
        
            
                
            
        

     


 
There’s no end to the battles Alec faces, even when he thinks he has won peace for his new land and a new life for himself…

 



 

 

 


 

 


 


 


 


Alec felt a strange, painful sensation, one that was disturbing and familiar. His head began to throb, and he tried to figure couldn’t understand why. Suddenly the shocking realization of what caused such pain struck him like an arrow, and he winced noticeably, causing Caitlen and the priest to both look at him with concern.
 


It couldn’t be possible, he told himself. He twisted his neck, looking around the room at the crowd of people, trying to identify an obvious source. He knew he was sensing the spiritual pain of a demon being called into the world. It was something that he hadn’t known in centuries literally, something he couldn’t imagine that existed here in Vincennes. He’d never heard of demons being called forth in this nation.
 


Alec held up his hand to the priest, seeking a pause in the ceremony. Rahm, Bethany, stand nearby, ready to help Caitlen. Are there spare swords near me? He asked.
 


Caitlen, I sense great danger, something that can kill and destroy dozens of people. It is something that can easily defeat me in battle. Be ready to run, he sent a panic-stricken message to his bride.
 


The intensity of the pain of the demon’s impending appearance increased in his mind, and he went down to his knees.
 

 “Alec, are you alright?” Caitlen asked aloud, bending over him. “Are you this scared of marrying me?” she asked with worried humor.
 


Alec vomited in response, his stomach twisting in anguish at the thought that a demon was about to appear at his wedding. “Caitlen, you and the priests need to prepare to leave immediately. Rahm and Bethany will take you to safety. Is there a back way out of here?”
 

 “Alec, what is it? You’re frightening me,” Caitlen answered. What do you fear?
 


Before he could answer, he heard a crashing noise, and then a multitude of screams. He looked up and saw a demon entering the back of the room, ripping through the location where the doorway had stood.
 


I am so sorry we didn’t finish our wedding, Alec told her. Rahm, Bethany, come take the princess and the priests to safety, he added.
 

 “If I survive, I may take a long time to heal. I love you, Esmere Caitlen Trelawney,” Alec spoke aloud.
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Prologue


 


In “Rescuing the Captive” Alec awakens as a stranger in a strange land, without memory, not knowing the language of the people he comes in contact, not aware of his own ingenaire abilities. He is set down in the city of Krimshelm, where he witnesses an audacious robbery attempt, a crime which he foils by inadvertently claiming a wagon load of gold coins and a frightened teenage girl. Together he and the girl set out to find a better life in the distant city of Black Crag. 


 On their way they stop in the great metropolis of Vincennes, capital of the Avonellene Empire, where Alec slowly starts to regain some self-knowledge . There they get caught up in the politics of a coup that overthrows the young ruling princess. Driven by a sense of injustice, Alec chooses to help the princess, and with a friend sets the princess and her attendant free. In their flight from pursuit, Alec and the princess learn to respect and care for one another -- despite the culture’s xenophobic dislike of foreigners -- but ultimately are separated.


When Alec travels on alone to reunite with the princess, he instead discovers a hidden village of the Lokasennii, a race with powers that remind him of ingenairii.


Alec ultimately returns to Vincennes and finds the princess clinging to a tenuous hold on power in a court filled with treachery and uncertainty. Though disliked by most of the powerbrokers because of his foreign accent, Alec repeatedly provides critical assistance to save the princess and strengthen her claim to authority.


At the same time Alec is torn by the gaps in his memories, as he struggles to understand who he is, where he is from and what he has lost. Alec feels anchorless as he tries to discover why he has been set down in a foreign land.


When he eventually helps the princess firm up her control of Vincennes by the use of his great powers, Alec is subjected to exile from the court as a way to preserve her political power. He is sent to Krimshelm to try to fight the princess’s adversaries there in the northern city where his adventures in Avonellene began.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 




 


 


 


 


 


Chapter 1 – Farewell to Vincennes


 



Alec stood alone in his apartment, blinking his eyes as they adjusted to the dim light that filtered into the room through the narrow gap that framed the window curtains. He was physically alone in the empty set of rooms, and he felt emotionally isolated, abandoned in the name of political expediency. Caitlen, the princess who shakily sat upon the throne of the Avonellene Empire, had dispatched him away from her court and herself to placate the powerbrokers who currently supported her right to rule.


Upon receiving her command to leave Vincennes, Alec had transported from the poignant scene in Caitlen’s palatial suite to his apartment, where he found relief in his isolation. He sat and pondered his decision to leave her. He had left because he was a foreigner in the Avonellene Empire; and to his infinite sadness, he had discovered that he had become a foreigner in all parts of the world, except his memory, a place he couldn’t call home. His memory was the only place he didn’t feel like an outsider; but he couldn’t live there – he had to live in the world.


He had no homeland to go to – the Dominion and Michian were worlds in which he had no friends, no role to play. He believed himself called to this land of Avonellene only for the purpose of helping Caitlen regain her throne, so that she could fight the use of slavery. In the course of his struggle to achieve that, he had come to believe that he was also in Vincennes for the sake of her heart and his, and that happiness in a relationship with the Princess was something he could achieve for each of them.


Now though, he had come to feel despair over the contradiction of his love for the girl and her society’s disdain for him; the ever-present conflict had led him to flee from her. Rising, knowing that he had made the decision and would have to stand by it, Alec left his apartment and walked through town to one of the banks in the eastern part of the city. The Conglomerate, led by businessmen, had left the banks unmolested even while it had supported the failed coup attempt against Caitlen, and Alec was able to withdraw a small amount of money from the untroubled bank, a stake of cash he would possibly need to use in Krimshelm.


Caitlen, please write a letter of introduction for me to take to Krimshelm, he transmitted a message to the princess. That was something else he would need, he realized. It would ease his entrée into the palace at Krimshelm. He left the bank and walked to the former headquarters of the Conglomerate forces, now a ruin within the city after a ferocious battle had been fought there, led by Alec on behalf of Caitlen’s forces. The building was a series of jagged wall sections that surrounded charred timbers and fallen bricks. Alec had fought hard here, and expended his energies here to disrupt the Conglomerate occupants. And even after the success of his efforts, he was still seen as an outsider, and an unworthy ally.


Alec stood and looked at the destroyed building as the sun set. His urban conflict had been finished in that structure; there were no more military battles to be fought within Vincennes, and it was time to move on, he realized. He walked a meandering path back through the oversized metropolis, lost in thought, and long after dark he reached the vicinity of Caitlen’s temporary headquarters. He strode into the commissary for a quick meal, then left the building to go to a dark alley, and translocated to Caitlen’s suite.


The Princess was waiting for him. “Alec, you don’t really have to go,” she said hesitantly, as she came to give him a long hug, her arms grasping him with fearful desperation.

 “Caitlen, you wouldn’t have asked for this if you didn’t think you needed it. Don’t worry; I understand that you are different from your countrymen because you did trust me as a foreigner,” he told her. 


 “Do you have a letter of introduction I can give to the Earl?” he asked as he gently pulled out of her grasp. She nodded yes. “That’s taken care of; now go lie down on the bed, and let me see if we can bring you closer to becoming an ingenaire.” 



He felt distant from her; he realized it was a distance he was putting between them as a way to protect his own heart. And he knew that after this he would leave her for a long time, and that the next time they met, her life would have changed as she consolidated the powers of her stronger army and her growing empire.


It felt improper to delve so intimately into her soul when he felt so detached from her, but they had run out of time to patiently allow her powers to grow to maturity at a slower, natural pace. He knelt on the floor beside the bed and raised his arms to place both his hands on her head, then let his Spiritual powers open the channel between them. His spirit circled and examined her, seeing the clear signs of Spiritual abilities that he had laid down in his prior sessions with her. They were with her still, though not incorporated within her.


He moved about, establishing more of the sense of the Spiritual, opening up his own memories to show her the faith he felt, the miracles he had witnessed. He observed and felt her belief in him, and her potential for Spiritual power increased. But it remained on the surface, not suffused within her being, and he only saw one direct way to incorporate the faith within her in this session. Plunging into her with blunt force, he drove his memories deep within Caitlen’s soul, and showed her his experience in John Mark’s cave, when he had tried to focus his healing power upon the mystically dead-and-simultaneously-alive body of Christ. Alec pulled the girl with him down the remembered plunge towards Hell, then let her feel the love he felt when Jesus rescued him. The dramatically turned journey showed her the right and the wrong of faith, and let her experience its power through his first hand memories.


He saw himself staring down at the open wound on his hand, then saw the wound become a channel for his Spiritual powers, and finally saw the wound become a weapon that he used to destroy the three demons that circled Jeswyne and him in Oyster Bay. Alec began to relive the loss of Bethany, and the night he let his Spiritual powers float among the stars in a calming recollection of every moment of affection he had shared with the Water ingenaire, both pain and peace overwhelming his calm as he relived the trauma and serenity again.


Suddenly Alec was aware that Caitlen was crying. He pulled his memories away from the core of Caitlen’s spirit, and then pulled himself free from her, no longer imposing his own life experiences into her, and he ceased his self-reflection so that he could examine the spirit of the woman. The essence of faith was deep within her now, but not integrated, and she was crying, suffering from the exposure to so many of the passages in his life where he had witnessed or relied on his Spiritual energy.


Caitlen’s eyes were clenched tight, and Alec used a fingertip to wipe away the moisture that brimmed within each eye. He knew he had imposed a great deal of his own faith on her in an ungentle, fast, and direct manner. “I’m sorry Caitlen, I know it hurts,” he said gently. “The next step will be yours. You have the elements of my faith and Spiritual powers within you. If you can accept them and incorporate them into the fabric of your own being, if you can accept that these things are real, and live your life trusting in such powers, I believe that with my blood you will be able utilize the energy.

 “It will be up to you,” he told her. “I’ll be listening, and I’ll come back if I ever hear you call me back. Regardless of that, I’ll let you know if we achieve success in Krimshelm.”


Her eyes opened and bored into his, searchingly, as if trying to find something more about him, something that reflected the knowledge she had just gained. Her hand crept up behind his neck, then pulled him towards her so that their foreheads touched. “I wish you weren’t going, and that this had never been necessary,” she told him. She started to say something more then paused. “Will I see you in the morning?”

 “No,” Alec replied as he pulled away and rose. He strolled over to the table where an elegant scroll of paper laid waiting for him. “I’m not going to wait until tomorrow. I’ll leave tonight. I hope that I will hear good things about your future,” he told her, unable to any longer withstand the contradiction between his desire to stay with her versus the political need for him to depart.

 “Alec! Wait!” she sat up and cried, but he disappeared from the room, leaving her alone with her sadness.



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2 – Return to Krimshelm

 



Alec arrived in Krimshelm after three steps of translocation, as he returned to the city when his Avonellene adventures had begun. He stood on the docks, which were empty late at night. The sounds of the water brought back memories of his time aboard the Ingrid, and he deeply breathed the salt water atmosphere. There were likely to be inns near the waterfront where he could stay the night; he only needed to pick the one that was least likely to have a rowdy sailor and longshoreman clientele. He left the docks and walked past the buildings that housed the repair shops and the warehouses and the daytime markets. Two blocks inland he found the type of establishments he sought, and he picked the one whose public room seemed least boisterous.


After he paid for his hotel room he sat away from the fireplace, listening to the conversations at the tables nearby, trying to gage the sentiments of the city he was in. Amidst the everyday talk of boats and families and neighborhood issues, he heard fears of the anticipated arrival of the Conglomerate, whose forces had arrived by ship and landed in nearby harbor. The earl was recently dead in a freak accident, and his untested, pregnant wife was viewed as unlikely to have the ability to lead the city to withstand Conglomerate demands.


Upstairs in his room, Alec pondered the unpromising state of affairs he found. In addition to the problem of fighting against the Conglomerate, he now painfully knew that his accent and foreign origins would limit his effectiveness, in addition to the problems he knew a female head of state would have in controlling and leading the city. The woman must face sleepless nights, alone and carrying the child of a dead husband during a time of stress, and Alec’s heart went out in sympathy to her.


When he awoke in the morning, Alec decided to present himself at the gate to the Earl’s castle, and seek to speak to the leader of the military. Despite the attitude of Stocker, the xenophobic leader of the Valeriane forces, Alec hoped that his skills would win him a useful role in Krimshelm, from which he could help the city-state defeat the invaders. The breakfast waiter gave Alec directions to the palace, and Alec set out early in the morning. He passed through a now-busy fish market, the same market he had seen last fall when he had arrived at Krimshelm as a lost and amnesiac sailor, and the route he needed to take was a short portion of the same road on which he had walked during that earlier visit, before he had jumped into his improbable adventure aboard the hijacked payroll wagon.


Alec passed the street side cafe where he had tasted the bitter cup of coffee, and he paused as he remembered the striking woman in the sedan chair he had seen just before the violent street ambush had occurred in front of him. Her chair had been carried up the hill he was climbing, probably carried to the very palace he intended to visit, he now suspected. The road rose higher, then turned at the crest of a ridge. Alec saw other ridges, growing into mountains, stretching westward, while the road turned south, and not far ahead he saw the road led to a strongly fortified castle.


Minutes later Alec stood at the gate, and spoke to a guard. “I have been sent as an emissary by the Princess Esmere Caitlen Trelawney, ruler of Vincennes and all her subject empire. I am here to deliver this message to your ruler, and to offer assistance,” he said formally, attempting to speak as slowly and clearly as possible in hopes of reducing his accent.


The guard asked for Alec’s letter, examined it, then spoke. “May I send this in to the court?”


Alec granted permission, and stood at the gate for some time, waiting for a reply to return. A teenage boy approached the guard at length, coming from inside the castle, and Alec was beckoned over. “This page is sent to convey you to meet Menard, the major domo of the court. Before you can go, you’ll need to leave your arms here for safekeeping,” the guard told him.

 “What’s your name?” Alec asked the attentive boy who waited for him.

 “Macon, sir,” the boy answered.

 “Will I be safe in the castle without my weapons do you think?” Alec asked with a hint of a smile.

 “If you behave yourself sir, I’m sure you will be,” the boy replied with a straight face.


Alec laughed and unbuckled his sword belt, then removed his bandolier, handing both to the guard at the gate, and proceeded to walk inside behind his guide. Macon led him through a number of courtyards and passages, then into a dark stone building whose internal walls were dark wood paneling, polished to a gleam. They stopped at a door, where Alec was invited to enter.

 “Thank you, Macon,” he told the page. “I hope we can work together.”


Inside the room were shelves on every wall, and a desk covered in papers. Behind the desk sat a harried-looking man, who held Caitlen’s letter in the air before his face, examining it through thick lens. “You bring a very impressive note from the Princess Esmere,” the man said. “Based on this letter, I expected either a battalion of warriors or a court-full of nobles. But the report from the gate was that a young man had arrived alone.

 “How is the situation for the Princess in Vincennes?” he asked.

 “The Princess has won the battle of Vincennes. The Conglomerate forces have been routed from the city,” Alec said. “I have been the princess’s greatest warrior in achieving that victory,” he said immodestly. “And yes, I am a foreigner. That’s probably one reason I have been sent to Krimshelm – to remove my unacceptable presence from her court, now that my fighting skills are no longer needed,” Alec said more than he had intended.

 “And you’re unhappy about that?” the man asked.

 “I understand it is how life is in Vincennes. It may not be right, but if it helps the Princess for me to leave, and if it helps the Princess for me to help Krimshelm, then being here is the best thing for me to do,” Alec said stoically.

 “My apologies. Let me introduce myself. My name is Menard, the major domo for the court of the Countess Ailse,” the man said. He rose and shook hands with Alec across the desk. “Please have a seat, and tell me what in particular you can do to help Krimshelm in her own battle against the Conglomerate, even though you don’t really want to be here with us.”

 “I don’t know what your particular battle situation is here, but if you assign me to your army, or the Countess’s body guard, I will be the best fighter you’ll have. And I’d prefer to be with the army; considering my recent experience with being exiled from the Princess’s Court, I have no wish to watch the politics of the nobility,” Alec said frankly.

 “So either you must be a truly tremendous fighter, and the Princess really wants to help Krimshelm, or you’re just a nuisance and a distraction, and she wants to be rid of you,” Menard summed up.

 “The truth is both,” Alec agreed. “If your army commander can stand foreigners, he will appreciate having me on his side, I assure you,” Alec felt embarrassed to have to try to sell his value to this court functionary.

 “Alec, if you can fight at all, I’m sure he will appreciate having you. After a payroll problem last fall we lost all the mercenaries we use in the army, so our forces are very small, woefully inadequate for anything but defending the city walls, I’ll be candid,” Menard told him. Alec bit his lip at the mention of the payroll problem, sure that he knew that it was the wagon of gold he and Bethany had ended up taking to Vincennes.

 “Macon,” Menard called loudly, and the boy’s head appeared as the door opened. “Take our guest to see Major Perry, with my compliments, and let him know that Alec here is being lent to us by the Princess Esmere to fight against the Conglomerate. It has been a pleasure to meet you Alec. If you are as good as you say you are, I’m sure we’ll be working together soon. Now please excuse me while a run some reports to the Countess.”


All three of them left the room. “You’re going to work for Major Perry? He’s the best swordsman in the castle, and he’s smart too,” Macon told Alec.


The boy gave Alec a lively description of everything they saw as they walked through the castle to an armory near the back wall, looking out over a rugged valley behind it. “This is his office,” Macon told Alec, pausing in front of a corporal at a desk. “Menard sent this fellow, Alec, to see the major. He comes from the Princess Esmere and is here to help us fight,” Macon repeated his message to the soldier.


The corporal excused himself through a door behind them. “Good job delivering the message,” Alec quietly told his guide, making the boy stand straighter with pride, glad to be noticed.

 “Come this way,” the corporal motioned, and Alec found himself inside an office with an enormous man, one who stood several inches taller than him and seemed at least twice as broad.

 “So you think you can save us?” the man looked at Alec with a healthy skepticism. “One man, all alone,” he added.

 “I will outfight every other man you have, and I will not quit on you. That’s all I promise,” Alec replied, measuring the man. If Major Perry had any speed at all, Alec couldn’t imagine any other normal person being able to stand up to him in a one-on-one match.

 “Gallatin,” the major called his corporal. “Take our guest to the practice yard and test him against some of the fellows. Let me know if he survives,” the major said, and he sat down, dismissing Alec without further thought.


Alec followed the corporal, and Macon the page followed Alec, looking forward to more excitement in his day, a happy break from the usual drudgery of a page’s day. They reached a practice room where four men were practicing with swords. “Who wants to test a new recruit?” Gallatin asked loudly, making all four heads turn to look.


They lined up as Alec pulled on padding and selected a wooden practice blade. Corporal Gallatin took a casual seat to watch the matches take place. A slender man stepped onto the mat as Alec stepped on, and struck at Alec immediately, with no warning. His blade went flying far out of his hand within a second, and the man looked at his fingers in astonishment, trying to understand what had happened, while Alec stood calmly still, his blade already lowered into a seemingly unguarded stance.


A second man stepped onto the mat, focused intently on Alec, and moved in using a textbook approach to Alec. He struck and Alec riposted with astonishing speed, then pressed his blade against the man’s throat before his opponent had brought his blade back under control. “Page, go bring Major Perry,” Gallatin instructed Macon. “Two of you face him together,” Gallatin spoke to the men waiting by the mat. Alec dispatched them quickly, and stood facing Gallatin.

 “Are we done here?” Alec asked.

 “Major Perry will want to see you next. Why don’t you fight three of them at once?” Gallatin proposed, motioning to the men behind Alec.


Amused, Alec resolved to not use his ingenaire powers against the three fighters, and the bout ran for a considerable length of time before Alec defeated the last of his opponents. All the Krimshelm fighters were good with a sword, he had found out.

 “Now let me see how well you do,” Major Perry spoke. Alec hadn’t realized the big man was there, and he studied the man closely, wondering how stealthy the man could be.


They took up positions. “Want to make this really chal-lenging?” Perry asked. Alec looked at him quizzically. “Let’s use real blades, without pads,” the major suggested. “Do you think you can handle that?” In reply, Alec dropped his wooden sword and lifted his padding over his head.

 “Macon, go to the gate and fetch my weapons for me,” Alec told the page, who went scampering away.

 “We don’t need to wait that long,” Perry spoke. “Gallatin, give the man your blade,” and within moments the blade arced through the air into Alec’s hand.

 “Where’d you learn to handle a blade?” Perry asked as they settled into their spots.

 “The Goldenfields Guards, the Oyster Bay palace armory, Ingenairii Hill, even in Michian a little,” Alec replied, studying the colonel’s footwork as they circled each other. “Where did you learn?”

 “Right here,” Perry said, and he lunged at Alec. Metal rang against metal, and they bounced apart.

 “Strange places you name,” Perry commented. “Where are they?” he attacked again, trying to slice his blade’s edge across Alec’s chest. Alec engaged his powers, flipped his blade to his left hand, knocked the blade downward out of Perry’s hand, then kicked it up in the air and caught it in his right hand behind his back.


He stepped back, looked at Perry, and handed him the sword. “That was amazing!” Macon said loudly, holding Alec’s sword belt and bandolier of knives.

 “They’re long ago and far away,” Alec answered. “But they were good places with good people who taught me to be a good body guard, and a good soldier, among other things.”

 “I think we’ll find a place for you,” Perry said as he re-sheathed his sword, one eyebrow cocked. “Gallatin, fill out his paperwork and let Menard know.

 “Where’s your gear?” the major asked Alec.

 “I’m wearing it,” Alec replied. “What more do I need?”

 “After what these four saw today, you’ll probably need bandages, because you’re going to be challenged by every member of the force wanting to show that they can stand up to you, and sooner or later one of them is bound to give you a bruise or more,” Perry replied. “Page,” he addressed Macon, “take him to the barracks and let him pick a bunk. Show him where to eat and shower. Tomorrow morning, I want you to join a patrol. Gallatin will arrange that. Let him know where you pick a bunk.”

 “I hope you fit in,” the officer said, and then he was gone. Alec stood in the room adjusting his bandolier as the other swordsmen slunk away, and he was left with the young page.

 “Was that luck? That couldn’t be luck!” Macon said, still starry-eyed at the display he had witnessed.

 “Where are we going?” Alec asked to redirect his attention, and so they left on a tour of the castle that lasted well into the afternoon. After the adoring page finally left Alec, he lay back on his new bed, and projected a message to Rahm. I am in Krimshelm to help the Countess fight the Conglomerate. Send messages to the castle if you need help, he told his friend. Keep an eye on the Princess, and protect her.


The next morning a messenger came for Alec at the break of dawn, and so began a week of tedium. Alec spent hours in thankless chores and useless duties around the castle, but they were better than the hours he spent off-duty, alone. Despite Perry’s prediction, Alec was ignored as the strange-talking foreigner who wasn’t wanted or needed. Only the page Macon befriended Alec, and Alec came to enjoy the boy’s presence, and his stories about growing up in Krimshelm. Mostly though, his hours in the castle were hours when he thought about Caitlen, remembering her face and her wit and her sometimes spirited temperament. He was in love with her, and he came to the conclusion that if another restoration of his lost memory were to reveal a wife or lover waiting him in some other nation in the present time, he would be so torn he would not be able to deal with his conflicted heart at that time.


Finally, after his stretch of irrelevance in Krimshelm, Alec found himself assigned as part of a five man squad that was sent out for two days to probe the position of the Conglomerate invasion force. After minimal introductions among the squad members, they left the castle and walked through town, then turned north and cut inland on a track that paralleled the coast.

 “So you’re new?” one of the squad members asked when they were out in the country. “I heard you beat Major Perry in practice?”

 “I’m new, and I held my own,” Alec agreed. “I’m here to fight the Conglomerate, not the Krimshelm army.”

 “You’ll get plenty of opportunity to fight the Conglomerate,” another soldier replied. “They’re coming. They want to capture the whole fleet in the harbor and take it to use it for their own shipping. And they probably won’t mind some pillaging of the city while they’re here.”

 “How soon until they attack?” Alec asked.

 “That’s what we’re going to try to find out, and then try to take the information back to the castle,” someone else answered. They trooped on in silence, and made good time on a sunny day, traipsing rapidly through the rocky lands that rested atop the cliffs and above the dunes where the sea met the land. They didn’t stop for lunch, but ate their food as they walked, and by sunset they stopped, as the flickering camp fires of the Conglomerate invaders came into plain view.

 “We need to get close,” Harbin, the group leader said. “Very close. I want to see what supplies they have and if they’re packed to move quickly.”

 “If we steal uniforms, we can walk among them tonight,” Alec said. “Would that do?”

 “Where will we get five uniforms?” Harbin asked dismissively.


Alec pulled his bow off his shoulder. “It won’t take five minutes,” he said.

 “Not likely,” Harbin replied, still dubious.

 “Let me try,” Alec nodded his head towards the far camp.


Harbin relented, and assigned a man to accompany Alec. “We need to go to the far side so they don’t come looking our way first,” Alec explained as he began to lead his companion north around the Conglomerate camp. They were already within easy range of the Conglomerate pickets posted outside the camp.

 “This is far enough,” his companion said, and stopped at a distance that seemed prudent to him, but virtually within arm’s reach for Alec.


Alec set arrows on the ground, sighted his bow, and fired two quick shots. Three seconds later, both men beside the picket fire tumbled over.

 “You really knew you could make that shot?” Alec’s companion asked incredulously.


Alec nodded. “Now we need to get a couple more uniforms and we’ll be set,” he rose from his crouch and began to move further north. He paused at a suitable location to slay another outpost. “Let’s go,” he directed the other Krimshelm soldier, and they pulled the bodies out into the landscape, then removed their uniforms. They returned to the first picket post and did the same, then hurried back to their waiting companions, their arms full of cloth.

 “We can pick up one more on the way, but we can’t wait long,” Alec explained. “When they come to shift the watch, they’ll find their men missing.”

 “How’d you do it?” Harbin asked as the men began changing clothes.

 “He fires his bow like he’s standing right next to the target,” the other Krimshelm soldier said first. “I couldn’t even shoot an arrow as far as he shot two right on the target within a second.”

 “What else do you do well?” Harbin asked Alec.

 “I can use every weapon effectively,” Alec answered brusquely.

 “What else could we do inside the camp besides gather intelligence?” Harbin asked, looking at Alec with new interest and respect.

 “You mean if we wanted to damage them?” Alec clarified.

 “Exactly; if we wanted to really damage them,” Harbin agreed.

 “We could set fire to their supply depot, we could set their cavalry horses free, we could assassinate or capture their leaders,” Alec suggested.

 “Could we do all those things?” someone asked.

 “There are only five of us,” Alec pointed out.

 “We don’t know how their camp is laid out to be able to plan all of that,” Harbin agreed. “At least not right now. Let’s scout out the camp, with an eye to burning supplies first, killing the leaders second, and if we’re lucky, we can empty the corrals as well.

 “Alec, you lead us in, and we’ll grab that last uniform,” he motioned to the man still in Krimshelm attire.


They traveled straight towards the Conglomerate lines, now that they were more focused on fast action, and Alec took out a picket shortly after it came into sight. “Uncanny,” Harbin muttered. And within minutes they were walking among the tents and fires of the placid Conglomerate camp. They spent an hour scouting out the quarters of the camp layout, then gathered to plan.

 “”The ships in the harbor are the key,” Alec said. “If we could shoot some flaming arrows into the ships to set some of them on fire, everyone in camp will come to the shore line to watch. Then we can operate unmolested in the camp to do everything else: first free the horses, then fire the supplies, and on our way out take shots at the officers.”

 “Is your bow that good?” Harbin asked about the ships.

 “I’ll get in a small boat and go out into the harbor. Then the rest of you can head to the corral and wait for the show to start. We can meet at the supply depot and depart from there,” Alec proposed.

 “Do you want to take Moines with you to help with the boats?” Harbin asked.


Alec looked at the unhandy and skinny Moines, who he suspected Harbin wanted to avoid retaining in his own group. “Sure, he can come with me,” Alec agreed more to placate Harbin that because he wanted help.


Alec and Moines left the other three and went down to the harbor, where no guard was stationed at the dock. They quietly climbed onboard a small boat, untied its lead, then began rowing out into the harbor, facing backwards as they rowed. The gently lapping waves of the harbor were deflecting off dozens of ships in the water, evidence of the amount of material and men the Conglomerate had shipped up north to seize Krimshelm.

 “We’ll go out into the center of the fleet, and try to find a small sloop,” Alec explained to Moines. “We can do more than cause a distraction if we do this right; we can really inflict some damage on the fleet, possibly even strand the Conglomerate force here with no easy way for them to return to their masters.”


Alec looked over his shoulder as they maneuvered among the hulking ships that were at anchor, and after several minutes, he spotted the ship he wanted. “We need to act like we’re drunk while we climb up on deck; they’ll let us on board, and then we’ll seize control,” Alec ordered. “Just follow my lead.”


He swung his paddles to steer an erratic course towards the small man-of-war he wanted, then bumped forcefully into its hull, raising a cry from the deck. Alec grabbed a rope hanging over the side of the taller ship, and climbed up onto deck, where four men were watching him with hostile eyes. Moines tried to follow, but as his head appeared over the railing he lost his grasp and fell into the water below with a splash. Alec gave a curse and dove over the side, helping Moines to the ship and up onto its deck. The display of ineptitude had probably added believability to their portrayal of drunkenness, Alec decided.


A dozen men were watching them climb back on board, dripping wet, and Moines had acquired a bloody nose somehow.

 “Sorry mates, we just had a drop of rum on shore and can’t find our way to our ship,” Alec spoke loudly and observed the predictable relaxation by the crew. He slipped Moines behind him to protect his companion, then pulled out his sword. “All of you into the cabin, and no one will get hurt,” he told them in sober tones.


Half the ship’s crew laughed. “You must be joking,” one of them said, and he started to step forward menacingly.


Alec pulled three knives from his bandolier and threw them in rapid succession at the three nearest targets, hitting them all in the shoulders, wounding and knocking them down, but not killing them. Healthy men knelt next to the wounded, and all looked up at Alec in astonishment due to the instantaneous battle he had delivered to them and won.

 “Now pull the knives out, pick up your mates, and take them to the cabin,” Alec ordered. Stunned and sullen, the crew obeyed, and Alec slammed a bar down across the door to lock the crew in the cabin. “Moines, go find some tar in the hold, and heat it up,” Alec ordered, while he remained at the door to make sure there was no escape.


He listened to the stumbling of Moines on deck, and through the hatch he saw the light from the fire Moines had lit to melt the tar that Alec intended to dip his arrows in to keep them flaming. About the time he judged the tar to be likely to be hot enough, there was a wooshing sound, and a scream from the deck. Alec abandoned his post and ran up to find the hot tar and its small furnace tipped over, setting the deck ablaze, and Moines cradling a badly burned arm.


Alec stood momentarily in stunned disbelief, uncertain how to salvage the situation. He ran to Moines and dragged him away from the fire, then applied his healing powers to sooth the wound and deaden the pain.

 “How did you do that?” Moines looked at him in amazement.

 “I’ll tell you later. Stay here,” Alec ordered. He ran back down to the cabin and threw the door open. “The ship is on fire; everyone out! Go to your boats!” he ordered, then dashed back onto the deck. He used his sword to slash the ropes holding the sloop’s pinnace in place, and watched it splash down into the water below. “Get in there,” Alec ordered the ship’s crew. He ran to the other side of the deck as the men began their escape.

 “Dip these arrows in the burning tar and bring them to me,” Alec said as he handed a half dozen arrows to Moines. “Don’t hurt yourself,” he added with a meaningful look.


Alec looked out towards the mouth of the harbor, where the largest ships were anchored. A new plan was starting to form in his mind, one that was dangerous but also potentially more disruptive to the fleet than his earlier plan. The sound of splashing oars told Alec that the crew was fleeing to safety, salving his conscious somewhat, ironically, even as he prepared to harm a great many more sailors and soldiers.


Moines arrived with the flaming arrows. “Good, now go do the same with these,” Alec ordered.

 “Don’t we need to escape too?” Moines asked anxiously.

 “We’ve got time. Go light more of the arrows,” Alec ordered, and he began to rapidly fire the burning arrows he had on trajectories that were far and high, aiming them so that they’d land in the canvas sails of the largest ships that blocked the harbor entrance. With all six arrows making bright streaks across the sky, Alec dropped his bow, cut the ship’s cable to the anchor, and started pulling ropes to raise one of the sloop’s own sails. As he did, Moines reached him with the next set of arrows. 


 “Here, raise this sail,” Alec ordered him. The flames on their sloop were growing frenetically, leaping across the deck towards new fuel, and the two men were brightly lit with hellish hues from the fire. Alec lofted the second set of arrows, then dipped more arrows on his own, and fired them outward as well.

 “Tie that sail cable in place,” Alec shouted, as the crackling of the flames rose. The heat was dramatically increasing as he ran to the tiller and set a direction for the sloop, whose sail was catching just enough breeze to give it mild impetus. Alec aimed the sloop towards a large congregation of ships in the inner harbor, knowing that the flaming sloop would be seen as a deathly threat that would send them all scrambling to try to avoid catching the flaming contagion the sloop threatened to spread, that Alec hoped it would spread.

 “Our dinghy is gone,” Moines shouted fearfully, joining Alec in the rear of the ship. With the sloop underway, the heat and the smoke from its deathly flame were being blown back towards them, and they were both coughing heavily. But Alec saw an opportunity to direct the sloop into a watery alley between two larger ships that would be sure to result in spreading flames to both of them, and he needed to keep the sloop on course for just a few more seconds to assure the spread of destruction.

 “Climb on my back,” he shouted to Moines. “Do it, now!” he screamed. The sloop’s promise of spreading destruction to more ships was now secure, as its hull grazed against one, and then another. Men were screaming wildly from the nearby ships, cursing and ordering and trying to prevent the unstoppable destruction Alec had set in motion. He felt Moines grab him. “Hold on!” he shouted, and turned to look past Moines, over his shoulder at the small flickering flames that he saw were starting to grow and bloom far across the harbor in the high sails of the larger ships. Then, satisfied, he engaged his Traveler powers, and they trans-located to the supply depot, where he dropped Moines on the ground.


Alec switched from his Traveler power to his healing power, and he addressed the many small burns that Moines carried, as well as his still scarred arm, then he healed his own many small injuries.


Moines looked up at him in amazement. “What did you do? How did you do that? Who are you?” he stuttered as he asked, staring open-mouthed.

 “I was sent by the Princess Esmere to help Krimshelm, and I will do all that I can. I have special abilities, given to me by my God,” Alec answered. “For now, tell no one of what I’ve done,” he added, sensing that prudent anonymity was the best course for now.

 “I won’t tell anyone if you say so, but that was fantastic! You just set the whole Conglomerate back all by yourself,” Moines stood up and waved his arm at the waterside horizon, where numerous blazing ships were casting extraordinary amounts of illumination that reflected off the water, the nearby mountains and the overhead clouds.

 “Thanks for your help,” Alec replied. “Here come the others,” he added, as three men came running through the otherwise empty camp.

 “We did it!” Harbin announced. “We took out three sentries, then opened every gate in the corral and drove the horses out into the open. There probably isn’t anyone yet who knows the horses are gone.

 “By the Mountains of Ely, you did a pretty job out in the harbor! I wasn’t sure you’d be able to make it back to land after we saw the fires you set burning,” he added. “Now let’s get this lot going, and head out of camp.”


Alec and another soldier began pushing together the most flammable items, as a third man went to grab a torch. They set flame to several locations in the large assembly of supplies, food stuffs, and weapons, then began to leave the camp.

 “There isn’t a single officer in sight to assassinate,” Harbin complained as they began trotting away from the supplies. “You’ve really messed up tonight, Alec!” he said, then he laughed and even gave Alec a friendly arm around his shoulder to show his real pride. The small team, full now of the camaraderie of success, headed towards the gap they knew they had created in the picket line, and half an hour later they were climbing into the hills above the camp to spend the remainder of the night.

 “We have to spend the night here,” Alec insisted. “In the morning we’ll be able to see how things look in the harbor.” As he spoke he and everyone else faced downwards towards the camp, where the supply depot had become a roaring conflagration that mirrored the still blazing ships in the harbor. Moines took the first shift of the watch, while Alec was excused, and so he fell soundly asleep and slept through the night.


The next morning he was shaken awake by Harbin. “It’s a beautiful morning to take in the view,” he told Alec brightly, and when Alec rose from his blankets he understood the guardsman’s glee. The coast of the harbor was littered with smoldering hulks of burnt wrecks, and as Alec guessed at the number of ships that had not made it to shore, he concluded that a third of the Conglomerate shipping had been destroyed. While they could make out few details of the presumably empty corral, the supply depot on the far side of the camp smoldered on, contributing to the ugly yellow haze in the harbor, and was surrounded by a circle of black, the remains of tents that had burnt from the intense heat.

 “What will they do now?” Alec asked Harbin.

 “They won’t stay here,” another soldier interjected. “There’s too much bad luck for them here now. They’ll have to leave, although with this mess it’ll take them a few days to get ready.”

 “So they’ll be heading towards Krimshelm?” Alec asked.

 “Not well-supplied or well-armed, but yes they’ll move to Krimshelm,” Harbin confirmed.

 “Let’s go find the best place to ambush them,” Alec suggested.

 “We don’t have the forces to carry out an ambush on an army like that,” the other guard said.

 “No, the countess doesn’t have enough money to hire the army she needs for that job,” Harbin agreed. “We’re all three months behind in pay as it is.”


Alec thought again for a moment about the gold he had stolen from the city.

 “Let’s go look anyway, so we can tell Major Perry about the option,” Alec suggested.


They scrambled down the hillside to the trail they had used on their way to the harbor camp, and began following it back towards the city. After an hour they turned down a game trail to their left, and stopped at the top of the ridge that looked down on the broad path the Conglomerate army would have to take. “If we follow this path, which they will follow,” Harbin said as he pointed below, “there’s a canyon about two hours away that they’ll have to use to climb up over the hills. We’ll follow this road and show you,” he said, and they traipsed down a narrow path to reach the Conglomerate force’s expected route.


By noon they were well into the canyon, and two hours later they began to climb upwards, following the canyon road’s rise up to the plains beyond. “This is the place to ambush them,” Alec said. “They won’t have many horses, so they’ll be tired from carrying their supplies and climbing.” He looked at the rim above the canyon, and envisioned archers shooting a withering fire of arrows into a densely packed Conglomerate force.

 “That’s a good theory,” Harbin said. “We’ll see if the Countess can afford it.”


The rest of the trip was uneventful, and they walked back into the castle slightly before sunset. “I’m proud of what we did, men,” Harbin told the squad as they entered the castle gate. “You’ve all earned the right to thump your chests and wet your whistle.

 “I’m going to go talk to Major Perry; you stay available,” he told Alec in particular, and then he went his own direction.


Alec meanwhile walked about the castle, trying to find his way to return to Menard’s office. When he found it, the major domo was absent, so Alec squatted on the floor outside and waited.

 “Our illustrious regal visitor is here waiting for me?” Menard spoke as he came down the hall and saw Alec outside his office. “Are we not treating you satisfactorily? Would you like a better suite in a castle tower?” he asked.

 “No,” Alec replied as the official opened his door. “I’m happy with my bed. But I think you need a bigger army in a hurry.”

 “That’s not news,” Menard said, standing in his doorway, apparently impatient to return to his work there. “But it’s impossible to address. There is no more money available.”

 “If I deliver five thousand golds to you tomorrow, will you pay your back pay to the army, and then hire every man in the city as a short-term mercenary? If you can give Major Perry a thousand more archers next week, we can beat the Conglomerate,” Alec said in a quiet, but forceful tone.

 “If you can deliver five thousand golds tomorrow, I’ll have you married to the Countess by the end of the week!” Menard replied, starting to step into his office. “But there isn’t that much cash available in all of Krimshelm. Take your fantasies and go help the Major,” he answered, and he closed the door behind himself.


Alec snorted in angry disgust. He breathed deeply to calm down while he walked away; he reflected as he climbed the steps that perhaps if he were confronted by a stranger who offered wealth and riches, he would be just as cynical. 



Back in the dining hall he sat down by himself to eat, when Macon the page came running in to join him. “I heard you burned the Conglomerate fleet! Was it exciting? Dangerous?” the boy asked.


Alec grinned at his youthful enthusiasm. “Why don’t you and I go practice with swords, and I’ll tell you about it,” Alec suggested to the young boy.

 “Can we? Really?” Macon asked, bouncing in his seat.

 “We can, but we need to go now, because the sun will set soon and it’ll be too dark,” Alec told him, and the two of them raced off to the practice hall.


Alec fitted Macon with a practice pad, then gave him a wooden sword, and soon they were moving through the traditional motions that had been drilled into Alec as a young member of the Guard in Goldenfields. “When will we start stabbing and slicing?” Macon asked after he grew bored with the repetition.

 “You seem to be learning fast, so maybe only another year,” Alec told him with a straight face, then laughed as the boy’s jaw dropped.

 “You teach a different way than I learned,” Perry said, standing behind Alec. “Page, you’re dismissed. Alec, come with me,” he turned and walked away.


Alec unstrapped his own pads and put them away, then went to Perry’s office, where Harbin stood waiting. “So you had an adventure and tweaked the Conglomerate’s tail, did you?” Perry asked.


Alec studied the man, then used his Spiritual powers to grasp the emotional atmosphere in the room. Perry was angry, and Harbin was worried.

 “We gather information about them, and slowed down their prospects of attacking Krimshelm,” Alec replied.

 “I don’t think you slowed them down. It sounds to me like you forced them to attack us,” Perry replied. “You were told to go observe, not launch your own bloody war.”

 “The only reason they’re here is to attack. We didn’t force them to do anything they’re not going to do anyway,” Alec replied. “The Conglomerate isn’t going to spend the money to ship thousands of soldiers up here, and then just ship them away. They were going to attack. Now they’re going to attack more slowly, with less equipment, and with more fear in their hearts about what we can do to them.”


He stood still and awaited Perry’s reply. “That’s all absolutely true,” the officer surprised Alec by agreeing after several seconds of silence. “But we’re still never going to have the forces to defeat them. Now they’re just going to be more angry when they do win. And they will win in the long run.”

 “If I can get the money to hire new archers, to set up an ambush, would you put them in place at the canyon we scouted?” Alec asked.

 “I know the road, and the canyon is the right place to do it, but there isn’t that kind of money around, so your ‘what if’ game is meaningless,” Perry answered. “Stick to being a soldier. You’re dismissed,” he told Alec.


The sun had set, and the passages around the castle were dimly lit by torches as Alec left the office. He stopped at a corner and debated what to do. He had to go to Vincennes to recover the gold that sat in the banks there, he knew, and he had to deliver it to Menard as fast as possible. The banks in Vincennes were already closed for the night, but there was no reason for him to wait until morning to return; he could leave now, spend the night in Vincennes, then withdraw the money at the earliest moment. With that decision clear in his mind, Alec began the series of jumps his Traveler powers needed to manage his return to Vincennes.



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3 – A Jagine in the Palace

 



Minutes later Alec was back in the apartment he shared with Bethany and Rahm. Bethany was alone, sitting at the table, contemplatively eating a bowl of soup, when Alec appeared before her, causing her to shriek.

 “Alec? Welcome home! I’m so glad you’re back,” she shrieked loudly as she raced around the table and leaped into his arms. They exchanged a hearty hug.

 “How have you been? I’m so glad you’re back; it will be a relief to have you back in the court; you can’t imagine how pompous and overbearing Stocker is without you around to scare him. When were you called back?” Bethany asked.

 “I haven’t been called back,” Alec admitted, watching her face sag at the admission. “The countess of Krimshelm needs a lot of money to pay her troops. I was going to give her a big share of the money we took from Krimshelm, since it was hers to begin with. So I came back to go to the bank tomorrow; I wanted to see some friendly faces for a change, so I came back tonight.”

 “So the Princess didn’t recall you? You’re not officially welcome back?” Bethany clarified. “I wish you were. I knew I hadn’t heard you were returning, but I hoped maybe I missed it somehow.”

 “How is she doing?” Alec asked. It was the only question that mattered to him, and it showed in his face.

 “She’s doing well as the Princess. She takes charge and gives sensible orders and usually cuts off the longwinded bores before they waste the whole day talking. Everything she’s been through has changed her; you’ve changed her by acting decisively when you had to, and by showing her you could avoid action when you needed to – she told me that herself. She grows better as a ruler all the time,” Bethany said, as they both sat down at the table. “But as a person, I know she misses you. Even though she has been lauded by the court for your departure from the city, she misses you in her heart. You should go see her tonight after everyone else is gone. Rahm is on guard duty tonight; you could get in without a problem.”


Alec closed his eyes, tempted by the idea, a germ of which had been rooted in his mind when he decided to return to Vincennes. He knew though that he had left Vincennes resolved to go away and stay away; he’d understood the reasoning of his banishment to Krimshelm, but his feelings had been bruised nonetheless. Going away had seemed like it might allow him to grow used to his estrangement.


But now, hearing Bethany talk about Caitlen had forced him to face the reality of how much he missed being with the girl, missed seeing her walk, her face, her unconscious habit of running her fingers through her hair when she was trying to concentrate, even watching her handle the mechanics of governing. There was a way to visit her he realized, one that would minimize the damage she would face if his visit was known. “What would people say if the Princess took a Jagine to her room with her?” he delicately asked Bethany.


She looked at him, her head tilted, studying him. “I think most would say good for her, a few would say it’s about time, and a few would say it’s a terrible thing,” she answered at length.


Alec closed his eyes and focused his Healing energy inward, recreating the blue pigment he had used while running away with Caitlen in the beginning of the winter. 



Bethany clapped her hands. “That is so fun to watch! It’s perfect! Let me escort you to the palace to present you to the Princess!” she insisted, and so they walked together through the streets of Vincennes, people looking at Bethany appraisingly as she was accompanied by a Jag. They were admitted to the palace that Caitlen had insisted on re-occupying, and Bethany showed Alec the way to the private wing, where the scars of the occupation were being covered and hidden by paint and repairs.

 “Just down this hall,” Bethany gestured, and as they turned a corner they saw Rahm and a companion not far away, standing outside a large door, while in front of the two Guards Caitlen stood holding hands and chatting with a handsome stranger who Alec did not know.


Before either Bethany or Alec could digest the situation, Caitlen caught sight of them, her attention drawn like everyone else’s to the bright blue hue of Alec’s skin. “Bethany? What are you up to?” she asked, motioning the two of them to approach.

 “We’re just passing by,” Bethany said, as Alec tugged on her hand to pull her away from the awkward scene.

 “Come here!” Caitlen called. “Bring your friend! We want to see what you’re up to,” she said with a cheerfulness that sounded forced to Alec’s ears.


He and Bethany exchanged glances, then both sighed as they walked to see the princess.

 “This is the chief of your bodyguards, isn’t it?” the stranger asked Caitlen, motioning towards Bethany.

 “This is,” Caitlen concurred. “And there’s hardly anyone I’d trust more to protect me than Bethany. Bethany, this is the Viscount Whilky, from Wellings,” the princess made the introduction. “He’s been at court for a few days now, here to discuss how his county can contribute to our work.

 “And who’s your friend?” Whilky asked. “Shouldn’t he have bowed to the Princess by now, or do his talents exempt him from good manners?” the man asked with an air of superiority.


With gritted teeth, Alec bowed slightly, jealous and offended that the nobleman was here in the private wing.

 “We’ll be leaving now. We were just taking a tour of the palace,” Bethany said, and she started to drag Alec away.

 “Won’t he even talk?” Whilky asked. “Let’s have some entertainment for the princess. Make him sing a song for us!”


Alec was looking at the man through slitted eye lids, close to letting his frustration and disappointment emerge in violent action against the arrogant nobleman. With another deep breath he focused on his Spiritual power, seeking serenity.

 “No, he won’t sing,” Bethany shot back, nearly as upset as Alec by the situation. “His accent is too strong to really do our songs very well,” she shot a triumphant glance at Caitlen, then felt awful, as she saw the realization dawn on the princess’s face of who the Jagine with the accent really was. Caitlen’s polite smile was replaced by a look of stricken panic.

 “Your highness, would you like to have my Jag tonight?” Bethany asked, impulsively seeking to fix the blunders that were piling up in the marble hall.

 “What?” Whilky sputtered. “She doesn’t need a Jag tonight,” he insisted.

 “I’m sorry Whilky, but I think I do want to try the Jag this evening. I’ve never really had one before,” the princess apologized to the nobleman. “Can we have breakfast tomorrow to wrap everything up? Bethany, would you escort the Viscount to his suite?” the princess dropped the nobleman’s hand, and stretched her finger toward Alec.


Alec refused to take her hand. Instead, after a moment of hesitation, he brusquely shot past her, opened her bedroom door, and disappeared inside the room. As Bethany started to take Whilky by the arm to lead him away, Caitlen abruptly rushed into the room as well, shutting the door behind her so that the two of them were alone.

 “Alec? Is it you? Oh, this is the best thing I’ve known since you left,” she rushed over to hold him, and Alec heard her in his mind as they made contact. Oh my love, you are what I’ve needed. I’ve wanted to see you and talk to you and touch you; every hour you’ve been gone I’ve thought of you.

 “I’m only here for a few hours,” Alec said out loud. “The Countess of Krimshelm needs money to pay her troops, so I came to take some from the bank for her. And then I came to see you because I missed you. I haven’t had a handy member of the nobility to entertain me in the evenings,” he told her jealously.


Alec felt a subtle popping sensation in the back of his head, and a moment later he realized it was an indication that Caitlen had used the ingenaire power. In the meantime she stepped back and looked at Alec. “I’m just listening to his pompous speeches so that he’ll provide troops and support for our army. You don’t need to be jealous,” she held out her hand to him. “Let’s not fight tonight. If you’ve only got a few hours here, let’s make the most of it.”


Torn by conflicting desires, Alec raised his hand, and grasped hers. Without using his powers, he sensed her affection and desire for him. “Do you feel anything?” she asked. “I’ve been trying ever since you left to find the powers you gave me. I’ve practiced every night. Right now I can tell you feel unhappy about seeing Whilky with me, but you know I never intended to do anything but boost his ego.” Look into me, Alec, she added, see the truth of my faithfulness.


Alec pulled her against his body, feeling suddenly awash with guilt over his jealousy; he knew he could trust her. No, I don’t need to examine you Caitlen; I felt you use the power. I will trust you because I love you. I never thought about how odd it would be to love another Spiritual ingenaire, with the ability to probe hearts and souls!


Are you regretting what you did for me? she asked archly.


If you are happy, I have no regrets. Alec’s hands slid up her spine to the back of her head, and tilted her face upward, so that he could kiss her. “Let me go get comfortable,” she said softly when the kiss ended. “Go over there,” she motioned towards the bed, as she disappeared into a dressing room.


Much later they lay in bed beside one another, Caitlen’s fingers woven into Alec’s hair. Thank you Bethany. Everything is fine, Alec sent a sleepy message to his friend.

 “I heard that,” Caitlen mumbled. “I hope you haven’t been narrating everything that happened here.”

 “I hope she’s asleep and didn’t hear even that comment,” Alec replied blissfully.

 “You haven’t’ told her anything else tonight, have you?” Caitlen pressed.

 “No, oh no,” Alec blushed, mortified by the thought.

 “That’s good. The guards know so much about my life as it is, I want this to stay private at least,” the girl spoke wistfully.

 “So there were many people who could do the things you do where you came from?” Caitlen asked. “What was it like to have all those powers in society? You mentioned loving a Spiritual ingenaire before. Were there more of them, or more like you?”

 “I focused on my Healer powers and my Warrior powers back then. I never really knew much about the Spiritual ingenairii,” Alec reflected. “I knew one or two, one as a good friend,” he paused as he recollected Kinsey. “But I never thought about how their sensory abilities would expose so much of their partner’s heart. It could be frightening for an ordinary person.”

 “So you’ve spoiled me from loving anyone but you?” Caitlen asked. “And here I thought you really were being so noble, trying to give me all these memories and values and abilities for my own sake,” she teased him. “I have tried so hard to send my feelings to you; have you never heard a thing? And why haven’t you told me anything in all this time?”

 “I have never heard a thing from you,” Alec confirmed. “And it just seemed empty to send you one way messages about life in Krimshelm.”

 “It wouldn’t be empty for me!” she protested. “I wanted to hear your voice in my head so much! Promise me you’ll send me more messages,” she insisted, not long before they both fell asleep.

 “Good morning, your highness,” Alec heard a voice, and realized there was a dim light in the room. He raised his head and saw a servant holding a candle. “Good morning, sir,” she said with aplomb, as Alec nudged Caitlen.


The princess groaned. “It can’t be time to get up; you kept me up too late last night,” she reached over to stroke Alec’s hair, before she slowly rose from bed and padded to the dressing room.

 “Would you like something for breakfast sir?” the maid asked politely.

 “I’d forgotten the good things about living in a palace,” Alec murmured. “I’ll have whatever reasonable breakfast the princess is having,” he replied.


An hour later breakfast was eaten, the princess was dressed, and she was prepared to leave the suite. “It’s been most enjoyable having you here,” she said aloud as her chamberlain waited. I miss you so much. Can’t you come back every night? She added through the hands they held.


Perhaps; I have to help them in Krimshelm. A great battle is coming soon. When the war is won in Krimshelm, I will be able to return. Will your court be ready to receive me? he asked.


That is a delicate question; we’ll see what can be done, she acknowledged. But I know that it will not keep us apart. I will work on sending you my love; please send me messages. Come if you can tonight.


As she left, Alec saw Bethany glance in the door and wink at him.


He got dressed, still bemused by his night with Caitlen, then slipped out of the palace, catching knowing grins and nods of heads that told him the presence of a Jag in the Princess’s suite was no secret, and he ruminated as he walked away from the palace and found a secluded spot to change his color back to his own. The society of Vincennes seemed so contradictory, to place such limits on the role of women in society, yet it condoned the existence of men who were Jags, and women were freely allowed to partake of their services. 



And still foreigners were so widely discriminated against, so shunned and disdained.


He reached the bank and waited for the doors to open, then was the first person served, and the size of his withdrawal raised eyebrows. Alec decided to take back one thousand golds as a first gift to Menard, a demonstration of his ability to provide considerable sums of funds. But it would be a bulky, heavy load, one that would create some awkward movements for him.


Alec asked to borrow a cart to take the gold outside, and as he went around the corner, he unloaded the cart, then began to hang the small heavy bags on his shoulders, on his sword belt, and in his hands. With that he began to translocate himself over the stages of the journey to return to Krimshelm.


Minutes later he was in a small closet near Menard’s office. He unloaded all but one bag of gold, and carried that one to the major domo’s office. When he knocked on the door, a muffled voice replied “not now,” after which Alec ignored the command, opened the door, and dropped the bag on the desk where Menard was scribbling on a paper.

 “I said ‘not now’!” Menard exploded. “Even for a heroic foreigner, that means ‘not now’.”

 “Look in the bag. I’ll be back with more,” Alec replied and slipped back to the closet to bring two more bags.

 “Where did you get this? You’ve got more?” Menard asked in astonishment as he opened the bag and saw its glittering contents.

 “I’ll be back,” Alec replied, and after two more trips, Menard’s desk was covered in the strong leather bags that held riches he hadn’t dreamed of seeing.

 “Where did this come from?” Menard asked. “Where’s the rest of it? This was the earl’s own money; it’s the treasury that was stolen!”

 “I can’t get it all, but I’ll bring a great deal more back if you pledge to use it to pay the army and hire the soldiers you need to fight the Conglomerate,” Alec promised. “How I got it is a mystery we don’t need to address today.”


Menard looked at Alec with a long, hard stare. “How much can you bring, and how fast?”

 “Will you use it for the army?” Alec pressed.

 “What else is there?” Menard asked.

 “I don’t know, but you didn’t answer my question,” Alec suddenly felt a strange sense that the major domo could not be trusted.

 “Your insolence is going to have you imprisoned until you return our money to us,” Menard replied, rising to his feet. “It appears that you are the thief who stole the money, and you are going to suffer consequences.”


Alec used his Spiritual energy to sense the emotion of the man who stood across from him. Menard radiated greed and treachery, and suddenly Alec had a flash of intuition. “You were the one who tried to steal it in the first place! And now you’re going to steal it again. You’ll sell the Countess out to make yourself rich and powerful!”

 “That’s enough,” Menard shouted back. “Guards!” he yelled loudly, then yelled again.

 “Who else is in this conspiracy with you?” Alec asked. He heard boots in the hallway. “Who was helping you rob the Earl?”

 “This man must go to the prison cells immediately,” Menard told the guards who entered the office. “He’s a thief!”

 “Take a look at the money on his desk,” Alec told the guards. “All of that is meant to be used to pay the back wages you are owed. If you don’t receive your pay, tell everyone who had it last,” he said. He had decided to go along with imprisonment briefly, to see what he could arrange before he resorted to using his powers.

 “Take him to the cells, then report directly back here,” Menard ordered.


Alec was silently taken deep under the castle, where a jailer locked him in a cell as the two escorts left the dungeon. “I want to see Major Perry,” Alec told the jailer.

 “Good luck,” the jailer responded. “You’ll see who you see if anyone comes down to see you.”

 “Send for Hankins or Moines,” Alec said. “It’s important that I see someone. I think Menard is going to steal the gold that’s meant for your payroll.”

 “You can rest your feet, and your jaws. I’m not sending for anyone. So be quiet,” the jailer replied, annoyed.

 “If that’s the way you want it,” Alec told him, ready to take further steps.

 “That’s the way I want it,” the jailer affirmed.


Alec trans-located himself out of the cell and into the open room where the jailer sat. “What should we do now?” Alec asked. “Should I lock you in a cell, or leave you out here?”


The man astonished by Alec’s inexplicable appearance protested. “You can’t do that.”


Alec turned his back to the man, then trans-located away from the dungeon up to the hall outside Major Perry’s office. “Gallatin, I have to see the major,” Alec spoke hurriedly. “It’s urgent.”

 “He’s on a tour of the castle. I don’t expect him back for an hour,” the corporal replied.

 “How does he get along with Menard?” Alec probed, fearful that Perry might be in cahoots with the major domo.

 “Between you and me, he doesn’t say a bad word about him,” Gallatin answered. “But he doesn’t go out of his way to talk to the man either.”

 “Where’s my best chance to catch him?” Alec asked.

 “Always count on high odds at the armory,” Gallatin. “He’s likely to stop there if he stops anywhere.”


No longer concerned about discretion, Alec trans-located to the armory, where he found Perry sparring with Harbin. “Major, I need to talk to you, urgently,” Alec spoke rapidly, knowing how rude it seemed to interrupt Perry’s match.


The major held up his hand to Harbin, and stepped back. “Something’s so important you’re going to just stop my practice? Something’s so important it’s got that funny accent of yours coming out thicker than ever?”

 “Last year, there was a big robbery, and a lot of gold was stolen,” Alec began his story. “I think it was an inside job, planned by Menard, who knew when the gold was being transported, and where it was going. He set up an ambush with a gang he hired.”

 “If that’s so, why is he still here as the major domo?” Perry asked. “Menard was very upset by that robbery. He didn’t change his life style or run away with his riches. No, that’s not right. Now let us spar. I’ll deal with you later,” Perry said.

 “Wait!” Alec shouted. “I said he planned the theft, but something went wrong, and someone else ended up having the gold fall into their lap practically, so it slipped through Menard’s fingers. That was why he was upset.

 “The man who was driving the wagon the gold was in, his name was Wellson,” Alec hoped that vaguely-remember detail would capture Perry’s attention.


It did. “He’s right,” Harbin said. “Wellson was driving that wagon. We never saw him or his daughter again. I think he was in on it.”

 “Go on,” Perry interjected. “You’ve got my attention.”

 “Wellson wasn’t in on it. He was murdered by the gang that tried to steal the wagon, the gang that I think Menard hired. I’ll bet a lot of criminals mysteriously died right after that theft as a way to cover up what happened,” Alec countered.

 “We could check the morgue records to find out,” Perry answered. “Go on with your story. How do you know these things?”

 “I was a sailor on the Ingrid, and we had just docked that day. I was sitting at a cafe drinking coffee, and I saw the ambush happen right in front of my eyes,” Alec said. “I felt sympathy for the driver’s situation, so I jumped up in the seat, helped fight the ambushers off, and drove the wagon out of danger, not even knowing that it was a load of gold.”

 “You?! You took all that gold?” Harbin said, astonished.

 “I had no idea what it was. I didn’t know a single person in this city. I didn’t hardly speak the language,” Alec explained, stumbling over his grammar in his excitement. “I had a heavy wagon running down a hill behind a team of horses with a dead man next to me on the bench. So I just rode the thing out of town and into the woods.”

 “So you’ve got our gold? And now you want to give it back?” Perry asked sarcastically.

 “Yes! As a matter of fact, yes,” Alec spoke excitedly. “I thought if I gave it back, you could pay all the back wages to the army, and pay townsmen as mercenaries to help ambush the Conglomerate army.”

 “Just like that you were going to give away all the wealth of the country?” Perry asked mockingly.

 “Yes! As a matter of fact, I just tried to give one thousand golds to Menard an hour ago,” Alec told him, looking from one to the other.

 “And what happened?” Perry questioned.

 “He locked me up on the dungeon,” Alec said. “I told him I’d give him the money if he’d use it the way I wanted him to, to pay the army and hire the mercenaries,” Alec repeated. “But he wouldn’t promise, and he seemed agitated, so I wasn’t going to give him the rest of the money, and then he had guards take me to the prison cells.”

 “And you broke out and came up here to report all of this to me?” Perry sounded slightly less skeptical.

 “Yes!” Alec replied. “Yes, yes, yes!” 


 “This is a waste of my time,” Perry said. “But we’re this far into it. Harbin, get four guards and meet me at Menard’s office. One of these two is going to be in a dark prison cell as soon as I find out what is going on.”


Alec reached out with his Spiritual senses to examine Major Perry’s feelings. The man was genuinely annoyed, but not greedy or concerned for himself, the way Alec would have expected a conspirator to be. He gave a sigh of relief.


He followed Perry as Harbin went to fetch his men. “What’s this about?” Perry asked as they strode through the halls. “Why would you come from nowhere to do all this to help us?”

 “Princess Esmere ordered me to,” Alec replied.

 “What? Have you got a crush on the princess?” Perry asked. “You’ll do whatever she says?”

 “I’m a foreigner, and that’s all the nobility pays attention to. I’m not good enough to even be in her court,” Alec replied directly without answering. “At best I’m only fit to be tolerated as a good fighter; at least that’s what I hear.”


Perry said no more, as they came to a stop in front of Menard’s door. Without knocking, Perry turned the handle, and opened the door. Menard was gone, the bags of money were gone, and the papers in the room were scattered wildly.

 “I left one thousand golds right there on the desk,” Alec exclaimed.

 “Menard should be here this time of day,” Perry said pensively.


They waited silently, and five minutes later Harbin arrived with his escort.

 “We’re going to all go get in trouble,” Perry said abruptly. “Something’s not right here. We’re going to go see the countess, or at least see if Menard is with her. Everyone come with me – even you,” he pointed to Alec.


They walked at Perry’s rapid pace, and entered a section of the castle Alec had never seen before. It was a plusher, clearly regal and residential, area. They came to a large set of double doors. “There should be guards here,” Menard said with a frown, observing the empty spots by the door. He looked inside the room, which a peek showed Alec was a formal presentation room.

 “Where is the countess?” Perry asked a passing servant. 


 “She and Menard and some guards went that way,” the servant reported. “About fifteen minutes ago.”

 “Let’s go people,” Perry said, starting in the direction the servant indicated. They turned a corner and went down stairs. “Isn’t this the way to the back gate?” Harbin asked.

 “It is,” Perry agreed. Alec’s Spiritual energy sensed that the major was growing concerned by the unfolding events. They reached a dead end, where the major manipulated a floor tile to open a hidden passage that led to a small, discreet exit in the rugged, rocky grounds on the western slope of the ridge beneath the castle.


Alec looked at the faint path that climbed up the hill. “I heard the countess is pregnant. Surely Menard wouldn’t have brought her out here?” he questioned.

 “I would hope not, but I suspect so. Let’s go back and make sure she’s not in the castle somewhere,” Perry said, turning to re-enter the castle.

 “Shouldn’t a couple of us follow the path, in case she has been taken?” Alec asked. “The trail is as fresh as it’s going to be.”


Perry looked at Alec long and hard, then exchanged a glance with Harbin. “You two follow the trail, we’ll go search the castle,” he said. “I’m inclined to trust you on this,” he told Alec. “Don’t let me down.”

 “He won’t, sir,” Harbin unexpectedly vouched for Alec. “We’ll bring her back if she’s out there.”


Together the two started a brisk trot up the hillside path, which led to a quiet residential quarter of town. “Let’s hustle into town. I can’t imagine that Menard had any place here he would take the countess,” Harbin said.


They ran down the road, which switched back and forth as it descended the hill, and ended at a market square. “Did you see a pregnant woman and a couple of guards pass here?” Alec asked a fruit vendor on a corner.

 “A beautiful woman? Looked like the countess?” the man on the street responded.

 “They went that way,” the vendor pointed down a side street as Harbin nodded.

 “Thanks,” Alec told him, and the two soldiers hustled into the narrow street, a lower class commercial area, with junk dealers and warehouses. They stopped at a crossroads, not sure where to go, and seeing no one to ask. Alec engaged his Spiritual powers again, and tried to survey the neighborhood. He found stress in several places, but in one direction he recognized Menard’s mixture of hostility and anxiety, and another soul that seemed oddly familiar, but unplaceable.

 “That direction,” Alec pointed to their right.

 “You’re sure?” Harbin asked.

 “Yes,” Alec replied brusquely, taking the lead. His sense that Menard’s spirit was nearby was growing stronger, and other hostile and unpleasant spirits were congregating in the area as well.

 “This building,” Alec motioned. He pushed open a door off an alley.

 “This could be dangerous,” Harbin cautioned.


Alec pulled his sword and a knife, then motioned to the floor ahead. Two guards on the uniform of the castle lay dead.

 “It is,” Alec agreed.

 “Should we go get help?” Harbin asked.

 “There isn’t time. I think Menard is an agent of the Conglomerate. He feels he’s been exposed, and he’s taking the countess to them as a hostage. We have to rescue her before he smuggles her out of town,” Alec countered. “After what we did to the Conglomerate camp at the harbor, this will be easy,” he tried to lighten the situation, confident of success.

 “After what you did to the Conglomerate, you mean,” Harbin said.


Alec led the way to a rickety stair case. The muffled sound of voices came from upstairs. Slowly, their feet straddling the edges of the worn treads, they climbed to the second floor, then started to climb up to the third, where the voices were clearly coming from.


As they turned a landing, they heard the sound of many more men entering the building on the ground floor. “Hey!” a voice shouted at them from below.

 “Let’s go!” Alec urged, and they flew up the last steps as arrows began to fly up the open stairwell towards them.


Alec engaged his Warrior powers as they burst in through a door and saw Menard with five men, and then he saw a face that made him lose track of the rest of the situation. He was entranced by the stunning beauty of the girl he had seen in a sedan chair on his first day in Krimshelm, just before the ambush of the wagon of gold.


A knife came flying towards Alec, drawing his attention. His left hand flipped his own knife at the thrower, then caught the knife that had been thrown at him, and in the same motion tossed it off to the left at a threatening figure over there. He swung his sword at a third man, disemboweling him, and stabbed at a fourth. Menard was standing next to a man who grabbed the princess, and placed his sword at her swollen belly.

 “Stop there, or the princess and the heir are dead!” the man threatened.


Alec stood still, looking at the tableau for just a split second, then translocated himself from his location in front of the countess to a spot just behind her assailant. He grabbed the man’s arm upward and away from the hostage, spun him around, and punched him hard in the face, making him fall.


The sound of boots was just outside the door, as Harbin stared in amazement. “What did you just do?” the soldier asked.

 “Come here, now!” Alec shouted. Harbin remained rooted in place, and Alec shouted louder, “Harbin, come next to me!”


With a confused look, Harbin came and stood next to Alec. “Put your arms around me your grace, Harbin,” Alec ordered. The door swung open as several men with weapons burst into the room.


Alec spread his arms wide and hugged both Harbin and the countess, then as Menard and the rest of his gang watched in astonishment, the three people from the castle vanished.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4 – The Countess of Krimshelm

 



They re-appeared in the hallway outside the presentation room inside the castle.

 “What did you just do?” Harbin virtually screamed, stepping back to look at Alec.


Alec though ignored the man’s question, and instead turned to face the countess, searching her face, scrutinizing it with his fullest attention. It was fuller than it had been months before when he had seen her in the sedan chair, but the skin was just as flawlessly white, the hair just as shiny black, the eyes still virtually glowed green, and her features bore a regularity and beauty he could not fathom.


And her voice was speaking inside his head. I’m so glad to see you again. When I saw you the first time, I had a cloudy premonition that our paths would intersect in a meaningful way, she said with kindness and joy.


Are you a lokasennii? Alec questioned her with his own mind.


Yes. We will talk later, she responded, releasing him from her awkward embrace.

 “I am going back to capture Menard and bring him to custody here,” Alec told them both, speaking aloud. “Help the countess, fetch her hand maids, and make her comfortable. I’ll look at her later,” he instructed, then put his sword in its sheath, drew four knives from his bandolier, cocked his arms back to throw, and trans-located from the castle back to the room in the slums.


He returned to the room where Menard and his allies were clustered together talking about the disturbing disappearance they had just witnessed. Alec arrived silently, threw his knives as soon as he identified targets, and four men toppled to the ground before anyone even realized Alec was present. He pulled out four more knives and threw them as the rest of the men in the room identified him and started to react, and suddenly only Alec and Menard were left alive.

 “Where is the gold you took from your office?” Alec asked, drawing his sword and moving between Menard and the door.

 “I left it in the castle; I hid it there,” Menard screamed in fear, and a sour smell told Alec how frightened the man was. With disgust, Alec put his sword back away, and closed on the man.

 “What are you going to do? Where did you take the countess? Who are you?” Menard screamed, and he swung his fist ineffectually at Alec, who grabbed the arm, pinned it against Menard, embraced his captive, and trans-located him back to the spot where he had left Harbin and the countess.


The countess was walking away, escorted by a pair of court ladies. “Your grace,” Alec called down the hall, “may I call upon you in a little bit. I have training as a medic, and would be glad to offer my help.” I really do have healing powers, he added telepathically.


I know you do; I’ve been told, she replied silently. “Yes, please do come see me at your earliest convenience,” she said aloud. She silently glanced at Menard in disgust, then continued to walk away.


Alec grinned at the knowledge that the countess and Bernadina had been in communication, then turned and found Major Perry standing directly behind him. “You and I need to sit down and talk,” Perry said. “What shall we do with your prisoner?” he motioned to Menard, who Alec still held firmly.

 “Where did you hide the gold I gave you?” Alec asked.


Menard looked at Alec, then at Harbin and Perry. “It’s in the floorboards under my desk,” he said dejectedly.

 “Do whatever you want with him, but I wouldn’t let him go,” Alec advised. “There are things I can do that I don’t want the Conglomerate to know from him.”

 “There are things you can do that I do want to know about,” Perry said. He motioned to a pair of guards who stood as escort. “Take him to the prison cells, and one of you remain there on guard. The other one tell Gallatin to set up a guard assignment rotation for him.”

 “You come with me,” Perry told Alec, walking away from everyone else. They walked silently to the armory, where Perry picked up a wooden sword and tossed it to Alec, then grabbed one for himself.

 “What are you?” Perry asked as they began to exchange light blows. “Why are you here?”

 “I am a man with special abilities. In my land I am called an ingenaire,” Alec began. “I am fighting on behalf of the Princess Esmere, and she assigned me to help Krimshelm fight against the Conglomerate.”

 “And the things you can do, the disappearing, that is part of being an ingenaire?” Perry asked.

 “That’s part of it,” Alec agreed. “When I use my powers to do so, I can also fight in battle better than other people, I can heal and treat wounds and illnesses, and I can sense emotions and truthfulness.”

 “And do you cook breakfast?” Perry asked. “Is there anything you can’t do? Why didn’t you tell me this when you arrived?”

 “Would you have believed me?” Alec asked. “I wasn’t here to show off; I was sent here to fight, and I waited until I thought it was needed. The less the Conglomerate knows that I am here, the better I’ll be able to surprise them when needed to attack.

 “There is a great deal I can’t do,” Alec added. “I can’t get rid of my accent, for instance,” he grinned as they circled and fought.


Perry considered Alec’s comments. “Perhaps you’re right. So what will you do for us going forward?”

 “I will go fetch more of the gold, so that you will pay your soldiers and hire more bowmen. I will go attend to the countess’s health. I will help you beat the Conglomerate when they come to attack your city,” Alec recited. He thrust his sword into the ground in a sign that he was finished with the practice match. “What else would you like?”

 “You take care of your work, I’ll take care of the rest. We’ll go collect that gold from Menard’s office and start paying what’s owed. How quickly can you deliver the rest?” Perry asked as he lowered his practice sword too.

 “It will take me today and tomorrow,” Alec answered. “I’ll plan to spend the night elsewhere, if that’s acceptable; it’ll make it easier for me to get the money.”

 “As of now, where you spend your nights is your business, provided you’re loyal to Krimshelm and the Countess” Perry said. “Go see the Countess, then go run your errands. I’ll expect to see you tomorrow.”

 “You will,” Alec agreed. The two men shook hands and separated. I will come back to spend the night in Vincennes, Alec sent a message to Caitlen. I hope you will welcome your Jagine back to your room, he communicated with the distant princess as he walked back through the castle to find the countess, an unrealized smile on his face. Along the way he noticed that the others in the castle halls were casting sideways glances at him, if not gawking and pointing at him.


Countess, I will be with you shortly; I am on my way, he sent another message to prepare her for his entrance.


When he arrived at the door to her room, the guards nodded discreetly, and opened the door slightly, allowing him to enter. The countess sat on her bed wearing a white robe, while a lady of the court sat nearby to insure the propriety of the meeting.

 “I have been a healer for a long time,” Alec told them both as he closed the door behind him. “After all the stress of your day today, I thought I should examine you to insure that no harm had come to you or the child you carry.”

 “Thank you for your concern. Thank you for rescuing me,” the countess said. “Menard rushed in with two guards and said there was a serious threat in the castle, that he had just put a traitor in the prison cells, and that he had prepared a safe hiding place in the city where we could stay until Major Perry had the castle cleared of problems. And so I followed him, and when we got to that building, our guards were ambushed and I was taken upstairs, and it was just becoming clear that they were going to give me to the Conglomerate when you changed everything.”


My mother told me much about you, and said that I was fated to meet you. But I was not prepared for such a meeting, or to find that you are such an entity, she added silently.


Alec sat on the bed and examined the countess closely, discovering that her body had grown stressed by the events of the day. With a hand gently resting on her shoulder, he sent an infusion of energy into her to relieve her of the various small pains and her body’s reactions to the activities.


Mmmmm, she told me you could do that too, Ailse commented to Alec.


Your mother
is the leader of the lokasennii at Warm Springs? Alec asked her.  How do you come to be so far away, and the countess of this city?


My mother is the grendasteur, and I am her future successor, the grendasteusse. I hope and pray that her life continues for many years, Ailse explained to Alec. A part of our culture is for a grendasteusse to travel in the world beyond our society, to learn about the people of the other races and to be prepared to anticipate their actions. And in the course of my education in this world, I met the earl of Krimshelm, and we fell in love.


And so I agreed to marry him, because I expected my lifetime would exceed his, and allow us to enjoy much happiness together as I experienced this world.


Alec thought of Bethany and Jeswyne, and the idea of outliving beloved spouses. He flinched from the notion of enduring the pain of seeing one’s beloved partner grow old and die. The circumstances that had made him outlive Bethany, the curse and the struggle with the demon in the energy realm, they had been unusual and unlikely to occur again. But he still had no knowledge of why he was alive so long after Jeswyne’s passing. And he thought about Caitlen; would he, even if he overcame the cultural aversion to his foreign roots, would he possibly be able to live through another marriage, and watch another beloved mate slip away?


Our souls accept such things. We believe it is how we live, as slightly less ephemeral than our mortal cousins, but still ultimately bound to join them in the afterlife, Ailse joined his musings.


It was so painful to see Bethany pass away, he told her with great emotion. Maybe it would be acceptable for me if I was like you, and knew in advance that I was destined to outlive my mate, Alec replied.


It is not easy, Ailse warned, and Alec sensed a vein of loss and sorrow that ran through her heart from the unexpected loss of her husband. It is not easy when it comes so unexpectedly, but, but the love and joy we shared in his life are what have given my life value, she told him with a bittersweet tone.

 “So you think my health is satisfactory?” Ailse asked aloud. My lady friend will wonder about us if we remain silent so long. “Please share your wonderful healing ability with Susannine,” she gestured to the demur woman who sat in the room. “And please come back frequently to check on me. I shall hope to see you at least once a day while you are in the castle.”


Alec stepped over to the apprehensive attendant. “What has troubled you recently, my lady?” Alec asked as he examined her with his healer vision, noting a twisted ankle and a bruised knee. “Please pardon me,” he said as she sat silently, and he knelt to touch her ankle, letting his healing energy flow into her limb, reducing the inflam-mation and ending the slight throbbing she suffered in both joints.

 “Is that better?” he asked, standing and stepping back.

 “That really feels much better! That’s better than putting ice on it.” Susannine replied, reaching down to gently stroke her knee. “You can do that by just touching it?”

 “I use special gifts, and I use prayers to my God,” Alec explained, “and that helps me to heal a great many things. I will look forward to seeing you again,” he bowed as he reached the door.


Out in the hallway, Alec stopped to think about the best way to retrieve more gold from Vincennes. Alec translocated himself back to the forest along the trading path to the capital, then stopped to transform his skin to its blue hue, becoming a Jagine again. He continued the trip to Vincennes, and finished his journey in the apartment. He needed to find Bethany, so that she could help him withdraw money from one of the accounts he had set up in her name, and he suspected that his Jagine disguise would work as well as it had the day before.


Bethany, I need to meet you at the bank by the riverfront square. I’ll be a Jagine again, he told her, hoping she was available to join him. By the time he left the apartment and journeyed to the square, Bethany had beaten him there.

 “Alec,” she said quietly, giving him a hug. “Back so soon? Do you need money from the bank?”

 “I do,” he said. “I need to take it to Krimshelm, then I’ll come back and spend the night, if I’m allowed.”

 “Oh no, Alec,” she replied in such a serious tone that Alec drew up to stare at her. She smiled, “Princess Esmere has been in such a good mood all day, I don’t know if we can stand to have her smile at everyone for two days in a row!” she laughed.


Inside the bank they withdrew the money and carried it outside. “Where shall I meet you when I return?” Alec asked.

 “The green room in the palace. Give me a warning before you come,” she said, and then Alec was gone with the gold.


He arrived in the corner of Perry’s office, where he found no one present. He was grateful for that; it spared him the need to try to explain why his skin was blue, and he quickly unloaded his burden of sacks of gold coins onto the floor behind Perry’s desk, then left the city and began traveling back to Vincennes. He was growing weary from the travelling he carried out during the busy day, but he felt great motivation to see Caitlen again. Bethany, I’ll be in the green room in just a few minutes, he warned her.


Caitlen, I’ll be in the palace soon. I love you, he told his princess, before he made his next jump, and then his last trans-location before he was in the palace, where Bethany stood by the door.

 “I know you’ve done it, but you’ve just traveled from Vincennes to Krimshelm and back since we were at the bank?” Bethany asked.


Alec nodded, then sagged and slumped against her. “It takes a lot of energy to travel back and forth over long distances,” he explained. “Once I have a chance to rest I’ll be fine.”

 “I hope so for your sake. The princess told me she knew you were coming back, and her eyes were sparkling. She isn’t going to want to just watch you sleep!” Bethany said.


Alec smiled, then straightened up. “We shouldn’t keep her waiting,” he said as he motioned for Bethany to lead the way through the palace to the princess’s suite of rooms in the residential wing. They had beaten Caitlen to the room, and were allowed inside to wait.

 “Oh Alec, you are back! This is wonderful,” Caitlen said as soon as she entered the room. She thanked Bethany and dismissed her as she hugged Alec. He felt a soft percussion, as he sensed her tapping the ingenaire powers.

 “You seem content,” she murmured.

 “I am. I’m very content to be with you again. Can we do this again tomorrow, or will you be too busy with some royal dinner or meetings with generals?” Alec asked.

 “I’ll be available for you tomorrow night,” Caitlen assured him. “Very soon, probably later this week, the army will begin to move out. We’re going to start to take the campaign out towards the coast to begin to really defeat the enemy.

 “I plan to go with them,” she told him.

 “Having a royal court along on a campaign is a distraction for an army on the move,” Alec warned her. “I’ve done that. Keep your court small and minimize distractions, or better yet, only travel with them for a few days, then turn back and come to Vincennes and leave them alone to concentrate on fighting their battles,” he advised.

 “I will. The generals told me much the same thing. I’m going to take the Black Crag guards as my body guard and personal unit, plus a few more, like your friends,” Caitlen answered. “The army didn’t have any problems once I told them my retinue was the Black Crag force.

 “I haven’t really listened to them very much today though. I’ve mostly been daydreaming about you,” she told him, and they shared a long kiss. “Did you spend your whole day fantasizing about me?” she asked as her lips drew an inch away from his mouth.

 “Not exactly,” Alec answered, and received a playful bite on the chin in protest. He told the story of his day, without revealing the lokasenna identity of the countess.

 “I’ll come back to Vincennes tomorrow to get more of the stolen money from the bank, but for the next few days after that I think we’ll be fighting the war with the invasion up there, and I don’t know when I’ll be back to see you,” Alec said. There was a knock on the door.

 “Are you hungry?” Caitlen asked. “I ordered dinner to be delivered here.

 “Don’t say anything,” she cautioned. “The maid this morning told folks about the Jag in my bed, the one with the accent,” causing Alec to sigh.


A large tray of food arrived, and then they were alone again, sipping wine and eating.


Much later that night, they laid in the dark talking, and Alec had a recollection of his conversation with Ailse, discussing love with mates, and he pondered again what was missing in his memory. Would Caitlen be his third mate, or were there others during the forgotten decades of his life? Did he have one right now that he did not know about?

 “Caitlen,” he said. She heard the serious tone in his voice and rolled over to face him. “When my battle is done in Krimshelm and I know we’ve won there, I am not going to come back directly to you. I have to go to find my missing memories; I have to know the rest of my life story, so that when I come back to you I know that I haven’t cheated anyone else by giving my whole heart to you.

 “I don’t know how long it will take, probably several weeks, but when I know the full story, I will come back to be with you,” Alec said. “And then we can work on how a foreigner can be accepted as the princess’s mate.”


Her hand stroked his arm. “What’s that about being my mate? I don’t think we’ve had that conversation. Are you just assuming I’m going to ask you?” she questioned him.


Alec grasped his Spiritual powers, and caressed her soul with his, and he felt her engage her powers as well. Caitlen, Esmere Caitlen Trelawney, when I return to your land, will you be my wife, my mate for as long as we both are alive? he asked, his soul full of love.


Alec, you know my heart and my love for you, but you don’t understand a little matter of protocol here. As a woman of higher social status, I am the one who must ask you to marry me, in front of witnesses, she explained. When you come back, I will call you before the whole court, and ask you to marry me, to be my consort.

 “You presumptuous boy!” she laughed aloud. I love you, she told him.

 “How will you find your memories, Alec? Didn’t you try to do that once before, and there were no answers?” she asked.

 “I’m going to go further this time, to a place where the truth lives,” Alec told her. I’m going to go to John Mark’s Cave, he shared the memories again of the sacred nature of the cave, of the spirit of the saint he had encountered there.


It is a long journey, and the recovery from the jump through space is potentially several days itself, but I know that there is no place where I will have a better chance to learn the truth, he said.

 “I wish you could find peace right here, being with me,” Caitlen told him. “But I understand your need to learn more. You know I’ll be waiting for you.”


They fell asleep soon after that, and awoke when the maid brought their breakfast.

 “I’ll see you tonight,” Caitlen blew a kiss to him as she went out the door.


During the day Alec made two more large withdrawals, and two more round trips to Krimshelm, delivering more gold to Major Perry, and discussing with him the arrangements for gathering the best archers to serve in the ambushing army. And that night he colored himself blue again, and spent the night with Caitlen, and they made plans for the future.


Talk to me. Let me know that you’re alive and well. I will learn to speak to you from afar, I promise. I hope that you find peace, dear Alec, Caitlen told him as they parted that last morning together.


Alec took out his last withdrawal of gold, closed the bank account, and took his money back to Krimshelm to fight the war that would defeat the Conglomerate’s northern army.



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5 – The Battle of the North

 



Alec was leading a group of the new mercenary archers along the southern rim of the canyon, positioning them for the ambush that was expected to happen that afternoon. It was early morning, and Alec had remained exclusively in Krimshelm for the past several days. He had worked with Perry, and given routine medical attention to the countess, and used Macon the page as his own personal message-runner, something the boy took delight in, while training and developing his own relationship with the mercenaries assigned to him. 



Their intelligence reports told of the Conglomerate army slowly on the move, suffering badly from the losses inflicted by the raid that Harbin’s squad had carried out on them. They had recovered hardly any horses at all, and a few officers with egos larger than brains had apparently commandeered those rather than use them to haul supplies. Alec and nearly one hundred archers were lined along the canyon rim, from which they could look down at the road two hundred feet below. The whole plan of ambush was spread out for them to see: the thin line of Krimshelm defenders who would rise to start the ambush, bottling the invaders up in the confined space, after which the archers would rain copious amounts of arrows down into the canyon.


A matching set of mercenaries were hidden on the north side of the canyon, prepared to match the death that Alec’s forces intended to inflict. By mid-afternoon, all the men were in place, and there was only waiting and watching left to do, something that Alec hoped would not dull their fighting spirit. At last a murmur began to rise among the archers, and Alec checked to see that the scouts of the Conglomerate army were in sight, climbing up the roadway in advance of the main body of the army. Alec scurried up and down the line, forcing his men to keep out of sight, not wanting to spoil the ambush.


Minutes later the front line of the invaders began to arrive below Alec’s position. They were strung out, widely dispersed in a way that would prevent the ambush archery from inflicting enough damage to stop the invasion. On cue a string of Krimshelm soldiers appeared to block the Conglomerate progress. Units of the invaders began to slow down and stop in the face of the opposition, as more units came up behind them, and the canyon began to display the dense population Alec wanted to see, with only one exception – there weren’t enough soldiers down below; half the Conglomerate army seemed to be missing.


From what Alec had seen at the campsite, he expected twice as many Conglomerate warriors to be involved in the invasion. “Macon, take this message to Major Perry; tell him this is not the whole invasion,” Alec told his messenger. “Go fast and tell him there must be more elsewhere.”


He tried to imagine what he could do. Before he had considered all the possibilities though, a shout rose from the far side of the canyon. The other half of the ambush had begun to fire their arrows at the soldiers stuck below. “Fire only half your arrows!” Alec gave the order along his line. “Fire half and hold half in reserve,” he told each cluster of men he reached as he ran along the canyon edge. They had each been given a hefty quiver filled with arrows, so Alec anticipated a great deal of damage being accomplished on the floor of the canyon, even with only half the arrows being shot at this time. There were clear screams and shouts coming from below, telling of the pain being inflicted, as the Conglomerate soldiers began to withdraw surprisingly quickly.

 “Alec! Commander!” a voice called him, and he turned to see which of his mercenaries had called him. A man pointed out movement, and Alec quickly recognized with a shock that the bulk of the missing Conglomerate army was nearby, atop the plateau where his own unit of men were stationed, far out-numbering them, and threatening to outflank the whole Krimshelm army. If they got past Alec’s position, there would be almost no opposition to stop them from walking into the main city gate of Krimshelm the next day.

 “All men fall back to me! Fall back here! We form a new line!” Alec shouted out. He began to arrange men behind rocks and mounds that would let them have some temporary protection before being overrun by the unexpected invaders.

 “Hold your fire until you can’t miss. Make ever arrow count!” Alec instructed. “I’ll send for reinforcements, but we need to hold them here as long as we can to protect the city.” He saw two men drop their weapons and run, then used his powers to trans-locate to the site of Perry’s command post.

 “They’re coming up on the left! Half the Conglomerate army is out there. I’m going back to use my men to try to check them, but you have to get stout men over there to protect the city,” Alec urged, and then was back at his beleaguered position again within a minute. He picked up the abandoned quivers of arrows the runaways had left behind, and began firing at every man he could identify as a Conglomerate army officer, shooting at men with braids on their shoulders, swords at their sides, and formal hats or other emblems of leadership, trying to reduce the control and intelligence of the invading force.


Some of Alec’s small force was beginning to fire arrows as well. They each had well over a dozen shafts left, and if used carefully, could significantly slow the advance of the Conglomerate forces. Alec longed to have a couple of squads of the Goldenfields cavalry he had worked with so long ago; he could picture the joy of war that Imelda’s face would have display if she had been unleashed to ride around among the foot soldiers Alec was facing. Several arrows were falling among Alec’s own men now, a few causing instant death, others only wounding his men.


Alec harvested arrows from the dead, and judiciously healed those he thought could continue to fire, knowing that his energy might not last throughout the long battle that he appeared destined to face. He began to send men back to form a new defensive line, remaining within a rocky jumble that was a safe bastion for him, as he fired off all the arrows that he could. He wanted to hold the invasion back while his men took up their newly designated line, and he wanted to delay, delay, and delay while Perry sent reinforcements. Already Alec felt good about his men’s success; the Conglomerate forces were hardly advancing at all for the moment, and he could see that his men, although reduced by a third, were now in position to inflict more pain.


There were a number of Conglomerate soldiers attempting to re-adjust and move further to the right flank out of the range of Alec’s bow. Shoving all his arrows into a single quiver, Alec ran right, looking for a new safe spot to shoot from. He set up in a location from which he unleashed a withering flanking fire of his own, forcing the soldiers to retreat. And after only a few minutes, he used the last of his arrows.


He decided to wait until some of the Conglomerate forces advanced, then he charged out when they were close, swinging his sword with abandon, recklessly exerting his powers to their fullest, and creating a concentrated tangle of destruction in the center of the battlefield.


Alec, there are men in the castle. We need help, Countess Ailse’s voice suddenly was in his mind, warning him of another attack. Without a moment’s thought, and leaving behind shaken fighters – astonished by his disappearance, Alec trans-located himself from the battlefield to the castle. He was in the private residence hallway, outside the doors to the countess’s room.


Where in the castle are you? He inquired. I am outside your room.


They have me, near the main gate, she told him. Thank you for coming.


Alec trans-located again, to the main gate. The pair of guards there were dead, and he heard the sound of boots in the cobbled yard outside the stables, then a group of a dozen people came into view.


Alec was weary. He felt the impact of his high level of Warrior energy usage compounded by his translocations and selective healing activities. He knew he could fight one more fight, this fight, but then he would be teetering on the brink of completely shutting down.

 “Let the Countess go. Release her to me,” Alec ordered.


In response the group of Conglomerate invaders slowed their pace, while the three at the front of the group sprinted towards Alec. Grabbing knives from his bandolier, Alec swiftly felled all three before they were halfway to him. The rest of the group stopped precipitously, and four more advanced slowly, spreading out. Alec drew his own sword, then pulled out two more knives. He moved towards the fighters on his left, singling them out for sword work, then threw the knives at the soldiers behind him on the right, planting the knife blades in their throats. His sword flashed in attack on the men he faced, and they too fell dead.


Alec looked at the four men who still held the countess. “If you release her, I will take you to a prison cell. If you choose to fight, you will die,” he told them bluntly. “Throw down your weapons and step away from her.”


One man did step away, his sword on the ground. As his partners looked at him, Alec threw his last three knives, killing them, and leaving the countess standing alone.

 “Go,” Alec told the man. “Go back to the Conglomerate and tell them to never come to Krimshelm again. Tell them I will attack their leaders, and the families of their leaders, if this goes on.” Alec released his grip on his Warrior energy, feeling how tenuous his connection to the energy now was. As his released prisoner ran past him and out the gate, Alec’s shoulders slumped in weariness, and he sheathed his sword.

 “Are you okay?” he asked the countess, stooping to pull his knives from the bodies of his victims.

 “My water has burst!” she said to him with tears. “The running and jostling, just now, as we were coming around the corner,” she couldn’t finish her sentence, and tears began to stream down her face.

 “We’ll get you to your bedroom. Everything will be okay,” he tried to reassure her, though his heart was full of foreboding.


Do not fret, my friend. We will hope for the best, she told him silently as he began to assist her to her room.


They stopped as she endured contractions, and then once more the same thing happened before they reached her bedroom. They had gained a following of supporters and friends along the way, and Alec sent maids to get hot water and towels and other items as Ailse settled into her bed. Alec sat on a stool beside the bed, and began to examine the three critical issues he needed to know for the delivery that was imminent: the baby was coming early, and would need him to apply his healing energy to help its lungs and heart maintain life after delivery; the countess was agitated and disturbed, but in no apparent physical danger; and his energies were nearly inoperable after all the fighting and trans-location activity he had used during the day.


Alec was haunted by memories of Leah’s troubled childbirth, when he had lacked the energy to save her from death. He could only pray, as he did repeatedly, for health for the countess, so that he could focus on the needs of the baby immediately upon its delivery to the world.

 “Sir, are you ready to leave now?” a woman tapped him on the shoulder and asked the question.


Startled, Alec turned to see what was happening. “This is the midwife, sir,” a servant explained.

 “Oh. Oh good,” Alec replied. “I’ll stay with the countess. I am a healer too,” he added.


Alec took a different seat next to Alise’s head, letting the midwife take the seat for the delivery, and he held the countess’s hand, letting her squeeze it tightly with each of the increasingly common contractions.


Why do you worry? She asked him. Please be honest with me.


The baby is premature, but not dangerously so, he replied. If the delivery is smooth, we can insure that both of you will be fine.


You are tired. Don’t push yourself too hard; I know you have done great things for my city already today these past few days, she tried to reassure Alec. Just your presence here is a help now.


Alec gave a mental laugh at the fact that she was trying to give him comfort. You are strong in spirit milady to be able to reassure me in your time of stress, he told her.

 “Push hard now, this is the time,” the midwife spoke to them, and Ailse began to push with all her might, wailing out her pain and desires as she did. “Here it comes. It’s a boy!” the midwife said.

 “Such a poor, wee little thing,” she added as she quickly began to wipe the baby clean.

 “Give it to the countess. Let her hold it,” Alec instructed, speaking in a commanding tone of voice that caused the midwife to obey.


The baby was tiny, and having difficulty breathing. As it came to rest in its mother’s arms, Alec placed his hand on it, and reached deep inside himself, pulling healing power through his body and releasing it in a single, massive burst that coursed through and strengthened the infant body, while residual traces of his energy continued into Ailse’s body, diminishing the trauma of giving birth.


The baby would be fine, Alec knew. He had promoted growth and strength in every fiber and organ of its body. He watched as the countess opened her gown and brought it to her breast, letting its tiny mouth begin to suckle as she looked down at it with a gentle smile.


Thank you, Alec, she gently broadcast her mental voice to him. But he did not hear her, as he toppled off the stool and slid to the floor, unconscious and exhausted.



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6 – After the Krimshelm Battle

 



Alec awoke in a plush bed, atop a soft mattress. He had been dressed in a night gown by unknown hands. He let his head remain on the pillow and looked up at the soft blue color of the ceiling above his head, then he raised up and looked around the room. Macon sat in a comfortably stuffed armchair, dozing.

 “Where are we?” Alec woke the boy with his question.

 “We’re in the castle, in the family wing, just a floor below the countess’s own room,” the boy immediately answered.

 “I take it we won the battle with the Conglomerate army?” Alec asked.

 “Oh yes! As soon as I told the major what you said, he started moving men around to fight the invasion. They trapped them against the canyon, and forced them all to surrender!” Macon said enthusiastically. “We took all their weapons, and put them on their ships and forced them to sail away. And Krimshelm got to keep some of the ships to add to our own fleet.”

 “How long have I been asleep?” Alec asked, puzzled that so much could have transpired.

 “Five days,” Macon said shortly. “The midwife said it was the birth of the new earl that made you pass out, but the countess said it was all the work you did. She said your body needed to rest, and I should stay with you. She spoke to me in person! But she didn’t say you were going to sleep for five days.”


Alec got up, got cleaned and refreshed, and went to see Major Perry. They had a long talk about the battle and its aftermath. “I’m going to leave now,” Alec told the commander.

 “You are going to leave us in good shape; we sincerely appreciate your help,” the major told him.

 “Are you appreciative enough to send some of your army to help Princess Esmere?” Alec asked.

 “Your precious princess? Yes, we’ll help her, if the countess wants us to. We owe her a great debt for having sent you our way,” Perry answered. “I don’t think anyone here even thinks of you as a foreigner any more, after all you’ve done!”

 “I wish it was that easy down south,” Alec said.

 “I’m going to take my leave from the countess now,” he said. “If you ever think the city needs my help, tell the countess to contact me. She has ways to reach me quickly,” he said, then shook hands with the commander and parted from the man he had come to respect and think of as a friend.


He was quickly admitted to visit the countess, catching her as she paused between interviews with candidates for her new major domo.

 “It is time for you to go?” Ailse asked as he sat down with her. “Are you going to return to the princess who holds your heart?”

 “Not right away,” Alec said. “I need to learn more about my past. I’m going to a holy place in my own homeland.”

 “Will you be happy then?” she asked. “You deserve to find some happiness, my friend.”

 “I won’t find happiness until I,” Alec paused. “I’m not sure when I’ll find complete happiness,” he admitted. “There may be troubling memories of the past; and as a foreigner who is unworthy of Caitlen I have an unhappy present, and I don’t even know what to think about the future.”


In the things we have shared, I have seen one clear thing; your God is a God of hope and promise, Alec. Find your own faith and you will find happiness, she told him.


He rose and bent to kiss her, then held her against him in a long hug. Thank you. I will come again if you ever need me. Tell me if you want me to come.


We will meet again, I know, Ailse replied.


Caitlen, I’m going to the Dominion now to learn the rest of my life story. I’ll come back to you, I promise. I love you Caitlen, Alec sent a last message to the girl he loved. He smiled a sad smile to the countess, and disappeared from Krimshelm.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7 – Dreams of the Life Before

 



The horses were struggling up the mountain passes, and Alec set the example of dismounting to ease the load his horse had to bear. They were following a barely remembered path, the same path Alec had taken decades before when he rode in Richard’s carnival. It had grown up into wilderness, and Alec’s procession travelled slowly as the bushes and weeds and even small trees were cut to allow the caravan of thirty horses to progress towards the east. It was their fourth day in the mountains, and they had not reached the ruins of Riverside, the site of the ancient bridge that still spanned the upper reaches of the Giffey River.


Alec shook his head one more time as he sweated his way up the mountain path. There was a strange irony in the fact that he was the leader of the Dominion, traveling through the wilderness, to meet the lacertii, in order to open negotiations to bring about peace between the lacertii and Michian. He was just past the first anniversary of his marriage to Jeswyne, and this peace was what she had asked for as an anniversary present. And Alec had immediately agreed, even though it meant he had to temporarily leave behind his own pet project in the Dominion, re-establishing a strong Ingenairii Hill, his effort to organize the ingenairii in their traditional location and culture.


He felt the pain of leaving behind Jeswyne and their newborn daughter, Valera. He felt no great shame in trans-locating himself back to the palace in Michian many nights, but always made sure he arrived back with his entourage early in the following morning so that he could travel with them. 



Although he loved his family and enjoyed warm and cordial relations with the palace leaders he knew in Michian, Alec did not relish time in his wife’s realm. He felt a certain guilt over his early establishment of such poor relations with the nation his wife ruled; he had clinched the ill will of much of the Michian leadership when he had heard a rumor that there would be another demon attack on his family, and he had personally launched a one man assault on the headquarters and training center of the sorcerers and sorceresses, killing many of them, and destroying their building, records, artifacts, and traditions.


That in turn had slowed even more the use of demons as a part of the warfare used by the Michian army in its on-going war with the lacertii. And without the sorcerers and sorceresses, and the demons they called, the soldiers of Michian were subject to increasing slaughter and defeat as they were ambushed in the mountains that were controlled by the lacertii.


As he led the horse uphill to finally reach the relatively level stretch of the trail at the top of the ridge they were crossing, Alec felt a nagging sense of déjà vu and unreality. This all seemed as though he was reliving some experience, or he was dreaming of reliving some experience that was long ago. Whether it was a recollection of his first trip with Richard’s carnival, or his later trip to save the ingenairii, or some muddled mix up in his brain, this moment seemed to be one that he knew had already happened. The confusion buzzed gently in his head, throughout the afternoon’s walk, and the odd feeling only dissipated as he fell asleep that night.


Two days later they reached the ruins of Riverside near sunset, now a softened landscape, where the straight lines of former human habitation were barely visible. A few feet of random walls rose occasionally from mounds of earth to show that buildings had once lined the path they followed, but when they rounded the corner of a copse of mature trees, the ancient bridge across the Giffey still stood rock solid, undiminished by age, and the road that led eastward from it, rising into the heart of the Pale Mountains on its way to the lands of the lacertii, showed itself still impervious to decay, built by ancient techniques that resisted the passage of time.


Alec refused to stop in Riverside, but urged his delegation across the river, and then set up camp for the night. He thought of his last journey to this site, with Delle and Berlisle and Brandeis, and most of all he remembered Armilla, his bodyguard, for whom he had been such a difficult subject to protect. That had been the journey to the capital of the lacertii kingdom, Chanradala. He had counted on his personal relationship with Rosebay back then to make conversation possible between the Dominion and the lacertii, even in the immediate aftermath of a bloody war.


Now, decades later, he could only hope that the young boy-king at that time, Frinungeard, was still on the throne, to make his introduction to the court easier. A week later, within Dorimibiladum, the royal palace, Alec met the elderly lacertii king again, and they remembered together the details of the king’s vivid memory of his aunt Rosebay and Alec performing a friendship ritual that had startled the court at the time. Alec and Rosebay had bit and kissed each other, and in the name of pursuing a peace between the lacertii and Michian, Alec and the king carried out the same ceremony.


Alec, are you well? Can you hear me? a voice seemed to sound in his ear after the ceremony in the throne room. But there was no one with him who could have whispered to him at that moment, and so he filed the memory away.


Two weeks later, after shuttling back and forth from Michian to Chanradala, Alec had reached terms for an armistice and withdrawal of forces. His delegation rode on through the lacertii kingdom to reach the front lines and join the Michian army as they prepared to withdraw from the battlefront. And it was soon after reaching the army, an army with which Alec had few warm relations, that he fought another one-man struggle against a pillar of the old Michian establishment.


The army leadership in Michian, unhappy with the terms of the peace arranged by Alec, launched a coup against the young empress while her barbarian husband was away. Alec left all his scruples behind as he translocated himself back to the palace in Michian, and worked with the faithful palace guard to protect Jeswyne and the baby, then went on a furious, mericless attack against the army leaders. Within a day several new severed heads were on pikes outside the imperial palace, a practice Alec had formerly thought barbaric, and the surviving senior officers had returned the army to loyal support for the crown.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8 – The Ingenairii Restoration


 


The ingenairii were regaining control of Ingenairii Hill today. Alec had brought Jeswyne and their children to watch the ceremony. Both Valera and Alec were too young to understand the importance of the ceremony, and even Jeswyne was too distant from Dominion culture to appreciate the healing value that his society would receive from a re-established Ingenairii Hill. But more than anyone else alive, Alec knew, both good and bad, the importance of letting the ingenairii control themselves, independent of both the church and the crown, hopefully always aligned with the other centers of power to contribute to a better society in the Dominion.


There was a Healer House, a Stone House, a Water House, and a Spirit House. No other houses seemed to have enough members alive and trained in Oyster Bay to warrant granting them a formal status yet, although Alec hoped that several other houses could be reconstituted within a few years. Until they reached such status, all other types of ingenairii had been brought together under the head of the Ingenairii Council.


Alec had arranged for all the ingenairii in the city to be robed according to the colors of their houses, and they paraded from the Palace gates to the cathedral, where the arch-prelate delivered a benediction, and then they walked to Ingenairii Hill, and entered the gate to officially take possession of the environs thereof.


For the oldest members of the Oyster Bay population it had been a wonderful scene that recollected memories of long-ago happy times, and many of them had stood along the parade route, handing flowers or sweet baked goods as gifts to the ingenairii. Alec felt proud as he stood by the gate and greeted each ingenaire as they passed into their own domain. He would plan to work closely with them for years, possibly decades, and he would try to guide them towards an evolution that would keep them closely aligned with the church and the palace, but he hoped that the day would come when there would be a Council full of various Houses, able to debate and direct themselves without any outside influence.


At the end of the ceremony Alec led his children over to the cleansing fountain and let them scrub their hands in the magical water that was so effective in removing dirt and stains, and then he and Jeswyne each carried a child back to the palace in the midst of their bodyguard escort.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9 – Birthday Party for a Princess

 



It was years later when Alec woke up in bed, feeling as if he had just awoken from a particularly meaningful dream, one that he couldn’t remember, although some trace lingered in the back of his mind. He had an important day today; it was Anechka’s sixteenth birthday, and Jeswyne had made him promise to return to Michian for the luncheon party. That meant that he would only have the morning hours to meet with the Ingenairii Council to discuss the restoration of the ninth house to return to Ingenairii Hill, the Light house.


And then he would return to the palace at Michian, and he would stand stern and silent near his daughter all afternoon, scaring away any teenage boys who he thought were too interested in his daughter. He’d done the same thing at Natalya’s sixteenth birthday party and Valera’s before that; after each party Jeswyne had scolded him for using his reputation in such a manner on his daughters’ birthday. The teenagers deserved to have their youthful flirting on one afternoon, she said with an earnest sternness that was belied by the twinkle in her eye, without having to withstand the glare of a man still known as the Demonslayer, feared by three quarters of her subjects. 



He grinned at the notion that after thirty years of marriage, thirty years spent as the consort of the Empress of the Michian Empire, he was still the most feared man in the empire. He had done nothing since the first years of their marriage to deserve fear; he’d not fought any demons or been at war with the nation or battled against renegade clans. After the failed army coup attempt, there had been no opponents who had stepped forward in opposition to Jeswyne’s precipitate rise to the throne, so fearful were they of a man who had slain multiple demons, who traveled like a restorer, who had after the marriage exterminated much of the sorcerer class and the senior officer cadre of the army, and who seemed to be able to bring people back from the dead.


Alec bathed and walked to the kitchen, happy to have the freedom to walk without an escort within his own palace in Oyster Bay. He’d fought the battle with every incoming head of security over the years, and won every time, despite their insistence that a reigning monarch needed a bodyguard. In return for the freedom he held within the palace, he’d agreed to take a body guard with him when he left the palace, if he traveled as other people traveled.


In the armory he picked up a body guard escort and the five of them walked to Ingenairii Hill. Alec had relinquished his nominal title as head of the Healer House to Stracha long ago, and within the past few years he had ceased to be head of the Warrior House as well. But the Council still had not developed the institutional strength to deny him any request he made of the ingenairii, and so he tried to avoid making requests. He had concluded that the union of the monarchy and the Ingenairii leadership in a single person was a situation that was not healthy, and he had weaned the ingenairii away from their reliance on him. Today though, the debate about re-establishment of the Light house was merely a formality, and he looked forward to seeing one of the formerly great, strong Houses restored. There had been a number of light ingenairii emerge in recent years, enough to merit their independence.


By late morning the conversations were concluded and the conventions met, and Alec cheerfully left the meeting hall. He walked with his bodyguard down to the fountain that flowed outside the gate of the ingenairii compound, bid the guards good bye, and began taking the steps to trans-locate himself back to Michian.


He reached Jeswyne’s room, and prompted a flurry of screams. He hadn’t anticipated that Anechka would be trying on grown-up undergarments with her mother, and he promptly trans-located from the bedroom to the armory. When he arrived there his hands still covered his eyes, and he had to explain to the Guard members what he had avoided. Alone among the staunch pillar institutions of Michian society, The Imperial Palace Guard recognized Alec as a friend, knowing as they did the role he had played in freeing Jeswyne and preventing a civil war upon his arrival into the imperial family, and knowing as they did the quiet advice he offered his wife the empress even as he kept himself out of the public’s eye.


As he walked through the palace, Alec looked down at the heavy ring he wore, the ring that Jeswyne had given him for their anniversary; it read Dominion and Empire, circling its face, while King and Consort were inscribed on the band. He idly twisted it as he walked along and thought about the differences in their lifestyle when they resided in Michian versus Oyster Bay. Jeswyne had been raised amidst the ceremony and tradition of an imperial court, and she put great stock in the continuity the traditions provided. It had been especially important to her early in her reign, when she had needed the ceremonies to bolster her appearance as a ruler, petite and young as she was.


Even now, after all the years of marriage, and the five children they had raised, she still looked young and petite to Alec. He looked forward to seeing her again soon, after spending two nights without her in Oyster Bay. It was better when she came with him to Oyster Bay, where he prevented the palace staff from developing much ceremony beyond that which the church called upon him to carry out. Best of all was when the two of them retreated through the centuries to the unpopulated beaches of prehistoric Oyster Bay. Over the course of years they had carried so many comforts of home to the prehistoric site that it was a luxurious retreat truly suited for a king and empress.

 “May I come in?” he asked as he pressed open the door of his family suite.

 “Just a minute,” Jeswyne commanded. “You may,” she called, and Alec entered the room. The room had been overcome by a snowstorm of lace and veils, it appeared. Anechka stood in the center of a circle of palace staff, receiving tweaks and adjustments and revisions to the lovely white gown she would wear for the party.

 “Hello, daddy,” she called with a smile, and Alec felt his heart warmed by the sound of the affection in her voice. She was the youngest of their children, and the only one he counted on seeing most days that he was in the same city as her, the older ones having found lives of their own outside the palace.

 “I’m over here, holding the door,” Jeswyne called with tolerant amusement. She knew how thoroughly the girl had her father wrapped around her finger in daughter adoration. “You can greet me too, if you like,” she suggested, drawing Alec over to her for a warm kiss and embrace.


Alec spent the afternoon in the palace garden, watching over the party. His daughter was enjoying herself, he could see, and Jeswyne was busy charming her guests as well. Alec made the rounds talking to the guards, and to the military men who were in attendance because their own teenagers were attending the party. He would occasionally walk towards a group of teenage boys, wearing a scowl as he approached them, just to let his friends see how quickly the covey of boys would scatter in all directions.

 “That’s not funny, daddy,” Anechka scolded him the third time he did it, but her grin gave away her appreciation of his humor. The fourth time he did it, he actually reached the boys, and asked them if they’d like to go to the stables to see some of the cavalry horses, and in the course of the next hour his man-eating reputation fell apart around him as the teen boys listened to him talk about caring for the horses and riding them in a cavalry formation.


The cavalry was mostly a museum piece these days, without wars against the Dominion or lacertii to the north, only scattered wild tribes possessing untamed lands of little value to the south, impenetrable mountains east, and the endless ocean west. There were no places where the cavalry or much of the military was needed, other than in parades and exercises. The army had shrank in size over the years, and Jeswyne had redirected funds from the military to hiring ingenairii to come down from the Dominion to work on Michian projects.


Alec offered to take the boys further from the party, to visit the grounds where he was working on a breeding program for the restorers, but none of the suave sons of the nobility felt any interest in the mundane farm-like activities related to livestock, so Alec escorted them all back to the lawn and patio where the party continued to attract guests.


By early evening the festivities drew to a close, and the guests left the palace grounds. The teenage boys were already considering the stories they would tell about the time they spent with the Demonslayer, looking at cavalry horses and listening to talk about war. Beyond the stories about the cavalry horses, they warmed their hearts with memories of the even more dangerous encounters they had experienced with the girls at the party, girls who were their own age, and starting to grow mysteriously different.


Jeswyne locked arms with Alec as they two of them began to walk across the lawn, heading to the palace a suitable distance behind Anechka and the friends who were going to spend the night with her. “It’s good to have you back,” she told him, giving his arm a squeeze. “There’s a rumor you were even social with some of the boys today. Could such a preposterous story be true?”

 “The boys were excited to go see the cavalry horses, and to hear a few stories about the cavalry. They’ll all make fine army officers someday, I’m sure,” Alec confirmed. “For some reason none of them showed the same enthusiasm for a visit to the fertility clinic we are running for the restorers, if you can believe it!

 “I’d say it was a successful activity – it kept them away from the girls for at least an hour, so I accomplished my goal,” he said enthusiastically.


Alec, my love, can you hear me? a faint voice caught his attention.

 “Yes, I hear you fine,” he told Jeswyne.

 “You should; we’re right beside each other, close enough that I can’t let that hand creep any lower with these girls so nearby,” she motioned as she responded.

 “I thought you asked me if I heard you,” Alec placed his hand to his ear reflexively and rubbed it. “I heard ‘Alec, my love, can you hear me?’ and who else would call me ‘my love?’”

 “Well, there are two answers: either you have a mistress, or your mind is demonstrating that you really are nearly one hundred years old, even if your body doesn’t show it,” she laughed and then they both dismissed it.


That night, as they ate dinner, Alec discussed his plans to spend the next several days working with the restorers. “There are only two times a year when a female restorer can become pregnant,” Alec explained. “And it seems to take an absolute bonanza of good fortune during those periods for the pregnancy to occur. This week three of the restorers are going to be ready, and I’m going to go stay with them to enhance their fertility.”

 “You can do that for animals?” Anechka asked.

 “Not very well,” Alec admitted. “I’ve been trying to work on restorer fertility for twenty years, and it’s only in the past five years that I’ve finally figured out the things I can do to improve the chances of making a restorer become pregnant, and that’s only led to five new calves in the past five years.”

 “So you’re going to give us about a hundred new restorers in the next century,” Anechka said affectionately. “You’re going to live forever, so you’ll just keep making new restorers until we run out of space for them.”

 “I’m not going to live forever,” Alec said gently.

 “Sure you will, dad. Look at how young you look now. Everyone knows you were way older than mom when you married her, but she looks older than you now,” the girl said.

 “Mom, you look gorgeous I mean,” she lamely tried to remove the implications of her statement.

 “You can’t really make this any better now, you know,” Jeswyne said drily.

 The next morning, Alec and Jeswyne discussed the number of restorers, and how to allocate any that would be born. “You’ve given each of the great clans an additional restorer from these extra animals we’ve gained. Shouldn’t you keep one for our family too from the next clutch we breed?” Alec asked. 


 “And station that animal permanently in Oyster Bay for our family to use there?” Jeswyne asked, anticipating Alec’s question. “You know my feelings about that; I wish we could place one there for Alec and Natalya to have at the palace, but I have too many constituencies here I need to placate, and they all are convinced that we’ve given too much to the Dominion already.” 


 “I know,” Alec conceded with a sigh. “Although of course there’s really been plenty of trade between the two nations over the years that has been good for each country. The clans seem to like the roads and structures the Stone Ingenairii have created, and they don’t complain about the irrigation and fountains the Water Ingenairii have established.”

 “I know dear, and you know what would satisfy our clans as an exchange for the gift of a restorer,” Jeswyne shook her head gently.

 “No slavery in the Dominion,” Alec protested, as he always did when the subject came up.

 “You know how mad the merchants get when their slaves make it through the Arhess Pass and declare themselves free in the Dominion,” Jeswyne replied. “If they were allowed to capture slaves in the Dominion and bring them back,” she left the suggestion unfinished, knowing Alec’s response.


The debate over slavery had been a part of their marital, majestic conversations for twenty five years. The debates had begun after Alec had led the ingenairii to construct a passable highway through the mountains that separated the two nations, following the ancient trading route the Michian armies had rediscovered and used for invasion. The regular trade between the nations led the Michian traders to bring slaves as bearers in caravans that carried goods to the markets of the Dominion, as well as from the Dominion. South Harbor in Bondell had grown as a trading center.


The slaves came to discover that there was no slavery in the Dominion, and Alec had instructed the judges to agree. Every slave that claimed freedom was granted freedom when they entered the Dominion, and the Michian traders had appealed to Jeswyne, citing the costs of the lost investment in their slaves. Jeswyne and Alec saw the rightness of their own principles, and they understood the principles of one another as well. But they could reach no compromise, because Alec would not allow slavery to exist in the Dominion.


His opposition to slavery was so well known that the merchants had eventually come to only request that they be allowed to retrieve slaves from the Dominion, without ever making them labor there. Alec had opposed even the capture of fugitive slaves, and so the Dominion had become a dream of the slaves of Michian – it was the place they could go to become free. The slaves of Michian loved Alec, but all the others still feared him, and hated him even more.

 “I know,” Alec sighed. “But it will not be. It just will not be.”



 

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 10 – A Dark Promise

 



"Alec, I watched the dignity you brought to Bethany's death, and the way you honored her wishes," Jeswyne said to her consort during an illness.  "Please grant me the same respect.  I don't expect to live forever.  When my spirit is ready, please let me go," she spoke quietly.


"You're a long way from that kind of decision," Alec spoke, stunned by the topic she raised.  He had seen the obvious, that his own body was not deteriorating with age, and he had let his mind wander down the dark paths of speculation regarding the growing chasm in their physical abilities, but he had never walked up to the subject to face it honestly.


"Jeswyne, we have been together for nearly fifty years, love.  We've had so much together, I don't want to imagine what life would be like without you," he whispered, laying his head on her pillow.


"It won't happen now, or any time soon, but we both know, the whole world knows, that you are not growing old, Alec.  That is how your fate is.  But I have known you and loved you since I was a girl, and you have made this life the best it could possibly be for me," she replied.  "I just want you to know that my spirit will be ready to leave someday, and I hope you will accept that."


Alec nodded his head, but said no more, and he brooded on the conversation long after he healed Jeswyne and they resumed their normal life together.

 



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11 – The Lure Beyond Death

 



The ceremonies were grueling, but they provided structure to the days. After more than sixty years as the Empress of Michian, more than sixty years of marriage to Alec, Jeswyne had passed to the other side. She was the only ruler most Michian citizens had ever known, and she was a beloved ruler, whose death delivered a personal shock to most of those citizens.


There was little sympathy for Alec, who had been disliked by multiple generations of Michian residents, but there was respect for him at Jeswyne’s state funeral in Michian. And then there followed the coronation of their oldest daughter, Valera, as the new empress, ascending to the throne at the age of sixty one.


Following the coronation, Alec removed his belongings from the Michian palace, and returned to Oyster Bay. He held a memorial service there for Jeswyne, who had been queen of the Dominion, through all the decades of Alec’s rule. And then Alec announced he was abdicating the throne of the Dominion, and turning the crown over to his eldest son, Alec.


He no longer wished to be with people. Alec was heartbroken by Jeswyne’s death, and he wanted to go to the retreat in the past, the time before people, where he and Jeswyne had fallen in love and always gone as a personal retreat. He made a series of farewell visits to all his children, and then went to the small headquarters of the declining collective force of the empire’s sorcerers and sorceresses, ordering them to leave Michian. He had no authority to enforce his personal dislike for them, but he hoped that he put enough fear in them to cause them to leave Michian free of their demonic presence.


Then, with that personal priority addressed, Alec sent himself back in time to the lonely seaside cottage known to no one but Jeswyne and himself. Alec went there alone, to come to terms with the loss of his wife. He was near one hundred thirty years old in the terms of the conventional world, with eighty years of experience in a body that appeared to be less than thirty, and there was no one who was a contemporary for him. 



Alec thought of the time before his cursed imprisonment as his first life; that first life was the life he had lived among equals, other people who thought of him simply as a person. And then, after his long entrapment with the demon in the energy realm had come his second life, the life he had formed with Jeswyne. It was the life in which only Jeswyne treated him as a peer, a real person; to everyone else in the Empire he had been the feared Demonslayer, and to everyone in the Dominion he had been a revered demi-god ruler.


So he lived alone in the isolated past, and over the years he talked in his mind to the imaginary friends of his past, talking with Aristotle and Inga and Rubicon and Rander and all the rest, reliving the experiences that remained in his memory alone, so that he slowly fell into a state of mental despair. He began to imagine that he was talking to Bethany more than any other, begging her forgiveness for the fifty years of disappearance. And the longer he lived apart from other people, the longer he nursed his sorrow and loneliness, the more he began to entertain a fantastic notion.


One morning came when Alec stood on the beach and decided to act upon his wild concept. He focused on the elemental steps of acquiring his ingenaire powers, and directed his image into the power realm, then he maintained complete control over the image as he took it deep into the energy realm. He was dressed as a warrior, and he strode forward confidently. Brushing aside the implied promises and the dreamy offers of absolute ability, he walked onward beyond measure through the energy realm, until he came to a barrier, where the dimension of the warrior powers ceased, and the energies of another power, in this case the fire ingenairii, began, he could tell by the images of flame and the longing for heat that he felt.


Alec walked along the barrier, knowing that at some point the barrier between the two would end when they came together at the axis mundi, the point where all energy varieties in the ingenaire energy realm coincided. When he came to the point where a hard barrier separated him from the axis mundi, Alec took steps to enter the central chamber. He re-enacted the steps he had taken decades ago in his life, when he had sought to enter the axis mundi as a way to gain access to the power of the restorers, the translocation energies that he now used so frequently.


He maintained his grasp on the warrior power, then began to force the image of a healer to overtake the warrior weapons he held, until the competing forces began to lift his image out of the warrior realm and towards a more neutral site, the axis. Alec then took the last step in the painful process, as he focused on the process he had used in his battle with the renegade ingenairii in Oyster Bay; he had taken in a variety of different powers, and adjusted them to serve his explosive purpose. He thought again of that balanced absorption of multiple powers, and as he did so, he descended and stood within the axis mundi.


His first objective was to find the great amulet he had seized from the crypt of Carthom Ingenairii Sivis, one of the last acts he had completed back in that long lost first life. That amulet was the means of bringing a physical body into the axis mundi, and he needed the physical presence in order to give his body its first charge of the new energy he wanted to wield. He walked about the axis mundi, approaching its intersection with the trans-location energy, searching until he found the amulet he had left there before, and once he had the amulet, he used it to pull his physical body away from the empty beach at Oyster Bay’s future site, and focused on what he had to do.


This was a neutral ground, or perhaps one that was equally charged by all the fields of ingenairii power. From here he could walk about and look out or up or down or in any direction, and see the ending of each chamber of particular powers. He saw the water powers and the plant powers and the earth powers, but he was searching for one particular power. It was a power that he believed he had seen before, a dark and frightening power, but it offered the energy that he wanted – necromancy.


Alec wanted to go back to speak to his dead friends and loves. He wanted to hear them speak and listen to them tell him their life stories. He wanted the pain of loneliness and abandonment that fueled his mental illness to come to an end.


The number of energies that touched the axis mundi was greater than he realized, for many powers were only subtly evident. Alec’s search among the opportunities in the axis mundi existed in a timeless dimension for him, but at last he found the site he desired, and he fashioned the amulet energy and his own energy to allow him to enter the necromancy energy sector.


It was a different place from any other energy sector he had experienced. There was none of the fantasy of battle he had known in the Warrior realm; this place was a dark place. There was light of some sort, but it barely illuminated a murky atmosphere with an unhealthy glow. Alec felt the energy of the Necromancer power pressing against him, and it felt unwholesome. He grasped the secret of perverting his Spiritual power, turning towards darkness and falsehood; there was no honest way for the dead to speak to the living, he realized; the necromancy power was a distortion, a perversion of power. There was a threat in the air, and he imagined he heard cries faintly beckoning him in the distance.


After a troubling journey through the energy, he saw the far side, the opening that was the means of reaching the necromancy power as an ingenaire. Convinced that he would be able to access the power, Alec exited the necromancy sector to return to the axis mundi, then dropped the amulet there in case he should ever need it again, before he returned to the world of ancient Oyster Bay.


He had been in the energy realm for a long time. The fireplace he kept lit was not only extinguished, but there were small plants starting to sprout inside the fire ring. He had brought his body back to reality as dusk approached, and his first act was to restart the fire. He sat on a stump near the fire, and stared at the flames as night descended. He had grown irrational, despondent and depressed during his isolation, yet the sinister feeling of the necromantic energy had disturbed him to the point that he took no action, but only brooded about the prospect of about using it.


For three days Alec considered whether to attempt the use of the power. He ate and slept with nothing else to do and nothing else on his mind. On the evening of third day he concluded that he must attempt to speak to his old friends, and after nightfall he closed his eyes and focused his attention on directing his spirit through the dimensions between worlds to the entrance to the necromancy.


The light that beckoned him inward was not the bright light of the other energies he knew. It was a dark glow, one that only highlighted other lights, it seemed, without shining any light of its own. Alec paused at the opening, then plunged in.


He faced innumerable doors, each of which was his to open, each offering secrets and knowledge and emotion that lay trapped beneath death. Taking the power, and re-entering his body that sat staring at the fireplace flames, Alec prepared to exercise necromancy for the first time.

 “Bethany,” he called. “Bethany, can you hear me?”

 “I hear you Alec,” a voice came from the flames before him, and he saw Bethany’s face and torso within the flame, shaped by the fire. “Why do you call me?”

 “I am so glad to see you again!” Alec cried. “I am alone, without anyone who is a friend,” he told her.

 “You have thousands of followers who would be friends. You have a host of children who love you Alec. You should turn away from the dead and return to the living,” the dead woman said. “Let me return to the place I belong, and you must do the same. This is not the real you, the Alec I loved.”


Alec watched the spirit entity shrink back to ordinary flames in the center of the fire pit, then, dissatisfied with Bethany’s message, he called upon another lost friend. He reached with the power into the vast array of doors and flung open the one where he sensed the spirit of Aristotle was able to be approached.

 “Ari,” Alec spoke affectionately as the form of his mentor rose in the flames, “I don’t have anyone who understands the world I’ve lost.”

 “Alec,” the shade said with sympathy, “you have gained multiple worlds in the process of seeing one pass away. You can participate in the world in almost any way; you can deliver life and hope to almost anyone. Alec, with your abilities you can bring peace to any trouble and calm any roiled spirit. Turn away from the dead, and go out among the living. This is a dangerous and evil thing you are doing,” Ari’s spirit told him, then it melted away.


The night passed, and Alec brooded as he stared at the new mark that had emerged on his arm, a skull, one that seemed to have life within its ominous black eye sockets. The next night he called upon other spirits, but they too rejected his desire for company. He tried again each night but found no peace among the dead, and began to scheme a different way to bring the dead back to life.


As one morning began, Alec gathered lumps of clay, and fashioned them slowly into a human body throughout the day, so that by nightfall the shape lay next to the fire. Alec altered his healing power to slowly convert the clay to flesh, and as midnight approached, he called forth the spirit of Jeswyne.

 “Alec, why do you do this to yourself?” the spirit in the flames asked. “Go back to Anechka and Petr and all the children and the grandchildren and the others who love you so much.”

 “I will go if you will go with me,” Alec said. “Let me move your spirit into this body; let me give you life again.”


There was menacing thunder overhead, lightening ripped across the sky, and a deluge of rain that Alec had not anticipated came pelting down from the sky. The fire began to diminish, and Jeswyne’s spirit dissolved into nothingness.

 “Alec, you have gone too far. I must put an end to this madness before you disrupt all of creation,” Alec saw John Mark standing above him, towering from a height that was not his normal size. “Come with me Alec, to be healed,” John Mark’s basso profundo voice said, and then Alec passed out.



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12 – A Choice of Worlds

 


 “Those are your missing memories,” a conventionally-sized John Mark said to Alec. The saintly figure sat cross-legged on the dusty floor of his cave, near where Alec lay sprawled as he awoke.

 “What was real?” Alec asked. “That life with Jeswyne? Was it real? Was the life in Vincennes a dream?”

 “It has all been real, Alec,” John Mark said. “Everything you have experienced since you awoke on the sea has been a real life, affecting the lives of other real people. And as your memories have been given back to you in stages, you have come to know your prior life, and integrated the two together in your psyche.

 “This last stage of memory that has been restored, it too is all real. The good and the bad were real Alec. The love with Jeswyne and your family was real. Your effort to violate God’s law and create life was real too. Now you know everything you have done. Most importantly, you’ve had the opportunity to start a new life with a clean slate in Vincennes, and live it without the pain and despair that was pulling you down in the last years of your old life,” the saint explained. “Your memories were taken from you when you were set adrift, without knowing precisely how you would define yourself in the Vincennes world. Of course, with your values and morals, you rose again to become a champion who would defend justice and compassion in society; I could have predicted that, knowing how good your heart is.”

 “So the life at Oyster Bay I just came from, as consort and king and husband and father and even necromancer, that was a dream just now? How long have I been here dreaming?” Alec asked, still confused.

 “You translocated yourself directly into this chamber from Krimshelm, and you have been dreaming here, recapturing the hidden memories from your past, ever since,” John Mark told Alec. “The world has continued to exist and move forward. Eleven generations of your progeny have sat on each throne, both Dominion and Empire, Alec since your last memories of that land; several weeks have passed in Vincennes since you left Krimshelm. When I took you away from your blasphemous activities in exile, I placed you in the boat in the path of the Krimshelm fishing fleet, but over a hundred years later. And so you were picked up and arrived in Vincennes at a time when that society was beginning to experience the greatest crisis it has ever known.”

 “The challenge to Caitlen’s throne? That is serious, and bad for her and her nation, but it doesn’t seem like it will be the end of the society,” Alec replied.

 “”If you choose to be involved, you will discover much more about what is occurring in Vincennes,” John Mark replied. “And if you choose not to become involved, it may never come to your attention.”

 “What do you mean, if I choose to be involved?” Alec asked.

 “You are back in your own part of the world, Alec,” John Mark answered. “This is the society you know, the one you were born into. You may think that your arrival in this cave is just a place for you to come to so that you can make your memory whole. Well you’ve done that, but now you must decide what comes next, and you must make a commitment.

 “As happened in the past, you have acquired so much power that you begin to upset the balance of life. As you know from your deadened necromancy mark, that power has been taken away from you, ever since you attempted to break the barrier of death and bring a person back to life,” the saint explained. “Now, you are going to have your traveler power removed as well. Your trans-locations place you too far above the limits of ordinary mortals, able to accomplish too many achievements in a way that leaves all others at too great a disadvantage.”

 “But!” Alec began to protest.

 “However,” John Mark resumed the conversation, cutting Alec off. “You will be allowed one more trans-location before that power ends. You could move from here to Oyster Bay, or from Oyster Bay to Michian, or from Goldenfields to Vincennes. The location and time of your last movement are yours to decide, but when that one movement is gone, the ability is gone.

 “You will still be a Warrior, a Healer, and a Spiritual Ingenaire. Your time travel abilities are of course already dis-engaged, as the necromancer powers are and the travel power will be,” John Mark summed up.

 “That doesn’t seem fair,” Alec began. “I know that what I did with the necromancy was wrong, but I was not healthy, not spiritually right. I had lost so much when I lost Jeswyne that I couldn’t cope,” he protested. “It doesn’t make sense to take those other powers away.”

 “You are still the greatest ingenaire in the land,” John Mark replied. “The fact that you can sustain both Healer powers and Warrior powers is unknown throughout history and your Spiritual powers are a greater gift than most people understand, as you are starting to understand. Be at peace with what you have, and make the most of your extraordinary gifts to carry out your mission.”

 “I did not know the Spiritual powers could provide that means for a soul to communicate with another,” Alec admitted. “I learned it from the lokasennii, in a fashion. Who are they? Who were those Ajacii, I fought? What are the other races Bernadina told me about? Are they all real?”

 “They are all real. They are all a part of humanity. Some people were born with greater abilities, and gathered together over time, having children who grew stronger in their ways. They evolved powers like ingenairii, but without being spiritual the way ingenairii powers tend to be, as you have discovered. Some of those races grew extinct, some maintain their isolation from humanity, some mingle within humanity, some are taking on a greater role than ever before,” John Mark explained.

 “Is that the challenge Vincennes faces – the Ajacii trying to assume control?” Alec shrewdly asked.

 “That is a part of it, but not all. The Ajacii suspect, but do not really know what they are being drawn into. Nor do you of course, but you may find out, if you go back, and if you choose to,” John Mark answered.

 “Why wouldn’t I go back? Caitlen is there,” Alec said.

 “And still you will be a shunned foreigner in that society. Beyond that though, you have not seen the blossoming of the Dominion and Michian. The seeds of the society you restored and planted and nurtured have made the nations much more like the vision you had. You will enjoy seeing your legacy,” John Mark explained.

 “It will take me weeks to get back to the Dominion unless I trans-locate, but if I trans-locate I will never be able to find my way to Vincennes,” Alec protested.

 “You have the opportunity to make a choice Alec. You can choose to go to Vincennes, and accept that it will be your home. Or you can chose to remain in the Dominion, and enjoy – possibly even protect – your own legacy of the nation you restored,” John Mark replied.

 “I want to be with Caitlen; she is a good woman, I love her, and I can help her. But the people of Vincennes are never going to love me any more than the people of Michian loved me when I was married to Jeswyne. I’ll end up as lonely and isolated there as I did at Michian,” Alec reasoned. “And if I stay in the Dominion, I will fail Caitlen. And I’ll miss her.”

 “That is your dilemma,” John Mark agreed.

 “If I go back to Vincennes, I’ll never be able to come here to your cave again,” Alec said softly.

 “Alec, you don’t need to be here to pray to God or to know him. You know that,” John Mark replied softly. “I am just a conduit between you and your creator; everyone has their own potential conduit – they have the ability to pray and meditate and know God. It just happens that I am an extraordinary conduit because you are an extraordinary individual,” the spirit of the saint smiled gently.


Alec sighed. “I don’t have to make a decision right now, do I?” he asked.

 “No, Alec. You will make the decision when you are ready,” John Mark answered.

 “I will travel and think,” Alec said. He looked down at the lack of weapons on his belt. “I don’t suppose there are any weapons or blades outside I can use, are there?” he recollected the prohibition on weapons in the cave, something he had learned through frustrating experience during his very first visit to the site.

 “There are no blades near the cave, but you will find a nice outcrop of flint along the eastern wall of the canyon on your way down, and I’m sure you will be sufficiently able to manage with that. You are a blessing and you are blessed. Go in peace Alec, and serve the Lord,” John Mark told Alec, and the saintly figure vanished.


Despite his awakening from a horrible nightmare of recollections, despite the agonizing choice he would face, Alec felt a sense of joy in hearing John Mark’s blessing. He stared out the marvelous window in the cave for a long time, enjoying the vibrant colors of the green mountain foliage, then he left the chamber, and began to descend down the stairs. It would be his last time here, he knew, for he intended to return to Caitlen soon, and he would accept permanent exile from his homeland to enjoy a life with the woman he now loved.


Hours later Alec left the door of the cave, and stood on the cliff area he thought of as the balcony, then climbed down the rungs cut into the stone. He paused as his eyes were level with the ground, and looked at the door in the cliff face. “Good bye, John Mark,” he said softly. “You’ve been a good conduit, whatever that means.”


The sky was darkening, and Alec rushed through the path he still remembered well to find a suitable place to spend the night. He stepped over the location where he vividly remembered killing a lacerta guard, then ran into the small mountainside dell beyond the cave. It was already growing too dark to attempt to descend down the mountain, so Alec picked a spot beneath a large bush and curled up for an uncomfortable night’s sleep. Early the next morning he was awake and descending the mountain side, stopping to collect sharp flakes of flint as John Mark had suggested, then using the flint to cut vines that he tied around pieces of drift wood in the river, the chilly gray waters of the Giffey River, and he let the river current carry his small raft down the river valley towards Goldenfields.


Alec let the river provide the energy for his progress, as his heart struggled with the choice before him. He felt trapped by the thought that he had to accept the permanent loss of something precious to him whichever way he decided to act. In his heart he knew he would go back to Vincennes, but still he longed to avoid the decision to exile himself away from the lands of his first two lives.


Caitlen, his mind called one night, shortly after he began his journey. Caitlen I will come to you soon. He listened for an answer, but none was forthcoming. He continually vacillated between making his jump immediately and waiting to see part of the Dominion one last time. But every time he delayed the decision to trans-locate, it became easier to justify spending more time on the journey he was on, unpleasant though it was eating raw plants and living on a very small raft.


He was surprised when he began seeing thinly scattered farmsteads far out in the wilderness. He had not yet reached the sluggish section of the river where shallows and sand bars slowed the waters, and to find homes this far from the city of Goldenfields was astonishing. Two days later he came upon a substantial settlement, one that he realized was probably the site of the fort established by Duke Toulon during the lacertii war. He maneuvered the raft to the pier where a small river freighter was being loaded.

 “Where have you come from?” one of the dock hands asked Alec after watching the crude raft arrive. “Have you run away from one of the farms?”

 “No, I came from up in the mountains. I was on a pilgrimage,” Alec replied. He had just climbed up a ladder from the water, and watched his raft spin in an eddy by the pier momentarily, then start to drift away. It entered the river’s main current and left the pier behind.

 “I wanted to see what Goldenfields is like,” he added.

 “You’re still a couple of weeks away from the city,” the dock worker said. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get this barge loaded.”

 “Do you need an extra hand?” Alec asked.

 “If you’re that eager to work, I can use you. Bring the grain bags from the main warehouse,” the man gestured to a wooden building painted red, “and leave them right here. The barge crew will stow them.”


Alec saw a steady traffic of hands bringing the dun-colored burlap bags from the warehouse, and watched the crew taking them down into the hold, then joined the effort. Two hours later he had a handful of small coins, and went to a small tavern, where he bought stew, bread and juice, the first prepared food he had eaten in months. He sat back and let his digestive system adopt to the startling change, as he listened to and watched the people in the tavern.


Many appeared to be people from farms in the surrounding countryside, for whom this trip to the shipping port was a visit to a big city. Alec watched a young couple tenderly yet tentatively sit together, intimidated by the crowds of people that seemed over-whelming to them.


He felt moved to help them, remembering when he and Leah had first arrived in Goldenfields and she had felt overwhelmed as a small town person in the big city. “Are you new here? Do you need some help?” he asked as he walked over to their table.


They both looked up at him, examining him closely. He apparently didn’t look threatening, without weapons or any armor.

 “Do we look that pitiful?” the man asked in good humor.

 “You look like this is all new to you,” Alec said. “I’m not from around here, and I’ve been a stranger in other towns before, so I wanted to offer to help if you need,” he took the remainder of his coins out of his pocket and placed them on the table. “Here use that if you need some money for food.”


They both looked at the coins, then looked at him again. “No thanks. We can afford food. We’re just not used to so many strangers,” the man replied; he tried to sit up straighter, to look more self-sufficient.


Alec took a seat. “Are you from a village around here?”

 “Our village is about a half day’s ride south of here, near a big spring. Neither of us has been here before,” the girl replied this time.

 “Why are you here now? Are you on your honeymoon?” Alec asked.

 “No, Collie’s granddad passed away in Goldenfields, and we’re supposed to go take care of his home, and make the arrangements. It is our honeymoon, a little. I think that we are being sent by the family because we just got married six months ago,” the boy admitted.


Alec resisted the temptation to examine the girl with his healer vision, to check whether she was pregnant or not. It wasn’t his business to know, he admitted to himself.

 “When do you leave for Goldenfields?” Alec asked.

 “This afternoon, on a ship heading down river,” Collie, the girl, told him.

 “Shouldn’t you get down to the dock and be ready to board?” Alec checked. “I’d enjoy seeing Goldenfields. If you don’t mind, I’ll see if I can get a berth onboard with you.” He thought the girl reminded him of Anechka, his youngest daughter. Her features were not at all like Anechka, but she seemed to have the same sweet, trusting disposition that Alec had loved so much in his daughter.

 “Well, if you want to be onboard, we won’t mind,” the boy replied, clearly uncertain about this stranger who had imposed himself on them.

 “Let’s go to the docks,” Alec said, stepping back from the table. “My name is Alec,” he said to force the conversation.

 “My name is Tucker, and this is Collie,” the boy said, also rising. Collie also stood, and Alec asked if they had any baggage to take with them. “We left it there, at the ship, the first time we went there.”

 “Let’s go check on that too,” Alec said casually, expecting the worst.


His expectations proved correct, as the small bag of luggage proved to have disappeared when they went to their ship, the same ship Alec had provided stevedore services for. He saw the tears brimming in Collie’s eyes when the first mate denied any knowledge of the bag, and he stepped in.

 “Perhaps one of your crew members misplaced the bag,” Alec said, stepping forward. “It will only take a few minutes to question them.

 “You could question them all you want, but it wouldn’t do you any good, so we’re not going to waste time letting you do that,” the mate replied.

 “If I question them, it won’t be a waste of time,” Alec countered. He held up his arm, letting the sleeve drop down, and he pointed at his Spiritual ingenaire mark. “You may not know what this is, so I will explain. It is the mark of an ingenaire. I can tell what is truth and what is false,” he raised his voice as he spoke. “So I’ll walk away for a few minutes with this couple, then I’ll come back and start questioning people, unless the luggage has turned up by then.

 “Come on Tucker, Collie,” he motioned to the young couple, and started to lead them away. He heard a noise, and instinctively reached for his Warrior powers, turning as he did so and catching a heavy wooden pin that had been thrown at him. He stood still, observing the crew members who were watching him, their jaws dropping at the speed of his reflexes, and he picked out the man who looked most astonished.

 “You,” he pointed at the man, switching from Warrior to Spiritual as he started to walk towards the man. “Did you throw this?” Alec asked. He sensed that the man’s feelings were shifting from anger to surprise to concern.

 “I think you threw this,” Alec continued, approaching the man. “And I think you helped the young couple’s luggage become misplaced.” No one from the crew was coming to the man’s rescue, Alec noted. “Why don’t you go find where that bag is right now, or I’ll take some action to help you find it,” he threatened. His sense of the man’s fear and collapsing brave front were evidence that he had selected the right thief.


The man’s eyes met Alec’s, shifted to the couple on the dock, then looked away. “Let me see what’s below,” he mumbled, and went below the deck. Just minutes later the unaccompanied bag rose up through the hatchway and landed on the deck, though the sailor didn’t appear.

 “Is that your bag?” Alec asked Tucker, who nodded. “Go see if everything is there,” he instructed. Collie came to stand next to Alec as Tucker opened the bag and examined it.

 “Everything seems okay,” the boy reported, looking at Alec.


There was a splash on the far side of the boat, and Alec saw the felonious sailor swimming away from the ship. “If you need a replacement deckhand, I’d appreciate a job,” Alec turned to the first mate, who had silently watched the whole scene unfold.

 “I’m an ingenaire,” Alec told the man, unnecessarily raising his sleeves to once again show his marks. “I’ll provide protection and healing, and truth-telling if you want.”

 “Ingenairii travel for free, sir; no need to work,” the mate replied.


If only all problems were so easy to solve, Alec thought, reflecting on the difference in attitude compared to the prejudice he faced in Vincennes. “I’ll be glad to work. The trip would be boring without something to keep me occupied,” Alec replied. “Thank you.”

 “Would you like to bring your things on board?” the mate asked.

 “I have no possessions to bring,” Alec answered. “Would you have someone show your young guests to their cabin?” he asked. “It will be small,” Alec warned them as Tucker came over to take Collie from Alec’s side.

 “Thank you for your help. Thank you very much, sir,” Tucker said, nervous now to learn that an ingenaire was watching over them.


Just two short hours later the barge left the docks, and began its journey. Alec actually did very little work during the journey, other than providing thorough healing services to everyone aboard the ship, officers, crew and passengers. He discovered that Collie was pregnant, confirming her suspicion, and pleasing both she and Tucker.


Often Alec spent his time watching the landscape pass by, especially when the barge entered the canal that bypassed the swampy shallows and sand bar region of the river, and again when it exited. The canal carried several ships, showing Alec how much growth had taken place out in the former wilderness of Goldenfields, and he thought about how proud Duke Toulon would be to know that his plans for settlement had succeeded so wildly.


Two days later Alec stood in a light misty rain, looking at the western shore, as the barge floated past a busy port on the river, a spot where a stone monolith rose above a riverside bluff, surrounded by structures and people. He thought about the traumatic events that had led to the creation of the fountain: Lewis’s dreadful injury, his own desperate gamble to try for the first time to use ingenairii powers to heal him, and then the explosive creation of the monolith, when he had expunged his body of excess powers.

 “The legends say the ingenairii created that fountain for themselves,” the captain of the barge spoke to Alec for the first time on the trip, coming to lean on the railing next to him. “But the Duke of Goldenfields took it from them when they were weak, during the Michian war, and then never gave it back.”

 “No, the ingenairii didn’t create it for themselves,” Alec replied stoutly. “It was an accident. One ingenairii wasn’t sure what he was doing with the powers, and he accidentally created it. The Duke profited from the sale of the waters from the very first day the merchants sold the water.

 “It was never intended to be for the ingenairii; it was never intended. It just turned out to be a wonderful accident,” Alec added.


The captain looked doubtful. “Well, if it was an accident, it turned out pretty well. I’ve drank its water myself any number of times. It still helps every time. Maybe some times the things you don’t expect turn out to be the things that do the most good.” He left the railing to go check on the rudder, leaving Alec alone again.


Three days later the barge arrived at the docks along the Giffey River in Goldenfields during late afternoon. “Where are you two going to stay?” Alec asked Collie as Tucker carried their bag ashore.

 “We’ll go to my grandfather’s home and stay there,” she answered. “I never even got to meet him,” she added wistfully. 


 “Do you know where it is? May I walk you there?” Alec asked as Tucker arrived.

 “It’s near the bakeries, my mom told me,” Collie replied.

 “I know where the bakeries used to be a long time ago. What do your directions say?” Alec asked.

 “We go to the Riverfront Square,” Tucker said.

 “And go north?” Alec asked.


Collie confirmed his guess.

 “They’re still in the same place,” Alec said excitedly. “It smells heavenly there!” His mind wandered back to the time when he and Leah had first found their shop there. “Let’s get going, shall we?” he prompted them, and led the way, using back roads to avoid heavy traffic, amazed that his memory would still retain such details after so much time away.


They walked together, the young couple holding hands, Alec on one side of Collie and Tucker on the other, as they passed the vendor tents and stands that still lined the perimeter of the square, and as they left the square and started up a boulevard, the smells of fresh bread enticing them. Collie’s description of a stone faced building with two narrow windows and a yellow door brought them to their location, and Tucker pulled out a key that had been sent to them.


The door swung inward, and the three of them entered a cramped room, from which a narrow hallway led to a kitchen and a small room in the back. “Welcome to your home,” Alec said. “You’ve made it here safe and sound.”

 “Thank you for all your help, and for being so nice,” Collie said. “Where will you stay tonight?”

 “I’m going to go to the palace and see what’s available,” Alec answered, looking forward to visiting the palace, its ingenairii spaces and Guard facilities, after passing by his own former shop.

 “You can stay here with us if you need a place,” Tucker said, looking at Collie as he spoke.

 “Thank you,” Alec answered. “I may come back if everyone else turns me away. I’ll come back to visit tomorrow,” he added, appreciative of their kindness. He had enjoyed seeing their tender affection towards each other during the trip, and the way they tended to each other. 



He let himself out the door and went down the street, then around the corner, and came to a stop in front of his own former shop, its shutters still painted green. A sign out front proclaimed it to be Goldenfields’ oldest healing shop. Unable to resist, Alec knocked on the door, then stood back and waited.


After a minute, the door opened as a woman stood in the doorway, her features barely discernable in the fading light outside and the backlighting from the lamp within. “I’m sorry, we’re closed,” the woman told Alec, “unless it’s an emergency?”


Alec did not answer as he stared at the girl, mesmerized by her appearance. Her facial features and long brown hair made her a virtual identical twin for Cassie, the girl who had been his ward, who had become a healer in this very shop, two hundred years earlier.

 “Is it an emergency?” the woman asked after a polite period of waiting for an answer.

 “Is your name Cassie?” Alec asked, unable to say anything else. This girl had green eyes, while his Cassie had brown eyes, but otherwise he could find no clear differences in appearance.

 “What? No, it’s Amannie. Please come back in the morning,” she said as she put her hand back to the door to close it.


Alec held up his arm and pulled down his sleeve, exposing his own healer mark. “May I come in?” he asked.

 “Oh my Lord!” Amannie answered. “A Healer ingenaire! And so many other marks too! Come in, please. We’re about to sit down to supper. Would you like to join us? We can set another place at the table,” she proposed, holding the door open wide. “Marcus,” she called over her shoulder, “Marcus, set another plate at the table. We’ve got company.”


Inside the door the floor plan seemed uncannily similar to what he had known in his own time, with a waiting room in front and a hallway, lined with examination rooms, that led back to the kitchen in the rear of the house.

 “Are you the healer?” Alec asked Amannie as they reached the kitchen area. A man and three children were setting the table for dinner.

 “I am,” she admitted. “though I’m no ingenaire.”

 “Who was the Cassie you were looking for?” Amannie asked.

 “She was another healer I knew a long time ago,” Alec replied. They all took seats around the table, sitting before plates of pork and rice and green beans. The oldest child, a ten year old boy, said grace, and the meal commenced.

 “What brings an ingenaire to visit?” Marcus asked.

 “I’m visiting the city, and wanted to see the healer shop you have here. If there is anything I can do to help, please let me know,” Alec replied.

 “Have your family members been healers as well, before you?” Alec asked Amannie.

 “We have been, for six generations, in this same house, mother to daughter; Seesan is learning the herbs right now, as a matter of fact,” Amannie told him proudly.


Alec, I love you, he heard Caitlen’s voice in his head, a plaintive tone that broke his heart.


His face grew blank, and his mind focused inward. Caitlen, is that you? Are you okay?


Alec, is it you? Oh praise the world! Are you okay? Are you healthy? She replied.


I am, love. I’m fine now. I’ll come back to you soon, to stay with you, he told her.


It won’t be soon enough. Things are troubled. I’ll be so glad to see you. I love you Alec, she told him.


Are you okay? Are you in trouble? Are you safe? Alec asked. He was folding up his napkin and placing it on the table, he realized.


His plans to see the ingenairii quarters, to visit the palace and the armory, they would go unfulfilled. And he no longer cared. He wouldn’t ever make it down river to Frame or Oyster Bay one last time.


There was no answer forthcoming from Caitlen. Alec stood up, and all eyes were on him. “I have to go. I have been called by someone very special to me. Let me look at you all first,” he told the family.


He stared at each of them with his Healer vision and saw small health issues. “Her teeth are coming in crooked,” he placed a hand on the head of the young healer-in-training, and fixed the problem.

 “You dose yourself with willow bark tea for those headaches too often,” he told Amannie.

 “Be careful what you try to lift; you’ve got a hernia starting there,” he added to the father as he walked around the table another step, and he repeated the examination and treatment with the two smallest children. “I’ve treated the problems I’ve seen within you. Thank you for your hospitality. Would you do me a favor?” he asked, and gave them the description of the house where Tucker and Collie were staying. “Please go tell them I’m sorry I couldn’t see them again.”

 “Farewell,” he said, and the confused family saw him suddenly disappear from their home.



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13 – Return to Caitlen

 



Alec knew he was in the hot springs on the estate of Viscount Gottfried, outside Eckerd. He had chosen that spot as the best place to stage his return to the land of Vincennes; the curative powers of the hot springs, along with the presence of the drayton’s agrimonia made it the location most likely to cure him of his disablement from the long trans-location jump.


He tilted his head back, eyes still closed, took a deep breath, then let himself slide downward into the warm, mineral-laden waters of the spring, feeling the current gently move his long hair, until his feet touched a rocky bottom at the bottom of the spring. He pressed his feet against the stones and pushed himself back towards the surface, then breathed in the warm, moist air as he opened his eyes and saw dim sunlight painting the forest in shades of black and white.


Staying partially in the water, Alec lunged upward to grasp a piece of the agrimonia that grew nearby. He rolled over and floated on top of the water, nibbling the plant and pondering his next step. The journey from Eckerd to Vincennes was at least a week if he rode a horse and pushed it hard. And he didn’t know where Caitlen was, or how much further that might potentially be beyond Vincennes.


He rose from the pool, and wondered how well he had healed his powers. It didn’t matter, he decided. He had several days of travel time ahead of him, time to heal and recover whatever powers he would need, for whatever Caitlen needed from him. As he walked through the woods, the landscape grew brighter, colors began to emerge, and then a bright ribbon showed sunrise. It was the start of a new day.


As Alec crested a hill, the estate mansion emerged into view. The weather was still warm even in the early autumn, and the landscape was still lush with green for perhaps the last time before the season truly set in; Alec saw the home in its most flattering setting. It was breathtaking in its beauty, surrounded by green trees and flowering shrubs. A half hour later he was in the dining room talking to Viscount Gottfried and his wife Thressa.

 “Thank you for seeing me,” Alec began the conversation after they entered the room. “You were very hospitable when I was here last winter, I remember, and I appreciated your kindness.

 “I’m on my way to find Caitlen,” he said. “And I need help to get there as fast as possible. Will you give me a horse? And a clean set of clothes?” he asked, gesturing at the Krimshelm uniform that he had worn to the Dominion and back.

 “Where will you go to find the Princess Esmere?” Gottfried asked.

 “Just a minute,” Alec replied.


Caitlen. Caitlen, are you awake? Caitlen, I’m on my way back, he sent a silent message.


Alec! It is so wonderful to hear your voice, an instant reply arrived.


Where are you Caitlen? I’m at the home of Count Gottfried in Eckerd, he told her.


I’m in Dana. I’m being held captive. I’m to go on trial in a month, a sad reply returned.


Trial? For what? Alec answered in shock.


For conduct unbecoming in a sovereign, Alec, she told him.


That’s impossible. You would never do anything unworthy of the throne, he told her.


I fell in love with you, dear, and some folks won’t forgive me for that, she said.


I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll protect you, Alec answered.


I’ll get dressed! Will it be soon? She asked.


Caitlen, I’ve lost the power to trans-locate. It was taken from me. I will travel the old-fashioned way. Nothing will stand in my way to be with you; I love you, he pledged. I’ll talk to you soon. I must talk to Count Gottfried now, he reluctantly ended the conversation.

 “I need to go to Dana to help the Princess,” Alec replied at last.

 “What was that all about, that pause?” Thressa asked.


Alec reached out and took a hand from both the count and the countessa. Caitlen and I are able to speak to each other, heart to heart, even without touching one another, Alec sent a silent message to the two members of the nobility. I haven’t spoken with her for a long time because I was back in my own lands, removed from Vincennes. I didn’t know she was in trouble until just now. I have to go help her, he added his love to the words, emphasizing with emotions the words he had conveyed, then removed his hands from theirs.

 “That is extraordinary,” Gottfried said. “You were doing that just now with the Princess, all the way from Dana?”

 “She told me she is going to be put on trial for loving me,” Alec answered, anguished and bitter. “Probably because I am a foreigner.”

 “”Partially because you are a foreigner,” Gottfried agreed. “You remember I warned you when you were here before, not to trouble her with love. But also because she is unmarried and with child, and mostly she is to be removed from the throne because the nobles of Valeriane want to seize the crown.”

 “She is pregnant? She’s going to have a baby?” Alec asked, astonished. He smiled a wistful smile.

 “She is,” Thressa confirmed. “And she will not tell who the father is.”

 “I suspect I know who it is,” Alec replied. “Will you help me? Will you give me a horse?”


The two nobles looked at one another. “You may have a horse,” Gottfried agreed. “We will have supplies packed and ready for you shortly. Come with me to get your hair cut and some decent clothes,” he rose from his seat. “You have a long road ahead of you to save the Princess, but you have our support.”

 “How far is Dana?” Alec asked.

 “The easiest way to get there is to take a boat down the river here, the Galleon, then sail along the coast, and sail back up the Conors River. A faster way is to travel to Vincennes, then go cross-country to Dana,” the count explained. “This time of year, the fastest way, and the most daunting way, is to go through the mountains, straight to Dana.

 “In the winter you couldn’t go cross country. The mountains are higher than those on the way to Black Crag, and the road is little more than mountain goat paths is places. We’ll need to go into town to try to find a guide for you,” he informed Alec. “So let’s get started,” and he led the way through the mansion to accomplish their deeds.


Shortly after lunch, Alec was cleaned and dressed and riding a ferry across the Galleon, escorted by a toothless old trader and his teenage grandson, who was about to begin learning his craft as a mountain trader and guide. Chandler and Ephraim were looking forward to Alec’s challenge to cross the mountains as quickly as possible, an adventure made even more exotic by Alec’s strange accent.


Although Gottfried had estimated that Alec would need more than three weeks to make the trip, Chandler assured him that with a little luck they could make the journey in two and a half weeks of grueling travel. Alec had assured him that he had no objection to anything that the journey would require.


Three days later Chandler knew that Alec had been honest, and he was astonished at the pace his client pushed them to achieve. He and Ephraim were even more astonished at the things Alec did to facilitate their trip, using his healing powers to take away saddlesoreness, treating blisters, providing fresh meat with uncanny archery every evening, and always urging them to go just a little further, or to start just a little earlier.


After a week they had gotten through the Perke mountain range, and reached the village of Jagine, the traditional halfway point of the trip. “The next mountain range is the Ceiling range, because its peaks touch the top of the world,” Chandler had warned Alec as they rode down towards the village in late afternoon. “It’s a tough climb.

 “We ought to spend the night here. It’s an unusual village, worth looking at once,” he said cryptically.

 “Jagine? Like the guys with blue skin?” Alec asked.

 “Oh, you’ve heard about them?” Chandler asked, disappointed that his surprise was no surprise at all.

 “This is where they come from?” Alec asked, trying to restore some of Chandler’s pride in holding secret knowledge.

 “There are silver mines all through this area,” Chandler said. “And there’s one spring outside of town that has some kind of silver in the water. All the fellows who want to be Jags come here and spend all their time drinking the water, trying to turn blue.

 “Then when they think they are blue enough, they go to the auction.”

 “What auction?” Alec naturally asked.

 “Buyers come from the big cities, and they bid to buy the Jags they think will bring business in the cities,” Chandler explained.

 “I met a Jagine once,” Alec mentioned. “But he seemed to be on his own.”

 “There are some like that, and some go that way after they’ve made their name, but most stay with Houses, and are contracted out – daily, weekly, monthly, summer season, whatever,” Chandler told him as their horses rode down the trail.

 “Do they all get taken?” Ephraim asked, fascinated by the story.

 “There are some that don’t, and they just end up as pitiful beggars in the streets here or elsewhere. They don’t have a long lifespan if they don’t make it. Being an ugly blue man is like wearing a target to be picked on. If a man comes to the village and he doesn’t seem like a handsome Jag, usually there are some folks who will tell him to give it up before he really turns blue; some men will listen and some won’t,” Chandler answered as they reached the flat plateau the village stood on.


There were a great many inns and boarding houses along the main street of Jagine, although Alec now understood why, and they passed a number of blue men sitting idly along the street. They selected a boarding house that seemed clean and relatively wholesome, and Alec took the horses to the stables, thinking about Chandler’s story. He left the building and began to walk along the street, until he came to a very thin man sitting in the gutter, apparently one of the unsuccessful Jag’s Chandler had described.


Alec stopped beside him. “If you could lose your blue skin, would you want to?” he asked.

 “Yes; oh yes. It was a mistake; I should have listened. Everyone told me I didn’t have the look to be a Jag,” the man told Alec, looking up at him. “Do you have money for a meal?”

 “Here,” Alec said holding out his hand. As the man unknowingly reached up, Alec grabbed it in a tight clench, then released his healing energy.

 “No money?” the beggar said, disappointed. “Let go of my hand!”

 “No, hold on,” Alec told him. “This will help you.” He maintained his grasp on the man and increased his use of his powers.

 “Help!” the man yelled loudly. “Help me!”


Other men in the street came over, drawn by the shouts. “Look at him! He’s fading!” one man said.

 “Gellie, you’re not a Jag anymore!” another man said. “You can go home Gellie!”

 “What?” asked the man Alec had helped. He opened his eyes, and looked at Alec as their hands parted. “What did you do? How did you do that? Thank you!” he sat upright, holding both hands in front of his eyes, pulling up his sleeves to look at his arms.

 “Can you do that for me?” another blue man asked.

 “And me too!” added another, as others chimed in.

 “Let’s sit down,” Alec suggested. “I’m staying at Reynolds House. Everyone who wants help, come with me.” He led the way to the parlor of his boarding house, where Chandler and Ephraim were stepping through the door.

 “Alec, what’s happening?” they asked, seeing the dozen men trailing behind him as he entered the building.

 “I’m going to offer some healing services; these men would like to lose their blue skin,” Alec explained. He stepped into the parlor and took a seat, then arranged the prospective converts in a line. Each man needed only a few minutes to have his blue skin returned to their natural coloring, but as the line remained, growing longer rather shorter, the use of his abilities began to drain Alec, making his own skin color fade to gray. By the time the sun had set, Alec was too tired to work any longer, although a line of hopeful supplicants remained seeking his aid.

 “I’ll be here tomorrow,” Alec promised the men who waited for him to restore their natural color as he ceased his efforts for the night. “I will treat every one of you tomorrow, I promise, in the name of the Princess Esmere.”


Alec sat back and closed his eyes to rest, until Chandler nudged him sometime later. “The taverns are going to close their kitchens soon. If you want some dinner, we better go.”

 “Thanks. I need to eat some food after all the healing. Do you know a place you recommend?” Alec asked, leaning forward in his seat.

 “There’s a place at the end of town that serves good beef, and the serving girls are always pretty,” Chandler said with a wistful sigh. Alec and Ephraim followed him out the door and down the main street to a large tavern with a single large common room and several small private rooms scattered around the periphery. They sat at a table, served by a girl as pretty as Chandler had promised, and waited for their food to arrive.


Instead, as Chandler’s wine and the juice for Alec and Ephraim arrived, the waitress handed a note to Alec. “I can’t read your language,” he confessed to Chandler, handing the paper to the older man. “What does it say?”

 “You’re invited to have a drink in Room 6,” Chandler said with a stifled guffaw.

 “What’s so funny?” Alec asked.

 “You’ll find out,” Chandler said. “Nothing to worry about.”


Curious, Alec left the table and approached the door for Room 6. A man who reminded Alec of a bouncer silently opened the door and ushered Alec in. A woman sat alone in the room sipping a drink and looking out at the dining room through a large window. She looked up at Alec appraisingly as he entered, and she pointed a finger in a business-like manner at the chair across the table from her.

 “How old are you, twenty two, twenty three?” she asked. “It doesn’t matter. You’re a good looking fellow. You really don’t even need to be a Jag to work; we have a clientele that likes regular skin too, you know. Does that interest you?” 



Alec looked at her without comprehension. “I’m sorry. What do you mean?” he asked as he tried to decode her comments, but was unable to make any sense out of them.

 “And an exotic accent even! Is that real, or are you just playing to the market?” she asked. “I’m Easton, the buyer for houses in Dana and Raysing. I saw you out there with your friends and thought I’d make a business proposition. Is it a real accent? Ever since the Princess had her misfortune it’s been a very desirable feature for a number of women.”

 “It’s a real accent,” Alec replied, realization dawning on his face. “You think I’m here to become a Jag?” he asked, and then smiled. 


 “Tell me about the Princess,” he said.

 “what’s that got to do with anything?” the Easton woman responded.

 “Maybe nothing, but humor me anyway,” Alec replied.

 “She’s being cheated by the men. The Conglomerate cheated her by overthrowing her; her foreign lover cheated her by running away; and now her own allies are going to cheat her by taking her crown from her,” the procuress said.

 “Would it help if her, lover, came back to defend her?” Alec asked.

 “Men don’t come back,” she replied cynically. “Besides, what can one man do now?” the woman asked. “Enough politics; tell me what you’re interested in.”


He focused his energies, and turned himself blue, watching the face of the woman grow pale. She raised her glass to her lips and gulped down its contents without realization.


Alec turned his skin back to its normal shade, and she poured another glass without realization. “I’m interested in helping the Princess,” he said softly. “I’m not interested in being a Jag for hire. If I change my mind, I’ll let you know.

 “So tell me, do you think that having her lover return to her, even if he is a foreigner, will help her to win this trial?” Alec asked.

 “I think this trial is guaranteed to put someone from Valeriane on the throne, because that is what the Valerians wants,” Easton said.

 “There’s always someone who wants the throne,” Alec agreed. “Now, I’ll return to my friends, and you can return to your recruiting. I’m flattered you called me in,” Alec said as he stood, and left the room to return to the table where Chandler and Ephraim were ravenously eating their food, as Alec’s plate sat on the table.

 “You knew what that was about,” Alec accused Chandler in a mild tone as he sat down.

 “That’s what those rooms are for,” the trail guide said. “You’re the envy of everyone in here for getting called in. It’s a guarantee of success.”


Alec grinned as he started to tear into his beef and noodles, and after their meal they returned to their boarding house for the night. The next morning Alec awoke to find a large group of men waiting for him to cleanse their bodies of the colloidal silver that made their skin blue. The three travelers spent the day in Jagine as Alec treated his patients all day long, and the next day they left at last, moving out of the boarding house with the rising sun, eager to make up for the time they lost in the village.


Chandler and Ephraim were curious about Alec’s healing ability, and they spent much of the next two days talking about healing and cures. They talked less on the third day, as they started to attain extremely high altitudes where oxygen was less abundant in the thinner air. The trails Chandler followed were narrow, requiring more concentration now as they climbed higher and higher.


Alec touched Ephraim several times to relieve him of mild altitude sickness, mainly headaches and fatigue. There were other travelers on the trail headed in both directions, though not many. “Are there many bandits on this trail?” Alec asked his guide.

 “I’ve heard stories of some, but I’ve never met any. Nothing really valuable comes this way; it’s not a regular trading path,” Chandler replied. “Tomorrow we’ll go through the highest pass, and you’ll understand that it doesn’t invite much traffic.”


The next day they did continue to climb up into a treeless region, then above the snow line, where the sky itself seemed short of breath, remaining a dark blue hue as their horses traipsed against the strong wind in the pass, stinging snow blowing against them in the wicked breezes that were a continual feature. Alec treated himself for altitude sickness as well as Ephraim, and longed to begin the downward trek.


Throughout the day they remained above or at the snow line, and that night they huddled in a crude travelers shelter without a fire or warmth beyond that which Alec could supply to their bodies. At noon the following day they paused after cresting a ridge, and Chandler pointed to the distant horizon. “We’re going to start to descend now,” he gladdened Alec’s heart by saying. “Those peaks over there are the last ones we’ll go through before we sink down towards Dana. We’re making the fastest passage I’ve ever been on from Jagine to Dana; another two days after today and we should arrive at the city.”


Alec was heartened, and he shared the news with Caitlen through their mental link, speaking to her in the evening as he had done every evening of his journey, when they shared news and feelings. Alec had amused Caitlen greatly with his story of Easton’s proposition to him, making him glad that he could lift her spirits with his tale. He sensed her great loneliness and the stress she felt, and he realized the regret that permeated her thoughts.


Three days later, the three travelers rode their weary horses into town, and rented rooms at an inn. Dana was a mid-sized town, not nearly as large as Vincennes or Valeriane or Krimshelm. It was ruled from a stronghold castle perched on a hill that watched over a large bend in the river below it. The stronghold dominated all the landscape of the town between the castle and the river, a town that spread up and down along the river banks.


I’m in Dana now. I will see you soon, Alec told Caitlen, his mental voice jubilant. 



How will you get here? What are you going to do? I will be so happy to see you again! Caitlen replied.


Alec put on a simple white smock, a bandolier of knives and his sword, then left Chandler and Ephraim at the inn. “You are free to go any time you want,” he had told them. “Or you can stay; the rooms are paid for five days rental. I don’t know when I’ll be back. You have been good companions; travel safely, take it slowly ascending the mountains, and don’t drink the water in Jagine!” he slapped Ephraim’s shoulder playfully, then walked away, headed to the vicinity of the castle where Caitlen had told him she was held.


During his journey Alec had spent a considerable amount of time contemplating what he would do to set Caitlen free. Without his ability to trans-locate he had to either use brutal force or cunning, and he preferred to use cunning. Caitlen had told him that she was allowed to keep a small retinue of her own body guards with her, and she had chosen Bethany and Rahm along with two others, none of whom could escort the princess without a Valeriane escort as well. But they were allowed to leave the castle on their own, and Alec had developed a plan to take advantage of their freedom.


He waited outside the castle entrance. What time did you tell me Rahm would come on duty? He asked Caitlen.


Just a half hour more, she replied, puzzled by the question, but Alec said no more, as he stood and watched the gate.


Bethany! Rahm! He sent a mental message to them as he saw them walking down the street. I’m in the alley across from the castle entrance.


He watched both their heads jerk up, then look at each other, before they looked in his direction. They altered their path and their stride lengthened as they rapidly approached him.

 “You are right here in front of them!” Rahm laughed at Alec’s impudence, while Bethany simply hugged him tightly, her eyes moist.

 “Come in here and trade clothes with me,” Alec told Rahm.


Five minutes later Bethany stared gap-jawed as two Rahms walked back out. “What is happening here?” she asked.

 “You and I are going to walk into the palace to see the Princess,” said Alec’s voice and accent, emerging from the Rahm dressed in an imperial uniform, while the other stood sheepishly silent. “This uniform is tight,” he complained. “I can change my face features, but I can’t make my body smaller!” Alec was slightly taller and slightly heavier than Rahm, and his body remained the same size, even after the transformation Alec had wrought on his face.

 “Go back to my inn on Canal Street and wait for me,” Alec told the other Rahm. “I’m not sure how long this will take.” Then together Alec and Bethany entered the castle.

 “I’m so glad you came back,” Bethany told Alec as they entered the courtyard of the castle. “Have you been okay? What have you been doing?”


Alec began to recount his adventures for her, beginning with the campaign in Krimshelm, but had only told a small portion of the story before they entered a hallway, where Bethany interrupted him. “That’s Princess Esmere’s room,” she pointed to a room guarded by four guards wearing Valeriane uniforms. “We can go in with her, but if we take her anywhere, they will go with us.”

 “You look bigger today,” one of them said casually to Alec, believing he was Rahm. Alec smiled and shrugged, but kept his accented voice silent as he and Bethany were admitted to the suite. Inside Caitlen was pacing restlessly around a spacious room, and Alec stood still to restore his appearance, and to take in the sight of his dearly beloved pregnant princess, who he had not seen in so long.


Caitlen glanced up at their entrance, then continued her pacing, unaware at first that Alec was in the room. Bethany watched Alec transform his visage, and then watched with amusement as Caitlen continued to restlessly stride in front of the large windows that looked out over the garden below her rooms.

 “I’m sure the exercise is good for you,” Alec said at last, observing her re-enter the room from another part of the suite.

 “Alec?” Caitlen looked at him, as the expression on her face transformed to a radiant smile, and she bustled over to hug him. “You probably can’t even get your arms around me any longer, can you?” she said as they embraced, and she burst into tears.

 “Hush, my love,” Alec whispered gently in her ear. He glanced at Bethany, and spoke. “You can leave us. I’ll stay with her,” he said, and the door gently closed a moment later.

 “What do we do now?” Caitlen asked Alec after a long silence.

 “I will do whatever you think is best for you,” he told her. “I will take you out of here if you want to escape; I will stay with you if you want to stay here,” he said. “I will never leave you again, unless it is to serve you.

 “And I want to marry you Caitlen, if you are allowed to marry a foreigner and a commoner like me,” he knelt before her. “I know you told me the decision is yours, but…”

 “Oh Alec,” she broke into tears again. “Alec no, not now, not like this – not for this reason,” she protested. 


 “Caitlen, I’m asking for one simple reason – I love you, and I want to be with you for as long as we can have together,” Alec said.  “I went back to my own land, and when everything happened, when I learned all that I went to learn and everything was said, I had a choice.  My powers to trans-locate were taken away, and I had to pick where I would live, back there, or over here with you. 

 

 “I chose to come back to you – I didn’t come back to this land; I didn’t come back to this war.  I came back to you, and I can never go back to the Dominion again,” he told her, both of his hands wrapped around hers.  “You are my life, and being married to you is what I imagine my life will be. 

 

 “Until I learned the rest of the story of my life, I shouldn’t have asked, but now I know that I am free to marry you, if a foreigner like me is allowed to marry the ruling monarch,” he told her. 

 

 “How do I marry you?  Do I ask someone for permission?  Do we go to a temple?” Alec asked. 

 

 “Assuming I ask you,” Caitlen corrected him with a grin, “we could!  We could ask to go to a temple to be married, and they couldn’t refuse us the request!” Caitlen said excitedly, her beaming face looking down at Alec.  “My answer is yes, of course Alec!  No one can prevent me from marrying you!
 

 “I may have mentioned once before that here in our nation it is the prerogative of the woman to ask for marriage, not the man,” Caitlin said. “It might be construed as presumptuous of you to take advantage of the circumstances. When the time is right, you need to let me ask you to marry me,” she said, and Alec shook his head gently as she grinned at his confusion. 

 

 “Could we pick any temple we wanted for the wedding?”  Alec asked.  “Where I come from, we had only one God to worship, one temple that we went to.” 

 

 “For royalty, it must be a temple to the sun, the source of light and energy,” Caitlen explained, “or it can be the palace.”  

 

 “Oh Alec, I love you!” she impulsively said. 

 

 “Caitlen, you know I love you too.  You are my motivation.  From the time when I didn’t know anything about myself to now, you’ve been the reason I’ve kept going.  I’ve followed you, fought for you, come back to you.  Now most of all, I want to marry you.  Even if it means you eventually have to hide me in the basement of the palace to keep my nasty foreign accent hidden from the court, I want to be your husband,” he told her. 

 

  He rose from his knee.  “What do we do now?” 

 

 “You need to take me to the assembly of nobles and let me announce my plans to marry you,” Caitlen answered. 

 

 “And what do we do if they say no?  It seems likely that they’ll refuse the request,” Alec answered. 

 

 “I can offer to let you challenge them to battle,” Caitlen. 

 

 “That sounds easier,” Alec replied with a smile.  “How many of them are there?” 

 

 “Twelve,” Caitlen told him, a serious expression on her face. 

 

 “So we need to force out way into a Council meeting, then I fight them all.  Once we’ve beaten them all, won’t we have won the war?” Alec asked.  “Can we just go back to Vincennes and get married there?” 

 

 “The other claimants to the throne aren’t all united.  This Council is under the control of two of them, but there are others down south, including in Birming.  That’s the stronger group of pretenders to the throne.  They are the dangerous ones, the ones who want to allow slavery in the empire.  They are the ones the rumors credit with controlling strange, unstoppable monsters,” Caitlen answered. 

 

 “If you can defeat this Council for me, then we can go back to Vincennes to gather our forces for a march on Birming, and after you win that battle, we’ll just need to go back to Valeriane to make sure there’s no opposition left there,” Caitlen said, then shook her head ruefully and laughed.  “Maybe you’d like to go find a less challenging honeymoon?” 

 

 “So how long will it be until we’re married?” Alec asked, exasperated.  “Two years?” 

 

 “We can get married as soon as you defeat this Council,” Caitlen smiled.  “Once we have freedom in the city, we’ll be free to be married!” 

 

 “Will we be able to have a ceremony of our own, one that makes me feel my God knows?” Alec asked. 

 

 “Of course, Alec,” Caitlen said. 

 

 “Shall we go right now?” he asked. 

 

 “Go?  Where?” Caitlen asked.  “To the Council?” 

 

 “That’s where we have to start, isn’t it?” Alec asked. 

 

 “I don’t even know if they’re meeting right now,” Caitlen replied.  “I haven’t spoken to them in two weeks.  I don’t go out of the suite very often now that my pregnancy is showing so much.” 

 

 “Guards!” Caitlen called suddenly and loudly.  She walked to the door and opened it.  “Is the Council meeting now?” she asked. 

 


The two guards looked at each other, then one spoke.  “I think they meet this afternoon,” he said. 

 

 “Thank you,” Caitlen replied, then abruptly shut the door. 

 


The two of them lay together on the bed, talking tenderly as the day passed, and Alec recounted many of his restored memories to his princess, and Caitlen recounted the circumstances of her capture by a group of noblemen who had claimed to come to meet with her on friendly terms.  And then they held hands and lay quietly, letting their Spiritual energies intertwine with each other, their spirits finding intimacy and affection. 

 

 “We should be going,” Caitlen said wistfully. 

 


They rose, and stepped out into the hallway.”Who are you?” the guards outside the suite asked, never having seen Alec before. 

 

 “This is my new guard,” Caitlen said breezily, and began walking away, leaving the guards with no choice but to awkwardly catch up. 

 


They walked for several minutes around a number of corners, down stairs and through open courts until they stopped in front of a pair of large metal doors, highly ornamented.  Bethany, Rahm, I am with the Princess.  We are about to challenge the Council.  Please bring all guards to the castle immediately, Alec broadcast a message. 

 

 “Let me do the talking,” Caitlen said softly, as Alec opened the door, and he followed her into the chamber beyond, followed by the bodyguards assigned by the Council. 

 


The setting was an informal one, in a room that had not been designed as a hearing room for a council with several members.  The group of men sat at chairs drawn around a large table that sat awkwardly in the middle of the room. 

 

 “I have come to announce my intention to marry.  My fiancé, Alec, Duke of Valeriane, has joined me, and we have decided to wed.  I expect you will acknowledge our right to do so immediately,” Jeswyne spoke to the men, not all of whom had even turned to look at her upon her entrance.  All eyes did turn to look at her as she and Alec proceeded to the front of the room, and the Council’s guards following Caitlen were joined by other Council guards in the room.  Alec examined the men at the table as he and Caitlen passed by.  Many of them were elderly men, against whom he could not imagine the necessity to swing a blade. 

 


They stopped at a spot in the front of the room and faced the table.   “It will be our intention to leave in two days,” she told them. 

 

 “Aren’t you forgetting something?” one of the younger men at the table said.   He was perhaps thirty years old, Alec guessed, and had a wiry build. 

 

 “I know of nothing else,” Caitlen replied. 

 

 “So you’ve found someone to hide your shame,” an old man at the table sneered. 

 


Alec pulled two knives from his bandolier and threw them, both of them sticking to the back of the chair the man sat in, one on either side of his head, just hair breadths from his ears.  Alec uncovered his sword handle, and partially withdrew the blade. 

 

 “Apologize,” Alec said in a low voice. 

 

 “Guards!  Take that man into custody,” another voice from the table shouted urgently. 

 

 “You didn’t have to do that,” Caitlen told him in exasperation as a quartet of guards walked towards Alec. “We might have been able to talk our way past some of the violence.” 

 


I doubt it, he told her mentally, putting space between the two of them as the guards drew closer. 

 


All four guards had drawn their swords, and Alec stood still, his sword still on his hip. 

 

 “You’ll need to come with us,” the closest guard told him, reaching out a hand to take Alec by the arm. 

 


Alec’s hand flew out to grab the guard, pulled him forward, and he raised his knee into the man’s midriff, then pulled the guard’s sword from his limp fingers as the man fell to the ground.  He threw the sword high into the air, so that its point was buried deep in the wooden ceiling, while the unconscious guard lay at his feet. 

 


The other guards jumped in startlement, and one rushed forward, swinging his sword viciously at Alec’s midriff.  With a quick and deep backward bow, Alec avoided being slashed by the blade, then pulled the man’s torso forward rapidly, allowing him to head-butt his attacker, leaving the man also on the floor, also unconscious. 

 


The two remaining guards spread apart to come at Alec from each side, as more guards began to move to the front of the room. Alec dropped low and stretched his legs out to sweep away the legs of the guard on his left, then stood and faced the other one, and quickly stepped in too close for the man to use his sword.  Alec swung a fist that caused the man to fall unconscious as well.  Stooping, Alec picked up the three remaining swords of his fallen opponents and began to juggle them. 

 


You’re just showing off, Caitlen mentally laughed as she tried to chastise him. 

 


Alec flashed a toothy grin at her, then sent all three swords to hang from the ceiling above. 

 

 “Would you like to put a stop to this senseless violence Alec is inflicting on your men?”  Caitlen asked.  “If you don’t agree that I am free to leave when I choose, there will be consequences.” 

 

 “You are in no position to negotiate,” the trim youngish nobleman at the table spoke, as the six remaining guards in the room prepared to converge on Alec.  One of them, equipped with a bow, fired an arrow that Alec caught in midair and snapped into two pieces.  Alec pulled a knife from his bandolier and threw it at the archer, planting the blade in the man’s shoulder. 

 


Alec unsheathed his own sword, and rushed at two men on one side of him, disarming one and slashing the forearm of the other, then turned with a graceful spin and defended himself successfully from the others who had rushed at his back, wounding all of them. 

 

 “You gentlemen have no guards left in the room, it seems,” Caitlen spoke calmly, inwardly marveling at Alec’s abilities.  “Do you want to concede that I am the reigning monarch in Vincennes, or do you wish to become my hostages?” 

 


Two noblemen pushed their seats back from the table.  “You are a woman, and you do not have the ability to govern the nation,” one man began to protest, until one of Alec’s knives flew across the room and struck him in the chest.  The man’s eye’s rolled back and he collapsed. 

 

 “No Alec!  We don’t have to kill them yet!” Caitlen shouted.  “Can you heal him?” 

 


Growing exasperated, Alec stared at the Princess for several seconds, then walked around the table, as the men at the table scrambled out of his way.  Do you really want me to revive him? He sent a message to Caitlen. 

 

 “Yes,” she spoke aloud, as Alec crouched.  He pulled the knife from his victim, then applied his healing energy to knit the wound. 

 

 “Get up, weak man,” Alec said contemptuously.  He was about to say more, when the doors from the hallway burst open, and Bethany, Rahm, three others wearing Caitlen’s colors, and a half dozen other guards who had apparently switched to support Caitlen came storming into the room. 

 

 “Half of you round up the noblemen and put them all in that corner,” Alec said aloud to the new allies who entered, “and the rest of you take their guards and shove them out into the hall.  Caitlen, would you like to write a loyalty pledge or a peace treaty for these fine lords to sign to acknowledge your sovereignty?”  He reached down and pulled up the man he had wounded and healed, then pushed the man towards a corner. 

 


Caitlen, what do we do now? He silently asked. 

 


I don’t know!  I didn’t know it would be this easy to capture the Council!  What do you suggest? She asked. 

 


Alec thought about the practices the clans had been forced to use in Michian during Jeswyne’s rein, as she had worked to tamp down their violent feuds.  We should go back to Vincennes now.  Take some Council members as hostages, and make the others send relatives to your court as hostages as well. Don’t threaten anything; just let them know that their sons and daughters are in your court, under your control.  And make them give you some arms men. 

 


Alec!  Do you have no scruples? She asked, shocked. 

 


Not when it comes to protecting you, my love. This is what they did in Michian, and it worked, he replied, and he grinned at her. 

 


It will be a long journey down the river, around the coast, and back up to Vincennes.  Can we hold them that long while we travel? She asked. 

 


All other activity in the room had ceased, as Alec and Caitlen stood silent, staring at each other.  “What’s happening?” one of Caitlen’s new supporters asked. 

 

 “We’re talking,” Alec and Caitlen both said simultaneously, and then laughed. 

 

 “I came in across the mountains; we can take them back that way,” he said aloud.  I’ll tell my guide not to leave yet, he added silently. 

 


The mountain route would avoid all the trouble of keeping them under control in some of their own cities, Caitlen agreed.  But it’s such a rough journey.  I don’t know anyone else who’s made it, especially this late in the year.  She looked at their dejected captives.  Some of them won’t survive it.


 


We won’t take the old ones, Alec agreed.  Once we get moving, the others will be too isolated in the wilderness to resist the journey. 

 


Chandler, this is Alec, speaking to you.  Do not leave Dana yet.  I want you to guide a group of us back to Vincennes.  We’ll come to see you this evening and we’ll leave right away.  Go get as many supplies as you can for a group of twenty.  We’ll repay you plus more, he sent his directions to the guide, hoping that the unusual communications would not be too upsetting. 

 

          Three hours later, as night was falling, Alec, Caitlen, their guards and five hostages were mounting on horses to start the ride into the mountains.  All the captive nobles had signed a pledge of loyalty, and those who weren’t personally taken as hostages had promised to send family members to the court in Vincennes without delay, under threat of a visit from Alec to their estates. 

 

          Chandler and Ephraim, though unsettled by the extraordinary delivery of Alec’s message, had been prepared and waiting at the inn when the unwieldy party arrived, and the group began their journey, riding at night the first night just to get out of Dana and up into the mountains, where Alec felt safer. 

 


The trip to Jagine took eight days.  It was a grueling one for everyone, but especially for Alec, who repeatedly used his healing powers to maintain the health of the traveling party, as well as used his Warrior abilities to serve multiple turns on watch duty, hunt for game, and maintain order. 

 


The whole party stopped in Jagine for two days, and lost two guards who decided to try their luck as blue-skinned lovers.  They then set off on a new route to Vincennes, a route that was easier, less rugged, than the journey from Eckerd had been, and arrived at the capital on their ninth day out of Jagine. 

 


Caitlen led the entourage into the palace grounds, then arranged for guards to be assigned to all the hostages, met with her astonished advisors to discuss a number of topics, and finally was left alone with Alec in the residential rooms of the palace.
 

 “That trip will be remembered for a long time,” she told Alec as she struggled out of her clothing and prepared to take a hot bath.
 

 “I doubt that many of the male rulers of the nation ever did anything like it,” Alec agreed languidly, lying down on the bed. “What do we do now?” he asked.
 

 “You mean after my bath?” Caitlen asked. “We go to the great hall for a brief ceremony, and then have the evening to ourselves finally.”
 

 “Do we start planning the next campaign?” Alec asked.
 

 “Don’t worry about that so soon,” Caitlen admonished him. “Come scrub my back instead. Do you remember when we were in Valeriane, and I scrubbed your back while you were in the tub there, right before the troops came into the room?” she asked, suddenly nostalgic. “I remember your reactions when they pounded on the door, and the way you got us out of that trap by disguising us! Now that it’s past, it seems like that was such a fun journey, just the two of us traveling through the countryside.”
 


Alec obediently knelt and scrubbed her back as she relaxed in the warm waters. He sensed a rising level of excitement in her as she sat in the tub. “Go fetch a robe for me please,” she asked him, “and ask for a maid to come help me get dressed.”
 


Alec left her and did as instructed, then discovered a set of clean clothes provided for him as well, and changed his own wardrobe.
 

 “We’re dressed awfully formally, aren’t we?” Alec asked as they left the residence to travel to her appointment.
 


She didn’t answer, as they passed the guards in the hallway outside the formal audience hall, and entered to find a very large crowd gathered. Welcome to your wedding, dear, Caitlen silently told him, then laughed as she saw the amazement on his face. This could have happened much sooner if you hadn’t kept leaving me to search for the women of your past, her tone conveyed both humor and a trace of wistfulness.
 

 “I don’t understand,” Alec spoke aloud, astonished by the unexpected event.
 

 “Alec, foreign-born king of the far off Dominion, now Duke of Valeriane, I ask you to marry me, to stand always by my side as my consort,” Caitlen spoke loudly. Don’t laugh, she warned. “I expect you to be subservient to my wishes, and to acknowledge my right to rule the nation, and to direct your actions.” 

 


Go down on your knees and say that you accept my proposal, Caitlen instructed him.
 


Really? Alec asked.
 


Alec! Her mental voice rose an octave, Let’s not worry over these silly words. Just adhere to the tradition.
 


With a roll of his eyes, Alec knelt in front of Caitlen, as the whole room watched. “Oh most awful Princes Esmere, ruler of the whole world, all that is known and unknown, I gladly submit to the glorious reign I know you will impose upon me for all the years that we both shall live,” he said in an exaggerated tone of piety.
 


Was that groveling enough? Alec asked.
 


Catilen laughed aloud, raising her hand to cover her mouth. Alec, this is just the proposal. We haven’t even started the wedding ceremony yet.
 


Alec raised his eyebrows.
 

 “Given your acknowledgement of my rightful sovereignty, I will accept you as my first consort, and command you to accompany me to the altar to be joined in marriage,” Caitlen said solemnly.
 


What does first consort mean? Alec asked. There’s no second consort who would survive.
 


I know. It’s just a phrase, Caitlen replied. “I choose now as the best time for our wedding to take place. And I choose this palace as the place we will unite our two lives.”
 

 “We should proceed to the altar,” she said, gesturing to a large open area in the front of the room, where three men in robes stood waiting for them. The engagement ceremony ended, and the wedding ceremony immediately began.
 


Or we could elope, Alec said wryly.
 


He felt Caitlen’s elbow dig into his side as they walked along the open aisle among the throng of people who were gathered, and he realized the gravity of the ceremony they were about to perform. You know I love you, he silently told Caitlen, and she glanced at him with a dazzling smile.
 

 “The groom shall approach the priest of atonement,” the man in the center of the cluster of men in the front of the room spoke, and he gestured towards the man on his left. Alec moved away from Caitlen to face the man.
 

 “A man who wishes to enter a marriage must begin his new relationship with a clean slate, devoid of the mistakes and problems he found in his prior life. Your marriage must begin without the burden of past errors,” the priest intoned loudly. He raised a cup high above his head. “With this water you are cleansed of your past troubles,” he dribbled a small amount of water on Alec’s head. “You may journey now to the priest of the union,” he gestured towards where Caitlen stood before a priest on the other side of the dais.
 

 “Esmere and Alec, you are here to become a single entity, a couple who,” he paused for just a fraction of a second, “will unite physically and spiritually, throughout all the days of your lives, tending to each other.
 

 “Show me your palms,” the priest commanded, pulling a slender knife from his belt. He gently pricked Caitlen’s finger. “Your blood will flow together,” he said.
 


Suddenly Alec grabbed the stiletto from the priest and tossed in through the air, above the heads of the assembly, causing the priest to flinch in shock. There was a crack, and the dagger collided with an arrow that was hurtling towards the people on the dais up front; both objects fell to the ground.
 


Alec jumped off the stage and ran down the aisle, towards a man in the back of the room who held a bow in his hands. The man dropped the bow and drew his sword as Alec arrived, but Alec moved faster that the attacker was able to anticipate, kicking the sword from his hand then punching him in the face, knocking the man down.
 

 “Who were you trying to kill? Why did you shoot the arrow?” Alec asked as he knelt on the man’s chest.
 

 “I was aiming for you; the empire should not have a dirty foreigner anywhere near the throne,” the man spat out. “Go ahead and kill me; make me a martyr,” he shouted
 


Alec looked at the man, momentarily tempted by the thought of killing someone who exemplified the permanent dislike he knew he was always going to face within Caitlen’s domain. Trading violence for violence wasn’t going to win the war though, he knew from his experience with the establishment in Michian. There had to be a better way to handle this he decided.
 


Why do you hate me? Alec asked inside the man’s head. Who else are you working with? Who put you up to this?
 

 “What are you doing? How can you do that?” the man shouted aloud.
 


Your allies – tell me who your allies are. This is not the way to help the Princess; this is not the way to help Vincennes; this is not the way to help the people of this land. We must work together, Alec lectured him. Give me the names of the people who told you to attack, and I will see that they do not harm anyone. The Princess intends to unify the nation in peace, not keep spreading useless wars.
 


Alec recollected the manner in which Chester had treated him with Spiritual powers long ago, when he had been an apprentice on Ingenairii Hill. Alec had felt great grief and anguish in the wake of an attack in Noranda Locksfort, and Chester had provided a steadying, calming application of Spiritual energy. Alec actively reached for his Spiritual power, and awkwardly sought to open the same type of energy application, one that would expose his subject to the unstoppable knowledge of holy wisdom.
 


Feel this energy, Alec told the assassin. Ask it questions, and let it bring wisdom and guidance to you.
 

 “Why is a foreigner on our throne?” the man asked out loud.
 


This is a man, like any other man, who brings his own wisdom and weaknesses to Vincennes. No man is perfect, nor is any man completely flawed. Alec’s distant roots do not make him bad – they only demonstrate that he can offer other perspectives on society, a voice of reason flowed through to the archer.
 


We’ve never allowed foreigners to rule us before, the archer protested, this time responding with his own mental voice.
 


You’ve not done many things before, but each new thing must be judged on its own merits. You would not want your God to weigh your soul against the standards of another age or society, the voice responded. You must consider whether this foreigner is the right man to be married to the Princess, and you must trust her judgment. Do you not think she has weighed his virtues and service in reaching her decision to wed him? She finds that he has done more than many who are natives of the land.
 


Why should we even trust her as a ruler? The man’s enmity seemed to be fading as he listened.
 


She has strode through more adversity than any other ruler you might know. She has shown determination and strength in daunting circumstances. This strong woman will lead your nation in a more virtuous manner than a weak man, the response said. Do not distrust these two who are about to be married, who you know have tried and worked for success. Distrust those who remain hidden and secretive in their plots, who will not reveal their motives or masters.
 


Alec broke the link and stood up, taking his weight off the man who had shot the arrow.
 

 “I don’t know what you did, or how you did it. But there was power in those words,” the archer said. “There are two men in the city, one an officer, one a civilian, who told me what to do. Their names are Ethanuel and Captain Trankle,” the man said.
 

 “Take him to a cell, but do not mistreat him,” Alec told one of the guards who had arrived and stood by him. “I will speak to him personally tomorrow. Find this Captain Trankle he spoke of, and lock that man in a separate cell. I’ll speak to him tomorrow as well.
 

 “Bethany,” Alec looked around for his friend. “Go with the captive, and find out how to capture the civilian he mentioned, Ethanuel, then go with guards and arrest him. Lock him up separately from the others. We’ll question him tomorrow along with the rest.”
 

 “Do you want me to go at this moment?” Bethany asked.
 


She has a role to play shortly in the wedding ceremony, if you think we should resume, Caitlen’s voice explained. 

 

 “No, you can wait until we finish this,” Alec told her. He turned and walked back towards the front of the room, stopping to pick up the priest’s dagger he had thrown. He carried the thin blade with him back to the front of the room, followed by Bethany, and Rahm as well, he realized.
 


Alec was bemused by the new use of the Spiritual power, a use he had never engaged before. It was a powerful tool, and one that gave him a sense of connection to his own God in a way he had seldom felt while in the foreign land he inhabited.
 

 “Are you alright, Alec?” Caitlen asked him as he reached the dais, a faraway look in his eyes. “What did you do to the traitor back there?”
 

 “I’m fine,” Alec said. “We can talk about the archer later. May we finish the ceremony now, or have we disrupted it too severely?” he looked at the priest as he handed the stiletto back to him.
 


The priest glanced at Caitlen, who nodded. The priest used the blade to again pink her finger, then did the same with Alec, and pressed their hands together. “Your blood flows together now, just as your thoughts and your hearts will merge into one in your marriage. You shall always put the best interests of your marriage partnership ahead of your personal interest. If you agree and accept this duty, show that you will comfort your partner.”
 


Do as I do, Caitlen instructed Alec, as she raised his pricked finger to her mouth and placed it between her lips. He followed her lead, smiling as he felt her tongue tip dance around his finger.
 

 “You have shown your compassion for your partner,” the priest intoned. “Now you must demonstrate your loyalty as well. Proceed to the priest of commitment.”
 


Holding hands, Alec and Caitlen stepped back to the priest in the center. “You are young, and your bodies feel hungers and emotions that can be at conflict with your commitment,” the priest said.
 


Alec felt a strange, painful sensation, one that was disturbing and familiar. His head began to throb, and he tried to figure out why. Suddenly the shocking realization of what caused such pain struck him like an arrow, and he winced noticeably while his knees buckled, causing Caitlen and the priest to both look at him with concern.
 


It couldn’t be possible, he told himself. He twisted his neck, looking around the room at the crowd of people, trying to identify an obvious source. He knew he was sensing the spiritual pain of a demon being called into the world. It was something that he hadn’t known in centuries, literally; something he couldn’t imagine that existed here in Vincennes. He’d never heard of demons being called forth in this world.
 


Alec held up his hand to the priest, seeking a pause in the ceremony. Rahm, Bethany, stand nearby, ready to take Caitlen to safety. Are there spare swords near me? He asked.
 


Caitlen, I sense great danger, something that can kill and destroy dozens of people. It is something that can easily defeat me in battle. Be ready to run, he sent a panic-stricken message to his bride.
 


The intensity of the pain of the demon’s impending appearance increased in his mind, and he went down to his knees.
 

 “Alec, are you alright?” Caitlen asked aloud, bending over him. “Are you this scared of marrying me?” she asked with worried humor.
 


Alec vomited in response, his stomach twisting in anguish at the thought that a demon was about to appear at his wedding. “Caitlen, you and the priests need to prepare to leave immediately. Rahm and Bethany will take you to safety. Is there a back way out of here?”
 

 “Alec, what is it? You’re frightening me,” Caitlen answered. What do you fear?
 


Before he could answer, he heard a crashing noise, and then a multitude of screams. He looked up and saw a demon entering the back of the room, ripping through the location where the doorway had stood.
 


I am so sorry we didn’t finish our wedding, Alec told her. Rahm, Bethany, come take the princess and the priests to safety, he added.
 

 “If I survive, I may take a long time to heal. I love you, Esmere Caitlen Trelawney,” Alec spoke aloud. He stood tall, and saw Bethany and Rahm converging on the front of the room. He looked around at the screaming, fleeing crowd, and spotted a man with a sword, then leaped towards the man, snatched the sword from his scabbard, found another man’s blade and took it, then began to run towards the demon that was stalking forward through the assembly hall, spreading death in its path.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 14 – The Battle with the Impossible
 

 


 


All the demons Alec had fought had appeared individually different, either larger or smaller, with wider scales or finer ones. Some had been crested, others had been barrel-chested, but none of them had an appearance that struck him quite the way that this one did. It had a shiny iridescence about it that made it memorable. As it advanced rapidly towards the front of the room, each individual scale gleamed and reflected light with a noxious glow. The sparks of light that reflected off the monster were almost hypnotic in appearance.
 


Alec ran to step into the path of the monster, a sword in each hand. The heavy ceremony robes he wore felt binding and restrictive, but he hadn’t time to remove them as the demon came upon him and swatted at him with its dangerous clawed forepaw.
 


Alec jumped high in the air, somersaulting at the top of his rise, and swung each sword at the wrist of the monster’s clawed right hand, severing the appendage. He landed on his feet, standing astride the still writhing hand, and looked up at the bellowing visage. The monster was waving its stump in the air, spewing the dark, acidic blood in an arcing stream.
 


The demon turned its snout downward and bellowed at Alec, then dove at him. Alec jumped off to his left, but felt himself come to an abrupt stop in midair as the demon hooked the claws of its still whole hand into the fluttering material of Alec’s robe. He fell to the ground, landing on his back with a thud that knocked the breath out of him. He rolled rapidly to his left as the demon’s foot stomped down on his landing spot, then stood up while still trying to catch his breath. With the sword in his right hand he sliced at the front of his robes, opening them up so that he was able to shrug them off, then jumped away from the pile of rich cloth as the demon charged at him.
 


He felt freer, less encumbered without the robes, better prepared to react to the demon’s actions. He landed again, this time in the midst of a cluster of fleeing members of the nobles who had been attending the wedding. “Keep moving,” Alec told them, “I’ll lure him away.” He looked over his shoulder at the front of the assembly hall, where Caitlen and the priests were no longer in sight, then ran at the monster, and slid on the ground beneath it, rocketing between its legs and raising his swords to slice its thighs as he passed beneath. 

 


Once behind it he rose and ran back at it, stepping on its tail, leaping onto its back, and then taking a flying step off its shoulders as he jumped out in front of it to lure it away from the milling crowd that hadn’t escaped from the room. As he hurled forward the demon swung its bloody stump at him from behind, and he felt droplets of its blood burn as they splattered on his legs.
 


Alec landed with a roll near the front of the stage, and the demon came promptly behind him. Before Alec was ready it snapped its jaws together on his left calf and raised Alec high in the air, shaking him like a dog, then tossing him against the back wall. He hit it with a thud, feeling excruciating pain in his leg and in his ribs, many of which must have fractured in the collision with the solid stone wall.
 


He tried to rise, but the damage to his leg was too extensive to support him, so he sat with his back against the wall and watched the demon approach. He managed to raise himself onto his knees and lean against the wall, and he held the swords in front of him.
 


The monster stood before him, and Alec noted that its severed stump was beginning to regenerate the missing limb. The monster feinted an attack with its claws that Alec fended off, his sword clashing with the claws, but doing no damage.
 


Caitlen, I love you, Alec sent a message to her, his voice sounding faint even to himself as he felt the damage to his body sapping his strength.
 


God is real, Jesus is real, salvation is real, but sin cannot abide forever, Alec threw the mental challenge to the demon, provoking it to scream in outrage. You will return to nothingness and emptiness, while the Holy Spirit will live on.
 


The names were goads like fiery brands for the demon, and it thrust its head towards Alec, reaching his torso and gripping him as he pulled his swords high and then clashed them together upon the demon’s neck. The blades hacked through the flesh and struck the bony vertebra, cutting through as Alec put his last vestige of power into the blow.
 


The monster’s head, still clutching Alec, fell to the ground, severed, and the falling body sprayed a jet of caustic black blood against the wall, causing acrid dark smoke to cascade down like flowing water. More of the blood sheeted over Alec, bringing pain across all parts of his body as he rolled out of the lifeless jaws of the monster. He opened his eyes and saw that the dulling eye of the demon was just a few feet away from him, as pieces of flesh began to slough off. Knowing what would happen next, Alec folded his crippled arms over his head in a protective cover, then passed out.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 15 – Lokasenna in the Palace
 

 


 


Caitlen waited in despair as the surgeons reported to her on the third day following her interrupted wedding. They had amputated the left leg below the knee, and had amputated the right arm at the shoulder, after the damage from the demon’s blood, the bats, and the explosive fire of the demon’s head had destroyed it. They could not wrap his broken ribs because of the puncture wounds around his torso where the demon had bit into him, and half his face was still blackened from the acidic burns of the demon blood.
 


Caitlen thanked and dismissed the doctors, then cried in despair. She hadn’t seen Alec’s battle, Rahm and Bethany having faithfully carried her and the priests away from the assembly hall. She had heard numerous reports of the battle though, from the many eye witnesses who had spoken of Alec’s suicidal efforts to fight the monster, and if any good had come from the horrible tragedy, the population’s adulation for Alec as a fighter was that positive result. Piles of flowers and sweets were massed in a makeshift temple at the gate to the palace, and the city was enthralled in the wave of stories about Alec’s battle. The priests he had sent to safety had spoken his praises from their temples, amplifying the stories of his heroism.
 


He would be touched to be finally embraced by the population, Caitlen saw the irony of the situation, and wished she could convey it to him. But he did not respond to either spoken or unspoken expressions of love and hope. She wanted to speak with him and cherish his voice, but she could not even touch him very much, such a large portion of his body being burned, injured, broken, or now missing.
 


She wanted him to tell her about the demon, the horrific monster that had appeared at their wedding. It was something he was familiar with, it had been evident, and she vaguely remembered some stories in which he had mentioned demons. Why had it appeared in Vincennes, and why at their marriage ceremony? Could another one appear at any time? She had no answers to the questions that troubled her mind.
 


She has prayed to Alec’s god, the one she had learned so much about as their souls had entangled during his efforts to convert her to an ingenaire. He had wanted to give her the ability to farspeak with him, so that he would be able to find and protect her. But in the process of giving her his blood to help implant his ability within her, he had opened up his memories, and implanted glimpses of them, and a sense of his faith. She had chuckled inwardly during the wedding ceremony when the priest had dabbed drops of their blood together; he had not even come close to re-enacting the intimacy of the full blood flow they had shared when Alec had begun his quest to make her an ingenaire.
 


Please heal him, she sent out another of her anguished prayers.
 


I am coming to heal him. I will bring water of life and rejuvenation, a woman’s voice responded to her cry for help. This must be covert. Tell no one, keep him alive. I will arrive in two weeks.
 


Who are you? Caitlen asked. She recognized the mental voice; it was the woman who had spoken to her the night Alec had rescued her from a kidnapping, the night she had inadvertently plunged a knife into Alec instead of her captor. She waited, but there was no answer, and she could only hope that the mysterious healer would arrive before Alec succumbed to the shock of his injuries.
 


I am at the gate to your palace, a mental voice abruptly brought Caitlen up short several days later as she tried to focus on her duties as ruler, planning for the storage of grain from the summer harvest of wheat. Come and bring my companion and I into the palace, and take us to a secluded building. We do not wish to be seen.
 


How will I know you? Caitlen asked, rising to her feet.
 


I wear a sky-blue shawl, and a dark gray veil, the woman replied. We have a hand cart.
 


Caitlen called for Bethany and Rahm, and walked as fast as she could in her condition towards the main gate. When they arrived, Caitlen stepped out in front of the guards to scan the crowd that passed by. She was recognized and drew cheers from her increasingly loyal populace, but paid no attention as she examined the traffic, until her eyes came to rest upon a very large man pulling a handcart loaded with kegs of water. He was accompanied by a woman whose shawl was so precisely the shade of a blue summer sky that Caitlen felt a twinge of momentary desire to possess the beautiful cloth.
 


Caitlen’s hand shot above her head and waved at the couple, who immediately began to cross the traffic towards her and her escort. The man had a bushy beard, and a menacing power that caused Caitlen to step back closer to her guards.
 

 “Princess, I see now why our cousin is so smitten with you,” the woman said. “You are a lovely girl. Please take us inside,” her voice spoke through her veil.
 


Despite her efforts, Caitlen had not yet developed the ability to farspeak with Bethany or Rahm or any others, so she spoke out loud. “We’re going to take these visitors to the gardens,” she said, and she disappeared from the public’s view as she stepped back into the palace grounds.
 

 “Who are you?” she asked the strange visitor as they followed a path around the main palace buildings.
 

 “My name is Bernadina. I owe my life to Alec’s heroics, and perhaps he owes some of his health to my efforts. I recognize what a great soul he is, and I want to save him. I heard your anguish and his, so Baltasar and I have brought a means to help him heal,” the woman replied.
 


Caitlen studied her eyes, visible above the veil she wore. “Why are you hiding your face?” the princess asked.
 

 “I do not wish to be seen or recognized,” the woman said dismissively.
 

 “Are you really a cousin to Alec? He never said he had any family in our land,” Caitlen challenged.
 

 “The relationship is so remote that it scarcely can be recognized except for those who know how to study the minutest characteristics,” the woman said. “But the fact that we can speak to one another is evidence of the kinship.”
 

 “Will that building do?” Caitlen pointed to a large garden shed they were heading towards.
 

 “We will see,” Bernadina replied, large Baltasar remaining silent. They reached the shed and examined it. “Once we move the clutter around, there will be plenty of room. I’d like a large, clean tub brought out here,” she said. “We’ll use it to immerse Alec in the water I’ve brought from one of our springs.
 

 “Could you have one of your guards bring some refreshments for us as well?” she asked.
 

 “Would you like to come into the palace to rest?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “No, thank you,” Bernadina replied. “Please just bring us the things we asked for,” in a tone that clearly was dismissive. “And a pair of cots we can rest on.”
 

 “Rahm, you remain outside the cottage and keep guard,” Caitlen ordered. “Bethany, you go have a tub cleaned out and delivered. I’ll go talk to the doctors about moving Alec out here. How soon will you be ready for him?”
 

 “Within two hours if everything is delivered immediately,” Bernadina replied, and then she seemed to soften. “You may spend as much time with him here as you wish. Now please go, and allow all things to be done.”
 


Bethany escorted Caitlen to the palace and turned her over to other guards, then went on her own duties, while Caitlen went to the kitchen and ordered a platter of food stuffs to be delivered to the cottage, before she took a bath to relax and calm her nerves. Alec still held onto life after nearly three weeks of his sleeping coma, but his condition had gotten no better despite all the attention the doctors had lavished on him. She had grown accustomed to her frequent visits to his slack-muscled body, painful as it was to look at with the many horrific wounds that would not heal.
 


Caitlen left her rooms and returned to the infirmary, where Bethany found her sitting alone sometime later, her hand resting gently on top of Alec’s now bald and scarred scalp. “Have you delivered a tub?” the princess asked the guard.
 

 “I had a horse trough cleaned out and taken over from the stables,” Bethany replied.
 

 “Good idea; he likes horses so much,” Caitlen commented. “Would you please go get four strong guardsmen who can carry him?” she asked softly.
 


Bethany left wordlessly, and returned shortly with the men she had selected, who carefully each picked up a corner of the cot that Alec rested on, as Caitlen covered him with a white sheet to hide his wounds from those he would pass by. Slowly the entourage passed through the back halls of the palace, and along the garden trails of the grounds until they came to the shed, and placed the cot in the spot where Bernadina directed, next to the trough.
 

 “You’re sure this will heal him?” Caitlen asked, feeling as though Alec were slipping away from her.
 

 “These waters have healed him twice before, both times after he was wounded or drained from trying to reach you,” Bernadina said in a no-nonsense tone. “You all are excused to go now,” she said, looking around at the full house.
 

 “Rahm, Bethany, you stay here with me,” Caitlen countermanded as the shed began to empty. “You’ve known him longer than I have,” she said as she gently reached over and removed his cover.
 


Bernadina looked down at the badly wounded shell of a body, and began to weep softly. She pulled back her hood, and removed her veil at last, and Caitlen stared at her luminous beauty in wonder. “Baltasar, as gently as I know you can, please,” she said to her companion, and the giant man cautiously slid his arms beneath the brittle body and moved it into the trough. “That’s it,” Bernadina directed as she wiped away her tears. “Prop his head up a little more.”
 


Baltasar did as asked, then removed the end of one cask and easily lifted it, so that he could pour its contents into the trough with Alec. The pouring water released a calming, fresh fragrance, that brought hope to Bethany’s heart.
 

 “I felt the grendal, the monster, emerge into our world, so close for the first time, and then I felt the fear that Alec broadcast as he prepared to fight the monster. That boy has such strength!” Bernadina said to Caitlen as the second keg of water began to pour into the trough.
 

 “Here, begin to empty this into the water,” she told the princess, handing her a canvas bag of herbs. Caitlen sat on a stool next to the trough and began to sprinkle the fragrant elements into the water. As she did she perceived a slight glow in the water, a radiance that seemed to hang near Alec’s flesh even as a new keg of water was poured in, creating roiling currents within the liquid.
 


With three kegs of water, the trough was still less than half full. “Undress, and join him in the water,” Bernadina ordered Caitlen.
 

 “But what will it do to my baby?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “There will be no harm; in fact, you and the child will benefit. But Alec will be better off for having your energy and your presence, and we won’t need to pour in so much of the water to fill the tub,” Bernadina answered. “Would you rather that I join him in the tub?” she asked.
 

 “No!” Caitlen replied indignantly. “Rahm, turn around,” she ordered as Bethany helped her disrobe and enter the trough. “This is cold!” she squealed as she awkwardly lowered herself into the water at the other end of the trough, her legs spreading wide along the sides of Alec’s body, raising the water level within the container.
 

 “One more keg,” Bernadina told Baltasar, as she looked appraisingly at the loaded cart. “We’ll have enough water for at least two more baths,” she judged.
 

 “What happens next?” Caitlen asked as the last keg of water raised the level in the trough up to her chin.
 

 “Sit back and relax princess,” Bernadina replied. “We need to let him soak in this water for as long as possible; the longer the better. I’d like for him to have a week in the water,” she explained calmly. “More time if possible.”
 

 “A week?” Caitlen choked out the words. “I can’t sit in this tub for a week! I have to be able to attend to the needs of the empire.”
 

 “Could I sit in the tub with him?” Bethany asked. “Or Rahm? Could we add more water to make it last longer?” she asked, trying to find solutions to the problem.
 

 “Do you have any water available with powers or abilities?” Bernadina asked.
 

 “The fountain of strength!” Rahm spoke out loud.
 

 “And what is that?” Bernadina asked.
 

 “Alec created a fountain when he fought two traitors, people who had battle skills almost as good as his,” Rahm explained. “The end of the battle was a great explosion that killed the other two, just vaporized them, and left a big stony fountain. They say that drinking the water from the fountain makes you stronger.”
 

 “Ah! That boy is so unpredictable! Bring me a jug of that water. I want to examine it,” the grendasteur told Rahm.
 

 “Yes, you love him enough I know you will energize the waters. You may rest in the waters with him too,” Bernadina told Bethany. “And the same goes for the man who just left.”
 


And so their long siege on Alec’s injuries began. Around the clock Rahm, Bethany, Caitlen and Bernadina laid in the water with Alec for days, soaking in a mixture of the spring water Bernadina brought and the fountain water that she determined could aid his healing. “So he defeated two of the Ajacii,” Bernadina said softly as she listened to Caitlen explain the origins of the fountain late one night as they exchanged places in the tub. “That will cause ripples across the lands for years to come.”
 

 “Who are Ajacii?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “In a sense, they are one of the other groups of distant cousins of your beloved,” Bernadina answered. “I won’t say more than that.”
 


Ten days after Bernadina’s arrival, Alec was looking remarkably better. The burns on his skin were forming scars nicely, his breathing was regular and strong, and a dark fuzz of hair was beginning to grow again on his scalp.
 

 “Today you should try to contact him,” Bernadina told Caitlen as she disrobed to enter the trough of water. “Lean your body against his as best you are able, and then use your heart to speak to him; see if he can be roused, but don’t be disappointed if he doesn’t respond. There is still a long way to go, depending on what he can do for himself.”
 


Caitlen held onto Bernadina’s hands as she awkwardly positioned herself next to Alec, her arms wrapped around his neck and her hands clutching his head. Alec, my beloved, can you hear me? She sent a strong message.
 


Alec, do you feel my love? She asked after a minute without a response.
 


There was a stirring in his consciousness, and Bernadina reached down to stroke Caitlen’s back with encouragement.
 


Alec, we’re alive. You beat the monster; you saved us all, Caitlen began to nervously send a stream of positive comments to him. You need to heal so that we can finish our wedding.
 


Caitlen? Alec’s mind groped for her name.
 

 “Yes, Alec!” she said aloud, stretching up to kiss his lips. “It’s me, here with you. I’m in love with you. You need to heal so that we can finish our wedding, or are you afraid to go on a honeymoon with me now?” she began to cry tears of joy.
 

 “Is everything alright?” he asked. “Are we married?”
 

 “Almost. We just need to finish the last bit of the ceremony, and then we’ll be married,” Caitlen assured him. She looked up at Bernadina with a beatific smile.
 

 “You have a friend here,” Caitlen told him. “Your friend Bernadina came to see you, to help you heal.”
 


Alec’s head moved slightly, and he opened his one good eye briefly. “The grendasteur is as glorious as ever,” he smiled at her, then closed his eye again and fell back into unconsciousness.
 

 “He’s alive!” Caitlen said. “Can you help me up? I want to go tell Bethany and Rahm,” she slowly rose, dried off, and put her clothes back on. “How fast will he recover now? What will happen next?”
 

 “He is made of sturdy stock,” Bernadina replied. “In just a few days I think he’ll be cured, and we can return to our home.”
 

 “You can stay as long as you want,” Caitlen told her. “You can have anything you desire as a reward for helping Alec heal.”
 

 “You don’t have the power to grant what we would want, and there’s virtually nothing we need,” Bernadina answered. “Don’t worry. Go spread good cheer among your friends,” she said as she began to undress and climb in the tub to help foster Alec’s healing.
 


Alec, do you hear me? She asked as Caitlen scurried away.
 


Bernadina, is that you? he asked in a dreamy tone.
 


It is me; I’ve come to help heal you, wondrous one. You’re doing much better now, she told him.
 


Is Caitlen here? He asked. Did I hear her before?
 


She was here a moment ago. She has been here faithfully while you’ve healed, Bernadina replied. She is passionately in love with you. She’ll be back soon.
 


You have been gravely injured, Bernadina said, and flashed to his mind a medley of images and observations. But you are slowly getting better. How can I help you?
 


Did I kill the demon? Alec asked as he tried to digest the information about all the injuries he suffered from. I must have, or I wouldn’t be here right now, he answered his own question. I will be able to use my healer powers to repair much of this, he thought.
 

 “But injuries given by demons are devastating, especially if their blood makes contact with the victim’s flesh. I have scars that have never healed because of the wounds they came from, demon wounds,” he said out loud.
 


Thank you for being here, he told Bernadina. Let me rest and recover for now, and he fell back asleep.
 


Bernadina considered his words for a long time afterwards. “This may be more than we have the ability to set right,” she said to Baltasar, who sat silently in the corner as he usually did, watching and waiting patiently. “This one has suffered great evil inflicted on his body and his spirit, and even though his spirit is able to bounce back, his body may have met its match this time. Let us hope not, dear,” she said, and she snuggled her body against the armless side of Alec, her head on his shoulder, letting the water draw on her spirit and energy to continue to heal him.
 


Bethany, Rahm and Caitlen returned to the cottage soon thereafter, and Bernadina gave a simple message that he had spoken and was aware of his injuries, then fallen back to sleep, glossing over some of the worries she had about his ability to totally re-heal.
 


The next day Alec awoke and ate soup, the first substantial nourishment he had taken since the wedding day attack. “Stay in the water one more day,” Bernadina counseled, “and tomorrow you can arise.” Caitlen sat with him that day and they talked continually, holding hands.
 

 “Can your furniture maker fashion a peg leg for me?” Alec asked as Caitlen prepared to leave for the evening.
 

 “If that’s what is needed, that’s what we’ll do,” Caitlen agreed gently, and kissed him tenderly before she left.
 


After her departure, Alec closed his eyes, and practiced the use of his ingenaire powers, checking to make sure they were all intact.
 

 “What are you planning?” Bernadina asked, sitting in a rocking chair nearby and knitting.
 

 “This water is a marvelous tool,” Alec answered. “And if my healing power is going to be able to repair these demon wounds, my best chance will be while I’m resting in this trough.”
 

 “Your best chance would be to come back to Warm Springs with me and recuperate in the waters in the spring itself, where they are most potent,” she answered.
 

 “I’ve got one eye, one leg, and one arm,” Alec sighed. “Which should I try to heal first?”
 

 “I’ll focus on the arm,” he answered himself. 

 


Closing his eye, he slid deeper down into the trough of water, took a deep breath, and focused his energy on the need to grow a bone from the stump of the joint that he had remaining. He attempted to stretch out the humerus, seeking to grow the bone down to the elbow first, so that he could then attach tendons and the bicep needed to make the upper arm complete. His energy slid away from the injury in a fashion he couldn’t comprehend or overcome though, despite repeated efforts.
 


With a sigh he gave up the effort, then examined his ribs, and tried to knit them together, finishing the natural healing that had already begun. His powers worked perfectly, strengthening the ribs, and removing the last tenderness he felt.
 

 “I’ll just be a one armed, one legged, one eyed man, I suppose,” he said. “Maybe next year I will be able to journey up to Warm Springs to heal, I won’t be of much value here,” he moaned.
 

 “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Bernadina spoke sharply. “You are alive. You defeated the most malignant thing I have ever known to walk on these lands. You saved the life of your beloved.”
 

 “You’re right, but I’ll never be able to fight another demon in this state,” Alec agreed. “And however this one managed to be conjured forth, I can’t help but fear there will be another sooner or later.”
 

 “Another one of those grendels?” Bernadina asked in horror.
 

 “I know,” Alec agreed. “They are foul, soul-sucking monsters. They changed my life forever. The battles I have fought with them have hollowed me out at times. If God were not with me, I would not have survived.”
 

 “Then pray to your God again, and thank him for your life, and we will find a way to make the best of what you have been given,” Bernadina rose from her chair and came over to cradle Alec’s head against her bosom. “You are a blessing to this princess who loves you Alec. Don’t lose sight of that before you worry about all the other things.”
 


Feeling consoled by Bernadina, Alec closed his eyes and fell swiftly asleep for his last night in the trough of water.
 


The next morning Caitlen arrived bright and early. “Are you ready to return to the palace?” she asked, holding his hand.
 

 “He is ready,” Bernadina confirmed. “There is little more this water can accomplish. He has on-going pain; it is the nature of the wounds he carries. He knows where we live, and he can come to us someday if he wishes to soak in the spring itself.
 

 “As for us, let us depart before you bring others to see him. We want to remain discreet,” she said, holding Baltasar’s hand. Alec rose awkwardly and hugged both of his friends from Warm Springs, wishing them safe travels in the mountains as winter loomed, and watched them leave the shed he had healed in.
 

 “Are you ready to return to a palace of just ordinary people, without your mysterious companions and their inexplicable abilities?” Caitlen asked. “Here, lean on me,” she instructed as he stood balancing on one leg.
 


As Alec tried to place his arm upon her he felt his foot start to slip in the tub. He called upon his Warrior abilities and regained his balance, steadied Caitlen, who he had made wobbly, then sat back down. “Why don’t you go to the palace to grab a robe for me, and ask Rahm to come assist me inside?” he suggested.
 


Caitlen stepped outside and returned several minutes later, both the robe and Rahm secured. After Alec maneuvered to a seat on the edge of his trough, he pulled his robe on, then held onto Rahm as he stood up and began to hop out of the shed and into the garden. Together the trio slowly advanced into the palace, and then down a hallway and into a room where they were greeted with thunderous applause by a crowd.
 

 “The people of the city are glad to know you’re alive, Alec,” Caitlen told him loudly as they stood and listened to the standing ovation he had received. “You’ve become a hero to all of Vincennes for fighting the demon. There’s a new shrine at the gate with prayer slips and gifts and flowers, all devoted to you,” she told him proudly.
 


Alec felt moisture trickle down his cheek, and he rubbed it away. The applause began to soften, and the faces in the crowd looked at Alec expectantly. “Just give them something quick and polite, Alec,” Caitlen urged. “They’ll be happy with a ‘good morning.’”
 

 “My friends,” Alec began a few seconds later. “There are things in life worth fighting for, no matter what the odds. Your Princess is the person in life that I am willing to fight for! She is the woman I will keep fighting for, and I hope you will join me. No matter how frightening the opponent appears, please always be willing to stand up for what you believe is right.
 

 “Thank you for your prayers and your kindness and your friendship,” Alec told them. “I look forward to helping you all someday soon.”
 


The crowd broke into applause again, “thank you, Demonslayer,” someone called out, and Alec gestured to Rahm, who came to assist him out of the room’s back door.
 


They walked silently through the back hallways until they reached the private quarters, and at last Caitlen and Alec were alone in their chambers. “I wanted to surprise you,” Caitlen said, “by showing you how much the people appreciate the battle you fought. They adore you now, you know.”
 

 “Caitlen, I can’t heal these wounds,” Alec said. “They were dealt to me directly by a demon, by the personification of evil.
 

 “You are the reigning sovereign of the nation, and you are a beautiful woman,” he told her. “You shouldn’t have to be married to an ugly wreck of a man like me now.”
 

 “What are you saying, Alec? That you don’t want to marry me?” Caitlen asked. “Did you stop loving me? I haven’t stopped loving you.”
 

 “Yes, of course I still love you,” Alec protested.
 

 “Then of course you’ll marry me,” Caitlen said vehemently. She walked out into the hallway for a moment and then walked back in. “Don’t start feeling sorry for yourself because your fiancée is fat and pregnant!” She walked to the door again and called in a guard.
 

 “Come on,” she urged Alec as the guard came over to him. “Let’s go,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.
 

 “What? Where are we going?” he asked in stunned amazement.
 

 “You’ll see,” Caitlen replied, and led the way to a nearby chamber. A minute later Rahm and Bethany, along with a handful of court officials, entered the room, and shortly after that the three priests from the wedding entered the room. “Tell me now Alec, in front of all these witnesses, do you still love me and will you marry me?”
 

 “Yes, I love you,” Alec protested.
 

 “Then let’s finish our wedding vows right now,” Caitlen interrupted before he could say anything further. “We can have a big public ceremony for everyone else to see later, but we will not let our true wedding be delayed any longer!”
 


The priests shuffled into positions. “I am the priest of commitment,” the man in the center said. “Before me, you must renounce temptation.”
 


Rahm stepped forward to Caitlen. Just do as I do, she sent a message to Alec.
 


Rahm leaned forward and gave the princess a chaste kiss. “Temptation, I turn away from you,” Caitlen said, physically turning to face away from Rahm to look at Alec. “I will remain forever faithful to my husband and consort.”
 


Bethany stepped up on Alec’s right side, and wrapped her arms around his neck, hugging him tightly before she gave him a warm kiss on the lips. “I do love you so much,” she murmured. “I’m glad you and the Princess will take care of each other now; you were meant to be together,” she hugged him again.
 


The priest cleared his throat. “Temptation, I turn away from you,” Alec said, as they gently broke their hug. He turned awkwardly to face Caitlen. “I will remain faithful to Caitlen.”
 

 “The two of you have proven that you have the resolve and compassion and conciliatory hearts, and the strength and dedication, I might add, to sustain a long and successful marriage,” the priest declared. “I therefore declare you woman and husband; long may you live and love.”
 


Alec bent to kiss Caitlen, his eye closed. He tasted the sweet flavor that he knew was her own, and his lips smiled as they pressed against hers. “Let’s go back to the residence to enjoy our marriage,” she said softly.
 

 “I present my consort, Alec, the Crown Protector, Demonslayer and Duke of Valeriane, who shall serve the nation and me well and bountifully during my reign, as he has already done on countless occasions,” Caitlen said to the tiny crowd.
 

 “Let’s go back to the residence now,” Caitlen suggested, and Rahm helped Alec hobble back to the bedroom where the royal consort sprawled on the bed as he and Caitlen were left alone.
 

 “This mattress feels divine,” Alec smiled as Caitlen came to curl up beside him.
 

 “You need to rest and recover,” Caitlen told him. “For today I am going to stay here and pamper you as best I can. Then I want you to focus on regaining your strength, for the next few days while I work with my advisors to make sure we’re prepared for the winter.
 

 “I can’t believe that a year ago at this time I was living blissfully in this palace,” she said. “There was no usurpation, and I had never even met you. It’s remarkable how much can happen in a year.”
 


Alec reflected on the notion that a year ago he had never met Caitlen. “A year ago I had no idea of who I was. All I knew was that I was going to train Bethany to handle a sword and then take her to Black Crag so that she could live in a place where women were treated fairly.”
 


He closed his eyes and began to slumber, and Caitlen carefully removed his robes and tucked him under the covers to rest. He was a hideous sight, with his burns and scars and scabs, and his missing limbs, but she was happy to have him with her again, a permanent part of her life finally, after his happenstance journeys to the far-flung parts of his past and present life.
 


A few days later he was fitted with a peg leg, and he began to wear a patch over his missing eye. In the wintery weather that descended over the city he took to wearing coats and sweaters as everyone else did, and the bulky clothes diminished the appearance of his missing arm as well, so that he was able to move around the palace while gathering little extraordinary attention.
 


He worked out at the armory in the palace, practicing with Bethany and Rahm to learn how to maintain his balance without a right arm and using his peg leg. Without his Warrior abilities he struggled, but when his powers were engaged he was able to maintain his own against any other swordsman, astonishing the regular palace guards, and giving him the opportunity to work with them for long hours. He gave long and intensive instruction to many of the guards, increasing their abilities and their regard for him.
 


Alec seldom left the palace, because he didn’t wish to become an object of pity to the population at large, but he did quietly set up a healer shop near Delphi’s gymnasium, where he regularly went to provide healing services to the people of the neighborhood, and he started a school for healers, passing along his knowledge of thousands of cures and treatments that could be used for illnesses and injuries.
 

 “He isn’t letting his injuries stop him, is he?” Bethany asked Caitlen one winter morning as they walked towards a meeting.
 

 “Not so far,” the princess agreed. “But he hasn’t really come to terms with his injuries yet. Teaching is good for him; it uses his skills and lets him make the guard and the city better. But when the spring time comes and we need to send an army to battle the southern traitors, he is going to feel that he should be leading the way, and it won’t be easy.
 

 “Fortunately, we have something else to keep him preoccupied,” she said with a smile, rubbing her pregnant belly. She had used her Spiritual powers to deliver love and affection abundantly to the baby she carried, the baby she hoped Alec would be entranced by.
 


Alec was pre-occupied by other duties as well, including the hunt for the traitors within Vincennes. The archer who had attacked their wedding had provided names that led to the capture of many plotters against Caitlen and Alec, but the sorcerer or sorceress who had unleashed the demon on them had never been found. That concerned Alec a great deal, as he brooded over the fearful potential of another demon attack, but his probing revealed no clues.
 


He also took charge of monitoring the captives who had come to join the court following his successful, audacious battle against the usurpers’ council in Dana. Alec remembered from his life in the palace in Michian the steps that helped to successfully integrate the guests into the court and developed loyalty; treatment as trusted guests, and activity in abundance. He added all of them to his swordwork training, and took the younger ones out on botanizing expeditions to find rare plants that could be used for medicinal remedies and treatments. He encouraged Caitlen to hold two grand balls in the winter to create more society and social interaction. 

 


As they approached the end of winter time and the days started to grow longer though, Alec did become pre-occupied with Caitlen’s pregnancy, and he helped deliver a healthy baby boy on one cold morning, a boy who immediately became the heir to the throne. Caitlen had already selected the name of her dead brother, Elisan, and called the baby by his name both verbally and mentally, bonding deeply with the child and growing comfortingly maternal.
 


The army was gathering to depart from Vincennes three weeks later on the eve of the spring equinox. Alec watched sorrowfully as the Black Crag forces left the city after their long assignment, on their way back to their homes in Black Crag. Alec had a long farewell dinner with Mulvane, Prind, Cielo, and the other guards who had become “his” squad during the battles in Vincennes. They had remained loyal to him, had even grown more fiercely loyal to him personally following his battle with the demon, and had turned into one of his most useful tools for making the captive noble guests think differently about Caitlen’s ability to rule. The sword work of the female guards from Black Crag surpassed the abilities of the hostages as they arrived, and both challenged and fascinated them to consider the ability of women to do more.
 


Alec’s squad joined their battalion that marched west out of the city two days before the replacement forces from Black Crag joined the army that marched east. And then, with the Black Crag forces gone, the army gone, and Caitlen focused on motherhood, Alec felt alone and empty.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 16 – The Effort to Heal
 

 


 


Three months later, the Spring Carnival was long past, the farm fields were filled with growing crops, and regular reports were being delivered to the palace about the progress of the army. The forces had passed through Witten and Raysing without incident, helped perhaps by the presence at the Vincennes court of hostage from noble families in each city.
 


Outside Cearche there had been waged a heated battle, but Caitlen’s forces had won the battle and control of the city, adding the territory to her domain for the first time in over a year.
 


But then, a week later, in a small hamlet south of Cearche, the Vincennes army had been defeated by an opposing army that relied on a demon.
 

 “Alec, they are a thousand miles away. You aren’t responsible for that battle,” Caitlen had consoled Alec. She saw the strain in his face, and felt the guilt that needlessly hung over him. “Our army will regroup and find a way to cope,” she assured him.
 


Alec felt the falsity of her confidence. “I have to do something,” he insisted. “Is there a ducal palace in Valeriane?” he asked suddenly. “You’ve named me Duke of Valeriane, but I’ve never gone there since to carry out my duties.
 

 “I’d like to go to Valeriane,” he asserted. “It will give me something to do for a few weeks, to distract me from the worries about the battle. It will be good for the local population to know that their princess cares enough to send her consort to meet them.”
 

 “What are you really up to?” Caitlen asked. “No, there’s no ducal palace that’s habitable. There are ruins of the old duke’s castle along the river, near the ford. You’d be better off staying in the fishing cabin you and I visited when we went through the city,” she told him. Two days later he rode in a coach to Valeriane, arriving at the fishing lodge two days more after that.
 


The second day at the lodge, he told his small retinue of servants that he wanted to meditate, then he entered his bedroom, and wasn’t heard from again all day. When one of the guards opened the door to look in upon him, he was gone.
 


Upon entering his room, Alec had lay on his bed and placed his spirit in the energy realm. He had conceived of a way to regain his ability to effectively fight a demon, but it would require him to take dramatic steps with his ingenaire abilities, steps comparable to what he had carried out when he had gained the ability to trans-locate.
 


Alec used first his Healer powers, then shifted to his Warrior powers to balance his spiritual presence in the energy realm so that he was in the axis mundi, the central chamber that bordered all elements of the many facets of energy that existed – light and stone and water and sound and plant and color and travel – the facets that had become houses on Ingenairii Hill as well as those that had never produced an ingenaire. Within the axis mundi Alec carried out a long, laborious search within the odd chamber of the axis, searching for the amulet he had long ago plundered from a crypt in order to enter the axis mundi his first time there.
 


After eventually finding the amulet, Alec called his body to join his spirit in the axis, then took a deep breath. This was the place where he saw Aristotle for the last time, he realized. It was the place he had been trapped in battle with a demon for fifty years. The axis was the place he had won his battle with the demon by sacrificing his body completely; his spirit had risen above the self-destruction his body and the demon had dealt upon each other, leaving him to eventually return to earth in a new body.
 


He had no intention of doing that this time, but he hoped that he would be able to restore his body to wholeness, and give it the strength it needed to fight and conquer a demon on behalf of Vincennes. Dropping the amulet back to the ground, Alec bodily hobbled into the Healer realm, and felt his body become suffused with the energy it contained. He felt an uncontainable vibrancy as the power of the healer domain filled his spirit and his body, and he imagined using the power to treat his missing arm.
 


As he watched, a shadowy spirit image arm appeared, and answered to his mind’s commands to move, to wave, to flex and throw and bend. Focusing on the arm, he called upon the shoulder stump to extend, to grow flesh into the contours of the image. It was trying; he could feel the power straining to project outward, to overcome the deadening barrier that the demon’s evil spirit had cast over the wounded flesh.
 


Please John Mark, please God, let my flesh grow, I pray that you will restore my body so that I can fight the evil that walks again in the land, he prayed.
 


You will do it, Alec, he heard a ghostly rendition of John Mark’s voice reply, and he felt a burst of growth at his shoulder. He sat down on the ground and closed his eye as he focused on the bone and muscle he was extending away from the shoulder. His energy worked to develop the multitude of types of cells needed, and he lost track of time as he slowly spun the energy of the Healer dimension to convert it to the matter he needed to make his flesh whole again. On and on he labored without awareness of the passage of time, slumped down as he slowly rebuilt the arm, slowing even more as he reached the complex assortment of delicate bones in the wrist and hand.
 


When he finished at last he paused. He needed to do much more work, but he needed to rest as well, and he fell asleep in the healers realm, where day and night were not present. He had no idea of how long he slept, but when he awoke he began to work on repairing his injured eye, a delicate healing operation that seemed to take as long as the replacement of his arm had taken. When that was finished, Alec blinked his eyes and stared at his hands, marveling in the simple joy of restored stereoscopic vision again. Upon the completion of his optic work, he started the next major rebuilding project, recreating his leg below his knee. Again the work stretched out for an interminable length of time as Alec recreated the limb and the delicate bones, tendons and muscles that provided power and balance.
 


Last came an effort to try to heal away the scarred scalp and facial tissue he carried; he wanted to look suitable to be the consort of Caitlen, but as the time passed he grew impatient and stopped his work. Whatever was done would be enough, he decided, because there was another important aspect of his healer ability he wanted to focus on.
 


He grasped the Healer energy soundly, and held onto it as he focused on the Warrior image as well. His body began to move towards the Warrior realm and began to try to shed its incompatible ties to the Healer realm. Alec hoped to find a spot where he would be able to use both powers simultaneously, able to fight as a Warrior and to enjoy the benefits of a Healer while battling. The two powers were inimical, and he knew there was little chance to find a way to combine them, but he imagined the potential great benefit he would have if his body could self-heal while he was engaged in battle.
 


Alec hovered between the two realms, feeling both energies painfully grinding and jostling with each other as they both occupied his body, but he could find no location where his hoped-for balancing would work. The two types of energy were so alien to each other that there was no way to allow them to come into contact without enduring pain. He pondered the problem, reluctant to admit that it couldn’t work, because he felt so drawn to the idea of being able to heal injuries even as they occurred.
 


Alec thought about his third power, his Spiritual power. He wondered if he could draw upon it at the same time as he used his other two powers, and rely on the Spiritual energy to act as an insulator between the other two, preventing them from making contact with each other. Alec called upon his third power, and felt his body move within the ingenairii realm as it tried to find the suitable point to receive all three types of energy.
 


And then it reached a point where Alec felt the energies align themselves as he wanted! The pain dropped instantaneously away, while Alec felt able to call upon any of them.
 


Satisfied, Alec dropped the connection to all three powers and found himself again in the axis mundi. He said a prayer of thanks for all that he had been allowed to accomplish; he felt ready to return to the world of Vincennes and then take the long journey to the battle front where he would wage war against the demons. He closed his eyes, and sent himself back to the summer lodge outside Valeriane.
 


The building was empty. It was empty in a way that showed it was shut up, closed and left behind. Alec wondered how long he had been gone from the world. Back in it again, he felt weak and ravenously hungry, but also joyous at the whole body he had again, one that didn’t bear constant pains and aches from the demonic injuries.
 


He laughed ruefully as he strolled over to a mirror and looked at himself. Virtually all of the scarring was gone; he had only failed to heal a thin stripe that began on his cheek and crossed his eye to run up into his scalp. Above that it disappeared into the short hair that was growing back, hair that included a widening streak of bright white bristles beginning where the scar disappeared.
 


That was nothing to complain about, nothing compared to the joy of having a whole arm and leg, and the vision of two eyes to use, not to mention the absence of pain.
 


He opened the door and left the lodge, climbed over the fence and began to run, using his Warrior powers on a low setting. He felt the joy of two legs working in harmony, two arms rhythmically pumping, and he settled into a hypnotically soothing running stride, letting his muscles work while he ran along the roads and highways, passing people and carts and horses, noting the passing of the sun across the disc of the sky and the arrival of clouds as the sun set. He continued to run as a light rain fell, darkness set, and the highway emptied of traffic.
 


Caitlen, I’m back, he sent a mental message. I was in the ingenairii realm healing my body, I’ll be at the Palace at sunrise.
 


Alec? Alec! he heard her respond. You’ve been gone for weeks. I knew you had to be off doing something crazy! I’ll be so glad to see you again. Where are you now?
 


Somewhere between Valeriane and Vincennes, but getting closer all the time, he answered. Are you alright? Is Elisan doing well?
 


We’re well, but we’ve missed you; I’ve even been worried from time to time, knowing what foolish stunts you can be bound to pull just so you can run away from me, she chided him kindly.
 


I’m running to you, not away from you! he laughed. I’ll see you soon, my love.
 


After that he focused simply on running. The light rain was refreshing, helping to rinse away sweat and grime, and he continued to enjoy the simple pleasure of feeling his body operate.
 


Alec entered the precincts of Vincennes late at night and arrived at the palace over an hour later, before sunrise. He had traveled in the rain all night long, and as soon as he reached the palace gates he stripped off his soaking shirt and stood facing the guard. The guard failed to recognize at first that the gaunt man before him was the crippled consort of the princess.
 

 “Who else would have an accent like this?” Alec asked with good humor. “Or who else would know that you have a tendency to raise your forward foot to telegraph when you intend to thrust high with your sword?” he asked, remembering the time he had spent training the guard in the armory.
 


After a flurry of back slaps and abbreviated explanations, Alec entered the palace grounds. He went to the armory and bathed fully, then went to the kitchen and gorged himself. He loaded a tray full of breakfast foods, and wandered through the halls to the royal residential rooms, where his new appearance was marveled at by the guards on night duty, and at last he opened the door to his room with Caitlen, and saw her sitting contentedly in a rocking chair nursing their son. A wide smile broke across his face in reply to the gentle smile and quiet tears of joy on hers, and he knew he was home again.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 17 – Alec in the War Zone
 

 


 


Alec slept in late in the morning, missing Elisan’s next meal, but when he arose he and Caitlen had a long conversation about how life was treating the princess, as she found the challenges of an infant difficult to balance with her life as a ruler.
 

 “How is the war going?” Alec asked at last, after they talked about everything else.
 

 “That’s what all this has been about, hasn’t it?” Caitlen asked. “You’re going to go on a crusade against the demons.”
 

 “I am,” Alec acknowledged.
 

 “We’re losing,” Caitlen admitted. “We can’t stand against a demon, and now our soldiers are afraid they’ll see one at every battle, whether it shows up or not.
 

 “But I don’t want to lose you Alec. You nearly died after the last battle with one of those monsters,” Caitlen said. “Elisan deserves a chance to meet and know his father; I don’t want him to grow up without ever knowing you.”
 

 “If we don’t, if I don’t go out and defeat these demons soon, he may not even get to grow up,” Alec countered. “My own land suffered decades of constant defeat by demons that destroyed our armies. If I hadn’t fought them myself and won, we never would have stood a chance.
 

 “I’d like to leave as soon as possible,” he said as he stood up. “And I’d like to come back to you as soon as possible after the war ends.”
 

 “There’s nothing I can say,” Caitlen sighed fatalistically. “I know you want to go, I know the nation needs for you to go. But I want to ask you to stay for my own selfish reasons.” 

 


Alec was mobbed by scores of guards and members of the palace staff as he and Caitlen strolled through the corridors to a room where an impromptu homecoming was held, after which Alec went out to the plaza in front of the palace gates. Caitlen stood on a high balcony and watched as Alec began offering healing services to any and all members of the public who walked by, until three hours later he ended the session, exhausted from the amount of energy he had used.
 


That night and the next day Alec and Caitlen remained alone, isolated in their rooms, talking only to each other, and emerged sober-eyed the next morning. Alec went to the stables and emerged with three horses, loaded them with supplies, weapons and messages, made his farewells to numerous people, then last of all to Caitlen and Elisan in her arms, and rode out of the gates of the palace.
 


He switched horses often and stopped only if the night weather promised to be bad. He reached the port city of Witten in three days, and rode on to Raysing in another four days. Around Witten he passed the boundary of Caitlen’s strength in sending messages through her Spiritual powers, and thereafter he could only send her messages of his love, without hearing replies. At Raysing he began to catch up with the tail of the army, riding past supply depots and wounded soldiers. He showed the passes he needed to show in order to ride forward towards the front without delay, and within a day he had reached the headquarters, where a long conversation ensued one morning.
 


For the leaders of the Vincennes forces, the reports that the consort of the princess had beaten a demon were preposterous, once they had seen the monsters in battle with their own eyes. And the reports that the consort had lost limbs and nearly lost his life added to the dubiousness of the man who arrived and claimed to be the Demonslayer, restored to health and sent back to do further battle.
 

 “You tell us that you can kill a demon single-handedly?” Field Marshal Stocker, still the leader of the Vincennes forces said in their first long meeting. “That’s impossible. We’d be doing ourselves a favor to send you out there to be the first one slaughtered, just to get rid of your foreign insanity.”
 


After a long verbal battle without resolution, Alec left the tent and went towards the front. He managed to find a Black Crag unit, who had members who knew the members of his own Black Crag squad, and Alec settled in among them, questioning them about the battles they’d been in and the strategies they’d seen.
 

 “Here’s what we have to do next time,” Alec told them his second evening in camp, as they sat near a fire pit. “I will go out to face the demon, and keep it away from an attack on our people. You need to put your best archers in place, and look for people who are dressed all in black, perhaps with a dead body near them.”
 


Alec explained the means by which a demon was called to the world, and how the death of the sorcerer or sorceress would diminish the monster, making it more vulnerable to defeat. The squad of Black Crag soldiers he settled in with were more seasoned than those he had worked with in Vincennes; not only had they seen demons three times in the past month, but they had guarded a score of traders’ caravans that had ridden into the western wilderness, and had fought bandits and opportunistic villagers countless times while protecting the goods the traders carried in either direction.
 

 “They use children, a lot,” explained Adelmo, the squad leader, talking about the caravan bandits.
 

 “Sometimes the kid is the thief and sometimes she’s just a deliberate distraction,” agreed Hector.
 

 “And you really can’t do much to a kid,” added Claudia, “even when you want to wring his neck!”
 

 “I expect we’ll be happy to chase kids after all this is over,” Hector reflected.
 

 “They won’t seem so bad,” Alec agreed.
 

 “The next time we face a demon, we have to stop it,” he emphasized, smacking his palm against his knee. “The opposing army is probably getting lazy now, thinking that they will win every time a demon fights for them.”
 

 “I would,” Adelmo agree.
 

 “So if we show that their greatest weapon can be defeated, they will panic; they’ll be ripe for plucking – I saw it before when I fought the demons of Michian,” Alec told them, leaning in close to the fire and speaking in a lower and lower voice.
 

 “It’s going to take Black Crag to show our army how to fight when the time comes; the field marshal doesn’t understand how to do this,” he continued. “But once the sorcerer is dead and the demon is defeated and Black Crag charges into the front of the rebels, Vincennes’ army will follow us to victory.
 

 “Is the army of Krimshelm here?” Alec asked.
 

 “The rumors say that they will be soon; they’re sailing down the coast, so we don’t know exactly when we’ll see them,” Hector said.
 

 “I want to use them,” Alec muttered as he continued to consider ways to implement his alternative leadership of the army. Major Perry, we’ll need your forces at the front soon. I look forward to seeing you again, Alec sent a message to his former companion, and hoped they would meet in person very soon.
 


The next day Alec approached the field marshal again in hopes of making his case for a battle against the demon, but the marshal and his staff remained obstinately opposed to Alec’s plan. Still convinced of his chances to succeed, Alec returned to the Black Crag contingent, where he spent the afternoon practicing his sword work with a variety of guards.
 


As the practice was winding down into desultory jousting, Alec felt an enormous pain in the back of his head. “They’re doing it! They’re calling a demon,” he shouted. He started to run, then stumbled and fell to his knees in weakness, before he arose and started running towards the front again.
 


Black Crag archers, look for the people in black robes, and aim for them, he sent out a command. He was wearing dark clothes to hide any blood he might shed, so that neither his opponents or supporters would know when he suffered injury. He focused on grasping his three powers, engaging his Spiritual energy first, then his Healer energies, and then last he called upon his Warrior energies. None of them were as strong as they would have been had he only grasped one, but he counted on the Healer power to overcome any injuries that might be inflicted as he fought the demon.
 


Alec thought of Caitlen back at home, perhaps nursing their son peacefully. I love you, he sent a soft message to her.
 


He reached the front line, and saw the nervous Vincennes and Valeriane forces already starting to edge back, ready to retreat when there was no demon in sight. “Stand still! Stand and fight!” Alec shouted at the men. “We can win this battle if you fight!” he shouted again before he turned and faced the front line of the rebellious forces, on the far side of a shallow valley.
 


He felt another staggering psychic blow, and then heard a bellowing, and saw the demon appear on his right. The sorcerer will be near where the demon is now, he told the archers, as he began to run at an angle through the empty plain between the two armies.
 


The demon was coming out into the open as well, not yet paying attention to Alec. Already a part of the Vincennes line was starting to retreat, and Alec knew he had to take action to prevent them from breaking. He leaped into the small brook that ran through the center of the valley, then pulled two knives loose and threw them at the demon to make sure it paid attention to him.
 


The creature knocked both knives down into the ground without suffering harm, and turned to approach Alec rapidly. He pulled both swords out and continued his rush towards the demon wielding the blades with a flourish as the two adversaries collided. The demon swiped at Alec, but each paw that reached towards him was summarily stabbed with a blade that moved with lightning speed and strength. After a prolonged series of jabs that accomplished nothing, the demon paused, then opened its mouth to belch a small flurry of bats at Alec.
 


Alec backpedaled, swinging his blades constantly above his head to protect himself from the small vampires. The demon dove at him, trying to take advantage of his distraction, and swiped a set of claws across his calf as he back-rolled away from the monster. Alec felt pain in his leg, and he landed in a kneeling position, but as he raised his head to find the demon’s location, his leg self-healed. He stood erect and began throwing knives, one from each hand, in a rhythm that the demon easily blocked, until Alec pulled four and aimed them all at its eyes.
 


The third knife penetrated the demon’s defenses, plunging its blade into the right eye socket, and making the monster roar with pain.
 


Alec charged around to his left, seeking to get in the demon’s blind spot. He drew closer to the monster as he sprinted in, then sprang high in the air when he judged the monster could no longer see him. He had drawn both swords, and planned to try to sever the demon’s head as he passed over. As he reached the spot where he could best swing at the demon’s neck, his plans went astray. The demon was overcome with a paroxysm of shaking, then shrank noticeably. Its head and neck were no longer where Alec expected them to be, and his swords vainly sliced through empty air. The archers from Black Crag had done their job.
 


Alec landed in the center of the brook on the far side of the demon, and his feet struck unsteady stones in the bed of the stream. The stone beneath his left foot slid away as he began to push off from it, and Alec dove forward into the stream without meaning to. He rolled to his right, and as he did the demon slammed a clawed fist down in the spot he had vacated.
 


Alec rolled again, then pushed himself upward, but as he rose he struck the belly of the demon, which immediately raked his torso with both hands, tearing into his flesh and ripping his bandoliers away.
 


Alec screamed in pain as he swept his swords around behind him, backwards, so that their blades entered the demon’s flesh on either side, plunging deeply into the monster’s body. It too screamed in pain, and Alec stumbled forward away from it, leaving his swords fixed inside its body.
 


Alec stood away from the demon, standing now on the rebellion’s side of the brook, while the shrunken demon stood on the Vincennes side of the stream. The demon was screaming in pain, futilely pawing at the sword handles that protruded from its ribcage. The audience of soldiers from both armies stood transfixed, standing still to watch the epic battle that was taking place before them. None of the watchers had ever before seen a demon challenged on such equal footing.
 


Alec looked down and saw that his Healer powers were restoring his own body, repairing the many great wounds he had suffered. His bandoliers across his chest were gone, and both his swords were in the demon. The third bandolier of knives that hung low on his hips was his only remaining set of weapons.
 


Alec pulled two daggers free and tossed both of them at the remaining good eye of the distracted demon. Each of them found the spot, and suddenly the demon was totally blind. Alec ran to the monster’s rear, then reached around and plucked each sword from its flesh, eliciting further screams as Alec jumped away to avoid being struck by the demon’s flailing limbs.
 


Alec ran to the side of the monster, and launched himself into the air again. This time his effort to decapitate the wounded demon succeeded, and as he landed, Alec continued to run away from the slumping carcass. He stopped after a hard sprint and looked back at the body of the demon, where small bats were already beginning to rise from the sloughing flesh and fly about in search of victims.
 


Invigorated by the successful defeat of the demon while using his new triple utilization of ingenairii energies, Alec looked at the Vincennes front lines, ready to urge them to charge into battle. To his shock he saw that although the Black Crag portion of the line was advancing, the rest of the forces were in a retreat mode, too conditioned by past appearances of demons to do anything else but flee for their lives, despite the battle he had just shown them. He turned, and on the far side he saw the reverse was happening; the rebellious forces that saw Black Crag coming towards them, in shock from the defeat of the demon they counted on, were beginning to flee, while the rest of the rebel forces, although astonished by the death of the demon, still were being driven forward into the breach created by the retreat of Vincennes and Valeriane.
 


Perry, if you are near the battlefield, we need you desperately, Alec sent a message to the ally he hoped would be approaching soon. He looked at where the demon’s body had burst into flame, and ran around it to pick up his slashed bandoliers. Holding them in his right hand, he ran towards the charge of the rebellious army and began flinging his knives with his left hand, picking off as many officers as he could, until his supply of daggers was quickly depleted. He dodged the rain of arrows that were shot at him, and ran again towards where the Black Crag forces had crossed the plain and were breaching the lines that were falling open for them.
 


Go to their supply depot, Alec issued an order to the Black Crag units. We can destroy their supplies. He caught up with them and reached their leading edge. “We need to tighten up,” he told the men and women around him. “We’re too strung out, and vulnerable. Let our people regain formation, then go after their supplies. Now give me a bow and as many arrows as you can, and I’ll try to protect you from a flanking attack.
 

 “Confiscate as much food and weaponry as you can, then destroy the rest of their supplies. After that, fall back to this position,” he continued to speak out loud. He stood in position as scores of arrows were dumped nearby while the Black Crag battalion marched behind him. 

 


Alec took a kneeling position, and watched the rebel forces that were peeling off from the main force to come to their right to regain control of the area where Black Crag was winning. Alec began firing arrows as fast as he could, trying to mow down as many of the approaching soldiers as possible, to protect the Black Crag forces. There were no more sounds behind him, and Alec realized the last of his guards had made it into the rebels’ camp, where they were hopefully spreading mayhem as they searched for and destroyed the supplies the rebel army needed.
 


The battlefield in front of him was littered with bodies at a distance of nearly a quarter mile, where his arrows were falling in a heavy rain. A few of the rebel soldiers had gotten through the slaughter field and were approaching Alec with swords drawn. “Can I help you with the little ones that slipped through?” a voice asked.
 


Alec twisted his neck for a second to see the speaker. “I know you, don’t I?” Alec asked as he saw a woman’s face that looked familiar.
 

 “I’m Lieutenant Collons. You helped me win a year’s worth of ale in bets at Black Crag,” she identified herself. Alec remembered then; she had been the officer at the gate when he had first arrived at the fortress city in the mountains.
 

 “You pick off as many of those as you can,” Alec agreed with a nod. He suspected that the two of them were not going to be in their position much longer. The rest of Caitlen’s army had clearly folded and retreated; there was nothing but rebel forces in sight, and those forces were now starting to approach his position from three directions, more than he would be able to defend against. “We’ll need to abandon position in a few minutes if our battalion doesn’t come to us first.”
 


Without comment Collons stood next to Alec and began to shoot arrows. Although she didn’t hit many of her targets with a single arrow, she hit some, and made the others more cautious about approaching. Alec’s supply of arrows was finally running low after he had put to good use the generous deposits given to him by the Black Crag soldiers, and his powers were beginning to diminish as well after his use of them in the battle with the demon.
 

 “Collons, we need to go,” Alec said standing up and sweeping the last handful of arrows into his quiver. The approaching armies were too close and numerous to withstand, and Alec let Collons lead the way into the nearly empty camp of the rebel army. Minutes later they saw a pillar of smoke rising in the near distance, and set their course in that direction. As they approached they saw the Black Crag forces, pinned down by an attack from a smaller force of rebels.
 

 “Why are they letting that lot tie them down?” Collons asked, puzzled by the sight.
 

 “I can’t explain, but there’s no reason to let it go on,” Alec said as he pulled his bow off his shoulder and sent a number of arrows flying towards the attacking forces. With six arrows in the air, Alec stopped to watch their results. The first three struck members of the front line of the attackers and dropped them on the spot, but one of the swordsmen who was attacking the Black Crag incursion whirled and used his sword to block the last three.
 

 “Mother of the mountains!” Collons swore. “Did you see that?”
 


The man was either an ingenaire or an Ajax, Alec realized. And he was abandoning the attack on the Black Crag forces to fly towards him and Colons. “Step back behind me,” Alec ordered. He composed himself to use all three of his powers, and then stepped forward and waited for the arrival of the next challenge.
 

 “Who are you?” the man asked as he arrived and began to circle Alec, his footwork sure and competent.
 


Alec sidled sidewise, not wanting to allow the man to have access to Collons.
 

 “Protecting a pet, are you?” the man asked. “I’ll give this one special attention after we have this situation under control. The question remains: who are you, and what are you doing on their side? Have they promised you a hefty pay-off?”
 

 “They are my side. I am one of them. I fight for the princess,” Alec replied in a staccato bark.
 

 “What an accent! Are you the one we’ve heard about? The mighty foreign seducer of the princess! I expected someone a little more imposing,” the other man said, and he struck at Alec with his sword.
 


Alec blocked the thrust at his chest and diverted it to his right, then began his riposte to try to land a counter blow. The man stepped back and sinuously twisted to avoid Alec’s blade.
 

 “What’s your name?” Alec asked as they faced one another again.
 

 “You need to answer my questions first,” the man said.
 

 “I am the consort of Princess Esmere Trelawney, ruler of the Avonollene Empire,” Alec replied.
 


The man gave a mocking bow of acknowledgement. “And I am Availlen, a simple Ajax, fighting to help my friends defend their freedom, in the service of the united races. So were you the reason we never heard back from Abelard and Isial? This all would have been so much easier, less bloody, if they had accomplished their duties and gained control of the princess in the first place.”
 


The man struck again, trying to swing low at Alec’s knees, but the ingenaire blocked the attack, then sprang back as Availlen immediately swung again. Alec continued to circle to stay in front of Collons, and staged an attack of his own, but Availlen blocked it.
 

 “I did fight Abelard and Isial,” Alec acknowledged at last.
 

 “And who did you beat first? Abelard? I always thought he overestimated his abilities,” Availlen said.
 

 “I fought them both at the same time,” Alec replied.
 


There was a flicker of doubt in Availlen’s eyes. “That’s a nice try,” the man replied. “No one can beat two of us at the same time.” He attacked again, driving hard towards Alec with a thrust again, and Alec blocked it and prepared to counter-attack Availlen as he retreated, only to realize in disbelief that the man kept going, pressing past Alec and driving straight towards Collons.
 


The Black Crag officer made an attempt to defend herself, but Availlen knocked her blade from her hand and skewered her with a strong thrust, then skipped away, facing Alec as he did.
 

 “Now that the distraction is out of the way, maybe we can really fight,” Availlen spoke with an indecipherable smile on his face.
 


Alec kept his eyes on Availlen, but knelt by Collons and gently placed his hand on her torso, and let it slide to the location of the injury. The guard had passed out from the violence of the damage done to her body. Alec could sense that a great deal of harm had been done to her internal organs, and he let the stream of healing power he held flow into her body, treating the organs, repairing the arteries, and then mending the muscles.
 


Availlen stood without attacking, watching curiously as Alec squatted motionlessly by the slumped over body.
 

 “What do you think you are doing? Is this some strange mourning practice?” the Ajax asked at last after a short time had passed.
 


In response, Alec stood up, and reached down to help Collons rise as well. “That was an attack with no honor,” Alec told his opponent.
 


Availlen stood silent and stunned, sure that he had dealt a death stroke to the woman who now stood before him. Alec dropped his Healer and Spiritual energies, and concentrated only on using his Warrior powers as he rushed at Availlen and began a prolonged fencing match in which neither side gave quarter. The flicker of the blades continued unabated for minute after minute as Alec pressed his attack, growing wearier as he fought, Availlen easily giving way step by step to avoid being caught at close quarters with Alec.
 

 “Alec!” a voice called from behind him at length, causing Alec to step back from Availlen, so that he could sneak a look at the scene behind him. From the quick glance his peripheral vision saw that Collon had been joined by the rest of the Black Crag unit, who had apparently freed themselves of their entrapment. The rebellious army unit without Availlen had not been able to contain them.
 


Alec’s energies were running low, and he knew he wasn’t going to have an easy time defeating Availlen at this point. “I’m ready to go. Shall we finish this some other time?” he asked with reluctance.
 


Availlen raised the tip of his sword in a salute. “If you can stay away from your precious princess long enough to be part of this campaign, and if the demon-callers don’t get you first, I’m sure we will meet again,” Availlen agreed.
 


Alec stepped back three steps, keeping an eye on his opponent, then watched as the man broke away and ran towards his own small contingent of forces. Relieved, Alec started to jog back to his companions. He looked up at the sky and saw how low the sun had fallen towards the western horizon. The next step to take was uncertain, but at least he would be with a force he trusted to fight.
 

 “How have you fared?” Alec asked as he reached the large contingent. 

 

 “We stuffed our sacks with as much as we could, and torched the rest,” Adelmo reported. “We would have gotten away clean as a bird if that fighter you were with hadn’t come upon us.”
 

 “I don’t think we’ll make it back to our own encampment before sunset,” Alec told them. “We need to prepare to campaign independently to find them. Did you see any horses on the way? If we can raid a stable we’ll be able to send out scouts to be our eyes and ears.”
 

 “There’s a corral off to the right,” one of the troops in the front line spoke up. “It looked full.”
 

 “Take a squad over to get the horses and supplies,” Alec told Collons. “What do you have in the way of injuries?” he asked, and he went to tend to the injured, healing some completely, while only alleviating the pain of others who he didn’t have the energy to heal. Half an hour later they were together again and ready to move. 

 


Together Alec and Collons and a handful of other surviving officers decided to go east, towards the coast line, then turn north to find their way back to the rest of the army they were cut off from. “There is another option,” a squad leader said. “We could go further south and try to occupy Cearche. The rebels have probably left it unguarded, so we could control their supply line from inside the city walls, and you could send ships from their harbor to take messages to the rest of the army.”
 

 “Or we could have Krimshelm’s army land right there and join us,” Alec mused.
 

 “Well what do we do? The sun is setting and we’ve stayed here in the rebel’s camp for too long,” Collons pressed.
 

 “We’ll go to Cearche,” Alec decided. “Let’s head south.”
 


And so their migration began. Alec finally had time and energy to imperfectly heal his own minor wounds from the fight with the demon. They spent the night in a vacant field and marched into the city in the middle of the next day. Perry, if you have access to your ships, come to Cearche. Our Black Crag forces have taken control of the city, he sent a message. Only a few members of the skeleton garrison of the rebel occupants managed to escape, and the city accepted new authorities with aplomb.
 

 “What do we know about these rebels?” Alec asked after they had settled into control of the city, with guards walking on patrols around the city walls and on the street. He was visiting various businesses around the city, offering healing treatments and assuring the residents of their peaceful intentions.
 

 “The leaders come from Birming and Santi,” one shopkeeper told him.
 

 “They use slavery; their officers brought slaves with them to serve them,” another reported, and many local street kids had disappeared during the city’s occupation, presumably taken into slavery.
 

 “They were competitors with the other set of rebels, the junta in the north, but also allies with them on some things, until that group collapsed. They don’t have much shipping of their own, and part of the fleet they did have was destroyed at Krimshelm,” a banker told Alec.
 


A seamstress provided the most insight as she told Alec about the different types of clothes and uniforms she had altered and mended for the occupiers during their control of Cearche. She had mended black robes for a group of customers who were aloof and frightening. She had also served a number of wealthy men who came from the southern cities, the ones who talked to one another a lot as they stood to have their clothes measured, and who had talked about plantations and prices for goods. A third group, one that rarely came, were a few men who seemed ordinary, yet seemed to consider themselves superior to all others, men who came from a small village in the mountains apparently, a village named Valer. And then there were the military leaders, the group that seemed conflicted about their conflict, complaining to each other and debating over rights and wrongs in their campaign.
 


Alec and his makeshift crew of high command members spent the night discussing what to do.
 

 “We don’t have enough men to hold this city when the rebels come back at us,” Collons stated.
 

 “If Alec’s forces from Krimshelm come, we could hold the city,” Adelmo countered.
 

 “But we don’t know when they’ll be here, if ever,” added a third squad leader.
 

 “And if they do come, holding this city alone isn’t enough to change the war,” Alec continued.
 

 “We need to split the rebellion apart. I know the first part of that will be relatively easy: we have to infiltrate their army and kill all the sorcerers. That will take away the demons,” he explained.
 

 “As for the planters, if we had Krimshelm’s army and navy, we could send a few ships to Birming and Santi to take captives and hostages from the families of the leaders of the rebellion, just as we did with the northern rebels,” he said.
 

 “What about the others, the ones that can fight like you?” Adelmo asked.
 

 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted. “We’ll hope there aren’t too many of them, and we’ll deal with them as we find them.”
 

 “That leaves the military leaders, the army that the rebels hold. What do we do to defeat them?” Collons asked.
 

 “I hope that if the demons are gone and the planters are gone, they’ll think about a change of heart. Although I don’t think anyone really likes having sorcerers as allies in the battlefield,” Alec said. “They may feel like we’re doing them a favor by ridding them of the demons, even while we take away a battlefield advantage.”
 

 “I suggest we try to do two things,” Alec spoke up after considerable discussion. “I will go with a small squad to try to destroy the sorcerers and sorceresses. We can go on horseback and return here quickly. Collons, you will stay here and wait for Krimshelm’s forces to arrive. When they do, you’ll send part of the fleet to Santi and part to Birming to find the families of the planter families, and take captives – wives, sons, heirs. Bring them back here as well.
 

 “If the rebels come back in the meantime, put your folks aboard their ships and evacuate to wait offshore,” he proposed.
 

 “And what happens if we go offshore and you return to the city?” Collons asked.
 


I’ll send you a message to arrange a rendezvous, Alec told her mentally, and she grinned at him.
 


For his trip to execute the sorcerers, Alec chose the same small group of guards he had started with two days earlier, with their female members hiding their gender as much as possible. The next morning they took the uniforms from captured soldiers, mounted the horses they had taken from the rebel army, and started north to try to find the rebel army and destroy its source of demons.
 


They stayed on the roads for the first day, and did not locate the army camp, a sad indication that the rebels had been able to move north against the Vincennes army. They spend the night in a wood copse, and then resumed travel the next morning, but didn’t find the army camp until mid-afternoon. They hovered at a distance until sundown, then tied their horses to trees in the copse and infiltrated the spread-out agglomeration of tents, fires, supply depots, and other elements of such an endeavor.
 


In the darkness they were able to stride through the camp without challenge; it was a smaller camp than Alec had expected, making him revise his estimate of the size of the army they faced. “I haven’t even seen a headquarters tent, have you?” Alec asked hours later as they walked back towards the location of their entry into the camp.
 

 “Maybe they have another camp even further ahead,” Adelmo suggested doubtfully.
 


Alec paused to consider that possibility. “Huena, you and Hector go towards the front lines and ask how far it is to the next camp,” he directed. Under observation by their companions, the two went forward for a brief conversation, then returned with a report that there was another camp just a few miles further north. Accordingly, the squad left the camp and went south to retrieve their horses, and spent a few hours sleeping in the small woods their horses were hidden in.
 


By mid-morning the next day they were back in their saddles and circling wide again to head towards the forward base of the rebels’ army. Late in the afternoon they dismounted and left their horses with their two female companions near the base. Alec and the three men walked into the forward camp, and discovered that it was as large as the camp they had left behind, giving them a large area to search across the widespread collection of structures and tents, trees that had been cut down for fire wood, rows of latrines, stables, and other elements of a military force on the move.
 


As the penetrating red light of a particularly lurid sunset gave a garish hue to everything it lit, Alec saw a cluster of black robes milling about outside a tent near the top of a small rise. There was a strong contingent of guards providing security around the tent, and Alec tapped his companions on the shoulder to direct their attention to the target at hand. They split into two groups and separately walked past the tent, each group observing the security around the tent, and the guards’ reaction to their passages.
 

 “They have a lot of security,” Adelmo observed as they got together to discuss. “Either they really want to keep the sorcerers in, or they really want to keep someone else out.”
 

 “Sorcerers aren’t popular,” Alec explained. “They bring demons into the world, which no one is fond of. And they have to perform regular human sacrifices in order to have the power to summon demons. That doesn’t make them popular either.”
 

 “The passage in front of the tent gives a few places for ambushes, if we could drive them out of their tent,” Hector observed.
 

 “I could sneak into the back of the tent, set it on fire, and start killing the sorcerers in the tent,” Alec proposed. “That would drive the sorcerers out, and suck the guards into the tent, then you could spread out to different spots and pick them off with arrows.”
 

 “When would be the best time to do it?” Adelmo asked, his eyes gleaming with excitement.
 

 “Right after the guards change shifts, the new shift will be a little unsettled,” Alec answered. “And when I start something in the tent, all the guards will react too eagerly and charge inside, leaving the outside of the tent unprotected. Let’s stay here and wait to see the shift start to change, and then I’ll go around to the back of the tent and start. That’ll give you all to take positions around the tent entrance.”
 


Everyone agreed to the plan, and settled down in a circle around an untended fire, keeping an eye on the sorcerers tent as the sun set and traffic in the army camp began to decline. A group of eight new guards approached the tent; after a few minutes of mingling, the previous shift of guards trooped away from the tent, as Alec grabbed a burning limb from the fire, left his companions, and circled around among the narrow alleys behind and between tents, his sword drawn in anticipation of any trouble. When he reached the back of the sorcerers’ tent without incident, he struck the glowing branch with his sword, scattering embers across a wide swath of the canvas material.
 


Alec went along the line of embers, fanning and blowing on each to brighten their sparks and encouraging flames to burst. He watched and waited as the small flames flickered timidly in the night, without notice from within, slowly growing larger, then began to grow towards one another.
 


There was a shout, and Alec heard movement inside the tent, immediately opposite where he stood, as the fire at last came to the attention of the sorcerers inside. The canvas began to swing wildly as it was buffeted from within by several people, and holes began to open in the material as the flames fed their appetites. Alec pulled out his other sword, took a breath, then stabbed each blade viciously through the fabric, aiming for the sources of the beating against the tent wall. He slashed with the blades as he pulled them back, and leapt into the tent, into the midst of a collection of black-garbed sorcerers, a few sorceresses, and a pair of the guards assigned to protect them.
 


No one else in the tent was armed or prepared for Alec, and he reminded himself he was fighting against the prospect of demons as he slashed his sword blade around, felling victims rapidly, and successfully drawing the attention of more of the guards from outside the tent. Amidst the smoke and the noise and heat and the leaping flames, the interior of the tent grew horrific. Alec was swinging freely, at things seen and unseen, knowing that there were no friendly forces within the tent, and kept slashing and stabbing until he saw no more black robes, and few guard uniforms left standing.
 


He turned to plunge back out through the flaming, open rear of the tent when he heard a voice moaning in a strange language, one that sounded familiar yet incomprehensible. He stooped low to the ground, dropping below the choking smoke, and saw a small, badly injured sorcerer, moaning and clutching at his chest. With a start, he realized the slight figure was speaking in Alec’s own native language, the language of the Dominion and Michian.
 

 “Oh mother I’m sorry! I’ll miss you always! Let me die, please just let me die,” he was moaning softly. “Oh mother, forgive me.”
 


Without knowing why, perhaps compelled by the inexplicable eruption of his native language, Alec took pity on the young boy, who he guessed was only a teenager; he picked him up, causing the teen to scream in pain, and hauled him out of the back of the tent, carrying him several yards away from the blaze. He cradled the boy as he held him, and let his healing power flow into him, repairing the flesh and ending the pain, while also cleansing the boy’s lungs of the smoke damage.
 

 “Do not fear, little one,” Alec said in his native tongue. “Your wounds are healed. Are you wearing anything beneath those robes?” he asked, wanting to remove the telltale, identifiable black cloth.
 


The boy looked at him in astonishment. “You know our secret language?” he asked in shock.
 

 “I know it well. Can you take off those black robes that tell all the world you are its enemy?” he asked, gently setting the teen on his feet.
 

 “I have a slight cloth, but nothing else,” he stammered.
 

 “Here,” Alec removed his bandoliers so he could give him his shirt. “Take off your robe and wear this with your loin cloth. We’ll get better clothes for you soon.” He turned his back and repositioned his bandoliers across his chest. When he was done he paused for a few seconds, then turned and saw the young sorcerer was ready. “We have to hurry,” he told him, taking him by the hand, and pulling the boy out into the main byway of the camp. He stopped and looked down the road at the scene in front of the sorcerers’ tent, still garishly lit by the blaze within. Bodies were strewn all around the ground in front of and near the tent, while a bucket brigade was forming, trying to stop the fire from spreading.
 

 “We need to meet my team,” Alec told his companion, pulling him away from the site of the massacre. Alec needed to hurry to reach the rendezvous location they had agreed to, and he knew that having a young boy would raise eyebrows. He extended his Spiritual powers outward as they passed nearby tents, and when he sensed an empty tent he pulled the boy inside.
 

 “Here,” he grabbed a pair of pants from the ground. “Put these on; we need to dress you like a man…a boy,” he corrected himself. 

 


Minutes later Alec stifled a laugh as he looked at the forlorn child. It was hard to imagine him as a sorcerer as he stood with too long pants, a mismatched jacket and a hat that came down around his eyebrows. Alec reached over to grab the boy’s hand and pulled him along behind him as he left the tent and started jogging towards the designated meeting place. Three steps later the lad tripped over the pant legs. Confused by his decision to save the child, and frustrated by his stumbling, Alec impulsively turned and swept the boy over his shoulder, then proceeded to continue the journey.
 

 “Where are we going? Can’t you put me down? I think we’re safe from the people who attacked us,” the boy said, causing Alec to realize that he took Alec’s stolen uniform as real, and thought he was a real member of the rebel army.
 

 “You will be safer soon,” Alec told him. “We need to hurry out of camp. Just stay quiet and let me carry you,” he ordered. He needed to buy time to think: he needed to think about how he would explain this to the rest of the squad, his decision to rescue a sorcerer; he needed to think about how he would explain to the boy that Alec was the one who he expected to be rescued from; and he needed to think to understand what he had done, and what the implications would be. It would have been much easier to have just left the boy behind in the tent, but his words, the language of Alec’s own former life, had swept away all rational thought in the wonder of the moment, leaving with his present predicament.
 

 “What’s your name?” Alec asked.
 

 “Bauer,” the boy told him. “What’s your name?”
 

 “I’m called Alec,” he replied.
 


Bauer gave a snicker. “That’s an unlucky name! Didn’t your parents want to have kids?”
 


Alec rounded a corner and saw the rest of his squad waiting around the arms depot they had selected as their meeting place, the last one they had to pass to get out of the camp and back to their horses. “What do you have there?” Adelmo asked.
 

 “No time for questions or answers,” Alec said curtly. “Let’s move out and we can talk once we’re back on horses and riding away.”
 

 “Where are we going?” Bauer asked as Alec lowered him to his feet, a note of suspicion in his voice.
 

 “Questions later. We’re almost to safety,” Alec evaded that question as well. He took the boy by the hand and started to lead the group away, only to have him promptly trip over the unwieldy pant legs. “Here, hop on my back,” Alec turned and hoisted the lad piggyback before he resumed marching.
 

 “How did you heal me back there?” Bauer asked as he walked, his mouth next to Alec’s ear.
 

 “I have the ability to heal with a touch; it’s a gift from God,” Alec explained.
 

 “Which God are you a follower of?” Buaer asked. “That is a great gift to receive.”
 

 “I am a follower of the One God, the Creator, the father of Jesus Christ,” Alec replied.
 

 “Halt!” a commanding voice spoke from behind them. “Stop in your tracks. Who are you and where are you going?”
 

 “You’re the enemy, aren’t you? You are a follower of the old land’s conqueror. Help me!” Bauer spoke in a voice of ascending volume.
 


Alec and the rest of his squad turned to see a squad of equal size just a few yards behind them. Alec gently lowered his passenger to the ground, keeping his right arm awkwardly wrapped behind his back to maintain a firm grasp on the boy. With his left hand he began a rapid series of knife tosses, pulling the daggers from his bandolier to fling at the people who were trying to stop his force. In less than twenty seconds the entire squad that was truly from the rebel army was on the ground, killed or injured by Alec’s tosses.
 

 “Who is he?” Adelmo asked Alec as he swung Bauer around over his shoulder and resumed the journey away from the camp.
 


At the same time, Bauer also questioned Alec, as he squirmed and struggled in his new position. “You’re not human, are you? You’re one of the ingenairii, the ones who our people fought in the ancient times! We never thought we’d be persecuted by your kind again!”
 

 “This is a young sorcerer,” Alec answered Adelmo, not seeing the rolling eyes the rest of the squad exchanged with each other. “He was injured in the melee in the tent, and I took pity on him.”
 

 “Why? What will you do with it now?” Adelmo questioned.
 

 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted. “He spoke in my old language, and I saw him; he called for his mother and I took pity on him.”
 

 “Are you going to kill me?” Bauer asked in his language, ceasing his attempts to escape Alec’s grip.
 

 “I am not going to kill you,” Alec said in the same language, as his mind flipped between the different tongues, not admitting that he didn’t know what he was going to do with the boy.
 

 “You speak his language?” Adelmo asked, stating the obvious.
 


With another mental wrench, Alec switched back to the language of Vincennes. “I do. I’ll question him when we’re safe and we have time, and try to understand the sorcerers better.”
 

 “What is there to understand? They bring demons into the world; who wants to be part of that?” Adelmo pressed Alec.
 

 “Let’s find the horses and get out of here,” Alec replied. The woody copse was not far ahead.
 

 “Here, climb on the horse,” Alec told Bauer when they reached their waiting companions. “I’ll explain later,” he switched languages to tell Claudia and Ofelia. He rode silently in the lead of the squad, Bauer plumped in the saddle in front of him, his arms encircling the scrawny boy, as he tried to analyze what he had done, and what to do next.
 


He had rescued the boy, Bauer, solely because he had spoken the language Alec had grown up with. He was a sorcerer, and Alec would have left him to die in the tent with the others if he hadn’t heard him speak; it was cruel but true. Now that he was responsible for the young boy’s life, he couldn’t let him ever again call a demon forth, but had no idea what he could do to stop him, other than prevent him from making human sacrifices for the time being. He was ignorant about what else he could do to stop the evocation of the evil entities; in all his time living with Jeswyne in Michian, he had never learned anything about the sorcerers – he had only fought them.
 


After brooding for a long time, Alec realized that his captive had fallen asleep, laying back against him. The other members of the squad were undoubtedly tired as well. “Let’s spend the night in there,” Alec suggested to Adelmo as they came upon a empty barn near a crossroads.
 


He awoke Bauer and led him into the barn, suggesting he take a spot in the hayloft that Alec could watch from his guard post by the door. As they unsaddled the horses and tied them in the empty stalls, Claudia lit a lantern and came over to talk to him.
 

 “Why are you shirtless, and who is the boy? How did the raid go?” asked Ofelia, usually the quietest member of the squad, who came over to join him as Claudia arrived.
 

 “The boy is wearing my shirt; he didn’t have one when we started to leave,” Alec began to explain, glancing up to see eyes staring down at him.
 

 “What did you do, go to the nursery to pick up a kid?” Ofelia interrupted.
 

 “No,” Alec took a deep breath, “he was in the sorcerers’ tent; he had on one of their black robes. He is a sorcerer,” he admitted, as all eyes from the rest of the squad turned from him to the boy up in the loft.
 

 “What? You saved one of them and brought him with you?” Claudia practically shrieked.
 

 “I heard him moaning in pain in the tent as we were carrying out our raid. The boy was talking in the same language I used to speak in my homeland. It caught my attention, and I picked him up, healed him, and brought him along,” Alec explained. “I had no plan, no intention. I just heard a voice, and it was like a voice from the past, and I saved him.”
 

 “What are you going to do now?” Hector questioned.
 

 “I’m going to stand watch, while all of you get some sleep,” he replied, with nothing else to add at the moment. “I just told them everyone needs to go to sleep, and that includes you,” Alec looked up at the loft and spoke in the old language. “We’ll start out again tomorrow morning and be safe. Then you and I can talk.”
 

 “And you say you do not plan to kill me?” Bauer spoke for the first time since entering the barn. “You are not saving me for a sacrifice?”
 

 “I will not kill you; we do not carry out human sacrifices,” Alec affirmed. “I don’t know what I will do with you, but I will not harm you or kill you. Now get some sleep.”
 


The boy rolled out of sight, and Alec extinguished the lantern, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness as he engaged his ingenaire abilities as a low level.
 


There was a whispered conversation, one that his acute hearing found perfectly audible.
 

 “What if he calls one of those demons down on us?” Huena prodded Hector. “I don’t think it’s safe to have him around.”
 

 “Trust the Demonslayer,” Hector replied calmly.
 

 “I’m sleeping with one eye open,” Huena answered, but said no more.
 


Alec sat silently and thought more. It was a mistake; he had made a mistake. Now he would have to figure out what to do. He would have to figure the boy out; whether he was a threat, whether he could call a demon. He would have to use his Spiritual energy to try to understand the new member of his squad, and to hopefully expose himself to Bauer in a way that would be positive. The boy was young, and hopefully not completely enmeshed in the most evil practices of the sorcery world.
 


The breathing of the others grew calm and regular, and Alec knew he was the only one awake. He remained awake through the short remainder of the night, and let the others sleep as the sky became gray, then pink. They had about two days ride to get to Cearche, he calculated, and he could spend that time communicating with Bauer during the ride.
 


Alec awoke Adelmo. “I’m going to go gather some breakfast,” he said gently. “I should be back in half an hour. Don’t let him,” he motioned upward to the loft, “go anywhere until I get back.” He took his bandolier of knives and went out into the dawn, crouching through the fields until he saw a wild sow near a brook, rooting among the debris along the stream bank. He tossed three knives and soon had the body hanging from a nearby tree to drain, then he carried it back to the barn, struggling under the weight of his catch.
 


When he returned to the barn, the tension in the building was palpable. Everyone jumped as he entered the doorway behind them, and he saw all eyes were focused on Huena, who held a knife to the throat of a very frightened-looking Bauer. Both had scratches on their arms, and Bauer’s’ shirt was torn at the shoulder, evidence of a scuffle.
 


Huena, drop the knife, he sent a mental message to the soldier. Step away from him. I will deal with him personally; leave this to me, and no harm will come.
 

 “How can I trust you?” Huena replied. “How do I know he hasn’t pulled some trick on you? Maybe he has you leading us all to our deaths right now.”
 

 “I don’t fall for demon tricks; I fight and kill demons,” Alec said aloud. “If you don’t trust me, then you are free to leave us all right now and go out on your own. But I think I deserve your trust.”
 


Huena continued to stare at Alec, his eyes bulging in fear. “I trust you, but I don’t trust these circumstances.”
 


Alec reached out with his Spiritual powers again, and this time he sent not only a message, you can trust me. He will not hurt any of us, but he also sent powerful memories of the demon that had been dragged away from the world by the power of Christ, and thrown back down into Hell. That is the power behind me; that is the power my faith rests on, Alec told Huena. Now, release him to me, he added in a commanding tone. 

 


With that Huena, threw down the knife, and released the boy, then bowed to Alec. “Forgive me, please forgive me. I will trust and follow you forever.”
 


As the soldier spoke Bauer flew away from him, straight to Alec and into his arms, clutching him. “Thank you for saving me,” he whispered. “I know you used some great power to control him.”
 


Alec pulled his hands free and raised them to frame the boy’s face, tilting it up to look at him. “I showed him the truth about the love of my God.” I will show you as well, once we are in the saddle, he added silently. “Now, let’s all have a bite of breakfast,” he said aloud. “Claudia, take the horses out and keep an eye on them while they graze down by the brook. I saw a little pasture down there. The rest of us will start the fire and butcher the hog.”
 


There was a rush of activity as everyone felt released from the tense drama of just moments before, and two hours later they were fed and ready to leave. Alec directed Adelmo to lead, with Claudia bringing up the rear, while he and Bauer rode in the middle. He knew that he would be absorbed for some time to come as he tried to create full, open channels of communications between the two of them.
 


Lean back against me, little one, he gently directed him. This will be painful momentarily, but the pain will pass, and we will be able to fully understand one another. Will you trust me to do this? He questioned. 

 

 “I will trust you. What are you going to do? What will be painful?” he asked.
 

 “I am going to cut your arm deeply, and cut my own as well, then put them together so that your blood will flow in me, and mine will flow in you,” he said. Our minds will speak to one another like this, only ten times more fully.
 

 “Go ahead and do what you want to. I am your captive. I am your slave now,” Bauer said without emotion.
 


No. You are not a slave, Alec firmly corrected him. He took a knife from the bandolier and slit his arm, giving a slight tremor as his did so, then sliced Bauer’s arm, making him cry aloud as Alec twined his fingers in the lad’s and held tight, the two wounds lining up against one another and then he created the familiar flash of healing power that sealed the flesh to flesh, making them a single living body in a sense.
 


He felt Bauer’s blood begin to enter his body, and he felt the horrible taint of evil that was within him start to poison his own system, even though there was something oddly familiar beyond the venomous taint, as though a lovely scent was covered by a foul stench in the garden. Alec felt himself beginning to go into convulsions from the unexpected pain of the contamination, and he realized that the two of them were starting to fall sideways, fall out of the saddle towards the ground.
 

 “What’s wrong?” Bauer said in panic. Alec reached their joined arms together to seize the front of the saddle to keep them upright, and prayed for the pain to pass. He pulled the reins with his free hand, and then leaned forward into the back of Bauer, forcing him to lean into the saddle until Alec could accept the waves of pain within him and still stay in the saddle.
 


Bauer’s blood was pumping more agony into him with every second. There seemed to be no end to the amount of blood the boy had, and every drop carried within it the same foulness that existed in the blood of the demons themselves, as far as he could tell. Alec was vaguely aware of a rider on another horse coming alongside and pushing him upright. There were shouts, and the motion of the horse ceased, but the painful bloody transaction continued. He felt Bauer’s blood urging him to become violent, to unleash destruction, to find someone, anyone to hate, and then to give vent to the hatred through action, even while underneath there was a very faint sense of commonality; Alec wondered for just a second at that similarity, then felt the pain again wash through him.
 

 “Alec, are you alright? What is happening to you two? Are you okay?” someone was grabbing his shoulder, speaking loudly to him.
 

 “Let us be,” Alec tried to say aloud. “We will work this out.”
 


The pain was lightening, dramatically. He felt it dissipating, after an unknown length of time. The horse was walking again, and they were still in the saddle, with a rider, Ofelia, right next to them, protecting them so closely that the horses were bumping one another.
 


Alec opened his eyes. Bauer was unconscious, his head turned to the side as he leaned back against Alec’s chest. He felt his fingers still grasping the boy’s, and raised his hand to see their arms still wearing the grafted connection that was exchanging their blood with every beat of their hearts. He closed his eyes again and focused his Healer powers, slowing the youngster’s heartbeat so that it was synchronized with his, smoothing out the flow of the blood through their bodies.
 


He contemplated the boy’s state. He would have to await his awakening before he could begin the work he contemplated. Whatever their two bodies had felt during the exchange of blood had been unexpected, something shocking and disturbing. He hoped that Bauer’s experience in receiving his blood had been less harrowing than his reception of the demon-tainted blood had turned out to be.
 


He closed his eyes and felt the warm sunshine on his face, and sat in a lazy stupor, as the horse carried them across the fields they were using to find a path around the second rebel camp. His mind wandered idly through his own memories, then his Healer powers began to range through the boy’s body, noting and treating every small or minute ache or blemish he could find – sore muscles, a small boil, a digestive problem with milk – though there was no sign of disturbance from the entry of his blood that had coursed through Bauer’s body.
 


The horse was coming to a stop, he realized. He opened his eyes and saw that they were in the yard of an empty farmhouse, and the others were dismounting. Wake up, Bauer. We need to eat some lunch, he told his passenger. Alec contemplated dismounting from the horse while their arms were joined, and then thought about trying to regain the saddle in unison, and decided against leaving the horse.
 

 “What’s happening?” the boy woke up and asked. He craned his neck around to look at Alec.
 

 “We’ve stopped for lunch. How do you feel?” he asked.
 

 “I’ve never felt better!” the sorcerer answered. “I felt so good when your blood started flowing in my arm I must have passed out. You made me feel so fresh and clean; it’s not like anything I’ve ever felt before. Was it supposed to be that way?
 

 “How did my blood feel to you?” he asked.
 

 “This was different from the other two times I’ve done the blood transfusion,” Alec said cautiously, contemplating the unexpected cleansing he had in advertently accomplished by removing the demonic elements from Bauer’s blood. “I’m glad it was so positive for you. Let’s have a bite to eat, and then I want to start on the real work I have planned for us.” He reached down to accept some food offered by one of the others, and shared it with Bauer.
 


Once the break was over and the squad was on the move again, Alec began the first session. I want to show you what my God is like, and what I’ve seen of the demons, Alec communicated to Bauer. Then I’d like to see what you know about the demons and how they are called forth.
 


Go ahead, Bauer replied silently. Did you hear that? He asked.
 


I did, Alec affirmed.
 


I did it! I spoke to you with my mind! That is wonderful! The boy crowed.
 


Alec wondered if his broadcast of his thoughts was just the coincidence of learning how to do so now, or if the cleansing of the blood had opened up his potential to do so.
 


Now, relax, and let me show you some of the stories of my life, Alec said as he began his testimonial. For his first story, he decided to show his work in healing the Duke of Goldenfields, calling in the priests to chant and pray as he worked through his medicines and efforts. Alec wanted to build a compelling case to demonstrate to Bauer the goodness in life he had witnessed because of God’s love, and the Duke’s healing was the first time he remembered miraculous events caused by faith.
 


He took the boy to his memories of the cave in Bondell where he had first met John Mark’s spirit, and shared his own healing with his sorcerer companion, then moved on to Oyster Bay when he had carried out the ceremony to bind the armies of the Dominion to himself, letting the mysterious spark of energy hone the blades of those who had pledged their loyalty to him. Next he showed the scene when he had healed Rosebay, the lacerta leader who had become his friend during the war between Goldenfields and the lacertii.
 


I heard legends about monsters like that! You were kind to it; you saved it? Bauer interrupted him for the first time.
 


They look different, but they aren’t monsters, Alec replied, and he showed his memory of standing in the court of the lacertii king, biting Rosebay in a ceremony, then kissing her.
 


Then he showed the restoration of his powers in John Mark’s cave, and his subsequent foolish effort to try to heal the body of Christ. That experience had led him into a visit of sorts to Hell, and a subsequent salvation through Christ, all of which he gave to Bauer.
 


That’s something like what they’ve told us it is like where the demoms come from, Bauer admitted.
 


That led to an exploration of Alec’s battles with demons, as he showed the demon who he had carried in battle to John Mark’s cave, the demon that had carried Alec towards its home of disgust and pain and horror until Christ had literally rescued him from Hell. Then Alec showed the battle with three demons when he had saved Jeswyne by relying on his Spiritual powers, broadcast through the stigmata on his hand, with the truth of Christ’s reconciliation, with love triumphing over hatred. The demons had been destroyed by the exposure to the truth.
 


This is the world I have seen in my life, and the God I have known, Alec told Bauer. What do you think about all of this?
 


There was a sense of wonderment in the young boy’s soul. It is like the things they have told me, but everything is seen differently. You’ve fought so many demons, and you’ve won; you’ve beaten them all. Are you the Demonslayer from the old world? How ancient are you?  he responded.
 

 “Alec? Sir?” a voice interrupted them. Alec opened his eyes as he shook his head. The sky above them was growing dark and threatening rain.
 

 “Where are we?” Alec asked, trying to wrench his mind back to the world around him.
 

 “We’re south of the second camp, and east of it. That’s all I know for sure,” Claudia told Alec.
 

 “We need to find shelter,” Claudia said.  “What do you think about visiting a working farm to stay in their barn?  I don’t think we’ll find any other shelter,” she gestured towards a small twinkling light set among gently rolling hills off to the right.
 

 “Let’s head that way,” Alec agreed.  “What can we offer to the farmer as payment?”
 

“We’ve got a bit of money, but not much,” Claudia answered.  She looked at Alec with a hopeful expression, and Alec realized the rest of the squad wanted to finish the day’s ride.

Alec closed his eyes and extended his Spiritual senses, trying to determine whether there was any hint of hostility or dissatisfaction coming from the homestead.  There was clearly life at the home, but no outstanding emotional storms came to his senses as he only weakly perceived the distant farm.

“That sounds satisfactory.  Perhaps by tomorrow Bauer and I will be finished and able to separate, so that I can offer some medical care to anyone there,” Alec decided, sending Claudia to lead the squad towards the barn before the rains came.

“I felt something odd,” Bauer spoke.  “I felt you doing something, looking with your spirit at that house over there.  How do you do that?”

“It is part of the gift I have, the gift I’ve used to share my spirit with you,” Alec answered.  “The real purpose of the energy is to attain the peace of God.  The energy can be used in many ways – to detect truth, to detect emotional turmoil, to enhance the power of prayers and messages.  I’ve use it to allow my spirit to speak to the spirit of others, the way we’ve been doing today.”

Now, I want to understand you better,” he changed the topic.  “I’ve tried to show you as much as possible about my life and experiences.  I want you to trust me and understand me.  I’m going to ask you to do the same for me.”

“Tell me about your life as a sorcerer, and the demons you call,” Alec asked. “I want to understand what you do, and why you do it.”

You disapprove of sorcery. You are ready to judge me; what is the point of this? he asked defensively. I
understand what you see in your own religion; isn’t that enough?


I don’t understand sorcery, but I see the results that are evident to the world – death and evil. Show me why these things are needed; show me where they came from. Perhaps I will understand, Alec told him.
 


Bauer showed him an image of a woman looking down at him, and Alec realized it was the childhood perspective of an adult. “This is our power. This is our legacy. It is what we have from the days when we were powerful in our old country, before the Demonslayer killed our people and destroyed our homes and made us flee,” the woman was telling young Bauer.
 


The woman was handsome in a hardened fashion. Her hair was long and very straight, so blond that it was almost white, and its length accentuated the long face, with its aristocratic nose and deep set blue eyes. “The power we have gives us a connection to powers that no other humans can control. Our sorcery makes us powerful. It protects us from our enemies.”
 

 “But not from the Demonslayer?” the young Bauer asked.
 

 “It could not protect us from the Demonslayer. He had horrible powers of his own, and he used them to wreck everything we had built in Michian, where we made the empire strong and unified,” the teacher said. Alec felt the young child’s adoration for the teacher; he absolutely trusted the woman, would not question anything she said.
 


Who was your teacher? Alec asked.
 


That was my mother. She was the head of our settlement’s sorcerers, Bauer answered.
 


Thank you. Show me more, Alec requested.
 

 “This is the way we make the daily sacrifice,” her mother was telling Bauer and another young girl. They must have been older than before, because the mother’s face was not nearly so far above them. They were standing over a stuffed dummy, clothing filled with straw. “We must harvest the life energy from the sacrifice, so that we have the energy we need to pull the demon from the netherplace into our world, and so that we have the energy to make it obey our commands.
 

 “When you make the sacrifice, do it quickly so that there is no pointless pain or thrashing. A clean death is a virtuous way to meet your sacrifice and to assume their energy,” the blond sorceress explained. “Now,” she held out a wooden knife, “let’s see you practice your stroke.”
 


Did you feel this power increase when you made a sacrifice? Alec asked.
 


I haven’t made an actual sacrifice yet, Bauer said. I’ve just learned all the rules and methods.
 

 “We’re here sir,” a verbal interjection caused Alec to focus his eyes. His horse had been led inside a barn, where the others in the party had dismounted.
 


Bauer, I’m going to separate us so that we can get off the horse and stretch our legs and eat some dinner, but then I want to unite us again tomorrow morning, Alec told his companion. It will hurt for a moment.
 


I’d like to go to a corner for a couple of minutes, Bauer acknowledged. Just then there was a flash of lightening, followed seconds later by the rumble of thunder. Alec’s knife severed the connective tissue, and he immediately applied his Healing power to repair the cut on each of their arms, then treated Bauer’s saddle sore legs as he slid down off the horse.
 


Alec went around the group treating each of the riders for saddle soreness or other aches caused by the long day on horseback. Later they sat around the center of the barn, a circle of hay bales drawn together, illuminated every few seconds by flashes of lightening.
 

 “We made good progress today. Even with the mud we’ll have to ride through tomorrow we’ll be back at Cearche before sunset,” Adelmo told Alec as they each ate their dinner fare. There was little other conversation as the guards felt uneasy about the continued existence of the sorcerer among their number.
 


Adelmo and Claudia took the first two watch shifts, then Ofelia, so that Alec was able to sleep through the night without interruption. After his lack of sleep from the night before he slept soundly, right next to Bauer to assure him of protection and to ward off Huena from any rash actions. When they arose the next morning the sky was still cloudy but the rain had stopped. Alec went to the farm house with Bauer, and offered his healing services to the farmer and his family as a means of thanking them for the use of the barn.
 


The whole squad was soon on horseback again, and Alec re-united his arm and Bauer’s as their companions began to lead them on the road south towards Cearche. There was no pain this time, no cleansing needed when the boy’s blood entered his body.
 


You slept well last night, Bauer told Alec. You started to snore!
 


Alec laughed, pleased that the youngster was feeling com-fortable enough in his company to make such small talk. I feel refreshed, he acknowledged. And tonight we’ll be able to sleep in a real bed, he gladly noted. Now tell me more about the sorcerers and sorceresses that were with the army you were in.
 


Bauer proceeded to talk about the community of black-robed people who had called forth the demons for the rebels’ army. Our whole coven moved to the mainland and joined the army. The other coven from the islands didn’t come with us.
 


Was your mother with you in the army camp? Alec asked, sensing the grief that was just below the surface of the boy’s conscience thoughts.
 


She was killed in the last battle. She called a demon forth, but she was shot with arrows and the demon was defeated, Bauer said. Alec sensed the sudden suspicion in his mind. Did you kill my mother?
 


No, I killed the demon, Alec replied, and felt the boy relax in part while also feeling a sense of grudging respect for his survival of the battle. I have fresh scars across my stomach from the battle.
 


So you are the only surviving sorcerer of your coven? Alec questioned.
 


Except for Limbaw, he agreed.
 


Who is he? Where is he? Alec asked.
 


He went away, Bauer’s mental voice faltered. He was sent to Vincennes to try to kill your queen. He was supposed to release a demon in the palace, to try to kill the leaders there.
 


He tried, Alec replied. He called a demon to come during my wedding to the princess. It was a terrible battle.
 


But you managed to escape, Bauer commented. You are married to the princess? You are a nobleman, out fighting in the war?
 


Yes, I am married to the princess. I didn’t escape the battle with the demon so much as just barely survive, he
corrected. The demon wounded me worse than practically any other battle I’ve had. It took a long time and some special circumstances to heal from the wounds I received there.
 


You
fought that demon too? The boy’s tone sounded astonished. And you won?
 


Alec decided to tell Bauer part of the truth. I am called the Demonslayer now in Vincennes. But as I said, it was a very tough battle. I killed the demon; I don’t know what happened to the sorcerer, Limbaw you called him.
 


He would have been wounded, in shock. The stories about the old days tell that when the old Demonslayer killed demons but left their sorcerers alive, it took several months for the sorcerers to recover to be able to call another demon, Bauer explained. If they were allowed to live; sometimes the emperor ordered their execution for failure.

 


Alec felt a sense of sudden concern. So you think that Limbaw will try to raise another demon in Vincennes?
 


That’s why he went there in the first place. He wouldn’t want to come back and admit failure. And if he knows that you’re gone, and there’s surely no one else there who could fight a demon, is there, why wouldn’t he call forth another demon when he’s able? The boy posed the question.
 

 Alec was engulfed in rising panic. He had felt uneasy about not finding the sorcerer at the time of the demon attack, but when no further attack happened during his convalescence he had persuaded himself there would be no future attack.


You’re scared, Bauer told him. I can feel it.


My wife and child are there, in the palace in Vincennes. They are his target. I have to get back there to find him, or to fight his demon, Alec was trying to keep himself calm. Will you help me?


Help you kill another sorcerer? Help you fight a demon? Bauer asked in astonishment.


If you would, or help me in any other way that you can, Alec replied. Show me what Limbaw looks like.

 The youngster projected the picture of a man with a fleshy face, a receding hairline and jowls defining his features. Are you the Demonslayer from the old world? Have you stayed alive all these years? You didn’t answer my question yesterday after you showed me all those battles with demons.

 Yes, I was the Demonslayer in the wars with Michian. When I was young I lived in the Dominion, and when Michian invaded they used demons as part of their military battle plan. So I fought demons to protect my nation. Then I met the princess Jeswyne, and we fell in love. We were married, so I lived in Michian. I feared the demons, so I attacked the sorcerers and drove them from the empire, just as your stories recollect, he told the boy.

 “How can you be that old, and how can you look so young?” Bauer challenged him aloud. “I may believe you,” his voice emphasized the word ‘may’, “but it is on faith.”
 

 “I have had to re-heal my body after many battles, and that restores it; some battles have destroyed my body so badly I’ve had to start with practically a whole new one – that is part of the story. I don’t really understand it myself, Bauer, but I have lived as long as many lives of ordinary men,” he explained. “I have seen the people I love grow old around me, and I have outlived my friends. It is not a joy to live so long in that sense.”
 


But I am in love with the Princess Esmere. She is my wife, and I must protect her from another attack by a demon. Will you come with me to help identify Limbaw? Alec asked.
 


You make me believe in your God and your values. You have made my body feel more vibrant and clean than I can ever remember. I will help you find Limbaw, Bauer told him after a moment’s hesitation. And then you must tell me what I am supposed to do with the rest of my life.
 


I wish I could help you direct your life. I wish I could tell you that I knew what I will do with the rest of my own life; I am perhaps not the best choice for a mentor, Alec told him with a sad, dry sense of self-deprecation.
 


You seem to live your life always chasing after something, Bauer responded with more insight than a boy his age would typically have. Maybe you don’t think you know what your purpose is, but you seem to have always fought for something. I don’t have anything; if I’m not going to be a sorcerer, what will I do in life?
 


So you do not want to be a sorcerer? Alec asked.
 


No, not now. Not after seeing all that you have shown me, Bauer replied. You might turn out to be a mentor after all.
 


Alec grinned at the back of his head, and Bauer felt the warmth Alec projected. I think I can sever the connection between our arms now, he told the boy. “You’ve learnt as much as I could have possibly hoped to teach you. And you’ve taught me a bit as well.”
 


He pulled out a knife, and Bauer turned his head away. Alec made a quick, precision slice, then covered Bauer’s arm with his hand and sent a burst of healing power into the wound, and quickly followed by healing his own arm as well. 

 


Caitlen, I can no longer hear you, but I hope you can hear me, he sent a message to Vincennes. The sorcerer who unleashed the demon at our wedding may still be alive and want to release another demon. Be careful, keep your bodyguards around you, and always know I’ll love you. I hope to be home in a few weeks.
 


The message wasn’t much, but it was all he could do for now, he thought to himself. His eyes looked around, trying to judge how the journey was going.
 

 “How far do we have to go?” he asked Claudia.
 

 “So you’re back with us?” she asked. “Here to stay?” she followed up when he nodded. “Well, we’re about ready to stop for lunch, and we’ve made respectable time, considering how muddy the roads are. We’ll be back in Cearche before sunset.
 

 “How are you are he getting along?” Claudia nodded her head towards the youth in front of Alec.
 

 “I think very well. He is helpful. I think he’s really a good person,” Alec replied. “The boy was raised in a family of sorcerers, so it’s natural he was being trained to be one. But now I think he sees things differently.”
 

 “What exactly is it that you do when you’re connected like that?” Claudia asked, emboldened by the information Alec had volunteered.
 


In response he nudged his knees to direct his horse next to Claudia’s. He reached a hand out and placed in on her forearm, then engaged his Spiritual powers to let a feeling of God’s love issue forth, his unconditional love and his determination to create a bridge between himself and humanity. Alec allowed his energy to spread throughout her for a long minute.
 

 “That is something like what we can do together,” Alec said. “Mostly we shared memories and thoughts.”
 


I felt what you gave her, Bauer said. It was powerful; I never thought that love could be humbling, but I feel humble to be loved by your God.
 

 “That is remarkable,” Claudia said. “How can you be the same person who fights like a demon, then heals wounds like a miracle worker, and gives peace like a priest?”
 

 “They are all parts of my heritage, and my gifts,” Alec told her. “I’ve been blessed.”
 

 “Lunch break,” Adelmo called from the rear of the squad. They were near a bridge that crossed a small stream, albeit a stream that was currently full to its banks from the rain that had fallen over night. The squad dismounted and shared bread and travel fare from their saddle bags before remounting.
 


The spirits of the squad rose as they knew they were approaching the end of their journey, and they began to banter cheerfully with one another as the afternoon passed, so that all of them were nearly giddy when the saw the walls of Cearche arise on the horizon after they crested a low rise.
 


Connors, we’ll be in the city in half an hour, Alec sent a message. Have a messenger meet us at the gate and bring us to you so we can report. If Perry is here, please let him know I’d like a fast ship to immediately take me back to Vincennes; it’s urgent.
 


When they arrived at the north gate in the city walls Connors was personally waiting for them. “Everyone is well? No injuries?” she asked. “I see you picked up a passenger,” she said with an eye on Bauer.
 

 “We’re all fine. Is Perry here?” Alec asked.
 

 “The Krimshelm fleet is here, and much of it has left again already, heading south to take the hostages you recommended,” the Black Crag officer told him.
 

 “Very good,” Alec said. He followed Connors back to her headquarters, where Major Perry was busily going over reports about repairs underway to the portion of his fleet in the harbor of Cearche.
 

 “I’m glad to see you for a change, instead of just receiving your messages,” Perry said with a smile. “I kept hearing your voice periodically in my head as we were sailing. It was rather unnerving!
 

 “The duchess sends her most heartfelt greetings by the way. She and her son are doing well,” Perry told Alec. “Now, the lieutenant here tells me that you have a desire to leave immediately?”
 

 “I do,” Alec agreed. “I am concerned that Princess Esmere may be in danger. I want to return to Vincennes by the fastest means possible to protect her.”
 

 “Can’t you do whatever you did before, when you could move yourself back and forth from Vincennes to Krimshelm in the blink of an eye?” Perry asked.
 


For a few moments Alec felt regret over the loss of his ability to translocate, a loss he had lamented inside his heart since learning of the potential for a sorcerer to strike again in Vincennes. He had glanced down at his arm to confirm that the mark was still dark and unresponsive. “I no longer have that ability,” he said evenly. “In the course of my recent activities I lost the power to travel like that.”
 

 “Can you lose your other powers?” Perry asked. “Is this something that may be repeated?”
 

 “Possibly, but it doesn’t seem likely,” Alec answered, noticing how intently both Connors and Perry focused on his response. “I expect all my remaining powers will stay intact. Will you have a ship for me?”
 

 “Yes, oh yes; of course we will for you, Alec. If you want to go all the way up to Vincennes I’m going to provide a smaller vessel. It will be able to navigate right up the river. That will save you time by not having to change ships along the way,” Perry assured him. “The unfortunate part is that it will be a bumpy ride out at sea if the little slip of a ship encounters any turbulent weather.”
 

 “If it stays afloat, I’ll accept the choppy seas,” Alec replied. “I’d like to leave as soon as possible, if the both of you think everything else is under control.”
 

 “We now have enough troop strength here to hold the city and the surrounding countryside,” Connors said. “And the ships to take hostages are well on their way to carrying out their duties.”
 


Alec looked at Bauer, who sat quietly nearby. “We are going to go on a ship in a little while, and we will sail all the way to Vincennes. It will take several days,” he warned the boy in his own language. “I’ll take you along with me.”
 


After further instruction and discussion about the conduct of the war around Cearche, Alec and Bauer soon found themselves onboard a sloop, the Krimslock, which they shared with a hearty crew of rowers and sailors and very little space. Alec slung a hammock on the deck for himself and let Bauer have the small cabin, and for several days the two passengers spent their time in language lessons, as Alec ironically tried to teach Bauer the rudiments of the Avonellene language, and also began instruction in swordsmanship, on a very tight and tiny corner of the deck.
 


My pronunciation of this language is poor, Alec told Bauer as they sat and worked on the language, and he tried to invite members of the crew to speak words the teacher and student were working on, so that Bauer might hear a better pronunciation. 

 


Not that one any more, Bauer said to Alec one day after he invited a young sailor to name the days of the week.
 


Saturday’s not such a tough word, Alec reassured him.
 


I wasn’t talking about the word. I meant the sailor. I can sense what he thinks of me; it isn’t comfortable, Bauer answered. I never knew that being able to sense people’s feelings like that would be so disturbing.
 


I haven’t used the power that way very often, Alec replied, but I know it would be disturbing if you had those types of intrusions on your mind while you weren’t actively trying to feel them. He thought unexpectedly of Kinsey, a Spiritual ingenaire who had seemed to develop an uncanny ability to read him in particular. It had actually brought him comfort to know that the girl, one whose heart and spirit he believed were pure and noble, accepted him and followed him during the turbulent time he had been the crown protector.
 


He decided to share that sunny aspect with Bauer. I once knew a Spirit ingenaire who developed a special ability to read my soul in particular, he told the boy as they knelt beside one another on the deck, staying low, behind a rolled up sail in a spot that was temporarily sheltered from the wind. It made me feel good to know that someone as nice as she was could know my moods and still want to be around me.
 


What happened to her? Bauer asked, her attention caught.
 


I wish I knew, Alec said wistfully. I was trapped with a demon for fifty years in the energy realm, and when I came out my friends were old or dead or gone. I never found out what happened to most of them, because the Dominion was losing the war with Michian, and society was all jumbled and torn apart.
 


Bauer kept silent, studying him inscrutably.
 


If you are developing Spiritual powers so well that you can read the moods of others now, you’re making a lot of progress, very rapidly, Alec told her.
 


Would you trade it all? Bauer asked.
 


Trade what? Alec asked in confusion.
 


This life, your life as the Demonslayer – would you trade them to have lived your life with Bethany? The boy clarified.
 


That kind of question is the kind of thing that would drive a man insane if he tried to weigh out all the imponderables and what-if and should-have-beens, Alec answered. I would have gained so much and lost so much personally. I guess the question would be whether God would have had missions go unfulfilled if he hadn’t selected me to carry them out. If he needed me to do those things, it was the fate I had to have.
 


Let’s try some sword work, he suggested, rising to stand, and offering Bauer his hand to pull him up. He needed to shake off such deep questions before he began to brood.
 


A day later they entered the mouth of the Carmen River, and began to sail up the river, pressed forward by a wind that blew from the ocean towards the interior of the land. “We’ll have to anchor for the night soon, when the breeze fades after sunset,” one of the officers came by to tell him. “We’ll either use the sails or the sweeps tomorrow to get moving as early as possible.”
 


Caitlen, can you hear me? We’re entering the river. I hope to be back with you in just a few days, dear. Be careful, Alec broadcast his message.
 


I hear you Alec. I love you, he barely detected Caitlen’s faint response.
 


I barely heard your thought, but I did hear it! I’m glad you are safe. Alec acknowledged her reply.
 


Five days later the Krimslock reached the docks in Vincennes along the river, where Alec and Bauer discovered Caitlen and a host of people from the palace waiting for them to disembark from their small sloop. Alec thanked the officers and the crew of the ship for the safe passage, giving them all a boost of healing power before he walked down the plank to shore and then beyond it to the waiting arms of Caitlen.
 

 “And here is Elisan,” Caitlen told him, taking the baby from a nearby nurse and presenting the growing infant to his father. Alec took the bundle of swaddling into his arms and peered down into the bright eyes that stared up at him.
 

 “Who is this, Alec? Would you like to make an introduction?” Caitlen asked of Bauer, who politely waited at Alec’s elbow.
 

 “This is my protégé, Bauer. He doesn’t speak Avonellene very well yet,” Alec explained. “I’ve been trying to teach him.”
 

 “You’ve been teaching him how to speak? Goodness help us – help him, that he doesn’t end up speaking with your accent,” Bethany said as she jostled forward. Alec handed Elisan back to Caitlen to hug the dark-haired bodyguard, the first friend he had made in the Avonellene Empire, then stepped back and tugged Bauer forward.
 

 “These are my family and friends,” Alec spoke in the old language. “This is my wife the princess, Caitlen, who is ruler of the land,” Alec gestured, and Bauer bent at the waist and knee. “While this is her head bodyguard, Bethany, who I have known from the first day I set foot in this land.” Bauer again bowed.
 

 “That is such a pretty language!” Caitlen said. “That is what it sounds like to speak in your world? Let us hear more!”
 


Alec again made the mental leap between the languages. “She wants to hear us speak in our language; she says it is pretty!” Alec told Bauer. “Tell her something in our language.”
 

 “Your highness, I look forward to serving you and your prince,” Bauer told Caitlen in his own words.
 

 “I’m not actually her prince,” Alec said drily.
 

 “Why not?” Bauer asked in astonishment.
 

 “I wasn’t born of noble blood in this nation,” Alec explained.
 

 “You can fight against demons, you can speak with your soul to your God, and you are married to the princess but you aren’t called a prince? That doesn’t seem fair,” the boy admonished.
 

 “It doesn’t matter to me. As long as I am married to her and she loves me, I’m content. I’ve had titles before. It makes no difference in my life,” Alec answered.
 

 “What are you two talking about?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “Bauer doesn’t think it’s fair that I am not called a prince,” Alec grinned. “I don’t mind the ‘prince’ thing, but I want to make sure no ‘second consort’ has arrived at the palace in my absence.”
 

 “No dear, the reasonable candidates balk at the idea of opposition from a demon-killing, mind-reading rival, and the unreasonable ones aren’t up to snuff so far,” Caitlen told him mildly. “Shall we go back to the palace?”
 


The whole entourage climbed aboard carriages and horses, and soon returned to the palace, where Alec made arrangements for Bauer to be housed with the hostages of the leaders who had been defeated in the standoff at Dana. “This is Bauer, a newcomer to the court, who doesn’t speak the language of Vincennes yet. Please treat him kindly, and help him as much as possible. I’ll be back soon regularly to check on him,” Alec told several of the hostages who were present.
 


They have been well behaved, Caitlen told Alec. We have treated them well, and they have responded in kind. I think they will be good companions for him.
 


Satisfied, Alec returned to the residential suite and spent time with Caitlen and Elisan. Over the next few days, no sign of a demon emerged at the palace, though Alec and Bauer prowled throughout the halls and grounds, and even went out through the streets in the neighborhoods around the palace looking for Limbaw the sorcerer. Alec took Rahm along to introduce him to Bauer as an additional friendly set of eyes that would watch over the young reformed sorcerer when Alec wasn’t available.
 


Alec tutored Bauer in swordsmanship, and took him along as he resumed offering healing services to the members of the public outside of the palace. A week after Alec’s return there was no sign of a demon in Vincennes, but two reports from the southern coast brought news.
 


First came the arrival of a ship load of hostages taken by the Krimshelm forces that had raided the homes of the rebellious planters in the south. Over two dozen wives and older children indignantly landed in Vincennes, and were given quarters in the palace. Bethany’s expanded roster of bodyguards was stretched to its limit as it provided the first line of oversight and care for the new arrivals.
 


The next day Caitlen received a report from Field Marshal Stocker that the southern rebels were no longer winning battles against the Vincennes army. Even before news that the planters had lost their family members to the hostage-taking raids, the Vincennes army had started to win battles again, once there were clearly no more demons available to assist the rebels. Stocker had unkind things to say about the Black Crag forces that Alec had taken to Cearche, concluding that they had been wiped out in battle by the demon and the rebel army.
 

 “It’s such a shame about those Black Crag losses,” Caitlen told Alec as they sat down to lunch together. “But they didn’t know how to fight properly, the way Stocker wanted them to.”
 

 “You mean retreat frantically, the way Stocker wanted them to,” Alec said, rising to take the bait. “Why is he your commanding officer, anyway? There have to be dozens of officers who would be better for you.”
 

 “He is from Valeriane, and he stayed on our side after you dispatched Abelard. Lots of other Valeriane forces threatened to leave, but he stayed and kept a fair number of soldiers on our side,” Caitlen replied. “And he did win battles on this campaign until the demons became part of the equation.”
 


Alec refrained from further dispute.
 

 “So what is the full story of your young protégé, Bauer?” Caitlen asked. Alec had been careful to conceal the fact that the boy had been raised as a sorcerer.
 


Alec took a deep breath. “When those crazy Black Crag forces and I fought through the rebel lines, we ended up going all the way to Cearche. We decided that there were two things we could do to stop the rebels: we could kill the sorcerers who were with the army, calling the demons to fight in battle, and we could go take hostages, to make the planters cease their rebellion. Then a small squad and I went back towards the front,” Alec explained, as Caitlen listened closely. She moved her chair closer to him to better hear his story, told in a low voice.
 

 “Our squad infiltrated the rebel camp. We found the tent where the sorcerers were staying, and we attacked. I went in and started fighting, and as I was ready to leave, the tent was burning, there was flame and heat and smoke, and I suddenly heard a voice speaking in my own language, a child calling his mother,” Alec said.
 

 “I saw the boy on the ground, injured and pitiful, and I head his language, and I just reached down and swooped him up without another thought, and brought him out,” Alec finished.
 

 “What did you plan to do with him?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “There was no plan. I saved him, and I healed him. Then I had this boy, who was my prisoner, and a sorcerer apprentice,” he answered. “So I thought I could at least try to communicate with him, learn about the sorcerers, maybe teach him about God. And he became a good person. We shared blood, the way you and I did,” Alec’s fingers stroked Caitlen’s forearm gently, without revealing the painful agony that Bauer’s tainted blood had delivered, “and traded a lot of information.
 

 “Now he’s here to help me try to find the last sorcerer involved in this war. The one who tried to kill us at our wedding is probably still here in Vincennes, and will probably try to call another demon, unless we can find him first,” Alec finished. “So Bauer and I have been out looking around.”
 

 “Well, that explains why you’ve been out prowling so much,” Caitlen said after Alec’s story concluded. She paused. “And what eventually happens to Bauer?” she asked carefully.
 

 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted. “His heart seems good. He’s being a help to me. He’s learning your language. Bauer never actually called a demon forth; he never killed anyone or made a sacrifice. He learned a lot about their ways, but he was only an apprentice, a child. There are more sorcerers down in the islands who aren’t part of this rebellion, and we may need him someday to help us go confront them to try to wipe sorcery out. I tried once, in Michian.
 

 “I thought I had put an end to it, but I only made it move, and somehow it’s moved all the way to this land now,” Alec said.
 

 “You don’t think it’s your fault these sorcerers are here do you?” Caitlen protested.
 

 “No, not precisely, but there’s no one who has a better chance of putting an end to them than I do,” Alec countered.
 

 “As for Bauer, he has picked up quite a bit of Spiritual ingenaire ability as a result of all our interaction. You should converse with him yourself sometime, to look into his heart,” Alec returned to the origin of the conversation.
 

 “I’ll trust you,” she replied with a smile, and the conversation moved on to the healing activities Alec was offering.
 


The next day another ship with hostages from the southern planters arrived, and the palace was busy providing them all with housing as it rearranged quarters for the previous hostages, and moved some of those who had been there the longest and seemed the most reliable, the hostages from the Dana uprising, out into other parts of the palace.
 


Alec helped set up a tutoring program for the benefit of all the younger hostages, and just a few days later the first messages from the rebel planters started to arrive. They were outraged at the taking of hostages, calling it barbarous. But most of them offered to lay down their arms in return for the return of their family members.
 

 “Accept the peace offer, but tell them the hostages will remain here until a replacement is sent or until you’re satisfied that the planters are going to remain loyal to you and Elisan,” Alec advised. “And keep the hostages here and make your court the kind of place that they want to remain, so that they are loyal to you.”
 


Caitlen protested at first, but her small circle of advisors joined Alec in support of the policy to retain the hostages at the court, and so her messages went forth. On their way out of the city they passed the inbound reports from Marshal Stocker that the rebel army was dissolving, as planters fell away from the core of the rebellion.
 


With victory in sight, the state of mind in the palace relaxed considerably. Alec decided one early autumn day shortly thereafter to take a group of the young hostages on a trip to the countryside. Along with Rahm and Bauer and a few additional guards the group left the palace early one morning to travel on the Krimshelm road into the mountain foothills. Alec wanted to look for plants to add to his pharmaceutical collection he was training healers to use, and the two dozen relatively well-behaved teenage hostages looked forward to the adventure of getting out of the city. And it was on that trip that a demon arose to attack again.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 18 – The Demon Appears
 

 


 


Late in the morning the group was already several miles from the palace; although it was early October with leaves changing colors and trees growing bare, the sun was shining and providing unseasonable warmth. They had left behind the last traces of the outskirts of the city’s sprawl and followed the road as it performed a winding climb up into the foot hills. Alec stopped the group at a stream crossing, and was sending the youths out along the stream banks to look for hydrophilic plants. As he gave them specific instructions, the group gathered around him to listen to his description of the number of leaves and the length of the stem, while a steady stream of regular traffic on the road moved past them.
 


Soon after he dismissed the gatherers to go off in small groups with bags, Alec suddenly felt a disturbing pain in his head. “Oh no,” he said softly to himself. Bauer, do you feel pain? He broadcast a silent message, as he looked along the roadway.
 


There were no evident sorcerers. A smattering of travelers were carrying on normal commerce, leading carts, riding horses, or carrying packs on their backs as they moved along the road. There was no sign of a sacrifice or a black-robed person carrying out the arcane actions needed to call a demon.
 


I have a headache, and I feel uneasy, Bauer responded to Alec.
 


He’s here. Limbaw is calling a demon forth. I don’t see him anywhere yet, Alec answered. We’ll see a demon in the next few minutes.
 

 “Back, everyone come back!” Alec called loudly. “Rahm, we’ll probably going to see a demon any minute now,” Alec told his guard as he pulled his sword from its sheath. “Get all our guests on horseback and ready to evacuate.” As puzzled teens came flocking back to the roadside, Alec stood in the center of the road, his sword held ready. “Send half the kids that way to block traffic from coming,” he motioned. “And do the same in that direction,” he pointed down the other direction, on the road back towards Vincennes.
 


There was a sudden roar behind Alec, and the demon came out of the forest. The hostages who Alec had taken out on a pleasant afternoon jaunt began screaming and panicking, most climbing onto their horses and bolting wildly away from the monster that had appeared.
 


Bauer, find the sorcerer for me, Alec commanded the young former sorcerer. It was the last message he had time to send as the demon singled Alec out as its target and charged towards him.
 


Alec was ill-prepared. He had no bandolier of knives, just his own sword. And fighting in the forest was a different arena than he’d ever been in when fighting a demon; Alec was trying to evaluate whether the trees and obstructions would provide more help for him or the demon more as he backpedaled to draw the demon farther away from those youngsters who had not yet reached their horses or ridden out of danger’s way yet.
 


Without his knives he wouldn’t be able to try to blind the demon, and with only one sword he would be challenged to effectively decapitate it. He needed to find the sorcerer and kill him, Alec concluded. That would diminish the demon and help improve Alec’s odds of survival.
 


The monster was very close now and swiped at Alec as he ducked behind a tree for protection. The tree was effective, at least in the short term; the demon’s claws cut through most of the tree trunk with difficulty, saving Alec, and giving him time to leap around the demon to get behind it. But the trees were a hindrance to Alec in the respect of blocking his highest priority, finding a view of the sorcerer who had to be nearby.
 


He was back in the center of the road, and saw that many of his companions sat astride their horses nearby, watching his battle. As the demon emerged from the trees, Alec stood his ground, uncertain of how to proceed. He was using only his Warrior abilities, pulling the energy from the ingenairii realm at the fullest level he could muster, ready to respond to the least act by the demon.
 


The monster was not given to tiny actions at this point in the battle. It charged directly at Alec and confronted him with a number of efforts to swipe, snap and bite him, keeping Alec constantly using his sword to block attacks while he leapt and ducked rapidly. He managed to avoid harm for several moments, until a claw penetrated his defenses and raked his right arm.
 


In desperation, Alec sought a respite from the attack by running around and away from the demon. He ran to the tree the monster had shredded earlier, and leapt up onto its leaning trunk, ran three steps upward, then jumped again onto the lower branches of a neighboring tree. He was now thirty feet above the ground, and as he turned to look behind him he saw the demon bring down the damaged tree as it tried to emulate Alec and jump on the slanted trunk. Alec climbed higher, and moved over to a different tree, then stopped and looked again.
 


The demon was below him, watching him like a dog looking up at a treed cat. Relieved, Alec used his momentary refuge to switch to his Healer powers, and he treated the painful wounds on his arm. Looking down, Alec watched the demon try to climb another tree, its weight breaking the tree before the monster could rise far off the ground.
 


Alec jumped to another tree, one at the edge of the roadway opening, and glanced up and down the road. He saw the hostages in two clusters at either end of the vicinity of the battleground, and other traffic starting to build up behind them. In the gloom beneath the trees on the far side of the road he could barely register a light-colored blur that he thought might be Bauer.
 


Bauer, have you found the sorcerer? Alec asked, and then grabbed onto the branch above his head as his tree shuddered violently.
 


The demon was deliberately trying to bring down the tree Alec was in. It shuddered again, and began to lean precipitously, causing Alec to scramble to the other side of the tree and leap into its neighbor. He hurried across it and into another tree, then jumped far outward into the open space of the road, landing beyond the middle of the dusty lanes, and sprinted into the forest on the far side. 

 


He had heard no response from Bauer. Concerned, Alec ran towards where he had seen the boy’s white shirt in the woods. He could hear the demon behind, at no great distance, while ahead he saw the same white motionless spot on the ground, and as he approached he saw that it was Bauer, lying on the ground, a bloody stain spreading across his stomach. To his right he saw a motion, presumably the retreating sorcerer who had harmed the young former sorcerer apprentice.
 


Alec stood over Bauer’s body and turned to face the approaching demon, while trying to focus on the delicate maneuver of drawing upon the three streams of ingenairii energy simultaneously – Warrior, Healer, and Spiritual. With the demon’s arrival Alec crouched defensively, appreciating the use of the thick trees around him, which restricted the demon’s ability to quickly shift position around him. Alec’s sword flicked and struck repeatedly as he worked to effectively call upon the Spiritual energy and then the Healer energy, so that he had both received several cuts and scratches from the demon in the course of the skirmish before he had all three powers fully at his call.
 


He nudged Bauer with his foot, and awkwardly directed his Healing energy into the boy’s body. The process of healing through his foot, and the diminished stream of Healing power made the cure for the knife wound a slow process. Just as Alec sensed he was successfully repairing the organs that were wounded by the stab, there was a shout behind the demon, and Alec saw Rahm and two hostages attempting to attack the monster from the rear.
 


The demon whirled with incredible speed to pounce on its new antagonists, and Alec instinctively reacted to attack it from the rear, to draw its attention away from the vulnerable humans who had bravely but foolishly joined the fray. He took two steps to prepare then soared high up to an overhanging tree branch, and swung higher from it to arc up and then come down athwart the back of the demon, landing with his sword pointed downward so that the metal blade drove deep into the neck of the abominable foe. Alec immediately pushed himself away from the demon, leaving his blade buried in its flesh, and landed on the ground with a roll.
 


He came up standing and looked at the tableau before him; the monster was paying no attention to its opponents. The point of Alec’s blade was sticking out from the front of the creature’s neck, and its arms were flailing, trying to reach behind its back to grab the horrible blade.
 

 “Go that way! Find the sorcerer that called the demon and kill him! That’s the best way to defeat it. Hurry!” Alec instructed the three rescuers who had come to help him, and he motioned in the direction the sorcerer had run. Alec watched the three obey him and run in pursuit of the sorcerer, then he ran back to Bauer’s body, where he grabbed the sword from the unconscious boy and faced the demon again.
 


The monster was slumped to the ground, its arms still moving, though with less energy now, and Alec approached it cautiously, wishing again that he had a bandolier of knives to throw at his adversary. He heard a scream in the distance, from the direction Rahm had run, and he felt emboldened to approach the demon now, to try to finish it off as it grew weaker.
 


Suddenly his mind received a powerful message from Caitlen. Alec! he heard her mind call out his name beseechingly, and as he stood distracted momentarily, the demon pressed itself up from the ground and lunged at him, shuddering and shrinking as it did so. Alec raised his sword and brought it down with both hands as he tried to fling himself out of the way of the monster’s thrashing motions, but one set of claws raked his torso as his sword cleaved through the demon’s neck, hacking until it hit the metal of Alec’s first blade.
 


Alec staggered backwards, filled with pain, looked down to see the terrible damage the monster had inflicted on his own body, and heard Caitlen again; Alec, they have me! 

 


He fell to his knees as his left leg collapsed, nearly severed from his body, released his Warrior energy, and called on his Healer energy to try to keep himself alive as he slumped forward and passed out.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 19 – The Ajacii Move
 

 


 


When Alec awoke, he was in the palace, lying on a comfortable bed, with a nurse and a guard and Rahm all present. Rahm was pacing the floor, while the nurse sat calmly and the guard stood at attention.
 

 “You’re lucky to be alive, sir,” the nurse said gently. “Welcome back to the living.”
 

 “Alec! Thank heavens you’re awake,” Rahm said, turning to approach the bed. “We need you badly.”
 


A premonition of horror swept over Alec, as he remembered Caitlen’s frantic cry while he had fought the demon. “Where is the princess?” he asked aloud.
 

 “She’s been seized, taken as a hostage,” Rahm replied.
 

 “Who took her? Where is she?” Alec asked. He tried to sit up, but his balance was strangely altered.
 


The nurse held out a hand to grasp his, helping him steady himself. He knew what had happened, even before he looked down; his left leg was gone, apparently lost in the battle with the demon. His rib cage hurt badly, as did his stomach.
 

 “Who took her?” Alec repeated, holding on to the nurse with a tight grasp that made her wince.
 

 “Three men,” Rahm answered. “They fought like you,” he paused to let it sink in. “They came on the very day you battled the demon, fought their way into the palace, slaughtered several guards, took Princess Esmere and Bethany hostage, and left the palace.
 

 “They left a message for you, Alec,” Rahm told him. “They said that if you survived the fight with the demon, you must disappear forever from the realm, and the Princess would be returned only when they were promised control of the throne.”
 

 “Do you know where they took her?” Alec asked, an old idea already coming back to life in his head.
 

 “They said they are the Ajacii, from their village outside Valeriane,” Rahm answered.
 

 “Abelard,” Alec softly muttered. Caitlen, can you hear me? He sent a message out into the world, but received no answer.
 

 “They mentioned him too,” Rahm confirmed. “They said that if you come to try to find them, the Princess would die in revenge for his death.”
 

 “How long ago was this? How long have I been like this?” Alec motioned towards the severed leg.
 


Alec closed his eyes to think. “Who rules in the absence of the Princess?”
 


Rahm let a long silence pass. “The palace rules,” he said hesitatingly.
 


Alec opened his eyes. “The palace is a very nice building, but it’s just a building. Who is making decisions?”
 

 “For now, there’s a council of us who get together to make decisions. We’ve been waiting for you to awaken to take over. Field Marshal Stocker has left the battlefield and says he’s on his way to assume control,” Rahm replied.
 


Alec released his grip on the silent nurse and lay back down. “I will not forsake my wife,” he said at length. “I will heal myself, and to do that I will have to leave Vincennes. That is all I have to say for now,” he ended cryptically. He shut his eyes, and appeared to fall asleep. Rahm and the nurse looked at one another, then Rahm left the room to see to other duties. Later that day he received a report that Alec’s body had vanished, disappearing right before the eyes of the nurse and guard on duty at the time.
 


Three days later, Alec reappeared in the now empty room where he had been kept; his leg was restored and his body was scarred but fully healed. He went to see his infant son Elisan, who he held quietly for a long time before returning him to his wet-nurse. “He misses his mother,” Alec told her softly, “but he likes you a lot.
 

 “Which way should I go to find Rahm and the ruling council?” he asked a guard outside the nursery.
 

 “They’re in the formal chamber meeting Marshal Stocker, who has entered the city,” the burly guard replied.
 


Alec thanked the guard, asked him to see that additional guards were immediately added to his son’s security, and headed to the armory, where he equipped himself with two swords and two sets of bandoliers, then went to the kitchen and filled a bag with crusty bread suitable for travel rations, and finally made his way to the formal chamber. He entered through a side door, unnoticed, and paused to look around the room. Nearly half the room was filled with soldiers that Stocker had brought in with him, and assorted officials, many whom Alec suspected were from Valeriane.
 


A priest was placing a heavy fur-trimmed robe of rich material upon Stocker’s shoulders. “You are declared the rightful interregnum ruler of Vincennes and her subject territories during the absence of a legitimate heir to the throne,” the priest said loudly, as Stocker stood with a self-satisfied smile on his face.
 

 “I object,” Alec said loudly. “This ceremony is illegal, and without merit or cause.” He pushed his way through the crowded room, receiving many cheers and friendly slaps as he worked between people, and stepped up onto the stage in the front of the room.
 

 “There is no place for an interregnum ruler in Vincennes,” Alec spoke loudly. “There is a rightful monarch, the Princess Esmere, and her rightful heir, the Prince Elisan. As such, I am the regent for the prince in his mother’s absence, and it is my role to serve here, not this man’s,” Alec gestured with an insolent flick of his wrist at Stocker. The room erupted in an uproar.
 

 “I was told you were next to dead after allegedly fighting a demon,” Stocker said. “And that you had crawled away to die after losing, just as you and the Black Crag vermin ran away during battle down near Cearche.”
 

 “Your claims are false and outrageous,” Alec said, a deadly calm settling over him. He engaged and extended his Spiritual powers towards Stocker, and found the man felt equally calm, and equally confident of victory. Such confidence could only have one foundation, Alec now realized, and he was prepared to deal with it.
 

 “I proclaim that as regent, my only goal is to rescue and restore Princess Esmere to the throne. Because you are an Ajacii, an accomplice of the kidnappers of the princess, I proclaim you a traitor to Vincennes. You may leave this city immediately under a promise of safe passage,” Alec warned, “and the consequence if you choose to remain is death in battle.”
 


Stocker allowed the elegant cape to slip off his shoulders and fall heavily to the floor, puddling around his feet as he held out his hand and a junior officer from his corps handed him a sword. “I will fight for the right to serve Vincennes by ruling here,” Stocker said calmly, “if you choose to carry out your bluster. Either you will fight me here, or you must leave this realm forever.”
 


Alec lifted one bandolier off his shoulder, then unbuckled his extra sword, and finally removed his second bandolier of knives, and stripped off his shirt, revealing vivid red scars that ran up and down his wiry frame. 

 

 “Abelard was a good fighter, but not one of our best,” Stocker said. “Now, you’ll face a better fighter,” he warned, and he advanced towards Alec was a sureness and grace that belied the stout and aged appearance. For just a moment Alec had time to recollect Rubicon, his original tutor in the Warrior ingenaire arts, a one-armed man with a jolly appearance that totally belied how deadly the man could be in battle.
 

 “A better one, or the best?” Alec asked, as he shifted to his left, facing towards the deadly silent roomful of observers who were watching the duel on the stage.
 

 “Definitely better, but honestly, not the best,” Stocker answered. “It’s a shame you won’t have a chance to face him,” he said, and he pounced forward, his blade speed startling even to Alec, felt the metal graze his forearm as he blocked the first thrust of the battle. He attempted to riposte, but Stocker’s blade was as quick as his, and the metal clashed ineffectively, though Alec flicked his wrist to deliver a shallow slash to his opponent’s ribs as he pulled his blade back.
 

 “Bravo! You drew some blood,” Stocker acknowledged. “If you can do that so early in this bout it’s no wonder you were able to do away with Abelard.” He still had an easy and confident air about him, and Alec remained cautious, almost worried that the man must have some trick planned to win a battle that didn’t seem predetermined in either combatant’s favor from Alec’s point of view.
 


Alec sprang back on the attack again even as Stocker was finishing his comment, but the Marshall blocked his stab, and Alec stepped backwards, settling for a longer test, as they sparred and parried for the next ten minutes with no changes except their positions while they circled around.
 

 “You’re a cautious one, aren’t you?” Stocker commented. “Not inclined to attack much, I see. Did the demons scare all the fight out of you, leave you too timid to fight like a man?”
 


Alec took the bait and stepped in close to attack, flipping his sword from his left hand to his right as he did, and succeeding in pinking Stocker’s left shoulder with the trick before their blades met and Alec’s sword was knocked downward. He grinned as Stocker looked at his shoulder in astonishment.
 

 “That was talent, I’ll give you that. But it was just the left shoulder, so no harm done,” Stocker said. He began to edge closer to Alec keeping his sword front and center to defend himself as he tried to crowd the lighter ingenaire, and thereby physically muscle him into an indefensible position.
 


Alec decided to backflip away to gain room, a trick that had worked many times before, but as he did, the tip of Stocker’s sword jabbed his lower back, almost reaching a kidney, and Alec landed awkwardly, gasping in pain. The Ajax rushed forward with the momentum of his successful stab, and instinctively Alec resorted to a risky gambit that had served up success for him on prior, less perilous occasions; he swung his blade downward, clashing with Stocker’s without diminishing its momentum, so that the blade penetrated Alec’s thigh, piercing the skin and the flesh and driving so deep into the muscle that the tip appeared to protrude from the back side of the leg.
 


Half the audience broke into cheers, the first collective reaction of the observers in the room during the half hour long combat, and Stocker himself had a triumphant look on his face for a fraction of a second, until Alec twisted his right leg even as he screamed, and Stocker’s blade handle was whipped out of the grasp of his fingers. A moment later, as Stocker realized his danger and started to try to backpedal away, Alec thrust his own blade into the man’s chest, and released his grip.
 


Stocker staggered backwards four steps, then looked down at his chest, and began to lean forward. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but no words came, then he closed his eyes and crumpled to the ground.
 


Alec pulled Stocker’s blade from his leg, released his Warrior energy, and embraced his Healer powers to repair all his wounds, minor and large, before he walked over to Stocker’s dead body, and pulled his own blade from the corpse, and held both blades high over his head. “The Ajax Stocker has been defeated, but the Ajacii remain a threat to the freedom of Vincennes. This was part of their plan – to take over control of Vincennes and to rule the Avonellene Empire. They hold the Princess hostage; but I will go to do battle with them, and set her free!”
 


The source of the cheers in the room flipped to the other half of the audience, as Stocker’s followers were shocked into silence by their discovery of his treachery, while the residents of the palace and the city shouted paeans to the Princess and Alec.
 

 “Silence!” Alec shouted, waving the swords above his head. “All of those in this room who acknowledge that Princess Esmere is the rightful ruler of this nation shall kneel,” he ordered. Two thirds of the room went down immediately, and after several moments, another large segment knelt. A handful of men in a cluster near the front of the room remained defiantly standing however.
 

 “You men, come forward!” Alec ordered. He drew upon his Spiritual powers, letting his energy play over the dozen or more who were glowering at everyone around them. None were filled with the confidence of another Ajax, Alec could tell; they were simply men who were loyal to Stocker, and determined to be strong in their loyalty even when it proved to be misplaced.
 

 “Rahm,” Alec called loudly. “Have the guards take these men and place them in cells for a day or two,” he told the de facto leader of the palace guard. “Keep them in separate cells, but don’t mistreat them. We’ll see if they come around.
 

 “And after that, make sure we have formidable guards at the nursery, then bring all the leadership you feel comfortable trusting to the small conference room,” Alec asked, referring to a meeting room immediately adjacent to the residential wing, suitable for a group of a dozen to meet in.
 


Alec turned his back on Rahm and went to where his discarded weapons were still piled, untouched since he had removed them before battling Stocker. He re-armed himself with the full arsenal as he stood on the dais in front of the mesmerized audience, then waved farewell as he went to the armory and fetched a bow with a full quiver of arrows. He had a plan of action that he had thought about ever since he had awoken after the demon’s attack and learned what was transpiring in Vincennes during his incapacity. 

 


Alec went to the nursery to see Elisan again, holding the sleeping infant and thinking of Caitlen. Alec hadn’t thought of Elisan as a prince when he was born; the child had been simply his child and Caitlen’s, but Caitlen’s kidnapping had forcibly made him face the reality that Elisan was the heir to the throne. He thought of his own long-ago childhood growing up in a orphanage, and he thought of the family he had raised with Jeswyne, Valera, Alec, Natalya, and the rest, children who had grown up in an imperial household. Kids seemed able to grow up under widely varying circumstances and become well-adjusted adults. Alec intended to ensure that Elisan’s youth was a good one, with both parents available and involved.
 


Handing the baby back to the nurse, Alec left to go find the meeting that was waiting for him, and to announce what the next steps would be. “I am going to go rescue the princess,” Alec stated flatly minutes later as he addressed a crowded group that stood up when he arrived at the meeting room. He was touched by the sign of respect.
 

 “Rahm and Mulvane,” he named the Black Crag guard he had worked with in the past, “will be in charge of the palace during my absence. Keep peace in the city and in the land, talk to the Princess’s usual advisors, and wait until I bring the Princess back to resume the throne.”
 

 “Are you going to go alone?” Rahm asked.
 

 “Yes,” Alec said bluntly. “I am the only one who has the ability to fight this battle, and I’ve added some new skills to my fighting capability, so I should be able to surprise the Ajacii when the time to fight comes, if it does.”
 


A clamor of voices asked for details, but Alec declined. “When I return with the Princess and Bethany, I’ll let you know,” he promised. “For now though, the less that’s said, the better.
 

 “Thank you all for your loyalty to the Princess and to your nation. You are going to enjoy great prosperity and peace when she is back on the throne and the nation is unified,” he encouraged them all, then left the room and the palace, and on top of a mare from the palace stables, he left the city to go rescue his wife and friend.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 20 – The Road to Valer
 

 


 


Valeriane was only two days away by horseback. That city was now his immediate destination. Caitlen had named him the putative Duke of the city at one time to honor his early service to her, a decision that now seemed especially ironic. Once inside the city, he planned to ask for directions to find his way to a smaller town somewhere nearby. Valer was a place he had heard Isial, the departed Ajax warrior, once refer to, and his instinct told him that it was the name of the place he would find the Ajacii who had kidnapped Caitlen and Bethany, as well as the place he would find the hostages themselves.
 


He would have to find a guide who could tell him the way to Valer, if such guides existed. He was looking for the home village of the Ajacii; it was not a place he expected to be easy to find. He had found Warm Springs, the home village of the Lokasenna, only because he had been carried there. He would not have found the hidden haven on his own, located as it was far from the roads, nestled in the mountain wilderness.
 


He suspected that though Valer would be challenging to locate, it would still be easier to find than the home of the Lokasenna. The Ajacii seemed to be a supremely confident race, one that was boastful, arrogant and proud. They might be a very small collection of people in numbers, but they fancied themselves as supremely confident and able. They might not shout the name of their village in every corner of the land, but Alec believed they wouldn’t keep its location as secret as the Warm Springs location was.
 


So he rode to Valeriane at a rapid pace, and placed his horse in the shelter of a stable at a nice inn, the Golden Goose where he and Caitlen had once stayed during their escape from Vincennes, then started visiting various taverns, asking for directions to Valer, and watching the reaction of those who heard him. His Spiritual senses were extended, as he sought to detect any evidence of the Ajacii – arrogance, deception, confidence. There were no obvious signs, nor even any subtle signs. And there was always suspicion in the conversations he held, as his peculiar accent revealed that he was not an average person of Vincennes.
 


As the third day of his residence in the Valerian inn began, Alec went down to the stables to tend to his horse, brushing the mare and talking to her gently.
 

 “You know how to tend to an animal,” the morning stable hand said as he passed Alec’s stall with a bucket of oats he was delivering to a stallion in a nearby stall.
 

 “Next to his wife, a good horse is the best friend a man can have out there is the world,” Alec replied cheerfully.
 

 “I’ve seen some wives that would come in second to a good horse!” the groom laughed.
 

 “Does that mean you’ve had a wife or you haven’t?” Alec laughingly replied.
 

 “If we weren’t so close to the kitchen I’d give you one answer, but since we might be overheard, I can only say that I am happily married,” the young man chuckled. “But I do love horses. I wish I could spend more time with them out and about instead of just when they’re cooped up here inside the stable. They don’t really get to be horses here; they’re just possessions.”
 

 “Do you have any free time this afternoon?” Alec asked impulsively, impressed by the man’s passion for the animals. “Would you like to take Leyla out for a ride this afternoon? I have to stay in town today, so she’d enjoy having a chance to stretch her legs – it’d be good for both of you.”
 

 “Really? Are you sure? She’s such a fine-looking animal,” the groomsman said. “I’ll take her in the south, in the foothills on the Valer road. That’s a ride that has some variety, to put her through some paces.”
 


Alec stood stock still, his heartbeat accelerating at the mention of Valer. “You go right ahead and do that,” he agreed. “The saddle and blankets are all right here in the stall with her,” he tried to keep his voice casual, as he received the first clue about the hidden village of Valer.
 

 “Is it a well-travelled road? I might take her out for a ride myself sometime,” Alec spoke casually.
 

 “It’s a well-tended road but it doesn’t carry much traffic,” answered the groom. “That’s why I like it. Just a couple of miles out of town and you feel like no one else is around, although sometimes I get a shiver like I’m being watched,” he made a covert gesture to ward off bad luck.
 

 “Are you sure it’s okay for me to take her for a ride?” he asked earnestly again.
 

 “Without question. As a matter of fact, I won’t be able to see her or ride her for a few days, so I need for you to take her out daily if you can,” Alec insisted. He left the stables, returned to see the innkeeper, paid for his lodging and stable space for several days in advance, and mentioned the arrangement to allow the groom to exercise his horse. Then he went up to his room, picked up all his weapons and the bag of travel bread he had bought for his journey, and prepared to start his trip to Valer.
 


When he had returned to the energy realm to reheal himself after the last demon battle, Alec had decided to try to gain the ability to use another power. He would need something additional if he was going to survive other potential battles with demons, and the Ajacii presumably outnumbered him too greatly to face in direct combat, since he could no longer trans-locate away from difficult situations. That meant he needed an ability to act more stealthily, to try to avoid battle, or to spring a surprise in battle that would improve the odds in his favor.
 


He had entered the Light energy realm, and made himself a Light ingenaire. Then he had taken time to practice two Light skills to the point that he could handle them clumsily, but reliably. He could manage to remove all light from his immediate vicinity when he needed to, creating darkness that he hoped would confuse and baffle opponents. He had also learned to wrap himself in a cloak of invisibility – not always perfectly, but adequate to help him slip past the Ajacii, he hoped. He had tried to focus light like a weapon, the way Shaiss and Alder had done when they had fought in the lacertii wars for Goldenfields, but it was a difficult exercise, one that he didn’t have time to learn.
 


So now he was prepared to attempt to rescue Caitlen and Bethany, relying not only on his Warrior powers, but also hoping that the Light ingenaire abilities would make it possible to succeed in as stealthy and unanticipated a manner as possible. He intended to sneak into the home of the Ajacii, find the captives, and spirit them out unseen. If there was never any engagement in battle, Alec would consider it a victory.
 


He left his room and went down stairs, then out on the street. He selected a spot that let him watch the gateway to the inn’s stable yard, and sat down to wait until he saw the young groom emerge in the saddle of Leyla, and begin to slowly wend her way through the city street crowds, heading in a southerly direction. Alec had no problem keeping up and keeping them in sight as they traveled within the city walls, but once beyond the walls the pace of travel picked up, and the crowds began to thin out, making it harder to avoid detection as they continued south.
 


At last Alec decided he would have to embrace his Light powers for the first time outside the energy realm. He stepped out of sight into a small grove of trees and grasped the power, then rendered himself invisible. He felt his arm sting, and looked down to see a new ingenaire symbol, the bright sun and its vivid rays, the symbol of light ingenairii energy alongside all the other ingenairii marks he carried.
 


Alec returned to the road and began jogging to keep up with the rider, who was now stretching out Leyla, giving her the chance to run. They were pulling far in front of Alec, who at last concluded he would have to shift his energies. He dropped his invisibility, took up his Warrior powers, and began to immediately run at a faster pace. He was far behind, but keeping pace now, passing the few others who were on the road with a speed that startled them. 

 


The road soon grew empty, and Alec knew that if the groom bothered to look backwards for very long he would be easy to spot. But there was no reason for the rider to do anything but watch forward as Leyla’s great strides ate up the road and began to climb the hills that embraced the road as it wandered south away from town. The hills caused the road to twist and turn, so that Alec lost sight of Leyla from time to time, and he put on a burst of speed to reduce the gap between them. 

 


Alec alternated between using his Warrior energy to speed his way along the trail and using his Light energy to avoid detection. By midafternoon the groom decided Leyla had traveled far enough on the road. He pulled the reins back while Alec was in his invisible phase, and turned the horse around, passing Alec and leaving him alone in a matter of minutes. With that, Alec was a few miles south of Valeriane, in the foothills, with mountains looming high immediately before him. He was alone on a well-maintained road.
 


Alec considered his route as he walked along; the mountain path that had led to Jagine and Dana, a known and traveled trade route, had been less than a fifth the width of this road. The work and expense needed to build and maintain a road to such a standard indicated that someone had invested a great deal in the road even though there seemed to be no traffic using it to go anywhere. There were hours to go until sunset, and Alec chose to walk invisibly, using his normal pace, to avoid being seen. He remembered the groom’s casual comment about feeling like he was being watched, and took it as quite possibly true. The inhabitants of Valer probable did keep an eye on the approach to their village; and if they hadn’t in the past, the occupants certainly had reason to now, as they held a sovereign monarch captive.
 


By nightfall Alec was worn from climbing to such an altitude, and he knew he had much further to climb as the road coursed its way up into the mountains. He didn’t know how far the village was set back into the wilderness, but he was committed to following the road to find it. He left the smooth road surface to camp for the night in a small valley below the pathway; he built no fire, and warily slept under a bush to minimize his chance of being spotted from the road, even in the dark.
 


Early in the morning he heard a sound, and used his Warrior abilities to sense that a group of a dozen people were on the road, heading towards Valeriane. The sky was just turning gray, not yet showing color from sunrise. Alec focused on making himself invisible and quietly climbed up to the roadside. He slipped in a small patch of gravel, and froze as the pebbles seemed to clatter down the hillside with dramatic noise, announcing him to the travelers above.
 


The two men in the back of the group, which was just passing him stopped, and turned to look down at Alec’s position, easily separating to take different angles of observation, and placing their hands on their sword hilts. Their reactions were not startling in the way that an engaged Ajax or Warrior ingenaire would have been, but they nonetheless showed training and ability. 

 


The rest of the company halted after several more steps. “What is it Mal?” a voice asked quietly.
 

 “We heard a noise,” the man who was nearest to Alec, less than a dozen yards away, answered. “It feels like there’s someone out here, or they’ve been here.” The other attentive guard crept further to Alec’s left, so that they had ninety degrees in the angle they drew on his position. Even invisible, Alec felt vulnerable; he gently fumbled at his belt, trying to prepare to unleash his sword without making a sound.
 

 “Do you see anything?” the man from the front group asked.
 

 “No,” replied Mal, the man closest to Alec. “But I feel something.”
 

 “We’ll ask the guard post up the road if anyone came by,” the leader replied. “We’re under orders to put this message in the post, so let’s keep moving.”
 


The two guards stood still for a moment more, then stepped back, and reluctantly joined their comrades on the road. Alec remained in the woods without moving for several more minutes, until he finally had to scratch his nose. Tentatively he crept up to the edge of the road and peered cautiously in both directions. No one appeared in sight, and with a sigh of relief Alec stepped up onto the crushed stone surface of the road. There was a flash as the sun rose over the mountains to the east and a ray of early red sunlight glinted off a metal surface far down the road. It was an indication that one of the travelers had stayed behind and kept an eye on the spot of the suspicious sound.
 


With a deep breath, Alec began to jog up the road, longing for the second he would turn a curve and no longer be in sight, if he had been visible. Even as an invisible man he felt exposed by the heightened sense of the Ajacii. He didn’t know how close he was to the village of the Ajacii, but he was nervous already, and knew he would be until he had Caitlen and Bethany someplace safe.
 


Alec jogged carefully, raising his feet high with every step to avoid raising dust clouds by scuffing his feet, walking all day long. He ate as he walked, though he ate very little. He had no appetite. He constantly looked above him, trying to find hidden guard posts to be wary of, and keeping an eye open for places he might have to hide with his companions on the way back out. By the end of the day he had climbed several hundred feet higher into the mountains, though not nearly as high as the road to Black Crag had taken him. 

 


He spent the night in a shallow cave, and started the third day of his journey as soon as sunlight appeared over the eastern mountains. At noon the road crested a ridge, and began a precipitous descent. For the next three hours he set his feet and legs at angles to slow his pace as he invisibly descended into a valley. He had caught sight of a flat river valley bottom that cut a wide canyon in the mountains, and a bridge that spanned the river in a village of many buildings.
 


One of those buildings, he suspected, held his wife and his friend. Even as he descended, Alec tried to evaluate the escape route they would have to take; for now he knew of only this single tortuous path available to leave the village below. Once they got out of the village they would have to climb up the long, grueling mountainside road he was descending now. It would be difficult to climb rapidly, especially for two sets of legs that had probably had little exercise over several days of captivity. The Ajacii would know that they were climbing the road; there was no other exit evident from the village. 

 


They would have to try to make their escape up the mountainside by night, for any traveler on this path was eminently visible to the eyes of the entire village below. Alec’s bubble of invisibility would be limited and unreliable; he had too little practice to be able to make it spread widely and consistently. The three of them would have to huddle close together, and hope that the combination of night time and invisibility would be enough to give them a wide lead in the race out of Valer. And if the rest of his plan worked, the escape would be possible.
 


At the bottom of the trail there were a half dozen houses built along the hill the road descended, houses painted in bright pastel colors that seemed cheerful, incongruous with the expectations Alec had for what would exist here; the Ajacii were a race he had expected to be colorless and without pleasure in such simple things as bright paints. The rest of the village was similar housing, some large buildings that seemed suited for public use or retail activity, and a public square in which a body hung limply from a gibbet.
 


The sun still reached down into the valley bottom as Alec arrived in the village proper, and walked carefully and invisibly among the other people who strolled or walked briskly about their business. He headed to the public buildings, so that he could study them from the outside. He found guards posted at the doors, something he might have expected in a normal city, but that he found pointless in this village. What would be the use of trying to guard a building in a village full of Ajacii, he wondered. Even an Ajax guard would be unable to stop a mob of determined Ajacii citizens.
 


He found a spot against the wall of the front of the building, beneath a window, from which he could observe and listen to all that was happening around him before sunset. He was convinced that Caitlen and Bethany could only be in this village, and he needed to find where they were held; then he would need time to study the prison facilities and operations to find the best way to carry out his rescue.
 


The window he was beneath was an office he realized, when he overheard three men inside talking, discussing their alliance with the sorcerers.
 

 “They failed us,” one voice said in a matter-of-fact tone, evidently repeating something that seemed clear to him. “We expected their monsters, the demons, to fight the battles that would defeat the princess’s armies, and let us be the heroes when we brought them under control. Instead, they’ve all been killed, even the secret one you sent to the palace to assassinate the Princess.”
 

 “You didn’t foresee the impact of this meddling foreigner, did you?” another voice snapped. “If you did, you didn’t tell anyone. We’ve had to make contingencies for contingencies after our contingency plans blew up! That son-of-the-dark-one is still alive and still in the palace. You heard me say he killed Stocker didn’t you? What are we going to do next?”
 

 “There are still the Sleagh Maith. Their emissary arrived today. We can hope that they are ready to rouse themselves from their long slumber and join our plan,” the first voice replied. 

 

 “We still have the princess. She’s still held here, surrounded by a village of Ajacii. We can find a way to win control of the empire. We may need to send a full squad of our best warriors to Vincennes to find him and kill this Alec, but we can do it,” a third voice, a smooth, confident voice spoke. “Abelard started this mess; if he would have married the girl immediately in the first place instead of playing with Isial we would have taken control a long time ago.”
 

 “Maybe the foreigner is going to leave again soon,” the second voice said. “He seems to run out on her every so often. If we wait, we can swoop in and make her obey us the next time he leaves.”
 


Alec felt his anger starting to rise, then heard the third voice reply. “He doesn’t have that power to disappear any longer. We can corner him and kill him.”
 

 “You said the last demon would do that,” the first man’s voice replied disparagingly.
 

 “Don’t,” the third man’s voice lost its smoothness as he spoke through gritted teeth. “Don’t think,” the man said after a pause, as he seemed to collect himself, “that I don’t know that this jumped up foreigner has won every one of the key battles so far. He freed the princess when we had Abelard designated to rescue her, he set her free again and again, he went to the north and won at Krimshelm, he went south and won against the demons. He has gotten the girl pregnant and given her an heir, which we’ll have to deal with.” 

 


Alec choked on his anger as he listened to the cold-hearted plotting. 

 

 “If the Sleagh Maith stick to the plan to join us now, we will have their unique abilities to use, and we can send an ambassador south to find the other coven of sorcerers to join us,” the voice continued.
 

 “We can’t find the Lokasennii, although we know they still are out there. Perhaps we’ll be able to locate them and deal with them at an appropriate time,” another voice chimed in.
 

 “Do you think we could ask the foreigner to join us?” he asked after a pause, his voice betraying his expectations of refusal, as Alec shook his head in astonishment at the futility of such a thought.
 

 “You have to be drunk!” one voice replied
 

 “Maybe he would have in the beginning, but not now,” the other answered. “If we had known what he was, all of this could have been carried out so much more effectively. That is water past the dam; what do we do now?”
 

 “Here is what we can do…”
 


Suddenly there was a noise from above him and he looked up to see a pail of water pouring down from a bucket held out of the second story window. The cold water drenched him and he involuntarily shouted in dismay. He slapped his hand over his mouth, and looked around to see what the reaction was.
 


The guard at the building door was looking directly at him, and another guard’s head stuck out the doorway to look towards him as well. “It came from right there,” the guard said to his associate.
 

 “But there’s no one there,” the second guard objected.
 

 “No, but look at the ground,” the first guard said, and then stopped speaking further as a sly look came over his face.
 


Alec looked down and saw that the bucketful of water had created a large wet puddle on the pavement, except directly below him, where an inexplicable dry spot was in the center of the puddle. Alec looked up at the window and saw three men looking down directly at him, also investigating the shout he had given. He stepped quickly aside several steps, and as he did so the guard at the door snatch up a bow, strung an arrow, and with the speed and ability of an evident Ajax, fired an arrow at the spot Alec had just vacated.
 


The head of the arrow flew through the air and struck the window sill behind Alec’s former location, making the men inside the room look up at the guard, startled by the shot. They disappeared back inside the room, and in half a minute were outside, standing with the guard, talking in low tones.
 

 “See the dry spot,” the guard was saying. “That’s what I shot at.” He stepped down to ground level and walked across to the puddle. “And look at this water that splashed clear out here. This doesn’t make sense, unless it dripped off something.” Alec moved further away, and cursed the housekeeper who had dropped the water on him that raised the suspicions.
 

 “Well, there isn’t anything to see here, so let’s just maintain security and carry on,” one man said. Alec recognized his voice as that of the third man who had spoken in the room, the one who seemed to be a leader. “Are our guests still detained?”
 


The guard looked across the street for a second, then glanced back to the speaker. “Nothing appears amiss. Jankers, go check on the guests,” he directed his fellow guard, and gave him a push to propel him across the road.
 


Jankers crossed the road, and Alec tried to cross the road as well, hoping that he wasn’t leaving a dripping trail of evidence of his movements. He looked down and saw only occasional drops, nothing that would seem to show his movement, and he crowded into the building behind Jankers as the man walked past the guards at its door to enter the front hall.
 


The building appeared to be an office building, not a prison. There was no sound, no stench, on extraordinary security, and no appearance of anything but a typical building where work mostly occurred behind desks or around chairs. Jankers proceeded to walk forward and then left, moving slowly down a set of stairs, with Alec cautiously following. The stairwell grew dark as they went downstairs, and Jankers pulled a lit torch off the wall at a landing as he opened a door and began to descend further below.
 


The second staircase had walls of bare stone, and a damp feel that seem much more in keeping with a dungeon. “Have you got the prisoners down here?” He asked as he stepped onto the floor.
 


A shadowy figure rose from a chair at the far end of a long, dark basement. “Of course I’ve got them. What are you doing bringing a bright light like that down here? Don’t you know you’ll get them all excited? Are you going to take a look at them?” the guard asked in an oily tone of co-conspirators. “Do you reckon they’re getting a little lonely? Ready to take one out, are you?”
 

 “Don’t be an idiot,” Jankers said mildly. He turned and left the basement, taking the torch with him, and leaving Alec’s eyes struggling to adjust to the dark. After several seconds he began to regain his sight, and perceived that there was a spot of dim light, a candle, on the desk where the watchman was returning to his seat. Alec dropped his own invisibility, unneeded in the dark basement, and used his Spiritual power to reach out, seeking to detect who else was in the basement as well. 

 


The watchman’s mind was a simmering mess of random, unpleasant thoughts, and there was another prisoner who seemed to be mostly insane. And then he found Bethany, morose, unhappy over being unable to fight for freedom. His mind jumped from her to Caitlen, and the princess’s mind reacted immediately to the touch of Alec’s examination.
 


Is it you? Are you here in this forsaken place? She called to him spirit-to-spirit.
 


I am here in the basement with you. I love you, he told her. I’ve come to set you and Bethany free.
 


I’m so glad to know you’re alive! Caitlen added in tones of exultation. They told us that a demon would kill you on the day they came and kidnapped us; I laughed and said you had killed up to three demons at once before! They didn’t say anything more after that for a long time.
 


I can’t believe you found us! She rustled about in her cell as she stood up and walked to the door, peering through the tiny opening to try to spot him. Both Alec and the watchman heard the sounds of her movement, so tantalizingly close.
 

 “Get back. Sit down. Otherwise you’ll have visitors coming in to punish you,” the watchman said as he heard Caitlen’s movements.
 


Have they hurt you? Alec asked.
 


No, not so far. Bethany seems to be safe as well. I tried to send her messages to let her know that you’d be coming for us soon, because I knew you would, Caitlen told him. But she can’t project responses to me if she’s getting my messages.
 


We’ll leave this place tonight, in just a few hours, Alec told her. Just wait patiently, my love. I’ll send a message to Bethany.
 


How is Elisan? Caitlen asked.
 


He’s fine, Alec assured her. He misses his mother, and he’s being well-taken care of.
 


Bethany, I am in the basement with you and Caitlen, hiding in the shadows, Alec sent a message to her. This evening we are going to escape from here. Be patient; I’ll let you know when it is time to act.
 


Alec slumped to the ground to consider how he would proceed. This was to be a tricky maneuver on his part as he would need to use large bursts of his ingenaire powers rapidly, then have to sustain more energy for an extended period of time. He would need to rest and recover as soon as they reached the top of the long climb up the mountainside, he foresaw, which would mean several hours tomorrow hidden somewhere, and probably most of their travel thereafter during the night.
 


He could help his cause if he began his plan early, although it increased the chances that he might be caught prematurely. But after thinking about how much energy he would need to use, after having used much already today while traveling invisibly, Alec concluded it was worth the risk. He rose slowly and edged through the dark shadows at the edge of the room to get closer to the jailer, then tossed several pebbles across the room.
 


The jailer looked up into the dark, but his reactions were not those of an Ajax. Alec sighed in thanks for that small favor, and tossed more pebbles.
 

 “Is someone there?” the jailer asked, trying to pierce the shadows with his sight. He rose, and picked up his small lantern, raising it high as he began to walk towards the noises. Alec brought his fist down on the back of the man’s head, knocking him unconscious, and pitching the room into total blackness as the lantern fell and was extinguished.
 


Alec immediately laid hands on him, and threw a powerful blast of Healer energy into the unconscious body. He had never done anything exactly like this before; it didn’t have to be perfect, but it would have to be good enough to buy them hours or more of escape time.
 


Alec, what happened to the light? Caitlen asked him.
 


Are there any other prisoners down here? Alec asked in response.
 


No, no one else besides the insane man. Just the two of us, she replied.
 

 “Caitlen, Bethany, I’ve knocked your jailer unconscious. We’ll wait until his replacement comes, then prepare to leave. Just remain calm and wait in your cell for the time being,” he spoke out loud. “And don’t try to talk to me; I need to focus on something for the moment; I’ll let you out shortly.”
 


His work would be imperfect, but he suspected that the Ajacii would not notice, at least not immediately. He counted on people only seeing what they expected to see, and overlooking obvious imperfections.
 


Alec labored on, satisfied he was doing well enough, until he came to the need to check his work. He sat back momentarily, then caused a ball of light to flare overhead. His work looked satisfactory. There, lying unconscious on the ground in front of him was a copy of Caitlen. He began to remove the man’s uniform, checking to make sure that the body appeared appropriately female. As he looked, he was satisfied that it would pass visual inspection; no one here was going to perform the delicate examination needed to detect the surface gender change Alec had performed.
 

 “What’s that light, Alec?” Bethany asked him softly. “Who’s that on the floor?”
 


He looked up and saw both women’s eyes staring through the small windows in their prison doors. “This is your jailer. He’s unconscious for the moment. I’ve made him look like Caitlen.
 

 “The light is a new talent I have. I don’t handle it well, but I have the powers of a Light ingenaire now. It allows me to manipulate light in many ways, such as drawing energy together to form a light source,” he explained.
 

 “Do either of you know where the keys are kept?”
 

 “He puts them in his shirt pocket,” Caitlen observed. “How do you go out and just gain new powers to do miraculous things?”
 

 “I’ll explain after we do this,” Alec grunted as he felt the man’s shirt, finding a metallic bundle of keys. He tried each key in Caitlen’s door until one fit in and opened it, releasing the princess to tumble outward into Alec’s waiting arms. She was disheveled looking, and unwashed, but Alec noticed none of it as he held her in his arms and kissed her passionately.
 

 “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,” he murmured.
 

 “You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Caitlen assured him.
 

 “This is all touching, but could you stay focused on the matter at hand?” Bethany asked. “I’d like to leave my humble home if you’ll just unlock the door.”
 


Alec grinned at Caitlen, then released her to fumble through the keys to open Bethany’s door. He embraced her as well, then got down to work as both women circled the ball of light that illuminated their space, examining it with wonder.
 

 “Help me drag him – or her – into Caitlen’s cell,” Alec told Bethany.
 

 “That doesn’t look anything like me,” Caitlen protested. “I’m skinnier than that!”
 

 “Yes dear, but I can’t really make him any skinnier than he started out,” Alec winked at Bethany.
 


They carried the unconscious jailer into the cell, then exited and pulled the door shut.
 

 “When the replacement shift comes down we’ll knock him unconscious, and make him look like Bethany,” Alec explained. “Then I will use my Light power to make myself invisible.”
 

 “You can do that?” Bethany asked in astonishment.
 

 “I can bend the light around me, making a kind of bubble that lets me stay invisible,” he answered. “And if each of you stays right next to me, I think you’ll stay invisible too. That should let us escape without detection.”
 

 “And when the next guards come down they’ll think that we’re still in our cells!” Caitlen exclaimed.
 

 “Exactly,” Alec agreed. “At least for a while we’ll go without pursuit. I hope.”
 


He separated himself from the two women and picked up the broken lantern, then placed it on the desk, and focused on directing his ball of light into the lantern. He turned the illumination down until it was similar to the glow the lantern had previously provided. That done, he gave each woman an examination with his Healer powers, treating the minor aches and injuries they had suffered during their captivity.
 


After that they talked, each telling the other what had happened since the day Alec had taken his group of young people out into the country. They spoke in low tones and explained their respective histories until they heard a distant sound.
 

 “Both of you go wait in Bethany’s cell,” Alec instructed them. As they went to their location, Alec sat at the guard desk with a hat pulled low to hide his face and the light in the lantern turned down even lower than usual. Seconds after everyone was in place, the door on the far side of the dungeon hallway squealed open, then clanged shut again.
 

 “Robb, why do you have it so infernally dark down here?” the new guard asked. “Would you turn that lantern up so I can see you?”
 


Don’t look out here; shut your eyes, Alec mentally warned Caitlen and Bethany, as he rose from his seat, then closed his own eyes while he made the light flare up into a virtual miniature sun for three seconds, before turning it down to normal illumination.
 

 “What happened? I can’t see!” the new guard shouted. “Did the lantern explode?” he asked just before Alec reached him and knocked him unconscious. Alec knelt next to him and began to reshape the man’s face, and to darken his hair, making it lengthen slightly. 

 

 “Can we look now?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “Yes. Come on out,” Alec grunted as he began the more challenging part of altering the man’s physique.
 

 “Do you really think I’m that buxom?” Bethany asked minutes later. Alec realized that both women were leaning over his shoulder monitoring his transformation of the jailer. “I’m flattered, sir.”
 


Alec blushed so intensely that Caitlen laughed. “Even the back of your neck is turning red!” she told him.
 

 “Let’s get him into Bethany’s cell,” Alec said brusquely. He and Bethany carried the former jailer into the cell, and removed his uniform from him.
 

 “My legs aren’t that hairy,” Bethany commented in a clinical tone. Alec reached down and made the legs defoliate.
 

 “Princess! You should see how easy it is for him to remove the hair from legs! This man is a keeper,” she said affectionately, patting his back as she passed him.
 

 “You two carry the uniforms,” Alec told the as he went to remove his ball of light from the lantern. “We can dispose of them after we leave town.
 

 “From now on, you have to walk this close to me,” he bumped his body against the back of Caitlen to demonstrate. “I can’t make the invisible space very large, and you have to stay in it.”
 


They reached the door of the prison, ready to walk up the stairs. “Alec, of course I trust you, but would you make yourself invisible, just so we can see how it works?” Caitlen asked. 

 


Alec turned and looked at her over his shoulder, understanding her nervousness. He stepped away from her and cloaked himself in invisibility, then circled around behind them, and reappeared.
 

 “You startled me! That really works,” Caitlen commented, her heart racing from the sudden appearance. “I’m ready to go,” she looked at Bethany, who nodded as Alec retook his place in front of them and established his invisibility.
 

 “Alright, we’re going, and it’s going to be slow for a long time. Don’t talk unless it’s a matter of life or death,” he warned. “I love you both,” he added for good measure, then extinguished the ball of light that had hung above them, and slowly opened the heavy wooden stairwell door.
 


The door creaked, and he opened it only an inch at a time, then stepped up onto the first step. Is it okay if we talk like this? Bethany asked in the recesses of his mind.
 


I forgot we could do that, Alec replied to both of them sheepishly, provoking gales of silent, nervous laughter.
 


He continued up to the next step, then the next. Close the door behind us, slowly, he told Bethany on his right side. Once he heard the door close he resumed the methodical step-by-step ascent in the darkness to the door that was closed at the top of the staircase. He listened intently, then dropped his Light powers to use his Spiritual powers, sensing any person in the stairwell beyond. Finding the stairwell empty, he resumed the use of his Light power, and began to press the doorway open. A crack of light appeared, evidence that a torch still burned at the landing, and making Alec nervous until they had begun to ascend from the landing and closed the door behind them.
 


When they reached the top of the staircase, Alec turned right in the main hallway, and faced the front of the building. No one else was present in the building, and the window above the front door was dark with the night sky. Continuing to shuffle carefully, Alec went to a front window and looked out, to where he could see two guards in front of the building across the street, the building where he had been drenched in dirty water hours ago.
 


If he opened the front door, the two guards would surely notice. That meant they would have to find the back door or some other undetectable way to leave the building. Alec silently informed his two shadows of the change in plan, and he began to lead the way to the back of the house, where a kitchen had a doorway that seemed to be unobserved as it gave access to a very narrow alleyway. Alec spread his Spiritual powers out wide, but found no one in the near vicinity of the doorway, so he slowly opened it, then took his tiny entourage out onto the back steps.
 


Once the door was closed behind them, they stepped down into the dark alleyway. Alec stopped after ten yards as he heard a soft splash. It was me, sorry, Caitlen apologized. They resumed moving without further comment, and then turned right at the first opportunity, emerging into the virtually empty main street of the village.
 


We’ll pick up the pace slightly, Alec warned the girls as they began to move down the nearly empty road. Whenever another person drew near, Alec would freeze in place until they were past, and then resume the journey to freedom.
 


By the time they reached the turn in the road, leading to the start of the long climb up the canyon side, Alec estimated they had spent an hour traveling over a distance he would have normally walked in five minutes’ time. The whole of the ascent up the mountainside was before them, and he worried about their stamina.
 


We won’t let you down, he heard Caitlen softly encourage him.
 


I know you won’t, he replied with a mental smile. And he began to lead them up the hillside. Two hours later they had risen several hundred feet above the village, and the quarter moon was setting beyond the mountains.
 

 “We’ll stop here,” Alec spoke aloud, and he released his use of the Light power, then squatted down to rest. “Here,” he said after two minutes, “let me treat your legs,” and he applied his Healing power to both girls’ legs as well as his own.
 

 “Since we’re above the village, for now I’m not going to cloak us in invisibility. I’ll cast a dim light on the road in front of us so we can see where we’re going. It’ll help me save my strength for later,” he told them, and a dim patch of light appeared beside them, and began to move up the roadway as Alec stood to resume the journey. 

 


Alec, do you have any food? Caitlen asked an hour later. We haven’t had anything to eat since breakfast, and it wasn’t good.
 


I’m sorry, Alec said contritely. He gave each of them a roll and a piece of sausage he had brought on the trip, though they continued to walk for another hour. He stopped and soothed their legs again, thinking of the times he had climbed the stairs of John Mark’s Cave with Rief and Bethany, refreshing their legs as well after hours of climbing the steps in the darkness.
 


After another two hours Alec could tell they all were struggling with the climb and the lack of rest. He called a break, gave both the women doses of refreshing Healing energy, and doused his light on the road surface; he needed the break from the constant use of his energy, as he found it harder and harder to maintain his contact with the energy realm. The only sound was the noise of the wind blowing through the trees and rock formations around them. The sky to the east seemed to Alec’s eye to be showing the beginning of dawn breaking.
 

 “I wanted to be at the top of the canyon by dawn,” Alec explained, “so that we could find a place to hide and rest during the day. We’ll have two or three days of travel to get to Valeriane after that.” He stood and led them on the way again, once again traveling slowly as he resumed using his power of invisibility to shield them from detection.
 


Two hours later, with bright sunlight shining on the weary group, they mounted the crest of the first ridge and began walking back to Valeriane. Minutes later, Alec saw a small glen beside the road, and he cautiously edged the girls into it with him, wincing as he saw bushes sway from their passage, until they were several yards off the road and screened by heavy foliage.
 


We will rest here, Alec told them silently. I am going to take the first watch and maintain the invisibility cloak around us, while you two sleep. When my watch is over and I go to sleep, we’ll be visible, so I want the two of you to be alert to anyone who passes.
 


They both fell asleep without argument, and Alec sat complacently, listening for the sounds of men passing on the nearby road. The sun continued to rise, and Alec’s expectations grew. Shortly after what he judged was noon, he heard the hasty approach of two men from the direction of Valer. Alec gently eased himself away from the sleeping girls, and crawled out to the side of the road. The men were in a hurry, not paying much attention to the roadside, and Alec guessed that they were messengers sent out to spread the alarm to the sentries that the prisoners had escaped. It was not an alarm Alec wanted raised, so his arms released a number of daggers that silently toppled the two men.
 


Alec lifted their bodies and carried them deep into the woods, then used tree branches to hide the evidence of their footprints for several hundred feet along the road.
 


He wouldn’t sleep himself today, he wearily decided as he rousted Caitlen and Bethany. We need to go, he told them silently. They already are sending out the alarm that you escaped.
 


The two woke up, slightly refreshed from a few hours of sleep. Alec gave them each some bread from his dwindling supply, turned himself invisible, and led them out onto the road surface again. He gave each of them branches and told them to wipe away any footprints they left behind, then set them moving at a plodding rate. That evening, shortly before sunset, they reached another roadside wooded area where Alec decided they could pull aside to rest. They had not seen anyone else on the road during the day, but no sooner had they left the road than they froze as a squad of four men strode past them headed towards Valeriane.
 


Alec watched closely, and after they passed he exchanged his Light ingenaire powers for his Spiritual powers to monitor the Ajacii, but he only detected them confidently striding towards Valer, unaware of any troubles.
 

 “Bethany, you take the first watch, and wake me immediately if you see or hear anyone, or even if you feel jumpy,” he commanded. “Caitlen, you take the second watch, and use your Spirit powers to try to feel anyone else who might be passing on the road. Wake me for the third watch,” he said, and within minutes he was soundly asleep, worn out by the long, continual use of his powers.
 


Caitlen awoke him, seemingly just moments later. “It’s your shift dear. I love you so much,” she told him softly as she kissed him tenderly, then rolled a blanket around herself and fell asleep.
 


Alec blinked sleepily and sat upright, then yawned before he extended his Spiritual energy outward, searching for anyone who might be approaching. The road was clear for now. Yet four hours later, as he prepared to awaken his two companions, the road was no longer empty; it grew dangerously full as a quartet of men coming from Valer met a squad that was returning. 

 


He engaged his invisibility, and crept nearer the road.
 

 “What brings you up from the valley, Reaver?” asked one of the larger squad.
 

 “Haven’t you heard? Our prisoners escaped,” the man from Valer replied.
 

 “Seriously, why are you out here? You never make the climb,” the first man answered, disbelieving the notion that escape from the Agacii was possible.
 

 “Seriously, the prisoners escaped. We’re on patrol to try to find them,” Reaver from Valer persisted.
 

 “How could two little slips of girls escape from Valer?” asked the first man skeptically.
 

 “Raj, we don’t know. Most think that he came to town and took them. The guards were changed into women who looked just like the hostages,” Reaver answered. “Who can do that?”
 

 “How could the Demonslayer get into town undetected, free the hostages, change men to women and get out? Did he take them back to Vincennes? I thought he couldn’t make himself move through space any longer,” Raj asked. Alec could sense the level of tension growing among those who were returning to the village.
 

 “We don’t know. They say he can’t do that traveling through space, but he made it into and back out of the prison, and he took the prisoners with him. We found traces of women’s footprint climbing out of the valley and maybe another set as well, so they didn’t just fly out. We’ve lost a pair of messengers, so if it’s him, he’s still fighting. But I take it you haven’t seen them on your way down the road?” Reaver’s frustration was evident in his voice.
 

 “So what do we do? Turn around and go back to the palace in Vincennes and capture the Princess again? Send a whole squad there to kill the Demonslayer? If a demon can’t do that, and a whole village of Ajacii can’t catch him, what do we do?” Raj responded, and there was a trace of murmured ascent.
 

 “I tell you what; I’ll let you go back to the Council of Three and make that report,” Reaver said sarcastically. “You don’t want to? Go on; why not?” he goaded Raj. “My team is going to go to the end of the road, and then we’ll go into Valeriane to try to find the runaways.
 

 “You go along now. Go home and tell the Council you don’t see any point in trying, because we can’t win. We’re just poor little Ajacii getting beat up by the big, bad foreigner! Maybe the Sleagh Maith can bail us out, and we’ll be forever grateful to the eternal ones.”
 


Raj refused to back down. “We’re going back. We had a mission. We went to Valeriane. We delivered the message we were supposed to. We checked out the road on the way there, and on the way back. Whatever happened because of the slack security in the village is bad, but it wasn’t our fault!”
 


Both sides stood silently, eyeing one another antagonistically. It only needed a spark to set it off, Alec saw. He crept onto the road, standing behind the four men from the village, then tossed a dagger that sunk into the chest of Raj before he could react, even with his Ajax speed, not having seen the dagger until it emerged from nothingness.
 


One of Raj’s companions pulled his sword and swung impulsively at the Valer squad. Alec hastily backed far away as an all out melee erupted into existence. The groups were unevenly matched, and the brutal combat quickly left nine of the sixteen Ajacii dead, and four of the remainder severely wounded. Not a one remained alive from Reaver’s village group.
 


Alec silently slipped around the survivors and returned to where Bethany sat in front of Caitlen, her sword drawn. I’m back, right in front of you, he silently alerted them, then made himself visible seconds later.
 


Thank the stars, you’re alive, Caitlen said, grasping his arm forcefully. We heard the clash of metal and you were gone and we didn’t know what was happening.
 


Two Ajacii patrols met, and I goaded them into attacking one another, Alec replied. Our road home will be easier now. Come with me; let’s get going.
 


Inside Alec’s bubble of invisibility, they cautiously crept to the edge of the road to observe the scene. The dead had been laid out on one side of the road, and the wounded who had lived were being carried back to Valer on the backs of the survivors. Alec, Bethany and Caitlen remained in place until the slow moving survivors had disappeared from sight, then they stepped onto the road and began moving at their fastest pace towards freedom. Late in the day the empty road began to regularly descend, and by the time they camped for the night they were at an altitude several hundred feet below their highest point of the day.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 21 – Safety in Valeriane
 

 


 


Today we reach Valeriane, Alec promised the two weary women as he aroused them for the start of the day. I dare say you’ll have a mattress and a bath tonight!
 


I love you, Caitlen responded coquettishly.
 


Right now, I love you too! Bethany added enthusiastically, and they all laughed aloud, giddy at the prospect of making their successful escape.
 


The road sloped further downward, and by late afternoon, they were leaving the foothills when Alec finally removed his invisibility from them all, allowing them to spread out and walk at a more natural pace. “I have a room reserved at the Golden Goose,” he said in a casual tone of voice.
 

 “The Golden Goose? Isn’t that the place we tried to stay in Valeriane?” Caitlen rose to take the bait.
 

 “It is,” Alec affirmed. “It’s the place you wore that black lacy negligee, and I made your hair blond. You were scrubbing my back for me in the bath tub when the Vincennes Council patrol came to try to arrest us.”
 

 “That was on our way to Black Crag, back when I didn’t even know she was the real princess,” Alec told Bethany. “I thought we were just the decoy to help the princess escape.”
 

 “And I didn’t know he was a three hundred year old man who kills demons to make a point,” Caitlen retorted, as Bethany laughed at the two of them.
 

 “This is where I kissed you for the first time,” Alec answered.
 

 “Because I told you to, for the sake of appearances,” Caitlen promptly replied.
 

 “Should we get two rooms at the inn instead of one?” Bethany asked. “And could you two wait until we get there?”
 


Buildings were growing plentiful, and they entered the lobby of the inn just before nightfall. “You still have my room reserved?” Alec asked the clerk. “I’d like two bath tubs and plenty of hot water placed in the room immediately,” he told the man, and led his friends up to the room where he had left some clothing and other items. The tubs arrived quickly, along with a brigade of staff people carrying buckets of hot water up from the kitchen stove.
 

 “That’s enough,” Alec told the staff, seeing how anxious Caitlen and Bethany were to slip into the water.
 

 “It’s not warm enough, Alec,” Caitlen complained. “We do need more heat.”
 

 “Let me try something,” Alec offered. He closed his eyes as he focused on the use of the Light ingenaire energy that he could only marginally manipulate by that point. He remembered the seductive way the energy had tried to lure him deeper into the power realm by promising him he could use light for the very purpose of creating warmth and comfort.
 


He visualized a reddish light, one that carried heat energy more than light, and then he gathered up the spare light from the room’s candles, and focused it onto the surface of the water in one tub, as the rest of the room darkened. He opened his eyes. “Don’t touch it!” he warned Bethany as she reached towards the light beam. She snatched her hand back just a moment before the water began to steam.
 

 “That’s amazing!” Caitlen commented, she had already removed her boots as she sat on the bed and watched Alec’s action. He moved over to the other tub to warm up that water as well. “I never thought that light could do so many things besides letting us see. Speaking of which, would you preserve Bethany’s delicate modesty and turn around until we get in our tubs?”
 


Alec turned for the two short minutes it took both women to blissfully slide deep into the warmth of their baths, soaking and relaxing until Alec finally pointed out they would miss eating a meal if they didn’t get to the dining room soon.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 22 – A Journey to Warm Springs
 

 


 


A month later, Alec returned to the Imperial palace in Vincennes yet again after taking another journey. After accompanying Bethany and Caitlen back to the palace in their return from Valer, Alec had disappeared for several days, going to find the solution to the Ajacii problem, he said.
 

 “We’ll be safer now,” Alec told Caitlen when they finished their greeting as he rejoined the court. “That was the first step in the process.”
 

 “What exactly did you do?” she asked. “I don’t see any new scars or missing limbs.”
 


Alec pulled up his right sleeve to show a new ingenaire mark, a range of mountains that completely encircled his wrist. “I became a Stone ingenaire,” he explained.
 

 “I learned how to modify stone. Then I went back to the Valley of Valer. Do you remember the long climbing road that is the only way out of the village?” he asked her.
 


She nodded uncomprehendingly. “It was made of stone, of course, carved right out of the side of the canyon wall. Now it doesn’t exist anymore. I made it regress back into the mountainside in several places. They’ll have to spend years rebuilding it,” he explained.
 

 “That only leaves one more question for now,” Alec added. “Who are the Sleagh Maith?”
 

 “Well, who are they?” Caitlen asked.
 

 “I overheard the Ajacii leaders talk about an alliance with them; they called them ‘the eternal ones.’”
 

 “Do you think the Sleagh Maith will try to attack us next?” Caitlen asked as she took his hand between hers, her fingers idly tracing the lines above Alec’s wrist.
 

 “I’m going to go,” he paused. “I’ll ask Bernadina. Let me go to the study and share my thoughts with her. I think this is something I should learn, and I have other things to share with her. The Ajacii are aware of her race, and I should have told her that already.”
 

 “You keep her such a hidden mystery,” Caitlen said with an arch expression. “Should I be jealous?”
 


In response Alec used his Spiritual powers to open his soul to her again, sharing his love and devotion, and making her rise on her tiptoes to kiss him gently. “Go talk to your mysterious friend,” she said playfully as they separated.
 


Alone in the study in the palace’s residential wing, Alec sat and wondered how much he should trouble Bernadina with his concerns about the Ajacii’s plotting. The whole story needs to be told, he decided.
 


Bernadina, can you hear me? He called out across space.
 


Alec, I hear you. Are you well? Her voice immediately responded.
 


Not as well as I would be if I were soaking in the Red Pool, he told her. But well by ordinary standards. I have questions that only you can answer, if anyone can.
 


If I have the answers, I will share them. This must be something of importance to you. Tell me what is on your mind, she urged him, and Alec told her the story of his trip to Valer to set Caitlen free and the conversation he had overheard.
 


So the Ajacii had reached out to the sorcerers and to the
Sleagh Maith, and they wish to speak to us as well? Bernadina recapped. That is extraordinary. But you say they do not know how to find us; they do not know about Warm Valley?
 


So their words led me to believe. Who are the Sleagh Maith? I’ve heard you mention them before. What advantage in war would they give the Ajacii? How long do you think I have the Ajacii bottled up in their village? Alec tried to pin down the things he needed to learn.
 


Alec, you are extraordinary beyond words. Do you remember my story when first you visited here, the story of the legend of the Temple race, and their destruction? Bernadina asked. You remind me of Hellmann, if one saw him in a mirror as an image reversed, the evil transposed to good. You are able to gain new powers that you use to protect your friends.
 


Let me tell you about the Sleagh Maith, because they are a part of your unique heritage, just as the Lokasennii and the Ajacii are. They are the race that has the ability to heal themselves. They can also share some of their healing with others, though not as proficiently as you, Bernadina explained. They live very long lives because they can overcome so many illnesses and injuries before they ultimately surrender to old age. I happened to meet a Sleagh Maith once in a western village when I was in my youthful travels; I know where they reside.
 


Alec sat and contemplated what she told him. Are you still there? Bernadina asked as the silence lengthened.
 


Would you lead me to the Sleagh Maith village, so that I could learn what they have in mind to do with the Ajacii? Would it be worth talking to them? Alec asked in reply.
 


Are you still there? Alec asked at length as there was no immediate response.
 


After my last trip away from Warm Springs, when the bandits captured me, I promised never to leave the village again. Baltasar relented and even accompanied me when I came to your city to help heal you after the attack by the grendel, Bernadina explained slowly. I believe he would concede my safety if I travel with you. Let me speak to my beloved, and I will let you know, Alec.
 


Thank you Bernadina, Alec told her. I will wait to hear from you, and I accept whatever answer you give. I don’t like to leave Caitlen alone either, after nearly losing her so many times; I understand Baltasar’s heart in this matter.
 


Alec left the study and went in search of Caitlen. He found her in a conference room, meeting with her treasury officials, Rahm and another guard providing guard service for her. He didn’t need to interrupt her, so he went to the armory, where he practiced swordsmanship with a number of the guards, as he awaited hearing a reply from Bernadina.
 


I will be your traveling companion, Bernadina’s voice entered his mind as he parried an attack from a young new member of the palace corps. Alec backflipped away from the boy and dropped his sword.
 


I am pleased, he replied.
 


Baltasar is not happy, but he says that there is no one who could keep me safer than you, the lokasennii leader told Alec.
 


I will leave Vincennes within the next few days to come to you, Alec answered.
 


There is a condition, a favor I insist upon, Bernadina added, surprising Alec with the firmness of her tone. I want you to bring the grendel-caller, the young one you captured.
 


Really? The apprentice sorcerer? You want me to bring him to Warm Springs? Will he ever be allowed to leave? Why do you want him? Alec asked in surprise as he stripped off his training pads.
 


He will be welcome here. The rest will be answered in time, Bernadina assured him. Just bring your young protégé with you, the deep feminine voice in his mind said. I look forward to seeing you again. Journey safely.
 


Alec apologized to his partner for the interruption in the sparring match, and then left the armory.
 


That night Alec escorted Caitlen to a banquet in the city, and as they rode home in the coach, he informed her of his planned trip.
 

 “You are going into the wilderness again?” she asked in exasperation. “Didn’t you just return? Can’t you stay here with us? The rebellion is practically over and the city is at peace at last. I want you to enjoy life without war.”
 

 “I don’t know if the war is over yet, Caitlen,” Alec protested. “We may not see swords and soldiers, but I’m afraid there is still unseen potential for a new war to fall upon us. I have a feeling there is more that we don’t know about. I want to understand and face these problems while we can still manage them.
 

 “I’ll journey to Black Crag, and probably come back soon after that,” he added.
 

 “Be careful Alec. I know that’s a silly thing to say to the indestructible man, but I mean it. I want you to come back and settle down to a peaceful life here. The court has expectations now; we’ve built up quite a bit of goodwill through the victories you’ve won, but the nobles always want more,” Caitlen spoke like a ruling monarch for a moment. “I’m just worried about you; I’ll miss you.”
 


The next day Alec found Bauer among the youthful nobility who were serving their time as hostages in the court, and he pulled him aside. “Tomorrow morning I will leave on a journey to Black Crag,” Alec told the boy who had come to worship him. “I want you to come with me. Pack a bag that will carry you through a long journey, and possibly some cool weather in the mountains.”
 


The boy joyfully complied, and the next morning the two of them slipped out of the palace stables before dawn. They traveled fast and light, and reached Eckerd a week later, where they visited Gottfried’s estate, and Bauer met Gerlach, the Viscount’s son. The next day they began again; even in the early winter time, the trip to Black Crag on horseback was much easier than it was on foot, Alec reflected two days later as they passed the last village in the mountains.
 


Bauer had never seen such monumental mountains before, and he often rode silently, wrapped in furs and gazing at the heights above them, while commenting on the caravan traffic they often passed, and the snowy heights. After a week they reached the valley that Alec recognized. He hadn’t broken the truth to Bauer yet about going to meet Bernadina in Warm Springs, though he had contacted her the day before and told her they were near. She had reaffirmed that the boy was to come to Warm Springs.
 

 “Is this a short cut?” Bauer asked as he looked at the narrow trail they were entering onto.
 

 “This is the first stop on our journey. It is a hidden village called Warm Springs, where I was healed and treated after I fought a battle in the mountains once. There is a lady here who can speak mind-to-mind over great distances, and she asked to meet you,” Alec explained.
 

 “Me? Who is she? What does she know about me?” Bauer asked, concern evident in his tone.
 


I know that you will find comfort here, they both heard Bernadina’s unspoken response to his spoken question.
 

 “I know she is a good person. I did not bring you here to let you be hurt,” Alec reassured him further. “The village is a marvelous place to see.”
 


They rode on until they began to descend into the valley that held the village; the greenery below them was a stark visual contrast to the snow and stone about them. They reached the first huts of Warm Springs, and found Bernadina and Baltasar waiting for them. The village had no horses or stables, so they tied their mounts to a tree and entered a hut where a warm and filling meal was waiting.
 


As they made polite talk about their journey, Alec could sense Bauer’s nervousness increasing. The boy had been bullied at times in the court for his accent and his background, and he didn’t take easily to unknown situations after all the turmoil he’d been through. Alec resolved to comfort him.
 

 “Bauer, you are welcome to Warm Springs. You are a friend of Alec’s, and he is a great friend of our village. We all admire him,” Bernadina began the conversation.
 

 “Have you told him where we’re going?” she turned to Alec to ask.
 

 “How could I? I don’t even know where we’re going?” Alec replied.
 

 “Alec and I are going further into the mountains to visit a village of people who are a little bit like him. They are people who can heal their bodies, and heal other people a little bit too, though not as well as Alec. You know Alec can do that, don’t you?” Bernadina turned back to the boy who sat with them, pecking at his food.
 

 “He healed me, after he rescued me,” Bauer affirmed. “And he completely healed himself after he fought the demon. I’ve seen him go into the city to heal people who need help.”
 

 “Very good. You know his powers well,” she applauded him.
 

 “Why do you wish to bring Bauer with us?” Alec asked.
 

 “Because it will allow me to spend time with him, to evaluate him. I’d like to know him better, just as I had the chance to get to know you. You see, I’ve come to the conclusion that your young friend here, and presumably all the sorcerers, are descendants of the Lokasennii, just as you are a descendant of our race, Alec,” Bernadine patiently replied, enjoying the chance to drop a dramatic note into the conversation.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 23 – The Sleagh Maith
 

 


 

 “What do you mean?” Alec and Bauer simultaneously asked.
 

 “Bauer, Alec is distantly related to the race of people who live here in this village, the Lokasennii. That is why he has some of his abilities, such as his ability to speak mind-to-mind and to sense the honesty of others,” Bernadina began to explain.
 

 “Our race in this village has certain abilities. And it is my belief that the sorcerers also are descendants of our race. Your ability to commune with the powers of the underworld is a different use of these abilities, I believe,” she continued.
 


Alec sat back, dumbfounded by her theory.
 

 “So if you and I can spend time together on this trip, I would like to understand you better, to find out if I am correct,” she added.
 

 “Would it be good to be related to you?” Bauer asked her.
 

 “I think it would be,” she told him with a smile. “Truly, it is such a tenuous relationship that it only matters in understanding how our minds are alike.”
 

 “You think sorcerers, lokasennii, and Spiritual ingenairii are all alike, all using some of the same abilities?” Alec asked to clarify.
 

 “Exactly,” Bernadina replied. “Now, let’s take our young friend to the Red Pool for a short visit, and then we can be on our way. I think you’ll like soaking in the pool’s water,” she spoke to Bauer directly.
 


Minutes later they all were soaking in the waters of the pool, Alec still reeling from the notion that ingenairii and sorcerers had something in common with each other. “Think back to when you shared your blood with him. There was pain as you cleansed the evil, but there was the thing you had in common as well, wasn’t there?” Bernadina asked.
 


Alec thought back to when he had sat in the horse’s saddle, and had felt Bauer’s blood flowing within his own veins. There had been something familiar, something he couldn’t identify at the time, and he had dismissed and forgotten about it afterwards as the pain had nearly overwhelmed him. “There was something,” he grudgingly admitted.
 

 “That was the trace of the relationship. If you and I were ever to share blood, you would feel it much more strongly,” she said.
 

 “Bauer, how do you like the pool?” she turned her attention back to the former sorcerer apprentice.
 

 “It feels welcoming,” he said blissfully. “The water is comfortable and friendly.”
 

 “You may enjoy it a little bit longer, but then we must be on our way,” she announced.
 


Two hours later they were atop the horses, Bernadina riding behind Bauer, as they left the village to find the Sleagh Maith. Three days later they reached Black Crag in the early afternoon, and Alec requested a meeting with Captain Reese, who granted them shelter for the night. Alec went to the armory for hours of sword work with the Black Crag Guard members, while Bernadina and Bauer stayed in the room.
 


The following morning, carrying supplies provided by Reese, they left the fortress and headed west, beyond the reaches of the Avonellene Empire, following the traders road through the mountains, traveling on foot through the frozen winter environment. They had left their horses behind at Bernadina’s insistence, because of the rough terrain they would have to cross once they left the road to reach the Sleagh Maith village. The road climbed higher into the mountains, and Alec used his Healer powers to address the affect of the thinner air on Bauer, curing his headaches and bloody nose, as well as elevating the body temperatures of all three of them.
 


They passed caravans, whose multiple guards looked upon the trio of travelers as little threat in the wilderness. On the fifth day of their trip they reached a heavily fortified village, which was almost entirely composed of a supply depot, taverns and brothels. Alec thought of Walnut Creek, long ago and far away in the Pale Mountains, and wondered why that small, isolated mountain village had been so much more wholesome than this nameless place. They passed it without entering, and continued on.
 

 “Are there settlers or trappers out here?” Alec asked Bernadina.
 

 “The growing season isn’t long enough to grow much besides cabbages and a few other plants at this elevation,” she replied. “I’m sure there are a few isolated cabins belonging to those who can’t stand company, but not much else.
 

 “There is where we leave the road,” she pointed to a high pass they were climbing towards. “We’ll descend off the ridge and down into the valley that leads to the Sleagh Maith village.
 

 “How much further will we need to travel?” Bauer asked. Alec looked at the boy and noted how lean and sinewy he had become over the course of their trip from Vincennes; his traces of youthful softness were being burned away by his growth and the rigors of the winter journey.
 

 “About four days down into their valley,” Bernadina explained. “It’s a precipitous trip on the way down, and back up as well, of course.”
 

 “Do the Sleagh Maith prefer that it be a difficult path, or would they want an easier way to go and come? Alec asked.
 

 “I can’t tell you,” Bernadina answered. “You’ll have to ask them.”
 


Shortly before sunset they reached the discreet pathway among the rocks alongside the windswept roadway, as it crested a ridge. “If we can travel during the remaining sunlight, we should be able to get far enough below the ridge to be shielded from the wind,” Bernadina promised. And they did come to a spot just before sunset where a shallow cavity in the cliffside gave them shelter from the wind that evening; Alec used his still-developing stone ingenairii abilities to deepen its reach into the stone and enhance the protection it provided.
 


By the middle of the next day Alec was judiciously applying his Stone ingenaire skills to widen, smooth and reconfigure difficult portions of the trail so that they could more easily travel the icy surface. “This was why you questioned their interest in an easier path?” Bernadina asked.
 

 “I learned this skill so that I could destroy the path to Valer, to isolate the Ajacii. It can work to either make a passage harder or easier,” Alec agreed. “The Stone ingenairii were some of the most practical, useful people we had back in the Dominion. They could fix roads, build bridges, strengthen buildings, dig tunnels; it was all valuable.”
 


They continued on, Alec continuing to treat himself and Bauer for the effects of the altitude, until by the end of the day they had descended so far into a wide valley that they no longer needed the healing energy assistance to help them breath or to warm their bodies. The morning of the following day, Bernadina pointed to a thin column of smoke arising from the bottom of the valley. Cultivated fields, laid out in square and rectangular strips, surrounded a collection of buildings.
 

 “Alec, could you do something to signal our approach?” Bernadina asked.
 


Alec stood, lost in thought for a moment, then raised one fist in the air and sent a brilliant blue beam of light into the sky for three seconds.
 

 “I’m sure they’ll take note of that,” Bernadina commented drily, causing Bauer to laugh.
 


Two hours later they arrived in the mild, spring-like climate at the bottom of the trail, where a man stood alone, clearly waiting for their arrival. His look defied an easily determined age, with a skull shaved clean of hair and skin that showed few wrinkles, though his clear gray eyes gazed at them with an appearance of profound age and wisdom. “Welcome to Vjecit. I am Perpet. May I ask who we have the honor of receiving?”
 

 “I am Bernadina, a lokasenna, and these are my companions, Alec, the consort of the Princess of Vincennes, and his friend, Bauer,” Bernadina made the introductions.
 

 “This must be more than an extraordinary coincidence,” Perpet exclaimed. “A member of the Lokasennii has honored us! We have another visitor here as well, who I know will be anxious to meet you and your friends. Please follow me,” he motioned, and led them along a well-tended path among the fields.
 


The village was set in a valley that was far below the elevation of the mountain peaks, which seemed to surround it on all sides and the valley floor was cultivated with fields and orchards. They strolled for half an hour until they entered a large village, where numerous homes lined both sides of the road. In the center of the town was an open square, surrounded by several large buildings, and it was into a white brick, multi-story building, the largest in the town, that Perpet led them. They walked down a wide hallway, and Perpet led them into a spacious room. Water and fruit were already set on a table for their refreshment.
 

 “I will return soon with another member of our Tribunal,” he announced. “We are anxious to hear what brings such revered guests to our quiet community. Please make yourselves comfortable,” he gestured to the food and drink before he left the room.
 


It was a room that was simple, yet in the finest fashion. The walls were white plaster, but smooth and without blemish, and the dark wood furniture was finely crafted, with joints that were almost invisible to see. The walls were decorated with framed drawings of fruits and plants, nothing more. Alec stood at a window, looked at the sparse foot traffic that passed by, while the great mountains loomed overhead. Bernadina and Bauer were sitting quietly, eating bread and fruit at a low table, when the door opened behind Alec, and he heard footsteps enter the room. There were three sets, and he extended his senses before he turned around, then quickly drew his sword and spun to face the new entrants – Perpet, another man who looked much like him, and the third person to join the room: a man Alec recognized as Availlen, the Ajax warrior he had fought before he entered Cearche during the last campaign of the war against the Avonellene rebels.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 24 – Learning of the Great Challenge
 

 


 


Availlen likewise drew his sword with lightening fast reactions, and the two men stood facing each other, ready to resume their battle.
 

 “Halt!” Perpet called in a surprisingly commanding tone. “Put your weapons away, both of you. You are here as our guests, in a peaceful parlay. There can be no reason for two men to bring some old enmity into Vjecit, in a room where I suspect we are going to find that we need to fight alongside one another, not against one another.”
 

 “I find that hard to believe; I’ve been forced to fight against the Ajacii and their allies for months now,” Alec brusquely replied.
 


Bernadina walked calmly over to him and placed her hand on his arm. His purpose here may not be what you think or expect. Show good faith and resheath your sword, she silently commented to Alec.
 


Reluctantly, without taking his eyes off Availlen, Alec placed his sword back on his hip. After a moment, Availlen did likewise.
 

 “It’s good to see that you have the Demonslayer on such a tight leash,” the Ajax sneered.
 

 “Let everyone clear their hearts of anger, and come to the table to talk,” Perpet’s companion spoke. He gestured towards the table besides which Bauer stood. “I am Samsad, the leader of the Tribunal. It is a greater sounding title than the job really deserves, but I accept it,” he said with a smile to break the tension in the room.
 


Everyone drifted towards the table, Samsad, Perpet and Availlen on one side, Bernadina, Bauer and Alec on the other.
 

 “We are greatly honored to have a Lokasenna as a guest. I presume you bring a message from the grendasteur?” Samsad asked.
 

 “I do indeed,” Bernadina replied. “I am the grendasteur of the last known village of the Lokasennii, and I bring you tidings of hope and peace. I have traveled to your village with my companions because we have heard the Sleagh Maith mentioned by the Ajacii as potential partners in some endeavor, and we wish to know what momentous event could bring together two of the ancient races.”
 

 “I am here as an ambassador of the Ajacii,” Availlen spoke before either of the Sleagh Maith. “Our race has perceived that all the races must soon unite, or we all will be destroyed and enslaved. We would have approached you directly and sooner, had we known how to find you,” he said to Bernadina, “for your powers will be greatly needed.”
 

 “We are a race that prefers our peaceful isolation,” Bernadina responded. “It is only because of our cousin here that we have come to speak to you,” she placed a hand on Alec.
 

 “Cousin of yours? He’s some mutant member of our race if any,” Availlen countered. “I’ve crossed blades with him before, and he has allegedly bested some of our finest fighters.”
 

 “Actually,” Bernadina resumed her comments, “he is a hybrid of all of our races, and others as well.
 

 “He can heal himself and others,” she nodded towards the Sleagh Maith. “He can speak with his mind over distances as great as I can, and he can detect the quality of a soul. He provided the light beacon that perhaps caught your attention this morning, and you’ll find he has remolded the stones to improve your trail along the cliff.
 

 “Is that everything, Alec?” she asked casually.
 


He nodded silently.
 

 “You jest with us, perhaps?” Perpet asked with an uncertain tone.
 


No, it’s all true,” Alec spoke. “If you want me to remove the improvements to your trail, I will. The Ajax knows that if he’s tried to return to Valer recently.”
 

 “What have you done to my people? Is that why no messages have come out lately? Have you done some harm to our village?” Availlen growled with a stormy expression.
 

 “I removed portions of the pathway through the mountains, so that the Ajacii would no longer leave Valer on missions that seek to harm my wife. Perhaps you haven’t been made aware of how many times your people have tried to overthrow or imprison her?” Alec spoke with just as much hostility.
 

 “Stop! Both of you,” Both Samsad and Bernadina spoke at the same time.
 

 “There may be reasons for you two to argue, but this is not the time to do it. If the grendasteur tells us these things are true, we must believe,” Samsad spoke. “There are important matters to discuss. The news that Availlen has brought to us must be heard, and then I think we can all focus on what is most important.”
 

 “A few of the Ajacii have noticed in the past few years that their powers are fluctuating wildly, as though they were being drained away by some enormous demand; this is something that most of us dismissed as preposterous, the product of over-active imaginations,” Availlen began, speaking with an earnestness that Alec hadn’t expected the man to be able to command. “But it continued and grew more common, to the point that there have been two days when no Ajacii has been able to call upon our powers. It’s as if a mighty river has been completely dammed.
 

 “And there have been many tremors in the past three years, up in the mountains. The Sleagh Maith confirm that they too are aware of the tremors, as if there is an on-going shifting occurring somewhere deep within the earth,” he continued, just as seriously.
 

 “Finally, during the past year, some of our people have had dreams. Dreams that are nightmares, or more properly, frightening prophecies of horrible things that are to come. We have contemplated all of this, and have reached the wildest, most frightening conclusion that is possible. It has frozen our hearts, and driven us to try to unite every race – sorcerers, humans, Sleagh Maith, Lokasennii and Ajacii – because it will take all of us working together to preserve our lives.”
 


Alec began to object to the claim that the attempted conquest of Vincennes had been an effort to unite, but Bernadina anticipated him. Stop and listen. You must hear this message, she communicated to him.
 

 “We believe that Hellmann is preparing to break free from his captivity within the earth. He is fighting his way up through the mountains, drawing upon the fighting energy that we use. His first and greatest ability was as an Ajacii,” Availlen said, seeming to shrink in upon himself as he said it. “If he emerges soon, there is no hope at all of defeating him unless we are united together, prepared to aid each other and share our abilities. Even if we do unite, the chances that we can defeat the ancient power are slim. But for the Ajacii, this will not be a situation where we are defeated without giving our opponent the best battle we can.”
 

 “Hellmann, was he the legend you told me about a long time ago, when I visited the Red Pool the first time?” Alec asked, turning to Bernadina. “The one who destroyed the temple?”
 

 “Yes, that is the legend of the ancient enemy that Availlen has just described,” she told him.
 

 “Do you believe his story is true?” Alec asked her.
 

 “I do not completely know, but I think he is closer to truth than not,” she answered.
 

 “What about you?” Alec looked across the table at the two Sleagh Maith elders. “Do you believe this is true?”
 

 “We too have seen some signs. Our powers are not always as reliable as they should be, and we have felt the earth tremble. Our hearts tremble as well. We believe Hellmann is about to return.”
 

 “Why didn’t you approach the Princess with your story, instead of waging all these wars? So many people have died, and so much energy has been wasted,” Alec asked Availlen.
 

 “We know now that our actions were a mistake. We did not think at the time that we would be taken seriously when we finally decided that we would have to marshal all the armies of the Avonellene Empire to fight this battle. We would have needed to openly expose our own hidden existence to humanity and deal with those dynamics before we could begin to cooperate with one aother, or so we thought,” the Ajax replied. “And we did not know of your existence. We thought we would seize control quickly and relatively bloodlessly. Your arrival and your actions destroyed that plan.”
 

 “What happens now?” Alec asked as he considered the merits of Availlen’s answer. “How much time do we have? Where will it occur?”
 

 “We think there are only days or weeks at most until Hellmann reaches the surface, and it will be in the mountains somewhere between here and Valer,” Availlen replied. “We must find a way to combine all of our energies from those of us here in this room, and we must go out and collect more who can contribute. If we can do this, I will face Hellmann in battle and hope to defeat him as soon as he emerges, before he has time to regain his composure above the surface.”
 

 “No,” Bernadina said simply.
 


No? No to what?” Perpet asked.
 

 “No to Availlen’s bravery,” she told the whole room. “Alec was brought to our world for a reason. He was given to us by his provident God as the perfect tool to fight this battle.” She stood and placed her hand on his shoulder as he sat in stunned amazement.
 

 “He already has all of our powers at his fingertips, the abilities contained within his own body, but altered by his faith. Plus he has added those other energies that the Huldrai and some other lost race could have provided,” she said. “And we already have a way to share our energies with him, or at least I do, and I think you will be able to as well.”
 


Alec rose to stand next to her. “Do you really think I was brought to this land to fight this battle? My journey here hasn’t all been for Caitlen?”
 

 “I think your battles so far had to be for your princess in order to prepare you to be able to fight this battle to save her, and all of us,” Bernadina replied. “When I first shared heart and mind and soul with you in the Red Pool, I saw all the traces of extraordinary ability within you, much of your own secret ability hidden even from yourself, and much of it murky to me.
 

 “When you and I were in the pool, we shared a chalice of waters,” she reminded him, as the rest of the room watched them.
 

 “I remember,” Alec acknowledged with a faint blush, remembering their lips meeting and exchanging the exotic spring waters from the chalice.
 

 “I don’t know, or at the time I didn’t know, why I chose to carry out that ceremony with you, but that exchange of those waters in that setting gave us the ability to transmit spirit and energy to one another to a greater degree than is typical among our race,” she told him. It also made us married in the Lokasennii traditions. I never told you that, of course!
 

 “It what?” Alec’s voice rose dramatically. He placed each of his hands on the shoulders of the woman with the enigmatic smile.
 


Don’t worry dear, I never took advantage of you, she sent him the silent message. I didn’t know why I felt compelled to do it at the time, but now I know it was so we would be prepared for this event.
 


Is all of this true John Mark? Alec asked silently in a prayerful plea for enlightenment.
 


Yes, blessed son it is. You are now the chosen one, who will fight a battle to save a whole world from the dominion of evil, he heard a powerful voice travel across the great distance, and felt its presence bring comfort and joy to his soul momentarily, and then the saint was gone from him.
 

 “I believe Bernadina is correct. I am meant to be the one to do this,” Alec told the group. “Bernadina told me that the legend said that four powers were used to defeat Hellmann – they were a Warrior, a Healer, a Spiritual, and a Stone member. I already have those abilities, plus one other.
 

 “But I do not understand how our,” he paused as he directed his comment specifically to Bernadina, “relationship allows you to share energies with me.”
 

 “At a distance, I can share energy with you; I can give you my energy, because of our relationship,” Bernadina told Alec. “And I’ve seen in your memories that you can accept energy from others. I think we should test to see if there is a way that I can be a conduit you can use to draw energy from all of us during your battle against Hellmann.”
 

 “I don’t know if I want to do that,” Availlen said. “How do we know we can trust him not to simply drain all our powers away from us and leave us defenseless?”
 

 “Allow me to demonstrate first, so our companion can see?” Perpet suggested.
 

 “That may demonstrate his capacity to act, but won’t show anything about his intentions towards us when he can take our energy,” Availlen pointed out.
 

 “That’s true,” Alec agreed quietly. “You will simply have to trust me, and when the time comes, you will have to make your decision.
 

 “Bernadina, show me how you send power to me,” he twisted to face her.
 


The lokasenna closed her eyes, then focused her attention on her own spirit, and imagined that she was in Alec’s body. She felt the power come forth within her own body, then smoothly flow into his. The sensation is remarkable; I feel both our bodies at once, she told him.
 


Alec felt her energy coursing through his body. He lost all track of his own physical extremities as he felt overwhelmed by the hint of odd nuances of the power, so nearly similar to his own, yet slightly askew in some inexplicable way. He felt the energy tempting him with its promises, promises of changing shape that would bring a new experience different from anything he had ever felt, and suddenly his body began to transform.
 


No dear, that is not needed now, Bernadina’s voice distantly echoed in his mind, at odds with the whispered promises of the powers. You must retain your own shape for now, she spoke in a more commanding tone that compelled him to obey.
 


It was the shapeshifter portion of the lokasenna powers that was tempting him, or perhaps distracting him. He belatedly realized that it was a phenomena not unlike the whispered temptations the energy realm offered new apprentice ingenairii as they entered the pwoer for the first time. It was a test of ability to control and of authority, and he had nearly failed this one until Bernadina had refocused him.
 


Good. Now reach your abilities back through me, into Perpet, and accept his powers, she said.
 


Alec focused. His eyes were already open, he realized, although his vision had not been focused on the physical world, and he swung his head to see Bernadina and Perpet holding hands, watching him. He tried to sort through his memories of using the powers of others. He remembered when he had first used the energies of the Stone and Water and Fire ingenairii to heal Lewis’s injury, before he had any concept of handling the power, and he remembered the energy he had pulled from Abelard and Isial to cause their demise.
 

 “Extraordinary,” he heard Perpet’s muffled response transmitted through Bernadina, and realized the flow of power and spirit must go both ways to some degree.
 


Neither approach was the right one, so he stopped for a moment to reconsider. This wasn’t like the situation with Lewis or with Abelard. These powers were being transferred to him on a completely voluntary and cooperative basis. He remembered tall, stately Yula, with who he had worked so well, taking her Plant energy and converting it to Healer energy. That was the way to do this, he decided, and he extended his consciousness back through Bernadina, whose purity and kindness were sincere and infinite, even while wrapped around a steely determination to fight this battle to the fullest. Alec went through her in search of Perpet. He found the man and his energy, filtered in some fashion by the indirect degree of connection, but the power was there and available. Carefully Alec opened himself further and caused the energy to flow into his own spirit.
 


He notice immediately that the Sleagh Maith energy was inwardly-directed. Its promise and allure was the prospect of perpetual improvement in the health of one’s own body – it could refine and enhance any bodily function to make it better for the body as a whole. The chances to improve health were limitless; they were not able to do anything Alec could not already accomplish. But with the Sleagh Maith energy available, Alec imagined he would be able to heal the most serious wounds he might suffer instantaneously.
 


But this is only a test, Bernadina’s spirit intruded upon his exploration. We will have more opportunities to practice and improve. For now, we know you can do this, she told him, as she gently severed the connection between them.
 

 “That went well, except for that moment in the beginning,” she said aloud.
 

 “What moment was that?” Alec asked, dazed by the experience.
 

 “When you began to shapeshift. You began to move towards a mouse because you were using my energy, then you inclined towards a bear, because that is the male way, and then something independent within you asserted itself, and you verged on becoming a lion,” she answered.
 


Alec paused to consider her words, realizing that it had been the moment when the energy had tried to seduce him. “Well, we know this can work. Now we need to know where to expect the fight to begin.”
 

 “I know,” Bauer said quietly. “I’ve had dreams of a giant coming out of the ground, on a mountain that was red and black.”
 

 “Red and black? Were the colors mixed together?” Availlen asked.
 

 “No, they were broad stripes of colored stone that were starkly visible on the mountainside,” Bauer replied energetically. “The stripes ran at a slant, and the giant came out where a red stripe and a black one came together.”
 

 “I know where that mountain is,” Availlen told the group. “It’s only two days away from here. I passed it when I came up from the south.”
 

 “You came through the mountains?” Alec asked, impressed. Availlen nodded.
 

 “We should go to the mountain as soon as possible, and wait for Hellmann to emerge,” Bernadina said.
 

 “Are we so certain that the boy’s dream is a reliable sign of where Hellmann will arise?” Perpet asked.
 

 “He was raised as a sorcerer, and I believe his mind is keyed to receive the images that Hellmann is projecting as he dreams of gaining his freedom,” Bernadina said. “The sorcerers call upon a portion of the powers that are disturbingly related to Hellmann’s strength.”
 


And so the next day, carrying a heavy load of supplies, the five companions from the five races began their journey to try to anticipate the emergence of Hellmann and to defeat him in battle.
 


The route Availlen led them on was a rough trail in the mountains, and Alec took to using his Stone energy often to improve the journey. At mid-day of their second day they rounded a sharp curve in the trail and stopped, as they observed the striped mountain at the end of the valley they were in.
 

 “Is that it?” Perpet asked.
 


Both Bauer and Availlen nodded affirmatively. “Right there,” Bauer pointed to a change in the striations on the upper right portion of the mountain. “That’s where I saw him emerge. It was early in the morning; the sunlight was red and shining on the mountain from the east,” he pointed back behind them.
 


By the end of the day Availlen had led them to the bottom of the mountain, and Alec began carving a path upwards, alternating between his Light and his Stone powers to see where to work.
 

 “This is enough,” Bernadina spoke two hours later. “You need to rest tonight, in case you have to battle tomorrow.” Alec complied, carving a shallow cave that they then used for shelter; he applied his Light energy in a concentrated form to the stones around the cave, making them grow hot, and giving off warmth that was greatly appreciated.
 


Bernadina prepared a meal using the supplies the Sleagh Maith had provided for the journey, after which they turned in for the night, worn out by the long day of travel. Alec took no turn on watch that night as the others agreed that he needed to have a sound night’s sleep. For Alec, the notion of a sound sleep in the shallow cave, approaching a battle against an overwhelming opponent, was easier to imagine than achieve.
 


He was still coming to grips with the idea that he had been sent to this land to be its champion against a mythical, monstrous giant. Fighting for Caitlen, even against demons, had seemed more concrete, more heartfelt, as a purpose. The notion of an eternal, satanic giant as an opponent was not something he was yet sure he truly believed in.
 


I felt your work. I know you’re out there. I will be your doom when we meet, a voice penetrated his mind just as he finally fell into a sound sleep, after exhaustion had finally outlasted his worries.
 


He woke up with a start, jerking into an upright position, surprising Availlen, who was serving his turn on guard duty.
 

 “He knows we’re here,” Alec gasped. “He spoke to me in my sleep.”
 

 “How can that be? Don’t worry yourself; it was just a dream,” Availlen said reassuringly.
 

 “No, I believe it was a message,” Alec insisted. “He felt me using my powers tonight he said.”
 

 “Your presence must be frightening to him then, if he felt he had to try to talk to you. He wouldn’t bother to threaten you if he was sure he was going to win,” Availlen calmly tried to put Alec at his ease.
 

 “Go back to sleep, and we’ll face whatever happens when the morning comes,” Availlen said. “You’ve already done good work, scaring Hellmann by letting him know an adversary will be here ready to fight him the moment he emerges,” he added with a crooked grin.
 


Appreciative of the supporting words, Alec lay back down, then fruitlessly closed his eyes as he wished for sleep to come. Although sleep eventually did overtake him and he managed to get rest, the dawn seemed to come too quickly. 

 


Alec stood at the mouth of their shelter as the morning sunlight lit up the mountain above them. He heard and saw no hint of the emergence of his imminent opponent. They all ate a desultory breakfast together, then began climbing higher, Alec choosing to avoid using his power except when absolutely necessary, and by evening they were within a few hundred yards of the area Bauer’s dream had told them to watch, an area of scrubby bushes and scattered trees among the granite cliffs, ledges and boulders that composed the mountainside.
 

 “It will be tomorrow,” Alec told Bernadina as they sat for dinner. “I feel it.
 

 “Let me have the last watch of the night, so I’ll see the sunrise.”
 


Hours later, Perpet roused Alec from a sound sleep to begin his watch, as the blue stars of the Hourglass constellation passed overhead, finally dropping below the mountainous horizon, a sign that morning was nearly upon them.
 


He stepped out of the chilly shelter, into the even colder air of the open vistas. I love you Caitlen, he gently sent out the heartfelt message, hoping that his beloved princess was awake and able to hear his words. 

 


Alec looked across the mountain, and felt a slight tremor, causing him to shift his feet. It was at hand! Hellmann was close to emerging. Alec began to climb up the mountainside as another tremor, a stronger one tossed him about, knocking him to the ground on a narrow ledge, just above a forty foot cliff.
 


The sun was rising on the horizon. A pink line was delineating the boundaries of the valley to the east. And with an thundering explosion, an eruption of stones blew upward from a spot on the ground just downhill from Alec, between him and his friends in the cave.
 


Bernadina! Alec shouted her name with his mind, as he whirled to face the large mound of stone that was erupting on the mountainside. He engaged his Warrior energies and ran to the mound, ready to fight. In the center of the mound was a large hole, a tunnel that seemed large enough for an entire squad of men to climb out of.
 


As Alec peered down into the hole he sensed danger nearby. Before he could identify where it was, an enormous force swept him up into the air, making him fly for fifty feet. He twisted and somersaulted in the air, using his energies to prepare himself to land on his feet. He did land on his feet, but with such force he felt one of his ankles shatter. He screamed, as he rolled, and shifted from his Warrior power to his Healer power, fusing the joint back together in a quick, passable fashion, then put his Light power into place, making himself invisible. His opponent was invisible as well, offering to make the battle a difficult, unique one between two fighters who could not see one another.
 


Very good, little one. You survived the first blow. I’d be disappointed if my first opponent was so easily dispatched, a dominating voice sounded in his mind. How long do you expect to last – five more minutes, ten more?
 


Alec dropped his invisibility but maintained his Light powers, emitting a pulse of infrared light that revealed a hulking shape just twenty yards away, to his right. Alec dropped his Light power, engaged his Warrior energy, and pulled out a sword, diving forward at Hellmann’s location. He swung his sword, but found nothing in the space he expected Hellmann to occupy. He switched from his Warrior powers to Light powers again, then quickly leaped to the right as soon as he landed.
 


There was a burst of warm light, and he knew that Hellmann had copied his trick to detect an invisible enemy. Such a simple, clever trick, Hellmann’s voice said, as Alec scuttled away from the location he had been spotted in. He jumped behind a pile of boulders to catch his breath. A deluge of water fell heavily from the sky, covering an area of dozens of square yards, and covering Alec in the chilly liquid, making him sputter.
 


Before he could react, Hellmann was there, visible once more, beginning to swing a mace down upon Alec’s head. Desperately, Alec switched to his Stone powers, and made the rock beneath Hellmann liquefy into a sinking pit of molten lava, jerking Hellmann away, and giving Alec breathing space to run further to safety.
 


Bernadina! He called again in desperation.
 


I hear you Alec, we are ready, she calmly replied, and suddenly Alec felt a strong wave of new power enter his body.
 


Thank you, Alec said gratefully, using his Light energy again to hide himself as he ran to a new location and tried to figure out what to do. He felt Bernadina’s power and then Perpet’s power as he reached back through her to establish the tie to the other members of the group. Availlen was not connected, he realized.
 


Suddenly, a gust of wind blew wildly, lifting him off the ground, and buffeting him with stones and dust that were also caught in the powerful gust. Before he could adjust, another powerful burst of infrared light revealed his position within the crashing cloud, and Alec felt a pair of gigantic hands grab him out of the air as both he and Hellmann tumbled down the mountainside until they were below Alec’s companions.
 


Alec twisted, trying to free himself, without success. Hellmann had used some energy to make himself huge, four times the usual size of a person. One arm pinned Alec against the giant’s torso while the other hand gripped Alec’s head and began to twist it. So you have friends here to watch your final moments? Don’t worry, they’ll only agonize over your death for a few minutes before I finish them off as well.
 


Alec thrust all his efforts into his Warrior powers to try to battle his way free, but his giant opponent was so strong Alec could accomplish nothing. Panicked, he reach for and seized upon Perpet’s energies then combined them with his own Healer powers, and as Hellmann wrenched Alec’s head, breaking his neck, Alec focused the healing powers onto each individual cell that was being affected, implementing a desperate strategy of instantaneously healing to create new cells, sloughing off damaged ones, stretching out others, within the moment that Hellman’s brutal attack inflicted the damage, as his head swiveled wildly.
 


The giant completed his slow twist of Alec’s head through three hundred sixty degrees, then satisfied that his work had killed Alec, Hellmann released the body, and let it fall. Alec switched from Healing to Warrior energy, and pulled a knife off his bandolier, stabbing it into the giant gut as he fell past it, ripping downward to do damage, then let go of the knife as he continued to fall.
 

 “What? By the forty eight powers! Are you still alive?” Hellmann shrank back to normal human size as he applied healing energy to himself, and looked at Alec in astonishment. While Alec was pleased to have survived the attack, he knew it was only a short-lived victory, one that he didn’t have time to savor. Alec needed a new weapon, he knew, if he was going to defeat his powerful opponent; he needed to go on the offensive.
 


John Mark, may I have my translocating power restored, just for this battle? Alec prayed a silent supplication. If he could jump around, he hoped to be able to get behind Hellmann to deliver a fatal blow. He needed something else, because Hellmann simply had too many powers he could use against Alec, and Hellman was able to call upon his energies to a degree that surpassed Alec’s abilities. Without Availlen’s Ajacii energy Alec was at a disadvantage, but he realized that even if he had those powers to use, he couldn’t stand up to Hellmann in battle.
 


It is not my place to restore that power to you Alec, the powerful voice replied. But there is another power you can acquire that will provide you with the ability to win this battle.
 


What power? What ability is it? Alec pleaded as he lay on the ground at Hellmann’s feet. Tell me please.
 


You will know it when you know that you can know all you need to know, John Mark enigmatically answered. I cannot tell you more than that, but that is enough. You are among God’s very best sons, Alec. He loves you and trusts you, and remember, he is omniscient.
 


Thank you, John Mark, Alec replied, as he grasped the meaning of the hint. I will go.
 


Alec lay still on the stony rubble, and transported his consciousness into the axis mundi of the ingenairii energy realm. He found himself directly there, and standing above the amulet that he had used so often. His image stooped and picked up the amulet, and his body disappeared from the ruined battlefield.
 

 “Ha! Your puny challenger is no more!” Hellmann thundered at the small group that still stood on the cliff ledge observing the ruined landscape. “He has fled, and left you here to suffer his fate for failure. Your doom is next!”
 


Hellmann caused his body to expand, growing to gigantic proportions, and caused the stone beneath him to rise upward, raising him to the same elevation as Bernadina’s group, with a connecting causeway providing a path for him to walk directly to them. Availlen stepped onto the causeway in front of the other three, to block the giant’s path. “We won’t be easy to defeat!” he shouted at the ancient, enormous scourge.
 


Alec meanwhile, stood in the axis mundi, focusing on John Mark’s confusing, daunting words. Knowledge was the key, he realized. When John Mark had mentioned God’s omniscience, it had explained to Alec that the forty ninth power was the ultimate power – the power to see and know and understand and decipher everything.
 


Bernadina had told him that forty eight powers had been discovered in the days of myth, but the forty-ninth power had never been found. Now he knew that omniscience was that forty-ninth power, and that there was a way therefore by which an ingenaire could find it in the energy realm.
 


And it had never been discovered by any human, or any member of the races from the legend, because it was a power hidden from men, beyond the capacity of humanity to hold and withstand. Only God could withstand the enormity of being all-knowing. 

 


In a crystallizing moment of insight, Alec realized where the forty-ninth power was hidden. He dropped the amulet, his body was now where it needed to be, in the axis mundi; there was no further chamber that specialized in omniscience, as there were chambers for warrior knowledge or healing knowledge of trans-location knowledge. The axis was the very center of the energy realm – perhaps he should have thought of it as the knowledge realm, he realized – it was the location that had equal access to all the other powers. The axis was itself an opening to the greatest power – knowledge of all.
 


The power was a paradox. It was the greatest power, and yet it was an unobtainable power. But God had made it available to mankind in this special place, the precise center of the axis. Alec walked directly across the axis mundi to a spot. The key to the power was faith: only one who had faith in God could hold the power. It would only be faith in God’s power to protect his children that would enable one of them to safely survive the power to hold omniscience within the constraints of the human mind. Alec would have to take a plunge into the openly hidden forty-ninth chamber, and hope that God would grant him protection from being overwhelmed by the powerful knowledge that was otherwise too vast for a human to withstand.
 


Thank you, father, Alec said reverentially, and then he plunged into the never before entered realm of the omniscient ingenairii.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 25 – When All is Known
 

 


 


Alec stepped into the energy realm of omniscience in that spot in the precise center of the axis mundi, and saw a flash of light surround him as he entered. From the outside the omniscience realm had seemed like it was only a single point of space, but inside it seemed boundless. He felt nothing as he entered, after seeing the flash occur. He walked further in, and began to run, to sprint, desperate to find a place where he would encounter the energy and feel the power envelope him and saturate him, so that he could gain the ability he needed and return to the battle he had left.
 


And suddenly he stopped, and fell to his knees. There was another flash, and a searing pressure on his soul and his body for just a moment, then he saw the future and the past and the present, all at once, in all places. He felt his mind expand beyond what it could possibly comprehend or withstand, while at the same time he felt the love of Jesus providing a safety net that bolstered his strength while keeping him whole, maintaining his integrity and giving him the capacity to accept more than was otherwise humanly possible.
 


He saw Caitlen taking a bath in the palace, and he saw her cuddling a baby who had not yet been born. He saw her falling from a horse as a younger girl, suffering the injury that had given her a limp. He saw Availlen stepping out onto the stony causeway, and he saw Availlen in the past, down on one knee, nervously proposing to a red-headed girl, a lovely Ajax girl, who placed her hands in his as she cried and said yes.
 


Alec saw Hellmann, when he first gained his new powers. At that time idealistic, convinced that adding the power to speak over great distances would help him to communicate better with his people, to do more good, beyond just his tremendous fighting abilities. Alec knew of the flying powers and the light powers and the spiritual powers that Hellmann had adopted, using a device similar to Alec’s amulet, so that he could go to a place that was like and yet different from the axis mundi.
 


And Alec saw Hellmann’s lack of faith in God’s abilities to stop him from doing anything he wanted. Alec rose to his feet and saw in the distance the portal through which his spirit would have to come to acquire the Omniscient energy once his body was back in the reality of the mountains. He ran to the portal and through it, locking its location into his memory.
 


Thank you God, thank you Jesus for letting me know our Father, Alec silently prayed, and then he released all his powers, and returned to the mountains, erupting into reality just steps in front of Availlen, and instantly grasping every one of his powers, as well as reaching back into Bernadina,, and tapping the powers within the rest of the group. He reached backward through the lokasenna into Bauer, and plunged down into the boy’s consciousness, finding the lessons that had been used to call forth demons. They had taught him how to pervert the Spirit power, to find darkness instead of light, to reach into the heart of darkness and draw forth the pain and suffering and hatred; the key to Alec’s battle would be to understand and take advantage of Hellman’s self-loathing, which led to overcompensation through contempt for others.
 


When the sorcerers had called forth the demons, they had called forth Lucifer’s own energy, the energy that now was all that existed in Hellmann’s soul. From Bauer’s mind Alec plucked the fundamental understanding of the core of Hellman’s soul.
 

 “You’ve returned for your second death?” Hellmann roared at him as he saw Alec reappear.
 

 “No, I’ve returned from a visit with the true source of eternal life,” Alec replied. “Thank God and Jesus.” He saw Hellmann’s soul flinch from the mention of the holy names.
 

 “Your superstitions will not preserve you,” Hellmann roared, and the giant form pounced across the causeway to envelope Alec in a deadly crush.
 


Alec stood still, and projected his Spiritual power and his Light power and his new–found Omniscience powers together into a shield, a bubble that surrounded and protected him from the huge limbs that tried to squeeze him. It was only a defensive mechanism, nothing he could use to attack with. But for his planned purposes, this sphere would prove to be the decisive tool that would put an end to the battle. 

 


The Light power gave shape to the protective space, an altered form of the invisibility bubble he had created and used. It defined the shape of what he would control, creating a sphere of influence for him. The Spirit energy gave meaning to the sphere, allowing it to protect truth, and to resist falsehood. And the Omniscience was the final element, making it self-sustaining, as complete knowledge was an eternal and unstoppable engine of power. He wove them together in a way that for the moment extended much of his own life and energy into the fabric of the bubble. If his creation was destroyed, he would suffer fatal damage himself. 

 

 “Is my faith too strong for you to pierce me?” Alec taunted, knowing what would induce Hellmann to react the way Alec wanted. “Do you want to come into my shield with me? The only way you’ll get to me is if I let you,” he shouted.
 


The giant swung a mighty fist at the shield, but his punch rebounded from the unpierced shell. Hellmann screamed in rage and frustration. He tried to wrap his arms around and crush the bubble around Alec, again without success. Suddenly Alec made the protective cocoon expand tenfold, and then tenfold again, so that it was enormous, larger than the enraged monster it defied.
 

 “Come in. Come in and see what you find in my Father’s house,” Alec gestured, and a door appeared in the shield, open for Hellmann to enter. “There is room even for you. Come see what battle you can win in here.”
 


Hellmann dove into the bubble. As soon as he did, the door behind him closed, while Alec stepped through the shield calmly, without any resistance, leaving the evil giant alone inside. Hellmann dove at Alec, and crashed into the inner wall of the bubble, unable to penetrate it. He collapsed from the force of the collision, rose and attempted to reach through the transparent wall to grasp Alec and pull him in.
 

 “Let me out! Let me come and destroy you,” Hellmann shouted. “Your puny life is only safe for as long as you can hold this fragile bubble in place.”
 

 “You’re right,” Alec observed calmly. “It is a paradox, this bubble. It is largely composed of my Spiritual powers, of my faith in God. That makes it both fragile and unbreakable at the same time, for faith is a paradox, the decision to believe in that which cannot be proven.
 

 “But my faith is strong, eternally strong, and so this bubble will endure forever. And unless you come to know Jesus and also have faith in God’s love and power, you will never be able to break out of your dark, pain-wracked prison in Lucifer’s clutches,” Alec explained. 

 

 “My faith in Jesus is in the truth, and this sphere is composed of truth. But you are an irreconcilable contradiction. You are convinced of your own immortality, while at the same time you are full of self-loathing, and doubt about your ultimate ability to survive. I have seen your unsupportable false fabric. The lie that you live cannot penetrate the truth of this sphere.”
 


He gestured and the bubble began to contract, growing smaller. It reached the size at which it began to constrict Hellmann, and he began to shrink, from gigantic proportions to normal human size, then to the size of a rabbit, and finally to the size of an insect, still wrapped in the Spiritual bubble.
 


Alec turned and faced the awe-stricken group behind him. He pointed just past them, angling his finger downward, and they turned to see a brilliant beam of light punch a small circular hole in the side of the mountain where he pointed, a hole that angled sharply downward. Alec lifted his finger and the light beam ended; he walked over to the edge of the small hole, then knelt and lowered his hand to the edge of the still smoking black circle in the ground. Alec let the glowing sphere that contained Hellmann roll across his fingers, and into the hole, then it disappeared, and moments later, the hole sealed up behind it, leaving no trace of the burial that had occurred.
 


And as soon as the hole collapsed, before anyone could say anything, Alec too collapsed, unconscious.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 26 – Back to Warm Springs
 

 


 


The group carried the unconscious Alec along the narrow path and through the mountains for three days, until they reached the Sleagh Maith village. Availlen insisted on carrying Alec alone much of the time, determined to honor the great warrior.
 

 “He’s not dead,” Perpet told the others in the village, “but he can’t be roused. There is something missing from his spirit.”
 

 “Let us take him back to my village,” Bernadina said. “Our springs and eternal waters will restore him. He has surrendered some part of himself in the way he overcame Hellmann, and it will take more than physical works to restore him.”
 


Bernadina refused to allow anyone else to join her and Bauer in taking Alec back to Warm Springs, whose secret location she wanted to protect, and so she and Bauer trudged laboriously up out of the mountains carrying Alec’s body slowly, on a difficult, wintery journey to Black Crag, where Baltasar was waiting for them as Bernadina requested with a mental message. Days later Alec’s body laid in the Red Pool, where it soaked for another week, until at last he stirred.
 


Alec, can you hear me? Bernadina asked, from the spot where she had sat and slept next to the pool throughout Alec’s stay. She waited and heard no response. She reached over and gently touched his shoulder, then rubbed the back of his head, causing him to moan slightly.
 

 “Where?” he asked groggily. “Are we in Warm Springs?” he asked as his eyes opened.
 


Yes, you are back in Warm Springs, and more importantly, you are back among us again, dear, Bernadina replied.
 


Alec slowly turned his head and looked at her inquisitively. “Bernadina, it’s good to see your kind face again.”
 

 “Did you hear my answer?” she spoke out loud.
 


Alec held up his arm, showing the ingenairii badges he wore. The Cross, the symbol of his Spiritual powers, was dull, no longer vibrant and alive, as was the Sun symbol of his Light powers, and the enigmatic pyramid with an all-seeing eye atop it, the symbol of Omniscience. Every ingenaire mark was dark, leaving his arms covered in a variety of dark markings, and indicating his absence of extraordinary abilities. He took a deep breath. “I had to surrender my Spirit powers and Light powers and the new power, the power of all-knowledge. I used them to create the trap that Hellmann entered. In order to maintain the trap through eternity, I had to let my ability to tap into the energy realm go with the energy bubble, to sustain the prison that will protect us from him.”
 


Bernadina began to weep. “Alec, few will know, and no one else will appreciate the sacrifice you made for all of us.”
 

 “I know, and now you know, and always, my god has known,” Alec replied as he closed his eyes again. “I know it must have taken some time to bring me here from the battle mountain. How long was the journey?”
 

 “It was a long journey,” she agreed. “Availlen carried you some while he was with us. Bauer was a very stout companion, who carried you a great distance, and Baltasar came all the way to Black Crag to help,” she answered. 

 


Alec contemplated her news. “Please, would you send a message to Caitlen for me, letting her know I am safe and will be on my way to return to her soon? She’ll be worried about me.”
 

 “It will be my pleasure to contact your other wife,” Bernadina said reassuringly.
 


The next day, Alec and Bauer ate breakfast together in the guest house set aside for them, and Bauer told the tale of their return from the battle. “The Sleagh Maith are in awe of your abilities, and what you did to remain alive in the battle. Perpet told them everything he felt through the link with Bernadina, how you were healing your body as fast as Hellmann was abusing it.”
 

 “Thank you for carrying me back through the mountains,” Alec told him.
 

 “You’re welcome, Alec,” Bauer said, uncomfortable at hearing his hero thank him. “I have made a decision; I hope you approve.
 

 “I would like to stay here at Warm Springs,” the former sorcerer apprentice said. “I feel at peace here. No one will miss me in Vincennes,” he added.
 

 “You know that I will miss you,” Alec replied gently. “But I cannot blame you for wanting to enjoy the fulfilling life that is available in this place.” He thought about the teasing and bullying the boy had suffered among the nobility at the palace in Vincennes, and knew the decision would give Bauer a better life.
 


That night, John Mark appeared in Alec’s dream. “You are the greatest mortal that has served the Lord,” the saint told Alec in a dream. “Thanks to your great victory, God’s message will now begin to come to the Avonellene Empire. A missionary will arrive next year in a caravan from the west, and begin to spread Christianity. A million souls will thank you someday for your sacrifice.
 

 “Go and live a peaceful life in Vincennes, Alec. You’ve earned the right for this next lifetime to be a peaceful one.”
 

 “Is this why I was called to this land, to fight this battle with Hellmann?” Alec asked quickly, before the saintly spirit could leave him.
 

 “That was one great reason,” John Mark agrees. “But you also had a mission to save and give purpose to the lives of two of God’s special children. One was your princess, Caitlen, who needed to know that someone would love her for herself, not for being a princess, and so she would see you demonstrate your endless capacity to continually put yourself at risk for her.
 

 “And you needed to save yourself,” John Mark finished. “You had descended down a deep, dark hole at the end of your last life. By temporarily suppressing your memory, the goodness in you was able to begin your new life here and find the purpose you needed to live in the world again.”
 


Alec thought about his state of mind when John Mark had saved him from his warped efforts to bring the dead back to life. He would not have been able to live life with those memories foremost in his mind, he understood. “Thank you,” he said quietly, and then his spirit left the dream and returned to untroubled slumber.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 27 – A Ball at the Palace
 

 
 


Alec returned to the gates of his home a few weeks later on a winter’s night that promised spring would arrive very soon, after dark on a night when the Princess Esmere Trelawney, who did not know his arrival was imminent, was hosting a grand ball in the palace. A long line of rich merchants and noble families waited in line in their rich robes and splendid dresses, approaching their turn to be announced as they arrived at the top of the staircase that led to the dance floor. In his threadbare travel clothes, worn and tattered by his long journey, Alec was ignored by those nearest him in the line, and he had time to silently observe the scene. Caitlen sat on a throne on the far side of the ballroom, with Bethany and an unknown guard providing protection for her.
 


Alec leaned slightly to the major domo at the top of the stairs, and gave the name he wished to be announced by. The man’s head snapped up and he stared hard at Alec, who raised a sleeve and showed his collection of ingenairii badges and scars.
 

 “His majesty, King Alec Tarnum, past king of the Dominion, Healer, Demonslayer and Protector of the Crown, First and Only Consort of the Princess Esmere Caitlen Trelawney,” the man’s voice range out loudly. The orchestra faltered and then stopped, and the gently swaying masses on the dance floor froze in place, as all heads turned to look at the man at the top of the stairs.
 


None of which Alec noticed. His eyes were focused only on the face of Caitlen, whose head had jerked away from the flattering banter of a courtier as soon as the name “Alec” was announced. He stepped swiftly down the stairs, watching the grin broaden on her face and the tears stream down her cheeks. A wide corridor opened for him as he made a straight line across the floor and approached the throne. Caitlen stood as he ascended the steps, and they silently embraced in a long reunion.
 

 “I cannot believe you are home at last, First Consort,” she said at last.
 

 “First and Only,” he gently corrected.
 

 “You know we have our customs, dear,” she replied, as she squeezed him tighter.
 

 “What do the customs say about a man taking two wives?” Alec asked.
 


The orchestra struck up a new tune, a romantic waltz, and a wave of enthusiastic applause swept through the room.
 


Caitlen stepped back to look at him. “Why do you ask?” she inquired.
 

 “It’s a long story. You’ll laugh someday when I tell you,” he reached out a hand to grasp Bethany’s forearm in a gesture of affection, then released Caitlen to sit in her throne, as he took the smaller, empty seat next to her.
 

 “What will be your next great adventure? How long will it be until you have to leave again to save the world? Bernadina has told me a great deal about what you did for us all. I know what an extraordinary person you are, available to be called on to do great things, but will it ever allow you time to spend time with Elisan and me?”
 

 “From now on, I will always be right here in Vincennes with you,” he pledged. “Unless you go somewhere else, or you need me to go somewhere else to serve you. I’ll need to teach Elisan how to swing a sword, and then there’s the matter of his little brother and his little sister.”
 

 “We don’t have three children, Alec,” Caitlen protested.
 

 “Not yet,” Alec agreed with a smile. “But we will.”
 


That night, as they lay together in their bed, dimly illuminated by the wavering flame of a single candle, Caitlen’s fingers and eyes strayed across the ingenaire badges that lined Alec’s arms. “They’ve turned dark!” she exclaimed as she sat upright to look more closely, pulling his wrist towards her face. “What did you do?”
 

 “It is the result of the battle Bernadina mentioned to you. I fought a great entity, and the only way I could win was to make my powers into a cage that trapped and defeated him,” Alec said with a sigh, having forgotten his loss of power in the excitement of his return. “It was the right thing to do, the only thing I could do to win.”
 

 “Bernadina said that you had fought a battle that saved the whole world, but she didn’t say that you had sacrificed your powers!” Caitlen said, as she began to cry. She pressed her forehead against Alec’s, as he sat silently, then she rose from the bed and picked up a light robe from the floor, wrapping it around her body as she silently began to pace.
 

 “I’d give anything to give you your powers back, Alec. Anything at all. I’d give up the throne; I’d give up my own life for you to be who you’ve always been,” she spoke as she strode around the bed, agitated by the sacrifice Alec had made.
 

 “But you don’t have to give up anything, my love,” Alec lifted his head. “I am who I’ve become.
 

 “I didn’t really make a sacrifice; I made a save,” he explained. I used my powers to save lives and freedom, and that’s what they were meant to be used for.”
 

 “But you did so much with them! You even shared your blood to give me some of your powers,” Caitlen halted abruptly at the last comment. Her head whipped around to stare at Alec. “Could I give you back your powers? If we shared our blood, would you regain your energies from the power you gave me?”
 


Alec felt the flicker of hope momentarily. He wanted to have his surrendered powers back, but he had accepted their loss with peace from the time he had fashioned the defeat of Hellmann, and he had no regrets over the exchange of his powers in return for burying Hellmann in a place from which he could not terrorize humanity.
 


Caitlen did carry his blood, he knew, but the strength of his powers was not in the blood alone. If his powers had resided there, she and Bauer and Noranda long ago would have been among the most powerful of ingenairii. 

 

 “Do you have healer powers?” Alec asked Caitlen looking upon her face, trying to keep his hopes from lighting up his own countenance. He didn’t want her to see his hopes raised and dashed by her idea. “It would take healer abilities to bind our vessels together so that the blood would flow between us.”
 

 “No,” she looked crestfallen. “I have that little bit of ability to speak mind-to-mind, and to sense the character of other people. But I’ve never done any healing.”
 


Alec rose, and embraced Caitlen in an embrace, feeling her body sob. She felt worse than he did over the false hopes she had raised. “Caitlen, I am alive, and get to spend my life with you. I believe in Jesus, and get to live my life in faith. I don’t need powers to have a good life,” he assured her.
 


Alec, trust God. Share Caitlen’s blood, a voice said inside his head.
 


Alec raised his head, alert. “Did you hear that?” he spoke aloud.
 

 “I didn’t hear anything,” Caitlen said softly, her head against his chest.
 

 “A voice told me to do what you suggest, to share your blood,” Alec told her.
 


She looked up at him. “What voice was it? Bernadina’s?”
 

 “I think it was John Mark,” he answered.
 

 “You’re sure you heard a voice?” Caitlen asked.
 


For just a second, Alec considered the question. “Yes, I heard the voice. I think we should do it,” he said, but he made no move to find a knife yet, hearing in Caitlen’s voice the doubt she now held.
 


Caitlen in turn was silent for a moment more. “I have faith in you and your God and your John Mark. We should go ahead and try, Alec.”
 


She broke away from his grasp to find a knife, then returned to him, holding the knife uncertainly.
 


Alec took the knife from her, thinking back to the days before he had been a Healer ingenairii, back when he was a youth. He would never have contemplated slicing his arm open before he had his powers. Now here he was, without powers again, holding a knife and preparing to open up a vein, because he had faith that John Mark had called to him.
 


With a deep breath Alec held the point of the sharp blade against his right forearm, then pressed hard, slicing through the skin and the flesh and striking an artery, bringing a spurt of bright red blood. He bit his lip at the pain.
 


Alec swiftly turned the blade, as the handle grew soaked in his blood. “Are you ready?” he asked Caitlen.
 


She closed her eyes and nodded her head. Alec found her vein that was near the surface, one that had fewer nerve endings than most others, and gently nicked her with the knife. He hoped he had avoided causing much pain for her.
 


She opened her eyes and watched as Alec pressed their arms together, cut against cut, their blood mingling freely as it dripped to the floor below. Suddenly, the pain ceased, and then they both felt a gentle warmth in their arms, and the flow of the blood that fell to the floor, diminished dramatically.
 


Their eyes met each other, as Alec felt the tingle of energy in Caitlen’s blood begin to flow through his body. Without speaking or even thinking, they both sat down on the bed.
 

 “You did it! You healed us together!” Caitlen said emotionally.
 

 “It’s not me. It’s the saint you said you would have faith in – John Mark,” Alec answered.
 


They both sat silently, and Alec heard the sound of Caitlen’s heartbeat growing in his ears, a rhythmic beat that was slightly faster than his own heart’s pace. His whole body was tingling from the energy that Caitlen’s blood was diffusing throughout his flesh.
 

 “Alec, I can feel something happening. What are you doing?” Caitlen asked, just before her eyes rolled back into her head and she passed out.
 


Before Alec could even comprehend what she had said or what had happened, he felt his body temperature begin to rise dramatically. He broke out in a sweat within an instant, then felt a tearing in his arm and looked down to see that the bond between Caitlen and him had severed completely, leaving no trace or scar on either of their arms.
 


Alec looked down at Caitlen’s face in wonder, then blinked his eyes as a sudden flaring of brightness came from his own arms. Each of the ingenairii marks on his arms glowed in bright colors for several seconds, then the glow faded away, and the marks were left on his arms, once again vibrant and energized!
 


Come to me, Alec, John Mark’s voice sounded clearly in his ears.
 


Alec stood and looked around the room. There was no one else present, only Caitlen, asleep on the bed, and him, with the puddle of their mingled blood still resting on the floor. 

 


Come to my Cave, the voice spoke again.
 


Alec looked down at the Traveler sign on the his arm, the horse once again looking alive and animated, its mane seemingly rippling in a breeze created by its swift passage. He looked down at Caitlen, who looked peaceful, resting now, no longer passed out.
 

 “Here I come, John Mark,” he said under his breath, and then he engaged his powers and began the impossibly long journey to the Pale Mountains.
 


He thought for a fraction of a second about the process of engaging his Traveler powers, and then thrust himself into the journey through nothingness. His powers worked perfectly, and he existed in the numb nothingness, not feeling or seeing or hearing anything as his journey traveling the long distance from Vincennes to John Mark’s Cave stretched out immeasurably.
 


At last, just as he began to fear than something had gone wrong, he suddenly could breathe air again, and see solid surroundings. He was staring at the stony wall of the upper chamber, looking through its window at the marvelous, dense greenery of the Pale Mountains. He felt exuberant joy at the success of using his powers once again, made sweeter for having come so unexpectedly.
 


There was something at his feet, and looked down he was astonished to see that Caitlen was with him, still sleeping, curled on the ground with a peaceful expression on her face. Her presence was a shock; he hadn’t been holding her or even touching her when he had engaged his energies to travel to the cave.
 

 “I invited her along, Alec,” John Mark spoke from behind Alec.
 


Alec whirled around facing away from the window, and seeing the small sturdy figure of his saint standing just beside the door he had entered so many years before as a naïve and unprepared teenager. Alec took quick strides towards John Mark, and enveloped him in a hug before any word escaped from his mouth.
 

 “How did Caitlen get here?” Alec asked.
 

 “I invited her,” John Mark repeated as he and Alec released each other. “I brought her here because I thought you would appreciate having a companion who is also a healer. You’ll have a long life together ruling the Avonellene Empire.
 

 “I know that you were pained by the way you never gained acceptance in Michian,” he continued. “With two healers on the throne, constantly helping the population and treating their pains, the two of you together will be loved by the population of your land for as long as Caitlen reigns.”
 

 “Thank you,” Alec said humbly, recognizing the truth of John Mark’s words about his life in Michian. He had never become part of the land there, never grown to know the people or be loved by them.
 

 “And thank you for the restoration of my powers. How is it possible? I gave them all away to create the prison cell for Hellmann.”
 

 “With God, all things are possible,” John Mark said affirmatively. “You demonstrated that you understand the value of the powers. When you gave them up to defeat Hellmann, you showed, as I knew you would, that you would place the safety of the whole world above your own use of your powers.
 

 “For that spirit, you deserve to have them restored. You’ve grown so much in your visit to Avonellene that you deserve to have them all back. I know that you will use them judiciously,” John Mark concluded.
 

 “The irony is that I felt I would have grown happy living without them. As long as I can live with Caitlen and have a family in a peaceful land, I would be content,” Alec replied. 

 


He felt a hand on his shoulder. “We will work to make you have a happy life with your family, in a land you’ve made peaceful,” Caitlen told him, arisen and standing behind him.
 


Alec turned and hugged her, then turned again, still holding her hand. “Caitlen, this is John Mark, the greatest saint of my faith. This cave is one of his holy places.”
 


Caitlen stared at the saint, overcome by the sense of holiness in his presence, then curtsied, something Alec suspected she had not done in many years. “I am honored to be in this place, your grace.”
 

 “It is you who helped make this meeting possible,” John Mark replied. “You told Alec that you had faith in his God.
 

 “Thank you. Now you and Alec may return to your home and live your lives together. I’ll let Alec explain everything to you. And perhaps someday we can meet again in your own land,” John Mark said, then disappeared from the cave.
 

 “What do we do now?” Caitlen asked, taking the disappearance of the saint in stride.
 


Alec looked at her, a serious expression on his face, then suddenly broke into a grin. “Would you like to climb some stairs?” he asked.
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