
        
            
                
            
        

     



 
Alec has been sent to Stronghold on a mission of mercy, to heal Noranda. But his adversaries in Stronghold will show no mercy towards him…

 


 


 

 



 



 



 




Alec heard and saw his door open. The two guards entered the room, followed by three more, and then Mooreen. The guards formed a line between Alec and Mooreen, who stood silently, appraising Alec’s condition. “You’ve been kind to him apparently,” she spoke to the guards. “There’s not a bruise or mark to be seen on him anywhere.”

 “No milady, we taught him some discipline just yesterday,” the head guard said insistently. “We came in twice to visit him, as a matter of fact.”

 “That’s fine. You run things here as you think best,” Mooreen responded, her oily tone and her satisfied words not matching. “I would think it important to maintain control, but you probably know another way to run a prison. Others would probably beat a prisoner senseless a time or two and then have no problems from then on.”


The guards had caught the clear meaning of Mooreen’s comments, and moved towards Alec to comply with her wish to see him beaten. Alec idly speculated about somehow evading them and turning the tables by taking Mooreen hostage, but within seconds the guards had outnumbered and overwhelmed him. They started punching and kicking relentlessly, as Alec avoided any fighting in return. He focused simply on protecting himself, but the odds were too great, and he began to stagger about, finally falling to the ground.


 “Enough. Pick him up. I want to see his face,” Mooreen ordered. Three of the guards lifted Alec, one yanking his hair to hold his head up.


Through bleary eyes Alec watched Mooreen take a knife from a guard, and placed it against his face, just below his eye socket. “We’ve sent a letter to your palace at Oyster Bay, offering to return you to them for a sufficient ransom.”


As she spoke, Alec sensed another presence, an aura of jealousy, envy and greed. It felt familiar yet different. With the steel point of the knife pressing hard into his face though, he didn’t dare to move or try to look around for anyone new in the cell.

 “They’ll pay for you, and they won’t care if you’re returned to them in less than prime condition,” she said, and she slashed the knife downward with a fierce jerk.


Alec suffered burning pain as a gash opened down his cheek and he wailed in anguish. “Let him go for now,” Mooreen odered. The guards obeyed, and Alec’s hands flew to his face as he dropped to the ground. 
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Prologue

 




In volumes I and II, Visions of Power and At the Seat of Power, Alec, a sixteen year old orphan boy, has seen his traveling carnival ambushed by monsters, the lacertii, in the Pale Mountains. Alec’s friends and fellow survivors, Aristotle and Natalie, have been driven in different directions from him. Alec discovers a hidden, sacred cave, where he is given great, mystical powers (the powers of the ingenairii). His powers provide the ability to perform miraculous healing services for the sick and wounded.


Alec travels with another refugee, a pregnant lady named Leah, and they leave the wilderness on a long raft journey. When they arrive in the bustling metropolis of Goldenfields, Alec uses his powers to heal the mortally wounded ruler, Duke Toulon. The young healer is rewarded by the Duke and adopted by the Duke’s highly-trained military force, the Guard. Alec comes to learn swordsmanship, and also learns that he has other hidden ingenaire powers that can be tapped.


Alec’s close friendship with Inga, a member of the Guard, leads to malicious gossip that causes both Alec and Inga to leave Goldenfields at the end of Visions of Power.


Alec then travels to the capital city of the Dominion, Oyster Bay. While there, Alec is reunited with Aristotle, and also with Natalie, who has presumed Alec to be dead, and become engaged to the soof the Duke of Goldenfields. Alec lives upon Ingenairii Hill, the center of the powerful organization of the people who wield great and special powers. Upon the Hill, Alec receives training that unleashes the tremendous warrior energies bottled up within him. As Alec grows acquainted with the people of Ingenairii Hill and Oyster Bay, he makes many friends, including a water ingenaire apprentice, Bethany.


Before Alec can grow accustomed to life in Oyster Bay, he is sent on an urgent mission back to Goldenfields to serve as the Duke’s personal bodyguard. The city has grown troubled because an army of lacertii has opened warfare upon the outlying regions of Goldenfields. More turmoil ensues when usurpers murder the king of the Dominion back in Oyster Bay, take control of Oyster Bay, and their allies stage a coup attempt against the Duke.


Alec’s tremendous abilities are the key to rescuing the Duke and winning back control of the Goldenfields palace. In the process of fighting, Alec receives a wound that appears mortal, and at the end of At the Seat of Power, Alec manages to work with others to miraculously self-heal his wound.


In volume III, The Loss of Power, Alec struggles to learn how to be a leader in Goldenfields as Duke Toulon faces hostile forces on all sides of his duchy. When Oyster Bay rebels begin to take over Bondell, Goldenfields’ neighbor to the west, Alec teams up with the Guard’s new cavalry to deliver a surprise raid that rescues hostages and overturns Oyster Bay’s forces, but in the process Alec overuses his ingenaire powers -- crippling himself severely.


Desperate to be healed, Alec rides off in search of a mythical holy place, where he has mystical visitations; he is partially healed, but also given obligations to overthrow the usurpers in Oyster Bay as well as to complete his healing of Noranda.


As Alec returns to Bondell, he finds that Oyster Bay has re-invaded the city. Alec and the local militia wage an unlikely battle and defeat the invaders so that the prince of Bondell can regain his throne and resume his alliance with Goldenfields.


Alec leaves Bondell in single-minded pursuit of his goals, and arrives in Oyster Bay, alone. He battles the corrupt noble classes, persuades the uncertain army to help him, then dramatically confronts the coup leaders from Ingenairii Hill, absorbing their energies in an explosive ending that wipes out those powerful malefactors.
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Section 1

 




Stronghold and Oyster Bay
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Chapter 1 – Hinges’ Home

 




Alec slowly walked the uneven paving stones of a shadowy street, stumbling towards a house he was sure would be safe.


Just minutes earlier he had allowed himself to absorb and then virtually explode with power collected from a large number of other ingenairii. He survived the detonation because a fraction of a second before the energetic explosion he had called upon his unpredictable ability to jump through time, and had escaped as the inferno had initiated; the talent to transpose time was usually unpredictable, but in this case he had known the time-jump would occur, thanks to the predestination that the spirit of Noranda had imprinted upon him the night before. The explosion and the time-jump had occurred so nearly simultaneously that to an outside observer there was no evidence that Alec had not been consumed by the explosion.


Now, as a result of that movement through time, he had landed in a night that was two weeks later than the explosion. He had moved from a bright mid-day to a dark hour past midnight, and had landed in a plaza still strewn with debris. Repairing the plaza had apparently not been a high priority compared with all the other work needed since he had disappeared.


Alec felt drained of energy and initiative. He only had one goal now, to find the quiet home of Hinges, his former housekeeper, and to fall asleep there so that he could rest and prepare to leave the city on his personal pilgrimage to Stronghold. He knew the general location of Hinges’s home; he’d visited it twice in the week before his jump through time.


Already in this dark evening he had visited one location he had expected to be his destination in Oyster Bay, from which he had expected to proceed with his journey up the Carmen River. Upon gathering his bearings from the travel through time, Alec had skulked through the streets of the city to the gate of the Millershome dockyards. But the gate was locked and the dockyards empty, evidence that in recent months Natha the trader had decided to pull out of the dangerous Oyster Bay market.


At that point, after sitting slumped in exhaustion at Natha’s gate, Alec had decided to walk towards Hinges’s home. It was the only other place he could think of in Oyster Bay where he could receive the discreet help he needed to recover and get started.


In time he came to the street where he thought Hinges and her daughter Irena lived. So far he had escaped notice on the empty streets, not drawing any attention to the regal robes he continued to wear. With sunrise due soon, Alec wanted to be off the street quickly, out of sight from the public. Midway down the street he found the door he recognized, and gently tried the latch. Of course it was locked, and Alec felt it was too early to awaken the neighborhood by pounding on the door, so he sat down, leaned against the door and waited for morning.


Gradually the sky lined, and Alec observed random movements along the street as workers began to move about. A noise behind him caught him off-guard when the door latch rattled just briefly before the door swung open, causing him to tumble backwards into the house.


Irena gave a startled gasp at finding a person on her doorstep, followed by a piercing shriek of recognition. “Momma, it’s him! Momma, it’s Alec, it’s the protector! He’s alive!” the wiry girl screamed in startlement.

 “No, no, quiet, please,” Alec begged, rising to his feet and whipping one hand behind her head, his fingers twining through the thick short curls of her dark hair, while he clamped his left hand over her mouth, desperate to muffle her screams.


Irena looked in his eyes for a long moment, then seemed to gain control of herself. Alec could hear doors opening along the street, and quickly grabbed the door behind him to swing it shut.


Seeing the calm look in Irena’s face, Alec removed his hand from her mouth. “I’m sorry to do that, but you were telling the whole street I was here,” he apologized.

 “What are you doing here? I’m sorry I screamed. Where have you been?” Irena spat out quickly.


There came a thumping on the door. “Are you alright in there?” a man’s voice asked.

 “Go out and tell him everything is alright,” Alec urged, worried that his efforts to be circumspect had proven futile.


The girl nodded and slipped out the door. Alec heard the voices speaking. “Yes, we’re all right. It was only my boyfriend; we’d had a fight and he was waiting on the doorstep to make up. I was just startled, really. Thank you,” Irena’s explanation seemed to satisfy the inquisitive neighbor, and soon the girl re-entered the house, just as her mother came into the room from the hall.

 “Master Alec! Good lord, you’re like a king now, and you’ve been missing for days. The city is in an uproar,” Hinges said with a sob and ran over to hug Alec tightly. “I’m so glad to see you!”

 “Thank you Hinges, it’s good to see you too,” he said sincerely as he held her in a hug. “And it’s good to see Irena too, I might add, since I haven’t mentioned that yet in our start to the day.”

 “Your, your majesty,” Irena said, bowing down in belated recognition of the circumstances. “You have been missing and presumed dead for several days. The city will rejoice at your return!”

 “I’m not returning, yet,” Alec said calmly as he removed his arms from Hinges. “I came here to ask you to help me leave the city undetected, if possible. I need to get rid of these,” he indicated the rich robes, “and to wear some sensible clothes. And I’m afraid I need at least a little money, if you have any you can lend to me. Aristotle will see that you are repaid; I’ll give you a note to give to him.”

 “The protector is asking to borrow from a housekeeper?” Hinges laughed at the ridicus notion. “We have a little silver you’re welcome to have. We don’t have any clothes for men though, I’m afraid.”

 “Could you go down to the slop shops and get some for me?” Alec asked

 “I could do it this morning once the shops open, if you don’t mind waiting that long,” Hinges replied. “Irena, you go along now so you’re not late for work. We’ll be fine here.”

 “Good bye Irena,” Alec said holding out his hand.


The girl took it gingerly, then gave a slight curtsey. “I’ll see you later mama,” she said and left.

 “May I rest here today and leave this evening?” Alec asked, feeling the full extent of his weariness from the use and adaptation of ingenaire energies.

 “Yes by all means, lie down in the back room upstairs. Would you like anything to eat first?” his hostess asked.


Alec looked at her fondly. “I hate to pass on your good cooking, but sleep is all I want right now.” With that he gave her a kiss on the cheek and gratefully went to lie down.


When Alec awoke in the late afternoon he felt refreshed. He went downstairs to find Hinges calmly sewing in her parlor; she placed it aside to show Alec the clothes she had bought for him. “And here are the coins we have for you,” she said, handing him a small, worn leather purse.


Alec felt his heart swell with gratitude towards the kindly woman, and also felt shame that he was taking advantage of her good nature. He sat down to write a note to Aristotle, explaining the need to repay Hinges and urging the ingenaire to let him travel without pursuit or escort on the journey he was compelled to undertake.


Irena returned as the sun was setting. “You’ve had a long day,” Hinges said after greeting her.

 “Yes, we had extra work at the manor. The new owners are holding a great festive evening tomorrow,” she replied with exasperation.

 “Is the city calm?” Alec asked.

 “Yes, the city is in good hands, and people are looking forward to the return of the rest of the ingenairii from Goldenfields. With the evil men all gone from Ingenairii Hill, and the palace back under control of a good man, the city feels like it’s moving back to the old days,” Irena answered.

 “You say the ingenairii are returning from Goldenfields?” Alec asked, not sure how he felt about such a move.

 “Master Aristotle sent a messenger to me last week asking me to come up to the Hill to clean up your Healer House,” Hinges explained. “When I went up there, folks told me that he had sent invitations to the ingenairii in Goldenfields inviting them all to come back to restore unity among the ingenairii. Everyone expects they will return, and they’re needed. There aren’t many left up there now; it’s so empty it makes me wat to cry.”


Alec wondered how many ingenairii would return. Most, he imagined, and he knew that it was the right thing for them to do, but he regretted that the potential union of warriors and ingenairii as a fighting force in Goldenfields would go unrealized. He wondered where Bethany would choose to go, and Cassie as well. Ari was cleaning the Healer House for her, presumably.


Pondering the matters he had heard, Alec bid his hostesses an affectionate goodbye, and stepped out into the dusky evening streetscape. He strolled through the city with a hood up to further conceal his identity, and crossed the river to the small tavern where he had stayed before unexpectedly winning the crown. There he used a substantial portion of the funds Hinges had given him to pay the stable fees for Walnut, and climbed into the saddle to begin his long journey.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 2 – Returning to the River

 




The beginning of the sojourn, or at least the prospect of beginning it, filled Alec with eager anticipation. He rode his horse at a suitable pace through the city, and long after the darkening sunset he reached the verge of the city where the buildings thinned out and he felt free in the open spaces around him.


The newly self-exiled ruler of the city rode along the main river thoroughfare until he reached a wooded glen far from the city, then pulled Walnut off the road and set up a camp to sleep through the remainder of the night. He was pleased he had accomplished his first priority – getting out of the city, where he feared he might be recognized. With Walnut tied to a bush, and his blanket roll wrapped around him, Alec lay and thought about the confusing facts of his world.


For him it was only a day since he had gone to confront the leaders of Ingenairii Hill, and virtually blown himself up in their presence as a way to destroy them. It was a tactic he knew had surprised everyone in his own party of followers, and probably left many of them believing he was dead. His note to Aristotle would put that belief to rest as well as restoring Hinges’ wealth to her, but would also raise many questions about his disappearance, and for that matter even his tactics and his temperamental fitness to be Protector of the Crown.


For Alec, though, the opinions of others didn’t matter any more. He had been told by the spirit of a holy saint, the disciple of the savior no less, that he had a mission to heal a fatally wounded girl. Now after being detoured and distracted and detained by adventures along the way, he was on the road to Stronghold where Noranda lay deathlike in a family crypt.


The warm summer air blew in a gentle breeze over Alec, and he heard it whisper in the husky leaves on the tree branc above him. The gentle sound lulled him to sleep, and he slept without dreams as his body recovered from the strains it had suffered in the past twenty-four hours.


Long after the sun rose Alec slept on, and when his thirsty horse nudged him awake he opened his eyes in a confused beginning to the day. Moments later he remembered where he was, as well as the mission he was on. He needed to head to Stronghold - immediately - as Noranda’s spirit had told him. His memory for a moment overtook his mind, and he remembered the kiss Noranda had given him before he had fallen asleep. The memory evinced another in turn, the memory of his last kiss with Bethany, when he’d parted from her in Bondell. He’d not told her he loved her, and his weakness in that moment still gnawed at his heart, more now than before.


How could he make it up to Bethany? How fast could he make it to Stronghold, he wondered? He’d only ever visited the city once before, when traveling with Richard’s slow moving carnival. Without money to purchase supplies for his mount and himself, or better yet, a ride on a riverboat, Alec suspected he would need to ride for three weeks to a month. And when that journey was complete and his healing for Noranda done, he would at last be free to find Bethany.


He rolled up his blankets and prepared to leave the woods. As he guided Walnut back out to the road, he counted the remaining coins Hinges had given him. They were enough to buy some food for a few days, but not enough for even half the journey he expected, and that assumed he slept in woods or barns for the length of the journey.


He felt his mount turning to look at the pasture beside the road, and he let Walnut have his way to grab a few mouthfuls of grass, reinforcing the issue on his mind. Alec hardly had money to feed himself, let alone to buy fodder for Walnut. Until he reached a large city with branches from the major banks, he’d have to make do.


He pulled on the bridle and set Walnut back in motion, heading upriver along the Carmen towards the junction with the River Giffey. A light rain began to mist down, and Alec pulled the hood of his cloak up over his head as he spurred Walnut into a brisk walk.


For the next few days Alec and his horse rode in the wet weather, slowed down by a road that turned to a sticky, muddy track on the south side of the river, a path less used than the busier road on the north shore. He traveled through several small villages and past numerous farms, though only when he passed Frame, sitting across from him on the north shore of the river, did he experience an urban setting. He stopped and bought some biscuits and traveler supplies, then continued ahead. He occasionally rode alongside a wagon going to or from town or among a group of travelers, and listened to their small talk. Twice he was with pilgrims heading to various shrines.


Alec occasionally practiced a little medicine for his companions, when simple cures were called for and easy ingredients were readily available. He asked for no money for such work, but received meals for himself and feed for Walnut, and stretched out his ability to support himself by several days.


When he neared the mouth of the Giffey, he cut through the land of Redwater, a land ruled by Baron Long, a nominal friend of Goldenfields, and arrived at the capital city with the self-same ninto  the Giffey River. Alec walked his mount through the busy streets at mid-morning on a market day, when goods from the countryside were arrayed among the streams of buyers and sellers, giving the city a crowded feel after the many days Alec had spent riding the country highways. He had a destination in mind though that required going to the heart of the city, so he slowly edged along until he came to the riverfront, then asked for directions to find the dockyard of Natha Millershome.


By mid-afternoon Alec was at the gate to Natha’s docks. “Is Tarkas available today, or Joaquin, or Natha himself by any chance?” Alec asked the guard, who clearly did not intend to allow folks from the landside to enter the docks easily, especially one as unkempt as Alec appeared.


Alec’s knowledge of the family names did not lessen the guard’s suspicion, but it did earn a note being sent to the office. “Who shall I tell them is asking?” the guard said expressionlessly.

 “Let them know that Alec, Annalea’s healer, is at the gate,” he replied, using an affiliation that any family member would grasp.


A short time later a reply came back. “The proctor will see you; there’s no family member at this station presently.” Alec knew that Natha’s family moved around among the various cities to keep an eye on their interests in each of them, and consequently there was unlikely to be a guarantee of finding one of Natha’s sons at a particular city on any given day.


The proctor met Alec in his office, and shut the door behind him, something unusual Alec suspected from the startled expressions he saw through the door frame as the door closed the rest of the staff off from the conversation.

 “My name is Consum,” the proctor began. “I’ve worked for Natha at a number of places for over twenty years, so I felt I owed something to a friend of his family if that’s who you are,” he explained with a dubious tone of voice.

 “I met Annalea last year when she was suffering, and nursed her back to health. I also helped Natha with the healing water he sells from the fountain upriver; you do still sell barrels of that water, don’t you?” Alec asked, hoping that he was mentioning pertinent points to prove his affiliation with Natha’s family.

 “Ah,” Consum replied. “Well, that sounds correct. What else can you tell me?”

 “Well,” Alec thought, “I’m actually in a partnership with Natha and the Duke in the sales of the water, and I worked with Tarkas to help save the Duke in Goldenfields last fall. I’ve been to Natha’s home in Goldenfields, out west of town, and I’ve met the proctors Gretchen in Bondell and Drawr in Oyster Bay…” Alec ran out of items he wanted to divulge. “There is more I could add, if you need.”

 “Let’s suppose you’re telling me the truth; what news would Drawr have passed along recently through the network about you?” Consum queried.


Alec paused; it seemed like an invitation for him to admit that he was crown protector of the Dominion, which was the last thing he wanted to admit and spread around as he trie to speed ahead of his name and away from his duties in order to carry out his obligation to Noranda.

 “I thought your dockyards in Oyster Bay were closed; they were when I was last there a few days ago, so I don’t know that Drawr would have anything to say,” Alec temporized.

 “That’s correct,” Consum said, his facial expression indicating that Alec’s answer was what he had been fishing for. “Presuming you are who you say you are, tell me why you’ve stopped here asking for Natha or his family.”

 “I need to travel up to Stronghold as quickly as possible. I hoped I might be able to travel on one of your ships going in that direction,” Alec replied.

 “That’s very little…” Consum began.

 “And I can even work as a guard; I’m good with a sword,” Alec added, suddenly inspired to offer to work for his passage.

 “We haven’t actually sent a ship as far north as Stronghold in several months, but as it happens, we are going to send our first ship up there later this week to re-open the yards there. And an extra sword on duty certainly would be a good idea,” Consum stated.

 “The ship from Goldenfields should arrive here in two days, and then debark the same evening. If you can be here ready to go, you’ll have a spot with the crew,” the proctor said.

 “And will I be able to bring my horse?” Alec asked, deciding to push the limits of his request.

 “How good of a swordsman are you?” Consum asked.

 “Very good,” Alec answered confidently.

 “If you’re good enough, perhaps,” replied Consum. “We’ll see. Be sure to be here early. Now, if you’ll excuse me please, I have work to attend to,” Consum dismissed Alec abruptly.

 “Before I go, may I have some paper and a pen? I would like to write a couple of letters,” Alec pleaded for one more favor.


Consum gave him an exasperated look, then handed a sheaf of papers, a pen, and a small ink bottle to Alec, before turning away to avoid further interruption.


Alec let himself out of the office and back to the front gate where Walnut was tethered to a post outside. “Is there a good inn that’s affordable around here, with a stable?” he asked the guard.

 “Try the Wharfside,” the guard replied matter-of-factly.


Alec gave thanks and went to the inn, where his small cache of coins led him to bargain for space in the loft above the stables. He took his time selecting the best stall for Walnut and brushed the horse thoroughly as the sunlight faded and the stable boy fed the other animals. He ate a roll from a street vendor and lay down in the hay above Walnut, a softer, better resting place than he’d slept in for sev, then hanights.


The next day, on his way to the farmers market to buy some inexpensive fruit, Alec passed a large impressive building, a branch in the Pierpont bank system. He opened the door and walked in, then asked about withdrawing funds from the account he’d not used in some time, and was told to return the following day when the manager of the bank would be present. He moved on to the market where he bartered for some apples, then returned to the stable and sat down with his new paper and pen.


Over the course of his trip to Redwater Alec had thought about the many people who might believe that he had run away from responsibility and duty. The Duke of Goldenfields, whose service he had abandoned; Faldor, the chamberlain in Bondell, who he had left behind to restore order in that principality; Rander, who he had left as steward of Oyster Bay, a place where no ruler was left; and Aristotle, most of all his mentor, Aristotle, who had to reorganize and restore the damaged community of ingenairii who remained after the fratricidal coup and purging of dissidents.


Alec also knew that he had to write to Bethany. He didn’t know what he would tell her, but he knew he owed her some explanation. Many months had passed since their last time together in Bondell, and extraordinary events had changed his life, his obligations and his priorities. He had thought of her ceaselessly now over the months of their separation, riding emotional ups and downs, but coming without hesitation to the conviction that he loved her, and needed to tell her.


By the middle of the morning he had managed to write to Faldor and Duke Toulon, enough work, he felt, to justify taking a ride out into the country for a break. On the outskirts of Redwater he rested Walnut in a glen, and he picked some plants that might be useful as medicines while his mind pondered the other things he needed to tell people.


His letter to Rander was most difficult, because he wanted to write as though he deserved the right to give advice, giving direction for armies to move against the lacertii, for repair of the palace, relations with the church, cooperation with the ingenairii, and many things more. He had written to Duke Toulon with a promise of aid coming from Oyster Bay if possible, and he hoped that Rander was in a position to make that occur. Most of all he wrote his apology for abandoning Rander in the difficult position of trying to hold the crown and the government together. He encouraged Rander to rely on Aristotle for advice and assistance and promised to return when his obligation was met.


As he wrote to Aristotle, he reflected on and expressed his many doubts and questions. Aristotle was the person he trusted more than anyone else in the world, and as he wrote, he wished that he had the benefit of the great ingenaire’s judgment to guide him. He felt a sense of catharsis as he let the pen tell Ari about the many things that had happened, many good, some bad, most of them confusing. The paper was covered front and back as he let flow the long rambling tale of his adventures.


Finally, he sat and stared at the blank piece of paper that was meant to be a letter to Bethany. He suspected that his other letters would provide widespread confirmation that he lived, and he knew the water ingenaire would be wondering why he had sent no word to her over so many months of separation. He began awkwardly, unable to write of affection, and crumpled the paper in disstisfaction. “Bethany, Noranda’s spirit has come to me many times, and compelled me to travel to her tomb to rescue her. I was in the sacred spring of John Mark, seeking healing…” he wrote. His long, rambling epistle recited all that had happened since they parted, but as it reached the last page, he had not yet explicitly told her his feelings for her.


Following a long pause to collect his thoughts, Alec used the last inches of the paper to write what was in his heart. “You have been on my mind many, many times as I have traveled, in good times and difficult. I know that you have been loving and caring for me, and I have never been able to really tell you that I love you, because it is so scary to say it. You have been braver than I am, because you have told me, because your heart is better than mine. So now I want to say to you, Bethany, I love you. I will come looking for you when my duty in Stronghold is finished, and I hope we will be together always after that. Please take care of yourself, whether you remain in Goldenfields or go to Oyster Bay, so that I may find you and tell you with my voice.”


With that he signed the letter and sealed it, hopeful that he had at last given Bethany an honest admission of his affection. Alec rode his horse back into town as night was falling, and climbed down from his animal in the stable yard of the inn. He heard a loud ruckus inside the inn, then a hoarse scream that chilled his marrow.


Tying his horse’s reins to a post, Alec walked into the inn, where a man was writhing in pain in the center of an open circle of spectators near the hearth, his hands over his face. Alec had not practiced any healing of significance in many weeks because he did not want to call attention to himself. But he had a strong desire to feel the satisfaction that healing gave him, so he cast caution aside and walked directly over to the moaning, injured man.

 “Leave him be, youngster,” a deep voice growled as Alec stood next to the victim. “He’ll suffer and then he’ll die, and there’s naught you can do for him now,” a large dark-haired man said from the edge of the spectators. “He only got what he deserved.”


Turning to briefly face the dark speaker, Alec knelt down looking closely at the man, then, twisted back and almost fearfully, gently pulled one hand away from the injured face. He sharply sucked air in through his pursed lips as he confirmed that the man was badly burned in his eyes and cheeks, traces of embers embedded and still glowing as they seared the flesh. Clearly, losing a nasty fight had cost this man dearly.


Seeing a puddle of spilled ale on the floor, Alec scooped some up and dribbled it on the bright points in the flesh to extinguish their heat, then opened the backpack he still carried and pulled out a moss specimen he had collected earlier that day. He began shredding the green material above the ruined face, letting pieces fall onto the raw flesh. Then he pulled out some small pink flowers he had picked, and likewise spread them over the injury.

 “Do you have any vinegar?” he asked the serving girl he saw watching from a corner. He knew she’d prefer not to get involved in the ugly proceedings before the hostile crowd, but he couldn’t leave the injured man unattended while he went to the kitchen to look for the vinegar himself.



The girl shot a frightened look at him, then at a spot on the floor directly in front of her feet.

 “Go on Frali, give the boy what he wants. You won’t get in trouble,” the dark-haired man told the girl. “You go in the kitchen and stay there a little while before you come back so that you don’t have any troubles.”


Alec stood up as the girl darted out of the room, and he pulled his sword from its scabbard. Trouble was about to start, and he knew there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

 “Now the tall boy’s a big man with a sword,” his opponent mocked him to the crowd. The dark man, very large in bulk, took a step towards Alec, pulling his own sword out clumsily.


Alec positioned himself between the moaning man lying on the floor and the approaching attacker. His only hope was to defeat the big man quickly in order to subdue any passion that might build in the crowd if a longer fight ensued. He rushed at the man, using his sword to parry the other’s blade away, then knocked it from his hands. He ducked back as the angry antagonist threw a punch at his head, and then Alec used the hilt of his sword to sharply strike his opponent’s face, after which Alec quickly punched him in the stomach, and stood back three steps as the big man doubled over in pain.


The man remained bent over for several seconds, then straightened up, blood dripping from his split lip. “You’re better than I expected from a kid. Where’d you learn that?” he said in a more conversational tone than he’d used up to that point.

 “I fought in Bondell,” Alec said cautiously, refusing to reveal anything about himself or to abandon his pugilistic stance.

 “You must have done well for yourself to come through and be in Redwater now. Which side did you fight for?” the man asked, stepping back and sitting down now to tend to himself, not evincing any further hostility.

 “I fought against the usurpers,” Alec admitted, stepping back to tend to the burned man still lying on the floor.

 “That man there, he was an aide to Elgin,” the battling man said, pointing to Alec’s patient. “He got into a fight because he said the new crown protector who took over Oyster Bay was a fraud, and that the usurpers were right to do what they did, killing the old king and all. 


 “Are you still going to treat him?” Alec’s antagonist asked as he finished his self-treatment and watched Alec.

 “Not if I don’t get that vinegar,” Alec replied.

 “Frali, bring the boy his vinegar. Let him care for his enemy,” the man shouted loudly, watching Alec’s face for a reaction.


Alec looked down at the injured man, and wondered what twist of fate had brought him to heal a man such as this. Would it be right to walk away, and let the man suffer before dying from these injuries, he wondered. He knew the room was watching him, waiting to see if he would stand up and walk away from the wounded villain.


The girl with the vinegar approached Alec with a stone jar. He stood up, and pulled his sword high, then rammed it back into his scabbard. He pulled out his knife, knelt next to the moaning man, then applied the knife against his stomach, and began cutting his shirt into strips. Alec laid the cloths aside and sprinkled the vinegar over the man’s face on top of the other items he had applied earlier, then bound the cloth strips around his head, leaving his mouth uncovered to breathe.


Alec laid his hands lightly on the covered face and began to softly pray, first causing the man to pass out, then released his healing powers to restore sight to the damaged eyes and to promote healing in the burnt flesh, and also tried to subtly calm the man’s spirit with his spirit ingenaire powers, looking for a way to ease the anger he found permeating the wounded man.


Minutes later he stopped his efforts and raised his head, seeing that the room was fuller now than before, but that most people were no longer watching him. The man he had fought was still watching him however, and raised his mug in a toast to Alec as the healing activities ended. “Is there anyone here with this man to care for him?” Alec asked loudly, hoping someone would claim and remove the unconscious patient.

 “Now what’ll happen to your good works?” the black-haired man asked.


Alec sighed, as no one rose to take the injured man. “I’ll watch him tonight myself,” he said. He stood and left the inn to go put his horse back in the stable, then persuaded the stable boy to come into the inn with him to carry the man out of the common room and into the hayloft.

 “Healer, let me give you a hand,” the black-haired man said as he watched Alec and the smaller stablehand struggle to carry the injured man. “This fellow doesn’t deserve your care, but I admire your kindness, so I’ll help you,” he said as he easily raised the body in his arms, and followed Alec to the stables. “You’re staying in here?” he asked in surprise.


Alec shrugged sheepishly, slightly embarrassed now to let this man see how tight his finances were, that he had to sleep with the animals. “It’s got a roof, and the straw’s better than the ground.”

 “A fighter like you can earn the coins for better than this, young as you are,” the burly man said. He followed Alec’s direction and lifted the injured man up to the hay loft.

 “I’m hoping to get a job tomorrow,” Alec explained.

 “You’re a fighter, and a trained medic; there’s only one place that combines those skills. Were you from Goldenfields before Bondell?”

 “Yes,” Alec replied simply.

 “Shouldn’t you be going back to help the Duke? He’d welcome more fighters with what he’s facing,” the former antagonist persisted in questioning Alec.


The question stung. “I hope to get back the soon, but just not yet. Are you a recruiter for Goldenfields?” Alec asked.

 “My name’s Parlton,” the man replied. “I’m no recruiter, just from the Duchy and a supporter of the Duke.”

 “I’ll take it from here,” Alec said, wanting the encounter to be over. “He reached over and touched Parlton’s lip, letting a small trickle of healing power affect the swollen flesh. “Sorry about that,” he added as Parlton pulled his head back in surprise from the unexpected motion.

 “You’ve handled yourself well tonight, youngster,” Parlton said. “Good luck, and I hope we don’t meet so badly next time,” he added before he was on his way.


Alec sat in the straw and looked at the prone form next to him. He didn’t know what he’d do with the injured man once he was on the ship headed down river tomorrow, but he could at least provide sound care for the man tonight. He sent a new stream of healing power into the man, then rose and climbed down the ladder to tend to his horse, brushing the animal and reflecting on the patience Walnut had shown throughout their long journey together since leaving Bondell weeks before.


That night he dripped water down the throat of the injured man, prayed for healing and used his healing powers more to make the man sleep and recover, and then fell asleep himself.


Alec awoke in the morning as sunrise brightened the loft. He gathered his thoughts and then decided to make another effort to use his spiritual ingenaire powers to soften the heart of the injured man. In his brief contact before, Alec had sensed hatred for everything around him; as he let himself make contact with the man he tried to infuse a sense of God’s love for the world and for all men. Without training Alec couldn’t be sure if he had any impact, but he felt better for trying. Alec next aimed more healing power at the man’s face.


As the morning passed, Alec grew impatient. Consum had told him to be early to the docks, and already Alec felt late, not to mention he now realized he wasn’t likely to have time to get to the bank to pick up the money he needed. He woke the man and explained to him that his eyes had been injured, then asked if he had any family in Redwater who could look after him for a day or two. The voice that came from the bandaged head was groggy, and Alec knew the man didn’t fully understand what was happening, and apparently didn’t remember what had happened the night before. The man’s uncle Pytor lived nearby though, so Alec slowly guided the man down the ladder from the loft, and put him in Walnut’s saddle, then led him to the home of Uncle Pytor, left him with a servant along with directions on how to treat the wounds, and swiftly headed back towards the river, hopeful that he was about to resume his journey towards Stronghold. 



At the gate to the dockyard he was allowed to enter without question after he explained he was there for security on a ship. Alec led Walnut down to the riverside, inquiring at each slip whether the boat was bound for Stronghold. As luck would have it, the slip furthest upriver was occupied by the ship he sought, the Current Rider.


Holding Walnut’s reins he hailed the ship from the dock. “Is the capain available? I spoke to Consum about providing a sword for the ship in its journey to Stronghold, and I’d like to see the captain.”


A stevedore on the deck of the ship replied. “The captain’s not on board; he’s with Consum now. You can talk to the mate first, but you’ll still have to wait for the captain, and the mate’s just come on board so you might as well wait and give him time to settle in.”


Alec stood, unable to decide whether to be patient, or to go back to Consum’s office and call attention to himself. As he stood there, a man came out of the cabin door on the upper deck of the ship. The man was Parlton, the man he’d previously fought in a tavern.


 “Alec, what are you doing on the docks?” the tall man asked in a friendly tone.

 “I told you I hoped to have a job lined up. The proctor here told me I could be a swordsman on the ship going to Stronghold. What are you doing here?” Alec replied.

 “I’m the mate on the Current Rider. I’ve worked for Natha for fifteen years and they asked me to work on this ship for the first trip back into Stronghold,” Parlton explained. “If it’s up to me, I’m awfully glad to have your sword onboard for the trip. The captain’ll be here before noon, and we’ll get you squared away then.”


Alec thought about the amount of time that gave him to visit the bank. “I’ll go into town and be back in a little bit then. Is it sure that I’ll get a bunk on-board?” he called from the quay. He saw Parlton’s nod, and grinned. “See you in a little while.”


He led Walnut to the gate out of the yard, then mounted and rode across town to his bank, feeling pleased to know that Parlton would be onboard the ship with him. Despite having fought the man, Alec liked him and felt he would be a friend among the crew. At the bank Alec spoke to the manager, a woman, the first woman Alec could recollect serving as an officer in the banks he had visited.

 “I have an account that I haven’t used for some time. I need to withdraw a large amount of money,” Alec explained.

 “How much is a large amount?” the woman asked cautiously.

 “Probably fifty golds, if that’s acceptable,” Alec replied. “I’m going on a long trip, and I’ll need money for rooms, food, fodder, supplies, and everything else.”


The blond woman’s round face grew amused. “I think we can handle 50 golds, if you’ll just provide the code entry and sign here. Your account is so large I was afraid you might take out a really large amount and use up all our available cash!”


Alec blinked, and thought about the woman’s words as he completed the papers. He had never imagined a bank running out of money! He wondered how large the account had grown, with all the healing water profits that were regularly deposited in the account for him.

 “Don’t you know?” the banker asked  hencredulous tone when Alec asked how much was in the account. “You’re one of the largest depositors the bank has in the whole Dominion.”

 “I just haven’t had much need for money lately,” Alec said lamely. He was shocked by the amount she had told him. “Can I take out fifty more golds?”


With a quiet chuckle the woman deftly altered the paperwork, then left Alec to gather up his funds. When she and an assistant returned with the heavy leather sacks, Alec tried to pick them up, and realized that he wouldn’t be able to carry them far.

 “On second thought, can I redeposit fifty of these? I can’t carry all of this,” he admitted sheepishly. “And could you deliver these for me?” he asked, proffering the bundle of letters he wanted to send on their way across the Dominion to their respective recipients.


Minutes later, when everything was finished and Walnut’s saddlebags were full of heavy coins, Alec led the horse through the streets of the city back to the dockyards.


Consum was standing by the plank to the ship speaking to a short, wiry man and Parlton. “Ah, here’s our security guard now,” the proctor said. “We’d about given up on you.”

 “Things took longer at the bank that I expected,” Alec explained and apologized. “But I’m ready now. Shall I take Walnut on deck?” he asked.


The captain looked at him. “Your horse? We don’t plan on taking your horse.”


Alec felt shock. He loved the horse that had carried him so far. Plus he was going to need Walnut for his long trip home. “How much would it cost to buy passage for Walnut?” he asked directly.


Parlton spoke up. “A half gold, or you perform services on board beyond standard swordsmanship,” he suggested.


Consum scoffed. “This boy had to borrow paper to write letters. He can’t pay a half gold.”


Alec felt goaded by Consum’s dismissive tone. He reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a gold, which he tossed towards the group, for Parlton to catch. The mate grinned, while the captain looked at the proctor.

 “I’ll pay in advance for my horse’s return trip as well,” Alec announced. In an unexpected bout of pride, he felt aware of the fact that he was crown protector of the Dominion, and suddenly he took umbrage at having to barter for his horse to ride on a river freighter!


Parlton motioned to the crew, and extra planks were pushed to the dock. “Have you ever boarded a horse before?” he asked Alec. “You’re best off blindfolding him before he crosses the planks. What provisions have you made for fodder?”


The captain and Consum, who was shaking his head, walked to the cabin while the horse was brought on deck and tied in a location that Parlton said would avoid blocking the crew. Alec remained on shore as he scrambled to acquire oats and fodder and returned to the ship where he brushed and curried Walnut and stayed unobtrusively out of the way as the final preparations were made for departure. Alec idly wondered about his letters that were about to depart from the bank, and how they would be received; he had greater confidence in the bank’s ability than in any of the other options for delivery of messages between cities, but knew that even the banks sometimes sent items astray.


He heard the shouts to indicate preparations were underway for leaving the dock. “Where’s our newest swordsman?” he heard the captain shout. Alec hurriedly rushed around the corner of the superstructure and saw the captain glaring at him balefully as he came into view.

 “I’m not sure what game you’re playing at,” the captain said sternly. “Consum described you as a charity case, but Parlton says you’re worth more than your weight in fighting ability and as a healer on board; and I trust Parlton, so I’ll take you, but only as a favor to him. And then you toss aboard enough gold to pay your way; this doesn’t add up, and this crew doesn’t need uncertainty, especially on this cruise. So let’s make everything clear before we leave the dock. I’m the captain -- I give orders, and you obey them. You’re here as crew, you’ll pull your weight and your share of duty, and remember I’m captain of this ship; when we’re on the river, I don’t care if you’re the king of the Dominion, you’re under my command.”

 “What shall I do now, sir?” Alec asked politely. He had no desire to make the captain think he would undermine the chain of command on the ship. He’d learned in the Duke’s Guard the importance of following orders and relying on all members of the command to follow as well.

 “Go help cast off, then take position with the watchman in the bow of the ship and keep an eye on what he does,” the captain seemed slightly mollified by Alec’s quick acquiescence.


Alec took his station, and watched as the gap between the ship and the dock began to grow, and felt the current take control of the ship’s movement. Once they left shore, Alec stayed out of the way, and watched that afternoon as the debris of the river floated along in the water with the Current Rider. Occasionally, larger pieces of debris were shoved away from the craft with long poles that Alec and the watchman wielded. Alec listened and watched and paid attention to learn what the job involved.


A day and a half later, the ship pulled into the dock at Three Forks as night fell. “The captain says we’ll leave here at sunrise if the breeze holds, and work our way upriver during daylight sailing,” a crewmember told him. Alec understood the implication that sailing upriver in the dark exposed them to greater risk of piracy, when his skills would be expected to protect the ship, its crew and cargo.


Alec left the ship briefly during its stop at Three Forks to shop for more horse fodder. The next morning the breezes were favorable, and with the sails hoisted, the Current Rider began to travel slowly westward against the current. Alec had been up this route once before, many months past, riding on land in a carnival caravan, but had never seen the riverscape in this region. There were many homes and small villages along the river, but Alec knew there were no large cities on the Carmen River between e Forks and Stronghold.


The journey up to Stronghold usually took four weeks, Parlton told Alec. After one week they passed the boundary of lands that were nominally under the control of Three Forks, and entered a stretch of river lands that were unsettled and under no allegiance to any particular city. At that point Alec knew that he was expected to earn his keep as a guard. There was one other man on board who was a long-practiced guard for river-shipping, a man the Current Rider had picked up in Three Forks. The captain had spoken not a word to Alec during the trip, pointedly ignoring him at times, but spoke with the older guard, who now set hours and gave advice to Alec.


Alec took the shift from dusk to midnight, staying awake, walking the perimeter of the deck, watching the dark shores and the water for any glimmer of light and listening for any inexplicable sound that might disclose an aggressive move from another boat on the water. Many nights in these less-traveled waters the ship anchored close to shore, and at times when no breeze could push them against the current, they also sat stationary as a potentially easy target.


There came a stretch of three idle days when the Current Rider sat at one stream’s mouth while no breeze carried them forward, and many of the men traveled to a small village nearby to visit the tavern. The second night there was a boatload of men whose oars splashed noisily as they approached the ship with a lantern on the prow of their boat. Alec looked closely as they came aboard, making sure that all were faces he recognized as members of the crew.


After the third day standing still the breeze returned and the ship resumed its eastern voyage towards Stronghold. After two more weeks, they entered the territory of that city, and made good time thereafter carrying their goods towards the empty Millershome docks.

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 3 – Messages

 





Alec’s letters, left in Redwater, departed from the bank two days after he did, when a bank courier began the process of carrying material off to the other bank branches in far-flung cities.


 At the same time in Goldenfields, many conversations were occurring simultaneously as the residents of that city still celebrated and reacted to the recent news that the Oyster Bay regime had been restored, and that a seemingly legitimate new leadership had taken command of the city.


 In the house on Baker Street, where a crowd of many ingenairii still lived, Bethany was listening to the heated debate about Aristotle’s invitation for them all to return to a safer, honorable Ingenairii Hill. All present, over two dozen, were clearly delighted by the re-ascension of Aristotleleadership, and the demise of the coup leaders. They all loved Ingenairii Hill, and had been ashamed of how it had been misused and mistreated. And they all mourned the loss of so many friends who had been killed in the power struggles on the Hill.


But many of this group, a coalition of young and dynamic individuals who had each chosen to stay in Goldenfields during the last, false reconciliation, had grown committed to staying and fighting for the Duke and his Guard in the battle with the lacertii. A number of them now rode horses with the cavalry, while others swung blades when they weren’t using their ingenairii abilities to carry out productive duties for the Duke.


Merle, the Duke’s ingenairii advisor, had left the palace to come to the Baker Street home, and Bethany felt sorry for the double loyalty that was clearly weighing on him. Merle was friend to both Aristotle and the Duke of Goldenfields, both of whom wanted these ingenairii. Merle was attempting to impartially lead the group in discussion on what was right.

 “Of course we should all go back,” Allisma, Bethany’s water friend was saying. “We can help rebuild the Hill more quickly, and make it an ally for the Duke. A whole and unified Hill can do more good for Goldenfields that a few here and a few there.”


For Bethany, the whole conversation was pointless, because she had already made up her mind. She’d known what she would do from the first moments of hearing the whole story about the radical change in fortunes at Oyster Bay.


When she’d fled to Goldenfields as a refuge from the first wave of violence in Oyster Bay, she’d come for safety, and especially because Goldenfields was where Alec was. She’d gone on to Bondell because he had asked her to, and she’d returned to Goldenfields without him because he’d asked her to. She hadn’t seen him since. He hadn’t ever told her he loved her, though she had told him the truth that her heart felt love for him. Alec had disappeared for many months, then apparently reappeared in Bondell when everyone thought he was dead. After which, he’d disappeared again.


Now she had learned that he had turned up again in Oyster Bay of all places, changed everything there for the better, but apparently blown himself up at the end of his adventure. She had always thought he felt genuine affection for her, but never the kind of devoted love that she had felt for him. He was gone now for good, permanently gone. She’d thought that once before, but he’d reappeared. Her hopes had risen, but then steadily fallen when she received no word from him.


Without Alec to wait for, and without any acknowledgement of love on his part even if he was alive, Bethany was ready to leave Goldenfields. If she got back to Oyster Bay, she could restart her life among the memories and places she had known before Alec arrived.

 “I’ve learned a lot about how to work with the Duke’s Guard, and I want to support the Guard and the Duke,” Appel spoke up next. He was an air ingenaire, and a close friend of Alec’s. More importantly these days, he was the paramour of Cassie, Alec’s healer protégé. Cassie had told Bethany plainly that she had no intentions of returning to Oyster Bay, where her home fishing village had ignored and abandoned her. She felt at home in Alec’s healer shop, she was gaining confidence in her emerging healer skills, and her personality was growing strong enough to make a major decision about her own life, such as this. Appel would stay in Goldenfields to be with Cassie and to work with the Guard cavalry.


Merle sat serenely in front of the room as various comments were made by many of those in attendance. He glanced at Bethany, and to her it felt as though he read her mind while their eyes were briefly locked. “There will be no consensus here among us tonight -- that is the first thing that is evident to me,” he began as the room fell silent to listen to him. “And there is no reason to expect anyone to change their opinion. You all have proper values to support your personal decisions, and I respect that.

 “I will remain here in Goldenfields as is my duty, even though a large part of my heart wants to travel to Oyster Bay. Appel, I know you will remain here as well,” the respected senior ingenaire continued. “And a couple of others as well, which is the right thing for them. The rest of you plan to go back to Oyster Bay, and I am pleased for all of you. I will arrange for a Millershome ship to carry you home. Come by my quarters in the next two days to confirm that you plan to return, and we’ll arrange a berth for you.”


With that, Merle stood up and started walking towards the door. Bethany also stood, and edged through the crowd, reaching Merle as he stepped out into the street. “I’ll go back to Oyster Bay, Merle,” she said as she closed the door behind her.

 “I knew you would, child,” he said gently, patting her shoulder. “When you return, you will be just as sad as you are here, but you will find other diversions to help you pay less attention to your broken heart.”


Bethany looked at him, and asked him the question she had never asked anyone else during all the comforting and consoling she had received. “Why didn’t he love me? Why couldn’t he see how much I loved him? I could have made him happy,” she felt her voice crack.


Merle continued to pat her shoulder. “Don’t give up on Alec; perhaps you will still find out that he really does love you, but never knew how to say it.

 “Don’t look at me like that,” he continued. “We both know Alec is an extraordinary person. I know the story we’ve been told is that he vanished in an explosion, but I don’t believe he perished. He has too much of his special history to live, and I believe he will spend it with someone who will be his partner, perhaps with you. He really does care about you, even if he doesn’t know how to tell you,” Merle finished after a slight pause.


Three days later Bethany stood on the Millershome dock, hugging Cassie ferociously. “I will write you, and come back to visit you someday,” Bethany told her friend. “I love you,” she added as they broke their clinch. “Appel, take good care of her or else,” Bethany mock-threatened.

 “Or else what?” Appel replied with a grin, moments before a drenching wave of water fell out of the sky and left his hair and shirt dripping.

 “Or else that, for a start,” Bethany said simply.

 “He’ll take good care of me; he’ll take care of both of us. He’s asked me to marry him!” Cassie revealed. “I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone yet, but I want you to know.”

 “Oh Cassie!” Bethany gushed. “Why didn’t you tell me before? I would have stayed here for you!”

 “I know you would have stayed, and you would have been the best friend I could count on. But you need to leave here. I know you need to give yourself a break from this place and a change of scenery,” the healer replied.

 “Tell me when you set a date! Send me a letter and I’ll come back. Please, promise me?!” Bethany wheedled.

 “Time to board, miss,” a crew man called from the deck.

 “Please promise!” Bethany repeated.

 “I promise,” Cassie agreed. “If you promise to be happy and find hope again.”

 “I will hope for the best for you and to see you soon again,” Bethany managed to say under Cassie’s disapproving eye.

 “Miss, we need to go!” the voice from the deck called behind Bethany.

 “Bethany, I want you to be happy,” Cassie said as they broke their clinch. She watched her friend walk up the plank, “And I want Alec to come back and make you happy,” she said softly under breath. Two days later, Bethany and the shipload of returning ingenairii passed by Redwater, where Alec’s letter addressed to Bethany in Goldenfields awaited delivery in a bank bag lying on the docks.

 

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 4 – Arrival at Stronghold

 




The great city of Stronghold was built around a waterfall on the Carmen River, and all goods going to or from the northern cities had to be transferred from one set of docks above the waterfall to another set below. It provided an opportunity for a lucrative trans-shipment business that had provided the ancient basis of the wealth that accumulated there.


On the day before the Current Rider arrived at Stronghold, Alec asked Francis, the senior swordsman on the ship, about the arrangement of the city.

 “Stronghold straddles the hills on both sides of the river, and many of the successful traders and businessmen have villas built on top of hills that give them a view down the river for miles. The Locksforts can watch their ships coming and going; their home  we palace, really a compound of structures, including the largest building in the entire territory of Stronghold. We’ll see it before we see almost anything else of the city,” Francis told him, answering the question that Alec had been preparing to ask. Alec felt a strange sense of unease as he stood with the arms man and listened.

 “We’ve had a good voyage,” the older man told him. “No trouble so far, and there’ll be no pirates on the water from here to the city. It’ll only be after we dock and see what we’re facing that we’ll know what troubles to expect.

 “That light there,” Francis said later that night, as the ship rounded a bend in the river near midnight. “That light is at the top of the Locksfort compound. Their ships let off a shout when the compound comes into view. We need to anchor now and resume sailing after dawn so that we arrive during daylight.

 “Your shift is over; go to bed and sleep well. There’ll be plenty of work from here if we’re going to restore control over the Millershome docks and warehouse. I hope your sword is up to it.”

 “It will be, and so will I,” Alec assured his companion, and left for his hammock near Walnut. He lay awake, listening to the sounds of the water, and felt the ship’s movement stop as the sails were lowered and the anchor let overboard. Life was about to change after a month of relative idleness. He’d not had to fight any battles; in fact, he’d not even exercised or practiced his sword work with Francis or anyone.


Parlton had told Alec that the story of his gold coin for Walnut’s shipment had spread through the crew, and Alec was now widely viewed as an unworthy dandy who had bought his way on-board. In a situation where sword work was likely to be needed, the crew felt little liking for someone they thought would let them down. His claims to know how to swing a sword were not believed by anyone but Parlton himself.


Alec awoke the next morning to the sounds of the ship getting underway. He came to the fore of the ship and saw the city of Stronghold stretching up both banks of the river, one side bright and the other still dark in the morning shadows of nearby hills. In the distance was a wide white ribbon rising majestically from the end of the river, the falls of the Carmen that had given rise to Stronghold’s location. Climbing on the northern bank of the falls was the tallest and steepest hill of the range of hills that gave Stronghold its shape, and a bright white collection of structures on the sides of the hill could only be the Locksfort compound. Alec felt his chest monetarily grow tight at the realization of how close he was to Noranda’s resting place.


The Current Rider spent a slow morning approaching the city on a light breeze, and three hours after sunrise Alec watched the captain command the crew to bring the ship about to reach the Millershome docks. Francis was pacing the full length of the ship, restlessly looking at all angles of potential trouble, consulting with the captain.


The Millershome yard was deserted, which was the beginning of positive news. At least they wouldn’t have to contest their right to land and begin doing business. The yard and structures had clearly been vandalized and abused in the absence of any Millershome staff, though. A verticalskeleton of charred timbers was all that was left from one building, and others had broken windows, smashed doors, and scrawled obscenities.


Francis and a handful of crew jumped onto the quay as the ship pulled up alongside. The crew bound the ropes fast to the moorings. The captain detailed many members of the crew to follow Francis in inspecting the buildings, the fences and the gate to the city so that a secure perimeter could be established before anything else. Alec stood unmentioned as assignments were made, and wondered what he should do, but the captain’s brusque manner made him shy away from doing anything other than observing.


Reports quickly came back. “The structures of the buildings were all in good shape, other than the one that was burnt -- it was the home of the former proctor. The damage elsewhere is only cosmetic,” Francis reported. “The exterior perimeter walls are in good condition, but the gates are gone. I’ve stationed half a dozen men with pikes there, and I recommend it as our first priority for repair. I know where a lumberyard is in the city, and I’ll go get a load of timbers delivered this afternoon if you’d like,” he told the captain.


The captain readily dispatched Francis to arrange the delivery, then ordered Parlton to clean up the closest warehouse and begin off-loading the ship’s goods to the building. Alec fumbled with Walnut and took him off the ship, delighting the horse with his first steps on solid ground in a month. Alec found the empty stables and set Walnut up in the most spacious stall, with his own bedroll in the next one.


That afternoon a cartload of timber arrived, and the ship’s carpenters went to work building a new gate to secure the Millershome yard. Soon thereafter the captain was called to the gate to meet a group of city officials.

 “Here are my papers, denoting that Natha Millershome, owner of this property, has delegated me to restore his business here and prepare the yard for the resumption of business,” the captain explained. Despite the clear displeasure on the faces of the visitors, all the papers were in order, and the crew was able to continue in its duties.

 “The next shipment of goods will arrive here in a week, and after their arrival we’ll go to the upriver yard and restore it so we’ll be ready to transship around the falls,” the captain told the crew. “Within a month we should have everything re-established so that Natha will be able to give the Locksforts some competition in these lands again. One of the family will likely be here on the next ship so they can make the rest of the decisions and sign contracts with merchants.”


Curious citizens of Stronghold passed the yard throughout the day to see the return of the Millershome forces to their city, and many unkind jeers were directed at the men working at the gate. That night Francis took the first watch and assigned Alec to the second, his first work duty since their arrival. As he had the night before, Alec again felt a strong sense of unease while talking to Francis, a disturbance without any observable reason. Nothing occurred as Alec walked the grounds and the ship deck, especially keeping an eye on the gate, where a sailor was separately detailed to provide security. Alec slept the next morning when his duty was over, and awoke before noon. He saddled up Walnut and decided to take the animal out for a ride through the city, his first chance to see  reconnoiter his new surroundings.

 “Be careful lad,” Parlton warned him. “And here are some things we’d like you to get from the market,” he told Alec, handing him a list of items, especially food stuffs. Alec was aware of the eyes outside scrutinizing him as he left the makeshift gate of Natha’s dockyard.


He found the city streets like the streets of any other bustling community, full of commerce and conversations. Walnut slowly navigated the gaps between wagons, people, and curbside vendors, eventually coming to the bare rocky wall at the base of the great cliff that created the waterfall. Colored bands of stone showed stark contrasts with one another as they mounted upward behind the row of buildings that abutted them to a height of forty feet or so.


At that point in his journey Alec reversed course and went down to the water’s edge, where he found a ferry that carried a busy commerce across the river to the north side. Alec joined the line waiting for the boat to return, and stared at the high hill with the white buildings that rose across the horizon in front of him. Natha’s home was large and luxurious, he remembered, but it didn’t convey the same single-minded fortress mentality that the Locksfort compound displayed. This spoke of a family that ostentatiously protected its privilege. And it was the place he had traveled so far to visit, driven by a compulsion to act.


Alec paid his change and led his horse onto the flatboat that was winched along a long, taunt rope. He walked Walnut off the boat, then mounted and rode again. The road climbed the hill beside the river, switching back and forth at a steep angle, and Walnut climbed slowly, until Alec dismounted at one switchback and walked up the road with his horse, constantly dodging downward bound traffic.


After almost an hour’s climb, Alec crested the top, and stepped to the side to catch his breath and observe the Locksfort hill. Two rings of large walls were visible, separating the hill into concentric sections. Buildings were scattered about the hill connected by a network of paths. Those structures in the uppermost portion of the hill were busiest, judging by the number of people Alec could see moving among the buildings, walking briskly or toting crates from site to site, apparently carrying out the business functions of the Locksfort clan. Below that ring were the buildings that Alec guessed might be the residential portion of the compound, which left the lowest area of the hill for workers quarters, storage, stables, and other functional needs.


Turning away from the Locksfort compound, Alec saw the great waterfall beside him, and for the first time he saw the upper river, the Carmen that flowed from the far away Great Inland Sea, the enormous lake upon which Sturgeon and other cities sat.


Alec realized as he watched the flow of traffic that the road on the north side of the river mostly accommodated traffic flowing downriver. He had climbed up the road that mostly carried freight going down to be trans-shipped to eastbound boats on the lower river; across the river he suspected the traffic on the road was likely to be reversed for goods heading further inland.


Alec wondered about the strange sense of unease he had twice felt. It had come over him like a premonition of disaster, but passed without reason. As he stood here so close to the Locksfort enclave, he felt no such feelings, where he would have expected them to be strongest. He knew that Noranda lay somewhere in a tomb inside the hill, but had no clue about how to enter the compound and find her. The apparent hostility of the city residents towards Natha’s trade in their city made him suspect he’d have a hard time getting information from local gossip.


As he stood there beside his horse, lost in thought, a jostling by a passing group of stevedores made him realize that he still needed to purchase goods and return to the compound. “Do you have your papers?” a voice asked.


Alec realized a man in a black and yellow striped tunic was speaking to him. “Son, I’d like to see your papers,” the heavyset man repeated.

 “What papers do you mean?” Alec asked.

 “Where are you from?” the officer, as Alec imagined him to be, responded.


After only a moment’s hesitation, Alec replied, “Oyster Bay. I’m from Oyster Bay.”

 “Well, here in Stronghold, the north bank is for residents of the city only. If you don’t have the papers to prove you belong here, I need for you to cross the river. Tell me first though, why have you been studying the Locksfort compound for so long, and then tell me why you’ve come here from Oyster Bay,” the man asked in a businesslike tone of voice. He wasn’t too upset by Alec’s presence it seemed, just doing his duty.


Alec was completely unprepared for such a line of questioning and worried that the wrong answer on his part might bring trouble. He stammered and stuttered momentarily. “I met a member of the Locksforts in Oyster Bay, and that made me curious to see the home of such a great family. I didn’t realize I was staring so long; there were other things on my mind, I suppose.”

 “And why are you here now? Why did you leave Oyster Bay?” the officer responded.

 “Well, things are changing in Oyster Bay, and it didn’t seem like a good place for me to plan my future,” Alec said as vaguely as possible.

 “So you made a career decision to move on? Is this your stopping place or are you just passing through?”

 “I don’t expect to stay here very long,” Alec said truthfully, feeling very nervous about the length of the interrogation.

 “Well, move along then and don’t let me catch you over here again,” the officer dismissed him.


Alec led his horse directly down the steep descent, astonished at the notion that citizens in Stronghold had to carry papers to justify their presence in the city. Was it something of longstanding tradition he wondered, or had it just begun in response to the war in the Dominion? Such security posed an even greater challenge to his need to search for Noranda in the Locksfort catacombs.


He returned to the ferry and crossed the river again. The ferryman gave him direct ano a market, where he purchased the items Parlton had requested and placed a large bundle of fodder for Walnut upon the horse’s back. Alec had been gone for hours now, wandering the city, and the sun was setting as he headed towards the reddened sky to his west, squinting as he faced the bright horizon.


After a few minutes Alec turned a corner towards where he believed the Millershome docks were, and walked towards the landside gate. As the sky deepened during his approach, Alec heard noises of conflict, and realized belatedly the sounds were coming from the docks he was heading towards. Alec felt his heart start racing, a feeling that he had not experienced in many weeks. The surge that enveloped him reminded him of the exuberance he had felt when he first learned to control his ingenaire powers; the astonishing feeling of invincibility was as alluring as it had felt in those early days. He longed to be able to use those powers now, and reminded himself to be careful in what he attempted.


Alec concentrated on the mundane aspects of entering a battlefield, as he had learned from the Guardsmen at Goldenfields. He slouched down and hung on the side of Walnut, then spurred the horse towards the gateway, observing the location of combatants inside the yards.


Walnut carried him inside the yard, and he dropped off the horse, looking about for someone he recognized. He spotted Francis and a group of four others surrounding three opponents who were backed against a wall. Yelling loudly, Alec raced over to help his fellow crew members from the Current Rider. Francis and his supporters all wore blue ribbons on their arms, identifying one side in the fracas.

 “Francis, I’m here. I’ll help fight them!” Alec shouted wildly as he stopped next to Francis. The man on Alec’s right, wearing a blue ribbon, swung his sword directly at Alec, and the healer moved swiftly to block the blow.

 “Tell your men I’m with you!” Alec shouted excitedly in response to the attack.

 “Son, the truth of the matter is that you’re not with me,” Francis said calmly, bringing his own sword swiftly around to attack Alec.


Alec ducked and rolled away from Francis towards the small knot of men who were trapped by the blue-ribboned swordsmen. He rose to his feet and noted that the men he was now with were crewmen he had ridden with on the Current Rider. Confused, but certain now that he was with the right forces, Alec launched his attack on the invaders, running his sword through the man who had first attacked him.


With the odds now swung in favor of the sailors, Alec urged his companions to attack, and he led them to engage, picking Francis for his own attention. He swung his sword with his left hand, going high, then, low, as his opponent managed to block his sword work.

 “You really are a swordsman, aren’t you?” Francis asked, as they fenced vigorously, with Alec trying to maintain his momentum. “I thought the crew had you figured right when they said you were a fake.” Alec stepped back, flipped his sword to his right hand and attacked again, wounding Francis in both legs so that he would be incapacitated and unable to escape.






































Alec turned to help his companions as they struggled in battle. With a small man he recognized as the cook on the Current Rider, Alec helped defeat a third Stronghold fighter, and then watched his companions wound one of the others and disarm the last of the attackers in the immediate struggle.

 “Where’s the captain? Where’s Parlton?” Alec asked the sailors with him.

 “The captain’s dead. Francis killed him first thing when he let the Locksforts’ men in. Parlton and some others were retreating towards the ship last we saw, but we’ve been fighting and moving around trying to stay alive,” Inspir, a junior lieutenant told Alec.

 “Let’s secure Francis as a captive and get him inside this building,” Alec said indicating the doorway of the building at their backs, as he saw a group of more attackers approaching them. “I’ll go find Parlton and let him know we’ve got men here.”


Alec waited for the band of blue ribbons attackers to arrive as Inspir and the others dragged the protesting Francis with them into the building. “Who’s in charge of your men?” Alec asked the men with drawn swords.


Two didn’t bother to answer but immediately launched their attacks. With the wall to his back to provide security behind him, Alec fended them off until Inspir came out to join him. Together, they overcame the two men out front, and stared at the rest of their attackers. Those others paused at the quick defeat of their allies, and circled warily.

 “Who’s in charge of your men?” Alec asked again, swinging and deeply slicing the forearm of one of his attackers. He sensed that the scattering of dead and wounded men around him was giving them concern. Alec lunged at one of them experimentally, and the man jumped back hurriedly. None of his companions looked at his cowardice in disgust. “If you tell me who is in charge, I’ll let you leave the dockyard alive immediately. If you don’t cooperate, my blade will touch you all.”

 “Over there,” one of the men spoke up immediately. Alec realized that they hadn’t been prepared to meet any effective resistance with Francis leading them in this ambush of the Millershome forces. “The blond one with a scar on his face,” added another.

 “Run, now,” Alec urged them, gesturing towards the entrance, and the survivors broke towards the gate Alec had entered just minutes before. “Stay here and keep Francis under control, watch for me, and be ready to move swiftly, if needed,” Alec ordered Inspir as he followed the retreating fighters to make sure they were really leaving the yard, then stopped and looked for Walnut, who had wandered towards the stable that was his current home. Alec ran to the horse and mounted him, then sat for a moment to catch his breath and look around. Activity was evident around two buildings at the far end of the yard, near where the Current Rider was docked.


Alec spurred Walnut forward towards the remaining trouble at the site, and dismounted when he was within easy hailing range. He stopped to sniff the air momentarily, uneasy at some indefinable scentle scent stepped closer to where the attackers from Stronghold were besieging groups of sailors in the warehouse and office close by. “Parlton!” Alec bellowed loudly, trying to locate his friend. “Parlton!” he repeated twice more.


The men in blue ribbons turned at the shouts, and a small group left the assault on the warehouse to deal with the noisy newcomer. Alec stood his ground with his sword in his hand, waiting for their arrival, as they spread out.


The first to arrive attacked without any preliminaries, a large man driving forward in the expectation that his weight and size would carry him to quick victory. Instead he died a quick and quiet death, his face showing surprise only briefly as the length of metal penetrated his chest. Alec quickly attacked the man on his left, leaving only the two on his right. “Drop your swords!” he shouted at them. They complied instantly, leaving Alec with the dilemma of what to do with his newest conquests.

 “Now, get out of here as fast as you can. Don’t stop running until you’ve left the dockyards, and don’t come back,” he said lamely, just wanting to get rid of them. He stood for a moment to watch them head through the open yard towards the gate. 



Alec returned to his small band of fellow Current Rider crew members. “Inspir, leave one man here to guard Francis, and you and the other come with me,” he pre-emptorily ordered. Beset by the extraordinary circumstances, the young officer acceded to Alec’s self-appointed command, and followed Alec around the grounds of the dock. “We’re going to gather up as many men as we can find, and work our way down to the warehouse to lift the siege there and join forces with the rest of Natha’s men,” Alec explained.


Inspir nodded, and they began working their way past the various outbuildings, looking for other survivors as they passed doorways and windows. In that manner they located and gathered together several others who had scattered and hidden when the invasion burst onto the dockyards.

 “Look now,” Alec pointed around a corner. His group of sailors all craned their necks in the direction he gestured towards. “We’re going to charge that group with the blue ribbons. Remain quiet until you’re a step away, then scream as you swing at them. We should be able to take that lot out and free our friends in the warehouse.”

 “Who’s in there? How many are there?” two men asked.

 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted. “Lieutenant Inspir said the captain’s dead, so we’ll hope to find Parlton and get all our folks together,” he added, not knowing what would come next.


Alec led his small band across the open courtyard, but they were spotted by one of the Locksfort invaders, who raised a shout and turned toward Alec and the crew. Others turned as well, as Alec’s planned surprise was thwarted. “Spread out! Spread wide,” he ordered as he raised his own sword and charged at the middle of the group of over a dozen men with blue badges.


Mindful that he was without his warrior ingenaire abilities, Alec began hacking and dodging, switching hands and trying to inspire thesailors, as well as distract their opponents. Two tall men with breast shields engaged him together, forcing Alec to slow and maneuver among the chaotic conditions. A man on his left swung at him, and Alec dipped, but still felt the point of the sword scratch his shoulder.


He dove and rolled to the right, stabbing his sword up under the protective shield of one man, causing the man to double over while Alec stopped and stood behind the other man. Alec swung his sword high at that man’s scalp, opening a gash that sent blood streaming into his eyes, then Alec stabbed fiercely at his opponent’s knee, which buckled in disabling pain.


Alec turned and helped another of Natha’s men battle one of the Stronghold minions, then saw with excitement that a group of the trapped sailors were bursting out of their safe harbor in the warehouse to fall upon their tormenters.


The tide had turned against the Stronghold invaders, Alec could tell. A small knot of them were surrounded by the sailors, as Alec called loudly, “Let them surrender! Let them lay down their weapons!”


His men hesitated, as another group of Stronghold warriors approached from where they had been fighting a cluster of sailors who were protecting the Current Rider.

 “Quickly now, herd these captives into the warehouse, or kill them,” Alec shouted loudly enough to be heard by the small knot of captive men with blue ribbons. “Move along you!” he emphasized to the men. “Drop your weapons here and go into the building now or you’re dead.”


They chose to take his threat seriously, and as Inspir prodded them into the warehouse, Alec led others out to engage the new combatants. Two of them dropped suddenly as they approached, and Alec saw with joy that the men on the ship were firing arrows into the former besiegers. Within minutes, more were dead, and those remaining were added to the captives in the warehouse.

 “Where’s Parlton?” Alec asked during the quiet respite from the battle.

 “I’m coming lad,” he heard the familiar voice boom out, and saw a hand wave high over a tall head on the deck of the ship.


Alec jogged over to the water’s edge and boarded the vessel. “I’m glad to see you,” he said somberly.

 “I’m even gladder to see you,” the mate replied. “You may not have battled any pirates on the way here, but your work today more than made up,” he grinned with satisfaction.

 “I’m told the captain’s dead?” Alec questioned abruptly.


Parlton’s face showed a mobility Alec hadn’t expected as it turned from joyful to somber. “Aye, Francis lured him to the gate and….”

 “We don’t have time for explanations, Parlton,” Alec spoke quickly again, trying to direct the conversation.

 “We won’t hold out long against a whole cs face think we need to get everyone on the ship and retreat downstream quickly,” Alec urged in a fast, low voice. “Lieutenant Inspir isn’t ready to take command in a situation like this; you’re the mate, so you’re in charge now. Gather up your wounded as fast as possible and get them on the ship so that we can sail before the next attack comes.”

 “I suppose you’re right,” Parlton considered. “Even if they don’t attack again right away, they will attack again. If you’ll support me, the lieutenant will agree. We better get down river and warn the next ship not to come this way.”

 “I’m going to go back and get Walnut and get him on board,” Alec gestured towards the far end of the dockyards. “You get some archers to guard the warehouse and get everyone else on the ship as fast as possible. We can still make it out before sunset and perhaps get some distance downstream under cover of night.” 


 “You be careful down there,” Parlton said, placing his hand on Alec’s shoulder. “I’ll get the lads rounded up and ready to go.”


Alec returned the friendly gesture, and the two stood together for a moment looking at one another. Alec broke his gaze away and ran back down the gangplank to go find his horse, hearing Parlton barking out orders as he ran.


Still feeling a strange atmosphere of tension, Alec sensed the presence of several men near the gate. Carefully working along the edges of buildings to avoid exposure, Alec reached a spot twenty yards from where Walnut was standing in the yard, pawing at some greenery along the foundation of one of the abandoned buildings. Alec called softly, and Walnut’s ears swiveled to catch his voice, then the powerful steed walked over to where Alec was. With his horse’s lead in hand, Alec hurried the animal back through the darkening yard to the ship.

 “Can you help me sling some planks across here for my horse to board?” he asked a hand standing on the pier-side. Together they extended three boards that proved wide enough to coax the reluctant horse onto the deck of the Current Rider.

 “There are several men gathering outside the gate,” Alec said urgently to Parlton. “Are we ready to go?”

 “Loosen those lines,” Parlton boomed out in reply. Three members of the crew still on the dock side untied the moorings for the ship and leaped across the watery gap to the deck, as others heaved on long poles to push the ship away from the pier, out of its slip, and into the river channel.

 “Man the sweeps,” Parlton ordered to the depleted crew. “Give us some motion to get into the current.”


Alec was relieved to feel the Current Rider’s speedy escape from the site of the death trap that had been set for the crew. But he also felt horror at the thought that he was leaving behind the single most important goal of his life – rescuing Noranda. To relieve his anxiety, Alec went below deck to where the wounded had been hastily placed for evacuation.


After sitting for a moment tst, Alec began walking among the wounded men, praying and dispensing small touches of healing powers as best he could without any herbs or supplements handy to help. When he reached the last man and felt he had done enough to ease the pain and preserve the health of the men, he went back on deck, secured Walnut in his spot, and fed the horse some of the fodder still tied to his back. And with that he curled up and fell asleep on the deck, oblivious to the hustle of the crew’s activities around him. And they in turn trod carefully past the place where slept the boy who had helped save them from a massacre in Stronghold.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 5 – Aristotle’s Words in Oyster Bay

 





When Bethany stepped onto the Millershome docks in Oyster Bay after several days of traveling, she found many surprises. Some she expected, like the shock of walking through the empty, depopulated paths of Ingenairii Hill. She had known many people were no longer on the Hill, but its emptiness still left her with a feeling of numbness.


Some surprises caught her completely unprepared. Tritos was one. She had only been back in her house among the water ingenairii for a few hours when a summons to the door brought a re-introduction to Tritos, a stone apprentice she had known before going away to Goldenfields. He had been one of the boys she had flirted with, on terms that she set, before Alec had captivated her. Tritos, like many of the stone ingenairii, had not fled to Goldenfields. Lanter, the head of the house, had not wanted to see the division of the ingenairii, and so had not countenanced the migration. But he had not approved of the actions of the coup leaders, and so had sent virtually every stone ingenairii and apprentice away from Oyster Bay, disseminating his charges throughout the Dominion to work on stone projects in every city other than Oyster Bay.


Upon the overthrow of the coup plotters, the stone ingenairii had returned to the Hill. Tritos had only arrived the day before, and had learned of Bethany’s return shortly before he climbed up the Hill to her house. With one look at her he was as enthralled as ever by her beauty. She had always been kind to him, if only intermittent in her encouragement of his attentions. Until the night of the swimming party at the quarry, he had believed that he might be impossibly lucky enough to capture the affections of the lovely girl. But after that night and Alec’s spectacular feat of healing Cassie, Tritos had known that Bethany had given her heart to the healer. Then the rift and mayhem on the Hill had separated them for many long months.

 “Tritos, I’m so happy to see one of our old friends again,” Bethany said with genuine pleasure. The prospect of re-gaining friendships and companions and life on the Hill is had motivated her to leave the ghosts of her Goldenfields relationship with Alec behind. “You’re the very first person to come to visit.”

 “Plenty more will come when they realize you’re back,” Tritos gallantly said. He held out his hand to shake, but Bethany hugged him instead. “Since the Hill isn’t used to having so many people so suddenly, I thought you might like to go to dinner in town tonight?” he asked shyly.


And then there were the surprises that should have been surprises, but weren’t. “Aristotle asked if you would visit him,” came another summons after Tritos had left and Bethany had returned to Allisma to chat about her pending dinner. With curiosity and apprehension, Bethany excused herself and walked over to the house where the head of the Ingenairii sat in his office.

 “Bethany, child, thank you for coming,” Aristotle invited her in and motioned her into a comfortable chair. He looked at her intently for a few seconds, making her nervous. “You probably haven’t had much time for news since you arrived back here, have you?” he asked. She shook her head. “Well, I’ve just received a note a few days ago by way of Alec’s former cleaning lady, and then another note arrived today from Alec himself.

 “He is alive,” Aristotle stated. “He’s off on his quest, and when he’ll be back, I cannot tell you. Did you have any idea, or had you received any word from him?” She shook her head again, numbly. She was not surprised to learn that Alec was still alive; she had not been convinced that he had died in the strange explosion he had created, but of course had no grounds for her uncertainty. Nothing Ari could have said about Alec would have surprised her now, after his disappearances, resurrections, long silences and inability to speak of love. Nor was she surprised that he was again writing letters, but none to her. She felt her heart pounding in her chest, sure that Aristotle could hear it in the silence of the room.

 “Is that all, Ari?” she asked. Bethany didn’t want to reveal anything about how she felt towards Alec, confusing as those feeling were. Ari looked at her as if trying to decide what to say next.

 “I’m not feeling well today. May I go back to rest now?” she asked, and stood.

 “Yes, by all means child, make yourself comfortable. Come see me again when you feel better so we can talk some more, please,” Ari acquiesced, and watched with sadness as the girl walked out of his office. He had failed to handle Alec’s relationship with Noranda as well as possible, he knew now; he had not communicated to each what he knew about the other. He suspected that was best in the long run, but he hadn’t known it at the time. And now he was finding circumstances leading towards the same sad lack of facts and of feelings being exchanged between Alec and Bethany.


Aristotle worried for Alec, and worried specifically about what would become of the boy in the future. His young heart still had not really learned what love was, and Ari believed that it was going to learn the sharper side of love before it fully appreciated the gentler side.


In the meantime, he had to remain focused on the mundane and pragmatic issues. He had to continue his devotion to the re-organization of Ingenairii Hill, the maintenance of good relations with the Prelate and the church, and the provision of assistance and advice to Rander and the palace leadership. For the time being  abou were no resources to offer to assist Goldenfields, while patrols were still needed to bring order to the streets of Oyster Bay, keeping the pretenders to the throne at bay.


Bethany returned to her house, and found Allisma and the other girls waiting for her return. “What did Aristotle say?”

 “He told me that Alec is alive, and out in the wilderness on a quest somewhere,” Bethany replied, wishing that she didn’t have to talk about the topic.

 “Let’s not talk about Alec any more, okay? I’ll let you know when I want to say something about him,” she told the small group. “I’m going to dinner with Tritos tonight. Did I tell you? What do you think I should wear?” And so she stunned and then cajoled her friends into closing off conversation about the healer ingenaire, and they talked about less painful topics.

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 6 – A Rainy Road to Stronghold

 



 




Alec awoke in mid-morning, as the Current Rider continued to move downstream from Stronghold, its sails down, relying on the current and the rudder to direct its path back towards safety after an uneventful night of cautiously sailing in the dark.

 “We’ve got some rations left to go around, sir,” Lieutenant Inspir said respectfully to Alec as he offered him some toasted bread and ham. “We’ll have fish before the hour is out as well,” he nodded towards the prow of the ship where three men were hanging lines in the water.

 “Is Parlton available?” Alec asked.

 “He’s catching some sleep himself, right now,” Inspir answered. “He was up until sunrise helping to maintain our course in the river channel. I’m taking the watch now while he rests.”


Were there only the two officers left, Alec wondered. He knew the captain had been killed, and two other lieutenants must have died back at the yard as well. Only Inspir and Parlton would be available to command the deck, making for long shifts for the two men. Of course there were regrettably few men left to oversee, and fortunately none of those who had sailed in the first place were troublemakers by the standards of river sailors. Two officers would be enough to take the crew back to safety, he was confident.


Alec realized that he wasn’t going to go back with them. He was going to get off the ship soon, and try to find some way to return to Noranda. He realized that even after all this time he didn’t know exactly who she was. He had thought of her as someone special during those long ago days in the carnival, but now ater so many months apart he didn’t really feel he knew her very well, and he knew she wouldn’t know anything about his life and trials.


He missed Ari. He missed having someone to tell him what to do. He would give anything in the world to have Ari make decisions and give advice and provide friendship and happiness.


Was he really supposed to be the protector of the crown? Was he supposed to have the knowledge to find, support or guide the rightful head of the Dominion? He didn’t even feel comfortable planning his own future, let alone making such grand plans for the whole nation. Alec began to laugh out loud at the remarkable twists his life had taken, and heads turned to see what amused him. He walked back to Inspir. “Tonight, could you drop me off on the bank with Walnut? I have unfinished business at Stronghold, and I’m not going to leave until I get it done.”

 “Alec, the folks there aren’t going to welcome you back, do you think?” Inspir asked with a cocked eyebrow. “What do you want to do back there, anyway?” he asked with real curiosity.

 “I took a ride on the Current Rider to get to Stronghold because I need to do something there,” he vaguely gestured back. “I always expected to leave the ship once we got to Stronghold,” he admitted.

 “We’re lucky to have had you when we did,” Inspir replied after a long pause. “What is it you’ll do up there?” no longer questioning whether or not Alec would still return to the hostile city. “Is it something for Natha?”

 “No, it’s not for Natha,” Alec replied without answering.

 “Do you think they’ll recognize you? We could cut your hair for you,” Inspir suggested helpfully. “Would you like that?”


Alec thought about the long, unruly hair that got in his face and streamed over his shoulder. It had gone uncut since before he went to the Well of John Mark, many months ago. He hadn’t cut it so far, because he felt it was some symbol of his commitment to attend only to his mission in Stronghold. Perhaps he could cut it now, he thought to himself, and nodded agreement. Inspir gestured a short, wrinkled crewman over. “Chips, go get your barber tools for Alec.”


Half an hour later a circle of crewmen were rubbing their hands affectionately across the short stubble that remained atop Alec’s skull. “Be careful to wear a hat so you don’t burn your scalp,” one man advised.


By late afternoon Parlton was awake, and Alec found him in his cabin to inform him of his wish to leave the ship. “I can’t deny you any request after what you did for us, Alec, but I don’t like to lose you now,” the unofficial acting captain explained.


Although Alec felt bad in refusing the unspoken request to stay with the ship, he knew he could not stay away from his destined duty to revive Noranda. “Why don’t you put me and Walnut on the north shore of the river before nightfall?” he asked without making eye contact with Parlton.

 “You look younger with your short hair,” Parlton replied. “No one who hasn’t seen you fight would believe what a battle you can give.” He paused, then pulled out a chart of the river’s course, and studied it for long seconds as his finger traced the lines on a page. “We’re about here, so the mouth of this tributary will be a good place for us to pull out of the current and get you close to shore. We should be there in less than an hour.”

 “Do you have your things packed and ready?” he asked as he stood, stooped over in the short cabin beneath the deck. When Alec nodded affirmatively, Parlton led the way to the sunlight.


Up on deck he called to the forward lookout to watch for an inlet on the right shore and to direct the ship into it, then looked at Alec. “Is there anything we can do for you?”

 “Just let Natha know that I tried to help, and take care of your crew,” Alec said.


Without a dock, Walnut was eventually put ashore only by pushing him into the river so that he swam to the swampy edge of the river and struggled up onto dry land. The late-summer weather made the swim in the river feel comfortable, and Alec turned to wave to the members of the Current Rider crew who lined the ship’s railing to watch him leave.


Walnut carefully picked his footing through the muck and weeds that separated the river from the land, as Alec walked in front leading the way. At last the ground rose up a bank and the way was solid enough for Alec to mount his horse and begin riding. He took his time, calculating that he’d need at least two full days of riding to retrace the distance covered by a night and a day of sailing with the current down the river.


The river flowed from east to west at this location, so Alec and Walnut rode with the sunset behind them in the west as they returned. The red glow from the western sky reflected off the trees in front of them, as Alec tried to intercept the road that he guessed probably ran parallel to the riverbank. The topography was gently rolling, and they crossed three valleys but did not find a road or track of any stature before near total darkness descended and Alec halted their journey for the night.


Walnut still carried the load of fodder Alec had bought in Stronghold, while Alec had brought little food for himself away from the ship. He fed and brushed Walnut in the darkness, talking to the horse about the way he was floundering back to Stronghold without a plan. “Why couldn’t I have heard a prophecy about the next few days?” he asked the horse as he finished up his activities. He rolled out his blankets and lay on the ground, falling asleep quickly.


Before dawn a hard rain started to fall and Alec woke up when a leaf dropped a small cupful of water onto the back of his neck. He rolled over and sat up in the dark, unable to see more than a vague outline of Walnut standing with his head down in the rain. Alec pulled his blankets about him, waiting for the dawn to give enough light to start moving. He felt hungry, and hoped that he’d come to a town early in the day to find some food in a tavern.


He dozed as he sat until he realized that he saw Walnut clearly, and the trees and bushes nearby as well. Grumbling, hrolled his sodden blankets and untied his horse to begin traveling. The clouds prevented him from seeing precisely where the sun rose, but he traveled in a generally northeast direction, hoping that the rising ground would take him up the side of the hills that rolled beyond the river valley; he was sure a road would hug those hills, and give him easy access to Stronghold.


Eventually Alec smugly discovered a trail just where he expected it to run along the southern slope of the hills, and his pace picked up as Walnut carried him through the light mist that still fell. The track was not wide, but had been leveled and cared for.


Throughout the day Alec rode through the forested lands, without seeing another soul or sign of habitation. He began to grow suspicious that he was headed in the wrong direction, for surely there had to be outlying communities along the approach to Stronghold.


By late afternoon he calculated that he should be less than a day’s ride from Stronghold, if he was heading in the right direction. The clouds remained thick, the rain fell sporadically, and he continued to guess that the road must be headed in the right direction, despite the evidence to the contrary. His stomach growled with hunger, and he turned his attention to scavenging for food. He got off Walnut and walked along with his head down, looking for edible plants. He found a few stringy weeds to chew on, and as he did so he remembered the many times he and Leah had eaten river plants and fish, and it brought a smile to his face.


Those few mouthfuls of bitter weeds were all he found before the sky darkened and he could no long see clearly. He led Walnut off the road into the trees to care for him and prepare for another lonely night, thankful that at least the rain had stopped. As he brushed the horse and softly talked to him, he stopped in midstroke. He heard a noise, a faint music.


Alec listened intently, swiveling his head to try to locate the sound and to see any visible evidence of its source. Far off, through the murky air, flickers of light reflected off tree trunks, showing that a fire had been started by someone.


Alec fumbled about repacking his equipment on Walnut, then walked the horse carefully back out to the road, and headed cautiously towards the light. He wasn’t sure how to approach, or if to approach, whoever was ahead. In the deserted forest, most travelers would be likely to be wary of strangers showing up, and he would be wary of trying to enter a large group of strangers when trapped by the darkness.


As he got closer he heard more distinctly the sounds of the music. It was a lively tune with jovial lyrics, one that Alec had heard played in the carnival many times. Treena had played it, sometimes on three instruments at once, and Noranda had enjoyed it, singing it to herself at times when she was distracted.


Alec slipped down off the saddle as he rode close enough to see the tree trunks around the circle where two wagons boxed in one half of a campsite. Several men and a handful of women were sitting around the fire, one with a fiddle and one that pumped a small organ to carry the tune. They were beginning the second verse of the song, and clearly no one knew the words, because their chorus was faltering.


Alec had a sudden recollection of Ari in Walnut Creek, when he had manufactured a tale of being a lost prospector. A bold thought came to Alec. Perhaps he could just as brazenly make up a story and join this group for the evening, so that he’d get directions from them in the morning and perhaps a bite of food, the prospect that most motivated him in these circumstances. With two wagons to carry supplies, they were likely to have much, and there were no obvious guards posted, something that surprised him.


He walked into the open roadside fringe of the circle of campfire light, and began singing the second verse loudly, knowing that he wouldn’t win points for the quality of his singing voice. All heads jerked quickly to look at him, and three men rose rapidly from their seats. The organ player stopped, but the fiddle player kept on playing the tune, picking up the pace to match Alec.


Alec looked at her, directly in her eyes, and faltered for a long moment. “Don’t you know the words after all?” she challenged him. He responded by concentrating on the words of the verse, then waved his hands to motion to all the others to chime in with him as the rowdy chorus came to a climax.


As the song ended, Alec tried to prepare himself for the conversation he knew was about to ensue. No amount of preparation could settle his rattled nerves completely however, after seeing the face of the fiddle player. The girl looked like Noranda’s identical twin. He felt the blood drain from his face, as he turned pale with emotion.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 7 – The Wayward Letters

 




The longshoreman at the docks in Oyster Bay looked at the leather bag that was hidden behind a stack of crates. “This says it was supposed to be delivered to the bank in Goldenfields more than a month ago,” he called up to his foreman. He handed over the pouch full of letters, including Alec’s, and went on about his business.


The foreman knew that the bank rarely sent its internal messages astray. The discovery of this misplaced pouch would be trouble for someone. The bank’s accounts needed regular communication to keep their funds in balance. Although this pouch showed it had only come from Redwater, a smallish branch of the bank, it still meant money was at stake. He didn’t know that some of Alec’s letters, including the love letter for Bethany, were also astray within the bag.


Bethany by this time had actually been in Oyster Bay for almost three weeks, and was starting to look forward to the regular visits Tritos paid her. She was just a couple of miles away from where the heart-revealing letter sat - the letter that was meant to give her assurance of Alec’s love.


The foreman knew that the bank’s next ship to Goldenfields would not leave for another four days, and then be a week to ten days in transit up the rivers towards Goldenfields. It would pass right by its origins in Redwater before it got to the destination it should have reached five weeks earlier.


And so it happened that several days later the Pierpont Bank branch in the impressive building facing the traders market received two pouches on a day when it expected only one. The bank branch manager opened the regularly scheduled pouch and sorted out the reports to deal with them as expected. He then opened the tardy bag and pulled out the first report to examine it. The date on the report showed its age. The manager had already asked for and received a replacement report two weeks earlier, so he left the rest of the contents inside the bag and placed it at the back of his shelf.


The following week he sorted through the bag, and found the bundle of letters contained within. The letter to the Duke he gave to a courier to take to the palace, and the letter addressed to Bethany he put into the city’s mail system to be carried to the address on Bakers street. Two days later, Ellen received the letter meant for the girl who had departed several weeks before, and puzzled over what to do with it. A few days later she remembered to mention it to Ellison, who took it back to the palace and delivered it to Merle.


Several days later, Merle put the letter in a pouch, and sent it on a boat down river to Oyster Bay.

 



 



 



 



 




 

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 8 – Meeting The Locksfort Youth

 



 “Who are you, and how did you come to be on these private lands?” the man closest to Alec said as he and another walked up close to him. Neither had weapons displayed, which Alec took as a hopeful sign.

 “I am a traveler on my way to Stronghold,” Alec explained, turning his eyes from the hauntingly familiar face of the girl in front if him. “I’ve not seen another person for a long time, so when I saw your fire I thought I’d come see if I could join you. I wasn’t aware this was private land. I’m not from around here.”

 “This is a private estate, so you’ll need to move on and leave us,” one of the men still sitting by the fire said.


Alec looked at him, then looked at the men who had approached him, then seyed the others in the group, again making eye contact with the fiddle player for a long moment. They were not much more than his own age, he realized. They were a group of youths, perhaps just out in the woods for a pleasant outing, not travelers on the road, as he had expected.

 “I’m sorry. I thought I had just caught up to other travelers on the road this evening,” Alec replied. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your party.”

 “You might as well sit by the fire and warm up a little; we owe you for teaching us the second verse of the rooster song,” the fiddle player said, in a voice that was huskier than Noranda’s. She had the same pert chin as Noranda, giving her face the same elfin, triangular appearance that Noranda had, although Alec realized that this girl’s eyes were set a trifle wider than the girl he remembered.

 “He’s a stranger on our lands. I personally don’t think we should reward him for trespassing,” interjected the boy who had spoken before.

 “Let the boy warm up, Reuchlin. Maybe he’ll teach us some other songs,” replied another boy, and other heads nodded. Alec had a sense that they agreed mostly because they wanted to undermine Reuchlin, more than they cared whether he got warm or not.


Alec tied Walnut to a tree and moved into the warm inner circle near the fire. “Thank you,” he said to the group in general. “My name is Alec, and it’s been a long, wet day in the saddle. Your fire feels good.”

 “Do you know ‘Your Picture Is A Dog’?” he asked the two instrumentalists, looking at each girl.


The fiddler smiled, and the organist chimed in, “Yes, of course,” and the two introduced the first notes of the chorus, then led the whole group in the singing of the nonsensical tale about the man who hired a painter to produce a portrait of the girl who had rejected his advances, while she made various household pets pose for the portrait in succeeding verses of the song.


A round of laughter and clapping followed the end of the song. “Wimpeling, would you get the food out and let’s get dinner started?” the organist said to one of the boys. Several stood up and began to work, while the girls put their instruments down. One of the boys who had approached Alec at his entrance came over.

 “My name is Durer,” he introduced himself. “Hello, Alec. What brings you to Stronghold?”


Alec had collected his wits during the singing of the song, and proceeded to tell the tale he had concocted before entering the camp. “I was with a traveling carnival, working as a healer. With all the troubles in the cities out west, the carnival ran out of money and fell apart, and I got the horse as my payment. I decided to leave all the problems and come to Stronghold, because I heard there wasn’t as much unrest up here.”

 “No, we’ve managed to avoid the troubles the rest of the Dominion has had this past year,” Durer agreed.

 “That’s because we don’t let strangers come and stir up trouble,” Reuchlin added frohe periphery of the group around Alec.


Durer gave a pained look at the thin malcontent, whose voice subsided.

 “We’ll be returning to the city tomorrow. You’re welcome to stay with us tonight and ride along tomorrow if you like,” Durer offered.

 “Thank you, that’s kind,” Alec said, holding out his hand to thank the other. Durer had thick, curly dark hair above a thin face that smiled easily, and he shook hands with Alec. “I appreciate the offer. I knew I must be lost, since I haven’t seen a village or people, so I could use some guidance to find my way to the city.”

 “The river road is several miles farther inland. It travels away from the river to go around our estate. You must have somehow wandered off the road and then stumbled along,” a girl’s voice said, and Alec turned to see the fiddler standing behind him.

 “My name is Johanna,” she said. “Did I hear you say you were in a carnival?” Alec nodded, his mouth unconsciously opening slightly as he intently studied the face of the girl.

 “Do we know each other?” she asked in response to his scrutiny.


Alec blushed. “No. No, not that I’m aware of,” he replied.

 “We learned those songs from my cousin, Durer’s sister, when we visited her in Oyster Bay almost a year ago, last autumn. She used to be in a carnival too,” the girl explained, then said no more as her face paled at the memory.

 “Does your family own all these lands?” Alec asked, sensing the discomfort the others were feeling.

 “This estate has been in our family for a long time. Everyone’s moved into the city though, so we never come out here. We thought we’d come to take a summer holiday for a couple of days and do some hunting, but the rain made us all decide to head back home,” Durer explained. People were drifting away, stoking the fire, preparing food, and setting canopies over sleeping blankets. “You can put your blankets under one of the wagons to stay out of the rain if you’d like,” he offered to Alec. “I need to go help,” he explained, and walked over to the fire.


Alec went back to Walnut and got his bedding off the back of the saddle, then spread it on the ground near the fire to warm up and dry out a little.


He walked over to where Johanna was setting out food on a table extending from the wagon-side. “Can I help do anything?” he asked, drawn to the girl’s haunting familiarity.

 “Here, spread these out,” she said quietly. They worked in silence for a minute or two as Alec surreptitiously studied the girl, his mind trying to draw all the comparisons with Noranda. “What is it?” She asked finally, aware of the scrutiny. “Why are you looking at me?”


Alec hesitated. “You remind me of someone, very much. When I look at you I see a girl I haven’t seen in a very long time. I’m sorry to stae so rudely,” he added.

 “I was always told that I looked like Noranda, Durer’s sister, the one who taught us the carnival songs,” Johanna said. “Were you with her in the same carnival?”

 “No,” Alec responded hastily. “There’s more than one carnival traveling around the Dominion, you know,” he added lamely.

 “You’re awfully young to have already left a carnival and be traveling across country on your own,” Johanna commented.

 “I was an orphan in Frame, and then joined the carnival,” Alec said. “After the carnival, I didn’t have any place to go.”

 “I almost feel like an orphan, sometimes,” Johanna said in an absent voice. “I rarely see my parents. My father travels on business, so I only see him if we ship out to visit him, or he comes home to us. We’re going to see him soon, though. He’s on his way home from Oyster Bay.”

 “Things have been troubled down there, and there’s no point in him staying in such a troubled town,” another boy said as he walked up to the table with a stack of plates. “I’ll be glad to see Uncle Lapine. He’s got the best personality of any of the uncles or aunts.”

 “Rembran, watch your manners!” Johanna said sternly.

 “Don’t worry, Durer’s across the camp,” Rembran said.

 “Everything’s ready! Come and eat,” Johanna called loudly. “Go ahead and lead the way as our guest, Alec,” she added.

 “I learned enough manners to know that ladies should go first,” Alec replied. Despite the little food he’d had in the past day, he had little appetite at the moment. The chance that he would fall in with a group of Locksfort cousins by happenstance was unnerving. He stood back a few steps and let the others line up ahead of him, then fixed his own plate after everyone else had gone.


Wimperling pulled an armful of wineskins from the other wagon and began passing them around. Alec offered his to the boy who sat next to him, and drank water from his own canteen instead. As the others finished their food and the wine flowed freely, the atmosphere grew boisterous. Some sang loudly, while the crowd diminished as a few couples retreated to the shadows away from the rest of the group.


Alec grew tired, and began gathering the dirty dishes, piling them all together on the table. He saw no one else bothering with cleaning up the camp, nor did he see anything to clean with, so he left them stacked up, picked up his warmed blankets, and picked a spot under a wagon near Walnut to spend the night. The campfire crowd was silent now, the fire had burned down to untended embers, and Alec closed his eyes and fell asleep among the crowd of Locksfort youths.
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Chapter 9 – Joining the Locksforts

 




Alec was the first to awaken the next morning. The clouds had left the sky and the sun came up bright on the eastern horizon. Alec rolled his blankets and put them away, then brushed Walnut quietly while waiting for the rest of the camp to awaken. Durer was first up; he saw Alec and gave a friendly wave, then walked off into the woods. Soon others started to arise, and Durer returned, to make a loud announcement that everyone needed to arise and prepare to make the trip back to Stronghold.


A few groaned, and Alec guessed that they were suffering the aftereffects of too much wine the night before. With a sudden impulsive thought, Alec looked through the medical supplies he had stored in his saddlebags, and found enough to mix some doses that would relieve the headaches and upset stomachs that came from overdrinking.

 “Durer, I’ve got a few doses of medicine to sooth the hangovers of some of your friends,” he said, walking over to Noranda’s brother.

 “Reuchlin, Brandeis, come here,” Durer said after a quick visual survey of the campsite. The two groaned and slowly meandered over to their cousin. “Alec has fixed a hangover cure; he said he was a medic, remember? You two need this the most, so take it quickly and then get your things put away.”


Without comment, the two held their hands out and took Alec’s proffered cure. “Anyone else who wants a hangover remedy come see Alec,” Durer said loudly to the group in general.

 “That’s awfully nice of you, Alec,” he added. “Do you really believe it works?” Alec nodded. “That’s too bad, after a fashion. I always enjoyed knowing those two had to suffer for their degeneracy. Now you’ve taken away even that; there’s no telling how awful they’ll be in the future if they can just visit you and get a cure.”


Four others walked up in rapid succession, and Alec served them all, then put his goods away, and joined the others for a bite of dried fruit for breakfast. He sat apart for several minutes, trying to interpret a strange sensation of joy and melancholy he had experienced when he had given away the hangover cures. The feelings made no sense. The joy was an original feeling, but the melancholy had been deeply pressed into the spirit of one of his patients, he intuited.

 “Durer said you were the one who stacked the dishes last night,” Johanna said, appearing suddenly beside Alec for the first time that morning. “Thank you,” she added.

 “I’d have cleaned them, but I didn’t know where the tub and water were,” he replied. He wondered where she had slept, but didn’t ask.

 “Here, we can just place them in this tub since we’re going home today, and the servants will take care of them for us,” Johanna said casually. “We won’t need them again for anything.” Alec lifted the heavy tub into the wagon for the girl. “Most of the boys here can’t lift that themselves,” she said appreciatively. “Thank you for your help.”


In just a few more minutes the campsite was empty as people climbed on horse and wagons and began moving east towards their home in Stronghold. Alec fell in next to Brandeis, who had taken a dose of his cure earlier. “Alec, thank you ever so much,” the slightly foppish boy said gratefully. “I already feel like I didn’t drink a drop last night, which is an unusual experience for me, except for church holidays with my mother,” he said lightly.


The two fell into an easy conversation as they rode along, Brandeis carrying the vast majority of the conversation as he spoke whatever witticism came to his mind during the ride. Alec learned a great deal about the others in the traveling group as he lagged in the back with his happy-go-lucky companion. “Why are you back here with me when you could be up front wooing the beautiful Johanna?” Brandeis asked suddenly. “She came looking for you last night, but you were already asleep. She stood by you for several minutes, until Reuchlin came and talked her back to the fireside. You could’ve had her – she’s pretty, rich, nice, even bright – what more does a wandering minstrel need?” he laughed.

 “What more, indeed?” Alec asked. “Now we just need to go find a minstrel. You heard my voice last night, didn’t you?” he laughed.

 “Point taken,” Brandeis agreed with a grin.

 “How long will it take us to reach the city?” Alec asked.

 “So you want to change the subject,” Brandeis observed. “So be it. We can come back to your love life some other time.

 “Durer will let us stop for a bite of midday food, and then we’ll be back at the city walls two hours later and back in the family palace an hour after that,” Brandeis explained. “Where are you going to stay?” he asked as an afterthought. “Do you have a place to spend the night?”

 “Well, no,” Alec admitted, suddenly hoping that something improbably fortunate was about to happen.

 “Then you must come to the Locksfort palace and while away your life in indulgent luxury,” Brandeis proposed. “They’ve let me do nothing for years; I’m sure you’ll be good for several months, at least. If you hand out that hangover cure judicially, you may never have to leave!”

 “Durer! Durer!” Brandeis shouted. “I’ve just had a brain storm. It’s absolutely brilliant!”

 “Let’s stop for midday,” Durer shouted back from the front of the group. “I need to be standing on solid ground if I’m going to hear brilliance from our resident cousinly jester.”


The group stopped and dismounted. “What stroke of genius have you had?” Durer asked as he walked back to where Brandeis and Alec were watering their horses.

 “Let’s have >


















































 “Well of course he can stay at the Palace,” Durer replied with mock disgust. “We’ve been waiting for someone to come along to replace you, and he is so much better… and useful to boot.”

 “Let me rephrase my suggestion,” Brandeis replied glibly.

 “You want someone who can cure your hangovers on a regular basis, don’t you? And what could be handier than having a healer right down the hall?” Brandeis mockingly replied.

 “Alec, you are welcome to be our guest in our home. You’ll lack for none of the comforts you crave, and you’ll be a much more pleasant addition than any of the sycophants Brandeis usually imposes on us,” Durer said, turning to face Alec with a grin. A scream sounded from behind Durer, and he whirled to face the group. “What the…?” he mumbled, and started back towards the front. 



Reuchlin was standing over Johanna, who was kneeling on the ground with her face in her hands. “Your cousin is already salivating at the prospect of the new wonder boy roaming the halls of our home,” he snarled at Durer. “She’s disgraceful.”


Durer took Reuchlin by the arm and moved him quickly into the woods away from the rest of the group, speaking in a low voice as they moved out of earshot.

 “Reuchlin should be Durer, and Durer should be someone else, if family bloodlines run true,” Brandeis said quietly, dropping the merry tone he usually portrayed. “Reuchlin is just like Durer’s father, Judos. A bull, and a bully, always running through and over everyone to get what he wants, and sometimes it seems just for the pleasure of being cruel. He and Aunt Mooreen drove Noranda – Durer’s sister – away, simply to be mean,” Brandeis said with a catch in his voice that caught Alec’s attention.

 “You loved her?” he asked his new acquaintance, an insight coming upon him that was only a guess, but more than a guess based on the tone of Brandeis’s voice and the mobility of his features.

 “Everyone loved her, just as we all love Johanna,” Brandeis replied. “You should have seen her; they were two peas in a pod. Yes, I loved her. But her parents promised her as a child bride to some old crony for business purposes, like she was just an object to be bargained away. Reuchlin taunted her endlessly, tastelessly, graphically, about her wedding night and marriage, to the point that she could do nothing but cry all day. It took a lot of the joy out of her life, and she ran away.

 “Then she turned up again in Goldenfields of all places, and ends up being murdered by an ingenaire in Oyster Bay,” Brandeis finished. 



Alec was doubly stunned into silence, both by the revelation of Brandeis’s infatuation, as well as the blame for murder assigned to an ingenaire, probably him, he suspected, when she wasn’t even truly dead yet.


A muffled sob from Johanna broke through his distraction, and he walked over and knelt by the girl, who was being tended by two other girls in the gp. Without pause or consideration, Alec reached in and tilted her chin up so that he saw the reddened mark on her cheek, then he slid his fingertips lightly across the smooth skin, healing away the pain and the injury altogether.


The girl who had played the organ the night before gasped and Johanna’s startled eyes pierced Alec’s own. “He took the mark away!” the organist exclaimed. “Just rubbed his fingers over it, and it was gone!”

 “I just brushed some dirt off,” Alec said calmly, glancing from Johanna to the other girl. “It just looked like a mark, but there was only some dirt there. Does it hurt?” he asked Johanna.


She didn’t speak, but only shook her head slightly. “There, see, just dirt,” he emphasized, and stood up offering his hand to help Johanna stand.


She took his hand to stand, then let go and failed to face him before she walked off with the organist and another girl.


Alec too walked away, returning to Walnut and standing on the side of the horse away from everyone else, using his steed to shield him from the eyes of the others in the group. Their attention was shifting from Alec to Johanna to where Durer and Reuchlin had entered the woods. Brandeis silently moved away from Alec, giving him the privacy he wanted.


The group was frozen into inaction by the tableau that had broken out in its midst. No one made any move to begin preparing the meal until the two men returned to the camp. At that point several people simultaneously bustled about the food wagon preparing the food for the group to eat. Durer and Reuchlin acted as though nothing had happened, and in short order everyone was back to light-hearted banter as they began eating.


Alec and Johanna remained silent however. Alec found his hands absently running over the newly short hair on his scalp, the bristles still feeling unusual to him. He lowered his arms and walked over to the food, gathering a few morsels to chew on.


Soon the group was done and on its way again, Alec and Brandeis again riding together in the rear. “Do you want to discuss what happened back there?” Brandeis asked with more diplomacy than Alec had expected from his flippant companion.


The directness of the question caught Alec off-guard. “I just hate to see cruelty. I wish people would treat each other the way they want to be treated; we’d all get along so much better,” Alec said hesitantly.

 “I have a notion that in some ways you’re not as young as you seem, but then you say something so refreshingly naïve and I’m happy to resume believing that you are simply an innocent abroad,” Brandeis replied with a grin. “Enough of that for now. Very soon we’ll be emerging from the family forest, and then you’ll see Stronghold not too far away. We’ll merge right back onto Dominion Road and join all the traffic heading into town, and then… 


 “And then we’ll take you to our family warren, a place of intrigue, duplicity, power and wealth: a place where you’ll never have to worry about being treated as you’d like to be treated, especially now that Reuchlin perceives you as a threat to his dynastic plans with cousin Johanna,” Brandeis commented. “You’ll need to finish your wooing of her quickly.”

 “Johanna?” Alec exclaimed loudly. The heads immediately ahead of them turned to look at the two riders on the tail of the entourage. He lowered his voice. “I’m not wooing Johanna.”

 “So you’re claiming that the fair lady is simply wooing you then, is it?” Brandeis said with a return of his sense of humor. “You think so highly of your young, valuable self that you expect pretty, rich heiresses to swoon over you.”


Alec grinned. “I can’t win if I say anything one way or the other to you, can I?”

 “See, you are more perceptive than someone your age should be,” Brandeis laughed. Not too long after, the forest ended in an abrupt line of demarcation between the protected Locksfort domain and the lands of others, where the public road swooped back to its proper route after detouring. Other travelers were present, and the Locksfort contingent continued its gay chatter as it arrived at the massive gates of entry into the city.


Alec stayed within the privileged circle of youth, who the local constabulary helped along by ordering traffic out of the way. As they arrived at the entrance to the family compound, which towered far above the lower city, a few cousins turned away to go to other places, while the rest entered past sentries and headed to the stables to place their horses.

 “Let me show you to your rooms,” Brandeis suggested to Alec as he handed his horse’s reins to a stablehand. Alec was at a momentary loss.

 “I’d like to tend Walnut for a moment to see where he’ll be,” Alec said after a moment. “Let me see his stall and make sure he’s settled, and then I can head up,” he asked hoping that his request wasn’t eccentric among the ways of these pampered young people.

 “Certainly. I’ll be out in the fresh air,” Brandeis said with no indication of complaint.


Alec walked with the stablehand who took Walnut, and asked about the feed and other matters while he helped remove the saddle and settled his horse in, noting with approval the cleanliness of the stables and the fresh bedding provided; this family certainly took good care of its stock. He promised to return for a visit and then found his way back to the stable gates.


Brandeis was on a shaded bench, outside the gray stone building, talking with Johanna, who apparently had also lingered, carrying her small sack of belongings with her. “I told her the servants would take care of that,” Brandeis said smiling, pointing to Johanna’s sack, “but she came down to tote her bag personally. I suspect she has either brandy or murder weapons hidden in the bag and doesn’t want the help to gossip.”


The girl smiled, but said little. Brandeis led the way up a series of staircases and corridors that climbed the hill the compound was built upon. The complex route baffled Alec, who followed with Johanna behind him.

 “May I carry that you?” Alec asked, gesturing towards the bag.

 “Thank you,” she replied, handing it over. “And thank you,” she added in a lower voice. “I don’t know what you did this morning, but thank you. I appreciated your kindness.”

 “No cooing back there,” Brandeis turned to the two whose heads were bent close together. “At least not in public.” Alec immediately pulled slightly away from Johanna in embarrassment.

 “I’m going this way; I can take my bag,” she said, and took the bag from Alec in order to turn down an adjoining hallway.

 “That’s not her way,” Brandeis observed, but Alec wasn’t sure if he spoke literally or figuratively.


Minutes later after climbing higher, Brandeis opened a door and led Alec into a room. There was a doorway to an adjoining room, but the visitor was drawn to the window, where the waterfall and both banks of the city, including the abandoned Millershome docks, were part of a panoramic view.

 “We came from out there,” Brandeis pointed to a dark forest on the horizon. “I’ll go tell the housekeeper you’re here, and a maid will be in soon to see what you need. Feel free to explore the grounds, gardens, stables, but don’t try to enter the business area. There’s nothing interesting there anyway, but the managers don’t like to be annoyed.

 “I’ve got a couple of errands to run, but then I’ll be back to find you and we can go out for dinner. Tomorrow we’ll meet some of the aunts and uncles to be polite. Enjoy yourself, and welcome home!” Brandeis finished his comments and shut the door as he left, leaving Alec alone with his thoughts.


Alec was now a guest, above suspicion, in the place he most wanted to be. He marveled at how fate had contrived to serve him so well, and wondered how God could have made so many coincidences occur so conveniently. He drew away from the window and opened the door that led to a second room, where a bed and desk were the only furniture, and the window offered the same view as the sitting room. He heard a sound and returned to the sitting room to find his saddle pack had been dropped off by a servant.


Alec lay down on the mattress to test its comfort, and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again the shadows were long, and Brandeis and Circh, a pale blond girl from the forest party, were lying on either side of him, their grinning faces just inches from his head. He shot up to a sitting position in surprise and embarrassment. “I just lied down for a moment to remember what a mattress felt like…,” he tried to explain.

 “Since you’re rested up, we’ll just expect you to have the energy to enjoy a night out in the city even more,” Circh smiled as she sat up too, leaning in towards him.


Alec had a sudden memory, a strong, powerful recollection that carried him from the here and now. He remembered the group of ingenairii and warriors who had ridden hard across the desert between Goldenfields and Bondell. There had been no nights out on the town, no spoiled indulgence in an easy life. The group had ridden at an exhausting pace and goneto battle; but the days and nights of companionship were rich in memory compared to how these people lived, he thought silently, coming back to the present.


The three left the room and walked down the stairs, carrying a torch to wash away the shadows in their path through the convoluted construction of the Locksfort home. “How did this come to be built as it is?” Alec asked Brandeis.

 “It was built one generation at a time, and we’re the twelfth generation to live here, or are we thirteenth, Cir?” he replied. “One year someone builds what they want, and ten years later someone else decides to extend it a different way. We’ve been here all our lives, so we can find our way, but no outsider can work through here. The home would defend us as much as muscle and metal, if we were ever attacked,” he concluded.

 “Blah, blah,” the white-haired girl impishly answered. “Let’s just get down to the wharfside for some fun.”


They reached a wide plaza, the largest open space Alec had seen in the family fortress. “You two go ahead,” Brandeis called to them as he started in a different direction. “I’ll join you at the Oak Table. I won’t be long.”

 “You’ll need to put your arm around me to protect me and guard my honor down there,” Circh told Alec as they passed out of the compound gate and entered the city. “Otherwise the river sailors will take me for something I’m not.” She reached over suddenly and pulled Alec’s arm over her shoulder.


Alec suspected he was being taken advantage of, but allowed it to happen as Circh guided him down narrow lanes that led towards the riverfront. After a few minutes, they entered a tavern with a bright orange door, and Circh was greeted by several voices. “Let’s join them; most of the gang is here already,” she raised her face to speak up to Alec’s ear. Noisy conversations all around made quiet comments impossible.


They turned right, Alec removing his arm from his companion, and the two sat down in the middle of a long table of people just older than Alec. Most were not familiar to him from the forest party, and he tried to remember the names that were mentioned to him as men and women introduced themselves. Circh already had a pint of some beverage before her. “Let’s go down to Schama’s now,” a voice suggested. Several voices spoke up in support, and many started to stand.

 “Shouldn’t we wait for Brandeis?” Alec asked Circh loudly.

 “Oh, he’ll know where to find us,” a nearby man said.

 “Where did you lose him?” another asked Circh.

 “Oh,” she rolled her eyes, “you know perfectly well. He’s been gone for four days and needs to go visit her. It gives me the creeps,” she added.

 “You don’t think he opens it up and sees her, do you?” asked a girl sitting on the other side of Alec.

 “I doubt it. That would raise such a ruckus if he got caught, and he’s already  fold to leave her alone,” the first man in the conversation answered 


Alec sat in silence as the gossip began to flow around him. He had assumed that Brandeis’s warm personality and quick wit would have made him a favorite of this crowd of party-goers. Instead they just seemed to gossip about him behind his back; he’d seen the likes of it before with other people in the orphanage and in the carnival, and he knew it was an inevitable part of human nature. As he sat pondering this unseemly behavior, a comment caught his attention, and riveted him back to the words flying around him.

 “I’ll bet she still glows blue,” another girl said.

 “I don’t think that’s true. That’s impossible to imagine,” Circh answered as she shuddered so violently Alec felt it.

 “Why did she have a closed casket then? No one ever saw her,” the girl answered.

 “She died in Oyster Bay; her body took weeks to get here. Of course they had a closed casket,” the man replied. “Of course that would surely put an end to him going to the catacombs if he opened the tomb and saw her remains now.”

 “Can we stop this?” Circh asked. “I just want to have fun, not talk about corpses.”

 “There’s Brandeis now, coming in the door anyway,” another man nearby said. “Let’s go down to Schama’s.”

 “But I just got here and have had nothing to drink,” Brandeis commented as he walked up to the table. “You wouldn’t want to deny me the right to have a famous Coldlake brew here at the Oak Table after spending weeks in the wilderness without any sustenance, would you? If Circh and Alec hadn’t persuaded me to join them in cannibalism we all would have died,” he said straight-faced as he held up a finger for the serving girl. He slid a leg over the bench across from Alec and squeezed into place. Alec sensed again the feeling of melancholy and joy he had first sensed earlier in the day while at the woodlands camp. It was Brandeis who carried the feelings, and at the moment the melancholy was much stronger than it had been. Alec saw no tears, although it felt as if the man was crying on the inside.

 “What’re you having?” he asked Alec. “Please tell me you didn’t start with the ale? It’s brewed from fermented floor sweepings,” he said in a loud, conspiratorial whisper.

 “He hasn’t ordered anything yet; he’s too intoxicated with my beauty as it is,” Circh replied for Alec, leaning against him and draping her arm across his shoulders.

 “If it’s your beauty, then yes, he’s intoxicated, at any rate,” Brandeis said with an understatement that brought a laugh from the crowd and a face from Circh. Alec drank a glass of redberry juice while the others finished their drinks, then followed them out the door towards the next stop.


Alec reflected on the behavior of these people who had so much given to them so easily. If he had been born into nobility or wealth, would he have grown up like this, he wondered. What type of person would he have become?>




At the next bar, slightly dingier than the first, more drinks were served and the group grew more intoxicated. Alec maneuvered away from sitting next to Circh, and wound up at the end of a table, half-listening to the conversation that was going on at his end. He felt very hungry, and wondered if there was a plan to eat food anytime soon.


In a few minutes they rose and walked through the dark streets to another tavern. Alec was the last in the line that threaded between the buildings and the obstacles in the road, and he observed that many of the others were now staggering, or walking irregularly at best.


He heard footsteps behind him and turned around. In the darkness of the unlit streets in this poor part of town he could see little, and only guessed at the presence of someone else on the street. He reached for his sword to reassure himself, and discovered to his horror that it wasn’t on his hip. It was then that he remembered having taken it off when he laid down on his bed back in the Locksfort compound, and he said a silent prayer hoping that no trouble would befall the group tonight.


They soon arrived at an open space, and Alec realized they had reached the very edge of the city, where a street ran along top of a dike at the riverbank. A few steps down and they entered a shabbier bar than Alec had ever been in before, one that wasn’t very crowded that evening.


Alec felt uncomfortable. This wasn’t the kind of place he’d ever visit on his own. He was sure that others from the Locksfort picnic crew, the responsible ones like Durer and Johanna, would not have come to a place like this either. As the group settled down and had their first drinks, the door opened, and half a dozen men walked in, looking at the young drinkers as they took a table close to the front of the public room.


After several minutes, the group at the other table rose one by one and walked across the room. Alec watched them spread out and casually circle around the young Locksforts, although no one else paid any attention. Alec wished desperately for his sword, and began to consider what alternatives he would have for a weapon.

 “You young lads and lasses shouldn’t be in a place like this,” one of the men said loudly, and he slapped the side of his sword down on their table to draw their startled attention. “We’ll protect you from any evil-doers hereabouts, but we’d like some money in return. If you’ll all just place your purses and cash out on the table in front of you, we’ll collect that and make sure you don’t suffer any problems.”


Several bleary pairs of eyes looked around, uncertain what to do, and no one took any immediate action.


The leader of the ruffians grabbed the pale hair of Circh and pulled it hard, raising her head and placed his long knife against her throat. “I want your money now, people,” he said roughly. Circh screamed in fear, and the man yanked hard on her hair, jerking her head. “Shut up!” he yelled.


Alec stood up. “I have money,” he said. He’d withdrawn a great deal of money in Redwater, and had spent virtually none of it since. He stepped up on his chair and then on the table, knocking over someone’s tbler of drink in the process. “My belt is a money belt,” he explained, and unbuckled the metal tongue. All eyes were on him. “Please take your knife off the girl,” he asked as he pulled the belt halfway off and untied the hidden pouch inside. He retrieved a gold coin, and tossed it to the knife-wielder, who withdrew his knife from Circh and let go of her hair.

 “I want the whole belt, not a single gold, stupid youngster,” the man spat at Alec. “And I want money from the rest of you, too,” he added with an expletive.


That word was the last out of his mouth before the situation turned. With the threatening knife away from Circh, Alec dove off the table at the man, knocking the knife loose. He knocked the robber to the ground, and wrestled his sword off the man’s hip. “Brandeis, sit on this man and don’t let him get up!” Alec shouted. He had a sword in hand, and felt ready to swing into action. He picked up a chair and hurled it across the room at another of the robbers, and briefly parried with the man closest to him, easily knocking his sword away and slicing the man’s ribcage. The men had obviously not bargained for any kind of resistance from their victims.


Within just a minute three of the six robbers were down and disabled. “You get out now or you’re next,” Alec said, looking at the remaining three. They looked at one another, unable to grasp what had happened to their companions so quickly. “Go now or you’ll be sorry,” Alec reiterated the threat, and stepped around the table towards them. They headed to the door and out, while the leader of the group was still struggling under Brandeis.


The room had been quiet, but now babble arose from the group of disturbed revelers, as well as the few others who were in the tavern. Alec looked at his companions, judging their condition. Brandeis, and another boy he knew was named Delle, seemed least inebriated. “Brandeis, let him up so he can leave. Delle, let’s get everyone together and head back home now, shall we?” he said loudly.


They nodded in agreement and stood, leading others to stand as well. Within a half minute Alec was leading the group out onto the street, checking the safety of the way. “Delle, I don’t know the way from here,” he said. “You lead. Brandeis, you stay in the middle, and I’ll follow to catch anyone who falls behind.”

 “Alec, what did you do back there?” Brandeis asked him urgently.

 “We can talk about it after we’re all someplace safe and I have a chance to eat some supper!” Alec said light-heartedly, trying to bring humor to the situation. Delle led them, and within ten minutes they were back to a quarter of town with lit streets, and soon thereafter Alec saw the walls of the Locksfort compound not far ahead. He realized they were passing a street vendor, and pulled coins out of his pocket to purchase some sausage rolls that finally began to relieve his hunger.


Delle led the group through the gates of the compound, and many gave audible sighs of relief upon finally attaining the safety of home. “Alec, you truly saved my life,” Circh cried loudly, with genuine emotion, hugging him tightly. “Thank you, thank you.” Two other girls put their arms around Circh and led her upstairs, receiving a grateful look from Alec as they did.


A few others wandered away as well, feeling shocked by the violent encounter, while one or two incorrigible members went back out to resume carousing. Brandeis looked at Alec, who decided to cut off any questions just yet. “Is there a kitchen we could visit to get a snack?” he asked.


Brandeis snorted. “There’s always a kitchen, and usually a cook, too. Follow me.” He entered a nearby hall, and passed through three rooms, then went downstairs and through a passageway, walking rapidly, before a turn and a walk brought them to a doorway that entered a large kitchen lit solely by a fire in an open oven.

 “Hello Helma,” Brandeis called out cheerily, hugging a heavyset woman. “You still won’t settle down and marry me, will you?”


She giggled in delight at what was clearly a regular exchange of affection. “You know you’re the best man to ever propose, but one man isn’t enough for me,” she said in a surprisingly high voice, reminding Alec of a little girl. “Here’s a side of mutton still left, and some parsnips on the stove top, plus some soup.”

 “Alec, this is Helma, and Helma, this is Alec, a great singer, not to mention a hero of the Locksfort clan,” Brandeis introduced the two. “Helma, we’d like two of everything for supper. And that’s just for Alec (he’s a growing boy, as you can see).”


Helma tittered, clearly smitten with the affection that Brandeis showed her, and moved about preparing two large platters of food for her visitors. “Now, with your undying love for me, how is it that you happened to enter the kitchen from the women’s quarters’ hall?” she asked as she held Brandeis’s platter just out of his reach.


Alec recalled how quickly Brandeis had scurried through the halls, and suspected they had been hurrying to avoid detection. “Well, it was a shortcut, but no one saw us, and we saw no one,” Brandeis said in a soothing voice.


Alec began tucking into his meal with vigor, relishing the flavorful variety of foods Helma had provided. She looked on with approval.

 “So Alec, now that you’re being fed, tell me what happened in the bar back there on the wharf?” Brandeis insisted. “A simple carnival healer wouldn’t be expected to be an expert bar fighter, would he?”

 “There were a couple of incompetent robbers, a number of drunk Locksforts, and I took advantage of the situation,” Alec explained the answer he had rehearsed. “I learned juggling in the carnival, so I had the quick reactions to take advantage of the situation.” He stuffed more food in his mouth to prevent speaking further.

 “You’re simplifying the circumstances,” Brandeis said accusingly. “Granted, there were a number of drunk Locksforts,” he said with a smile, “but those weren’t just a couple of stupid robbers. And you handled them all by yourself!” He sensed that Alec wasn’t going to admit to anything more. “You’ll be looked at tomorrow, let me tell you,” he added. “Maybe your modest story will pass muster with the aunts and uncles, but I know something more happened.”

Alec felt satisfaction at winning the war of wits for the moment, but he couldn’t muster up the courage to ask about the topic still on the top of his mind: the location of Noranda’s tomb. “What time will you awake tomorrow? Do you have anything to do?” Alec asked.

 “I have to sleep in after getting up so early for the trip to the forest,” Brandeis replied. “And I should go to the counting house and pretend to still be learning to be productive, but I stopped caring about that, oh, many months ago. What did you have in mind?”

 “I’d like a tour of the city, to see a little of it,” Alec replied.

 “You shall have a tour of the city tomorrow morning,” Brandeis promised as they rose from their empty platters. “I’ll show you where to meet for breakfast,” he said as he led his guest out of the kitchen, with a wave to Helma.


Alec was soon in his bedroom, and just as quickly he fell asleep in his bed, worn out by a day that had brought twists and revelations that left Alec’s vague plans unsettled and unsure.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 10 – Finding the Balance

 




A timid knocking on his bedroom door caused Alec to raise his head from his pillow. “Natalie?” he called, groggy from the dream that had been interrupted.

 “Alec? It’s me Johanna,” a feminine voice called from his sitting room. “Brandeis left a note telling me you wanted me to give you a tour of the city this morning…”

 “Uhm, just a moment,” Alec called out. He pulled on clothes and went out to meet the dark-haired girl who looked so much like Noranda. She had walked over to the window and was staring out at the morning shadows that stretched in long bars across the city, while the room filled with her fragrance. Alec studied her profile for several long seconds, noting the same sharp chin and high cheek bones that her cousin had.

 “I’m sorry to awaken you. Shall I come back later, or would you like to go with Brandeis instead?” she asked as she turned to face him.


Alec came out of his mesmerized stare at her face. “No, this is fine. This is really perfect; I don’t usually sleep in. I like to accomplish things in the morning,” he answered.

 “Shall we go immediately, or do you want some breakfast?” Johanna asked, edging towards the main door, which stood wide open.

 “Is there a place you’d like to visit that serves a nice breakfast?” Alec asked, trying to overcome the awkwardness they both seemed to feel.

 “Wait,” he said abruptly a second later, not wanting any falsehood to exist between them. “I’ll just tell you. You don’t have to do this. I didn’t request that you be the one to give me the tour; I just asked Brandeis to give me a tour this morning. He said he usually sleeps in late, but I thought he was going to get up early for this. I’m sorry to cause you trouble,” he added after a second’s pause.

 “No, it’s no trouble,” she replied. “If you’d like to wait for Brandeis, I understand. He’ll keep you entertained; he’s never at a loss for words.”


They stood in silence for a moment. “I’d like to go with you, Johanna. I just don’t want to impose on you or make you uncomfortable.”

 “Well, since we’re already together, let’s plan on going on,” the girl said, giving a weak smile. “I know a place that bakes fluffy pastries like you wouldn’t believe! Let’s go there to start.”


Alec thought back on the many goods he had eaten from Henree’s bakery in Goldenfields, and he wondered how these pastries would compare. “Just a moment,” he said, and dashed back into the bedroom to buckle on his sword. “I forgot to put this on,” he explained, painfully aware of how close his group had come to real trouble the night before.

 “The baker isn’t that tough,” Johanna said with a sly grin.

 “I didn’t…” Alec began, then realized the joke at his expense, and shared the grin. He pulled the door closed behind him and followed Johanna through the maze of stairs, halls and courtyards. He had no more clue about how to find his way about than he had on his last trip.


They began to pass through the gate. “Here Alec, take one of these,” Johanna said, pulling a yellow and blue striped armband from the window of the guardhouse. “Until they recognize you, this armband will help you past the guards when you’re not with one of us.”


They walked through a street still cool in shadow as the morning broke. There was little traffic about, and Alec remembered streets in Goldenfields, Oyster Bay, and even in Frame. They all seemed so similar, and these people he was with seemed so regular, he wondered how there could be cause to go to war with one another. He grew distracted as he ruminated on the ingenairii he had known who had unleashed war in Oyster Bar in concert with the leaders here in Stronghold, and suddenly bumped into Johanna.


 She had stopped by a table, and Alec hadn’t noticed. “The bakery is in here,” she said, attempting to politely pretend not to notice that Alec had run into her.

 “I know the smell,” Alec said, recollecting the days in Goldenfields. What was making him feel so contemplative, so caught up in the memories of the past, he wondered. Was it being here, so close to Noranda, or perhaps even so close to Johanna, who so closely resembled the girl he sought to resurrect?

 “Yes, bakeries pecial,” she said. They entered the door and looked at the racks of cooling goods in front of them.

 “The best breads are almost gone. The early-risers got them,” a man in an apron said. “But perhaps you are not here for bread? Young lovers out seeking something sweeter?”


Alec felt Johanna’s emotions wash across him, as his untrained Spiritual powers abruptly engaged. The word ‘lovers’ had triggered a strong reaction in her psyche, and his untrained, untapped, spiritual ingenaire powers had somehow collected her feelings! She was in love with Durer. She thought he had loved her in return, but Noranda’s death had wounded him, and they had drifted apart. And Brandeis has been Noranda’s lover until her aunt had settled on someone else and Reuchlin had taunted her, driving her away. The word ‘lover’ spawned those reactions and more from Johanna, and Alec was struck by the pain it left.

 “I’d like one of the custard cups, and one for my friend here,” Johanna ordered. And I’d like some poinstra to drink; Alec do you want any?” she asked.


Alec shook his head. “I’d just appreciate a tumbler of water.” He pulled a couple of small coins out of his pocket, and handed them to the baker, winning the argument with Johanna about who should pay.


They sat out at one of the tables and ate their goods. “Brandeis invited me out last night with him and some others,” Alec began. “But he left on the way and only showed up later, and some of the gossips said he had gone to visit Noranda’s tomb.” He left that statement hanging unanswered for a long moment.

 “He seems like a very good person. Was he such a playboy before Noranda ran away?” He tried again.

 “He’s always been playful, but he was responsible and reliable before,” she answered. “And I believe he will be again, when his heart heals, if it doesn’t break first,” she added.

 “How did you heal me?” she asked bluntly. “Reuchlin hit me squarely on the face. I should be bruised right now; I know how hard he hit me. If I had come home with a bruise like that on my face, there would have been an uproar in the family.”

 “You love Durer, don’t you, and he loved you too, before Noranda died?” Alec returned the hard question with a difficult one of his own.

 “What makes you say that? That has nothing to do with you healing me,” Johanna replied, also evading an answer.

 “Well, it might,” he looked down at the empty table, where their pastries had been so rapidly eaten. “Let me answer your question in a different way in a little while,” he suggested, and stood up. “But now let’s walk about the city and see the sights.

 “Show me your favorite place, outside your family’s compound,” he asked.

 “I know the exact place that meets that description,” Johanna said as she stood too, and she led him down the street. They proceeded to walk to the bottom of the cla dall in the city, where a botanical garden offered several rare flowers growing in the partially shaded space.


Alec looked covetously at the plants, thinking of the cures he could develop with the blooms and roots he had never seen before. He recognized them from his prodigious, miraculously implanted memories of healing lotions and cures. Without thinking, he spoke aloud, explaining to Johanna the value of the plants. “That flower right there; it’s stem has a fluid that you can extract and add to talc and ginger and balmwort, and you’ll have a tonic to relieve kidney stone pains,” he said, touching the bloom to emphasize his point.

 “How do you know?” Johanna asked.

 “I learned a lot of healer formulas. There are so many of them that just use ordinary things to make cures, you’d be surprised. But some use items you’d never in a million years guess,” Alec said. “And then sometimes people can cure themselves, with faith and prayer alone, if only they believe in Jesus’ love.”

 “Some people can’t be cured though, can they? Some things are just beyond healing?” Johanna asked, stirred by Alec’s animation.

 “You would think so, but I’ve seen some things you could only call miracles,” Alec said, vividly remembering the night on the beach when Cassie had suffered a swimming accident.

 “Have you performed miracles?” Johanna asked.


Alec was silent for a moment, wondering how to answer.

 “You have, haven’t you?” the girl asked further, drawing closer to Alec. “Do you enjoy it? What does it feel like? When you soothed my cheek, was that a miracle?”

 “It was a service for you. I don’t know what to call a miracle,” Alec answered. “I have…” he stopped, not wanting to say more. “Is there a children’s hospital in town?” he asked.

 “Up on top of the cliff there’s a hospital and an orphanage together,” Johanna said.

 “Let’s go there,” Alec said. He sensed something developing, these conversations, actions and happenstance occurrences beginning to lead to something he couldn’t guess.

 “Put your climbing shoes on,” Johanna warned, leading him out of the garden and up the long winding series of switchbacks that were heavily trafficked with downward bound traffic, against which Alec and Johanna struggled to maintain progress. Eventually they rose to the top, and were bathed in bright sunlight as they climbed out of the cliffside shadows. Johanna asked a patrol man for directions, and soon they were outside the gates of a large clapboard building, with dingy white siding and many small windows on four floors.


Johanna’s name gained them entrance, and Alec’s familiarity with the orphanage in Frame gained them trust from the staff, so that they were allowed to visit with the children in the hospital wing.


Alec looked down the roof beds, with Johanna and a nurse beside him. He walked to the first child, a boy of about eight, who had a broken leg. “What happened to you? Did you try to jump out a window?” Alec asked the boy.

 “No, I fell down the stairs,” the thin boy replied. “I want my leg to heal straight so that I’ll be able to run again.”


 Alec looked at the leg, and placed his hands on it to pray for healing, as he exerted a moderate flow of his healing energy into the limb. “He needs to drink milk, and take a tonic from sugar root, umber seeds, and church stem sap twice a day for a week,” Alec told the nurse. “Good luck on that running. I want to hear that you’re winning races soon!”


Johanna stayed a step or two behind as Alec moved to the next child in a bed, a very young girl who had tipped a pot of boiling water on herself, scalding her chest and legs severely. The girl was is tremendous pain despite being sedated.


Johanna sharply drew in her breath in horror at the sight of the damage to the girl when Alec pulled the sheet back. As she watched, Alec studied the girl for several seconds, then placed his hands on her torso, closed his eyes and bowed his head. His lips moved silently, and his brow furrowed in concentration. Johanna’s glance lingered on Alec’s face for several seconds, then shifted down to his hands on the girl. Her skin was virtually healed, showing a bright pink color that faded as Johanna watched.


The girl’s labored breathing eased, and the soft moaning ceased as she settled into a deeper sleep.


The nurse let out a loud sob. “This is a miracle! You are a man of God, the greatest healer I’ve ever seen! How did you do that?” she exclaimed.

 “I prayed, and I used the gifts that Jesus has given me,” Alec replied. “Be sure to rub oil into her skin every three hours for the next day, and then she will be free to go back to being a little girl.”


Without further comment he turned to the bed on the other side of the aisle, where another girl with a sweaty scalp lay still. Alec touched her after a moment’s study. Then he told the nurse, “Give her buttermilk with willowbark and bitterroot finely powdered and Gillette’s rose hips soaked in sap from a greennut tree. Two small doses each day for three days will cure her.” 



They walked down the center aisle, Alec looking at each child, talking to a few, giving directions to the nurse, and another nurse who joined her, while sometimes he stopped and laid his hands on a few children to heal them directly. At the end of the room was a little boy separated from the others by several empty beds. “He has consumption very badly. We think he only has a few days left to live, poor boy. He’s a very sweet child; he’s been our favorite, although we don’t really have favorites, of course,” the nurse said with a smile. “Can you do something for him?” she asked after a pause, clearly afraid of the answer he might give.

 “Let me look,” Alec told her. Johanna thought he was starting to look tired; his face was pale and dark rings were under his eyes.


He stood be boy and held his hand, then stood still as he prayed and let his healing powers run through the small invalid’s flesh.


Alec turned to his followers. “We can certainly heal this boy, but not completely today. He’ll rest comfortably tonight, and tomorrow you will need to add several ingredients to boiling water,” he rattled off a list, “and let him breathe in the vapors each day for several days.”

 “Have faith,” he said with a gentle smile. “We need to be going now,” he said with a nod to Johanna. “Here,” he pulled some coins from his pocket and gave them to the nurse, “use this to buy some of the items I told you about at the market.”


With that Alec turned and walked back through the hospital, and out onto the street with Johanna. “Let’s find a place to sit and rest. Do you know of a place nearby?” he asked carelessly.


The cousin of the girl he had come to heal looked at Alec with awe. She could see clearly how much Alec had drained himself in healing so many children. She was startled by how much older he looked now, his skin had turned gray and there were dark rings under his eyes. More than anything though, she was unable to grasp how a seemingly ordinary-looking person could so casually carry out such miraculous actions.


Not far down the street she saw tables on the sidewalk, signs of a café. “Let’s go right down the street to have a bite of lunch,” she suggested, and led Alec through the traffic to a table, where she ordered two glasses of juice, two cups of poinstra, and some meat rolls.

 “You really can perform miracles, can’t you?” Johanna asked Alec after he had gulped down a large amount of juice. She remembered the conversation they had started in the morning. “I thought this was going to be an unpleasant morning taking you around the town today because Brandeis was too drunk to get out of bed. But you have made this one of the most meaningful days of my life,” she said, ending with her voice in a virtual whisper.

 “Can I learn to be a healer like you?” she asked.

 “Not exactly like me, perhaps,” Alec told her. “I have a gift, a blessing from God, and it is very rare. I am thankful beyond measure for what has been given me, and I want to use it as wisely as possible,” he replied. “You cannot do all these things, but you could learn a variety of remedies and cures that would bring great relief to many people. It would take training and study,” he finished, remembering Leah’s knowledge of cures.

 “Will you teach me? I want to do something like that. I’ve never had any plan of what to do with my life other than get married, but now I know that I want to do this, to be a healer,” Johanna asked, reaching across the table to take Alec’s hand pleadingly.


As she spoke Alec felt another wave of her emotions sweep through him, and he sensed her sincerity as well as her continued longing for marriage to Durer; both the healing and the love would satisfy her soul, he could sense. He was astonished at how readily her feelings were apparent through his spiritual abilities, powers that he had had no training in and which he had only experienced one or two times previously.

 “I don’t think that this visit to Stronghold will last long enough to really train you,” Alec told her. “I could train you, and I would like to train you. But now is not the right moment.”

 “You have plans to leave Stronghold already?” Johanna asked, suddenly feeling despair at the thought of his departure.

 “Sometime soon, probably. I don’t know when, precisely,” he replied. Their food arrived, and Alec bit hungrily into his food, then ordered another plate of meat rolls.

 “When did you learn you had this ability, and why were you only in a carnival with such powers? How far can your healing go? What is the greatest injury you’ve healed?” Johanna asked him as he ate his food. She could see the color returning to his complexion as he rested and ate and restored his energy.

 “I had a visitation, I guess you could say, that gave me these special abilities. I know there are things I cannot do. Death is virtually impossible to overcome, and some injuries can be eased but not completely reversed; but many illnesses and injuries, especially if discovered early, can be treated. Prayer and medical care can do much together,” Alec answered. “I’ve learned to do more as I’ve practiced.”

 “We have a family priest at the compound, but I’ve never spent much time with her,” Johanna admitted. “Lately life didn’t seem to show much of God’s love to our family,” she said with wistfulness.

 “There is a God and he has a plan for all our lives,” Alec told the girl. “I don’t understand the plans, but I have faith that doing the right thing will be part of his plan at the end of the day.

 “Shall we go downhill?” Alec asked. “I think I’d like a nap to recover. That, and going to bed early tonight will probably do wonders for me.”

 “I forgot that you were part of that crowd that caroused last night,” Johanna said as Alec stood. “You seem far too responsible to be the type of person who drinks all night. I probably got you up a little early, didn’t I?” she asked with a mischievous grin.


Alec was glad to see her smile, and realized that she had accepted him as a friend, something he realized he wanted from this girl. They walked back down the cliff trail and returned to the Locksfort compound.


As they entered the gate, one of Johanna’s cousins caught her in the courtyard. “Your father’s boat has been spotted down river! He should return tonight, Johanna!”


Alec felt an alarm go off in his mind. Who was her father? He knew he had heard something before, but he couldn’t remember what. “I thank you for your time this morning,” he said to Johanna. “I’m going to run along now.”

 “Can I join you in the morning back at the hospital?” Johanna asked as Alec started to walk away. When he replied affirmatively, Alec overheard her telling her cousin about how many children would be healed.




He worried, wondering if word of a healer ingenaire had traveled upriver to Stronghold, and whether anyone would suspect him of anything.


Alec wandered through the hallways, looking for the way back to his room. He entered a courtyard that looked unfamiliar, with only one other doorway. He passed through the dim, shadowed yard, and found a stairwell that led downward. Alec faintly perceived a torch at the bottom of the stairs, and he climbed cautiously down. At the end of a short hall was darkness, which Alec’s eyes could not penetrate, so he removed the torch from its wall ring and walked forward.


The darkness resolved itself to be a door. Alec stood before it, uncertain of whether to go any further. He was trying to find his way to his own room, and he knew that this was not the way. But he felt an impulse to open the door, an impulse from no source he could imagine. There was not bound to be anything here of interest to him in the deserted bowels of the compound.


He looked down on the floor, and saw a thick layer of dust, through which no feet but his had walked in a long, long time. Glancing over his shoulder, he could see no faint glimmer of sunlight reflecting down the stairwell from the empty courtyard above.


Alec found his hand turning the door knob, and glanced forward to see the opening door. As the door swung inward, the sound of falling water came to Alec’s ears.


With a revelatory flash that made his knees buckle, there came to Alec’s memory the day he had entered the Cave of John Mark.


He stepped slowly forward, and the flame of his torch fizzled and dimmed momentarily as he advanced, then Alec felt the thin shower of water falling upon his own body as he entered the chamber. The flame steadied, then brightened, and as it did, its light was reflected off the glistening wet walls of a perfectly round room. In the center of the room was a floor opening through which the streams from the walls were flowing downward.


Alec advanced towards the center of the room, and looked down the well. There was no other opening in the room beside the door he had just entered. There was not even any means for the water to come streaming in other than simply penetrating through the stony walls themselves, yet somehow a constant sheet of water continued to fall.


He knelt on the wet floor and peered downward. In the wall of the descending cavity below he saw incised bars, just like the ones he had climbed long ago in the Pale Mountains.


Alec knew that he now must climb downward. He carefully balanced the torch on the floor at the edge of the well, turned and slipped a leg over the edge, and began to cautiously clamber down. He reached up and grabbed the torch with one hand, pondering how to carry it and climb one-handed. He noticed a hole on the wall and crammed the torch handle into the perfect fit, then climbed down two more rungs, and found another apparent torch hole.


The slow repetitive process continued, his muscles growing sore as he climbed down the well, water gurgling and dripping all around him in the close confines of the narrow space. He had no concept of how mustre passed, but he grew achingly, physically tired while he also felt an overwhelming curiosity, mixed with fear, growing within him.


He heard the echoes in the well change in tone, losing their hollow character, and then feeling pinched in upon, just as his foot hit the surface of the water collecting in a cavity at the bottom of the well. He stepped down through the surface and found the water only came up to mid-thigh despite the unending flow coming from above.


Turning, and holding the torch high above him, Alec saw an opening in the far wall, set like a window, through which the water was escaping. Alec moved towards it and climbed up onto the window ledge, crawled forward a foot or two, then felt no further ledge, and he tumbled forward out of the well.


He turned and slipped down a chute of flowing water. He felt his body thump against the stony sides of the waterway as it descended further down below the ground. The flame of the torch was snuffed, and he continued to fall in the darkness.


There came at last a moment when he stopped making contact with anything but water and air, and then he was plunged a moment later deep under water. He sputtered and hit bottom, then pushed off and breached the surface, taking a quick breath. Alec found that he could stand on the stony bottom of the pool and almost keep his chin out of the water.


All this water would probably make a water ingenaire feel comfortable, Alec thought miserably to himself. He thought then of Bethany, and as he did, there came into his heart a dark shaft of certainty that she was no longer waiting for him. He wondered if some sense of intuition was guessing, or if a fact had just been revealed. Alec remembered all the letters he had not written, and the one he had written, probably too late, as well as the times he had not tried to return to visit her. He had not shown her love, and he knew that now, after many months of separation, she had stopped looking for some sign from him. She is going on with her life, he thought. Amidst the water all around him, Alec felt tears well up in his eyes, tears of disappointment that he had let such a perfect partner escape him, and disappointment that he had caused her pain in his long quest for something else.


Looking around the pitch black enclosure, Alec sensed a dimmer darkness in one direction, and slowly he shuffled through the water towards the area where something was different.


In no little time he grew convinced that his eyes were not deceiving him, and that there was some source of light deep down in this subterranean grotto. The floor of the pool began to incline upward, and Alec stepped out of the water onto a solid shelf of land.


A stone on the ground at the foot of a wall was softly glowing. It was the light Alec had followed. He stepped across the dark floor to the stone, and knelt to look closely at it. His right hand still held the sodden torch, he realized as he released it. The stone had no discernable features, and so he reached down and picked it up.


As he grabbed it, a doorway opened in the wall behind the stone, and Alec stumbled forward.


Alec entered the chamber and looked around.  Th only light came from the torch beside the doorway he had entered.  He removed the torch from the wall and stepped forward into the eerie atmosphere of the empty room, where the jagged stone walls were clothed in shadows that wavered as his flame danced in the air.  As he walked and examined the space, he could find no evidence of another entry along the walls, causing Alec to think he had reached a dead end. 



“Welcome Alec,” a voice said in a kindly tone as Alec stood near the center of the chamber. 



He turned quickly, and saw the saintly John Mark sitting on a stony seat near the center of the room.  “Your grace,” Alec addressed him in astonishment, not sure what to call him. 



  “You should just use my name,” the ghostly presence answered.  “I’m glad you’ve made it here.” 



 “You’re very close to finishing your assigned duty, and you’re carrying out many good acts along the way,” John Mark told him.  The saint motioned for Alec to sit next to him on the stone bench that had appeared. 



 “Will I find a way to heal Noranda? Am I almost there?” Alec asked with anticipation. 



   “You’re very close.  Unless you deliberately try not to, I think you will see your friend sit up very soon as a result of your abilities,” John Mark answered. 



   “And then I’ll have all my powers back, and I can go back to Oyster Bay or Goldenfields, or someplace else?” Alec followed. 



  “You will not have your powers back in the sense you hope, Alec,” John Mark said gently, causing Alec to catch his breath in fear. 



 “You’re a unique person in so many ways, Alec,” John Mark observed.  “And you’re proving to be surprising even to me, who foolishly thought I could understand the unknowable plans of God. 



   “You have greater power than I believe has ever been seen in the Dominion.  You wield your energies with greater ability than virtually all other ingenairii.  And with both healer and warrior powers, you have virtual control over life and death,” the ghost explained.  “But now, you are about to enter a strange time, when your powers are not going to always be available for your use. 


 “You must give something up,” he explained slowly. “To be fair about it, we will let you pick what you surrender.”

 “It will not be an easy choice. You must surrender one of your strongest ingenaire powers. Your strength has grown too great, and that strength, because of the potential future that you may experience, must be curbed. You must face certain challenges that will teach you humility. And ay potentially be subject to experiences that will naturally diminish your abilities at times as well.

 “Alec, you may retain your limited powers in the Time and Spiritual fields, because you do not knowingly use them to your advantage.

 “But as for your Healing and Warrior skills, one must be shorn away for the time being as if you were a prized lamb giving up your precious wool,” he continued. “You have more control over life and death than any mortal should have, and not yet enough experience in life to understand the best exercise of those abilities. When you chose which power to surrender, and mean your choice with all your heart, the balance between what you should be able to do and what you are able to do will be restored and you will be able to go on with your life until the balance shifts again.”


Alec’s knees wobbled at the implications of what he had just been told. He was going to have to give up one of his powers. Which one? His skills as a warrior? They had proven to be very effective; useful at almost all times in almost all places; since he had first felt them burst from their somnolence, when he had fought for Ellen and Leah, those powers had served him well, although he had managed to make the journey all the way from Bondell to Stronghold without them.


How could he give them up? But if he didn’t, then a terrible alternative existed. His medical skills too were now being considered for the sacrificial table.

 “I know this must seem unfair to you, Alec,” John Mark interrupted his thoughts. “But your presence here is proof that this is meant to be.”

 “What do you mean?” Alec spoke aloud for the first time in a long time.

 “This is a Holy Place, a place of miracles, of piety, of reverence. You have found your way here, without a calling or any signs. There was no expectation on my part that you would arrive today,” John Mark answered. “You are now in an ancient place where the earliest Christians of this land held secret worship services. Few have visited this site in the millennium since my passing.

 “No one else has visited three of the holy sites, as you have Alec,” John Mark said with a tone that Alec thought seemed wistful. “I want to tell you something critical that you should know and consider before you make your choice.

 “Many days have passed in the world since you arrived here. There are people who realize who you are, and the general population of the Locksfort compound now realizes that you were the healer who froze Noranda, and that you are the warrior ingenaire who killed many of their allies, and that you are declared to be the protector of the crown of the Dominion,” John Mark explained.

 “You should also remember that you have been told that Noranda is not meant for you.”


Alec felt his knees shake as the implications of his predicament blossomed. Again, time had passed inexplicably and unpredictably. And he was about to release one of his powers. When he returned to the Locksfort compound, he would come into a hostile world, where his only clear hope of survival would be if he cd retain his warrior ingenaire abilities to fight his way out, and back to Oyster Bay. Without his warrior powers, he would not be able to try to reunify the Dominion, or help his friends in Goldenfields fight the lacertii.


His only hope of saving Noranda would be if he had his healer powers. And he would be able to do many more worthy things if he retained his healing powers. Of course, being a healer would do him little good if he was dead or imprisoned by the Locksforts.

 “I am afraid, Teacher,” Alec spoke at last, falling to his knees.

 “Alec, fear is a powerful tool of the enemy. You must have faith in Jesus, your Savior,” John Mark softly answered. “Do as you believe he would want you to. Let not your will, but His, be done.”


He could not imagine surviving without his warrior skills. He could not imagine living without his healer skills.

 “I, I will, I will surrender my Warrior powers,” Alec stuttered. He felt a pricking, and looked down at his right arm; he raised the sleeve and saw that the warrior ingenaire mark was dull and lifeless.

 “Step over here Alec,” John Mark said.

 “What about my powers? Will you take them away?”

 “They are already gone. When you spoke from your heart, the Lord’s will was accomplished,” John Mark answered as Alec stepped backed onto the solid stone. John Mark stepped over and held his arms open wide. Alec hesitated for a moment, still feeling anguish, then took a full stride into the embrace of the shorter man, whose arms felt strong and warm as they wrapped around him, promising protection and comfort.

 “Alec, your decision was brave, and right, and pleasing in the eyes of God,” John Mark told him. “For that reason, you will not be completely shorn of the power you agreed to surrender. Each month, when a new full moon arises, you will be given three opportunities to exercise your Warrior abilities,” John Mark explained, as Alec felt a small sense of joy ringing in his heart.

 “One opportunity will be for you to use your powers to protect yourself. One will be to use your powers to protect someone else. And the third time will be to use your powers to protect some greater good, your community, your friends, the Dominion itself perhaps,” John Mark explained, as Alec tried to puzzle out the applicability of such intricate rules. “Be at peace, my special son,” John Mark’s voice spoke in his ear. “You will find peace at the end of your great adventure, and you will know that giving up your powers was a small sacrifice to pay.”

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 11 – The Great Awakening

 




Alec awoke from slumbering on the stony floor. The dark chamber was illuminated by a single torch that was set in a wall ring. No one was visible, and John Mark was gone. Only two features stood out: a stone altar, sitting approximately where Alec had sat with John Mark, and a doorway.


Alec walked over to the torch on the wall, and then took it and opened the doorway. There was a narrow stairway of tall steps, leading up into the darkness. Alec stepped through the doorway and began climbing the stairs. He heard a thud, and turned to see a blank wall below him where the doorway had closed and disappeared.


Alec turned and resumed climbing. Innumerable steps led up, and twisted in all directions as Alec seemed to climb for hours. The steps came to an end in a narrow room and Alec walked forward. The roof began to lower as he progressed, and soon Alec was on his knees, crawling awkwardly as he held the torch. The small tunnel felt like a naturally made cave. Alec felt cobwebs on his face, and brushed his hand rapidly across his skull to hurriedly wipe away the nasty strands. His hand stopped and lingered on top of his skull; his recently-shorn hair was growing back, much longer now, perhaps back to the length he had once regularly kept it. A great deal of time had indeed passed by.


The passage came to an abrupt end in a small tight box, with only a blank stone wall in front of him. Alec paused to look at the stone in front of him, and then placed a hand against it. It felt rough and cold, and it seemed to move slightly as he exerted pressure against it. Alec placed the torch carefully on the floor behind him, then pushed with both hands against the wall. The stone resisted for a moment, then fell forward, flat on the ground before him, revealing another dark cramped chamber.


With his guttering torch in hand, Alec advanced into the chamber, and restored the stone he had pushed over. The new space was slightly higher, but most of the space was taken up by a block in the center. Alec squeezed along one side of the block. It was ornate, and wobbled slightly from the pressure of his passage.


Another blank wall, clearly a door with dim light visible around the edges, was at the other end, almost within reach.


Alec looked at the bier that took up most of the room. Intricate engravings were etched on its top, which was highly burnished metal. As Alec paused to study the writing, he drew a sharp intake of breath. This was Noranda’s tomb! His intuition told him that he was next to the undead body of the woman he had come to save.


Alec placed the torch down again, and pushed with all his might on the lid of the coffin. He felt it give in spots, but realized it was nailed around the edge. With difficulty, Alec pulled his sword from its scabbard and maneuvered it to pry around the clasps, forcing the lid open, so that it slid to the floor on the far side of the coffin, making a loud clatter. Alec held his breath and waited, but no sound came to indicate that he had roused anyone yet.


Inside was a shrouded figure. Alec pulled and cut the material until he saw Noranda’s hands folded on her chest, then he removed more of the cotton to reveal the full girl.


Noranda looked peaceful, her muscles relaxed to the point of almost appearing flaccid. She did not have the glow of the blue time suspension Alec had imposed on her in his emotional burst of unexpected power so long ago back in Oyster Bay.


Alec looked at her in the dark shadows of the tomb, and used his healing powers to examine her. She still remained severely injured, but not subject to any frozen time constraints, yet still not quite dead. Somehow, the time spell he had cast must be expiring, but not yet completely expired. Alec had planned how he would heal the severe injuries she suffered, but he had none of the remedy items with him under these unexpected circumstances.


He would have to attempt to heal her only with his own energies, a desperate ploy that would challenge him. He considered the different elements of healing she needed as he placed his hands on her and bent even lower over her, beginning to exert all his powers into the cold body beneath him.


He felt Noranda’s body beginning to change as he poured every fiber of his being into the forces that flowed through his hands. A slight glow began to emanate from her, and Alec felt her heart pulse once, then again, then pause, before a slow, regular beat began to throb. Her breathing started with a low, ragged intake of air, while her body grew warm as Alec continued to reach deeper within himself to find more power to give to her. It was a combination of healing powers and spiritual powers that he was using, and it reminded him of his experience on the beach with Cassie.


Now came the part that was most difficult. With Noranda’s body no longer petrified, he was going to have to put forth more than energy to heal her; he would have to make a personal sacrifice to save the girl from the poison and wounds and loss of blood that she suffered. Alec removed the belt from his pants, then drew his sword and carefully sliced an ‘X’ into Noranda’s arm, opening a vein that pulsed with the weak flow of blood the girl was left with.


Taking a deep breath, Alec sliced his own forearm as well, feeling the searing pain of the blade cutting into his flesh. He immediately slapped his arm against Noranda’s and used his right hand and his teeth to bind his belt around the two arms to hold them tight. He focused his energy on making the two veins graft to one another, so that their two bodies became one, and he began using his own body to pump clean blood into her tainted flesh.


He felt his energies traveling with his blood through her body. Her blood pressure was rising with the strength he pushed into her, while his was dropping. He searched her organs for the damage that the poison had caused, and prayed for it to heal, allowing his blood to carry the power of the prayers throughout Noranda’s body.


His free hand ranged over her torso, touching and healing the stab wounds she had suffered in the attack by her assassin. Alec felt her body strength improving, as his energy continually worked to match his blood to hers. He also began to feel himself growing weak as his own body’s supply of blood diminished, and his own body began to receive some of the poisonous taint he was washing from Noranda into himself. He waited several more minutes until he sensed that the crisis for Noranda was over, then he undid the belt binding and carefully used the sword blade to sever the connection between their arms. He placed his free hand on each arm and prayed for healing, causing the wounds to draw closed, but leaving a long, thin scar that looked like a cross.


Noranda took a audible inhalation of breath. Alec ran his hand up and down her body, infusing her with the last push of healing power he could muster. Her face’s pale color was replaced with a healthy flush, and Alec sensed that she was healed and restored, and also sensed that he had no more energy or blood to give.


He removed his hands from her and placed them over his own face, taking a deep breath of relief and saying a quiet prayer of thanksgiving. “Thank you Jesus, for preserving this girl, for loving her, and for giving me your gift to do your will,” he softly said.


A quiet moan came from Noranda, and Alec removed his hands from his face to look at her. Her muscles were strong again, although relaxed, and her head turned slightly for a moment. Her eyelids fluttered, then opened. Alec watched as her irises adjusted to the dim light, and then consciousness arose in them.

 “Brandeis?” she said softly. “Alec?” she said loudly. “What are you doing here? Where are we? Oh, oh, oh,” her voice modulated to a moan.

 “I, I thought I was being attacked by Elgin,” she said with a shudder. Her hands went to her torso, feeling for the wounds she had felt. “It was a dream. But what am I wearing? Why are you here?” she repeated.

 “Dreams. I dreamed so many things. I dreamed, something about you. You were in a dark place, a pool in a cave, and there was a man with you. And another time, I was with you…in a bed…” her voice grew silent.

 “You are fine. Those were dreams, but they happened! And they are over, and you are safe here now,” Alec told her with a choked voice. She reached her arms up and hugged him tightly, seeking comfort in her confusion and fear, and Alec felt his heart almost break.

 “Let me try to get us out of here,” he told her. He moved over to the end of the chamber where the light entered around the door way, and began to push. Exhausted as he felt from donating his blood to her and using his healing powers so deeply, Alec was unable to open the vault entrance.


He sat back for a moment to rest. “Can I help you?” Noranda asked.

 “Yes, in a moment. Let me rest a little bit. Come sit here next to me; there’s a lot you need to know before we open this anyway,” he said. Noranda climbed out and sat next to Alec, who pulled her shroud out of the coffin and draped it over them both, as the girl sat against his side.


He proceeded to tell her much of the story that had occurred in the many months since her last moments of consciousness. “It’s been just under a year since you were attacked.” he told her.

 “Those dreams you had, they were dreams, and yet they were real too,” he explained as he described his experience in the Pool of John Mark at Bondell, where she had been amone spirits that had paid a visitation to him.


She listened mostly in silence, gasping softly a time or two, and shuddered when Alec told her he had killed Elgin himself, and when she realized they were sitting within her tomb.

 “So when I decided to come back here, I ran into a group of young people in the forest. They turned out to be your extended family. I met Durer, and Johanna, and Brandeis,” he mentioned the last name after a pause, as realization began to sink in that he was working to reunite Noranda and Brandeis.

 “I was here in the Locksfort compound for just a day or so as a guest, when I happened to find a way that led me far below the tombs, down to a sacred place, where the spirit of John Mark visited me again,” he told.

 “You’ve spoken to the Teacher twice?” she exclaimed. “Once right here! No one has ever mentioned that a holy place is here. What new powers did you gain?”

 “Noranda, John Mark took one of my powers away. He told me that I could not keep all my powers, because I had too many that were too strong,” he simplified. “I chose to keep my healing powers.”

 “Of course you would, Alec,” She said with a kind tone. “Ever since you gained those abilities out in the mountains, I’ve thought of you as a healer. It seems right for you.”

 “Especially if you are like a king!” she added with an exclamation. “Maybe you’re the hidden heir to the throne! That’s beyond anything in a story. Children will ask their nurses to repeat the story of the hidden king over and over again!”

 “Someone would have told me that,” Alec said, thinking of Enguerrand. “It is someone else, which is fine. But what I worry about now is that almost the last thing John Mark told me is that while I’ve been in his holy place and now here, your family has discovered who I am, and I believe they will want to kill me,” Alec said bringing the seriousness of their situation back to their conversation.

 “They won’t, after I explain everything to them,” Noranda said confidently.

 “Will they believe that you have risen from the grave, other than as a ghost or ghoul I control, at best?” Alec asked her. “They may kill you as soon as they see you, or if you mention me.”


She looked at him soberly. “You’ve been at war with them in a way, haven’t you? But don’t worry Alec, they’re, I should say ‘we’re,’ not all bad people. 

 “This all sounds like the kind of scheme Aunt Mooreen, Uncle Lapine’s wife, Johanna’s mother, would promote,” Noranda said. “She has always wanted more of everything, especially the things that other people had, but power most of all. She has manipulated and controlled the family for years, and she always tries to gain something more from every encounter.”

 “But I feel that Johanna is the best hope we have,” Alec said. “When I sensed her feelings, she was good and true. She would do the righ thing for her friends.”

 “She has always been the best person in our family,” Noranda agreed. “She’s not at all like her mother. They’re completely different. That’s why I’ve always wanted her and Durer to be a couple.”

 “When we open the tomb, you must go to Johanna’s room. You’ll need to hide your face and sneak up there, so no one thinks you’re a ghost. Johanna was with me when I did some healing for the children at a hospital on top of the cliff, and she knows I have healing powers,” Alec explained, trying to think his way through a process to solve their problem.

 “I think Johanna will accept that I have healed you. She can go and get the other two people who I think will believe, and who I hope will help us: Durer and Brandeis,” Alec said.

 “In those dreams I had, I visited Brandeis a time or two,” Noranda said softly, mostly to herself. “I remember now.”


Alec understood why the man had continued to visit the tomb so often, haunted as he must have felt by Noranda. “He has visited your tomb almost daily,” Alec told her in an emotionless voice. “He still loves you very much.” Alec paused for a moment. “Noranda, I love you too, but John Mark told me I will not marry you. You are meant for someone else. I think that Brandeis is to be your mate.”

 “Oh Alec,” Noranda sobbed slightly. “I love you both. I have loved Brandeis always, but I thought after I ran away that I would never see him again, and I fell in love with you. And then we were separated, and I thought you were dead, and I didn’t care who I was married off to. And then you were back, but then,” her voice trailed off. “It was all so complicated. It still is. I suppose it’s not easy for you either, is it?”


He shook his head silently.

 “Is there someone else you love?” she asked, putting her hand around his.


He nodded. “But I never told her when I should have, and now it’s probably too late.”

 “I hope it’s not,” Noranda said, and they sat in silence for many minutes.


A flash of his Spirit ingenaire abilities swept over him, and give him an insight into the genuine affection and hope Noranda was feeling for him, mixed with wishes for her own reunion with Brandeis. The warmth of her spirit gave him strength to move on.

 “You,” Alec finally spoke up changing the direction of their comments. “You will heal Brandeis’s soul, and make him whole, and have a good life with him.

 “I must ask a favor of you, and it will be difficult,” Alec continued in the serious silence they dwelt in. “When Johanna and Durer and Brandeis believe you are alive, you must convince them that I am not their enemy. Then I will need the four of you to help me escape from Stronghold and return down river. I am not a warrior ingenaire now; I cannot fight my way out through a city full of enemies. I am trapped in this tomb and I can only rely on you to save my ife.”

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 12 – Planning to Escape

 




Alec sat in the empty tomb after Noranda left. His torch has ceased to burn, and they had pushed the front of the crypt back into its approximate original position, so that no one would happen to see and realize the tomb had been opened.


It was dark and chilly and lonely, and Alec was thirsty and hungry and bitter and tired. He dozed on and off as his body slowly recovered from the large amount of energy it had used to heal Noranda.


He heard faint footsteps outside the tomb, which grew in volume. Alec realized that someone was approaching. The muffled sound grew louder until it stopped at its loudest point, and Alec realized that someone was standing directly outside this very tomb.


Was it Brandeis, coming to make his regular call, unaware that his beloved was even now setting in motion a reunion? Or might it be someone Johanna had sent to fetch him already?


He heard a scuffling sound, and then the stone at the front of the vault pitched forward, letting a stream of torch light in blinding his eyes.

 “Alec, come out, it’s me, Brandeis,” a voice called quietly. “Johanna sent me. I’ve got some clothes for you to wear.”


Alec unfolded his stiff legs and crawled out of the tomb, standing upright for the first time in several hours. He shielded his eyes from the torch’s glare.

 “Alec, you have performed a miracle, and that’s not hyperbole,” Brandeis said in a thick voice, and he circled Alec in his arms in a long embrace. “Here, put on this hooded cloak and this theatrical beard; I don’t know where Johanna came up with this, and I’m slightly suspicious of her reputation for being so upright, but for the moment it serves our purpose.”


Alec put on the cloak, and pulled the beard on too, waiting for Brandeis to tie the fine string that held it in place. Then with the hood pulled up to shadow his face, Alec followed Brandeis out of the tombs, and through the Locksfort maze of halls to reach a door, where they slipped quietly into a room without detection.


Inside Noranda sat on a divan with Durer and Johanna on either side, each holding one of her hands as they talked. All three looked up startled for a moment at the sudden entry of the other two, then they relaxed.

 “Oh Alec, I knew you weren’t all those terrible things they said about you,” Johanna said, rising and hugging the healer. “You as much as told me you could bring her back from the dead, but I didn’t quite believe. Until just hours ago, that is.”

 “Alec my friend, thank you,” Durer said quietly. “You’ve given us back something precious. Meeting you in the forest was no accident was it?” He glanced at Noranda, but his eyes took in Johanna too. “What do you propose we do next?”

 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted bluntly. He sat down on a chair. “Do you have anything to eat or drink?” he asked first.

 “There’s a servant on the way with a tray,” Brandeis told him.

 “What do you think we ought to do?” Alec asked Durer.

 “We have to get you out of here,” Durer said, “and we may need to send Noranda away someplace safe until we figure out what we can do. It won’t be easy to explain her return from the grave, especially to Johanna’s mother. She hates you Alec, and wants to have your blood for helping upset her plans. And she certainly isn’t happy that Noranda failed to be a pliable pawn in her schemes to build power.”


A knock on the door presaged the entrance of two maids with trays of food and drink. They silently placed the trays on a table and then discretely left the room.

 “If you send Noranda away, how will you ever know it is safe to let her return?” Alec asked. “Hiding her away may be the right thing to do, but it may also mean that the time to let her live in the open never arrives.”

 “I wish I had an answer, Alec,” Durer replied. “We’ve had just a few hours to adjust to the idea that she has returned from the dead, after nearly a year in her tomb, and that you are not the bloody assassin we’re told you are.”

 “If she leaves, I’m going with her,” Brandeis announced stoutly, walking over to stand behind the sofa with his hand on her shoulder. “I don’t want to ever be separated from her again.”


Alec paused in taking a drink of water, and looked into Noranda’s eyes. She stared back with tears forming. Alec happened to notice Johanna staring intently at him, and then turned from the tableau to grab a piece of bread off the table.

 “Can you get Brandeis, Noranda, and I out of here tonight?” Alec asked Durer.

 “Well, Brandeis can leave with no problem,” the leader of the young Locksforts replied, holding up one finger. “Perhaps Noranda could leave if we just told everyone it was Johanna, and they didn’t look too closely.”

 “We’ll need to work on smuggling you out, maybe mixed in a large group. Brandeis, who’s going out tonight and when are they leaving?” he asked.

 “Reuchlin, Circh, and the usual gang that follows in their wake,” Brandeis replied, “probably in about ninety minutes, after the night guard changes.”

 “Johanna, you go get some of your favorite clothes, and sme of your makeup, so that Noranda can pass as you. Brandeis, do you have any masks from the identity party last spring? Maybe the two of you could go out behind masks?” Durer suggested.


Brandeis gave him a withering look. “Alright, the mask idea was stupid,” Durer agreed.

 “The garbage cart,” Johanna spoke as she stood at the door. “Bury him under the load of the garbage cart.”

 “When will it leave?” Brandeis asked.

 “It comes well after midnight,” Durer replied. “I’m surprised your hours haven’t caused you to cross paths with it.”


Brandeis ignored the comment, and Johanna left the room. “We can stash him in the kitchen in a pantry, and then put him in the cart. Noranda and I could go out with the group and meet the cart after it leaves the city.”

 “Do we have to do this so fast?” Alec asked. He took a break from devouring food as he broke his long fast. “Could we wait a day or two and see if there’s a better plan to be figured out?”

 “Alec, the guards have been looking for you for weeks, and they haven’t let up. The sooner we get you away the better I’ll feel,” Durer told him. “All of us have been repeatedly questioned about every little thing we did with you, or since you left.”


Johanna returned with an armful of goods, and the two girls disappeared into another room. “Let me go scout out the way to the kitchen so we can get Alec to safety,” Brandeis said as he left the room.

 “Is there any way I can leave with my own horse, Walnut?” Alec asked Durer.

 “I think it would draw attention,” the other replied. “Maybe in another day or two we could get him out and send a rider to deliver him.”

 “You bring up a good point, though. We need to have horses. I’m going to go get three horses. Tell Brandeis I’ll leave them at the stables at the North Gate Tavern,” Durer said. He paused at the door. “Alec, good luck. I hope we can meet again soon. They tell me you’re going to be king of the Dominion. When you are, I’ll bring Stronghold back in line to support you.”


Alec gaped for a second, caught off guard by the sudden intrusion of the larger world into the immediate crisis. He started to protest that he was only the protector of the crown, not the king, but Durer left the room before he pulled his thoughts together.


Alec sat alone in the room, trying to digest everything that was happening. He didn’t know what to expect.


A door opened, and he jumped up, startled. It was Johanna, coming out of the other room.

 “Where is everyone?” she asked, walking over.

 “Brandeis went to the kitchen to scout out a hiding place, and Durer went to t the horses ready,” Alec replied.


Johanna sat next to him, and laid a hand on Alec’s wrist. “I’m not an ingenaire, but I saw how you and Noranda looked at one another just now.”


Alec felt a lump rise in his throat and his eyes watered again. “She and Brandeis are destined to be together. She is not meant for me. I have to remember that and understand that there is no changing it for my personal pleasure,” he said. “They love each other too, very much, I can tell,” he added, “and there is someone else out there I hope to convince to love me again”.


She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re a very good person, Alec. You’ll be a great king, I know.”

 “I’m not going to be king. Why does everyone say that?” he protested.

 “Aunt Mooreen told us that you murdered the leaders in Oyster Bay so that you could have the crown, and that you’ll make yourself king after you murder our family here in Stronghold,” Johanna explained.

 “That’s not the way it was,” Alec started to protest and explain, just as Noranda opened the door and stood in the doorframe. Alec looked at her, then back at Johanna sitting next to him. “Very effective,” he said, examining the enhanced resemblance between the two. “You’re going to succeed.”

 “Let’s go to my room and wait for Brandeis,” Johanna suggested standing up. “I’ll go first, and you follow in a few minutes.” She stood and walked to the door. “Good luck,” she said as she left the room.

 “Noranda, I want you to be happy, and I want you to be careful,” Alec said, standing as she walked over to him.

 “You’ve made a big impression on these folks in a short time, Alec,” she replied. “Johanna spoke about you a great deal in just a few minutes.”

 “I remember the night we spent hiding from the lacertii in Riverside, and you said you knew about those fancy foods because you’d been an entertainer at a feast here in Stronghold,” Alec said wistfully. “It’s probably time for you to go. I’ll see you soon.” He made no move towards her as she stood facing him.

 “I’ll see you soon, Alec,” she replied with averted eyes as she left the room.


Alec sat back down and exhaled noisily. The separation from Noranda had been more painful than he had expected. He sat quietly and waited, as minutes passed by.


He heard the door latch release, and watched the door open. Standing in the doorway were a number of guardsmen with swords drawn. Alec stood and backed into a corner, drawing his own sword as the men filed into the room. There were seven of them in the group, and they spread out. “Drop your sword and surrender,” the captain of the guards said to Alec.

 “Drop your own swords, and no one will get hurt,” Alec replied, feeling a reckless disregard. He grinned like a madman, his back to two walls. He remembered the promise of John Mark that he would be allowed three uses of his Warrior powers every month. No, he remembered, it was each full moon, and he’d not been outside to see what the moon was showing.


The guards came towards him, and he tried to engage his ingenaire energies. He felt nothing. They came two steps closer, and Alec reverted to the exercises he had learned on Rubicon’s porch, frantically searching for access to his powers. He was between the barriers, then through an opening, searching for the portal that granted access to that other dimension of power. There was no light, no energy, no evidence of anything but endless gray nothingness. Whatever his promise of powers was, it wasn’t to happen here or now.


Crestfallen, Alec carefully examined the guards’ spacing. He needed to act before they got much closer. There was a slight gap between two on the far right, so Alec attacked the innermost one with a flurry, surprising him, and isolating the outside guard against the wall. With a riposte and a roll, he wounded her, and dove and rolled away from the corner, moving to another corner of the room, with only five adversaries now.


They followed him to the corner, but hesitated to come close. Alec tried to figure what to do next. Sometime soon Brandeis would return, and Durer wouldn’t be far behind. It would probably be best for them not to become openly entangled in a battle where he was involved, not if they wanted to survive the politics of their house.


Alec decided to rush the group again, hoping to lessen the odds by picking off one or two more. He evaluated the readiness of the five remaining armed guards, flung his sword in the air momentarily to distract them, so that when it came down in his right hand, he immediately attacked the guard on the left, and again ducked and rolled through the opening. This time though he felt a sharp pain in his calf as he came away, and realized that he had been deeply stabbed in his leg muscle.


He felt the blood running down his leg as he settled into a third corner of the room. He was concerned that he wouldn’t be able to use the attack and charge tactic anymore, plus he might slip in his blood, and in a worse case, he might grow too weak from loss of blood. He reached down and crudely healed the wound.


The four remaining healthy guards approached him once again, and two of them closed in to press an attack. Alec fought them to a standstill, but could gain no ground. One of the laggards, hurled a knife at Alec, and despite his duck, the blade nipped his right shoulder, bringing a blossom of blood there too, he reached to heal it, but felt his healing powers growing weak; the energy and blood he had given Noranda had left his capabilities low, and he was suffering the effects now.


Alec knew then, for the first time, that he was at the losing end of a sword battle, and he felt a bleak sorrow at the thought. Just then a blade pinked him on the wrist, and Alec sensed the end of the battle coming. He gave a mighty surge of effort, and cut down one more, fatally this time with a stab to the chest. There was no way he could escape the corner though, and the remaining three traded small slices with him as his shirt grew torn and reddened.

 “Will you cry ‘pax’ man, and not make us kill you?” one guard asked at last. Thewitstepped back and raised their blades to show peaceful intentions. Alec raised his blade too for a moment. He was exhausted, bleeding steadily, and losing the battle.

 “Pax,” he said, and lowered his blade to the floor in a sign of surrender.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 13 – In Mooreen’s Prison

 




Alec’s hands were tied, and he was led by the men through the hallways, drawing stares from those who had heard the ring of metal. Alec took consolation in knowing that his extended battle should have given enough time for the others to carry out their plans to allow Brandeis and Noranda to escape. As they walked, he did his best to heal his various wounds. 


 “Stop,” a strong feminine voice called as they crossed a courtyard. Three more guards had joined the ones he had battled, and the ring of six halted.


A woman walked up to the group, followed by two men, “Lapine dear, is this truly the one?” she asked. She was attractive, but Alec thought her looks were mostly dependent on an artful application of makeup. Much attention had also been given to her hair, which was elaborately piled to cascade over one shoulder. She had a greedy, cold, empty smile on her face as she looked at him. He shuddered at the thought that such a person would have any power over him.

 “Mooreen, his hair is different, and he’s grown some, but yes, I’d say this is the one,” Lapine said. He appeared to be the same as when Alec had seen him with Noranda many months ago, and seemed to be the least predatory of the three, if looks meant anything, Alec decided.

 “Judos, here’s the person who murdered your daughter, claimed to have usurped the crown of the Dominion, killed a great many of our friends, and then entered our own home,” Mooreen said to the third member of the group.


Alec wanted to hold his head high and protest, but felt too exhausted from the battle and the loss of blood. He let his chin rest on his chest. “Some king,” Judos answered with a sneer. “Shall we kill him now?”

 “No, let’s lock him away and see what we can get from Oyster Bay and Goldenfields for him. At the very least we want them to anguish over him before he meets his richly deserved end,” Mooreen said. “Plus, we need to find his conspirators who helped him hide right inside our own home for so long. Move along, now. Place him is a very secure cell, and place a stout guard around him.”


The group took orders from the woman, and resumed their journey, leading Alec down three more flights of stairs into a corridor of windowless, airless rooms. “There’s yours,” Alec was told, and he plodded into a cell, where he lay down on a pile of blankets to rest. After a moment four of the guards left, the door banged shut, and Alec was left with two guards sitting outside his cell.


He ran his hand down his leg to the wound in his calf, and gently applied more healing power to it. Although he hadn’t completely healed his wrist, Alec knew he had used all the power he had for the time being, and he allowed himself the luxury of falling soundly asleep.


When next he awoke, he felt refreshed. There was no hint of sunlight to indicate if a new day had begun, but new guards were outside his cell and a loaf of bread was on the floor beside him. He quickly ate the bread, then sat back and quietly covered his left wrist with his right hand, allowing his powers to heal the remaining shallow wound from the battle in Durer’s room.


The guards did not particularly look at him, he noticed. They occasionally chatted with one another, usually watched the hallway, and from time to time tended to an outcry from one of the other prisoners also housed in the prison ward.


Sometime after he awoke, he heard noises in the hallway, and he looked out through the small slot window. Brandeis, looking battered and tattered, was led by three guards to a cell across from Alec and locked in. Soon after that a female voice attracted Alec’s attention, and he saw Noranda jailed as well. Alec felt panic rising rapidly, as his breathing came in shallow breaths and his face felt flushed. He desperately searched for his warrior powers, but felt none available.


The guards noticed him looking through the door and scowled at him. One nudged the other, and they came to his doorway. “Want a show to watch? Nothing to keep you busy, busybody?” He opened the latch, and the two guards entered Alec’s chamber. One grabbed his left arm, and the other threw a sudden punch into the pit of his stomach, doubling him over in pain.


Alec tried to shake loose, but failed, and another punch landed on his cheek, hitting him so hard he felt his head snap back. The guard holding him let go and he fell to the floor. With a desultory kick, the two guards returned to the doorway. “That was fun, don’t you think?” the larger of the two asked sarcastically, and then the door was closed and Alec was lying on the floor, tasting the blood in his mouth as he gasped for breath.


It took several moments before he grew composed enough to reach his healing powers to treat his wounds. He lay back on the ground and felt despair. A shout sounded outside in the hallway, then it repeated louder, and Alec recognized Brandeis’s voice, calling for Noranda.


The guards shouted, and Alec stood and cautiously looked out the slot again. Brandeis and Noranda were shouting to each other. “Yes, I’m here. I’m fine,” Noranda replied to Brandeis’s first call.

 “One more sound and you’ll get what the other one got,” the head guardsman screamed.

 “Other one? Alec? Durer? Is someone here?” Brandeis called loudly.

 “That does it!” the guard yelled, and began to open his door.

 “Brandeis! I’m here,” Alec called, both to let his friends know he was present, and to try to distract the guards from attacking Brandeis.

 “Shut up you!” the guard bellowed at Alec as he entered Brandeis’s cell and closed the door. Moments later there was a cry of pain and a shout, then the guards emerged and returned to Alec’s cell. “I can only do so much to them, since they’re still part of the family for now. But I have no limits to what I can do to you,” he said in a quiet, menacing voice.


Alec was ready this time. When the second guard reached for his arm, he jerked away and rolled low, kicking the shins of the head guard as passed him. Alec stood, and the two turned to face him in the corner. “You’ll be sorry you did that,” the head guard said. The two of them approached Alec together, and trapped him in the corner, starting to punch mercilessly at his head and torso. Alec couldn’t avoid the pounding and couldn’t keep his arms up to defend himself from the rain of fists that were hitting him repeatedly. He cried out once, then again, then slumped to the ground and curled up as heavy boots started to kick him savagely.


The two guards stopped, turned, and headed to the door. “We’ll be back tomorrow to do it again,” the head man said.


Alec moaned and whimpered, feeling more pain than he’d ever known in his life. He suspected his ribs were cracked, and his face felt puffy and bruised. He could feel blood on the front of his shirt, probably from the blows to his nose. With tremendous concentration he focused his energies on healing his rib cage. That let him breath with much less pain. He rested for many minutes, then placed his hands over his face and let his weakened powers seep into the skin and muscle and cartilage. As he felt the pain fade away, he relaxed, and fell asleep in exhaustion.


Time seemed to pass slowly, though Alec had no way to gage the true passage of time. A different set of guards was on duty when Alec awoke and peeked out the door slot. He backed away from the door and sat down to wait for whatever would come next.


Noises in the hall caught his attention again. With a furtive look, Alec saw the brutal pair of guards coming back on duty, along with Mooreen and extra guards surrounding her. Alec backed away from the door and sat back in the most comfortable corner, sure that something unpleasant was going to happen. He reached for his warrior powers, praying fervently that today they would be available, but he found no access to what he needed. He thought of the choice he had made in the tomb with John Mark, and concluded that he was at peace with his decision to retain his healing powers over his warrior abilities. He had restored Noranda, and she would be able to live and love, and that brought him a sense that he had completed some important task in his life.


Alec heard and saw his door open. The two guards entered the room, followed by three more, and then Mooreen. The guards formed a line between Alec and Mooreen, who stood silently, appraising Alec’s condition. “You’ve been kind to him apparently,” she spoke to the guards. “There’s not a bruise or mark to be seen on him anywhere.”

 “No milady, we taught him some discip

 “That’s fine. You run things here as you think best,” Mooreen responded, her oily tone and her words not matching. “I would think it important to maintain control, but you probably know another way to run a prison. Others would probably beat a prisoner senseless a time or two and then have no problems from then on.”


The guards had caught the clear meaning of Mooreen’s comments, and moved towards Alec to comply with her wish to see him beaten. Alec idly speculated about somehow evading them and turning the tables by taking Mooreen hostage, but within seconds the guards had outnumbered and overwhelmed him. They started punching and kicking relentlessly, as Alec avoided any fighting in return. He focused simply on protecting himself, but the odds were too great, and he began to stagger about, finally falling to the ground.

 “Enough. Pick him up. I want to see his face,” Mooreen ordered. Three of the guards lifted Alec, one yanking his hair to hold his head up.


Through bleary eyes Alec watched Mooreen take a knife from a guard, and placed it against his face, just below his eye socket. “We’ve sent a letter to your palace at Oyster Bay, offering to return you to them for a sufficient ransom.”


Alec sensed another presence, an aura of jealousy, envy and greed. It felt familiar yet different. With the steel point of the knife pressing hard into his face though, he didn’t dare to move or try to look around for anyone new in the cell.

 “They’ll pay for you, and they won’t care if you’re returned to them in less than prime condition,” she said, and she slashed the knife downward with a fierce jerk.


Alec suffered burning pain as a gash opened down his cheek and he wailed in anguish. “Let him go for now,” Mooreen ordered. The guards obeyed, and Alec’s hands flew to his face as he again dropped to the ground.

 “Well Elcome, would you like to say anything to your friend?” Alec distantly heard Mooreen ask as he knelt in pain.


One part of Alec paid attention only to his painful injuries, while another part grasped that Elcome, the traitor from Goldenfields, had turned up here in Stronghold as an apparent ally of Mooreen Locksfort.

 “He seems pre-occupied right now,” Elcome’s voice replied. “I’ll talk to him some other time, when he can pay more attention. He’s not very bright, you see, and I don’t want to be misunderstood when we chat.”


There followed the sound of shuffling feet and then the clanging of the door as the entourage left his cell. Alec pressed his hands tightly against his slashed face, and began to let his healing powers flow into the flesh. He held the two sides of the cut closely together and knit the wound closed, feeling the agony diminish rapidly as his powers removed the wicked wound he had been dealt. He refocused the healing power to address the many other points of pain he had received when pummeled by the Stronghold guards, and then stretched out on the floor and lay in a state of near despair.


He didn’t want to think about the prospect of being beaten and tortured daily, nor did he want to consider what might be happening to Brandeis and Noranda in the other cells down here. Hopefully they were not being treated so cruelly.


Alec fell asleep, only to awake when he heard his door opening at some later point. “Up, get up, you lazy bag of trash,” he heard his usual tormenting guard snarl at him, then a boot kicked him directly in his ribs. Alec rolled rapidly towards a corner, where he stood up, and as he did, a flash of color caught his eye. He looked up at the guard, who was alone in the cell with him, sword drawn menacingly. Then he looked down at his arm, where his warrior emblem flashed with a shine of vibrant colors. He’d not seen it in such a state since before his visit with John Mark in the dark underground grotto here in Stronghold.


He felt a thrill of joy! His powers were returned to him! The moon in the unseen sky outside must have passed through its phases to become full again, and he had renewed opportunities to grasp his warrior powers! He ran through the exercise of accessing his powers in the blink of an eye, the old actions he had practiced and memorized and internalized until they were instinctive, and felt the power from the ingenaire realm flow through into him from that mysterious dimension.

 “The pretty boy has a new scar already,” the guard was saying jabbing with his sword at Alec. “Able to heal, but not well enough to fix Mooreen’s little signature, eh?” the man goaded.


Alec rolled into the man’s legs, knocking him over, yanked the sword from his grip, and stood over him, weapon in hand. He reached down with his free hand and pulled the stunned torturer up and pushed him towards the door, wanting to get out of the cell as rapidly as possible.


In seconds he had command of the situation. Still holding the first guard, Alec raced over to the second guard and poked his captured sword at the center of his chest. “Don’t say or do anything unless I tell you to,” Alec ordered, as he stripped the guard of his sword. “Now stand up, and walk with me toward the cell I just left.” As they approached the cell, Alec tossed the first guard into the cell and commanded the second guard to lock the door. “What are you going to do with us?” the second guard asked as the door closed and was locked on the now isolated first guard. “I want you to release the other two prisoners who came down here after me, the girl and her companion,” Alec responded.

 “I haven’t got the keys,” the guard said.


Alec didn’t believe him. “Let’s go walk over to their cells and ask them if you ever opened the doors before,” he suggested prodding with the sword again.


They walked over to the door of Brandeis’s cell, and Alec called his name loudly. There was a shuffling sound from the other side of the door, and Alec looked in through the slotted window, to see Brandeis arising from his cot and walking towards the door. “Brandeis! Has this guard ever unlocked your door?” he asked.

 “Alec? Alec! Alec, you’re out there! What? Yes, that guard has opened my door several times,” rapideis responded.


Alec smacked the back of the guard’s head hard. “Open the door, now,” he said strongly. The guard reached his hand into his pocket and pulled out a bundle of keys, from which he selected one and opened the door to set the young Locksfort free. “Now, the girl. Open her door too,” Alec ordered before Brandeis was even through the open door.


Brandeis gave Alec a wordless hug, then the two followed the guard to the next door over. “How did you do this? What do we do now? We’ll rouse the whole family when we tell them how far Aunt Mooreen has gone! This is unacceptable,” he shot out in staccato fashion.


Alec watched the cell door swing open, and then stepped in front of the doorway, where Noranda could see him. “Is this some trick?” she asked, standing and taking hesitant steps towards the door.

 “It’s no trick, Noranda. You’re free,” Alec announced. He reached out his arm and grabbed Brandeis, pulling him into Noranda’s view. “It’s time for us to go,” he explained simply.


The girl came bounding out and wrapped both boys in a fierce hug that pulled them all together. “Alright, now you get in the cell, and give me the keys,” Alec instructed the guard. Alec locked the second guard into the cell Noranda had occupied moments before.


He turned to look at Noranda and Brandeis. He was reveling in the joy of feeling his ingenaire powers flowing through his spirit and body, and he was eager to find action somewhere. “What happened to your face?” Noranda asked, her finger gingerly touching a line on his cheek that he knew was the scar from Mooreen’s attack.

 “Your aunt sliced my face open,” he said quickly. He looked at Brandeis and Noranda closely, and saw that Brandeis also had bruises and welts on his face and arms, as well as probably in other places. He started to reach out to heal him, then realized that his warrior powers were engaged. He remembered the results of his Bondell beach experience when he had used healing and warrior powers together, and stopped. He then realized that if he released his warrior powers now, he would only be able to re-engage them under certain circumstances, and he wasn’t sure what those were. Probably this was the time he was using his powers for himself. Probably.


Alec withdrew his hand to puzzled looks. “I was going to heal your wounds, but I better wait a while until we’re safer,” he gave a cryptic explanation. “Do either of you know how to get out of here, and where should we go?” he asked.

 “We can get out of here if you can sneak us past a dozen guards,” Noranda said. “Then we need to get out to the countryside and run as far and as fast as we can.”

 “No,” Brandeis said unexpectedly and sharply. “We can’t run away. This has to stop. Mooreen can’t do this to folks any more. We need to find all the cousins and tell them what happened, and lead them to change this.”

 “Who will agree to risk their lives and fortune for change?” Noranda asked. “All our family is happy to sit back and let Mooreen make the money that lets them fro in the taverns and live in a palace of riches,” she said bitterly. “I was the same way for a long time.”

 “They’ve never been told any different. If they hear the message from people like us, people just like them, maybe they’ll realize,” Brandeis countered. “You and I, we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. We need to stand up to make sure things are right, so we can feel good about ourselves from the start.

 “I know you’re right about how easy life is. I’ve enjoyed it for a long time myself. Maybe that’s what it will take, is hearing it from our own. I just know we have to try. People like Alec shouldn’t be tortured,” Brandeis finished with a gesture towards Alec’s face.

 “No, people like Alec shouldn’t be tortured,” Noranda agreed in a much softer tone. “What do you think Alec? If we get out of this basement, and we get into the family quarters, we’ll be at risk of recapture or worse if the cousins don’t want to put themselves into rebellion. If we lose, you’ll suffer the most. You tell us what to do.”


Brandeis looked stunned as he realized Noranda was right about the jeopardy Alec would face. “I hadn’t considered that,” he admitted. “Alec, you shouldn’t face that. Just get us out, and then you can leave the city. You’ve already done your share right here.”

 “No,” Alec said. “I’ll fight for you. I have to. I care for Noranda, for both of you. I’ll be the best weapon you have – better than you realize. So let’s just get out of here and go find your cousins so that you can start to change the way your family treats the world.”


Noranda took the lead, and they went up a dark series of stairs, then down a hallway, until they arrived at a dirty, dark metal door. “There will be people on the other side of this door, in a room. On the left is another door, which is where we need to go,” she told Alec as they traded places.


Alec pushed on the door and rushed into the center of the room beyond, catching four guards unarmed and unprepared. Using his ingenaire abilities, he killed one, wounded one, and herded the other two into a corner in a matter of seconds, then moved all of them into the hallway his group had just come through. With two quick thrusts he jammed two swords into the door frame, effectively locking their opponents on the other side of the doorway.


Brandeis looked at him in astonishment. “I saw you fight in the tavern by the river, but this was even more amazing!”

 “I am here to fight for your success,” Alec replied. “Where do we go next?”

 “This hallway and stairwell will take us to the storerooms for the main stables,” Noranda told him.

 “Where will we go from there?” he asked.

 “We need to go see Durer and Johanna,” Brandeis replied.

 “Do you think they’re still free? Why weren’t they captured along with the two of you? Maybe they’re being heomeplace else,” Alec pointed out.

 “We don’t have any way to know unless we go find out,” Noranda answered. “Taking all of us into captivity, especially Durer, would really raise the hair on the back of the necks of the cousins.”

 “Let’s go to Durer’s room, and if he’s not there, we can slip down the back steps and ask a couple of others what is happening. We can escape from there a couple of different ways,” Brandeis suggested.


Alec didn’t know any of those ways or the layout of the Locksfort compound. “You lead the way then. Are there any open areas we need to go through, or places to beware of?”

 “As soon as we leave the stables we’ll go through a courtyard. After that we can stay under cover,” Brandeis replied, as he started to move forward. In less than two minutes they came to the stable doorway to the courtyard. “Over there. That arch is where we’re going. Should we run, or try to act casual and stroll?”

 “Let’s try not to draw attention. You go out first, then Noranda a little behind, and I’ll go last,” Alec answered. He watched Brandeis walk at a comfortable pace, his head low and face obscured. The sunlight was coming at an angle behind them. “Is that sun rising or setting?” Alec asked Noranda, although the warm temperature made him suspect it was a late afternoon setting sun.

 “It’s in the west on that side,” the girl answered, then kissed him on the cheek impulsively. “See you over there,” she added, and started to walk away.


Alec looked all around the courtyard. Someone was watching from an upper floor window on the right. Another face joined the first, but he didn’t recognize either one. Then a third face joined the other two, and he did recognize former Goldenfields Guard captain Elcome, the traitor who had betrayed his duke, and betrayed Alec, sinking the young healer’s reputation with nasty rumors that had forced him to leave Goldenfields at one time. Alec felt his rage start to build, and he fantasized about meeting Elcome in battle.


Suddenly, a dramatic movement from the archway where Brandeis was just walking into shadows caught Alec’s attention. A loud oath was yelled, and Alec could see a large group of guards attacking Brandeis, who slumped a split second before a scream reached Alec’s ears.


Noranda, in the middle of the courtyard, screamed again. She started to run toward Brandeis. With his ingenaire powers still fully engaged, Alec bolted from his darkened doorway and went streaking across the yard. He caught up with and passed Noranda, then flew into the crowd of guards that were starting to spill out into the courtyard. Alec’s wrist and forearm swiveled as he flung his sword about wildly, slashing at men to harm them and drive them away from both Noranda and Brandeis.


The Locksfort’s guards were unprepared for the battle with a warrior ingenaire, and those who were uninjured in the first fifteen seconds rapidly panicked and began to withdraw. Without trying to examine him, Alec bent and picked up the unconscious Brandeis, then saw the large pool of blood on the ground beneath the body. He slung the body over his shoulder, turned, and sta return to the stables, grabbing Noranda’s hand as he passed her. She whirled abruptly and began to follow, keeping up with her burdened companion.


Alec heard a noise, and slipped Brandeis to the ground, then shoved Noranda down on top of him and knelt beside them. He raised his sword quickly and knocked an arrow away, but felt a second one pierce his calf, and a third one narrowly missed his head. Looking up, he hissed in anger as he saw Elcome at the window directing archers to shoot at the small group.

 “We’ve got to get back to the stables,” Alec told Noranda. “You’ll have to drag Brandeis, and I’ll try to protect us,” he explained.

 “Alec! You’re injured!” she said looking at the shaft in his leg.


Alec reached down and tugged at the arrow, then raised his sword and blocked another arrow. The embedded arrow wouldn’t move for the moment. “Go! We’ve got to go fast, now!” he urged.


Noranda looked at him as if about to protest, but she grabbed Brandeis and started dragging, while Alec limped behind her, his back to her as he scanned the windows and doorways and continued to block arrows. He could feel himself growing weaker from the continued heavy use of the power as well as from the wound. “We’re almost there,” Noranda encouragingly said just then. “You’re doing wonderfully, Alec,” she told him in encouragement and amazement. 



Alec blocked another arrow, and let one fly above them, then heard Noranda grunt to open the door and pull Brandeis in. Alec stepped back into the doorway, slammed the door shut, and released his warrior energy. He felt drained, and slumped to his knees next to Brandeis.

 “Go get two horses that are saddled and ready to go, and lead them over here,” he commended Noranda.

 “Are we going to leave the compound?” she asked fearfully.

 “We have to,” Alec said with insistence.

 “Yes, we do,” she agreed, and began to run down the stables towards the stalls.


Alec looked at Brandeis. He’d been savagely stabbed in the stomach, causing a loss of blood, internal bleeding, and damage to organs. The young man was going to die soon unless Alec did something. “Please God, Please Jesus, redo, salveo, valetudo, juvenis…” his concentration was wandering as the pain in his leg distracted him and he heard the approach of horses. He placed his hands on the stomach wound and called forth his powers to repair the flesh and stop the bleeding. He managed to fix the liver and the intestine that had been sliced, but, at that moment, he couldn’t do anything to produce new blood in Brandeis’s body. For the time being, though, he had done enough to keep the boy alive.

 “Alec, I brought three horses. Is that better?” Noranda asked above him.


He looked up at the steeds she had led over. All three looked like healthy animals. “I’m going to put Brandeis in the saddle of one, then you will ride behind him and  him from falling off. Is that okay?” Alec asked.

 “Is he, is he going to live?” she asked, her face pale from the events they had suffered. “That’s so much blood,” she said about the pool of bright red on the ground.

 “Yes, he’ll live. Provided we get him some place where he can rest and be nursed for a day or two,” Alec answered her. A second later they heard a clanging noise of approaching pursuers.


Alec looked down at the arrow still in his leg. He knew what he had to do. Reaching down with his knife, he remembered the arrow that had lodged in his back many months ago during the battle of the palace at Goldenfields. With no time to lose, Alec plunged his knife into his flesh next to the arrow and pulled the head out of his leg muscle. Noranda screamed in panic. Alec moaned, as he threw the arrow wildly away, then pressed both hands hard against the leg and let loose the last of his healing powers. 



An angry red scar remained under his leg, and the muscle was sore, but Alec stood and heaved Brandeis up towards the saddle. “Get on the other side and pull his leg over,” Alec urged Noranda. She complied and helped him situate the unconscious man, who slumped forward. “Now you climb up,” Alec urged, and he indelicately pushed her from below to help her into the saddle.


He climbed into the saddle on the second horse, and grabbed the reins of the third horse to lead it. “You’ll have to lead us out of here. Go where ever you think best,” he told her. “I have no power left at all for battle or healing, so be careful,” he needlessly warned.


Noranda shook her reins, and her horse circled then headed in the direction she wanted. Alec followed, as he heard the sound of pursuit growing louder. They walked loudly across the wooden floor of the stable, then onto paved stone and into bright light at a gateway onto a busy street. Ignoring the comments of the guards, she pushed her horse into a trot and left the yard, bumping and pushing her way through the crowd, away from the Locksfort compound and out into the streets of Stronghold.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 14 – A Haircut for Noranda

 



 




Alec nudged his horse to follow Noranda, ignoring the curses they received from the crowd as they cavalierly pushed themselves in the direction they wanted. The horse behind him kept up, although Alec felt stretched trying to guide his own horse and pull the extra. Alec strained to hear the sounds of pursuit, but so far they seemed to be on their own. For over an hour they travelled through streets in a complex pattern of turns that left Alec completely disoriented. As the sun set he lost his ability to evn rely on it.


Fortunately, the darkness also reduced the crowds in the street, and it became easier to follow Noranda. At last he was able to pull up next to her. “Are you doing alright with Brandeis?” he asked.

 “He’s heavier than I expected. I used to watch folks taking turns carrying him back from drunken bouts in the taverns, and he didn’t seem so heavy for them,” she said with a wan smile.

 “Do you know where we’re going?” Alec asked next. His leg hurt and he was exhausted.

 “Do you have any money?” Noranda answered his question with a question.

 “No, I’ve been in prison. Wait! Yes, I have some,” he belatedly remembered the secret money pockets in his belt, which had evaded detection when he’d been taken into custody by the guards. He began to fumble his belt loose to get at the gold and silver.

 “Enough for a room and stables at an inn?” she asked.


He nodded affirmatively, as he grabbed a handful and closed the belt back up.

 “Then, we’re here,” Noranda told him, as she pulled her reins abruptly and turned her horse down a dark alley that proved to lead to a stable yard. “This should be far enough away from the Locksfort compound and Brandeis’ carousing for us to avoid recognition.” she explained. Alec let gravity pull him down from his saddle, then grabbed hold of Brandeis as Noranda let him slide down from their saddle.


An old man who was the stable tender for the night came out of a wooden side door. “How may we help you?” he asked. 


 “We need stables for the horses,” Noranda answered, “and a room for ourselves.”

 “That’ll be two silvers for the stalls, plus two coppers for feed. They’ll take care of your provisions inside,” the man responded. Alec laid Brandeis carefully down, then reached into his pocket and pulled out his coins, paying for the horses.

 “Our friend had too much to drink,” he said in explanation, inspired by Noranda’s earlier comment.


The stablehand smiled as Alec and Noranda hoisted Brandeis between them and hauled him towards the tavern entrance. “He’ll really be alright, won’t he? You’ll be okay too, right?” she asked as they paused at the door.


Alec nodded his head, pushed the door open, and they stepped into a busy public parlor. Patrons filled most tables, and a few servants watched over them as a girl sang off-key in one corner, and a small fire burned in the stone hearth. Next to the fire a table was unused, and to the consternation and amusement of many, Noranda and Alec dragged Brandeis over and wedged him between the table and the wall, while they sat down across from him.

 “It’s warm here,” Noranda commented.

 “That’s why no one else wants to sit by the fire in the summer time,” Alec absent-mindedly replied as he looked around the room.


After ten minutes, an older woman stopped by their table. “How can I help you young folks?”

 “Our friend had too much to drink,” Noranda spoke up. “Can we get a room for the night?”

 “I just serve the food and drink. Horman over there,” she gestured to a desk, “is the manager of the inn. Do you want anything for supper?”

 “Stew and juice for me,” Alec said after Noranda ordered. “I’ll go get a room,” he told Noranda, and got up to visit the inn manager.


After paying in advance for a room, Alec returned to the table with his friends, and sat in silence, feeling exhausted. Noranda sat silent as well, thinking about the circumstances they had fallen into.

 “Alec, is Brandeis going to be okay?” she asked again after their food was served.

 “Yes, he just needs rest, and some medication to help him build up his blood,” Alec replied, “and some healing energy when I feel I have some,” he added to himself.


There were no further comments as they ate silently. “Let’s go up to our room,” Alec suggested, and they propped up the still unconscious Brandeis between them, to a few catcalls from the drinking customers of the tavern. Up two flights of stairs they came to a small room with a narrow mattress. Placing Brandeis on the mattress, Alec bolted the door shut and pushed a chair against it as extra security.


He and Noranda laid down on the floor, separated by a small distance. Alec felt Noranda’s hand gently touch his and squeeze his fingers, seeking reassurance. “You were amazing when you were fighting in the compound. That’s not natural, is it? Is that something else you got when you were in the cave back in the Pale Mountains?”

 “You’re the only other person who really knows what it was like in the mountains, well, you and Ari,” Alec said sleepily. “My healing powers were a special gift from God when I visited John Mark’s cave. I do have ingenaire warrior powers sometimes now too, but they are something I was born with. Those powers were what I used back at your family’s compound. 


 “Everything is going to work out. I just used too much energy today, trying to fight and then heal those injuries,” Alec said further. “We need to rest and hide and think for a couple of days, to come up with a plan.”

 “I remember lying on the floor with you that night in Riverside,” Noranda said a minute later, as Alec was falling asleep. “We talked about food.”


Alec felt his mind stumble to remember that night, and memories came flooding unexpectedly out. “We were in the mountains, and we talked about Stronghold. Now we’re in Stronghold and we’re talking about the mountains!”

 “


Alec raised his free right hand and wiped a tear from his eye. “We’ll come up with a plan tomorrow. If this was Riverside, I’d say we were going to go meet Ari, but since it’s not, we’ll just have to do something else!” With that, he could no longer stay awake, and moments later, Noranda heard his slow, steady breathing.


The next morning Alec sensed Noranda stirring, and opened his eyes sleepily. He glimpsed Noranda sitting up next to him and he sat up abruptly.

 “Oh! Alec!” she said, hurriedly crossing her arms in front of herself. She had taken off her blouse, and only wore an undergarment.

 “What are you doing?” he asked.

 “Give me your shirt,” she replied.

 “What? Why? What am I going to wear?” he answered in complete confusion.

 “Turn around and give me your shirt,” she told him in an authoritative voice. “Then give me your pants.”

 “What are you doing?” his voice rose slightly.

 “One of us needs to go out and find out what is happening and what we can do. I’m the obvious one to go; you need to stay here and take care of Brandeis and yourself,” she explained.

 “I don’t think that wearing my clothes is going to make you that indistinguishable,” he rebutted her plan as he pulled his shirt over his head.

 “You’re going to cut my hair off before I go,” Noranda explained fully revealing her plan with a sigh.


Alec turned and stared into her eyes, oblivious to their respective states of dress. “Really?” he exclaimed.

 “Turn around. Yes, really,” she told him.


Alec handed his shirt over and stood up. “You’re not looking are you?” he asked as he unbuckled his pants.

 “Trust me,” Noranda answered. Alec laughed long and loud. “It wasn’t that funny,” she told him as she felt his arm bump into her back.

 “I just remembered the first time I told you I had my healer vision and could see through people, and you covered yourself up,” he explained with a chuckle as she took his pants.

 “Well, I didn’t know what you meant,” the girl scolded him in a defensive tone. “Nice skivvies,” she added over the sound of rustling cloth.

 “Hey, what am I going to wear?C he reached his hand behind him and futilely smacked at empty space.

 “Get Brandeis’s pants, then cut my hair,” Noranda replied. Two minutes later the unconscious Brandeis was pantless, his pants were loosely pulled up around Alec’s waist, and Alec’s pants were just as loose around Noranda as he carefully sawed away long clumps of hair with his stolen sword blade.

 “Ouch!” she said repeatedly, among other things.


Finally Alec had enough. “I didn’t take the sharpest blade back there in the dungeon. Just about three more cuts and you’ll be done,” he told her as he looked at the pile of tresses he had cut.

 “That’s it,” he said a minute later as he stepped away.

 “Well? How does it look?” Noranda said impatiently, staring at him as he stared at her.

 “Boys really don’t care how their hair looks,” he answered diplomatically. He hadn’t cut a straight line or even a level one anywhere.

 “Oh that’s just great!” she said in a slightly shrill tone.

 “Here,” Alec said, reaching for his belt and pulling a few coins from its hidden pockets. “Go to a barber shop and have it fixed while you’re out.

 “Can we go get some breakfast? I’m hungry,” he wanted to change the topic, and he was truly hungry.

 “What about Brandeis?” Noranda asked.

 “He didn’t wake up when up when I took his pants off him, so he should sleep a while more,” Alec said. He picked up Noranda’s blouse and looked at it momentarily, then pulled Brandeis’s dark shirt off him and slipped it over his own head, wishing it was cleaner.

 “Do you know what you’ll do?” he asked a few minutes later as they purchased rolls at a street stand a block away from the inn.

 “I’ll go by the compound, find a barber, get a haircut, then stand near the entry to see if I can catch someone I think I can trust,” she told him.

 “It sounds, like a good plan, but you’ll need to be careful, the guards will become suspicious if you loiter near the gate.” Alec cautioned.

 “Let me give you a shopping list of things we need,” Alec said, “you can visit the markets while you’re out as well.” He borrowed a slip of paper and a pencil from the vendor, and wrote down several herbs and ingredients he needed for Brandeis and himself, as well as some useful implements and tools he wanted to have.

 “Why do you want to have six throwing knives?” Noranda asked as she looked at the various items on the list.

 “For safety. Also, get a bandolier with those. Go to a pawn shop to get those and the extra swords. The res will be in the markets and food shops,” he answered.

 “Alec, I won’t be able to carry all this stuff. Plus it will take all day shopping, when I want to stay around the compound gate,” she protested. “And I’ll need more money.”


Alec realized she was right. “That’s true. Don’t get the swords. You can wear the bandolier and the knives, and everything else is small,” he conceded. “Let’s go back to the room and I’ll give you money. You can pay the innkeeper for the next night’s room and pay the stables for the horses’ keep as well.”


Alec bought some small snacks and fruit to take back to the room, gave Noranda her funds, and watched her leave. He lay back down on the floor, still drowsy, and fell asleep. He slept for several hours until he felt a nudge. Opening his eyes, he saw Brandeis sitting on the bed looking at him.

 “That must have been some wild night, last night Alec,” Brandeis said in a shaky voice. “But it couldn’t have been any wilder than the dream I had about Noranda coming to life, all of us going to prison, and being killed by a bunch of guards. So tell me what really happened, and why are you wearing my clothes?”


Alec looked at Brandeis and tried to use his healing vision, without success. Before he could answer though the door opened abruptly, and Noranda walked in, wearing a bandolier over Alec’s clothes and carrying bags of supplies.

 “Who’s this?” Brandeis asked without recognition.

 “Who’s this?” Noranda replied as she placed the bags on the ground and handed the bandolier to Alec.

 “Noranda? What happened to your hair? I didn’t recognize you! But if you are alive, then we must have been in prison, and I must have been killed by the guards,” he rapidly tried to work through the inexplicable circumstances as he looked down and saw the dull red scar on his belly. He looked back up at Noranda, then at Alec.


Alec handed him an apple. “Everything is pretty much as you think, except you didn’t die,” he said with a smile.

 “Your hair looks very nice, Noranda. Did you think to buy any clothes for any of us to wear?” Alec asked.

 “You didn’t ask. You wouldn’t believe what it’s like to be a boy. Well, you would, but it is so different!” she told him. She bent over and hugged Brandeis, who hesitated, then hugged back.


Alec took pity on Brandeis. “I healed you after the ambush in the courtyard yesterday. Then Noranda led us through the streets of Stronghold and brought us here to this inn, where ever this is. This morning she cut her hair, took my clothes, and went out in disguise to do a number of things.”

 “I got a haircut after Alec butchered my hair, then I stood by the family gate at the compound. I saw Johanna go out, but she had three men with her I didn’t recognize. I followed them, but all she did was some shopping, and returned,” Noranda narrated. “Then it started to  late, so I went to do the shopping Alec asked for, and came back here!”

 “Now that Brandeis is awake, I can see we’re going to need some clothes. Please go get some clothes for us; get something that will fit you, and get some extras for Brandeis and me,” Alec instructed. “Brandeis can stay here, and I’ll go down to the kitchen to see if the cook will let me mix some of this up for Brandeis.”

 “What’s in it?” Brandeis asked.

 “It’s all good, don’t worry. Let’s get going,” Alec said.


He and Noranda left together, and parted on the ground floor. In the kitchen Alec found two cooks working busily. “May I boil some liver and herbs?” he asked one.

 “Isn’t our food good enough for you? You can pay to buy like everyone else,” she responded.

 “This is a recipe for weak blood for my friend. I’ll share some with you if you know anyone who needs it. Many women think it helps give them more energy,” Alec said. “I learned it from a healer.”

 “Stay over there, stay out of the way, clean your own pots,” the cook relented. “And go fill the water barrel from the pump in the yard,” she motioned to the buckets stacked by the water barrel.


Alec started his water to boil, trudged back and forth to fill the barrel, then started chopping the liver and adding the chicory, sorrel, cucumber blossoms, rue seeds, and other ingredients, then boiled it down to a thick soup. He borrowed a bowl, thanked the cooks, and left the rest for them. When he got upstairs, he handed the warm bowl to Brandeis. “Hold your nose and drink this,” he recommended.


Noranda entered the room as Brandeis held the bowl before his face. When he lowered it, his face screwed up in disgust, she burst out laughing. “What have you fed him, Alec?”

 “If I told you, your face would look like his,” Alec told her as he took the empty bowl. “I’m going to return this and clean up in the kitchen,” he said as he excused himself. Downstairs he casually took his time to clean up, and even fixed an extra remedy to treat the cook’s muscle aches, wanting to give Noranda and Brandeis time alone together.


The lengthening shadows from the setting sun finally persuaded Alec to return to the room. “Alec, we’ve been waiting for you,” Noranda greeted him, though he sensed her words were false. They were both sitting on the bed, and Brandeis was dressed in new clothes. “We’re starved! Let’s go get some dinner.” 



They ate in the common room together, not discussing their situation within earshot of the other diners. While Brandeis and Noranda returned to the room, Alec went out to the stables to see the horses, then went to the kitchen to fix some broth for himself. He boiled it down, and went back up to the room.

 “Tomorrow, I’ll go back to the family gate and spend all day there to try to catch someone,” Noranda announced, absent-mindedly running her fingers ov the short hair on top of her head.

 “Can you talk to anyone if they all have guards?” Alec asked. “Could you pass a note to someone without being caught?”

 “We don’t want to take any chances with her,” Brandeis protested. “Maybe you and I could create a diversion to distract the guards?”


Alec thought about it. “That could work, if we didn’t face too many at once. But if we’re recognized too early, it could be more trouble.”

 “Not the way you fight!” Brandeis responded.

 “I can’t do that all the time. John Mark put restrictions on how often I can use my abilities,” Alec told them.

 “Who’s John Mark?” Brandeis asked. “How can he restrict you?”

 “John Mark,” Alec replied simply.

 “He means ‘the John Mark,’ from the church. You know, the prophet,” Noranda prompted.

 “What do you really mean?” Brandeis answered. “You’re not telling me that mythical figures talk to Alec and control him, are you?”

 “He’s not mythical to me. I’ve been to his holy sites. He has guided me and talked to me and rescued me,” Alec said matter-of-factly. He has revealed many things to me, and I believe him.

 “For instance, he told me that Noranda is not meant to be my companion, but someone else’s,” Alec casually commented.

 “I know that you’re a healer, and I’ve seen you fight,” Brandeis began. “But this…”

 “Brandeis, accept this. I’ve seen Alec return from a holy place. I believe him. If you went to chapel more often, maybe you’d believe him too,” she added.


Brandeis looked ready to debate further, but said nothing.

 “We’ll all leave tomorrow, and Brandeis and I can stay up the road from where you stand,” Alec decided, returning to the safer topic. “If someone comes out and comes our way, we can contrive something to block them from following whichever cousin Noranda speaks with.”


After further discussion they decided to go to sleep. “Alec, you can take the bed tonight,” Brandeis offered. “We’ll take turns, since I slept in it last night.”


Alec felt cheated somehow, but couldn’t refuse the offer.


The next morning, they followed their plan, paying the innkeeper for their room again, then choosing pastries to eat as they walked down the street. Alec wore his bandolier, and stopped at a pawn shop to purchase swords for himself and Brandeis.

 “We’re almost there,” Brandeis said at one corner. “Let’s stop here and wait. Good luck,” He told Noranda, squeezing her hand.

 “Good luck,” Alec echoed, and on impulse he rubbed the short hair on top of her head. She scowled at him in mock anger, then walked down to her appointed location.


For two hours they stood aimlessly, moving occasionally around the intersection to prevent blocking traffic and to avoid creating suspicion. At mid-morning though, they saw Noranda start to move away from them. “Let’s go. She must be following someone,” Brandeis said, grabbing Alec’s sleeve.


They hurried down the road, turning their heads away from the street as they passed the compound gate, and catching up with Noranda as she turned a corner. “Who are we after?” Brandeis asked.

 “It’s Johanna again,” she replied. “Up there where the two men in green jackets are walking,” she pointed out. “They’re the guards.”

 “Let us try to get past them, and we can make a diversion when they pass, to separate the guards from her,” Alec suggested. “Then if you’re close behind, you can grab Johanna and pull her into a shop door so you can talk for a minute or two.” 



Brandeis and Alec walked forward quickly. “I’ll step around them, then trip in front of one and knock him down,” Alec suggested. “You be ready to stumble over the other one when he stops to help the first one up, so we can get them both tied down for a few seconds,”

 “That sounds good,” Brandeis agreed.

 “As soon as we get up, apologize and get out of their way, blocking the door Johanna is in. I’ll stand on their other side and try to keep them paying attention to me,” Alec finished.


They walked quickly ahead, and began execution of their plan. Passing one guard who walked outside of Johanna, Alec contrived to fall spastically, flailing his arms so that he bumped the guard hard, and pulled him down.


There was a shout, and the other guard cut over, just as Brandeis hoped. He shouted “Watch out!” as he bumped hard into the standing guard, and all four were in a heap.


Alec heard a gasp, then began to apologize. “I’m sorry, I slipped on something on the street,” he said, trying to delay anyone from getting up.

 “Clumsy oaf! Both of you!” the second guard said. “Get off me!” he ordered.

 “My leg hurts. You stepped right in front of me. Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” Brandeis responded. He pushed downward on the guard to propel himself up, and turned away to look for Johanna or Noranda. Neither was in sight.

 “Hey!” the guard said as he stood up. The second guard also stood, and Alec rose to his knees. Both the guards were grabbing Brandeis. “He’s one of the ones we want,” one guard said.



 “Where’s the girl?” the other guard said, looking around. “You take this one to the alley over there, and I’ll try to find the girl.” Neither of them looked further at Alec, who rose to his feet and scuttled several steps away. Brandeis looked at him blankly, as the burly guard hauled him by the arm through the street traffic to the other side. Alec turned to watch the other guard walk forward rapidly up the street, looking for Johanna.


Alec turned back and through breaks in the stream of traffic he saw that Brandeis’s escort was drawing his sword. Without hesitation, Alec seized his warrior powers, and, to his relief, felt them engage. He pulled one of the daggers out of his bandolier, jumped up onto a building scaffolding to get a clear view of Brandeis, and let the dagger fly as the guard’s sword arm reared back. Alec stepped back down to the street and ran across the road. He found Brandeis holding the slumping guard.


Alec was seized with a sudden idea. “Get his jacket off him before it gets bloodstained!” he said. He pulled the dagger out of the man’s neck and yanked the jacket away from the bloody wound. He lifted the man from Brandeis’s grasp and pulled him deeper into the alley, behind a refuse pile, where he proceeded to strip the rest of the green uniform off the dead man. “Here, put this on,” he told Brandeis. “We might have a new plan.

 “Now go inside the shop where Noranda and Johanna are to see what they are doing. I’ll stay outside and snare the other guard when he comes back,” Alec said. He was trying to create a new scenario on the fly. “If this works out, we can get inside the compound and try to set things in motion.”


They walked out to the street, and Alec saw the other guard walking rapidly back towards them, searching for both his companion and his charge. Brandeis scampered into the shop and Alec heard a muffled scream of delight. The remaining guard was staring in shop windows as he passed them on his approach towards Alec.

 “Hey! Your friend went in there,” Alec pointed to an alley next to the shop.


The guard looked at him without commenting and swept past him, turned the corner, and disappeared from Alec’s sight. Alec knew his next task would be unpleasant, but took a deep breath and went around the corner. He pulled another dagger out and tossed it at the man, then ran forward to catch the body as it slumped. Alec rolled him over and saw a look of surprise on his victim’s face as he heard the rattle of the man’s last breath. Working rapidly, Alec changed into the green uniform, at least two sizes too large for him, and stepped into the shop.

 “There’s Alec!” Johanna shrieked, and she left Brandeis to hug Alec ferociously. “Are you going to help us?” she asked as she held him. “What happened to your face? What did they do to you?”

 “Your Aunt Mooreen held me captive,” he said simply as he gestured to the scar on his cheek. “What’s happening in the compound now?” Alec asked as the other two strolled over.

 “Mooreen has a whole squad of new guards that have confined all of us to the residential quarters. Until she catches the three of you, no one is allowed out except me, tdo shopping for personal items,” Johanna explained. “They’re interrogating people about you, and Durer is cut off from the rest of us.”

 “If we can get inside and give people weapons and isolate these new guards, would the cousins and the old guards fight against Mooreen?” Alec asked her.

 “If we don’t, things are only going to get worse. They were beating and torturing Alec in the dungeon cells,” Noranda jumped in. “See that scar? Mooreen did that herself!”

 “I think most of the cousins are ready to fight. If you find Durer and he agrees to lead, it will work, except for a few idiots like Reuchlin,” Johanna replied. “Let’s get going!”


Alec and Brandeis stood on either side of Johanna and walked back with her towards the gate. “Brandeis, stay on the left side away from the gate guard,” Noranda suggested. “Will they let me in?”

 “I’ll ask. These are regular guards here,” Johanna said, and she successfully sweet talked them into the compound.

 “There are guards at the entrance to the residential quarters, and guards patrolling the halls,” she explained, as they ducked into an empty work shed.

 “We’ll need to get weapons for folks, and we need to find Durer,” Alec said. He pulled off his jacket and started to pull his pants down. “Noranda, change clothes with me. You and Brandeis can put some swords inside your uniforms and smuggle them into the quarters.

 “Well come on,” he grinned. “You didn’t mind undressing me yesterday morning!”

 “Alec! There will be consequences for this,” Noranda said as she pulled his shirt over her head.

 “What are you going to do while we go to the quarters?” Brandeis asked, trying to stare at the ceiling.

 “I’m going to go back to the dungeon where we were, and see if Durer is down there,” Alec said simply as he pulled up his own pants and prepared to leave the group.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 15 – A Struggle Begins in Stronghold

 




Alec got directions from Brandeis, then parted from the other three and began skulking in the direction of the stables where the dungeon entry was located. He held his warrior powers at a low level of engagement, and listened closely for any sounds of trouble. Half an hour later he saw the stable entry, where he waited as he watched two men mount horses and leave.


When they were out of sight, Alec ran to the stable entry and unexpectedly came face to face with a worker pushing a wheelbarrow of manure. “I’m just passing through,” Alec assured him with a smile. “I wouldn’t want a lady to grow too lonely. You’ll keep quiet about this, won’t you?” he suggested as he held out a coin for the man to take.


The worker smiled, took the coin, and continued on his way. Relieved, Alec moved swiftly to the storerooms and paused. He’d just been here two days prior, and as he got his bearings, he knew where to go next. He entered a doorway, then opened a door in the back of the room and listened. There was no light visible in the stairwell leading down, and no noise either. If he was mistaken about this, he would have no idea of where to look next for Durer. And without Durer, an obvious leader among his family members, the chances of rousing the young Locksforts to rebel would decline precipitously.


Alec took a calming breath, and began to descend the stairs. When he got to the bottom he felt for the door handle and paused to listen. There were still no sounds in the darkness. He opened the door slowly and crept into the room, then inched to his right, towards the stairs that led further down to the prison cells beneath the compound.


His face bumped into a solid surface and Alec softly whispered a mild oath, a sign of how nervous he was. His hands extended forward and found a solid stone wall. He began to feel along the length of the wall, moving to his right, and within six steps felt his finger pricked by a splinter of wood. Reaching carefully, he located the handle of the door he was looking for, and began to pull it open.


A crack of light began to swell as the door opened, and Alec could see the steps leading down to his former place of confinement. He shuddered at the thought of how powerless he had felt down there during his days of captivity, and wondered whether he would find the same sadistic keepers guarding the cells.


He descended the steps until he knew that his feet were about to become visible to the people below, then he flew down the remaining stairs and jumped into the middle of the cellar hallway, whirling around to judge what opposition he faced.


The two same jailers who had tormented him were sitting upright and alert at his appearance. “Lord, not you again,” he heard one of them moan.

 “Where is Durer? Which cell is he in?” Alec shouted. “Durer? Where are you? I’ve come to set you free!”

 “Who is it? I’m here,” a voice answered on his right.

 “Let him out,” Alec told the staffers, “or I’ll force you to.”


The jailer who had tormented him the most stood and shuffled over toward the cell, but stopped short and picked something up off the floor, then threw a jagged piece of metal at Alec’s head and started to charge him. Alec ducked the object and swung his sword carefully, cutting the front of the man’s stomach in a painful but non-lethal wound. “Step back or the next strike will kill,” Alec said. “Put the keys dn right there, then step back,” he ordered. Alec scooped up the collection of keys, then stepped in front of Durer’s cell holding the guards off with his sword. Looking at several keys, he tried three before he found one that unlocked the door, and he watched Durer step out into the hallway.

 “Alec! Thank you,” Durer said with a smile as they shook hands. The smile was at odds with his appearance. He too had apparently been subjected to beating and brutality. Alec motioned him towards the stairs.

 “Now, you two in the cell,” Alec ordered.

 “Please don’t. If they find we’ve let another prisoner escape, they’ll kill us,” the milder of the two guards said.


Alec felt a sense of pity, but he looked at Durer’s face and arms, covered with bruises.

 “In the cell,” he said sternly.


He slammed the door shut behind them, locked it, and grabbed the torch on the wall. “I’ll go first,” he told Durer as he led him silently up the stairs. Once they were back in the upper level room he had fought in before, Alec stopped to explain to Durer what was happening.

 “Do you want to go back to the residential quarters and rally the cousins?” Alec asked after his explanation.

 “We have to do it Alec,” Durer replied. “The things that are happening to you and me, they’ll happen to others as well if we don’t put a stop to it. Follow me and we’ll head straight over to meet the others.”


They climbed the stairs to the stables and began dashing from building to building as Durer led them back to where they hoped a rebellion would begin. Alec held a sword in one hand and a dagger in the other, ready for any hostility they might face. They arrived at one building, and Durer stopped. “The next building is residences. I presume it’s guarded?” he asked.

 “Johanna said there were guards. Is there a back way or window you want to try, or should we just fight our way in?” Alec answered.

 “I’ve lived here for over twenty years and have explored every passageway! Yes, there’s a back way in that won’t be guarded; all the boys know, and probably half the girls too! Follow me,” Durer said with a grin and led Alec down to the basement. “Right here,” he pushed a crate aside, “is an old shaft between the buildings.” He walked through, swiping cobwebs out of the way. “Let’s go upstairs to Johanna’s room and find the others,” he said as he led Alec up servants’ stairs, passing a girl with laundry along the way.

 “Durer!” A boy shouted as they walked through a hallway. The happy cousin, unknown to Alec, slapped Durer on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you back. Are things okay now?” he asked, looking past Durer at Alec.

 “Things are going to be okay soon,” Durer said, turning the boy around. “Go grab your sword and meet us at Johanna’s,” Durer told him, “I’ll explain when you get there.” Durer continued on. “We’ot some good swords in the family, you know?” he said over his shoulder to Alec. “Even though they’re mostly spoiled, many of the cousins do spend time on the practice mats fencing; the family tournament is a savage affair, I’ll tell you! They all take it seriously!” They went up more stairs and down more halls, until Durer stopped at a door, knocked softly, and entered without waiting.


Alec followed him into the room, and saw Durer and Johanna embracing wordlessly, while several others in the room smiled and stood silently. For the first time in several days, Alec thought of Bethany as he watched the reunited pair silently enjoy each other. Would he ever have that same type of reunion with Bethany he wondered? She should have received his letter long ago, and know his feelings, finally out in the open. He still felt strongly in his heart that she was the right mate for him, even after the strange premonition he had felt that her heart had moved on to someone else.

 “Durer, we’re ready to follow you,” Brandeis finally said.

 “We have a dozen with arms, and Alec is worth another dozen. The true family guards are sure to support us against the Green Jackets,” he added optimistically.

 “That sounds possible but not reliable. So what are we going to accomplish with a dozen blades plus Alec?” Durer asked rhetorically, before he gave them the answer. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to go after Aunt Mooreen, her spy from Goldenfields and my own father. When we catch them, we’ll put them in the dungeons beneath the stables, where they will be kept humanely,” he emphasized the last word, “and we will advise the family company that new directors are being selected.

 “We’ll have to cut her off from the money, and we’ll have to evict her Green Jackets, and we’ll have to keep her under control long enough to make real changes in the family structure,” he continued.

 “Are all of you committed to making that type of effort?” he asked as he looked them all in the eyes. “There’s going to be no more time for carousing all night and sleeping all day.

 “If you can’t give that up, then say so now,” he finished.


No one moved. “Alright then, we’re going to have to find Mooreen. Chances are she’s in the southern apartments. That’s where she usually is this time of day. Does anyone know where her guards are likely to be?”

 “She’ll have some here around our apartments,” a feminine voice called.

 “Can we capture those quietly and lock them in the dungeon?” Alec asked, speaking up for the first time. He had listened to Durer so far, and thought his comments showed how quickly he had grasped the long term challenge these young people faced. Alec hadn’t looked so far into the future himself, but had thought about their immediate tactical options.


Durer looked at him momentarily, then sketched out a plan for capturing those guards, and what to do next. Minutes later, Circh stood inside a ground floor doorway and called to the guards, “There’s a big mouse in the baths, and all my clothes are in there,” she told them, gesturing to the towel she had wrapped around herself. “Can you catch it for me?”


The guards looked at one another and one gave a slight grin. They walked into the hall and entered the bath, where Delle and two others quickly disarmed them. At two other guarded entries similar ploys lead to the capture of further guards, and soon there were six of the cousins wearing new sets of green uniforms, as was Alec. Those erstwhile guards escorted their small group of surprised prisoners across the family compound toward the prison below the stables, capturing three other Green Jackets on the way. Alec led the group down the stairs to the dungeon where the captives were divided among the empty cells and locked in with the jailers already held captive.

 “Now, we need to take control of the entrances to the south apartments to seal them off,” Durer said establishing the group’s next goal. “Alec, your group will go to the servants’ entrance. Brandeis, your group will go to the business entrance. Delle, you and I will take our group to the courtyard entry. When everyone has their location secure, tie and gag the guards, then send one person to the central staircase.


Alec and Circh started going around the outside of the stables, then Circh led Alec down a set of stairs. “This is part of a set of tunnels and halls the servants use to move around behind the scenes,” the girl explained. “It’s dark down here, but we can go all the way to the south apartments from here.” She led on through a long tunnel, then up a level, around a corner, back down more stairs, and so on for several minutes.

 “We’re here,” she said as she stopped by a narrow doorway. “I think I’ve done my part, so now you can finish up from here!” She giggled nervously, then quickly covered her mouth. “I’ve never done anything like this before,” she blurted out.

 “You seem to know the secret ways around the compound pretty well,” Alec commented, trying to be encouraging.

 “Oh, I’ve found them all and used them, but it was always for late night parties or to visit secret boyfriends,” she admitted with a crooked smile. “Never for anything like this!”

 “Stay here,” Alec said as he laid a hand on the latch, looked at the girl one last time, then opened the door and slipped out into a hallway. To his right he saw shadows from around a corner. He realized they must be from the guards he needed to overpower. He crouched to launch himself in attack, when he heard a scream come from some distant part of the building behind him.


The guards came running around the corner full bore right into Alec, who quickly engaged in battle against three opponents surprised to find him in their path. Alec disarmed one with a flip of his sword, wounded another with a thrown dagger to the thigh, and pressed his sword point against the neck of the third a moment later. “Tie something tight around his leg,” Alec commanded the disarmed one to treat the wounded one. “Now, all three of you go down those stairs,” he ordered.

 “Circh, get some cords and help me tie their hands and feet and gag them. We need to go see what’s happening,” he urged his companion. In just minutes the guards were trussed and sht="0">


The sounds of a sword fight were echoing through the halls as they approached. “You stay back now,” Alec said as he released the blond girl and ran to join the action. Around a corner he saw more shadows moving rapidly, and he burst in upon a tableau of heavy fighting. In the main entry hall from the courtyard, Durer was lying on the floor, Delle and two others were backed into a corner, and a half dozen were fighting them, while Elcome was standing on a second floor landing shouting at the scene.


Alec yelled to attract attention away from the trapped young Locksfort cousins, and ran towards the action, as two more green jacketed guards entered from another hallway. Alec ran towards Delle’s group, flinging daggers at the fighters in the room as he went, so that three were down before he even arrived.

 “Get him! Kill him! Ignore the others,” Alec heard Elcome shout. Alec cursed his failure to throw a dagger at the portly former quartermaster as he engaged his sword against the swordsmen attacking Delle’s group. “Alec, welcome!” Delle shouted as he stabbed one of the distracted swordsmen.


Only a minute passed and all the Green Jackets were injured, dead, or had fled. Alec looked up at the balcony and saw Elcome flee through a doorway. “Alec, Durer was attacked as soon as we got inside,” Delle told him anxiously as he knelt over his cousin. Alec wanted to chase after Elcome while his warrior powers were still intact, but he looked at Durer’s injuries, and instantly knew that his healing powers would be needed. Reluctantly, Alec released his warrior powers; that ended the second of the three opportunities he had to use his warrior powers. Now he had only one more exercise of those energies until the next full moon, which was a full month away. He bowed his head. “Lord, John Mark, I do not understand this rule and these restrictions. I know that it is your will, and I hope you will give me faith to accept your wisdom,” he prayed inwardly, feeling tested beyond his faith under the difficult circumstances.

 “Circh, come in here,” he called as he opened his eyes after the prayer, released his powers and knelt next to Delle. He took a deep breath and tried to relax as he engaged his healing powers and looked at Durer. The young leader’s injuries were severe, but healable. There was no poison in the wounds, making the loss of blood the most serious aspect of Durer’s injuries. Alec concentrated on healing the stabs that had punctured his torso, removing the harm to the organs and closing the wounds on the surface, as the audience of cousins watching gasped in surprise. “Delle, send someone to get the third team and bring them here,” Alec suggested as he stood up, and Delle obediently left the hall.


Alec, Circh, and two cousins Alec did not know stood idly for several seconds waiting for Delle to return. Alec heard the approach of a group, but was relieved to see that it was Delle leading Brandeis and three others to join them. They now had eight healthy members and Durer. “Brandeis, we don’t have the advantage of surprise, and Durer is injured. He needs rest. What do you think we should do?”

 “We need Durer, Alec. Without him the cousins won’t stick together,” Brandeis said, almost beseechingly.




































































 “Do you think we should take him back to the cousins’ apartment area to rest and be protected?” Alec probed, trying to offer some potential action.


A sound outside the door drew the attention of all the young folks just then. “It’s a large group of Green Jackets,” said someone looking out a window.

 “Circh, lead us back to that stairway you and I came through,” Alec ordered. “Brandeis, Delle, you,” he added to someone he didn’t know, “help me carry Durer,” he lifted a shoulder and waited. The others joined in, and the group began moving down a hall. They reached the stairs as they heard the front door broken down.

 “Hurry! Everyone hurry,” Alec chided them. They started to descend the staircase behind Circh. As he reached the bottom step Alec heard a sound above and saw one of Mooreen’s henchmen appear. “Here, take Durer,” he told the closest member of his group, and pulled out a dagger that he hurled upstairs, sinking it in the stomach of the man above.

 “All of you go. I’ll stay here to delay them so you have time to get back to the apartments,” he said in a low urgent voice to Brandeis. There was no dissension from the shaken crew, and they moved away into the dim tunnel, while Alec remained where he could watch the top of the stairs. He intended to remain there for only ten minutes to give the others time to flee, then he would follow after them.


Another figure appeared in the doorway and Alec unleashed another dagger, placing it in someone’s shoulder, drawing further oaths and shouts. Suddenly he thought he detected a noise behind him and drew his sword. He hadn’t considered the possibility that the Green Jackets might have entered the tunnels elsewhere. With one last look up the stairs, Alec started to cautiously back down the passageway, his warrior powers long gone, watchfully turning in circles as he walked.


He came to a fork in the tunnel and stopped. He had no idea which way to go. He listened for any sound that might give a clue, but there were none. Using only instinct, he turned to the right and followed the new passage as it dipped slightly. He heard sounds behind him, the clear sounds of several people, and he crouched down further as he walked. The passage was an unbelievably long one, longer than he remembered having walked on the way, and he started to believe he was lost.


There were no side passages or doors to offer other ways to go, but after many minutes a dim light appeared. Alec stopped several yards from the source of the light; an iron gate that blocked off an entrance that overlooked the banks of the river. He was in a dead end. Disgusted to have wasted so much time, Alec turned and began to trot back, fearful that he would be separated from the rest of his group when they would need him.


Three Green Jackets were standing at the fork where Alec had gone the wrong way, and they were facing him as he returned. “You should surrender now, and come with us peacefully,” their leader told Alec as they spread out to challenge him. Alec thought back to the many times in Oyster Bay and Goldenfields when he had fought multiple opponents with blades. Taking one of the daggers out of his dwindling supply, Alec threw it at the left guard, hitting his right knee and sending the manto the ground.

 “You may flee or surrender,” Alec countered. “I am going to go help my friends. If you try to stop me, I will go right through you,” he threatened.


The two guards, undeterred, charged at him. Alec swung his sword disarming one, then stepped back out of the way as the remaining guard stabbed at him. Alec sliced the man in the neck, and stood still as he watched the disarmed Green Jacket run away, leaving the two other Green Jackets on the ground, one injured and one dead. Alec also took off, running down the corridor he had not chosen before, desperate to find and protect his friends.


Around a corner he stopped suddenly. A maid, the one Alec and Circh had passed earlier carrying laundry, lay on the floor. Her scalp was bloody. Alec looked down at her with his health vision. She was not dead, only unconscious, and the scalp wound was more bloody than harmful. He brushed back her hair, and rested his hand on her forehead, applying healing powers to knit the split flesh back together and remove the pain she felt.


He heard a noise and looked up. A squad of half a dozen men were approaching from the direction he had just come, men who were armed but not wearing the Green Jacket livery. They were apparently members of the traditional Locksfort Guard service. And they had found him, bowed over a wounded woman, a scene Alec knew could be misinterpreted. And he was still wearing a stolen Green Jacket uniform, he realized!

 “Get away from her! What did you do?” a guard asked.


Alec looked again to make sure the woman would be fine, then stood up. “We Green Jackets are here to take over and take whatever we want,” he blustered. “You are the old way; we’re in charge now with Lady Mooreen’s approval.”


With that, Alec took off running rapidly, taking every turn he could find, losing himself completely, and hopefully losing the men chasing him. And hopefully, too, he had left more of a bad taste for Green Jackets in their mouths.


Alec came to a stairwell, and climbed up. He realized he would never find his way to freedom if he remained in the confusing, dark confines of the servant tunnels. Opening the door at the top of the staircase, Alec stepped into a laundry room, where several workers were busy at their chores. Alec strolled through, grabbing a pair of pants on his way, and ran outside. He looked around, and saw that he was near the stables, the one landmark he was able to easily identify. Dashing over to it, he went inside, stooped down in an empty stall, and shed his green jacket and pants, pulling on his purloined trousers to go with the dirty white shirt he had worn for some time.


Carefully, Alec again left the now familiar stables, and walked back towards the apartment complex that housed the rebellious generation of young Locksforts. He heard, then saw, a pitched battle raging outside the building entrance. Green Jackets were fighting against a combination of young Locksforts and old family guards, and the Green Jackets appeared to be winning. Unsheathing his own weapon, Alec ran towards the melee, and engaged two Green Jackets immediately, drawing their attack away from an overmatched cousins. Alec fought with renewed vigor, seeing the opportunity to help these men and women of his own youion, who seemed to be trying to stand up for the right kind of leadership for Stronghold.


He saw Brandeis, and fought his way towards the determined cousin, wreaking havoc on Green Jackets as he went, and reversing the balance of the battle, until he was almost at Brandeis’s side and felt a sword blade cut the back of his shoulder. Turning, he flipped his sword to his right hand and hacked at his attacker, then joined Brandeis with his back to the exterior wall of the apartment.

 “Alec! It’s good to have you back,” Brandeis shouted. A moment later he shouted again. “They’re breaking! They’re fleeing! Guards, hunt them down and lock them in the dungeon under the stables. We’ve put several there already.”


Two score fighters were quickly gone and only a handful of the Locksfort cousins were left standing there, so that the courtyard fell eerily silent. Alec went around to the wounded, healing the injuries as best he could. Brandeis came over to him a minute later. “We were afraid you had been sacrificed, Alec, but we got Durer back here and inside. The group of us,” he gestured to four or five others, “were going back out to try to find you when the Green Jackets came together to attack. Fortunately, the family guards started appearing to fight with us and then, even better, you appeared.”

 “Let’s go see Durer,” Alec suggested, and they walked into the house. Up in Johanna’s rooms they found Durer lying asleep, with both Noranda and Johanna watching over him. “Alec! Thank you,” Johanna spoke quietly, standing and hugging him as he stood by Durer. “Brandeis said you saved his life. You have done so many good things in the little time I’ve known you. I never knew that healing powers would be so extraordinary!”


Noranda came over too, and took his hand. “Alec has been extraordinary for a long time, haven’t you?” she said, and gave him a kiss on the cheek, then stepped back and leaned against Brandeis, who curled his arm around her shoulders.

 “Is there still a plan to follow?” Alec asked. He still wanted to chase after Mooreen, and especially Elcome. His conviction that the renegade Goldenfields’ officer was guilty of spreading the disgraceful rumors about Alec had become stronger the more Alec pieced together knowledge about Stronghold efforts to unseat the Duke, and to remove Alec from Goldenfields as a step in that direction. Elcome had been the agent for Mooreen, and had spread the rumors, as well as probably stealing money from Alec and the duchy. Alec wanted to face Elcome, and get revenge.


And then what? He suddenly asked himself. What would he do next, when the cousins controlled Stronghold and Elcome had met justice?


He would go home to Bethany.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 16 – The Unknown Animal

 



 



 “Alec, we have the Family Guard on our side now,” he heard Brandeis say. “We will soon have control of the whole compound. Should we go ahead and follow Durer’s plan to go after Mooreen?”

 “We have to,” Noranda jumped into the conversation as she stood in Brandeis’s embrace. She had a particular distrust of Mooreen after nearly being forced by her aunt into an arranged marriage, not to mention being imprisoned in the dungeon with Brandeis and Alec. “We’re committed now. She’ll look for revenge if she remains in control.”

 “I agree with Noranda,” Alec nodded. “Mooreen and Elcome will want to control and punish you all. They’re probably planning it right now.”

 “Alec, will you lead our group to capture them?” Brandeis asked. “I trust you, and I know Durer trusts you.”


Alec thought for a moment. He knew that he would do this, but he wondered how he had come to be so involved in the affairs of the Locksfort family. He had come to Stronghold thinking of them as a collection of criminals and evil-doers. He had found instead that he liked many of them, and was even willing to fight for them. Now he wanted to lead them in battle. It was a strange turn of events, but afterwards he would be able to do what he wanted to do: leave, return to Bethany in Goldenfields, and help the Dominion settle down into stability, allowing his role to diminish.

 “Yes, I am ready to lead,” he said out loud. “It’s been quite a day, hasn’t it?” he looked at Brandeis and Noranda. “We didn’t think we’d get this far this fast, did we?”

 “Gather up the folks you want to send, and let’s get going,” he suggested. He excused himself for a minute, and when he came back, Brandeis had collected a handful of loyal cousins with the skills to fight. “Your group is ready and waiting downstairs. Good luck and thank you for doing so much for us. I’m glad we have you to rely on.”


Alec went downstairs to meet five cousins with swords. He asked the oldest looking woman to lead them to the south apartments, and followed with the rest of the group for ten minutes as they walked across the grounds without attracting any attention. “That’s it,” she pointed as the others nodded. They were apparently facing a different side than Alec had seen before, because he didn’t recognize it. “Let’s go inside and start going through every room,” he suggested, and the whole group of six went in a large door, where Alec at last recognized the back hallway he and Circh had entered. Two of his daggers lay in a corner, still dark with blood stains as Alec retrieved them. He cleaned them and added them back to his bandolier, then went up the stairs with his group to begin searching for their prey.


The building had long crooked hallways, and they went down one then up the other as they entered every room and searched each one. All the rooms on that floor were empty, some clean and undisturbed, a few showing signs of turbulent and violent activity.

 “The third floor is the top. If they’re not up there, they’ve left the building,” one boy said.


As Alec led them to the top of the stairs, he heard noises, giving clear evidence that someone was still in the building. He sheathed his sword and pulled out two daggers. All five of the other members of his group were in the hallway with him, and sounds of voices were coming from around a corner.


Alec knelt and peered around the corner, where four Green Jackets were hoisting a large case upon their shoulders. Alec stood, whispered directions to his followers, then launched himself at the unprepared enemies. He flung one dagger and disabled one man, then pulled out his sword. The case crashed to the ground in the confusion. As Alec fenced with a Green Jacket, he saw Elcome stick his head out of a doorway at the onset of the racket. When the Goldenfields traitor saw Alec approaching, he slammed the door shut.


Goaded by the sight of his enemy, Alec flew through the guards, and ran forward to get Elcome, shouting over his shoulder to the others to hold the Green Jackets captive. He grabbed hold of the door knob of Elcome’s sanctuary and tried to turn it, but the door was locked. He hit the door twice with his shoulder, then started kicking hard until he heard the sound of splintering wood, after which the door gave way and he was in, looking all around at an empty room. The only things he found were a second door and a smell like livestock. Opening the second door he entered a connected room, where he stopped in astonishment.


Mooreen and Elcome were sitting on top of something gray and hairless, an animal with a face like a hippopotamus (as Alec had seen painted on the sides of his carnival wagons), and about the size of a pony. As Alec’s eyes registered the inexplicable scene, Elcome recognized him, his face showing an expression of crafty satisfaction, and then the animal and its two passengers vanished from sight. They simply disappeared from the middle of the room, leaving Alec astonished.


Confused for a second, then wondering if a light ingenaire was hiding his quarry, Alec swung his blade through space all around the room, but could find nothing. He looked around the room, at the debris that littered the floor. Stems and leaves of plants, along with piles of manure were all that remained in the room. Puzzled, Alec left the room and returned to the hallway. “What did they have in there?” he asked one of the Green Jackets, pointing towards the empty room.


The guard looked at Alec in confusion, and Alec prodded the next one. “What did they have in that room?” he asked with more force in his voice.

 “We’ve never been in there. None of us were ever allowed in. It’s some kind of animal; we deliver bales of plants every day,” the guard said.

 “What kind of animal is it?” Alec asked.

 “None of us ever saw it. We don’t know. Mooreen and her helper are the only ones that ever went in there,” the guard answered.


Alec sensed that the guard was telling the truth. “You two,” he pointed to two of the Locksfort cousins, “Go back to the apartments and tell them that 


Half the case held jewels and gold, valuables of substantial wealth. The other half of the case was filled with scrolls of paper, rolled and tied with ribbons. Alec pulled one at random and looked at it. The handwriting, a bold, dark scrawl, was addressed to Mooreen, and peremptorily directed her to continue to work at securing a favorable regime in Oyster Bay and the removal of all military forces from the city. Scattered throughout the document were words and phrases that Alec did not recognize, with symbols that were foreign to him. He rolled the paper back up and put it back in the case, disquieted by the message.


Someone had been ordering Mooreen to carry out her treacherous acts. The message was valuable for implicating her in the treachery that had killed the king and led to chaos in Oyster Bay. But it shook Alec to believe that Mooreen was only acting on behalf of someone else.

 “Where are they, Alec?” one of the remaining Locksfort girls, Emilia, asked. “What is happening?”

 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted. “Mooreen and Elcome disappeared from that room, and I don’t know where they went,” he said, not willing to speak in front of the several sets of ears regarding the full extent of the inexplicable things he had seen. Alec sat down on the floor, his back against the wall, and tried to comprehend everything that was happening. So much had occurred, and had taken place so quickly and impulsively, that it was hard to make sense of it all. He saw long streaks of sunlight coming through a window and realized that the sun was setting at the end of a long, long day.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 17 – The Change in Power


Alec sat without speaking for several minutes, until he heard footsteps approaching. He drew his sword and stood at the corner of the hall, waiting to see if the new arrivals were friends or foes. Brandeis’s face rose first above the staircase, and Alec dropped his sword thankfully. He was worn out, and happy to avoid another battle. It was hard to believe that the morning had begun with Brandeis, Noranda and him outside the Locksfort compound trying to sneak in.

 “What’s the story Alec? Have we won?” Brandeis asked cautiously as he affectionately shook the healer’s hand.

 “Yes, I think we’ve won,” Alec replied, still mindful of the many sets of ears that surrounded them. “Come with me and let me show you something,” he pulled on Brandeis to separate him from the group of followers. Together the two entered the chamber Alec had seen Elcome disappear into, and Alec/p>

 “We had Mooreen and Elcome trapped up here,” Alec explained. “There’s a case of things out in the hall – gold, jewelry, and papers. I think they planned to take it with them, but we got here faster than they expected.”

 “So where are they?” Brandeis asked simply.


Alec opened the second door and let Brandeis walk into the room. Alec spoke as the Locksfort man crinkled his nose. “I opened this door and Mooreen and Elcome were on a thing, some type of animal, and they all disappeared into thin air. I thought it might have been an ingenaire trick; I checked the room, but they truly are gone. I’ve never seen anything like the animal they were on. Have you ever heard of anything like it?” he finished.

 “And the case out in the hallway,” he continued suddenly. “I looked inside, and read one of the papers inside. It was a message to Mooreen from someone, and it gave her orders to put a puppet in command at Oyster Bay. Who could that be from?”


Brandeis looked around in bewilderment. “So we don’t know where she went, or how she left, or who she’s working with, or what she’s doing? Do you really think we’re in control here?” he asked.


Alec led the way out of the improvised stable, and pulled the door closed. “She’s not here now.” He suddenly imagined Aristotle speaking to him, telling him about the importance of taking command. “And you need to go tell your people here that you control the compound now. She’s run away; that’s the good news we’ve got to spread. She was beaten and she fled. The longer it takes to start spreading the news, the more nervous folks will be. We need to get the good news out to make folks believe that you and Durer are in charge. 


 “Then you need to round up all the Green Jackets, put them on a ship and send them as far down river as you can.”

 “Yeah, you’re right,” Brandeis agreed. He stood silent for just a moment, then opened the door and stepped out. “Carson, go back to our apartments and let everyone know that Mooreen has run away and we are in control of the compound. Marsso, go to the Guard headquarters and tell them the same thing. Ask the commander to come to our apartment and find me or Durer for direction. The rest of you, take these prisoners to the dungeon, and let’s take this case back to our apartment with us.”


Alec joined the group escorting the prisoners to the dungeon, and afterwards went with them back to their apartments as darkness fell. A small group of loyal family guards arrived just ahead of Alec’s group, and met with Brandeis, while Alec went up to Johanna’s apartment to check on Durer. Noranda was alone with her brother when Alec walked in.

 “Oh Alec,” she said as she looked at him in the doorway, still wearing the dirty shirt that had blood stains from the long day of fighting. “Are you alright?”


He smiled at her as he walked over, and standing next to her, rubbed her short, bristly hair. “I’m fine,” he answered.

She shook her fist at him and growled “Stop it, you bum! When my hair grows back, I won’t cut it until it’s down to my waist!”

 “Has he woken up?” Alec asked, motioning towards Durer as he approached the bed.

 “He snored once. Other than that, he’s slept soundly,” she replied as Alec sat down on the floor and used his health vision to check on the sleeper. Satisfied that Durer was recovering suitably, Alec reached out and touched him, infusing him with additional energy to hasten his recovery.

 “We heard that Mooreen is gone. What’s happening now?” Noranda asked, kneeling on the floor beside Alec.

 “She escaped. I don’t know where she went, but I don’t think she’s still around here. The old Guard just sent leaders over to meet with Brandeis about taking control,” Alec told her. He leaned heavily against her. “Oh Lord, what a day it’s been,” he said as he closed his eyes and rested.


Noranda cautiously adjusted herself to lean back against the wall as she heard Alec’s breathing develop the regular rhythm of sleep, and closed her own eyes. When Johanna looked in an hour later, the two were still asleep, and she spread a blanket over them for the night.

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 18 – Departure From Friends

 




Noranda awoke first the next morning, her shoulder and neck cramped from the awkward position and the weight of Alec sleeping against her. She gingerly wiggled herself out from under Alec, and stood up, to see that her brother was awake and watching her. He arched an eyebrow at her, and raised himself on his elbow. Noranda stepped over to him and hugged him. “I am so glad to see you!” Noranda whispered.

 “I am glad to be able to see,” Durer gently replied. “I thought I was dead. How did I come to be here with you two watching over me?” he asked.

 “Alec did it,” his sister told him. “He healed you, fought our battles and beat the Green Jackets, then chased Mooreen out of the compound.”

 “Should we make him king of the Locksforts?” Durer asked with good humor. “It sounds like he did more for us than we did for ourselves.”


There was a gentle tap at the door, and Brandeis and Johanna peeked in. “Durer!” Brandeis shouted, promptly awakening Alec. Johanna walked over and sat on the edge of the bed, taking Durer’s hand in hers with a happy smile, and Noranda arose to step over by Brandeis and feel his arm encircle her shoulder.


Alec sat up and looked at the happy couples. He felt two immediate reactions: he felt a great sense of joy to see them together and secure for now in their ability to make their own decisions about life and love; and he felt an intense longing to see Bethany, so that he could hug her and tell her he loved her.


Together, the group talked for over an hour as the stories about the battles in the compound were retold and analyzed. “We need to tell the city there is a new order among the Locksforts,” Durer said at the end of the conversation. “They must be on pins and needles wondering what ruckus we’ve raised in here. Ask a scribe to write a proclamation,” he suggested. “We’ll do it,” Brandeis said, raising his and Noranda’s intertwined hands, and they stepped abruptly out the door.

 “That was too easy,” Durer said suspiciously, looking at Johanna.

 “They want time to be together,” she replied patiently.

 “I’d like to go find Walnut and ride around the city,” Alec said, standing up. He suspected that Durer and Johanna might also want to have some private moments together.

 “Where will you go?” Durer asked. “You’re not going to leave us, are you?”

 “No, not today,” Alec replied. “But soon. I want to go home and see someone,” he said wistfully.


Johanna felt a catch in her throat at the longing tone she heard in Alec’s voice, so different from the forceful energies he had projected during the previous day.

 “If you want to ride around the city this morning, perhaps we could go back to the children’s hospital in the afternoon,” she suggested.


Alec happily agreed to the proposition, and left to go to the stables for a happy reunion with Walnut. They left the walls of the Locksfort compound and even the city, to ride through the countryside on a perfect early autumn day. Alec brushed Walnut for a long time afterwards, then returned to Johanna’s apartment to meet her. They strolled through the city to the hospital, talking a great deal as they walked. Alec finished his treatment of the boy he had seen several days before, and then gave his services to other children as well.


That night, Alec expressed his need to leave and asked for space on a ship going down river to Oyster Bay. “Alec, we can’t bear to see you go,” Brandeis said on behalf of many of the cousins as they stood together in an impromptu reception for the departing hero. “But we don’t have any right to ask you to stay. In the past few days, you’ve done things that were beyond the ability of any of us to imagine and changed our lives forever.”

 “When will we see you again?” Durer asked.

 “I hope it won’t be long, but there’s no predicting,” Alec said. “You have a lot to do here establishing control over the Locksfort business and finding out who was directing Mooreen in the coup, but I hope you’ll come visit me sometime.”


They all laughed with a subtle undercurrent of melancholy that they wouldn’t be together for a long time, if ever. 



Alec slept soundly that night, and when he awoke the next morning, he and Walnut were escorted to the Locksfort docks by a large number of the cousins, anxious to honor him appropriately. Alec said his farewells and shared a hug with Johanna a handshake with Durer, and a hug with Brandeis. “You asked me once if I believe in John Mark and Jesus,” Alec reminded Brandeis. “Without them and my faith in them, none of this could have happened. I hope you will believe in them too,” he told his friend. Then last came Noranda, and a long hug with an emotional whispered tête-à-tête.

 “Alec, I’m alive because of you, and in love because of you, and free to marry Brandeis because of you,” she told him. “I cannot repay you in any way possible. After all these months of separation, I felt completely comfortable with you as soon as you awoke me. You were the truest friend.”

 “Noranda, I came here just to free you. I travelled across the whole Dominion to heal you. And coming here has given me so much more than I could have ever guessed. I have good friends here now, and I never would have believed it if someone had told me how much the Locksforts would mean to me,” he confessed. “On some level, I will be sad about the fact that you and I are not ever going to be a couple,” he admitted. “But knowing Brandeis makes me pleased to know what a good person you have as your future spouse.

 “Come visit me sometime,” he urged. “You’ve traveled across the Dominion yourself! Don’t stay here forever,” he rubbed her short hair playfully, and she reached up to return the sport by rubbing his own head full of hair that had grown out since being cut on the Current Rider.


They parted company and Alec climbed aboard the rakish sailing ship, which quickly left the dock and began to glide down the river taking Alec back to Oyster Bay. Alec stood on the deck for a long time watching the docks and the people on them grow smaller, then watching the city itself grow smaller, until the ship turned the bend in the river, and only the top of a tower in the Locksfort compound remained visible for a short time more. He continued to wipe tears from his eyes for a long time after that.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 19 – The Return to Oyster Bay

 




In Goldenfields, Imelda received the news that her ever-growing cavalry force was going to be deployed to the war front to fight the lacertii. With Oyster Bay perceived to no longer be hostile, and Bondell back under the Prince’s control, the Duke had decided to send more of his forces up the Giffey to turn the tide in the on-going series of lacertii skirmishes occurring along the river.



She was jubilant at the prospect, ready to prove how good the cavalry could be in a battle. And as she prepared to leave for the front, Lewis and Inga were preparing to return to serve in the Palace for their tour of duty at home.


In Oyster Bay meanwhile, Bethany and Tritos were a regular couple after many weeks of courtship. Alec was discussed very little in the city, and only by a few leaders in the palace and on Ingenairii Hill. “When do think we’ll hear anything else about him?” Rander asked Rubicon. “Is he ever really going to come back here to help us?”

 “I think the only thing we can be sure of with Alec is that he’ll do something unexpected,” Rubicon answered. “He’s only been gone a few weeks now, less than three months. Last time he disappeared, it was for longer than this.”


Alec was actually on-board a ship heading towards Oyster Bay, and making good time. His ship was one of two vessels hurrying towards the capital from Stronghold. As Alec’s ship stopped at Three Forks to re-provision, the vessel that had left Stronghold two days ahead of his entered the docks at Oyster Bay, and a diplomatic pouch was unloaded and read by the Locksfort ambassadors in the city, who blanched at learning that they were to deliver a ransom note from Mooreen to the officials of Oyster Bay offering the return of Alec in exchange for cash and exclusive trading privileges for the next two years.


The Locksfort ambassadors delayed delivery of the note for a day as they reinforced the walls and security of their docks and called all their people in for safety, then sent the note to the Palace and waited to see what would happen. When Rander received the note he grew as pale as the Locksforts had; he immediately sent notes to the cathedral, the army and Ingenairii Hill summoning allies to the palace to discuss the issue.

 “They’re digging their own grave up there and I can’t imagine why,” Ari commented angrily. “Mooreen is hungry for power, but why would she do something as foolhardy as this? She has to know that this will sow so much long term ill-will that she will suffer.”

 “Well, she’s not thinking that way, and we need to get up there to set the lad free,” General Hewlett from the army commented.

 “How long will it take to send a force to Stronghold?” Rander asked.

 “Arranging supplies and transportation, then the journey itself will take around two months,” Aristotle responded. “So you’ll have troops trying to besiege or battle a large, strong city as you head into winter.”

 “Do you think the Locksfort representatives here have the power to negotiate?” the Prelate asked. “These terms must be open to some degree of reasonable alteration.”


Rander rubbed his eyes with his hands as he sat in the hard wooden chair within the stony walls of the meeting room. He felt incapable of making such a huge decision, and wished he was still just an officer in the Palace Guard. “Why don’t we all think about this and try to come up with suggestions, then get back together tomorrow afternoon to discuss it further,” he recommended.

 “And don’t breathe a word of this to anyone,” Ari sternly added. “We don’t need more uncertainty and chaos in the city streets. Things are fragile enough here.”


The next day, two things happened. The conclave of leaders resumed in the afternoon, and at about the same time, Alec’s ship pulled into a slip at the Locksfort compound. For the Locksfort proctor, the manifest provided by the ship’s captain nearly led to the onset of a heart attack. The crown protector for whom he had just asked ransom was now on his property as an honored guest of the new leaders of his employer.


Alec was puzzled as he was shown into the offices of the proctor. He was eager to disembark Walnut and return to the palace and then to Ingenairii Hill. He wasn’t sure if Bethany would have come back to Oyster Bay or if she was still in Goldenfields, but he was eager to see Aristotle and tell him all that had happened. He especially wanted Ari to explain to him what Mooreen and Elcome had done to escape, and what it meant. In the meantime he was being shown into this office for unknown reasons, probably just for social pleasantries.


The door opened, and Carpad the proctor walked in with two guards. “Thank you for your time, healer,” Carpad began. He wanted to find the right words to handle such a delicate situation. “Timing is everything sometimes, don’t you agree?” he began nervously.

 “Two days ago, another ship from Stronghold arrived, and yesterday I passed along its message to the palace,” he explained as he watched the blank expression on Alec’s face. “The message was from Mooreen and said that you were being held hostage at Stronghold,” he saw realization dawn on Alec’s face.

 “Apparently, something changed, because you don’t appear to be a hostage,” he finished with an unspoken plea for an explanation. “We’ve shipped very little here in recent months, and after this, I doubt we’ll have any reason to try to do business in Oyster Bay.”


Alec felt pity for the man. He gave a quick explanation of what had happened in Stronghold and made a suggestion. “Let me have Walnut quickly, and let me ride over to the Palace. I imagine that my arrival and explanation will help to calm the waters.”


Carpad gratefully agreed, clinging to any hope for some escape from his perilous circumstances. He led Alec back to the docks, and arranged his passage out of the ship yard. “I’ll send a messenger back to let you know everything is okay,” Alec promised as he rode through the gate. Within a few minutes he was at a ferry slip, walking Walnut on board so they could cross to the north shore of the river.


Alec rode through a commercial district, looking at the shops, many of them closed, and wondering about the state of the city. He came upon the great street that led from the cathedral to Ingenairii Hill, and turned right. He passed the cathedral and came within sight of the royal palace. Guards were at the gates he was pleased to see, and the building looked to be in good shape. He dismounted, stopped to look for a moment, then took a deep breath and led Walnut up to the gate. He did not recognize the guards, and as he expected, they did not recognize him as they asked what his business was at the palace.

 “I’ve come to see Rander and Brannis,” he told the guards. “My name is Alec, and I am supposed to be here,” he explained, at a loss for how to announce himself.


The guards looked skeptical. “Do you have a note or an order for goods you’re supposed to deliver?” one asked.

 “I’m supposed to be the ‘crown protector,’” Alec expanded. “Go ask any officer.”


The guards decided they weren’t going to waste their time on a crackpot on the street, and told Alec to leave the gate. Flummoxed but not surprised, Alec left the gate and rode to another one, then another, until he saw someone he recognized on duty. “Harole, will you let me in the palace grounds?” he called from atop Walnut.


The guard looked up and his eyes grew big. Even with the additional facial scar, he recognized Alec. “Good Lord almighty!” he exclaimed loudly. “You really are alive. Come in, come in! Shall we get an escort for you?”

 “No,” Alec answered. “I know my way around,” and with that he gave his thanks and walked Walnut into the palace grounds.


Alec took his horse to the stables and placed him in a stall, then went to the armory, where a brief scan showed no sign of Brannis. With that avenue for information closed, Alec walked into the official wing of the palace, where he found guards outside a meeting room door.

 “Who’s in there?” he asked.

 “If you have to ask, you don’t need to know,” one guard responded.

 “Is Rander in there? Are they meeting about the ransom the Locksforts are demanding?” Alec asked further, grinning at the circumstances.

 “How would you know about any ransom, and what’s so funny?” the other guard asked.

 “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Alec answered. “Now, if you’ll let me just go in there I can make this a very short meeting and make everyone here much happier.”

 “We have orders to avoid disruptions. Why don’t you move along?” the guard told him.

 “I’m the crown protector. I’m supposed to be in charge of the palace,” Alec explained, knowing that it was fruitless to expect success.

 “We’ve had enough of you. Now get moving,” one guard said.

 “Wait, Tiel,” his companion said. “He does look a little like Alec. I worked with him at practice in the armory last year. He may be who he says he is. Let’s ask Brannis to come out here. If he is Alec, Brannis will know.”


After further debate the skeptic opened the door and went inside, then came out with Brannis behind him. “Who could you possibly think I need to meet in the middle of a meeting like this?” Brannis’ voice preceded him out the door.


Alec felt a lump in his throat as he saw Brannis step into the hallway. The man in charge of the armory was clearly annoyed by this interruption, until he looked at Alec, and recognition dawned on his face.

 “This can’t be!” he said loudly as he hugged Alec and thumped him on the back. “We thought you were in Stronghold. We’re talking about you right now! Come in here, lad, come in!” he yanked on Alec’s arm and pulled him into the meeting room. Alec shrugged his shoulders and grinned at the guards as he followed Brannis into the room.

 “I’ve got the answer,” Brannis said loudly. “You can pay the ransom to me and I’ll set Alec free,” he told the group as he held Alec’s hand above his head to draw attention.


Chairs scraped across the floor as people pushed away from the table and started to mob the unexpected new arrival. Alec was crushed and overwhelmed by the men who crowded around him in welcome. Minutes after his arrival, he was placed at the head of the table, so that he could tell his story. He stood silently for a few seconds, looking at the many familiar faces. He then launched into his narrative, only to be interrupted by questions at almost every sentence.

 “Wait, everyone,” Aristotle interjected. “Let the boy tell his story first, and then we can question him. Otherwise we’ll never get through the first telling of the story, and I suspect it is quite a story to hear.”


With that the high spirits in the room subsided slightly, and Alec proceeded. As his story moved towards its end, a cart of dinner foods was rolled into the room for the attendees, who ignored the sustenance while they listened in rapt attention to the epic tale. While Alec left many of the personal elements out of his telling, he still aroused emotions in all of his audience, and when he finished saying, “So here I am,” the room erupted in applause.

 “So what was the creature you saw, and how did Mooreen escape?” Aristotle asked Alec.

 “If you don’t know, I’m not sure that anyone in the Dominion does,” Alec answered. He had been sure that Aristotle would have the answer to that very question that had troubled him since his departure from Stronghold.

 “You clearly imply that the animal was their means of disappearing,” Aristotle stated. “But you don’t know that for sure, and we don’t know how far they moved. They could be on the other side of the Pale Mountains, or they could be in a different part of the Locksfort home. There are no records, no stories, no myths, I can refer to for an explanation Alec. We’ll leave that be for the present moment.

 “So,” he paused dramatically to gain everyone’s attention, “the good news is now we don’t have to decide what the highest price is that we’d pay for your ransom!” All those at the table burst out laughing, and Alec saw that Ari was redirecting the conversation and pulling them all together.

 “Tell me how things are here and around the Dominion,” Alec suggested. Alec listened to the men at the table discus you s state of the world, and how things had changed since he had disappeared from Oyster Bay.


A tense peace existed in Oyster Bay as Rander maintained the title of Steward with Aristotle’s support and the use of troops, including those from Slone. Without a king on the throne, and after Alec’s disappearance, the nobles had resumed jockeying for influence and power. Only the absence of dissident ingenairii prevented the rebels from trying again to take control of the city.


In Goldenfields the Duke was fighting a slowly losing battle against lacertii from the mountains, who were besieging the easternmost fort that had been established last year. Some of the invaders had bypassed the fort and were fighting towards the spot where Alec’s fountain still spewed forth its healing waters. Bondell was calm. There were fewer ships on the river than in the past, and less trade now occurred, with Goldenfields at war, Stronghold’s Locksforts essentially embargoed by many communities, and Oyster Bay unhealed from its civil unrest. The flood of news, opinions, and conjectures flowed on and on.

 “In my opinion, this city is starting to die,” Rander said. “The well to do are leaving town, the ingenairii are depleted, the mob is restless, and there is more and more disease in the streets.”


Alec bowed his head for a moment, wondering how so much could go wrong, and without any notion about how to solve the problems. The city was a deluge of memories for Alec, mostly good ones from his apprenticeship on Ingenairii Hill, but not so much from his brief, violent return to seek revenge against a power-hungry group of coup-leaders. It pained him to find that life here was getting worse, when he should be helping to make it better.


He glanced up at a window and saw that it was dark outside. “I’ve heard enough for tonight,” he said. “I’ve been on a ship for two weeks, and I’d like to take a ride to stretch my legs.”

 “We’ll plan to meet again tomorrow,” Aristotle said quickly. “I think we all need time to rest and consider what we’ve heard here, then decide what comes next.”


Heads nodded in agreement, chairs pushed back from the table, and after an extended round of comments and camaraderie, Alec was left alone. He slipped away from the meeting room and went back to the stables, where he saddled up Walnut and left the palace grounds, asking the guardsmen to remember him and let him in on his return.


Alec rode through the crowds on the great boulevard, passing by the cathedral on his way to the gates at the foot of the ingenairii domain. He wanted to see Ari, to talk with him privately, to have a chance to speak freely and open his heart for a change. A guardsman stood at the gate, a man he did not recognize, who stopped him to ask his business.


Alec stood at the edge of the cobblestone plaza where he had last been publicly acknowledged as protector of the crown of the Dominion. The damage to the plaza had been repaired, and there was only one sign of the explosive discharge of energy he had produced at that spot, killing many of the ingenairii among the coup leaders. A tall stone monolith stood, and a stream of water flowed from it, into a gutter that carried it off the plaza and down a well many yards away. Even ow,e early evening, several women were gathering pitchers of the water at the end of the gutter, and carrying them away. Alec imagined he could see shadows around the periphery of his vision, perhaps the ghosts of the ingenairii who had died in his blast of power, but direct sight showed nothing there.


He turned to face the guardsman again and spoke. “I am a healer ingenaire, returning to see Aristotle,” he said calmly. “My name is Alec.”

 “We don’t have healer ingenairii,” the guard said stoically.

 “Well, you have one, and I’m standing right here,” Alec replied.

 “I’ve been here for several weeks, and I’ve never seen you before. Master Aristotle is very busy. Is there someone else who can help you?” the guard answered.


Alec thought for a moment, trying to remember what ingenairii might have returned from their flight to Goldenfields, or otherwise be trustworthy allies present on the Hill; if someone would approve his entrance to the grounds, he really would settle for just walking around on the Hill to revisit the sites. “Is Rubicon or Nathaniel available?” he asked.

 “Neither of them are presently here. You ought to try the palace,” the guard told him.

 “May I see Viola?” he asked for an ingenaire from the Water House, not wanting to see Genia, if she was even still alive.

 “There is no Viola here,” the guard said, growing exasperated while Alec felt sorrow as he presumed Viola had fallen victim to the violence on the Hill. “Why don’t you give up and go about your business?”

 “Wait. Let me ask for one more. Is Bethany from the Water House here?” Alec asked with trepidation, not sure whether he wanted to have success or not.

 “I would have expected a young ruffian like you to ask for a pretty girl the first time, instead of beating around,” the gate keeper told him. “She won’t want to be bothered by the likes of you.”


Alec debated whether to push past the man, give up, or argue more. “Here now, send her a note. Tell her Alec the healer has returned,” he suggested meekly.

 “I won’t have anyone to deliver a note for another twenty minutes when the rounds pass by. Will you wait?” the guard responded.

 “No, I won’t wait,” Alec said, feeling defeated. “I’ll return later.”


With that he remounted Walnut and rode back down the boulevard to the plaza in front of the cathedral; he felt lonely and in need of companionship. “Is Cardinal Humano available?” he asked at the entrance to the administrative building.

 “The Cardinal has gone to Bondell. He is not available,” the priest at the front desk answered.

 “What do I have to do to find someone I know in this place?” Alec at last burst out loudly in aggravation as he stepped away from the door.


The armed guards stationed nearby turned to look at him, but all they saw was a man peacefully walking away from the door.


Although it was getting late, Alec remounted Walnut, turned the horse around, and rode past the Ingenairii gate to the far side of the hill. Alec tied Walnut to a tree, and climbed through the underbrush until he found the small, seldom-used seaside gate through the wall around Ingenairii Hill. And with that he was back inside his old haunts, ready to go find Aristotle and begin to talk about the future.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 20 – A Meeting With Ari


The path he followed led uphill to the Warriors house that had been run by Rubicon. The building was empty, and appeared to have been deserted for some time. Alec stood on the balcony that looked out over the ocean. He remained there for a long time, leaning on the railing, watching the white lines of the ocean waves crawl upon the beach.


At last he tore himself away from the memories that dwelt in the place, and hurried down the hill towards Aristotle’s office. The lights were on, a sign that the old man was at work.


Alec entered the hallway, but saw no sign of Willis, Aristotle’s aide in former times. He walked to the door of Ari’s office, and knocked softly. After an appropriate wait, he knocked again, louder.

 “Who is it?” Aristotle’s voice called. Alec felt relief course through his spirit; he had reached Aristotle finally. He turned the knob and opened the door, finding Ari sitting at his desk, his head up to see who had entered his office.


Alec saw a rare thing in that moment; he watched raw emotions play across the face of the eldest ingenaire in the dominion. From annoyance the features switched to surprise, and then a teary smile.

 “Alec, is it really you? Is it truly you on my threshold? I’m so glad you have come by this evening,” Ari told him, rising from behind his desk and walking forward.


The two men wordlessly hugged. For Alec the contact with his mentor was a relief and a release, and he felt unrealized tension drain away. For a long time they stood silently together, then parted so that Aristotle could hold Alec at arm’s length and study him.

 “What has the world done to you, my son?” Ari asked gently. “I heard your story this afternoon, but I can see so much more in your eyes; what has changed you so much?”

With that they sat down, and Alec proceeded to tell his story, dwelling over the times in Stronghold with John Mark, remembering details he didn’t realize he knew. Then he spoke about Bethany, and the letter he had finally written to her.

 “So now I am back here,” Alec said at last. “I guess I’ve completed the compulsion I was under to oust the coup leaders and to restore Noranda. Now I can do something else, do what I want to do for myself. I want to return to Bethany; that’s the commitment I really want to make most of all.”

 “Well, if you plan to speak of commitment, do you want to be the crown protector, Alec? Do you remember that title you received? It wasn’t solely given to you by spirits or holy voices, but it was given to you by the leaders of the Dominion who are looking for someone to help lead them as they try to restore order. They must have been motivated by some higher force to unite in this decision. Are you ready to do that?” Ari pressed urgently. “If you cannot answer yes to all those questions, you will harm the Dominion by failing to serve it.”

 “Yes, Ari, I want to help the Dominion,” Alec said defensively. “But how do I do that? Do I just announce that I’ve selected a king and expect people to believe things will get better? Who could I pick to be the right person?”

 “You need to wait for a sign,” Ari replied. “The same divine providence that selected you to protect the crown will show you how to dispose of it. In the mean time, you have three things that you need to use to win the hearts of your subjects, most immediately those who live here in troubled Oyster Bay, Alec. Do you know what they are?” the gray eminence asked him.


Alec sat back in his chair. “Ari, I feel like I’ve had so much taken away from me lately. Once upon a time I cared for Noranda, but now she’s Brandeis’; my full use of warrior powers have left me; even the joy of life has diminished a little bit…” he trailed off. With an effort he straightened his shoulders. “Well, I still have my healing powers, and I’m thankful for that. If anything, I think I’m stronger than before. But how can I use that to make the people support me? I can’t heal everyone in town.”

 “You don’t have to heal everyone, but you can heal many. There’s an old belief that the hands of the king carry a healing touch. I’ve never thought about where that came from, but perhaps there was a time when kings were healers,” Ari explained. “As the crown protector, and the present proxy for a king, you can heal many people, and show them that you care for their well-being, for them as individuals, as people with lives and pains and needs. That will win their love, Alec. They want a leader who cares for them.”

 “What’s the second thing you have?” Ari asked.

 “I have no idea,” Alec replied.

 “I’ll make it quick; you have legitimacy. You told us you were divinely charged with protecting the crown and the throne for a true heir of the king. You have a right to take actions on his behalf, and many good things will come your way because it is God’s plan, unexpected as it turns out often-times,” Ari told him patiently. “You will be amazed that as problems are brought to you for attention, the solutions will present themselves. If you are the bridge to the rightful heir, then you are meant to be the vessel that brings the answers to questions.”


Alec pondered the powerful faith the second answer relied upon. “Alright, what is the third advantage I have?”

 “It is the many people already waiting to support you. You have Rander and people in the palace, you have the bishops at the cathedral, I daresay you might even have an ingenairii or two who will stand up for you!” Ari told him with a flash of a grin. “On the other side you have many disaffected nobles, and you have forces of malevolence – robbers and thugs in the streets. But there is no organized force of ingenairii left in Oyster Bay that will resist, nor, from the tale you told today, does it seem there is any longer any Locksfort funding or meddling to strengthen the unhappy nobles, those who killed and stole to gain power. In fact, it seems you may have the support of the Locksfort youth.”


Alec sat in silence. Suddenly he stood up. “I’ve left Walnut tied up at the small gate. I have to go get him!”

 “Who is Walnut? Your horse? Why is he outside the hill?” Ari queried.

 “Because,” Alec paused at the door, “your guard at the gate didn’t believe that a vagrant such as myself had any place on Ingenairii Hill!” he laughed. “I should be returning to the palace anyway, Ari. Thanks for talking and listening. It’s a lot to think about. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Alec walked through the evening gloom around the perimeter of the hill, looking for a shortcut to find Walnut. As he passed out from the trees into an opening, he crossed the path of a young couple walking alone. They focused on each other, and did not see him, but Alec caught a glimpse of the profile of the girl. The blond hair had been cut very short, but the brow and chin, and the infectious laugh he heard, all told him that Bethany was on Ingenairii Hill, enjoying the company of someone who was paying rapt attention to her. He felt his heart sink to his stomach.


So she did come back from Goldenfields, he realized. And she is receiving attention from someone; that is what she wanted, even what she needed, Alec reflected. For a moment he stood rooted in place yearning to talk to Bethany; to be the person who held her rapt attention, but ultimately uncertain what to do. When we were together, I never could give her the right attention or simply admit that I loved her, because of duties, or cowardice, or maybe I just paid more attention to my own life instead of hers, he considered as he continued on his way to the gate. Perhaps he was still a bit of a coward.


Soon he was back with Walnut, and they rode around the base of the hill to the plaza, then back to the palace to call it a night. He had much to think about – his responsibilities as protector of the crown and of course Bethany. Alec settled Walnut into the stable and set out for the residential wing of the palace, where he hoped to find a room to sleep in. As he walked, his thoughts were focused on Bethany, paying little attention to the world around him.


Suddenly he felt a crushing pain shove him in the center of his back, sending him flying to the floor. Before he could rise he was slapped hard in the face, rolled onto his back as if he was a rag doll, and slapped again, then lifted by his shirt collar.


Alec was stunned. Armilla was holding him, staring at him with an angry look on her face. “I was supposed to be your personal guard, and look what you did to me,” she shouted angrily. “You ran away and got yourself hurt,” she gestured towards the scar on his face. “And you ran away from me!” She took a deep breath and released him, letting him fall to the floor. “You made me look bad.”


Alec looked up at the imposing woman standing over him. He felt a flash of spiritual powers, and sensed the deep frustration Armilla felt, and he also felt the even deeper, genuine affection she held for him, and the desire, a maternal desire, to protect him. He stood up, spread his arms wide, and hugged her, giving her a kiss on the cheek.

 “I may have been gone, but you knew I’d come back to you, didn’t you?” he said jovially. “We’re going to stick together from now on.”


She looked at him in shock, then her eyes narrowed. “You’re not going to get away with this little lover boy act,” she thundered. “You ran away, you let us all think you had died, and then you sent a note to taunt me by admitting you were alive.”

 “I’ve had a long day,” Alec answered, releasing her but keeping a grasp on her hand. “I’d like to go to bed now. Will you come with me?”

 “You and I, first thing tomorrow, on the practice mat,” she answered ignoring his outrageous question, slowly allowing him to drag her towards his room, one step at a time. “I’m going to wipe you all over that armory.”

 “Which room should we pick?” Alec continued in a humorous attempt to redirect the conversation and her anger.

 “You know well and good it’s the big room. We’ve kept it ready for you since you left,” she pointed down a hallway. 

 “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said moments later as he stood at the door. Armilla scowled at him as he closed the door smiling. Minutes later he fell asleep musing about becoming a king, and contemplating what other people wanted, whether it was the people in the streets, or Armilla, or especially Bethany.

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 21 – The Ceremony at the Cathedral

 




Alec awoke to see Armilla standing over him. “Get dressed and get down to the armory,” she barked at him before she stalked out of the room. Alec pulled on his dirty clothes from the previous day and walked to the armory, where he found his bodyguard already suited in protective padding. He sighed and sat down to pull his own equipment on, knowing that he was going to be worked over and pummeled in the course of the next hour.


Armilla’s first attack with her heavy sword was vicious, and Alec staggered back two steps as he blocked and absorbed the power she devoted to the bruising shot. Nothing got any easier thereafter. Alec began to secretly wish he could tap into his warrior ingenaire powers to protect himself, something he never did in practice, as the rain of strong, brutal contacts continued to push him around.


Every few minutes he would gather himself together and launch a flurry of jabs and strokes in a counter-attack that neutralized Armilla for a little while. But inevitably Alec’s arms would start to tire from the activity and he’d slow down, at which point Armilla would re-initiate her relentless siege and back him away again. At last Alec became desperate to take a break. “Whoa,” he called out, and stepped back.

 “What? Quitting already?” Armilla asked in surprise and disgust, lowering her sword.

 “No!” Alec replied, and started another surprise attack, one that aimed to put a stop to his humiliation. With all his strength he swung his sword at Armilla’s, knowing that he was leaving himself wide open to a damaging counter attack if his plan failed. Alec’s aim was good, and his anticipation of her reaction, an educated guess, was correct. His blade’s midpoint struck near the guard of hers, and knocked it from her hand, so that it went flying ten feet away.


She looked at him in amazement, and he could see humor glinting in her eyes. A moment later her large hand slapped down on his sword hand, and as she trapped it to the floor they both fell to their knees. Armilla lowered her shoulder and tackled him, knocking him back onto his back with her ending up on top of him.

 “See, it doesn’t pay to try to cheat me,” she rumbled. “Don’t try it again.”

 “I won’t,” Alec promised.

 “Good. Now we’re slightly closer to being even,” she said, and she stood up, holding his hand and pulling him deftly to his feet as well. Alec didn’t look down, but he knew a number of welts had to cover his body despite the padding, and bruises were undoubtedly beginning to form. While their hands were still clasped, Alec sent a small stream of his healing powers into Armilla, to take away the same rash of minor injuries he knew he had inflicted on her. Their hands released instantly. “What was that?” she asked.

 “Just a gift,” Alec said happily. “Now, I need to get back to the room to clean up and change and find out what we’re going to do today. Are you ready to go?”


They removed their protective clothes and went back to the residential wing, where Alec covertly healed his own injuries. An hour later Alec was back in the meeting room and others were gathering to resume the conversation they had started the day before.

 “Our goal today is to try to begin to plan what comes next for Oyster Bay,” Ari began the meeting, causing the small conversations around the table to die down. “Bishop Kar may we plan to take Alec to the cathedral today for a ceremony to recognize his duty as the crown protector? It would hearten the people to know that he is back here among us, and has a role of leadership recognized by the church.”


Ari had clearly not prepared the bishop for his request, because the man looked very uncomfortable to be put on the spot with such a decision.

 “We’ll bring folks like Rander and Rubicon from the palace to meet us at the cathedral,” Aristotle explained. “The Prelate’s bells will summon people, and Alec’s return will be announced.”

 “What about the army? Should General Hewlett be invited?” Alec asked.

 “If you so desire,” Ari told him. “All the people in this room and their followers will be invited, as well as the population at large. Just be prepared, regardless of who is present. Remember Alec, you will go forward as a very public person, and you will need to stay here to attend to the city and the Dominion. You won’t be able to go off on a personal quest again. It wouldn’t be fair to your people, if the bishop agrees to this, that is,” Ari added.

 “I understand,” Alec told him. “I watched the Duke of Goldenfields, and the way he was always acting as a leader of his people.” Alec recollected his surprise at how quickly the Duke and his staff had put the Duke on public display after an assassination attempt. As he listened to Ari explain his plans, Alec better understood the hasty need for a leader to be seen in charge.

 “I think this will be good for the city,” the bishop decided. “Yes we can do it; give me two hours past noon. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll need to go make the arrangements,” he said and he left the room.


Ari had notes sent to people throughout the city, calling them together at the cathedral, and other folks started to file out of the room to carry out various tasks in preparation of the public event. “We’ve got a little time now. You’ll need to prepare yourself, Alec,” Ari advised.

 “Ari, how long have you been planning this?” Alec asked.

 “Since our talk last night,” Ari replied. “I realized that you have been chosen, and we need to recognize that. There really isn’t any question of choice, Alec.” He spoke in a tone that indicated there was nothing further to be said.

 “How many ingenairii are left?” Alec asked, seeking to relieve his growing nervousness by asking questions.

 “We are so few, Alec, so few,” Aristotle answered with regret in his voice. “The coup attempt led to so many deaths, of so many good people. Your disappearing event managed to kill a few more, and I was happy to see them go, though I’ll admit that even I really don’t understand what you did. And there are some that I think just decided to sneak off, for reasons good and bad, so we may not ever have them back. The total number left is less than 100; and a few of those are out about the land, principally in Goldenfields, where about two dozen have become soldiers of a sort for the Duke. Back before all this began, we had more than 250.”

 “How long will it take to build back up?” Alec followed.

 “It depends. Probably a generation, maybe two. If you, or the eventual new king, promote more recruitment for the ingenairii, maybe less,” Ari hypothesized. “I’ve never thought we knew how to recruit and select appropriately. I’m sure there are people out there who live their entire lives with the potential, but we never find them to train them. Maybe a good healer ingenaire as the crown protector will inspire more people to consider testing their own potential powers.

 “Ah, Alec, that’s a serious problem for another day,” Aristotle said. “You ought to go get a bite to eat and change your clothes and then come back here, so we can be ready to go.”


Alec stood up and looked at the doorway, where he saw Armilla was standing waiting for him. “Let’s go get something to eat,” he said, and Armilla walked beside him through the halls to the dining room, where several staff people were having their meals.

 “This used to be where the nobility came to eat, and the staff ate in a corner of the kitchen, but there aren’t really any nobles left in the palace anymore, so the staff enjoys this,” she explained as they ate simple fare of cold meat and warm vegetables.


Afterwards she led him to the wardrobes, where a seamstress hurriedly made temporary adjustments to a coat and trousers that Armilla insisted were suitable for the event at the cathedral. With those duties completed, they walked back to the meeting room Aristotle had told him to return to, and waited.

 “You’ll do fine. Stop fidgeting,” Armilla told Alec for the third time in five minutes as he sat and waited. “These are your friends and supporters. They’re going to make this as good for you as they can.”


Alec understood and accepted her logic; but he still continued to feel nervous at the thought of being displayed in the cathedral to scores of strangers. The sound of the door opening drew their attention, and Rubicon beckoned for Alec to follow.


Rubicon had selected a score of guards to travel with Alec as an escort to the cathedral. They were waiting at ease outside the palace gate, but when Rubicon signaled to their captain, they were called to attention, and immediately thereafter began walking in a protective cordon around Alec down the center of the boulevard to the cathedral.


At the plaza entrance to the cathedral, a larger military force stood in rows. As Alec’s Guard approached, the other force silently parted, and the entourage walked through, and into the cathedral. Alec wondered at the efficiency that had managed to arrange so much coordination so rapidly; if Oyster Bay could still muster this level of effectiveness, the city could be easily restored, Alec thought. If only he could figure out how to inspire people, he chided himself.


Inside the great limestone structure, a group of officials stood waiting in front of the altar. Alec’s Guard stopped at the beginning of the aisle. “Let’s join our hosts,” Aristotle said, taking him by the arm. “Your majesty.”


Alec turned and looked at his friend wordlessly, then began taking measured steps along the wide aisle that spanned the length of the nave. People were packed in on either side, a far larger crowd than Alec had expected. He looked up at the triforium above the high windows, where beautiful paintings portrayed the journeys of Jesus and John Mark among the people of the land.


The Prelate stood foremost among the many familiar faces waiting for him, with Bishop Karst at his shoulder. He held his arms before him, holding a large white robe spread wide. Alec understood he was to allow the robe be draped upon him. Why did I let Armilla talk me into these fancy clothes if they’re going to be covered up, he irreverently asked himself.


As he stepped up and turned, the Prelate placed the robe upon him, stating, “These clothes of state symbolize the power to put our nation’s best face on, and our best foot forward, so that we may take pride in ourselves and the representation you give us. Let this robe remind you that you are clothed to be clean and free of human frailties, and are to rule with the wisdom that comes from a godly life, until the day comes that the Lord reveals your successor to you and the Dominion.”


Alec paused to consider the meaning of the words. The implications were much more profound than just protecting the crown. He was listening to a ceremony that invested him with the power of the ruler, something he didn’t want. He wasn’t interested. What’s more, he knew in his heart he wasn’t ready. Could he shed his failings and his weaknesses and learn to rule wisely?


His musing was halted as he watched Rubicon step forward to present him with the fasces. “This rod is the emblem of the strength that comes from many united to act as one. In your reign may you pull together the many factions of society, and the many parts of your kingdom, so that they grow strong by relying upon one another.”


Alec felt the solid weight of the fasces in his hands, as Rubicon released his grip on it and returned to his spot, maintaining a solemn expression on his face.


Rander stepped forward, holding the crown before him, and approached Alec with measured steps. As he stretched out his arms to place the crown in Alec’s hands, he spoke loudly, “This crown symbolizes God’s anointment to act in the interest of his people. May it shine brightly while in your care, to reflect your good judgment and actions as we await the revelation of the new heir to the throne.”


He too returned to the group that stood before Alec. Alec was thankful that he at least had acknowledged the hidden heir who would supplant Alec; this crowd needed to be reminded that Alec’s role was temporary. Aristotle allowed the silence to reverberate through the open space, interrupted only by the sound of shuffling feet as more and more people came into the cathedral to witness the unexpected investment of authority.

 “Alec is the crown protector of the Dominion. He has returned from a pilgrimage that was set for him in a vision, and he is here now to restore the rule of law, and to provide protection to the people and the land,” Ari paused for a moment. “It has been said that the hands of a king carry a healing power, and never was that your reige true than with this ruler. Not only is he here now to heal the Dominion and the city while he holds his office, but he has the power to heal his people. Let those who are ill come back to this cathedral tomorrow morning, and the morning a week after that, and the week after that and the week after that, to let the protector strengthen and serve his people in the most humble of fashions by treating their ills.”

 “Now, Alec shall confer with the Prelate and then take his leave to return to his palace. As head of the Ingenairii Council, I pledge our support for Alec’s service on the throne.”


The Prelate stepped forward, and Alec beckoned for him to approach closer. “What does your majesty wish to discuss?” the Prelate asked Alec.

 “I’ll be darned if I know,” Alec said with a slight grin. “I didn’t know what was going to happen here, let alone that Ari was going to say that part. I would like to hear anything you have to tell me about how to bring peace to the city quickly though, if you have any ideas,” Alec admitted.


Together they turned, and as they began to walk from the altar towards the offices in the buildings behind the cathedral, the crowd inside the building began to cheer, and as if on cue, the bells in the tower above began to ring. Aristotle motioned towards the leaders, and a half dozen detached themselves to follow behind Alec and the Prelate.


Minutes later they sat down at a table in a large meeting room. “I am not sure what to say,” Alec began, as everyone looked at him.

 “You all have been ruling here in the city for the past several months, while I have been absent. The autumn harvest will be coming in soon,” he remembered the importance the Duke of Goldenfields had placed on the farmers, and he thought of the need to feed the city during the winter. “We need to make sure the fruits of the harvest reach our city and are stored where the merchants and the public will have access. But,” he said looking around at the puzzled faces, “I suppose that is a secondary problem to bringing peace to the city immediately. Would each of you around the table tell me what we need to do to make this city work again?”


Rander, sitting on Alec’s right, began. “We are glad to have you back. I know I’m glad to have you back,” the steward said to a round of polite chuckles. “You need to put men to work in the city, so they start earning wages again, and so they don’t have idle time to cause trouble.”


Brannis sat next to Rander. “You ought to send the Palace Guard out into the streets to put some of the ruffians behind bars. Better yet, you ought to shorten all the criminals by a head so you don’t have to pay to feed them all in jail,” he said.

 “That’s true enough, you’ve hardly got any money,” Rubicon added. “General Hewlett reports that we have some troops who haven’t been paid in several weeks, and some of our suppliers are threatening to cut off the credit to the army. I can’t blame them either; no one can carry that much bad debt for very long.”

 “Why are we so short of money?” Alec asked.


Well, you don’t have a chancellor to handle things properly for one thing,” Aristotle said. “And the crown relies on trade levies to raise a lot of funds, plus some taxes on the commons and the nobles. But there’s less trade, and the nobles are fleeing or simply refusing to pay their taxes, so you have less money to spend.”

 “Father, do you have anything to add?” Alec asked, looking to his left.

 “Actually, although Oyster Bay, Goldenfields, Stronghold, and to a lesser extent Bondell are all suffering, most of the other cities in the Dominion do not seem to be reporting such troubles. The lack of trade, caused by the problems in the big cities, is creating some woes in the rest of the Dominion, but if you can straighten out those three or four issues, I believe the rest of the of the problems will improve,” he reported, based on the regular communications he received from churches throughout the Dominion. Other suggested actions came forth, to dredge the river, to repair the city walls, to weed out opponents. Alec let the flow of items continue for several minutes.

 “Thank you all,” Alec said, rising, with everyone else promptly rising as well. “You’ve given me much to think about. Shall we go to the palace now?” he asked Rander. “I think it’s important that we immediately get to work to try to resolve the issues plaguing the Dominion.” Turning toward Aristotle, “Will you please come with us, at least for a little while more?” he asked.


They walked outside and mounted horses. Alec’s mind suddenly wandered back to the night before. “Is Tritos seeing Bethany?” he asked Aristotle, remembering the profile he had seen with the female water ingenaire last night.

 “I believe he is,” Aristotle said, and then said no more about the subject.


Alec brooded over the matter for part of the ride to the palace, but as the walls of the royal compound came into view, his thoughts shifted to other matters. He called over the leader of the forces from Slone, who had remained in service to the city during the months of Alec’s absence.

 “Marshall, when we spoke last time I was here, I told you I intended to send forces to help battle the lacertii in eastern Goldenfields,” Alec began. “Now I intend to keep that pledge. I know your forces have been away from home already for a longer time that some may have expected. So I have a proposition to make.”


The Marshall nodded his head, and Alec continued. “I see no reason to keep any of your men here any longer in Oyster Bay. If you are so inclined, and if you think it best for your men, why don’t you seek volunteers who are willing to travel further to go closer to the battlefield in Goldenfields, and let the rest return home to Slone?”

 “We seldom conduct war on the basis of volunteers,” the Marshall told Alec. “But you are right,” he acknowledged. “Some men have a lust for war, and they have chafed at the domestic activities of babysitting your city. While others have wives, always a bad thing for soldier, I think, and they wish to return home. I will think about your proposal and deliver an answer soon.”

 “Thank you. I’d like to be able to send forces to Goldenfields within a week,” Alec replied as they rode through the gate and into the palace grounds. He had no particular agenda other than making things better, but helping Goldenfields counted high in Alec’s mind for doing that. The group dismounted, and walked up the steps to the palace as grooms took the horses away.

 “Are Nathaniel and Moriah available to talk?” Alec asked Rubicon as they entered the throne room. “I’d like to see them this afternoon,” he replied to the master warrior’s affirmation.

 “You need to tour the palace and greet your people here,” Aristotle suggested. Alec wanted to talk to him to ask why the ceremony had been so devoted to the investment of power on him, when he only wanted to wait for an heir to arise. But there were too many people around for that conversation. “They are the folks who will take care of you every day for some time to come. A good leader needs to appreciate such people, and to show his appreciation,” Ari was saying. Rander nodded his support to the suggestion.

 “Their situation is much the same as Rubicon said the army’s is,” the steward explained. “They’ve not been paid, or paid very little. Some have moved their families into the empty portions of the palace because they cannot afford rent.”

 “Rander, send a note to Traders Bank, asking to have the manager come see me immediately with three gross of silver coins from my account there,” Alec asked with a sudden inspiration.

 “Your majesty, we do not keep any royal accounts in that bank,” Rander said in a diplomatic tone.


Alec remained silent for a moment as he remembered the source of his wealth, and considered a new potential tool to help the kingdom. After the moment of reflection, he recollected himself and responded to Rander.

 “I have a personal account at Traders Bank, and I will withdraw funds from it for the time being,” he explained. “I should have enough to satisfy some of our immediate needs provided I don’t drain the bank dry too swiftly,” he added, remembering the panic he had induced in the Redwater bank branch manager. “Plus, I want to talk to the banker about our treasury, and see what ideas a professional money handler has.

 “And because I am not a royal person, I do not want to be called your majesty,” he said in his first pronouncement of policy. “Call me Alec, or whatever seems appropriate.”


With that they began to walk throughout the Palace, visiting many hallways, and speaking to several of the servants. After a long journey down one corridor, they turned to reverse without traveling all the way to the end. “Why not go there, Rander?” Alec asked.


That area is where several palace workers have moved their families, as I mentioned earlier,” the guard officer turned court functionary explained.

 “Let’s not stop; I’d like to meet the families as well,” Alec responded, and the group moved back in the direction he wished to go.


Alec was disturbd back the poor conditions the families lived in. “We will improve this immediately,” he insisted. He noticed one mother holding a young girl close to her, and approached, examining the child with his health vision. The girl was feverish, and the mother clearly worried. Alec placed his hand on the brow of the girl and extended his ability to remove the infection in the girl, and then he added strength to her lungs. He touched the mother lightly on the shoulder, taking some of her fatigue away as well. “Whose family are you?” he asked kindly.

 “My husband is Reece, who works in the stables,” the woman replied.

 “My thanks to him for his loyalty to the palace. You and your daughter should rest now, so you’ll be able to greet him with a smile when he returns. Your girl is healthy, and things are going to be better for all of us, I’m sure,” Alec told the woman.


He proceeded to move down the hall, healing a few others, trying to show his appreciation by giving special attention to these people who were suffering in trying conditions because they had remained loyal to the crown.

 “Your banker is here, majesty,” a guard told Alec and the others as they finished with the family wing.


Alec met Winsor, a young man, and three helpers in a sitting room, and he explained his need to draw down large amounts of funds quickly. They reached an agreement on limited draws for the next three weeks; after that the bank manager felt confident he could obtain more cash from the other branches to allow Alec to draw down larger quantities. “You’ll deplete your account within a few more weeks after that,” the banker warned, looking at his notes.

 “We will hopefully have better revenues coming into the royal treasury by then,” Alec said politely. “We need to start collecting more. Do you have any suggestions?” Alec continued, and garnered the banker’s promise to come look over the records to work out some proposals.


Alec made Rander and Rubicon each take a bag of silver to distribute among their people, compensating for unpaid wages and offering assistance were needed, while keeping one bag for future use. People started to drift away to see to their various activities and responsibilities, and to spread their gossip about the new young ruler. Soon only Aristotle and his guards were with Alec.

 “Ari, I think I’m going to need several ingenairii to carry out duties for me – maybe several stone and fire ingenairii if you have enough,” Alec began, “and a large group of water ingenairii as well.”

 “Your grace,” Ari said in a voice that seemed too formal to Alec. “I will need to discuss with the council the advisability of placing such ingenairii in your service.

 “You understand the nature of the ingenaire community Alec. You’ve seen it in action, both here and the rump that sat at Goldenfields,” Ari explained in a gentler tone in response to the look of disbelief on Alec’s face. “It’s not my place to order ingenairii around; you know that. There may be some time wasted, but we have to proceed by the rules, and the ingenairii need to feel some ability to control their own fate, especially now. We are depleted umbers, and many are unsure of their future, and our community’s future, because we’ve just come through the worst crisis in our known history.

 “Having said all that in order to explain to you the limits we face, I’m still sure you will find either official cooperation, or at the very least large numbers of volunteers,” Aristotle continued. “You are giving them a chance to regain a sense of purpose. And, you are one of us, and a popular one at that.”

 “Ari, you just put together a big, fancy celebration in the cathedral to announce that I’m in charge,” Alec protested. “Don’t fail me now when I’m going to try to do something.”

 “What do you have in mind for our people?” Aristotle asked, his curiosity rising.

 “I want to send help to Goldenfields,” Alec stated. “If we use a large group of water ingenairii, we can send an embassy to Bondell and ask Prince Mahogan to contribute troops to his neighbor and family member, then use the water ingenairii to supply them across the desert, so they arrive at Goldenfields quickly.”

 “And what are the stone and fire ingenairii for?” Ari asked further.

 “The Goldenfields forces have an incomplete road from their capital to the battlefront,” Alec replied. “I’d like to offer help to complete the road by sending work crews to finish the paving, so supplies and troops can travel over land more quickly, instead of relying on the river. Stone and fire ingenairii would be able to use their powers to pave the road even more effectively and quickly. ”

 “Any other ingenairii you want to use?” Aristotle cocked his eyebrow.

 “Well, just one more mission,” Alec replied with a grin. “I’d like to send Nathaniel and Moriah with an escort to Stronghold, to be my embassy there, and find out what has happened there.”

 “You would truly depopulate the Hill with all your plans, but maybe there is merit to that,” Aristotle replied. “However, have you thought to ask the Duke of Goldenfields if he wants all your help?”

 “How can he refuse?” Alec asked with certainty. “He needs help to fight off an enemy that’s common to us all. It only makes sense that we all provide support to him.”

 “But will he want masses of foreign troops in his land, or criminals from other cities dumped in his city to do work? He is a proud man, and a powerful one. You really need to ask him to let you help, rather than make him accept what you plan to do in his community,” Aristotle advised. “And what do you hope to accomplish with Stronghold? Just sending people from the crown there doesn’t really have much impact on the Locksforts and the others right now. They have just suffered losses, and you have to take their pride into consideration too. From what you’ve told me, we can’t be sure about who’s in power at this point.”


Aristotle stood to go. “Alec, you’re thinking, and that’s very good. You need to think, to try to find answers. There are a great many serious problems haunti the Dominion, and I know you want to solve them all. You need to do what we’ve just done here. You need to gather people around to hear your ideas and offer advice, suggestions, or even to point out potential problems.

 “Strangely enough, now that you have power, you’ll have to spend more time than ever sharing it and conceding it to others. At least you will if you’re a good ruler, and I think you’re going to be a very good protector of the crown,” Aristotle said as he walked to the door. “I’ll start working with the ingenairii to prepare them to act. You need to prepare a message for Duke Toulon, and you need to pay attention to your city here all around you, so that people come to trust you.”


After Ari left, Alec sat back and watched the sunset spread brilliant hues across the sky. Ari had just given him much to think about, at the very moment he thought he had figured so much out for himself. He noticed that Armilla was gone, and the other guards with him had changed unobtrusively while he spoke with Ari. “You changed shift very nicely,” he told the soldiers in the room with him. “Would one of you go find Rander and ask him to join me?”


He waited just a short time for his steward to arrive. “Are you staying busy now?” Alec asked.

 “Busier than ever,” Rander replied with a grin, “But having more fun than before. You’ve made a great impression on the palace staff with your visit, healing, and then the coins.”

 “Tomorrow, we’ll start the day with sword practice, then go to the cathedral to pray and to heal. After that, I’d like to visit our granaries, to see what shape they are in. I’d also like to meet members of the nobility and wealthy classes to assure them the city is calming down,” Alec told Rander, who had a scribe write items down.

 “We’ll prepare as much of that as we can; give us a little time to get things in shape, and we’ll have no problem meeting your wishes,” Rander answered. “Now, you’ve had Nathaniel and Moriah waiting quite a while to see you; you said you wanted to see them. Shall I send them in?”

 “Oh Lord,” Alec exclaimed in horror at the oversight. “Please send them in immediately.”


His two former fellow apprentices entered the room. “I’m sorry, very sorry. I didn’t know you were waiting to see me,” he explained.

 “There’s no apology needed, your majesty,” Nathaniel began.

 “Please don’t call me that. Tonight can I just be Alec with you two? Why don’t you stay and have dinner with me?” Alec said earnestly.


The two ingenairii looked at one another momentarily. “That sounds great, Alec,” Moriah said. “When will we eat?”


Alec looked at a guard. “Would you please go see if there’s any food available?”


A few minutes later the guard returned, and led them to a dining room near the kitchen.

 “I asked Aristotle if I could assign you two to lead a group to Stronghold,” Alec told his friends as soup was served. “But he pointed out that the ingenairii need to make decisions for themselves.”

 “What do you want us to do in Stronghold?” Nathaniel asked.


Alec briefly explained some of his own activities in the far-away city. “So I hope the change in leadership in the Locksfort family has remained in place. That’d be the best thing to happen there, and perhaps we could improve relations between the two cities and restore trade.”

 “You ought to offer to let the Locksforts trade your cleansing water, like you let Natha sell your healing water?” Moriah said brightly.

 “What cleansing water?” Alec asked.

 “You know, the fountain you created outside Ingenairii Hill when you blew up all the ingenairii usurpers,” Moriah explained. “The women in the city gather jugs of it and use it to clean their clothes, their homes, their children. It’s used to clean everything, and people swear by it. I think it would sell like pie at a carnival if someone put it in barrels and offered it to women in other cities.”

 “Popcorn,” Alec said absent-mindedly as he remembered working at Richard’s carnival and considered the implications of Moriah’s suggestion. “People at carnivals really buy popcorn more than anything else.”


A dish of sea food arrived for the main course.


They talked about Oyster Bay, and about rumors of war that came from Goldenfields. “The lacertii are apparently building up a large force at a base near where Goldenfields first encountered them. They have warriors out patrolling the river, but Goldenfields’ fort is still in the Duke’s hands.”

 “How many warrior ingenairii are left?” Alec asked.

 “There are only Rubicon and the two of us that we know of,” Nathaniel said, “And you. There was one other apprentice in Julian’s house who is unaccounted for, but nobody knows what happened to him. All the others have died.”

 “Ari said something about the need to look harder to find more ingenairii to start to fill up Ingenairii Hill again, but that didn’t mean as much to me as knowing there are only three Warriors left,” Alec said sadly.

 “Have you heard from Cassie?” he asked.

 “She stayed in Goldenfields, with Appel. They have become a couple,” Moriah replied. “We’ve heard about her from Bethany,” she faltered for just a fraction of a second, “they’ve exchanged a few letters. I know she’ll be very happy to hear you’re alive, and back among friends, and leader of the Dominion! She’s going to have a baby!”

 “It doesn’t seem possible does it?” Alec laughed for a moment. Then after a pause, he said, “I saw Bethany and Tritos together last night when I went to visit Aristotleont>


The dessert, a bittersweet pudding was served then.


Nathaniel and Moriah were quiet for a second, then Moriah said, “They were friends before you arrived on Ingenairii Hill, Alec. If you hadn’t swept Bethany off her feet, I think they would have become a couple eventually, when she stopped flirting about. She came back to Oyster Bay after you had removed the coup leaders, and they started to spend time together.”

 “Oh,” was all Alec could manage to say in response, and soon the dinner was over.

 “Thank you for being here as friends,” Alec told them as they prepared to go. “I don’t really know yet what all of this is going to be like, but a dinner like this with friends is the best part.”

 “Let us know if you want us to go to Stronghold for you,” Nathaniel said as they parted. “We’d love to be your strong-armed ambassadors!” he laughed.


Alec pondered the concept of letting the Locksforts have a franchise on the water from the fountain he had created. Would the irony of the Locksforts profiting from enhanced water be lost on others, he wondered? It had been Mooreen’s desire to control the healing water that had contributed to her involvement in the coup attempt against the Duke of Goldenfields.


The topic that really was stirring his mind came to the forefront insistently. He stood and began walking to the stables. “I want to go on a private errand, without bodyguards. May I?” he asked the two unfamiliar guards. “I want to visit someone, alone,” he admitted, hoping the men would understand.

 “It will be our heads if anything happens to you,” one of them said. “What if we accompany you part of the way through the streets?”


Alec thought about the position they were in, and remembered his own time serving as a bodyguard to the Duke of Goldenfields. The offer was more than fair to him. “It’s a deal,” he replied, and waited for them to saddle horses as he sat on Walnut.


They rode without speaking through the backstreets of Oyster Bay until they got to the back entrance of Ingenairii Hill. “I’ll be back. Wait here,” he said as he hopped down.


The sky was black now, and Alec took his time walking through the unkempt portion of the path until he approached the home of the water ingenairii. He stood, looking at a door of a the house for a long time, afraid to approach it. At last he stepped forward and knocked.

 “Is Bethany here?” he asked the girl who answered the door, a face that was familiar although her name escaped him.

 “Please wait in the parlor,” the girl said, without any hint she recognized him. “I’ll see if she’s returned.


Alec stood nervously as the girl left, and just seconds later he heard the front door open again. “Thank you Tritos. I had a wonderful time again. We’ll go to the show tomorrow, right?” in a voe that he knew very well. There was a moment of silence, then the door closed, then a woman’s profile appeared to cross the doorframe. She paused, and Alec felt his pulse start to race.

 “Alec? Oh my Lord,” Bethany’s face turned pale.

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 22 – A Broken Heart

 “Alec,” Bethany repeated as Alec stepped towards her. He opened his arms and she approached him. They embraced in a fierce hug, both wrapping their arms around each other, and Alec was sure that their love must still be intact.

 “She isn’t back yet,” the messenger girl returned to inform Alec, but stopped mid-sentence in confusion and turned away when she saw the two together.

 “I have thought about you for a long time,” Alec whispered.


Bethany pulled back from his grasp and looked at him closely. “Look at your face! What happened?” she asked as she stared at the scar Mooreen had left on his face.

 “I was held in a prison, and tortured,” Alec said simply.

 “What about your warrior powers? Didn’t you use them?” Bethany probed.

 “I don’t always have them now,” Alec said, wanting to talk about something else.

 “Let’s sit down,” she said. “I just heard about you this evening. We all did. None of us knew you were back in town, or even alive for that matter, and then suddenly the bells were ringing and the word spread that you were in charge of the whole Dominion!”

 “I’m not in charge, exactly,” Alec tried to explain. “I’m just protecting the crown until the heir can be found. When I came back from Stronghold, Ari put together this ceremony before I really even knew what was going on.

 “And it wasn’t as important to me as sitting here with you is,” he decided to admit, exposing his love for the girl. “I haven’t seen you since we parted in Bondell, and I’ve thought about you a long, long time since then. Did you get my letter?” he asked.

 “What letter?” Bethany answered. “I know you wrote letters to Duke Toulon, to Ari, even to Natha the trader. But there’s never been a letter for me.”


Alec sat back and paused. He had put so much of his heart on paper for this girl, and it turned out his anxiety had been in vain. She’s never even seen it.

 “The letter I wrote to you that said that‘I love you,’” he said simply.


Bethany caught her breathe. For months she had wanted to hear those words; for months they had been what she had lived for. “Alec, I’ve been seeing Tritos for weeks now; do you know him?”


Alec nodded his head without words.

 “You left me alone for a long time. Twice I thought you were dead, and when I thought you might be alive, I hoped to hear from you, but never did. Others heard from you, but I didn’t. I thought I wasn’t important to you,” she responded.

 “You have been doing great, great things. You saved the Duke in Goldenfields, restored peace in Bondell and ousted the usurpers from Oyster Bay. I don’t know what you did in Stronghold, other than see Noranda as you felt compelled, I’m sure, but I know you probably did something great there too,” Bethany rambled. “And before long, you’re going to do more great things here in Oyster Bay. You probably already have,” she added with a small smile. “But, it won’t be long before you’re obligated to leave again, and you’ll go someplace else to do great things and you’ll be gone again for a long, long time.

 “I’m not going to be happy trying to wait patiently for you to return someday without knowing where or why or how you travel, and not even knowing if you’re free to love me,” she rushed through the words. “Tritos is reliable and steady and always here.

 “After caring about you, I don’t want to chase around or flirt or lead boys on any more, Alec. You taught me a great deal about really loving someone,” she saw tears starting to well up in his eyes, and her own eyes began to mist. “But you weren’t available to share that love with me, and I’ve found someone who will.”


Alec stood up, agitated and fearful. “You are who I thought about,” he said. “When I was in Bondell, when I returned here, when I went to Stronghold and back, my heart was with you, Bethany.” He turned his back to her for a second, wiped his eyes, and turned around again. “I felt it all along, but I didn’t really understand it then and even though I wrote it in a letter, I know I never said it until tonight.”


He stepped towards the door and raised his hand. “Good luck, Beth,” he hesitated, couldn’t find anything else to say, and left the building.


Bethany stood in stunned, emotional shock. She waited for minutes, hoping that he would come back, and fearful of the same. At last she stepped into the hallway, and with her head bowed deeply, quickly made her way to her small room, where she shut the door and cried herself to sleep.


Alec walked slowly down the hill, thinking about the scene he had just experienced. He thought back to how he had been separated from Noranda, and lost her. Now virtually the same thing was happening again and he had lost Bethany. His heart ached as he thought about the things he should have said, and the things he should have done. He’d failed, and he felt pain permeate his whole soul at the thought of the lovely girl who had just rejected him. He’d hoped she would come running out of the house after him, and he’d stood there waiting for a few moments, but the door never opened andso he walked away. He returned to the waiting escort, silently mounted Walnut, and rode back to the palace.

 



 



 




 


Chapter 23 – Healing for All


Armilla shook Alec awake. “Do you wish to practice sword work?” she asked him when his eyes flew open. He nodded. “The sun will be up soon. Get dressed and we’ll go to the armory,” she advised him, then left the room again.


Alec pulled on the same clothes he had worn the day before, strapped on his sword, and stepped into the hallway, allowing Armilla to guide him to the armory. A light rain was falling as they crossed the palace grounds to the practice mats, and Alec observed a diffused gray along the eastern horizon, revealing the sun’s arrival.


Inside the armory, Brannis had half a dozen guards lightly fencing on the mats. Alec went to put on padding and choose a practice sword. There were no other people around, and Alec suspected that the palace machinery had not yet figured out that the crown protector was on the loose.


He was still reeling on the inside as he tried to come to terms with Bethany’s rejection. He’d awoken and cried twice during the night, but now felt ready to take out his anger, hurt, and frustration in sword practice.


The first member of the Guard stepped onto the mat with Alec, and they saluted formally, then Alec launched into action, working as aggressively as possible. The man he faced was good, but not able to withstand Alec’s rapid attack, and was quickly on the ground, his sword knocked from his hand in the process. Brannis raised his eyebrows, and signaled two to go at once against Alec. Alec’s foul mood was not sated in the least though, and he proceeded to whittle down those two just as fast.


More Guard members were showing up for practice, and Brannis motioned three over to face Alec. He took them on, requiring more time, but feeling satisfaction as he forced the blade of one to strike the blade of another, then finished off the match. He looked over at Armilla, who was tapping her foot in annoyance as she watched his sword continue to inflict punishment. She unsheathed her own sword and stepped onto the mat to face him.

 “What’s got your goat this morning?” she asked as they saluted.

 “I just want to work out,” he replied tersely, taking a jab that she blocked.

 “What exactly are you working out? I heard you visited Ingenairii Hill last night. What happened there?” she answered, slashing her blade low at his knees, and causing him to step back.

 “I want to know what the Guard is capable of,” he dissembled.

 “They’re capable of getting their heads handed to them, it looks like to me,” Armilla responded as they parried. “Just for the pleasurof serving you.”


Alec felt some of his anger dissipate. He knew it wasn’t fair to take out his frustrations on the Guard members who were here for practice and exercise. But he wasn’t ready to stop. He launched a barrage against Armilla, fighting with every trick he knew, using his speed and agility to balance her strength and size. She backed up to the end of the mat, a mad gleam in her eye.

 “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me what this is about?” she asked, then swung her own arm in a feint and a stab that caught Alec momentarily off-guard. He fell backwards and tried something he hadn’t done before – he let his backward momentum become a complete roll and sprang back to his feet, vaguely noting a smattering of hoots in the background. Armilla had begun running forward to apply the finishing stroke while Alec was on the ground, and his unexpectedly quick recovery was beyond her anticipation.


Alec secured his footing and took a position with his sword defensively extended before him, only to watch and feel horror as Armilla’s massive form crashed into his sword, striking so hard that the blunted point of the practice blade pierced her protective padding and impaled her, with a look of wonder, then shock, crossing her face.


Alec pulled the sword from her flesh then released the handle of the blade, letting it fall to the ground. He wrapped his arms around her as he heard shouts and screams from the other guards, and lowered her to the floor. He pulled out his knife and cut the ties on her padding to remove it more quickly them sliced open her blouse, which was red and wet with blood.


Armilla’s eyes were closed. Alec inspected the wound with his health vision, looking for scrapes of cloth or padding that might have been pressed into her flesh. He found a few threads and quickly pulled them out and threw them to the side, then placed both hands upon the hole in her stomach, applied pressure, and began to pray. “Medicor, insontis…vulnero,” he murmured as he released his healing powers upon her. For several seconds he moved his energy into her injury, then lifted his hands from her stomach.


Taking the corner of his own shirt, he wiped away much of the blood from her flesh, wanting to show the gathering circle of observers that she was healed. “She’s going to be fine. We need to take her someplace to rest and recuperate. Where are her quarters?” he asked, standing up.

 “How did you do that? How did you heal her?” a voice in the group asked.

 “I am a healer ingenaire,” he replied. “I have God’s gift to provide healing.”


Three guards offered to carry her to her quarters, and with Alec they placed her on a makeshift stretcher, then carried her through the halls to the wing where members of the Guard resided. They placed her on her bed. “She’s likely to sleep for a few hours,” he told them, judging how much energy her body would need to recover from its shock. “I want two guards to stay here at all times, to be available to bring her water or food or anything else.” He tried to recall where he was going to be today, so he could tell them where to find him if needed.

 “I will be at the cathedral this morning. I’ll be back this afternoon,” he told them as he remembered that he was ironically pledged to provide healing services to the public this morning. He took his leave and walked by the kitchen to grab a breakfast roll. After last night’s disappointment and the shock of stabbing Armilla, Alec was anxious to focus his energies on healing and decided against taking the time to return to his chamber to clean up and change. Instead he went straight to the stables to get Walnut and head for the cathedral. He knew he should have a Guard escort with him, and he suspected there would be deep consternation someplace in the palace when they realized no one was with him. He climbed up on Walnut and rode down the boulevard to the cathedral, then handed his reins to the stable hand there and went inside.


A modest crowd was waiting in the nave of the cathedral, and many priests were trying to organize them unsuccessfully. “Are these people here for healing?” Alec asked.


The priest he spoke to looked at Alec’s still bloody shirt tail. “Yes. Get in line and the protector will start helping folks when he arrives in half an hour.”

 ”I am the protector. Let the first patient approach,” Alec ordered as he took up position at the end of a pew. The priest looked at Alec in confusion. “Yes, I’m early, and yes, I’m a mess, but I am a healer, and I am the protector of the crown of the Dominion, so let’s get started helping our people. Step up here,” he called to an elderly man who stood patiently.


Alec began to apply his energies regularly, healing many just with the use of his powers alone, at other times telling people what ingredients to acquire to make their own cures. People began to move through the line rapidly, and it shortened dramatically in length until the middle of the morning. By then word of Alec’s effectiveness was being spread through the quarters of the city closest to the cathedral, mostly an upper gentry neighborhood, and many additional people were starting to arrive to wait in line.


As noon arrived, the line was longer than ever, even though Alec had already cured and treated over one hundred visitors. He was feeling tired and worn, as a result of the combination of his heavy energy usage and his restless night. He looked up and saw Aristotle and Bishop Karst watching him from a balcony, and he realized that two guards from the palace had come to watch over him. “I need to stop to rest,” he told the priest who controlled the flow of patients. “I’m going to return to the palace briefly, and I’ll be back here later this afternoon. I can’t heal many more, so don’t let any additional folks in line, please,” he explained.

 “Let’s go back to the palace to check on Armilla,” he said to his guards. To a mixture of applause and pleas for help, the men left the cathedral and rode back to the palace. In her quarters, Armilla was loudly arguing with her attendants, a conversation that could be clearly heard many rooms away.

 “Tell these fools to let me out of here!” Armilla thundered at Alec when he appeared in her door frame. He motioned to the two men who had put up with considerable abuse at her hands, and turned them loose.

 “You’re determined to give me a bad name, aren’t you?” she said menacingly to Alec, not missing a beat. “Last time you gav me the slip and ran away when I was guarding you. This time you make me look incompetent as a swordsman. If you don’t want me as a bodyguard, just say so!”


Alec could tell that there was genuine annoyance in her heart, mostly covered by bluster and embarrassment and even gratitude that he had healed her so promptly after her accident in the armory. He realized he needed to bolster her in some fashion. “You two are relieved,” he said to the two guards who had escorted him back from the cathedral. “Armilla will take over now.”

 “I need to get back to the cathedral to heal the public. Are you ready to go?” he asked Armilla, who appeared confused by the sudden turn of events in her favor.

 “Yes,” she replied after a moment, as she quickly regained her mental balance. “Do you want a bite to eat on the way? You look like you need something?”


They stopped by the kitchen and grabbed food to eat in the saddle, then rode back to the cathedral. The large crowd remained waiting and gave a cheer when they saw Alec re-enter. He went directly back to healing, and by the late afternoon had managed to treat all who had waited. When the last person left, he sat down on the steps, exhausted by the effort.


On the ride back to the palace, Alec rode silently, content but tired after using so much energy. After a few minutes, Armilla cleared her throat. “Thank you for healing me, your grace.”


Alec looked up, startled by the formal title. “I was glad to do it, Armilla.” He paused for a second. “I’m sorry to have caused you the injury. I was in a foul mood this morning,” he admitted, and started to reflect again on Bethany, who he hadn’t thought of all day due to his busy activities; he wondered why she hadn’t received his letter mailed from Redwater so long ago.

 “I hadn’t noticed,” Armilla said drily. They grinned at each other and nothing further was said. Alec went directly to bed and slept soundly the whole night through.


The next morning Armilla awoke him and took him to the armory for practice. Alec was considerably less agitated than the morning before, though still heartbroken. Brannis had an officer suited up and waiting to spar with Alec. “I saw what you did to Armilla yesterday. Now go easy on Isaiah, here. You remember him don’t you?” 



Alec did remember Isaiah, and gladly began practicing with the guardsman who had survived the many changes in the palace over the past year. “We need to develop a good strong corps of Palace Guardsmen that will make Oyster Bay proud to claim us,” Alec said conversationally as he held off Isaiah’s probes. “What do you think will accomplish that?”

 “Your Grace, while you stay here and protect the crown, you will be the magnet that draws the iron to the Palace,” Isaiah replied. “The best will come to join us if they have a chance to work for someone like you.”

 “He’s right,” Brannis added from behind Alec. “Wait a month or two and see if we don’t start getting recruits like we haven’t had in thirty years or better.”

Alec continued to fence with Isaiah, pointing out a new tactic to try, and then invited a new man he’d not seen before to come to the mat. After a third guardsman had provided practice for him, Alec felt satisfied with the start to the morning; he was relieved that the Palace Guard accepted his return so graciously after his behavior the day before. He returned to the dressing room to hang up his pads, then followed Armilla back to his rooms in the palace.

Two guards replaced Armilla, and after a change of clothes, they led Alec to Rander and the two of them set off for the cathedral. He wasn’t due to return to the cathedral for healing until the following week, but the need for healing was so great, he’d agreed to return again today. “What should we do to make peace with the nobility?” Alec asked conversationally as he had seen Duke Toulon do at his Goldenfields court and remembering that conversations about finances and stability had both mentioned the need to involve the nobility.

 “I’ve tried to think of solutions,” Rander answered, indicating that Alec had asked a legitimate question. “Maybe this seems as ridiculous as it sounds, but I think you ought to hold a ball, and invite them all to come to the palace. The silly ones will come because they like to dance, and the smart ones will come to see what you’re like.”

 “Let me consider that,” Alec replied. He thought the idea had merit. It would also give him an excuse to see Bethany in the palace, along with many of his other ingenaire friends. They soon arrived at the cathedral and he was led inside to see the Arch prelate, Justinian. “Thank you for the use of your cathedral, and thank you to Bishop Karst,” Alec said. “I apologize for taking over the building these past two days.”

 “If what you’re doing isn’t the Lord’s work, I don’t know what is,” Justinian said. “You’re welcome to use the cathedral to do these good works as much as you need.”


The two of them strode to the center of the cathedral, and Alec began healing the people who had come for relief. A large throng of residents milled about the nave as a result of hearing about the previous day’s success, until the priests organized them in a line that circled back upon itself.


Alec again saw every person one at a time, listening to them, searching them with his health vision, laying his hands on them and praying with them and for them. The line moved at a steady pace, but would not diminish, as more people continued to drift into the lengthy queue. Alec directed many to get medications he knew should be readily available, and healed others directly, slowly sapping his energy, though he tried to conserve it after yesterday’s exhausting performance. At length he decided to call a halt to the effort, and directed the priests and guards to invite everyone to come back the following week.

 “That was nearly three hours effort, majesty,” Justinian told him as he left the public view and returned to the private offices. “You must have helped more than two hundred people in the past two days.”


 “It was just a fraction of those who need help, and next week it will be even greater,” Alec said as he sat slumped in a chair. “But it felt good to help the ones we could. Next time I think I’ll o mix up some of the most common remedies in big batches, and bring them with me to disperse to for typical complaints; that would help move things along faster.”


He took his leave and he and Rander rode back to the palace to meet again with Armilla, for a bite of lunch and, Alec hoped, a chance to rest. “We’re scheduled to go see the granaries this afternoon, as you requested,” Rander told him as they approached the palace. “We’ll need to leave again shortly.”With a groan Alec was back on Walnut without having much of a chance to rest, and rode far up the riverbank to a collection of very large stone silos, where the produce of the fields was stored for consumption, sale and protection.


The royal party found the operators of the granary terminal, and questioned them closely about the state of the silos and the capacity to store the harvest that would soon be leaving the farm fields to come to market.

 “There’s not enough space here to hold what we usually see,” a worker told them as they rode among the structures. “I help work on a small farm, and the summer rains were very good this year, so we’re seeing a big harvest come in. Several of the silos haven’t had any maintenance work done in the past two years, and they aren’t ready to keep the grain from spoiling.”


Alec and the others thanked the man for his information, walked and rode about the silos some more, investigating the ones that seemed in worst shape, arranged to have repair crews sent out, then returned to the palace. “Rander, do you know how to contact the former close advisors to the king, folks like Marble or Ventin or Areley?”

 “Sire, we’re trying to find them. They were the smart ones, the ones who got out of town early, before the troubles became apparent to the rest of us,” Rander reported. “It’s not easy to locate them, because so many others have moved or passed away, leaving no one to talk to about them.”

 “Were you serious this morning about having a ball to bring the nobility back to the palace?” Alec asked as they dismounted from their horses at the stables.

 “Well, yes, mostly,” Rander stumbled to answer, his face turning red with embarrassment.

 “Is there a particular noble lady you hope to see attend?” Alec laughed, then when he saw the look on Rander’s face realized he had come close to the mark and he added, “Not that it matters, I think it may be a good idea. At least it will reward those who stayed behind if nothing else.” He secretly had his own lady he wanted to attend as well, heart-breaking though it might be to see her again.


The rest of the afternoon was a succession of meetings on small matters, after which Alec ate dinner alone and retired early, with Armilla at his door.


The next two days involved a series of introductions, meetings, and document signings, as the machinery of the palace began to revert to the operations of serving under an active leader. Alec managed to find time away from the duties to compose a letter to the Duke of Goldenfields. It was a task that required several false starts, as Alec tried to find the right voice between being a subject and being a ruler for a manreatly admired and looked up to. At last he felt he had found the right tone to strike, and wrote his note to be delivered to the Duke himself.

 



 “Your Grace,


Your duchy is the place where I first found refuge from the fears of our troubled world, due largely to your kindness, leadership, and good example. Goldenfields remains at the heart of the Dominion, and its strength and success spell a better life for everyone who resides between the ocean and the mountains. With your permission, I will begin sending troops to help you in your battle against the lacertii who invade you, and I will send other forms of assistance and aid, so that all your efforts can focus on fighting the troubles from beyond our common borders.

 




With sincere regards for your people,

 




Alec, Protector of the Crown”

 




He wondered if the name he used was pretentious, but decided that it best explained who he was now, and signed it as such, then sealed the envelope, and asked for its speediest possible delivery to the Duke. He had listened to various people address him in a variety of ways with various titles, and knew that most were wrong, but wasn’t sure what was right.


Alec felt the urge that evening to visit the cathedral. He knew that he would return there in a few more days to heal the people again, but he felt drawn to the peaceful sanctuary it offered, a place to pray and experience the atmosphere of devotion. “Armilla, let’s take a little journey,” he said as he opened his door, feeling the sense of satisfaction that confirmed he was doing the right thing.

 “Majesty, where do you wish to go? I’ll alert the Guard to establish an escort for you,” the towering woman replied standing in a pose that spoke of some surprise, some hint of uncertainty generated by the unexpected announcement.

 “We don’t need an escort,” Alec replied, starting to walk towards the stables. “I feel called to go to the cathedral and pray. You and I can slip out of the palace and down to the cathedral unnoticed. It’s after sunset, and no one expects me to leave the palace, let alone go to chapel. Walnut will enjoy the ride, and I’ll benefit from the environment.”


Armilla sensed she would not win the argument, and decided to accept Alec’s judgment. Together they rode down the boulevard, hoods drawn to hide their faces. When they arrived, they tied their horses, and Alec led the way inside. He felt a need to find a certain place, but didn’t know what place it was. They climbed the flights of stairs to the chapels above the main sanctuary, and Alec paused as they passed the spot where he had fought and won the claim to protect the crown. He stopped there, thinking keenly about the warrior ingenaire powers he had possessed, and suddenly felt a sense of loss for having surrendered the greater portion of those powers.

I’m going to pray in here, if you’d please wait outside,” he told Armilla, putting his hand on the door to the chapel where so much had happened. In the evening no light shone through the large sunrise stained glass image that dominated the exterior, eastern side of the room.


Alec kneeled before the small altar, and tried to compose himself. He had seen the crown here, battled Julian here, traveled from and to this spot through time; he considered all the things that had transpired. He had done so much, pursuing goals that had been set for him, and he had lost the chance to reach the goal he had set for himself.


He clasped his hands more tightly together, and shook himself, trying to free himself from this melancholy. He fell into the comforting rhythm of the traditional prayers, words he had learned while a child in the orphanage. The melodic flow of the words drew his mind towards calmer waters, and he felt his pulse slow down and the clamminess dissipate from his palms.


Alec knelt for a long time, praying for peace and tranquility. He asked to be made comfortable with the fate he received. He held a significant amount of responsibility for the Dominion, more than he was certain he could handle. He had lost a great portion of his warrior powers, and that troubled him. He wanted to be able to engage his powers at any time to deal with any problem that might arise. And he continued to regret losing Bethany’s affections. Yet he had to believe there was a reason for these things to have happened. So many good things had happened especially for him, he couldn’t believe that God had let things happen by chance. As he felt the restorative contemplation of his logic, he heard a muffled sound outside the door. Rising to his feet, he walked to the door and opened it, to find Armilla speaking with a priest.

 “Armilla, we can leave,” Alec told his guard. “I feel better now. Have a good evening, brother,” he addressed the frocked individual who was with Armilla.

 “Majesty, this person doesn’t believe you are the crown protector, and demands that we leave right now,” Armilla said with indignation in her voice, dissatisfied with the disrespect she believed was being shown to her sovereign.

 “Since I’m ready to leave anyway, it’s nothing to bother about,” Alec said, not interested in protecting his dignity. “Please tell the Arch prelate I’ll see him again next week when I return to heal the population here,” Alec addressed the priest, and then he walked away, Armilla following him.

 “You have to stand up as protector and not let people disrespect you,” Armilla said to Alec in an insistent voice as they returned to their horses.

 “If you or I were that priest, we wouldn’t believe that the protector of the crown left the palace to sneak into a chapel to pray in the middle of the night either,” Alec answered.

 “You’ll be sure to mention this to the Prelate when you see him, right?” Armilla persisted, looking for some vindication.


Alec agreed, and they rode back to the palace without incident. Twice more that week Alec felt called to the cathedral in the evening for prayer; neither night brough any further problems, but gave Alec a sense of comfort as he kneeled in the chapel and contemplated the complex situation he found himself in, trying to find the logic and the balance that took away the pain and uncertainty he felt. Even as he mourned his loss of the ability to battle at any time, or to call upon Bethany as his own lover, he took pleasure in knowing that Noranda had revived, and was hopefully safe with Brandeis while Durer was now leading Stronghold to better times.


The evening after his third visit to the cathedral, Alec had a dream of remarkable clarity and realism.

 “Awaken, Alec,” John Mark said gently, sitting on the side of his bed.

 “Teacher, why are you here?” Alec asked, sitting up in bed, startled by the appearance of the prophet.

 “You are so troubled, Alec, and you shouldn’t be,” the small man replied. “You are doing the Lord’s work, just as much as the priests in the churches are.”

 “Thank you,” Alec said. “That is good to hear, but it’s not enough. I just feel so unhappy, now that I’ve lost Bethany. I’d come to rely on her to be waiting for me; thinking about her was something that kept me going during the past several months; expecting to love her was the goal I relied on in my everyday thinking.”

 “That pining away is not good for you Alec. You wanted Noranda, but you learned that God had other plans for her and you accepted that. You’ve since seen how they turned out; you know the joy that she and Brandeis have found in each other. And you know they will help make Stronghold a better place, thereby making the Dominion a better place. There is a plan for you too, Alec. You should trust God to always have a plan for your heart.

 “Do not let your pain disrupt your thoughts. Remain clear-headed. And remember that your other concerns are also part of God’s plan. I know you wish for your warrior powers to be an everyday ability. But it cannot be so now. It would be a weakness for you to think that you could go out every day and win every battle. A ruler must be a father, and a conciliator, and a leader, but seldom a warrior, especially not when it comes to handling the matters of your own subjects,” John Mark explained. “You will be a warrior when you need to be, don’t worry. Let your mind and your soul be at rest, and continue to show everyone what a good ruler you will be until the heir is announced. Now rest soundly. I am so pleased with you, my son.”


Alec awoke the next morning, feeling comforted and relieved of some of his worries. There was no evidence that John Mark had physically been in the room with him. But Alec knew that the prophet cared for Alec deeply, and he knew that the message was meant to give him relief from his concerns.


That day Rander reported that some of the former king’s advisers had been located and had agreed to meet with the new leader. He set up a meeting with them and with Alec’s banker from Traders Bank, who had quickly studied the finances of the throne. Alec asked that Brannis and Rubicon be invited to join as well.


The afternoon of the meeting arrived, and Alec welcomed his guests. He remembered meeting some of them back whildevny had ruled.

 “It is a pleasure to see you again,” he told Ventin and Marble, reminding them of the night at the Ingenairii Apprentice Ball, when they had met. “Thank you for coming back to the palace. You understand how badly the Dominion has been harmed. There is a lot that needs to be done to restore order. You were trusted advisors to King Gildevny and I’m certain you have some ideas of what can be done, or should be done. I’d appreciate your sitting in here with us to hear some reports about our funds, and give me your thoughts about what we do next.”

 “Winsor, would you tell us what you’ve found out from looking at our books,” Alec said to the banker sitting at the other end of the table. All the others at the table swiveled their heads to direct their attention away from the crown protector, and towards the young man with the sheaf of papers before him.

 “Your majesty, you are not collecting any duties on goods that ship in through the port here at Oyster Bay, nor any due payments from your vassals, and only a portion of the property taxes here at Oyster Bay,” the man reported succinctly. He detailed how duty payments from shippers had stopped after the old king died, and that vassal payments had not arrived at all in the past year. “Most of the nobles have stopped paying their property taxes, although your agents are still collecting from the small businesses and small farmers close to the city,” he explained.

 “So you’re saying we’re not getting very much money at all compared to what the crown used to receive,” Rander said. “How do we get that money back? Do we even know how much people owe us?”

 “You’ve still got some people who work in the palace who know what you’re owed,” Winsor replied. “They can give you a list of the nobles who owe you money. As far as the trade duties, you need to start manning the collection offices at the docks, probably with several soldiers at first. And the last part, collecting from your vassal states, well, that probably requires the protector to send some message of his own to the other rulers regarding payment,” he finished, looking at Alec. After further discussion about specific figures and amounts, Winsor left the meeting, depositing several more bags of coins from Alec’s account on the table.

 “Sire,” Ventin spoke up, “do you feel that you can contact Natha Millershome’s dockyard to find out if they will voluntarily start to comply with the duties?”


Alec looked around the room. “Is this what being a ruler is always like? I watched Duke Toulon in Goldenfields do so much of this very type of stuff, but I never thought a king would be so busy with so many of these types of activities. Fixing roads, collecting taxes, storing grain, even planning coronation balls just to make the nobles happy – the things we talk about are always meant to achieve something, but will I ever do something just because it’s what I want to do?”

 “Rulers don’t have to do all these things you’re trying to do; only the good ones do these things. There have been many kings who didn’t bother with all this work, and unless the king’s staff was very good, the people of the Dominion paid the price,” Marble said, without making it sound like a lecture.


Alec sighed. “I will go talk to the Millershome and Locksfort dockyards tomorrow,” he said. “Ventin, if you think you know who we have on staff to collect duties, Brannis will have several men escort him to the independent traders’ docks in the morning.”

 “What did you say about a party, your majesty?” Marble asked.

 “Tell him Rander; it was your idea,” Alec replied.


Rander paused before speaking. “We were thinking of ways to get the nobility to return to the city, and I suggested putting on a coronation ball, so they all would come to dance and to see the protector of the crown.”

 “It sounds like an excellent plan. Once you get them here, you can start collecting taxes from them, and then pay for cleaning the roads and making the city safe for them,” Marble responded encouragingly. “Announce that the ball will be held and let the news get out among the nobles, and see how many flock back to town. We’re going to be pretty well into the autumn by then, so they’ll be happy to have an excuse to return to the city.”


Rander looked at Alec, who shrugged. “Go ahead and follow his advice,” Alec said. “Although I regret it now, that’s why we brought these two back.” He grinned.

 “Shall I use these funds to pay the army and constabulary?” Brannis asked, pointing to the money Winsor had left behind.

 “Will it be enough?” Alec asked.

 “No, but it helps us catch up some more. With the good will that last bag bought us, we’ll have paid something to everyone, and there’s a little for the folks from Slone besides,” the master armsman explained.


The meeting broke up with promises to return in a few days, and Alec left the palace with his guards around him as he rode to Ingenairii Hill. This time the guard at the gate granted him entrance, and along with one palace guard discretely following, he climbed up to Aristotle’s home.


Ari met him at the door. “Welcome, your majesty,” he said politely.

 “Please just call me Alec,” the young man told the older ingenaire. “I’m going to hold a coronation ball in two months, and I’d like to invite all the ingenairii to attend.”

 “Thank you, Alec, I’ll spread the word among the others. Is that all you had to tell me?” Ari questioned.


Alec looked at his guard. “Would you wait outside, please?” he asked.

 “Will the ingenairii be able to help me do all the things that need to be done?” Alec asked when they were alone.

 “How quickly do you need to do these things, Alec?” Aristotle countered the question with his own query. “The lacertii won’t attempt to attack Goldenfields now. It’s getting well into autumn and then winter will be here, and they don’t want to carry out their campaign in that weather. Their hopes for a quick conquest went astray when they failed to sneak up on Goldenfields unprepared. You don’t really need to worry about providing an army to help the Duke until the start of next spring, and you would certainly benefit from using these next few months to get your house here in order, so to speak.”

 “Will your ingenairii help me, though, whenever the time comes?” Alec repeated.

 “Alec, they will help you, I am sure. But you will need to ask them yourself,” Ari advised him. “Remember our last conversation? You need to talk to the people you need. They will gladly do anything in the world you ask, as long as they are personally asked by the ruler they want to love. The ingenairii are ready to love you because you are one of us; the people in the city are ready to love you because you healed them, giving them comfort for the first time in a very long time.”

 “I think you could send Nathaniel and Moriah as your embassy to Stronghold right away,” Ari suggested, “if you feel safe without them here in the capital. And you could probably persuade a crew to help build the road for the Duke during the winter, if he wants to have it built. But you need to ask them yourself. Thirty years from now, they’ll tell their children about how mighty Alec the protector of the crown came and talked to them!”

 “And speaking of children, I’ll bring it up if none of your other advisors have Alec. You already need to think about dynastic succession,” Ari added.

 “What does that mean?” Alec asked.

 “It means you need to get married and have children so there is an heir for the protection of the throne,” Ari smiled.

 “Married?” was the thing first Alec could squeak out. “Ari, I’m not the king. There is an heir out there; John Mark told me again just recently in a dream.” Alec began to think through a whole list of reasons to stop such talk immediately. “I’m only a teenager, and just barely pretending to know what I’m doing as ruler. Besides,” he paused to add, “Bethany is with Tritos, and she made it clear she’s satisfied with her arrangements. I can’t imagine having to marry some stranger out there just for the sake of having a child.”

 “Alec, an actual king would be expected to woo the daughters of princes, dukes, leaders of republics, and other noble families, or more accurately, he would at least allow those families to woo him,” Ari chided him.

 “Without the revelation of the heir, you are all the Dominion has now. Rander can keep the palace running, but the city and the lands are not going to unite behind him as they would you. Goldenfields, Stronghold, Bondell – all those lands will acknowledge you while they wait for you to designate the rightful heir,” Ari explained patiently. “And they will accept your own child as equally entitled to their loyalty if something terrible happens.” 



Alec blanched at the notion of courting girls from powerful families, simply to play politics. He had no desire to pursue any high-ranking girl now, still heartbroken over the loss of Bethany. Having planted the seed he wanted, Ari sensed the time to change the ubject, and they talked of other things for a minute or two more, then Alec retrieved his guard and returned to the palace.


Ironically, that very afternoon, Alec’s long lost letter to Bethany was delivered to her in the Water house. Merle had forwarded it from its last visit to Goldenfields, redirecting it to Ingenairii Hill, and it had arrived to be sorted and delivered to her home.


Returning home that afternoon after finishing her duties Bethany found the letter pushed under her door. She looked at the envelope, with its various written directions and redirections, clearly the most traveled missive she’d ever seen. Sitting down, she opened the envelope and began to read.


The words jumped out at her, “I want to say to you, Bethany, I love you. I will come looking for you when my duty in Stronghold is finished, and I hope we will be together always after that.” She stood to close the door as tears streamed down her cheeks. He had come to see her when he returned to Oyster Bay. She realized that Alec probably thought his letter had reached her long ago. He had asked about it. And he had said he loved her. He had told her he thought about her. If only the letter had arrive sooner; if only he had said something in person when they were together before.


She re-read the letter again. It said everything she had wanted Alec to say. But it was here now, after she had accepted Tritos’s affection and companionship. After she had rejected Alec.


An hour later, when a knock on her door informed her that Tritos had arrived to go out to dinner, she said she didn’t feel well. She stayed in her room and wept some more, until finally, she drifted off to sleep.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 24 – A Dance at the Palace

 




Over the next two months, Alec worked hard at being a stand-in king, doing all the boring, monotonous chores and duties that his many advisers claimed were in the best interest of the Dominion. He talked with ingenairii about sending various embassies and work groups on missions, he gathered revenues, healed the sick and wounded, practiced fencing and strengthened the Palace Guard, repaired the infrastructure and restored Oyster Bay to a functioning city.


By early winter, the time had arrived to hold the great coronation ball. Alec looked forward to the ball with no enthusiasm, despite the energy it was creating among the returning class of nobility and affluence that had steadily trickled back into Oyster Bay. He did look forward to hearing of the return of Nathaniel and Moriah, who had left the capital several weeks prior to venture to Stronghold, carrying letters that Alec had written to several people in that city.































































































In the months leading up to the ball, Alec felt that he had only made one firm decision on his own, against the opinions of his many advisors. He had put his foot down and refused to wear robes for the dance, but had insisted on wearing a uniform of the Palace Guard, to show his pride in how well they had regained and improved their capabilities.


As early evening arrived, the city of Oyster Bay rose to a level of social energy unseen in years. Even families whose members had supported the coup against King Gildevny were heading towards the palace, and carriages were lined up for nearly a mile waiting to drop their passengers under the port-cochere’s protection from the wintry drizzle. The palace staff had positioned Alec in the main gathering hall, where a long line of guests passed by him to bow and curtsy. Guests who arrived were announced as they came into the hall, and Alec’s ears occasionally picked out the name of someone he recognized. Often that same person would arrive before him several minutes later to be formally introduced.


Alec grew tired of the unending train of people who appeared before him, and he longed for the start of the dinner, when he would be able to cease these endless greetings and eat some food. The brilliance of the grand ball room, decorated and lit unlike any room Alec had ever seen, had fascinated him at first, and the variety of gowns and clothing worn by the guests had engaged his attention for a significant time. But eventually all those things had worn off, and Alec had reverted to his feeling of nervousness about the impending dancing he would have to participate in.


In the middle of greeting a minor noble couple from far up the northern coast, Alec heard the seneschal announce two names that brought a hush to the crowd. “Brandeis Locksfort and Noranda Locksfort, ambassadors from Stronghold,” the voice pronounced, followed by a rising murmur unlike the earlier frivolity. He looked up in surprise.

 “Excuse me,” Alec said abruptly to the coastal pair, and he began pressing his way through the crowd towards the unexpected guests, his guards following in his wake. “Brandeis! Noranda!” Alec called loudly as he approached the empty circle around the two travelers from so far away.

 “Your majesty,” Brandeis replied with a grin that vanished as guards abruptly imposed themselves between Alec and the other two.

 “Let me pass,” Alec commanded, and he pushed between the two guards to draw close to his friends. Alec drew Brandeis into a hug, looking over his shoulder at Noranda, whose eyes he saw were welling with tears. Wordlessly he withdrew from Brandeis and stepped around to Noranda, who he also drew into an embrace, his eyes closed to prevent tears from falling down his own cheeks.


Alec took one hand from each friend, and raised both high over his head. “These are my friends and allies. Welcome them to Oyster Bay with wide open arms,” he proclaimed loudly. “Give them rooms in the palace tonight,” he told a nearby staff person. “I need to go back to doing responsible things,” he told Brandeis and Noranda with a shrug and a grin. “Your timing is perfect. I’m so glad you are here,” he added as he left to return to his position in the receiving line. The room was abuzz with talk about the surprising arrival of the Stronghold representatives, and the more 


Shortly after that, another announcement caused the room to focus its attention towards the arrival of new guests. “The ingenairii of the Dominion,” and the seneschal began announcing them one by one as they strolled past him. The ingenairii had arrived en masse, organized by house, and dressed in house colors. They brought a dramatic appearance to the room, and the conversation buzzed anew with talk about the ingenairii demonstration of loyalty to the new ruler of the land.


When the ingenairii began to arrive in front of Alec in the receiving line, he broke into an open smile, and laughed with many. The colors before him changed as houses succeeded one another, first the green of the plants, then the shimmering whites of the airs. The blue jackets and dresses of the water house arrived next, and Alec found himself facing the blue eyes and blond curls of Bethany for the first time in many weeks.


Alec was silent for a moment, staring with longing at the pretty girl without comment, until she curtsied demurely and said, “Congratulations on your accession to the protectorship, your majesty. The Dominion could not have a better man as leader right now.”


Alec groped for some words to speak, but his mind raced with too many thoughts and memories he couldn’t settle on just one thought to express. “I thank you for coming tonight, Bethany,” he finally said. He reached out and held her hand. “I remember the first dance I saw you at, on Ingenairii Hill. I’m sure you’ll capture the hearts of just as many admirers here as you did there,” he said trying to find something gallant to say.


Bethany withdrew her hand from his. “I find less satisfaction in beaus and admirers that I used to,” she told him. “You changed all that.”


Alec realized they had been standing together longer than he stood with anyone else, and folks nearby were trying hard to appear not to listen. “I never can tell you enough about how much you mean to me, and how highly I think of you, Bethany. I wish things were different. I wish I could just come talk to you as a friend or more, and try again to explain how I haven’t had control over my own decisions. But now,” he shrugged and looked around at the people.

 “May I have a dance?” he asked suddenly, seeing her ready to walk away.

 “I can’t say no to you,” she said heavily, and stepped away so that the next person might talk to the protector.


Soon the elegant gray habiliment of the stone ingenairii arrived, the last of the houses to come through the receiving line. “Tritos, it’s good to see you again; thank you for coming to the palace,” he said politely, although he felt butterflies in his stomach.

 “Alec, your majesty, the ingenairii look forward to working with you,” Tritos answered formally, his gray eyes set deeply in his long face.


Alec felt a desperate discomfort as he faced this man. “I’ve asked Bethany for the pleasure of one dance. I hope you’ll allowme the honor.”

 “She’s not a bauble to dangle around, Alec,” Tritos said in a voice full of emotion. “Don’t play with her. She deserves to be treated like, well, like a queen, in the best ways, in caring for her heart. She’s been hurt, and lost a great deal of her youthfulness. She cut her hair short because she doesn’t feel like a girl any longer.

 “You’ve hurt her once already. Be thoughtful enough to leave her alone now,” Tritos paused, and his tone changed. “Everyone speaks so well of you Alec, even Bethany herself. Don’t harm the girl; I can make her happy if you won’t break her heart again.” He too moved on, and Alec haltingly resumed polite chatter with the other ingenairii, until Aristotle came as the last ingenaire.


Just as Ari arrived, the bells chimed, signaling the start of dinner, and the end of Alec’s sentence to labor in the receiving line. “Your majesty, has the evening been a success so far?” the elder ingenaire asked in a neutral tone.

 “Ari, I don’t know if I can take this any longer,” Alec said, not sure exactly what he was referring to.

 “Sometimes, being a ruler is simple compared to being human, as you’ve discovered,” Ari counseled him. “You have a good heart; do what is right for others, and it will turn out to be right for you as well.” 



With that they left their places and strode into the room where innumerable tables were covered with enormous quantities of food, and people were wandering about with plates on which they collected the selections they wanted to try. Alec had eaten before the beginning of the event, having been told there would be little time for him to eat, but he felt hungry nonetheless. He asked someone to fix a plate for him while numerous people presented themselves for introduction, and he managed to swallow a bite every now and again.


As the first strains of music revealed that the dance was about to begin, Armilla arrived at his side. She was angry at having been given the social duty of maintaining Alec’s dance card, and allowed her annoyance to show when she explained to Alec that it was his responsibility to begin the dancing. “You must lead the way in to the first dance. Do you have a preferred partner, or do you want me to just go drag in some pretty young countess?”

 “I’d prefer to dive into a hole in the ground,” Alec whispered in her ear, feeling heartily sick of the whole event at this point. As he leaned over, he saw Brandeis standing by a column, “I’d like to dance with the ambassador from Stronghold, Noranda, if you can find her,” he said suddenly.


In a matter of quick moments, Noranda was at his side at the top of the line of dancers, and as the music broke into a stately gait, Alec took her hand in his and began the procession onto the floor, as he had been taught in his lessons that week.

 “Alec,” “Noranda,” they each said their names at the same time. They both laughed and Noranda leaned up to give him a fond kiss.

 “Noranda, I am so glad to know you and Brandeis are alive. It is the first thing that I could been taugasked to know from Stronghold,” Alec said.

 “We are alive, Durer and Johanna are already married and still leading the clan,” she replied as they turned a corner of the room. “Brandeis and I are engaged!”


Alec stopped his dance movements for just a moment to catch Brandeis’ eye from across the room and nod his approval, then resumed the motions around the floor. “When will you be married?”

 “After we return. There’s no date set,” she told him.

 “What have you heard about your aunt? Has there been any trouble?” Alec switched to a more serious topic, and almost tripped himself for the second time.

 “There have been troubles, to be sure, but Aunt Mooreen isn’t a part of them,” Noranda said, her voice expressing her exasperation. “Reuchlin and his ilk are testing all the rules, but it’s just a matter of time until they’re under control.

 “There’s been no sign of Mooreen, no rumor of her, no troubles at all in that respect,” Noranda explained. She rested her head on his shoulder as they turned another corner.

 “We’d been working through the family dynamics, trying to cope with the reduced income from a lack of shipping, and then one morning a ship arrived, and Palace Guards appeared. I recognized the uniforms, and then I recognized your ingenairii friends from watching when you all fenced here. Durer received them and read their note from you. He had Brandeis and I packed and sailing within a few days to come here to sign whatever treaties you want,” she finished. “We owe you so much, Alec, and I owe you the most of all.”


The music began winding down. “We’ve been a little too slow,” Alec said, noting they hadn’t finished circling the room. “I hope you and Brandeis will feel right at home here. I know we’ll have good conversations soon. Feel free to leave the ball any time you want to go rest after your long journey today.

 “Thank you, Alec,” Noranda said as the last notes of the tune played out. She stepped back and curtsied, then went in search of Brandeis, while Armilla brought a very pretty girl to be his next partner.

 “I want one dance with Bethany, the water ingenaire in blue,” Alec told his guard as the nervous new partner took her position before him. Armilla shot him a smoldering glare over the top of the girl’s head.

 “Your majesty, I am honored,” the girl said, trying to look sultry despite the beads of nervous sweat on her forehead.

 “Thank you for allowing me this dance,” Alec replied just before the music started. Thereafter they spoke about the ordinary aspects of the girl’s family and life, with Alec saying little, but letting the young woman fill the length of the dance with a stream of inane comments.


Alec found, with slight relief, that he was free from a partner for the next dance. Instead he listened to a number of visitors and well-wishers, especially from the very class of nobilit he hoped to attract back to the city. Thereafter the musicians took a break, so that he was able to disengage from conversations and disappear from the public’s sight for a short break. “Armilla, is there any way out of this?” he asked.

 “Sire, you could pretend to break your leg, but then people would expect you to heal it. No, there’s no way out,” she concluded emphatically, with a chuckle.

 “How many more dances are there?” Alec asked with resignation.

 “Six more, your majesty.”

 “How many do I have to dance?”

 “At least four, your majesty.”

 “The music is starting. Who do I dance with now?” Alec asked the final question as he opened a door to return to the ballroom.

 “Your next dance is with the ingenaire you requested, sire,” Armilla said.


Soon thereafter Bethany stood before Alec, and they held hands as the movement began.

 “Should I say anything, or let you break the ice?” Bethany asked after several silent seconds.

 “Tritos. Tell me about him, Bethany. He cares for you a great deal. When we spoke, he spoke about you, and how much you deserved,” Alec said abruptly.


Bethany stumbled mentally. She had been prepared to talk about receiving his letter, but Alec swung the conversation in the opposite direction.

 “’He cares for me a great deal?’ Alec, why is it so hard for you say the word ‘love’? Why not say he loves me a great deal?” she asked.

 “When we parted in the courtyard in Bondell, you couldn’t say ‘love’ to me,” Bethany said, bothered because she perceived Alec was undercutting Tritos, even while she wanted to have a warm conversation with Alec herself. In her confusion, she inadvertently went on the offensive.

 “My heart knew then, I think, that you wouldn’t ever love me, but I kept hoping. And then you wrote to tell me you weren’t coming back, and you still didn’t say you loved me. And then you disappeared, and no one knew where you were. All our friends in Goldenfields tried to comfort me, to tell me you’d turn up; they knew I was distraught with hurt and worry. Then many months later, a letter comes out of the blue to the Duke, I heard, and one to Colonel Ryder, but not one to me, not until later.

 “And Tritos has been a good friend, while everyone else has been so polite to my face, but I know they talk about me,” Bethany started to cry. “They talk about how you left me.”

 “Shush, Beth, shush,” Alec said awkwardly, desperately, not wanting to see his friend in tears. 


 “And then you come back to Oyster Bay and magically take over the whole city. We meet, we talk, we part, and I think I can go on with life,” she was almost sobbing. “And then after all that, I suddenly get a letter you wrote sometime a long time ago.” 



Bethany paused, and decided to drop the topic so that she wouldn’t have to reveal her pain any longer. “That girl from Stronghold you danced with, that was Noranda, the one you healed?” she asked.

 “She’s a pretty girl. You seemed to enjoy your dance with her,” Bethany commented. “After you followed her across the Dominion and saved her life, it’s nice to see she’s come all the way back here to see you again.”

 “She is engaged to Brandeis, her companion tonight. He had waited faithfully for her in Stronghold for years,” Alec swiftly countered, wanting to make a point. Bethany grew silent and said no more.


Alec held her closer, his eyes closed, even while feeling confused and upset. “Oh Bethany,” he paused. “Oh Bethany, the music has ended and we’re out here in the middle of the room all alone being watched by everyone. Can you make this look graceful?”


She stopped crying, and a moment later loosened the contact between them. “Walk me back to the other ingenairii and we’ll remember that a ruler is never able to have a private moment in front of hundreds of other people,” she said quietly. They walked across the floor self-consciously, Alec unable to make eye contact with anyone at the moment as he thought about all that Bethany had said. He released her hand, and she walked away. As she re-entered the group of ingenairii, she turned to look back over her shoulder at Alec with an inscrutable gaze, then turned back. Alec walked away, deeply saddened by the dashing of his dreams for an affectionate reunion.


By the time the last dance arrived, Alec was emotionally exhausted. “Armilla,” he called, “Who am I dancing with now?”

 “No one, your majesty,” she replied.

 “Come here then,” he asked her as he took a step out from his retinue.

 “Yes, your majesty?” she said, then her voice raised in a tone of horror as Alec held his arm out. “No, I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”

 “You would deny the crown protector in front of all these people?” Alec asked her, holding out his other hand.


She dutifully approached him, and began the closing dance of the evening. “This will really have the wags gossiping more than before,” she said in a mock spiteful tone.

 “More than before what?” Alec asked.

 “Well, the last dance is usually who you hope to woo after the dance, but the gossip is that either you’ve already forced the blonde ingenaire to secretly join you tonight,” Armilla answered, “or the girl from Stronghold has come all this way to be with you. So now they won’t know where your devious heart lies – with one of them, or just with me, your faithful companion.”

 “You’re mocking me, aren’t you?” Alec asked, but Armilla gave no answer.


As the dance came to an end, the crowd broke into applause, and Alec was thanked by many people as they walked towards the doorway where dozens of carriages jostled and waited. He responded cordially and accepted the comments, watching the social status of guests play out as larger carriages departed earliest. Sunrise was not many hours away, and Alec cringed at the thought of awakening early.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 25 – The Crown Protected

 




For days afterwards, Alec found the dance was the topic of conversation throughout the palace and the town. Even at the cathedral as he healed the sick he heard gossip about the dance. He listened to many patients chat about the event, and they likened it in all cases to the good old days when the king had ruled and the city had felt prosperous.


However, his main preoccupation immediately following the ball, was speaking with Brandeis and Noranda, and Nathaniel and Moriah. Late on the morning after the ball, Nathaniel and Moriah called on Alec, to apprise him of what had transpired in Stronghold.

 “In principle, they acknowledge you as rightful protector, they pledge their support, and they agree to resume peaceful trading among the nations of the Dominion,” Moriah explained. Alec sat with his head propped on his hand, trying to rouse himself from the fog of the late night.

 “As we have negotiated in the proposed treaty, you will give them a five year exclusive franchise to trade the waters from the cleaning fountain, but the people of Oyster Bay will still be allowed to fill their own jugs daily, as you wished,” she added. “And you will get half the profits.”

 “They will provide an army regiment to fight the lacertii at your calling,” Nathaniel said. “You’ve got good friends there now.”


That same day a note arrived from the Duke of Goldenfields, two notes actually. A formal note accepted the offer of aid; alongside it was a personal note that was a lengthy message of pleasure and joy at Alec’s survival and ascension to power. Alec immediately sent the troops from Slone who wished to continue to battle, and promised that more troops would come in the spring. He also sent his road-building convicts to work on the eastern highway along the river in Goldenfields.

 “Rander, prepare messages to go forth to all the provinces and states of the Dominion, calling for a grand army to rendezvous at Three Forks in three months time to join the effort against the lacertii, and start shipping supplies in advance so we’re ready when they arrive,” he instructed his steward.


Alec enjoyed the visit of Brandeis and Noranda, reliving the adventures they’d shared in Stronghold, and sharing stories about their actions since then. But when they left several days later, he felt relief. He had taken pains not to be alone with Noranda, wanting to neither stir rumors in the palace nor jealousy in Brandeis. He sensed no unease in Brandeis, and did not want to jeopardize his friendship in any way.


Alec escorted them to the pier, and watched their ship depart on its return to Stronghold, a thick sheaf of documents onboard to verify the new links between the Locksforts’ city and the crown of the Dominion. Included was the call to arms that Alec hoped would bring a host of warriors to Three Forks as part of the army he expected to lead in defense of Goldenfields.


Oyster Bay continued to regain its sense of normalcy; a ruler on the throne, a bountiful harvest, the return of the noble class, and a flow of funds out of the palace all combined to help people recover. Alec’s regular healings at the cathedral inspired people’s morale, and continued to let him hear the common people’s thoughts, both good and bad.


Amidst the good works taking place, Alec felt trapped. He could not leave the capital city because it still needed the calming assurance of his presence. He wanted to leave now and make his way to the front to fight the lacertii, but he knew the time was not yet right. Until the weather improved and the messages called his grand army together, Alec had no place to go. He threw his excess energy into healing the people, and training and building the Palace Guard and the army.


And still he felt uncomfortable in the city. He remembered meeting Noranda in the palace gardens, and seeing her at her uncle’s home. He remembered spending time with Bethany, especially on Ingenairii Hill, as well as in the shops and along the streets. He remembered bringing Cassie from her fishing village to Rubicon’s home, healing her legs, and restoring her life one night on a beach. Now he was disconnected from them all of those friends. Although he’d felt lonely while traveling across the Dominion, he felt more lonely now. Rubicon, Nathaniel and Moriah, the remaining warrior ingenairii, had returned to Ingenairii Hill. Alec had some friends in the palace, but they all looked upon him as the protector of the crown, and there was always some distance.

 “Where is the crown?” Ari asked Alec one day.


Alec was befuddled by the question.

 “You are the protector of the crown, right? So where is it?” Ari repeated. “I know you do not see yourself as the permanent ruler of the Dominion, but others will start to think of you that way, if you do not remind them that you are not. Go get the crown, and remind people that you are only a trustee for it. Hold some kind of ceremony to let the people view the crown as one thing, and you as something else.”


Alec pondered A’s advice, knowing that he would follow it eventually.


The days went by, with Alec seeking more and more duties to keep his days busy. Then at midwinter festival, the nobility returned to its habit of lavish parties and balls held at mansions through the city and the surrounding countryside, and Alec was invited to them all.


His advisors at the palace selected several for him to go to, and he found his evenings became as busy as his days. He was given the opportunity to meet many young ladies from the noble families. “You do need to think about securing an heir,” Marble must have spoken to Aristotle at some point, Alec realized when the senior advisor reminded him before he left for the fifth or sixth social event of the season. “You should flirt with several of them for a while to keep many families happy with you, but at some point we need to get you married and enjoying fatherhood, so we don’t fall back to where we were.”


Alec felt no affection for any of the young women he met, attractive and pleasant though many of them were. None of them had experienced any life other than their pampered homes. They didn’t know or speak of anything in their lives that matched the excitement Alec had found in his adventures with Noranda, Leah, Bethany and Cassie. Their discussions about drawing lessons and new carriages bored him to tears.


The young ruler debated inviting Bethany to go to a dance with him. She would be right at home in such surroundings, and if she tried she would be more than able to make him comfortable too. And that would lead to what, he wondered. Would he be willing to invite her away from Tritos? Would she be willing to come? Was he thinking of her so much because she mattered so much, or because she was so close by? Or would she come, and they would have another frosty exchange that left them both unhappier? He constantly thought of inviting her, but never did.


A month after the height of the midwinter festivities, replies began to arrive from the vassal states of the Dominion, bearing pledges of funds, as well as troops that would be sent to the rendezvous at Three Forks in just a few weeks’ time. “Either the princes and dukes and councilors are very determined to win the good graces of the new king, or they’re genuinely afraid of the threat of the lacertii,” Brannis suggested during a council meeting. “Check to see if the ones with eligible daughters have sent the most troops,” he added with a smile.


Alec didn’t know or even want to know the answer to that question, but he was grateful for the large number of troops that would make a mighty army. With a road-building crew already on the way, he felt confident that he was going to deliver needed support for the Duke of Goldenfields, to whom he owed so much.


Alec finally settled on the way to handle the crown. Two days were spent comically trying to locate where it physically resided, and Alec lost sleep one night imagining that he had lost it. When a clerk disclosed that it was in the palace vaults, Alec, Rander and others collectively sighed in relief.


Alec invited Aristotle and the Ingenairii Council, the Arch-prelate, cardinals and bishops, high members of the nobility, and army and Guard officers to a ceremony in the throne room. The room had sat vacant since Alec’s accession to power, other than for cleaning staf>




As he looked out at the crowd, he suddenly recognized the ghosts of Enguerrand and Gildevny standing in the front row clapping in approval, and John Mark standing beside them. He felt such shock that he fumbled the crown, and saw it flash in the air as it began to fall. He swiftly lowered his hands and caught it in mid-air, causing the gathering to first gasp then cheer.

 “Place the crown on the throne,” John Mark told Alec, speaking clearly, even though no one else seemed to hear or see the specters.


Alec stepped sideways, extended his arms, and placed the crown on the seat of the throne. The room’s humorous twitters were silenced. As he took a step back, the crown seemed to brighten, then a flash of light momentarily blinded everyone who was looking at it. Alec stepped back in surprise.


When his vision cleared, he saw that the light had signaled an extraordinary exercise of power. The crown was encased in a translucent violet cube. The room was abuzz, as necks craned and people shuffled to see it better. Cautiously, Alec reached a hand towards it, and the room grew silent again. Alec’s fingers touched the cube; it was solid, slick, and impenetrable.


The air seemed to grow brighter again, and Alec stepped back yet again. There was a second flash, and when his vision returned, Alec was standing beside a second, yellow translucent box, one that encased the entire throne itself as well as the encased crown upon its seat. The room was full of talking, shouting, shuffling people, but Alec paid no attention to any of them. Instead he turned and looked at John Mark and the ghosts, who stood with solemn visages.

 “The throne and crown are protected until the rightful heir is ready. The throne shall remain protected until the heir reaches his nineteenth birthday. On that day the cube shall dissolve, and the Dominion shall know that the time is approaching for the heir to be revealed,” John Mark explained. “The crown will remain protected until the day the heir enters this room after he reaches his age of majority.”


The saint and the two silent ghosts looked at Alec, gave him a salute, and dissolved into nothingness.

 “Alec, Alec,” he heard his name being called. He raised his head and re-focused his eyes. Rander, Ari, and Rubicon had all stepped up towards the dais. “What have you done?” Ari asked.

 “I did not do these things. This is the work of the prophet John Mark,” Alec answered, and his voice seemed to carry unnaturally well throughout the room. “The throne is protected until the day the rightful heir reaches his age of majority, nineteen. On that day the protection surrounding the throne shall disappear.

 “The crown will remain protected in its cube until the day thereafter when the heir eoom. By these signs you will know that the crown and the throne and the Dominion have been reunited under the name of Tarnum.”

 “What about you?” someone in the crowd asked loudly.

 “I was instructed to cleanse the Dominion, protect the crown and revenge the old king,” Alec answered. “I was never told to be a ruler. “I will leave soon to go with the army to war on behalf of Goldenfields, and I hope that your rightful king shall be enthroned before I return.”

 “All honor to you for your scruples, Alec. Another would have simply taken control of the power and the throne by now,” Rubicon said.


 “It’s not scruples, Rubicon. I’m just tired,” Alec answered. He looked out over the crowd. “I thank you all for attending today. This ceremony is over now, and you all are free to return to your homes, businesses, or other significant places.

 “I want an end to all the conflict, and I don’t want to know so much about how the world works,” he continued to his friends as he stepped down and started to walk out with them.

 “But Ari has told me to stick to my duty. I remember Ari,” Alec told his mentor.

 “I know you have. You’ve done very well these past several months. And now you tell us these are signs that the rightful heir of the throne will be revealed at some time not too far away,” Ari said, as he put his arm around Alec’s waist.

 “This is an age of miracles,” Rander said. “We’ve never seen the likes of this in Oyster Bay.”

 “You’re right, Rander,” Ari said. “This is a time of miracles.”

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Section 2


Goldenfields and the River Giffey

 



 



 



 




 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 26 – A Visit to Boston Palace

 




As the time to leave Oyster Bay approached, Alec added more days of healing at the cathedral, and cut back on the dances at night. He had endured enough ceremony and empty lonely celebration, and wanted only to leave the city. Unmistakable signs of spring arrived as the temperatures warmed, and trees started to bud. At last the day came when the palace staff could no longer hold him back, and with a large contingent of his own army troops, Alec rode out of the city on Walnut, the first ruler to ride off to war in over five hundred years.


Alec rode with several guests he had not expected or desired, however. Several prominent nobles chose not to go to war, but developed a traveling court that would accompany the king. Privately Alec complained to Rander and the others about allowing it to happen, but like them, he had no diplomatic means of stopping the coterie who led the effort, resulting in more than two dozen travelers with their own luggage and their attendants, who Alec suspected would provide additional headaches for the army.


There was one surprising addition to his group, however. Allisma, a water ingenaire, received Aristotle’s permission to travel with Alec. They were acquaintances, though not close, and Alec wasn’t sure what to make of Allisma’s presence. She was good as a water ingenaire, but she was also an extremely close friend of Bethany’s. Alec was polite to her, but didn’t go out of his way to befriend her or become better friends, not yet ready to field any relationship that in any way related to Bethany.


The road was a familiar one for Alec, as it retraced the journey he had traveled while on his way to Stronghold. An armada of boats traveled on the river, carrying supplies and material. Within days they arrived at Three Forks, and numerous contingents of armsmen joined together. Alec presided over the meetings of the commanding officers, who jockeyed for position, supplies, assignments, and every other aspect of an army on the move.


The ruling council of Three Forks was honored to see the king arrive, and delighted to see the large army depart from its environs. There were over four thousand men and women marching together now, marching slowly in the slippery mud and puddles of spring. Alec rode with a small vanguard in these safe lands, as he preferred not to be mired in the torn and trampled road after the army had passed over it, and he wanted to remain in front of and apart from the courtiers.


Two weeks later, they came to the border of Goldenfields, and entered the lands that belonged to Boston Palace, the estate the Duke of Goldenfields had given to Alec long ago, though Alec had never visited it before. Within a few days they spotted the estate manor sitting on a bluff above the river, and rode up the graveled way to the lawn in front of the house. Looking down they could see the long winding ribbon of men and material moving towards them, and the many ships in the river carrying the supplies for the army.

 “Let’s spend the night here; I’ve never spent an evening at this estate before,” Alec impetuously decided. “We can give the army a day to pull together so the laggards can catch up.”


The staff of the manor expressed amazement at the arrival of a nobleman, and their direct owner at that, but were nonplussed by the arrival of an army. Alec learned that months earlier a force of the Goldenfields army had been stationed on the Boston estate to guard the river border. When it became clear that the troubles in Oyster Bay and with Stronghold had subsided, those troops had moved to the east to help in the battles with the lacertii.


As the army arrived and spread out across the fields, Alec took a tour of the estate grounds, and learned that the nobles of the movable court expected some type of banquet that evening to compensate for the monotonous trip they’d endured since leaving Redwater. 



Alec let Armilla handle the unpleasant chores of setting up an impromptu banquet in a manor house they’d never visited before. He knew he’d face her wraith afterwards as she would be forced to deal with the egos of the nobles jockeying for positions.


At dinner that night, Alec sat at a large round table, with Rander, Rubicon, Nathaniel, generals Hewlett and Tunce, and Count Wingler, Marchioness Julia, Countess Roubles, and the daughter of a wealthy merchant. Several other tables nearby held other military and social leaders, as well as the head of the local Goldenfields constabulary.


After the meal, Rander rose to give the end of the meal toast. “To the crown protector,” he said, “who brings an army of friendship to help the Duke of Goldenfields.”


The Goldenfields constable rose to return the toast. “To the lord of Boston Palace, returning to resume service to his Duke.”


Most of the room paused, trying to figure out if an awkward accolade or a veiled insult had just been issued. Nathaniel wasn’t sure either, but knew that there was no point in allowing something so trivial to blow up out of proportion. “To His majesty, who fondly remembers his time serving the Duke before he came to his powers,” he declared, and the room let the tension pass.

 “Quite the diplomat, I see,” Alec said in a quiet voice to his friend. “Perhaps we should have let your clever ways stay back in Oyster Bay to guard the throne, instead of Moriah’s.” Splitting up the two lovers had been a difficult decision, but everyone other than Moriah had agreed that it was important to keep a strong warrior ingenaire member of Alec’s circle in Oyster Bay to safeguard his interests. Moriah had wanted desperately to remain with Nathaniel, and she had wanted to go to war, but had deferred to Aristotle, Rubicon, and Nathaniel eventualla veiled 


Following dinner and polite talks, came the nightly reports from the army commanders and the dispatches from Oyster Bay behind as well as Goldenfields ahead. Alec fell asleep as weary as ever from the unending demands for decisions and information that capped the day. Early the next morning, Alec thanked his staff for all their work in providing and preparing the impromptu banquet the previous night, and resumed the journey to Goldenfields.


Three nights later the head of the army stopped for the night almost within sight of the city. They were on the east bank, and had seen increasing numbers of villages and homes, as well as boats on the river, since they left Boston. Alec was excited beyond description at the prospect of seeing the ducal palace and its many inhabitants that he knew so well. He slept little that night and was up early the next morning.


As they ate breakfast, Rander and the others held Alec in check, reminding him that the Duke did not expect him to arrive before noon, and so Alec sat with nervous energy as the large army he was bringing to help Goldenfields moved past him and began the day’s march that would send many of the soldiers past the city and further towards the battlefront.


Even as Alec’s tent was being struck in the cool midmorning of the early day, he watched Walnut being brought to him, and he eagerly climbed back into the saddle to ride towards the ceremonies and friends and memories that awaited him.

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 27 – Reunions in Goldenfields

 




The streets through the eastern bank communities were lined with onlookers, and progress was very slow as the royal party entered the city of Goldenfields. They eventually crossed the bridge to the busier side of the river, and a chorus of cheers erupted as they entered the great Merchants Square. Alec looked at the banners and flags waving with the duke’s colors and his own, and he thought back to the day the revolt in the palace had been crushed, when a large crowd had cheered for Colonel Ryder and the rag tag collection of forces that had retaken control of the palace from the Duke’s usurping sons.


At the causeway leading to the island palace, the Duke stood awaiting the arrival of the leader of the new army. Alec dismounted, and handed the reins of his horse to a groom. He walked out in front of his entourage, and approached the Duke and his welcoming group. The Duke bowed at Alec’s arrival, as did everyone with him, and then everyone in the square appeared to ripple in a wave of movement showing similar respect to Alec’s new position.


Alec was caught off-guard by the Duke’s gesture. He reached out with both hands and pulled the Duke up, then embraced him in a hug. “Your Grace, I’m more than happy to be back to serve you again,” he said.

 “Your majesty, I’m always more than happy to have you return! I just wish you didn’t have to keep leaving,” Duke Toulon said with genuine affection. “Let’s go into the palace and have a talk before this evening’s banquet.”


Alec looked at the crowd surrounding the Duke and him, and saw face after face of friends. Colonel Ryder was present, and to Alec’s great delight, both Captain Lewis and his wife Inga, the guardsman. The Duke’s ingenaire, Merle, stood next to counselors Ratsall and Kelvin. There were many others Alec recognized in the palace group, mostly among the Guardsmen who he had practiced with.


The Duke turned and walked back towards the palace, striding with his hand on Alec’s elbow. “I hear nothing but good things about your reign so far, your majesty,” he said.

 “Please just call me Alec, your grace,” Alec answered.

 “Then you must call me Guy,” the Duke replied.

 “That will be tough,” Alec said ruefully, and they both laughed. “I see that Lewis and Inga are here.”

 “They are taking a turn back here at the palace, while Imelda’s cavalry and several others are on the front for now,” the Duke said. “With your force here, we’ll be sending almost everyone out to the battles now to try to win this spring.”

 “But we can have a serious talk any time over the next few days,” the Duke politely changed the subject. “Your timing is just what I would expect from any other young man who is king. Tonight we’ll have a ball for you, and then tomorrow we start the three days of Transpassare. You’ll have many opportunities to dance with the young ladies,” the Duke added with a grin.

 “Will that include an opportunity to dance with your duchess?” Alec asked laughingly. He was pleased to enjoy the revelry of Transpassare, the holiday of the first new moon of spring. He had missed last years’ frivolity while he was in the desert cave of John Mark’s pool.

 “She is rather delicate these days, and won’t be dancing,” the Duke explained in reference to his wife from Bondell, then paused momentarily as some private reflection consumed his attention. “But we’ll have chances to talk with her many times.”


They arrived at the palace doors and entered. “You still have your own room here of course, and we have suites set aside for your entire group,” the duke said at the foot of the stairs.

 “Is Ellison available this afternoon?” Alec asked unexpectedly as the desire to walk the familiar city streets rose up within him. “If he could take Armilla and I out the quiet way, I would be grateful to see the city again.”


The Duke looked at him. “I understand. It must be hard for someone who was free all your life to have to adjust to the scrutiny of leadership. Ellison will arrive at your rooms to be at your service shortly.”


Alec was in his suiteith Armilla in the early afternoon when his escort arrived. “Ellison, my friend, it is so good to see you again! Are you and Ellen married?” Alec asked as he hugged the man who had become an early friend in the Guard.

 “Ah, Alec,” Ellison said, stepping back to arms length to observe him. “You look so different. You’ve gone through a lot, I hear, and I know I don’t know the half of what you’ve done this past year. It’s good to see you!

 “Yes, we are married now, and live in your shop still, along with several of the young ingenairii,” Ellison continued. “And so you’re virtually a king! The Lord works in wonderful and mysterious ways, doesn’t he?

 “Now, where would you like to go?”

 “I’d like to go to the shop, and to see Annalea, and to Leah’s grave, for this afternoon, if there’s time,” Alec told Ellison. “I’ll bring Armilla along, if you don’t mind,” Alec indicated the armed woman who clearly stood out as a guard.

 “Of course you’ll bring her. You know that a ruler must obey his guard at all times,” Ellison gave Armilla a wink. “Do you have cloaks to wear in the streets?”


The three of them were quickly on their way through the tunnel under the river. “We should have something like this at the Palace in Oyster Bay,” Armilla told Alec as they climbed up the exit into the city, to which he agreed, as he and Ellison discussed the many changes in their lives over the course of time since they last saw each other.


They walked through the streets of the city with hoods drawn up, as Alec swiveled his head back and forth, looking at the small changes that had occurred in the everyday scenery of these streets he formerly walked daily. When they turned onto Bakers Street, Alec paused at the corner to give the ghosts of the past time to prepare for his arrival. “There, right there, Ellison, is where I caught Ellen and Hannah the first day we met, when they were leaving the shop,” Alec pointed for his friend like a tour guide.


They walked to the door of the shop. “Are you ready for this?” Ellison asked with a grin, then opened the door and led the way in, where the after hours waiting room was empty. “We’re closed, please come back tomorrow,” a voice called down the hall, and then Cassie came into view. “Oh Ellison, sorry, I didn’t know you were coming,” she said as she registered who had arrived. “Oh my, oh my Lord! Alec! Alec! Alec’s here!” she said in ascending volume as her mind recognized the face whose hood was being drawn back. She rushed to him as best she could in her pregnant state and hugged him fiercely.


Alec looked at her face, so familiar and yet grown different as her pregnancy subtly changed it, then he felt the girl’s body press up against him, and he smelled her familiar scent as her hair brushed against his face in a hug that lasted a long silent time. Footsteps sounded in the hallway and on the steps as people came flocking to the commotion, but Alec and Cassie continued to hold each other for a long time.

 “Oh Cassie, I’m so happy to see you,” Alec whispered in her ear at last, as they gently ended their embrace.


 “Most people thought you were dead in Bondell, but I never believed it,” Cassie said. “Appel, it’s Alec!” she said to the air ingenaire who was her companion. Appel broke the tableau across the room and led a group of young ingenairii that surged towards Alec and mobbed him with enthusiastic affection.


Ellison stood against a wall with his arm around Ellen, watching the reunion. Confident that Alec was safe, Armilla maneuvered over next to them. “He must be lonelier than I realized. I’ve never seen him around many people his own age,” she said. “He never has a chance to be a boy now, and he doesn’t have many friends who can ever forget he’s the crown protector,” she observed to Ellison as the group of a dozen young ingenairii shouted and chatted and laughed around their long-lost friend.

 “Is he happy?” Ellen asked.

 “I doubt it, but I’m not sure,” Armilla answered. I don’t think he’s sure. He stays so busy trying to do everything people tell him to do to be the savior of the Dominion, he doesn’t have time to know what he’s missing any more. I think he’s happiest when he practices swords in the morning with the Palace Guard, or when he heals the public. He seems happier at those moments than any time I’ve seen him,” she added. “After that, it’s all kingly business.”

 “Does he have a lady love? Is Bethany still with him?” Ellen asked.


Armilla judged the couple she was standing with and concluded that they were true friends of her ward who cared only for his welfare. “Do you mean the pretty blond ingenaire?” she asked, and Ellen nodded. “I watched them at a ball once. He watched her a great deal, and she watched him a great deal as well, and they danced a long dance together. But I’ve not seen her since, and he’s not gone to look for her when he’s gone to Ingenairii Hill. He’s in love with her, and been hurt; she has another beau now. So he’s not looking for a girl right now, and what’s worse is that he’s being hunted by a pack of potential wives from the rich and the noble.”


The group of ingenairii was moving down the hallway now towards the kitchen, where they sat around a table to talk. Alec was freed of most of the inhibitions of being a ruler, and told about his adventures in Bondell, Oyster Bay, and Stronghold, focusing on the aspects that touched on ingenairii powers and on military powers, topics of interest for this enclave of ingenairii who remained in Goldenfields to fight against the lacertii.


Alec refused to speak any further after a time, and made the others speak, telling him about one another and the other ingenairii that had passed through Goldenfields, including some who were on active duty currently serving in action against the lacertii. “Most of us here will be traveling east with the army when you start moving that way. The forces from Slone and the Northern Borders went south about a month ago,” said Streed, a stone ingenaire. “That was the signal that the rest of the army is getting close to moving.”


Eventually Alec looked up at Ellison and Armilla, who were still waiting patiently. “What time is it?” he asked.

 “It’s time to return to the palacehe’the banquet and dance this evening,” Ellison said bluntly.

 “I didn’t know the time would go so fast here. I wanted to do more,” Alec replied. He looked at Cassie and Appel, sitting next to one another, and smiled a gentle smile, then stood and bid farewell as Ellison led Armilla and him back out onto the street.


No one spoke as they returned through the tunnel to the Guard quarters and re-entered the palace, but the flurry of activity in the rich corridors created a sense of urgency as Ellison left the other two to tend to his own activities. Alec found his advisors mystified by his disappearance and annoyed with him upon his return.

 “We should be preparing to enter the hall right now,” Rubicon told him, “and we didn’t have any idea where you had disappeared to.”

 “I had Armilla with me and a member of the Goldenfields Guard, and my own sword as well,” Alec said, pulling off his tunic and dressing in the robes that were awaiting him. “I’m sorry to have caused any problem, but there’s nothing more to be said,” he told the roomful of men, and promptly led the way out the door and down towards the great hall of the palace, using passageways and backstairs as shortcuts that left his whole entourage bewildered about the way they had traveled.

 “Your majesty is right on time,” Lord Kelvin said diplomatically as the king and his court burst through a service door into the antechamber of the great hall. “The Duke entered just moments ago.” Kelvin gave a subtle gesture, and a flourish of horns sounded in the main hall. “We had to check the protocol on how one handles a royal appearance in a ducal palace. No one remembers the last time we had a person of such high rank among us.” He gestured firmly with his hand towards the door. “The protector of the crown should enter now, and the others follow singly after an appropriate pause,” he directed.


The doors were opened by pages, and Alec strode forward, still feeling a rush of energy from leading the frenzied migration down from his chambers. He entered the room and stopped abruptly, looking at the large crowd that was watching him enter. The horns’ last notes died away, and there was a pregnant moment of silence, then applause blasted forth enthusiastically from all corners of the hall, as the elite of Goldenfields welcomed a ruler they considered to be one of their own.


Alec looked around at the waving, cheering crowd of smiling faces. He looked down at the bottom of the stairs, and saw the Duke with his young wife, Rhiann, a princess of Bondell, and an escort of Guardsmen, including Inga. Rhiann made eye contact for a moment, and Alec thought he saw a glint of recognition in her expression, then she covertly raised her hand to wave, and gestured to him to do the same.


For a moment Alec stood not comprehending, then realized the princess was cueing him to wave to the crowd. He raised his right hand and did so, increasing the volume of the satisfied crowds’ cheers. The princess smiled knowingly, and Alec waved again, then began to walk down the steps towards his host.

 “I’m worried that I may have to turn the duchy over to you, based on your popularity,” Duke Toulon said laughingly as Alec joined the group. “You’ve certainly got  crowd’s affection.”

 “Tonight, anyway,” Inga said barely under her breath, and her lips twitched in a slight grin for a moment as she slightly relaxed the rigors of being on duty to acknowledge Alec.


He studied her face as she scanned the crowd, struck by the grave maturity that had settled into her features in the many months since he had last seen her. Their parting had been incomplete and unsatisfactory, but he did not sense any bitterness within her, and hoped for a moment to talk with her alone.

 “Thank you,” Alec said to Rhiann, turning to the princess. “You knew what to do.”

 “I was born to royalty; you’ve just had it dropped upon you. You’ll learn these things,” the dark-haired woman said. “Is your pretty consort with you?” she asked, looking up the stairs where the others were now descending as they were announced.


Without knowing why, Alec glanced involuntarily at Inga, who glanced at him at the same moment. “I have no consort at the moment,” he replied, remembering that the princess had seen him with Bethany at the beginning of her journey to Goldenfields. “Bethany is with another now, and remains on Ingenaire Hill.”

 “You’ve got a good memory,” he added to avoid any awkwardness. “We barely met in Bondell.”

 “I remember you. You still look young, except in the eyes,” she answered.

 “And do you still ride horses so well?” Alec asked, then realized abruptly that the voluminous robes were a sign of her advanced pregnancy. “My apologies,” he said, and looked at her intently with his health vision, studying her and her son who rested in her womb. “You and your child are both looking very well,” he continued.

 “What can you tell us” the Duke asked. “Is it a boy or a girl?”


Alec looked at the faces of the two parents. The princess’s face hid some very slight stress, while the duke’s was eager.

 “You’re going to have a boy,” Alec told her, taking her hand in his. She smiled, relieved to know she had fulfilled her dynastic duty for her new husband. She squeezed Alec’s hand tightly with thanks.

 “Shall we lead the way to the tables?” Ratsall asked, as the last of Alec’s group joined them.

 “Who shall be your escort?” a courtier asked as the line began to form behind Alec.


Alec looked around in confusion. “I have no escort for the evening,” he explained.


It was the courtier’s turn to look confused. “I’ll go find a suitable young lady, if you’ll wait just a moment.”

 “Never mind, I see the lady I wish to be my escort to the table,” Alec said, as his surveillance of the ballroom located a face that shone ouim. “I’d like to have that woman walk with me, if she is willing,” he pointed to Helen Millershome, wife of the trader Natha, standing in a not too distant group of dignitaries.


A minute later Natha and Helen were standing with Alec and a bewildered protocol courtier. Helen’s warm smile was as radiant as Alec could remember, and Natha was beaming. “Your majesty is too kind. You honor us too much,” Helen said after a curtsy. Alec held open his arms and embraced the kind matron, who had been his first new friend in Goldenfields.

 “We’ll each walk on a side of the lady,” Alec said to Natha and the courtier, and with the Duke and Princess behind them to the dismay of some sticklers for the rules, the threesome led the crowd from the ballroom to the dining room.


Once they were in the room Natha and Helen strode off to their assigned table near the front, while Alec moved to a table at the head of the room, with a promise by all three to talk after dinner. A number of Goldenfields upper crust were honored to sit at his table, and Alec politely endured the stiff conversation for several courses, until the Duke came over and called him away to confer.

 “I’m sorry; I didn’t realize the staff had done that to you,” the Duke said as he glanced at the quiet and stodgy table they left behind. “Someone was trying hard to curry favors. Come, it’s time to open the dance floor, and you’re expected to lead.”


Alec groaned at the repetition of the honor he didn’t enjoy. “I don’t have an escort to dance with. Will you honor me with one of the princess’s ladies-in-waiting?” he asked diplomatically.


The Duke nodded and led the way to his own table, where he whispered briefly to the princess, who looked at Alec for a moment, then beckoned to a young woman in a green gown at another table. The tall blond woman looked familiar to Alec. She looked at his face with an open expression, devoid of the intimidation many others displayed when first presented to the protector of the crown.

 “Your majesty, this is Yula, an ingenaire and a lady-in-waiting in our court. She makes my life so much better by using her powers to grow the flowers and plants of Bondell in the garden here,” the princess explained.


Recognition dawned for Alec, and a flood of memories washed over him. This woman had been one of Merle’s apprentices when Alec had first started training his ingenaire powers. In fact, it had been her lap he had fallen into on the night he had gone on to activate his warrior abilities for the first time on his own.

 “I thought the two of you would be suitable companions since you’re both ingenairii,” the princess said, still seated at the table as Alec and Yula stood over her.

 “Thank you, your grace, for this honor,” Yula said to the princess. “His majesty is an old acquaintance,” she said with a demure confidence that made Alec suddenly feel he was being honored to dance with her, rather than the other way around. He silently held out his arm and the blond girl extended her own slender fingers to rest on his forearm, after which they proceeded to walk to the doors that led to the ballroom.



The two of them stood silently for several minutes as others lined up behind them, jostling for position. Alec turned and looked at Yula, who was almost as tall as he was. Her hair was swept back from her face, and she stared forward. She turned her head slightly so that she almost faced him in a quarter profile.

 “Your majesty, you’ve certainly done a great deal since the last time I saw you practicing swords in the armory. Latvia and I used to peek in to watch you after you came back from Oyster Bay,” Yula told him. “You had become such an important person, and we were still laboring away as apprentices. And then you were gone again, and months later, suddenly you’re the ruler of the Dominion!” she stated.

 “I’m afraid you’re still mad at me because it was my lap you fell into when the Guard lady was upset with you,” Yula continued.

 “I had no reason to be mad with you,” Alec said politely, inwardly acknowledging the irrational truth of her perception.

 “She’s watching us now,” Yula replied. “You’ll have to take her out for a dance next, or you’ll never be in her good graces.”


Alec was saved from answering and prevented from looking for Inga just then as the trumpets sounded and the doors opened before them, inviting the two to lead the procession of eager dancers into the ballroom.


With the sounds of the musicians inviting the crowd to move into the ballroom, Alec and Yula strode to the other side of the room, and waited for the line to reassemble. “The princess is a wonderful person,” Yula said. “The Duke has been very kind to her, and she’s been good for him as well, especially after his sons turned against him. They’re both happy people now thanks to each other.”


Alec placed his hand on Yula’s waist as the dance began. He was glad to hear of the happiness of the ruling couple. “The princess seemed like a high-spirited person when I met her in Bondell,” Alec replied.

 “She is fascinated by healing ingenairii powers,” Yula told him. “Your reputation, given what you did for the Duke and others here in Goldenfields, is something she asked about frequently. Your protégé, Cassie, has been invited to the palace several times to talk about healing generally, and you specifically. I think she welcomed me into her circle partially because she perceives some connection between your healing arts and my growing arts.”

 “Is there a connection?” Alec asked in earnest. He’d never considered one, but as Yula mentioned some relation between healing and growing plants, it didn’t seem far-fetched.


She stepped back slightly in mid-step to look at his face, examining his features to see if he was serious or provocative. “I’m not aware of anything that relates them,” she told him.


A strange sense of fait accompli came over Alec. “Concentrate on what I am doing to you,” he said, “and tell me if it feels like your own powers.” He began to release his healing powers into Yula, letting the energy flow through his handAlec r her body, where it diffused and evenly spread through her healthy frame.


She closed her eyes as the powers swept through her, then relaxed against Alec, her muscles going almost limp as she enjoyed the feeling of wellness that filled every cell. “Mmmm,” she hummed in his ear. “That was delicious. It was something like my own powers in a way. I think I felt some similar sense of growth underneath the energy, but the effect was so good everywhere I couldn’t really concentrate.”


She opened her eyes and looked into his. Alec was startled by how brilliantly green her eyes were, so appropriate for a plant ingenaire, he thought. After a moment her eyes flickered over his shoulder, then in another direction, then returned to his, and she stood straighter, pulling her body away from his. “We’re the only ones still on the dance floor, and everyone is watching.”

 “Not again,” Alec said almost under his breath, remembering dancing with Bethany in Oyster Bay. He broke the dance pose, and led Yula by the hand towards the Duke and Princess.

 “Not again what?” the plant ingenaire asked.

 “Just a silly mistake on my part,” Alec glossed over.

 “I’m delighted to see that you enjoyed my choice of a partner for your majesty,” Rhiann said with a smile as they arrived. “Would you like to dance the second dance as well?” she asked.

 “No, no thank you. I’ll sit this one out,” Alec said, wanting to avoid the public eye for a time if possible. He glanced at the Duke’s bodyguard, and saw Inga’s head swivel to look in the direction opposite him.


His own followers arrived on the side of the room where he sat. “I think I’d like to spend the night sleeping with our army, instead of in the palace,” he said to Rander. “The rest of you are welcome to stay as long as you like,” he added. He saw the doubt in Rander’s eyes.

 “Really, you can stay here all night if you want! I just have a feeling that I’ll enjoy the freedom of the camp over the feeling of being surrounded here in the palace,” he gestured at the many people around them. Rander nodded affirmatively and left to arrange the horses, while Alec went to tell the Duke that he was preparing to depart.

 “You can’t leave,” the Duke tried to insist. “We’ve barely begun tonight.”

 “I will come back tomorrow and the day after,” Alec assured him. “But tonight I’m just…tired,” he fibbed, not sure how to explain a feeling of shyness and disdain for further public display. He motioned to Armilla. “Would you like to stay here for the dance, or would you like to return to the camp with me?” he asked.


A look of contempt crossed Armilla’s face, and Alec grinned. “Let’s go to the stables,” he said conspiratorially, and slipped out a side door into a service corridor, where he knew a way to the courtyard. They quickly strode past startled servants on their way to the Guard facilities.




They entered the stables that Alec had helped build for the cavalry unit. The stalls were mostly empty because the cavalry was out in the field fighting. After several minutes they found their animals and led them out to the bridge where they mounted and rode into the city.
 “You showed some common sense for a change,” Armilla said as they began riding. “I thought you enjoyed prancing around at all these dances and balls. You certainly seemed to enjoy being with that blond ingenaire on the dance floor. Do I detect a pattern?”


Alec looked at Armilla in surprise. “She told me something that intrigued me, and I tried a little experiment with my healing powers while we were dancing,” he explained. “I didn’t know it would affect her like that. It was just an accident in a way, and no, there’s not a pattern.” He thought suddenly of Imelda, leading the cavalry on a ride across the plains; what would she be like to dance with, he wondered. “I’m truly tired of so many dances where I have to be on display, always leading the first dance,” he complained. “I just want to be like everyone else and blend in sometimes.”


Armilla glanced at her charge. “I don’t blame you, Your Grace. But that isn’t the way the world is now,” she spoke. “Where are we going, by the way?” she asked as they rode towards the edge of town.

 “We’re going to visit a friend,” Alec told her. He was looking for a small church and a grove of cedar trees. They rode along silently until Alec found the cemetery where Leah was buried. “A friend of mine died too young, and rests here now. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said, handing her Walnut’s reins as he went through the wooden gate. In the darkness he stumbled as he headed to Leah’s grave, but eventually he found it, now grown back to turf. A large headstone had been erected, and Alec knelt on the grass beside the stone, praying and talking to Leah.

 “Oh Leah, I wish you were here, still enjoying the healing and comfort you gave to folks. I wish you were here for me,” he said softly. “I wish you were here for your daughter, and I hope you’re happy as you watch her grow.” He knelt for a long time, remembering the journey down the river and the establishment of their shop, and the good times they had spent together.

 “Majesty? Alec?” he heard at length from behind him. He rose and returned to where Armilla was standing at the gate. “I couldn’t see you,” she explained as Alec exited the graveyard.


He nodded, and they remounted to ride back to town, Alec contemplatively silent, Armilla respectfully silent. As they crossed the bridge to the other bank of the river, Armilla reached over to grab Walnut’s reins, stopping both their horses side-by-side.

 “Your majesty, you are a ruler of the Dominion, and you have done some tremendous things already in just a few short months,” she said, not able to look him in the eye. “You are also a young man, young enough to be my son almost. Your life is very difficult, and you keep those difficult items bottled up inside. It’s not healthy.” She turned to look him in the face.

 “Alec, you have to find time to be a young man, and you have to find people you can trust to be your friends. You’regetting ready to ride into a war. It’s going to be a big war with huge battles, and you’re not going to be able to single-handedly win the day. That’s going to be hard for you to accept. Find some people who are your friends. Maybe invite those ingenairii from your old healer shop,” she suggested. “A king is supposed to have an entourage, a court of followers. You looked like you were having fun when you visited with them today. It’s what you need, unless you’re going to finally pick a special girl and stick with her…, well, that’s a topic for another day,” she said, looking away again.

 “Forgive me for being so forward, sire,” Armilla said as she let loose of the reins and started the horses back on their way.

 “Armilla,” Alec paused as he considered what to say. “I know I won’t be able to win the battle next time. I’ve had my warrior abilities mostly taken away from me. I’m just an ordinary swordsman now. But I know what you mean,” he added. “You’re right that this war will be too big for me to win it on my own.”

 “Thank you for thinking about me as a person, instead of just as the protector,” he continued. “Friends would be fun to have around, but I can hardly take them into danger with me and make them put up with all the rigors of life in an army camp, can I?”

 “Invite them to camp,” Armilla answered. “We’re going to be here a couple of days. Invite them to come visit, or even to ride with the army the first few days. They might decide to stick with you if they know what they’re getting into.”

 “I’ll think about it,” Alec replied, thinking about companionship instead of loneliness. He considered the tantalizing possibility as they rode the rest of the way to the army camp and made themselves at home for the evening.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 28 – Healing in Goldenfields

 




The next morning Alec was up early and rode with Armilla back into town. “Let’s go to Henree’s to get some rolls and bread,” he suggested. He entered the familiar bakery shop and exchanged glad words of recognition with his former neighbor, catching up on neighborhood gossip before he rode away with a sack of pastries. He then led Armilla to Annalea’s home, only to be reminded that she and Rand had moved to a larger location due to the prosperity Rand’s shop was enjoying. With directions to follow, Alec and his escort again rode through town to the warehouse district, where they found the proper place.

 “Thank you, Angel!” Annalea cried happily as she hugged Alec, accepted the bag of sweet rolls and invited Alec and Armilla into the parlor. 

 “Ohec, to think that you are the crown protector of the Dominion,” she said as they sat at the table, baby Leah sitting with them and chewing on a roll. “I shouldn’t let her have something sweet, but if her ruler has brought it, I have no choice, do I?”

 “How is Rand doing?” Alec asked as he sipped his glass of juice.

 “He still works too hard. We no more than moved into this new place than the wars slowed business down,” she said in a confidential tone. “He has kept his helpers employed so they can feed their families, but the budget is tight, and he won’t take help from anyone,” meaning Natha and Helen, Alec knew.

 “And what adventures have you had?” Annalea asked. “Once in a while Papa would mention that you had popped up somewhere at an office and disappeared, but then when I heard you had saved the crown, I cried with joy. It’s so good of you to come visit like this. I didn’t think a royal person could just ride around a town like that.”

 “He shouldn’t,” Armilla confirmed, “at least probably not after today, when his advisors will start to realize just what he’s been doing and more people in the city come to recognize him.”


They chatted a bit more, and Alec went to visit Rand in his shop, before leaving. “Take good care of him, Armilla,” Annalea told the escort as she hugged Alec tightly. “You look sadder, Angel. I hope you find more happiness.”

 “Seeing you is the most happiness I could ever hope to have,” Alec told Annalea as he squeezed her hand and they departed.

 “So is every woman you love already betrothed to someone else?” Armilla asked brazenly.

 “I don’t love Annie, not in that way,” Alec told her, as he wondered if in fact he did only fall in love with women who were beyond his reach. He was contemplating that question when an unrelated connection occurred to him. “Let’s go to court. I want to see Yula again…and it’s not what you think!” he added quickly.

 “Of course it’s not; she isn’t married or pledged, at least as far as you know,” Armilla snorted, and they laughed together as they rode to the Duke’s palace.


The late night hours of the ball had worn out the other members of Alec’s court, and they all were still sleeping when Alec and Armilla entered the suite of palace rooms reserved for him. As a result, Alec led Armilla down to the Guard armory, to practice sword work with the others on the practice squad. Alec’s eyes lit up when he saw Lewis and Inga practicing together. “May I have winner?” he asked loudly of the two intent guards.

 “It would be my pleasure. I don’t think we’ve ever really fenced, have we?” Lewis replied as he concentrated on his wife’s thrust and parry.

 “And you’re not going to try today either, since I’m going to beat you,” Inga interjected as she swiveled her body to avoid a winning strike by her spouse.


Alec and Armilla went to put on practice pads, and Armilla spent several minutes searching for the heaviest practice sword she could find. They returned to the fencing section, where Inga was awaiting Alec’s return. “I had to beat him so I could have the challenge of fighting a southpaw,” she explained, as Lewis made disgusted noises.

 “So that’s the infamous scar?” she asked as she and Alec stood face-to-face in preliminary preparations. “And you’ve got another one too?”


Armilla and Lewis moved across the room to the other practice mat that was ready for use.

 “That’s it. Imelda’s reminder to me,” he answered, no longer upset about the scar he had sustained; in fact he felt a slight fondness for the scar, an echo of the fondness he felt towards its creator. “That seems like something that happened so long ago, it was someone else.

 “And the other one I picked up in Stronghold, not so long ago,” he finished explaining.


He began a half-hearted thrust that Inga fiercely parried. “Do it like you mean it,” she admonished. “We both know what results from not putting your whole heart into something.”


Alec focused his utmost effort and managed to penetrate Inga’s defenses to tap her briefly, scoring a point. “I’m sorry.” He paused in silence for several heartbeats. “I’m sorry we came to an end as friends. You did so much for me; I arrived here without a friend in the Palace and you took care of me, trained me, spent all your time with me like there was nothing else in the world more important. And I care for Lewis almost as much as I do for you. I should never have spent so much time thinking about you, or letting it show.”


Inga rallied and pressed Alec hard. “You’re much better than the last time we fenced.

 “Alec, I told you once that we would always be friends, and it’s as true now as it was then,” she said after a pause and another extended silent engagement. “You saved my life. You were a boy who was lost in a place that was clearly foreign to him. And then you saved Lewis’s life. And he was gone for so long. I made a mistake by feeling so close to you, but we both know it was never anything that was wrong. And then I was wrong to run away like I did; thank goodness I ran to the right place, and Lewis was so wonderful.”

 “I saw Elcome in Stronghold,” Alec told her. “He ran there when his plots here unraveled. He was with the woman who gave me this scar,” he pointed to his face. “He made an escape, and hasn’t been seen since. When he is found though, I’ll get revenge.”


They continued to fence, going hard at one another. “It’s really not fair that you’ve put on weight, grown taller, and become so good,” Inga complained, and then she tried a thrust that corkscrewed her blade right into Alec’s shoulder pad, causing him to fall back. Inga stepped back and waited for him to rise.

 “Imelda told me that you could heal that scar anytime you wanted to. She thinks you keep it to taunt her,” Inga told him as they energetically re-engaged their contest for another long bout without words.< />

 “Maybe that’s part of it,” Alec admitted. “But at first I kept it mostly to remind myself not to be a fool. And now I don’t even think about it; maybe I’ve become a fool?” He pressed hard against Inga’s defenses, but she didn’t back away. “And when I’m reminded of it, I remember Imelda,” he added as they fought on through the match.

 “We’re all going to be fools, as you say, sometimes. It’s a part of being human,” Inga said as they stood toe to toe. “Lewis taught me that.”

 “Are we done here?” she asked several minutes later.


Alec looked at the beads of sweat on her face, and realized how exhausted he felt. “We’re done with fencing, I’d say,” he agreed. He stepped back, pulled off a glove, and held his hand out to Inga. She pulled her glove off too, but then thought twice and held out her other arm as well, leading them to embrace tightly.


When Alec stepped back he heard someone clear their throat. Both Inga and Alec turned to see that an audience was watching them. Lewis began to clap, followed by Armilla and Rander, then Colonel Ryder, Yula, and the rest joined in the applause. “That was a display well worth seeing,” Ryder said.

 “Why is everyone here?” Alec asked.

 “We seemed to have misplaced our protector again,” Rander said with a grin. “We thought we should try to find him.” 


 “There are a few things scheduled for this morning,” Ryder added. “But we’ve re-arranged matters.”


Alec and Inga walked over to the group. “How long have you been watching?”

 “They saw the last half hour, but missed the first hour,” Armilla said.

 “I haven’t ever seen a workout like that,” she added. “You’d almost be a challenge for me.”


The two tired combatants left to go to clean up. When Alec returned, several had left including Ryder, Lewis and Inga.

 “What do we have planned for the morning?” he asked, keeping an eye on Yula, who stood slightly apart from the group. “I’d like to run on a mission that may take some time. Yula, if you’d be so kind, I’d like for you to ride with us on this little journey.”


The girl looked at Alec in surprise. “Where are you going?”

 “I want to go visit a friend here in the city, someone who might appreciate your talents,” Alec answered cryptically. “Will you come along?”

 “Armilla and Yula and I are going out on this errand, and should be back relatively soon. If you have any dispatches or briefings for me, I’ll be sure to give you all my attention when I return,” Alec told Rander, who bowed his acquiescence and left. In short order Alec and the two women were astride horses, and ridack to Rand and Annalea’s home.

 “Annie?” Alec called as he stepped across the threshold. Amiel, her household servant arrived. “May I help you?” she asked, not recognizing Alec.

 “Amiel, it’s me Alec, the healer,” he replied, startling her by taking her hand.

 “Gracious me! But I’ve heard such things about you! They said you were…” her voice trailed off, not wanting to appear silly by calling the boy in the hall leader of the Dominion.

 “Yes, they tell me I’m a leader, but I don’t believe it either,” he answered her. “We’re here to see your pretty young mistress.”

 “The very young one, or just the young one?” Amiel asked with a sly smile, recovering from her embarrassment. “Goodness knows Leah believes she is mistress of me and everyone in this house! That girl is spoiled worse than her mother was!”

 “I think it’s Annie we want to see,” Alec said.


They were led to a parlor and sat waiting for Annie to arrive. “Alec, why have you brought me here?” Yula asked, unable to remain patient any longer. “Who is this girl you want me to meet?”

 “Annie was the first patient I healed here in Goldenfields,” Alec explained. “She had an unfortunate number of different things affect her at the same time, and the doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong, or how to treat her. Because of my abilities I was able to diagnose the problem and heal her.”

 “I remember when I woke up and saw him for the first time,” Annalea’s voice said from the hallway. “I thought I had passed to the other side, and that he was the angel waiting there for me.”


Armilla snorted loudly at the notion of Alec being an angel, causing all heads to turn for a moment.

 “Have a seat, Annalea,” Alec said.

 “Well,” he continued his story, “I was able to heal her obviously, but there was one injury I did not know how to cure.”

 “Yula, this is where you may have a role,” Alec spoke more rapidly, growing nervous about his next proposal. “Since then I’ve learned and done more healing, especially using ingenaire powers. And after you and I talked last night on the dance floor about the possible similarity of our powers, I had a thought.”


Annalea was studying his face intently. “Annie, I think I may be able to heal what I couldn’t before, and I think Yula’s powers can help,” he told the young woman.


All three of the visitors watched the emotions race across Annie’s features, until she covered her face with her hands and started to cry. “Oh Alec,” she said in a sobbing voice. “I don’t know what to say. I never expected anything like that. Can you really?” she asked. He nodded affirmatively. “Will it be difficult?” she asked.

 “Not at all, not for you,” Alec told her. “You will just need to lie down, and we’ll do all the work. Would you like for us to do it now?”

 “Alec, may I see you for a moment outside?” Yula asked suddenly, breaking the tableau between the two friends. They stepped out in the hallway.

 “What are you springing here? Don’t you think you should have asked me before proposing this? What’s my role? What’s it going to do to me?” she asked in an increasingly rapid parade of questions.

 “This only requires you to use your energy the way you ordinarily would, but you’ll do it through me,” Alec explained in the slow rhythm of an adult speaking to a child.

 “Stop speaking that way,” Yula interrupted. “Stop it or I’ll walk out of here right now. You could have told me what you had in mind before you brought me here and sprang this trap. I’ve got nothing against the girl, but I don’t think you should just pull people along in your path to do you bidding.”


Alec paused to consider the plant ingenaire’s words. Perhaps he was unfairly presuming that she would do what he wanted her to. “I’m sorry if this came across poorly. After my experiment last night on the dance floor, It occurred to me that we could combine our powers to do more than I can do on my own. Together I think we can heal Annalea. It’s just a chance to do something simple that will help a girl who deserves help more than anyone else I know.”


Yula looked Alec squarely in the eye for a long silent minute. “Alright, if you will promise that this will be simple and easy and that you won’t just spring a surprise on me like this again, I’ll do it. But you owe me a very, very large favor,” she added, without a smile on her face.


They re-entered the chamber. “We’re ready to start Annie,” Alec said simply. “If you would lie down, please,” he motioned to the sofa, then went and stood beside her as she took a recumbent position.

 “Yula, put your hands on my shoulder, here,” Alec directed the blond girl. She did as instructed, and Alec placed his hand over Annalea’s midsection, then knelt quietly while he looked at her intently with his health sense, understanding what needed to be healed and how to do it.

 “Yula, I’m going to start using my healing power on Annie, and I want you to release your powers into me, just like an ordinary activity for you,” he directed. “Let your powers flow into me, and I’ll take them and use them as we repair and regenerate Annie.”

 “You’ll grow sleepy, Annie, from all the power we’ll ask your body to use to help in the healing. But that’s the worst that you’ll feel.”

 “Yula, I may ask you to increase your power flows if I think we need more. Just listen to me and follow my lead. I’ll tell you to stop when it’s time,” he explained, sensitive to the long fingers that wrapped over his shoulder blade, slightly digging into his muscles.


Alec began to release his healing powers, starting the process of removing the damage. “Yula, let your power start,” he instructed the girl behind him. She seemed to tighten her grip slightly, then he felt her power tingle through him as he took hold of it and channeled it to join his healing power. It felt similar to his own abilities, much more so than other ingenairii’ powers had felt in the past.


He sensed the changes he was effecting within Annalea, who lay silently with her eyes closed. Yula’s powers were facile and strong, and Alec shut off his own powers, other than a small trickle that directed and shaped Yula’s energy. He completed his first task, and began directing the growth of new tissue, the connections to surrounding flesh, and the restoration of blood flow to the revitalized womb. The steps followed each other closely as Annalea gave a small sigh. “Does that hurt?” Alec asked.

 “No, it feels indescribable, but it’s not pain,” she said.


Alec sensed the finish of the last step. “You can stop now, Yula,” he directed, as he used his health vision to closely examine the newly healed body of the young woman with the curly dark hair.


Everything seemed in order, perhaps even better and more fertile than Annalea had been before she drank the unfortunate spring water to improve her chances of bearing a child. Alec began to stand up slowly, satisfied with the results he saw, and intrigued by how little of his own power he had expended.

 “Yula, thank you for your help,” Alec said. Still partially crouched, he turned his head to look over his shoulder and brushed his cheek against Yula’s face as she bent in close and looked past him to the girl on the sofa.

 “That was fascinating,” Yula said softly, in a husky voice. “I felt the way you took my power and changed it. It felt so similar to my own use of the energy, but there was a thing, almost like a texture that was different. It was like it felt fleshy instead of fruity like my own power,” she analyzed what had just occurred, unconsciously speaking her thoughts out loud.

 “Annalea,” Alec said, looking down at his friend who had propped herself up on one elbow and was looking at him, “your body has been healed, thanks to the energy that Yula provided, and you will be able to bear children just as any other woman. Although,” he added with a smile, “I know that the children you bear will be smarter and prettier than any others.”


Tears welled up in Annie’s eyes, and she rose to hug Alec fiercely around the waist. “Oh Alec, this is like you’ve saved my life again! I didn’t realize how much it would mean to hear you say those words. I have to go see Rand to tell him!” she stood fully and ran from the room.

 “Yula, let’s leave these folks and take you back to the palace,” Alec said, motioning to the silent Armilla to go with them. They climbed on their horses and started back towards town. “Let’s take a detour,” Alec said with a note in his voice that the guard recognized as a sign of something unexpected about to occur. They rode to Baker Street and stopped at the healers shop next to Henree’s bakery. When they stepped into the crowded parlor, Alec looked around at the people sitting in wait of medical attention.

 “Will you take my hand, please, Yula,” Alec asked rather than commanded, reaching out to the plant ingenaire. Hand in hand, they began walking around the room, stopping in front of each person as Alec looked with his health vision. He reached out to them one by one. “Now, Yula, give me some energy,” he said conversationally, and after a few moments said, “That’s enough,” then added to the person he had touched, “You’re healed, you can go home now.” In rapid order the room was empty of patients, and Alec and Yula stood with Armilla.

 “How do you feel?” Alec asked his partner as they sat down. At that moment the door to the hallway opened, and a man came out and left the building, trailed by a weary looking Cassie. She looked astonished at the nearly empty waiting room, then registered that Alec was among the small group there.

 “Alec, it’s good to see you again!” she said first, then immediately followed with, “Where have all the patients gone? There was a roomful five minutes ago?”

 “We healed them,” Alec said simply. “I took Yula’s power and used it to heal everyone in the room. How do you feel, Yula?” Alec asked again.

 “I feel like it’s the second day of planting season,” she replied. “On the first day you go out and try to germinate and spur every seed and every plant in every field you can see. It exhausts you completely. On the second day you know better, so you do a lot of work, but not so much that you’re left wrung out and empty.”


Cassie sat down with them in the room, moaning in relief as she took weight off her legs. “You healed all those people just like that, using Yula’s powers? How do you feel?”

 “I feel fine,” Alec replied, “maybe better than you. Cassie, you look worn out. You need to stop trying to do so much and take care of yourself.”

 “Cassie, my name is Yula, obviously,” the plant ingenaire said, rising to reach over to shake Cassie’s hand. “Since His Majesty isn’t going to introduce us formally, we’ll do it ourselves. I know I’ve seen you at court attending the princess,” she gave Alec an exasperated look.


Alec looked abashed. “I thought you two would know each other after all these months as ingenairii in the same city,” he lamely excused himself. He heard Armilla clear her throat, and glanced over to see her make a disgusted face. “And this is Armilla, my bodyguard. She was here with me yesterday, but I don’t think you were formally introduced.

 “This is Cassie, the other healer ingenaire, once upon a time a ward I cared for,” Alec concluded the introductions. “Cassie, I stopped by to see if any of the others in the house here would like to travel with me to the front of the war when the army moves out.” He looked at Armilla for a second. “I think having some friends would make life a little more enjoyable than just having all the court people, but I understand the idea of traveling with the army to a war isn’t something many people may want to do.”

 “Are you kidding, Alec? No one will refuse the opportunity to  with you,” Cassie said emphatically. “Will you leave anyone behind with me, or am I going to be here all alone when my baby arrives?”


Alec looked dubious. “I don’t think you will be here alone. Not everyone can go or should go. We’ll sort that out before the army moves south. I’ll come back tomorrow evening and talk to everyone here,” he added. “But now we need to return to the palace and all our friends there,” he said with regret. “Take care of yourself Cassie and get more rest,” he said as he reached out and infused her with a small amount of energy.


As the three of them rode back to the Palace, Yula asked Alec a question. “Do you expect me to go to war with you?”

 “Based on how valuable your powers were today, yes, I hoped you would go,” Alec said. “Together we can help heal many more people, especially the soldiers in the war. I’d like to have you go with us.”

 “I have responsibilities here, Alec. The Princess may not want me to leave, especially since she is so close to her time,” Yula rebutted. “And it’s almost time to plant crops, so I should be getting ready to go out to the farms.”


Alec was silent, surprised and disappointed by Yula’s response, and they rode the rest of the way back to the palace without speaking. When they returned to the stables, Yula left quickly, and Alec and Armilla went to find Rander. Armilla took her leave, replaced by two other guards, and Alec and Rander went over the dispatches, reports, and affairs of state.


The next day was the last full day in Goldenfields before the mobilization of the army began anew. In the morning a meeting of the full commanding staff of Alec’s army and the Duke’s army met jointly to outline the strategy they would pursue. In the large gathering were Alec, Rander, and Brannis from the Palace at Oyster Bay, and Generals Hewlett and Tunse from the Dominion Army, plus Marshall Grein of Slone, warrior ingenairii Rubicon and Nathaniel, and Delle Locksfort, not a general, but the liaison sent by Stronghold to communicate between their army contingent and Alec’s leaders. The Duke had with him Colonel Ryder, Major Abraham, Ratsall and Kelvin, and Merle, his ingenaire. Major Abraham opened the meeting.

 “Our cavalry has been patrolling fifty miles beyond the fort at the sand bars, swinging wide on either side of the river to keep an eye behind the lines of the lacertii. They have a large force assembled now, although no more seem to be arriving; all the flat boats coming down the river seem to mostly carry supplies for them. We think they outnumber our total armed forces by about 30%, which traditionally would dictate a defensive posture for us,” the Major explained, unrolling a map that showed the known and presumed forces on both sides.

 “The fort continues to be regularly besieged, but we manage to periodically break the siege and resupply the garrison there,” Abraham continued. “The lacertii have built no defensive structures that we can identify.”

 “How timely is your information?” Marshal Grein asked.

 “We keep shipping a substantial number of pigeons down to the fort, the cavalry and the army forces at the , so everything we learn is usually no more than three or four days old,” Ryder answered.

 “We have a garrison of over 100 soldiers at the fort, and nearly 5,000 in action approximately 20 miles away,” Abraham continued. ‘Our best guess is that there are 15,000 lacertii in the field against us. You are bringing another 5,000, including the reserves we are calling up, to give us 10,000 soldiers total.”

 “We don’t know if more lacertii are coming down river do we?” Rubicon asked.

 “We have no idea,” Abraham confirmed. “This could be their whole force, or only a fraction of what they have.”

 “So you propose to just dig in and make them waste their forces against our defenses?” Hewlett asked.

 “I said that because they outnumber us by 30%, which would dictate a defensive strategy, according to the traditions of our officer corps,” Abraham said. “However, because they are a large force at the end of such a long, tenuous supply line, we think a different strategy may be prudent.” He began to make some markings on the map that now hung on an easel.

 “We want to strengthen our defenses where we are currently, but we also want to send an expeditionary force far to the southwest to avoid detection, and then return to the river to disrupt their supply lines,” Abraham explained. “The cavalry has identified a set of high bluffs along the river that would provide an excellent site for ambushing any shipping. The terrain would allow our forces to establish a camp without being detected by the lacertii coming down the river and the river there is shallow enough to allow our forces to cross on horseback or even on foot if necessary.”

 “What disposition of forces do you have in mind?” Tunse asked, requesting the information that was now on the minds of many of the military leaders.

 “Our plan is to stretch out our defensive line with a series of makeshift forts that will give us the advantage against their attacks,” Ryder said. “We have generally anticipated placing the forces from Stronghold as anchor along the eastern flank, about ten miles wide of the river. Inside them will be the forces from Slone, and then the forces from Oyster Bay along with some additional forces. The new Goldenfields reserves will join us on the western shore, allowing us to fortify that side.

 “We think that the disruption of their supply line at the bluffs will starve the lacertii into trying to force their way through the forts, where we’ll be able to grind them and destroy them while sitting in our fortifications,” Ryder finished. “We’ll have the advantage of being able to move our soldiers behind the lines to strengthen any point they attack, so we can maintain tactical numeric superiority.”

 “Who will be sent out to man the river site upstream on the bluff?” Rander asked.

 “We expected the new forces from Bondell to assume that assignment, but we’ve heard no word of their location or anticipated arrival,” the Duke told the group.

 “

 “I’ll lead that group,” Alec said.


All eyes turned to him, doubts written on every face. “We can’t let the Crown Protector go behind enemy lines,” Abraham said diplomatically.

 “I’m not trained in the niceties of warfare and strategy,” Alec said quickly. “I have worked with the cavalry before, and my healing skills will be all the more valuable in a small force where injuries can be most costly. Plus, I’ll bring a number of young ingenairii with me, and we’ll be able to accomplish unexpected feats that will keep the lacertii off-guard.” He looked around and saw that no one was convinced. “I know I’m right about this. My way of fighting is best suited to a situation like this where ingenaire powers and small numbers are advantages.”

 “I will go with the Protector to safeguard him,” Nathaniel said. “As a warrior ingenaire I can provide protection against any possible heavy odds.”


In the end, Alec’s determination and stubbornness won the day. “I’ll have my forces ready to leave as early as you want our mission to start,” he insisted.

 “If you can gather your supplies and people together, and find mounts enough for all, you may leave at the earliest moment, and rendezvous with the cavalry when you meet the army. They’ll become your guides from that point on to the bluffs,” Abraham instructed.


Alec sat quietly thereafter and listened to the instructions and questions that followed through a long morning of discussion and debate. After it ended, General Hewlett spoke to Alec. “I see your points about going out to the duty in the wild, but it still remains politically and militarily unsound to expose a ruler like that. I’ll put the 2nd and the 19th regiments of the 1st brigade with you and your ingenairii as well as your Guards. They’re the best and the most reliable men and women you’ll ever have at your side.”

 “I hope they’re ready to rest their feet and grow some saddle calluses for a while,” Alec smiled at the General. “We’re going to put them on horses and move them fast.”


That afternoon Armilla spoke to Alec. “I didn’t hear what I heard, did I?” she stormed at Alec, shooing his other guards away. “You aren’t planning on riding back behind the lines on some swashbuckling adventure, are you?” she demanded. Without giving Alec time to answer, she continued. “I know you. I know you think you can get away with just freelancing around. Let me tell you, my job is to keep you alive, not to let you go where you’re going to put yourself at greater risk.”


Alec knew he was on very delicate ground, and that he should have anticipated such a reaction from his guard who had grown increasingly motherly towards him over the course of their months together. “I told the generals the truth; with the ingenairii along and the duty we’ll have away from the main conflict, we will be in little danger. And we’re all going to be mounted, so we will be able to escape easily in the worst case. I’ll be able to heal people who are wounded, so we won’t lose strength the way a normal brigade would.”


Armilla shook her head. “And how are you going to talk Yula into going on this trip? Don’t deny that you’re planning on taking her and using her. I don’t see her volunteering to go on a mission like this to be your extra extension of ingenaire powers.”


Alec conceded the validity of Armilla’s argument. “I admit it. I hoped that helping to heal Annalea would make her realize the extraordinary gift she can offer, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. I’ll ask her, and accept her answer, and go on from there.”

 “Why don’t you accept my answer then, and cancel this crazy plan in the first place?” Armilla persisted.

 “I’m doing what I think is right, and that’s that,” Alec put an end to the argument. “Now, if you’ve started your shift, let’s go out to the horse lots on the east side of the river and see how many mounts we can buy. We’re going to make some clans from the eastern plains very happy, I think.”


Within an hour they had ridden out across the river and through the eastern neighborhoods of smithies and tanneries and other businesses with fumes and unpleasant odors, to arrive at the fragrant corrals of horses brought in for sale from the plains that stretched endlessly to the east. Alec selected as many horses as he felt would withstand the long rides, and then took several others that could carry supplies and equipment, reserving virtually every horse he saw at the first three yards.


That night, Alec went to the healer house to meet his friends from the ingenairii that had never returned to Oyster Bay. Like him, they were all younger ingenairii, and had adapted to changing times and circumstances.

 “Streed, Shaiss, good to see you again,” Alec told the first friends who entered the room where they gathered upstairs. Altogether nine of the group gathered, and after listening to Alec, seven jumped at the chance to go along. Cassie and Appel were to stay behind in Goldenfields. Directions were given to pack and be prepared to leave the following day.


Later that night, Alec went to find Yula in the palace. When he knocked at the door of the women’s quarters, the servant’s eye broadened at the arrival of the crown protector, and Alec had no doubt that the tale of his note requesting to see Yula that evening would be spread rapidly through the palace.

 “Your majesty, it’s late to pay a visit,” Yula said promptly upon arriving in the waiting chamber.


Alec decided to avoid any delay, and went straight to the point. “I’m leaving to go to war tomorrow, Yula, and I’d like for you to come with me.”

 “Alec, you’ve come here late enough at night that tongues are going to wag about me, thank you very much,” she began. “I always imagined being sought after by a great nobleman, but I never imagined it would be just for my ingenaire powes. You want me to ride through and into a war just so you can use me to make it easier for you to heal people. I don’t have any desire to do that.”

 “Yula, your powers could save many lives, and could make it easier to put an end to this war,” Alec said through gritted teeth. “You could come home as a heroine for Goldenfields, or for the whole Dominion. I’ll take you back to Oyster Bay to the royal court or to Ingenairii Hill after the war, and you can see how you like all the glamour up there.”

 “You can’t bribe me to go,” Yula retorted. “I was going to say yes after I made you see my point of view, but I’m not going to do it to be bought off. Forget the plans for afterwards; I know the princess wants me to go, so I’ll go, and when we’re done I’ll come back here to court and I won’t ever go to Oyster Bay as long as you’re there! Now leave me alone and I’ll be ready to go tomorrow,” she stood up and stormed out of the room, leaving Armilla tsk, tsking at Alec.

 “Well, that went well, don’t you think?” she commented, then was silent for the rest of the night as they returned to the army tent where Alec slept. Armilla’s silence left Alec alone with his thoughts to ponder just what he had done wrong when appealing to Yula to join the war effort.


The next day Alec said farewell to the Duke and others, then began arranging for all the pieces of the puzzle to come together, with horses and supplies and soldiers and ingenairii, and eventually even Yula, who arrived calmly and spoke politely with the other ingenairii, while never saying a word to Alec.


Well before nightfall they rode through the city to the cathedral, where Alec asked that a blessing be placed on the company before they rode south along the river. The first night they set up camp in an empty field outside a village, the soldiers working promptly to erect and arrange everything, the ingenairii learning by watching. Two days later they arrived on the newest section of the river road, passing a group of Oyster Bay criminals conscripted to carry out the labor. Each night Alec went around healing the saddle-soreness that afflicted many of the riders, using his own powers for the simple tasks so that he could avoid Yula’s frosty attitude.


Four days later they came to the establishment at Alec’s fountain. Natha’s men were filling barrels of the healing water that flowed from the tall stone monolith that stood where Alec had explosively released a great deal of ingenairii power in one of his first great efforts to heal a complex injury. The company stopped as all soldiers filled their canteens with the wholesome water, and Alec retold the story, to great interest by the ingenairii.


Alec thought back to the events that had occurred there. He’d never again met the ingenairii whose powers he had used to heal Lewis’s brain and skull. Were they still alive he wondered, and if so, where had they gone after the road-building project had ended in the clash with lacertii?


They continued to ride their horses for three more days, maintaining a steady pace that didn’t drain the animals but kept their progress constant. With the smooth road to ride on and Shaiss and Alder to provide light, they often rode past sunset gaining miles each day. On the fourth day following the fountain, they reached the main body of the armate last.


The size of the encampment they entered swallowed their forces up quickly, and Alec ordered the regiments to keep close together to avoid being separated. They were directed to the cavalry’s established location, a group of tents and semi-permanent corrals. Alec announced that his forces had arrived to work with the cavalry, and asked to speak to the commanding officer. He was led into a tent, where Imelda was working on paperwork at a desk.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 29 – In the Army Camp

 



 She stared at the newcomers who had entered her tent, interrupting the tedious job she was shuffling through. After a second of staring, her mind registered the familiar, if changed face that led the small group.

 “Oh my goodness!” Imelda exclaimed as she rose and pushed the desk aside. “Alec! Alec! I never thought I’d see you alive again!” she said as she held out her hand; Alec in turn had begun to raise his arms for a hug, and the two awkwardly settled on a handshake and an arm on each other’s shoulder. “When I heard you disappeared in Bondell I cried. And then two seasons later someone, I think it was Inga, said that you were the new ruler of the Dominion. ‘Heaven help the Dominion!’ I said then, and began praying for all of us!”

 “The priests must have felt honored to have such a seldom-seen guest show up for prayers,” Alec replied. “You probably should have prayed for a faster right hand to fence with while you were there.”

 “And you’ve still got that scar, I see,” Imelda added in a flat tone of voice. “You and I both know you could wipe that thing away faster than you could yawn. Why are you still wearing that?” she poked a finger at his cheek. “I see you even picked up another one, you liked it so much.”

 “I wanted a reminder of the real you, the Imelda I met the first time before you rode to fame and prominence in the cavalry,” Alec replied.

 Nathaniel and Armilla grinned at the evident affection Alec and Imelda had for one another as they jabbed back and forth. 


 “What brings you to my tent, Alec?” Imelda asked at length.

 “Let me introduce Armilla, my guard, and Nathaniel, a warrior ingenaire,” Alec began remembering his oversight of introductions with Cassie. “This is Imelda, the head of the cavalry for Goldenfields, who I first met when I was training medics for the Guard at the palace.”

 “And I’m still a pretty good medic. I always keep my medic’s kit stocked and in mysaddlebags. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, even if you are keeping some questionable company here,” Imelda said, shaking hands.

 “We are here to seek your guidance, if only in the literal sense,” Alec told Imelda. “We have two regiments that are going behind the lacertii lines to take up a position on the river where we can disrupt their supply lines. Major Abraham told us that the cavalry would lead us to the selected spot, so we’ve come to you.”

 “Alec, you’re the acting ruler of the Dominion, allegedly,” Imelda said in an exasperated voice. “What ingenaire tricks did you pull on Abraham to make him allow you to go on a lightly-manned mission behind enemy lines? That’s nuts. Where is he? I’ll go tell him so myself. This was my idea in the first place, and I know it’s no place for you!”

 “He is probably several days behind us, so you won’t find him,” Alec said. “You can wait to discuss this with him, but by then I expect to be far away and moving on to do my part to fight this war.” He stretched his arms high and crossed them on top of his head in a casual way.

 “As I explained in Goldenfields,” Alec began with a tone of exaggerated patience, “we have the right tools with a good fighting force and several ingenairii, so we can do a mission like this better than anyone else. I wasn’t going to be much good anywhere else, but I can help the cause doing this. Plus we’re all mounted so we can travel quickly to avoid trouble if we are detected, and with my healing powers I can keep us at full strength if injuries occur, so we don’t need as many soldiers.”

 “You really sold that story?” Imelda asked. Nathaniel nodded his head in confirmation.

 “We might as well surrender and save the time if our leaders are making decisions like that,” Imelda muttered.

 “I suppose I better lead you myself to keep you out of trouble,” she said with a straight face. “I’m supposed to have a two week leave, which is why I have time to muddle with all this paperwork, but Bethany wouldn’t forgive me if I let you get captured or killed.”

 She saw the twitch in Alec’s face. “Are you not a couple with Bethany any longer?” she asked is a softer voice than she’d used so far.

 Alec shook his head. “That’s a long story,” he answered.

 “My apologies,” she said quickly, thrown off her stride; she’d liked both Alec and Bethany as friends. “How quickly do you want to leave?” she asked to change the subject.

 “Why not leave tomorrow, or whenever you can be ready?” Alec said. “We’ve set our folks up near your corrals, so we can pack and move out relatively quickly,” he explained.

 Imelda closed her eyes for a considerable length of time. “Let’s leave the day after tomorrow. I need to get some of this paperwork done, and I’ll need to gather a section of cavalry to ride with you, and one day more won’t mean that much. This ride takes our people eight days of steady riding, which I suppose means eleven or twelve days for your soldiers.”

 “The day after tomorrow will be fine,” Alec answered. He hesitated, tempted to invite Imelda to join him for dinner, but for some reason held back. “We’ll take our leave, then. I’m so pleased to see you again, Imelda,” he finished as they shook hands farewell, and led Nathaniel and Armilla out of the tent.

 They returned to their regiments and told everyone what the schedule was, to cheering and satisfaction. The arrival in the army camp had changed the attitude of Alec’s troops, bringing a sense of imminence to the prospects of battle. Alec hoped there would be little real battle called for as they simply ambushed boats of supplies on the river.

 The next day Alec allowed his troops to rest and tend to their mounts, while he did the same without incident. By mid-day word had spread through the camp that the crown protector of the Dominion had arrived, and Alec faced a continual stream of visitors and well-wishers throughout the afternoon. He soon banished any hope of productive activity, and stood in a receiving line that wound through the camp, getting in other people’s way, though he used the opportunity to heal numerous small injuries and aches, and wearing himself out. The guards cut the line off as evening approached, and Alec was relieved to put an end to his celebrity. He sought out Imelda.

 “Did our work get in the way of your admiring crowds?” she asked mischievously.

 “They really only came to see the scar, you know,” he replied, wiping the smile off her face.

 “We’ve done everything we need to do but strike our tents and mount up,” he told her. “Do you have a planned departure time?”

 “I’d planned to leave at noon. That will give everyone time to breakdown their camp and bundle everything on their steeds,” she said.

 Alec took the news of the planned departure back to his own people, and prepared to turn in for a good night’s sleep. Yet he found himself tossing and turning with restless wakefulness, too excited to sleep despite his exhaustion. He was looking forward to being away from the cares and duties of being a national leader. Instead he would have a simple task that required no long conversations with advisors or plans to try to balance the favors of one faction against another’s. All he had to do was wreak damage on the supplies of the lacertii and prevent them from pushing their war into the heart of Goldenfields. It would be a simple way to save lives.

 When he finally fell asleep, Alec was wracked by dreams - dreams of bad fortunate, ill omens, and disastrous results, and then he dreamed of the Dominion without a king, falling into anarchy and unrest. Finally though, he was awakened by the weight of someone on his bed.

 “Is it time to arise already?” he asked, rolling over to see who had come to get him.

 John Mark sat on the bed. “You are troubled, Alec. What is your heart telling you to cause you to sleep so poorly?”

 “I think my heart is telling me I should be a responsble ruler, and stay behind instead of riding away from my duties, which is what I want to do,” Alec replied to the visitor.

 “That is honest and insightful, Alec,” the prophet told him. “But despite your opinion and the world’s opinion and better judgment, you are destined to go on this journey. Tremendous events will occur while you are out there, and you will call upon inaccessible powers to help you in a dire situation. There will come a time when no human woman will care deeply for you, and you will be caught in the middle between two armies, and your powers will be the answer that will appear when everything is lost to sight. Before the end, you will discover the answer that settles your dilemma so that your solitary days may end in peace.

 “Finally, there will come a time when you will take a spirit back with you to the time before death, and you will surrender all your powers to undo the greatest of battle’s harm.”

 Alec sat up. “None of that makes any sense to me at all. You’re talking a lot but not explaining anything to me.”

 “That’s because you don’t have the ear of a prophet, to hear the truths that are within the words,” John Mark answered. “A prophecy ingenaire would be shivering with energy right now at all that has just been foretold.”

 “It just makes my head hurt, John Mark,” the young man sighed.

 “I don’t think I have the ability to make the right decisions for the rest of my life. I don’t think I’ll be a good leader when this war is over,” Alec told his visitor. “Please reveal the true heir to the crown soon, and let my part come to an end.”

 “Alec, when you made the decision to heal Noranda, even after you were told she would not be your partner, you showed you had the ability to make the decisions a king must make. You chose rightly then, and I know your heart will cause you to choose rightly again and again,” John Mark assured Alec.

 “That was so hard to decide though,” Alec argued. “It wasn’t easy to make that choice.”

 “If it were easy, anyone could do it. Because you have the strength to do what is right, not just what’s easy, you are the chosen one. You are the subject of prophecies. Even though you don’t understand them, they bring their power to shape your destiny. Now you have been told, and now certain things will come to pass because they have been prophesized. Get some rest and go with my blessing,” he said as his hand rested on top of Alec’s head and the troubled boy fell into a deep sleep in which he only dreamed of fencing with Imelda.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 30 – Bethany at Oyster Bay 

Bethany remained out of spirits for weeks after meeting Alec at the Palace Ball. She avoided any possible opportunity to see him, although she wondered about him often. Life was still pleasant with Tritos paying extra attention to her since the ball, almost too much if possible.


Alec had apparently moved on with his life, she reflected. He’d not ever come calling again or communicated with her in any way. He went to numerous balls and events, dancing with the young daughters of the nobility, she had been told.


Before Alec left Oyster Bay, Aristotle delivered a note from Alec to the Water House. The note, however, was sent to Allisma, asking her to come with his army as a water ingenaire.

 “I won’t go if you don’t want me to,” Allisma had said to Bethany as they had talked about the request. “Or if you want to go instead, you can,” she suggested haltingly.

 “Why would I want to go?” Bethany replied automatically.


Allisma looked at her with a neutral expression.

 “Yes, I know,” Bethany confessed. “But what can I do? Just walk away from Tritos?”

 “Alec walked away from you when he went searching for the Stronghold girl, didn’t he?” Allisma asked, bringing up the topic she and Bethany had discussed so many times over the past several months.

 “I know how I felt about Alec then, and how I felt about his pursuit of Noranda,” Bethany answered. “If I went on this journey with Alec, I’d be treating Tritos just the way I felt treated by Alec. I don’t want to do that to Tritos; he’s been too good to me.”

 “Do you love him? Do you love Alec?” Allisma asked bluntly.


Bethany sat with her hands folded in her lap for a long time. “It doesn’t matter,” she said finally. “He sent the letter to you, not me. “You should go, if you want to. He must need a water ingenaire, and he knows you and trusts you, and he knows you can perform on an adventure like this. You showed that on the way to Bondell,” Bethany said. “I know you like to taste the exciting things in life. If he wanted me to go, he would have asked me.”

 “You know he didn’t write to you because he’s too shy and it seems you’ve chosen Tritos over him,” Allisma tried one more time. “And you don’t write to him because why? You’re too proud?

 “He did finally write to you, remember,” she continued. “And from his point of view, look how much good that did.”

 “And would it do any better coming from me? And could I write a letter to him without feeling guilty every time I saw Tritos?” Bethany answered passionately.

 “Maybe, maybe we just weren’t meant to be,” she added disconsolately.


Allisma conced she had given her best effort, and patted Bethany on the hand without further word. Later that day, she sat down and penned a note to Alec accepting his invitation. She delivered it to Aristotle to be passed along to the palace and days later was with the army as it left Oyster Bay. 



Bethany felt the loss of her friend deeply. Allisma’s departure left her without a friendly ear to listen or an honest voice to counsel her. In response, she threw more energy into her relationship with Tritos, seeking a solid, reliable friendship that she wouldn’t lose. 


 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 31 – The Place for an Ambush

 




Alec felt a weight on the bed. “Is it time to arise?” he asked, not rolling over.

 “It was time to arise thirty minutes ago, but because you’re the protector, we let you stay in bed longer,” Armilla’s voice told Alec.


Alec sat up. He realized there was evident sunlight from the breaking dawn, and he heard the sounds of the camp being taken down around him.

 “What? No breakfast tray in bed?” Alec mockingly asked his guard. He felt comforted by the prophetic conversation he had the previous evening, one that he did not doubt took place. Alec found reassurance in the presence of John Mark in his life despite the fact that last evening’s conversation left him with more questions than it answered.


Armilla’s scowl was all the answer Alec expected to receive, and he arose quickly from bed. He packed his own belongings and prepared to start the long journey his squad would make across the empty lands of the eastern wildness.


By noon all was in readiness, and the members of the Nineteenth and Second regiments were mounted and in position, along with the huddled band of ingenairii and two dozen members of the Goldenfields Guard cavalry.

 “We’ll swing to the south slightly, then easterly for a good ways, before we turn to get behind the lacertii,” Imelda told Alec and the officers of his group. “Then we’ll have a long way to go to return to the river. “For today’s journey we’ll have cavalry in the lead and at the rear to keep an eye out for any problems.” Imelda left the Oyster Bay group and returned to her own soldiers, then began moving them away from the large army camp.


Alec didn’t recognize any of the cavalry members other than Imelda and her lieutenant Berlisle, who Alec had met on the trip to Bondell, a sign of how much the group had grown since he had encouraged Imelda to found it, just fifteen months ago. They rode through a combination of grasslands and small wood lots, as rain began to fall from the cloudy skies and steadily drizzled on them for the rest of the day’s journey and throughout the night. As Imelda signaled for the group to stop riding and make camp for the night, Alec heard complaints from the soldiers about the rain and the lack of fires they’d have for the evening. He moved through the soldiers to find Imelda. “We have ingenairii who could start a camp fire for you if you want one,” he mentioned briefly. She looked at him and grinned, then nodded her head and pointed to where the fire should be made. Alec went to get Shaiss and Alder, who started the fire with wood gathered from the trees in the nearby stream, and the camp settled down for the night. After a quick meal, some took shifts on watch while others slept through the night.


The chilly spring rain held steady for the next two days; after the second day Imelda prohibited fires to avoid giving the lacertii any notice of their presence. They continued on for three more days, then Imelda announced they were turning to the east to find the river in the vicinity of where it made its great sweeping change of course as it turned north to flow through Goldenfields on its way to its confluence with the Giffey at Three Forks. Finally, two days later the terrain lost its flat prairie-like character and became rolling hills, covered mostly in tall grasses.

 “These are the hills that lead to the bluffs looking over the river,” Imelda told Alec that evening. She had said little to him during the trip, spending most of her time maintaining her role as commander of the cavalry that was now riding far behind enemy lines. “We’ll see the river at the end of tomorrow, and then the fun begins!” She gave a predatory grin that made Alec remember her fierceness when the two of them had first met. He promised himself he would make time to visit with her once they settled into a location.


The next afternoon Imelda’s scouts reported that the river was over the next ridgeline, and they made camp at the bottom of the hill, hidden from view of the river. Alec’s soldiers became tourists briefly, climbing up the hillside to peer down at the narrow floodplain and the wide river that was thwarted by the hills in its desire to flow west.

 “There’s a supply vessel coming down the river right now,” a soldier hurried back to Alec to report. “Shall we destroy it?”


This was the moment the whole journey had been designed to accomplish. “We’re hardly prepared at this point to destroy a ship,” Alec pointed out. “What size is it?” He had imagined a number of ways to destroy the shipping coming down the river, but he had expected to have men in place to cover all the possible outcomes before they began their work.

 “It’s as large as our entire camp site, and covered with bundles under covers. It must be carrying a great deal of material for the filthy lacertii,” the soldier told him hopefully.

 “We aren’t ready yet,” Alec decided. “Let it pass. Call everyone down here and let’s begin to outline our positions so we can make sure we do this right.” The one thing he dinot want to do was botch an attack and allow survivors to get away and reveal their presence in this spot. The longer they could completely destroy all the shipments, the longer the Goldenfields strategy would go unknown by the lacertii.


Alec saw the disappointment in the young soldier’s face, but she obediently left him to bring the troops together for the meeting. “That was the right decision,” Armilla said as they watched the soldier climbing the hillside. “One ship now won’t matter compared to the many ships we’ll be able to plunder later.”


Soon Alec was surrounded by his sizable contingent. “Many of you are disappointed I’m sure that we didn’t destroy the first target that was sent our way,” he told them, then explained that they were going to make sure no remnants of any shipping got through them. “We need to set up multiple positions to bring our firepower on each boat that passes. We need to have archers on both sides of the river so that there are no protected positions on any boat, or any protected parts of the river we can’t reach,” he said, remembering the survivors from Walnut Creek who he and Leah had watched float away from the lacertii. “If any of the lacertii get past us, they will alert their troops to our presence and we will be trapped behind enemy lines unable to rejoin our forces or perform the duty we were sent to do.

 “We also need to have troops downstream to prevent anything from floating past us. We want there to be no evidence whatsoever that shipments are leaving the mountains to sustain the lacertii invasion,” he explained.


Alec dispatched several scouting groups, some of whom were to cross the river, to map both shores for the best locations to place ambushes, and instructed all scouts to return to the campsite before sundown.


The remaining members of the team he set to work building a strong camp site on top of a small knoll, set away from the river. He set Streed and Waln to work on creating foundations and embankments for the temporary village, and then asked Allisma to join him for a stroll back to the top of the river bluff.

 “Could you direct this river to flow in a certain way, if we wanted you to crash a boat onto the shore?” he asked the vivacious brunette as they sat on the ground and studied the landscape.

 “That’s a lot of water, Alec,” she replied, looking down at the valley. “There are certain places where I could manipulate the stream to do that. Down there,” she pointed to a spot, “the water is moving around a rock in the bottom of the riverbed, and the current will take a boat toward shore right about…there,” she pointed a second later. “I could manage that relatively easily if the river is flowing like this.”

 “How many times a day?” Alec asked. “Could you handle three or four in a day? Would it help if an air ingenaire had a breeze blowing to assist you?”

 “I think I could do three boats, if they were spaced out throughout the day,” Allisma answered. “I’m sure a breeze blowing would help too.”

 “Do you miss Bethany?” she asked abruptly, voicing the question she had wanted to ask for weeks.


Alec had been studying the river intently, and was unprepared for the change of topic. “What?” was all he answered.

 “Sometimes when you and Bethany were together in Goldenfields, and then definitely on the trip to Bondell, I thought you would get married,” Allisma recalled. “You were so good for each other. She cares for you so much.”

 “I was sent on a mission, and it took me away for a long time. It changed me,” Alec said softly. “Many things were happening and I had to make choices about what my role would be,” he added. “And when I made those choices, I didn’t put Bethany first. I couldn’t; she wasn’t an option, regardless of how much I wanted her to be.

 “I know how good she is and I wish there was a way we could have stayed together, but that turned out to be impossible, because I was gone so long, and she couldn’t wait,” he drifted off.

 “I saw her in Oyster Bay,” he added in the long silence that Allisma let stretch out without comment. “Of course you know that. She was with Tritos, and he cares for her a great deal. She told me Tritos would always be reliable for her in a way I can’t guarantee. In response, I pointed out to her that Brandeis had waited faithfully for years for Noranda.

 “Not exactly the kind words of parting lovers, are they?” he said with self-pity. He’d never had someone to talk to about his frustrations over his relationship with Bethany, and the pent up emotions came bursting out even all these weeks later. “And maybe she was right. Here I am, out on another adventure again, aren’t I?”

 “If you had told her you loved her a little sooner, or a little more frequently, she would have waited for you forever,” Allisma replied fervently. “She would have been your Penelope, without question.”

 “You should have invited her instead of me,” Allisma continued. “She would have come if you had asked.”

 “What do you mean?” Alec asked, asking two questions at once. “I didn’t invite you. You came on your own. Not that I don’t want you here,” he added hastily. “And she wouldn’t have come if I had asked. She’s too devoted to Tritos.”

 “I got a note that said you wanted me to come on this campaign,” Allisma responded swiftly. “You don’t think I’d just force my way into something like this, do you?

 “And she would have come if you had asked her. We talked about it, and I know she would have come for you,” Allisma asserted. “She would have.”

 “I didn’t send you a note. I don’t know who did. Someone smarter than me, apparently,” Alec said.

 “You know her better than I do, especially lately,” Alec said carefully. “It seems like every time we could have grown closer, the situation got complicated and ended up being a ‘should have been’ or ‘could have been’ but for something outside of us which kept getting in the way.”

 “Don’t give up, Alec,” Allisma said. “That’s all I’ll say: don’t give up,” the water ingenaire repeated. She stood up. “I didn’t mean to make you relive that; sorry. Shall we return to the camp?”


They walked down the hillside back to the camp, and waited for the scouting teams to return as the sun set. “Do any boats float through at night?” Alec asked Imelda later as they sat to eat dinner. It was a question that had bothered him for several days.

 “We don’t know. You can’t see them unless they have lights on them,” the cavalry leader replied.

 “When Leah and I rode our raft down the river, we never stopped. We just kept on floating day and night,” Alec remembered. “We’ll have to figure out if they do ride the river at night, and then work on detecting and destroying them. It’ll be tougher,” he thought out loud.

 “Can your light ingenairii see them in the dark?” Imelda promptly asked.

 “I’ll ask them now,” he told her, and called Shaiss and Alder over. 

 “Yes, we can use our powers to see things better at night, as long as there’s some light available. Even starlight or the moon is enough,” Alder replied promptly to Alec’s question. “I don’t know how to let others see at night though, so it will mean not much sleep for the two of us if we have to stay up all night every night.”

 “It could mean not much sleep for any of us if we have to get up two or three times every night to attack boats,” Imelda added.


They all concluded that the situation would simply have to evolve for them to know what to do. “If we only had a fire ingenaire, he could set the boats on fire and make them easy targets to take care of,” Shaiss said.

 “That may be the answer,” Nathaniel exclaimed. He had walked into the group during the conversation. “We have to find some way to make them burn, maybe with flaming arrows.”

 “When we get this all figured out, destroying the boats in the daytime will seem easy,” Alec commented wryly. “Let’s get everyone together tomorrow to go over some of our options. I’m going to go pitch my tent and get some sleep. Imelda, would you set the sentries for the evening, please?” he said, then left to go in search of his supplies, and to bed down for the evening.

 “You won’t mind sharing a tent, will you, your majesty?” Alec heard Nathaniel ask, and he turned to see the warrior ingenaire grinning at him. They set up their tent, and Alec fell asleep with little further comment, happy to have his friend as a tent mate.


The next morning the whole squadron, except for perimeter guards, gathered together to plan their operations. “We need to be able to position people in hidden spots on both sides of the river throughout the day, possibly even during the night, in order to make sure that when we attack a craft on the river, we completely destroy it. I want Streed and Waln to use their skills to create the ambush holes where we can hide and wai for the opportunity to attack,” Alec began. “We will need to set up two additional spots to launch an attack, in case a second boat comes quickly after a first boat, before we have time to hide the evidence of our attacks.”

 “We’re working on the matter of attacking boats that run the river at night. If anyone has any ideas, see Nathaniel to tell him,” Alec made the delegation of the night attacks on the spot.

 “Imelda, do you think we’ll be able to organize foraging parties that will keep us supplied with game?” he asked the cavalry commander.

 “We’ll find a fair amount of small game out here, but for a group this size, I think we’ll have to eat a lot of fish to keep everyone well fed,” she said.


After further discussion, people were assigned to begin scouting, hunting, and building. Streed and Waln went with Allisma and the air ingenairii to begin creating the placements for the ambush. Alec picked up a bag for plant specimens, then sought out Yula. “I’d like for you to help me,” he began.

 “I know,” she said petulantly. They’d spoken to one another not at all so far in the trip, although she had gotten along well with the other ingenairii and the soldiers. “That’s why I’m out here, to satisfy you.”

 “I’d like you to help me,” Alec began again, his voice riding a slight edge, “locate and cultivate plants we can use for the diet of everyone here. I know a lot about plants from a medicine point of view, and you know about the ones that are edible. Let’s go look for plants we know folks will need and want and start tending them.”


She looked at him and her cheeks showed a slight crimson beneath the tan she had acquired from the days riding across the plains. “Oh, that kind of help. That would be good. When do you want to go?”

 “Let’s start right now,” Alec suggested. We can visit the valleys immediately around us to find plants and convenient places to grow them.” Alec had recollections of eating a monotonous diet of roots and tubers from riverside plants when he and Leah rode down the river together, and he wanted to avoid that by all means possible.

 “When did you eat roots?” Yula asked.


Alec looked startled. Had the plant ingenaire read his mind?

 “You just muttered something about ‘roots every day’?” she explained in an inquisitive voice.

 “Oh, I rode down the river on a raft when we escaped from Walnut Creek, and it seems like Leah and I ate roots and fish and nothing else day after day after day,” Alec explained.

 “And you went from being a refugee to become the ruler of the Dominion,” Yula finished. “And what became of Leah?”


Alec paused. “She died. I did not have enough ingenaire powers available to heal her and she died in childbirth. Her daughter was adopted by Annalea, who you met in Goldields. That little girl you saw was the only child Leah had.”


Yula was abashed and silent for several minutes as they walked through a valley that ran north from their camp. Alec noted several plants with medicinal value, and picked them to carry in his sack. “What edible plants do you see?” he asked his companion.

 “Grains, mostly. If we can get some water up here we’ll have grain enough for bread. There are berries along the western edge of the valley, and they’ll ripen in a few weeks. That boggy spot halfway back had some wild celery,” she inventoried some of the things she had seen.


They turned around and began walking back. As they approached the camp they heard loud shouts coming from the river, and saw that the camp was empty. Alec began running up the hill to the crest of the bluff that looked out over the river. When he arrived at the top, he looked down and saw a pitched battle underway between a boat of lacertii that had beached on the far shore and a small band of his troops who were besieged by the enemy. Meanwhile scores of the rest of the Oyster Bay and Goldenfields forces were slowly crossing the river to aid their comrades. Alec climbed and slid rapidly down the steep bluff of stone and dirt to reach the shore of the river, removed his sword, and dove into the river. Immediately the current began sweeping him downstream as he stroked his way across. After minutes he felt the bottom of the river and stood up in the current, then waded to the shore line, and began jogging back towards the battle. He saw that the Dominion forces clearly had the situation in hand.


By the time he arrived, not a lacerta was alive. “Alec over here! Hurry!” he heard Nathaniel’s voice. “It’s Allisma; she’s been injured.”


Alec bent over the unconscious water ingenaire. An arrow had pierced her midsection, and she had lost a lot of blood. “Are there other injuries?” he asked.

 “Yes, two hurt arms, and one dead,” Nathaniel said.


Alec pulled out his knife, and cut the arrow out of Allisma; he heard someone retch behind him. He sent a powerful flash of healing power into her internal organs to heal her thoroughly, and began knitting the muscles together. “Would someone please go find Yula on the other shore and help her cross over to me?” he called.


Alec sensed he had stabilized the injured woman, and began paying more particular attention to the areas damaged by the arrow, trying to start the healing in a way that would reduce scarring. He closed up the wound opening, and continued to work on her, as he heard a horse approach from the river.

 “You sent for me?” Yula asked, bending over him to look at Allisma.

 “Yes. Give me your power to help heal her, and then we’ll go look at the others,” Alec ordered. He took her energy and continued to probe Allisma internally, especially mindful of Annalea’s injury-induced infertility, seeking to avoid future problems for this patient at all costs. He then refocused on healing her skin, and heard Yula gasp as the reddened new scar of her injury dwindled into a healthy surface.

 “font siz2">She’s lost blood and that will take time to heal. I have some herbs on the other shore we can mix in a soup to help her,” Alec said reaching back to remove Yula’s hand from his shoulder as he stood up. “Where are the other injured men?” he asked Nathaniel.


He followed his friend across several yards to a pile of stones, where the two soldiers were resting with bandages on their injuries. One had been cut with a sword, while the other had been pierced in the shoulder with an arrow. Using Yula’s power, Alec healed them both quickly.

 “Who was killed?” he asked.

 “A soldier from the Nineteenth regiment took a sword to the neck,” Nathaniel answered, pointing to a blanket over a body near the river.

 “Let’s go look at the lacertii and their boat, and explain to me how this happened,” Alec said to his warrior ingenaire.

 “We were not supposed to start a fight like this,” Alec said with a trace of anger in his voice, as they walked away from the others. “This was supposed to be a well coordinated and stealthy ambush. What went wrong?”

 “Allisma, Streed and a pair of soldiers were over on this side of the river alone, looking at sites to place battle pits,” Nathaniel explained. “They apparently got careless, and a boat of lacertii came down river and spotted them. The lacertii got careless then and put on shore to attack without considering that there might be more of us around. When we all heard shouting, we came to join the battle and here are the results,” Nathaniel concluded.


They stopped by a small cluster of lacertii corpses, riddled with arrows. Alec looked at them intently, using his health vision to examine their bodies and internal structures. “They’re virtually identical to us,” he said to Nathaniel as he stooped down to look more closely.

 “You see them differently than I do,” Nathaniel said with a shudder.


Alec considered the comment and forced himself to remember two years prior when he’d had his own first glimpses of this other race. The skin was gray, and had a texture he’d describe as scaly, although his health sense showed that it was similar to human skin, only thicker. The ears were clearly pointed, the legs were much shorter proportionally compared to the length of human legs, and they only had the four long toes that he had first learned about after Jonso disappeared. The lips were very thin, and as he graphically remembered, the teeth were pointed. And he noted that the blood had a different chemistry than human blood, which would lead to a number of different medical needs, he realized. Would he ever have to minister to a wounded lacerta, he wondered uncomfortably?


A swarm of soldiers were gathered around the beached flatboat, going through the cargo it carried. “What have you found?” Nathaniel asked. “Lots of arrows and spears,” one soldier replied. “Shovels and picks and stout posts,” another answered.

 “Some hard tack and dried meat,” a third reported.

 “Let me see the food,” Alec asked, desiring to determine if it was edible for humans. He looked at it carefully with all his senses, sniffed it, then broke a piece off and tasted it. The material was a basic baked travel bread, without flavor, but not harmful.

 “Alright, let’s move everything back on the boat, and float it down river a little bit to beach it on the other shore,” Alec suggested. “We can get it out of sight before the next boat comes…and put the wounded on the boat as the easiest way for them to cross the river.”


***“Sergeant, take some of these spades and have a pit dug to bury the dead lacertii in,” Alec motioned to a nearby woman. “Steed, you and Waln go ahead and develop several pits and mounds in this area that can hide 30 people altogether, as quickly as possible. Since Allisma will be unavailable for a few days, we may have to use a pair of people as bait to keep luring the lacertii to land here for us,” he instructed.


Activity commenced all about the battle site. “There were a dozen on the boat. We can use the arrows; it’s a gift to have them delivered. I can’t fathom the need for the picks and the shovels though,” Nathaniel commented.


Alec watch several men carefully carry Allisma to the boat as the two wounded soldiers brought themselves forward, and the dead man from the Nineteenth was carried on as well. Alec and Nathaniel rode the boat across the river, then walked back to where Alec had left his sword and bag an hour before. After they walked back to the village, Alec began making a broth from the plants he had collected.


Imelda and a patrol from the cavalry returned, and were presented with the story of all that had transpired. They immediately went down to the captured boat to see it, and when they returned, they set each horse to work bringing posts up from the boat. “We’ll be able to build sound cabins with this timber,” Imelda said.


As the village bustled with work that afternoon, a series of cries from the lookout alerted them to the pending arrival of another boat. Imelda began leading a party on horseback around the hill to be ready to charge across the river. “Yula, let’s get our horses and get ready to cross the river to heal any wounds,” Alec urged the tall blond. He saddled up two animals, and led them towards the river valley, with Yula walking beside him.


They arrived at the river in time to see Imelda’s cavalry already across the river, and the last of the battle finishing up with arrows raining on the remaining lacertii from three Dominion sites. There were no injuries to the Dominion forces this time. The boat carried mostly food and more wooden posts, and it too was floated across the river and unloaded on the side of the river with the bluffs and the Dominion encampment.


A routine quickly developed, and three or four boats were ambushed everyday. Most boats carried exclusively food supplies, and Alec felt good to know that the besieging lacertii army would soon feel the pinch of reduced rations. Shaiss and Alder kept watch one night and confirmed three boats went past, which determined Alec to find a way to man the river post during darkness as well as light. The two light ingenairii were assigned to night shifts down on the flat side of the river to watch the boats approach, and a campfire was kept burning at night to lure the lacertii into the trap.


Because of the heavy demand on the light ingenairii, they left the river unguarded every third night. Everyone in the camp appreciated the nights without ambush duty, and a series of dances and festivities occurred every third night.


Alec nursed Allisma back to health, receiving the livers from the small game that the cavalry hunters brought in. He fed them to Allisma for four days, much to her displeasure, but the herbs, livers, Alec’s healing power, and rest all had her fully recovered physically at the end of that time. She remained shy about battle though, after her experience, and Alec let her instead concentrate her ingenaire powers on working with Yula to tend the plants they selected for cultivation.


I’ll go out there if you want me to, Alec,” she told him. “But I prefer not to.” Alec considered the success the troop had during her days of convalescence, and concluded that she wouldn’t be desperately needed. “I’m going to write a letter to Bethany about our adventures. Would you like for me to tell her anything?” the girl asked him. He took it as a sure indication that she was feeling better, and declined to send any specific message.

 “Just tell her I said ‘hello,’” he replied.


A village of small cabins were built with the wood salvaged from the lacertii ships, and a feel of permanency settled over the company in the wilderness. After two weeks Imelda sent a team of riders back to Goldenfields, carrying dispatches and reports from Alec and others, along with Allisma’s letter.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 32 – Encounters Along the River

 




Nathaniel and Alec shared a cabin and spent a great deal of time together talking about past days in their friendship and speculating about the future. “It’s been nearly a month now that the lacertii have had their food supply virtually cut off. Do you think they have any clue we’re up here?” Alec asked one afternoon as they sat in front of their cabin and watched people stroll about. Although scouts and pickets were maintained, no one in the camp feared detection.

 “They have to know something’s going on. They receive the boats that get through every third night. Those onboard can account that more boats and supplies had been sent but not what happened to them along the way. They may be able to deduce nothing wand watin the mountains and guess something is happening along the course of the river. We can’t know how tight their supplies have been. If they had a stockpile, they may be sustaining themselves; but if they were living hand to mouth, they’ll be desperate,” Nathaniel answered. 


 “If I were them and not ready to attack Goldenfields, I’d send a force up river to solve the problem,” the warrior ingenaire continued.

 “Alec! Alec!” an urgent shout caught their attention. A thin girl, Kinsey the spirit ingenaire, was running towards them as fast as her long legs would travel. Alec vaguely recollected seeing Kinsey during his apprenticeship, and later in Goldenfields, but he’d never interacted with her. He was glad to have every ingenaire along who wanted to come on this venture, but he hadn’t had any idea how to take advantage of Kinsey’s abilities and so far he sensed she had provided some counseling to a few soldiers but little else.

 “Alec, this boat is different. I feel something strongly about someone – one of the lacertii – on this boat. We mustn’t kill them all,” she said with breathless determination, tufts of hair wildly out of place after her long sprint to see him.


Alec looked at Kinsey, stunned by her message, and he looked at Nathaniel, who appeared equally uncertain.

 “Hurry, Alec,” the boat is almost within range of attack,” Kinsey said emphatically, reaching out to grab his shoulder.

 “Nathaniel, use your powers to get down there as fast as possible to prevent wholesale slaughter,” Alec said impulsively. Something about Kinsey’s message struck a chord deep within him, pressing him to act. “I’ll get additional forces, and come down behind you to see if we can clarify Kinsey’s intuition.”


Without hesitation Nathaniel jumped from Alec’s side and moved with dazzling speed towards the river. “Imelda,” Alec called, knowing as he did so that the head of the cavalry was likely to be out of camp, as she seemed to be every day. “Cavalry commander,” he shouted, and taking Kinsey with him, ran to the corral to mount a ride. He called to everyone he saw to come join him, ignoring their questions about why.


Several soldiers heeded his request, and he had a dozen men and women with him as he reached the river bank. Looking out he saw that Nathaniel had arrived too late to prevent the usual slaughter, and no lacertii appeared alive. “Sorry, Kinsey. We didn’t act fast enough,” he told the girl on the horse next to him.

 “I don’t feel the chance is gone,” she replied, shading her eyes with her hand to look further. “Let’s go look at the boat.” Their horses carried them across the river, and they angled away from Nathaniel and the other soldiers, moving straight to the beached craft, where Kinsey dismounted and stepped onto the boat.

 “Here, Alec! Look here!” she called excitedly, bending over in the boat.


Several of the soldiers looked in her direction, and Alec canted over to join her, feeling strangely compelled to follow her. “Here, this one is alive! This is the one I felt!” sh shouted.


Alec arrived as Kinsey pulled out her pocket knife, and quickly slit the binding that held the gag that filled the lacerta’s mouth with wadded cloth. Kinsey pulled the material out of the bound creature’s mouth, and Alec heard a large intake of air as he knelt beside Kinsey.

 “Thank you,” the lacerta spoke in a voice that had a sing-song lilt, though a gravelly timber, and Alec realized their captive was a female, a fact that was confirmed when he looked at the shape of her body.

 “I thought you were going to slit my throat when you pulled out your knife,” the lacerta said.

 “We may yet do so,” Nathaniel said over Alec’s shoulder as he joined the tableau. “Why are you tied up like this?”

 “I am the Marchioness Rosebay,” she answered. Kinsey slid her knife through the ropes that bound the lacerta’s arms behind her back. The freed captive tried to stretch the appendages out, and Alec sensed the pain she felt after having her arms tied in one pose for a long time. He reached and placed his hand on her right arm, using his health vision and healing powers to find the right way to remove the stress in her limb, then reached across her and soothed the other as well.


She looked up at Alec in astonishment. “Thank you,” the lacerta said. “I can’t tell you how long I’ve been tied up like that.” Kinsey looked from Rosebay to Alec, then back at the lacerta.

 “Why were you tied up?” Nathaniel repeated his question in a neutral tone. Kinsey looked at him in a meaningful way, but Alec was not able to interpret Nathaniel’s attitude.

 “I was tied up so that I would not run away or try to kill myself,” Rosebay replied. She looked around as more of the Dominion soldiers gathered about them. Alec realized how intimidating the sight must be for her.

 “Let’s take our guest to another area for interrogation,” Alec suggested. “Nathaniel and Kinsey, come with me. The rest of you go ahead and dispose of the boat and the cargo,” he said loudly.


Kinsey reached down to cut the cords around the lacerta’s knees and feet, and Alec again reached out to restore health to the flesh and remove the pain of long confinement.

 “Nathaniel, would you take Rosebay over to that set of rocks over there?” Kinsey pointed. “I’d like to talk to Alec for a moment.”


Nathaniel looked at Alec, who nodded his assent, and directed the lacerta in the indicated direction, taking care not to touch her, Alec noted.


Alec and Kinsey walked slowly behind the other two, lagging until they were out of earshot of everyone else. “Well?” Alec asked. “We have this lacerta who you felt was so important. What happens now?”


Kinsey hesitated. “Let’s not leave her alone with Nathaniel too long. He clearly doesn’t like her at all. I’m not sure what happens next. I know I felt that she was important to our future somehow, and she’s obviously a nice person.”


Alec stared at Kinsey. “A nice person? She’s a lacerta,” he said shortly.

 “She has feelings just like you or me. She has very nice feelings, and a good soul. She has a bit of a crush on you already, like all the other girls, you know,” Kinsey said with a straight face.

 “A crush?” Alec said in a strangled voice.


Kinsey gave a mischievous smile. “Maybe not a crush exactly, but you took away the pain in her arms. It’s been a long time since someone performed a nice gesture for her, and it came from such an unexpected source. She was petrified of being captured by us, and then you performed such a kind healing for her when she was prepared for the worst things to happen,” Kinsey explained.

 “What are we going to do with her? Take her back to camp? Can you imagine what that will stir up among our people?” Alec asked, exasperated by the uncertain situation the girl had created.

 “Alec, I don’t have those answers,” Kinsey said tearfully. “I just know the feeling I got, that we had to save her.” She stopped and looked over at where Nathaniel stood guard over the lacerta. “Let’s go talk to her and see what develops.”


Alec stood and looked at Kinsey, then shrugged in frustration, and walked over to the two who were waiting. “We don’t know why your people are attacking our nation,” Alec began. “We were living in peace, and now we are under attack from a large army. What can you tell us about why you are attacking us?” he squatted down to be at eye level with the lacerta.

 “I am sorry about that, truly sorry,” his captive replied. “I was against this conflict from the first time I heard it mentioned, but most of the other Regents believed the generals that it would be a simple matter to defeat your race and find a place of refuge for our people.”

 “There are lacertii who are against this war?” Alec asked in surprise. He had always imagined that the lacertii were a monolithic group that would all be at war with the Dominion.

 “We have had decades of peace since my great-grandfather united our nations into a single empire. Then we were attacked ourselves on our east, by a large nation that is invading and conquering our lands. We’re desperate for a place to flee to. These generals believed we could conquer your lands and move our people here to live in safety,” Rosebay replied.

 “With my young cousin as king, there is a Council of Regents running the government, and the Generals convinced a bare majority of the Regents to go to war. I was the leader of the Regents opposed to the war, and so they eventually concluded they needed to remove me, it seems. I was kidnapped from my chambers, trussed up, and was being shipped to be a ‘bride’ for one of the generals at the front.”


Alec goggled at the notion of kidnapping someone so powerful, but then he remembered that his own nation’s king had been poisoned to remove from the throne.

 “What do we do with you now?” Alec asked her directly.

 “Please don’t send me to the war. I’ll be used and killed,” she said pleadingly. 

 “Well, I can’t see any future for you staying with us. You’ll be in danger here too,” Alec said bluntly. “Can we send you back to your people? What will happen? Will they just kidnap you again or murder you?”

 “If I go back and tell the other Regents what has happened to me, I believe I could convince them to stop the war,” the lacerta said earnestly, sitting up with excitement.

 “They’ll just say you are a puppet of us, the humans,” Nathaniel interjected. “They won’t let anyone trust you.”

 “I’ll think about what to do,” Alec said. “Kinsey, you stay here with Rosebay,” he directed, not able to reach a decision about what to do with their captive.

 “Tell your leader that I can be helpful,” Rosebay pleaded, reaching out to take Alec’s hand. “Both our peoples will be better off if we work together to end this war immediately.”


He held her hand for a second, then walked away with Nathaniel. “Oh Lord, what am I to do?” he moaned with genuine anguish. Nathaniel looked at him with sympathetic concern.


They walked back to where the boat was being salvaged. The soldiers stopped to look at him silently, then returned to their tasks. Alec stood and observed the work, then went to his horse. “Let’s go see if Imelda is in the camp,” he said abruptly, and spurred Walnut across the river.

 “Is Imelda in camp?” Alec asked as he rode to the corral where the mounts were kept.

 “She’s in her cabin,” a cavalryman replied. “She just returned from a long trip.”


Alec thanked the man and ran quickly across the camp to the cabin where Imelda stayed. “Wait out here; I’ll be back when we’re done,” he instructed Nathaniel peremptorily and burst into Imelda’s cabin to discuss the unfolding crisis.


He stopped short inside the cabin. Imelda stood facing him, having just stripped off her riding habit, and stood wearing only a cropped, thin sleeveless half undershirt and riding shorts. Her riding gear was slumped in a corner. Alec stood stock still and gazed at the cavalry commander for a long second as she steadily returned his stare. He was frozen by an unexpected eruption of emotions that the cascade of events seemed to have unleashed; surprise, respect, friendship, affection, desire all came to the forefront of his thoughts as he looked at the strong woman who appeared for the moment to be vulnerable. He’d been waiting for so long for a relationship, and had in his heart begun to accept that Bethany would forever be unavailable for him.

 “Imelda,” Alec said. He stepped forward one more step, so that they were face to face, just inches separating them. “Imelda,”aidaid again, and hesitated as he imagined pressing his lips against hers.


Imelda saw the powerful emotions that were consuming Alec. His cheeks were flushed, and his eyes dilated. Her memories of Alec flashed through her consciousness – the scar she had given him, the battle she had watched him wage to save Duke Toulon and the injury he sustained, along with the campaign in Bondell before his long months of absence. She thought too about the strong affection she had seen Alec and Bethany share during their sortie to Bondell, and the friendship she had struck up with the water ingenaire. Any motion she made to encourage him at this moment could lead to entanglement that she knew she would enjoy, but with possible consequences she feared.

 “We don’t have time for this. It’s not right,” she said with deep emotion after a long internal battle, and took a step back. 


 “Will we ever have time?” Alec asked as he too stepped away.

 “Alec, I’ve stayed away from camp, and from you, on this assignment maybe partially wanting to make sure this sort of thing wouldn’t happen,” Imelda said in a fierce tone. Alec couldn’t decipher if she was angry with him, or angry with herself.

 “I know the timing leaves something to be desired,” he said in a louder voice, acknowledging what had almost ignited between them, and acknowledging that it was passing by. “But there is so much about you that draws me. I’ve seen what a strong person you are time and time again. I wish I could…” he stopped himself. “There’s so much about you…” he trailed off again, recognizing that words weren’t suitable now.


The moment was broken, and Imelda pulled her shift up in front of her. “I think maybe we almost had a moment,” she said. “But now isn’t the time, and I’m not the girl you need to talk to anyway; I saw you and Bethany together, and I know that you two are perfectly suited for one another.

 “But now is not the time for that. We’ve got other things to talk about. How did you know?” she asked in a different tone, signaling a change in topic.

 “How did I know what?” Alec asked, caught off-guard.

 “There’s a large force of lacerta heading this way from the front. They’re coming up the river; they must have gotten pretty hungry, and I suspect they’re on the way to find out where all their food has gone,” Imelda said, taking an unconscious step closer to Alec. “Didn’t you know? Why did you burst in here?”

 “We took a captive on the last boat. She’s a member of the lacertii royal family who fell out of favor because she opposes the war, and she’s in exile now,” Alec said quickly, looking into Imelda’s eyes.

 “You have a captive lacerta?” Imelda asked incredulously. Alec saw her face shift as the emotions of the moment battled one another and the new information they were sharing required new calculations. “What were you thinking? Why take a captive?”

 “Kinsey said she sensed something on this particular boat, and i turned out to be Rosebay,” Alec replied.


Imelda still held the shift in front of her. “Turn around,” she commanded, and pulled a shirt over her head. “Okay,” she said to signal her readiness. “We need to move out of here. The lacertii are on foot, so we have some time, but they’ll be here in the morning. We need to pack up and take to the saddle after nightfall. Do you want to take your captive lacerta back to Goldenfields, or leave her here with the other lacertii, or something else?” 



Alec wavered. Other possibilities were present in his mind, but they seemed too fantastic to say out loud. “Let me think for a moment; I know we don’t have much time,” he quickly interjected to cut off protest. “Why don’t you send a couple of riders back to the main army to tell them what’s happening here, and that a portion of the lacertii army has been drawn off?

 “I’m going to go talk to Nathaniel and Kinsey and Rosebay. I’ll be back in less than an hour,” Alec postponed his decision for a short span. He turned his back on Imelda and pulled back the blanket that was her door. Before he stepped through he hesitated, then turned back to her. “You are a special person, Imelda. I hope we can find a better time,” and after saying that he left the tent.


Nathaniel stood silently outside, and Alec wondered how much he had heard. “There’s a lacertii force coming from Goldenfields, and they’ll be here shortly. What do you recommend we do?” he asked as they began to walk.

 “It’s time to saddle up and head out,” Nathaniel said. “The question is whether we go home, or just move up river a little ways and start attacking boats from there. We can keep doing this for quite a while, you know,” he suggested.

 “What do we do about Rosebay?” Alec asked.

 “We,” Nathaniel began before he looked at Alec closely, and started over. “We leave her here for her own kind.”

 “Let’s see what Kinsey has to say,” Alec commented as they reached the edge of the river and their horses rode through the chilly water.


Kinsey and Rosebay were sitting apart from everyone else. As they approached, Kinsey looked at Alec steadily, in a searching manner that irritated him. She sensed his emotional turmoil after meeting Imelda, he suspected. He had been unsteady in that tête-à-tête, he knew, and perhaps driven past good sense by the many emotions that roiled within him.

 “Here’s the situation,” Alec said before he even dismounted, and he explained the approaching force. “So Rosebay,” Alec finished up, “What do we do with you now? The prudent thing for us to do is to ride home to Goldenfields, and leave you here for your soldiers.”

 “Sire! Sire!” a voice called, and Alec looked up to see a young cavalry rider galloping towards them. “More news, your majesty. It’s urgent,” the rider said.


Rosebay stared at Alec, as he left her to speak with the rider. “There is a second force of lacertii coming down river from the east, the scouts report. We’re going to be caught between the two unless we depart very soon, Captain Imelda said to tell you.”


Alec felt a physical jolt causing his body to flinch, and the world went dark. He lost his vision. Alec gasped at the suddenness of the blackness that appeared more quickly than any curtain could fall. He cried out, but couldn’t hear his own voice, or any voices around him. After a moment of panic, he heard again the voice of the prophecy John Mark had told him in his dream, as though John Mark was speaking to him again:


 


You will call upon inaccessible powers to help you in a dire situation. There will come a time when no human woman will care for you, and you will be caught in the middle between two armies, and your powers will be the answer that will appear when everything else is lost to sight.


 





His vision returned. He looked around and realized that no one else had heard the prophecy or was even aware of his extraordinary experience. It was as if time had stopped. But he knew, in that instant, that his warrior ingenaire powers had been restored to him. 



Alec drew a deep breath. “Thank you. Go tell Imelda I’ll have an order for her shortly,” Alec commanded the cavalryman, and he returned to the others.

 “He called you ‘sire,’” Rosebay commented. “You’re the youngest one here among many young warriors. Why is a prince out here in the wilderness commanding these men?”

 “We don’t have time for that,” Alec brushed her question aside. “There’s another force of lacertii coming down river out of the mountains towards us. I need an answer from you quickly, and it’s not an easy question. There are a lot of lives resting on this.”


Alec took another deep breath. “Would the lacertii forces from the Goldenfields front follow you in opposing and ending the war if you met them here and asked them to? Are the soldiers, and the officers leading them here, ready to stop this and return home with you?”


Rosebay looked at him. “I believe,” she said at last, “that the common soldiers want to return home and stop fighting. However, I believe the officers, the top officers, will not allow that to happen.”

 “And what about the force coming from the mountains?” Alec continued. “Would those soldiers follow you?”

 “I don’t know,” Rosebay replied.

 “What are you thinking, Alec?” Nathaniel asked in a low voice.

 “I have an idea, but if it doesn’t work, a lot of good people are going to die,” Alec said, turning back to Rosebay. “So before I gamble a lot of lives, I have to know if you think the soldiers will follow you, if we remove the officers?”


Alec couldn’t read the features of the lacerta he needed to depend on, but he saw the anguish on Kinsey’s face, which he suspected reflected the anguish Rosebay felt. He didn’t look at Nathaniel, although he suspected he knew the warrior ingenaire’s opinion.

 “I spoke with many soldiers back in Chanradala, and they almost always told me they did not want to go to this war, that there was no reason for it. They had no reason to leave their families for this. The battle they wanted to fight was to protect their own homeland,” Rosebay said. “I believe they told me what they truly feel, and I think that they will follow me if I give them a chance to return home and restore peace there,” the lacerta woman said, and then took a deep breath.

 “Alec, what do you have in mind?” Nathaniel beseeched him. “We can’t possibly do anything here but leave safely as quickly as possible.”

 “Nathaniel, come with me for a moment,” he asked, and led his friend on a silent walk away from the others. “I am convinced of another plan. If you will follow me, then you and I will escort Rosebay to meet the leaders of the lacertii force coming from Goldenfields. We will persuade them to turn over command of their forces to Rosebay who will lead them back to the mountains. The lacertii will leave their battle with the Dominion and return to defend their home. I am convinced this is what we are meant to do.”

 “Excuse me for a moment,” he said as a feeling like intoxication ran through his veins. Alec found himself going through the conscious efforts to find his ingenaire powers in a brief fraction of a second, and then felt the power burst forth within him. He ran with all his energy a hundred yards away from Nathaniel, and then ran back.

 “It’s happened!” he shouted with joy to his friend. “My powers have been completely restored, here and now, just because and for this occasion. I’m certain of it. Oh Nathaniel, I feel whole again! John Mark prophesized to me in a dream that this would happen. Nathaniel, it had to have happened for a reason.”

 “Alec, you are the crown protector; before that you were my friend,” Nathaniel said slowly. “I feel that you’re asking me to go to my death for the sake of a lacerta. But if that is what you want, I will do it for you.”

 “I feel compelled to do this, and I do not believe either of us will die,” Alec said fervently. “Let’s go see if Rosebay is willing, and then ask Shaiss and Alder.”


They walked back to where Kinsey and the lacerta were waiting with clear trepidation. Alec saw that Imelda and others were on their way across the river, and he knew time was passing rapidly. “Rosebay, there is one opportunity we have to make something positive come out of this. If you are willing to go meet with the force that is coming from the battlefront, I and Nathaniel will go with you to protect you and enforce your offer to take command of the army and lead it back to your homeland in the mountains. That will allow you to bargain with the other Regents to end this war. Are you willing to take this chance, or do you want to ride with our army as we flee for our lives?”


Rosebay stood still, and shut her eyes. “Do you believe that there is tly a way for one woman and two warriors to convince an entire army to change their battle plans?” she asked plaintively.

 “I believe that we have a great destiny laid out for us by our Savior, and we must follow his plan. I believe that this is what we are called to do, and we will not fail,” Alec said. He looked over his shoulder and saw that Imelda had crossed the river and was just moments away.


Kinsey gasped as she sensed Rosebay’s emotions. “I will do as you ask, Alec,” she said quietly. “Just a couple of hours ago I was a trussed up gift to be tossed to a general. Because you have saved my life, I will trust your suggestion that this is all planned by some higher power.”































































































































 “Very good. We will prepare ourselves,” Alec said. He turned as Imelda arrived and dismounted.

 “Alec, we have to get ourselves packed and moving quickly if we’re going to be able to break out of the middle of this trap,” she said, staring at him intently. 


 “Imelda, have everyone pack up what they can in the next hour, and prepare to ride straight east to get out of range. Have everyone gathered at the corrals and ready to go in one hour; I’ll meet you there. Ask Yula, Armilla, Shaiss and Alder to come down here right now,” he said in as preemptory a voice as he could command.

 “What do you need the ingenairii over here for?” Imelda asked suspiciously, looking at Rosebay.

 “I am going to take an escort with Rosebay to parlay with the army that is approaching from the Goldenfields front. We hope we will convince them that it is time to put an end to this war,” Alec said evenly.

 “Alec don’t be a stupid, stinking idiot!” Imelda exploded. “There are 500 warriors coming from the front and more than that coming from the other direction all with the intention of killing us! You aren’t going to parlay; you’re going to be massacred. You’re the ruler of the Dominion, not some adventure-seeking teenager out on a lark. Are you going off the deep-end because I rejected your advances? Now get hold of yourself and get us out of here!”

 “Listen,” Alec replied immediately back, just as loudly. “My abilities are gifts that have been given to me by God, and he has safely guided me through many impossible quests these past two years. A prophecy told me about this very situation we’re in right now; what I’m planning is what is destined to be. What I go to do, I don’t have a choice in.

 “This,” he stopped, and slowed down, “this is a way that can lead to less bloodshed. There was a reason we were led to this lacerta. Rosebay is a leader among the lacertii who opposes this war and she believes many of the warriors oppose it as well. We can help Rosebay lead the lacertii away from war, instead of fighting the long bloody siege we expected. This is the way I expect it to happen. Now go get everyone ready and lead them east. If we are successful, Shaiss will send a beacon of light up into the sky as a signal, and you can expect to see us soon thereafter.” 



Imelda stood her ground and maintained a steady gaze on Alec as the otheran lead  the tableau shifted their feet uncomfortably, except for Kinsey, whose spiritual ability seemed to leave her awash in the emotions of the participants in the debate and almost trembling with energy and anxiety.

 “I understand the skepticism many people here feel,” Rosebay said. “I also find it hard to believe that this gambit can work. But I will put my faith in this man, Alec,” she gestured, “because he has earned my trust.”


Imelda let out a noisy breath. “Alright, I will gather our forces together and we will evacuate the bluffs, and we will hope to see you afterwards. And if you do not return, I will be known throughout the rest of the history of the Dominion as the captain who lost the ruler. Alec, do you remember when we freed the Duke from imprisonment in the palace at Goldenfields? Do you remember how he wanted to stay in the Palace and try to fight, but we persuaded him that he had to flee to live to fight another day?” she asked, her voice softer. “I’m asking you to put your value to the Dominion higher than anything else and live to fight another day. Can you do that for me?”


Alec looked at the cavalry commander. He saw the plea in her eye, and knew that being forced to ask him instead of ordering him had cost her a great deal. “Imelda, I said it just a little while ago; you are a very special person. I wish I believed I should ride away with you, but a higher power makes me believe otherwise. Please, take yourself and the others to safety, and stay there and wait for us to come to you when this is all over.”

 “I will prepare the troops to leave, immediately,” Imelda said abruptly, turning and departing without another look or word for Alec. He stood and watched her mount her horse to ride away.


Alec turned back to the others, and they set immediately in motion feeling awkward after the scene they had just witnessed. All began discussing arrangements for meeting the approaching army, as they walked towards the river. By the time they crossed the river, the people Alec had summoned arrived to meet them, and Alec explained what they proposed to do. All of them were silent, except Yula.

 “Alec,” she said in a strangled voice, and then lapsed into silence. Even without spiritual powers, Alec could sense the fear and resistance she felt towards being forced to participate.

 “Yula, I am asking you to come because I believe I may need your powers. We are so compatible in energy that I want to have you near. I will watch over you and protect you. After this, I will not ask you again to be my extra support, I promise you,” he told her. She said no more, though her eyes showed a teary bitterness, and the group proceeded to head towards the oncoming encounter. As they walked out of the hills and onto the plain, the approaching army was clearly visible now, and Alec knew that Rosebay must have already been spotted. The rest of them walked in two tight clusters around the light ingenairii, who were bending the light around them to make a bubble of invisibility that shielded the humans from view.


Rosebay carried a white parlay flag with her as she moved to intercept the army, and a small band of soldiers approached her in front of the main column. She stood a few feet above the army, upon a shelf on the side of a rocky knoll. The ingenairii, nearby, listened to the conversationfont>

 “You are required to come with us and explain why you are out here in the wilderness alone,” their ranking member told Rosebay.

 “I wish to speak with your commander, but I wish to do it here,” she said. “Come no closer.”


They continued to approach her. “I warn you, if you come closer, you may be harmed. Now stop and go invite your commander to come speak with me here,” Rosebay repeated.


The delegation laughed at her. “You’ll come with us and you’ll learn to follow our rules,” their leader said, as he reached out to grab her arm.


Suddenly an arrow appeared out of nowhere to pierce his heart, and another struck the flesh of his companion with a sound that made the others cringe. The two lacertii fell, and the four remaining looked in astonishment at their bodies, then at Rosebay.

 “Please come retrieve their bodies, and take them back with you,” Rosebay instructed. “I didn’t want them to suffer, but they didn’t want to listen. Please bring back a senior leader who can negotiate on behalf of your force. I wish to take you under my command and return to Chanradala to negotiate with the other Regents to end this war. We need to stop wasting so many lives needlessly out here, when our own land requires protection. Now go, and tell the leaders I will wait a little while, and then I will grow impatient,” she instructed, as she stepped back away from the bodies on the ground.


Gingerly the other lacertii approached and picked up the two dead messengers, then carried them back across the plain to where the army column rested.


Twenty minutes later another, larger group of warriors approached Rosebay, and stopped at a distance of thirty yards. “You are instructed to come peacefully with us to an interview with our leaders,” their commander called to her. “Come with no weapons,” he added with a note of uncertainty in his voice.

 “I would like for your leader to come to me,” Rosebay called back. “No harm will befall him while he bargains in good faith. We can discuss the opportunity to return to Chanradala and bring an end to this senseless war,” she said loudly for good measure.

 “Your proposal would subject us to charges of treason. We will not have any such discussions,” came the response. “Come to us peacefully and we will treat you respectfully. Otherwise, you will suffer the consequences.”


Rosebay waited a moment. “My only offer is to discuss with your leaders a return to home for purposes of peace and protection of our homeland. I will wait here until you agree.”

 “You leave me no choice,” her adversary replied. He turned to his men for a moment, and issued a brief order. Within seconds a flight of arrows left the cluster of infantry and arced towards Rosebay.


As the arrows flew, a single arrow appeared from nowhere to strike the breast of the officer who had ordered the assault, and he toppled dead. A moment later, Alecpeared as if by magic to stand in front of Rosebay and deflect the arrows aimed her way, using his shield and sword to leave her unmarked, and then he disappeared from view again.


The lacertii goggled in disbelief at the inexplicable sight. “Let’s move a few yards,” Alec said quietly to Shaiss, “so they don’t try to draw a bead on our location, now that they’ve seen where I appeared and disappeared from,” and the small group of Shaiss, Alec, Yula, and Armilla moved several yards left of Rosebay.


Another lacerta stepped forward. “We cannot speak to you on the terms you ask. I say again, you should come with us for a discussion. Are you working with the humans to have us killed?” He asked with a genuine, plaintive note in his voice.

 “And I say again, we will discuss matters here,” Rosebay replied. “Send someone senior enough to speak and commit your force to following the right course for all of us. You don’t want to stay forever stuck in this war far from home, watching your fellows die, waiting for your turn to die, starving and living in poor conditions, do you? Let us all return home, turn our backs on this land, and fight the good war to protect our families and neighbors. I can work with the humans to end this war and give us all better lives,” she added in an oblique acknowledgement of Alec’s appearance.


The lacerta stood in his place, apparently uncertain about what he should do next. After a minute without comment, he turned to the troops and gave an order. Two of them picked up the body of the fallen officer, and then the group retreated back to their column, which had watched and heard the whole event, just as Alec had hoped.


More time passed, and Rosebay remained a solitary figure, waiting for the column to send forth its next effort. This time, four squads left the lacertii force and spread out wide. The outermost groups swung rapidly left and right, then approached at right angles, while the front two groups divided less dramatically, and approached Rosebay.

 “You have attacked our officers,” a new leader said sternly from a distance of forty yards. “You have also sought to spread dissension and treason among us, and you have collaborated with the enemy. For these alleged crimes you must be judged,” the new officer said sternly. “Walk towards me so that we may escort you back to our force for a fair trial to take place.”

 “I have a simple request,” Rosebay answered immediately. “I wish for your good soldiers to join me in returning to our homeland, so that we may put an end to this unfortunate war they are trapped in. I would like for your leaders to come meet with me to discuss the terms of taking this force towards Chanradala. Why have you failed to do this simple thing?”


The officer raised his arm high above his head for a long moment, then dropped it abruptly.


All four groups of lacerta soldiers began charging towards Rosebay, their swords drawn, more than two dozen converging towards the target in the center.


Three things happened simultaneously: an arrow appeared from nowhere, again, and struck dead the leader of the attack, again; Rosebay stepped sideways and disappeared;and, several arrows suddenly shot forth, one by one, from behind a large stone, striking and falling among the group of lacerta that were charging from Rosebay’s left. Two of the six there fell, and the remaining four altered course to spread out and charge towards the boulder.


As they reached the stone, a last arrow struck down one of the armed attackers, and then Imelda jumped out of hiding and stood on top of the craggy rock, wielding her sword to protect herself from the attackers.

 “No!” a voice cried from an invisible throat, and suddenly a blur resulted in Alec arriving at the small, intense battle as a lacerta sword pierced Imelda’s abdomen, by sheer luck finding the breach that was an opening between the overlapping sections of her leather armor and penetrating deeply within her.


All eyes turned to the tableau, as Alec struck three times quickly, dispatching the remaining lacertii, and then caught Imelda as she tumbled to the ground.


Alec laid her out on a flat stretch of ground, and began to examine her.


Nathaniel, meanwhile, began letting a shower of arrows fly rapidly towards all the targets he saw still moving forward. Several more lacertii fell to the ground, while others stopped in their tracks, and some started running back towards their column.


As that occurred, Alec intensely focused his health vision on Imelda. Her shallow breathing was noisy, and bubbles of blood were forming at the corner of her mouth.

 “No, Imelda, no, no,” Alec moaned softly as he tried to mentally catalog all the damage to organs that the single unfortunate sword stroke had caused.


Imelda opened her eyes at the sound of Alec’s voice. “I had to stay to protect you; I couldn’t live with the thought that I was leaving you behind to die at the hands of the lacertii,” she labored to say.

 “Yula! Yula! Come to me now, quickly,” Alec bellowed loudly.

 “Already calling in the next pretty girl to kiss and cuddle?” Imelda said with an attempt at irony.


Yula suddenly emerged into view and ran towards Alec. As she did, a single lacerta sent an arrow flying towards her. The head of the barbed shaft plunged into the back of her thigh. Yula let out a scream of pain and fell face first to the ground, while Nathaniel let another arrow fly to kill Yula’s attacker.


Alec heard Yula scream, and turned to see her lying on the ground in pain. “Oh Lord,” he said quietly.


He looked back at Imelda. She was dying. He did not know if he could heal her without Yula’s help, and he did not know if he could leave her long enough to go heal Yula and bring her back to where Imelda lay.


He turned again to look at Yula. Her injury was not life-threatening. As he looked, Alec saw Armilla emerge from Shaiss’s invisible space of bent light, running towards him, at a rate that seemed slow compahis own warrior ability. She had a comparatively long journey to make from one side of the stony battlefield to the other. Deciding that the loyal bodyguard would not arrive in time to help, Alec used his warrior ingenaire powers to run to where Yula lay and picked her up, causing her to scream from the pain of the arrowhead grating against her femur. He carried her and laid her beside Imelda, then looked over his shoulder to see if any new threats were approaching.


The surviving lacertii who had come to attack Rosebay, only ten of them still alive, were laying their weapons at her feet in submission. Alec took that as a hopeful sign, and turned back to the two injured women who had come to the battlefield in his service.


Alec touched Yula’s leg to lessen the pain she felt, and he saw her eyes widen at the sudden relief. “Yula, thank you for coming when I called,” he said. “It was very brave of you.”

 “Don’t treat me like a child, Alec,” she snapped, and grimaced as a muscle contraction in her leg brought new pain. Alec soothed her again.

 “Can you give me your powers right now to help heal Imelda?” he asked through gritted teeth. “I’ll be able to repair your leg afterwards, but Imelda needs our help right now.”

 “It’s the pain, Alec; I don’t know if I can concentrate enough to exercise my powers,” Yula replied.


Imelda gave a groan, and a gush of blood emerged from her mouth. Her head rolled to the side and she passed out. Alec realized that she was just moments from death, and laying both hands on her torso, he recklessly released his warrior powers, not knowing if he could access them again, and plunged into the effort to try to keep her alive and repair the great harm she had suffered.


He sent a thread of his energy throughout her body to keep the vessels in the extremities functioning, and he split off another thread to go to her heart to supplement the regular beat that had begun to falter. Another stream of energy went to the elusive spirit and clung to it as it began to prepare to leave its earthly vessel. Alec felt his energy sink into Imelda’s soul, and the process of incorporation and revelation began to occur as he tried to tie her to him on earth as he engaged in the complex duet of body and souls. The remainder of his energy was directed to the lungs, trying to heal each damaged area, stopping the bleeding and restoring the power to exchange good air for bad in the bloodstream.


Slowly he began to sense progress, as the healing of one section of the lung was completed, and he moved to the next tiny area of the complex organ to extend his success. Again he began to heal her, focusing on the lung, trying to ignore the intermixing of thoughts taking place between their souls. Yet despite all that was happening, the ineffable spirit of Imelda continued to stretch away from him, not drawing further distant, but not coming back to him either.


He withdrew some of his healing energy from the other portions of the body to focus more on the lungs, but he felt the girl’s spirit suffer more stress as the extremities of her body began to shut down. Alec reduced his focus on the lung and reinstated the healing stream that suffused the body, gratified to see Imelda stabilize, but he realized he didn’t have enough energy to do all that was needed. While trying to maintain all the other body functions of the cavalry rider, he couldn’t manage to heal the lung fast enough to keep adequate oxygen flowing through her blood. Alec summoned every ounce of power he could find, and distantly sensed that his own body was slumping to the ground as he pulled reserves from himself into Imelda.


Her lung gave a jump of vigor as a burst of healing occurred, but then Alec was drained, and could do little more for her than before. “Imelda, I don’t want to lose you,” he thought. “I rely on your strength and courage and spirit.”


And then a stream of tremendous vitality coursed through him. Alec felt great new energy spreading in every direction; it was power with a different feeling from his own. He pulled the energy into himself, trying to gain more and more of it to carry out his tasks, as he focused it on the lung to close and heal the gash, then pulled his focus back along the track the damaging metal of the lacerta sword had left amidst the flesh of his patient, reconnecting the severed bowel and cleaning the filth and infection left behind, then healing the liver, and next the muscle.


Inexplicably, the surge of energy ended. Alec realized that not only was the miraculous energy gone, but he was now drained to the point of danger to himself. He hadn’t healed the flesh where the sword had entered Imelda’s body, and she would be left with a scar, but he had done all that he felt able to accomplish for her physically; it was certainly enough to allow her to live. He rallied himself to focus the small trickle of energy he had left on her spirit, gently holding onto it, waiting for the soul of this indomitable girl to regain her connection to her body. He somehow adjusted his own body’s energy to retain the connection between the two of them, and then passed out, even as his power continued to weave his soul to Imelda’s.


Yula, had lain next to Alec and Imelda. Alec had taken away the worst of the pain in her leg, but the arrow continued to throb in her thigh. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again. She saw Alec slump down to the ground, falling partially on the injured girl he wanted to save, the cavalry rider he had bantered with and planned with. Yula realized how much Alec wanted to save the girl, and how desperate he was for her ingenaire powers.


Concentrating all her focus on her ingenaire powers, Yula reached over to Alec, her hand landing on his leg. She found her source of energy and tapped into it, letting a stream of power pass through her and into Alec. The connection lasted for just a moment and then was lost, her concentration faltering as a muscle spasm convulsed her leg in pain. Determined to help Alec, Yula restored the connection with her powers and transferred her energy to Alec. He greedily sucked the current from her, and she felt it alter as it left her body and came under his influence. Yula felt the need Alec had, and she felt the energy moving through her faster than she expected, as it was forcibly conjured away from her by Alec’s demand for it. She sensed something of the intimate connection that was growing between Alec and Imelda like a vine growing between two strong trees, binding the two together. Yula felt her abilities being surpassed, and she closed her eyes so that she could more exclusively focus on the healer’s claim upon her energy, trying to keep up with his consumption. The effort morphed into a struggle, then became a tenuous fall towards failure as Yula felt herself being pulled beyond any use of ingenaire abilities she had ever managed on her own. Like a tree limb lashing back after being pushed aside, Yula was whipped by the sudden release of her energy as her portal slammed closed, and gave a groan as she passed out from the trauma, leaving Alec to rely again solely on his own power.


Armilla had arrived in time to see Yula place her hand on Alec, but the rest of the dynamic struggle occurring as ingenaire energies flowed through the three bodies was lost to her eyes. She scanned the terrain around them to make sure no new threats were nearby, then looked back down to see the two ingenairii go limp as they used themselves up in their efforts to save Imelda.

 “Shaiss! Shaiss, come over here right now,” she screamed commandingly.

 “I’m here, Armilla,” the light ingenaire said calmly as he stepped into her view, just two steps away. He had approached undetected behind his circle of reflected light but appeared to Armilla as she and the unconscious trio became enveloped within the protective circle.

 “They’re all passed out,” she said, stooping to check the conditions of the three. “But they’re alive,” she added. “Can you do anything?”

 “I can keep them out of sight. I can make a bright flash of light. I can concentrate light so intensely it’s like fire. I can do lots of things with light, but I don’t think I can do anything for them right now, besides let them sleep,” he responded with asperity.

 “Keep them well hidden, because here comes more trouble,” Armilla replied, watching two more large squads detach from the main column of lacertii and come towards them.


Rosebay had seen the same thing, and arranged her small new band of lacertii supporters in a semi-circle on her left, leaving the unseen Nathaniel to provide defense on her right.

 “Stop where you are,” she commanded the new arrivals. “Come no closer without permission. Tell me your mission.”


The two groups of hostile soldiers continued to move closer. “Send a warning arrow before them,” Rosebay told her new supporters. One lacerta let loose an arrow, that caused the menacing new arrivals to part around it as they continued to approach.

 “Everyone take aim,” Rosebay ordered. “If you come any closer, we will defend ourselves,” she shouted loudly.


The attackers began to notch their own arrows. “Fire now,” Rosebay ordered preemptively, and a swarm of arrows flew into the two groups – a small cloud coming from Rosebay’s new lacertii supporters, and a rapid series of well-aimed missiles coming from Nathaniel’s unseen bow. A chorus of cries from wounded soldiers rose just before the survivors let loose their own shafts, harming two of Rosebay’s soldiers.


As a new volley of arrows was fired into the advancing lacertii, the exchange turned rapidly in Rosebay’s favor, and the newest survivors conceded and joined her growing forces. Meanwhile Armilla stood guard over her invisible unconscious tableau, ready to take action to protect her ruler.e tow>


Nathaniel imagined the frustration that must be exploding inside the lacertii leadership, and anticipated that a greater force, one capable of overwhelming Rosebay’s small band would soon be sent to annihilate her. If Alec had remained in action, Nathaniel might have expected them to withstand such a charge. But with no sign of any action coming from Alec, Nathaniel decided to take action first.

 “Let’s move down closer to the column and let me start shooting at the officers’ cluster on the right,” he commanded Alder. “If we hurry, we can strike them down before they send a hundred at once against us.”


The light ingenaire began to obediently descend the slope towards the army, until Nathaniel touched his shoulder. “I should be able to hit them from here,” the warrior ingenaire said confidently, and then he began sending a series of arrows arcing towards a group of several leaders standing around their standard.


Nathaniel’s attack caught them off-guard, and a half dozen were dead or wounded before they realized what was happening. Arrows began to fly back up the hillside towards the spot where the unseen archer was, but the wooden shafts could not fly far enough, and bounced off the rocks in front of Alder, Nathaniel, and their third partner, Kinsey.

 “Let’s go back up the hill now,” Nathaniel suggested. Alder, whose circle of light-bending invisibility marked the zone the group was to stay within, began climbing as Nathaniel suggested, his companions staying in his immediate proximity, hidden from view of their former prey. They soon regained their earlier location, near Rosebay and her new supporters.


Opposite the small lacertii band now supporting Rosebay, Armilla was at a loss about what to do next. She thought Nathaniel’s surprising decision to go on the offensive had been brilliant. She didn’t have any way to complement it however, with two unconscious ingenairii and the unconscious cavalry officer in a heap at her feet, and the only standing partner she had was a light ingenaire.

 “What can you do with your light powers?” she asked Shaiss.


The answer caught the light ingenaire off-guard. “I can do the same as everyone else,” he said in confusion. “I can bend light, concentrate it, collect it, cleave it, and distort it,” he answered, rattling off the five key precepts every apprentice light ingenaire learned.


Armilla thought his answer was no help at all. “No,” she said hastily, “I meant, is there something you can do to help Nathaniel protect Rosebay? Can you use your powers as a weapon in some way?”


Understanding entered Shaiss’s mind. He looked at Armilla speculatively. “Well, I could make the light around them flash brightly. That would confuse them. I could maybe make the light around them go elsewhere, so that they would be in darkness. In both cases I could only do a small area for a short while, working from this distance. I could make a rainbow appear over them. Do you think that would stop them?” he asked Armilla with a grin. 

 “I don’t know if they have superstitions about that or…” she stopped in mid-sentence as she realized the ingenaire was teasing her. Her grim face wiped the smile from his.

 “I could try to start fires among them. I’m pretty good at concentrating light so that it becomes like a long rope that is very hot. It only lasts for a second at a time, but it will start a fire where ever I aim it,” he suggested next. “I can do it better than practically any other ingenaire in Oyster Bay,” he proudly added.


He watched Armilla mull that over, and saw the approval blossom on her face. “Could you make the hair on the heads of their generals catch on fire?” she asked.

 “Yes, I believe so. I’d have to drop our invisibility to focus my power on that task, though,” he warned. “Pick out someone down there you’d like for me to try it on,” he suggested with a nod to the army column they faced.

 “You can do it from up here?” Armilla said with pleased surprise. “Then try that one there,” she pointed towards an evident leader who held a baton and was motioning towards a small group.


Shaiss stood still for a moment, then raised his hand and pointed. For a fraction of a second Armilla saw the rope of light head towards the target, and then the officer toppled over, flames rising from his head.


They watched for several minutes as soldiers scurried about the unmoving body. “I didn’t think it would harm him like that,” Shaiss said with some fear in his voice. “I thought it would just set a fire on him.”


There was considerable excitement occurring among the leaders of the lacertii column now, Armilla noted. “Can you do that again?” she asked.

 “I could do it a few more times,” Shaiss replied, “but then I’ll be used up,” he added.

 “Try it on that one,” Armilla said, pointing at another apparent officer. Shaiss concentrated, then obliged her, with the same results.


Rosebay started walking towards Shaiss, at a pace that suggested she was feeling confidence in the progress of their efforts. “That is very effective, and very frightening,” she said in reference to his light beams. “Please wait now to see how they react,” she asked. “Perhaps they have concluded they cannot win.” She looked down and saw the three unconscious ingenairii and warriors. “Are they okay?” she asked. “That one is your young king, isn’t he?”

 “Yes, he is our leader, but not exactly our king,” Armilla replied. “He’ll be better when we can get him out of this battle zone to a place where he can rest and recuperate.” Though she didn’t know that for a fact, Armilla wasn’t going to tell anyone anything else.

 “I hope we can finish here and go in peace soon,” Rosebay answered. “I pray your king recovers quickly. He has a very good heart.” They stood there without further comment for a moment. “I see another delegation coming,” she said. “We’ll see if their attitude is changing,” and walked back to her position in the center.


A small group of only four soldiers approached slowly, without any show of weapons. “May we talk with you?” one asked from thirty yards away.

 “Do you know what I want?” Rosebay asked.

 “Yes,” the man replied simply.

 “Are you going to comply?” she asked.

 “We are ready to comply,” another one said.

 “That is good. We don’t have much time to prepare,” Rosebay said. “Please prepare the soldiers for inspection. I’ll be down soon,” she added dismissively.


With an air of uncertainty, the lacertii representatives, returned to their command. The small group that had just defeated an army stood above and watched as the troops re-organized themselves for presentation to their new commander.

 “Nathaniel, Kinsey, Alder! Come over here,” Armilla shouted.


Sensing that they no longer needed to maintain their positions for battle, Alder dropped his invisibility, and the three ingenairii hastened over to their injured friends and leader. “What’s wrong with Alec?” Nathaniel asked bending over to examine the three unconscious forms.


 “I don’t know,” Armilla replied. “They were like this when I got here. You’re the ingenairii; what can you tell?”


 Only Kinsey spoke, as the others shrugged. “The spirit of Yula is not a problem. Alec and Imelda, I don’t know what to tell you; they are not exactly separate people right now. I think Alec has done something that, well, I haven’t ever seen anything at all like this, but it seems that he has pulled the two of them together.” She looked at the others uncertainly.

 “Are they going to be okay?” Alder asked first.

 “I don’t see why not, but I’ve never seen anything like this,” Kinsey answered.

 “We’ve got to get them out of here and someplace where they’re safe and can rest. We don’t need to stay stuck in the middle of two lacertii armies,” Armilla proclaimed. “Can you summon the cavalry to come retrieve us?” she asked the light ingenairii.

 “Imelda set up the signal with us,” Alder answered. “I can send up the light beam, and repeat it to give them our location at any time.”

 “I don’t know if we should do that yet,” Nathaniel said slowly, causing Armilla’s head to whip around. “We don’t know how secure Rosebay’s command is here right now. It would be better to give her some support until we have a better idea things are in hand.”

 “You can stay, but I intend to get Alec and the others out of here,” Armilla said hotly as she gestured to the sprawling figures.

 “

 “I’ve only got one signal – come and get us,” Alder said with exasperation. “We don’t have a code for every contingency.”

 “We should have kept Allisma with us,” Nathaniel said. “She might have some ideas about what to do. How long do you think Alec and Imelda should rest?” he asked Kinsey.

 “He must have used a lot of healing power to help Imelda,” Shaiss answered instead. “She took quite a wound. I remember when he healed Cassie, though; he was better the next day. Can we stay here with him and wait for him to wake up while Rosebay’s army moves on?”


Armilla realized how unsure everyone was and the uncertain ground they were treading on. “Listen,” she said. “Here’s what we need to do. Our first priority is to save the crown protector, right?” she looked around, and everyone nodded their heads. “Then we need to call in the cavalry, so they can either help protect him or take him away. Shaiss, you and I will go out and intercept them just short of here, and then bring only a few guards and some extra horses in to this spot.”

 “Once we do that, Nathaniel, you can help guard Rosebay; I agree it’s a good idea to make sure that she remains in control. It’s what he wants,” she indicated Alec. “But until then, we all need to stay close by to help protect Alec.”


No one spoke, and Armilla took their silence for consent. “Shaiss or Alder, would one of you send the signal to the cavalry to head this way? We need to get started,” Armilla said after a suitable silence.


The two light ingenairii looked at one another, then Alder raised his hands in the air. A light breeze ruffled his hair as he looked up at gray clouds against the blue sky, closed his eyes, and paused before engaging his powers once more. His hands glowed yellow for an intense moment, then a beam of light extended upwards from them through the sky, brashly announcing itself to anybody within miles. The group of humans, their heads all thrown back, failed to notice the silence that descended over the nearby lacertii army as all eyes turned towards the brilliant mark in the sky.


Alder was quietly counting backwards, and those standing with him heard him count down to zero, when the beam suddenly disappeared. His hands again seemed to glow for a moment, then they lost their luminescence, and the ingenaire lowered them. “I’ve done about all I can do until we can rest for a while,” he muttered to no one in particular.

 “Well then, come with me to go out and intercept the arrival of the cavalry,” Armilla told him. “Nathaniel, you, Shaiss and Kinsey stay here to watch these three. We should be back in an hour or so.”


Armilla looked down at where Rosebay was descending through the rocky field of the hillside with her small force to begin her inspection of her new army, then shook her head and began walking in the opite direction. Alder looked at his fellow light ingenaire, grinned, and then followed Armilla out of sight.


The three young ingenairii sat down on the stones of their promontory and watched the inspection take place below them, as Rosebay was presented with a baton in an apparent ceremony to mark the transfer of power to her. Upon receiving it, she began walking along the line of regiments, acknowledging each one as she passed down the line and then came back up. She conferred with her officers, then watched as the soldiers began to head into the hills towards an encounter with the other lacerta force coming down the river out of the mountains. The column climbed across the far side of the recent battlefield, and Rosebay waved at her human allies as she led the way over the crest of the hill and out of sight.

 “Kinsey, is there anything we can do for Alec?” Shaiss asked after the last warrior was out of sight.

 “I don’t know. My guess is that he drained himself trying to heal Imelda, which may have become more complicated with Yula’s injury as well. He may just need to rest, or he may need something more. I’m not certain. We could try to wake him, but he is still in some type of powerful connection with Imelda, and I don’t understand what it is, especially how he does it with someone who isn’t an ingenaire.”


Just then Yula groaned and turned her head. Her face was smudged, as were her clothes from when the arrow had struck her down. Shaiss bent down and gently moved the strands of hair off her face. Her eyes fluttered and opened, then focused on Shaiss, and she groaned again.


Nathaniel gripped her leg to prevent her from rolling over onto the arrow that still protruded from her flesh. Yula gave a loud cry, then moaned. “What’s happening? Why are you here?” she asked Shaiss as she reached up and grabbed his shoulder.

 “Rosebay won control of the army. Now she’s taken her lacertii and gone to meet the other lacertii. Armilla and Alder have gone to summon the cavalry. And we’re here wondering why you and Alec and Imelda are taking a nap in the middle of the day,” Shaiss replied lightly.

 “Alec was trying to heal Imelda, and he was using all the power I could give him. But then my power gave out – I couldn’t maintain the flow he was using with his abilities, and I passed out. I don’t know what happened to them after that. Is Imelda okay?” the plant ingenaire asked.


Kinsey bent over Imelda and gingerly moved her leather armor to examine the wound. “She appears healed, at least on the outside,” Kinsey said as she looked at the dull red scar from the sword injury. “All three of you were unconscious when we got here. You were the first to wake up.”

 “Alec was doing something that felt like it was more than healing her physical body,” Yula said. “It felt like he was giving a piece of himself in addition to giving energy from the other realm,” Yula tried to describe what she had sensed.

 “Kinsey said there’s still some type of connection between them, even while they’re unconscious,” Nathaniel told her.


Yula groaned again as a muscle spasm in her leg brought a fresh wave of pain.

 “Should we try to wake him? Alec could heal Yula, if he’s ready,” Shaiss said.

 “Let’s wake Imelda first,” Nathaniel suggested. “If she’s healed, then Alec will probably be able to arouse himself.”


They both looked at Kinsey, who shrugged. “I think waking Imelda may be better. Let me do it.”


Kinsey knelt next to Imelda and placed both hands on her head and began massaging her scalp, then gently called her name.


Imelda drew a deep breath, and moaned an indistinguishable word.


Kinsey continued to massage, and called Imelda again, then raised her head with a start. “Alec?” she blurted out loud.


Imelda’s jaw moved without sound, then a strangled voice called out, “Kinsey.”

 “Oh Lord, Oh Lord, that’s Alec talking through Imelda,” Kinsey said, as she sat back on her haunches.

 “Need energy…Yula?” Imelda’s mouth, but Alec’s voice murmured.


Three heads swiveled to look at the injured girl, whose eyes widened at the mention of her name.


Yula closed her eyes, took a deep breath. She realized she was being asked to contribute more power again. “Would you add your energy to mine, Kinsey?” she asked, then she reached out her hand and placed in on Alec, and sent as much energy as she could muster into the depleted healer. “Kinsey?” she called one more time as she acted, then went silent as she concentrated all her focus on blocking the pain of the injury and supporting Alec.


Immediately Alec greedily began to suck in her power, and she sensed that all of it slipped directly into the connection he had established with Imelda. Like a recurring nightmare, Yula felt Alec’s craving for more energy, and she felt her personal abilities bursting at the seams as Alec wantonly withdrew energy through her to a point beyond her abilities.


She felt tears on her face and knew that she was about to falter again from the strain of Alec’s demands. She held on to her consciousness for as long as she could, hoping to postpone another descent into the abyss. Just as she felt at a loss, ground down to the point of surrender, a sudden wave of relief washed over her. “I’m here,” she felt Kinsey say, and she sensed the demand on her strength diminish as Alec tapped into the new source of energy and began to drain the spirit ingenaire as well as Yula.


Alec also felt the arrival of Kinsey, and immediately shifted his attention to the new ingenaire in the connection, finding, evaluating and pulling energy from the frail girl who had placed her hand on Yula. The power that came through Kinsey was much like his own spirit powers which he had only haphazardly experienced, except smoother and much more sophisticated, and suited his need to disengage his soul from Imelda with seamless d she felection.


Using those powers, which he shaped with his abilities, Alec strengthened his attenuated bond with Imelda’s still distant spirit, which hovered beyond her body. “Come back Imelda,” he called, and his voice now sounded like the roar of a lion to his own ears. He gained a surer grasp on the remote entity, and began to bring her closer to her earthly home. He sensed her hovering just beyond the dimensions of the human world, and then she dove back into her own vessel in a deft movement that shook Alec loose and pressed him back into his own body.


Her body gave a convulsive heave, and Alec’s body was thrown off her, away from her and all the others, so that all the bonds of energy flowing between the four individuals were abruptly snapped. Yula cried out in agony at the sudden wrenching, while Kinsey gave a great sigh, then fainted.


Alec lay with his eyes closed, then raised and shook his head. He opened his eyes and saw the others just a few feet away. The first thing he saw was the arrow in the back of Yula’s leg, and he felt a shudder run through him at the thought of the girl’s pain.

 “Is Imelda back in her body?” Alec asked, as his eyes continued to focus on the shaft rising from the leg of the plant ingenaire. The others noted how drawn and tired he looked, as though he had aged greatly.


He lay and rested for another moment, waiting as no one answered at first. “Kinsey is unconscious, and Imelda is unconscious, and neither Shaiss nor I have the talents to tell what Imelda’s state is right now,” Nathaniel answered Alec.

 “Give me your knife,” he told Nathaniel as he sat up.


Nathaniel handed the weapon over. “Is she unconscious?” Alec asked about Yula, and he poked her ribs with a finger to check. Satisfied that the girl was unconscious, Alec gingerly pulled on the shaft, and saw a grimace cross Yula’s face. Alec resolutely slid the knife blade down along the shaft of the arrow and probed the arrow head, then with a quick slice of the metal and a flick of his wrist he pulled the weapon from the damaged flesh.


Yula cried out, but still remained comatose. Alec put the knife down and took a deep breath, then closed his eyes, placed both palms on Yula’s wound to force the edges of the cut together, and focused his insubstantial trace of energy on healing her leg. He had only a slow, limping trickle of power to use, and steadily he progressed through the healing of the tendons and the vessels and the flesh, little by little.


He didn’t look at Yula as he healed her leg, but instead stared at Imelda. Seemingly prodded by his attention, the leather-clad cavalry-rider groaned and raised her head, then opened her eyes to see Alec healing the leg of the blond plant ingenaire. Images, memories, and concepts rushed through Imelda’s consciousness.

 “Oh, my Lord, what have we done here?” she asked as she tried to sort through her thoughts and the sight of the others lying around her.


Alec stared at Imelda, who returned his look. “Alec, you look so tired and worn? Are you alright?” she asked as she tried to sort ou the jumbled mix of memories and experiences she was returning from. She reached out a hand towards him.


Alec lifted his hand from Yula’s leg and stretched it towards Imelda, so that their fingers touched, then clasped together. A startled look crossed Alec’s face momentarily, then he shifted and reached back to resume healing Yula’s thigh, finishing the job that had been interrupted by Imelda’s revival.

 “What happened?” Imelda asked, sitting up and moving closer to Alec.

 “Alec was in you,” Shaiss said excitedly. “He controlled your body; I’ve never seen anything like it before!”


Imelda’s hand moved with blinding speed, faster than any of them would have imagined possible, to slap Alec fully across the face, leaving a bright red imprint.


He grunted as his head snapped back, placed his hand on the sore cheek, and winced. “What was that for?” he demanded.

 “For what you did; you violated me!” she replied with blazing indignation.

 “I meant that his spirit was in you while he was healing you; he used your mouth to speak to us,” Shaiss said hastily.

 “You were dead after that lacerta’s sword pierced you, but Alec healed you and brought you back to life,” Nathaniel added.

 “I was dead?” Imelda asked with a drastic change in her tone. “I, I had a dream or a vision of a bright place,” she paused, “but then Alec started nagging at me. I heard his voice. He said…” she paused again, and didn’t finish. “And then I thought I was him – I had memories and thoughts…But then another voice told me to listen to him.” She looked at Alec, “Like that’s ever going to happen!” and she smiled with a grin Alec had never seen before, a smile that melted his heart.


Nathaniel was suddenly uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had turned in. “You two can work all that out later,” he said gruffly, not looking at either of them. “In the mean time we have urgent matters to attend to if we want to stay alive.”

 “Should we wake up Yula and Kinsey?” Shaiss asked, changing the topic.

 “I think they’ll have headaches,” Alec said clinically.

 “You can fix that, though,” Imelda responded.


Shaiss reached over to Yula and gently rubbed her shoulder, then called her name. The girl moaned, and Shaiss called her again. She stirred and opened her eyes. “My leg is better,” she said. “How did you do that? Is Alec back?”

 “Right behind you,” he answered, and placed a finger on her temple to prevent her headache from catching her attention, further draining the meager power available at his disposal. They next awakened Kinsey, and when they all were ready, Nathaniel motivated them to start following Armilla’s path to intercept the cavalry.


They left the edge of the hills and began slowly crossing the flat plain that stretched to the horizon. “What’s that out there?” Kinsey asked, pointing to an indistinguishable shape across the plain.

 “That’s a cloud of dust, probably from the cavalry horses,” Imelda answered. Minutes later they saw Armilla and Alder standing in place awaiting the cavalry’s arrival, and by the time the ingenairii and Imelda caught up to their two companions, the horses were present.


Everyone was quickly mounted. Alec leaned over to pat Walnut affectionately on the neck; he trusted and was fond of the steed he’d ridden so far across the Dominion, and took joy in their reunion.

 “We’ve received dispatches,” Imelda’s lieutenant informed her, holding out a bundle of papers. “The riders were inbound to find us and we happened to be waiting in their path.”

 “Read them while we ride,” Alec suggested as he sagged in his saddle. He still felt exhausted from the demanding use of ingenaire powers, and appeared gray and aged.

 “Where do you want us to ride to?” Imelda asked, looking at Alec with an expression her lieutenant could not fathom.

 “I want to go make sure Rosebay is doing well in her meeting with the other lacertii,” he answered.

 “Rosebay the lacerta again?” Imelda asked. “Are you in love with her or something? Bewitched perhaps?”


Alec sighed. “No, and no. I simply think that she is a reasonable person, and if we can help her acquire power among the lacertii, our problems with their race are going to be considerably lessened.”


Imelda shook her head, and Alec decided to continue. “Let’s ride around the hills to see how the encounter is going. If everything is well, we can start to ride back home, and if there’s trouble, perhaps we can help. Cavalry is something you know the lacertii don’t have an answer for.”


Imelda shook her head and bit her tongue, then gave the order to form a column and head north around the hills they had spent the past several weeks in. As they rode, Alec and Imelda traveled side-by-side, Alec with his eyes shut, resting, while Imelda examined the papers that had been handed to her earlier.

 “Alec! The lacerta forces began attacking hard along the front back home several days ago,” Imelda read. “They’re succeeding in turning the flank of our defenses.” She paused only a moment. “We ought to head immediately back there to take part in any operations we can.”

 “We should be able to head back there within a day,” Alec said. “But while we’re here, we need to do what we can to make this operation work. I’d like to think we both nearly died for something.”


Imelda shook her head again. She turned and lashed out at her officers. “Let’s get this column moving. Why aren’t we going any faster?”ieutenants quickly dispersed, and quickened the pace of the company, while Imelda read on in stony silence. Alec closed his eyes again, pondering the wisdom of his decision.

 “Here,” Imelda said in an agitated voice, holding a dispatch out to Alec, saying nothing further. Alec took the military dispatch that had come from an officer in the Goldenfields central command, and started reading. He gave a sudden gasp as he read that the post on the river had fallen, and the lacertii were making a strong offensive push that was turning the left end of the Goldenfields defenses, forcing the army to fall back. Apparently hunger was forcing the lacertii commanders to take desperate measures. The Goldenfields officer reported that the lacertii seemed to be taking horrific losses in their offensive efforts, but were winning the battles nonetheless.

 “Alec, you are the crown protector of the Dominion. But I am sworn to serve my Duke, and he needs my forces now,” she said.


Alec thought about what to do. “I would like to keep you here with me, so I can keep an eye on your healing,” he lied. In truth he wanted to have time with her. “Would you be satisfied if you and a small group of riders stayed here with the ingenairii, and the rest went back to the battles along the river?”


It was Imelda’s turn to reflect on her owned conflicted desire to spend more time with Alec, even with extraordinary events looming all around. “I won’t be happy, but that will work for a little while. Berlisle knows how to get them home in a hurry, and they’ll listen to her; they respect her. Your folks from the Dominion have become pretty good riders since we came out here together; they should be able to return at a good pace.”

 “Let’s split up then, so you can send the soldiers on their way,” Alec said abruptly, looking back at the column trailing behind him.


Imelda halted the column, and confusion reigned as a new set of orders began to circulate. The officers from the Oyster Bay regiments protested the order to leave the crown protector behind, and Alec chose to accept a platoon of riders from his Oyster Bay forces to keep the peace, while the others agreed to follow Berlisle on the trip back to the front. Only Imelda, of all the Goldenfields cavalry riders, was to stay behind, but no eyebrows were raised because the story of her terrible wound had already sped through the ranks with lightning speed, and Alec’s medical abilities were assumed to be needed to heal her.


Was this what a ruler should do, Alec wondered. Was this what a doctor should do? In either case, he knew that he felt uncomfortable about the deception, but he convinced himself that it was something many men would consider.

 “How long will we be out here, Alec?” Imelda asked.

 “I don’t know, perhaps only another day or so, if Rosebay can quickly convince the other forces to accept her command and follow her back to their own land,” Alec suggested.

 “But if they reject her?” Imelda prodded.

 “Right now, there’s not a lot we can do,” Nathaniel added. He and the other ingenairii had circled around listening. “Both Shaiss and Alder are exhausted after today’s events, Yula and Kinsey were pretty well drained by your healing of Imelda, and you look like you were dragged over rocks yourself, with all respect. Allisma is fresh, and I’m in good shape, but that is about all you’ve got besides a platoon from Oyster Bay,” Nathaniel bluntly pointed out. “And Armilla,” he hastily added, seeing the frown on Alec’s personal guard.

 “It’s nearly nightfall now,” Alec said, looking at the sun approaching the horizon. “Let’s ride a little further and set up camp for the evening, and see what a good night’s rest does for everyone.” The two groups shortly thereafter parted ways, Berlisle looking forward to commanding the group and preparing to navigate by the stars to keep them moving for several hours that night.


Imelda led the group of twenty forward. When nightfall began in earnest, they moved up a shallow valley, set up a campsite with guards posted in a regular rotation, and everyone quickly tended their horses then bedded down for the night in their blankets.


Alec woke up early the next morning, listening to the sounds of birds announcing the eminent arrival of dawn, though bright stars still dominated the sky above. Feeling refreshed and a great deal stronger after his night’s rest, he stood up and walked to where a sentry stood guard at the open end of the valley. “Another early riser, I see,” the guard politely commented.

 “Is someone else up already?” Alec asked.

 “The captain from Goldenfields walked out about ten minutes ago to stretch her legs, she said,” the guardsman replied.

 “I’ll go see if I can join her,” Alec said casually, walking out in the direction the guard had pointed.

 “Should you be out without an escort, sire?” the guard asked with hesitant concern.

 “The darkness will protect me until I find the captain, and then I’ll be safe with her,” Alec promised, walking rapidly before the guard could make any decisions about stopping him or alerting Armilla.


He walked for several minutes, until he saw a patch of darkness that materialized into a woman’s figure, standing alone, looking up at the stars that were starting to fade as grayness began to emerge through the dark fabric of the sky.

 “May I join you?” Alec asked from several steps away.

 “What did you have to do to save my life?” Imelda asked without looking at him.

 “I tried to keep the blood flowing in your limbs, and to keep your heart pumping, plus heal your lungs, to start,” he tried to remember. “Then I found your soul departing your body, and I grabbed it and held onto it with all my strength, to keep you from leaving. It took so much energy to do that, I couldn’t really work to heal your physical injuries very well until Yula gave me her powers to help,” he answered, stepping close to her and placing his hand on her shoulder. “And then Kinsey gave me her energies too. If they hadn’t added to wI had, we’d still be lying there with my soul holding onto yours.

 “Of course, if you hadn’t disobeyed my orders, and if you’d gone with the other troops in the first place, none of that would have happened,” Alec said, for the first time bringing up the fact that Imelda had been at the lacertii battle site despite orders to leave. “You need to learn to trust me and my ability to use my powers,” Alec added.


Imelda’s elbow jabbed out suddenly and viciously, catching Alec in the ribs, and doubling him over. “What? The mighty warrior ingenaire can’t even defend himself from an unarmed woman? No wonder I felt it prudent to provide additional protection for you,” she said.


Alec stood up, still gasping for air. “Are you always going to treat me this way?” he asked.

 “Only when you deserve it,” Imelda answered.


Alec removed his arms from his sides and reached out to Imelda, drawing her into an embrace. She resisted for a second, then her resolved to do what she felt honor-bound to do, and gently pushed herself free.

 “Imelda, please don’t say no to me,” Alec begged, his heart growing suddenly fearful. He hadn’t planned for this scene to occur at all, and now that it was spontaneously happening, he felt his stomach clench with anxiety as he foresaw that it was going to end in a fashion he didn’t want.

 “Alec, when I first met you, I thought you were in love with Inga. When I worked with you later, I thought you were in love with Bethany. Then I heard you’d traveled the length of the Dominion to follow the Stronghold trader girl you loved.


He stepped back and looked in her face. “You aren’t a particular pillar of constancy when it comes to loving women,” she summed up.

 “I can explain,” he started to say.

 “Listen to me,” she commanded. “Bethany is the right girl for you. I know how deeply she loves you; we talked quite a bit in Bondell when she was waiting on you while you were injured. I can’t have that kind of a relationship with you, because I would always feel guilty about betraying her.” “There’s no betrayal,” Alec protested. “She has found someone else to love,” he said with a trace of bitterness.

 “Talk to your friend, Allisma,” Imelda said, a part of her wishing that circumstances would let her honorably accept a relationship with Alec. But she knew enough about Bethany and liked her enough to not want to stand in her way. “Allisma said that Bethany would have come out here with you if you had asked her. She just needs you to show strength in your relationship with her now. Don’t give up! You have to get over your pride and your manhood and tell the girl what you feel.”


Alec listened to her words, and wished that he could talk to Allisma then and there to ask about Bethany one more time. “Do you believe that, or is this just your way of saying ‘no’ to spare my feelings?” he asked.

 “

 “You’re being very kind,” he told her. “Some folks wouldn’t peg you for being so thoughtful!” 


 “Well I am, and don’t you forget it! But don’t tell anyone either; I have a reputation,” she grinned. “The truth of the matter is that I want to see you two together; and I want to be a cavalry rider. I want you to have the life that’s best for you, and I want to have the life that’s best for me. I want to live this life, the life of a cavalry officer. Almost nothing appeals to me as much as this does right now.

 “Although the chance to take charge of you and straighten you out might almost be worth the pain of giving up the cavalry,” she added after a few seconds of silence.

 “You are still the exact same girl who gave me this scar, aren’t you?” Alec said in exasperation. He saw Armilla walking rapidly towards them in the dim red light of the emerging morning. “We’re about to have company,” he warned.

 “One of the ingenairii or one of the guards?” she asked as she thought about the ramification of either on finding them like this.

 “Neither. It’s Armilla,” Alec replied.


Imelda gave a start. “Oh,” she said in a small voice, and pulled away from Alec to put some space between them.

 “Most folks are awake and preparing to depart, sire,” Armilla said. “Everyone but the commanders, it seems. And don’t try to move apart like I haven’t got eyes to see what’s going on here. You’d be crazy to take on a project like this,” she told Imelda, pointing to Alec. “This boy will give you nothing but trouble.”


Imelda grinned despite herself, and Alec felt good about the grin she showed. 


 “The captain apparently had the same thought; she said ‘no’ to me,” Alec answered, pleased in some self-deprecating sense that he was able to admit her refusal.


Armilla stared at them in confusion, having presumed their solitary conversation would end with a different, happier outcome. She rallied to change the topic rapidly. “Now I’m not going to say anything about you coming out here alone, at least not to you, but the guard who let you come out here alone is another matter. For the moment, let’s get you children back to the camp so we can pack up and you can use your brilliance and insight to tell us all where we’re going today.”

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 33 – Rosebay’s Battle


Imelda, Alec and Armilla walked three abreast back into camp. Most of the band was ready to travel, and all eyes were on the returning leaders, whose somber expressions left many in the camp concerned. A route was quickly plotted to travel along the top of the ridge of the hill country, and to come upon the site where the two lacerta forces were expected to meet. There they could look down from the hills and watch the flat lands as Rosebay advanced to meet the newcomers.


They rode out quickly into the brightening morning, the sun on their right and their shadows stretching out to the left. Alec was paired with Nathaniel. “What was Moriah’s reaction when you asked her to marry you?” Alec blurted out his question after a long ride in silence.


Nathaniel looked at him like he was crazy. “Say what?”


Alec repeated his question, and Nathaniel thought for a moment. “Well Alec, truth be told, I think she asked me before I asked her. We both knew that we were going to wed, I suppose, but Moriah was the one to bring it into the open, not long after you showed up at Rubicon’s house, as a matter of fact.”

 “What, uh, why do you ask?” Nathaniel followed.


Alec unburdened himself and told his friend about the conversation with Imelda. “I know in my heart I’m not over Bethany, but I think I need to be; I have to move on with my life. I’ve found myself attracted to Imelda since we met back in camp – she’s someone I know and respect and am comfortable with. But she told me to go back to Bethany, that Allisma says Bethany really still cares for me,” Alec admitted.

 “She has a point you know,” Nathaniel said about Imelda’s objections. “There was a time when Moriah and I thought for sure that you and Bethany were destined to be a match. I don’t know much about your other infatuations, but maybe Imelda is right and you can still put together a match with Bethany.”


Alec looked askance at his friend, a dozen arguments running through his mind, but as each rose to his lips he saw the weakness of his case. That led to stewing in silence for several minutes. “I need to talk to Allisma,” Alec said petulantly at last.

 “There’s nothing like love to equalize all men, from the crown protector down to the everyday soldier!” Nathaniel laughed, and after a moment Alec laughed with him. Their conversation moved on to other things and the ride towards the lacertii passed quickly. By late morning Imelda called a water break for the horses.

 “We’re more than halfway towards the area you want to be in,” the cavalry commander told Alec as she walked along the line of riders. “We should be there in time for a late lunch break and to see what action unfolds. Do you have any ideas about what to do if the lacertii aren’t where you expect them to be?”

 “We’ll go look for them,” Alec said, bluffing more confidence than he felt about their next step.

 “We only carry a few days of food in our packs, Alec,” Imelda war him. “We can’t wander around out here too long, plus there’s a war I’m anxious to get back to.”


Alec looked at her, when suddenly his health vision spotted the slight discomfort she was experiencing where he hadn’t thoroughly healed her skin and underlying muscles in her abdomen. His hand touched her midsection, and he flashed his energy into her, finishing the task that had been so daunting the day before.


Imelda felt the relief from the irritation before she even had time to slap Alec’s hand away from her. “You didn’t have to do that; it wasn’t that bad,” she said at a loss for words, but not wanting to be in debt to her spurned suitor.

 “You’re welcome,” Alec grinned. “I’m going to go see if Yula needs any more healing.”


He hadn’t spoken a word with the plant ingenaire since their adventure in healing Imelda had begun, and Alec suspected Yula harbored even less good will toward him than before. As he approached her, his health vision showed that her leg was sore, and that she was slightly saddle sore as well. He reached up and placed his hand on her knee, then let his healing powers address both needs.


Yula had been facing left and speaking with Allisma on that side, and didn’t realize Alec was on her right and healing her until she felt a wave of relief make her saddle more comfortable. “Oh, it’s Alec,” she said in a softer tone that he had expected. “Thank you. That feels better.”


Satisfied that he had avoided Imelda’s difficult question and Yula’s wrath, Alec returned to Walnut and remounted. His thoughts bounded aimlessly about as they resumed riding. What would it be like to court Bethany again? Would there be a spectacle of gossip among the nobles and courtiers? What would people say?

 “It’s that peak right there,” he heard Nathaniel say.


Alec asked him to repeat his words.

 “I said we start to cut across the corner of the hill range at that round-topped peak up ahead, and head inland to find a nice balcony seat over-looking the lacertii re-union,” Nathaniel explained.


Imelda led the horses up a steeply cut watercourse, and then wound through the hills to stop at a point just below a ridge.

 “Over this ridge is the end of the hills, and it should be about where you expect the lacertii forces to be,” Imelda told Alec as she sent out a scout to explore the land ahead and report back.


Minutes later the scout came thundering back. “There’s a hard fought battle going on below us down there,” the woman reported. “Our lacertii are fighting a larger force wearing blue tunics.”


Alec noted the possessive reference to Rosebay’s force, and he felt gladdened by the positive implications. “Let’s go take a look,” he said, and spurred Walnut onward, motioning Shaiss and Alder to join him, along with several others who came along. Just behind the ridge they dismounted, and stood at the top to viewabopanorama spread out below.

 “Alder, could you focus another of those light rays on the leaders of the blue forces?” Alec asked, motioning towards a group of apparent officers standing by a raised standard. The blue army had Rosebay’s forces surrounded on three sides, and combat was underway around the entire perimeter.


Alder looked at Alec’s intended target. “Let’s see what we can do,” he said as he concentrated, then aimed his hand and unleashed a line of light energy that caught the standard, causing it to burst into flame. “It’s too far away to get accurate aim,” he reported. “I can put some energy in the general area, but I can’t promise any particular target from this distance.”


Alec stood and watched the blue forces scurrying around the flaming standard, unaware of what caused the combustion. “We could ride down and start fighting our way closer to them,” Alec suggested.

 “The lacertii don’t know how to fight against cavalry, especially these new ones; they don’t have nor have ever seen horses,” Imelda said with a predatory gleam in her eye. “We could ride down that canyon over there and stay out of sight most of the way.”


Alec considered the possible outcomes. “We’ll leave Yula and Kinsey and Allisma here with a couple of guards, and the rest of us will follow Imelda’s route down to the battlefield,” he decided.

 “Your grace,” Armilla said sternly.


Alec turned to look at her.

 “Your grace,” she repeated, “You are the crown protector of the Dominion. You cannot go riding down into an active battle between two lacertii forces. Your duty is to remain safely waiting up here, and I will remain with you as your guard.”


Alec felt a drop in his gut, and knew that her words were so sensible that he could offer no opposition, as much as he wanted to. “You are right, and we will stay here,” he agreed. “If you wish to join this force, I will remain behind while you add your strength to the battle.”

 “I’m proud of you for agreeing, sire,” Armilla said. “And I believe you. I will go and fight enough for us both!” she grinned.

 “Lead them on the way, Captain,” Alec said to Imelda. “And come back safely, or I’ll come down there looking for you,” he added in a quiet whisper in her passing ear.


Imelda looked away, then looked at Alec and smiled. “We’ll all be back before you know it. We’ve got a big war to get to you know, so I expect to return soon.”


Alec sat on Walnut and watched the line of riders begin the descent down the channel in the land, quickly passing from view. He stopped craning his neck, and turned to find the other three ingenairii around him also watching for signs of the departed band. “Does anyone have a deck of cards?” he asked cheerily, trying to break the tension of the small band that would have to wait out the battle and the dangers facing their friends.


Yula gave him a withering glance, while Allisma snickered and Kinsey smiled.


They stood and waited for the cavalry unit to appear below, without any further conversation. Several minutes passed before a brief flash of light occurred, and a small fire erupted among the forces fighting against Rosebay. Another flash occurred, then another, and another. Many members of the army that had come from the mountains were becoming distracted by the unusual phenomena occurring in their midst.


Within a few more minutes, the flashes stopped, and the mounted fighters emerged into sight, riding around to strike the rear of the enemy army. The archers fired their arrows and swiftly moved on to where the first physical engagement occurred. The cavalry rode close with swords extended to strike the lacertii and then swerve back away and reform to engage again. A few riders pulled away and waited as the other Dominion forces continued the attack, a tactic that left Alec puzzled.


He noticed that the army under Rosebay’s command was starting to win ground now as they faced a shrinking and confused enemy. After an hour of striking the periphery of the blue forces, all the cavalry veered away and headed back towards the base of the hills to the point where they were no longer visible from the mountaintop watchers again. Minutes after that, the flashes of light resumed disrupting the lacertii again. From high above, Alec could see that thanks to the intervention of the ingenairii and cavalry, the battle was going to be won by Rosebay. Many of her opponents were fleeing steadily away.


Alec and the others waited patiently on top of the hill, as the sky above began to darken with the approach of dusk. Relieved that the cavalry and the ingenairii were returning from the battle and Rosebay’s army seemed certain to win, Alec was again preoccupied by his unresolved personal concerns. “Allisma,” Alec said as he motioned the water ingenaire over towards him, “Can I ask you a question?

 “Does Bethany care about me enough to marry me?” Alec asked her.

 “Aren’t we a little too old to be playing these type of games, Alec? Do you want me to pass a note to her for you?” Allisma asked playfully.

 “Never mind,” Alec said, irritated by Allisma’s response. “I thought that you would know what her feelings were, and give me some idea of whether we can rekindle a relationship.”

 “That is something you and she need to decide for yourselves. I have tried not to gossip too much on this trip or to betray anyone’s confidence, but I know what she has said, and I’ve seen how she feels. I have a suspicion that you feel almost exactly the same way. Besides,” she told him, drawing close enough to almost whisper in his ear, “you just need to learn to communicate with her. If you had told her you were leaving this place or that, if you had told her you had this mission or that, if you had told her you loved her earlier, she would have waited patiently in Goldenfields for years.”


Alec was about to retort, when another voice interrupted.

 “There’s a light rising up the path,” Kinsey called from a short distance away. Alec turned and saw that the gully was growing brighter; after a moment of consideration he realized that one of the light ingenairii was probably lighting the way for the sortie as they ascended their rocky path. They waited and within minutes the head of the column arrived back on the top of the plateau.

 “Alec, come look at these wounds, please,” Imelda called to Alec as she crested the lip of the arroyo. “These folks were injured in the attack. They aren’t life-threatening injuries, so we thought they could manage to ride back to you for healing.”


Alec walked in the darkness touching the various wounded riders, using his powers to detect the harm done to each and then healing them. He helped the last one down from her horse as he closed the slash in her calf. “You’ll feel fine after a good night’s sleep,” he assured her.


The entire contingent reached the summit as Alec tended to the injured, and Imelda had set them to work putting up tents and establishing a guard rotation for the evening. By the time Alec had finished his healing, the camp was set and a fire was burning.

 “Your majesty, your tent will be here, in the center of the camp,” Armilla told him as he walked up to the group gathered around the fire. “And tomorrow, we’ll have you packed and ready to return to the Dominion. We will finally leave to go home to the Dominion, won’t we?” 


 “Are you asking for yourself, or for Imelda?” Alec asked on impulse. He had never known Armilla to seem concerned about staying away from Oyster Bay.

 “I don’t think that’s the point of this conversation,” she said loftily, giving herself away.

 “I hope that we can meet with Rosebay tomorrow, confirm that she is in control and on her way back to her own land, and then we can be on our way back to Goldenfields,” Alec said. “That would be the best situation.”

 “What’s the worst situation?” Armilla asked, and Alec sensed she asked for her own curiosity, not for Imelda’s sake.

 “I’m not sure, but I’ll know it when I see it,” Alec told her with a grin. “Did you enjoy the fighting down there?” he changed the subject.

 “It was good honest warfare, not this skulking and ambushing we’ve been doing along the river for the past few weeks. Yes, it felt exhilarating,” Armilla said. “The lacertii don’t know anything about horses or cavalry, so we have no problems in these types of situations.

 ”Did you see what we achieved with little more than a dozen cavalry riders?!” she added turning away to tend to her final duties before turning in for the night.


The Goldenfields forces settled into camp for the evening, and Alec retired to his tent, where Nathaniel and Armilla were also spending the night. “I’ve heard Armilla’s bloody joy in the fighting today,” Alec said to Nathaniel. “What did you come away with from the little jaunt down to the battlefield?”

 “Nothing in particular for the moment, but in the long run, there’s potential trouble,” Nathaniel said. ‘The lacertii fight pretty well, but they don’t have horses, and don’t have experience fighting against horse-mounted warriors. Give them time to get horses and understand the tactics of cavalry, and the next war will be much different.”

 “Next war?” Alec asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “There’s always a next war. Rubicon taught us that,” Nathaniel replied. “You weren’t with him long enough to get all the philosophy and strategy he taught, but he said there’s never been a last war so far. There will be a next war with the lacertii, too.”


On that gloomy note, Alec lay down and fell asleep.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 34 – Riding the Plains

 




The next morning Alec was one of the first people awake in the camp, and walked quietly out to the edge of the precipice to see the eastern plain. The ground below was scattered with dark spots that Alec knew were the dead from the battle. Far out on the horizon was a dark color that Alec believed was the camp of the lacertii forces.


He sensed someone else nearby, and turned to see Imelda just steps away. “I almost snuck up on you!” she grimaced. “I thought I could catch a warrior ingenaire.”


Alec was in a contemplative mood. He had dreamed that night about being married to Bethany, and raising children with her. “Tell me about your parents,” Alec asked.

 “My parents? Why?” she replied.

 “I don’t know anything about them, or your home, or the way you grew up,” he told her. “I don’t know anything about parents at all, as a matter of fact, being an orphan. Did you have brothers?”

 “Yes, I have five brothers, all older than me, and they’ll all want to bash in the head of anyone who tries to mess with their baby sister,” Imelda said with a heartfelt grin. “They all watched out for me, more than my parents in truth. They took me riding, and taught me swords, and played rough games with me. They didn’t treat me like a girl at all. And with them always watching me, none of the other boys in the area came around to see me.”

 “Why didn’t they come join the Guard like you?” Alec responded.

 “The eastern plains are a good place to live. The land is wide open and the pastures are rich, great for raising herdMost folks don’t want to leave a place like that. Inga is the only person we knew who had ever traveled more than three villages away from our home. Nobody ever saw any reason to leave. Inga’s probably the only person outside my family that my brothers and parents would have trusted to watch over me in a corrupt place like the big city,” Imelda continued to smile.

 “I was determined to follow her after we heard about her grand adventures, and of course I’d hardly gotten there before Inga left, and then after I, uhm, lost my temper with you, I didn’t have a reputation that exactly invited the men in the Guard to try to flirt with me, but, what was the question?” she tailed off in embarrassment.

 “I’m not sure it matters,” Alec said with a gentle smirk, which provoked a threatened punch.

 “Alright then, what about you? Everyone thinks they know something about you, because of all the rumors people tell. After we left you in Bondell, I heard stories in court and in the Guard about you, and then there was nothing for so long we all thought you had died. Does anyone know the truth about you? Nathaniel seems to know more than most about some things, Bethany knew some other juicy items, but no one has any idea about more than a couple of months of your life,” Imelda challenged. “You’re the mysterious ruler who is a mighty ingenaire and a miraculous healer and perhaps able to communicate directly with the saints. What’s real about you Alec?”

 “Oh, Imelda,” Alec said, and he sat down on the stones, his legs dangling below him as he stared at the sun rising over the horizon. He pondered the notion that the events of his life seemed to be the grist for public debate, and the topic of a morning chat with a girl like her. What could he say about his life that represented the real achievements of his character, and not just the fortune of being at the right place when things happened? “I don’t know if anything is real about me. I ran away from an unhappy life, and found a friend in Ari in the carnival, and I knew, just absolutely knew, that I wanted to be an ingenaire, like Ari was, at a time when there was absolutely no prospect for me to be one. Then we were attacked in the mountains, and it feels like I’ve been running away from something or after something ever since. I became an ingenaire by accident without even knowing. And I made a lot of decisions that maybe were mistakes, but I didn’t realize it at the time.

 “I listened to you the other morning, when you doubted if I had the heart to remain faithful to one girl,” Alec said with difficulty. “I know that I can; I never tried to cheat on anyone or be untrue, despite the way things are told. Friendships just seem to develop more complications than I knew possible. I traveled with Noranda, was living with Leah, just drifted into being too comfortable with Inga, and then grew comfortable taking Bethany for granted, and every time it seems someone ended up getting hurt, sometimes even me, though no one should have. They are all really, really good people.

 “I know I’ll get along okay with Inga again. I really look forward to seeing her and Lewis when we can sit and have a meal and talk about life in the Guard. But I’m not sure Bethany will forgive me, despite what Allisma says,” he added. “I should have told her more; I should have let her know why I made the choices I did, why I had to do the things I did.

 “All the circumstances of these relationships were so hard for me to really see then. I was just trying to figure out how to live my life with all the changes happening to me and around me,” Alec continued, looking straight ahead at the distant sky, instead of at the girl sitting now beside him. “I think that now it’s easier to see.”

 “And what is it that you see, Alec?” Imelda asked softly.


He turned to look into her face.

 “I see a couple of lovebirds,” Armilla said from just inches away, startling them both.

 “Everyone in camp knows that you two are over here. They can at least maintain the polite fiction that you’re planning strategy for the day. I don’t feel the need to be so polite,” the tall guard informed them as she towered over them. “We do need to know what we’re going to do today, so make up something and we can prepare the troops and you can make big eyes at each other some other time.”


Imelda’s face took on a flat expression, and she stood up. Alec remained sitting. “I’d like for us to go visit Rosebay this morning to make sure she is ready to return to the mountains in charge of a loyal army, and then we’ll be ready to head back to the Dominion,” he said.

 “I’ll tell everyone to saddle up to go,” Imelda said.


Armilla stuck a massive arm out in front of Imelda, causing her to grunt from the impact of walking into the arm. “We’ll let his highness go get the folks ready. You and I should speak for a minute,” Armilla said. She gestured for Alec to leave, and he immediately did, sensing that it was the only option he had available, giving Imelda’s hand a quick squeeze as he passed her.

 “Girl, what are you going to do with that boy?” Armilla asked in a businesslike tone.

 “Which boy?” Imelda asked, at a loss for words. She didn’t know how to answer the bodyguard’s question. “What do you mean?”

 “Don’t play games here. We’re too busy to waste time right now. I want you to tell me what your plans are for handling the lovesick puppy.”

 “I don’t have any plans,” Imelda said, intimidated and unsure what was going to happen next. “I’ve told him to get back together with Bethany; she’s right for him, and he’s right for her. When they were together in Goldenfields and on the way to Bondell, I would have believed they were already married, they were so close. And I think he wants to try.”


There was a dubious expression on Armilla’s face. “Well, that’s not what I imagined, and maybe even hoped for,” Armilla admitted.

 “I’ve heard enough from him and about him to know some things,” the bodyguard paused. “Aren’t you going to ask me what?”

 “What?” Imelda automatically replied.

 “He’s never had a family. He’s never had someone else to think about. That’s what makes a person stable and responsible, when they can think about someone else, or wonder how that other person would think. When that is the first thing you consider, that other person first, you’re in love, and you’ve got a better way of looking at the world,” Armilla pontificated.

 “Once he’s married, he won’t think about any other girl,” Armilla assured her. “He just wants to have someone special to be his family. And I don’t care if it’s you or Bethany or the girl from Stronghold, we need to get him settled in with someone who will give him stability.”

 “You do like him, don’t you Armilla?” Imelda asked as they began to walk towards the mounting soldiers.

 “I love him dearly, like a son, Imelda. That’s why I want him to marry someone who will be good for him,” she answered.


Imelda smiled, and looked down at the ground as she walked to her horse. “We’ll just have to get him and Bethany back together then as soon as possible.”


Imelda ended up lined beside Kinsey, but there was no opportunity to speak as they rode their horses single-file down the narrow way to the plain below. “Is there anything you can do as a spirit ingenaire to make Bethany and Alec get together?” she asked as the column reformed on the plain and began to move.

 “Under the best circumstances, I can only sense his feelings, not alter them,” Kinsey replied, giving a gentle smile. “Lately I’ve been able to read him much more strongly than anyone else I’ve ever been around. I think it may have been because of the energy we shared when he was saving you.”

 “So can you tell how he feels about Bethany?” Imelda exclaimed.

 “I haven’t been with him when he’s been asked about her, so I haven’t been able to sense his feelings. Maybe just as important is the question of how she feels about him?” Kinsey replied, remembering the anguish Bethany had endured while living in Goldenfields during Alec’s long period of disappearances and reappearances. She had lived in the healer home among the other ingenairii when Bethany had been treated like a widow during Alec’s inexplicable disappearance in Bondell. 


 “Allisma says that she still has feelings for him,” Imelda responded. “But he was slow to tell her how he felt, and by the time he admitted he loved her, she was with another beau.”


Kinsey was aware of Tritos, though not that Alec had finally professed his feelings. “Do you know of a way to get the two of them together?” Kinsey asked, sure that Alec would be better for Bethany than Tritos. “One that would let her appearance be a surprise to him? If she was in a position where he suddenly found her, he might be vulnerable, and admit to her how he feels?”

 “That would make things easier for Bethany, wouldn’t it?” Imelda agreed.

 “Well, I wouldn’t give a boy an advantage against a girl, would I?” Kinsey said with a wink. “We have to stick together.”

 “I admire your talents even more immensely, suddenly,” Imelda said with a laugh that made half the column turn to look at the two riders. “What have you found out about Alec while you’ve been sensing him?”

 “His heart is pure, and that is a great part of his strength of character. He has lived all his life with so little – few friends, no belongings, no status in the world. In the past two years his world has completely changed, and he has coped with it remarkably well by just stumbling forward from adventure to adventure. Bethany can help him make the next big step into learning about a stable, loving relationship,” Kinsey said clinically.


The two women continued to chat as the group rode across the plains towards the lacertii camp. When they arrived within hailing distance of the posted sentries, the group stopped, and Nathaniel rode out in front to parlay. “We wish to speak to Rosebay, the leader of the lacertii forces. Will you please ask her to come converse with Alec from the Dominion?” He spoke loudly as he sat patiently in a middling spot.


A lacerta guard nodded, and after a quick discussion with his fellows, went running towards the center of the camp while others gathered to wait and watch the small band of humans who had appeared. Before long a commotion erupted in the crowd, and Rosebay walked forward from the group of armed soldiers. Alec immediately dismounted and left his horse behind to walk out to meet her.


When they met, the two of them embraced in a long hug. “Are you alright, Rosebay?” Alec asked her quietly. “Do you need any more help from us?”


They separated, and Rosebay looked in Alec’s eyes. “Yes, Alec, everything is going to work out. It was a terribly bloody way to get here, and I’ve cried over the unnecessary deaths, but all of these who remain here are going to fight with me and for me to put an end to this war. I won’t need any more assistance; these soldiers are in agreement with me. The men despise the way they’re being asked to fight for no good reason. The problems we face are to our east, not our west, and that’s where we need to prepare ourselves.”

 “How long will it be until we can send an emissary to visit you and sign a peace treaty between our peoples?” Alec asked.

 “Oh, you’re the positive one, aren’t you?! Please don’t wait too long. I would love to see you in my home and show you our cities,” Rosebay said with a smile.

 “If everything is well with you and the command of these soldiers, we are going to take our leave and return home. I hope we can send the rest of your army back to you peacefully, and then begin to plan that visit,” he said.

 “Journey safely,” Rosebay said. “I hope we hear good stories soon from our returning soldiers.” They hugged again and parted, and Alec beckoned Nathaniel to go with him as he returned to his band, feeling satisfied that something significant had been accomplished.


All the humans looked expectant as Alec rejoined them. “Well, Rosebay reports that she has no need for our help; she’s on her way, taking her army back home to stop this war against the Dominion. Imelda, it’s time for you to show us the way to our home now. It’s time to move along,” he said with a smile, eliciting cheers from the group.

 “Let’s go around the hills instead of back up them this time. Nathaniel you cover the end of the forces, and I’ll lead,” Imelda said, glad to be back in charge of her force after weeks of being subservient to Alec’s leadership. She pulled her horse around and began the trip back to the Dominion.


Hours later, after the sun had set, Imelda pulled her horse up at the bottom of a shallow swale in the prairie. “We’ll spend the night here,” she announced. She detailed two men to set up a picket line for the horses, and assigned others to preparing the fire, setting up tents, and starting food.


Alec walked among the soldiers, offering a healing touch to those who needed it, and exchanging small pleasantries about the excitement of finally returning to the Dominion. As he completed his circuit of the squadron, the smell of cooking food wafted through the air. A column of smoke rose visibly in the darkening sky, the first time the soldiers had been incircumspect enough to allow smoke to show, now that they no longer needed to maintain the secrecy of their ambush location.


Imelda watched Alec among the soldiers, and thought about her conversations with Armilla and Kinsey. He looked comfortable and assured, hardly like the uncertain boy the two women had portrayed. But traveling with a small band here on the plains was far from the complications of being the crown protector amongst the complexities of palace intrigues. She realized with a startling insight that was perhaps why he had wanted to come out here; he had taken this mission to have a simple task without the complexities and politics of being surrounded by advisors and a court and sycophants all seeking something from him.


Bethany could be a comforter and an advisor for him. Would she do it, Imelda wondered? 



And what about her own future, she wondered. The words of affection from Alec made her pause and reflect. Maybe men would see her as a suitable mate after all, she hoped. No other man had made any overtures in a long time. And she wasn’t sure how to respond. After all, she was a girl who’d been sheltered from the world herself by a houseful of intimidating brothers. And ultimately, she still didn’t know if she wanted to give up her own freedom to take a mate just yet.

 “Hey, Alec,” she called across the camp. He looked up at her. She gestured for him to come over. “Let’s go check the sentries, shall we?” she suggested. Alec grinned and nodded yes.

 “Who’d you ride with today?” she asked him as they walked in the dusk. “What did you talk about?”

 “I was with Sudhalter and Gould,” Alec replied. “We talked about horse trading. Sudhalter’s father is a trader, and he judges horse flesh constantly. He liked Walnut a lot,” Alec said proudly. His pride in his horse momentarily rose above his pleasure in a tête-à-tête with the cavalry girl.

 “Who wouldn’t like the ruler’s horse?” Imelda replied with a grin.


 “And what did you talk about, with our friends Armilla and Kinsey?” he riposted.

 “We talked about you,” she said simply with another grin that brooked no more questions on the matter.

 “What will we do when we get back and the fighting is over?” Imelda asked, trying to subtly leave open the question of whether she would be with him after the battle.


Alec immediately grasped the implication of the question. He paused, then tried to play into it with humor. “I know what I’d like to do,” he answered.

 “Should I slap you now or slap you then?” she responded in the same light mood. They were both growing giddy as they verbally jousted with one another while making the rounds. For Alec, it reminded him of the kind of engaged conversation that he had enjoyed with Bethany, an exchange and interplay of humor and insinuation.

 “Bethany always threatened to dump a bucket of water on my head, and there wasn’t anything I could do about that,” he explained.

 “Whereas I’d just embarrass you on the practice floor,” Imelda said sympathetically.


Much later they completed their visits to the guards around the perimeter and returned to the center of the camp. The fire had burned down low, and Armilla, Kinsey and Nathaniel were sitting beside the embers, watching the couple return.

 “Did you get lost in the crowd out there?” Armilla asked with irony.

 “We had a lot to discuss,” Alec said loftily. “Strategy and tactics and plans and things. If you’ll excuse me now, I think I’ll go to bed. Good night everyone,” he added.

 “Before you go, Alec tell everyone about the time Bethany dumped water on you?” Imelda requested, looking at Kinsey meaningfully, hoping she got the hint to use her powers to analyze Alec’s feelings for Bethany as he relayed the tale.


Alec looked puzzled momentarily, but dutifully told the story. “Was that the time you cut away the back of her skirt? Her nickname was “Blue” for a month after that because everyone saw what color underwear she wore!” Nathaniel laughed.

 “She slugged me when I confessed I was the one who did that to her,” Alec laughed too, remembering the night on the beach, though he looked slightly embarrassed, then he left to crawl into his tent to sleep.

 “I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Imelda said to Kinsey, then walked out to her own sleeping place.


Kinsey grinned. “Good night you two warriors,” she nodded to the two remaining by the fire, and she headed to her sleeping spot.

 “What will your lady love say when you return home finally?” Armilla asked Nathaniel, as the two of them remained by the fire pit.

 “I’ll be so glad to see her. Moriah will be flaming mad that I got to have such adventures. Then she’ll be happy that I’m back. Then she’ll be a little jealous that I spent so much time with Alec while we were out here. I think she had a mothering crush on him when he first showed up because he seems so innocent and helpless, yet had such amazing powers. But with a baby on the way she’ll have plenty to keep her occupied and she’ll be too busy to dwell on the past,” Nathaniel answered.

 “What do you expect we’ll find when we get back to the Dominion?” Armilla asked Nathaniel.

 “I think we’ll find a whopping big battlefield that will be dangerous and confusing. There’s still a large lacertii army left out there in front of us, and we only have a handful of soldiers now,” Nathaniel replied. “I’m surprised Alec showed such good sense about not joining the battle among the lacertii yesterday. I don’t know how hard it will be to persuade him to stay away again,” he added.


The two guardians of the young ruler sat and talked a while longer, then likewise settled in, and the camp was quiet until the next morning.


The troops arose early, and rode hard that day, making good progress. Kinsey and Imelda rode together as they left the camp site. “What does he think?” Imelda immediately asked.

 “And good morning to you, too,” Kinsey said.

 “What have you two been plotting?” Shaiss asked as he rode up next to them.

 “Who’s plotting?” Imelda asked.


Shaiss looked at her skeptically. He didn’t know her very well. Instead he spoke directly to Kinsey. “Alder saw you talk to Armilla, and Armilla talk to Allisma. I saw Armilla talk to you,” he motioned to Imelda, “then you,” he motioned back to Kinsey, “spoke to Allisma.

 “So we want to know what the four of you are planning. It’s something to do with Alec, clearly, because one of you is always hovering around him, especially you, captain,” he asserted.


Imelda gave him a steely-eyed, flat stare.

 “We care about Alec,” Kinsey said. She judged the feelings she was receiving from Shaiss, and concluded he could be trusted. “You were in the House,” Kinsey said, referring to Alec’s healing shop in Goldenfields where many young ingenairii had lived together during the months they were removed from Oyster Bay. She too had lived there, and shared the sense of camaraderie that joined all the residents together during their exile.

 “Did you have any doubt that Bethany and Alec would be a couple together forever?” she asked.

 “No, I thought they’d be married someday,” the light ingenaire agreed. “So what are you plotting?”

 “We think Alec needs someone to give him an anchor, some stability. Bethany is the perfect person to do that Kinsewe’re talking about it,” Kinsey said.

 “And what are you plotting?” Shaiss probed.

 “Nothing yet. Will you help if the time comes?” Kinsey told him.

 “Let me know what we can do,” Shaiss answered, pulling his reins and falling back to ride with Alder.

 “What can he do? Will he tell Alec?” Imelda asked as soon as he was gone.

 “He sincerely believes that Bethany would be good for Alec, and vice versa,” Kinsey answered. “And we may find something for him to do when the time comes.”

 “Back to the beginning. What was Alec thinking when he talked about Bethany?” Imelda repeated her earlier question.

 “He felt fondness when he told the story,” Kinsey answered. “He still feels very positively towards her. I think he would be happy to see her again.”


Imelda called Allisma back to join them. “Is there a way to get Bethany out here to meet with Alec? You say she still cares for Alec, and Kinsey says he still cares for her,” Imelda asked.

 “I think it’s better that they meet away from Oyster Bay, maybe back in Goldenfields,” Allisma suggested. “When will we get back to the army? Will we go back to Goldenfields right away?”

 “We’re about eight days away from rejoining the army, if it’s still where we left it,” Imelda said. “Given the news about the changing battlefront, it could take us longer to return, and there’s no predicting when we’ll get back to the city.”

 “When we get back and have some certainty, I’ll write to Merle and Aristotle, and see if they can dispatch Bethany to Goldenfields. In the meantime, I’ll think up a reason we need her to be sent here,” Allisma decided.


They made good time crossing the open prairies until the seventh day of travel, when they were preparing to turn their course to the east. “What is that cloud of dust?” Alec asked Imelda as they rode out in front of the command.


Imelda studied it as their horses walked briskly. “It must be cavalry, but I don’t know why anyone would be out here,” she answered as she continued to watch the other group on a course that appeared destined to converge with theirs before too long. She left the formation to take a closer look at their neighbors.


Several minutes later she returned and told Alec to move to the center of their soldiers. “Whoever that is, they aren’t riding in any of our formations,” Imelda announced with concern to Armilla and Nathaniel. The other group was considerably larger than their own, and still unidentified. “We’ll leave Alec back here and send a couple of scouts out to discern just who is riding out here in the middle of nowhere.”


Alec accepted his required safekeeping, remembering his own time as a member of the Goldenfields Guar and how carefully he had tended to the safety of the Duke. They continued to ride along warily as the scouts left them to gather knowledge about the other contingent.


Within two hours the scouts returned. “They are from Bondell, they say,” came the report.

 “Ask them to send an officer over to explain what they are doing all the way out here,” Imelda told the scout. The trip back was much more direct and a small delegation of riders arrived an hour later.

 “Why are you riding out here?” Imelda asked, as Alec remained discretely in the background. “This isn’t on the way from Bondell to the battlefront, or anywhere else for that matter. And weren’t you supposed to have arrived at the front a long time ago?”


An officer unfamiliar to Alec answered. “We sent a contingent to the front a while ago, but the rest of us were delayed because a plague struck the city. We needed to overcome the epidemic and tend to its aftermath before we were strong enough to ride. Then we found that we don’t have very good maps, and so this journey has already taken much longer than it should have,” he explained. “Do you have any extra water with you, by any chance?” he asked. “We’ve been on half rations for four days now and don’t have much left.”


Imelda answered. “We are going to be at the river tonight, and you can have all the water you need. You’re going to be behind the lines you know,” she added, a thought starting to form.

 “Who is your commander?” Alec asked, jostling up to the front. “Is the prince’s chamberlain with you?” he probed; he believed their story, but still wanted to confirm some facts that would prove their veracity.

 “Our commander is Rashrew, and the prince’s chamberlain is not with us. He is back in the castle where he belongs, I expect,” the man answered.


Alec remembered Rashrew, a man from a local village militia who had fought with Alec to help Prince Mahogan when he was besieged by Oyster Bay. “Tell Rashrew I remember when we fought together at Saltcrust, and I hope he remembers Renda from that battle. I’d like to hear what happened to her.”


The officer from Bondell was puzzled by Alec’s familiarity with the names of officers from his nation.

 “Perhaps you can meet him and speak when we arrive at the river tonight?” Bondell’s officer replied. “May I tell him what acquaintance you are?”

 “Let him know it’s Alec the healer,” Alec answered. “Return to your companions, and we’ll see you at the river.” 



They rode on through the late afternoon, and arrived at the riverside before sunset. “We need to go tell the force from Bondell that there are supply boats coming down river, and we don’t want to be seen,” Imelda said as she sent a group of soldiers to intercept the other army.


They set up camp above the banks of the river and waited for the arrival of the forces from Bondell. Soong up eard the arrival of the horses and the leaders from Bondell’s expeditionary force entered the center of their camp.

 “Good lord, it is Alec! He’s the greatest warrior I ever saw. He’s the best there ever was! He’s a tremendous healer, too!” a voice announced, and Alec recognized the arrival of Rashrew and others. Rashrew came over to shake Alec’s hand, unaware of the healer’s status as the crown protector of the Dominion. Nathaniel and Armilla looked at one another wordlessly, while Alec motioned for them not to act.

 “Rashrew, welcome to our camp. We’re delighted to see you. Come have a seat and tell us how you came to be here, and we’ll plan our actions for tomorrow,” Alec said.


The group was introduced around, and then Rashrew gave a detailed account of the troubles that had disrupted Bondell’s plans for assistance to Goldenfields. “We were determined to return the favor you gave us when you helped us battle the forces from Oyster Bay. But a plague came in off a ship from the south. It killed many birds first, and then made our people sick. When they grew stronger, another group of folks grew ill; this happened three times and lasted for months. We finally determined to bring who we could, but those who knew the way best weren’t able to come, and we’re not certain exactly where we are. Thank goodness we’re with you. It’s a miracle that in the middle of nowhere we’d run into someone we actually know!” 



It did seem like a miracle to Alec as well, and he wondered what it foreshadowed. “You are behind the lines of battle,” Alec explained. “We’ve been on a mission that is complete, and we’re returning to the front. We understand from a recent message that the battle has grown more intense, and so we hoped that we could attack the rear of the lacertii forces to disrupt their actions.”

 “In the morning we can direct you on how to reach the Goldenfields forces safely, or you can ride with us to attack the lacertii later in the day,” Imelda spoke up. “Either option is available and understandable, if you’d like to think it over and discuss it with your commanders.”


Rashrew looked around, his eyes glittering with excitement. “Good Lord! We’ve got an opportunity to attack tomorrow? We’re with you,” he exclaimed. “After all the delays and all the problems of getting here, there’s not a rider among us who would wait a day longer to be part of the war to help our friends in Goldenfields.”

 “I presume you’ll be commanding again,” Rashrew said to Alec. “It will be like old times to fight for you again. We’ll ride wherever you ride.”

 “Well,” Alec paused, “I believe that actually Imelda is in charge of this action. I’ll be back in the field. Imelda will give you a front seat to the hottest action though, have no doubt. Isn’t that so, Imelda?” he asked.


Before Imelda could agree, Rashrew’s lieutenant spoke up. “But you’re the best warrior in the army, we were told. Why aren’t you fighting for us?”


Alec looked at Imelda, who looked at Armilla. Nathaniel spoke up. “Alec is too special to risk in this battle. We’re saving him for when we really nd him,” he explained.

 “No, that’s not really it,” Armilla admitted. “Alec is now the crown protector, the ruler of the Dominion, and we have to keep him safe from danger. He’ll remain with bodyguards while the rest of us go out to the front lines to battle.”

 “Thanks a bunch for your honesty!” A junior office blurted out, disbelieving the likelihood that Alec was a ruler behind enemy lines. “If you don’t want to tell us, you don’t have to. Just please be civil enough to tell us the truth,” the lieutenant said. “Don’t get all smart about it.”

 “Go pick out any member of our detail, and ask them who is the ruler of the Dominion,” Imelda said with a smile.


The lieutenant got up and left the circle. “So, are you serious about this?” Rashrew asked. Alec nodded. “How could that be? Why would a leader go ride around Bondell fighting battles, and then ride behind the lacertii with only a few guards? That doesn’t make sense.”

 “No, it doesn’t,” Alec agreed. “I’ll explain it all someday, after all this is over and we’ve got peace again in the Dominion. You can come to Oyster Bay and we’ll talk about it in the Royal Palace.”


Rashrew looked dubious. “Go collect your lieutenant and head back to your soldiers to tell them they will ride to battle tomorrow,” Alec instructed him. “We’ll get together in the morning and outline directions for everyone, then move out.” He stood up and stuck out his hand for a hearty farewell handshake, as the folks from Bondell took their leave.

 “Will this work?” Armilla asked after the visitors had left.

 “I’ve fought with the militia from Bondell, and they put up a good fight,” Alec answered. “I think that this will work fine for everyone once we have the enemy in sight.”


Soon everyone turned in for the evening, anticipating a busy day after sunrise. “Alec, what would you say to taking a half dozen riders and swinging out to the west to go around the battle front, so you could go straight to the Dominion forces while we fight?” Imelda asked him when she awoke him the next morning.


Alec’s face took on an expression that gave the cavalry rider her answer. “Well, it was just a thought,” she said. “In that case, let’s get everyone ready and go visit your friends from Bondell to move them out of camp. The sooner we go the better.”


Before the sun even cleared the horizon the Oyster Bay forces and Imelda were passing the pickets for Bondell’s tents. Several women and men were up already preparing to ride as the visitors arrived at the command group’s camp fire.

 “So we really should call you ‘your majesty’?” Rashrew greeted Alec, as the officers gathered together. “Messner said all your riders believe you’re the ruler of Oyster Bay; I’m glad to think that such a good candidate is on the throne, but I’m worried that you’re not in Oyster Bay actually sitting on the throne. You’re definitely going to have to explain to me why you’re ut here in the wilderness.”


Alec promised again to tell his story, then instructed all eyes to turn to Imelda, who discussed the plans for finding and attacking the rear of the lacerta forces. “We don’t want to spend weeks and months chasing down lacertii units in Goldenfields,” Alec cautioned. “If there’s a safe opportunity to allow them to surrender, let them go on the condition that they immediately head back up the river to their own lands and never return here.”


A few heads shook slightly at such a suggestion, and then Imelda continued the discussion about tactics and signals. After twenty minutes the outline of the plan was finished, and the forces dispersed to mount and prepare for battle.

 “You’re the head of the Goldenfields cavalry,” Alec said to Imelda. “Shouldn’t we think about protecting you just as much as me?”

 “If you say something like that again, where Armilla or Nathaniel can hear it,” Imelda hissed in a quiet voice, drawing close to Alec, “I’ll give you another scar or two to match the last little souvenir I gave you. You’re not going to cheat me out of this chance to fight in a great battle that will be remembered and talked about and relived for the next two generations.

 “Don’t worry, I understand your feelings. And just for the record, you couldn’t lay a sword on me without suffering three marks in return,” he smiled, and leaned forward to give her a kiss on the cheek as everyone watched to see what the two of them were discussing so intently.

 “I’ll be careful, I promise,” she said, as she tugged at the tight leather thongs that laced the front of her battle gear in place, unconsciously letting her fingers stroke the faint scars left from her recent wounds. “Now go stay with Armilla until we are back. I’ve got an army to pull together.”


Alec watched her ride off to speak with the Bondell leaders, and he rode Walnut back towards the smaller camp of soldiers from Oyster Bay. “I can’t blame her for wanting to go to battle,” Alec told Armilla, Kinsey and Nathaniel when he returned. “I want to fight as well.” All the riders were mounted and starting to move away from the camp.

 “No, Alec,” Nathaniel immediately said, speaking loudly to be heard over the rumbling hooves of the departing force. “Just because she gets to fight doesn’t mean we have to let you swing your sword too.”

 “I don’t think he’s letting her fight,” Kinsey said. “I don’t think he could stop her from this adventure.”


Nathaniel put his finger on his nose, and Alec grimaced. “Where’s Armilla?” he asked, seeing that his bodyguard had vanished.

 “She won a bet, and she gets to go to battle, while I stay with you,” Nathaniel said.

 “You might as well go too, if you want,” Alec said. “I’ll stay out of trouble, I promise. Kinsey, you can go too.”


Kinsey spoke up first. “The bloodthirsty spitual ingenaire, now that’s a commonplace occurrence! I’ll stay here with you.”

 “I promised I wouldn’t leave you alone,” Nathaniel replied.

 “I’ll be with Kinsey; I won’t be alone,” Alec answered him. He urged his friend to join the rest of the warriors who were now past them and drawing further away.


Nathaniel looked longingly at the disappearing riders. “Go on, I’ll be fine with Kinsey,” Alec urged. “We’ll ride out west away from the battlefront and work our way around to the Goldenfields side.”


The expression on Nathaniel’s face made it clear that he was torn. “Alright! I’m going. I am; this is not to be missed! You be good. Kinsey, make him listen to you!” Nathaniel said as he spurred his horse and left his friends to catch up with the others.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 35 – Return to the Battlefield

 



 “He talked himself into it,” Kinsey said with a shake of her head, her ponytail swinging vigorously. “They all caught this bloodlust. I could feel it everywhere in camp.”


Alec wondered about so many people getting caught up in the desire for the glories of war. “Wait a minute. What about Yula? And where’s Allisma? They never wanted to be warriors,” he exclaimed with certainty.

 “Those two didn’t want to go to war, but they didn’t want to be left behind, so they’re riding with the Guards, and I’m sure they’ll keep their heads down,” Kinsey answered. “How are we going to find everyone at the end of the day, Alec?”

 “I have no idea,” Alec replied. “I wondered that myself as they were was leaving. If they really send the lacertii fleeing, we’re going to be in the path of an oncoming rush. That’s why I thought we should ride out west and try to get around the end of the lines.”

 “You know more about this than I do,” Kinsey said with nonchalance. “You lead and I’ll follow.”


Alec pulled Walnut’s reigns, and grabbed Kinsey’s as he passed her, pulling her mount around to travel in his direction. The land they were re-entering was a gently rolling, treeless plain, except in the valleys and stream courses where more moisture collected.

 “When did you know you were an ingenaire, Kinsey?” Alec asked as they gently rode away from the empty camp site.

 “When I ha first woman’s month, I think my powers began to emerge,” she replied. “I started knowing how people felt just by being around them. I punched a lot of boys!” she giggled. “Our priest was the first one to have an inkling of what was happening, and he arranged for me to travel to Oyster Bay with my father. When I was tested on Ingenairii Hill, I was invited to stay, and I never went home again. I never left Oyster Bay after that, until the troubles happened.”

 “You know what I remember more vividly than anything else from all the time I was on the Hill?” she asked, and proceeded to answer. “I remember the night at the sand pit when you healed Cassie,” Kinsey said.

 “Oh! Were you there?” Alec replied. Other than being with Bethany, he hadn’t thought about that night in a long time.

 “There were many of us there who you didn’t know, but you were only there with Cassie at first, and then you went off with Bethany. And then amidst all the screaming and panic you were back, and I felt your spirit. You were like a bright, flashing beacon when you were healing Cassie and attending to her soul. Every Spiritual ingenaire on the Hill must have been able to feel that,” Kinsey recalled. “You seemed to rise up as a statue dedicated to the purest form of Spiritual power, and I knew I wanted to follow you to see what you would do next.

 “I had heard about you before that, of course. But that was the first time I had any inkling about what you were,” she said.

 “You heard about me?” Alec asked as he slowed Walnut’s pace so that the two of them rode side-by-side.

 “Sure. There was talk about you as Aristotle’s special project, and the apprentice suffering all the pranks, and then after you suddenly revived the Healer house and showed up at the apprentice’s ball in that uniform, with Cassie on your arm,” Kinsey explained. “You made such a great story. No one knew anything about you, hardly, besides the rumors.”


Alec thought about people gossiping. “People always talk, don’t they?” he asked, as she nodded. “We talk about the stupidest things, and it ends up meaning so much more than it should,” he pondered.

 “Once upon a time I thought that fighting the lacertii would be the “Great War”. All the people of the Dominion would unite and fight together against an enemy that was clearly evil, and we’d have a happy ending. It didn’t turn out that way at all, though. We probably had as many people killed fighting among ourselves during the uprising as the lacerta have killed, and now I’m sorry that so many of the lacertii have to be killed when it seems they’re just doing what their leaders ordered,” Alec lamented. “And so many people got killed because some folks just talked too much about having power and controlling things, and they talked themselves and others into murder and trouble.”

 “It’s almost lunch time,” Kinsey said much later, after they had ridden for several hours.

 “If we find a watering spot soon, we can stop and water the horses and eat,” Alec said. He was doubtful they would find water at this distance from the river, unless they came upon one of the infrequ streams that flowed year-round across the surface out here.


They rode on for another half hour before Alec gave up the search for water. “Let’s stop here and share a water skin with the horses; I’ll use my shirt as a bucket they can drink from,” Alec explained, recalling a common trick from his carnival days. While Kinsey dug around in her pack for food, Alec stripped off his shirt and knotted the sleeves, then shared the water with the thirsty animals.

 “Alec, we have company,” Kinsey said while he was tending the horses.

 “What company? Where?” he asked quickly looking around, and spotting a score of cavalry riders less than two hundred yards away.


The soldiers rode quickly towards them and surrounded them. The Goldenfields uniforms they wore gave Alec a feeling of assurance, since he couldn’t imagine anyone other than friendly soldiers riding out in these empty lands. Alec walked over and stood next to Kinsey, waiting for the motion around them to stop.

 “Shouldn’t you put your shirt back on, lover boy?” one cavalryman asked. Alec shot a wicked look at the man, surprised to be addressed so rudely.

 “He was using his shirt to water his horses, Clerr,” another rider responded in Alec’s defense. “He knows more about horses that you do, halfwit.”


Alec looked at his defender momentarily, then looked around, trying to find the officer in charge. “Who commands here?” he asked loudly when he failed to identify anyone.

 “I do son,” a heavyset rider answered as he dismounted. “Who are you, and what in the name of the great hills are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?”

 “I am Alec, and this is Kinsey. She’s a Spiritual Ingenaire. We were with a division that was assigned to work behind the lines, and we’re on our way back. This morning most of our comrades went in towards the center of the battle lines to find combat with the lacertii, but we were assigned to ride around the end of the lines and meet them after battle,” Alec explained.

 “Why would the two of you be assigned to leave your company before battle?” asked Clerr. “You’re more likely to be cowards that snuck away. I think there’s likely to be some discipline due here,” he added.

 “Alec,” Kinsey said softly. He bent down to hear her. “This feels very bad. These soldiers don’t have feelings like regular soldiers. There’s no control here.”

 “Why is your platoon out here?” Alec looked at their uniforms to identify who they were, and realized there were at least three different units mixed together here.

 “We’re making sure no lacertii come sweeping out here. The big push is on, and the lacertii are all being squeezed together in the middle. We’re going to make sure none curl around the end of the lines,” the man said. Alec thought his words seemed too glib.

We’ll be on our way then, and let you move on,” Alec said. He turned and took Kinsey by the arm to lead her to their horses, hoping they could get away quickly. “We left the river about five hours ago, so you’ve still got some riding ahead of you.”

 “Not so fast,” the commander said, “I’d like to learn a little more about your activities before we let you wander off. You two check the packs on the horses, and you two take the young man over there to question him. I’ll talk to the lady to get her story,” the man said pointing among his men as he dismounted.


Alec realized he did not have his sword on his hip. He and Kinsey were too far from the horses to beat the soldiers to them. “We’ll stay together,” he said, as he felt Kinsey’s hand tighten on his arm. Several other men were out of the saddle now, walking awkwardly like men not used to long riding.

 “Just listen and do what we tell you and this will be fine,” the commander said, holding his sword just three steps away from the two unarmed captives.


Alec felt his Warrior ingenaire powers ignite. He stepped towards the man with the sword, kicked him hard in the knee with a movement that was just a blur, then punched hard at this face. The commander fell to the ground writhing in pain, and Alec grabbed the sword that now lay in the dirt. Grabbing Kinsey’s hand he turned and ran toward their horses, pulling the girl behind him. A great anger was coalescing within him, anger at the predatory ways of this gang of men. He let go of Kinsey and attacked one of the soldiers pawing through the saddlebags. As the man looked up at the sudden commotion, Alec swung the sword with all his might, nearly severing the man’s arm at the shoulder, then he rolled under Kinsey’s horse and ran the blade through the man who was with Walnut.

 “Get on your horse, Kinsey,” he hissed loudly. He grabbed the reins of Walnut and stepped over to where Kinsey was mounting. Alec took her mount’s reigns and speedily led both animals towards a small cluster of soldiers, who were startled by the sudden turn of events.

 “Move aside or you will die now,” he shouted at them, feeling more anger grow. He reached down to the ground, picked up a stone, and chucked it mightily at the face of Clerr, who had spoken out before. The stone struck the man in the nose, splitting it open and causing blood to flow profusely. Alec then jumped on Walnut and led Kinsey’s horse on a dash that sent men scattering as the two rode through the ring the new arrivals had formed.


They rode hard for just two minutes, before Alec abruptly stopped. Kinsey began to sob. “Oh Alec, that was awful. Those men had nothing good in their hearts. Thank you for saving me.” Her body was wracked with emotion.


Alec leaned over and placed an arm around her shoulders. “You stay here and wait for me. If any of them start riding towards you, shout and let me know. I’m going to go back and find out what is going on.”

 “Alec, don’t let your anger drive you too far,” Kinsey warned him. “I can tell you’re very upset, but be careful.”


Alec listened gravely to her, then turned Walnut again, and bgan walking the horse back towards the cluster of men and horses, where disorder and panic had overcome all. The pockets of the two dead bodies were being rifled by their former comrades, and the injured commander was defending his authority against a challenger.


When Alec’s approach was noticed, a number of the soldiers began to flee in various directions, while several others tried to find safety in numbers and clustered together. One man began firing arrows, which Alec dodged easily. “If you promise not to attack the two of us, and if you answer my questions, I will let you live,” Alec shouted.


A knife came flying out of the pack at him. Alec held up his sword and blocked the twirling blade, which clattered to the ground harmlessly. Dismounting, Alec picked up the knife and threw it back, landing the point deep in a man’s shoulder.

 “You, come out here and talk to me,” Alec pointed at a man. The man looked down, then slowly walked out from his companions.

 “You’re not soldiers, are you?” Alec asked. The man shook his head. “Who are you?” Alec asked.

 “We’re convicts,” the man replied. “We were building the road. When the lacertii broke through the lines and started moving among the army, we didn’t have many guards watching over us, so we knocked them off, stole the horses and the uniforms, and set off to find plunder.”

 “Why are you riding out here?” Alec asked.

 “The army is pushing the lacertii towards the center now, and they will be squeezed together in the middle. We figured we’d wait out of the way until it was over, then there would be lots of goods that we could haul out of the battlefield,” he explained.

 “Tell your friends they have five minutes to run, then I’m going to come after any that I can still see,” Alec said, dismissing the man.


 He stood still and watched the group of men atomize into a loose collection of individuals who began to flee in all directions away from him. Alec turned to make sure no one was approaching Kinsey, then mounted his horse and continued to survey the landscape and watch the criminals running for safety. Satisfied that they were not going to be a coherent force, he turned and rode back to Kinsey.

 “What happened?” she asked him.

 “The one I spoke to said that they were convicts who broke free from the army and were out here looking for goods to loot. That tells you something about how ignorant the criminal mind is!” Alec explained. He continued, “They said our army is pushing the lacertii from the two wings, trying to squeeze them together in the middle.”

 “Weren’t our forces going to go towards the middle?” Kinsey asked. “What will that do to them? I thought they were just going to cause grief along the rear of the lacertii?”

 “Well,” Alec began to answer, considering what was happening. “I don’t think they expected a full engagement. Like you said, I thhey just planned to harry the rear and disrupt supplies. If they get caught up in the whole lacertii army, I don’t think it would be good, especially with the soldiers from Bondell not having a lot of battle experience.”


He looked at Kinsey, and she knew what he was about to say. “Do you think we should go back? They might need help.”

 “Alec! If Imelda or Armilla found you alive on the battlefield, they’d kill you themselves!” Kinsey exclaimed loudly. “You don’t think they’d be in real trouble, do you?” she asked less certainly.

 “I don’t know,” Alec replied, a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach.

 “Let’s hurry to get to the Dominion side of the lines, and then find out where everyone is,” Kinsey suggested.


Alec looked at the slight ingenaire speculatively for a moment. He wondered if he could send her on her way to safety while he turned around and rode back to the battle. Given the marauders they had just encountered, he knew he couldn’t leave her alone. But he had a strong sense of foreboding about how his companions were coping on the battlefield, and felt torn with indecision.

 “I think we have to go back,” Alec said. “I just feel it.”

 “I can’t stop you Alec, but are you sure you’re not just feeling upset by those criminals we just ran into?” Kinsey asked. She sensed that Alec was feeling some compulsion from a deeper, unfathomable source, but still felt compelled to ask the question.

 “This isn’t just jitters,” Alec said calmly. “I need to be there. Things aren’t going to go as Imelda planned, and they’re going to need me. I can feel it.

 “If we start now, we’ll be back where we started before nightfall, and we can find out what the battlefield looks like,” Alec concluded. “Let’s head back, and keep your eyes open for any of those convicts on the loose.”


They rode steadily, stopping to water their horses twice, and letting the animals graze as the day began to cool. Alec felt guilty about the neglect of the animals during the long trip. He imagined a forthcoming day when he could treat them to apples and other special foods, brushing them and bedding them in comfortable stalls. “Out there, Alec, what’s that?” Kinsey asked, breaking his daydream. He responded by looking across the increasingly undulating plain, where he saw the far off patterns of movement.

 “It may be the lacertii in retreat, Kins,” he replied as he stood in his stirrups. “Let’s ride closer to check, and if it is a retreat, we’ll start riding up river to meet the Dominion forces.”


They climbed aboard the tired horses and started riding again, heading north and west until Alec called a halt to their movement. “Those are lacertii without a doubt,” he said, and Kinsey nodded in agreement. They dutifully turned full on to the west, moving further from the stream of the withdrawing forces, which grew stronger and wider as they moved opposite each other. They drifted further west as the noises cated that they had moved into a zone where active battle was still taking place.

 “What are we going to do?” Kinsey asked as they watched and listened to disorganized combat take place on all sides of them.

 “We’ll stick together, and we’ll look for cavalry,” Alec answered. “When we find cavalry, hopefully it will be some of our own, and we can find Imelda and the rest.”

 “If it’s not ours, hopefully it will be Goldenfields cavalry that will know that Imelda is back, and where she is,” he continued. “Whatever happens, you stay close to me, as close as possible.”


Kinsey nodded. “I’ll stay very close to you; I think something is coming. Alec, I don’t have the gift of prophecy, but I can feel I need to stay with you. I think we’re about to experience something that has been preordained for us,” she said, and gave a small shudder.


Since the memorable night when she had witnessed Alec’s resuscitation of Cassie, she had felt called to follow him, even though she hadn’t known him. When the young ingenairii had abandoned Oyster Bay and fled to Goldenfields, she had joined them as much to be closer to Alec as to be away from the chaos on Ingenairii Hill. Then she had maneuvered to be one of the ingenairii who moved into his home, but nothing had come of it for months and months as he was there and left, then disappeared. When he eventually reappeared in Goldenfields, she had attached herself to his group. Now her sense of fate seemed to her to be arriving at a point of realization, and she was frightened by the implications of such a violent environment.


Alec reflexively shuddered as well. Kinsey’s comment made him remember the words of John Mark and the prophecies he made about him and his powers. It left him with a sense of being manipulated as he thought that he might be in a situation where he could do nothing to change the course of events that were about to occur.


They rode on warily now within Dominion-held territory, as they saw men in uniforms fighting the lacertii who were fleeing; the further north they went, the further they went from the current battle front, the safer they felt and the closer they came to the starting point of the day’s fighting. Numerous Dominion troops were in the field, and Alec walked cautiously through them. It was a sign of the degree of fighting that had occurred all day long, perhaps for several days, that there were no formal lines now, only soldiers who moved forward with their own companies. There were no longer any living lacertii in sight.


Alec stopped at last to speak to a small band of soldiers. The weary infantry looked through glazed eyes at the two people on horses. “Have you seen any cavalry fighting in the field, especially any from Bondell?” Alec asked a muddy figure who he thought might be a sergeant. 


 “What’s the difference between Bondell cavalry and all the others?” the soldier asked.

 “The riders from Bondell wear bright green coats,” Alec explained. “They stand out.”

 “We’ve been on our feet since day break,” the man told Alec, “and haven’t seen anything like that. Have you seen the rest of our unit? We’re from Slone.”


Alec regretted that he couldn’t help, and they moved on. A little while later they asked another group, and had no better luck. A third group had a junior officer, but no better information. “Let’s move closer to the river,” Kinsey suggested. “There aren’t any more lacertii to avoid, and I thought our friends were going to generally follow the river into the lines.”


Alec agreed with her advice, and kicked himself for not thinking of it himself. They shifted their course as the sun began to move closer to the western horizon. After a journey that involved moving around more and more infantry, they began to see large numbers of dead bodies on the ground. Both humans and lacertii had died in large numbers. Now the bodies were being picked over by looters, or checked more mercifully by medics searching for the living.

 “Have you seen any cavalry riders from Bondell?” Alec asked a medic. The man was dressed as a priest, and showed little sign of success in finding wounded soldiers to tend among the bodies across the field.

 “Which ones are they?” the man asked as he stooped over another soldier, saying a quick prayer.


Alec dismounted from Walnut and offered the medic a hand as he found a grievously wounded man. Alec slipped some of his powers into the injured man, and relieved some of the cleric’s weariness as he placed his hand on the man’s shoulder. “The Bondell riders wore green jackets,” he said succinctly.

 “Oh, there are many, many of them back down the river a ways more. They got caught pretty badly by the lacertii. Those had wounds on all sides of their bodies, and they were piled up thick. It must have been the bloodiest fight of the day that I’ve seen, Lord have mercy,” the medic told Alec, who had a sinking feeling in his stomach.

 “How far back?” Alec asked. “Were there many survivors?”

 “I passed them two hours ago,” the field medic answered. “There wasn’t anyone alive.”


Alec thanked the man, and remounted Walnut. “Let’s hurry along,” he said urgently, hoping to find the Bondell field before the sun set. Alec knew that if Imelda had been engaged in a fierce battle, she would have refused to run for safety unless she could help others escape with her.

 “Don’t fret too soon, Alec,” Kinsey tried to comfort him. “We don’t know if it’s really them, or just a small part that got separated from the rest, or some other possibility.”

 “I keep telling myself that, but I keep feeling something else,” Alec said quietly. He stood in his stirrups to look ahead, then increased the pace to move faster.


Half an hour later the sun was close to setting, its red rays reflecting off the bottoms of western clouds, reflecting scarlet brilliance across the field, with long shadows stretching to the east of every protuberance.




 “Oh Alec!” Kinsey screamed. Alec ran over to her, and found her standing over a dead woman, one not wearing the colors of Bondell. It was Yula, who had been stabbed repeatedly in the torso and bled profusely. Her eyes were open, and Alec knelt down to close the lids, remembering for some reason the time he had fallen in her lap at the tavern in Goldenfields.

 “Stay here,” Alec said in a choked tone. “I’m going to look around here. I think they all would have stayed together,” he said with a sinking heart. He walked away, and within twenty yards found Allisma, her body next to Shaiss’s, and Alder was trapped beneath another horse carcass close by. Alec grew increasingly upset, as his fears of the worst were being realized. The plan to ride and strike glancing blows at the rear of the lacertii had clearly gone dramatically wrong. His friends laid about him dead, and he feared that worse was yet to come. He next found a large body, headless. There was a tattoo on the upper arm that he recognized as Armilla’s and he started to sob at the loss of his motherly protector. Then the tears started to flow more profusely as he prepared himself to find Imelda.


Alec started to circle about, and stopped and abruptly knelt over a body. He had seen a spark of life; it was Nathaniel. Alec studied the badly hurt man who was unconscious, and then let an adrenaline surge of healing power vibrate down his arms to enter and repair the serious wounds in the warrior ingenaire.


Nathaniel’s chest rose in a deep breath, and then he coughed, fluttering his eyes momentarily. “Kinsey! Kinsey! Come see Nathaniel. He’s alive,” Alec shouted. He felt a surge of relief and joy. If Nathaniel was still alive, there was hope remaining that Imelda was also still breathing out here somewhere on the battlefield.


Kinsey’s gray form appeared next to Alec, and she knelt over Nathaniel, with a slight smile. Alec’s eyes locked with hers momentarily, and then he stood and glanced about, wondering where to look next. He began walking about in the twilight, his eyes searching intently for Imelda’s slender form, occasionally stooping to turn over a body only to find someone unknown. He grieved when he found Rashrew, his body heaped upon three others, with a wicked stab through the leather armor he wore on his chest. 


 “Alec? Alec!” he heard a voice calling. He turned and saw a torch bobbing forward through the dark. He waited for Kinsey to reach him, and saw that she brought another man with her, the man who carried the torch. “This priest said there is a woman’s body atop a small rise near the river, this way,” Kinsey pointed.


Alec looked at the priest who was out looking for wounded, as the other priest they met had been doing. “Are you Alec the healer?” Antonio asked. A door opened in Alec’s mind, as he recollected the chaplain from the Goldenfields road building expedition, who had helped him heal Lewis, and then prayed over Alec himself. The two men huggedand smiled tight, sad smiles of friendship amid the desolation all around them.

 “This way, Alec. We may find the woman you’re looking for,” Antonio said, and motioned for Alec to follow.


With a deep breath and heavy heart, Alec followed Antonio, with Kinsey following him and leading the horses. The short walk was slow as they stepped around and over many bodies. The torch light showed a small hill, on which several lacertii bodies lay scattered in slaughter. “May I borrow your torch?” Alec asked. “I’d like to go up alone.”


Antonio wordlessly extended the flaming brand to Alec, who took it and walked up the brief slope to where the ground was completely covered with the dead from the battle. Atop the crown, Imelda lay on her back, arms flung wide and eyes open, staring up at the sky. Alec’s stomach flipped, and then heaved. He knelt and placed his hand on her chest, searching for any flicker of life within the badly wounded body, but there was none.


His grief exploded at the confirmation of the loss of this woman who had become such a good friend to him. He felt tears fall down his cheeks, and a loud roar filled his ears, his vision grew blurry, then seemed to increase slowly as a slight glow brightened the scene. “Alec, I know this is so hard,” he heard Kinsey murmur as she knelt beside him and placed her hand on his shoulder. He gave a guttural cry that stretched into the night for long painful moments. Before his mind even felt the scratchiness that his roar brought to his throat, he grew impossibly warm, then a flash of blue light exploded around him for a moment, and the roaring in his ears was replaced by the gentle voice of John Mark repeating the words he had given as prophecy in Alec’s last dream with the prophet. “…there will come a time when you will take a spirit back with you to the time before death, and you will use all your powers for the final time, to undo the greatest battle’s last harm. Then you shall find great satisfaction in giving up all your talents.”

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter 36 – The Fullest Use of Power

 




There was a roar of battle in his ears, and the sky was bright with sunlight again. Alec and Kinsey stood, and Alec whipped out his sword as a lacerta warrior lunged at him from his right. His warrior powers re-ignited for the second time in the day as he struck at the swordsman, then turned left and stabbed a lacerta wielding a battle ax. Without time to even think about the inexplicable circumstances, Alec pressed Kinsey down and swung his sword freely, using his warrior powers to preserve their lives as massive numbers of lacertii swarmed around the small hill they were on.


As he looked down to check on Kinsey he saw that she was holding Imelda’s hand, and the cavalry rider was blinking hard to slow down the tears of pain that were streamown her cheeks. Alec understood what had happened. His time travel ingenaire powers had activated and transferred him back to the time when Imelda had been wounded, and because Kinsey had been touching him, she had come back with him. For the moment the only thing he could concentrate on was exercising his warrior powers to their fullest extent simply to preserve the three human lives on the hilltop. Lacerta warriors, trapped by the river banks and the converging wings of the Dominion armies, had funneled into this region, leaving an endless supply of battle-maddened swordsmen ready to kill any human they found.


Alec swung his sword relentlessly, and gained foot space to empty the top of the rise of opponents. “How is she?” he shouted to Kinsey, as he flipped his sword into the path of an arrow, knocking it to the ground.

 “She’s mad as hell the crown protector is about to get himself killed,” he heard Imelda answer for herself through clenched teeth.

 “I won’t die here, not now, not doing this,” Alec said. “It has been prophesized.”

 “How did you get here?” Imelda called.

 “What happened, Alec?” Kinsey shouted at the same time. He continued to spring from side to side on the hilltop, strengthening the fear of the lacertii around him, and leaving a wall of dead bodies piled up in a circle that gave him a defined space to move in.

 “I was so grieved by the sight of Imelda’s body that it triggered my time travel powers. You were touching me when it happened, and you came with me. We’ve come back to the moments when she was still alive,” he explained as he continued to battle effortlessly, letting none of the lacertii approach close to his spot. The slaughter he was wreaking on the desperate soldiers was dissuading any others from charging.

 “She’s not well, Alec,” Kinsey said. “She’s passed out.”


Alec paused, knelt and looked at Imelda using his health vision to ascertain the wounds she had sustained. He dropped his warrior powers to the lowest level he could sustain. He remembered the dangers of trying to use his healing powers while his warrior powers were still engaged.


His healing powers came to the fore, and he felt the conflict between the two different types of energy begin. His head began to hurt, and he tried to reduce his healing powers to a lower level, but one that could still accomplish good works. He felt a dizziness and cramps in his muscles, but managed to focus on Imelda’s needs despite the distractions.


He placed his hands on her shoulders, and began to minimally heal the serious slices she had sustained. That reduced her blood loss though it left ugly red scars; he then laid both palms on her stomach and repaired the serious stab wound. He prayed his thanks to Jesus for this opportunity, then dropped his healer energies as he stood and returned to fighting the lacertii who were climbing over the dead bodies that protected them.

 “She looks much better, Alec,” Kinsey told him. “Her color is better. Her feelings are better, too, because you are here with her.”


 “Is she going to wake up? Will she be able to fight?” Alec shouted as he repelled the last of the newest wave of attackers.

 “Her legs are pretty bad. I don’t think she can stand on them to fight,” Kinsey observed.


Alec stepped over to look, and realized that he hadn’t done anything to heal Imelda below the waist. He knelt as he took a deep breath, then delicately shifted his abilities again, and ran his fingers up the length of Imelda’s legs, repairing the cut muscles and nerves, making the skin whole again. As he finished and looked up, he saw Imelda’s head raised and her eyes open, staring at him. “If those hands had gone much further I would have slapped you, you know,” she said softly.

 “You wouldn’t be able to lay a hand on me,” Alec playfully taunted, picking up his sword and turning back to battle the lacertii.


Seconds later he heard a new sound as another sword began clashing behind him. He glanced and saw Imelda on her feet, swinging her sword with unsteady control to battle a lacerta below her on the hillside.

 “Imelda, will you stay here and protect Kinsey while I go out on the field? I want to go see if I can find Nathaniel and bring him back here with us,” he shouted. He saw her startled look as she glanced over her shoulder at him, and then he jumped over the wall of dead before she could respond, and began fighting his way across the battlefield.


Alec remembered vaguely where he had healed Nathaniel’s body, and he worked his way through the crowd in that direction. The number of the scaly-skinned soldiers was substantial, though still spread out across the width of the valley. The lacertii had spent the past day and night being driven backwards along the river valley, and hadn’t expected to find any humans here in their path of retreat. But Imelda had led the Bondell forces and her small band of Dominion soldiers and ingenairii right into the rear of this buzzing hive. That energized army was now the field through which Alec was fighting, his sword in one hand and a dagger in the other.


Alec had never felt his warrior ingenaire abilities tested as thoroughly as they were now, challenged by the unending field of metal that slashed at him. Alec felt the joy of uninhibited war; he knew that everything around him was against him, and he swung at everything he saw or sensed. He moved faster than he expected, through a field that no one else could move in at all. Above the heads of the lacertii before him, he saw a horse stand aloft and scream, and Alec charged in the direction of the cavalry rider.


Armilla stood atop the carcass of her horse, surrounded by lacertii. Alec approached rapidly, wanting to save his bodyguard. He fought his way through the backs of the lacertii that were focused on Armilla, and opened a hole that allowed him to jump up beside her and begin to clear space around her.

 “Oh Lord, Alec! I’ve never seen anything like the way you’re fighting. If I weren’t so mad at you for being here I’d be crying tears of joy. I’ve lost track of Imelda; I tried to stay with her but we were separated half an hour ago,” Armilla shouted.

 “She’s safe over on that small hill behind me. Kinsey is with her. Let’s go find Nathaniel and any others we can and get them back with Imelda. If we can survive the rest of this day we’ll be okay,” Alec responded.

 “How will we be okay?” Armilla asked. “Assuming we can even make it through this day. It’s just mid-day, you know?”

 “We just will survive, trust me. Follow me in that direction when I say ‘go’,” Alec curtly replied.


He stepped forward. “Now! Go!” he exclaimed, as he led the charge forward towards where he reckoned Nathaniel’s body to have been. His sword crashed through the thicket of opponents, and he heard Armilla screaming a challenge behind as she followed him.

 “Nathaniel! Nathaniel, we’re coming!” Alec screamed repeatedly. He kept swinging his sword and stabbing with his dagger as his eyes searched the field for the sign of struggle around Nathaniel or some other survivor of the human warriors.

 “We’re here!” a faint voice reached Alec, causing him to redouble his efforts to effect another rescue. He heard Armilla still behind him as he hewed his path. A bright flash ahead made the air sizzle momentarily, and Alec realized that one of the light ingenairii was still alive.


Alec saw a lacerta just feet away from him stab downward, then raise its pike to stab again. Alec hurled his dagger at the hand that held the weapon, piercing the flesh and causing the pike to fall. Alec pushed forward, and saw Allisma on the ground, clutching her stomach. “Protect us, Armilla!” he called, as he reduced his warrior powers and crouched over the injured Water ingenaire. Allisma’s eyes opened and focused on Alec.

 “Oh Lord, Alec, don’t you die too!” she grimaced as she spoke haltingly. “Bethany wouldn’t forgive me if you died tending to me.” Alec didn’t answer, but slid his fingers beneath her hands, prepared himself for the pain he was about to suffer, then adjusted and released his powers, repairing the internal damage to the girl and then healing the violent rent in her flesh. “Stand up, Allisma, or when we get home Bethany will hear that you were lying down during the war!”


Allisma wore a look of astonishment. “Alec, how can you do that so fast?! It’s indescribable!”


Alec picked up his sword, and the pike that lay on the ground. “Here, use this, and keep it as a souvenir,” he told the girl as he tossed the long wooden pole to her. He found his dagger and stood again. “Thank you Armilla,” he added as he started to swipe at the lacertii in the vicinity. “Stay between Armilla and I, Allie,” Alec instructed.


He turned and saw Nathaniel less than a stone’s throw away. “Nathaniel, here we come,” he shouted. He felt a reckless abandon now, a sense of invincibility. Every move the lacerta tried to make was predictable, and he saw them coming far in advance. He parried before they began, and countered before the blow could be struck.


As he drew near, Alec saw that Shaiss and a pair of cavalry riders were with Nathaniel still, and as they reacht>

 “Has anyone seen Yula?” Alec asked. “He wanted to save the Plant ingenaire who had so reluctantly come along on this journey. “We’ve got the strength of force to go anywhere now. After we find Yula, Imelda and Kinsey are waiting for us on the small rise over by the river.”

 “Look over there,” Alder suggested, pointing to the north. With two warrior ingenairii and Armilla’s great strength and skill, the Dominion force was overpowering for the conscripts and ordinary lacertii soldiers from the mountains. They began to affect the whole area of the battlefield where the lacertii were converging as many of the best lacertii were leaving their regiments behind to join the battle against the trouble in their own midst.


Rashrew and his core of Bondell warriors noticed a lightening in the attacks they sustained as fewer lacertii pressed them. They took advantage of the temporary lapse to charge out of a trap, breaking towards the riverbank where they set up a defensive perimeter and were able to protect themselves better from attack.


As Alec continued to lead the small band of ingenairii forward in search of Yula, they heard a far-off noise. “Those sound like bugle calls for the Dominion forces,” Nathaniel exclaimed. “They must be getting closer.


Alec felt a sense of weariness. He wondered how many hours he had been fighting on the battlefield now, after traveling back to the war following a long day’s ride. “Stop Alec! She’s down there,” Shaess’s voice caught his wandering attention, and Alec turned to see Yula lying on the ground alone. He fell back and let Nathaniel and Armilla provide protection as he lay down his sword and bowed over her. She was dead, recently dead, he could tell by the wounds she bore.


Alec felt distraught. Of all the people who had come on this adventure that had ended so badly, Yula had come only because Alec had forced her to. He realized that his failure to save her was a failure to protect someone who had relied on him. What type of a ruler could he be if he let someone under his personal protection die, he wondered.

 “Alec, what’s happening?” he heard Armilla’s voice faintly as a blue glow surrounded him. There was a sudden roaring in his ears and a warm all around him, and he realized that he was again triggering a trip in time. He reached out and grabbed his sword, and felt the final lurch.


Again he was suddenly surrounded by battling lacertii. A horse whinnied loudly in panic, and Alec sliced his blade while turning to see Yula upon her horse, under severe attack. Draining every ounce of energy he could manage, Alec forced his way over to the animal and protected it from further assault.


Alec was feeling wrenching pain as a result of so many different energies channeling through him. He wiped sweat off his forehead, and placed a hand against the side of the horse to steady himself. A lacerta swiped a sword at him that grazed his forearm in his weakened state, and he rallied eady himlf to put up defensive actions.


Yula screamed anew, not knowing what was occurring at first. “Alec? Alec!” she yelled in panicked recognition. “Where did you come from?”


Alec vaulted up onto the back of the horse, seating himself behind Yula, and began to fight from up high, then set the horse in motion towards the spot where he had saved Imelda earlier. Alec placed his mouth to Yula’s ear. “Duck down low and hold on tight. We’re going to a safe place.”


He kicked the horse hard to set it running through and over the lacertii, and then pulled the reins to direct it to the left, where he saw Armilla and the others fighting for space. As his sword slashed right and left they made progress, and joined the others.

 “What did you do?” Nathaniel screamed over the din of the others. “You were glowing blue and then you disappeared with Yula’s body.”

 “We’re back now. That’s all that matters. We need to get back to Imelda,” he shouted back urgently. His mind focused on his cavalry commander, and he felt a horrific conviction that he had stayed away from her too long. Alec said a silent prayer, asking that she be kept safe until he returned.

 “Lead on,” Nathaniel urged, motioning to Alec with his sword. Alec nudged the horse out front and began the treacherous journey towards the small hill near the river. Exhaustion was catching up with Alec as a result of the high load of energy he was drawing from the ingenaire realm, and the internal damage he had suffered from using all his powers together. With a sudden lurch, Alec felt his powers diminish significantly after several more minutes of battle towards his goal. He was nearing the end of his ability to function, he knew.


He slid off the horse, and pulled Yula down with him. “Can you walk?” he asked her. The girl had been silent since his arrival to save her. She raised her head and looked up at him to nod. Alec looked at her closely with his health sense. She had suffered many cuts and strikes, but nothing that crippled her for the time being, despite the pain she was in. He placed his hand behind her head and pulled her face to his, adjusting and releasing some of his dwindling healing power into her as he did. “I came back to save you, and we’re going to get out of here. Just hold on to your faith.”


Her eyes locked onto his. “I will have faith, Alec,” she replied. Alec gave a small smile and released her.

 “Nathaniel, how do you feel?” Alec asked. “Can you take the lead?” he followed. “We need to go in a straight line in that direction,” he pointed.

 “I’m ready,” Nathaniel answered, and he stepped up to the front, while Yula moved to the middle of the group with Allisma, and Alec rotated to the side where Nathaniel had been. The group began to move forward again slowly, as Nathaniel’s Warrior energies drove away the opponents in front on them. Alec felt himself collapsing, and dropped his Warrior powers completely, resorting to only his training and ordinary abilities with his sword to protect the flank of the group.


Minutes later Nathaniel gave a shout. “There Alec?” he questioned, pointing to the small rise, where lacerta were still attacking the death-crowned peak.

 “That’s it, go!” Alec called as the sound of more horns in the distance reinforced the hope for a pending rescue by the Dominion forces. They forged the bloody way to the hill and began to climb, striking down attackers whose backs were turned to them.


Alec’s spirits rose exponentially. They had achieved the impossible! All these people, who he had seen laying dead or dying, were going to survive this battle now. He watched Nathaniel climb over the wall of bodies, and he turned to provide protection behind as the others began to join Imelda and Kinsey.


In two minutes time Alec climbed to the top of the bodies and stood to look out over the bloody land. When will the river ever be able to wash all these traces of death away, he wondered. He saw the sun setting in the west, at about the time he and Kinsey had originally arrived in the vicinity of the battlefield. A movement on the horizon signaled the arrival of the infantry from the Dominion lands. They were going to receive a shock when they arrived to find a cluster of ingenairii and warriors alive behind the lines, he was sure!


Alec jumped backwards and landed awkwardly, one foot twisting on a lifeless limb of an earlier victim of the battle. His momentum carried him downward and he landed on his duff, no dignity preserved at all.


He stood up slowly and looked around. Imelda grinned at him from the opposite side of the hilltop.


A sensation caused the hairs on the back of Alec’s neck to stand erect. Without thinking he started to run towards Imelda, calling upon his Warrior powers as he heard a sound that he knew was the fletching of several arrows fired towards the humans on the hill. The energy flickered weakly through him.


His heart told him that three arrows were aimed at Imelda. He pulled out his dagger, spotted the arrows, and threw his dagger at the first one. Then he hurled his sword towards the second one, now just yards from Imelda. The dagger struck its target cleanly, spinning the stick to the ground. His sword glanced the second arrow, sending it just past Imelda’s ear.


Alec had nothing left with which to strike the third arrow though. He felt his powers flickering into nothingness. Alec dove directly at Imelda, who was just becoming aware of what was occurring. He left his feet, stretching his hand out, hoping to knock the shaft aside.


There was pain, and then a jerk on his hand. He collided with Imelda, who had a look of shock on her face as she fell backwards to the ground. Alec fell strangely, not able to control his arm, and landing with a thud on his ribs. He heard Allisma scream loudly.


He looked over at Imelda, whose eyes were open and staring at him, then after a moment they shut, and her head slumped lifelessly back on the ground. Alec cried, and looked over, where he saw the arrow he had tried to knock aside. He had misjudged his timing as his ingenaire agility and speed had paid out; the arrow had pierced the palm of his hand and pulled it to Imelda, pinning his hand against her chest as it slid into her flesh, slipped etween her ribs, and entered her heart.

 “Oh Lord, save her!” Alec screamed to the sky above. “Jesus, save this woman! John Mark, help me teacher. Help me save Imelda!” he yelled out loud.

 “Alec, what can I do to help?” Yula asked, bowing down beside him.


Alec gasped from the pain in his right hand. “I need Kinsey,” he said without understanding why. “Break the shaft of the arrow so I can remove my hand,” he instructed Yula. The plant ingenaire placed both hands around the wooden stock, and snapped it, as Kinsey knelt on the other side of Imelda, with tears dropping down her cheeks.

 “Yula,” Alec said, then paused and took a deep breath. “Thank you. Now, pull my hand up and off the arrow. Kinsey, you go get me a very big and very sharp knife if you can, any knife as long as it’s fast.”


Both girls looked at him momentarily, and Yula appeared to be about to protest. “Do it!” Alec hissed. “Just do it, now.”


Yula placed her hands on Alec’s as Kinsey crawled away. The plant ingenaire began to pull upward, her eyes closed so that she wouldn’t see what she was doing. Alec felt the flesh grab and pull, and he moaned momentarily from the pain. The hand rose off the stub of the arrow, and Alec snatched his hand away from Yula, cradling it against his stomach with his left hand.

 “Thank you, Yula,” Alec said softly. Kinsey returned with a large wicked-looking blade. “Oh Lord,” Alec said. He closed his eyes and bowed his head.

 “I remember the prophecy, John Mark. I will give up all my powers now to save her. Please help me teacher, for I have nothing left to do this on my own. Please hear my prayer,” he said aloud.


Taking Kinsey’s blade in his left hand, Alec paused. “Yula, you don’t have to watch this if you don’t want to. Your work is done here.” He looked at her for a moment, and saw the true concern in her face. “If you wish to stay, please pray for this to succeed.”


Alec placed the tip of the blade against the arrow shaft, and sliced the leather vest and the shirt away, showing the bloody red smear on Imelda’s chest where the arrow had pierced her flesh. He heard Yula begin to pray, and in the distance he heard the sound of the infantry calls approaching. The sounds of clashing swords seemed to diminish, as fewer lacertii now tried to battle the small cluster on the knoll, and instead began to seek safety further from the approaching front.


Alec took a deep breath, and cut the flesh of Imelda’s breast, pushing the point of the knife down to where it scrapped against her ribs. He rose up and plunged down on the knife, using his force to press it between the rib bones where the arrow had penetrated, then he twisted the knife blade to force the ribs slightly apart, awful grating and tearing sounds testifying to the damage he was imposing on her lifeless body.


He heard Yula gag, but focused on his job. “Kinsey, grab the arrow quickly and yank it out right now. Hurry!” he urged, unable to use his own ight hand because of the wound in his palm.


Without hesitation, Kinsey did as ordered. She pulled the arrow away from the heart, and fell backwards as it slipped loose and exited Imelda’s chest. Alec immediately pulled the knife away, and pressed his right hand down on the wound, then placed his left on top of it and pushed hard.

 “Kinsey. Now is the time. The prophecy said that you would come with me back in time, and you did. This is what you’re here for! Give me all the ingenaire powers you have,” he pleaded. Again Kinsey immediately reacted and obediently reached out to place her hands on Alec. Alec closed his eyes, and whispered his last prayer. “I give them all to you Lord. All my powers I give back in return for this last miracle. Please help me prophet,” he said quietly, as Kinsey’s hands touched him.

 “Now Alec?” she asked.

 “Now Kinsey,” he replied, trying to initiate every power of his own to bring about this resurrection. Kinsey’s powers blasted through his body as the sweet girl tried to will every ounce of ability she had to transfer through Alec to heal Imelda.


Alec felt the outside power enter him, as he had felt other ingenaire’s powers in him on several occasions. This time however, the reaction was different, as his own Spirit powers responded to Kinsey’s with an energy level he’d never known before. A door to the ingenaire power dimension was thrown open, and for the first time Alec drank deeply of the Spirit element of the powers.


An ignition took place within him. He felt exhilarated by the energy, and his healing powers mirrored the arrival of the Spirit power with an identical burst that erupted through his hands, repairing and restoring every fiber of Imelda’s bones, sinews, and flesh.


His spirit meanwhile fled his own body and ascended, searching for Imelda’s being. He found her and connected with her, pulling her back to her terrestrial home. She felt her journey to heaven stop as she gladly accepted the invitation to finish her life on earth, with all its unfilled duties and promises. But the distance was great, and both Alec and Imelda saw the impossibility of her return.


Now, he knew, the prophecy would be fulfilled. Finding something within himself that he didn’t know he had, Alec pulled upon his powers, consuming them to the fullest measure possible, to create a bridge over which Imelda’s soul could journey, and led her to it, then watched her slide effortlessly down to her place back on earth, while the bridge evaporated away into nothingness thereafter, dissipating the uncontainable level of energy. 



Alec felt a simultaneous snapping, as Imelda’s soul rejoined her body, and a ripping, a painful emptying, as his own ingenaire abilities were pulled from his soul. Doors slammed shut as portions of the ingenaire energy realm were closed off to him.

 “Finally, there will come a time when you will take a spirit back with you to the time before death, and you will surrender all your powers to undo the greatest battle’s harm.” He heard the words of John Paul’s prophecy echo in him mind, and knew that he had saved Imelda by releasing his powers.



The bargain of the prophecy was fulfilled, and Alec slumped down onto the ground, unconscious to the world, emptied of all but the most rudimentary energies.


Kinsey saw Imelda return to life. She witnessed the muscles regain their tone even as she marveled at the events she had experienced while her powers and Alec’s were merged. And she saw Alec lose his powers; as the energies of the ingenaire realm left him, Alec’s features grew younger, and an angelic peace resided in his countenance.

 “Up here! We’re up here!” she heard Armilla shout to the Goldenfields infantrymen who were approaching their location. The sound of swords clashing ceased as the last lacertii fled from the hill. “I hope they join Rosebay and find peace in their own nation,” she thought, and then she too passed out.


The Goldenfields soldiers looked cautiously up at the hilltop, where Nathaniel stood for them to see. “We have nine people up here,” Nathaniel called down.

 “I wouldn’t have believed it possible if we hadn’t already found a clutch of cavalry riders from Bondell alive and fighting just a half mile away,” the lieutenant in charge of the squad replied. “Are you fit to travel down on your own?” he asked, observing the slaughter of lacertii that was piled up in mute testament to the fierce battle on the hill.

 “We could use a hand to carry down a couple who are unconscious,” Nathaniel answered, as he and Armilla began unpiling the wall of bodies that had protectively pinned them upon the top of the hill. Alder and Allisma, began moving the dead soldiers as well, until a path was open. The ingenairii filed out and carefully placed their feet on open spots of ground as they climbed down the hill while a band with two stretchers passed them climbing up. After she was revived, Kinsey joined Yula and walked down last, staying beside the stretchers as much as possible. “We’ll send them to a medic,” the lieutenant told the others, looking down at Imelda and Alec. “They don’t look too badly injured, to observe them,” he commented. Kinsey began to laugh a slightly hysterical laugh, worn out from the stress of a day she had lived twice now, and remembering how many times she had seen Imelda brought back to life.

 “We’ll escort them,” Armilla replied at once, and Nathaniel nodded his agreement.


Three hours later, marching by candlelight, the small force from the battlefield arrived in the main field command post of the Goldenfields Guard. “Take them to Colonel Ryder’s tent,” Shaiss suggested, familiar with Colonel Ryder after having lived in Goldenfields the past several months. “He’ll see that they’re properly tended to.”


After questioning several sentries in the maze of tents, they were directed to a large central structure. “We thank you for the assistance,” Nathaniel told the infantrymen who had taken turns carrying the stretchers all the way back. “We’ll tend to them from here, if you’d like to return to your unit.”

 “You can’t just leave them here,” said a sentry in front of Ryder’s tent. “Take them to a medic’s tent.”

 “We’d like to see the colonel first,” Nathaniel said briskly, as the infantrymen from the field watched the exchange.

 “The colonel is otherwise engaged,” the second sentry said.

 “Is Captain Lewis available?” Shaiss asked.

 “No, he’s not present either.”

 “Is Guard Inga here? This is her cousin Imelda,” Shaiss responded, hoping for a positive reply eventually.


The sentry looked doubtful. “I’ll see if she’s here,” he answered, giving a meaningful glance to the other sentry to let him know not to trust these pushy strangers.


A minute later a dubious Inga appeared from the tent. After a cursory glance at the face on the stretcher her demeanor changed, and her face grew pale. “It is Imelda! She’s alive! Wait… is that Alec?!” she said with a voice whose inflection rose with each syllable. “Bring them in at once. Are they alright?” she asked Armilla, who she recognized from Alec’s visit to the Duke’s palace.


Armilla glanced at Kinsey. “Better ask her. I don’t know anything; I’m still trying to get used to the idea that I was dead,” Armilla replied, referring to the narrative Kinsey had given to everyone during their walk back to the camp.


Inga’s glance shifted to Kinsey. “Are you an ingenaire too? Are you a healer?”

 “I am an ingenaire, but not a healer,” Kinsey answered. “I think Imelda is fine. She’ll wake up when she’s ready.”

 “Alec is a different matter,” Kinsey continued. “He probably just needs to recover from such a thorough exhaustion of his powers.” She thought about the feeling she had experienced through Alec when Imelda’s life had returned, and she sensed the emptiness within his psyche. “It could take hours or days for him to recover. If you had a chaplain who could pray over him, it might help. He really needs prayer,” she said, exposing her fears about his recovery.


The two were laid upon biers within Ryder’s tent. “We’ll need to tell the ranking officer from Oyster Bay the crown protector is here,” Armilla said after the two were tended to and the outside guards dismissed. “He’ll need to be transferred to his own people.”

 “Well, I suppose Alec could go, though he doesn’t have to. We’ll take good care of him here. But there’s no reason for Imelda to go anywhere else. She’s one of ours,” Inga said defensively.

 “I don’t think they should be separated. They’ll want to see each other as soon as they awaken,” Yula said, and the heads of all the others nodded.

 “Is it like that between them?” Inga asked rhetorically, trying to understand the meaning of Yula’s comments. She recollected the night she had seen Alec dance with the tall lovely plant ingenaire in Goldenfields, who she would have expected to have won his heart ahead of the boyish and often abrupt Guard member.

 “It’s not like that,” Kinsey chimed in. “Maybe,” she added reflecting on something she had felt when their spirits had all intertwined during Imelda’s last revival. “It should be like that between them, but it isn’t.”

 “Would you send a message to the Oyster Bay commander?” Nathaniel persisted.


Inga had a message sent, and the ingenairii settled in to sleep in blankets on the floor of the chamber where the two slumbering warriors lay. None of them wished to leave the side of their companions.


When morning broke, Imelda was the first to arise. She awoke with immediate memory of all that had happened up until Alec restored her to her body. She opened her eyes and stared at the canvas roof above her, digesting her miraculous return from death. She wondered where she was, and turned her head slightly to the side, where she saw Alec’s profile as he lay prone on the bier next to her. His complexion was still gray, and his features were drawn. 



She had seen him diving in front of her, and felt the arrow’s impact as it drove her to the ground. Then she had left her body, only to feel Alec’s soul grab hers, and envelope it. This time, through the initiation of his Spiritual powers, his soul had opened to her, and they had become a single person in a sense, as he brought her back to the repaired body, the body she inhabited now.


Then just as their single entity had been about to separate into two, she felt it. She felt Alec release the powers that were the bargain he paid in accordance with a prophecy. He had traded away his extraordinary, ingenaire abilities to rescue her.


A tear rolled down her cheek now as she remembered, because she had felt the many marvelous powers leave him, and yet she felt nothing but joy in Alec, joy that she was alive. He regretted nothing about the trade, and she marveled at his sacrifice.


She would have to find a way to express her appreciation; she might even let him win some of their fencing matches, once in a while, she thought to herself. And with that happy, smug thought, she closed her eyes and went back to sleep in the camp of the victorious army.

 



 



 



 



 




Coming in the fifth volume of the Ingenairii Cycle, the conclusion to the story…



 
 


Alec sat in a soft chair, holding a mug of berry juice with a plate of warm meats and fruit slices on a table beside him. He watched the performance of a group of acrobats in the parade, the third parade participants he had watched. All of the groups had their backs to the blue and white striped tent as they performed.
 


Across the way, a single huge golden tent was the recipient of the parade’s attention. Alec was paying only cursory attention to the back of the performers, as he pondered Rief’s comment. His healing powers were illegal in this land. He thought back to the healing he had given the fallen band member. Apparently the fern and the cooling water were attributed with the recovery of that patient, if anyone was even really aware of what had happened. Alec realized he would have to be circumspect in his efforts while he was in this unusual country.
 


“The emperor will like that,” he heard one woman say to another as they watched the latest act. To Alec it appeared that a miniature dramatic performance was occurring, as a small mock battle gave way to a worshipful tribute to one of the players, and then the whole group bowed and moved on.
 


“The emperor isn’t likely to be persuaded by such blatant adulation,” the other woman said. “He appreciates a subtler mind that Krayo’s excessive exhibitions,” she pronounced.
 


The next act caught Alec’s attention as soon as it arrived. A single woman, dressed completely in black, stood before the golden tent and bowed deeply. As she did, Alec noticed two men in black suddenly appear to stand in front of the tent, facing her.
 


The woman pulled out a knife, and deliberately cut each forearm, creating a flow of blood. She placed a small jar on the ground in front of her, then held her hands over the jar so that the blood dripped into the jar for several seconds. She followed that by pulling a bundle of sticks from inside her robe, scratching with the sticks to make several lines in the road surface in an intricate pattern around the vessel of blood, then dipping the ends of the sticks in the blood and propping them against one another around the jar.
 


The woman began to chant loudly in a high-pitched, sing song manner that made Alec’s skin crawl, even though he could not understand any of the words she used. She paused in her chanting for several seconds, during which not another sound occurred anywhere in the vicinity. She then pulled a small bag out of a pocket, and threw a handful of bright red powder into the air, where it eerily stay suspended in a cloud directly over her. With that new manifestation of power, she resumed chanting. No one in the tent with Alec was saying a word, and he sensed that tension was rising with each passing minute as everyone watched intently while the performer continued her arcane activities.
 


“Mosha!” she called out loudly, and Alec jumped when everyone around ritually repeated “Mosha” in formal voices. A second and third time the call and response occurred. The echoes of the words seemed to catalyze the elements of the process, as the lines that had been scratched in the sand began to glow, then began to rise off the road surface, and floated up into the red cloud several feet above. Alec’s left hand began to painfully throb, though whether it was pain or energy, he couldn’t tell.
 


As the shape took its position, the performer began a new chant, that within seconds caused a darkening of the sky momentarily, until the shade coalesced in a cloud a hundred feet above the woman. From the cloud, an impossible n shower began to fall, only onto the red cloud, which it entered but did not pass through.
 


Alec was gripping the arms of his chair as he watched the one minute deluge, after which the dark cloud evaporated. The two dark clad figures across the way seemed to believe something was eminent, as they held their hands out in front of themselves in a warding off posture, and Alec dreaded whatever was to come next. The woman raised her hand over her head and motioned, causing three men to carry out another figure, a naked man, tied and securely trussed, who they lay at the woman’s feet, next to the jar of blood. The woman raised one foot and placed it on the head of the man, then began chanting again, this time in a much deeper voice, using words that were harsh and disconsonant.
 


As her voice abruptly stopped, the woman stepped back from the man. The red cloud overhead began to churn and boil, the lines writhing within the mass began to hang from the bottom of the cloud, and pure white bats dropped from the tubes, fluttering about in the vicinity for moments, then descending on the man below, and biting him. Through his gag, his muffled voice began to scream in agony, as more and more of the creatures began to land on him, covering his entire body in a writhing mass.
 


For minutes the creatures held their spots, biting and then drinking his blood, and turning blood red themselves as they did so, while his cries grew fainter and then ceased. As they seemed to sate themselves, they rose and began to flutter again between him and the cloud. Alec felt ill watching, and even worse as he saw that no one else was expressing protest to the death that had just been witnessed by so many.
 


At some unseen signal, the flock of bats all entered the cloud simultaneously. The cloud began to thicken, turning into a gelatinous mass hanging in the air, when the woman stepped forward again and called out a single word. The jar of blood still on the ground began to glow, and a ray of light shot up from the mouth of the jar through the touching points of the leaning sticks, to disappear into the red mass.
 


Five seconds later, the light stopped, the mass fell gently to the ground, and then rose up in the shape of a hideous, man-like creature, with an animal-like snout and the legs of a goat. The creation walked in a circle around the woman, who stood perfectly still, snarling as it walked. Three times it circled her at no great distance, until she raised her hand and pointed at it to stop in its tracks.
 


The creature terrified Alec. It was evil. He could feel hideous energy emanate from it, great power, with malevolence and malice directed towards everything it saw. Its appearance had clearly been what triggered the reaction in his left hand. 

 


The woman spoke in a low voice to the creature, then pointed at it again, causing it to kneel before her. She spoke again, in a demanding tone of voice, and the creature clapped its hands together three times, then gave a howl, which created a flash of light and a clap of thunder, the loud noise reverberating all around the parade ground.
 


There, magically, nex the woman, stood an ugly animal, but one that did not seem as threatening as the horrific creature that still captured the attention of all. In a flash of memory, Alec recognized the creature as the same type of animal that he had seen disappear from the room in Stronghold with Mooreen and Elcome on its back.
 


The woman bowed to the evil monster, and said something that may have been praise or thanks. She signaled again, and her group of servants brought out another trussed up sacrificial victim. The servants laid the poor man on the ground next to the monster, then quickly hurried away.
 


With that, the woman seemed to have finished her awful ceremony. She stepped back, clapped her hands, motioned to the tied up offering, then chanted for several seconds, and clapped three times again. The monster stepped forward, grabbed the screaming, tied victim, and disappeared in a flash of crimson light.
 


Alec sat, stunned and appalled by what he had seen, while his hand returned to a calmer condition. The crowd around the event was clapping vigorously, as the woman stepped forward towards the golden tent on the other side of the parade ground. She reached into the front of her black robe, loosening something that caused it to slide off her shoulders to the ground, so that she stood tall and slim in a tight yellow dress. A cheer erupted from someplace to Alec’s right, and the woman gestured back to the placid animal that remained, then towards the golden tent.
 


The two black robed figured in front of the tent walked out with a rope, which they looped around the animal’s head, then led the creature at casual pace away and out of sight. “That was a tremendous performance. The emperor will hold Canare clan in high esteem this season. They may get to lead the invasion,” Alec heard one man in his tent tell another.
 


A small bag flew from the golden tent and landed at the feet of the woman in yellow. She picked it up, held it to her lips for a moment, then bowed and walked off the road to the right.
 


“No one will top that. Shall we go?” a voice spoke in Alec’s ear. It interrupted his contemplation of the horrific scene that was now over. Alec did not know what the terrible creature was that he had just seen, He knew it was completely evil, and he could not fathom how anyone would be able to confront something like it in battle. The woman who had called it forth had obviously had some control over it, but Alec had no notion what or how.
 


“Shall we go?” the voice repeated, and Alec saw that the man he had resuscitated was speaking to him. Alec nodded and stood, walking down to stand beside the man near the entrance they had arrived through.
 


Another man came down from his seat at that moment, and as he passed, everyone else in the tent bowed. The short man had deep set eyes, but he caught Alec’s attention. “Who do you have here, Cander?” the man asked.
 


Alec’s companion bowed, and Alec did likewise. “This is a healer who helped us just a little bit a, leader Reast,” Alec’s other companion spoke up, joining their group. “Cander passed out while carrying the pothorn in the band, and this boy treated him quickly. The band was back in formation in thirty, seconds none the worse for the incident.
 


“We brought him in the tent as our guest,” he added.
 


“We’re honored that you accepted the invitation to join us. Has our hospitality been acceptable?” Reast asked.
 


Unable to answer, Alec bowed again. “He’s mute, sir,” Alec’s companion said in a kind tone. “He has no tongue, and cannot speak,” he added superfluously.
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