, and embedding the healing energy at the site.
 
   And then he would have to survive.  He shook his head at the thought of how his body had managed to survive such explosive releases in the past, but felt comfort in knowing that his past experiences proved that survival was possible.
 
   He took another deep breath and closed his eyes, then began to call upon the Healer energy.  It was a fragile feeling from the very beginning of the effort; his Spirit abilities were strained in their ability to insulate so many other power capacities, and he felt the bumping and churning of the energies he sought, all bottled up within the energy realm, being called forth but not released.
 
   “Alec!  What are you doing Alec?  Stop, you’re killing yourself,” he distantly heard Andi’s voice calling him.  “This feels wrong.  It feels dangerous, Alec.  Please stop,” she spoke from somewhere far away.
 
   The pressure of the energy was building with greater intensity within him, and he refocused himself on the restraint of the power, trying to keep it continually dammed as it piled more and more power upon itself.
 
   Alec!” his body shook violently, and he opened his eyes to see Andi standing in front of him, shaking his shoulders, as others stood watching her confront him.
 
   He felt the dam he had built start to rupture as his focus was distracted.  Andi was literally with him, in danger of fatal injury from the explosion that was about to occur, he could tell.
 
   With a desperate surge of effort, Alec thrust his arms forward, hitting Andi in the chest and driving her away from him.  He saw the startlement in her eyes, and the sense of pain and rejection from his abrupt gesture, but he had no time to apologize as the energy conflict within him built to a crescendo.  Then he released his Spirit power and seized his Air power.  He let the blockage of all the powers dissolve, and he sculpted his Air power into the form of a narrow tube, one that placed him in the inside, and everyone else on the outside.
 
   Even as he did that, his energies went firing into the ground below him, explosively punching a tube through the stone, and powerfully calling the water forth, while his Healer energies infused the area with the components of their nature.   The ground buckled in a mighty flash of power, and even the tube of compressed air Alec had erected could not protect those in the square from feeling some fraction of the force of the explosion, as they all were knocked violently backward.
 
   Alec felt himself lifted upward with material blowing his body and violently propelling him into the sky above the site of his efforts.  He passed out, and felt nothing of the violent impact when he fell back to earth.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13 – Boundary Lake’s Salvation
 
    
 
   Alec awoke slowly, in stages of returning consciousness.  His head rolled on his neck first, three days after the explosion.  His eyes opened without comprehension in the next stage, a day later.  And finally, five days after he created the fountain, he became aware of himself again.
 
   “What day is it?” he asked when he finally came to hold enough self-awareness to be able to think about what he had done.
 
   “It’s another day you need to rest,” Andi spoke gently.  He opened his eyes in a dim room, his room at the Red Horse Inn.
 
   “Did it work?” he asked her, turning his head, then wincing at the pain from the motion, as a searing headache tore through his skull.  He saw her wince as well.
 
   “Don’t move anymore, please,” she told him.  “Yes, it worked.  You created a fountain with miraculous waters that heal.  Everyone in the city is drinking the water and dipping cups of it to take home.  The city is saved, at least from the plague.
 
   “You are the demigod hero you want to be, my dear,” she said pleasantly, though even in his pain Alec could sense the hurt she felt from him.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   She paused momentarily, surprised by the question.  “I am fine,” she said flatly.
 
   Alec closed his eyes and breathed deeply.  “Could you bring enough of the fountain water up here for me to bathe in?”
 
   “The staff of the hotel will be only too happy to do that for you.  I’ll go ask them to start right now,” she said and she started to stand.
 
   “Andi,” he said, and his hand slowly lifted from the mattress seeking hers.
 
   She hesitated, then reached her own hand towards his, clasping it tightly.
 
   He squeezed it for a moment.  I didn’t mean to hurt you when I pushed you Andi.  I was trying to protect you from the explosion.  I didn’t want you to get hurt, he weakly sent the message to her spirit.
 
   I realized that, when I woke up two days later, she told him, a combination of forgiveness, shyness, and anger in her tone.
 
   “I’ll go get your bath started,” she said, releasing his hand and leaving the room.
 
   Within minutes, men were carrying pails of water to the room and three burly workers carried a large trough into the room, placing it in the corner where Aja had stood as a tree.  Only then did Alec realize the room was empty of her leafy presence.  Bucket after bucket was hurriedly poured into the trough, as the men stole covert glances at Alec in their passage through the room, until Andi told them the water level was satisfactory.
 
   “It’s going to hurt to carry you over to the water,” she warned, once the room was empty and the door closed.  She stooped down next to him and pulled away the covers.  He slowly glanced down briefly and saw the welter of cuts and scrapes that covered his body, then nearly passed out in pain as she slipped her arms beneath him and lifted him.  He gasped repeatedly, until she lowered him cautiously into the water, and then rose from her crouch, leaving him deposited within the trough.
 
   The water was a relief.  It felt energetic and soothing.  He closed his eyes and relaxed, then cautiously raised his hand for Andi, and grasped her fingers when she touched him.  I remember the first time I bathed in the water from the fountain, he told her, dreamy from his weariness and pain.  It healed everything but the demon scars.
 
   Is that what those new marks are on your chest? she asked.
 
   He thought for a moment, recollecting the events of the recent past.  Yes, in the village in Birnam Forest, a demon came forth without warning, and we fought.
 
   That was what made you feel so frightened in the forest, the demon?  I felt your soul shake when something awful happened, and then you shut down completely, for days.  That’s when I thought you had died and I took Amane with me to go in pursuit of the girls, she explained.
 
   If you travel with me, you may see one yourself, Andi, he warned.  Those ingenairii who threw you off the bridge, they used the name of one of the Michian gods who relied on demon worship in the past.
 
   You’d be better off in that regard going back to the Twenty Cities, protecting the girls on their way home, he advised.
 
   You’ll have to wait a little longer to be rid of me Alec.  That road is no longer an option.  I sent the girls on their way home three days ago.  The head of the city here is so grateful for your fountain, he provided a squad of guards to protect them, and of course they have the mighty Amane with them, she said.  And your tree love went with them as well, I’m sorry to tell you.
 
   Her tone did not convey sincere regret about passing along the news of Aja’s departure, he thought.
 
   “I told her she should not go any further with me, and she accepted that,” he said calmly, speaking out loud.  “But I was going to share my blood with her, to see if we could alter her nature, and make her human at all hours of the day.”
 
   Andi released his hand.  “She bathed in your fountain water, and drank it, and she did not become a tree thereafter.  She took several casks of the water with her.
 
   “She said to tell you good bye,” Andi added.  A long moment of silence followed.  “She’s gone; I might as say it all.  She said to tell you she loved you.”
 
   “I love her too, Andi, but not for her body.  We never had any physical relationship,” he stopped, deciding that he didn’t need to explain any further to the Black Crag guard.  They had conversed closely and warmly for a while, but suddenly the walls between them were up again.
 
   “How many days have I been unconscious?” he asked, his eyes closed again as he rested his head on the lip of the tub.  He was feeling stronger already, absorbing the energy from the bath water, and healing.
 
   “Five days,” she said shortly, leaving Alec to quickly calculate in silence.
 
   “So the full moon has come and gone?” he asked for confirmation.
 
   “Gone for another twenty four days,” she agreed.
 
   “I’ll be ready to leave tomorrow,” he told her.  “Will you be ready to go?”
 
   “I’ll be right there with you, if you really think you’ll be able to travel that soon,” she answered.  “I think I’ll go get some fresh air.  You’ll be alright here by yourself for a little while?” she asked, seeming suddenly eager to leave the room.
 
   “Go on,” he answered.  “Go enjoy yourself.  I appreciate you watching over me.”
 
   “Lord knows I don’t have any choice,” she muttered as she closed the door behind her, and then she was gone.
 
   Alec laid his head back and closed his eyes, frustrated once again by the relationship he had with the prickly girl.   It was an issue he would have to deal with for several more days, but, he decided, he didn’t need to worry about it any further that evening – all he needed to do was let his body heal.   He took a deep breath, forced himself to relax, and quickly fell asleep.
 
   When he awoke in the morning, his body felt completely different.  Someone, Andi, he suspected, had changed his bath water in the course of the night while he slept soundly in the tub.  The buckets of extra water that had sat by his trough were empty, while other buckets full of water stood by the door.
 
   The water had done its trick; he pressed himself upward out of the tub with his arms, and felt no more than a few small, lingering aches, the rest of the damage to his body having been soaked away by the magnificent waters of the fountain.  It was his fountain, and in a sense it was his own energies being brought back to heal his own body.  Alec pulled his pants on, then opened the door to the hallway, and left his room, walking to the end of the hall where a window looked out over the great square that was at the heart of the city.  He had given the square a new heart of its own, the fountain, and he desired to see it flowing with life.
 
   The square held a great number of people, residents who stood in a long, snaking line that coursed about the paved space, the crowd held in place by strategically located guards who kept order.  Every one of the hundreds of people he saw held a container to take a portion of the water from the square, buckets and pails, skins, jars, even bowls – all were to be put to work to collect the fluid that Alec saw glinting in the sunlight as it gushed up from the fountain.  There was no evidence that enough of the water escaped capture to constitute a steady flow of water out of the square.
 
   “My lord,” a voice behind him startled Alec, and he turned to see a servant down on his knees awaiting him.
 
   “My lord,” the man repeated, “the master of the house asks if there is anything at all you desire.  You have only to name it and we will provide it for you.”
 
   “I desire that no one kneel before me,” Alec answered.  “I’ll be downstairs soon for breakfast.  Can you tell me where the woman is who cared for me?”
 
   “Milady Andi is already at the breakfast table,” the servant answered.
 
   “Thank you.  I’ll be right down,” Alec answered, and he went back to his room to pull on a shirt and boots.  Dressed, he went downstairs, realizing that he felt a tremendous hunger, the result of his five-day fast.  He stepped into the public room, where he saw Andi sitting at a table, enjoying the companionship of two men dressed in uniforms, surrounded by many other tables that were crowded with people enjoying meals.
 
   “That’s him,” he heard a whisper, and a pair of hands began to clap, then suddenly everyone in the room was on their feet applauding him.
 
   Embarrassed, Alec waved his hand over his head, and motioned for everyone to sit down, then walked over to Andi’s table.  The two guardsmen stood hurriedly.  “Our apologies, my lord, we didn’t mean to trespass upon your lady’s space,” one of them said with sincere remorse.
 
   “You meant no harm, and none was taken.   Andi is my companion, but not my lady, and is entitled to any company she wishes to share her table with,” he politely answered.
 
   “Have a seat, Alec,” Andi told him.  “Order your breakfast.  These men were just telling me about the road the two escaped kidnappers took out of town.  They rode their horses right through the Boundary Lake lines of defense and into the lacertii lines, apparently fighting their way through both.”
 
   “So you know what road we should follow?” Alec asked her.  A waiter came to the table, and offered to bring bread and lamb chops and fresh fruit for Alec’s breakfast, all of which Alec agreed to.
 
   “I can go out early with the officers here and look over the road, if you want to come out later, after you eat your breakfast,” she told him.  “I’ve already eaten.”  She stood, drawing puzzled stares from the officers.
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather stay with his lordship?” one of them asked in a low voice.
 
   “I’m sure I’ll enjoy your company for now; I’ll have enough of him later,” Andi replied in a friendly tone.  “What direction should Alec come to find us?” she asked him.
 
   “You should follow the western road to the first branching, then go south,” the officer said deferentially to Alec.  Both the officers saluted him and then were hastily gone, pressed along by Andi, so that Alec sat alone at his table as his breakfast was delivered.  He ate his food a bite or two at a time, constantly interrupted by some grateful person who came to tell him about a life that had been saved through the creation of the fountain.
 
   After graciously accepting all the thanks and finishing his meal, Alec was told by the waiter that there was no charge for the meal, and he left to return to his room to pack.  He pulled his meager collection of belongings together, made sure he had the two containers of salve for his now-delayed moonlight kiss with Andi, then saw the water pendant on the table beside his bed.
 
   He’d forgotten it; and he felt that he had to return it.  There was the other pendant as well, he realized, the lustful one he had hidden.  He could return them both to their proper place, and then be on his way.  He pulled his bandolier of knives over his shoulder, pulled his pack on, then went down the back stairs and snuck out of the inn, not wanting any further attention.  He stepped into the alleyway where he retrieved the other pendant from its hiding place, then walked in a wide circle around the edge of the square, skittering away from other people, especially women, while he held the lust pendant.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs to the city hall building, he saw the same woman guard he had seen on duty twice before.  He cloaked himself in invisibility, drawing startled oaths from some of the people nearby, then dashed up the stairs past the unsuspecting guard.  Within the building be became visible once more, and climbed upwards towards the room where the great marble stand held the shiny metal tray.  He reached the tray and stood before it, studying it as he held the pendants above it, ready to place them in the indentations designed to hold them.
 
   It was a marvelous tool, he realized, and a generous one, a way that some race of great ancients had discovered to extend their power to anyone.  He lowered the two pendants in their places, then turned and left the hall.  He went downstairs and outside, looked up at the sun to get his bearing, then headed west out of the square, following a road that took him to the western city gate and out into the land beyond the city, a wide plateau that provided the farm lands that fed the city, and that was bordered at some distance by tall mountains, peaks so tall that they still sported snowy caps.
 
   He was no more than a couple of hours behind Andi, and nearly a week behind the kidnapping Warrior ingenairii who were his ultimate goal.  The sun was shining and the day promised to be a good one weather wise.  He and Andi would march through the lines of Boundary Lakes, then penetrate the lines of the lacertii, by one of two ways.  Either Alec would cloak them in invisibility, which would require a constant use of his powers, but not an unsustainable use, or he could use his Healer energy to change his appearance and Andi’s to make them each appear to be lacertii.  He’d studied the lacertii physiology once before, a long time ago, and he remembered that despite the great difference in appearance, there was very little difference in the make-up of their bodies.
 
   How the Warriors were traveling through the lacertii lands was a mystery to Alec.  If there was war between the lacertii and humans, he would expect the ingenairii to be a moving target of attacks along the full length of their journey through the lacertii lands, something that would slow them down, and wear them out.
 
   His musing were interrupted as he heard the sounds of battle not far ahead.  There had been no indication that he would find the battle front so soon, or so close to the city.  He engaged his Warrior powers in preparation for whatever might possibly happen, and began to run up the road.  Within a mile the road rose up sharply from a small stream crossing, and as Alec crested the rise he saw a panicked retreat of the forces from Boundary Lake, running towards him pell-mell, no more than a pair of squads of men being pursued by a force ten times their size.
 
   Alec was shocked by the tableau before him.  He drew his sword, threw his supply bag by the side of the road, and charged forward.  “Rally!  Rally for Boundary Lake!” he screamed as he approached the first of the fleeing soldiers from the city.  “Stop the invasion now!” he shouted.  He passed some of the men as he flew forward, while they continued in full flight towards the city.  “Come fight with me,” he shouted as he ran, hoping that they would turn and establish a position.
 
   He made it up to the spot where he ran into his first wave of lacertii, then he began to hack and hew with his sword.   A few men who had lagged behind the others were still retreating towards him, having been passed by the fleetest of the lacertii warriors, and they stopped to rally around him as they saw him become a rock on the battlefield, slaying every lacertii that came near him.  He began to draw the attention of more of the lacertii who saw an open road ahead of them other than the lonely warrior who stood and fought so viciously.
 
   “We’re with you!” a voice shouted behind Alec, and he heard the clash of metal as other men stopped their flight towards the city and returned to join him in the defensive stand.  He continued to swing his sword wildly, never failing to strike an enemy soldier as they came towards him at a fast and furious pace.  There were too many to be effectively held by the small handful of men with him, he realized, and he reacted by calling forth his Spirit energy, and then his Air powers.
 
   Alec called a curtain of air down from the sky, extending from one side of the road to the other, at a distance of fifty feet in front of his location, then he stretched the curtain wider, beyond the edges of the road by several feet.  The barrier temporarily cut off the approach of more lacertii, as the oncoming swarthy soldiers collided with the unseen impediment in their charge towards the city.  Given a moment of time with no new opponents descending upon them, Alec and his small band of supporters cut down all of the lacertii on their side of the curtain.
 
   “Why have they stopped, my lord?” a voice asked Alec as he defeated the last lacertii on their side of the battlefront.  He turned and saw that a dozen and a half men had joined him.
 
   “I’ve erected a barrier of hardened air on the road,” Alec answered.  “They’ll not be able to penetrate it.”  Alec dropped his Warrior and Spirit energies, and channeled more power into his Air abilities, allowing him to draw the curtain boundary even wider, preventing the lacertii from immediately finding the edge they could round.
 
   “How did they come to be here?”  Alec asked.  “Was there a breach in the front line?”
 
   “There was just an hour ago.  The commander sent our three squads to try to slow this lot down while he looked for some reserves to fill the breach.  This is all that got through before he patched it up,” a junior officer spoke up.  “It’s thin on our side to the northeast, but the worst action’s taking place in the southeast, I hear tell.”
 
   “I’m going to release my shield in a moment, and let a portion of the lacertii through, then I’ll drop the shield again.  We should have roughly equal numbers to fight on our side,” Alec told the men.  “Spread out in a line, fight back-to-back with a partner,” he directed.
 
   The Boundary Lake forces moved as he directed, and Alec promptly lifted the wall of air for several seconds, allowing nearly half the bottled up lacertii soldiers to run and fall forward.  He dropped the curtain back in place as quickly as he could, splitting the lacertii, and then he led the human forces forward in a prolonged, bloody clash that eventually saw a complete victory by Alec and his allies.
 
   “Give me all the arrows you can gather,” Alec instructed the men with him as the last of the lacertii were killed on the east side of the boundary, while screams of outrage and despair came from the group on the west side.
 
   “We’ll fall back a bit,” Alec directed next as he took his bundle of arrows and a bow he scavenged from a dead lacertii, and walked backwards a hundred yards, then turned.  He notched his first arrow, then released his Air energies and claimed his Warrior energies to enable him to begin firing off a stream of arrows that rained continual havoc as shaft after shaft left his bow, directed at the charging remnants of the lacertii force, and then at the small handful that began to flee when only they were left, none of them having reached the men who stood beside Alec as he fired his deadly arrows.
 
   When the last retreating lacertii was hit in the back and flung to the ground dead, Alec dropped his bow.  “Let me see your wounds,” he instructed the men.
 
   “Who are you, my lord?” the officer asked.
 
   “My name is Alec.  I’m a traveler passing through Boundary Lake,” he said simply.  With his Healer energy engaged, Alec treated the worst wounds, choosing to be cautious in his energy use and leaving some recovery to nature, just as the wielder of the Healing pendant had done in the hospital in Boundary Lake.  He sensed a long day ahead, and already the draining use of power felt heavy upon him.
 
   “I’m to go to a fork in the road ahead, and then go left, to follow a companion who came through a short time ago,” Alec told the squad that was with him as he finished his Healing work.
 
   “My lord, that is where we are told the fighting was worst this morning,” the officer repeated.  “We’ll go with you to offer any aid that we can.”
 
   Alec considered the potential that Andi might be involved in the battle ahead.  The prospect of having a group of men to support him or the Boundary Lake forces under attack seemed useful.  He nodded to the officer, “Come on, let’s go then.  I’ll pick up arrows on the way.”
 
   They walked through the bloody space of the battlefield they had just won, Alec restocking his quiver, then collecting a second quiver of arrows.  Two miles further on they came to a fork, where a branch of the road went to the southwest, dropping into a heavy forest through which there was no visibility because of the dense foliage.
 
   “How far to the front from here?” Alec asked as they began to walk down the road.
 
   “Ten miles,” the officer replied.  “That’s what it’s been the past few days at any rate.”
 
   The group had hardly gone two miles when they started to see severely wounded men being carried in the opposite direction, back to the city.  “What’s happening?” the officer asked the second cluster they passed.
 
   “The line is collapsing; sectors are being cut off and isolated.  We can’t hold them off – it’s a huge advancement by the lacertii.  They must have concentrated their forces for the past fortnight to have as many soldiers as they’re throwing at us now,” one of the men carrying a stretcher with two men on it replied.
 
   “Take the men into the city to the fountain in the Great Square,” Alec advised.  “And bring all that you can of the fountain water back with you to the front.”
 
   “We need to move up front in a hurry,” Alec told his men, speaking with a sense of urgency, and leading them on the run up the road another three miles, until they heard the shouts and clashes of actual battle.  The noise came from both sides of them, and they could see numerous clusters of figures fighting all up and down an uneven line in the forest, a view that diminished among the trees at no great distance.  Ahead on the road they could see a huge column of lacertii soldiers approaching, enough to obliterate the struggling Boundary Lake soldiers who tried to hold the advance skirmishers back.
 
   The column that was approaching was enormous.  It would overwhelm any efforts Alec could contribute; it was too large for his Air curtain to hope to delay for any length of time, once the lacertii spread to the right and left and went around the ends of his limited ability to man such a defensive shield.
 
   There was one means left that Alec considered achievable, a way to fence the main lacertii force out of the battlefield, but it would consume his energies to the point that he would not be able to contribute anything else to the battle’s outcome.
 
   “Come forward and protect me,” he told the squad with him, and began to walk towards the lacertii.
 
   “My lord, we cannot protect you any better than you can protect yourself,” one of his men replied.
 
   “While I do what I am about to do, I will be vulnerable.  I need your help,” Alec said, continuing to stride ahead.  He wanted to be as close to the lacertii as possible.  He passed beyond the lacertii skirmishers, and drew closer to the column of lacertii that were marching forward with stolid discipline.  His men were growing nervous, he could tell, as the distance between them diminished to mere yards.
 
   He stopped, and seized his Stone energies, and pointed his hands down at the ground in front of his feet,   “When this is done, take me back to Boundary Lake,” he shouted back to the men behind him.  “I’ll be in no shape to fight.  And when you find my companion, Andi, bring her to me.”
 
   He ceased to talk, and channeled his powers into the ground, so that there was a tremendous trembling, knocking all the forces in the vicinity to the earth as the soil shook violently, and then suddenly a monolith of stone burst up through the center of the road, and rose high into the air, ten feet high, then twenty feet, then more, until it was standing thirty feet tall, a pillar of gray granite just inches in front of Alec.  He began to spread his hands wide, feeling his energy expand to the left and to the right.  The pillar grew wider, as the stone emerged from the ground to either side, turning the pillar into a wall that spread across the width of the road, then spread further, becoming a massive granite curtain.  Alec fell to his knees as he called upon more and more of the ingenaire energy, and pushed the wall wider and wider, a hundred yards, then a quarter of a mile, and then all the way to the mountainous cliffs on either side of the valley, completely cutting off the lacertii prospects of advancement towards Boundary Lake. 
 
    The forward skirmishers for the lacertii were suddenly cut off from the strength of their army, no longer the vanguard of a vastly superior force, and the members of the Boundary Lake army took joy in the new circumstances.  They fought with new energy, fighting and hunting and cutting down the trapped lacertii without mercy.
 
   Alec could not rise from his knees.  He remembered the struggle of the war to defend Goldenfields, when he had fought savagely on top of a hill to stay alive and to keep his friends alive as an entire lacertii army had streamed past them.   The memories seemed suddenly fresh as his body began to shut down with exhaustion, and he felt as though he were reliving the horrors of that day of endless battle against the lacertii.
 
   He released his Stone energies, and embraced his Light energies, using them to wring out every ounce of ability left in his body to focus the sunlight overhead into a searing, burning ray of death that played across the column of stymied lacertii forces on the other side of the new defensive wall, killing lacertii soldiers he could not see, even though they were only fifty feet away from him.  He heard the screams and he smelled the burning flesh, but he kept focusing the sunlight until his stomach churned and he vomited as he passed out, depleted of energy and sick of death.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14 – The Loss of Andi
 
    
 
   Alec awoke in bed, back in the same room he had left before in the Red Horse Inn, and knew immediately where he was.  He remembered what he had done; he had saved Boundary Lake by erecting the massive barrier, the sheer granite divider that closed off an entire valley from movement. And then he had gone beyond merely defending the city, hopefully defending Andi as well, and he had struck a murderous blow at the lacertii army, burning an entire column of soldiers to death, he knew.
 
   He closed his eyes.  It was war, and death was a part of war, yet he felt sickened by the manner in which he had dispatched so many lives so impersonally.
 
   The latch of the door to his room lifted, and he turned his head, eyes open, to see who was entering the room.  It was a servant of the inn; he recognized the man, the one who had genuflected to him the morning he had left the inn, yesterday, or some number of days earlier.
 
   “How are you today, my lord?” the man asked humbly, not entering the room completely.  Alec closed his eyes, and for a moment he wished that Aja was present to talk with him, to tell him that what he had done was not wrong.
 
   “I am awake, and I feel as though I am recovering, thank you,” Alec answered.  “How long have I been here?”
 
   “Four days, my lord,” the man replied.  “Would you like something to eat, or drink?”
 
   “I would like both, please,” Alec answered.  “Is Andi here?” he asked quickly, before the servant could leave to fetch his meal.
 
   “The woman who traveled with you before?” the man clarified.  Alec nodded curtly.  “No, sir, she has not been here since the morning you both left, the morning you saved the city from the lacertii.
 
   “I’ll go fetch a tray of food and be back,” the man added, then pulled the door shut before Alec could ask any further questions.
 
   When he returned, two men came with him, and entered the room silently as the servant carried in a tray of food, quietly placed it upon a table next to Alec’s bed, and left again without speaking.
 
   Alec sat up straight upon his mattress, and looked at the two men who stood near the door.
 
   “My name is Marshall Rommen,” one of them, the older of the two, spoke, “and this is Major Whime.”
 
   “We, and all of Boundary Lake, are in your debt for the extraordinary things you have done for our city,” Rommen said.  “The lacertii are in disarray from the loss of an entire army, and we are strengthened for having one less front to have to defend with many forces.
 
   “We came to thank you for what you have done for us,” the Major added.  “And if there is anything we can do for you, the city is at your disposal.”
 
   “My companion, Andi, do you know where she is?” Alec asked.  “She had left the city just a few hours before me, heading towards the front where the battle took place.”
 
   “We were told that your last request was to be united with her, and we have searched for her,” Rommen replied.  “She was seen in the company of two officers heading towards the front where you defeated the lacertii.  One of them has been found dead in the forest, killed in the battle there.  But neither your companion, nor the captain she was with, Captain Alan, has been seen since.”
 
   “There was no sign of bodies?” Alec questioned.
 
   “None,” Rommen agreed.
 
   “Could the lacertii have taken them captive?” Alec asked, sensing worse news was coming on top of the bad news he had just heard.
 
   “We believe they have been taken prisoner,” Rommen answered.
 
   Alec closed his eyes.  “Do you know where they would have been taken?  Is there a camp where prisoners are held?” he asked.
 
   “We do not know.  None have been returned to us since the war began,” Whime said bleakly.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec answered, and said no more, contemplating how he was going to go after Andi in the land of the lacertii.
 
   “What can we do for you, my lord?” Rommen asked.
 
   “Pack a good supply of travel foods for me,” Alec said, swinging his legs out of bed and searching for his pants.  “I’m going to go after them.”
 
   “How can we help?” Rommen asked again.
 
   “Get the food I need, and have it ready for me when I get downstairs,” Alec answered, standing and retrieving his clothes.  “I’ll be down in just a few minutes,” he added, seeing the officers standing there.  “Go,” he added plainly, and saw them quickly exit his room.
 
   Alec sat back down and ate the bread on the tray upon the table, then ate the carrots, soft with age, and drank the juice in the cup.  He pulled on a shirt from his pack, and his entire arsenal of weapons, bandolier of knives, sword, and bow and arrow, checked that he still had the lip balm from Birnam Woods, then slung his bag over his free shoulder and went downstairs.
 
   Servants stood silently, heads bowed as he passed.  He walked without comment to the doorway, and found Rommen and Whimme outside the Red Horse, a full bag of rations ready for him.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said simply.  “If I can find any captives, I will send them home to you,” he promised, and then without fanfare he left the inn again.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15 – Racing Through Lacertii Lands
 
    
 
   Two days later Alec was well behind the lacertii lines, trudging invisibly along the roads of the lacertii-held territory, frustrated by his lack of knowledge. He had invisibly flown over the wall he created, then headed down the road, past the blackened corpses that still remained on the ground, producing a horrible stench which hung heavily in the air throughout the valley, and nearly made him gag for two hours.  He traveled in search of a large camp, where he expected to either find Andi and Alan held captive, or to hear that they had been sent elsewhere.  Instead the road had been empty, so that after a day he had doubled back and gone in search of an army headquarters near the northwestern front that Boundary Lake defended.
 
   By late afternoon on the second day he had finally found the camp he sought.  It was not as large as he had expected, which relieved him, because it meant he had less camp to search.  He remained invisible, though after two days of constantly drawing upon his Light powers to maintain his invisibility he was feeling worn thin.
 
   Inside the lacertii camp he dodged the traffic and wandered towards the center, where he expected to find the command tents, and he hoped, the prisoners.  His search was in vain.  There were no human prisoners to be found anywhere.  Alec tried listening in on conversations within command tents, hoping that he would overhear some hint or reference to the whereabouts of human captives; all he heard were laments about the appearance of the formidable stone wall that had reduced the opportunities for the lacertii forces to engage the Boundary Lake guards, or other administrative matters that bore no interest to him. 
 
   His listening strained him, requiring a dramatic shift in his perspective, one that he hadn’t expected.  In crossing to the lacertii side of the boundary, he crossed a linguistic boundary as well.  His mind began – with a shock, and then a struggle, and finally with increasing confidence – to listen and think in the language he had grown up in.  It was the language of the west, he realized, of the lacertii, Dominion, and Michian.
 
   Alec finally realized he would have to expose himself as part of his search, by actively questioning lacertii in order to track down Andi.  When an officer he had identified as a key commander entered his tent alone to settle in for the night, leaving a pair of guards outside, Alec invisibly entered his tent with him, then drew out his sword and appeared to the man.
 
   “Stay silent,” Alec said as the lacerta gasped in shock.  “I’m not here as an assassin tonight.  I’m looking for information.  Stay calm, and I’ll be out of your camp in minutes.  Do you understand?” Alec asked as he held his sword at the officer’s neck.
 
   The lacerta nodded, and Alec proceeded.  “On the morning that the granite wall arose, two people disappeared.  One was a female who could fight like three men, an ingenaire who had a mark on her arm like mine,” he displayed his Warrior mark.  “The other was a man, a Boundary Lake officer.  Were they taken captive?” Alec asked.
 
   The lacerta nodded again.  “Are they in this camp?” Alec asked him, and the officer shook his head no.
 
   “Are they still alive?” Alec asked the question that he most feared.
 
   “They are, as far as I know,” the officer spoke for the first time.
 
   “Where can I find them?” Alec demanded, as he sighed in relief.
 
   “They’ve been taken to the capital for questioning, to learn about the connection between the marked warriors on the southern front and now the ones we’ve seen here on the eastern front,” the officer said.  “The two who have gone running through our countryside, then her, and now you.”
 
   “She and I have nothing to do with the rest of this,” Alec answered, pondering the knowledge that the lacerta had just shared.  “We happened to be in Boundary Lake without intent, not even aware there was war here until we arrived.  We’re chasing the other two, the first two you mentioned, as criminals we wish to bring to justice.
 
   “Which way must I go to set my friend free?” Alec asked.  “I do not wish to fight your people, that’s not why I’m here,” he thought with regret of all the soldiers he had massacred by the granite wall.  “Which road is the road to Chanradala?”
 
   “Sir, are you speaking to someone in there?” a guard’s voice asked loudly from the other side of the thick cloth door of the tent.
 
   “No,” the officer said after a moment.
 
   “Which road?” Alec hissed.  “Tell me and I’ll be gone.”
 
   “West from here, the main road.  It goes all the way to Chanradala,” the lacerta replied, his eyes looking into Alec’s.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said.  He placed his sword in his scabbard, turned invisible, and pushed the canvas flap door of the tent open, then was gone from the officer’s tent and life, leaving the man wondering if he had hallucinated or dreamt the whole conversation.
 
   Alec stood outside the tent, and looked up at the stars to get his bearings, then turned and headed west through the camp, threading in and out among the guards and tents and weapon stacks that barred his way.  He held onto his invisibility until he was out of the camp and on the road, then with a sigh of relief he dropped his use of the energy and began a straightforward journey through the wilderness in pursuit of Andi.
 
   He was a week into the month he had left, the time until the next full moon, the deadline for him to administer the kiss to Andi that would save her life and restore his memories.  And he felt a growing yearning to rediscover those memories, to learn anew about the special bond he shared with the Black Crag guard.  Her devotion to him, both the love and the agony, seemed increasingly appealing, as something above and beyond the ordinary, romantic love he had known in the past, if romance could be called ordinary.  With every day that passed as he wandered through these unknown lands, he felt a wish to have such a love to hold on to, and Andi grew more appealing, because of her devotion and ability, to be that anchor his life could securely attach to.
 
   He had no idea of how far the journey was to Chanradala.  It was time, he concluded, to press himself to the extreme limit of his abilities to travel across the land as quickly as possible to catch up with Andi.  It would be far better to find her on the road than to have to hunt for her through the endless mazes of the vastness that he remembered Chanradala covered.
 
   He gathered himself together and delved into the power realm to seize the Warrior energy, then began to run along the dark road, empty in the wilderness and the middle of the night, so that there were no reasons to slow down or delay his trip.  He ran and ran through the mountains, following the road as it left the great plateau on which Boundary Lake sat, following the road as it climbed up from the plateau and began to curve around the mountains, rising higher as it searched for a ridge line to follow or a pass to save further altitude.  He kept running without thought, letting the energy from the Warrior realm power his body in its mindless race as his legs churned and his arms swung, and him mind distractedly thought about all that was at stake.
 
   The lacertii officer had said that there were marked warriors on the southern front.  From the geography he knew during his life in Michian, Alec knew that the empire was the southern front to the lacertii.  And the marked warriors was a reference to the Warrior ingenairii, indicating that they were fighting the lacertii on the Michian border.  The lacertii were in another two front war again, and they faced another Michian invasion, one that included ingenairii.  That made some sense, or at least was consistent with the name of the Michian god that the Warrior in Boundary Lake had uttered as an expletive during their confrontation on the bridge.
 
   That confrontation had been when he had set Andi free.  He had missed his opportunity to remove the prophesized threat that hung over her then, but now, as he sensed the sky behind him in the east begin to prepare for the arrival of dawn, he could finally complete that part of his duty.  Then he would face the problem of how to transport himself and her and possibly a captive Boundary Lake officer to safety from the middle of the lands of the hostile race of lacertii.  And beyond that challenge came the other goal he was set on, finding the Warriors who had kidnapped girls over the span of thousands of miles, and delivering justice to them.
 
   Alec saw sunlight upon the landscape around him, and he saw signs of an inhabited settlement ahead, where smoke was rising from a chimney.  He would hope to get past that settlement, he told himself, then find a place where he could hide for the day and safely sleep.  He was exhausted from his night of traveling and energy use.
 
   Alec split his powers, slowed down, and made himself invisible as he passed through the village that appeared to be part settlement and part military base.  On the other side of the village there were wide open pastures in which cattle, horses and sheep all had respective portions, and so Alec continued to run, dropping his invisibility once again along the empty road as he searched for any spot of dense wilderness where he could easily hide himself.  A half an hour later he was back in mountainous terrain, and he left the road.  He climbed up into a patch of fir trees in a steep gulley, and he finally released all the powers he used, so that he was without defense or disguise as he fell into an exhausted state of sleep.
 
   He awoke in the late afternoon, and ate a quantity of his travel food, starved from two or three skipped meals, he realized.  He drank water from a mountain spring, and listened to the wind blow in the trees overhead.  He still had no idea of how far he was from Chanradala, but he had covered a great deal of distance over the course of the night.  Perhaps, he hoped, he had covered two or three days equivalent of the travel Andi had covered, bringing him closer to catching up with her.  As he finished his meal, his mind drifted away from thoughts of the action of the pursuit and back to thoughts of his quarry, Andi.
 
   Andi was an attractive woman, he knew, and she was open, honest and energetic.  As he thought about her, for the first time in his memory he realized she was someone he wished he did love, and he wondered why he didn’t.  Her situation, trapped into being Spiritually tied to him, suddenly hit him with the realization of the full force of the tragic dimension it imposed on her, and he felt sorrow, sorrow for her and pity, and he felt real regret that he had not been better able to feel sympathy for the turmoil her soul felt.  He would do better for her, he promised himself.
 
   Alec crept down to the edge of the road, looking for any sign of lacertii out and about.  There were none in sight, and he seized his Warrior energy to resume the rapid pace of his journey.  The road rolled through the terrain among the mountains, and there was little traffic for his first hour on the road, but then more and more travelers began to remain in constant sight, and Alec resorted to using his Light energy as well as his Warrior energy in order to travel unseen, dodging among the shepherds who tended flocks and the farmers who carried crops, or the carts of goods that occupied the road, evidence to Alec that he was approaching a major city.
 
   Within half an hour the walls of the city were in view, and Alec decided he needed to change his tactics.  He wanted to question people regarding both the passage of human captives and regarding the correct road to Chanradala on the far side of the city.  He could ask no one anything if he was either visible as himself or invisible, so he decided to employ his Healer energies to make himself appear to be a lacerta.  He stopped and studied the features of the lacertii who passed by on the road.  Within his bubble of invisibility he created a shiny surface, a mirror like the one he had offered to Aja on the night she had received vision.
 
   He studied his features closely as he darkened his skin, then roughened the texture.  He changed the shape of his eye sockets, increased the elongation, and withered away most of the eyebrows.  He looked down at his feet.  They were enclosed within the boots he wore, and certainly likely to remain hidden, so he did not reduce the number of toes he had on each foot.
 
   He would pass inspection, he decided, dissipating the reflector.  He moved alongside a wagon, where he was blocked from the view of everyone else on the road, then dropped his invisibility, and began to walk with the traffic into the city.  Traffic ground to a halt at the gate, where every vehicle was subject to inspection and every lacerta was subject to interrogation.
 
   Knowing that he would fail miserably at creating a false explanation, Alec turned himself invisible, drawing muffled gasps from behind him, and then he threaded his way through the line of waiting entrants to the city, and slid past the guards undetected, gaining entry into the city streets.
 
   The quality of the city matched the vague memories he held of the long-ago visits he had made to the lacertii capital city.  The streets were mostly narrow, except for a few wide boulevards, and the buildings were almost all dark in color, creating an atmosphere that struck Alec as oppressive.  He walked westward on the boulevard that extended into the city from the gate he had snuck through, and tried to decide on the best means of gathering information.
 
   Ultimately, he decided to be bold, and he entered a building that appeared to be a police station.  “I’m from the country,” he introduced himself to a policeman in the building’s entry hall.  The lacerta wore a green uniform that Alec hoped meant police; it, and the club he carried, were commonly worn by many lacertii he watched enter and leave the building.
 
   “Where?  How far?  What village?” the lacerta asked immediately.  “You’ve got quite an accent, not that you need anything more to stand out, as big as you are.”
 
   “East of here, far east, almost to the war front,” Alec explained.  “I saw some human captives taken past our home a few days ago, and the soldiers said they were going to be brought to Chanradala.
 
   “Did they come through here, and if so, how long ago?” Alec asked.              
 
   “Sure, the army paraded the captives through here three days ago.  It was a parade!  Them chained to a stake on top of a wagon, everyone in the streets throwing stones and filth at them.  We don’t catch the marked warriors often, and that’s the first one they’ve caught out east.  They’re on their way to Chanradala, no doubt, probably be there in another day or two,” the lacerta was garrulous in his response.  “What’s it matter to you though?”
 
   “My brother was killed in the war, and I want revenge,” Alec replied.  He had anticipated the need for a reason to be chasing the captives, and developed one, although it seemed weak.  He didn’t care how sensible it sounded, as long as it was accepted.
 
   “We’ve all lost family in these wars, my friend, but you won’t get any revenge trying to fight one of the marked ones, believe me, even a chained one.  You go on home and tend to your family now,” he said in a kindly tone, dismissing Alec.
 
   With a nod, Alec left the building and resumed following the road west through the city.  He stopped at a street vendor and confirmed that the road he was on would lead out of town and towards the capital.  He had no lacertii money, so he could buy nothing from the vendor to thank him for his help, but continued on through the city.  He drew stares as he went, but he accepted that as the state of the world, beyond being helped; as the policeman had noted, Alec was big.  He was above average in height among humans, and his height had not changed when he altered his appearance.  Among the lacertii he was far above the normal height and weight; he’d not seen anyone on the streets any taller than he was.
 
   There was no reason for him to be overly cautious about standing out in the city he was in, he decided.  He was almost out of the city now, not likely to return to the place, and would in any event outrun news about himself.  He exited the city gates shortly thereafter, not long after noon, and he started running, using his ingenairii abilities to rush past the other traffic on the road, knowing that by the end of the day he would be two days or more in front of those travelers he passed.
 
   In the middle of the afternoon Alec entered a heavy rainstorm, one that created puddles, slippery spots along the road, and poor visibility as he squinted his eyes and kept his head down.  Water streamed off of him as he continued to run along the road that grew nearly deserted during the downpour, and only the occasional streaks of lightening helped illuminate the view he had of the long road in front of him.  There were no further mountains to climb, only rolling hills and spreads of flat fields.  The land appeared to be a prosperous one, with many farms scattered among and between the small villages he flew through.
 
   In the city he had stopped in, the officer had indicated that Andi was only three days ahead of Alec.  As night fell, Alec was sure he had made up at least one of those days during his afternoon jaunt, despite the rain’s reduction in his speed.  He continued running in the night, and boldly created illumination for himself, throwing caution further aside in favor of shining a small light in front of him to show any obstacles in the road.  Three hours after darkness fell the rain finally stopped, but the road began to climb a long, constant slope.  In the darkness Alec could not see a wide enough view to tell how high or far the hills extended, but he continued on until he felt his energy begin to diminish in intensity.  He was near a farmstead, and he let himself into the barn, then climbed into the hayloft above the livestock, and fell soundly asleep, comfortable in the hay, and comforted to learn that a lacerta’s barn was much like a human’s barn.
 
   When Alec awoke in the morning he ate more of his food stores, aware that he had too little to last much longer, especially if he soon reached Andi and needed to feed her and the Boundary Lake captive as well.   It was a problem to put aside until it was real and immediate, he decided, as he climbed down from the loft and left the barn behind.  He immediately engaged his Warrior energy and began to speed down the road once again, up early enough to be on the way before many other travelers.  He flew along, passing mile after mile in his chase to find Andi, and his mind idly pondered how they would interact when reunited.  He would be kinder towards her; he felt almost affectionate now, as he better understood her predicament, and he hoped that in feeling his affection, she would be comforted.
 
   But he had to catch her first.  Within two hours there was more traffic on the road.  The landscape was visible in the growing daylight, and he could see that the road wound among numerous valleys set amidst tall hills – not quite mountains, but a challenging topography to cross.  The road continued to climb, and it wasn’t until noon that he reached the crest of the chain of hills.  When he reached the high ridge the road followed, he slowed down to a normal walking pace, dropping his use of his energy.  He wanted time to absorb the view; from the crest he was walking along, the road descended in a long, long gradual slope, dropping a distance of more than a quarter of a mile, he guessed, into a wide lengthy valley.  And within the valley sprawled the great urban growth of Chanradala.  He had reached the outskirts of the capitol, and had only to begin to look for Andi, the needle in the haystack of the city.  Despite his efforts and hopes, he had not caught up with her before she was engulfed in the lacertii ocean.
 
   Alec re-engaged his energies, and ran down the long winding road, sometimes jumping down the switchbacks, leaving the other travelers along the route shouting in excitement, surprise and outrage as he passed them easily.  Within three hours Alec was at the floor of the valley, and among the scattered buildings that stretched among the fields and the farms, and uneasy co-existence with the haphazard growth of buildings from the city.  He ceased his use of powers once again, and stopped in at a general store, to question the proprietor.
 
   “Where are you from?  Are they all giants like you?” the man asked.
 
   “I’m from a village in the far east, and I’m big for my village,” Alec answered easily.  “I heard there were captive humans, one with a mark, being brought to the city, and I wanted to see what they look like.  Have they come past here?” he asked directly.
 
   “Just this morning,” the lacerta replied.  “They should be inside the city gates by now.  You may have missed the show, I’m afraid.”
 
   Alec thanked the shopkeeper, and went back to the road, where he decided to be reckless, and used his energy once again to propel himself at a high pace, weaving in and out among the many other travelers, relieved that he was not far behind.  He advanced much more slowly than at any time previously, but he gained hours compared to the rest of the traffic once again, and an hour later he reached the city gates.
 
   The gate was a massively constructed portal to the city that lay within the walls.  Much of what he had seen outside the walls was as dense as a city for that matter.  The gate was actually four gates, large enough to accommodate a high flow of traffic, but still not large enough for all that strained to enter the capitol of the lacertii.
 
   Alec made himself invisible and pressed forward through the thick-packed crowd, jostling and bumping, causing confusion as he went, but determined to enter the city directly.  He cut to his left at the last moment, as the guards began to take notice of all the consternation he had raised in line, and he entered through the relatively empty exit gate, unseen and untouched.
 
   He stepped into a shadowed alley entrance and allowed his Light energy to drop, becoming visible.  He picked up his Warrior energy once again, at a low, precautionary level, and then went into the bustling flow of traffic in search of clues to the whereabouts of Andi and the other captive.
 
   A food market was not far from the gates he had entered.  Alec stopped there, sure that the vendors would be a good source of news and gossip.
 
   “Have you seen the human captives they brought into the city?” Alec asked a lacerta man who was selling cuts of meat.
 
   “They came past here just an hour ago.  Ugly looking thing, pale and pasty and repulsive, if you ask me,” the vendor told him.
 
   “Which way did they take them?  I’d like to catch a glimpse,” Alec asked.
 
   “They went that way, towards Chrimsabbra,” the vendor replied, then turned to help a paying customer.
 
   Alec turned to his left and began walking in the direction indicated, hustling to pass others along the road, though not making such an obvious spectacle of his speed.  He traveled for an hour without finding anything resembling the forbidding fortress he remembered.  Finally he stopped at a shop selling baskets, and asked for directions to Chrimsabbra.
 
   “That way,” the proprietor director with a point back in the direction he had come.
 
   “How far that way?” Alec asked for clarification.
 
   “Quite a ways, maybe three miles, past the stableyard on the right,” the vendor said.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said.  “I want to go see if the human prisoners are there,” Alec explained as he started to head out the door.
 
   “They’re not,” the lacerta sitting on the stool that was surrounded by baskets replied. “They just went past here half an hour ago.  They must be taking them to the palace.”
 
   “Why would they do that?” Alec asked.
 
   The vendor shrugged.  “Maybe the king wants to witness the execution personally,” he suggested.
 
   Alec rushed out the door and continued down the roadway.  He hadn’t asked the direction to the palace, he realized.  The afternoon was passing, and the sun would begin to set before long.  Alec was growing more worried; he did not want to have to try to find his way around the city in the darkness.
 
   He stopped at another shop, one that appeared to be a pawnshop, he judged by the number of worn items on display for sale.  “Am I close to the palace?” he asked.
 
   “If it were a mad dog it would have bit you, you’re so close to it,” the woman inside answered.  “Go that way down the road, five minutes tops.”
 
   Alec dashed out the door and went running in the direction of the palace.  Traffic grew thick and slow-moving, but Alec resorted to ruthlessly bullying his way through the crowd, and quickly caught sight of the towers of the palace rising above everything else in the vicinity.  He homed in on the sight, and as he drew closer, he saw that the gates of the palace were open while a ceremonial guard marched into the palace grounds with goose-stepping precision.  Alec made himself invisible and pressed past the last of the citizenry, leaving shouts of angry indignation behind him, as he caught up with the last of the polished soldiers in all of their finery, and heard the gates of the palace slam shut behind him.
 
   He felt jubilant at his small success.  He was inside the palace, undetected and unexpected.  Ahead of him he saw the column of soldiers parading across the palace grounds, which were a beautifully manicured, park-like setting, towards the palace itself, the location of the towers he had seen from the street.  Alec took advantage of the open space of the palace grounds and ran up along the side of the procession, passing several squads of soldiers until he spotted a wagon that was escorted by guards on all side.
 
   Alec ran close to the wagon and found Andi.  She was chained to a post, her clothes in such tatters as to be no effective cover for all the cuts and wounds in evidence on every inch of flesh that showed.  There was no sign of the Boundary Lake officer, Alan, on the wagon with her, nor was there another wagon among the procession.  Andi’s head hung low, but her eyes were alive, and looking from side to side.
 
   Alec timed his approach to the wagon to allow him to jump between two guards in motion and dive up onto the deck of the conveyance, causing the vehicle to momentarily sag under the addition of his weight.  Several heads turned to glance at the wagon’s unusual motion as it momentarily surged, then stabilized, but seeing nothing further, they snapped back to their rigid formation posture.  Alec held his breath as he sat up and cautiously moved to reach Andi, crawling until he could reach out and place his hand on her ankle.
 
   Alec, how did you get here? she asked as soon as she felt his touch.  I’ve never been so happy to see you, and I can’t even see you.
 
   Alec released a slow, steady stream of Healer energy into her body, letting the power reach to all portions of her body, slowly addressing all the injuries she carried.  I’ve run quite a race to reach you, he told her as his energies penetrated her flesh.  Where is your companion?  I thought there was an officer with you.
 
   He heard her sob aloud.  Alan was executed yesterday, trying to protect me, she answered.
 
   I’m sorry, he replied.  Do you know what they plan to do with you now?
 
   They are going to display me at the court and then kill me, she answered.
 
   We’re going to have to change that plan, he told her.
 
   I’m glad to hear you say that, she answered.  Do you have a plan?
 
   Not yet.  I just arrived, and my energies are weak, Alec replied.
 
   We’re almost in the palace now, she told him.  Can you set me free?
 
   Alec ceased the flow of Healer energy, and turned his head to look ahead.  He saw an opportunity.
 
   I’m going to work to weaken your chains right now, he told her, formulating a plan.  
 
   Slow down, you’re using their language – I have to translate, Andi interrupted.
 
   Alec continued, more slowly.  As soon as our wagon is in the sally port, break the chains and grab my sword and knives.  I’ll leave them at your feet, he directed.  I won’t join you in battle; I’ll be working to isolate us from all the other guards, so you’ll only need to slay the lacertii who are trapped right around the wagon, he explained.  I’ll fight with you after I complete my task, if needed.  Take care, my girl.
 
   Alec, Andi paused.  Your heart – thank you.
 
   As they spoke, Alec focused a minute beam of light behind her standing post, aimed at a spot on the chains around her legs, leaving only a thin metallic thread holding the chain link intact.  He rose to his knees and did the same to a link on the chain around her waist, then reached upward and carried out his mission a third time, on the chain around her arms and chest, finishing the action just as the wagon entered the sally port.
 
   He pulled his weapons out hastily and deposited them at her feet, then rolled to the back of the wagon.  Just as he got there, the back axle of the wagon pulled under the entry to the sally port, bringing the entire conveyance within the confines of the stonework that provided a last defensive measure to protect the palace.  “Now Andi!  Go!” Alec shouted as he jumped off the wagon, and landed on the ground.  He rolled to the side, no longer invisible, at the same time Andi’s chains loudly clanked free as they fell away from her, causing consternation among the guards who were marching behind the vehicle.
 
   Alec placed his hand on the stone palace wall and called forth his Stone energy.  He heard Andi slaying guards, drawing shouts and screams from her victims as she slaughtered every lacertii she could.  Using his powers, Alec caused the structure of the sally port doorway to drop stone curtains to the ground at both the front and the back entries to the space, cutting it off from all the palace around it, and isolating himself, Andi, and the lacertii guards who were closest to the wagon when Alec’s barriers fell into place.  Long seconds passed as the stones descended into place, and Alec heard Andi sweep around the side of the wagon and work her way towards the back.
 
   He finished pushing his energy into the wall, and dropped his powers, exhausted, then stood up, and looked at Andi as she ran to him.  “You’re the last one, you son of a goat!” she shouted, and then to Alec’s horror she drove his own sword into his stomach.
 
   His eyes widened in shock as he felt the incredible pain of the deadly wound.  He realized the irony of the situation; he had not told her that he was disguised as a lacertii, and she had not seen him while he was invisible, to know such.  She had come to the back of the wagon and simply seen another lacerta, and accordingly delivered her blow to him.
 
   She immediately gasped, as her link to him registered the pain he felt.  
 
   “Andi,” he gasped, as he slid down, his back against the new wall he had created, leaving a dark smear of blood behind him.
 
   She screamed a hysterical scream of anguish and confusion.
 
   “Oh my stars, Alec!  Are you a lacerta?  I didn’t know Alec.  I didn’t know!” she shouted and wailed and dropped to her knees.
 
   The sword was still in his flesh.  She started to pull it away, but he grabbed her wrist to stop her.  “No,” he murmured.  “Are all the others dead?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, Alec,” she spoke softly now, barely audible above the muffled sounds of the shouts coming from outside the chamber.
 
   Hold my hand, give me your energy, he told her mentally, his eyes trying to focus on her increasingly blurry face.
 
   He felt the vibrancy of her energy, and he reached for it, grasping it greedily, relatively weak as it was compared to his own.  He converted it to Healer energy, sensing the new pain he was creating within himself in the process of converting the two incompatible powers.
 
   Pull the sword out now, he commanded, and he felt the agony of the metal blade slicing his flesh further as it passed through his body once again.  He screamed as the blade left his body, then he feebly applied the healing power to his internal injuries, trying to accomplish enough repair to keep himself from bleeding to death.
 
   Andi felt his scaly hand’s grasp upon her hand start to weaken, and saw his eye lids drop simultaneously.  His fingers slipped away from her hand and fell into his lap, then his head lolled to the side.  He was no longer conscious.  She threw the deadly sword, the tool of her mistaken attack, against the far wall of the chamber, then wrapped her arms around Alec and held his lacerta body tightly against her own.  Alec, are you there? she spoke to his spirit but received no answer.  She continued to sit and hold him for long minutes, then gently laid his body flat on the ground and checked his pulse.  She gave a cry of joy when she detected a weak pulse still beating within him, and nearly crushed his hand with the impulse of celebration she felt.
 
   Andi leaned down over Alec’s lacerta face, and gingerly placed her lips against his nearly lipless mouth, kissing him with love and devotion and respect.  
 
   She had hated having him inside her head in the intrusive one-way manner she had suffered since his head injury; she had flirted with Alan, the officer from Boundary Lake before and during their captivity, though it had been difficult to think of the one man when another man was virtually alive in her head.  But she had felt Alec’s fixation on her as he tracked after her in pursuit, his determination to follow her, and she had felt his approach.  She had felt the softening in his heart, his recognition of her difficult life, and she felt closer to him for that.
 
   And now she was boxed into a nearly lightless stone cage with him, listening to the sounds of frantic lacertii screaming and pounding outside the miraculous walls that had created a safe harbor right in the very heart of the lacertii king’s palace.  There was a frenzy of noise outside the walls.  Then, after several seconds of ominous silence, the pounding began.  Sledgehammers had been procured, and the stone protection began to give small shivers as it tried to defy the force that was swung against it repeatedly.
 
   Andi kissed Alec’s mouth again, then scrambled to find the sword she had thrown, fearing that the lacertii would soon break through the safety Alec had created for them, ending their chance to make a bid for freedom.  She bent and kissed him one more time, then raised her head and squawked in surprise when he responded by kissing back, and she felt his long, slender lacerta tongue run across the surface of her lips.
 
   “You didn’t realize you had the energies of a Healer, did you?” he rasped.  “Those kisses seem to be powerful themselves.”
 
   “Oh Alec, I didn’t know it was you, I really didn’t!  I was just trying to kill everything around me that seemed like a lacerta,” she told him, stroking his face, not repelled by the feel of his skin.
 
   “That’s a good story.  You need to stick to it,” he answered.
 
   “You’re feeling better!  I can feel you feeling better,” she told him, delightedly.  “So don’t think I’m going to put up with your sarcasm,” she replied, just before a particularly well struck swing of a hammer outside produced tangible results in a series of small cracks in the surface of the new walls.
 
   “Here, help me,” Alec asked as he stared up at the ceiling above.  “Roll me over on my stomach.”
 
   Another blow struck against precisely the right spot on the wall opened up a small hole, letting a pencil-thin red shaft of light from the setting sun enter their space.
 
   “Quickly, go gather up all the weapons you can in thirty seconds.”  He waited until she did as bid.  “Good, now lie down next to me,” Alec directed next.  “Right up against me, body to body,”
 
   “What are we doing?” Andi asked, as she obediently knelt next to him, one arm full of weapons.
 
   Two more mighty blows struck the stone wall and a large splinter flew inward, grazing across Alec’s back.
 
   “We’re hiding,” Alec told her, and he called upon his Air energy to lift them up so that they floated against the ceiling of the sally port space, and then he engaged his Spirit and Light energies, and used the Light energy to make them appear invisible to anyone below, as their backs were pressed against the ceiling and they could watch events unfold beneath them.
 
   The stone wall gave way, and a panel fell inward in a single piece, landing where Alec had just been laying, and as soon as it fell, a dozen arrows flew into the sally port pre-emptively, attempting to harm anyone within.   A head cautiously stuck into the space and looked around, then a torch was held aloft as a lacerta climbed in and more sledges hit the stone wall, breaching the defense thoroughly.
 
   The sally port was immediately crawling with soldiers; so many were sent into the small space that their movement became difficult because of the crowding that occurred, while Alec and Andi hung silently above it all and watched and listened.
 
   “They couldn’t have just vanished into thin air,” an officer who was apparently in charge complained five minutes after the initial breach, waving his hands upward, directly at the spot where Alec and Andi hid.
 
   Andi, Alec said silently, I will not have the energy to maintain us here much longer.
 
   You’re doing fine, Alec, she replied.  I know you’re weary and weak.
 
   As soon as they leave, I’ll let us down, and then we’ll need to find a place to rest, he said.  And then, when we do, I’ll need to change you.
 
   That’s the story of my life, men always want to change me, she said with a laugh.
 
   No, I mean, Alec stopped, belatedly smiling as he recognizing the irony in her comment.  I could not have come across the entire nation if I had not adapted my body to look like a lacerta.
 
   Can you change back?  It’s not permanent, is it? she asked.
 
   Well, it is permanent, he lamented.
 
   Alec! Andi exclaimed in horror, then realized he was joking.
 
   They gave a sudden lurch, as Alec’s energy fluctuated, a sign of the impending collapse of his abilities.
 
   “Post a guard outside, and assign a crew with hammers to break both these walls down in the morning,” the commanding officer below them ordered as he watched the last of the bodies of the dead soldiers be carried out of the sally port.  “Don’t start the hammering too early though.  We don’t want to wake his majesty; that wouldn’t be good for any of our careers!” he laughed.
 
   “Sir, you don’t suppose this is related to the wall that sprang up at the Boundary Lake battlefield, do you?” one of the junior officers in the room asked.
 
   “The thought has crossed my mind.  The she-devil with the mark was present in both places, and the stone barriers here seem similar to what we’ve heard about out east, on a much smaller scale,” the senior leader agreed.  He started walking towards the hole in the wall.  “It just leaves the question of why she didn’t use her tricks to free herself earlier,” he was speaking as he left the sally port, and the last of the other lacertii followed him out.
 
   Alec immediately released his hold on his Light powers, no longer rendering them invisible, and let loose his Spiritual energies, so that he was only grasping the Air energy he needed to sustain them against the ceiling in the dark room.  “I have to lower us now, oh mighty she-devil,” Alec warned just before they plunged downward with little control and hit the ground with moderate force.  They both rose and scrambled to the end of the room furthest from the entry hole, then sat in a spot that was behind the wagon Andi had been brought in on.
 
   Alec was exhausted, and leaned against both Andi and the wall as he sat.  His eyes closed, and his head lolled against her as he passed out immediately, still having not yet fully healed his own injury from her attack on him.
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16 – Escape from the Lacertii Lands
 
    
 
   Andi awoke with a start.  She had fallen asleep resting next to Alec, and had dreamed that they were both lacertii, and had made love, and she said a silent prayer of thanks that at that moment Alec couldn’t feel her spirit the way she felt his.  She felt chilly, and looked down at herself, still wearing the same torn clothing she had been captured in days before, holes, rips, and missing patches both testaments to the abuse she had suffered in battle and captivity, and also the reason for her chill.  She carefully rolled her body closer to Alec’s in search of his body warmth; she knew that the lacertii she was lying with was Alec, and for that reason she felt none of the revulsion she had felt towards the reptilian-appearing race throughout her captivity.   She had been chained to the post the entire time she was transported, subject to slaps and pinches, blows and abuse from the lacertii soldiers who had conveyed her towards her execution.  That treatment had enraged Captain Alan of Boundary Lake, who had suffered little of the same, but who had witnessed her humiliation.  When an opportunity had come, he had lunged after two of the worst abusers, and snapped their necks before his body had been pierced with swords.
 
   Alec yawned loudly, and Andi slapped her hand over his mouth to silence him, fearful of guards that might be stationed at their entrance.  His eyes flew open, swinging about wildly as he tried to establish his location, until he saw her, and he relaxed.  She removed her hand from his mouth, and motioned to the dim entrance hole, lit by the morning light outside, then she returned her supply of weaponry to Alec, replacing the knives in his bandolier and the sword in his scabbard.
 
   He nodded, then held her hand; she felt him apply Healing energy to himself, completing the repair of the wounds he had suffered at her hand.  Let’s get out of here and out into the city, he suggested when he finished.  We can deal with your transformation after we’re secure.
 
   She nodded and stood as he did.  He noticed her shiver, and reached out to touch her with his Healing energy, warming her body and drawing a grateful smile.  He dropped his Healing energy and seized upon his Light power, then created the bubble of invisibility that hid the two of them as they walked along the side of the wagon and approached the gaping hole in the entrance to the sally port.  Alec stepped out first, taking their protection with him, and Andi stepped through right behind him.
 
   Four guards were posted at the entrance, and a stack of sledgehammers were piled next to the entrance, testimony to the industrious activity that would soon be underway.  The human and the lacerta refugees strolled up the drive they had entered upon, and came to the gates that led to the city streets beyond the palace.  Alec placed his hand on Andi’s arm and pulled her to the side suddenly, off the drive and into a cluster of decorative shrubs, where they were hidden from view.  They sat down upon the ground facing each other, and Alec released his Light energy, then grasped his Healing power, and reached for Andi’s hand.
 
   He studied her face closely, examining the features she had, and suddenly was struck again by the beauty of her perfectly symmetrical features.  There were signs of stress, a few wrinkles he didn’t remember seeing when they had first met, and he was reminded of the burden she carried because of the unrequited love that she extended towards him, while he had returned none of it.  He felt affection for her, and pain for all the pain she had suffered.  As he looked at her, a tear drop fell down her left cheek, and he realized she was aware of his feelings.
 
   I won’t be able to make you as beautiful as a lacerta as you are as a human, my dear, so don’t expect to break as many hearts among the lacertii as you do among humans, he told her with his lacerta approximation of a smile, his sharp teeth displayed.
 
   Thank you, my lord, she said simply, then closed her eyes.
 
   Alec released his energy upon her, effecting changes little by little, darkening her skin and thinning her hair, changing her skin texture, considerably reducing the profile of her breasts, widening her hip structure to give her stride the gait that was common to lacertii.  Minutes later, as he finished his last touches, he severed his use of the Healing energy and grasped his Air, Spirit, and Light powers, then fashioned a large, oblong mirror of air and light, and gave her the opportunity to closely examine her features.
 
   She reached out and took his hand.  It is incredible! she told him.  I recognize myself, and yet I do not, of course.  You’ve done such a good job.  Why did you change my, profile, so significantly? she asked, thinking of a particular part of her anatomy.
 
   You still have breasts, he motioned to the small dark spots on her chest, but lacertii females do not have any more that you have now.  You’d stand out if I hadn’t changed them, he gave a toothy lacerta grin.
 
   Are you ready to begin our journey west? he asked.
 
   She nodded, and Alec caused the mirror to vanish, then he enveloped them in invisibility and lifted them off the ground and over the fence, back into the non-royal precincts of the city, where they could walk about freely.  They landed gently on the road, and Alec led them into an alley way, where they were unobserved as they became visible once more.
 
   “Here,” Alec said as he unslung his pack and dug down into it.  He pulled out an extra shirt and handed it to Andi.  “It’s not exactly the highest of lacertii fashion, but you’ll be less of a spectacle.”
 
   “Thank you,” Andi said appreciatively as she buttoned up the front of the shirt, feeling both warmer and less self-conscious.  “What do we do now?  Where do we go?”
 
   A nearby voice startled them.  “What’s the situation here?  Move along you two; no loitering near the palace, you know that,” a policeman called down the alley to them.
 
   Without comment they both began to move, Alec closing up his pack and slinging it over his shoulder, and they walked past the policeman hand-in-hand, heads bowed guiltily.  Neither of them commented as the officer swatted Andi’s rump when she passed him.
 
   “See? You are attractive as a member of either race,” Alec commented under his breath as they walked away.  They strolled for five minutes, until they were sure they were out of sight of the officer, then Alec stopped and looked up at the sky, judging the position of the sun.
 
   “We need to go west, that way,” Alec told Andi, pointing to his left.
 
   “I thought we’d go south.  Isn’t that where the Warriors were going?” Andi questioned.
 
   “They were,” Alec agreed.  “But I do not know the precise way through the lacertii nation to reach the Michian border.  I do know how to get us back to the Dominion, and I know how to get from the Dominion to Michian, going the long way around.  Plus,” he hesitated, leaving his thought unfinished.
 
   “Plus what?  What else is there on this trip that you seek?” Andi prompted.
 
   Alec turned, and started heading west.  “Plus we can visit the cave of John Mark, Andi.  There is no holy site where I have ever been closer to God than there.  We will be refreshed there Andi, and the trip from there will be mostly by river, so we can float instead of walk.”
 
   “And you can visit all the cities and places you remember?” she asked.
 
   “I hope to,” he replied, and he held her hand again as they walked “over time, as we need to go to those places to find the ingenairii.”
 
   “When this is done Alec, what happens?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know, Andi.  I don’t know what happens to you, or to me, or to us.  I don’t know what kind of a world we will find in the Dominion or Michian,” he replied.
 
   “But we each will have options to do anything we want, virtually,” he told her more hopefully.
 
   They walked throughout the morning as they crossed the thronging city, but shortly after noon they reached the west gate and passed through to the sprawl of buildings outside the gate, a sprawl that reached all the way to the low mountains that rose ahead of them at the western edge of the great valley.  Those mountains, Alec realized with a lump in his throat, were the Pale Mountains, the eastern side of them.  In those mountains had begun the long transformation he had undergone, from carnival helper to dominant ingenaire.
 
   “We’ll have to make a decision,” Andi told him a half hour later, as they walked amid the stream of traffic on the road.  “By the time we get to the foot of the mountains, it’ll be later afternoon.  We’ll have to decide whether we want to spend the night down here, or start climbing and spend the night somewhere halfway up the road.
 
   “Remember when you took our wagon in the air on the way into the Twenty Cities?” she asked.  “Oh no, you don’t remember,” she answered her own question, crestfallen.  She had felt such comfort in the friendly attitude Alec had shown her since their reunion that she had forgotten about his catastrophic loss of memory.
 
   “What happened?” Alec asked.
 
   “The eastern city of the Twenty is Oolitan,” Andi reminded him.  “When we came to the end of the mountains, the road down to Oolitan was virtually carved out of a cliff that seemed to be a half mile high, and the city was huge, a tangled mess they told us.  So you took our whole group, wagon, horses, mules, people, goods – and you flew us to the ground on the far side of the city.  You thought we saved three days when we were following the ingenairii who were kidnapping the girls.”
 
   Alec remembered the size of the contingent he had been traveling with in the far mountains on the other side of the Twenty Cities.  He was shocked by the thought of lifting so much material for any distance, and he suddenly felt a longing for the restoration of his memories.
 
   “We could fly up there,” he said.  ‘I don’t remember flying down over Oolitan, but I don’t think there would be any problem if we climbed up the trail until darkness fell, then flew the rest of the way.  There’d be just the two of us,” he appraised the prospect of the journey.  So they trudged on relentlessly, and began the climb up the trail when no other lacertii deigned to start the upward journey.  The mountainside was already steeped in heavy shadows as the sun set on the far side of the Pale Mountains, where the Dominion would still be enjoying the late day sunshine, Alec realized.
 
   The pair of ingenairii lacertii climbed steadily upward as the valley below them grew darker and darker, and began to twinkle with lamps and torches in windows of buildings and along the streets.  “We can stop,” Alec said a few minutes later.  “Hold still,” he told Andi, then applied Healing energy to alleviate the exhaustion that they each felt in the back of their thighs.
 
   “That is almost as good as the massages you give,” Andi told him playfully as he removed his hands from her hams and wrapped his arms around her.  
 
   “Are you ready to go?” he asked, and before she even answered, Alec established the disk of air beneath them, then lifted them upward.
 
   “Oh, Alec!” Andi clutched at him tightly as they sped upward, rising far above the valley floor.  “Did I mention that I didn’t enjoy flying over Oolitan?”
 
   Alec looked down at her face, and saw in her brave determination and her lacertii features as much to desire as any woman had tempted him in uncounted years.  Her eyes recognized his longing, and she closed her eyes, just before he began to kiss her, his lacerta mouth pressed against hers.
 
   They held each other and kissed passionately during an endless embrace, until Andi opened her eyes and saw the dark sky above and behind Alec’s head.  She abruptly pulled away from him and looked around.  The sky was black, and the stars barely twinkled.  The sunset had become visible again, a thin, red, curving line on a far-off horizon below them.
 
   “Alec!  Alec!  Where are we going?” she asked, holding onto him tightly.
 
   He opened his eyes at last, and saw the predicament he had created as he had allowed his Air energy to propel them upward unimpeded and uncontrolled while his passion had focused all his attention on Andi.  He stopped the continuing climb, and instead set them on a gradual glide towards the west.  They fell slowly at an angle, as Alec’s attention focused on the patterns of small lights that provided an indication of where below within the dark mountainous mass the road towards the Dominion ran.  He flew them through the chilly air as they passed above mile after mile, while the long, fingers of his hands unintentionally massaged small circles in the muscles of Andi’s back.
 
   When they finally touched down on the surface of the road, there was no telling how far they had traveled.  The road was in the center of a lacertii village in the Pale Mountains, a village whose dim lights had guided Alec to his target, and one that smelled strongly of livestock.  They walked away from the lights and remained on the road for another half hour, until they found themselves in a pitch dark stretch of road where little starlight illuminated their way.
 
   “We can spend the night here,” Alec suggested.  They hiked off the road’s surface and into the forest that climbed the hilly surroundings.  Alec opened up a small cave in a cliff along a small stream, and then he heated up a number of stones to create warmth in the darkness, and finally hung a small ball of light upon the ceiling of their chamber.
 
   “Would you like something to eat?” he asked as he squatted over the pack of dwindling supplies he carried.
 
   “I’m famished,” Andi replied enthusiastically, as Alec laid out his assortment of dried fruits and meats and crusty travel bread.
 
   They each ate in silence, Andi ravenously and Alec thoughtfully. “It was completely dark out there in the sky,” he mentioned at last.
 
   “Yes,” Andi agreed, looking at him inquisitively.
 
   “That means it’s a new moon, so the full moon is two weeks away,” he explained.  “That’s when I’ll recover my memories, if I kiss you by the full moon with the special salve on each of our lips.”
 
   “Ah,” Andi understood at last.
 
   “I’d like to practice for it some more,” Alec said with a crooked grin.  “Just to make sure we can do it right.  What would you say if I were to convert us back into human form, so that we have full lips to practice with?”
 
   “But what about when we travel tomorrow?  Are you going to turn us back into lacertii again in the morning?”  Andi asked.
 
   I think that if we use our Warrior abilities, and remain invisible, we could run perhaps all the way out of lacertii lands by the end of tomorrow, or perhaps the next day.  
 
   “And in the meantime, we could practice,” he told her.  
 
   She studied him.  “I’ll say yes, of course.”  
 
   There was a moment of introspection, before she added, “I just marvel at the way your spirit has turned around in your affection for me, even without your memories being restored.  Thank you, my love.”
 
   “I’m a practical man,” he protested.  “What man wouldn’t be in love with a beautiful woman who also happens to be a Warrior ingenaire, capable of attacking with deadly force at any moment?”
 
   She shot an elbow into his ribs.
 
   “Just like that,” he tried to have the last word, before Andi pushed him backwards and sat atop him, looking down sternly.  “Now get to work on this change!” she ordered.
 
   Alec focused his healing energies on their bodies, and slowly reconverted them each back to their human form, so that they could spent the night comfortably together.
 
   In the morning time Alec and Andi ate all but a few pieces of the remaining food supplies, then left their cave and returned to the road.  A lacerta boy was driving a herd of goats along the way.  “I’ll create the bubble of invisibility,” Alec informed Andi, as she stood behind him, her fingers idly scratching his back.  “It’s not big enough for us to separate by any great distance, so stay on my heels.  I won’t go as fast as possible if I split my abilities between the powers, so don’t expect to push your limit.”  And with that last set of instructions he burst out of the bushes by the side of the road and began the race to the border of the lacertii lands.  The lacertii shepherd noticed the motion of the bushes, and a pair of his goats bleated plaintively seconds later, but nothing further occurred to distract the boy from his daydream as he kept the sheep moving to the marketplace.
 
   Alec and Andi ran with easy, loping strides, not slowing when rain moved in.  They passed only farms and villages in the morning, but as the sun rose to someplace directly overhead, above and behind the thin clouds that continued to release a soft drizzle upon the land, they began to pass units of the lacertii army on the road, or others that were maintaining bases along the way.  Throughout the afternoon they had to weave their way around other traffic, both civilian and military, and at sunset they came to a heavily maintained roadblock, the apparent extent of lacertii control over the boundary with either the Dominion or the unclaimed wilderness.
 
   The two ingenairii slowed to a walk to squeeze around the barriers that prevented the visible passage of travelers, and then jogged for a few more minutes in the increasingly dim valley that the road followed.  “We’re free, Andi!” Alec said exuberantly, when he no longer sensed any lacertii patrols within any proximity of them.  “We’re in lands not controlled by the lacertii!  We don’t have to set any girls free!  All we have to do is hunt down a pair of Warriors and then we’ll be free to decide what to do next.”  He reached over and squeezed her hand in joy, then dropped his invisibility and slowed to a walk, content to end the day in a relaxed state.
 
   “Let’s find a cave and call it a day,” Andi suggested, squeezing his hand in response.  They left the road and climbed up the side of a mountain to a location where Alec excavated a deep cavern for them.  They both went out and gathered tinder and fallen timber so that Alec could start a proper fire at Andi’s insistence, and they pulled in a pile of yew and fir branches to provide some bedding.
 
   After they had everything settled and they reclined upon their soft nest of branches as the fire crackled, Alec brought out the last of the food they had.  “After tonight we’ll have to start scavenging.  I went down the river the first time eating almost nothing but roots and fish.  Raw roots, boiled roots, roasted roots – I thought I’d never have to eat roots again.”
 
   “Can’t you just make a wild boar jump into the fire and roast himself for us?” Andi asked.  “You’ve done just about everything else on this journey.”
 
   “It has been an unusual journey,” Alec said reflectively.  “So much has happened, and I don’t even remember parts of it.”
 
   “Let me show you something I want you to remember,” Andi said, rolling over against him, and the two of them paid no attention to anything but each other until they fell asleep.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17 – John Mark’s Cave
 
    
 
   At noon the next day Alec and Andi arrived at the Riverside bridge.  There was no evidence of any city having ever existed on the far bank, and Alec chose not to cross to look any closer.  “I was so young when I came here Andi,” he said softly.  “I didn’t know anything about lacertii or ingenairii, or even about girls!” he ended with a grin at his companion.
 
   “Let’s start going along the riverbank to see if we can find some food,” he suggested.  He had a goal he wanted to reach – the Cave of John Mark.  They were only a short distance away from reaching the one location that Alec would think of as home, no matter where he lived or who he loved.
 
   In the course of their journey along the game trails in the river bottoms Alec used his throwing knives to kill a young boar, and he carried the carcass with him until he arrived at the familiar mouth to a gully, with an hour of sunlight remaining.  The glade of fir trees were gone, the spot where he and Natalie and Aristotle had camped, but Alec delved into the stony side of the mountain and created a rude, shallow cave.  Then he carved apart the boar’s carcass while Andi gathered firewood, and he told her what to expect in the morning when they awoke and went to visit John Mark’s cave.   They posted no guard after eating their meal, the first meal of hot meat either had had since leaving Boundary Lake, and both slept soundly during the night.
 
   The morning brought the sound of heavy rainfall outside their cavern entrance, and Alec awoke to find Andi sitting at the mouth of the cave, watching the moisture from the sky refresh the greenery all around them.  “You still plan for us to go today, even in this weather, don’t you?” she asked as she felt Alec stir into consciousness.
 
   “Believe me, getting a little wet in the rain won’t seem like a problem, and you will find the journey to be one of the greatest events of your life,” Alec affirmed.  He stood and stretched and came to stand next to her.  “Let’s get going,” he held a hand out to help her rise.
 
   “Without your sword?  No knives?” Andi asked.
 
   “None are allowed in the cave,” Alec answered, and they stepped out into the cool rain to begin the journey.
 
   They started the journey up the ravine, which was gushing a steady flow of water on its way down to join the Giffey River.  Alec discovered none of the crafted stones he had seen scattered and broken on his first trip up the ravine; the centuries of further floods and debris had covered them or washed them away.  But the two travelers came to the fork in the waterway, and Alec took the smaller route on the right without hesitation.  It led eventually to the small bowl-shaped dell that still provided access to the same nearly-subterranean passage that gloomily wound about and came to the shelf on the mountainside.
 
   The details of the way to the cave remained firmly etched in Alec’s memories, even after so many years between visits, and he reached up to the exact spot where his fingers found the handholds chiseled into the stone of the cliff.  He guided Andi’s fingers to them, and boosted her upward with a familiarly-placed hand to push, which she commented on, then he followed her and joined her in observing the round door that beckoned them inward. At his insistence they removed their boots.
 
   “Go on Andi,” he encouraged her.  “You go first.  Open the door and go in.  I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   She looked at his face with searching eyes.  “I remember your memories of this Alec.  I can feel how much it means to you,” she told him.  She kissed him chastely on the cheek, then walked forward and opened the door.  Alec watched in rapture as she stepped into the chamber, then stopped all movement and froze in place as the pure waters of the cave drenched her with a calming, cleansing bath.  Bringing her to this place was his greatest gift to her, he thought, no matter what might come after this.
 
   Her foot that was suspended in the air resumed its motion towards the ground and she moved forward into the cave’s dim interior, out of his field of vision.  For another moment he allowed her to enjoy the chamber in solitude, giving her the opportunity to commune and share the sense of holiness within her own psyche, then he walked forward and entered the cave, experiencing again all the things he had witnessed and enjoyed before.
 
   He closed his eyes in contemplative relaxation as the curtain of water swept down his body, stripping away fatigue and doubt.  He stepped forward at length into the antechamber where Andi stood examining the vast exhibition of drawings and writings that extended up the wall of the fabled staircase before them.
 
   “We go up now?” Andi asked softly.
 
   Alec silently nodded, and they began the long, arduous climb up the thousands of steps.  The instructions on the walls were alive for Alec, many of them telling of ways to heal illnesses and injuries that Alec had faced over his long life, while many more, thousands more, told of situations he had never seen or attempted to heal.
 
   The climb upward was timeless, and when they reached the top of the stairs Alec was neither surprised nor prepared.
 
   The door stood waiting at the top of the landing.  Andi looked back over her shoulder at him, knowing from his memories what was about to occur.  He offered an encouraging smile, and motioned with his hand, then saw her open the door, and saw the bright flash occur within the room.  He reached out to place a steadying hand on her shoulder for a moment, then released it and followed her in to the chamber.
 
   As Alec entered a second flash shocked him, and he stood in stunned blindness as he waited for his eyes to adjust to the ambient conditions of the room.
 
   Andi stood in front of the great window, looking out at the river valley, now bathed in bright sunlight.  “You won’t ever receive a greater blessing in your life than coming here and being made a Healer,” he said to her as he walked up beside her.
 
   She looked up at him with shining eyes, her face expressing enthusiasm.  “Everything looks so vibrant out there!  It’s as if the life forces were visible everywhere!  It’s not like this for you all the time, is it?”
 
   “No, once you leave here the power of the vision is different.  It’s the power to see health, or illness and injury, and then you know how to treat and repair the injuries to your patients,” Alec answered.
 
   They continued to stand and stare out the window for a long time, until Alec at last cleared his throat.  “Are you ready to go?  We have a long journey ahead, and even though there’s no hurry, we might as well get back to our shelter and pick up our supplies.”
 
   “You don’t need to be in such a hurry, really,” a voice spoke from behind them, and both whirled to see a man standing in the rear of the chamber, small in stature, but bearing a visible sense of spirituality that filled the room.  Alec immediately dropped to his knees, and Andi sensed the appropriateness of his action, kneeling as well.
 
   “John Mark, my lord, it is a great blessing to see you.  It has been such a long time,” Alec felt himself tremble at the presence of the spirit of the saint.
 
   “It has been a long time Alec.  You’ve earned the right to not have my visitations for a long time.  Haven’t you figured out by now that the only time you see me is when grave conditions are present on the earth, and the Lord has need of your service?” the saint was gentle, both mocking and instructive in his statement.
 
   “You have a new acolyte, it appears,” John Mark nodded towards Andi.
 
   “Acolyte is not indicative enough of the strength of this woman,” Alec replied.  “This is Andi, with whom I share my own memories and who I have served, relied on, and chased after, in the course of the longest journey any two people have probably ever taken.”
 
   “You are both extraordinary,” the saint commented.  “This girl is choosing a rough path to walk if she is following in your footsteps.  Are you willing to take up a portion of the burden Alec will carry?” he asked.
 
   “I will assist Alec if he wants me, my lord, even if I had a choice, and I don’t, for his mind and soul are imprinted upon me,” Andi answered.
 
   “I can change that,” John Mark told her.  He knelt, so that his face was only a foot in front of hers, and looked into her eyes.  “If you wish to be free, I can sever the connection, and you will no longer be troubled by the impulses and feelings and decisions he makes.  There are tough times to come, and a deadly role for Alec to play.  You do not have to be part of it, or suffer rejection when he chooses some greater good over your concerns.”
 
   His steady gaze locked her eyes into his, so that she could not look away, as she thought about all that it meant to be connected to Alec.
 
   “In just a few days, he will have his memory and his connection to me again, he told me,” she replied.  “And when that happens, when it is the way it was before, and we can become as we were before, then it will all be worth it, my lord,” she replied, finally able to cast her eyes down at the ground.
 
   “He will be sorely tested,” John Mark told her.
 
   “All the more reason for us to support one another,” Andi replied.
 
   “He will suffer, my daughter.  The pain he may be exposed to would be overwhelming for most men,” John Mark said.  “The bond between you would therefore cause you to suffer unbearable pain.  You do not have to go through that.  You can still support him as a Warrior ingenaire, and be a friend.”
 
   Alec was following the conversation closely, contemplating the prospects of John Mark’s warning.  “Andi, you asked me before to try to excise the memories and the connections between us.  If John Mark can do it, let him be the one to make it happen – there will be no pain, no waiting, no danger.  You should not be trapped in the pain of whatever is going to happen to me.”
 
   “I’m strong enough to take it!” Andi shouted at them both.  “There will be bad times, I know, but there was so much good in what we shared.  Has there ever been a couple who were as close as we were?  The union we can have will be so fulfilling for each of us, and such a source of strength for each of us, that I owe it to Alec to be his partner in this.  I can give him comfort when he feels the pain.  The connection is so powerful that even when he didn’t try to comfort me, Alec did give me strength, just by the fact that I knew he was coming after me, following me when I needed his aid.”
 
   “You will be at risk as well – you personally – because of your association with Alec, if you do not release the connection,” the saint added a further warning.
 
   “I will rely on my faith in Alec, and his faith in you, that what is good will prove triumphant, and I know that he is good,” Andi answered.
 
   “It shall be as you wish then,” John Mark told her.
 
   “Alec,” the saint turned to her companion.  “You will face great challenges in the future you are destined to meet.  Andi will need you; the whole world will need you.  You will need allies, and you will need abilities to reach them.  You are granted those abilities now.”
 
   Alec looked at John Mark in puzzlement, until a moment later, when a patch on his arm grew warm.  He pulled up his sleeve and saw the rippling mane on the galloping horse shine and flicker within his skin, the ingenaire mark of the Traveling powers.  It was a sign of the restoration of the ability that allowed him to translocate himself physically from one location to another instantaneously.
 
   “Master,” Alec began, looking up, “it is a marvelous gift.  Thank you.”  His eyes were shining.
 
   “You’ll know when to use it Alec, and who to use it with,” John Mark replied.  “You have once again been chosen to lift a heavy load, and to carry out difficult tasks, and given the severity of those tasks, it seems appropriate that you should have this tool at your command.”
 
   “May I travel through time as well?” Alec asked, seeking to gain a further power.
 
   “Ah!  It’s not like you to ask for more!” John Mark smiled.  “No, Alec, that tool remains too confusing, too powerful for humanity to hold.  Take all the great gifts you’ve earned, and go in peace to serve the Lord.”  He placed a hand briefly upon each of them in an unspoken benediction, then vanished.
 
   Andi looked at Alec is astonishment.  “That felt unlike anything I’ve ever known,” she told him.
 
   “It makes an impression when you face the spirit of a holy man,” Alec agreed.  “You cannot fail to have faith in the Lord.”
 
   “Who is he?” Andi asked.  “My access to your memories isn’t complete.”
 
   “John Mark was brought by God to this world, to share and spread his message of God’s love.  He came a long time ago, so long ago it was ancient before I even was born,” Alec gave a brief smile.
 
   “That was a long time ago!” Andi laughed.
 
     “He is revered by the leaders of the church in the Dominion as the holiest of figures,” Alec pretended to ignore the jibe.
 
   “And he has just given us many things to think about and talk about,” he added as he began to stand up.  “Shall we leave the cave and go on our journey?”
 
   Together, they walked down the long flight of stairs, stopping both to examine the information that covered the walls and to catch their breath.  When they reached the bottom of the cave, they left through the watery curtain and the mysterious door, then stood outside on the ledge that looked across the mountain valley.  “You are a Healer now, Andi.  The best of all the Houses, I say,” Alec told her.  The clouds of the morning had cleared away, and the western sky was still blue as the sun began to set.
 
   Half an hour later they returned to the cave where they had left their supplies.  “I am starving!” Andi declared.  “Shall we dig up your roots for dinner?”
 
   “We,” he spoke in grandiose tones, “shall do no such thing!  Tonight we’re going to go find whether there is a meal available for traveling visitors at a great palace,” he slung his bandolier over his shoulder, and picked up his pack.  He removed his sword scabbard and handed it to Andi, who buckled it on with a perplexed look on her face.
 
   “Alec, we’re in the wilderness,” she said.  “I get the impression that the lacertii cities are closer than human settlements.  Where are we going to eat?”
 
   “Come here,” he held his arms open, eager for what was to come.  Andi tilted her head and looked at him with a sideways glance, suspicious of the glee she felt in his spirit.  She waited a dramatic beat, then stepped forward into his hug.  “Take a breath,” Alec told her, and then her stomach flipped, the cave became dark and gray at the same time, and then she was standing on a windy height in an ancient ruin, looking out over a vast plain where a river ran towards the setting sun.
 
   “This is an ancient ruin.  When I entered Boundary Lake, I felt a reminder of this city Andi, though I don’t know why.  Someday we’ll have time to come explore and try to find out if the two cities are related,” Alec said.  He stared down at the river, and Andi sensed that emotional memories were at the forefront of his mind.
 
   “This is my Traveler ability,” he said suddenly, looking up away from the river.  “We’ll make two more jumps – it strains me to try to jump too far at once – and we’ll be in Goldenfields for the evening.  We can try our luck at the palace to see what they might serve a couple of visitors for dinner.”
 
   He closed his eyes for a moment, thinking about his next objective, and then they were in the midst of another movement, and they landed seconds later on a bluff that looked out over a winding river. Alec looked around behind him, and so did Andi.  There, ten yards away, stood a tall stony obelisk that spouted water in an unceasing stream.
 
   “Hey!  Who are you?  Move along; no one allowed near the fountain,” a voice called, and they both looked to see a guard walking towards them.  Behind the guard, Alec realized he saw a large warehouse, a plain and unattractive building.
 
   “We’re just visitors, here for a moment,” Alec answered.  “We don’t intend any harm.  We’ll be gone in a second.”
 
   “You’ll be gone because I’m taking you to a cell,” the guard said, approaching with a swagger, holding his sword.
 
   “Who is in charge of the fountain here?  The Duke of Goldenfields?” Alec asked mildly.
 
   “Maybe when my grandfather was alive the Duke ruled here; now this is the monopoly of the Scarl clan.  What nonsense are you spouting?” the guard said, then gaped in shock as the couple in front of him disappeared.  “Hey!” The guard shouted.  He turned back towards the warehouse.  “Gurve, did you see that?” he asked.
 
   Shocked, Alec landed with Andi in a backroom of a tavern in Goldenfields.  “Where are we?  That was abrupt,” Andi said.  Alec released his arms from around her and stood still, stunned.
 
   “That wasn’t right,” Alec said softly.  “That wasn’t right,” he repeated forcefully.  “It doesn’t make sense that a Michian clan would control the fountain of healing water.
 
   “I didn’t expect that,” he said, looking at Andi again.
 
   “Let’s go to the palace, and see if the world is any less confusing there,” he said, opening the only door to the room.
 
   “Alec, it’s been three hundred years or more since you’ve been here.  There’s bound to be lots of changes,” Andi said gently, her hand reaching for his.  He stopped and looked at her clear green eyes and smiled.
 
   “You’re right,” he admitted.  “I’ll go slowly.”  He led her out into the hall, drawing looks of surprise from the man tending the bar in the tavern, though Alec was oblivious to the stares, and walked straight out through the door and into the street.
 
   He turned and started down the block and around the corner.  “It’s not really the same,” he said to Andi, slowing down to stroll as she took his hand.  The sun was still a good hour above the horizon, giving them plenty of light to see.  “I don’t see anything so far that seems familiar,” he said, in a tone that conveyed sadness.  “The next block over is where my shop used to be,” he told her.
 
   A minute later they stopped and stared at the empty gap between the two adjoining buildings.  “This is where it was.  This is where they lived – Leah, Ellen, Bethany, Cassie, Appel.”  He shook his head contemplatively, and Andi felt her own eyes welling up in tears of the sympathy she felt for his deep sense of loneliness and loss.
 
   “You’re not alone, Alec,” she whispered in his ear.
 
   “No, no,” he came out of his reverie, and smiled at her.  “I’m not alone, not with you.   Let’s go see what we can do to get that meal for you,” he placed his arm around her and led her away from the rubble-covered lot.  Together they walked through the streets and into the vast Traders Square, where Alec recognized a stalwart bank building and the club where Natha had a membership.  Across the square they came to the gateway to the bridge that led to the ducal palace, set on an island in the river.
 
   “I would request permission to see the commander of the guard,” Alec told the man on duty at the gatehouse.  The uniform was curious, Alec thought, but centuries brought changes, and he accepted that as the way it would be.
 
   “What guard?” the man asked curiously.
 
   “The Palace Guard, the Goldenfields Guard,” Alec stated the obvious.
 
   “What are you, some kind of kook?  Get out of here,” the man said to Alec, his eyes hardening.
 
   “What about the Goldenfields Guard?” Alec asked.  “They were famous as the best fighters in the Dominion once upon a time.”
 
   “Fairy tales begin with once upon a time.  There hasn’t been a guard like that since the duke capitulated to the ingenairii ten years ago.  Now run along.  We don’t need any batty people bothering us,” he told Alec sternly, waving his hand in a signal, so that another guard came out of the gatehouse to join him.
 
   “You mean the ingenairii fought against the duke?  Did the king command them?  Was there a war between the king and the duke?” Alec persisted in asking questions as he tried to make sense of the unthinkable.
 
   The second guard came up beside the first.  “Who do you have here?” he asked his companion.
 
   “Some crackpot who must have escaped from the nuthouse,” the original guard replied.
 
   Andi sensed Alec’s utter bewilderment, his inability to comprehend the statements he was hearing.  She decided to interrupt.  “So the ingenairii are in charge now, and you work for them?” she asked.
 
   “She’s not as stupid as the guy, and she’s a lot better looking,” the first guard said as his eyes shifted to examine her.
 
   Andi held up her arm and pulled down her sleeve, revealing the Warrior mark she wore.  “So if I’m an ingenaire, then you must obey me?”
 
   Both guards’ eyes widened.  “My lady, our apologies.  We thought all the ingenairii entered on restorers.  And we did not recognize you,” they both bowed their heads.
 
   “You’ll allow us to enter immediately, and you’ll take us to see the duke,” Andi saw that she had the advantage and immediately reacted by acting as imperiously as she had witnessed her ingenaire captors behave, while Alec continued to silently contemplate the inexplicable circumstances that seemed to be the new reality of his former home.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” the first guard answered, and nodded for the second guard to do as told.
 
   Alec and Andi followed the man across the bridge and up the familiar steps into the grand entry of the palace.  The sights of the building brought back a wash of memories for Alec, overlain by the shock of all that he was hearing.
 
   “I see that someone else is here,” the guard said, trying to ingratiate himself with friendly chatter.  He pointed down towards the end of the island where the Guard quarters had been, and Alec saw a restorer standing in the yard, contently eating from a bin of greens.
 
   Inside the palace they took the route Alec knew so well to reach the great hall; the interior of the palace was neglected, and empty of the vitality Alec had taken for granted.  There were few people in the halls, and the furnishings were minimal. Outside the doors of the hall they met a pair of guards wearing the same uniform as their escort from the gate, as well as a person who appeared to be a court functionary.  “I believe Lord Camet is going to be finished soon; this was a routine visit to remind the duke of the levy he owes,” the functionary sniffed, standing in front of the door in a manner that indicated his sense of superiority and right to possess the space.
 
   “We’ll be happy to enter and meet Lord Camet as well as the Duke,” Alec spoke authoritatively, enraged by condition he observed, and growing more enraged by the moment as he reflected on the damage to Goldenfields’s splendor and pride.
 
   “You’ll be in in a cell for even thinking of interrupting the lesson that is being given to the duke,” the functionary said, and he motioned to the guards to seize Alec.
 
   Before they could act, Alec seized his Air energy and lofted all three guards and the functionary up against the ceiling, causing them to shout in alarm.
 
   “Alec, you’re going to cause a situation,” Andi warned him.
 
   “I have a very bad feeling about what’s happening here,” Alec replied.  “If I’m wrong, I’ll lower them to the floor gently and apologize, and there’s no harm done to them.”
 
   “Other than their pride,” Andi replied.  “I’m still mad at you for lifting me against the ceiling in Woven!” she said with warmth.  “And men feel the loss of pride much more strongly than women.”
 
   “I did that to you?  I lifted you up to the ceiling?” Alec asked in surprise, not able to recollect the event as he looked upward at his captives.
 
   “We’ll talk about it later,” Andi assured him.  “Shall we go in and see your duke?”
 
   Deliberately, Alec opened the door to the hall and allowed Andi to enter ahead of him.  There were two figures at the other end of the room, and through a trick of the acoustics Alec heard their conversation before he even focused on their faces.  “You’ll provide the fifty we expect, and you’ll send an extra barge of grain as tribute in payment for your tardiness,” an arrogant voice called.
 
   “You!” Andi screamed so loudly, and with such venom that Alec jumped in surprise.  She pulled her sword, the one given to her by Alec, from the scabbard on the belt he had also given her, as she ran headlong towards the two men at the other end of the room.
 
   The two men looked up at the noise.  One of them, an elderly man, looked at Andi’s approach in surprise, but the other man looked up first in annoyance, then in surprise and shock, and then with concern as he drew his own sword and prepared to face Andi.
 
   Alec rushed down towards the pending confrontation, pulling a pair of knives from his bandolier.  He split his powers, adding Spirit energy to the Air energy he was using to maintain the press of the men in the hallway against the ceiling, then finally added his Warrior energy as well, so that within three running strides he was ready to participate in whatever was about to break loose.
 
   “How did you get here?” the man with the blade asked as Andi leapt at him.  Their blades clashed repeatedly, first high, then low, then the man blocked a stabbing effort before he had to step back to protect himself as Andi fought with hatred that motivated her fury to an insurmountable level.  She was winning, Alec could easily judge, carried not only by her ingenaire energy, but by some inner urge.
 
   Suddenly Alec recognized the face of the man she was fighting.  It was one of the Warrior ingenairii kidnappers they had chased across the entire continent; it was the very man who had thrown Andi off the edge of the bridge in Boundary Lake before running away.  Andi’s fury was understandable.  Although she and Alec had not discussed the conditions of her captivity, his Healer vision had shown him the pain that had been inflicted upon her.
 
   A stroke of Andi’s sword delivered a telling blow to the ingenaire’s arm, causing him to drop his sword; in an instant Andi poked her sword at him several times, piercing him with repeated jabs that inflicted pain upon the Warrior, her actions happening so rapidly that even Alec had a hard time following her actions.  The man looked from Andi to Alec.  “I seek to surrender,” he started to cry, but before he even finished the sentence Andi’s blade stabbed him in the stomach then sliced upward, making a foul and bloody mess of his carcass as she withdrew her blade and his body fell to the floor.
 
   “My God!  Oh my God!” the elderly man moaned.  “Please my lady, have mercy on me.  Kill me cleanly,” he begged.
 
   Andi wiped her sword on the pants of the dead man, then sheathed her blade.  “Is there some reason I should kill you?” she asked in a dangerous tone.
 
   “Do you feel better?” Alec asked her.
 
   “Yes, partly,” Andi replied.  “It doesn’t change what happened, but it feels like revenge, and he won’t do anything to anyone else from now on.”
 
   “Well, we better figure out what to do next,” Alec said.  “There’s still one of them out there somewhere.”
 
   “Did that ingenaire have a partner, another Warrior who he traveled with?” Alec asked the elderly man.  “Are you the Duke of Goldenfields?” he belatedly asked.
 
   “I am the Duke Remton of Goldenfields,” the man answered.  “I,” he stopped, at a loss for words in the frightening situation, not sure what to say amidst such inexplicable circumstances.
 
   “We mean you no harm,” Andi told him, starting to regain her composure, her blood lust fading.
 
   “Who are you?  Is there a war breaking out among the ingenairii?” the duke asked.
 
   “Tell us first; is there another Warrior who is companion to the man who just died?” Alec asked again.
 
   “He was a member of a group of about two dozen Warriors who were the elite members of the Ingenairii Rulers.  He and about a dozen others disappeared months ago.  Any one of them could be his particular companion,” the Duke answered.  “There wasn’t reckoned to be any Warrior capable of beating any of them other than themselves.  Today is the first time I’ve seen him in a year.
 
   “Which begs the question, who are you?” the duke asked again.
 
   Andi looked at Alec.  “We are travelers from an eastern land.  A group of Warriors came and carried out crimes in our lands, and we’ve been after them ever since, seeking justice.  I lived in the Dominion a long time ago,” Alec began to explain further, then decided to stop.
 
   “Are you the Duke of Goldenfields, or just the man who sits on the throne here, while the ingenairii rule?” Alec asked.
 
   The duke stood straighter.  “I am the Duke of Goldenfields.  Within the ability the world gives me to stand up against ingenairii and demons, I try to rule the nation and protect its people as best I am able,” he spoke with dignity, and Alec regretted the tone of his question.
 
   “Did the ingenaire arrive here on the restorer in the Guard courtyard?” Alec asked.
 
   “Undoubtedly,” the duke replied.  “That’s how they all arrive; all but the two of you, apparently.”
 
   “And even we travel similarly, in a manner of speaking,” Andi said with a knowing look at Alec.
 
   Alec only halfway heard her as he began to anticipate some of the ramifications of what had just occurred.  “This Camet, this ingenaire, is dead.  Will there be repercussions visited upon you and Goldenfields for his death?
 
   “Shall we sit down?” Alec added, concerned about the length of time they were making the elderly man stand.  He reached out and called upon his Healer powers in place of his Warrior powers, then delivered a boost of wholesome energy to the duke as he took the man’s arm.
 
   “I think there will eventually be punishment for our city.  At first no one will believe that Camet was bested in battle, and then when they do find out, there will be no mercy until they’re satisfied they’ve sent a message that cows all resistance,” the Duke replied.  “Stronghold still hasn’t recovered from the demons they unleashed on the city after a rebellion years ago.”
 
   “Do ingenairii rule the Dominion?  And they have demons?  From Michian?” Alec asked.
 
   “The ingenairii rule all of the Dominion and Michian.  They form a council with a few sorcerers and sorceresses, and they exact tribute from all the lands,” the Duke told Alec.
 
   “Shortly before they attacked Stronghold, they seized power.  Something had happened to them, and there were no new ingenairii being born.  They stopped seeing new apprentices arrive,” the duke explained.  “So they panicked, and wanted to search all the population to find potential ingenairii.  That caused them to take control of both the nations – Dominion and Michian – and they teamed with some sorcerers to help control the people.  They searched and tested all over the lands, but found no one who could be a new ingenaire.  And then they just kept power for themselves and ruled the nations, doing things like you just walked in on – demanding that I supply them with people who will be sacrifices for the sorcerers.”
 
   “And you have no guard of your own?” Andi asked.
 
   “None that could stand up to Warrior ingenaire or demons,” the duke replied.  “There’s not another Alec come back to protect us, or none that I’ve seen yet.
 
   “After the ingenairii took control, they forced us to disband most of our army and palace guard,” he explained.
 
   “Alright, let’s think this through,” Alec rubbed his forehead slowly.  “The guards outside the door and at the gate to the palace – are they loyal to you or to the ingenairii?” he asked.
 
   “The resident agent of the ingenairii,” the duke began to answer.
 
   “Is he the man outside the door to the hall?  A gray goatee and a burgundy robe?” Andi asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s Karson,” Duke Remton agreed.  “He controls the few guards we have here.  He answers to the ingenairii.”
 
   “Are there still holding cells down below the palace?” Alec asked.
 
   “Yes, indeed.  They’re full of prisoners Karson didn’t like,” the duke affirmed.
 
   “The first thing we need to do is regain control of the palace,” Alec said.   “No, the first thing we need to do is immobilize the restorer, so word of this doesn’t get out too quickly.
 
   “Andi,” Alec turned to his companion.  “You take the men in the hallway down to the palace cells and lock them away.  See if there’s anyone down there now who you can rely on to let out.  I’ll go immobilize the restorer and be back.
 
   “Your grace,” Alec turned to Duke Remton, “would you ask your kitchen staff to prepare a hearty meal for Andi and I to enjoy in half an hour?” he asked, and they all went on their separate ways, as Alec released the men on the ceiling when they stepped out into the hall, turning them over to Andi.
 
   Alec walked to the kitchen himself and took some herbs that he knew were forbidden to be fed to restorers because they disrupted the animals’ body chemistry and ability to travel.  He took a generous handful of sugar lumps, and walked out to the yard that he had always known as the precincts of the Goldenfields Guards, where a single restorer stood, with a handler lounging nearby.  “Do you know how much longer they’re going to be here?” the handler asked.
 
   Alec mixed the sugar and the leaves together in his hand, then held his palm out to the animal, letting its snout nuzzle his fingers before it began to greedily eat the leaves that would disrupt its body chemistry, preventing it from traveling for several weeks.  “Quite a while, I imagine,” Alec answered.  “How many animals come here?  How many know the way to come to Goldenfields?”
 
   “There’s only two animals at Oyster Bay that come to Goldenfields, and none come here directly from Michian,” the keeper replied.  “We only get visits a couple of times a month.  There’s not much here that attracts the great ones.”
 
   “That may change,” Alec said softly.  “You might as well take this restorer in to the stables and bed him down for the night,” Alec added as he started to walk back to the palace.  “He’s not going anywhere for a while.”
 
   Alec returned to the palace and went back to the hall where he and Andi had met the duke.  He found them both there already, Andi sitting at a table ravenously eating a plate of food in front of her, and looking guiltily at Alec as she took another bite.
 
   Alec sat down with them and picked up an apple.  “Who will be your allies, your grace?” he asked before he bit into the fruit.
 
   “Allies in what?” the duke replied.
 
   “In this rebellion.  You’re going to need body guards, palace guards, an army, and who knows what else, once we really start to fight,” Alec replied.
 
   “I’m not leading a rebellion!” the duke replied.  “My city will be destroyed if I do.  I know that I will be personally flayed alive to pay for the death of Camet, and that frankly doesn’t upset me, though the death of my family will break my heart.  I’ve lived a long life, and it’s worth it to know that butcher is dead.  But I don’t want to cause further trouble that will bring a horde of ingenairii, sorcerers and demons into Goldenfields, laying waste to the city and massacring the people here.”
 
   “That’s not likely to happen, at least not any time soon,” Alec replied.  “You’ll have time to set your defenses up, above and beyond whatever Andi and I are able to do in the meantime.
 
   “I’ve already disabled the restorer that’s here.  It won’t be able to transport in or out of the city for weeks.  Its handler told me there’s only one other restorer that knows how to come here, and we can disable it tomorrow.  Then we just need to disable the herd at Oyster Bay, and maybe at Michian too, and the ingenairii and sorcerers will be isolated at their locations unless they want to travel like everyone else,” Alec explained.  “Do the ingenairii have an army in the Dominion?”
 
   “Not that I know of,” the duke answered.  “They don’t need one with their ability to use demons against cities.  The army they do have is busy fighting the lacertii along the Michian border.  But I don’t see how you think you’re going to disable the restorers in Oyster Bay and Michian.
 
   “Who are you two?  What does it mean that two strange ingenairii,” he paused, “I know you’re a Warrior,” he said to Andi, who had silently continued to eat.  “But I don’t really even know that you’re one.  Are you?” he asked Alec.
 
   “He is the pre-eminent ingenaire of the world,” Andi replied as Alec took another bite of his apple.
 
   “His name is Alec,” she said.
 
   “Named after the hero?” the duke asked.
 
   Andi reached over suddenly and jerked Alec’s sleeve, revealing the line of marks that rose up his forearm.  “Not named after the hero,” she said, “he is the hero,” she finished in a dramatic whisper.
 
   The duke’s eyes widened, and his face grew pale.  “You’re jesting, my lady.”  He paused as he examined Alec’s arm, “I’ve never seen an ingenaire with so many marks,” he said.
 
   Alec finished the apple and set down the core, then reached for another.
 
   “When I returned to help the Dominion defeat the Michian invasion in the first real war, before I married Jeswyne, the myth of a returned Alec was a powerful symbol that helped the morale of the people and the soldiers in the fight against the invaders,” Alec said.
 
   “And after I drove the sorcerers out of Michian, the myth of my name remained with the surviving sorcerers even as they migrated across the ocean and wound up on the periphery of the Avonellene empire,” he added.
 
   “So I know the name of Alec would have some impact on the campaign we wage.  Don’t you think so, your grace?” Alec took a bite from the second apple and waited for the man’s comments.
 
   “You truly are Alec returned?” the duke asked.
 
   “He is the Demonslayer and King,” Andi said for Alec, who was chewing the apple, a soft one that had spent the winter in storage somewhere in the bowels of the palace.
 
   “If you are the Demonslayer, I will pledge my city to support you in any way,” the duke cried.
 
   “Good,” Alec said.  “So that brings us back to the question of who can you call upon to be your allies?  The church?  The merchants?  The people?  The traders?  Who do we have to work with?”
 
   “The traders, the native traders who are left, they would support you,” Remton answered.  “The ingenairii gave preferential treatment to the Michian clans they brought with them.”
 
   “How much control of your own palace do you have right now?” Alec probed.
 
   “There are some guards who are loyal to me, and most who are loyal to Karson,” the duke replied.
 
   “What did you see in the cells down below?” Alec asked Andi.  “Are there any there we should set free?”
 
   “I thought that with your Spiritual abilities you would be a better judge of that than I am, so we released none of them,” Andi answered.
 
   “I will go sort through the prisoners right now.  You two go and round up any that the duke thinks are not trustworthy, and bring them down to the cells,” Alec said.  “But first, if you have closets, your grace, may my lady find more suitable clothes to wear?  She’s been in my spare shirt  for two days, and I’m sure she wants something more substantial.”
 
   Andi grinned at him.
 
   “There are many closets upstairs where my daughter’s wardrobe is located.  We’ll go look there immediately,” Remton answered.
 
   “Will you be able to set them free, my daughter and grand-daughter?” he asked Alec.
 
   “Where are they?” Alec responded.
 
   “Every great city has hostages held in the palace at Oyster Bay,” the duke replied.  “Those two are my hostages, held to assure my cooperation.”
 
   “What are their names?” Andi asked.
 
   “Tonshire is my daughter, and Pegot is my granddaughter,” he replied.
 
   Alec stood.  “I’ll go check the prisoners, you meet me there, and then we’ll run one more errand before we call it a day,” he said.  He grinned conspiratorially at Andi, then left the room to go down into the depths of the palace.
 
   Alec had gone down to the ingenairii quarters under the palace many times, when Merle had been the court ingenaire of Goldenfields, and Alec had been a student of his.  He had been to the prison cells of the palace as well, but only very seldom.  The Duke Toulon of Alec’s youth had seen little need to keep many prisoners in the palace when they could easily be sent to civilian jails.
 
   Nonetheless Alec went past a few servants and entered the lower level where the cells were located.
 
   He carried no lantern or torch, but instead created a string of bulbs of light that flew through the air in front of him, and when he arrived at his destination they circled lazily around the common space that all the cells’ doors opened upon.  Alec engaged his Spiritual energy as well as his Light energy, and he stood in the center of the space, allowing dozens of pairs of eyes to stare at him from the doors around him.
 
   “Ingenaire!  Ingenaire!  We’re your true followers!  Protect us; release us,” voices called loudly from one cell.  As Alec approached it he realized it was the very guards who he had consigned to the cells earlier.  “Oh Lord, it’s you!” one of them sobbed.  “The others here have already killed Karson.  They’ll kill us too if you don’t protect us.”
 
   Alec fetched the keys from the empty desk, and opened the door.  “Everyone who wasn’t just put in the cell with Karson, come out and line up,” Alec ordered.  “Don’t try to run away, or you’ll pay the consequences,” he warned them, sensing a slippery sense of ethics in someone who was approaching.
 
   As the dozen men filed out of the small cell, much to Alec’s dismay at the overcrowding, one man did dash towards the stairs.  Knowing that he had to set an example among the dozens of men trapped in the prison, Alec directed one of his balls of light to streak at the man and strike him, setting him ablaze for just a moment before the man flashed into a pile of ashes.
 
   There was stunned silence, and then murmuring and whispers. “I warned everyone.  I need absolute cooperation, or there will be costs to pay,” he spoke loudly.  The men in the cells heard him, and the men lined up outside the cells looked nervously at the remaining balls of light that continued to circle overhead.
 
   Alec touched each man in the line briefly.  Some he questioned, “Who do you support, the ingenairii or a free Duchy of Goldenfields?”  Others he only sensed their character remotely.  Most of the men he sent back into the cell, but three he instructed to wait by the stairs.
 
   He opened another cell, and questioned those men as well, setting four of them free and reinterring the others.  As he opened the third cell Andi and the Duke entered the prison, the duke watching the balls of light circling overhead as the men in the third cell obediently filed out and lined up.  Two more joined the little cluster of free men while the rest went back.
 
   “These are your men, your grace,” Alec pointed at the men he had set free.  “I’m sure you’ll have more soon.  Have you sorted out the guards on duty?” he asked as he walked over to stand close to them, trusting the prisoners to remain in their assigned places.
 
   “We came down to show you my new outfit first,” Andi said, showing off the tight leather pants and dark red shirt she wore.  
 
   Alec looked at her appreciatively.  “The wrapping is almost as lovely as the gift,” he told her, producing a shy smile.  “I’ll look forward to seeing more of you soon; we’ll have a couple of errands to run tonight,” he told her before they separated to finish their duties.
 
   He finished sorting through the prisoners, producing almost three dozen reliable men and women who he trusted.  Andi and the Duke brought over a dozen members of the guard down to the cells and jailed them in turn.  
 
   As he rose back up out of the depths of the dungeon, Alec led the newly freed forces up to the guard armory, where they were introduced to the existing members of the guard deemed trustworthy by the Duke, and then assigned to three squads with a promise that organization and training would begin in earnest the next day; Alec and Andi each armed themselves fully from the weapons in the armory.  Once that was done, Alec and Andi went to the kitchen again and Alec raided the herbs again, taking all of the crumbled homewort leaves and more sugar lumps, throwing them all in a sack that he gave Andi to hold as he placed his arms around her.
 
   “Let’s make this interesting now,” he said, and they teleported to the palace in Oyster Bay.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18 – The First Visit to Oyster Bay
 
    
 
   After their moments of nothingness in transit, Alec and Andi landed in a pitch black, warm enclosure that was redolent with organic odors.
 
   “Oh Alec, where are we?” Andi placed her hand over her nose.
 
   In response, a circle of small white lights began to dance overhead, revealing stables full of horses.  “We’re going to find the restorers and put them out of commission,” Alec said.
 
   He began to lead Andi through the stables, discovering that the pens and stalls and aisles felt remarkably familiar even after centuries of absence.  They inspected one barn without finding any signs of restorers, then crossed an empty yard to a second building.  As soon as he opened the door and smelled the spicy atmosphere, Alec knew he had discovered his targets.  “Here we are Andi,” he said.
 
   “Alec, wait,” Andi told him as he stood at the threshold.  “Look up there,” she gestured upward.
 
   Alec looked at the full moon that hung overhead.  “Andi!  It’ll be tonight!” he said excitedly.  She reached for his hand and squeezed it tightly.
 
   I’m so ready, Alec, her spirit told his.  I’ve waited so long; I want to feel whole again, reunited with you.
 
   He smiled warmly, wondering what it would be like to feel the intimate knowledge of her that she held of him.  He released her hand.  “Let’s get these things done quickly,” he replied, and they entered the stables.
 
   “Take a handful of this mix and give it to every restorer in the stalls on the left; I’ll treat the ones on the right,” he told his companion as he held the bag of herbs and sugar open.  He reached in and took a handful of the feed while a single dim bulb of light floated above them, providing a subtle, blue glow, and they began their task of giving each animal the treat that was greedily licked up.
 
   There were a dozen and a half restorers in occupied stalls, and one empty stall.  “That must be for the one in Goldenfields,” Alec said.  “So if there’s only one empty stall, we’ve hopefully disabled the entire herd of restorers in the Dominion.”
 
   “Won’t there be some that come here from Michian?” Andi asked.
 
   “There will be sooner or later.  We probably have some time to get Goldenfields organized before anyone realizes there’s something happening here, and in the meantime we can go to Michian and give treats to all the restorers there,” Alec replied.  “Now, we ought to go to the palace and find Tonshire and Pegot, and take them home to Goldenfields.”  He led the way out of the barn, extinguished his lights, and cloaked them in invisibility.
 
   They entered the palace through a side door, and walked until Alec stopped in the hallway.  “I know a shortcut to get to the residential wing,” he told Andi.  “We can go this way,” and he began to walk to the right, then went around a corner and stopped.  They had reached a large and busy kitchen area.  “I don’t remember this being here,” he said sheepishly.
 
   “Things can change after nine hundred years,” Andi said with a twinkle in her eye.
 
   “I haven’t been alive for nine hundred years!” Alec protested, then saw the grin on Andi’s face.
 
   “Is there someone back there?” one of the kitchen helpers asked, looking in their location.
 
   Alec nodded his head, turned around and went back the other direction.  They entered a main hall that appeared to lead through official drawing rooms, formal and well-tended.  Where their path intersected with a grand hall, they saw a pair of guards, as well as a maid carrying a tray of food.
 
   “Why don’t we ask the maid how to get to the residential wing?” Andi asked softly.
 
   “We don’t need to ask.  I lived here for a hundred years,” Alec replied.
 
   “Is that why we were just in the kitchen?” Andi asked.
 
   “Alright,” Alec snapped.  “We’ll follow the maid and ask her.”   He made good on the plan, and as soon as they were alone in a hallway with the maid, he released his Light energy and made them visible.
 
   “Excuse me,” Andi called loudly, catching the maid’s attention.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” the young girl replied, dropping a curtsy as she turned.
 
   “Can you help us?  We’re lost, and this palace is so big!  We’re trying to find the Lady Tonshire and her daughter,” Andi explained.
 
   “You’re as far as possible from where you should be!  How did you get here?” the maid asked.  “I can’t even give you directions.
 
   “I’ll lead you there myself as soon as I deliver this tray to the viceroy,” the girl told them.  “If you’ll wait here I’ll be right back.”
 
   They agreed and waited patiently for the girl to return, standing discreetly against the wall.  “I don’t know where we are,” Alec muttered more than once.  “How could they have messed up the palace so badly?”
 
   Andi listened indulgently, and when the maid came they fell into step with her.  They received no challenges from the set of guards they had already seen at the first hallway intersection, but minutes later, after a pair of turns that Alec recognized and a pair that he didn’t recognize, a quartet of guards stopped them.
 
   “No guests are permitted after sundown,” the lead guard spoke woodenly.
 
   Andi raised the sleeve of her new red shirt and showed her ingenaire mark.  “No one?” she asked.
 
   “My apologies, my lady,” the guard leader’s tone changed dramatically.  “I apologize for not recognizing you.  Please proceed,” he said as he instructed another guard to open the door for them.
 
   “My lady,” the maid added as soon as they were through the door.  “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you either.  I thought I knew all the Warrior ingenairii.  I should have taken you to see the viceroy.  My apologies, my lady,” she paid no attention to Alec, not having seen him display any ingenaire marks, as she was sure any ingenairii would do.
 
   “We appreciate your help,” Andi said kindly.  “You’re doing just what we asked.  Lead on to Lady Tonshire, please.”
 
   “You’re so much nicer than the other ingenairii,” the girl said, then stopped herself with a hand placed in front of her mouth, “no offense intended, ma’am.”
 
   “None taken.  I’ve met many ingenairii I didn’t like, and some I really enjoy,” she slipped her hand into Alec’s as they began walking again.
 
   Five minutes later they came to a small ballroom, from which many hallways dispersed.  “The lady guests are kept down that way,” the maid pointed down the hall to the left.  “I can’t tell you which door is hers, I’m afraid.”
 
   “You can go now, my friend.  We’ll find her from here,” Andi replied as she dismissed the girl.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
   “Let’s go knock on doors,” Alec said as soon as the girl was out of sight. They strolled down the hallway, one that was strangely decrepit in appearance, in contrast to everything else they had seen in the palace.  Paint was faded, the edges of the carpets were frayed, and faint shadowy residue of candle smoke remained above the wall-mounted sconces.
 
   At random they knocked on a door, for all the doors along the hallway were closed.  “This could almost be the quarters where I used to live,” Alec said suddenly, just as there was a rattle at the door, and a girl opened it to greet them.
 
   “May I help you?” the girl asked.  She appeared to be about Andi’s own age, in her early twenties.  Her complexion was fair, perhaps even pale.
 
   Alec craned his neck to peer into the chamber, looking past the girl at the room beyond her, as Andi addressed her.  “We are trying to find the Lady Tonshire of Goldenfields, and her daughter Pegot.”
 
   “Who are you?  Why do you want them?” the girl asked, then caught a glimpse of the mark on Andi’s arm, and her eyes grew large.
 
   “We have done nothing wrong, my lady,” the girl told Andi earnestly, her voice rising in panic.  “We have remained obedient and calm.”
 
   “Open the door and let us enter,” Andi told her.  “We are here with good news.”
 
   A tear began to fall down the girl’s cheek in disbelief that there was any good likely to come from a visit by an ingenaire, but she opened the door wide and beckoned them in.
 
   “Who was it Pegot?” a querulous voice asked from the inner room.
 
   “We have visitors, mother,” the girl replied.  “It’s,” she hesitated, “an ingenaire and a man are here to see us.”  There was a soft moan from the other room.
 
   “Can your mother join us here?” Alec asked.  He was convinced now that the room felt so familiar because he was in fact standing in his own former room from his long-ago days in the Dominion.
 
   “Her health is failing,” Pegot replied.  “She has great difficulty moving.”
 
   “You know, this used to be the king’s own room,” Alec said at last.  “You’re staying in a royal apartment.”
 
   “That’s why we’re here.  It’s supposed to be bad luck.  The ingenairii and their viceroy will not take care of this wing of the palace.  They hope it will collapse someday, and do away with another reminder of Alec,” Pegot replied.  “Would you like to sit down?” she had regained her composure in the course of the small talk.
 
   “No, I’d like to go see your mother instead,” Alec answered, taking a step past Pegot towards the bedroom.
 
   She put a hand out to hold his shoulder momentarily.  “Please sir, let her be,” then she hastily jerked her hand away as she realized what she had done.  She went down on her knees.  “I apologize profoundly.”
 
   Alec stopped, and extended his Spirit energy.  The girl was nervous, worried, full of pain and fear and sadness.  He reached a hand down to take hers, and helped her rise to her feet again.  “Do not fear or fret.  The Lord has sent you a friend tonight, and all your worries will be eased,” he said gently, looking into her eyes and projecting his sense of Spiritual comfort to her as he squeezed her hands.
 
   “Now, let us go see your mother,” he suggested, then walked on past her and into the bedroom.
 
   He stopped as he approached the bed.  The room stank of illness and disease.  An elderly woman lay in the bed, her face ravaged with a disease that appeared to be causing her flesh to decay while she was still alive.  “Oh Lord, help her,” Alec said softly.  He heard Andi gag from the stench when she entered the room behind him, while he took a step towards the ill woman and gently placed his hand on hers.
 
   Tonshire’s eyes had been closed, but they flinched, then opened at Alec’s touch.  “Sshhh,” Alec gently hissed at her as he released his Healer energy into her body, a strong and steady stream of power that coursed through her body, treating the failing organs, as well as the multiple sores and wounds that festered.  He rid her of the infection, and strengthened her immune system, then as he finished the last medically necessary cures, he added gentle cosmetic touches by removing the gray from her hair and smoothing the worry lines from her skin.
 
   “Come Pegot,” he called as he released Tonshire’s hand, “take your mother to the bathing tub and help her get cleaned up and dressed.  We’ve got a big night planned.”
 
   “Pegot,” her mother said softly.  Tonshire raised her hands before her face, then flipped the filthy covers off her bed and hung her legs over the side.  “Pegot, I’m alive again!”  she said.  She looked up at Alec with tears in her eyes.  “My lord, what miracle have you brought?”
 
   “Open that window, Andi, and we’ll freshen the place up,” Alec told his companion.  “I am honored to be at your service, my lady,” he told Tonshire.  “We have come to make your life better, and this is just the first step.  Please take your time and get cleaned up, and then we’re going to help you escape this place.” 
 
   “My lord,” Pegot spoke up quickly.  “Thank you for this miracle you’ve performed on my mother.  We are thankful beyond words.  But we cannot leave this place.  Our home in Goldenfields will suffer if we do not stay here as hostages.”
 
   “If I told you that Goldenfields will be protected, that all the Dominion will be protected, would you agree to go with us?” Alec asked.
 
   Tonshire stood up.  “I must go bathe and get this filth off.  Please let us talk and we will give you an answer,” the woman said.  She walked steadily around the bed and hugged her daughter in an emotional moment before the two walked into the bathing area together.
 
   Andi stepped over to the window and opened the sash.  As soon as she did, Alec commenced to make a steady breeze of fresh air blow into the room and sweep away the fetid smell of Tonshire’s illness.
 
   “That was an amazing healing, Alec,” Andi said.  “As soon as I saw her I started sensing all the things that were wrong, and I felt overwhelmed with all the different remedies that were going to be needed to try to treat her.  And then you just channel the energy in such a perfect manner.  I learned something just by watching.”
 
   At that moment there was a pounding on the door.  “Open up!  Open up in the name of the viceroy,” a masculine voice commanded.
 
   “Go see what they want,” Alec urged Andi, as he rendered himself invisible.
 
   “We’re here to see Tonshire and Pegot.  They are reported to have an unauthorized guest,” a member of a small squad spoke commandingly as he inspected Andi upon her opening of the door.  “You’ll come with us now,” he said, reaching casually to grab her arm, only to start gagging and falling to the ground as a knife suddenly flew over Andi’s shoulder and landed in his windpipe.  Three other knives flew just as quickly and snuffed the lives of the other jailers.
 
   “I better get rid of these quickly,” Alec said.  He scooped up two of the bodies in his arms, then disappeared.  A few minutes later he was back and picked up the other two bodies, then disappeared again.
 
   “My lady, are you almost ready?” Andi went back to the back of the apartment, hoping to urge the women to prepare for a quick departure.  “We need to leave,” she called.
 
   “Where are you going to take us?  Where’s your friend, the miracle worker?” Pegot asked, coming out to see Andi.  Just then Alec returned, appearing in the middle of the room.
 
   “Oh my God!” Pegot shrieked.  “How did you do that?  Who are you people?”
 
   “We are ingenairii who have come to help set the Dominion free,” Alec said.  “And we’re starting with Goldenfields.  We’re here to take you back to Goldenfields, to stay with your grandfather, Duke Remton.”
 
   Her mother came out to join her at that moment, wearing a robe, her hair still wet.  “What were you saying?  I heard you mention my father,” she said as she walked over to her daughter.
 
   “We’re going to take you back to Goldenfields.  Is there anything in this room you want to take with you?” Andi explained.  There was another sudden burst of pounding on the door.
 
   “Perhaps we ought to go now and discuss this later,” Alec said motioning Andi towards the two Goldenfields women as he stepped closer to them.  He spread his arms wide around them all in a hug.  “What are you doing?” Pegot asked in the brief seconds between the start of his embrace and their departure from Oyster Bay, where they left their apartment just as the door opened and a quartet of guards entered, to find only an open window with curtains swaying from a gentle breeze.
 
   Tonshire and Pegot were gasping for breath as they found themselves suddenly in a strange place, in a dark room, whose only illumination was the beams of light from the full moon that fell through a window to create a vivid white rectangle on the floor of the room.  “Where are we?  What did you do?” Tonshire asked as her head turned to look around.  “Are we going to do that again?”
 
   “No,” Alec said, breaking his grasp on the others and turning them loose, his shoulders slumping wearily.  “We will not travel again.  We are in Goldenfields, and this is where you will stay. Let’s go downstairs and reunite you with your father, and then you can close the book on this evening’s adventures.”
 
   “This is your room?” Andi asked, sensing his familiarity with the room.
 
   “It was,” Alec confirmed.  “This was mine as a result of being named to the Order of the River.  There’s no telling whose it is now.”
 
   “It’s still yours, my lord Alec,” Pegot said, dropping a curtsy.  “You must be the great King Alec, risen from the grave.  And you, my lady, must be his queen Bethany?” the girl said.  “Though I thought Bethany was a Water ingenaire, not a Warrior.”  
 
   Tonshire listened to her daughter, then she also dropped an awkward curtsy.  “Our dead king returned,” she said.  “How glorious is this miracle.”
 
   “I wasn’t ever dead,” Alec protested.  “I was just away.  Please stand.”
 
   “And I am Andi, not Bethany,” his companion replied.
 
   “This room is still yours, my lord,” Tonshire spoke.  “No one was ever given it in your place.”
 
   Alec opened the door.  “Let’s go find your father,” he said to Tonshire, “and let him know you’re safely back.”
 
   “Let’s go find my wardrobe, so that I can have some clothes on when I see him!” she replied, speaking with the first spark of energy she had shown Alec and Andi.
 
   “My apologies,” Andi said.  “I’m wearing some items that I borrowed from one of your wardrobes,” she looked at both the women.  “I’ll return them as soon as my lord finds time to provide me with a wardrobe.”
 
   “Think nothing of it, my lady.  Those are yours, now and always,” Pegot replied.  “And anything else you need.  It counts as nothing towards what we owe you.”
 
   “Why don’t all of you go find appropriate attire?” Alec suggested.  “I’ll go get our belongings and bring them back up here to this room, so that we can retire for the evening.  We’ll need to get some rest; tomorrow will be a busy day.”
 
   They split up.  Alec went to confirm that the prison cells were secure, and with his waning ability used his Stone energies to strengthen the door frames to prevent escapes, then went and found the bag of supplies he had carried across the breadth of his travels.  Inside the battered leather sack his inspection found the two small containers of salve, showing some wear and tear from the travails of the journey, but still intact.  Satisfied that he had what he needed, Alec returned upstairs, passing a patrol by a pair of newly-created guards, and went back to his room, a small ball of light providing illumination for him as he traveled the dim halls.
 
   Alone, Alec thought about all the times he had walked through the Goldenfields palace, remembering the times Inga had strolled and chatted with him, and the time he and Colonel Ryder had murderously roamed through the palace halls during a coup attempt.  He stopped at the door handle and remembered his bittersweet efforts to bring Cassie to full ingenaire capacity, the rewards and sorrow that had been born through the exchange and revelations of that encounter.
 
   And now, he thought, perhaps appropriately, or perhaps frighteningly, anther exchange would take place with another woman.  He turned the handle of the door and doused the small light, so that he entered a room lit only by the moonlight, as it cast stark shadows in its cool white rays that were diffused about the room.
 
   “I hope you won’t find much pain in the restoration tonight,” Andi said softly.   She was already in the room, awaiting him.  She stood near the window, the moonlight reflecting off her ivory skin, her features cast into prominence by the shadows that stretched away from the window.  “I’ve waited so long for this Alec.  There was a time I gave up hope and never thought I would feel such intimacy with you again.  We only had those very few days when we lived with our souls in communion, but the impact of that love is so staggeringly powerful, I knew I’d never find anything else like it.”
 
   Alec placed his bag on the floor as she spoke, and he walked over to her.  He handed her the lighter of the two containers, keeping the other for himself.  “Here,” he told her.  “Spread this salve upon your lips, and then we will kiss in the light of the full moon.”
 
   “Wait,” Andi said as she finished running her finger across her lips.  She reached over and removed Alec’s bandolier of knives, dropping them on the floor, then tugged the bottom of Alec’s shirt and pulled it over his head.  “There,” she murmured, as she watched his finger circle around his own lips, leaving a shimmering gleam in its wake.  With a deep breath, and then a sigh, she reached her arms up around his neck, pulling his face down to hers as her body pressed against his, and their lips met in a kiss that was chaste and loving for a long, initial moment.
 
   Alec felt the tip of his tongue slip between her lips, and then he felt a jolt of stimulation, attraction, despair, joy and remembrance, all striking him with an emotional and physical and mental force simultaneously.  He felt his head spinning from the impact of all the restored and new memories flooding into him, and he slowly fell to his knees, Andi dropping with him.
 
   There was emptiness within him no more; the emptiness that he hadn’t even been aware of was gone, known only after the fact.  He remembered it all.  He remembered the flight over Oolitan, and the battles in Woven.  He remembered the injury to Andi and the rushed effort to save her, the effort that had led to so many consequences.  The journey to Exbury, the battle there – everything came rushing upon him like a wave of water.
 
   And most of all, he did remember the union with Andi: the memories that had flowed between them as they shared his body; her shock at being in his body; the initial confusion and uncertainly they both felt about their new condition; and then, the surrender to the love and unity and comfort they gave each other.
 
   His hands were gently roaming across her bare back, as his spirit and hers embraced, and he felt an understanding of all that she was, as well as her understanding and love of him, unified in a single emotion that was his own emotion as well.  And she was exultant – overjoyed to feel his reciprocation of the love that had become a burden for her alone during the long, separated journey after Exbury.
 
   The unity was intoxicating and invigorating together.  They were laying on the floor he realized, and Andi was grinning down at him, as his fingers ruffled her hair.  “Welcome back, my lord,” she said triumphantly, then they kissed again.
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19 – Sabotage in Michian
 
    
 
   Alec awoke upon the large divan in his room in the palace, with Andi lying beside him.  She was dreaming he could tell, he was vaguely aware of her happiness within whatever scenario the dream encompassed.  The sun was shining outside, still east of the palace with rays that did not directly penetrate the western-facing window of his room.
 
   His soul relived the extraordinary events of the nights before.  Losing his memories had been a devastating loss, he now knew, and Andi’s pain and frustration during the past several weeks was completely understandable now as he looked back – he wasn’t sure he would have forborne the wrenching loss as well as she had.  And then he grinned as he recollected their reunion and the joy and intimacy that they had regained in the light of the full moon, an ecstasy that had overcome his weariness in the evening.
 
   But now, he knew he had to look forward to many critical steps he needed to take during the next few hours; he faced needed-decisions that would allow him to carry out a number of interlocking strategies to set the Dominion free from the ingenairii and sorcerers.  Once the Dominion was liberated, he could help it prepare to defend itself before he began his next goal, the real goal that he had set for himself in these last few hours; the destruction of the ingenairii-sorcerer alliance, an evil combination whose reason for existence was beyond his comprehension.
 
   Action was the plan for the immediate future, but he needed time to learn more about what the ingenairii were doing and why.  He needed to learn about the prospects of finding allies to establish as rulers in the lands of the Dominion; was it even possible to reunite the lands of the Dominion in order to liberate them, he wondered.  He needed to speak to the leaders of the church, and enlist their prayers to strengthen the will of the people to be free.
 
   “Must your mind be so busy so early?” Andi murmured.  “There are other things to do as well,” she sat up.  “You could show me where the bathroom is, or where we should eat breakfast, for instance.”
 
   Alec grinned at her.  “Let’s get dressed and go explore the palace for a bit this morning, then we can talk to the Duke about setting his duchy in order. “
 
   “And do other things,” Andi prompted him.
 
   “And do other things,” he agreed.
 
   Together they prepared themselves for the start of the day, then walked through the palace and found the duke, who was meeting with his newly appointed head of the palace guard.
 
   “Your grace,” Alec said as he and Andi entered the room.  “What plans do you have for your next steps?”
 
   Lyder is my new head of the Guard for the palace,” Remton said.  “We’re working out how to establish training and recruitment activities.
 
   Would you oversee the training today, to help them start? Alec asked Andi.
 
   “Your grace,” Andi spoke up.  “I was a Black Crag guard; they are the finest fighting force in all of the Avonellene Empire.  If you wish, I will set up and oversee your training program.”
 
   How long will we remain here? she asked Alec.
 
   We can call this home for as long as you want, if you’re satisfied staying here, he replied.
 
   “I will stay here and help you establish your Guard forces, if that is acceptable,” she spoke aloud.  So far I have made some pleasant memories here, she said as she winked at Alec.
 
   “And what would your majesty like to do?” the Duke asked Alec.
 
   “I’m going to go to Michian today and put their restorer herd out of sorts, so that they will not be able send their Warriors or sorcerers to the Dominion, except by the long slow way over land,” Alec said.  “And if that goes smoothly and my energies hold, I’ll start to return the hostages to the other cities and help them break free from their captivity as well.
 
   “And there is one suggestion I’ll offer for your considered action,” he added.  “We saw the Scarl clan handling barrels of healing water from the spring up the river.  Does any of that water come to Goldenfields?”
 
   “No, the Duke replied.  It is all shipped by barge to southern Bondell, and then it is loaded in wagons to be taken to Michian.”
 
   “I suggest you put archers along the palace island here, and start confiscating every barge of water barrels that goes by.  Share the water freely with the people of your city; it was meant to help all the people, not just the tyrants,” Alec explained.
 
   The Duke looked at Lyder, who looked at Andi.
 
   “We’ll go see that it is done, your grace,” Andi said.  She stood, and she and Lyder left the room.
 
   “I do not know what is happening around me, you have raised such a whirlwind of activity!” Duke Remton told Alec.  “And I do not know if our duchy will be able to keep up, but I thank you for the prospect of a better life you have delivered out of nowhere, and I thank you for the return of my family.”
 
   “I knew the Duke Toulon, and he was a great leader of his duchy, always able to look at what was in the best interest of his people.  I know that you will be able to do as well,” Alec said, standing.  “Start involving your daughter and granddaughter in your deliberations, so that they can learn leadership, and so that they can advise you; you’ll need to have family and advisers to rely on through all the changes about to take place.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to ask a favor.  May I have some coins to go to the market?  I need to purchase some herbs,” Alec requested.
 
   With a smile, the Duke gave Alec a handful of coins.  After that Alec went through a variety of steps: a trip to the armory to arm himself, a visit to the kitchen for a bag of sugar, a stroll to the market to buy the homewort, which he added to the bag of sugar, and then the beginning of a series of jumps to take him to the stables in Michian.  He went to Bondell city momentarily, landing in the empty barracks of the palace.  He then jumped to the ancient bridge over the Ravinia River.  There he saw a steady stream of commercial traffic on the road leading to the long pass through the rugged mountains that separated the Dominion from Michian.  One wagon full of barrels was being slowly pulled up the rise on the eastern side of the bridge, barrels that Alec suspected were water from the spring in Goldenfields.
 
   Alec took his last hop through space, landing in an isolated spot atop the roof of the Michian imperial palace.  It was a place he had visited many times during his lifetime as the consort of Jeswyne, empress of Michian.  No one else ever went there, other than repairmen, and Alec had appreciated the chance to sit and quietly contemplate whatever situation weighed on his mind.  He felt an emptiness, and realized it was the absence of a vibrant awareness of Andi.  In Michian he was too far away from her for their spirits to be able to do more than vaguely sense one another.  It left him with a nebulous sense of uneasiness, and he made himself focus on the issue at hand.
 
   He walked about the roof, scrambling atop gables and around chimneys, examining the landscape all around the palace.  The restorers still used the stables they had occupied in his previous time in Michian, the very stables he had visited during his very first time in Michian, when he had carried out the same type of sabotaging misfeeding, the time when he had fought a demon for the very first time, and escaped only through the gift of returning to John Mark’s cavern.
 
   Alec watched a restorer being led from the stables, already saddled.  A pair of sorcerers appeared from a nearby building and approached the animal, as three large crates were strapped to the animal’s sides.  Grimly, Alec pulled the bow off his back and selected a handful of arrows.  The sorcerers were preparing to climb atop the restorer behind its keeper, giving Alec time to draw the bowstring and carefully select his target.
 
   He didn’t want to kill the animal, but it was his only option at the moment.  If he didn’t kill it first, the animal would be whisked to safety while he assassinated the sorcerers, he knew.
 
   He let the first arrow fly, strung the second arrow and sent it on its way, then pulled and released the third arrow, all three of them aimed at the restorer’s neck.  He adjusted the bow just a fraction of an inch and released a fourth arrow, then adjusted and shot a fifth.  As he released his sixth arrow the first one struck the unexpecting animal in the neck.  The second struck immediately, and pierced a vein; as the restorer began to squeal, a bright red fountain of blood began to jet outward.  The third arrow struck as well and the restorer’s front knees buckled.
 
   The fourth arrow arrived and struck the lead sorcerer in the neck; Alec had aimed at his chest, but the restorer’s collapse had changed the location of the target by the time the arrow hit.  The fifth arrow struck the second sorcerer in the temple as the collapse of the animal continued.  The last arrow grazed the scalp of the rider of the animal, who yelped in pain, as the animal’s dying moans, along with the shouts of the nearby witnesses, filled the yard.
 
   Alec shrugged his arm through the bow to restore it to his shoulder.  A pair of men was standing down by the scene of death, looking up at the roof of the palace.  Alec waved, then walked back out of sight so that he could Transport himself, unseen by anyone.  He arrived in the hayloft of the restorer stables, and listened to the silent shuffling of the animals below, as muffled shouts penetrated the building from the chaotic scene in the yard outside.  No keepers or tenders seemed to be present, so Alec climbed down the ladder from the loft, and began once again the familiar practice of holding out a handful of treats for each animal to snuffle and lick from the palm of his hands.
 
   The herd had shrunk since his prior days in Michian.  Alec had devoted considerable effort to breeding and improving the reproduction of the restorers, and had increased the number of animals available for the empire to use.  The growth had led to improved trade and communication throughout Jeswyne’s domain during his lifetime.  But now, even taking into account the animals that were housed at Oyster Bay, and assuming there were some animals out and about in the empire, the number of animals was reduced considerably.
 
   Alec climbed back up into the loft and peered out into the yard.  The animal that he had killed lay on the ground, while the two dead sorcerers had been laid on stretchers on the ground nearby, cloths draped over them.  The yard, he realized with a start, was the very yard where he had fought that first demon, when Rief had been held hostage and used as bait.  It was busy now, crowded with soldiers and workers drawn by the unexpected blossoming of death.
 
   Another restorer arrived suddenly in a roped off circle in the yard, and all heads swerved to look at the roof of the palace.  Archers raised their bows to take aim at any target that might present itself, while animal handlers swarmed the newly available animal.  Three men who appeared to be officers disembarked from the animal, and as the seconds grew longer with no danger apparent, the atmosphere in the yard began to relax.  The officers were given an immediate briefing on the situation right on the spot, then walked over to the dead bodies and observed them.  They followed the fingers that pointed up to the roof spot Alec had occupied, shaking their heads and talking among themselves before they walked away from the yard.
 
   Servants carried the stretchers away, while the live restorer was led into the stables.  Alec waited patiently for the animal to have its saddle and harness removed, then to be left in its stall.  He went down the ladder again, fed the animal its handful of treats, then closed his bag and started his journey back to the Dominion.  He Transported back to the bridge, then back to the Saltcrust fortress in Bondell, and, upon a moment’s reflection, he Transported to the gate of Ingenairii Hill.
 
   He felt better; he was closer to Andi, and that gave him comfort.  The link between them reacquired its strength as he came within close-enough proximity for their two spirits to acknowledge each other, and Alec felt glad for it, and he felt his warmth echoed in Andi’s soul.
 
   Alec stood in an alley near the gate, opposite the fountain that flowed in the middle of the square, and observed the guards who stood watch.  They were attentive, not slack.  They would either let him in or they wouldn’t, he decided.  He had Transported enough during the day to make him feel he didn’t want to try to do much more; the use of his Transporter energy wore him down faster than he had remembered, faster than his other abilities did.  He had forgotten that it was so much more challenging to use, an energy for which humans were not truly adapted, except through extraordinary means; he had delved into the energy realm and exercised those extraordinary means long ago, and subsequently used the ability to considerable benefit, as he was doing now.
 
   Alec walked to the gate, where the sentries watched his arrival.  “I’d like admission to the Hill,” Alec said, starting to walk forward through the gate opening.  Both guards lowered spears in front of him.
 
   “Only ingenairii are allowed to enter unescorted,” one of the guards said.
 
   Alec lifted his right sleeve, revealing the Spirit ingenaire mark emblazoned within his skin.  “I think I qualify,” he said softly.
 
   Both guards bent close to look at the mark, then to study Alec’s face again.  “We’ve both been on guard duty with the Hill for ten years or more, and neither of us recognizes you,” the lead guard said.   “Considering that there hasn’t been a new ingenaire apprentice admitted in twenty years, there shouldn’t be too many surprises awaiting us.  Who are you, and where do you come from?”
 
   “My name is Alec, and I’ve been away in the east for a long time,” Alec replied.
 
   “It must have been a long time, but you’re awfully young to have been a trained ingenaire who’s been gone that long.  I don’t know that there are a handful of ingenairii at this location who look any younger than you,” the other guard said.
 
   “Do you doubt that I am an ingenaire?” Alec asked.  “If not, then let me enter.  If you doubt me, we’ll settle this quickly.”
 
   The two guards looked at one another, then raised their spears to allow Alec to enter.
 
   I feel you getting closer.  Will you return soon? Andi’s thought touched his spirit.
 
   I’ve just returned to Oyster Bay, and I am going to visit Ingenairii Hill.  I will be back soon, before nightfall, he replied as he started to stroll up the walk.
 
   Enjoy your visit, and be careful, Andi told him.
 
   I will.  I love you, Alec concluded the conversation, and sensed the touch of satisfaction Andi felt upon receiving those words.
 
   The Plant House appeared normal to Alec as he passed it, with signs of habitation, and a plethora of lush foliage surrounding it.  The Spirit house looked half full, with some portions neglected but other portions still clearly occupied.
 
   He stopped outside the Water House, noting the signs of typical occupation.  He thought back to the days when he had been so young, when he had walked up the walk to the door and asked for Bethany.  If he went and knocked and asked, would she appear through some magic, he wondered, then abruptly cut off his thoughts as he thought of Andi’s awareness of his nostalgia.
 
   Further up the hill he saw the Healer house, apparently occupied, judging by the curtains in the windows.  He drove his legs to climb higher, and came to the Warrior house, near the top of the hill, an apparently empty set of structures, he was surprised to see.  He approached the buildings cautiously, sensing no signs of habitants anywhere, and climbed the steps – unmaintained and falling apart – around the outside of Rubicon’s house; he smiled to think that he still named it after the master Warrior who had occupied it in his youth, centuries ago.
 
   With a deep breath he stood on the patio that had the perfect view, the wide swath of empty beach far below, on which the waves gently rose and deposited driftwood and seaweed.   Although the cave of John Mark was where he had gained his Healer powers, it had been here, on this patio, through daily training, that he had become an ingenaire.  Rubicon and Mariah and Nathaniel had crafted his ability, trained him to shape the power that flowed through him, so that he had been an ingenaire who mastered the trickery and unpredictability of the energy that came from that other realm.
 
   “You really are back, aren’t you?” a voice behind him spoke, and he whirled, shocked that he had been so unobservant as to allow someone to steal up upon him unnoticed.
 
   A man, perhaps forty years in age, stood nearby on the patio.
 
   “I told them that Alec would return.  I felt it begin six months ago.  Of course, as a prophecy ingenaire I’m the least respected member of the Spirit house,” the man said.  “And this morning there are the crazy rumors – four guards in the palace are mysteriously killed and their bodies are left on Ingenairii Hill, two hostages from Goldenfields inexplicably disappear, the restorers are all suddenly bereft of their ability to travel, a mysterious pair of people are seen in the palace, but no one saw them enter or leave, not to mention that the restorer at Goldenfields has not returned, and now,” he paused.  “Here you are, where Alec lived when he lived on the Hill.
 
   “Most folks think he lived at the Healer house, but I know enough history to know he only lived there for a few days, after he restored the house,” the man finished.
 
   “That’s an impressive recitation,” Alec replied.  “Does anyone believe you?”
 
   “Not yet, but I suspect they will soon, when the next set of hostages disappear and the shipments of healing water cease to flow and no restorers come from Michian any longer.  Then the viceroy will begin to grow nervous, and he’ll stay that way until you come and kill him and turn the Dominion into a free land again,” the man said.
 
   “What is your name?” Alec asked.
 
   “Kinset,” the ingenaire replied.  “I’m one of the young ones.  And I’m one of the ones who didn’t go along to Michian when the Warriors and Spirit leaders traveled down there to begin the conversation with the sorcerers, to try to find a way to work with them.”
 
   The tranquility and solitude of the patio was shattered.
 
   “You’re going to go back to Goldenfields now,” Kinset said.  “When you come back to Oyster Bay, I will be waiting for you.  There is a story you need to know, but you’re not ready to hear it now.”  He started to turn to leave.  “I’m glad you’re back.  You’re going to fight for us – fight for us all – not just the ingenairii, not just the Dominion – you’re going to fight for all of humanity again.  But there will be a cost that will be paid by someone you love.”
 
   Alec what is it?  Are you alright? He heard Andi speaking to him, as he absorbed the words of the prophecy in stunned silence.
 
   And with that, as he saw the back of Kinset’s head turned towards him, he launched himself back to Goldenfields.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20 – Stronghold’s Hostages
 
    
 
   Alec returned to the room in the palace where he and Andi had spent the night.  He was brooding on the things he had just heard from the prophet.
 
   I’ll be there soon, Andi told him.
 
   I’ll be glad to see you, he answered.  He sensed that she felt satisfied with her day, content with the results of the first day of training the new guards.
 
   Alec stripped off the weapons he carried: the bow and quiver of arrows, the bandoliers of knives, the sword on his hip, and felt lighter and freer once unencumbered.  He sensed Andi approaching, his awareness of her presence growing tangible just before the door handle clicked and the door opened.
 
   He felt relief at her arrival, and realized how much he had missed being in her physical presence during the day.  He watched her walk in through the door, and they immediately exchanged a grin of recognition, mutual relief, and affection.
 
   “You don’t want to hug me right now,” she warned, making a case for the results of her obvious state of physical exertion from having practiced all day.  She wore only a half blouse, leaving her midriff bare, as were her arms, and the pants she wore went no lower than her knees.  Every bit of exposed flesh was glistening with sweat, and her shirt was soaked through.
 
   “I may be tired, but by the seven peaks they’re all going to be sore like nobody’s business tomorrow morning,” she exclaimed.
 
   Why are you worried? She asked him. 
 
   I met a prophet just now, on Ingenairii Hill.  He knew where to find me; he came to me, and he knew who I was.  He said there would be another great battle for humanity, but that someone I love would pay the price for it.  That must be you, Andi, he said somberly.
 
   Don’t borrow trouble, Alec, Andi told him gently, coming to stand before him.  We don’t need to worry about a prophecy now.  We just need to build a fighting force.
 
   He reached out and pulled her against him, damp and sweaty though she was.  “I don’t want to lose your part of who I am again,” he whispered.  “Now, you go shower and clean up.  I’ll go to the market and get the ingredients needed to make a liniment for your students to rub on their arms so they don’t feel so sore.”
 
   Andi stepped back from him and stuck her tongue out.  “You take all the fun out of having raw recruits!” she told him.
 
   “They’ll love you even more if they think you care about them,” Alec said as he stepped past her to go to the market.  “Not that you’ll really need to do anything more; I’m sure you’re already the queen of the guard, and they all want to be just like you.”  He watched her drop her head, with a small, hidden smile, and he knew he had hit the target.
 
   They went their ways, and had dinner with the Duke, his daughter and grand-daughter that night to report on what they had accomplished.  To their delight they learned that the Duke had enlisted the independent merchants as allies, who had begun boarding all the Scarl freight barges that carried barrels of water down the river.
 
   Tonshire, the Duke’s daughter, agreed to go with Alec to the Oyster Bay palace the next morning to help him identify other hostages, and Pegot asked for permission to join Andi’s training every morning as well. 
 
    When they all arose that following morning and began their activities, Tonshire waited nervously for Alec, while Pegot gleefully looked forward to Andi’s training.  With her new pot of liniment under her arm, Andi kissed Alec good bye and led Pegot to the armory for training, while Alec sent Tonshire back to her closets to change into practical clothing suitable for traveling, instead of the regal gown she had appeared in.
 
   The jump from Goldenfields to Tonshire’s former suite in Oyster Bay was fast, and the rooms were empty.  No one had moved into the apartment from which the Goldenfields hostages had mysteriously disappeared.  “We are going to walk closely together in the hallway,” Alec told Tonshire.  “I can create a bubble of invisibility, but you have to be close to me to remain invisible.  If no one appears in the hallway, we’ll go to the suite where the Stronghold hostages are located, and we will take them to their homes today, as we’ve done for you.”
 
   “Do you want all the Stronghold hostages?” Tonshire asked, looking at him earnestly.
 
   “I do not want to leave anyone behind,” Alec asserted.  “How many are there?” he asked.
 
   “There are five – three men, well, two boys and a man, and a girl and a woman,” she quickly answered.
 
   “They are not all located in one place?” Alec asked, suspecting a complication.
 
   “Correct,” Tonshire affirmed.  “The women are right down the hall, but the men are in two different suites.  I think their apartments are side-by-side though,” she added helpfully.
 
   Alec cast his Light energies to create the invisibility bubble he had mentioned to Tonshire, and together they cautiously opened the doors that led to the hallway.  A man stood immediately outside the doorway they were within, and his head turned to look as the door opened behind him.  Alec waved his hand behind him to quickly press Tonshire backwards as he backpedaled into the suite, and the guard cautiously entered the room to see what had caused the door to open.  Alec pulled Tonshire with him once the guard was within the suite, allowing them to slip around the guard and out into the hallway.
 
   They froze their movement when they reached the center of the hallway; there was a guard posted at every door.  “Which door is the Stronghold women’s?” Alec asked Tonshire very softly.
 
   “The third one,” she whispered softly, pointing to the right.  Alec led her down the hall to a spot in front of the Stronghold door, then engaged his energies for Spirit, and again for Air, allowing him to create a brisk breeze that blew along the entire length of the hallway, growing in strength as it rose to the limit of his abilities to maintain while using other energies as well.  All the doors along the hallway began to rattle, a painting blew off the wall, and the guards struggled to maintain their assigned spots, failing as they were forced towards one end.
 
   “What is it?” one guard shouted.
 
   “It’s Alec’s ghost again!” another responded, just as he fell off his feet.
 
   A door on the right side of the hall flew open, its clasp jiggled loose by the commotion, and then the Stronghold women’s door began to open, as a girl inside the suite tried to look out to see what was disturbing the door, only to lose control of it as it pushed her back and burst wide open.
 
   A second later the door slammed shut again, the breeze stopped blowing, and the girl screamed, as two people appeared before her, standing within the room.
 
   “Lady Tonshire!” the Stronghold girl exclaimed.  “We thought you were gone, dead!  Are you a ghost?”
 
   “Are you a ghost too?” she asked Alec, not waiting for Tonshire to answer.
 
   “Neither of us are ghosts, Cristine,” Tonshire told the young girl, who appeared to Alec to be eleven or twelve.  “Is your mother within?” she motioned towards the interior room.
 
   “I’ll go tell her you’re here,” Cristine replied, only to meet her mother in the doorway she walked towards.
 
   “Lady Tonshire!  It’s good to know you are well.  We’ve been worried since you disappeared.  The viceroy has been franticly upset.  Where have you been?” an auburn-haired woman asked.  Alec stared at her, astonished by her appearance.  The woman closely resembled – was identical to – Noranda and Johanna Locksfort, the friends he had known in his youth in the Dominion.
 
   “Are you of the Locksfort clan?” Alec asked the woman.
 
   She turned pale.  “There is no Locksfort clan.  It was dismembered by the Viceroy twenty years ago after the uprising failed,” she replied.
 
   “There may not be a clan, but you have the bloodlines and the looks, my lady,” Alec spoke.
 
   “This is a miracle come to the Dominion,” Tonshire interrupted.  “This is Alec, the ancient king, returned to set the Dominion free!  He has already taken Pegot and me to our home in Goldenfields, and today he intends to send all the Locksfort hostages home to Stronghold.”
 
   “The ancient king, returned from the grave?  Lady Tonshire, I don’t know what to say,” the woman replied, visibly doubtful.
 
   “Mother, what if it is the king?” young Cristine spoke up.  “He made that wind blow.  And he was invisible, then appeared.  Look at all the weapons he has.  Maybe he is a king!”
 
   “Cristine, shush,” the lady told her daughter.
 
   “I would like to take all of you with me now,” Alec knew he needed to take action quickly.  “We will go and retrieve the rest of the hostages from Stronghold, and then take you home.”  He re-assumed control of his Air energy, and used it to blow the doors open, then projected a wall of dense air in front of him as he walked out into the hallway.
 
   A guard had been knocked across the hall by the impact of the doors, and the other guards in the hallway, back at their assigned positions after the cessation of the winds, were on alert, swords unsheathed.  “Come along,” he called to the women in the room, motioning.
 
   “We must go,” Tonshire urged the other two, walking out to stand behind Alec in the hall.  The guards in the hall rushed towards Alec, only to crash into the invisible barrier he held erect.  With a roll of her eyes, the Stronghold mother reluctantly stepped forward as well, clutching her daughter’s hand tightly.
 
   His entourage in tow, Alec moved forward, pushing the futile guards ahead of him all the way down the length of the hall, then into the small ballroom that was the conjunction of many halls.  “Which way do we go?” Alec asked the woman from Stronghold, who pointed to the right.  In response to all the shouts and noise, more guards poured into the ballroom, and their numbers continued to grow as Alec wrapped his protective wall in a complete circle about his group while they headed to the next hallway.
 
   No guards were posted along that hall.  Alec fixed his barrier in place across the entry to the hallway, then stopped.  “What is your name, my lady?” he asked his new guest.
 
   “My lord, I believe you are the King returned!  I am yours to command,” the woman replied.  “I am the Lady Gwendolyne.”
 
   “My lady, please lead us to the room your fellow Stronghold hostages are waiting in.  We’ll proceed from there,” Alec instructed her, and they walked the length of the hall, the little girl running in front of them, to the last door on the right, where the girl burst into the room without knock, shrieking as she entered, “You’ll never believe who’s here!”
 
   When the rest of the group reached the doorway they entered then stopped.  There were two men and two boys waiting for them; one man and the boys were on one side of the room, while the other man stood alone – Kinset, the prophet Alec had met on Ingenairii Hill the night before.
 
   “I’ve just been telling these gentlemen that they would get to eat their dinner in Stronghold tonight,” Kinset told the new arrivals, “and of course they laughed at the impossibility of that.  And as soon as their laughter died down we heard a distance shouting and howling, and then the young girl arrived.
 
   “I’d like to travel with you,” he spoke directly to Alec.  “I’m ready to do the work that I must.”
 
   “What would I do with you?” Alec asked.  “I’m trying to assemble armies to fight to keep the Dominion free.  How will a prophet help with that?”
 
   “I am a Spirit ingenaire before and beyond the prophecy that is being squeezed into me,” Kinset replied.  “I will be able to help your allies in Stronghold,” he motioned to the others in the room, “discern who to trust and who to reject as they rebuild the governance of the city.”
 
   “Who rules Stronghold now?” Alec asked the others.
 
   “My lord,” the other man spoke for the first time.  “My father is the heir to the ruling chair, but he is commanded in all things by a lieutenant of the viceroy.  If he fails to obey, our lives are forfeit.”
 
   “Are there many that follow and support the lackey?” Alec asked.
 
   “He has spies everywhere,” the prisoner spoke in frustration.  “Is all this real?” he looked to Gwendolyne for confirmation.
 
   “He has already shown us great abilities.  He seems and feels genuine; I believe we have a legend standing here before us, and we should do as he says,” the lady replied.
 
   “Come here, all of you,” Alec commanded.  He knelt and took off his bow and quiver of arrows.  “Cristine, you climb on my back and hold these.  The rest of you huddle here within the reach of my arms.  Everyone get close together.
 
   “Closer, get snug,” he ordered.  “I don’t find it easy to take so many, so please get closer,” he appealed again, and then he dropped the protective wall of Air, and called upon his Traveler powers to carry them all out of the palace at Oyster Bay.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21 – Deadly Sorceresses
 
    
 
   They arrived in Stronghold at a garden nestled against the bottom of the cliff walls that defined the site of Stronghold, splitting the city into upper and lower parts.  The gardens were poorly tended, and Alec shook his head in regret as he knelt to allow Christine to slip off.
 
   Alec, are you okay? he heard Andi question.
 
   I’ve strained myself with too large a group of Traveling passengers, he replied.  I may need to spend the night here in Stronghold to recover.
 
   “I’ll miss you, Andi replied.  I’d like to give you the chance to spend a day of training these new guards.  They are so green!
 
   I’ll give you a hand with them soon, Alec promised.  I have a few more changes to make around the Dominion, and then we can spend time together.
 
   “Great Lord!” the Stronghold man burst out.  “We’re here!  Right in the heart of the city, in no more time than a restorer would carry us.”  He knelt to Alec, and motioned for the boys with him to do the same.
 
   “Rise,” Alec said wearily, accepting his bow and arrow back from Cristine.  He looked up at the sky, and saw the sun nearly overhead.
 
   “Your name?” Alec asked the man.
 
   “I am Linnear, son of Chair Woodbine, and these are my sons, Sprol and Baise,” the man said.
 
   “Does the Locksfort blood flow as purely in your family as it does in Gwendolyne’s?” Alec asked.
 
   “She is my cousin, my mother’s sister’s daughter,” Linnear answered.  “We are both of the Locksfort bloodlines.”
 
   “She looks it,” Alec said fondly.   He reached out and touched Gwendolyne’s chin, raising her profile.  “She could be Noranda or Johanna come forward to this time to make my heart glad!  You make Stronghold seem a happy place just by being here, my lady.”
 
   He removed his hand from her face.  “We ought to go someplace safe, and start making contact with those folks you think we can trust to help us prepare to reclaim control of the city.   Shall we go to your family compound?”
 
   “My lord, the great compound was destroyed when the ingenairii conquered us.  It is only a ruined pile of rubble,” Linnear replied.  “But we can find security in many places.  Shall I lead?” he asked, and promptly began to wind his way out of the garden and into the city.  After a half hour of walking through the winding streets, he walked up a set of stairs and knocked on a door.
 
   “Who is it and what do you want?” a gruff voice shouted from inside.
 
   “Is that any way for a Locksfort to greet a cousin?” Linnear asked.
 
   The door flew open seconds later.  “Who in perdition would say that name out loud?” a unkempt man within the apartment asked.  His eyes studied the group crowded together on the stoop of his apartment.  “By the Lord!  Linnear!  Gwendolyne!  Look at you!  Look at how big you shavers have grown,” he tousled the hair of the two boys and grinned at Cristine.
 
   “May we come in Balter?” Linnear asked, “or do you plan to leave us out here all day?”
 
   “Come in, come in,” Balter replied.  “I hadn’t heard that there was a change in hostages.  When did you get back?  Who’s taken your place?”
 
   “No one,” Linnear replied as they all gathered round in an unkempt sitting room.  “We’ve returned on our own.  We’re going to take back control of the city!”
 
   “Are you nuts?  Do you want me to show you the pile of rubble and the graveyards that are a reminder of the last time there was a revolt?” Balter spoke slowly.  “Why aren’t there restorers here waiting for you, anyway?  I hadn’t heard anything about a problem.”
 
   “The rumor we heard this morning is that all the restorers are ill, and can’t travel.  I imagine that’s your work?” Linnear looked at Alec, who nodded.
 
   “Linnear, what are you talking about?  Who are these people anyway?” Balter nodded at Kinset and Alec.
 
   “This is an ingenaire we met just a little while ago, Kinset.  And this,” Linnear turned towards Alec, “is a legend that’s come to life to aid us!  This is the King Alec, the Demonslayer.”
 
   Linnear turned proudly towards Balter, who asked him incredulously.  “I’ll repeat my earlier question – are you nuts?!”
 
   “Balter, an hour ago the eight of us were in Oyster Bay,” Linnear replied.  He gestured towards Alec.  “He held the guards at bay with his powers, then brought us all here instantaneously.  He speaks of the ancient leaders of the Locksforts as if he knew them, because he did know them!  And now he’s returned to help us gain our freedom.”
 
   Balter looked at Alec skeptically.  “You don’t look superhuman.”
 
   “I will when the time comes,” Alec said in a confident tone, wishing that he hadn’t strained himself carrying so many people at once.
 
   “That’s encouraging,” Balter said cynically, in a manner that annoyed Alec.
 
   “Come here,” Alec told Balter, stepping towards him and embracing him.  Alec reached for his Traveler energy, and made a small jump, translocating the two of them to the forest outside the city, the location where he had first met the Locksfort cousins.
 
   Alec stepped back from Balter, feeling greater discomfort from the use of his energy.  “I’ll let you stay here and try to decide who I am.  In the meantime I’m going to go back to join Linnear in planning how we are going to set this city free from the ingenairii and sorcerers.”  He raised his hand, pretending that the gesture was a sign of imminent departure.
 
   “Wait!  Wait!  I can help you.  I will help!  I just didn’t believe that you could be a dead, demon-killing legend risen from the grave to save us,” Balter reached towards him in sudden panic.
 
   “I never went to the grave,” Alec corrected him.  “I just went somewhere else.  So you think you can help?  How?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Balter answered.  Alec began to raise his hand again to signal he was about to leave, causing the man to speak hastily.  “I’m not sure because I don’t know what Linnear had in mind.  I’ll do anything I can.  I’m surprised Linnear came to me,” he admitted, “but whatever he has in mind, I’ll do.”
 
   Alec let out a deep breath.  He felt a sudden flare of frustration from Andi.  Aren’t they all perfect students? he asked.
 
   You’ll find out when it’s your turn, wise guy, she replied shortly.
 
   Alec wrapped his arms around Balter, and engaged his Traveler energy one more time.  When they arrived in Stronghold, back inside the apartment, he knew the journeys he had made had pressed his abilities too far.  He had a tremendous headache, and he felt his energies out of kilter.
 
   “Balter says he’ll do whatever you want,” Alec told the startled group in the apartment as they returned.
 
   “Why don’t you tell him exactly what kind of plan you have and how he can help?” Alec suggested to Linnear.  “I’m a bit curious myself as to why you selected him as the best person to approach.”
 
   “Balter has more shady connections than anyone else I know,” Linnear answered, drawing a sickly grin from his subject.  “I concluded that despite having a living legend on our side, we were going to be badly outnumbered to start with, and we’d have few allies ready to jump into the fray with us immediately, because the spirit in this city is still cowed by the sorcerers who are stationed here.  So Balter gives us the best way to gather information and gather secret, perhaps shady, allies.”
 
   “There are actual sorcerers here in the city?” Alec asked in dismay.
 
   “Yes, a pair of them; nothing frightens this city more than the thought of a demon roaming the streets again,” Balter replied.  “You’re still a Demonslayer though, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’d rather not be if I don’t have to,” Alec replied.  “It’s a lot easier to be a sorcerer slayer before they can call any demons into our world.”
 
   “The sorcerers are the viceroy’s weapon here.  His lieutenant has the ability to unleash them any time he is displeased with the city.  And, if anything were ever to happen to the lieutenant, the sorcerers, well, sorceresses this year, would be expected to unleash demons on the city as well,” Balter explained.
 
   “And there’s a bit of a twist,” he added.  “A pair of Warrior ingenairii from Michian came to visit a couple of days ago, so there’s another obstacle in the road.”
 
   “Do they have a restorer here?” Alec asked.
 
   “No, they were dropped off three days ago for an overnight inspection, and the restorer hasn’t returned yet to pick them up,” Balter said.
 
   “There’s not likely to be a restorer for them for a long time,” Alec chimed in, rubbing his head.
 
   Your headache is so bad I think I’ve got one too, Andi distantly spoke to him.  Are you alright?
 
   I’ve over-used my Traveler energy, I took too many people at once, and then traveled one more time too many.  I’ll need to rest here.  I’ll really need to, there are a pair of Warriors and sorceresses here, Alec reported back home.  This will be more of a challenge than Goldenfields.
 
   Take care and rest.  You’ll have no problems if you do, Andi told him.   I’ll miss you and look forward to our reunion, she added affectionately.
 
   “My lord?” Alec realized that he was being addressed.  He blinked his eyes and focused on the group around him.  “Would you like for us to go attack the sorceresses this afternoon?   Balter says they will be in a public place that will be easy to reach; they’re going to visit the hot springs across the river,” Linnear repeated the conversation Alec had missed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alec apologized.  “How often are they in public?  Will the ingenairii be with them?” he asked.
 
   “They come out every fortnight or so,” Balter told him.
 
   “I’d rather not try to do anything further today,” Alec answered.  “I need to rest after carrying so many people at once to get here.  Let’s get a meal and start making plans and contacts instead,” he suggested.
 
   Balter soon had them ensconced in the back room of a seedy tavern, where they ate a meal, and over the course of the afternoon, numerous men came in to see them in groups of two and threes.
 
   “There was someone in that last group we can’t trust,” Kinset said midway through the afternoon.
 
   “Should we change locations?” Alec suggested.
 
   “I’m sure there will be guards here soon to take us into captivity,” Kinset said.  “We ought to move, unless it’s your plan to fight the occupation from the inside of a cell.”
 
   At Alec’s insistence, Balter led them to another tavern, and then to an empty apartment for the night.  “We’ve got a dozen men we can rely on,” Linnear said that evening.  “Is that any way to conquer a city that will use demons and ingenairii?”
 
   “That will be enough,” Alec replied.  “I’ll take care of the ingenairii and the sorceresses; once I’ve done that, you need to capture the viceroy’s lieutenant, and then we can start working through his chain of command to sort out the ones we can trust and the ones we can’t – Kinset will help you do that.”
 
   “Just like that?” Balter asked incredulously.
 
   “Just like that,” Alec affirmed.  “Tomorrow morning you need to give me a guide to lead me to where the sorceresses are.  Have someone here to be my guide when you have breakfast delivered to us,” he said, and turned from Balter to wink and grin at Sprol and Baise, the boys who were delighted to be assured that breakfast was going to be delivered for them.
 
   Good night, he wistfully sent a wish to Andi that evening as he settled in to sleep.  I wish we were together.
 
   I wish the same, and more, she replied.
 
   You seem apprehensive about your plans.  What has you worried? she asked.
 
   Tomorrow I plan to overcome two sorceresses and two Warriors, Alec told her, glad to unburden his thoughts.  When I was younger, I would have thought nothing of slitting their throats, but now I wonder if I could disable them without killing them.  Is there a way to salvage them and find value in them? he mused.
 
   Do you have time to rehabilitate individuals while you are trying to conquer an entire nation? Andi asked.
 
   I don’t know, he softly admitted.  But I’ll let you know what I discover.
 
   When he awoke in the morning he knew that he was going to be pragmatic and murderous in pursuit of a quick resolution of the potential battle in Stronghold.
 
   “Are the sorceresses and ingenairii together?” he asked the seedy-looking boy who awaited him as his designated guide for the morning.
 
   “Nah.  Nobody hangs out with the sorceresses; they give everyone the creeps, even the ingenairii,” the boy feigned disinterest, but secretly examined Alec closely as they prepared to go.
 
   “Take me to the sorceresses,” Alec commanded, and they walked through a tangle of narrow streets until they came to an abrupt break in the dense urban pattern. 
 
    An entire neighborhood of the city was missing, torn down and left in heaps of rubble.  “This is where the demons came to attack the city,” Alec’s guide explained as they strayed among the ruins.  “And that is where the sorceresses live,” he pointed to a fortress-like structure built in the middle of the rubble.
 
   “Thank you.  You run off now to someplace safe.  I’ll have Balter contact you when I need you again,” Alec told his guide, and he watched the boy scurry out of sight to safety.
 
   His energies were not completely restored from the previous day’s over-use, but he felt certain that he would be able to carry out his intended mission for the day.  He accessed three ingenaire energies – Light, Spirit, and Warrior, which together felt like a heavy burden, already, early in the day, which was not a good sign – then cloaked himself in invisibility and approached the building cautiously.  It was built to be highly defensible; there were no hidden nooks or corners or bushes, trees, or other obstructions he could hide behind.
 
   Alec stood in front of the building, examining it for any easy entrance.  There was only a balcony positioned at a third floor window, which he judged to be the easiest means of entry.  He exchanged his Warrior energy for Air abilities, and lifted himself to the balcony.  The door was not locked, and Alec was quickly within the Stronghold fastness of the sorceresses who helped to keep the city cowed.  He stood within a room that was brighter than he expected, with light streaming in the balcony window behind him and light coming in as well through a transom over the interior door.
 
   Alec quietly opened that door, and saw that there was a balcony hallway that faced an interior courtyard, bringing a plentitude of light into nearly every room of the fortress.  Alec’s Spiritual energy alerted him to a great deal of discomfort nearby, on the ground level of the courtyard he faced.  He peered down over the balcony rail and saw two women, dressed completely in black, with a quartet of servants, and a man who was stripped and tied down to a table that was surrounded by all the others.
 
   It was the beginning of the ritual sacrifice each sorcerer and sorceress made each day, Alec realized in horror.
 
   He unslung his bow and arrow and loosed the first arrow as one of the sorceresses raised her knife above her head.  The arrow pierced her neck, yet even with the death blow delivered her body remained upright and her head turned to look at Alec, who stood frozen in astonishment.  She grinned an evil grin at him, one that gave him chills, and then her body crumpled to the ground, long after it should have.
 
   An arrow was flying upward towards him, Alec realized, and he hastily threw a curtain of air before him, as bedlam began to unfold beneath him in the garden.  The guards were firing arrows, or running to climb the stairs towards him, while the remaining sorceress stood below, seemingly frozen in fear, inexplicably receiving no protection from the guards in the courtyard.
 
   With a leap, Alec jumped over the banister and floated down to the ground, his descend facilitated by a disk of air.  He unsheathed his sword and swung rapidly and wildly at the guards around the sacrificial site, until there were suddenly none left alive.  Alec flicked his blade and severed the ropes that tied the frightened human sacrifice to the table, then turned to slay the remaining sorceress.
 
   An arrow flew down towards Alec from the balcony above, where guards had reached the spot he had vacated.  Alec swept his blade upwards and caught the arrow on the metal, deflecting it away from himself and the sacrifice, so that it struck the sorceress in the chest.  A series of expressions of surprise, then satisfaction, then pain closed the woman’s face, before she crumpled to the ground.
 
   Save her, a voice spoke in his mind.  Save her – you must, or all my plans will be in vain.
 
   Alec was stunned by the command.  He looked around and saw only the sacrifice nearby, and then an arrow pierced the man’s heart, depriving him of the life Alec had hoped to save.  Alec stepped over, stooped, and picked up the sorceress, holding her body awkwardly as he seized his Traveler powers and transported himself and his new patient back to Balter’s hideout for them.
 
   There was only one sure way to ensure the survival of the wounded sorceress, Alec concluded with ambivalence.  He realized there were others in the room as he placed the woman on the floor and tore open her robes, to see the arrow protruding from her body.  He pulled a knife from his bandolier and edged it down along the shaft, digging into her flesh to help him spread the ribs that the arrow was lodged between.
 
   “Alec!  What are you doing?” Tonshire asked, and he heard other voices around him as he focused on trying to repair the injury to the sorceress’s body.  He managed to slip the knife far enough to lodge a section of blade where he needed within the woman’s ribcage, then he clenched his jaw as he concentrated on turning the blade at an angle, forcing the ribs to open, so that he could withdraw the arrow.  With the gap between the bones widened, the shaft came free after just one energetic tug, and blood welled up immediately behind it, pooling upon the sorceress’s chest and then running downward in multiple small rivulets that ran in multiple directions across her chest.
 
   He dropped the knife and the arrow and placed both hands over the wound, then called upon his Healer energy, barely aware of the sounds of horror around him as others reacted to the scene that had erupted before their eyes.
 
   The wound was healed, and the heart fluttered, then beat unsteadily.  Alec picked up the knife again, to slit the sorceress’s arm, and then his own.  This was the part he dreaded; he remembered the pain that had coursed through his body when he had shared blood with Bauer, an apprentice sorcerer; the malign evil of sorcery that Bauer’s blood had been tainted with had entered Alec’s own body and infected him.  It had poisoned him with a burning pain throughout his body as it had dispersed, and he had suffered horribly before he had gained mastery of the situation and been able to cleanse it all.
 
   Now, he would do it again, he knew as he placed his flesh upon the sorceress’s and sealed the two together.  He took a deep breath, and before he could even exhale, the pain began, both physical and spiritual pain.  He felt burning liquid coursing through his arm, growing more devastatingly painful as it entered his torso and began to corrode his organs.  He opened his mouth in a soundless scream, but no sound came out, as his voice was stilled by the evil and black darkness that crept into his soul from the sorceress and tried to overwhelm his faith in God.  Horrific scenes of death and depravity filled his mind, as he pictured the things the sorceress did.
 
   He thought his body tumbled to the floor, as he no longer could control anything about himself.  He focused only on holding on to his faith in God as the evil energy of the sorceress assailed him.
 
   I love you Alec.  Hold on – hold on to your faith!  Oh Alec, the pain, he distantly was aware of Andi screaming to him, and he sensed she was falling to the ground, suffering from the same intense evil he was.  He wanted to save her; more than he even wanted to save himself from the unbearable pain that was assailing him, he wanted to prevent her from feeling the evil that was spreading throughout his body, and throughout his soul, traveling through the complex spiritual union that he shared with Andi to infect her as well.
 
   His hand flailed at his chest, blindly grasping until it found the haft of one of the knives in his bandolier.  He yanked the knife free and slashed without success at his other arm, slicing, then slicing again until he hit the flesh that united him to the sorceress.  He felt the connection sever, and the spiritual pain began to instantly subside, even though his body still suffered as it battled to overcome the contamination within him.
 
   He pressed himself up off the floor, sitting up to look down at the sorceress.  Her neck turned, and as he clamped his hand over the open wound in his arm, her eyes sprang open, and the same evil smile the other sorceress had given crept upon her face.
 
   “You’ve given me what I needed; you’re mine now,” a deep raspy voice uttered forth from her mouth, a voice that couldn’t possibly be her own natural voice, and it penetrated deeply into Alec, sinking into his spirit and also traveling through him and even along the lines of the mystical union he shared until it reached Andi, as though Alec was only a way station for the evil energy as it traveled on to another destination.
 
   Alec grabbed his knife from off the floor and plunged it into the heart of the sorceress, in the very spot where the arrow had been before.  There was a flash of red light, then an explosion that hurled Alec backward.  He heard Andi scream inside his soul, and then he shook his head and looked to see a thick column of red smoke rise from the body and drift out the window, leaving only a pile of dark red ashes where the sorceress had been.
 
   Alec looked down at the open wound on his arm, where blood was flowing out of him.  His life was dripping away; he had not healed the wound, and now he felt no connection with his energies, no strength to heal himself.  He grabbed at the cut, trying to apply pressure to stop the flow of blood from draining from his flesh.  And then he passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22 – The Battle in Stronghold
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke, Linnear and Tonshire were looking down upon him.  He instantly remembered everything that had happened.
 
   Andi, are you alright? he called to his mate in Goldenfields, as he raised his arm and examined the wound.
 
   He sensed Andi, but there was no answer.
 
   His arm was tightly bandaged in a white cloth.
 
   “My lord, are you alright?” Linnear asked.
 
   “I’m not at my best right now, but I’ll be better,” Alec acknowledged.  “Is everyone else okay?  How long have I been unconscious?”
 
   “The children have stopped crying, and no one is harmed,” Tonshire answered.  “You were unconscious for most of the afternoon.”
 
   “The city is in an uproar.  The Warrior ingenairii, not to mention guards, are patrolling throughout the city, trying to understand what happened to their sorceresses,” Linnear added.
 
   “Thank you to whoever wrapped by arm,” Alec said, starting to unwrap the white binding.
 
   “Gwendolyne did that for you,” Linnear explained.
 
   Alec took the last layer of cloth away and looked at a disturbing sight.   His arm was not healed; he could not remember having tried to heal it, so that did not bother him.  But the edges of the cut flesh were blackened, looking foul.
 
   Alec placed his free hand over the wound and called upon his Healer power.  He said a quick prayer of thanks as he felt the energy surge through his hand into the sliced flesh, but when he pulled the hand away he was disturbed by the results.  The flesh was knit together, but an ugly dark scar occupied the spot, flesh that would not heal, even under the control of his powers.
 
   Andi, are you awake? He called again.
 
   Alec? her voice replied, and he breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   Are you alright? he asked.
 
   I don’t feel well at all.  Someone must have put me in bed after I passed out.  What did you do?  What happened? she replied.
 
   I went to kill the sorceresses here in Stronghold, and a voice told me to save one of them,  he explained.  When I connected our arms, her blood flowed into my body, and that’s when the evil started to spread.
 
   I cut us apart and stabbed her in the heart.  Her body exploded and I can’t heal the cut on my arm properly, he finished his tale.
 
   Who told you to save her? Andi asked.
 
   I thought it was John Mark, or God, Alec explained.  But it couldn’t have been.  I don’t know.
 
   Well, you’re the only one who I take seriously when they say they thought their God was talking to them, Andi replied, lightening the conversation.  Are you okay?
 
   I feel good.  I was able to use my powers to heal my arm, except for the terrible scar, he answered.  What is wrong with you?
 
   My memories are strange.  I remember things over and over again.  I’ve been thinking about the battle you fought against Hellmann, dreaming about it, she told him.
 
   Well, since I won, I’m glad you’re focused on that, Alec told her with a laugh.
 
   You didn’t win by much! Andi’s protest was strong, heartfelt with a vehemence Alec couldn’t understand.  Would you do anything differently if you fought him again?
 
   Alec pondered the question.  I couldn’t do anything any differently; that battle took everything I had – everything.  I couldn’t give any more.
 
   But I’m just glad I’m alive, he lost, and life has gone on, he said.
 
   When will you come home? Andi asked.  I need to see you.
 
   I want to rest here for a couple of hours, and continue to fight the battle for Stronghold, and then I’ll be back, he told her.  Back to you, he emphasized, today or tomorrow.
 
   I’ll be waiting, waiting and training, Andi said grudgingly.
 
   “My lord, we need to go, my lord,” Balter told him.
 
   I must go, my love, Alec told Andi.
 
   I’ll love you always, Alec, she replied.
 
   Alec stood; he felt sluggish, but not as damaged as he feared.
 
   “Where are we going?” Alec asked.
 
   “We need to move from this apartment.  The ingenairii are searching this section of the city this afternoon.  We’ll circle around them to settle into a place they’ve already been,” Balter replied.  “And then we need to figure out what to do.”
 
   “Lead on, Balter.  Kinset, would you please walk with me?” Alec asked as the others from the small party of refugees gathered together.  The children looked at Alec with some apprehension as the group gathered together and began to go down the stairs to seek their next home.
 
   “Kinset, what did you feel when that sorceress was here?” Alec asked the Spiritual ingenaire.
 
   “The Spirit House split, just as the Warrior House split, several years ago, when there ceased to be any new ingenairii discovered.  Those who thought we must solve the problem by any means possible left Ingenairii Hill and moved down to Michian, where they allied with a small, secret remnant of the sorcery culture you had fought against,” Kinset began to spin a tale.
 
   “There was one Prophet among the Spirit ingenairii who went, who told that there was a new power rising that would be the answer to the problem, a great new power, stronger than anything we had ever seen or heard about.  He said that the only way to reach this new power was through sorcery, until the day came that the power would be ready to rise up and be given control of the entire world,” Kinset continued.  “And the ingenairii would again multiply and grow and take their place as the chief agents of the power, with dominion and glory.
 
   “That was no true human, that sorceress you grappled with today.  That was the husk of a human body that was completely occupied by the great new power; I felt it today for the first time,” Kinset warned.
 
    “You survived an assault by something more powerful than just a sorceress, but much less that the full strength of this evil new entity that is going to emerge to conquer humanity,” he finished. 
 
   “You are the only hope humanity has to defeat it.”  He solemnly looked at Alec as they walked upon the street Balter was leading them along.  Alec was so engrossed in the story that he paid no attention to the activity in the city around them, until he heard a shouting ruckus nearby.  He looked up and saw a squad of soldiers just a block away to their right, and another even closer to their left.
 
   “Those are the ingenairii,” Balter blanched as he spoke, attracting Alec’s sharper scrutiny.
 
   Alec looked at the squad that was closest, the one on the left, and recognized the cocky arrogance of the leader of the squad as an indication of the ingenairii assurance of invincibility, the same attitude he had faced from the Ajacii in the battles within the Avonellene Empire.  They were supposed to be related, Alec randomly recollected the stories Bernadina had told him so long ago, stories that claimed that the Warrior ingenairii were descendants of the Ajacii’s forefathers who had left the Avonellene mountains.
 
   Alec cleared his mind of his fascination with Kinset’s story, then drew his sword and advanced towards the Warrior, glad for the encounter, a straightforward physical battle in which he could anticipate and control the clash and contact, unlike the unnerving event he had just had with the sorceress.  “Put down your weapon, and place your hands behind your back,” the ingenaire told Alec.  “It is futile to attempt to do battle.”
 
   “Futile for one of us,” Alec shouted in response, then ran forward, his energies engaged, and swung his sword at the Warrior, who blocked and riposted, only to find that Alec anticipated the move and was ready to press the attack again.
 
   “That was luck, eh?” the Warrior said, riposting his attack, only to find Alec ready to defend and then go on the offensive again.  Alec began to circle the man as they engaged, forcing the Warrior to move in response to the action that Alec was directing.  “Who are you?” the Warrior asked in shock.  “A new ingenaire?”
 
   “No, actually, a very old one,” Alec answered, and his sword successfully penetrated the Warrior’s defenses with his next stroke, allowing his blade to slide into his opponent’s chest and end the battle.  “Do any of you want to fight me next?” Alec asked the squad that had been backing up the dead ingenaire.  “If not, you need to leave here now, and never take up your sword to fight for the rulers from Michian again.  We’re going to see Stronghold become its own master again.”
 
   Without waiting for their response, Alec turned and crossed over to face the other squad that was led by the second ingenaire in the city.  “There are two sorceresses and one ingenaire who are no longer here to oppress the city of Stronghold,” Alec told the other Warrior.  “You can leave now, and live, or you can try to fight for the powers that oppress this city.  The choice is yours, but you must make it now.”
 
   “I’ve been fighting as a Warrior for over thirty years, from back in the times when we still had apprentices and we all lived on Ingenairii Hill.  I know what I’m fighting for, and it’s worth dying for, if that’s how things end between us today,” the Warrior said.  “But I don’t think they will,” he growled as he sprang forward, throwing a knife at the same time he went on the attack with his sword against Alec.
 
   Alec dropped his own sword, pulled a knife from his bandolier with his right hand, and threw it with one sweeping motion, while his left hand caught the knife that had been thrown at him and tossed it back at the ingenaire as well.  Both knives struck the man in his chest when he was still five steps from Alec, who stood still.
 
   As Alec watched, the Warrior took one more step forward, his sword raised over his head, then collapsed to the ground.
 
   Alec stepped over his body and addressed the squad of soldiers who followed him.  “You can go now; put down your weapons, and live in peace as long as you do not work for the viceroy’s lieutenant any longer.  Or you can go back to him and report what has happened here and remain loyal to him, but you will surely suffer when we defeat him.  Or you can agree to join us and fight for us to set Stronghold free to rule itself once again.  The choice is yours, but you must make it now.”
 
   There were over a dozen men who stood in the street with their swords drawn, staring in disbelief at the two dead ingenairii champions, and at Alec who had conquered them.  Ten of them turned and ran, holding their weapons.  Another pair dropped their weapons and then ran.  But three cautiously approached Alec and stood before him.
 
   Alec projected his Spirit energy to evaluate the morals of the three recruits.  “You may leave us peacefully, but put your sword down and do not fight against us,” he told one of the volunteers whose resolve he doubted.  After the man left, Alec spoke to the other two.  “You are the start of the new Stronghold guards.  Come with us and fight for us.  You will need to protect these people I am with if I’m not with them in a time of need,” he instructed.  He turned to his small band of Locksfort followers.  “These are your first new guards.  You can trust them and rely upon them.  I trust them,” he told Linnear and the others.
 
   “Now, Balter, show us to our new safe house,” Alec commanded, and the little troupe moved on.  Their confidence in Alec, which had been shaken by the affair with the sorceress, was restored by the success of the street engagement in removing the Warrior ingenairii, and they trusted Alec’s judgment in the adoption of the two new guards.
 
   That evening, Alec, Linnear, Gwendolyne, and the two guards discussed the location of the lieutenant who ruled the city and the layout of his command center.
 
   “His command center is on top of the cliff, above the city,” one of the guards said.  “Libber likes to be above the city,” he named the leader of the city.
 
   “He has a whole barracks of guards up there.  That’s where the restorers arrive and depart,” the other one said.
 
   “Are there prisoners held there?” Alec asked.
 
   “There are dozens of cells holding the people he thinks are his enemies.  Some of them are truly criminals, but the majority aren’t,” the guard answered.
 
   “Does he spend the night there?” Alec asked.
 
   “Up in a room in a tower,” the first guard confirmed.
 
   “If the city awakens tomorrow morning and the lieutenant is dead, is your father prepared to rule the city as the true leader?” Alec turned to Linnear.
 
   “He wouldn’t hesitate a moment,” Linnear affirmed.  “He’s got some men around him he can trust to help him take control of the tariffs on shipping and the courts and the guards, among other things.”
 
   Alec shouted for Balter to join them in conversation.  “Can you get Linnear in to see his father tonight, while I go up to the top of the cliff?” Alec asked.
 
   “I can get him in,” Balter agreed.  “But Libber’s spies will make it tough to get him out again if the lieutenant finds out Linnear is there.
 
   “But that depends maybe on what you do on the top of the cliff, doesn’t it?” Balter asked, seeking confirmation of his suspicion.
 
   “It does depend, and everything will work out fine,” Alec assured him.  The loss of the sorceresses and the ingenairii was sure to have panicked Libber and his supporters, and Alec was confident that those who could slip away from the man they suspected was the next target would do so.
 
   “I’m going to go now.  You go do what you need to do.  If I succeed I’ll try to set some church bells ringing as the signal to the city,” Alec said as he stood. “You two,” he pointed at the guards who had joined them, “stay here to protect the rest of our people.”   Without another word he walked away from the apartment they were hiding in and worked his way through the city, keeping his eye on the glorious waterfall as a landmark to guide him towards the commercial path that carried such a constant flow of traffic up and down the cliff, connecting the cities above Stronghold with those below.
 
   The constellations showed that it was nearly midnight by the time Alec reached the top of the cliff.  He followed the directions the guards had given him and approached the palace of the viceroy’s lieutenant with a critical eye, examining ways he could enter the building undetected.  He chose to use a method similar to the way he entered the sorceresses’ fortress, lifting himself through the air to a terrace outside the tallest tower, the tower where he presumed Libber spent the night.
 
   Invisibly, Alec proceeded to enter the tower and work his way through and past the guards posted throughout, and within an hour the Viceroy of the Dominion no longer had a ruling lieutenant in Stronghold.  Alec went to the nearest church and entered the bell tower, where he sent out the signal to Linnear and the others involved in the re-establishment of the old order in Stronghold.  Then, tired and satisfied that he had completed his duties in Stronghold for the moment, Alec transported himself back to his room in Goldenfields.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23 – Andi’s Disappearance
 
    
 
   Andi was not in their room.  As soon as he saw the emptiness of the room, he realized he did not feel Andi’s presence anywhere.  She was neither near nor far according to his senses – he no longer could detect her.  Nor could he remember when his awareness of her presence had ceased since his encounter with the deadly sorceress, hours earlier.  He only knew that they had communicated since then.
 
   Puzzled but not alarmed, Alec left the room and walked downstairs through the palace that was nearly empty of alert people in the middle of the night.  He encountered a pair of guards who had not seen Andi, and who did not recognize him as someone who belonged in the palace until he showed them the collection of ingenaire marks upon his arms, proof that he was the legend returned to Goldenfields.
 
   Andi, where are you? he periodically called out to her spirit, trying to find her, wanting to hear some response.
 
   She was not in the armory or in any of the empty rooms he explored.  If she were asleep she would not respond to his calls, but he would have sensed her presence, he told himself.  At a loss, Alec returned to his room, exhausted from his travails during the day and into the night.  He sat in a chair and tried to reason through possible explanations for Andi’s complete absence, but as his mind failed to develop any answers, his eyelids grew heavy and he fell asleep sitting in the seat, his chin resting upon his chest.
 
   Alec awoke with a start the next morning, the bright window showing him the arrival of a new day.  He cleaned up quickly and then went in search of Duke Remton, who he found meeting with a dozen advisors.
 
   “Your grace,” Alec interrupted.
 
   “My lord,” Remton replied.  “It’s good to know that you and Tonshire have returned.”
 
   Alec started at the mention of Lady Tonshire; he had left her in Stronghold, he realized.
 
   “The lady will be back very soon,” Alec answered.  “I’ll return to Stronghold to fetch her home as soon as I ask a favor.  I have not been able to find my companion, Andi, nor do I sense her presence.  Could you ask your guards to thoroughly search the palace to locate her this morning?”  he asked.
 
   The duke agreed, and Alec immediately returned to Stronghold, arriving at the apartment where he had left his companions the night before, only to discover it empty.  Alec left the building and discovered pandemonium in the streets, with shouting, dancing, and fighting all taking place in a chaotic mix of activity.
 
   “What’s happening?” Alec grabbed a teenage boy on the street and asked.
 
   “Are you stupid, old man?” the boy asked disrespectfully.  “The sorceresses, the lieutenant, the ingenairii – they’re all dead!  Everyone is free!” the boy wriggled from Alec’s grasp and went down the street.
 
   “Where is the new ruler?” Alec asked a matronly woman, shouting to be heard.
 
   “They’re all down by the river,” she answered, motioning vaguely.
 
   Alec left her and began to push his way through the mobs of people on the street.  The going was slow, and at last Alec resorted to raising himself on a disk of air, so that he could fly over the tops of people and buildings, drawing shouts and screams, but successfully making his way to the riverfront in a matter of seconds.
 
   “Where is Chair Woodbine?” Alec asked several people, drawing varying directions that eventually led him to a large hall that was crowded with people.
 
   Entry into the hall was difficult, but Alec managed to push his way in, until he reached a security check manned by one of the guards he had recruited the evening before.  “Where is Lady Tonshire?” Alec asked.
 
   “She’s with the other ladies and guests, in the third room on the left,” the guard replied, allowing Alec entry to a hallway.  At the designated door he found Tonshire with Gwendolyne and Christine, in addition to several other ladies.
 
   “Would you like to return to Goldenfields now?” Alec asked.
 
   “I’ve had a very exciting time here, and I’m so glad to see the change that is taking place in Stronghold, but I am ready to return to my family,” Tonshire agreed.  “I’ll come again someday to see the city and all the sights,” she promised Gwendolyne, “even if I must travel by more conventional means,” she laughed as she eyed Alec.
 
   “Please tell Linnear that I will return soon to find out how I can help,” Alec told Gwendolyne, and with that last promise he and Tonshire were transported back to his room in Goldenfields. 
 
   “Welcome home, my lady, and thank you for your help,” Alec told his companion.  Together they walked down to see Duke Remton.
 
   “Here is your daughter, your grace,” Alec announced.
 
   “Thank you, and please be assured that we will find your partner if she is to be found in the palace.  We have two dozen people looking for her,” the Duke replied.  Alec joined the search, and continued to call her name with both his voice and his spirit, but by mid-afternoon the search was complete, and Andi was not to be found on the palace island.
 
   In response to several requests, Alec took up the training and oversight that Andi had been occupied with.  The last time she had been seen had been when she had passed out during training, after she had been affected by Alec’s encounter with the sorceress in Stronghold.  Alec carried out the training, wishing he could relish the comfort and the irony of being in charge of Guard training at Goldenfields, where his own training with a sword had begun.  But instead his mind obsessed over Andi, trying to fathom what could have happened to her, hoping to deduct some new location he could search for her.
 
   That evening Alec ate in the common mess that had been set up for the fledgling new guards, sitting alone at a table as he brooded over Andi, still sending out periodic calls with faint hopes that she would awaken from some strange sleep and respond.  At length, with no success in his search, Alec left the mess hall with a lantern and went to the infirmary, an empty, abandoned building whose furnishings were piled against one wall, coated in dust.
 
   He pulled the heap of furniture apart and set up a pair of bed frames, placing them where the beds had been located at the time he had treated Duke Toulon and Inga in the infirmary, in those long-ago days of his youth.  He lay on one uncomfortable frame, without a mattress, and thought about the long strange journey he had taken with Andi.  She had simply been another face in the crowd, albeit a pretty one, at the time he had met her as a member of a squad of Black Crag guards, and then she had been a traveling companion on the way to Ridgeclimb, helping to provide some escort duty for the traders they had traveled with.  And all the way from Ridgeclimb to the Twenty Cities she had been a member of his group, and the companion he had most relied on for her Black Crag martial skills and training, but no more.
 
   Not until Woven, when he had made the decision to save her life, had she been more to him than another person on the journey.  And then, when his extraordinary efforts had saved her life after her heroic fight on behalf of their companions, all that had changed.  A single event had led to them arriving at their personal unity, given them the deep bond and the special relationship that had changed everything, and made him appreciate the girl’s depth of character and tenacity.  He had found himself immersed in her and in love with her.  There had been the long interlude when all the love and knowledge had been sheared away by his brain injury, and then, triumphantly, the memories and the love had been restored.
 
   It had been a terrible, daily burden for Andi when she had loved and known him while he had not returned the affection, Alec knew.  And now he felt a shadow of her pain.  He didn’t feel the equivalent of the rejection she had felt from him, but he suffered from her absence.  His soul wanted the comfort and reassurance of feeling the palpable connection to her, but there was only emptiness at the other end of that connection now.  And there was the fearful unease of not knowing when the uncertainty would be resolved.  He lay on the frame, feeling a wooden support slat cut into his thigh, and wished that there was at least some way to know when there would be an answer to the uncertainty.  He needed a prophet to give him some clue, cryptic as the prophets were at times.
 
   Kinset!  He suddenly realized that he had a prophet he could ask.  Kinset was in Stronghold, and Kinset seemed to prophesize about Alec’s affairs in particular.  Alec could make the journey to Stronghold in the morning and ask Kinset about Andi’s location and future.  It was a relaxing thought, an answer to the black chasm of the unknown, and it helped Alec to ignore the discomfort of the bed frame and fall asleep in the infirmary.
 
   Alec awoke early in the morning, before the sun had arisen.  He washed himself in the palace, then launched himself to Stronghold, arriving there as the sky was beginning to brighten with the arrival of daybreak.  The streets were quiet, and Alec walked within the city, assessing the conditions as he waited for full morning to arrive, when he judged he could find Kinset for a conversation.
 
   The city was unsettled, Alec could tell.  His Spirit energies allowed him to sense the hope and uncertainty that most waking people felt.  He would come back to help the new leaders of the city, he told himself, once he found Andi.  There was a long list of things to do: help settle Stronghold and Goldenfields into secure new regimes, overthrow the viceroy in Oyster Bay, attack the sorcerers in Michian, and find and finally punish the last surviving Warrior ingenaire who had begun the whole series of events by leading the kidnapping sojourn through the eastern lands.  But first and foremost there was the search for Andi.
 
   An hour later, Alec stood outside the entrance to the hall where he had found Tonshire the day before.  Turning invisible, he entered the hall and then made himself visible again.  He was thankful that his energies were restored to his fullest ability after a day without strenuous use, for it gave him the confidence to be ready to do whatever Kinset might indicate he would have to do to find his love.
 
   He found Gwendolyne and Christine, just beginning their day.  They welcomed him back to Stronghold, and took him to the morning meeting room, where Linnear and his father were eating breakfast with advisors.
 
   “At last!” Linnear exclaimed.  “Father, this is the king who has returned!  This is Alec, who brought us back to Stronghold and defeated our opponents.”  He stood next to his father, a stout man with shrewd eyes, who looked Alec over, then bowed to him.
 
   “We are thankful my lord,” Chair Woodbine spoke to Alec.  “We are thankful for the freedom you have offered us.  Even more, we are thankful for the reunion of our family.  We could have not done it ourselves, and even if we had the ability, I think we had fallen too far into fear to attempt such a thing on our own.
 
   “Is it true that Goldenfields is also independent once again?” he asked.
 
   “It is true,” Alec assured him.  “And beginning already to build its own guard.  The transporters are all disabled for many weeks.  Once I carry out a personal errand that is my next mission, I will go to Oyster Bay and lead the overthrow of the Viceroy as well, so that we can give the whole Dominion back its freedom.
 
   “But first I would like to speak with the Spirit ingenaire who came to Stronghold with us,” Alec looked at Linnear.  “Do you know where Kinset is?”
 
   “He spend the night with us again last night.  He was very helpful yesterday, helping us sort the good-hearts from the guards with dark spirits, as you did before,” Linnear answered.  He motioned to an aide nearby, and sent the man to find and bring Kinset to the meeting room.
 
   Alec sat at a side table and listened to the discussion about shipping and collecting the trading fees, until Kinset walked into the room, following the aide who had been sent for him.
 
   “I knew you would want to see me soon,” Kinset told Alec as they shook hands.  Alec motioned him out of the room and they went to a separate space.
 
   “Do you know where she is?” Alec asked as soon as the door closed behind them.  “Is she safe?”
 
   “Your beloved is in danger, but her fate is not yet decided,” Kinset told Alec.  “She was spirited away to Michian.  If you go there you will find her, but you may lose your powers in the process of searching for her, and you will face a great opponent.
 
   “I do not understand it all, but that is the prophecy I feel in my heart,” Kinset told Alec.
 
   “How could she have been taken to Michian?” Alec asked, gripping Kinset’s hand in a desperate hold.  “The restorers are virtually all disabled, and even if they weren’t, who would know to look in Goldenfields to find her, and why would they?”
 
   “Your answers are in Michian,” Kinset told Alec.
 
   “I understand,” Alec said.  “I know you’re only passing to me the things you learn.  I don’t blame you for anything; I’m really very happy that we met.  You’ve been a great help,” Alec told the Spirit ingenaire.  “You’ve given me a direction to look in, and I’m thankful.”
 
   “But there is danger for you as well,” Kinset warned.  “Be very careful before you do anything foolish or rash.”
 
   “Thank you Kinset,” Alec said warmly, touched by the prophet’s concern.  “I will be careful.  And I will rescue Andi – nothing can stop me.  Give my regards to Linnear, and let him know I will return when I can.”
 
    “My lord,” Alec addressed the Duke of Goldenfields a half hour later, upon his return to the other newly freed city.  “I have been told that Andi has been taken to Michian somehow.”  He held up his hand to forestall the protest about the impossibility of such a thing.  “I don’t know how it happened, or who did it, but I am going there to set her free.  And when that is done, the two of us will return to Goldenfields to help you.  Stronghold is free of the ingenairii as well, so you have an ally you can work with against Oyster Bay if you need one soon.”
 
   Alec immediately took his leave of Remton, and went up to his own room, where he packed a bag of supplies, then engaged his Traveler energy to move step-by-step towards Michian.  He traveled first to the Saltcrust, the empty Bondell fortress set high upon a towering pinnacle of stone.  He made the next jump to southern Bondell, again stopping at the bridge over the Ravinia River.  From there he made his next transport through space and landed in a small glade behind the Canare clan’s enclave.
 
   He sat and rested under the ancient trees that surrounded a small pond, and contemplated what he would do next.  He could imagine only two places where Andi could be hidden in the city, only two places that might have the power to somehow overcome and remove her.  One was the palace, where it was possible a restorer had escaped his poison, and was still able to travel, and happened to have the ability to travel to Goldenfields.  The other was the central temple of the sorcerers and sorceresses; at least he assumed there was a reconstituted central temple, as there had been long ago, before he had stormed and ravaged the structure, slaying and driving out as many demon-callers as he could when he had been consort to the empress, so long ago.
 
   The palace would not have the means to overcome Andi or to damper her spirit’s ability to communicate with him, though it might have the Restorers.  The sorcerers would not have the ability to travel back and forth, but might conceivably be able to overpower Andi somehow.   It seemed to Alec that there was a likely coordinated effort between the two centers to carry out the capture of his beloved, and he felt a great deal of caution about blindly taking on such potent potential adversaries.
 
   Transporting himself with his Traveler energy always consumed a great deal of his ability, and he felt the results of his activity to move back and forth from Goldenfields to Stronghold, and then to come to Michian.  Alec was cognizant of Kinset’s warning that he might lose his powers, and he decided to pace himself, and take the remainder of the day to rest, so that he would have his fullest use of energy available when he entered whatever dangerous, unknown circumstances awaited him.  Drawing a small stream of his Light energy, Alec wrapped himself in invisibility and entered the Canare mansion.  He stealthily advanced to the laundry area, when he pilfered a pair of bright yellow robes, then climbed the stairs and appropriated a small gable room that appeared unoccupied and unclaimed.  Its walls were bare of ornament, and the bedstead had no covers or sheets over its mattress.  Alec concluded it would make a safe place of refuge, so he stuffed his supplies beneath the bedstead, then went back downstairs and explored the kitchen, choosing a pair of mutton chops and a loaf of bread, along with a wineskin of berry juice.  He carried all of his plunder upstairs to his temporary home away from home, then used his Stone energy to tighten the door frame slightly so that no one could open the door on him, and finally relaxed, laying back to casually eat his meal.
 
   He had spent the past week revisiting all the critical spots of his youth, he realized.  He’d been in the Pale Mountains, Goldenfields, Oyster Bay, Stronghold, and now here with the Canare clan of Michian.  He only missed Bondell to have seen them all.  It was a blur of action, and yet the only thing that mattered now was finding Andi, and rescuing her from whatever enemy held her.  Andi, he wistfully called her name.
 
   Alec, where are you?  You feel near, her voice responded in his head.  He sat bolt upright and paused before answering.
 
   There was a strange taint to the feel of her spirit as she made contact, and he tried to decipher the warning bells that were tolling in his mind.  The sensation he felt seemed to have a quiet sense of familiarity, and of fearfulness.
 
   Andi, I’ve been looking for you, he answered.   I miss you.
 
   I need your help.  Come save me, Alec.  Where are you?  Can you help me? Andi’s voice instantly spoke back to him.
 
   She spoke with a neediness that seemed out of character, and seemed more interested in knowing where he was than anything else.  Yet he was sure the voice was hers.
 
   Can you tell me where you are?  How did you get there? He asked.
 
   He could not sense her location still.   Near or far was not relevant, because there was no sense of presence from her at all.
 
   They took me.  I need you.  Where are you Alec? she asked.
 
   I’m heading to the palace, he told her.  I’ll find you.  Are you there?
 
   Yes, I’m at the palace, she answered.  
 
   No, Alec no!  It’s a trap, her voice practically shrieked in his mind, then there was a snarl, and silence.
 
   Andi? He called.  He waited, but there was no answer.
 
   He lay back and closed his eyes, then wiped away the tears that began to pool upon them.  He had no doubt that she was alive, and somehow her mental voice had been coerced to try to help locate him, to set a target upon his back for whatever powerful force was at work.  Yet her own true voice had fought through the control they held, and shouted out a warning.
 
   He had to find her, and save her, he told himself.   But any enemy strong enough to manipulate Andi’s will to speak would be a powerful adversary; he needed to have a night’s rest to allow him to bring his utmost efforts to bear in battle.  Even with full energies and forewarned of a trap, the prophecy told him that he could lose his powers in the effort.  It would be a nerve-wracking experience, but he had no doubt that he had to try it in order to set Andi free.
 
   Alec lay on his mattress and listened to the distant, muffled sounds of life in the Canare clan house, and thought about Andi.  Someday, when everything was resolved – when she was free and the sorcerers were exterminated and the Dominion and Michian were set free to rule themselves, he would ask her to marry him.  Where would he do it, he wondered.  There would be the room in the palace in Goldenfields, where he had kissed her and regained his memories, and they had regained the unity between them.  Or alternatively, they could go someplace beautiful in the Twenty Cities, or even back to Black Crag or Vincennes.  Of course, depending on the part of the Avonellene Empire Andi had come from, she might believe it was the woman’s place to propose marriage.
 
   He was drowsy; the sky outside his tiny gable-end window was dark, and his body was tired.  But his mind continued to race through the question of where to look for Andi, and what to do to prepare for an attack strong enough to cause him to lose his powers somehow.  He fell asleep at length, hope and worry alternately winning the contest in his soul, but when he fell asleep at last, it was with an image of Andi wearing a green wedding gown as she stood in the cathedral at Oyster Bay.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24 – Invasion of Michian
 
    
 
   Alec awoke when the sky was beginning to show gray outside his window.  Someone had stomped their feet loudly outside his door, trying to force their feet into a pair of boots, it sounded like.  He sat up slowly and wiped the sleep from his eyes, then cloaked himself in invisibility as he walked down the hall to visit the privy.   He returned to his room and sat on the mattress, slowly munching the last of his loaf of bread from the night before.  The bones from his dinner mutton chops were piled in the corner of the room, and he reminded himself to be a good guest – he would make sure he took the bones back to the kitchen and toss them away on his way out.
 
   Someday he would be back and repay the Canare clan for their unintended hospitality, he told himself an hour later as he left the home and walked out to the street.  Clad in his yellow gown, he ceased to use his Light power to appear invisible once he was on the street, and walked through the city to the gates of the palace.  Alec stood outside the gates and pondered how to proceed.  He knew the palace well, after having lived so many happy years there with Jeswyne.  But he had no idea of whether Andi was truly held within it, or in the sorcerer’s headquarters.
 
   The palace was a huge collection of buildings, and the number of places Andi could be hidden was uncountable.  He still could sense no indication of her location, and he wasn’t ready to try to broadcast a call out to her, risking detection by whatever inexplicable power held her captive, body and spirit.  To use his Traveler energy would be to enter and depart the palace in the safest manner, but it would also wear him down if he repeated it too many times, so his best hope was to get lucky and guess correctly where she was being held.
 
   The dungeon cells beneath the armory were the strongest place for holding a prisoner, or they had been in his lifetime in the palace.  That would be his first place to look.  If she was not there, he would try the great ballrooms, where she could be watched and guarded so easily by so many ingenairii, sorcerers and guards at once.  If not there, he would go to the tower in the private residential wing, where she could be isolated in a room high above any possible rescue attempt.  And if she were not there, he would call out to her, to see if she could answer.
 
   He was the only yellow robe in the square, he realized suddenly.  He was heavily armed among a passing stream of merchants and businessmen who carried no arms; the eyes of the palace guards were intently watching him, he recognized.  Satisfied that he had a plan, he engaged his Traveler energy and disappeared from the view of the guards at the gate, leaving them gaping in wonder.
 
   Alec materialized in the main hall of the prison area, directly in front of a guard who was seated at a desk.  Alec held his sword drawn, and immediately thrust the point at the neck of the astonished guard.   “Where is the captive ingenaire?”  Alec asked immediately.
 
   “What captive, my lord?” the guard sputtered in fear.
 
   “A girl, a captive ingenaire, taken captive two or three days ago.  Which cell is she in?” Alec poked the sword hard, drawing blood.
 
   “We have no such captive, my lord.  These are just criminals,” the guard answered, frightened by the inexplicable appearance of the grim-faced warrior who seemed ready to kill him.
 
   Alec used his Spirit energies, and sensed great distress, but no dishonesty.  He dropped the spirit energy, re-engaged his Traveler energy, and transported himself to the great ballroom, where the empress of his day, his wife, Jeswyne, had signed treaties and hosted ceremonial dinners.
 
   He arrived in the middle of a conference of generals and military leaders, though no ingenairii were in the room.  “Where is the captive ingenaire being held?” he shouted, engaging his Air energies to create a protective curtain around him.
 
   A dozen arrows flew at him and bounced off the barrier.  “I’m not here to fight mortals, yet.  I’m looking for a female ingenaire, a Warrior.  Does anyone know where she is?” he shouted, turning as he spoke, looking at the three dozen or more men who stared at him in astonishment.
 
   There was no answer.  Alec expanded his Air curtain, knocking men down and pushing them towards the perimeter of the room.  “Who has an answer for me?” he roared, angry at a second consecutive unsuccessful effort to gather information.  He picked out one man who wore a uniform of very high rank, and stalked over to him, as the pitch in the room rose markedly.
 
   “Do you know where she is?” Alec asked the marshal, placing his sword at the man’s throat.
 
   “Great lord, who can take a Warrior ingenaire hostage?  Not us,” the officer protested.  “We know nothing of such a captive.”
 
   Alec engaged his Spirit energy again to examine the man he faced, and again he found no dishonesty.  “Where would such a captive be held?” Alec asked.
 
   “Only the other ingenairii could hold such a captive, I would think,” the officer told Alec.  The man was struggling to keep his composure, Alec could tell, determined to appear professional and calm.
 
   “Where would they hold her?” Alec grilled him.
 
   “Where else?  In their fortress at Poklonna Heights,” the officer replied.
 
   “In the old castle there?” Alec asked.
 
   “The old castle as it’s been rebuilt and refurbished,” Alec’s victim confirmed.
 
   “Is that where the sorcerers also reside?” Alec asked.
 
   “It is, my lord,” the officer answered.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec answered.  “I will leave now.  I would advise you to withdraw all your forces from the Dominion as fast as you can.  The next time we meet I won’t be distracted by other matters, and I may be here on behalf of the Dominion,” he told the officers in the room, and then he disappeared.
 
   He was using his energy liberally, he knew, but he had to strike quickly, before word of his appearances spread, he told himself as he translocated to the tower room he had used to capture Jeswyne’s uncle Mikhail during the struggle prior to her reign.  The room had a view of the castle gate as well as the castleyard, allowing him to scout out the premises.
 
   Unfortunately, the room was occupied by a sorceress when Alec arrived.
 
   She instantly understood the meaning of a man arriving in her chambers by translocating.
 
   “He has arrived!  Alec is here!” she screamed mightily.  And then Alec sensed her broadcasting a message with her spirit, repeating the warning that Alec was within the palace.  Without a second thought, Alec stabbed her with his sword, silencing the warning that she had delivered, the message that robbed him of his hope of a stealthy approach.   He stepped over the dead body and looked out the window.
 
   Below, in the yard between the gate and the castle entrance, a pair of men was looking up at the tower he was in.  Alec ducked back from window, and considered his next option.
 
   The castle was not as large as the imperial palace, but it was sizable enough to be too large to search quickly.  He did not know its architecture well enough to choose the most likely spots to examine first; he would have to search the building physically, either using up ingenaire energy or subjecting himself to continual attack as he walked through the building.  He wished he had a squad of Ajacii with him to help fight this battle, but put the thought behind him as he prepared to begin his one man assault.
 
   Alec jumped through the window, using his Air energies to land softly on the courtyard pavement, and instantly slew the two men who had watched him.
 
   There were no other people in the courtyard, and Alec dashed forward, his bloody sword in one hand.  He ran up a short flight of steps to a pair of massive doors, then pressed his shoulder against the door and burst into a grand entry hall, with a high ceiling and interior windows that looked down upon the entry.  An arrow shot down at Alec from one window.  He deflected it with his sword, then propelled himself rapidly up to the window the arrow had come from, lifted on a small boost of air pressure, and he shot through the window, to land on his feet in a room with three soldiers.  With a slice of his sword he disabled two of them, cutting their hamstrings, and he pressed the point of his sword against the chest of the third, pressing the man back against the wall of the room.
 
   “Where are they keeping the captive ingenaire?” Alec shouted.
 
   “We are only mortals, my lord,” the man at the end of Alec’s sword cried.
 
   “Tell me where she is,” Alec commanded.  “Dungeon, tower, stables?  Where is she?”
 
   “There is a prisoner in the basement cells,” the man answered.  “None of us but those with special powers are allowed down there now.”
 
   “How long have you been forbidden to go there?” Alec demanded.
 
   “Three days now,” the captive told him.
 
   Alec flicked his sword to slice the man’s arm, disabling him, then left the room, exiting through a door that led to a hall.  A group of men were charging from the left, and Alec erected a wall of air, causing the men to unexpectedly smash into the invisible barrier, piling against one another and falling into a heap on the floor.  He dropped his Air powers, and grasped his stone powers, causing the floor to melt away and open up beneath the stunned guards, so that they all tumbled to the floor below.
 
   He ran forward and hurdled above the open floor, then ran further down the hallway, and climbed a set of stairs, looking to go higher as a feint that would draw his pursuers away from the chambers in the basement below.  He reached the top level of the tower, three floors above the level he had started at, and went into the empty room at the top, then opened the door and pulled his bow off his shoulder.
 
   From the height of the tower top Alec could see the courtyard again, as well as the stables, and an open walkway between two buildings.  Guards were running in all of the locations; Alec began to fire a flurry of arrows at targets in each opportune spot, dropping soldiers in each spot, and drawing attention to his location.  He heard boots on the stairs of the tower, and ran down the stairs to fight the invaders.  Slowly, step by step, Alec retreated back upwards the stairs, slaying guards as he went, until there was a disruption in the oncoming forces, and a new opponent jostled forward to the front of the pack to begin to fight with the furious competence of another Warrior ingenaire.
 
   “Where is my companion?” Alec barked at the man, slowly rising up step by step to draw the man upward.
 
   “She is our new weapon now,” the Warrior replied.  “And a pleasure it will be to have her as our own.”
 
   “Where is she?” Alec demanded, beginning to fight with more of his energy, starting to drive the ingenaire back down among his followers.
 
   “She’s beyond your reach,” the ingenaire answered.
 
   “Then you’re of no value to me,” Alec replied, and he stabbed the Warrior through the chest, letting the dead body fall backwards among the guards there.
 
   “Where is Andi?” Alec screamed at the guards who were frozen with fear.
 
   “She’s directly below you, below this very tower,” a woman’s voice answered.  The guards parted, pressing their backs against the walls of the tower’s circling staircase, and Alec saw a large, menacing woman rise up towards him, parting the guards like a shark parting the water as she exploded against Alec in a flurry of sword strokes that forced him backward, up the stairs in a rapid retreat.
 
   The Warrior was as large as Armilla, Alec’s first bodyguard in his days as Crown Protector, and the woman wielded a sword as large and heavy as Armilla’s had been.  He allowed her and her following squad to drive him higher in the tower, until they reached the top floor.
 
   “Thank you for the battle,” Alec told her, “you’ve been a challenging opponent,” and with that he used his Traveler energy to translocate himself back down to the third floor of the tower, beneath the crowd that had converged there to battle him.  He adjusted his energy use, calling upon his Stone energy, and sealed the stairwell closed, so that none of those within the tower would be available to fight him any further.
 
   He maintained his Stone energy, and opened up the floor beneath him, so that he dropped down to the ground floor, then he opened a hole within that floor, and dropped down to the first level of the basement below the surface.  
 
   One more level, he judged, and he would be at the level the Warrior ingenaire had claimed held Andi.  Alec pulled a knife from his bandolier and held it in his right hand with his sword in his left, so that he would be better ready to fight against multiple opponents, if they were down there waiting for him.
 
   Alec melted the opening in the floor, and leaped down into the darkness.  The fall was more than he expected into a chamber with a greater height than he anticipated, and he felt his ankle twist badly when he finally hit the floor in an unlit chamber.
 
   He rolled immediately to his right to escape the dim illumination that fell from his opening above, then he applied his Healing energy to his ankle to repair the wound.  Already, he had used so much energy that his next steps were going to be increasingly diminished, he knew.  He felt the constraints beginning to drag down his ability to call upon power from the energy realm, as his body wore down from the continued, unnatural flow of such high volumes of power that passed through it.  He needed to find Andi in a hurry and escape with her.
 
   There were others nearby.  He sensed their presence in the chamber he was in.  With a quick burst of more energy, Alec ignited a series of globes of light that danced around the chamber, giving him a sense of what he faced.
 
   The room was vast.  Not only was the ceiling high above, but it was held up by a forest of pillars that circled the oval chamber he was in, a vast room in which a single bier was centered.  Andi lay upon the bier, pale and unmoving.  And Alec could sense that there were other people in the chamber as well, hidden behind the pillars that were scattered about.
 
   A curtain of air became Alec’s protection as he ran towards the bier where Andi lay.  Arrows flew from the shadows, striking the air and falling to the floor.  Alec reached Andi’s body and looked down upon her, peripherally aware that the watchers behind the pillars were coming out into the open space of the chamber, drawing closer, ever closer, as they began to chant a disharmonic tune that grated in his nerves, while he tried to examine Andi.
 
   They were safe for the moment within his Air protection, and Alec placed his hands on either side of Andi’s head, cradling her as he stared down upon her pale features.  She was alive.  She was unconscious; frighteningly unreachable, even with his Spiritual energy, Alec could not detect her spirit within her.  Or rather, he detected some barrier or conflict or other element that was transposed between her spirit and full consciousness.
 
   The chanting continued, and Alec looked up.  The people around him had formed a chain, their hands connected, and arms held wide so that the circle around him was uninterrupted.  The chanting was growing louder, and a new, green glow was in the chamber, a light that was painful to observe, that Alec imagined even felt painful as it fell upon his skin.
 
   “We thank you for joining us,” a voice spoke from the shadows.  The voice was familiar, but unplaceable.
 
   “You came closer, faster, than most of us expected,” the voice said, and a figure emerged from the shadows, its features still unrecognizable.  “I told these people that we could not over-estimate you, that your abilities were extraordinary a hundred years ago, and had only grown stronger since then.”
 
   The figure stepped forward, and ducked beneath the hands that formed the circle around Alec and Andi, then penetrated through Alec’s curtain of air.  Alec reached for Andi’s hand and squeezed it in sudden fear.  He grabbed for her, hoping to take her and translocate away instantaneously, as he realized the tremendous danger he was in, but at that moment the chanting reached a new, louder, unearthly wail that felt like nails piercing his skull.  He felt a horrible twisting of his body and his spirit, and he couldn’t concentrate any longer on grasping the energy as his very being was painfully turned inside-out.
 
   Alec realized he was on his knees, his hands squeezing his skull to try to stop the pain, and then the chanting was at an end.  He opened his eyes and slowly raised his head.  The chanters had ceased their cries, and had ceased to hold hands with each other.
 
   Standing directly above him, looking down upon him, was Kinset.
 
   “Dear Lord,” Alec whispered, fully understanding the danger he was in.
 
   “Yes, thank you for acknowledging my deification,” Kinset said.
 
   Except Alec knew that the figure was not a simple Spiritual ingenaire.  No Spiritual ingenaire could have managed to translocate from Stronghold to Michian.  No Spiritual ingenaire could have known what Alec’s powers had been like a century earlier, when he had fought his greatest battle, in the unnamed mountains west of Black Crag.  No Spiritual ingenaire could have manipulated the air curtain so effortlessly.
 
   The figure above him was Hellmann, somehow risen from the tomb Alec had created and trapped him in.
 
   The malevolent ancient power had escaped and was at large upon the face of the earth, now here in Michian, working with ingenairii and sorcerers for some purpose.
 
   “Yes, you know who I am,” Hellmann said, nudging Alec with his foot.
 
   And Alec had no powers with which to respond.  He could not grasp any ingenaire energies; they all lay beyond his abilities.
 
   It’s an ancient rite of your ingenaire, the rite of removing the ability from another ingenaire,” Hellmann told Alec, the monster still maintaining his appearance as Kinset the Spirit ingenaire.  “It takes thirteen Spirit ingenairii, or in your case, this combination of Spirit ingenairii and sorceresses, working together, chanting these songs, to create the conditions for shutting the energy realm away.”
 
   Alec struck out at Hellmann’s feet, pulling them out from underneath him.
 
   Hellmann did not fall.  His feet gently rose and floated above the ground, then kicked out viciously, catching Alec between the eyes and knocking him back against the bier.
 
   “I don’t need this body any longer now,” Hellmann said, taking no more notice of Alec’s effort to fight.  “It is weak, but it served as a gateway, a means for me to return to the world.  This Kinset tried to delve into arcane knowledge, and he opened the door for me to possess him.  Then I used him because I needed him in order to control the ingenairii, and move them towards my purposes; I managed to cut off the flow of energy to potential new ingenairii, so that the population would cease to grow, and the existing ingenairii would become desperate to find ways to preserve their race,” he explained.
 
   “I thought that I could find one of them with the strength I needed, a better body I could possess and take over to more fully engage my powers, and restore myself to the glory I deserve,” Hellmann seemed ready to explain everything to Alec.  “But none of them had the capacity I needed.  I even sent them scouting across the eastern civilizations, looking for women I could mate with to produce a greater body that would grow strong enough to contain my power.  But they came back almost empty-handed.  At least a couple of them came back, and they told me of you – as though I needed to be told about you – and the companion you had.
 
   “She has nearly the strength you do, in some manner,” Hellmann said.  “The capacity is there in potential, not yet realized, as though she were young in her power.  And better yet, she is pregnant with your child, a child that should grow to be capable of wielding all the power I have the potential to utilize.
 
   “So now I can dispose of this body,” there was a flare of light, and the Kinset body fell to the ground, lifeless.  
 
   “And I can possess this body for a few years,” Hellmann spoke from Andi’s body, as he took control of her and sat up on the bier.  “Your own body would have been best for me of course, and a pleasant trophy as well, but given your sudden loss of the ability to grasp the power, you’re no longer suitable.  And even if we were to reverse the loss of power, putting up with your spirit in the background fighting for control would be a bothersome chore; this woman of yours is trying enough as it is – not like meek, mild Kinset was, but she is still not strong enough to disrupt my work.”
 
   Andi’s foot dropped over the side of the bier, then kicked Alec in the temple, powerfully knocking him to the ground.
 
   “It will seem strange to be a female for a time, but when the child is born, and it will be a boy, I’ll only have to wait for it to grow to an age I can abandon this vessel and make the child my new home.  And in the meantime,” Andi’s voice uttered Hellmann’s words, “this body can do a great deal.”
 
   Alec felt his body heaved up into the air as Hellmann used Air energy, then he felt the painful impact as he fell back to the stone floor.
 
   “It would probably be prudent to kill you now, but I think I would enjoy these next few years a little more if I knew that your mouth and heart were filled with bitterness and pain,” Hellmann stood over Alec.  Alec looked up, and saw a momentary spasm cross Andi’s face, as something discomforted the occupying monster that controlled her body.
 
   “So you may go out into the world now, a powerless ingenaire.  In a few months, your clever trick with the restorers will wear off, And I’ll be able to resume my occupation of the Dominion.  There may be cause to send an army of demons there to punish the cities that rose up against my control,” she said.  “And you won’t be able to do anything to help them.”
 
   Andi kicked at Alec’s head again, then picked him up and punched his face so hard that he passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24 – Stripped of Powers
 
    
 
   Alec awoke in an alley in the warehouse district of Michian, sore and bloody.  His face felt puffy, and he knew that if he were to look in a mirror he would see a grievous mass of bruises, cuts and lacerations.  He still had his sword, but the bandoliers of knives, and the bow and arrows were gone.  Even his boots had been taken for some reason, leaving him barefoot to roam about the city.  He stood and steadied himself by placing one hand against the rough wooden wall of the storage building he was next to.
 
   He stood and raised his head to the sky, his eyes closed, trying to find some shred of hope, something he could grasp as a way to turn the unthinkable situation around.  He was without powers, while Andi’s body and soul were possessed by Hellmann the great, virtually immortal being who controlled powers beyond comprehension.
 
   There is hope, Alec.  Come visit me, he imagined he heard John Mark’s voice say to him.
 
   “John Mark!  Please take me home,” Alec cried aloud.  “I need your help.”
 
   There was a noise behind him, and Alec turned to see a tramp emerge from a hole in the wall of the building.
 
   “Who are you talking to?” the vagrant asked, looking around at the otherwise empty alleyway.
 
   Just then a foursome of toughs walked by the mouth of the alley, then stopped and stared at Alec and the other man.
 
   “Oh stormy day,” the other vagrant said softly.  There was some soft murmuring among the men at the end of the alley, and then the foursome started to walk towards Alec.
 
   With his disheveled appearance and well-beaten face he surely looked like an easy mark, Alec guessed, and the other vagrant looked like easy pickings as well.
 
   Find a way.  Come to me, John Mark’s voice called softly again.
 
   Alec drew his sword.  “Come no closer,” he warned the approaching men.
 
   One of them laughed, as two of them drew their own swords.  “Worthless trash,” another muttered, and pulled a long knife from his belt.
 
   The alley way wasn’t wide, Alec noted, so the attackers wouldn’t be able to spread out in their attack.  He would have preferred if they had spread out, because such a formation usually allowed him to isolate and conquer one or more members of any multiple opponent attack.  But he would fight under the circumstances, and he would fight to show that he could – he wanted to prove to these aggressors – and to himself –that he was formidable, even without his powers.
 
   As the unprepared attackers came within range, Alec lashed out, swinging his sword with all his force in an arc that knocked one man’s sword out of his grip, and caused the man with the long knife to jump back and stumble away.  Only one armed opponent stood before Alec in the succeeding moments, and Alec wasted no time in launching an attack that was fueled by sheer rage, cutting and slicing until the man looked down at the nasty wound across his stomach, and fell to the ground clutching himself in pain.  Alec charged forward, past the man on the ground and carried his fury on his face, stabbing another of the attackers hard in the thigh, cutting another’s throat, and slicing the buttocks of the last one who tried to run away.
 
   “Oh blue skies!” the other vagrant in the alley way crowed.  He ran up to Alec.  “Thank you, friend.  Thank you.  These men have been beating and robbing my friends for weeks, looking at us as easy pickings.
 
   “What’s a fighter like you doing here anyway?  You oughta be serving guard duty on a trader’s caravan headed to the Dominion.  They’ll feed and pay money for swords like yours, unless you’re a thief,” the vagabond said to Alec.
 
   “I’m no thief,” Alec shoved his sword back into the scabbard on his hip, and prepared to walk away, when the implications of the vagrant’s words sunk in.
 
   “How would I find a caravan that needs a guard?” he asked the vagrant.
 
   “Come with me,” the man told him.  “I’ve got a friend, well, an acquaintance.  She runs her own little trading company, and I know she always wants help, not that I’ve ever heard about her getting robbed.  She’s always worried about being taken advantage of by men though; you wouldn’t cheat her would you?” the vagrant looked into Alec’s eyes.  “No, you look like a man with an honest soul.  She deserves to be treated fairly; she’s always been fair with my buddies and me – she’ll hand out a meal if she can afford it.”
 
   “Take me to her, and we’ll see if she’s looking for help,” Alec replied, looking down as he began to tread cautiously among the littered pavement of the alley.
 
   “How did someone who fights as good as you get beat up that bad?” the vagrant asked as they started walking down the street.  “Was it over a girl?”
 
   “Yeah,” Alec said after a pause, “it was over a girl.  I never saw it coming.”
 
   “Well, Roslyn may look like a girl, and have a big heart like a girl, but she’s still all business.  If she hires you on – and I’ll make you sound as good as I can ! – don’t make the mistake of thinking you can share her blankets.  Keep your hands to yourself; she’ll treat you fair if you treat her fair,” the vagrant told Alec.  “I’ve seen her hire other guards on the spot.”
 
   “Did they like working for her?” Alec asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” the vagrant answered.  “I never saw them again to ask how she was to work for.”
 
   “What’s your name?” Alec asked the man.
 
   “Boris,” the man answered Alec.  “What’s yours?”
 
   “I’m Alec,” he held out his hand to shake.
 
   “That’s a Dominion name,” the vagrant said.  “And you’ve got an accent that’s mostly Dominion, and a little something else.  Roslyn will like that.”
 
   “I’ve lived in the Dominion, and I’ve lived out in the far east,” Alec told him.  “That probably gave me an accent.”
 
   “Those are the traders,” Boris pointed at a wide field of tents and mules.  “Roslyn usually is in the middle of the field, with the Dominion traders, not that I know for sure she’s one of them; she’s just a one-woman trading shop, but the other traders seem to respect her.  She’s been in the business more than a dozen years and keeps coming back with more goods on every journey,” Alec followed Boris through the unorganized maze until they reached a small encampment.
 
   “No, I’m not going to give you three golds for ale today,” a gruff female voice shouted as Boris and Alec stopped next to a dirty green and yellow tent.  There was a trace of a lilt in her voice that Alec couldn’t place, but it distinguished her from the other Michian residents
 
   “I don’t want golds for ale today, Roslyn,” Boris said in response, turning to face the roped-in yard where a couple of dozen mules were tied.  There was a figure among them, Alec realized, bent over, distributing a bale of hay among the mules.  “I’m here to try to help a couple of friends.
 
   “This is Alec, the finest swordsman I ever saw.  He’d be the perfect guard for your next journey,” Boris introduced.
 
   The woman in the mule pen stood up to look at them, and Alec stared back.  She was an unkempt, dark-haired beauty, and Alec was astonished at the notion that a woman of such fine looks would need to operate her own trading caravan.
 
   “I don’t want him,” she said flatly.  “If he was any good at fighting he wouldn’t have let his face get used for boxing practice, and I don’t like him looking at me with moon eyes.”
 
   “I’m the best swordsman you can hire,” Alec said.  “And I may have been staring at your beauty, but I’m in love with another.  I’m just surprised a beauty has to, or chooses to, work as a trader.”
 
   “Hmmph,” she sounded non-committally.  Roslyn waded through the mules and out of the pen.
 
   “Where’re your boots?” she asked circling around Alec in an inspection.
 
   “I don’t know,” Alec admitted.  “I woke up without them.”
 
   “I don’t need a drunkard,” the woman said flatly.  “You can go.”
 
   “I don’t get drunk,” Alec answered.  “I only drink berry juice and water.”
 
   “How’d you get beat up?” Roslyn asked.
 
   “I fought for a girl, and I lost,” Alec said.
 
   “So now you’re turning tail and running away?  Or are you running home?  You sound a little out of the ordinary,” she said.
 
   “I told him the same thing,” Boris interjected.
 
   “I’m not running at all,” Alec answered.  “I’ll be back.”
 
   “You, Boris, watch my camp for me.  I’ll give you two silvers when we get back, three if he suits me,” Roslyn told the vagrant.  “Come with me,” she commanded Alec, and started to walk away.
 
   “Where are we going, my lady?” Alec asked politely as he hurried to catch up with Roslyn’s brisk pace.
 
   “I’m going to take you to an armory and see how well you handle yourself.  Are you up to the challenge, or do you want to quit now?” she asked over her shoulder as she continued to march.
 
   “We won’t need to spend much time there,” Alec assured her.  “You’ll be satisfied with me.”
 
   He desperately wanted to get the job.  While working on a trader’s caravan would entail constant work, it was work he could do, and the promise of a journey to the Dominion satisfied his needs.  John Mark had told him to have hope, and to come to the saint.  That required a trip to the Dominion if he was to find the hope John Mark promised.
 
   Alec followed blindly in Roslyn’s footsteps, thinking about what had happened to him.  His soul quaked at the thought that Hellmann had returned to earth somehow.  The imprisonment that Alec had created had only lasted a few decades, and then Hellmann had escaped it somehow, proof of failure on Alec’s part.
 
   And after escaping, Hellmann had ultimately ended up possessing Andi’s body; of all the people he could have chosen, he had picked her.  He had picked her because of the strength and powers she had acquired through her affiliation with Alec, and that horrible irony wrenched Alec’s heart.  It was the infusion of Alec’s own powers within Andi that made her such an attractive host body for Hellmann to possess.  And Hellmann claimed that Andi was pregnant with child, a child that had to be Alec’s own offspring, and that Hellmann claimed was destined to be his next host.
 
   It was evil wrapped in evil wrapped in evil, and all of it was Alec’s fault – he was sick with the thought of what his failures were leading to.  Hellmann was free because of Alec’s flawed imprisonment; Andi was targeted as a host because of Alec’s powers within her; and her child was targeted as the next host, because Alec had fathered it.  He felt his stomach tighten at the thought of Andi held captive, her spirit smothering within her own body as Hellmann controlled it and commanded her abilities, the abilities that had been his own.
 
   “Are you with me or on your own?” Roslyn said, as Alec walked past her, lost in his thoughts.  He stopped and looked around to see that she was standing in a doorway, and the sounds that emerged from the building left no doubt that there was active sword work going on within, as the sound of thwacking wooden practice blades drummed incessantly.
 
   “Have you got your head on to do this, or are you more interested in going to the tavern down the road and having a pot of ale?” Roslyn asked Alec.  “I’ve got a silver for you right here, right now, if you want to leave me and go enjoy yourself.”
 
   “No.  I’m not a drinker.  Whatever my faults are, that’s not one of them,” Alec told her.  “I’m going to Bondell, and if I can go with you and get paid for the trip, there’s nothing else I ask for.”
 
   “Let’s see, big talker,” she muttered, and banged the door open to enter, with Alec trailing behind her.
 
   She stood at the edge of the open practice room, watching various men practicing their sword work, as Alec stood beside her, awaiting direction.  As Roslyn was noticed, men started coming over to see her.  “Need a swordsman?  I’ll work for you,” one of them said, voicing the question that seemed to be on the minds of most of them.
 
   “This fellow claims he can be my next guard.  I’m here to see if he’s any good.  Anyone who can beat him can have a shot at working for me and will have a gold bonus to boot; I’ll be pulling out tomorrow,” Roslyn said shortly.  “Go put on pads and get a blade,” she told Alec.
 
   Five minutes later Alec was on the practice pad in front of Roslyn, facing off against his first opponent, who had seemed to have been acknowledged by the other competitors to be the best of those who were interested in working for Roslyn.  The man was right-handed, tall, and cocky, Alec observed, beginning with his blade in his own right hand.
 
   Alec let his opponent advance confidently, then confronted the man with a sudden flurry of strikes and thrusts that drove him backwards, off-balance and unable to protect himself as Alec flipped his sword to his left hand and delivered a quick coup-de-grace that knocked the man off his feet.
 
   “Let’s go,” Roslyn said as soon as the man was sitting on the mat. 
 
   Alec hastily stripped off his pads and placed them back on the wall peg, then jogged out the door, where Roslyn was waiting for him.
 
   “Tell me who you are,” Roslyn said frankly to Alec.  “You’re better than any swordsman I’ve ever seen, other than the ingenairii.”
 
   “My name is Alec, and I am your guard,” he replied.  “There’s no more to tell.”
 
   She looked at him out of the corner of her eye.  “It’s a long trip to Bondell.  There’re going to be a lot of lonely hours on the road, and lonely nights when you’ll think about trying to crawl into my blankets.
 
   “You’re never going to get there,” she stopped his protest, “but you’re going to want to be friendly, and so you’re going to want to talk to me sooner or later.”
 
   “I know whose blankets I want to share, my lady, and pretty as you are, yours are not the ones I’m trying to get to,” Alec said stiffly.
 
   “A bit of a diplomat, aren’t you?” Roslyn laughed.  “How do you come to be a beat-up, shoeless vagrant, when you’ve got both a sword and a silver tongue that should keep you out of any trouble?
 
   “Here,” she flipped, a pair of silver coins to Boris.  “You’ve given me a prospect, and you’ve earned your money.  Now don’t go drink it all away tonight.”
 
   Boris brightened at the sight of the coins, which he tucked away in a small inner pocket on his dirty vest.  “Thank you, great lady.  And thank you, time over time, Alec.  I hope we’ll meet again someday.”  He sauntered away at a brisk clip.
 
   “Here,” Roslyn flipped a pair of coins to Alec.  “It’s an advance on your salary.  Go get yourself a pair of boots, and anything else you think you need for this trip.  I’m ready to go; we can head out today if you’re ready.”
 
   Alec looked at the money in his hand, startled by the amount she offered and by the proposal for an immediate departure.
 
   “I’ll go do my shopping and be back as quickly as I can.  Which way to the nearest market place?” he asked, and slipped away to follow Roslyn’s directions.  It took him a half hour to reach the market, and another half hour to bargain for the boots he sought.  He had a generous handful of coins left, which he used to buy another bandolier of knives, a bow and arrow, and a leather bag that he filled with a few basic healing herbs, applying some to the bruises on his face as he walked back to the staging area where the caravan was waiting.
 
   By early afternoon he was back at the campsite.  “Thank you for your trust,” he told Roslyn.  “I’m ready to go.”
 
   They took down Roslyn’s tent, folded it, and stowed it on the back of a mule, then strung the lead rope through the halters of the animals, creating two parallel lines of nine animals each, few of which carried much merchandise.  A small cart on two wheels was pulled by the last animal in Roslyn’s line.
 
   “What exactly do you propose to trade in the Dominion?” Alec bluntly asked as he appraised the light weight of the empty bags on their animals.
 
   “We’ll pick up most of our cargo on the way, in the mountains.  It’ll be a little work in a couple of weeks, but the travel’s pretty easy until then,” Roslyn told him.  “There’s sunlight wasting, so let’s move out.”  She gave a tug on the lead rope, and began leading her string of mules through the field, heading towards the adjacent road that led straight north, out of the city of Michian, and towards the distant mountains that separated Michian from the Dominion.
 
   “You’ve been through here before, judging from your accent,” Roslyn commented again on his speech.  “How long’s it been since you took this road?  Do you remember anything, or am I going to have to teach you your job?”
 
   Alec thought about his early life as Jeswyne’s consort, when he’s led a group of Stone ingenairii to improve the trading path that had formerly wound through the mountains.
 
   “It’s been a long time,” he replied.  “I’m sure it will come back to me.”
 
   Roslyn nodded her head, and they walked on in silence.   Two hours later they exited the city walls and the less desirable extended sections of the city beyond the walls, before they finally entered a countryside that grew increasingly rural as they passed through.  Alec stopped once when he noticed that one of his mules had a hitch in its gait, then dislodged a stone from the animal’s hoof, speaking soothingly to the creature as he tended to it.
 
   “We’ll be in the flat lands for eight or nine days, maybe less since you seem to know what you’re doing,” Rosslyn said when they resumed travel.  “Then we’ll hit the mountains, and travel for another two weeks or more.  After that we’ll be in Bondell’s hinterland for another eight to ten days, and that’ll get us to South Harbor, since you haven’t asked about our schedule,” she told him.
 
   “We can do faster than that,” Alec said. “depending on how long it takes to load your cargo.”
 
   “In a hurry to get to somewhere?  If you fought for a girl here, and you love her so much,” Roslyn emphasized the word ‘love,’ “why are you in such a hurry to leave?”
 
   My lady, words would not do justice to my story, and you wouldn’t believe me if I could tell it,” Alec replied.  “What is your story?”
 
   “I am a simple merchant, making a living,” she replied.
 
   “Surely there is more than that,” Alec asked.
 
   “You know what you’re doing.  You took care of that mule’s stone quickly.  We may make the journey faster than I expect,” she said in response, and neither of them said any more for a while.
 
   As the sun started to set, they passed a caravan headed in the opposite direction, towards Michian, carrying wagons of barrels – healing water, Alec suspected – then reached a patch  of woods, next to a brook.
 
   “I’ll start making some vegetable soup,” Roslyn announced after they pulled off the road, next to the stream.  “If you think you can catch any game to add to it, I’ll take it.”
 
   Alec dropped his bandolier of knives and his sword.  With his bag of medicines and his bow and arrow, he began to walk along the verge of the forest, watching carefully for small game coming out to browse in the fading sunlight.  He shot two hares, then slung them over his shoulder and started walking back to the road, looking along the banks of the stream for items to add to his medicine bag.
 
   When he reached the camp he had his hands full of ferns and cress, which he laid atop his sword, next to his bag, as he began to skin the rabbits to add them to the pot of water that was gently boiling over a small, merry fire Roslyn had started.
 
   She finished her own task of cutting a number of vegetables, which she added to the water, then stooped next to him and looked at his collected plants.
 
   “What do you have in mind for these?” she asked, looking up at him.
 
   “They can be used for cures –dried, ground to powder, and mixed with a few other items, they could each be used to treat a number of things,” Alec replied.
 
   Roslyn picked up his bag and opened it without asking, holding it low next to the fire to see its contents.  “More medicinal plants, I see,” she said, looking up at him as he continued to dress the hares.  “My apologies.”
 
   “For what, my lady?” Alec asked, adding the meat to the stew.
 
   “I was sure there was a skin of wine or a flask of whisky in that bag, despite your protestations,” Roslyn answered.  “Instead, you use your extra coins to buy medical items, and you seem to know very well what you’re doing.”
 
   Alec stood up, then reached down and grabbed his sword, pulling it from the scabbard, and holding it menacingly toward Roslyn.
 
   “So soon, mysterious healer?” Roslyn asked, with a smile of her own that was mysteriously confident.
 
   “Here,” Alec gave the sword a twirl, so that it flipped, and he caught the end of the blade, and held the haft towards her.  “Take it,” he urged.
 
   The smile faded from her face, and Alec sensed a strange disappointment.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “I’m going to see what your sword skills are like.  Take the sword and I’ll get a stick from the forest,” he replied.  She took the handle, holding it inexpertly.  “If there are only going to be the two of us on this trip, we both better know how to handle a blade.  There’s no telling when we might both need to swing a sword.”
 
   He bounded into the woods.   Seconds later Roslyn heard a sharp crack, and then Alec emerged with a stout limb.
 
   “The proper way to hold a blade,” Alec began the lesson, standing behind her and positioning her hand and arm, and so they worked for the next half hour, until Roslyn left the practice to dish out the meal into two bowls.  They sat by the fire, eating with their fingers, as Alec continued to discuss the use of the weapon.
 
   “Enough!” Roslyn said at last.  “It’s late, and you’ve surprised me enough today.”
 
   “Very well, Roslyn,” Alec answered.  “You go make your bed and I’ll check the animals, then take the watch.  Since there’s just the one guard, I won’t set a rotation,” he said with a smile.  “Will we start early in the morning?”
 
   “As early as we can,” she agreed, standing as well, and walking towards her cart to get some blankets for herself.
 
   “Here,” she heaved a bundle towards Alec.  “Since you didn’t buy booze or blankets to keep you warm tonight, you can use these.”
 
   Alec smiled as he caught the bundle, which he dropped by the fire, then he went to inspect the mules, making sure that they were all secure, and giving them each a drink of water from the leather bucket Roslyn had provided.  He soothed them each with a few words, and when he finally got back to the dying fire, he discovered that Roslyn had managed to arrange her blankets in the middle of a briar patch he hadn’t noticed previously, on the edge of the campsite.  He sat by the fire, and watched the embers die, and thought about obstacles ahead.
 
   He had a long journey to Bondell, and from there he would have a trying journey across the desert to find the spring of John Mark, the hidden cave where he had first had a vision of the saint, and been healed from his injuries in Bondell.  He had to hope that the cave would be the place where John Mark would restore his powers; otherwise he would have to travel the length of the Dominion on a further journey to the cave in the Pale Mountains.
 
   The greater the distance he had to travel, and the more slowly he traveled, the longer it would be until he could prepare to face Hellmann again – the longer Andi would suffer domination by Hellmann and the more time Hellmann would have to prepare and practice his dark arts.
 
   The last embers of the fire fell into gray ash, and the last available light disappeared.  Alec sat and listened to the darkness around the camp, the occasional restless movement of the mules and the rustle of small animals running across the leaves on the ground.  Roslyn’s breathing was steady, and Alec was glad she had fallen asleep.  He couldn’t imagine many women who would take a complete stranger on the road in the way she had, and fall asleep so trustingly.  Of course, as thick as the briars were interlaced around her, neither he nor anyone else would be able to reach her quickly.
 
   Eventually Alec gave up the ghost of awareness, and rolled his blanket around him as he positioned himself against a tree, and fell soundly asleep.
 
   He awoke the next morning to the sound of Roslyn starting the fire again.  The sky showed considerable promise for the arrival of daylight, as her eyes flickered over to him.  “So how was guard duty last night?” she grunted as she raised up from her kneeling position. 
 
   “It was the best kind,” Alec answered, throwing his cover open, and stretching as he rose.
 
   “Boring?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Precisely!” Alec agreed.  “What are you so industrious over?” he asked as he stepped near the fire ring.
 
   “I thought I’d bake a couple of potatoes for us to eat as walking breakfast.  If you want to go tend to the animals, we can get an early start today and maybe put a fair number of miles behind us,” she answered.
 
   And that became their morning routine.  For the next several days they started their day with a minimum of conversation, as each knew what to do.  On rainy mornings there would be no fire, and breakfast would be carrots or other uncooked vegetables, or remains from the previous night’s meal, if there were any.
 
   Alec complemented Roslyn on the quality of her mules.  Their travel was the easiest he could recall with a group of pack animals.  Every night they seemed to stop in a spot with plentiful fodder for the mules, keeping them content.  Alec cared for them carefully, brushing a pair of them every night, keeping them healthy, watering them and talking to them so that the animals were peaceful; thanks to the contentment he bred into the animals, they accordingly traveled far each day.  Alec and Roslyn practiced swordsmanship, and Alec collected plants that struck his healing fancy, but nothing in the way of personal interaction occurred between the two guarded companions.
 
   They reached the rugged mountains, and began the steep ascent into the stony terrain.  There were other travelers along the road, but they encountered no problems.  As Alec’s wounds on his face healed he took on a more ominous, determined look that discouraged others from trying to interact with either of them.
 
   Neither he nor Roslyn revealed anything to the other over the course of their journey; most of Alec’s conversations were internal, one-sided diatribes in which he berated himself as he tried to find something he could have done in the past to prevent Hellmann’s reemergence and Andi’s captivity, or he plotted and planned potential scenarios that might lead to righting the dreadful situation that existed.  As the days went by, his thoughts continued to churn and spin, but still he found no good solution to the challenge of fighting Hellmann in Andi’s body.
 
   By the nineteenth day they were far into the mountains, past the last guard post on the Michian side of the unmarked boundary and approaching the first settlements that claimed loyalty to Bondell, when Roslyn called a halt late in the afternoon.
 
   “I’m going to go up there,” she pointed to the left, up a narrow canyon that intersected the valley their road was contained in.
 
   “My cargo will be up there.  Give me an hour head start, then bring the mules up along with you.  Take the cart only far enough so that it’s not visible from the road, and leave it there; we’ll pick it up on the way out,” the caravan leader directed.
 
   “Don’t you want me to bring the mules along now, and come directly with you?” Alec asked.
 
   “No,” Roslyn spoke more sharply than at any time since the first day.  “I need a few minutes of private time,” she explained.
 
   Alec dutifully waited on the sparsely-traveled road, watching a single string of wagons filled with water barrels pass by, then he began traveling up the canyon when he judged appropriate, and unhitched the cart behind a small tree, before taking the mules inward into the trackless interior of the mountains.  The canyon allowed travel along only a narrow trail between its steep walls; after ten minutes of following its direction with his string of mules, Alec came to a halt where the canyon dramatically widened out, when he spotted Roslyn standing in the middle of a small plantation spread across the width of the canyon floor.
 
   “Here is our cargo,” she said, gesturing to the bushes, trees, and plants that were lined in rows that crossed and followed the canyon, covering several acres.
 
   All the plants that visibly bore fruit were laden with ripe berries, nuts, and fruits that appeared ready to harvest.  Roslyn walked up to the mules, where she pulled a pair of spades off one of the animals.  “Let’s dig up the roots first, since they’re the most work,” she instructed as she handed one of the instruments to Alec.  She pointed towards rows of low plants against the south wall of the canyon, and Alec led the mules as directed.
 
   The two of them spent the rest of the day and all the following day working their way across the small farmstead, progressively filling the previously empty bags the mules had carried, loading them with items that appeared delectable, and in the prime of ripeness, even though Alec knew that they obeyed different calendars for ripening their fruits.  He thought long into the night as he lay without bothering to serve a guard watch, puzzling over the small mysteries that seemed to increase as the journey continued – the strange coincidental ripening of plants that shouldn’t mature together, Roslyn’s ability to provide fresh vegetables or fruit every day of the trip from the small wagon they pulled, a seemingly inexhaustible supply of food that appeared beyond the natural ability of the wagon to carry, the continual supply of fodder – they were pieces of a puzzle whose answer seemed obvious, but impossible, he realized.
 
   The next afternoon, as they stood beside one another, filling the last pannier on the last mule, Alec reached out and took Roslyn’s hand in his own, then swept his other hand up her arm suddenly, pushing her sleeve up to her elbow, looking for the ingenaire mark of a Plant ingenaire.
 
   She looked at him with raised eyebrows as he studied the smooth, unblemished skin on her forearm.  “I had concluded that you were never going to attempt to woo me,” she said.  “You’ve certainly caught me off-guard with the time and the manner in which you’ve chosen to begin to shower me with signs of your affection, odd as it is.”
 
   Alec stood facing her, still clasping her hand in his, when the gentle lilt of her phrases finally struck a chord in his memory.  “You’re an Old One!” he exclaimed.  “From Exbury!  You can make plants grow at command!”
 
   Her eyes widened in reciprocal shock.  “How have you heard of Exbury?” she cried.
 
   “I traveled through the Twenty Cities this spring on my way here from the Avonellene Empire,” Alec answered, then abruptly realized he had revealed more than he intended.
 
   “Why is an Old One here on the border between Michian and the Dominion?” he asked.
 
   “It’s a long story,” she answered, “and not worth retelling.”
 
   Her grip on his hand suddenly tightened, and her free hand swept his sleeve upward, revealing the marks on his arm, dull and faded.  She switched arms as he stood passively, and looked at the marks on his other arm.  “By all the temples, what an extraordinary story your arms tell; so much more than I ever imagined,” she said softly.  “My lord, what has happened to you?”
 
   “That too is a long story,” he replied.  “Are we going to spend the rest of the day here, or shall we return to the road?”
 
   “I suppose you’re really no different than you were a minute ago, are you?” Roslyn asked rhetorically.  “I just think of you in completely different terms.
 
   “Let’s start moving,” she said, “and perhaps we can talk on the road.”
 
   By sunset they had left the canyon and moved along the trading route, feeling the warmth of the heat that had baked into the stone walls around them, making them sweat as they labored with their new, heavy loads.  The pace was slower now, with the mules carrying full loads of trading goods, and Alec and Roslyn paying little attention to the aches in their muscles as they spoke to one another tentatively, trading a few cautious stories, until they reached a roadside spring, where they pulled their animals onto the dusty shoulder of the trail and ceased their travels for the evening.
 
   Roslyn prepared a vegetable stew while Alec tended to the mules, giving them each a drink of water from the spring.  He kept an eye on a small band of travelers that passed by as he worked at the campfire, then, as the group passed by, he went to tend the animals, where he then combed the mules and staked their leads in place for the night.
 
   “Are you coming back for dinner or are you going to woo the mules all night?” Roslyn called, then squawked suddenly in distress.
 
   Alec pulled his sword loose and abandoned the mules as he ran to see what had disrupted her comment.
 
   Five men with swords, the men he had seen earlier, surrounded her.  Two of them held her arms, as three of them advanced to confront Alec.
 
   Alec took a defensive stance and watched them approach, confident and negligent.  He darted at the robber on the left and sliced his arm badly, then turned to face the remaining two, aggressively engaging them until he stumbled on an unseen stone that rolled beneath his feet, unseen in the gloomy dusk of sunset.  As he fell he felt a blade cut his back, but he flicked the point of his sword at the legs of his opponents and pinked one, who cried out as he fell to the ground.
 
   Alec rolled over in pain, then rose to his knees to face the one armed robber who still faced him, when there was a cry from the two men who were holding Roslyn.  In the darkness Alec could see that the men had released Roslyn as they shouted in terror.  Multiple vines were climbing upon each of their legs, visibly wrapping tendrils around the men and starting to squeeze their torsos as they immobilized the bandits.
 
   There was a shout behind him, and Alec saw that similar vines were beginning to grab hold of the two wounded robbers who he had bested, as they lay on the ground injured.
 
   “Forgive us, lady and lord,” the one uncaptured, unwounded bandit begged.
 
   “Please set us free, and we will trouble you no more,” he asked, his feet rapidly changing locations to avoid being snagged by any new growths that wiggled on the ground all around him, seeking to grab hold of him.
 
   “Take your companions and go from us.  Do not return or ever trouble us again, or the plants will seek you out while you sleep, and creep into your mouth and your ears and your nose, so that you never wake up,” Roslyn said in an imperious voice.
 
   The plants ceased to grow upon the men, then began to loosen themselves, and the free bandit used his sword to cut his companions free.  Carrying their wounded comrades, the small band hurried away from the campsite.
 
   “Let me look at your back,” Roslyn told Alec, authoritatively pulling him over to the fire.
 
   “Oh stars!” she said, as she gently pulled the shirt from him and saw the ancient scars that still covered his back, remnants of his battles with demons in past ages.  “You never mentioned anything that did such damage to you,” she reprimanded him as she opened his bag of medicinal supplies.
 
   “Demons,” Alec said.  “I don’t even like to talk about them.  Do you know what to mix together to treat the wound?” he asked.
 
   She handed him his bag of supplies, which he pulled several items from and loosely mixed together.  “Here, put this on the wound,” he told her as he reached around.
 
   “So that’s why you didn’t really worry about a full complement of guards, and how you always went to sleep in the middle of a briar patch,” Alec murmured as Roslyn gently pressed the herbs onto his sticky flesh.
 
   “Yes.  The plants are generally pretty effective if I have any time to react.  Although your heroics were appreciated,” she added.  “They snuck up on me and grabbed hold of me before I knew they were there.”
 
   She finished treating his wound and pulled his shirt down, allowing the two of them to finish their duties and sit down to eat, then silently retire for the evening, Alec feeling his back throb from the wound.  Roslyn caused a thicket of thorny bushes to spring up around them both, and they slept soundly.
 
   They next day they got off to a relatively late start, for Alec’s back was stiff.  As they walked they began to talk in earnest, for the first time on the trip, telling one another more detailed stories of their past lives.  Roslyn admitted that she had made the long journey away from the Twenty Cities decades earlier, as a young woman, coming out of a failed romance, unable to accept living with a broken heart among the tight-knit community of Old Ones in Exbury.  In the years before war existed between the lacertii and Boundary Lake, or between the lacertii and Michian, she had been able to cross the boundaries between the peoples as she traveled.  A human traveler among the lacertii lands was possible in that time, and conversely, some lacertii had traveled into the human nations as well. 
 
   That was when she had perfected the practice of trading as a way to make her talent with plants a lucrative endeavor.  When she grew tired of the trading and when the exotic lands no longer seemed so appealing, she had longed to go home.  But by then the wars had broken out, and crossing the frontier had proved impossible, so she had continued to trade across the safety of the border between the dominion and Michian.              
 
   “But you will go back to Exbury someday?” Alec asked.
 
   “So I hope,” she agreed.  “But I think someday is a long way away,” she spoke with a distant note in her voice.
 
   Alec related his story from his time since leaving Ridgeclimb and trailing the Warrior ingenairii kidnappers; he judged that while the faded ingenairii marks gave him credibility for many things, they probably failed to give credibility to the story of his centuries of life beforehand.  He simply said he traveled east from the Dominion before the lacertii wars began, and settled on the fringe of the Avonellene Empire, a strange name unknown to Roslyn, as it was to virtually every other resident of the Twenty Cities.
 
   It sounded incredible, the repeated tale he told of his travels across the wilderness and cities between the two distant locations, but of it all, the part that fascinated Roslyn most was the story of Aja, the tree nymph, and her unknown home village of similar members of a unique race.
 
   The day came when the heavily laden mules began to pass down a long slope that led to an impressive stone structure across a river.  It was the bridge over the Ravinia River, a place familiar to Alec from his recent Traveler energy sojourns as well as his long ago memories of the battle he and his friends had fought against demons to stop the first Michian invasion of the Dominion.
 
   It marked a boundary, and it set Alec’s thoughts spinning again, speculating on overcoming Hellmann and setting Andi free. He lost himself in daydreams about a future life with a freed Andi and the baby she carried, a new family with a tighter and more unique bond that had ever been known before.
 
    “Do you go to South Harbor or to Bondell to sell your goods?” he asked Roslyn as they walked down the slope towards the river that afternoon.
 
   “I’ve sold at both cities,” she replied, then looked at him.  “Is there one you prefer?”
 
   “I will have to go to Bondell,” Alec told her.  “If you plan to sell at South Harbor, I will part ways with you there when you’ve finished your trades.”
 
   “I’ll go to Bondell, if you’ll travel with me,” Roslyn declared. 
 
   “And where will you go after Bondell?” she asked.
 
   “There is a hidden spring, a lake in a cave in a desert mountain.  It’s called John Mark’s Pool; it’s a sacred place where I hope my powers can be restored,” Alec told her.  “The mountain is out in the wilderness, a few days ride outside of the city.”
 
   “Would it help you to have a companion on the trip to this cave?  A companion whose mules could carry water bags?” Roslyn asked.  “I believe the things, the impossible, crazy, dangerous things, you’ve told me.  If you must make a journey to this cave, then I am willing to help you.”
 
   Alec considered the offer.  “That is generous, Roslyn.  Thank you,” he told her.  “But once I am healed, I will not be leaving the desert on foot; I’ll use my Traveler energies.  I couldn’t carry a mule out!” he grinned.  “And I don’t want to just abandon one there.”              
 
   “I could be your two-footed mule,” Roslyn replied.  “I’m not begging you, but I can use the plants to find and provide water in a desert, much more readily than you would ever find it.  The plants that live there know where the water is, and how to find it.”
 
   Alec gratefully agreed to her proposal.  Ten days later, they reached the city of Bondell.  While Roslyn spent a day in the market selling her goods, Alec visited some of the places he remembered.  He was not able to enter the prince’s palace, which he remembered had once been so careless in security, now tightly patrolled and occupied by the rulers appointed by Michian’s ingenairii and sorcerers.  The cathedral was empty, abandoned by the command of the new order, and Alec sadly sat and reflected outside the crumbling shell that had been Brother Chaer’s workshop.
 
   Roslyn sold her goods within a day to the buyers in the marketplace, who bought her plants for reselling throughout the Dominion.  She paid a stable to care for her mules for a week, then she and Alec left the city and began to walk towards the far-off mountain where Alec remembered miraculous occurrences at an ancient holy site.
 
   They traveled for four days, through rural villages that seemed unchanged from the days when Alec had traveled the same route.  On the fifth day they reached a reminder that marked the changed circumstances of the Dominion – an ancient monastery that had fallen into an abandoned ruin.  Alec remembered the psalms and prayers he had shared in the monastery, and shook his head at the change that turned the structure into a collection of cobweb strewn empty rooms.  He and Roslyn spent a silent night there, and filled their water bags at the forlorn well in the yard the next morning, then started to cross the last stretch of the journey, the true desert that isolated the mountain of John Mark’s Pool from the rest of Bondell.
 
   For two more days Alec led Roslyn across the empty landscape, in which the secluded peak rose on the horizon and grew larger as they trudged.  They emptied their skins of water the first day.  The second day they traveled more slowly, stopping in the shallow, empty water courses, where Roslyn used her powers to make plants swell with moisture, so that the two travelers could chew and suck on the leaves and stems to quench their thirst.
 
   When they reached the foot of the mountain at nightfall, Alec built a small fire, and they sat eating their travel food, as Roslyn asked Alec what would happen tomorrow.
 
   “I will climb up to the top of a small hill around the side of the mountain.  I will go inside, and I hope I will be back soon,” he told her.  “It feels like something I have to do on my own.  Please wait here for no more than a day or two, and if I don’t return by then, don’t wait for me,” he told her.  “I know you can take care of yourself if the situation demands, but I hope it won’t be necessary.”
 
   “You say you’ve been here before; how long did you stay last time?” Roslyn asked.
 
   Alec looked down at the ground, then looked at her face.  “Three months,” he answered.
 
   Her expression went blank, then she rolled her eyes and tossed a twig at his face.  “You didn’t think to tell me that before now?” she asked.
 
   “I didn’t,” Alec admitted.  “It didn’t occur to me.  I don’t think it will be like that this time though.  And if it is, don’t wait for me.
 
   “Would you like to take the first shift of the watch?” he asked.
 
   “A watch?  Out here in the middle of nowhere?” she asked, then saw the sly grin on his face.
 
   “I’ll wait for you as long as I want to, and then I’ll go back to my mules, and I may decide they’re better companions than you!” Roslyn told Alec with mock ferociousness, then wrapped herself in her blankets and lay down on the ground.
 
   Alec sat and stared at the fire for a while longer.  He didn’t sense that he was supposed to stay at the Pool for a long time; he had a feeling of urgency, a feeling that he needed to get on with his efforts to set Andi free after the weeks that her body had been occupied, while he had slowly traveled across the land, and the feeling told him he needed to defeat Hellmann again.  And to defeat him more permanently this time – somehow.
 
   When Alec awoke in the morning Roslyn was already gathering plants swollen with moisture.  He ate a few mouthfuls of breakfast, then said a somber goodbye and began hiking around the foot of the mountain, looking for the smaller, cone-shaped hill that he remembered entering before, memories that were vague in parts after centuries.  He recollected little of the approach to the underground pool, while the events that had taken place inside the cave remained vivid.
 
   The sun was not far above the horizon, and the day was not yet warm, when he saw the peak that he was confident was his destination.  He began climbing with determination straight up the steep, rocky side of the hill, grabbing at rocks and bushes to help him keep advancing, wishing that there was something like a game trail he could follow, but finding nothing of the kind as he ascended higher.
 
   After an hour he was at the top, and found the sinkhole at the center of the crown of the hill.  There was no storm this time, no flash flood that washed him inside and downward – only the red sunrise, the gentle breezes, and the silence of the empty space were with him as he climbed down to the cavern entrance and began to descend through the tortuous turns and drops of the cave.
 
   The air grew moister as he dropped further within the cavern, and then he dropped down a short distance in the dismal darkness, and sensed the openness of the space in front of him.  It was pitch black in all directions.  Alec knelt and felt around on the ground until his hand came upon a large pebble.  He flicked it out in front of him and listened with satisfaction to the plopping sound as the stone hit the surface of the water in the pool.
 
   Alec felt no sense of holiness in the dark space.  There was none of the awe-inspiring atmosphere, the pervasive presence that the cave in the Pale Mountains provided.  Yet he had experience in this cave to know that it was the place where he had been healed in the past.
 
   He decided to strike out through the darkness, and approach the far side of cave where he hoped something would happen.  The far side of the cave, as far as he knew, could only be reached by swimming across the water of the pool, the cold water, he thought with a shudder.  He pulled off his boots and his sword and his shirt in preparation for the swim.
 
   After just a moment’s hesitation, the thought became deed, and he dove into the water and began flailing in the chill for a moment before he asserted himself and began stroking briskly through the cold, cold depths that lay inside the hill.  He needed only a couple of minutes to progress far enough to reach his unseen goal, as he bashed his head against the dark wall on the far side of the pool.  Rubbing his head with one hand, he reached up with his other hand to feel for a handhold on the lip of the stony shelf that he knew existed there, the spot where he had been visited by the spirits of his father and Noranda and John Mark. 
 
   He slowly worked his way to his left, and then right, trying to find a place he could climb up and out of the water.  His legs grew tired from treading water as his search dragged on and on, and he moved along hundreds of yards of the stony face of the pool’s edge.  He at last came to a place where his fingers found a wide flat surface above him.   He held on to the rocks and rested for several minutes, letting his leaden legs regain some strength in the chilly water, while his body began to shiver.  At last he thrust himself upward and landed his torso on the top of the ledge, then wriggled and squirmed his way completely on top and stood up, out of the water for the first time since he had entered, and waited for his miraculous healing to occur.
 
   “I’m here John Mark, will you heal me?” he called out after several minutes of dark silence.
 
   “What would you have me do?” John Mark’s voice suddenly sounded on his right side.  Alec whirled in the pitch blackness to stare in that direction.
 
   “Please, restore my powers, as you called me here to do.  I need them to set Andi free, to battle Hellmann again,” Alec pleaded.
 
   “But your powers are restored – they have been restored since you dove into the pool,” John Mark replied.
 
   Alec stood in stunned silence, then called upon his Light energy to create a ball of light that illuminated the location where he stood.  He suddenly had sight of the water in the pool, which stretched off into the darkness, reflecting his light upward to the stony roof above.  The shelf he stood upon was a few yards wide, a few yards deep.  And John Mark stood beside him.
 
   “I’ve been healed all this time?  Why didn’t you tell me sooner?  There wasn’t any flash of light or sound or anything that announced it,” Alec protested.
 
   “God doesn’t usually advertise his good works, Alec,” John Mark replied.  “The world runs on millions of miracles everyday that take place without notice.”
 
   “But I didn’t know,” Alec said petulantly.  “I’ve been swimming in here for hours when I didn’t need to.”
 
   “Come, come Alec, you’re a grown man,” John Mark told him.  “Get over this, and prepare for your future.  You face a battle that will be beyond your ability to win alone Alec.  I am going to leave you now, and I will pray for you.  Know that you remain a man who gives joy to the Lord through your faith and your good deeds.  But remember Alec, when the battle is at its climax, you will not win this battle alone.”  Saying that, John Mark disappeared from his sight.
 
   Alec stood alone once again.  The water remained dark and still, and the cave remained silent and dark.  He had his powers back, ready to be used in the great battle that sat in his future.
 
   John Mark had told him that he could not win the battle against Hellmann one-on-one.
 
   It was a frightening prophecy.  He could not imagine any ally who was available to help him in a battle against Hellmann and the ingenairii.  
 
   But he had his powers restored, and that was good news.  He extinguished the glowing ball of light and used his Traveler energies to return to the small canyon where he had left Roslyn.
 
   “My word!” she spoke, jumping in startlement as Alec appeared out of thin air.  “You’re healed – your powers are restored, aren’t they?” she asked.
 
   “They are,” Alec agreed.
 
   “You don’t look overjoyed about it,” she told him, seeing the worried distraction on his face.
 
   “I have my powers, but I was told that I will not be able to win this battle alone,” he told her.  “And I don’t know who I can turn to as an ally against Hellmann.  The challenge is beyond any person’s ability, including my own.”
 
   Roslyn switched languages, returning to the language of her youth, the language spoken by the Twenty Cities and the Avonellene Empire.  “Couldn’t you use some of those mighty warriors who you fought with before, the ones you told me about in the eastern lands?”
 
   “The Ajacii?” Alec asked in the eastern tongue she used.  “I could!” he exclaimed.  “I could go tell them of the challenge, and ask some of them to come to this land with me!” he switched back to the western language of the Dominion.
 
   “It would take time to carry many people such a distance.  It would take days, but I could do it,” he said, his face brightening at the thought.  “Roslyn, you’re a treasure!”
 
   “Of course.  You’ve known that since you met me,” she demurely agreed with a twinkle in her eye.
 
   “Roslyn, how attached are you to your mules?” he asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” she looked at him with a perplexed expression.
 
   “If we were to leave right now to start the journey to Exbury, would you mind leaving them behind at the stable in Bondell?” he asked.
 
   “Going to Exbury?  From here? You would take me to Exbury? Now?” she was flustered by the concept.  “No, I’m sure they’ll find new homes when the stableyard decides I’m not coming back.
 
   “We could really go to Exbury, like the restorers go?” she sought confirmation.
 
   “Pick up everything you want to take with you,” Alec suggested.  “This will be such a long journey we’ll need to travel through four or five spots on the way to land and rest before we move on.”
 
   “How long will it take?” Roslyn asked, gathering up her materials and stuffing them in her bag.  “And are you going to wear anything besides wet pants?”
 
   Alec laughed as he realized he had left his clothes dry beside the pool.  “I’ll be back,” he promised, and transported himself inside the cave, gathered up his attire, then transported back to rejoin Roslyn.  He redressed, grinning at Roslyn as he hopped and pulled his boots on.
 
   “Well, this will take us less than an hour to travel to Exbury,” Alec told Roslyn, wrapping his arms around her in a hug as they prepared to depart.  “Say farewell to the Dominion.”
 
   He engaged his energy, and they were suddenly transported to the spring of healing water on the Giffey River, far up the river from Goldenfields.  “Gracious!” Roslyn exclaimed.  “Is that what it feels like on a restorer?” she asked.
 
   “Who are you?” a guard immediately challenged their presence.
 
   “Here we go again,” Alec murmured, and he trans-located them to the bridge at Riverside, where sunset was beginning to take place.  Shadows from the mountains blocked the sun’s rays from reaching them.
 
   “Where are we now?” Roslyn asked.  “And where was the last spot?”
 
   The place we just came from is in Goldenfields.  It’s the spring where the healing water issues forth,” he answered.  “And this,” he paused, “is in the Pale Mountains, between the Dominion and the lands of the lacertii.”
 
   “Are you like the restorers?  Do you have to be at a place to know it before you can fly to it like this?” she asked.  “Why would you have ever been in this god-forsaken spot?”
 
   “There was a town here once,” Alec replied, “a long time ago. I learned something about life here,” he told her, thinking about the horror of seeing death and war for the first time.  
 
   He tightened his hold on her, and they transported to a dim alleyway in Chanradala.  Alec could feel his powers beginning to strain from the multiple jumps they had taken, including his jumps into and out of the cave.  Making the journey from the Dominion all the way back to the Twenty Cities and even to his intended destination, Valer, far beyond the Twenty Cities, would be a full day’s use of his energy, he realized.  Depending on how many Ajacii he could carry back with him to Michian, he might have to spend several days ferrying Ajacii with him back to Michian.
 
   A lacerta passed the entrance to the alley and Alec felt Roslyn’s body stiffen.  The lacerta walked past without looking down the alley at them, and Roslyn relaxed.  “Where are we now?” she asked in a whisper.
 
   “This is Chanradala, the capital city of the lacertii nation.  The next jump will be a long one, as we cross the rest of the lacertii lands to go to Boundary Lake.  Then we’ll go to Moriadoc, the westernmost of the Twenty Cities.  And then, we’ll go to Exbury,” he told her.
 
   “We’re that close, really?  Just three more jumps to reach Exbury?  Oh stars!  Who will I go see first?  I can’t even imagine how to be reintroduced to the society?” Roslyn seemed to panic at the sudden approach of her destination.
 
   “I’ll introduce you to the Old Ones I know,” Alec tried to calm her.  Another lacerta walked past, but this time happened to look down the alley and saw the two humans standing there.
 
   At the sound of the lacerta’s scream, Alec engaged his powers and they translocated again, this time to the alley on the side of the Red Horse Inn, located on the great square in the center of Boundary Lake.  It was full night time in the city, but there appeared to be numerous lights that helped to illuminate the square, and Alec heard the sound of people and lively conversation within the building next to them.  He was pleased to know that the city held enough life  that people could laugh and socialize, and he hoped that conditions were secure and greatly improved since his departure.
 
   They stood silently, as Alec took a deep breath, then engaged his powers again, and translocated them to a dark, empty doorway on a lonely empty street in Moriadoc.  “Welcome back to the Twenty Cities,” Alec told Roslyn.  He felt worn out by the multiple jumps, the demand on his energies multiplied by carrying his passenger with him.  Using Traveler energy remained the least comfortable of the abilities he held, and he looked forward to making just one more jump for the day.
 
   He leaned back against the wall to rest, when he heard the latch on the door click, and then a dim light appeared as the door behind them opened.
 
   “You two get out of here.  This is a home, not a bawdy joint!” a heavyset, balding man shouted at the two people he mistook for furtive lovers.
 
   Alec paused, as he mentally adjusted to the different language again, the eastern language of the Twenty Cities and Avonellene.  Regardless of the translation though, he understood the unhappy connotation of the man’s tone and gestures.  He closed his eyes, and they made the last jump, leaving the man to goggle in astonishment at the emptiness that was all he suddenly had on his porch.
 
   They landed in Exbury, and Alec sagged against Roslyn as a result of the final jump.  She looked at his face, his eyes closed and his jaw clenched, and saw the stress he was in from the exertion; she continued to hold him in the hug that had been their traveling mode, except now she did it to support him.
 
   A sound distracted her, and she turned her head to take in their surroundings.  They were in a garden of a large home, clearly the home of a family in the Old One culture of Exbury.  Luxuriant flowers blossomed at every location she examined, while music and laughter and conversation emanated from the lit windows and doorways of the house before them.
 
   Alec’s eye’s opened, and he straightened up.  “Welcome home, Lady Roslyn.  You’re back in Exbury now, where I suspect you’ll never have to worry about tending to mules for the rest of your life, unless you decide that you really like mules,” he smiled at her.  “This is the home of the family Andi and I stayed with in Exbury.    The parents are named Lord Shaln and Lady Rooney and the children are Amane, Tarry and Casse.”
 
   “I knew Shaln and Rooney, I think,” Roslyn replied.  She attempted to steel herself for the shock that was about to be administered.  “Please lead the way.”
 
   She followed Alec to the door, where he opened it and walked boldly into the house, with Roslyn directly behind him.
 
   They had walked into a party, it was evident.  In every direction people filled the rooms they could see, and music wafted from an unseen band nearby.  Their entrance attracted little attention, so that they were able to stand together by the door for several seconds, undisturbed by anyone – hosts, guests, or staff.
 
   Alec searched the crowd, trying to find a familiar face, someone he could approach, when a sudden screech sounded from the next room over.  Alec felt a pleasant chill run up his spine, and then a warmth in his spirit.  His face broke into a grin, seconds before he heard Aja’s voice shout.   “Alec!  Alec is here!  I can feel him.”
 
   “Aja!” he called loudly in response, and he grabbed Roslyn’s hand to lead her with him as he forcefully entered the crowd and began to press forward, only to stop after a few yards and step abruptly backwards as a slender girl’s body hurtled itself against him.  Alec released his hand from Roslyn and wrapped his arms around Aja, then kissed her soundly on the lips and looked at her with a grin.
 
   “Aja!  I didn’t expect to see you!  How marvelous,” Alec spoke loudly, staring at the girl’s face as she rapturously stared back.
 
   “Alec, how could you not expect to see me here at my own engagement party?” she asked.  “Oh, it is so wonderful to see you here tonight!”
 
   Just then Amane came walking up to the pair of them, a strange expression on his face.  “Alec, Amane has asked me to marry him!” Aja said brightly.  “And I’ve said yes.”
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Alec told her, keeping her in a hug that pressed her tightly against him, both because of his fondness for her and because he suspected it irritated her fiancé.  “You will make him a happy man,” he told her.
 
   “And if he doesn’t make you a happy woman, I’ll come back to Exbury and cut his head off,” he added, then laughed.
 
   He released Aja from his embrace at last and reached towards Roslyn to bring her forward.  “This is my traveling companion, Lady Roslyn.  I want to reintroduce her to your parents, Amane,” Alec said.  “She is an Old One who left Exbury many years ago, and has now returned to her city.”
 
   At length a number of introductions were made, and the presence of numerous Old Ones in the house for the engagement celebration made the event an immediate re-introduction party for Roslyn as well, an extraordinary turn of events that redoubled the celebration for the evening.  Not too many hours later, exhausted as he was, Alec was glad to quietly slip upstairs and back to the room he had occupied during his previous stay at the home.
 
   He lay on the bed and thought of Andi.  She had been unhappy while at the house, because of his lost memories and distant relationship with her.  He wished he had been able to understand and share the unity of spirit with her during that time, instead of maintaining the distance that he had, crippled as he was by the brain injury he had suffered.  And now, conversely, she was unable to share with him, crippled even more grievously by the horrific possession of her body, while Hellmann used it as his vehicle to seek dominion over the world.  It had to be terrible for his beloved, he knew, and he longed to carry out the actions that would win the battle to set her free.
 
   But those actions would take time, if they were to be done right, and he knew that the challenge of fighting Hellmann was so great that he had to have the patience to do everything possible, and to do everything right, so that he would have whatever odds possible in his favor.  Andi would not have to worry about her body perishing while she lacked control of it, at least, he tried to comfort himself.  He thought of the time he had first utilized ingenaire powers, without any training or preparation, while healing Captain Lewis so long ago, and how his own spirit had sank under the energy.  He had been unable to control his own body, just as Andi could not control hers now.  But he had not faced a hostile entity occupying his body at that time, just as she had not faced the prospect of a body that might have perished from lack of nourishment.
 
   He sat up at the thought, sensing that there was something there, some idea he needed to focus on for Andi’s sake.  But even as he tried to find the logical thread, he felt a presence outside his door, and then a gentle knock.  “May I come in, my lord?” Aja called.
 
   Come in, my friend, he sent the silent message, and lay back on the mattress, the thoughts of Andi’s problem driven from his mind.
 
   You are troubled, she said as she lay down on the bed next to him.  Your heart is breaking for your beloved.  What is the problem?
 
   She has been possessed by an ancient enemy, one who is more powerful than me, and it pains me.  I am on my way to try to find allies to help me defeat Hellmann so that Andi can be free, he told her.  We found a problem I did not expect when we followed the ingenairii to the Dominion, and now I know the entire world faces a problem.
 
   That doesn’t seem possible; you are the strongest man I know, and now you are stronger than you were when we were together before.  I feel greater depth, and potential, and love within you.  Who could be stronger than you? Aja asked.
 
   Do not ask, my friend, you do not want to know, Alec said gently.
 
   Let us talk of happier things.  Tell me what has happened to you, he tried to change the course of the conversation.  I awoke in Boundary Lake…
 
   …and I was gone, Aja gently finished for him.  I wept when we left because I did not want to leave without telling you farewell.  But Amane and the hostage girls were all ready to go, and the guardians of the city had an escort ready to bring us back, so there was no waiting.  Plus I knew that no one would look after you more closely than Andi, despite everything that was between the two of you at the time.  When I was around her I felt your presence.
 
   I am glad that the two of you were able to know one another again.  I sense the wholeness in you in that regard as well, Aja told him.
 
   They continued to talk for several more minutes, as Aja told Alec about the uneventful journey and the love Amane professed for her.  He is unsteady, I know, Aja admitted to Alec, but with these powers your blood has given me, plus the daylight hours that your water gives me, as well as something he seems to find delightful within me, I think he will grow calmer and more mature; there is much good in him, and much potential for more.  If not, I’ll threaten to call you back to discipline him!
 
   “Go to sleep now, great one,” Aja said at last, rising from the bed and stepping away.  “Get your sleep and I’ll see you in the morning.  I’ll go down and sing to the crowd to entertain them,” and with that she opened the door and left the room.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25 – Alliances in the East
 
    
 
   Alec said farewells to everyone the next morning, including to Roslyn, who professed her delight to be back among her people, and thanked Alec with great sincerity.  He then followed Aja as she led him to the home where Kriste was staying in Exbury, before continuing her journey eastward.  The two former residents of Ridgeclimb held a warm reunion, then Alec took her with him as he translocated to Woven.
 
   Before he left, he assured Aja that he would be back and told her that he hoped to bring several Ajacii with him to travel back to the Dominion with him within a few days.
 
   “All those years in Ridgeclimb you had extraordinary powers, and nobody knew?” Kriste asked him as they prepared to depart.  There was the brief translocation, then they stood in the tower bedchamber where Alec had slain Trayma, the usurper.  The room was empty, but cleaned up and presentable, different from the prior time Alec had seen it, when it had been a shambles of death and destruction.
 
   In the hallway they were immediately confronted by guards, but Alec demanded to be led to the Lady Salem, and through the ostentatious use of multiple powers he was able to force the guards to show him to a small sitting room, where Salem was eating breakfast with General Filpon and Major Bray.  His appearance astonished them, but during a casual conversation he explained his mission and the hospitality he would possibly need later to house a group of Ajacii during their travels.
 
   Afterwards, Alec and Kriste walked through the city streets of Woven to the shop where Alfred, Jasel, Hope, Stracha and Bauer lived, for another emotional reunion.  As Alec watched Jasel and Kriste cry over each other, he thought about the strength of the relationship the brother and sister had, and then he thought about the relationships that had grown among the people who had made the long journey through the mountains together during the winter.  They had all found the need to rely upon and unite with each other, and the power of those bonds had remained in place even after they had settled into place in Woven.
 
   Your heart is glad, but there is a very dark cloud beneath it, Hope interrupted his warm thoughts.  What troubles the Great Leader of the world?
 
   Hellmann is free of his bonds, Alec told her and Bauer as well.  His spirit has escaped the prison I created, and now possesses Andi’s body, waiting for a new body to arrive that he will be able to control completely.
 
   What are your plans?  How can we help you? Bauer asked in horror.  He must be stopped.
 
   I am going to Valer, to ask the Ajacii to lend me warriors who will help me, Alec said.
 
   Would even a squad of Ajacii be able to defeat Hellmann? Bauer questioned.
 
   No, Alec replied, as the others in the group continued to laugh and speak to one another, unaware of the dark thoughts being exchanged nearby.  But Hellmann has a group of ingenairii and sorcerers he controls, and the Ajacii will even the battlefield by fighting those others.  Somehow I must find a way to battle Hellmann and defeat him, without harming Andi within the same body.  If the Ajacii will battle the others, perhaps I will find the opportunity to defeat Hellmann, his thoughts trailed off.
 
   The Ajacii will help, my friend, Bauer comforted him softly.
 
   If the grandasteur can help you, or if I can help you, please take us with you, friend Alec, Hope also offered comforting words.
 
   We should not worry over this now, while the others are so happy.  Let us join them in this celebration while we can.   I have to leave soon, to continue my journey, Alec told the others.
 
   They spoke with their other companions, until Alec stood up.  “Jasel, Kriste, will you stay here, or will you return to Ridgeclimb?”
 
   Jasel looked at Stracha, and the two exchanged a long glance.  “I will stay here,” he said firmly.  “Kriste, you can stay with us as well, if you like.”
 
   “Alec, can I go home?” she asked.
 
   “I can take you to your home at Ridgeclimb.  We can be there in half an hour,” he replied.
 
   “I want to go home.  I want to see mother and pa.  This seems like a wonderful place, and maybe I can come back soon; everyone seems friendly,” Kriste said.  “But all throughout the trip when the kidnappers held me, all I thought about was coming home and hugging my parents and never letting go.”
 
   Alec gave her a warm smile.  “I think that’s the right decision,” he replied.  There was a round of farewells, then Alec and Kriste departed.
 
   With his first jump through space, he took them to a secluded spot in the mountains, just below a thick patch of evergreen fir trees.  He could sense a remnant of the carnivorous pond that remained on the other side of the trees, but its powers were greatly diminished.  Then with another jump, they were back in the yard of his own Ridgeclimb clinic.  He was taken to Grile and Mirren to greet them, then he escorted Kriste, walking with her through the settlement that poured out numerous joyful greetings, and down the trail into the valley, where she had a heartwarming reunion with her parents.
 
   “Oh bless the stars!” her mother said every two minutes, before hugging the girl tearfully again and again.
 
   There followed a long explanation about Jasel being alive and happy in the Twenty Cities, with a pretty girl he doted on.
 
   Alec left the family and walked back to Ridgeclimb to sit with Grile and Mirren to talk about the state of the clinic and its successful recovery from the attack by the kidnappers during the winter.  With matters settled over the future of the clinic – much to the dismay and protest of the two leaders there, Alec announced it was unlikely he would ever return to operate the facility again – he bid his followers goodbye, and made his final jump through space for the day, arriving on the outskirts of Valer in the mid-afternoon.
 
   “You provided the Select of Valer to assist my efforts in the city of Valeriane,” Alec told the council of the leaders of the Ajacii.  He had asked for a meeting with them immediately telling them the situation was dire.
 
   “That was a great gesture, and a useful one, that I thank you for.  But now I come with a greater need for assistance, and only the Ajacii can help me to protect all of the races of mankind from the return of Hellmann.   I am here to ask for your help and support again,” he told the astonished trio of leaders who oversaw the community of the Ajacii.
 
   He related to them much of the story of his long journey as the afternoon passed, and finished with his request for a squad of Ajacii warriors.  “The opponents we will face will include not only Hellmann, but a number of Warrior ingenairii, who are much the same as Ajacii, and probably demons, called forth by the sorcerers and sorceresses.”
 
   “How many do you need, friend Alec?” one of the councilors asked.  “All the village would volunteer to participate in such a crusade, especially against Hellmann, and especially for you.”
 
   “The problem we will face is that the journey is a very long one.  Even if I travel with my unique powers, I will be able to carry no more than two or three each day, and need a day to return,” Alec explained.
 
   “So in two weeks time you could convey twenty of us?” another councilor asked.  “Are you able to spend two weeks on this preparation?  I know that we can find more than twice that number who will serve you well and be willing to embark on the crusade you offer.”
 
   Alec looked at her gratefully.  “I think that for so many great Ajacii, I would be well-served to spend two weeks in transporting your warriors to Michian.  We will deliver such a battle as they have never seen!” he said with enthusiasm.
 
   Alec spent the night in the village, eating dinner with many residents and discussing the proposed campaign repeatedly as excitement swept the community at the prospect of participating in the fight against the ingenairii who were described as “almost as good as Ajacii.”
 
   The next morning Alec picked up the first two appointed members of his elite squad, a man and a woman.  They were delighted to be delayed when Alec told them to bring more weapons with them, and they went to their respective armories to add spears, knives, and bows to the Ajacii armament they carried when Alec embraced them and the journey to Michian began.
 
   Their fourth stop was in Exbury, just a couple of disconcerting hours later for the two Ajacii, where Alec took time to rest, and to wrench Roslyn away from her homecoming.
 
   “I realized I need someone who can set up and run housing for these Ajacii in Michian for a couple of weeks while I carry all our forces into the city,” he told her.  “And I need someone who can speak the language of Avonellene and the Twenty Cities, for the Ajacii will not be able to communicate with anyone in Michian,” he pointed out.  “There’s no one better suited and aware of the need for this,” Alec pleaded with Roslyn.
 
   “I’ve only been back for two days, and now you ask me to leave again?” she asked with an arched eyebrow that Alec happily recognized was a positive indication of her inclination to assist.  She was about to disclaim on the unfairness of the proposal, and then accept; he had learned and appreciated her humor and personality during their long trip through the mountains together.
 
   Alec introduced Roslyn to Tred and Malia, the two Ajacii he was transporting that day; the two were expected to be the captains of the Ajacii contingent that would fight with Alec.  They were a pair of steady, reliable, and battle worthy warriors. 
 
   The strain of transporting three other people over a long distance, for repeated jumps, tested Alec as they left Exbury and went to Moriadoc, then Boundary Lake, then Chanradala, where they rested in the alley for several moments, even after being spotted by lacertii in the street.  The next jump was directly from Chanradala to Michian, to the alley where he had met Boris, the vagrant who had introduced him to Roslyn.  It was a long jump, one that nearly left Alec unconscious with fatigue from moving so many passengers, but happily it was the final jump, better than the alternative of making the five or more jumps he would have ordinarily made going around through familiar sites in the Dominion.
 
   Roslyn led the group, with Tred supporting Alec, to a nearby inn where they rented two rooms for that night.  Alec laid in bed and rested, as Roslyn took her companions to the public room, translated for them, and introduced them to the spicy cuisine of Michian, laughing at them and with them as they sampled several dishes, washed down with copious amounts of ale.
 
   The next day Alec traveled alone on his way back to Valer, while Roslyn and the two Ajacii went in search of an apartment they could rent to house all the Ajacii who were due to arrive.  In his stop in Chanradala, Alec paused.  He made himself invisible, then erected a stone wall that was large enough to hide that city’s landing spot from the view of the street.  Satisfied, he resumed his journey to the east, and spent the night in Valer with the Ajacii.
 
   For the next twelve days, Alec travelled back and forth carrying two, or sometimes three, Ajacii with him.  At the end of the fortnight, Roslyn was house-mother to seventeen Ajacii plus Alec.  Following the final journey, Alec rested for two days, recovering from the heavy strain of constant use of his powers, and during that time he and the Ajacii discussed and planned for the assault they were about to launch on Hellmann’s’ fortress.  On the third day following the completion of their assembly in Michian, Alec led the attack.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26 – Ajacii versus Ingenairii
 
    
 
   When morning dawned, Alec led a parade of Ajacii to the front of the fortress at Poklonna Heights.  They traveled in spaced-out pairs, so as not to draw attention to themselves, and Alec, Tred and Malia carried the bulk of the weapons within Alec’s invisible bubble, so that the rest of the group appeared ordinary in their armament as they walked through the city and casually congregated outside the castle gates.
 
   Their mission was simple: they were to engage and fight everyone they found inside the fortress.  Alec gave them special directions to be on the lookout for the sorcerers and sorceresses who wore black robes, and to make those their prime targets.  In the event a demon was unleashed, Alec advised the Ajacii to run and battle elsewhere; they had nothing to defend within the fortress, beyond each other, and therefore no reason to battle the monsters they might face.
 
   He would be focused on hunting for Hellmann.  He warned them all of the attractive blond Warrior who had so many powers; Andi’s body possessed by Hellmann was something none of them could defeat he warned, even fighting in teams.  He would tackle that battle, alone, for he could imagine no way anyone else could help.  Even though John Mark had told him he could not win alone, he still had not visualized any means by which the Ajacii would be able to help him defeat Hellmann.
 
   It was going to be an unusual battle, one in which Hellmann would have the advantage over him in many respects.  Of paramount importance was that Alec sought to do no great damage to Andi’s body; that was in part why he rejected involving the Ajacii in his struggle with Hellmann, because they could only seek to harm the physical entity.
 
   Hellmann, in contrast, could assail Alec physically, spiritually, or any other way.  Alec hoped to find a way to immobilize Hellmann; once that was accomplished, he would then fight the Spiritual battle to try to dislocate the ancient menace from Andi’s body.
 
   “Come get your weapons,” Alec called out, speaking loudly in the Avonellene language that was unknown to the guards who stood at the gate and atop the walls of the fortress.  When all the Ajacii were armed, Alec transported himself, Tred, and Malia to the inside of the gate.  The Ajacii immediately slew the unprepared guards at the fortress gate and opened the way for the rest of their companions to come dashing inside, while Alec translocated himself back up into the tower that overlooked the gate and the courtyard, the place he had visited so many times before.  He began firing arrows at every target that moved, hoping to find where the sorcerers might be clustered together by watching the flow of defenders within the fortress.
 
   He did not intend to move immediately down into the below-ground chamber where he had found Andi’s body the first time.  He did not want to risk the chance that the Spiritual ingenairii might be gathered there again in another ambush that would deprive him of his powers.   Nor did he expect that Hellmann would keep Andi’s body there any longer.  Hellmann was likely to be moving about commanding and directing his forces.
 
   From up in the tower Alec had some faint hope that while watching others he might spot Hellmann approach the battle.  So forewarned of Hellmann’s approach, Alec believed he could find a way to ambush the monster and then worry over prying the evil spirit out of Andi’s body.   He preferred fighting Hellmann out in the open as opposed to a dark or enclosed arena.
 
   Alec spotted a sorcerer scuttling from one building, through an open-air passageway to another. He moved himself down to the battlefield around the gate, where the Ajacii were taking on mortal guards as well as Warrior ingenairii who were coming to protect their fortress from the unexpected attack.  The ingenairii were confused and upset by the combat abilities of their opponents, unknown fighters who battled them evenly without having any discernable Warrior marks.
 
   “Malia!” Alec called one of the squad leaders.  “We’re going to go attack sorcerers,” he told her and another Ajax who came in response to his shout.   With the woman and man gathered in his arms, Alec took them on the short jump to the doorway the sorcerer had fled through, and the three burst into the room with knives and swords.
 
   A rainstorm of arrows came flying at them, and Alec hastily threw up a shield of air as Malia fell to the ground with two arrows in her shoulder.   Alec glanced at the roomful of sorcerers, at least a half dozen, mixed with many others, presumably mortal guards.
 
   He channeled his light energy into the searing beam that burnt everything it touched, then knelt and swept it just above the floor around the width of the room, burning the feet of most of the others, and knocked three quarters of his targets to the ground.  “Go get them!” he barked at the unharmed Tred, then pulled the arrows from Malia, wincing as he felt the flesh tear, but applying Healing energy even as he tossed the arrows away.
 
   Both Malia and he stood, and he redirected his energy to his Warrior abilities.  The two joined Tred in battle before he could be overwhelmed, and they slaughtered all those who could not hobble away down a narrow, dark hallway in the back of the room.
 
   “Stop!” Alec commanded before Tred could follow the escapees into the unknown.  “That could be a trap in there,” he explained.  “We’ll find plenty of other hunting in healthier-looking places,” he added, satisfied with the carnage they had inflicted on the sorcerers.  They walked out the door they had arrived through, then started working their way towards the front of the fortress, fighting sporadically, but finding no great opposition until they returned to where the other Ajacii were pinned down by a heavy force of Warrior ingenairii and guards.
 
   Five Ajacii were lying dead in the center of the yard, while others were trapped, pinned down by a non-stop stream of arrows being fired from two locations.  At least three ingenairii in each location had to be responsible for such lethal force, Alec judged; he stood against the wall directly beneath one of the nests, and used his Stone energy to make the floor beneath the archers collapse outward, dropping them thirty feet downward to land on the floor of the yard, their bodies already dead – pierced by Ajacii arrows that were shot as the ingenairii fell.
 
   Alec crossed the yard towards the other wall that held a window full of ingenairii archers, and the arrows ceased to fly as the archers abandoned their post to flee in advance of the action they had seen Alec take against their companions.  Alec closed the window with solid stone, stretching the structure of the surrounding wall to eliminate the shooting blind.  “Tred, take your squad that way, and Malia you take yours that way,” Alec directed his commanders to gather their forces and begin to sweep around the interior perimeter of the fortress.
 
   He plunged directly forward, into the central building of the fortress complex, as his allies went around either side.  There had been no sign of Hellmann yet.  They had been at the fortress for nearly an hour, and Hellmann had not appeared yet, nor had any demon been summoned so far.
 
   Alec could not understand why Hellmann would remain absent from the combat, unless he was not physically present at the fortress at all.  Was it possible the demigod had gone elsewhere, perhaps to lead the war campaign at the lacertii front?
 
   He felt the stirring of a nauseous pain in the back of his head, and his stomach started to churn.
 
   There was a demon being summoned somewhere.  Alec charged through a doorway in front of him and into an open courtyard, where a small crowd of people were gathered – a few sorceresses, but mostly people not wearing black, perhaps Spiritual ingenairii, he guessed.  If so, they posed an immediate threat to him, and he responded by exercising his Light energy again, then mercilessly began to sweep the burning line at waist height across the court yard killing, injuring, and frightening over a score of victims immediately.
 
   There could be no mercy, he told himself as he listened to the screams of the victims.  He began tossing knives from his bandoliers at those who appeared ready to fight him or flee, then walked among the dead, retrieving his blades as he felt the pain of a demon materializing somewhere nearby.   He stopped and bent at the waist, his hands on his knees, as he vomited in the instinctive reaction his body always responded with at the arrival of a demon.
 
   A sharp, painful stroke across the back of his neck nearly drove him into the ground.  Alec pulled himself to the side, activating his Warrior energies again as he hit the ground, rolled to his feet and pulled his sword.
 
   Andi stood before him, with an unpleasant grin on her face.  It was the arrival of Hellmann, entering the fray at last.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27 – Hellmann and Andi and Alec
 
    
 
   Alec stood and held his sword defensively, suddenly feeling the beginnings of weariness that was setting in from his use of multiple energies throughout the battle.
 
   “Fight him, Andi.  Fight him!” Alec suddenly urged.  He didn’t know why he felt compelled to say it, but he knew his heart wanted to speak to Andi, to acknowledge her existence and energetic spirit.   Fight him, Andi, and I’ll fight him for you.
 
   “Even if she hears you, it will not matter.  Resistance is futile,” the deep voice that issued from Andi’s mouth was clearly Hellmann’s.  “She has not gone down completely easily.  She has almost resisted a time or two.  I can understand why you wanted to keep her as a pet,” Hellmann commented.
 
   “She’s not a pet.  She’s a person, an individual, and one who has not rejected reality to try to live up to an oversized ego, like you have for millennia.  What was it like, spending ten thousand years imprisoned, living on nothing but the lies you told yourself about how you failed to win your battles?” Alec tried to taunt Hellmann, waiting to see what would happen.   He still had no precise plan, even now in the midst of the combat, and would have to react instead of initiate, especially with his energies beginning to dwindle.
 
   “You had a chance once, didn’t you?   You had two chances, to be precise, and failed them both, I believe?” Alec added more fuel to the fire of Hellmann’s resentment and anger.  “You can hardly be a god when you consistently lose battles with mortals, can you?”
 
   Enraged, his opponent blindly lashed out, growing in size at the same time she stabbed at Alec with a sword, moving the blade faster than any other ingenaire or Ajax in the battle around them could have.  Alec felt a slight nick in his ribs as he evaded the stab, and returned with a counterattack that came close but missed Andi’s left shoulder.
 
   Hellmann had magnified the body to twice its real height, now towering over Alec, and Alec idly wondered for a second what Hellmann did to achieve the stunning growth.  A ring of hot fire suddenly erupted around Alec, encircling him in intense heat that made his hair start to curl.  Alec instantly separated out his powers, and used his Air energy to blow the heat away from him, and towards Hellmann, then he propelled himself upward on a jet of Air as Hellmann closed Andi’s eyes momentarily in response to the heat.  Alec hovered directly above his opponent.
 
   Hellmann looked around, and extinguished the fire, without looking up.  “Come back, coward!” the monster screamed, and Alec released his Air energy.  He engaged his Spirit energy fully as he fell upon Hellmann, dropping like a spider on an unsuspecting fly.  Alec wrapped his arms around Andi’s expanded neck, trying to cut off the flow of blood and cause the body to fall unconscious, as he used his Spirit energy to try to drill past Hellmann’s psyche to reach Andi herself.  I’m here fighting for you, my love, he projected his thoughts inward, hoping that he could reach her.  We can win this! He added, just before the beefy arms managed to pry him loose and fling him to the ground.
 
   Alec felt stunned by the hard impact he suffered when he hit the courtyard floor, but managed to roll quickly to the side, as Hellmann stood panting for breath.  Alec knew he needed to stay on the offensive, and threw himself in a hard tackle at the sturdy legs before him, and as he did,  he realized again how limited his options were.  He had to try to find a way to disable the body without destroying it, and hopefully without inflicting pain or harm on Andi.
 
   His tackle knocked the giant backwards, but not to the ground, and a massive fist connected with his jaw throwing him five yards away.
 
   A sudden arrow flew through the air and struck Andi, sticking in the giant’s right shoulder, and drawing a bellow.  Alec looked up and saw Tred and a pair of Ajacii entering the courtyard from the right, and he saw Hellmann pull the arrow out of her flesh as though it were merely a bug’s stinger, then point her finger at the trio.
 
   Without knowing what Hellmann was about to do, Alec instinctively threw up a disk of solid Air in front of the men to protect them as  a swarm of sharpened metal darts shot forth from Hellmann, only to strike the air and fall to the ground.
 
   “Go back!” Alec shouted.  “You can’t help here!”  He jumped up, dropped his Air energy, then adopted his Warrior energy again and moved quickly as Hellmann turned back towards him.  But before Alec could prepare to protect himself, Hellmann twisted rapidly, turning back to the Ajacii and shooting another round of his deadly darts at them, crumpling them all into bloody piles on the stones of the courtyard floor.
 
   Alec felt a moan of regret escape his mouth, and he charged towards Hellmann in true anger and frustration, forgetting that he sought to do no harm to the body he faced.  He leapt at the giant and again closed his hands around the wide neck, seeing the monster grin at him with a murderous confidence.
 
   Hellmann closed her arms around Alec, not seeking to pull him away, but instead trying to crush him.  Alec kicked and kneed and choked harder, but without success, as he felt the tension in his spine starting to surpass his limits to withstand.  Alec invoked his Traveler power and translocated himself to the roof of the building next to the courtyard, then crouched down as he relied on his Healer power to fix the injuries he had suffered.
 
   Alec felt a momentary sense of exultation from somewhere; Alec! he felt Andi’s true voice ring out, and he knew that his beloved was still fighting Hellmann from within, and had managed to emerge from under Hellmann’s smothering power.
 
   I feel you! he responded with glee, overjoyed by Andi’s momentary success, then yelped in surprise as the building beneath him collapsed, and Hellmann caused a deluge of thousands of gallons of water to trap him in a rapidly filling pool within the building.  Alec used his Traveler energies to propel himself to the courtyard, next to the bodies of the dead Ajacii.  He picked up a bow and arrow from one of the men and began firing a rapid series of arrows at Andi’s legs, then propelled himself high into the air with his Air energies, before causing the stones of the courtyard to melt and grab the ankles of Hellmann.
 
   The sunlight above suddenly began to make the flesh on his back sizzle and burn, causing Alec to drop his Stone attack on Hellmann, and form a disk of dense, cloudy air over him, shading him from Hellmann’s attack, while he dropped to the ground and healed himself; his energies were dwindling rapidly as the engagement stretched out.  Alec felt a sudden sense of panic, as he realized how badly the battle was going.  He had not figured out any means of defeating Hellmann in Andi’s body, and he was suffering badly in the current battle.  He could not retreat from the battle either, for that would leave the Ajacii in the fortress defenseless against slaughter by Hellmann.
 
   Just as he contemplated the lack of alternatives available,   Hellmann charged at Alec with her sword drawn, and swung wildly at him.  Alec drew his own sword again, in time to block the blow, but he was driven to his knees by the raw physical strength of the enlarged giant. The sword raised over him to strike again, and Alec raised his blade defensively, when Andi’s foot struck as fast as a coiled snake and landed painfully in his undefended face, snapping his neck backwards, just before the sword stabbed downward.
 
   The sharp blade sliced through Alec’s stomach piercing his internal organs as it drove savagely through him.
 
   Alec weakly grasped his hands around the hand that held the hilt of the sword, then looked up at Andi’s face above him, twisted by the hatred that Hellmann held.  “Heal yourself of that!” Hellmann snarled.
 
   Oh Alec, I’ve tried to fight him for you, Andi cried momentarily, as Hellmann’s attention to keeping her imprisoned slipped while he gloated.
 
   Alec realized that his body was mortally wounded.  He reached desperately for the last shred of ingenaire energy he could grasp, as he felt life ebbing away, and he engaged his Traveler energy to journey away from the courtyard, away from Michian, away from the world even.  With a last desperate heave, Alec translocated his body into the axis mundi of the energy realm.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28 – The Great Victory
 
    
 
   Alec lay on the floor of the axis mundi, feeling the blood seep out of him as the energy of the realm crept in.  He felt the availability of the nearby Healing power, and he let his spirit call the energy to him, willing the energy to seep away from the chamber it was contained in, trickling towards him like a tiny rivulet of spilt milk running across a kitchen floor.  He felt the steady stream of the power reach him, and he grasped it, bathing his internal wounds with the power, then healing the muscles and skin and the other damaged parts of his body.  He slowly rebuilt himself to health, then released his call upon it, and let the power return to its natural boundary.
 
   He had to go back, he knew.  Andi needed him, the Ajacii needed him, the whole world needed him to battle and beat Hellmann.
 
   But he had just proven that it was a battle he could not win.  John Mark had been right – he could not win the battle alone.  Nor could he win it with the Ajacii as allies against Hellmann.  There was no one else he could turn to in the battle against Hellmann except Andi.
 
   Which is what he could do, he realized with a start.  It was the plain answer, the obvious answer to the problem.  He could turn to Andi and fight with her – his soul and her soul together, not a physical battle, not at first, but a battle of spirits, fighting for control of the body Hellmann had usurped.  Alec and Andi were a unique pair of spirits, a unitary being of two spirits, forged into a single, shared awareness by their extraordinary experience in Woven.
 
   As a single, unified spirit they could fight Hellmann as more than an equal – they could seize control of the body.
 
   But what would they do with the defeated spirit of Hellmann once they won the physical battle?  Alec could not imagine forever trying to remain vigilant as the jailer of a hostile spirit trapped within one’s own body, fighting against possession through eternity.  Hellmann had been unable to keep Andi under control while he tried to fight Alec: how could Alec and Andi keep Hellmann permanently bottled up within themselves?
 
   There was a place, a way to banish Hellmann, Alec realized, a desperate means that would carry risks and pain, but that promised the only possible permanent solution to the problem.
 
   He was sitting up, but then he lay back down on his back.  He knew what he was about to do.  He prepared an explanation of his plan, at least the initial part, an explanation that could be distilled into a brief flash of thought, one that he could share with Andi the moment they reunited, so that she instantly understood his intention and could engage in the same battle as he, to carry out the same gambit.
 
   Then he closed his eyes, and he flung his spirit from his body, as he had done when he fought the demon in the energy realm centuries before.  His body resided peacefully as he looked back at it for a moment, then he moved away, and into the Spirit energy realm.  He sped through the Spirit realm, and went to the portal, the portal that led back to their own physical world.  He could see the flows of energy that were trailing away, being used by the ingenairii of the world, and he recognized the darkest of the dark ones, the one that was Hellmann’s use of the energy, which the monster tapped into as his weapon for keeping Andi trapped below his own Spirit.
 
   Alec went to the space between the worlds, the gray emptiness, then he inserted himself into Hellmann’s stream of Spirit energy, and was drawn into the giant entity.  As soon as he was within the tangled psychic entity, he broke free, feeling the wrenching discomfort and confusion he created in Hellmann’s awareness, and darted towards the bright globe he saw below him, the spiritual entity that was the core of Andi.
 
   His spirit united with hers in an explosive union, and he released the knowledge and concept he had prepared, receiving her instant understanding and agreement to comply.  Their two energies became one, and the single entity battered against the unprepared spirit of Hellmann above and around them, grappling for dominance and freedom.
 
   Hellmann was in the midst of an attack on the Ajacii, Alec/Andi realized, and they battled to seize control of their common body, sending Hellmann’s attack off-course, sending the giant body blundering backwards away from the cowering survivors of the Ajacii contingent, shrinking Andi’s body back to normal size as Hellmann focused all of his attention only upon the battle taking place within his possessed body.
 
   Alec/Andi battered at Hellmann, challenging his power, and showing the greater power the two of them exercised, as they both called upon the Spirit power together and combined their energy, male and female, both great, but even greater still as they complemented and sustained each other.
 
   Hellmann fought back, trying to both overwhelm them and flee from them.  The Andi portion of their consciousness grabbed hold of Hellmann and flailed at him, knocking him about as he began to panic.  Alec engaged his Traveler energy, and took their single body to the one place where he prayed he could permanently banish Hellmann from the world.
 
   They arrived in John Mark’s cave, the far off portal of holy power.  They went to the chamber where the power was fearful, when Alec had seen the greatest and worst of holy energy.
 
   Andi’s body, controlled by Alec, containing Hellmann, Alec and Andi, united as they fought against Hellmann, had come to the crypt where the body of the undead Jesus rested on a bier.  Under Alec’s tenuous control, Andi’s body staggered over to the stone casket that held the undead-and-unliving body, its unusual, incomprehensible power emanating and obvious.
 
   “No!” Hellmann roared, as he realized the potential banishment that existed in that chamber.
 
   Alec drove the body over to the casket, and extended Andi’s hand toward the body within, then Alec surprised Andi and Hellmann both, by disengaging his unity with Andi and throwing himself at Hellmann’s greater spirit, taking the unprepared Hellmann with him as he abandoned Andi, abandoned the body, and abandoned the world to carry Hellmann with him on a journey through Christ’s body to Hell.
 
   Alec, No! Andi cried as he wrenched away from her, and a lingering tentacle of love between them stretched out into nothingness as the gap between them became a gap between worlds.
 
   And then Alec and Hellmann were falling, plummeting into a nether region of pain and hatred and self-loathing.  The dimension of Hell began to pull their two souls apart, apart from each other, as well as shredding each of their individual spirits.  Alec felt the beginning of the end of Hellmann, as the ego and the power and the self-satisfied, self-serving determination began to shred into disparate elements, each warping away to its own part of the hatred and self-loathing that was the whole of Hell.  Hellmann was dying, Alec felt satisfied to know.
 
   But Alec was feeling his own agonizing running of the gauntlet among the denizens and elements of pain in Hell, and he clung with all his might to a core of faith in God and Jesus.  Only Jesus, he believed, could rescue and deliver him from the unending agony of Hell.  He felt their anger and their rejection of the very thought of Christ, and he felt the last particles of Hellmann’s identity dissolve in the face of Alec’s call to the greater God
 
   There was a light reaching down to him, the light of Jesus, he recognized, extended to save him, just as it had before.  Thank you, my Savior, he said, and he felt the fiery-cold space that Hell created around him as it tried to isolate his sacred faith from contaminating its pure absence of God.  The light was pulling, breaching Hell’s gates, its space, its isolation of Alec, then it was taking him from the pain and the pressure and the awful conditions.  Thank you, Alec thought again, and then he neither knew nor remembered anything else.
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29 – The Last Chapter
 
    
 
   Alec awoke on the stony floor, lying in his own body.  Andi sat beside him, serene, her legs crossed as she sat on the floor and looked at him with peace and tranquility shining from her gently smiling face.
 
   “Is this real?” Alec asked.
 
   “This is real.  It’s more real than anything else in the world we know,” Andi replied, taking his hand in hers.
 
   “You understood the message, and you did the right thing,” John Mark’s voice said behind him.  “It took you a little longer than it should have, but you figured it out.”
 
   Alec turned to look at John Mark.   “Couldn’t you have just told me what to do in the first place, and saved all that trouble?”
 
   “You know how prophecy works Alec,” John Mark replied.  “I was as direct as I could be.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Andi said, “because you won!  We won!  You pulled a little stunt you didn’t tell me about there at the end, but it all worked out Alec!  The world is free of Hellmann forever, isn’t it John Mark?” she squeezed Alec’s hand as she asked the question.
 
   “Hellmann is no more, and a painful age of the world is avoided before it began,” John Mark said with a calm smile, circling around to squat beside the two visitors to his cave.  “And you two have been the agents of God that made it happen.”
 
   “What happens now?” Alec asked.
 
   “What do you want to happen?  There are virtually no limits for you two, other than the limits you impose on yourselves,” John Mark replied.  “And because you have the moral compass to limit yourselves, the world will be safe.”
 
   “How did my body get here?” Alec asked suddenly, realizing that he had left it in the axis mundi.
 
   “I thought the least I could do was to retrieve it for you and make it available for your return,” John Mark answered.  “Consider it my small favor.”
 
   “And still, I would like to know, what do we do now?” Andi asked John Mark.
 
   “I would suggest you pick a home, and go there to get ready to raise a family.  You’ve got a start already, you know,” John Mark answered.  “And live the life you want to.”
 
   “Andi,” Alec suddenly rolled over to face her, kneeling.  “Will you marry me?  Or since you’re from the Avonellene Empire, will you ask me to marry you?”
 
   She grinned at him.  “Before I make a big decision like that, I need to know what your prospects are.  How will you support me and our future family?”
 
   “I think we’ll find some line of business,” Alec answered with a grin.  He stood up and held his hand down to Andi, helping her up.  “Maybe we could go into the travel guide business, leading people on journeys across the entire world!”
 
   “Oh?  Do you plan to go see the rest of the world?” John Mark asked, as Alec extended a hand and helped the saint to stand up as well.
 
   “The rest?  What else is there?  We’ve been across the entire land, from east to west,” Alec protested.
 
   “That’s true.  You have seen most of the interesting features of this continent,” John Mark agreed.
 
   Alec looked at him with a contemplative twinkle in his eye, then shook his head.  “We need to go set Oyster Bay free, and re-establish the independence of the Dominion.  We need to put someone in charge of Michian, and we need to end their pointless war against the lacertii.
 
   “And we’ve got that family to raise,” he looked at Andi tenderly.  “If we want to get married and have a comfortable castle to raise the kids in, we better get going.”  They walked to the door and looked out at the unending staircase that rose up out of sight.
 
   “Thank you, John Mark.  You’ve made a great life possible,” Andi said.
 
   “No, thank you.  The two of you have made a great story possible and brought it to a happy ending. 
 
   “Farewell.”
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