
        
            
                
            
        

     


 
Alec has been dropped into a new land, without memories or knowledge of his powers, and manages to become embroiled in rescuing a hostage…

 



 

 

 


 

 


 


 


 


 

 “By order of the ruling council in Vincennes, you must open this door and cooperate with our search for the runaway Princess Esmere and any accomplices she has,” a loud, masculine voice shouted through the door.


Shocked, Alec stood up. How many pairs of feet had he heard coming up the stairs? A considerable number, possibly a whole platoon. He ran to the window and threw it open, looking to escape out into the alley, only to see another platoon of men standing below.

 “Lord of heaven! We’re trapped!” he turned to Caitlen. They had successfully drawn pursuit after them, away from Esmere and Nichols, but they had been caught. The high visibility of a Jagine had been too much.


An inspiration struck him. “Caitlen!” he called, turning to her. “Blow out the candle and get in bed!”

 “What? Now, Alec?” her face was ashen. She clearly feared being caught and held again.

 “Yes, now,” the room became dark, and the wooden door began to splinter. Alec heard Caitlen stumble across the dark room, and the ropes holding the mattress squealed as she flung her body into the bed. Alec took a moment to engage his Healer powers, and applied them to himself as he jumped onto the bed, and rolled against her.

 “This is it? You’re not going to fight? You’re doing this now when we’re about to be captured? You’re not the man I thought you were. Coward!” she started to shout at him when he rolled on top of her and pressed his mouth against hers, his hand reaching up to smooth her hair back away from her face.


Her lips resisted his, and her teeth were firmly clenched together. “No,” she said through her teeth. Light came shining into the room as the door burst apart, and Alec heard men’s feet stomping into the room. Hands reached for him and pulled him off Caitlen, and they were captured.
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Chapter 1 – Found at Sea


 



At last there was awareness, and sensation, as his mind began to emerge from the oblivion of its cocoon. He felt the uncomfortable pressure of his shoulder blades resting on a hard surface. He felt that surface moving rhythmically. Beyond the feelings, there was noise too, also intruding on his consciousness. He heard two sounds, contradicting each other as the harsh cries of the gulls interrupted the soothing shush of the waves that were rolling over the water.


When he opened his eyes, the sky was white, white above, white all around. The man closed his eyes again, and listened to the waves for a long time. The boat he was in pitched with exaggerated energy as a wave larger than the others broke the rhythm and vigorously rocked him. You are here for a purpose, he imagined he heard a voice tell him. With a sigh, the man in the rowboat opened his eyes again, and sat up. His feet scraped over a bench in his small dinghy as he raised his eyes above the gunwales to observe his surroundings.


Long, swelling waves were approaching from the right and passing to his left, lifting his small vessel and then releasing it as they fled through the heavy white fog. He lowered his head against the hard wooden bench and closed his eyes again. He thought of the dream he had just risen from, a dream of a dimly lit stairway that stretched beyond visibility in an enormous stony chamber. He had climbed the staircase unceasingly, seeking some critical goal that awaited him at the top, but never sensing that he was making any progress.


He opened his eyes as he heard another noise. It was the sound of oars stroking water, at a great distance perhaps; sound traveled deceptively in the fog. He found that he had a pair of oars of his own, though one was useless because of a wide crack that ran the length of the handle.


Something bumped on his chest. He pulled the neck of his thin shirt open, and saw a heavy item suspended on a fine silver chain. Alec reached in and pulled the item out, a heavy gold ring. A ring with many jewels, almost garish with the sapphires and rubies and diamonds it boasted. There were words, Dominion and Empire, circling its face, while King and Consort were inscribed on the band. It fit his finger perfectly. The chain was affixed to a silver collar, too rigid and too tight to raise over his head. He let the ring and chain fall back to his chest.


Alec lowered his one good oar in the water and began to alternate his strokes, paddling on one side and then the other, trying to move his small craft in the direction he thought he heard the noise coming from. There were tattoos on his forearms, he noticed; they were a collection of attractive but meaningless shapes and symbols that he idly studied as his sleeves rose and fell with his motions; all were lovely images, all but one, a dreadful skull that gave him chills as he considered it. After ten minutes or longer he wasn’t sure how far he had traveled, or if he was heading in a straight line, curving wide circles or aimlessly meandering on the blue green sea.


He stopped to pause, and noticed that the fog seemed lighter. He hoped it was really lifting, and not just the desires of his imagination. A noise from a boat bell sounded directly behind, at no great distance. He paddled on just one side to turn his boat about, and began to move in the direction of the regular clanging. As he moved through the fog he entered a pocket of clear air, empty of fog. He looked up and saw a blue sky above, and off to his left he saw the top of a mast poking above the fog, while the first boat’s bell continued to invisibly ring in front of him.


Alec swung his dinghy around again and began to paddle towards the boat that was a visible target. He felt a slight breeze blowing against his face, the first evidence of wind he’d noticed, and the surface of the sea began to grow less smooth as the swells rose high enough to hint at foam along their crests. The breeze and the waves increased the resistance the boat faced as Alec aimed for his target, and he felt his arms growing heavy with fatigue as he continued to try to reach the sanctuary of the larger vessel.

 “Ahoy! Ahoy the ship!” he called out loudly, hoping to draw attention to himself. The work he had done had brought him noticeably closer to the vessel, and the wind was blowing tatters of the fog away, so that now Alec could see the hull of the vessel he was aiming for. It had a second, shorter mast towards the rear of the boat, and heavy bundles along the sides of the boat, fishing nets not presently catching any fish. Shadowy figures were visible moving about on the deck.


A muffled oath was briefly shouted out from another ship off to Alec’s left, while the third boat’s bell rang again behind him. He was nearly surrounded by shipping he realized. There could be an entire fleet around him. He resumed paddling forward towards the fishing boat he could see, and felt relief when three men stood at the side of the boat and pointed at him. Alec paused to wave, then resumed paddling awkwardly until he was next the hull, looking up the wooden side at the men who towered a dozen feet above him.

 “How do I come aboard?” he asked. In response a rope ladder was flipped over the railing and splashed in the water beside him. Grabbing the rungs, Alec pulled himself upward to the railing, where he stopped to look back down at the dinghy he had arrived in. He swiveled again, and when he rose up the last rungs, his eyes looked at a deck full of men, approximately twenty or more, whose eyes were all focused on him.

 “Grib waldd ueshnaw?” he heard one man say. Alec raised his leg over the railing and climbed onto the wooden deck, perplexed by the gibberish.

 “Thank you for saving me,” he said loudly.

 “Grib waldd ueshnaw? Sprek waldd nuenstand?” a man nearby faced him and spoke, making evident his efforts to enunciate clearly.

 “I don’t understand,” Alec replied. “Does anyone speak my language?”

 “Gish lish waldd rebond droep,” another man said. He stood on Alec’s left side, and he gestured towards someone on the right. A man came out of a small cluster and took Alec by the arm, pulling him in a firm but non-hostile fashion towards the front of the boat, where his life aboard the ship was about to commence.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2 – Arrival at Krimshelm

 



Three months later, a languid morning breeze carried the Ingrid into her home harbor, the bustling city of Krimshelm. She carried a happy crew, who were returning home and looking forward to satisfying profits from the abundant cargo they had processed at sea during their weeks of continual toil. She carried a hold full of crates of cod and other cargo goods that had been caught, processed, or traded for. And she carried Alec, a confused misfit.


He had no memory of time before he awoke in his row boat. He only knew that he called himself Alec, and he knew that he woke up some mornings with a glimpse of a memory of a dream that reflected whatever reality he had previously known. He knew that the language he had awoken with, whatever it was, had no place in his present world.


He now tentatively held a working vocabulary of a few hundred words in the local language, Avonellene, many of which were particular names of spars and lines and oars and other parts and operations related to the sailing of the Ingrid; they would have little relevance on shore, he knew. The words he spoke, he pronounced with a heavy accent that lay beneath the rough dialect of the sailing class, sure to be indecipherable to many of the people on shore, although he understood much more than he spoke.


Alec was accepted by most of his shipmates, who claimed they were a more open-minded collection of people than their countrymen on shore; foreigners were distrusted and generally looked down upon in the Avonellene Empire culture of Krimshelm. But Alec didn’t complain during his weeks of being given the dirty and unpleasant jobs on board the ship, he worked hard, and he was grateful for the instruction his shipmates provided as they initiated him into the workings of the ship’s routine during his first few days.


The oars were run into their locks along the ship’s railings as the Ingrid grew becalmed inside the protection of the harbor, and she gracefully glided towards her spot on the pier, where longshoremen were gathering to attend to her.


Alec knew that the safety and security of his routine life among the small, disciplined crew of the ship was at an end. Following the off-loading of the cargo, Alec stood in line with the other hands and received his hatful of coins in payment for the voyage. “You’re getting a full share Alec, because you worked so hard, and I know no one will complain,” the purser told him as he counted the coins into Alec’s cap. “The captain will be happy to take you again when he goes back out to sea. You come back and let us know when you want to sail again,” the purser spoke slowly and loudly, believing that Alec’s foreign accent was an indication of stupidity and or deafness.


The purser was being overly kind in his belief that Alec would be invited back on the ship. Alec’s left-handedness had made him a clumsy performer of many of the tasks he was supposed to carry out, and in addition he had fallen over board three times, causing the ship to come to a stop so that he could be rescued. Alec had discovered that he was a good swimmer He had also discovered that the officers didn’t appreciate the time wasted in the rescue effort, reducing the productivity of the ship; especially when it came from a foreigner. He knew that he wouldn’t be invited back.

 “Don’t spend all that money at once. Use some sense,” the purser advised as the next man jostled behind Alec, eager to collect his money so that he could rush to the shore and spend all his money at once.


Alec walked off the ship without a bag of clothes and belongings, although every other crewman did; he was departing just as empty-handed as he had arrived. He stepped off the plank and onto the stone pier, where he was immediately surrounded by a horde of eager women and men who offered him loud, nearly desperate enticements, willing to help him spend all his money at once. Alec’s ear wasn’t able to decipher the majority of the words he heard, although some of the offers were graphically demonstrated as well, and Alec clung to his pants pockets and their contents, as he had been instructed onboard. Eventually he shouldered his way to a less crowded area, and then wandered through the mostly empty fish market, feeling relief to have left the jostling crowd behind. Though the ship had been crowded, the men in the crowd were few and well-known, while the sea had been vast and empty; the panderers and businesswomen on the dock had been strangers, whose cold, narrow eyes had weighed him and judged him and found him wanting in a way that left him despondent.


He reached the far side of the market, and stopped to view the city of Krimshelm. Most of the city streets climbed the sloping hills that rose above the harbor, while some provided penetrating straight lines that allowed Alec’s eyes to scan a further distance into the commercial heart of the city, while other roads meandered randomly or switched back and forth deliberately, obscuring their travelers and neighborhoods.


Alec stood and looked. He could go anywhere he wanted, for he had nowhere he was committed to go. Now even more so than at any time while he had been on board the Ingrid, he had to face the fact that he had no memory, no home, no loved ones, nor even anyone else who spoke the same language he spoke. He had spent weeks on board a ship at sea, living a strenuous but simple life, contemplating the mystery of his existence. Happily, he found that he was at ease with his lack of a past – his absence of memories, relationships and connections; while he didn’t find love waiting for him here in the harbor, neither did he find hatred or the burden of responsibility. He felt that for the time being he was satisfied with literally and figuratively drifting through life.


Alec did not know how long to expect his ship earnings to last, or what he would do next when they ran out. On a whim, he decided to climb one of the straight streets, and then, as he walked he was temp-ted by a rich-smelling drink that he saw patrons sipping at tables outside an elegant restaurant. He stopped and took a seat at an empty table by the edge of the street.


A waiter promptly arrived at his table, looking at Alec’s threadbare clothing disdainfully. “May I help you sir?” he asked as he stood at a slight distance.


Alec pondered how to ask for the unknown drink. He saw nothing in the waiter’s expression to make him think the man would helpfully answer his questions. “I want that,” he pointed at the cups on a nearby table where three women were chatting and drinking the beverage whose aroma had lured him in.

 “You want a cup of coffee?” the waiter asked to confirm, if anything seeming even more disdainful of the accent Alec spoke with.

 “Coffee? Is that what smells so rich?” he asked, and then confirmed that was what he wanted.


While the other tables at the outside café were anchored by couples and trios chatting amiably, Alec sat alone at his small round table, a heavy wooden structure that wobbled slightly on the uneven paving stones, and waited for the arrival of his cup.


The waiter walked by, and a cup was on his tabletop. It was hot. He picked it up and felt the warmth beginning to sting his fingertips. It was very hot, he realized, and he took only a tiny, slurping sip that made the three women look at him in disapproval, then he quickly put the scalding cup down. His expression from the bitter brew was such a frightful grimace that one of the women hid her mouth as she momentarily laughed out loud.


He wanted to spit, but knew that it wasn’t the way to behave in such surroundings. Wanting to leave his coffee behind, Alec pulled out his money and placed much of it on the table. “How much to pay?” he asked the waiter.


The man looked at him slightly more favorably, and precisely picked three coins from the table top, then left Alec alone with his disappointing purchase. With nothing else to do, Alec, shoved his money back in his pocket, and sat at the table while he watched the flow of commerce moving up and down the hillside street.


Four burly men carried a sedan chair up the hill. They all wore matching livery, light blue and yellow, and were clearly practiced at their job, as they held the chair level and maintained a smooth ride while toiling along the road. A handful of other men in the same colors walked nearby, and Alec looked at the chair’s open window to see who ranked such protection; the occupant was a girl, a strikingly pretty girl who stared back at Alec’s scrutiny with momentary curiosity, then gently smiled at him as her passage carried her past his seat. She had a dark olive complexion, and black hair that fell straight to her shoulders, but Alec was close enough to the street side to see that her eyes were startlingly green. There was a flickering trace of a strange feeling in his consciousness, and then Aahh seemed to verbalize within his head.


As he shook his head, the chair moved on, and Alec’s waiter sidled back over to his table, friendlier now. “You’re lucky today – you got a smile from her! You ought to go to the casino and take advantage of that luck,” he said with a conspirator’s grin as he passed by.


Alec did not respond to the waiter, as his eyes happened to see a furtive movement in an alleyway just behind where the girl in the sedan chair had passed. There were three or more men loitering in the alley, watching the traffic on the road pass by. They had not attacked the sedan chair, though Alec didn’t know if that was because they were outnumbered by the retainers that travelled with the chair, or whether they had some other target in mind. Alec felt his heart start to race, and his glance moved around the scene, and he realized there were archers atop two buildings, and they too were ignoring the sedan, waiting for some other prey, in positions that some hidden part of Alec recognized as a set-up for an ambush.


Alec looked up and down the street for the intended target, and saw that a score of soldiers were marching in front of and behind a slow moving wagon. Six horses were pacing in front of the large-wheeled, high sided affair as the driver liberally applied the brakes on the downhill slope of the road, giving the horses an easy task as they stepped slowly along the paving stones. The soldiers’ wagon had passed the sedan chair allowing the soldiers in the back to discreetly tip their caps at the woman inside. Alec’s angle of vision didn’t allow him to see how the girl reacted, and seconds later the point was irrelevant.


With a shouted order that anticipated trouble, the chair’s carriers broke into a sprinting pace, and for a split second Alec imagined that the girl must be suffering a terrible jostling from the rough new tempo. He diverted his attention from the chair back to the wagon though as he saw soldiers start to fall to the ground in front of the wagon. The archers atop the buildings were raining arrows down in a heavy shower, and the loitering men in the alley were leading an eruption of men who were attacking the soldiers behind the wagon.


Alec realized there was a smaller person sitting on the bench next to the driver, and the screams and shouts in the air were frightening the child, who was grabbing hold of the driver. In a single fluid motion that he didn’t realize he possessed the ability to perform, Alec pushed his chair back and stepped up onto his table then leapt far out into the street among the melee participants.


The unprepared soldiers were being decimated. The arrows had stopped falling as the men from the alley finished off the soldiers and began to reach the sides of the wagon. Before he knew where he was, Alec was at the side of the wagon too, using an abandoned sword he had picked up to slice at the hijackers who were climbing up towards the screaming child; he felt a stinging pain on his forearm as he swung the weapon. Reaching the bench, he realized the driver had been injured; Alec could see him slumped over with a blood-stained hand on his stomach.


Alec leaped onto the bench, slicing again at the ambushers, and landed beside the child, who he discovered was actually a petite teenage girl. He grabbed the reins, released the brakes, and flicked the reins to set the horses moving rapidly down the sloping road. He turned and punched an assailant, then flicked his sword blade up and blocked an arrow. What am I doing? Alec thought to himself for a second, then concentrated on driving the wagon, which was close to running out of control. He looked over his shoulder and saw that there was no longer anyone but the girl and the driver on the wagon with him. He applied the brakes and hauled on the reins, but the wagon held a very heavy load, and he had little luck slowing its momentum.


Are you friend or foe?” a raspy, gurgling voice on the far side of the now crying girl asked.

 “I’m a friend,” Alec answered tersely, trying to focus on handling the wagon reins.

 “Take care of her. Don’t let her mother have her again,” the wounded man spoke faintly, then slumped forward.


The road was leveling off as it opened into the marketplace plaza Alec had been in earlier. He turned all his attention to the governance of the wagon as he surveyed the path ahead, and was worried by what he saw. He forcefully applied the brake again and pulled the reins to the right, edging the wagon’s direction as its momentum continued to push the vehicle as fast as the horses were running. His only potential path was a narrow road along the edge of the harbor, and Alec continued to haul on the straps, desperately hoping that he was going to hit his target as the road opening loomed closer and closer.


The horses entered the paved gap between the buildings, but the wagon was sliding sideways on its wheels, screeching loudly as they slid up over the curb and onto the sidewalk. Alec extended an arm and leaned to his left, pushing against the wall as they passed it. The side of the wagon banged hard into the buildings’ stones as pedestrians screamed and scrambled wildly. There was a crashing sound, and Alec felt the wagon shudder and the wooden side of the wagon tear apart as it hit the wall; the girl beside him was clinging to him now whimpering in fear and shock. The wagon continued to ride on rapidly, bouncing away from the wall and back into the center of the road. A fruit vendor screamed as he failed to move aside quickly enough, and Alec blanched as he saw the man disappear under the lead horse’s hooves.


As the wagon passed, Alec turned and saw the man lying on the sidewalk, moving and screaming. For a fleeting moment Alec felt relief that the man was alive, then he forgot about the vendor as he realized that the side of the wagon was missing several boards, and that spilling backward in a trail left by the rapidly moving vehicle was a glittering bright stream of golden coins, falling from leather bags that had torn open.


Shocked by the wealth he realized was on-board the wagon, Alec looked ahead, then flicked the reins and urged the horses to keep running at full speed. They continued onward, scattering more people in the streets as they wove through the city. 


 “Where are we going?” the girl asked. “Will my father be alright?”

 “We’ll talk in a minute. Let me drive this thing,” Alec said shortly. He wasn’t sure if the girl understood him or not, but he had to focus on the perilous trip they were not wholly in control of. He didn’t consider stopping the wagon, let alone trying to take it back; both sides would undoubtedly view him as a thief who had stolen the wagon and its riches from them, promising a hostile reception. Alec thought it would be better to simply find someplace where he could stop, look at the injured driver, and discuss the next step to take.


Three minutes later, still furiously hurdling over the paving bricks, Alec saw a gate in the city wall, and realized they were ten seconds away from leaving the urban environs. A half dozen guards shouted at Alec, but dove aside as the horses burst through the gateway into the open land beyond. There were houses and shops out here, but less closely packed, and the wagon had no problem following the wider road as it veered away from the harbor and began to climb a low, gentle slope. 


 “Now can you tell me where we’re going? Who are you?” the voice beside him spoke again. Alec realized the girl was no longer clutching his arm, but was trying to hold her father up. Looking over at the injured driver, Alec perceived that the man was already dead.

 “My name is Alec. We’re trying to get away from the city before someone comes looking for all this gold we have in the wagon,” Alec answered.


The horses were growing winded, Alec could sense from their breathing and the slowing pace. They reached the crest of the slight ridge they had climbed, and then began to descend down the back side of the ridge, where a forest stood. Alec looked back and saw they had fallen out of view of the city as the road branched. He chose the right-hand branch, and let the horses slow to walk on a level stretch of road. He looked backwards again, and saw that they no longer were dripping gold coins; the bags that had torn open in the collision with the wall must have emptied themselves out in the city.


A deep breath escaped his chest, and Alec closed his eyes. He felt a shudder in his soul, like an adjustment of something deep inside him, and he slumped in exhaustion, unable to comprehend what had just happened. Everything has been fast, instantaneous. He had felt incredible power coursing through him, and his body had acted faster than either his mind or anyone else involved in the foiled ambush attempt.

 “Trade seats with me,” Alec ordered as he scooted across the bench. The girl rose over Alec, letting him sit next to her father.


He confirmed that the father was dead. His eyes were closed, and his head lolled weakly backward and forward. He’d been stabbed in the chest and stomach, and lost a great deal of blood.


Alec turned back to his companion. The girl’s face turned up to look at his, and he saw both fear and trust in her face. “Your father is dead, I’m afraid,” he told her.

 “Did you say he’s dead?” the girl asked. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”


Alec silently cursed his heavy accent. “Yes,” he said and paused. “He has died,” he spoke slowly and tried to pronounce clearly.


The girl gave a sob, and leaned against Alec. He awkwardly placed an arm around her. “God will take care of him,” he said as he pulled her against his torso. He imagined he felt a surge of compassion and affection pass between the two of them. “And I’ll try to help too. I promised your father I’d watch out for you.” Saying it aloud like that to the girl made it feel like a stronger obligation, and he knew he was going to take it seriously. Helping the girl was going to become the focus of his life, instead of aimlessly wandering, as he had been expecting to do just a few minutes ago.

 “Do you know where we are?” he asked carefully. He felt her shake her head no. They were still in the forest, splashing through a shallow ford in a small stream. Through the leaves overhead Alec judged that the sun had moved a fair distance across the sky. They passed a farm house on the other side of the creek, a small clearing beside it serving as field and pasture. It was the only structure Alec remembered seeing since they had crested the ridge and entered the forest, and they quickly left it behind as the horses continued to pull them.


A half hour later they had ridden in silence, the girl quietly resting against Alec, as he pondered what had happened during the day. He saw a narrow lane, and pulled the reins to stop the horses, then lifted the girl down, hopped to the ground after her, and took the halter of the lead horse to coax the team to pull the wagon into the shadows off the road. “We ought to give your dad a burial. Is that okay?” he asked the grieving daughter. She nodded silently without looking at him.


Alec stopped the team and walked back to the wagon bed. He had no tools suitable for digging he realized, but he held a faint hope that the wagon might hold something useful. His hope was justified, for when he raised the tarpaulin covering his precious load, he found two crowbars that he thought could serve to dig a shallow grave.


With one bar in his right hand, and his left hand grasping the palm of his companion, they walked off their path into the woods. A small knoll was alone, without trees growing upon it in a grove of majestic elm trees. “Would your dad like this place?” Alec asked the girl. When she silently nodded yes, he put his bar to work, gouging out chunks of the soft soil as he dug the grave for the dead man. The sky was getting dark, and Alec hurried his task. He had a vague uneasiness about the notion of leaving the dead man unburied during the night, and when his grave was just barely acceptably deep enough he hurled the crow bar into the soil, where it stuck and stood like a spear.

 “Let’s go get your dad,” Alec mumbled, and he led the girl back to the wagon. With the dead body hoisted on his back, Alec carried him to the grave, then arranged him as respectfully as he could, while the girl watched.

 “What was your dad’s name?” Alec asked.

 “He is called Wellson,” the daughter answered.

 “And what is your name?” he asked.

 “I’m Bethany,” she replied.


The world spun around him, and he closed his eyes as he fell to his knees. The name meant something to him; he felt emotions and thoughts tumbling around in some boxed and untouchable part of his brain.

 “Are you okay?” the girl asked as she saw tears on Alec’s cheeks.

 “Yes, I’m okay. Bethany,” Alec said as he picked himself up, “would you like to say something about your dad? We’re going to bury him here, so that his spirit can go to heaven. You can tell him good bye now if you want to.”


Bethany looked up at Alec, then down at the man’s body in the ground. “I love you daddy, and I’ll be a good girl. I’ll,” she paused and said no more, though Alec waited patiently for her to finish.


She looked back up at Alec. “Are you going to say anything to him?”


Though caught off guard, Alec didn’t want to hurt the girl’s feelings. “Wellson was a good man. He cared for and died trying to protect his daughter. Please take good care of him God, and take care of everyone who is still here who loved him too.

 “I think we’re done,” Alec said. “I’m going to bury him. You don’t have to watch if you don’t want to.”

 “This is different from burning him like everyone else does, but if you say it’s okay then go ahead,” Bethany replied.


Alec had stooped to begin pushing soil back into the hole, but paused, as he struggled to understand the girl’s words. “This is the way people treat the dead where I come from.”

 “Where’s that?” Bethany asked.

 “I don’t remember,” Alec admitted, then began pushing dirt forward, quickly covering the body. They walked back to the wagon, where the horses were rested and looking anxious to leave the confined narrow forest lane.


Alec had no idea of where to go or what to do. He foresaw only trouble and punishment if he tried to return the wagonload of gold to Krimshelm. He straightened the sideboards of the wagon to hide the damage it had sustained, then led the horses to a spot with fewer trees, and turned the team in a tight radius, then walked them out to the road again. The sun was setting on one horizon, while a nearly full moon was rising on the other.

 “What’s your name?” the girl asked again as the wagon resumed its trip away from Krimshelm, forgetting in her shock that he had told her already.


Alec was at a loss about what to do, and so had decided to leave Krimshelm further behind for the time being. He had faint hopes of finding someplace they could feed themselves and the horses, although Alec wasn’t going to let the wagonload of gold leave his sight.

 “My name is Alec,” he told the girl as he straightened the wagon’s path on the forest road. “But maybe you should call me your brother when we’re around other people,” he suggested.


Bethany looked at him with eyes that seemed full of discernment, but she made no comment. “When can we have dinner?” she asked instead.

 “When we see a tavern, we’ll get some food,” Alec promised. “I don’t know how long that will take.” He felt his own stomach rumble, and felt sure the girl had to be hungry as well.


Bethany sat silently beside Alec, leaning slightly against him. Alec expected some question or comment to emerge, asking why her father had died, or where they were going, but the girl sat bravely beside him, putting her future in his hands. He appreciated her bravery, while at the same time he shook his head at the notion that anyone would knowingly cling to a reed as weak as he was.


He had no real idea of who he was, or where he came from. He didn’t remember anything of his past from the time a few weeks ago when he’d awoken in a row boat on the sea. The members of the crew of the Ingrid had speculated that he was the only survivor of a ship that had sunk, but his row boat was too small to realistically be a lifeboat for a sea-going vessel, and his language was completely unknown, unlike anything that existed among all the lands and islands that were Krimshelm’s world. 



Alec had tried and tried to dredge up memories, but other than inexplicable flashes, such as the shock of familiarity that Bethany’s name had brought, there was nothing he knew about himself. Except he now knew he could fight and react fast, as had occurred when he’d taken control of the wagon. He had no idea why he had the ability, but it had been a completely natural action.


The sunset was fading in the sky on his right side, while the moon was rising higher on the left, and trees continued to spread gloomy darkness unendingly as the road rose and fell on its way south through the forest. There were no openings in the trees, no farm houses or woodcutters villages along the way. The road became a narrow bright ribbon in the moonlight, as details faded, and the darkness under the trees became a singular black mass. A breeze blew gently, rustling the trees, and Bethany fell asleep leaning against Alec as the miles passed beneath their wheels. The horses to their credit dutifully pulled on, and Alec grew concerned for their well-being; they hadn’t been watered or fed in hours, and he began searching for any possible stream that he could use as a watering spot.


Within minutes, the road dropped down into a valley and crossed a stream at a shallow ford. Alec halted the wagon, gently slid from the side of the sleeping girl on the bench, and began tending the horses, giving them each an opportunity to drink from the stream, but not letting them guzzle too much. He was several minutes into the task, finishing up the last pair, when all the horses raised their heads in alarm, and nickered uneasily. Alec looked around, listening and trying to smell or detect any type of danger. He hurriedly refastened the harness for the last set, then climbed up into the wagon and unhitched the reins, giving them a flick to start the heavy wagon slowly rolling again. 



The road climbed up the side of a valley as it left the stream ford, and the horses strained to get their load moving from its still position. The horses began to slowly step forward, gaining some momentum as they tossed their heads. Alec placed his arm gently around Bethany and straightened her against him, not disturbing the sound sleep she enjoyed, as he continued to look in all directions, fervently hoping he could find the source of the horses’ unease.


A cloud passed in front of the moon, and the bright road in front of the wagon dimmed, but the horses continued to move forward. Keep us safe, Lord, Alec silently prayed. He reached back into the wagon bed, his fingers searching until they found the crowbar he had used earlier, and he pulled it forward, ready to be swung as a weapon. The problem was most likely wolves, Alec guessed. The horses were sure to have an instinctive fear of the wolves, and a forest like this was sure to be home to a pack that could lope along the roadside waiting for the right moment to attack.


They kept climbing the gentle incline of the road, mounting higher along the side of a ridge, and the moonlight brightened as the cloud passed beyond it. The horses seemed slightly calmer, and Alec felt a faint hope that they had gotten beyond the threat. As the horses reached the top of the ridge, Alec saw a brief glimmer of light below in the next valley. He felt relief at the thought of reaching some settlement, and being among other people again. There would be safety there. 



The road began to slope downward, and the sight of the lights was lost behind the reach of the trees again as the road turned and twisted along the natural topography of the ridge. Several minutes later they reached a wide, sweeping hairpin turn, and began to descend back towards a bright blue star, low in the sky while the lights of the settlement at the bottom of the ridge were briefly visible again, noticeably closer. Alec could distinguish several discernibly separate lights grouped together.


His attention was dramatically redirected as one of the horses screamed loudly, and the wagon began to slow down. Alec could see someone shambling alongside the horse, attempting to grab its bridle, but falling behind. He raised up off the bench, holding his crowbar, waiting for the attacker to drop back next to his position so he could beat him away, when he heard a scrambling sound behind him.


Alec was astonished at the notion of a band of bandits trying to ambush his wagon in the dead of night without using weapons, and he fearfully expected to feel an arrow pierce his torso at any second. His moment to fight back was about to occur; he whipped the reins madly, urging the crazed horses to move out rapidly and began to swing the crowbar at the man in the front of the wagon as he came alongside Alec’s place.


As the heavy metal bar made contact with the man’s skull, Alec saw to his horror that the face of the man was decayed, the eye sockets empty, and when the bar hit the head the skull broke and the neck tilted violently away, but the gruesome man only staggered and fell farther behind. Alec gaped in sickened horror at the sight of the dead body that was stumbling away, then turned and saw something sickening similar crawling up over the wagon bed towards him. At the same time the far lead horse screamed, and Alec momentarily saw another of the undead fall beneath the hooves of the galloping horses, and then he felt the wagon wheels violently ride over the body.


Alec roiled the reins again, then jerked them just as violently, trying to slow the wagon as he saw another switchback turn quickly approaching. The heavy wagon and the wild horses were slow to respond, but the decrease in momentum tossed the crawling attacker on the wagon bed forward towards the bench.


A flare of energy seemed to erupt in Alec, as he said a quick prayer, and grabbed the tumbling undead body, using its own momentum to throw it out of the wagon, towards the side where his vision seemed suddenly enhanced and he could detect three other members of the attacking crew trying to reach a position to fling themselves at the wagon.


Bethany was awake, he realized. “Take these reins and hold them,” he told her. Without understanding why he believed it was possible, he stepped over the front of the wagon, and hopped from horseback to horseback, then landed on the ground in front the lead horses, and used some supernatural reservoir of strength to slow the wagon enough to allow it to safely make the sharp turn. He raced around the side of the team of horses, and threw himself at the legs of the pursuers, knocking all three of them down. He rolled and stood again, then raced back to the wagon, which was gaining a lead, and jumped back up onto the bench.

 “What’s happening?” The young girl asked sharply as Alec took the reins from her and hurried the horses to pick up speed. “Where did you go?”

 “Someone in the woods was trying to grab our horses, so I jumped out there to push them away,” Alec replied. “And now I’m back here with you.”

 “Are they bad people, like the ones who killed my dad?” Bethany asked.

 “Yes, I think they’re definitely bad,” Alec answered, “but I think we’ll get away this time, just like we did last time in the city.

 “I’ll take care of you,” he promised comfortingly, removing one hand from the reins to place a comforting arm around Bethany’s shoulders. “And I’ll expect you to help take care of me,” he added, causing her to grin at him.


His strangely heightened senses were still present, and he turned his head to scan their surroundings. Another switchback turn was still far ahead, and thankfully no new attackers were lurking nearby. But he could sense another band of them waiting along the roadside below them. 



He wondered if he was losing his mind, diminished as his memory already was, or if he was dreaming. There was no explanation for how he could have physically done the things he had just done. He pulled on the reins, beginning to break the wagon’s momentum far ahead of the curve they were approaching, and slowing the horses sufficiently to make the turn safely. As he looked ahead, he could see the road apparently leading straight down the lowest portion of the hillside to reach the settlement.


At the same time he could see more of the undead bodies were gathering. Instead of another handful, it appeared to Alec that well over two dozen were stringing out along both sides of the road. Alec decided to keep the horses’ speed down until just before they reached the next ambush, then allow them to gain speed and attempt to fly through the attackers; he held the reins tightly and let the wagon easily roll along the roadway until the beginning of the ambush was just fifty yards away.


He raised the reins and whipped them down, urging the horses to run faster, then he handed them to his companion. “Here, you hold these for a few minutes,” he told her. “I’m going to run with the horses again.”


With that he slipped over the side of the wagon and ran up to the front, where he grabbed the harness and began to pull the wagon forward even more quickly. As he did, the first lumbering body began to run out of the woods on the left, and Alec jumped in front of it, rolling, knocking it down, getting up, then streaking forward to knock over another one.


He ran behind the wagon to the other side, where two of the zombies were reaching for the wooden side boards. With a sweep of his legs, Alec knocked them to the ground. He raised his head as he ran, and realized that many more were coming through the forest, stumbling down the hillside, but always arising and resuming their pursuit. The numbers were overwhelming.


But now the settlement was very close as well. Alec saw the stockade wall ahead where the road leveled out. He jumped up into the wagon and took back control of the reins. He began to pull hard, trying to slow the poor exhausted horses down before they ran head-first into the stout gateway.

 “Open the gate! We seek refuge,” Alec screamed at the settlement that was now just ahead of them. With his vision he could see the heads of men watching from the top of the stockade walls, and turning he could see the mob of walking lifeless bodies that were converging on them.

 “Let us in,” he shouted again as the horses came to stop at the very crack of the gate doors. “For the love of God, let us in,” he screamed.

 “We don’t open the doors after sundown,” a voice replied. “It’s the law.”

 “What are they? Where do they come from? Lord, save us from these monsters,” Alec yelled. He felt fear, and picked up Bethany. “You’ll be safe inside,” he told her.

 “Here, catch her,” he shouted up at a group of men he saw, and he heaved the surprised girl high up into the air, so that she landed in the arms of the gate watchers, shrieking as she flew and landed. At the same time he saw someone with a long spear suddenly jump over the wall towards him, and he felt the wagon bed sink with the impact of their landing.


He felt a sense of gratitude for someone’s brave but foolhardy decision to come to his help. With that feeling in his heart, he turned back and saw the imminent arrival of the army of dismal, animated bodies that were about to engulf him. “God rest all our souls, and protect us, please,” he prayed, and he shut his eyes as the first of the zombies reached the wagon. There was an eerie sense of peacefulness within him unexpectedly, a stinging pain on his arm, and he sensed a strange hush descend across the whole morbid scene. He peeked his eyes open, and saw that every one of the zombies had fallen flat upon the ground and lay still, now completely motionless and dead.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3 – The Road to Vincennes

 



Alec stared, dumbfounded, at the miraculous end of the hostilities, then turned to the man who had jumped down. The man was holding his spear upright, staring with cautious amazement at the onslaught that had ended before it began.

 “Thank you for saving me. How did you do that?” Alec asked the man.


The warrior stared at Alec uncomprehendingly, his thick accent unintelligible.


Alec tried again, more slowly. He gestured towards the motionless forms; “Why did they stop?” 

 “How did you do that?” the volunteer replied. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” He was older than a boy, but still too young to be a man.


He stepped closer and looked at Alec’s face in the moonlight and weak torchlight of the settlement. “You don’t know how it happened, do you? I can see the fear still in your eyes. Well, that’s a sight worth being scared of, for the rest of your life.

 “Conston, throw some blankets and pillows down here, we’ll spend the night,” he called up to someone above them. “They still won’t open the gate to let us in,” he explained to Alec. “The rule is never broken, no matter what.

 “I’ll tell you, I’m not sure why I jumped down here. I guess I couldn’t stand to just watch you out here alone. Whatever it was, something made me hop the barricade before I knew what I was up to. Look at that,” he held out a quavering hand. “I’m shaking like a leaf, now that it’s all over.

 “I have never done anything like that!” he reflected further, starting to analyze what had seemed like a certain self-imposed death wish just minutes earlier.

 “Rahm, what’s going on down there?” a voice called from above, and a pile of blankets showered down upon them.

 “Should we check them?” Alec asked, pointing again at the ranks of decayed bodies in the field around them.

 “Rolf,” the man on the wagon shouted back. “Throw a spear into one of the anideads.”


A shaft immediately came hurling down and made an unpleasant sound as it pierced a corpse on the ground. Alec cautiously climbed down from the wagon and placed a hand on the spear that stood straight above its target. He grabbed the spear with his other hand as well and pulled it out of the ground and the dead thing, then prodded the monster gingerly.

 “Boo!” Rahm shouted as he suddenly leapt down beside Alec, frightening him visibly and making him jump in the tense atmosphere. The two looked at one another momentarily, until Alec’s face began to grin, matching Rahm’s expression.

 “I am Alec,” he said simply. 


 “My name is Rahm. It’s good to meet you.” He paused. “What in the world were you doing riding through the Haunted Forest at night?” he asked bluntly. “You should be dead; I can’t imagine how you got to the town at this time of night.

 “And I really want to know how you killed all the anideads.”

 “Whatever killed them, it wasn’t us,” Alec replied. “Will my sister be safe?” he asked.

 “That was quite a toss,” Rahm replied at first. “Rolf!” he shouted at the overhead ramparts again.

 “What now?” came the reply.

 “Take the girl you just caught, and take her to my ma’s house. Tell ma to give her a bed for the night,” Rahm instructed.

 “The sun will be up soon,” he commented to Alec, pointing to the hint of pink along the eastern horizon.


Alec began walking among the corpses, using his spear to prod and check several of them. Satisfied that they were no threat, he returned to the wagon, where Rahm stood watching him. Together they stood silently and watched the sky brighten, and the features of the wide field grew distinct, up until the point when the edge of the sun broached the forested ridge on the horizon.


As the sun’s rays struck the corpses on the ground, they each disintegrated in a puff of smoke, leaving the field empty of evidence of the horrific events that had happened just a short time earlier. There was a loud wooden snapping sound as the gate was opened, and a squadron of armed guards came out of the stockade and surrounded the wagon, from which Rahm and Alec jumped back to the ground.

 “You were lucky to survive!” a number of guards told Alec as they mobbed around him. “No one has ever spent a night outside the stockade before and survived.

 “Why were you in the forest at night, fool?” an officer asked Alec. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Bethany emerge from the gateway and hurry over towards the wagon and its crowd.

 “We didn’t know any better. We left Krimshelm yesterday and had no idea the forest was infested,” Alec said as Bethany wove through the crowd and snuggled up under his arm.

 “You were amazing yesterday.” She told him enthusiastically. “I couldn’t believe it when you threw me up to the top of the wall.

 “You should have seen him running with the horses and fighting the, what did you call them, the anideads,” she told the guardsmen. “We wouldn’t have made it here at all if he hadn’t made it happen.”

 “Where can we ride to today?” Alec asked. “We want to find a new home.” He wanted to change the topic from the inexplicable fighting ability he had found himself exercising.

 “In a hurry to leave Krimshelm? Well, we don’t answer to them; we’re a Conglomerate trading settlement, so it’s no skin off our nose,” the officer answered. “If you’re that good a fighter, maybe you ought to become a guard for us.”

 “Thanks, but we haven’t made plans yet,” Alec answered. He reached in his pocket and pulled out the coins he had received as payment for his work on the Ingrid. He handed the money to Bethany. “Go into town and buy some oats for the horses and some travel food for us today,” he told her as the soldiers started to disperse.

 “I’ll go with her,” Rahm volunteered. “I’ll show her the best place to get supplies.”


Alec eyed the young warrior. In the early sunlight his face appeared open and honest, and Alec turned to look at Bethany, seeing her clearly for the first time as well. She was a pretty girl, he realized, with short dark hair and large green eyes that sat somberly at present above a scattering of freckles that bridged across her nose.


Alec reached over and placed his hand over Rahm’s shoulder. “You’ll take good care of her and treat her properly, right?” there was a tingle in his hand.


Rahm’s eyes widened momentarily. “I’ll treat your sister as though you were there with us,” he said, and Alec felt certain that the boy spoke the truth.


Bethany looked shyly at Rahm, and Alec released his hand from the young man’s shoulder. “You can go with him. I’ll wait here until you’re back,” Alec told his putative sibling, and he watched the young pair walk through the gate.


Several minutes later a voice spoke from behind Alec. “She must look like her mother, and her mother must be a beautiful woman,” the forgotten officer said to Alec, causing him to turn. “She doesn’t look like you at all.” Alec silently nodded his head in agreement.

 “You left Krimshelm without knowing where you were going; you didn’t know about the Dead Forest, but you survived it, impossibly enough; you speak with a strange accent; your sister doesn’t look like you; and you must have a very heavy load you’re hauling if you’ve got this team of six brutes,” he patted one of the massive horses. “There’s something about your story that doesn’t add up.

 “Do you mind if I take a look at your load?” the man asked as he began to walk around to the back of the wagon.

 “Yes, I mind,” Alec replied in a harsh tone. He knew they would never leave the stockade if their load of gold was discovered. “What’s ours is ours,” he added as he walked around to intercept the officer, and slapped his hand down on the cover.


The officer motioned, and the three remaining guards came over to join them. Alec saw Bethany and Rahm appear through the gate, Rahm with a large load, Bethany with a lighter one. “Throw the goods up on top of the wagon and let’s get going,” he called to them.


The guards had arrived, and raised their swords as the officer began to reach for the cover again. Alec still held the long-shafted spear that had stabbed a corpse in the night, and with lightening fast movements he brought the shaft down on the officer’s wrist, hard enough to snap it, then twirled the blade end and knocked two swords out of hands of the owners, ending with the point of his spear pressed against the throat of the third.

 “We’re going to leave now,” Alec said, astonished again by the invincible ability that seemed to seize him in times of battle. “You get up on the wagon seat with my sister, as a vouchsafe for our release,” he told the officer. “We’ll put you down, free, when I’m sure we’re safe.” He carefully picked up the two dropped blades. “We’ll keep these for our own use,” he told the guards as he backed away to the front of the wagon.

 “Why’s he up here?” Bethany asked about the wounded officer as Alec arrived. She saw him toss the two swords up onto the floor boards of the wagon, still holding the spear in a threatening posture.

 “He’s going to make sure we can leave safely,” Alec told her.

 “I’d like to come with you,” Rahm said suddenly, and Alec realized the boy was already climbing onto the now crowded drivers’ bench. Alec looked at the boy, and impulsively decided he could trust him.

 “It could be a long trip,” Alec warned him. I don’t know when you’ll be able to come back home.”

 “I’m ready to leave,” Rahm assured him. “I want to see more of,” there was just the hint of a pause, “the world.”


Alec chucked the reins, and the wagon gave a slight jerk as the horses began to pull. The four passengers sat tensely, Alec with his head turned to watch the guards who had gathered at the gate to silently watch the departure. They had arrived from the right side of the open field, and Alec directed the horses to the leftward road. Within minutes they entered the forest, and Alec looked around in all directions, searching for any sign of the walking dead, or anideads as the soldiers had called them.

 “You’re free to go home now, and we’ll be on our way,” Alec told the officer as he rose out of the way to let the man leave the bench. The officer didn’t look at Alec, but stepped down to the side board and jumped off. A few seconds later, Alec resumed his seat, taking the middle spot between the other two, and spoke to Rahm. “You can leave now too, if you want to go home.”


Rahm looked down at his feet as he spoke. “I’d like to go with you. I’ve never been away from Toulouse all my life, and you seem like good folks to travel with.”

 “As long as you treat Bethany right, you can ride with us. I appreciate your willingness to jump down to help me last night. It may mean you’re stupid, but at least you’re brave stupid,” Alec told him, and grinned as Rahm looked up at him in surprise, then grinned back.

 “So tell us where we’re going,” Alec prompted Rahm. “Where can we plan to spend the night?”


There was a pause as Rahm interpreted Alec’s thick accent. “Why do you speak so differently from your sister?” he asked.

 “Never you mind that. Just tell us where we’re going,” Alec spoke sharply to cut off any questioning that would pierce the flimsy story he had with Bethany.

 “Well,” the chastised Rahm replied, having understood Alec clearly, “tonight we’ll be in Flora, another stockade like Toulouse, and from there you can go inland towards Vincennes in a few days, or go back to the coast towards Witten.”


For the first time, Alec saw fully the dilemma he faced in making a decision. He knew nothing about either city. He had no reason to prefer any destination. He had no plans to try to return the gold to Krimshelm, now that it would mean returning through the hostile Toulouse stockade and the Haunted Forest. He felt an obligation to take care of Bethany, though he knew nothing about her, nor did he know what would be her best future course.


Rahm correctly interpreted Alec’s silence for indecision. “I’d say go to Vincennes. You can go to a dozen other cities from there if you don’t like it, though it’s said to be such a great city I’m sure everyone can find something to like there.”

 “I’m so sleepy,” Bethany murmured, and she laid her head against Alec’s arm, eyes closed. Alec shared her sleepiness, feeling exhausted as well from the long sleepless night traveling through the forest. The three riders lapsed into silence for the rest of the morning.


By mid-morning they reached a ford across a small stream in a broad valley that was filled with light-skinned aspens, creating a bright, cheery forest. Alec pulled the wagon off the road and unhitched the horses. He told Bethany and Rahm to give them all feedbags while he took them down one at a time to the water’s edge for a drink. 



As he returned with the last horse, Bethany and Rahm had spread out a selection of food and were sitting on the ground eating and chatting. “They say the palace grounds at Vincennes alone are larger than most cities. You can spend a whole day walking from one end of the city to the other and not reach the end,” Rahm was telling the girl. His enthusiasm shone through in his words, and Alec smiled at his youthful zeal. How old am I? Alec wondered as he sat down to nibble on the food and listen to the young couple discuss the wonders of a great city.

 “Have you ever been to Vincennes?” Bethany asked him.

 “I don’t know. I don’t remember a lot of things from before I sailed on the Ingrid,” he answered.

 “I didn’t know you were a sailor,” Rahm commented.

 “Not a good one. I don’t expect to go back to being one,” Alec told him, then stood up. “We’ve given the horses a nice break, but I don’t want to be in the woods after dark, so let’s get moving.”


They rode along, Bethany, refreshed from her nap, chatted with Rahm, speaking across Alec as she told about life in Krimshelm. Alec listened as he drove the horses, the road at this point so wide and easy there was little effort needed to drive the team, and gradually his eyes closed, his head nodded, and he fell asleep, suffering from the exhaustion of the long journey and battles of the night before. He fell into a troubled dream, full of dark forests and the fear of pursuit, a dream that became an endless battle with the walking dead he had fought last night, and then became an even more terrifying battle with a terrifying monster, one with whom he was locked in a mortal struggle, neither combatant able to gain any edge over the other. Alec felt his arms straining to push against the demon, he suddenly knew what it was, while he felt its claws inflicting agonizing pain as they pierced his back. Worse that the physical pain was the moral pain, the presence of the hatred and loathing and contempt and desire to bring harm and death to all of creation; he felt tainted, contaminated by the monstrous immorality.


He woke with a start in the middle of the unending nightmare, finding Bethany staring at him with concern, her hand on his cheek. “You screamed in your sleep. It must have been a terrible nightmare.”

 “I was fighting a demon,” Alec gasped, the reality of the dream still foremost in his conscious. “It was full of hate and pain, and I could feel it twisting and wrenching my soul, and there was no escape.” He fell silent, looking at the dappled sunlight that fell amongst the white trunks of the trees in the bright forest, and gradually the horror began to slightly recede.


Bethany continued to look at him from time to time with concern, and at last she spoke to try to change the atmosphere. “Where did you get those scars?” she asked, her finger tracing a line across the bridge of his nose.

 “It was a fencing wound from Imelda,” he said automatically.

 “Are you a good swordsman?” Rahm asked, while at the same time Bethany asked, “Who is Imelda?”

 “I don’t remember who she is, but I know she was good,” Alec answered, knowing that his faulty memory was hiding a significant, treasured story. “Yes, I think I am a good swordsman,” he answered the other question, suddenly convinced of his skills.

 “I never heard of a girl who was a good swordsman,” Bethany said.

 “I’ve heard that up in the mountains, at Black Crag, the women and the men both join the army,” Rahm replied.

 “How far is Black Crag from Vincennes?” Alec asked.

 “Many days, I think, but I don’t know for sure,” Rahm replied doubtfully.


They continued on their journey, and by mid-afternoon Rahm’s turn to feel the exhaustion of the late night battle came, and he fell asleep as well, finally leaving Alec free to speak to Bethany.

 “Your father made me promise to watch out for you,” he began in a quiet whisper. “And he told me not to turn you over to your mother.”


He watched her face darken at the mention of her mother, and she sat silently.

 “What do you want me to do with you?” he asked after her lack of response.

 “You can let me off anywhere you want. I won’t be a burden on you,” she told him.

 “You’re not a burden. You’re a girl who I want to look after. But I don’t know you at all, so I don’t know what is best for you. Why don’t you want to go to your mother?” he asked.

 “Because her boyfriend will try to use me,” Bethany said quickly. Her face was set with anger. “That’s why I lived with my dad, even though he was in the army.”

 “Is there someone else you want to live with? An aunt or a cousin?” Alec probed.

 “No, there was no one but father,” she said. “What about that place Rahm talked about, Black Crag? Could we go live there? A place that treats girls fair must be a pretty good place to live.”

 “Do you want to join the army? Are you a fighter?” Alec asked.

 “I’m not exactly a fighter, but my dad was in the army, and I was around it most of my life. There are good people there,” she replied, beginning to open up to Alec.

 “Let’s go to Vincennes, settle down to learn a little more, I’ll give you some training with a sword, and if we think it’s right, we’ll go take a look at Black Crag,” Alec decided, satisfied with the arrangements.


She looked at him quizzically, and he realized she hadn’t understood his accent. He spoke again, slowly, and repeated his plan, then added, “And you can teach me to talk more clearly.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4 – A Place to Practice

 



That night they arrived at Flora, and took a place at the inn inside the stockade, though not reserving rooms to the disappointment of Bethany and Rahm. “I want to stay with the wagon in the stables tonight,” Alec explained. He gave Bethany some coins to go shopping for blankets and pillows, and he let the youngsters eat their dinner together first in the inn’s dining room, then went to eat his own meal alone.


There were few travelers spending the night, and their party was the only one traveling south away from Krimshelm, while three small groups were on their way north, one from the seaport of Witten, and two from the great city of Vincennes. Alec ate a bowl of stew and a half loaf of bread, relieved to have a warm meal for the first time since he had left the Ingrid.


He took the middle shift of watching for trouble around their wagon that night, though the only trouble he saw was the massive bank of clouds that moved in at the end of his watch to blot the stars from view. When Rahm awoke him the next morning, Alec sent the two youngsters to buy tarpaulins before they left the stockade gate and took the fork in the road to their right, headed towards Vincennes. It was a wet, gloomy ride in the rain for eight continuous hours.


They arrived at the edge of the city three days later just as the sun was setting in the west. Bethany insisted that they stop at a small structure built of stone, where she knelt and bowed her head for several minutes. “I wanted to give thanks at the shrine,” she explained simply as they resumed their trip.


The trio rode through the fringe of the great urban settlement for an hour until they found an inn Alec felt comfortable about staying in. “Tomorrow night,” he promised his charges, “we’ll get rooms tomorrow night, after we have a chance to look around a little,” and they spent another night sleeping atop the wagon.


In the morning Alec let Rahm and Bethany eat breakfast at the inn, before he went to a nearby bakery whose scents evocatively reminded him of some forgotten portion of his life. He bought pastries and ate them voraciously, before asking directions to the merchants’ part of town. He drove the wagon through heavy traffic until they came to stately square near a busy riverfront.

 “Rahm, you stay with the wagon while Bethany and I go in the bank for a little bit,” he commanded as they pulled in front of an imposing building, and he took two heavy bags from the back of the wagon inside. He relied on Bethany’s ability to read and write to help with the paperwork, and soon had an imposing account established at the bank, then rode around the square and repeated the process at two other banks.

 “Why have three banks? Why not just one?” Rahm asked.

 “Different banks have branches in different cities, so we might need to use one or another to travel,” Alec explained. “And sometimes banks fail, and we don’t want to lose all our money with one bank failure.” He did not add that he wanted to avoid calling attention to the establishment of such a large account, in the event that stories of a robbery in Krimshelm were to reach the ears of authorities in Vincennes; Bethany had explained to him that her father had been driving the wagon that carried the payroll for the entire army of Krimshelm, and Alec was sure the authorities would vigorously pursue and punish the folks who had made off with the gold.


They took the wagon to a stable yard nearby, and sold it and the horses, then walked about the nearby neighborhoods until they found an area Alec judged was suitable to stay in, and found rooms to let. By evening time they were settled in a home in Vincennes, an apartment that had five rooms and a kitchen, located above a perfume shop on a secondary road.


The next morning dawned overcast and drizzling, making Alec’s search for an armory uncomfortable. He walked throughout the surrounding district of the city, asking for directions that led him to a large armory used by the local constabulary.

 “May anyone practice here?” Alec asked one officer loudly, speaking over the noisy clashing of swords.

 “Duke is the manager. You’ll have to ask Duke about that,” the man sitting on a bench responded while never taking his eyes off a hotly fought match in the center of the building, and he motioned towards a dimly lit doorway at the far end of the building.


Alec threaded in and out through the crowds of men, and a very few women to reach the designated door. “I’d like to start practicing here, and I want to teach my sister to use a sword,” Alec spoke to a woman whose back was turned to him. “May I speak to Duke?” he asked.


Her dark, shaggy head didn’t turn as she spoke. “We have a lot of serious fighters in here, and they don’t suffer fools lightly,” the woman said. “There are better places for strangers to join.”

 “I’m a serious fighter,” Alec said, instantly challenged by the dismissive tone in the woman’s gravelly voice. “Tell Duke he’ll have people wanting to come just to see me fight.” He suddenly felt convinced that whatever forgotten past he had left behind included significant experience with weapons, and he felt a certainty that left no room for doubt, as a momentary memory of swinging a sword endlessly against a swarm of gray-skinned opponents flashed through his mind.

 “Really?” the woman replied with heavy scorn as she turned to look at Alec. “To look at you isn’t that impressive, and you’ve got scars, so you must not be that good.”


Alec pulled out a gold coin and slapped it down on the desk. “I’ll pay my first month right now, and Duke doesn’t have to accept me as a member if I lose to any opponent of his choice.”


Minutes later Alec was wearing pads and standing on a practice mat, facing a very large man.

 “Duke says I can do anything I want with you, and I’ll get half a gold,” the man told Alec. “You must have been a real butthead.”

 “I wasn’t at all,” Alec protested, and then suddenly his opponent stabbed straight at him. Alec swerved his hips and twisted to let the blade pass him without contact, and simultaneously brought his own wooden blade down hard on his opponent’s wrist, producing an audible crack that caused heads to turn throughout the gymnasium. The man pulled his hand back and rubbed it vigorously, looking at Alec with a squinting reconsideration.

 “That was good,” he praised Alec. “I won’t try the stupid stuff from now on.” And with that he began a traditional attack, combining speed and strength to force Alec to slowly edge backwards on the mat as he defended himself and looked for weaknesses in the big man’s fighting style. Twice he saw a low parry that left the man’s shoulders exposed, and the third time the man began the move Alec struck reflexively, poking his right shoulder hard enough to check the man. He pulled his sword back and swung it downward at his opponent’s retreating blade, knocking it to the floor and stepping on it to end the match.


He looked at his opponent, who appeared to hold no hard feelings, and shook hands with him promptly. The woman from the office was standing nearby, watching intently. “That was a good warm up,” she said. “Robards,” she called loudly. Alec looked at the woman as a man on the far side of the armory began to walk over; her eyes had dark bags beneath them, and her skin pallor showed that she seldom went outdoors. But for all that and the hint of a double chin that was the first sign of a future robust figure, Alec recognized that she was an attractive woman.

 “How can I help you?” Robards asked the woman as he arrived.

 “This foreigner just bested Wilhelm. I’d like to see how he does against someone of your caliber,” she said. Robards looked at Alec appraisingly, then stepped to one end of the mat.

 “So you’re left-handed? That’s a bit of an advantage, isn’t it?” Robards said with a blasé, nasal voice.

 “I’ll use my right hand if you prefer,” Alec said, feeling provoked by Robards’ assumed superiority, and he flipped his sword from his left hand behind his back up high over his head to land in his right hand.


Robards stood still looking at him. “Well, we’ll see,” he said softly, and advanced confidently.


Deciding that he didn’t like the attitude Robards displayed, Alec likewise advanced, and initiated the first strike of blade against blade. Even right-handed the blade felt like a natural extension of his arm.


Alec could tell that there was a mutual and strong dislike between himself and his opponent, and he wanted desperately to put a quick and decisive end to their match. His wish seemed to become father to his actions, as he felt a sudden rush of ability that made everything else in the room suddenly seem woodenly slow, exaggeratedly large as targets, and weak as broken reeds.


He felt exhilaration sing in his heart, and simultaneously he carried out his strike against Robards, dipping his blade then striking it upward so quickly and strongly that he knocked the blade from Robards’s hand and high towards the ceiling. As the blade rose in the air, Alec’s blade dipped to the drawstring of Robards’s pants, drawing them open so that the pants fell to his knees, while Alec reached behind his back and caught the falling sword there in his left hand, and pulled it around to offer it to Robards with elaborate courtesy.


Robards looked stunned, and then his face displayed his anger and humiliation. “That’s enough,” the woman from the office said loudly. Alec looked at her, and saw that virtually every other face in the building was watching him. He felt a sense of deflation, and abruptly the world returned to its ordinary order. It had been like a minute of militant ecstasy, he reflected with wonder, remembering the way he had reacted to the ambush of the wagon back in Krimshelm, and in the forest when he had fought with the anideads. It was all the same burst of energy 


 “Come to the office,” she ordered Alec, turned without waiting for his reply, and walked away.


Alec followed her, several steps behind, all eyes silently watching him as he walked.

 “What in the world did you do out there? Are you taking a potion?” she asked him as soon as they were in the privacy of her office. “Are you a changeling from the mountains? Why would you do that to Robards out there in front of the gods and everyone?”

 “You told me to fight him. I did. If Duke isn’t satisfied with what I did, I’ll go find another armory,” Alec replied, realizing that whatever he had done out on the practice mat wasn’t acceptable when so blatantly displayed. And whatever it was, it seemed to be possible to call upon it when he needed to fight with superhuman ability.


He turned and stalked out of the armory. There was another armory he had heard of in a seedier section of town, and he walked through the streets in the direction of his new destination. As he walked, a heavy rain began to fall, and he was dripping water twenty minutes later when he reached the doors of the dark brown brick building that he hoped would be more satisfactory than it appeared from the exterior. He saw shadowy figures standing in nearby doorways, watching him dodge among the rain drops.


Inside the building there was a large open room, in which one pair sparred in a desultory manner, while an elderly man leaned against the wall watching him approach.

 “What do you want?” the heavy set man asked in a surprisingly high-pitched voice.

 “I’d like to use your floor for practice, and to teach my sister how to handle a blade,” Alec explained.

 “How much time will you need?” the man asked.

 “What do you mean?” Alec asked, wondering what translation he wasn’t making correctly.

 “I mean that in a month I am going to lose this building because I can’t afford to make the payments on it; my wife died last year, and I just didn’t care about anything for a long time, and it all got away from me. If you can teach your sister in a month, you can practice here all you want,” the wall-leaner said as the two men on the matt finished their round and walked to the locker room.

 “Here’s my first month’s payment,” Alec said, giving the man a fistful of coins from his pocket, feeling a heart full of sympathy for the man whose plight seemed so pitiful. “I’ll be back this afternoon, and I’ll bring another boy I want to teach too. Do you have all the padding and wood we need?” He felt moved in some fashion by the honest, humble manner of the armory manager.


The man looked at the heavy collection that weighed his hands down, then looked up at Alec. “What do you think you’re doing?”

 “You do whatever you want with that. I’ll be back this afternoon with my kids. I’m going to go look at your locker room,” Alec said as he crossed the threadbare mats on the stone floor. The locker room was even darker than the cavernous practice space, causing him to stand in the doorway while his eyes adjusted to the deeper shadows of the room. On the far wall he saw a series of windows, whose closed shutters were the cause of the darkness.


Stumbling over the rough floor, Alec opened one set of shutters, feeling rain come misting in through the empty panes of the window, spraying upon the tile floor. The room had been lovely once, Alec realized, as he looked around. The walls had murals painted on them, covered now by practice pads hanging from wooden pegs. There were numerous practice blades heaped in a corner, and Alec closed the shutters on the rain and the light. He walked back to the now empty main room, and slipped back outside into the rain.

 “What did you think?” a low voice asked. Four surly looking boys were now sheltered from the rain in the armory doorway. “Did you get lost?” there was menace in their voice.

 “I want to start practicing here,” Alec began walking away.

 “This place is closing down next month,” the loudest man shouted. “And it’s haunted besides everything else. Don’t come back.”


Alec ignored him as he walked at a steady pace, but he kept his ears strained, listening closely to catch the sound of any followers that might trail him. There were none, and so he walked through the rain back to the main square, where he visited one of the banks and withdrew more money. With that he found an upper class pawn shop, where he bought himself a blade that had the right length and weight to satisfy him, then finally returned to the street where his new home was. Inside Bethany and Rahm were sitting at a table beside a window, watching the rain, playing a card game, and chatting amiably.

 “Where have you been all day? Look at you; you’re soaked through to the skin. You’ll catch a cold,” Bethany hustled about him with genuine concern, touching his heart as she took his wet jacket and shirt, then made him sit beside the fireplace while Rahm added fuel to the fire to build it up.

 “That’s enough, thank you,” Alec told Rahm as Bethany continued to bustle about. “We don’t need to build up the fire too high, we’re going to leave in a little while to start your practicing,” he explained. He wolfed down the food Bethany had prepared for lunch, then the three of them pulled oilskin cloaks over their heads and began the damp walk back to the practice facility.


The rainfall lightened to a sufficient degree that Alec removed his cloak and walked in the street without the protection from the light mist that hung in the air. As they reached the last corner they needed to turn to return to the gym, a loud voice shouted “Stop right there,” and Alec knew that he was in trouble.


Robards, the local constable who he had humiliated earlier that day, was walking towards him with two other officers. “Let’s see how you do now out here in the real world,” Robards said as he walked up to Alec, and slapped him across the cheek.


Alec’s head rocked backwards, and he considered how to protect his two young charges as well as himself. Robards’ two companions were spreading out to either side, and each had their blade drawn menacingly. “Ready to show your kids what the consequences are of being a wise guy?” Robards asked as he pulled his fist back to punch again.


Alec closed his eyes, trying to find the stimulating energy that he had found before. As he did, he heard a thudding noise, as if flesh were being struck, making him open his eyes, fearful that Bethany or Rahm had been hit. Instead, one of Robards’ friends was holding his fingers over a bloody gash in his temple, and a rock hurtled through the air to smash into Robards’ own cheekbone, breaking the skin. 



He whipped his head around and saw two clusters of neighborhood toughs, one on either side of his confrontation. Both groups were throwing stones at the policemen, who were ducking as the uncannily accurate missiles continually thudded on their scalps and faces. Alec turned and grabbed Bethany and Rahm to drag them with him towards the doorway of the gymnasium, where he stopped and turned to see the small police force fleeing for safety.


Alec stared at the two groups of street thugs who converged on his trio. “We were going to give you a rough time since you came back,” said one burly youth, who Alec realized was not so young. “But if you and Robards don’t like each other then you must not be so bad.

 “He looks for any excuse to hassle us, but he apparently dislikes you so much he lost his sense and came down here with just a couple of back-ups.

 “How’d you get on his bad side?” the street tough asked, a neutral curiosity in his tone of voice.

 “I beat him in a fencing match this morning. It wasn’t friendly, so I decided to leave the armory and come over here instead,” Alec explained.

 “Robards is no easy blade. Are you that good?”

 “I’m pretty good,” Alec acknowledged. “And I’m going to start teaching here,” he motioned to the building behind them and took Bethany by the arm to lead her and Rahm towards the deepset doorway to the practice facility.

 “We’ll watch to see how good you are,” the leader of the rock-throwers said aloud as he motioned for his group to follow, and within a minute the large practice room had a number of visitors. 


 “Everyone who wants to practice, come back to the equipment room,” Alec announced, and he motioned to the curious followers to join his trio as they walked back to the room in the rear. Alec threw open the shutters once again since the rain had ended, and using the light he helped ten others pull on practice padding and then select wooden blades.

 “What kind of rabble are you bringing in here?” the ancient proprietor of the gymnasium was in the main room waiting as Alec and his crowd returned to the room.

 “We’re starting lessons this afternoon. Since I’m sure you know how to handle a blade, would you please help me demonstrate the basics?” Alec replied, tossing a wooden blade to him. The man deftly caught the handle, the blade automatically coming up into a ready position.


Alec gave a polite bow, they gently tapped blades together in acknowledgement of the match, and the two men began engaging one another, probing each other’s defenses and sizing up their abilities. Alec was using his right hand, because he intended to teach Bethany to match up against typical right handed opposition before he let her grow used to the oddity of a left-handed adversary.

 “What’s your name?” Alec asked the man he faced.

 “My name is Delphi. And what is yours?” the older man replied, and he gave a sudden thrust, that Alec tilted his sword to block, causing the man’s blade to slide to the left, and giving Alec the opportunity to begin a slicing swing, that Delphi deftly swung his wooden sword back to block.

 “My name is Alec,” he replied, and he began a series of probes that struck high then low then high again in a pattern that his muscles seemed to carry out on their own as though it was a deeply ingrained pattern, and a moment later he tweaked Delphi’s kneecap. The two of them stood back from one another and Delphi offered the hilt of his sword.

 “That was a nice exchange,” he told Alec. “You know what you’re doing with a blade. If you’ve got the patience to teach them, you’ll turn these youngsters into real swordsmen. ”


Alec grinned back at Delphi. “You gave as good as you got.

 “Now,” he spoke loudly, turning to the audience, “do any of you fancy your luck? Want to try a match?” And with that he began training his adopted sister and Rahm, as well as the group of streetwise boys and young men who came to see him as a mentor during the following month. Alec showed patience and humor as he instructed them all in swordsmanship, showing the neighborhood boys the difference between their more typical knife fighting methods and a fencing duel.


On the very first day he was forced to admit that he didn’t remember everything about his own past. “Look at those tattoos!” exclaimed Cannon, one of the homeless boys from the street. “Where did you get them all? Why are some so shiny?”


Alec admitted he couldn’t remember, as several people circled around to see the marks on his arms. Three marks were extraordinarily bright, with colors that seemed as alive as his flesh: one was a sword, one was a rod with serpents twined around it, and the third was a cross. Another tattoo was less brilliant, a finely detailed horse, while two tattoos were dull and faded, an hourglass and a skull.


He was a very good swordsman with his right hand, and an even better one with his left, he realized as he spent hours on the mats, usually using his right hand for training. He never achieved the high level of energization he had felt when he had dropped Ransom’s pants, but he was so good it didn’t matter, even as he occasionally fought against two or three of the others at once.


Delphi seemed to feed off Alec’s positive energy, growing more interested and engaged in the training activities until he was prepared and waiting every morning for the arrival of his visitors. “If you turn these boys into competent fighters, they’ll be capable of causing a lot of trouble for someone,” the old man told Alec prophetically after a few days of practice in which the street fighters kept consistently returning and learning, showing commitment and patience to learn, even as Alec showed a tough affection for them.


Alec persuaded Delphi to accept generous gifts of cash that Alec drew from the bank accounts, and with the money the older man was able to retain ownership of the training building. Alec put his young students to work, making the local boys earn their practice time by working on cleaning and repairing the building, so that it grew less drafty, yet hosted more light as windows were repaired and walls were painted.


One night Alec heard crying in the apartment, and he tapped gently on Bethany’s door before entering. She sat in her bed, under her covers, her hands covering her eyes. Alec sat down on the mattress beside her and placed an arm around her shoulders as he offered her a handkerchief. She took the gauzy material and wiped her eyes.

 “What’s wrong Bethany?” Alec asked in the darkness. He felt a welling of tender feelings for the girl. “Has Rahm done something?” he asked, wondering what the nature of their relationship was. They were close, but he hadn’t seen evidence of romantic tendencies.

 “No, it’s not Rahm. He’s fine,” Bethany answered.

 “Would you tell me what the problem is,” Alec asked, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Maybe I can help.”

 “I miss my old life. I miss my dad,” she mumbled as she slouched down. “You’ve been a good protector and you’re really trying hard I know, but I miss hearing his voice and stupid little jokes.”


Alec paused and thought. “I didn’t know your dad, you know,” he responded. “It’s natural you should miss him, especially the way he was taken all of the sudden one day.

 “Was your dad tenacious? Did he believe in something and stick up for it no matter what?” Alec asked.

 “Yes, he was,” Bethany answered, her voice less tentative.

 “Well, he gave that to you. You’re a lot like him that way. I watch the way you practice every day, and the way you give a good battle every time you face one of the boys. You treat this apartment like it’s your own home and you’re in charge, and you make it feel like home for Rahm and me,” he told her earnestly, “even when you make us take off our boots so we don’t get dirt on the floor!” he ruffled the hair on the back of her head, and felt her relax. She laid her head down on his shoulder. “Your dad would be so proud of you.”

 “Are you going to be okay?” he asked after several seconds of silence. “It’s okay to cry, you know,” he told her. “But don’t ever think you have to cry alone, unless you want to,” he added.


Bethany let out a long breath. “Thank you,” she told him. She reached around and hugged him. “Who did it? Who really tried to steal all that gold? They’re the ones that killed him,” she stated, revealing a portion of the turmoil in her psyche. “We’ll never know who it was, because the police will be looking for you, not them.”


Bethany was Alec’s special student, and he devoted more time to her training than to anyone else’s. He not only felt a special responsibility for her, but he came to feel a real paternal fondness for the girl’s quick grasp of the points he made and the suggestions he offered. She was bright and coordinated, and became a promising student, a joy to teach as her skills blossomed.


The sword work brought back memories. On many occasions he would awaken in the night from a vivid dream of using his sword, often in battles, many times in training, with himself as the student. He remembered a lithe girl with a blond ponytail who gave him lessons, and he also remembered sword battles against multiple opponents. There were battles when he held those extraordinary powers, and times when he didn’t. He dreamed of fighting in the middle of a large stadium, in front of cheering crowds.


Most importantly perhaps, he remembered how to make a liniment to rub on sore shoulders and arms. Four days after the practicing started, he took Bethany with him to a local market, where they bought supplies one morning.


Late autumn was setting in with a vengeance, bringing a seemingly constant wind from the west. The wind was usually chilly, sometimes wet. It slowed the arrival of merchandise coming up river as freight on sailing ships, and so the choices the merchants had to offer at the market square became predominantly local goods instead of exotic fruits or trinkets from far-away places. But for Alec’s liniment recipe it didn’t matter, as he and Bethany found all the herbs and goods they needed to boil a batch.

 “Rahm knows you’re not my real brother of course,” Bethany told him as they sat in a mostly empty café on the square, drinking hot chocolate. “He hasn’t come right out and said it, but he says we don’t talk about one another, or know anything about each other the way a brother and a sister should, and then there’s the fact we don’t look more like brother and sister at all.”

 “Have you admitted the truth to him?” Alec asked as he watched her nervously sip at her mug.

 “No. I’ve asked him not to ask me questions,” Bethany told him. “He really admires you. He didn’t think it was a good idea to let all those other boys practice with us, but now he thinks you’re going to make them better people.

 “I tell him you’re just going to make them better criminals,” she added with a sly smile.

 “Since you and I took all the earl’s gold from Krimshelm, I don’t think we can say anything about other members of the criminal class,” Alec pointed out, but smiled as he did so.


Within a month, the story of the stolen wagonload of gold had reached all the way to Vincennes, and among the class of boys who had become Alec’s acolytes, the story was discussed with animated approval, unaware that they were praising their own fencing teacher whose heart carried misgivings about the way circumstances had forced him to flee with enough riches to live multiple lives in luxury. Alec was nervous about the rumors in the street that told of a wagon that had gone to Toulouse, then presumably to Flora, but after that the purported trail of the stolen wealth vanished.

 “Will they be able to find us?” Bethany asked Alec one day. “People here know about the gold that disappeared from Vincennes.” The two of them were sitting by the fire in their home, while Rahm was practicing sword work with Delphi at the gymnasium.

 “I hope they won’t find us. This city is huge; it’s an easy place to disappear,” Alec told her reassuringly. “But we may need to think about leaving soon to start living someplace else. Maybe we could go someplace warm,” he suggested. The first significant snowfall of winter had arrived two days before, and his feet still felt wet from walking through slush and ice on every journey out-of-doors.

 “I want to go to Black Crag, the place Rahm told us where women can join the army,” Bethany answered. “It would make my dad proud to know that his own daughter was in the army. He used to tell me that his own father was in the army before him, and I think it made him a little sad that he didn’t have a son to join the army after him.”

 “If that’s what you want, we’ll do it. You’re not ready for the army yet, but you’re getting close,” Alec said. “Your dad would be proud of you. I can tell you’re going to be good, the way your feet move so gracefully,” Alec told her gently, seeing the way her eyes shone with moisture. “You’ll be good enough to be part of the Goldenfields Guard.”

 “Who’s that?” Bethany asked. 


 “That’s where I learned to fight,” Alec answered without thinking, remembering a dream from the night before, when he’d fought to free a Duke who was trapped in a palace. He knew that virtually all of his dreams now were old memories that were leaking back into his awareness, rising from whatever deep well of subconsciousness they resided in.

 “Really? You know that? Are they all as good as you? Delphi told me you may be the best swordsman in the city,” his adopted sister replied. “I want to be a good fighter for both my dad and my brother,” she made his heart swell by adding.

 “Thank you Beth,” Alec told her, and he reached out to tousle her hair, before she snuggled back down into her blankets.


A few days later the rumors about the stolen gold gave way to new rumors about the eminent likelihood of a coup d’état. The noble houses from other cities were unhappy about having a princess on the throne instead of a king, they were ambitious to claim the crown for themselves, but claimed publicly that they were unhappy with the princess’s taxes and new rules. With a new set of counselors now in the palace persuading the young girl who had become ruler to pursue goals that were contrary to the wishes of the various treacherous nobles, the city was aflutter with tales of imminent battles in the streets. 



Yet no battles took place, other than inside the improving gymnasium, where the boys in the neighborhood were becoming proficient with blades. When not training, Alec explored the building and discovered a hidden balcony in the building. The room was richly decorated, with stained glass windows, dark wood trim, and an altar with a cross. It was his own religion he understood, not the local religion of spirits and sacred spots that caused shrines and temples to spring up seemingly at random around the city. He sat in the chapel and thought about what he remembered of his own faith, a moving recollection that brought tears to his cheeks. The murals illustrated stories that he recollected as he studied them, and he sat for over an hour looking at the portrayal of a man pulling down a temple by wrenching the columns he was chained to.


The next week, Alec went to the bank to make his monthly withdrawal of cash. He made one visit each month to take money from one of their accounts, trying to live as simple and unobtrusive a life as possible. Only the wish to supplement Delphi’s gymnasium caused him to draw large sums from the vaults, though recently business had begun to send a regular flow of cash into the old man’s ledger as the facility became cleaner, the neighborhood grew safer, and the reputation of the training rose.


Alec sat at a banker’s desk and gave his account information, now able to read and write rudimentary snippets of the forms required for withdrawals. “I’ll be right back,” his banker said after looking in Alec’s file to confirm the fund amount, and he stepped into the vault.


When the banker sat back down with a small leather bag of coins, Alec felt the hair rise on the back of his neck and goose pimples sprang up on his arms. Something was wrong, he could sense it in the banker, and he swung his head, scanning the interior of the bank for signs of danger. Three men in constabulary uniforms were approaching from the front door, while three men with unfamiliar uniforms were guarding the side doors now.

 “These men would like to talk to you about your account,” the banker said as the constables arrived. He stood up and edged away from his desk, as Alec looked at him with a glare.

 “Your name is Alec? Have you ever been in Krimshelm?” the lead officer asked as he sat in a chair facing Alec.

 “My name is Alec, and I don’t know much about Krimshelm,” he answered, his heart starting to beat rapidly. He felt a sudden lift, and the world around him seemed to slow its motions. The incredible powers he possessed had suddenly transformed him, and he was aware of what he could do to escape the trap he was in. His left leg pushed the banker’s desk hard, causing it to slide several feet and knock the retreating banker down, while his right foot hooked the leg of the constable’s chair and raised it to tip the man backwards into his two companions. Alec rose from his seat and sprinted towards the unguarded front door.


He heard the twang of a bowstring behind him, and heard the fletchings of an arrow whisper in the air as the shaft headed towards him. There was a woman just entering the bank, and Alec realized that the arrow was likely to hit her as he darted outside. Reaching up, he grabbed the shaft of the missile as it passed his shoulder and flung it down to the ground. He just saw the mobile change in the woman’s face as she witnessed the instrument of her own death approach and disappear. With that he was out the door and running hard through the streets. He ran away from his own home, then stepped inside a building and stormed up the stairs to find a door that provided access to the roof.


Peering over the parapet, he saw several men in the uniforms of the Conglomerate’s private security forces. Many men. Very many men. It looked like a whole regiment coming down the street, entering many buildings, and pulling men and a few women out. Alec ran across the roof of the building and looked at the street scene below that side of the building; there too a body of security forces were taking more captives as well. As he watched, Alec saw one man struggle to free himself, and Alec saw with horror that a soldier cavalierly executed the man, and left the body in the street. A woman screamed, and ran to kneel over the motionless body.


Alec ran retraced his steps across the roof, slipping on a patch of ice, then bolted down the stairs, along a dim hallway, and out a back door into an alley that opened upon the tragic death he had seen. With his sword in his hand, Alec sloshed through dirty snow to the street, and reached the woman, who had attracted the attention of the soldiers, and was being manhandled back towards her doorway.


The man on the street twitched feebly, Alec saw, still alive despite the vicious stab he had received. “Leave her alone!” Alec screamed at the soldiers as he reached the doomed man’s body. He was enraged by destruction he saw being casually strewn in the city.

 “You’ve just asked for more trouble than you know,” a sergeant shouted back. Alec rose from his quick examination of the dying man, and faced the three soldiers who approached him. Alec jumped at the center soldier, swinging his sword so viciously he severed the man’s wrist, then swung towards his right to slash the neck of the soldier on that side, before he kicked high in the air to send the third soldier flying backwards, unconscious from the blow to his temple.


The sergeant who had ordered the attack on Alec stared in astonishment at his men’s rapid defeat. The sergeant wore a bandolier of knives, and Alec suddenly felt a compulsive needs to feel that leather strap across his own chest, the knives able to provide multiple weapons he could use to protect himself at a greater distance. He ran at the sergeant, who hastily brought his own sword up in defense a second before Alec knocked it out of his hand, then struck him in the face with the hilt of his sword. Alec yanked the bandolier away from the unconscious sergeant.


Two soldiers who were holding the grief-stricken woman were turning to see what was occurring across the street. Alec ran at them and kicked one soldier while he swung his sword at the other one, opening a gash in his chest. The freed woman looked at Alec in astonishment, tears streaks glistening on her cheeks. “Are you going to kill me too?” she asked in a shaky voice.

 “I’m here to save you and your husband,” Alec gave a brief explanation before he grabbed her hand and pulled her after him, back to the body lying in a puddle of blood in the street. Soldiers were beginning to realize the threat they faced in the area, and were converging on Alec from both directions. Alec bent and slung the man’s body over his shoulder as he spoke urgently to the woman. “Pick a doorway we can escape from, and lead us away from here.”


The woman looked at him hesitantly. “Our building has an old collier tunnel in the basement. Is that what you want?”

 “Yes. Exactly. Get going,” Alec urged. He stood and pulled a knife from his new bandolier, spotted an officer, and threw the blade at him, then started lumbering across the lanes of the road, up over the curb, and into a doorway.


The hallway led straight back, deep into the building, and Alec followed the woman far inside until he believed he needed to dissuade any pursuit. “Stop here,” Alec called. He gently laid his load out on the floor, pulled out several knives, and watched a file of men come charging down the hallway towards them. After counting to three, Alec began flinging knives, hitting the leading man first, then his followers, piling five bodies in the hall, and causing the rest of the soldiers to turn and flee.


Satisfied that they had a safe margin of time before further pursuit, Alec looked down at the man he had carried. The man remained unconscious, and his breathing was loud, a death rattle starting to echo in the hallway. The woman knelt over him, holding his hand, telling him she loved him.


Not understanding why, Alec knew that he could heal the man. He placed his hands over the stomach wound, and suddenly felt a warning. He had to cease using his battling power first, or he would suffer terrible consequences. Not knowing what he was doing, Alec took a deep breath and relaxed, then closed his eyes and composed himself.


He imagined healing. Flesh wounds were repaired, illness was banished, infection was wiped away. He concentrated, and imagined he felt a warmth in his hands. He opened his eyes and lifted his fingers. The ragged gash was gone from the man’s torso, leaving only a vivid red scar.

 “What did you do?” The woman looked up from the man to Alec’s face, searching it closely. “What have you done? Is he alive? How did you do that? What are you?”


Questions rolled rapidly from her, and Alec held up a hand, feeling a sudden wave of weariness. “Lead us to this tunnel you spoke of. Are there candles?” He lifted the still unconscious man back over his shoulder, and groaned as he stood. Without his miraculous powers the burden of the man felt much heavier. Alec stooped and lowered the man back to the ground.

 “What is it?” the woman asked, seeing him stop. 


 “You go get candles; I’m going to go collect my knives from those soldiers. I might need them later.” He crouched and ran up to the bodies, pulling knives from each of them and wiping the blades on the victims’ clothes before he resheathed them. When he returned from the pile of bodies he found the woman already there, holding a handful of candles and a flint.

 “My name is Alec. What’s your name?” he asked her. She had wrapped a black cape around herself, and draped a dark blanket over her husband’s unconscious form.

 “My name is Elena, and my husband is Kage,” the woman answered. “Thank you for saving us. Are you a friend of the princess – did she send you? I didn’t know she had any foreigners in her allegiance,” she commented on his accent.

 “No, I’ve never met the princess. The constables were after me because they thought I stole some money,” Alec answered, as he stooped and lifted the injured man again. “You lead the way Elena. We need to get out of sight before the soldiers grow courageous enough to come after us again.”

 “Follow me,” she acceded to his suggestion and went through a doorway. They passed through the rooms of an apartment to a small, dingy courtyard, where she opened a doorway and sank downward as she stepped down rickety wooden stairs that led to the basement. 


 “Just a second,” she halted as she struck a spark with her knife and flint to light one of her candles, then continued to walk forward through the darkness until she found a trapdoor that she struggled with before she managed to pull the heavy wooden cover open. Broad steps led deep into an even darker subterranean tunnel, their expected escape route.


Waves of damp heat rose from the floor opening.

 “What’s down there?” Alec asked.

 “I don’t know. It wasn’t hot like this when we looked at it a couple of years ago,” Elena answered, stopped halfway down, peering at the darkness. Subtle rumbling noises could be heard.

 “Is there another way we could go?” Alec asked, concerned by the unknown conditions they were considering entering. Just then there was a distant sound in the hallway above, evidence that some of the soldiers had found the courage to re-enter the building. “I guess there’s no time,” he answered his own question. “Let’s go.” He passed Elena on the steps as he felt his way down into the steamy darkness.


Alec heard a loud thud behind him as Elena let the trap door slam shut above them.

 “Let’s stop so I can put Kage down to rest,” Alec suggested, his shoulder aching under the load.

 “Why does he need to rest?” Elena asked, standing and watching with her candle held high to illuminate the scene.

 “I’m the one who needs the rest,” Alec explained. He slumped gracelessly to the ground next to Kage’s inert body, and looked up at Elena. In the dim candle light she looked like a woman of great beauty, her high cheekbones appearing sharp and prominent among the wavering shadows. Her mouth was generously large, and it gave a wistful smile as she looked down on him. Beads of perspiration were beginning to run down her forehead already in the heat, and Alec felt his shirt sticking to his back.

 “Thank you for saving us,” she said again. “Where should we go now, when we get out of here?” 


 “I do not know, my lady, I do not know,” Alec answered. “I’m not a native of the land, as you know. I need to find my sister and we shall plan to leave the city, if the police are after me,” he tried to figure out what to do. “We talked about going to Black Crag someday, so this may be that someday.”

 “Black Crag in the winter?” she looked at him sharply. “That’s not a trip I’d want to take, although the chill air does almost sound appealing in this heat.”

 “Will he awaken soon?” she asked, motioning towards her husband. “He’ll figure out a plan for us, and perhaps for you too. There’s certainly something better than Black Crag in the winter! Perhaps we’ll go to the southern cities along the shore. My cousin travelled to Thermore once.”


Alec was feeling better, though still worn out from his use of the special powers he possessed, and wanted to keep moving. He stood up. “Do you know how much longer we’ll be in this tunnel?” He stooped to lift Kage over his left shoulder this time.

 “I don’t know. I’ve never traveled this far before. We looked at the tunnel shortly after we bought the apartment a few years ago, but that’s all I know,” Elena answered. “Shall we go?” she began to walk forward, and Alec stood motionless for a moment admiring the dark outline of her lithe figure as she moved, then he began walking forward too.


There were large pipes attached to the ceiling on either side of the passageway, and the pipes were the source of the heat, the noise, and an occasional puddle of leaking water. Elena had no idea of what the pipes were for.


Minutes passed, and Alec saw a set of stairs leading up on the right side of the tunnel. “Let’s go up there,” he suggested. The darkness and the uncertainty of their location were making him anxious. He wanted to find Bethany as quickly as possible, and begin the journey with her and Rahm to leave the city ahead of persecution. He wanted the girl, his girl as he was truly coming to think of her, to have the freedom and autonomy in Black Crag that she wanted.


He placed Kage on the ground, and heard the man groan. “Kage? Are you okay Kage?” Elena asked, rushing over to kneel beside the man. She placed the candle on the floor, and held his head in both her hands.

 “Elena? Why is it so dark?” the man asked in a voice that rumbled in a deep baritone voice. “why is it so hot?”

 “Are you alright? How do you feel? We’re in the tunnel under the apartments, the old collier tunnel,” Elena spoke, helping Kage raise himself to a sitting position.

 “Who are you?” Kage asked, seeing Alec stand at the edge of the circle of candlelight.

 “He rescued us from the soldiers, dear. His name is Alec,” Elena answered first, placing her hand on his as she looked over at Alec.

 “Soldiers? The soldiers!” Kage exclaimed, suddenly flooded by a memory of his brutal attack. He looked down at the scar on his mid-section. “One of them stabbed me! I remember the pain. I thought I was dying, and I was so sad I wouldn’t be able to protect you.” He told his wife, looking up at her.

 “How am I alive?” he asked plaintively.

 “It was Alec. He healed you somehow,” his wife replied. 



They both looked at Alec, who looked down in confusion. “I don’t understand it myself, but I have the power to heal with a touch, the way I can handle a sword so well. It just came to me,” he said.

 “After he fought the soldiers to save you, he fought soldiers to save me, then we ran away down into the old collier tunnels. That’s where we are now, except we don’t know why it’s so hot down here,” Elena answered as she wiped more sweat from her brow. “And I don’t know where we can go now, if the Conglomerate is seizing control of the throne,” she finished with a fearful tone.


Alec listened closely, hoping to learn something about what the future might hold, if he faced the prospect of trying to run from the police in the middle of a coup.

 “Thank you, Alec. The heat is from the district-heating pipes,” Kage told each of the other two.

 “But it wasn’t hot like that when we went in the tunnels the first time,” Elena protested.

 “It was summer time the first time we looked at the tunnel. The heating system wasn’t running,” Kage said gently, touching his wife’s cheek with his finger tips, as she blushed.

 “What is district-heating?” Alec asked, not recognizing the words.


Both of his accomplices looked at him. “Everyone in the city used to burn coal and wood in their fireplaces and their stoves to heat their homes in the winter, and the city air was so bad that people choked to death. So the king’s father put in a system of pipes that carry hot water throughout the whole city, and people now have to use the hot water to heat their buildings. No one can burn coal in the city now; the king built a giant furnace outside the city with a giant chimney, and the wind in the winter mostly blows it away from the city, so the air is cleaner,” Kage said in a didactic voice.

 “So these tunnels go everywhere in the city?” Alec asked.

 “I think there are parts of the city where there are just pipes, because no tunnels were ever put in to deliver coal, especially in the poor parts of the city,” Kage answered.

 “What is going on up there? Where are you going to go?” Alec asked.

 “I don’t know,” Kage admitted. “There was supposed to be a meeting tomorrow night of some of the princess’s advisors. If we can stay safe until then, I may be able to get a better idea.”

 “I know a place where you can stay safe,” Alec answered.


Elena looked up at him with hope in her eyes. “Where is it?” she asked.

 “It’s Delphi’s armory, in the southwest part of town,” Alec answered. “It’s where I teach swordsmanship to my sister and others.”

 “Do you think we can get there?” Elena asked.

 “I think so,” Alec fudged, “although I don’t know where we are right now. When we go up, if you can find your way to the main market square, I’ll find our way from there.”


Kage stood up. “Let’s see where this takes us.” He walked up the stairs, and pressed upward against the hatch. There was a scrapping sound, and the wooden hatch began to rise. Alec and Elena crowded up the stairs behind Kage, and Alec lifted a hand upward to help push the hatch off their exit. The room they were entering was dark, and Elena’s candle revealed several crates stacked throughout a large store room.

 “Do you know how to handle a sword?” Alec asked Kage, noticing that the man was unarmed.

 “Not as well as you, evidently, but I can defend myself,” Kage answered. Alec handed him the sword, then pulled a knife out of his bandolier.

 “Let Elena lead us out of here. If there aren’t soldiers or problems on the streets, you can take us straight to the market,” Alec directed.

 “What will we do if there are soldiers?” Elena asked.

 “We’ll hide in plain sight,” Alec answered enigmatically. “Don’t worry about that yet.”


Elena dutifully held her candle in front of her as they searched for the doorway out of the storage area. They found a door large enough to drive a wagon through, and Alec pushed it partially open, revealing a night-darkened street scene outside. A pair of soldiers was immediately outside the door, observing Alec’s exertions.

 “You’ll need to close that up and stay off the streets tonight,” one soldier said to Alec.

 “Have you seen this mess?” Alec asked, thinking quickly. “Look at what they left me.”


The unthinking soldiers curiously stepped inside to glance at Alec’s complaint.


Alec raised his knife and brought the handle down hard on the back of the neck of one soldier, who fell to the ground instantly.

 “I don’t see anything…hey!” the other guard said as Alec unleashed a roundhouse punch to his jaw. He spun around and then he too fell.

 “What now?” Elena asked in shock at the sudden violence.

 “Now your husband and I become soldiers who will accompany you to your destination,” Alec replied as he began to remove the jacket from one of the soldiers. After a moment’s hesitation Kage also began to undress a soldier. 



Alec began to remove his own pants, then realized that Elena was staring at him with glazed eyes, revealing the shock that was beginning to set in as a result of the day’s violent events. He was feeling exhaustion beginning to overwhelm him as well. He hoped they wouldn’t face any challenges for the rest of the night.


The trip through town was uneventful. Alec took the lead when they arrived at the square, and led his companions to his own apartment, where Bethany and Rahm were waiting fearfully. “Where have you been?” Bethany asked, hugging Alec in relief when she saw him.

 “This is Kage and his wife, Elena,” Alec introduced the couple he had saved. “We were chased by the police together, and had to do this to make it back home,” he plucked at his uniform. “But how about you? Did you have any problems?” 


 “We were at Delphi’s when someone said the Conglomerate had troops in the street, and they were shutting the city down,” Rahm answered. “So we thought we better get back here and wait for you.”

 “We’ll need to leave this apartment early tomorrow,” Alec told everyone. “The constables were at the bank when I went there, and they asked me about Krimshelm.” He looked at Bethany meaningfully. “I think it may be time for us to leave Vincennes to go to Black Crag,” he said.

 “That will be a very uncomfortable trip in the winter time,” Kage spoke up. “You won’t be able to travel by river, and it’s a long, cold journey up into the mountains, and it’s dangerous as well.”

 “I saw the way Alec can fight,” Elena interjected. “It won’t be very dangerous for them, at least not from bandits.”

 “Before we go though, we’ll wait a day to see if your meeting tomorrow is a success. If not, you’ll be welcome to come with us,” Alec added.

 “We’re really going to go to Black Crag?” Bethany asked with bright eyes and flushed cheeks. “Do you think I’m ready?”


Alec pulled off his ill-fitting uniform jacket, sighing in relief as he removed the constrictive cloth. “I think you’re close to ready, and you will be ready by the time you apply to sign up or do whatever you have to do. 


 “Now, do we have anything to eat? I’m hungry, and our guests are probably starving.”


Bethany went to the kitchen and returned with a tray of various food items, and with every step she took Alec could see the tension and excitement that she struggled to maintain in this newest crisis. They all sat, eating in silence, as they pondered the new reality they were living in.


After the meal each of them drifted off to sleep, as Alec gave his room to Kage and Elena, while he slept in the front room. He dreamt again, and he remembered the troubling dreams when he arose the next day. He dreamed of being on a cavern, sitting on a stony shelf, talking to a ghost, who spoke of the need to battle against usurpers.

 “I have every right to ask you to go to Oyster Bay to avenge our family by slaying the murderers who killed my father, preserving the crown and preparing the throne for a rightful ruler to return,” Enguerrand had told his dream self. The phrase rightful ruler echoed in his mind, causing him to dread the thought of Vincennes being controlled by usurpers. The dreams were glimpses of his life before he lost his memories, he was convinced, but they were too scattered to provide any clear picture of his former identity.


Soon after dawn broke, Alec outlined his ideas. “This morning I think we should all move to Delphi’s armory. I think we’ll be safer there. There are some small, hidden chambers we’ve found where we could stay undetected. Tonight I’ll escort Kage to his meeting, and then tomorrow we may know when we’ll leave for Black Crag.”

 “Will we leave tomorrow?” Bethany asked.

 “I don’t know yet,” Alec responded. “I’d like to make sure that Kage and Elena know what their options are so they can decide if they want to stay here or want to go with us.” He felt some responsibility for the two refugees he had rescued, but more than that, he felt that his dream was a message to fight against a usurpation of power in Vincennes. Kage seemed to be someone who might provide insight into how to fight to overturn the coup that was underway, making it prudent to stay near the man to learn who was in charge, and what the prospects were for the future.


He knew very little, next to nothing about the politics in Vincennes, he realized. Perhaps the princess who had been overthrown was a bad ruler who needed to be ousted he mused. He would find out more later, he promised himself.


While he was pondering, Bethany organized the rest of the occupants of the apartment for their departure. When everyone was loaded with a bag of food, goods and such supplies as they were likely to need she walked through the rooms to see what was left behind. Half an hour later they were cramming in the last of those overlooked items as an exasperated Bethany tried to maintain her composure and Alec watched in amusement.


They walked downstairs single file, and began walking through the nearly deserted streets, Alec and Kage wearing their purloined uniforms to provide protection from the patrols that continued to walk through the wintery city. Every other group they saw also contained men in uniforms; there were no lone civilians abroad.


Their chilly walk took them through the narrow streets of the city neighborhood where Delphi’s armory was a dark space in the streetscape. There were no lights visible in the windows, but Alec was gratified to find the door unlocked, and they all entered hastily. The entry hall was gratifyingly warm, and the sound of practice swords making contact in the practice room drew their attention.

 “I don’t know what to make of this, but you’ve tried to fool someone,” Delphi said as the activity in the gymnasium stopped, and all eyes faced Alec and his companions. “Either you’re wearing the uniform now to trick people into thinking you’re a soldier, or you weren’t wearing a uniform in the past when you were a soldier.

 “Which is it Alec?” he asked.

 “This uniform was the best way we had to walk through the streets the past couple of days,” Alec answered the group that gathered in a semi-circle. He detected no overt hostility, only curiosity. “Kage was being taken captive by the Conglomerate forces,” he paused to see if everyone understood his pronunciation of the complex foreign word, “I helped rescue him, and we used these uniforms to bring him and his wife to our apartment last night.

 “Now,” he added, “We’ve come here to be safer.”

 “We’ll help protect you,” pledged Wilman, one of the sword-practicers, loudly, as several other chimed in agreement.


Alec felt a lump in his throat, as he looked at the fierce smiles and nods of agreement. These boys were ready to thump their chests and fight battles for him. From what he knew about the past lives they had experienced, many without parents or adults since they were small boys, he knew they could fight, and he knew they had rarely had a purpose for fighting other than self-preservation. Their willingness to proclaim loyalty to him touched him deeply, and he knew he had to impress them all with the depth and importance of the commitment they were at the cusp of stepping into.

 “Kage,” he said, turning to their visitor, “you are a supporter of the princess, aren’t you? And you think she should be on the throne?”


Kage looked at Alec, and looked at the small crowd in the room. “Alec, I can tell from your accent that you aren’t originally from Vincennes,” he began, to a collection of grins and snorts from the audience that loved to tease Alec by imitating his strange pronunciations. “So,” he continued, “you probably don’t know her or her reputation.

 “Princess Esmere is a good person. She is a little naïve at times. She studied at a nunnery for several years while her father and older brother ruled, and she came to the throne when she never expected to or wanted to,” Kage explained. “Her father, King Vincent, died unexpectedly about four years ago, in good health and at a relatively young age. He was succeeded by his son, Isalan, who was Esmere’s brother, but he died in a hunting accident six months ago, without an heir. So a Council decided to put Esmere on the throne, though we’ve never had a ruling queen.

 “She’s still not called queen yet. The Council was divided, and soon after the slim majority made her the monarch as princess, challenges began to be rumored, and started in the southern cities. Now, as we’ve seen, it’s gotten worse.

 “I’ve worked for the revenue ministry for several years,” he paused as the crowd gave an obligatory round of hisses. “And I’ve had the chance to work with the Princess several times. I know she wants to do what is right and best for all the people.

 “But the Conglomerate doesn’t like the way the Princess has been pushing for taxes on their profits, there’s some other secret policy she seems to be resisting them on, and they’ve finally put their forces in the street to take over. I don’t know where the Princess is, or whether she’s,” Kage paused, unwilling to finish the sentence. “But I know I can meet some people tonight who will know what the situation is, and what we can do.”

 “Listen to this,” Alec took over. “Are you prepared to follow Kage, to follow this Princess Esmere of his?”

 “Will we finally get to really fight?” a voice in the crowd asked, and there was a chorus of laughter and cheers.

 “You all take it easy today,” Alec told them when they quieted down. “I’m going to go into town and see if I can get some money from the bank. I’ll be back in time to escort Kage to his meeting tonight, and then we’ll know what to plan for.”

 “How will you get money from the bank?” Bethany asked. “You said there were constables there to arrest you, and now the banks are probably closed from the Conglomerate take over anyway.”

 “I’m going to let you do it!” Alec told her as they stepped away from the others. “We put one of these accounts in your name, not mine. I’ll take you to the bank as if you were being escorted by a guard; you can take the money out, and we’ll come back here. We’re going to need a lot of money for the trip to Black Crag,” he added in a lower voice, “especially if we need to take some of our friends with us on the trip.”


Bethany looked at him in surprise, then her eyes squinted. “We better go quickly then, if we want to make sure you’ll get back in time to take Kage out.”


They hurriedly called Kage over, to find out what role Bethany should adopt to seem most justifiable as someone who could expect to be escorted about town. “Tell them you are the daughter of Magistar Guilden,” he suggested. “People aren’t going to want to make a Magistar upset, and no one really knows anything about Guilden because he has been raised to the bench just last month.”


With that advice the two of them wrapped cloaks around themselves and returned to the cold winter weather that occupied the streets. The walk through the empty streets was quick, as they moved rapidly to escape the chill. When they reached the Vincennes Mercantile Bank, two Conglomerate guards at the door asked their business, and the persona that Kage had suggested caused the door to open quickly, letting them enter the nearly empty bank hall.


When Alec and Bethany returned to Delphi’s in mid-afternoon, they carried a great weight of heavy coin as well as a number of notes from the bank that could be cashed at other banks along the way. Sword practice continued, and Alec was pleased to see that Kage was credibly participating. He and Bethany joined the practice in a session in which Alec was working hard to teach his young warriors how best to handle their swords, giving detailed advice on every opportunity he saw for them to improve. He held a premonition that they were going to be put to the test soon, and he wanted desperately for them to succeed. The group had come a long way towards responsibility in the time he had known them, and Alec felt an affectionate sense of leadership.


Kage rotated around through the practice mats to come against Alec, and he grinned, despite the sweat dripping down is forehead. “I haven’t had a workout like this in ten years,” he told Alec as they began to contest.

 “We can stop if you want to,” Alec answered.

 “I need to keep going. My wife did nothing but talk about your incredible swordsmanship after you rescued me,” Kage said. “You might as well be one of the immortals in her eyes.”


Alec glanced over at where Elena stood; she was watching the match between her husband and her rescuer. “What are you going to learn tonight?” he asked.

 “This was supposed to be a taxation meeting. Our group of advisors were supposed to tell the Princess what her new tax proposal would raise, and who it would affect,” Kage said as he looked Alec in the eye while thrusting his blade at Alec’s thighs.


Alec parried the attack and riposted with a slicing motion that crossed the torso padding Kage wore. “Enough!” Kage said loudly. “I’m worn out. Let’s clean up and rest for a bit before we head across town.”


They put away their equipment, and Kage went to talk to Elena while Alec sat with Bethany. “Start preparing them,” Alec told her. “Let them know we think we’re leaving the city. Don’t tell them where yet. Those who say they want to go with us need to pack weapons and blankets and any food you can put together.

 “If we don’t come back by tomorrow morning,” Alec began.

 “Don’t be ridiculous,” Bethany interrupted.

 “No, you have to look at the possibilities,” Alec responded. “If I don’t come back, you have to go on without me. I’ll know where you’re going, and I’ll be able to follow you to Black Crag. You can trust these boys,” Alec motioned around them. “And Rahm will never betray you.

 “You’re almost good enough to be a guardsman for any ruler. Black Crag will be thrilled to have a prospect like you show up,” Alec bolstered her. They stood up as Kage approached, wearing a cape over his stolen uniform.


We’re off then,” Alec affirmed. He shook hands with several of the boys in the gymnasium, and told them all to follow Bethany, listening with a warm heart to their pledges of fealty to her.


He and Kage left the building, with long, cold shadows stretching across the width of the street as the sun sank towards the western horizon. Cold winds whistled along the roads, and both men held their heads low as they walked through the bitter cold air. The journey was a long one, and nearly forty five minutes passed, with very few other people in sight, before they arrived at a corner where they stopped.

 “That building down there, the fourth on the right, is where we’re supposed to meet,” Kage nodded down the right-hand street.


Alec looked up the street, and looked at every dark doorway, not seeing any evidence of watchers. “Is there a back way into the building?” he asked.

 “Sure, probably,” Kage replied. “Why? Do you see something? What is it?”

 “I don’t see anything. I just feel we need to stay out of sight. Let’s go around,” Alec suggested, tightening his cloak and leading the way to an alley that ran behind the buildings.


The alley was a narrow, dark slot in which they stumbled over unseen obstructions, and counted lit windows to try to find the right building. “Here, let’s go in,” Alec whispered, placing his hand on the building’s door. It opened, and they entered a hallway that felt comparatively balmy. A set of narrow stairs in the back of the building was available for servants to use unseen by the owners of the place, giving Alec and Kage an inconspicuous way to climb up to the fourth floor, where the office for Kage’s meeting waited.

 “Alec, this is the wrong building!” Kage exclaimed as he looked at the door he was supposed to knock on. “This isn’t the office. We made a mistake.”


Alec slapped his forehead in exasperation. “Let’s go up to the roof,” he suggested after a moment of consideration. “Maybe from up there we’ll be able to see better; maybe the buildings are connected up there.”


They climbed to the roof, and found that the adjoining rooftops abutted, allowing an easy entry to the correct building, and soon Kage was knocking on the correct door. The door swung timidly open just an inch, paused for several ticks, then opened to admit Kage and Alec.

 “What are those uniforms? Have you turned informer?” a voice asked as Alec blinked at the bright light inside the warm room. As his vision returned he saw that there were four other men already in the room, all looking gray and haggard.

 “Who’s your companion?” a stout man asked, looking at Alec closely. Only Kage and Alec were armed with swords, Alec realized.

 “This is the man who saved me when the Conglomerate goons came to arrest me,” Kage answered. “He helped Elena and I get away. The uniforms are a disguise. How did each of you escape arrest? Are we the only ones free? Where is the princess?”

 “We heard you got away. You’re the only report I’ve heard of someone fighting their way to freedom,” the stout man replied. “The three of us weren’t at our homes when the guards came, and we’ve been hiding ever since.”

 “I heard they have the Princess in prison along with everyone else they caught,” answered the oldest man in the room, a man who sat in a straight-backed chair, his posture just as stiff as the furniture he occupied. “There were Conglomerate guards at the palace before they went anywhere else. I saw them there, and that’s how I knew not to go back home.”


The four men began talking rapidly among themselves about who they knew that might also show up, and Alec turned away from them to study the room they occupied. It had several desks along one wall, and a large meeting table. One wall was interrupted by three doors, and along another wall were a series of windows, that he walked over to look through.


The room felt melancholy and hopeless, a reflection of the souls of the men in the room, Alec thought; it showed no life or color. He looked out the window onto the street in front of the building, seeing the corner where he and Kage had stood. There was a small band of soldiers there now, he saw in the dim light, and they were taking someone away, he realized. He looked closely at the scene below, and realized there were now men standing in the dark shadows of several doorways. The meeting site was under surveillance!


Alec turned and walked back to Kage. “We need to leave,” he said urgently, placing his hand on Kage’s shoulder.


The melancholy atmosphere in the room was cut by confusion, and by one strand of triumph. He didn’t know how he knew, but Alec realized that there was a traitor in the room, someone who had given the secret of the meeting away. They were in a trap, and with every second they were closer to being caught.

 “There are soldiers outside,” Alec said. “They’re going to take us into captivity if we don’t get out of here.” The men in the room rushed to the windows to look outside, while Alec went to the door to the hallway. He placed his ear against the wood, and heard the tramping sound of feet on the stairs. It was too late for escape!


Desperately, Alec rushed to each of the office doors, looking into each office to see if they offered an escape route. “What is it Alec?” Kage asked as Alec flew past him to the last office door, finding no hope in the first two. The third office was like the others, without any options for evading the soldiers.


Right on cue the soldiers burst the door down and entered the room. “Put your weapons down! Disarm!” the leading soldiers screamed as a large crowd of them crowded into the room. There were so many of them entering that Alec saw they would be crowding one another, possibly interfering with one another’s motions in battle.


But the numbers were overwhelming. With a sigh, he dropped his sword, and was taken prisoner. He and Kage were both stripped of their uniforms and then marched through the frozen streets in a painful procession that ended at the palace, where they were led into a dungeon prison and locked in cells.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5 – Escape From the Palace

 



The third time Alec awoke in his cell, he stretched his beaten body as he sat up on the cold stone floor of his cell. He had his ring on the silver chain around his neck still, despite the efforts the jailers had made to take it from him. The fine silver chain had proven to be amazingly strong, too strong for the jailers’ blades to break despite its dainty appearance. 



He was confused and amazed; he had dreamed all night long, dreamed of being in a prison cell in Stronghold, beaten by jailers, cut by Mooreen. He sat in dazed befuddlement, uncertain of what was real and what was a dream. He had fallen asleep in a jail cell, then dreamed of falling asleep in a jail cell, and he had awoken here, in his current jail cell. His dreamt past and his present black reality coincided around imprisonment. 



He believed it was his memory restored, although he tried to argue with himself that it was only a bad dream, the result of his imprisonment and abuse during the past two days. Yet the logic carried no weight against the conviction in his heart, and the myriad of small and meaningful details that flooded his mind.


He knew who he was, and where he was from. Yet he had no idea of why he was now in Vincennes. His dream told him that Mooreen had slashed his face, while Noranda and Brandeis were in other prison cells nearby. John Mark had restricted his use of his Warrior powers. He was an Ingenairii! He looked at the marks on his arms. They were confusing; along with his Healer and Spiritual marks, his Warrior mark was vibrant and alive, although John Mark had limited it. Yet he had used his powers in his confused ignorance several times, he realized, when he had fought the anideads in the forest, and when he had rescued Kage.


And there were other marks here that he did not know, and could not explain – the horse with the rippling mane, the skull that sullenly sat, colorless and threatening, and the hourglass, whose sand sat still, flat and lifeless. Despite the restoration of his past, he felt a hole in his memory – while a great deal had been restored, there was still much more missing. He felt as though he had relit a lamp in a dark room, casting illumination through a smoky glass, but the lamp had little oil left in it, its flame flickered, and it could not provide enough light for him to see all that he needed to.


But now he understood the exercise of his powers, and he no longer needed to remain as a helpless captive in this dungeon where the careless guards assumed they had beaten all their captives into helpless, frightened men willing to cooperate. They had no notion of ingenairii, or the powers a warrior could possess.


He now knew why he hated the idea of a coup against a Princess he did not know in this land that was not his own, and he knew why the name of a girl called Bethany had stirred such devotion in his heart; though he had botched his end of the relationship, he knew that he and Bethany the ingenaire were mutually infatuated with one another, or had been before he left Oyster Bay behind him. He did not know anything about how far he was from the Dominion, or how to return to resume his task of protecting the crown while waiting for the heir to appear. Again he felt an uneasy sense that not all of his memory had returned. Perhaps there was more that he had done and did not remember.


Through the day he sat in his squalid cell ignored and alone, as he tried to understand and integrate his old life and his new. He easily used his healing powers to treat the bruises and the cuts on his body, and then he stood by the door and listened to the echoing sounds out in the hallway and in the other cells where he heard other prisoners being mauled. Early in his vigil he watched a man being hauled away between two guards, and half an hour later the man was dragged back, bleeding profusely.


A minute later he saw the same guards escorting Kage through the dark corridor. “Kage! Be strong Kage!” Alec called out. “Don’t you hurt him!” Alec shouted at the guards, “You ignorant, weak cowards!” he taunted them, wanting them to open his door and unleash him. He pounded on his door to draw further attention. “Long live the Princess! Long rule the Princess!” he added.


Four guards came hurrying down the corridor, one carrying a coiled whip in his hand. Kage’s guards stopped down the hallway waiting to hear the screams of suffering as the four men entered the prison cell. The cell produced the brief sound of a low conversation, then thuds and sickening sounds of flesh being flayed and beaten for brief moments, and then silence.


Kage’s escort waited expectantly. Suddenly, Alec leapt out into the corridor, the whip cocked behind his head, and he cracked it at the trio, striking one guard’s throat, then unleashing it again to wrap around the ankle of the other guard, and pulled the shocked man towards him. Alec pulled the man up to his feet, wrenching his sword from him. “Go pick up your companion and put him in that cell with the others,” Alec motioned towards the stone-walled room he had just emerged from.


The man walked away from Alec in a daze. The whip cracked just an inch from his ear as he reached his unconscious partner. “Don’t think about trying to run away,” Alec told him sternly. “The penalty for failure is severe.” The man turned and looked at him, then bent and began pulling his partner towards the room. Alec accompanied them into the cell, and came out alone, carrying a half dozen swords, a set of keys and a bandolier of knives.

 “How did you do that?” Kage asked Alec in astonishment, speaking for the first time. Alec appraised his companion for a moment, stood still for another moment, then reached out and gently touched him in several places. Kage felt his aches and soreness vanish.

 “How did you do that?” he repeated again, this time in a whisper. The look on his face was one part awe and one part fear.

 “I have unique abilities,” Alec answered. “Let’s get your companions out of their cells. Is the Princess being held someplace within reach?” He threw the keys to Kage, who hurried to a cell door where a recognized face was one of many prisoners watching the incredible tableau unfold.


After trying three keys, Kage set the man free, and Alec handed him a sword. Kage set others free, and Alec handed out the rest of his swords. They soon had a dozen men free, emptying all the cells in the block, when they heard the rattle of the outside door, indicating the likely arrival of new guards.


Alec motioned all his new allies back, and stood with the whip in one hand and two knives in the other. The door opened, and four guards entered the passage, looking with curiosity at Alec. “Lay down your weapons and enter that cell,” Alec ordered in a commanding voice.

 “What nonsense is this?” one of the guards began to reply scornfully, as Alec tossed both knives with one hand, and uncoiled the long whip with his other hand. Three of the four men were instantly down with leg wounds, and the fourth stood open-mouthed.

 “Help them into the cell,” Alec called upon Kage’s friends, “and disarm them.”

 “Who are you? Kage, who is he?” the freed men asked when the cell door was closed and the group of former prisoners stood in a circle.

 “I’m here to help you help your princess. The first thing we have to do is set her free, and after that we can figure out what to do,” Alec answered quickly. “We have to act rapidly, right now, while we have the element of surprise. So if anyone knows where the princess is being held, we need to start moving in that direction now.”

 “She’s being held in the Visitor’s Palace in the north garden,” said someone in the crowd.

 “Is that right? Do we know that’s correct?” Alec pressed.

 “Yes, it’s correct,” a blue-skinned man replied. “They took me to see her, and implied that she would be sent to the dungeons with the rest of us soon if we didn’t cooperate with them.”

 “How long will it take to get there? How exposed is the route?” Alec tried to evaluate what to do.

 “We’ll have to walk through the garden for at least one hundred yards,” the oddly-colored man estimated.

 “Kage, take three men into that cell and take the uniforms from every guard in there,” Alec gestured.


Alec stood silently on his spot, while the uniforms were taken, and the rest of the freed prisoners murmured among themselves.

 “We aren’t all going to go set the princess free,” Alec said when Kage and his companions returned. “Our group is too large. I need volunteers to leave the palace. We will set six of you free in the city, and the rest of us will try to free the princess.”


The group stood silent, a collection of unwarlike men in an unexpectedly dangerous situation.

 “Kage and I can take two uniforms and go to get the princess, if the rest of you want to act like a group of guards taking prisoners to a different location, you’ll be able to go free,” Alec proposed.

 “I’ll go with you,” the blue man said.

 “What’s your name?” Alec asked.

 “I’m Nichols. Ask your friend,” was the prompt answer.


Kage nodded his assent. “Nichols is a good man, surprisingly good for a Jagine. Bring him along, if you really mean to do this.”


Alec did a double-take as his glance snapped around to look at Kage, surprised by the doubt in his voice. “This is your princess we’re going to rescue,” Alec spoke emphatically, his accent growing heavier and harsher.

 “This is a suicide mission, Alec. We’re lucky you’ve gotten us out of our cells, but there’s going to be a lot of bloodshed just to get us up to where we can see sunlight, let alone out of the palace safely, not to mention storming into the garden to try to set the Princess free,” Kage said suddenly, surprising Alec with his words. “And a lot of these men don’t want to trust and follow a foreigner; they’re not soldiers. I know what you’ve done for me, but they don’t have any such reason to trust you. And I’m not the kind of fighter you want.”

 “Nichols, will you lead me to the Princess?” Alec turned to the silent man in the silent crowd, who nodded affirmation.

 “Someone give Nichols a sword. The rest of you put on those uniforms. Let’s get going,” Alec spoke, shocked by the totally unexpected cowardice of Kage and the others. Alec was driven by the use of his Warrior powers, convinced he could carry out any mission of this nature.


Nichols silently took the blade handed to him.

 “I’m going first, and I’m going to cut my way through anything that gets in the way. Nichols, you follow right behind me, and the rest of you come along after him as best you can. We’re going to head to the Princess; the rest of you fall out when it suits you,” he said without looking at them, anger building within him. “What will we do when we go through that door?” Alec asked Nichols.

 “Well, we’ll go up a set of stairs, make a turn and go up another set of stairs, and turn again to go up a third set,” Nichols began.

 “Will there be any guards posted or doors on the landings?” Alec questioned.

 “There probably won’t be guards. There will be a door at each floor above us. The third floor will be ground level,” Alec’s companion spoke. “That’s where we’ll run into lots of guards.”

 “How many are lots? Which direction will we go when we get there?” Alec wanted to prepare.

 “It will be a main hallway; there may be four guards, there may be eight, there may be twenty,” Nichols told him, “and once the battle starts, more will come.”


He paused, and Alec continued to look at him intently, unfazed by the number of potential opponents. “Then we’ll turn right, and go down a long hall, past banquet rooms until we see a series of glass doors at the end of the hall. That will be the garden. We’ll go out there, and have to go forward, then off to the left the Garden palace will be sitting straight ahead.”

 “That sounds simple,” Alec gave an ironic smile. He strode forward towards the doorway and pulled the door open. There were distant noises coming down the stairwell, and he stepped in to the dark silo. Alec ignored the sound of shuffling feet behind him as he looked upward and began to climb. He placed two knives in each hand as he passed the door on the first landing, and continued to climb. The door to the second landing was also closed and silent, and Alec arrived at the metal-banded door at the top of the stairwell.


He stopped and looked back where a tail of men was grimly following him, all faces looking up at him. They were about to feel the fury of battle, they all realized, as did he, and suddenly he felt sorry for them, not trained or used to battle, but about to face it. He placed his hand on the latch and cautiously lifted it, inching the door open a crack to take a look.


There were only two guards visible in his narrow field of vision. Considering the odds to be as favorable as they could possibly be, be pushed the door open calmly and stepped out. There were four more soldiers standing just ten feet away from the door as he opened it, and his wrists flicked his four knives at them. All four crumpled silently as the other two guards looked on in astonished horror. Alec pulled two more knives out and threw them in a blurring motion that floored them too in silence.


Alec stepped over to the still bodies and pulled his knives from them as the rest of the prisoners stepped into the hall. “Go now,” Alec ordered them, looking at Kage. “Stay in some type of formation and don’t look like you’re in a hurry. Good luck and Godspeed.” He hooked his hand around Nichols’ arm and directed him into the hall on the right hand side.


They walked at a purposeful rate, not running, as they passed people who looked at them curiously. “How did you do that?” Nichols asked at last. “How do you do any of these things?”

 “I have a gift,” Alec said simply.

 “Who are you?” a pair of guards accosted them.

 “We need your help,” Nichols said disarmingly. “We’re trying to find the princess in the garden.”


The two guards scowled and pulled their swords, but faster than they could anticipate, Alec drew his own sword and knocked both of theirs to the ground with a rapid slashing motion.

 “If you cooperate with us, you’ll live. If you don’t you’ll die,” Nichols told them urgently. “Now escort us to the Princess, and make it look natural.” He kicked their swords out of sight, underneath a divan along the wall.


The four of them began walking, and minutes later they were approaching a checkpoint in the garden, where Alec disarmed two more guards; and the six men arrived at the front door of the garden palace, an elegant building large enough to be a nobleman’s home in the Dominion. They silently entered the front hall, an opulent though vacant space, and stood there uncertainly. “How many guards are in the palace?” Alec asked in a hoarse whisper.


In response, one of his captives dove to the left, tackling a large, ornate vase that toppled to the floor and loudly shattered into a thousand pottery shards.

 “Who’s there? What was that?” asked two voices from the unseen interior of the small palace, and a pair of guards appeared. Alec’s three other guard captives split off in three directions, shouting warnings. The two guards inside the palace drew their weapons and called for assistance as they charged towards the entrance.


Nichols took a defensive stance, but Alec burst out in front of him and attacked the two guards quickly and ferociously, slashing one man’s wrist and stabbing the other through both thighs. The four previously captive guards, still without weapons, scrambled across the drafty marble floor in various directions. Alec and Nichol stood unchallenged in the hallway, listening to the sound of other activity in the building.

 “Which way to the princess?” Alec asked Nichols.

 “They took me to see her in the visiting parlor,” Nichols pointed a pale blue hand to the left.


Alec starting trotting in that direction, stepping over one of the escaping guards, who paused in his motions as if he could play dead. The short hallway ended at a large pair of double doors, elaborate bronze doors with a large crown wreathed in prominently displayed branches. With his right shoulder against the door, Alec began to press the slab of metal open, but jumped back so abruptly he stepped back on Nichols behind him, while a sword blade cut through the airspace he had vacated. As his body moved backwards Alec’s left arm stabbed forward, and the guard with the sword fell forward towards him through the narrowly opened door into the hallway. As Alec began to press forward, he heard a sound behind him and turned to see Nichols holding off a formerly captive guard who had found a weapon and was coming up behind them.


Alec thrust his shoulder against the door and banged it open, then allowed his momentum to carry him into the room with a forward somersault that put him behind a knot of guards who were defending the doorway. Alec turned and pulled knives from his bandolier, then tossed them rapidly, ending the charge of the guards before they could reach him. Nichols burst into the room, only to find five bodies lying in a ragged line.

 “I took care of the hard one out there,” Nichols said between deep breaths. A bell overhead started to ring vigorously. “That’s the alarm! There’ll be more Conglomerate Guards swarming on us in a few seconds!” he grabbed Alec’s arm.


Alec removed Nichols hand and stooped to reclaim his throwing knives. “We’ve got to get the princess. Where is she?”

 “I don’t know. Let’s go through that door,” Nichols pointed at the back of the hall they were in. A throne-like seat rose on a dais, with an unobtrusive door tucked near it. Alec and Nichols ran across the room and as Nichols opened the door, trampling feet brought a crowd of guards into the end of the throne room they had just vacated. A pair of them threw spears at the fleeing rescuers of the princess. Alec focused on one spear, and caught it in mid-flight, then turned it and instantly flung it back as he heard a dreadful noise next to him.


He turned and saw Nichols slumping to the ground, his hands loosely grasping a wooden shaft that protruded from his right hip area. A large amount of blood was gushing forth in a spreading stain, and Alec knew that the man had only a minute or less to live. Glancing at the approaching enemy, he jerked the door open, grabbed Nichols at the shoulders, and dragged him into the room behind the door. He slammed the door shut, dramatically dimming the small room. 



Alec jammed his feet against the door, then took a deep breath. Nichols had passed out. Thankful for that small bit of perversely good news, Alec carefully pulled the spear out of the man’s side, feeling the blade grate against bone. Alec dropped his warrior powers, and felt a wave of exhaustion sweep through him, causing his shoulders to droop.


With focused concentration, he tapped his healer powers, placed his hands over the ragged wound, and began to exercise his healing abilities. The first action he took was to repair the nick in the pelvic vein, stopping the loss of blood, and then he altered his powers to cause the body to reabsorb much of the blood that had already spilled. The appendix had been cut, but instead of repairing it, Alec caused it to detach from the body, and he tossed it aside with his right hand.


There was a shudder in the door, and Alec flashed a burst of energy into Nichols, healing the muscle tissue and the skin, and then he ceased the healing. Taking a breath again, he stood and pulled several knives out of the bandolier; many of them were still wet with blood, he noted. With a quick prayer for assistance, Alec returned to the use of his warrior ingenaire ability; he flung the door inward, and threw his knives outward, then charged with his sword and sliced deeply across the chests of two men who still stood without knives in their flesh. Six men were down faster than the palace defenders could understand, and Alec stepped backwards, gave an ironic blade salute, and pushed the door closed.


He pushed a heavy armoire in front of the door to hold his defenses, and released his powers again. He was nearly spent, he realized, something that could not be happening at a worse time. With a sigh he rested his back against the armoire, looked down at the unconscious Nichols, and then looked up and around at the dim room for the first time. At that moment, he finally realized that they were not alone – two women stood silently in one corner, watching him watch them.



 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 6 – Meeting the Princess

 


 “Is one of you the princess?” Alec asked as soon as he realized the other two were present. “No never mind, that’s not the most important issue right now. Is there another way out of this room?” he asked them. The door behind him reverberated, and Alec knew they had little time.

 “We came to try to rescue the princess and set her free; this man knows her,” Alec pointed at Nichols. “But we need a way out.” He glanced around the room. There were no typical windows, only small, high circular holes near the ceiling.

 “Is he a foreigner too?” One of the women asked.

 “No, he’s from around here,” Alec answered in an exasperated voice.

 “He’s a Jag, I’m sure he’s from around here,” the other woman. “How do we know we can trust you though?” she asked Alec.

 “He’s come in here through all the Conglomerate guards, so I trust him more than them,” the second woman pointed out. “He may speak like a barbarian, but he seems to be on our side. I say we go with him for now, and find a better option as soon as we can.”


She pointed at a corner of the room, and Alec’s eyes detected a grating in the floor. “That’s the only way out,” she told him, “other than the door you’re blocking.”


Despite the dire circumstances, Alec’s eyes spent a moment studying the pair, as odd and contrasting as two people could possibly be. One woman was tall and gangly, with hair that hung in two pigtails over her shoulders. The other was plain and short and very rotund, displaying misshapen lumps in odd locations, and even as she stood still Alec could tell without his healing powers that one leg was so badly deformed that she would walk with a severe limp. The tall blond had a pretty face, a face that he knew many men would pause to look at twice or more, though she did not have the breathtaking beauty of his Bethany in the Dominion


Alec placed an arm beneath the unconscious Nichols and dragged him over to the side of the grate, then put his companion down and looked at the heavy metal cover. Warm air was rising from the darkness below. With another sigh of discontent, Alec engaged his powers, and used the strength of his warrior abilities to lift the edge of one side of the metal grate. With a heave he lifted it and let it fall backwards away from the heating vent, letting it land with a very loud clanging thud.


Alec dropped one of his few remaining knives into the darkness, and heard it land after only a fraction of a second, comforting him with the knowledge that the drop down wasn’t far. The women were beside him now, bent over with him to look into the darkness below.

 “How could you do that?” the thin woman asked. “We’ve seen three workmen call in extra help to raise that grating.”


A new crashing sound at the door told Alec that the besieging crowd outside had started using axes. “I’m going to drop down, and then I’d like for you to lower my friend to me. Will you do that please, so that I can catch him?” Alec asked the thin woman.

 “And then you’ll catch us?” she asked.

 “I don’t think this is going to end well. You shouldn’t plan to go with us,” Alec answered.

 “Her Highness does not wish to remain in captivity. We will go with you,” the shorter of the two women responded.

 “You get down there. We don’t have time to argue,” the tall woman urged.


Knowing that the woman was right about the lack of time, as a raucous splintering noise came from the door, Alec hopped into the dark pit. He landed on his toes, and flexed upward as his body rebounded quickly. “Drop Nichols down here,” Alec spoke to the two figures just above his head. There was a scraping sound as they moved the body, then his feet came sliding down to Alec, preparing him for the arrival of the rest of the inert body. Alec sat Nichol on the floor of the narrow brick chute.

 “Do you have candles?” he asked the women overhead. The tall girl ran to get something, while the heavier girl sat on the floor and hung her feet over the edge. “Will you help me?” she asked.

 “Come on down. I’ll help you,” Alec calmly reassured her, and he braced himself to withstand the arrival of her bulk. She slid more than jumped, and came down against Alec, whose hands found her hips and brought her to a soft landing on her feet. She was much lighter than he had expected her to be, and he felt for a brief moment as though he had compressed many layers of cloth, rather than flesh, as he held her.

 “Can you start crawling into that shaft?” Alec suggested to her as he held her loosely for a moment more, then released her.

 “Thank you! Yes, I’ll go,” she maneuvered around Nichols and began to crawl away from Alec.


He watched her for a second until a loud landing beside him startled him. The princess had landed gracelessly next to him without help or injury. “Go ahead and close the grate. I’ll follow the maid,” she told Alec.


Alec hadn’t thought about closing the grate, but realized it made sense. He re-engaged his warrior powers, and felt them flicker before he grasped them firmly; he was close to total exhaustion of his ability to use his powers. He leveraged himself upward, and grunted as he grabbed hold of the grate and pulled it up and over. The metal was incredibly heavy, and as he positioned it for its return to its functional role, his powers flickered again and he lost control of the weight.


The grate fell straight down, crushing the tips of the fingers on his right hand and banging against the top of his skull. Alec fell to the floor of the heating shaft, and heard the armoire in front of the door topple as the guards finally broke into the room. Alec held his right hand against his chest, grabbed the front of Nichols’ shirt with his left, and began to crawl into the warm dark void that was his only hope for escape.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7 – Flight Underground

 



Alec heard thumping and exclamations behind him as he moved into the deep black darkness of the heating shaft. The women were somewhere ahead of him, although he could not hear or see anything. The floor of the shaft was a shallow bed of sand, making his progress less uncomfortable than it would have otherwise felt. A slight breeze, albeit a warm one, provided a barely detectable headwind.


There was a slight flash ahead of him, then a warm, flickering glow illuminated the cramped profiles of the two women squatting ahead of him.

 “Oh gracious! Are you alright?” the princess asked Alec as he struggled up to them with Nichols.

 “As alright as the conditions can allow,” Alec responded.

 “Your head – it’s bleeding,” the girl told him.


Releasing his grip on Nichols, Alec placed his left hand on top of his head. It was sticky, and he found that blood was running down his temple from where the grate had hit him. He lifted his right hand into the light and saw that the throbbing fingers were badly mangled.

 “Oh, your poor hand too!” the broad-hipped maid sympathized.

 “I’ll be okay,” Alec assured them. He knew that in just a matter of hours he would hopefully have enough rest to restore his healing powers and then treat his injuries. “Let’s keep moving forward. Those guards are going to be chasing us soon.”


One of the women grunted agreement, and they started forward again, the shorter of the two taking the lead and holding the candle ahead of her as they crawled. There were small vents occasionally branching off to the sides, one time bringing the sounds of people talking in a room overhead, and then after perhaps half an hour the ventilation shaft began to tilt noticeably downward. Alec’s awkward rhythm of pulling Nichols had just swung his face backwards when there was a mild shriek and the candle light ahead abruptly went out.

 “Are you okay? Is everything alright?” he called loudly.

 “Yes,” a voice replied firmly. “There’s a short drop down into a bigger passage, and I dropped the candle.”


Alec resumed pulling Nichols, wishing he had enough energy to heal the unconscious man and himself. The candle was successfully relit, and Alec saw the junction of the two air ventilation openings. The two women were standing up in a passage that looked like the district heating system Alec had been in with Kage and Elena, complete with the large pipes running near the ceiling, and the more concentrated, damp heat he remembered. Alec deposited Nichols on the floor of the new passage, and pushed an eyelid back to examine him, then checked his pulse. Satisfied that his companion was in no danger, the ingenaire slumped back against the wall, exhausted by the pain of his injuries and the effort to carry Nichols.

 “You are a good friend,” the maid said as she came to sit down near Alec. Her limp was noticeable, and Alec worried at how comfortable she would be if the escapees had to try to hurry. She leaned over Alec’s head and motioned for the princess to bring the candle over. Using the light, she examined the top of his head. “That is a painful looking gash. You’ll have a scar up there when it heals, although with that thick head of hair of yours no one will know.”


She looked at Nichols, examining the place where he had been speared. “What did you do here?” she asked in a frank tone that indicated she expected complete honesty.

 “I have a unique power. I can heal people miraculously,” Alec told her. “If I wasn’t so worn out I’d heal that cut on my head and my fingertips,” he gingerly waggled the damaged digits. “My name is Alec,” he told her. “I’m sorry we haven’t been introduced.”

 “Under the circumstances, I think the informality is allowable,” the girl answered with the ghost of a grin. “My name is Caitlen, a lady-in-waiting, and this is the princess Esmere. We thank you for setting us free.”


Alec raised his hand and motioned around the confined space. “Freedom is a loosely defined word!”

 “What are your plans now?” the maid asked.

 “When this all started, we hoped to spring the princess free and take her to Black Crag,” Alec answered.

 “That is a very good idea! Black Crag would make an excellent base of support to use to win back the throne! The cities and nobles will rally around anyone who has Black Crag ready to fight for them. Is that where you’re from?” the girl asked. “I’ve never been there. I didn’t realize people there had such strong accents!

 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you had a bad accent,” she added. The princess was standing at a little distance, probably maintaining her status above and separate from the others, Alec suspected, as she would be used to doing, being a princess, and a pretty one at that. 


 “I’m not from Black Crag,” Alec said without feeling any insult. She seemed to have understood everything he had said so far, making him believe that despite being so noticeable, his accent was growing less pronounced. “My sister wants to become a guard, so we intended to go there for her. She and some others should be on their way there now, and if we are lucky, we’ll catch up with them on the road there.” He paused to look at the maid in the soft candle light, and their eyes locked on one another as they each closely examined their new travel partners.

 “I’m surprised you have a sister interested in fighting for Black Crag,” the girl responded. This girl was someone he should trust, Alec could tell as they stared at one another. Her wideset eyes betrayed a lonely soul who would be a loyal friend and an intelligent companion.

 “The journey won’t be an easy one. I’m told the trip to Black Crag is uncomfortable and perilous in the winter, and the guards confiscated all my money when they caught me,” he told her, and motioned to the princess. “I know that royalty may not find the life of a common traveler to her liking,” he added in a confidential voice.

 “This princess will surprise you, I am sure,” the girl said with a gentle smile, and placed a friendly hand on Alec’s shoulder. “Are you rested? Should we start going again?”


Alec rose to a crouching position. “Yes, we do need to get moving.” The two girls helped hoist Nichols across Alec’s shoulders, and the three of them began walking in single file down the underground corridor, away from their former captors and towards an uncertain freedom.


Three long hours later, they had reached the end of the tunnel. The hot water pipes had shrunk in size in stages, and now suddenly dove into a brick wall to continue to carry their heat to the buildings at the extreme ends of their lines. The profusely sweating group halted. “There was a staircase in the left wall about five minutes ago,” Princess Esmere reminded them.

 “I’d say we ought to go back to the staircase,” Caitlen brightly responded, and they soon were back in front of a low arched stairwell. Esmere held a new candle as she led the way, with Alec bringing up the rear, until they reached a solidly closed wooden door.

 “Now what do we do?” Caitlen asked with a note of desperation in her voice.

 “If we rest for a while, I should have my energy back and be able to open it,” Alec counseled, which led to them all resting in the cramped confines of the small landing at the doorway. Having neither seen nor heard any sign of pursuit, Alec didn’t suggest posting a watch, and they all settled down within the circle of the candle light.


Alec awoke to the flickering light of a candle that had burned nearly the entire length of its stick. The others were all soundly asleep. Experimentally he placed his left hand over his right, and easily healed the crushed fingertips, then healed the gash on the top of his head, and followed by sinking more energy into Nichols to provide a complete healing. The man sighed in his sleep, but did not awaken.


Moving cautiously, Alec placed his hand lightly on the thigh of Caitlen, preparing to examine the girl’s limp. If he could easily heal the leg, their group would be able to move at a better speed.


Caitlen’s hand came down with a resounding slap on his, creating an echo that sounded like a cracked whip. The other two members woke with a start.

 “Take your hand off me!” Caitlen snarled, sitting straight up. “You impudent foreigner.”

 “I just wanted to heal your limp!” Alec protested as his right hand tried to rub the sting out of his left.

 “Is that what you call it?” she asked. “Just keep your hands to yourself. Even the Conglomerate guards had the courtesy to respect us,” she paused as if she were reconsidering something she was about to say.

 “Now, are you going to open this door? Have you had enough rest?” she asked with asperity.


Alec was growing increasingly defensive with each accusatory word out of Caitlen’s mouth. “Yes, I have rested enough,” he replied tersely, then turned his back to the suddenly haughty girl.

 “How do you feel?” he asked Nichols, who was awake for the first time since they had left the palace.

 “I feel a little woozy,” the blue-skinned man replied. “Where are we?”

 “Your friend brought you along to rescue the princess and me,” Caitlen abruptly said, pointing to the silent Esmere; she gave a significant look at Nichols, who remained silent. “We left our waiting room through a ventilation shaft, and for the past few hours we’ve been escaping through tunnels under the city; this foreigner has carried you the entire way. Now we’re ready to return to the surface.”

 “That’s right!” Nichols exclaimed. “We were in the Garden Palace, and fighting guards. I thought I was dead. There was a spear – it stabbed me,” he reached and looked down at his hip.

 “Your friend healed you – somehow, miraculously,” Esmere told him. “How well do you know him?”

 “How well do you trust him?” Caitlen asked.

 “We just met today in the prison. He fought the guards, beat them, and set a number of prisoners free. He wanted to come save the princess,” Nichols began to explain.

 “But only Nichols would come with me to set you free,” Alec jumped in, and finished the story. “So the two of us came to save you, and as you saw, Nichols took a pretty bad wound fighting on your behalf.”


Nichols poked at his midriff, then fingered the stiffened, blood-soaked cloth of his shirt. “There’s no way you could have healed me, yet you did. Thanks be to the spirits,” he said.


Alec pulled out one of his remaining knives. “Thanks be to God,” he replied. He placed his knife against the top hinge on the door, and worked it back and forth until there was a splintering sound. He knelt and did the same to the bottom hinge. “Nichols, hold onto the lever,” he directed his companion, then began work on the final hinge in the middle, prying it away from the wall. “Watch out,” he warned, and he carefully pulled the door inwards, showing only more darkness on the other side of the breached barrier.

 “Are we free?” Esmere asked.

 “Well, we’re a step closer to freedom,” Caitlen commented. They all stepped through the doorway, then waited as Alec placed it back in its frame. They stood silently and listened to the remote sound of laughter and the clomping sound of heavy boots crossing a wooden floor. A woman shrieked suddenly, followed by an outburst of more laughter.

 “What’s happening?” Caitlen asked. Alec and Nichols each looked at one another.

 “I’d say we’re in the basement of a tavern,” Nichols ventured. He looked around at the stout square columns that could be seen casting shadows in the dim candlelight among the scattered barrels and crates. 


 “Why did that woman scream?” Esmere asked.

 “She probably got pinched,” Nichols said with a knowing smile. “And she is probably a serving maid who will get a bigger tip for having given such a satisfactory yell. She probably does it ten times a night, and is a very good actress for her regular customers.”

 “Have you been here before?” Caitlen questioned.

 “No, probably not. But I’ve been to a dozen places like it, and they all are pretty much the same.” There was a momentary pause, then he spoke to Caitlen again. “May I have a quick word with you, in private?”


The two of them stepped a few feet away from Alec and Esmere, and had a brief, low conversation. They stepped apart, and returned to the others. Nothing was said to explain their tete-a-tete. 



Taking the candle, Alec led the way through the dusty basement to a rickety set of stairs. The dust showed no sign of having been walked through, and the wood made numerous, ominous creaking sounds as they began to ascend.

 “Will we be able to get something to eat?” Caitlen asked.


Alec realized two things: after his time in the prison, he too was underfed and famished, and that he had no money at all.

 “Neither Nichols nor I have any money; do you?” Alec asked.


Caitlen looked puzzled for just a moment, then sheepishly shook her head.

 “We can work for some food perhaps,” Alec suggested, seeing the crestfallen look on all their faces. “Can you sing, or could you wait on tables, like the girl who screamed?”


Princess Esmere had a look of horror on her face, while Caitlen was indignant, and Nichols was neutral. Alec laughed heartily. “You should see the look on your face!” he said. “I was joking. I’ll offer some healing to the cooks, and they’ll slip something to us. As a matter of fact, we’ll do that first. We’ll probably be safest staying in the kitchen out of sight, until we figure out how to escape.”


As he mentioned the word escape, the prospect of the near future began to dawn on him. They had no money, and no warm clothing for the long journey to Black Crag, a journey whose length he didn’t even truly know. And they were not even out of Vincennes yet. He would have to nurse along a princess and her hobbled, hostile maid through a city that was undoubtedly being searched extensively.


He cautiously tested the door at the top of the second staircase, and opened the squeaky portal to another level of basement storage. The noise of the tavern was appreciably louder and dim light was visible through a single small window and underneath the door at the top of the next set of stairs.

 “Let me go see if I can get some food and bring it down here,” Alec told the others.

 “Will you come right back?” Caitlen asked.

 “I promise I’ll come back to you,” Alec replied.

 “Is that a promise, or a threat?” the lady-in-waiting asked solemnly, causing Alec to do a double-take. The good-humored barb, even the tone it was delivered in was exactly as though his own Bethany, the girl he loved back in the Dominion, was there with him. He remembered when he had last seen her, in Bondell, as she had ridden back to Goldenfields, and she had told him she loved him. He had not been able to tell her how much he loved her. Though the feeling had been in his heart, the words had not come out.

 “Alec? I was kidding,” Caitlen said gently, giving his shoulder a poke, rousing him from the heart-wrenching memory. It was the first time in a while she had said anything kind to him.

 “I know,” Alec said more gruffly than he intended. “Stay here,” he told them all before he ascended the next set of stairs, his fingers wiping moisture from his cheeks.


He paused at the top of the stairs, listening to the sounds of a busy kitchen. Pots and pans were being stirred and moved, a load of wood was thrown into a fireplace, and dishes clattered loudly as the waitress took them for delivery. With a deep breath, Alec opened the door and stepped out of the basement and into the tavern kitchen.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8 – The Gable Above the Kitchen

 


 “Well now, where in the world have you come from?” a cook asked Alec as he broke into the bustling kitchen. “Oh,” she added, realizing that he wore the uniform of a Conglomerate guard, “you’re one of them.” Her tone made clear that her feeling towards the guards were not fond ones. “How in the devil did you get in our basement?”

 “We’re trying to desert from the guards, so we were hiding down here,” Alec answered, stumbling by luck onto an answer that swayed the cook from adversary to friend.

 “Deserters are you? Who else do you have with you?” the woman asked. She had bright red hair, unintentionally powdered with flour. “Are there many of you?”

 “Just the four of us,” Alec replied. “My friend and I, plus two girls we met.”

 “So you’ve got sweethearts? And you hide them in the basement? Shame on you! Call them up,” she ordered as she swept past Alec and pulled the basement door open, while her assistant cooks returned to their duties at the various stations around the kitchen.

 “Come up, come up children,” the woman called loudly down the stairs. “And bring a bag of potatoes with you,” she added with a wink to Alec.


Seconds later the other three escapees came up the stairs with sheepish expressions, Nichols lugging a large canvas sack over his shoulder. “Put those over there,” the cook pointed Nichols towards a corner sink.

 “So who is sweet on who?” she asked. “You must be sweet on the Jagine,” she motioned between Esmere and Nichols. I hear the Jags are very affectionate,” she gave a coarse laugh that made Alec blush without understanding anything but the implications of the tone of the laugh. “And so it’s the two of you together?’ She looked at Alec and Caitlen, who were coincidentally standing close together.

 “You can have a bite to eat and spend the night here; I have a couple of small rooms in the loft above us,” she added, not seeing the look of incredulity Caitlen shot at Alec. “You boys go upstairs and get out of those uniforms and I’ll find some other clothes for you.” She had completely taken control of the situation, and Alec had a sense that she was usually in command of her surroundings.

 “The stairs are just over there, behind that door,” she pointed. “Here, you girls carry these platters out to the big table that Susan needs to serve,” she managed the flow of traffic as more food was ready to be delivered while Alec and Nichols obediently walked across the kitchen to the narrow dark staircase. A cold breeze fell down upon Alec as he opened the door, and the two of them carefully climbed up the stairs to a shallow landing that hosted two small doors that seemed sized for dwarves.

 “What happened down there?” Nichols asked Alec as they stood uncertainly.

 “I came up the stairs, and told her that we were deserters, and from there she established the whole rest of story for us in her mind – you heard her!” Alec said defensively. There was a squeal from the front room, then a loud giggle, then a different shriek.

 “We may be able to hear some firsthand stories about those pinches in the tavern,” Nichols observed.

 “The princess is different from what I expected,” Alec commented as they waited. “She doesn’t seem like someone who was in a convent.”


Nichols seemed to be carefully picking his words. “She is different from what I remember, but I’m glad she’s willing to leave with us. If she is free, she’ll be a symbol for the people to rally around.”


There was a burst of light, and the two girls started climbing the stairs. “This place is frigid!” Esmere exclaimed as they mounted the steps. Caitlen’s uneven gait followed behind as she limped up the stairs.

 “Here are your clothes,” the princess announced as she reached the top of the stairs. The tiny landing was too crowded for another person to join them as Caitlen stood a tread below. Another burst of light came from below. “Is everything going to be alright up there?” the cook asked. “There are blankets on the beds.” She stood with her head in the stairwell watching, as Esmere handed a set of clothes to Alec and disappeared through one of the small doors, followed by Nichols. Caitlen stepped up and handed a bag to the retiring Nichols. She turned and saw that the cook was still watching with a blissful smile.

 “Let’s go in our room,” she paused, “dear,” she added in a strangled tone, as she opened the door and advanced into the small garret room.


Alec looked down the stairs at the cook, who was waving her fingers at him. “I know you’ll keep her warm tonight!” she said waggishly.


Alec gave a wan smile, stepped into the room and closed the door, letting out a heavy sigh as he did.

 “Listen mister!” Caitlen was immediately in his face, literally, her fingers gripping his chin, “I am not going to let you get away with any shenanigans!”


Alec felt panicked by the situation and the girl’s forceful attitude. “What are shenanigans?” he asked, not recognizing the word.

 “Whatever they are, you’re not to try any,” Caitlen emphasized, then seemed to deflate, and flopped down to sit on the bed.


There was only one bed in the room, and not a large one, Alec noted. Not that the small room could have held another bed; there were only inches of clearance on one side, and a small table with a pitcher and bowl on the other, while the roof slanted severely.


Alec’s face must have displayed his dismay to Caitlen. “Here, sit down and eat before this food gets cold,” she said with a severe tone, pulling a pastry out of the bag on her lap. Gingerly Alec sat down on the mattress and took the proffered food. It was warm and heavy, and filled the great emptiness he realized existed in his stomach.


Caitlen wolfed her food down too, although she ate with more delicacy than Alec. “Would you like something to drink?” she asked as she pulled a flask out of the bag. Alec looked at how flat the bag had grown.

 “After you,” he said.

 “What after me?” Caitlen failed to understand.

 “Since there’s just one flask for the two of us, I’ll drink from it after you,” Alec said with exaggerated patience.

 “We’re going to share this? We’ll drink from the same bottle?” she replied, clearly horrified by the concept.


Alec took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Caitlen, I know you’re a lady of the court from the palace, and I know that I am just scum, a foreigner who is far beneath you, but you’re going to have to adjust to a new life while we try to take the princess to safety. Our journey is going to require a lot of discomfort and rough life, and most of all cooperation and trust. If you don’t think you can make this trip, then you need to stay here when the rest of us leave tomorrow.”


He slid down off the mattress onto the floor, and pulled one of the blankets over his body. He felt sorry for the girl, who he was sure had never experienced anything like today’s adventure. But he also considered it a favor to her to leave her behind as opposed to taking her on the long journey into the mountains that surrounded Black Crag.


After a moment, she blew out the candle, and Alec heard the stopper come out of the flask. The liquid in the bottle swirled, and then Caitlen gasped and choked. “This isn’t water!” she sputtered.


Alec sat up and took the flask from her, and gingerly lifted it to his lips. After a bare swig, he sharply inhaled. “That’s some powerful brew,” he said.

 “Did you drink it all?” Caitlen asked. “I’m still thirsty.”


Alec silently handed the flask back to her hand, then laid back down on the floor. Despite the blanket and the uniform he still wore, the cold floor left him nearly shivering.


Caitlen took another drink, then laid down. A few minutes later, they both heard laughter coming from the room next door.

 “Are you cold, Alec?” Caitlen asked a few seconds later.

 “Yes,” he told her. “It’s going to be cold for most of this journey. I have to get used to it.”

 “Would you come up here and sleep with me?” Caitlen asked. “I’m very cold. I thought we could share body heat.

 “Don’t try anything though. I will give you this one more chance; I expect you to be a gentleman. Don’t try to touch me like you did down in the tunnel!”


With mixed feelings, Alec rose to the bed, and re-arranged the blankets to give both of them maximum cover. The mattress was narrow, and Alec felt Caitlen’s body against his. “I can be tough,” Caitlen said. “I’m tougher than you think, Alec,” she said a second later, louder.

 “I broke my hip when I fell from a horse. That’s why I limp. And I didn’t cry when the doctor treated me,” she told him. Her face was close to his, and he could smell the alcohol on her breath.

 “I could heal your leg for you, so that you wouldn’t limp anymore,” Alec responded.

 “You said that before. Nobody can heal my leg now. I know it. I’ll never get to dance in a ball again,” she moaned.


Impetuously, Alec moved his hand and placed it on her thigh. He began to use his health vision, studying her leg bones and muscles, examining the problems. Her hip had been broken, and it would be an involved procedure to correct it, but he was confident he could do it.

 “Well, I do declare! You’re quite a forward boy, aren’t you? Didn’t I just tell you no funny business up here?” she told him, and made a cursory move to push his hand away.


Alec placed his other hand on her forehead, and induced sleep. The girl was fascinating in many ways. She was not nearly as heavy as she appeared. The mystery of her light weight was clear; as he had used his health vision it became clear that her dress was stuffed full of cloth and material that gave her much more girth than she actually carried. Why she wanted to look so much heavier than she really was puzzled him, but he set that aside as she slumbered, and focused on the thigh and hip.


The healing procedure reminded him of healing Cassie back in Goldenfields, and his mind wandered momentarily as he thought about the girl he had found in the fishing hut. He hoped she was happy, living in Goldenfields with Appel, providing healer services to the people of the city.


He called his attention back to the matter at hand, and began to shift the mis-healed bones, altering the hard calcium, re-aligning them, then stretching the muscles to better serve their proper actions. He took a short break after a long session, feeling sweat on his scalp even in the cold room. As he paused and examined his work he realized he had inadvertently lengthened Caitlen’s thigh by an inch. With a determined sigh he focused his attention on her left thigh, stroking his hands up and down the good leg, expressing his energy to make the bones and the muscles and the skin stretch out to match the right leg. She’d be a little taller now, he told himself, but she wouldn’t hate him to any greater degree for that.


Hours passed before he had achieved what he wanted to. Alec was exhausted, and laid back on the narrow mattress. He threw the cover off him to relieve himself of the warmth he had felt from the tension of the work, and closed his eyes, letting out a deep breath.


He awoke to feel the blanket being spread over him by Caitlen. “Sssh,” she quieted him. “You were shivering so much you woke me up,” she told him, and he fell asleep again.


He awoke again to sounds coming from the neighboring room, and Caitlen’s arm draped over him, her body pressed against his. How would she react, he wondered. Had he been too forward in just imposing the procedure upon her without her permission? She would be a much more capable traveler, he fretted with second thoughts, but would she feel that he had violated her? Would she be right? Would she even believe that he had done it?


Alec drifted back into a light, uneasy sleep. There was a gentle tap on the door, but he did not answer, and the tap was not repeated. He lay still, semi-conscious, and heard a throaty murmur from behind him, then Caitlen’s arm squeezed him tight. She released the grip and rolled slightly away, and he felt the mattress sag as she sat up and then stood up. She gave a gentle burp, and Alec could tell she had a hangover.


She edged around the mattress to the door, then looked at Alec with sleepy eyes. “Where’s the, you know, the loo?” she asked.


Alec extended an arm and gingerly felt beneath the bed, then pulled out a chamber pot that he raised above the mattress.

 “You can’t be serious!” Caitlen exclaimed, awakening as her situation became clear.


Her eyes grew wide, and she absently took the pot from Alec as she stared down at her hip. “My leg feels different; my limp is gone,” she said softly to herself.

 “My limp is gone,” she repeated to the room, then turned her face towards Alec. “My limp is gone. Last night, what did you say? What did you do?” Her voice quavered as her stomach flipped from the alcohol, and Alec reached out a hand, pressed it against her belly, and calmed the unpleasant feelings in her midsection, then raised his hand carefully to her cheek, and released another gentle jolt of healing power to take away the headache that was growing in her awareness.


Caitlen dropped the chamber pot, stood and backed away from the bed, stepping back just a step in the tiny room before her back was against the door.

 “What did you do? What are you?” she asked. “Please stay away from me,” she whispered.


Alec swung his legs out from under the blanket, and watched her shrink further into the door. “Here,” he picked up the pot. “I’m going downstairs to see what’s what,” he slung his mostly empty bandolier over his shoulder. “You can have some privacy to use the pot. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” He knew he had frightened her, and he suspected that he would be just as unsettled if he were in her situation. He wondered if she would still be in the room when he returned


Downstairs there was a single cook working in the kitchen, one who Alec had not seen the night before. Alec went into the main room of the tavern and looked out the window, watching the unfortunate working people who huddled in upon themselves as they walked through the cold air, many carrying bundles. He’d never been in such a cold climate before, and he wasn’t enjoying it. In the Dominion there were small cities and town in the north, but no large rivers carried people or goods from that region to the great cities along the Carmen River. He doubted that even Stronghold or Sturgeon ever were wrapped in such cold weather.


There was a clatter in the kitchen, followed by a string of oaths as the cook dropped something. Alec stirred from his revere and returned to the kitchen, where he grabbed an unwatched loaf of bread and slowly climbed the stairs.


He cautiously opened the door. Caitlen was inside, holding the bundle of clothing he had received the night before. “Here, put these on,” she commanded, apparently reconciled to the situation by some internal reckoning that showed a strength of character Alec found impressive. “We’ll need to get moving soon to go to Black Crag.”


Alec accepted the clothes, bemused by her apparent change of attitude. “Turn around,” he told her, and began to change. As he stretched his arms in the narrow room to pull his stolen uniform shirt off, his hand bumped the back of Caitlen’s head.

 “Ouch! Creep! What do you want?” Caitlen turned, and saw Alec, bare-chested. She blushed, and quickly began to swivel her head, but her eyes caught sight of the jewel-like marks on Alec’s arms. “Those are lovely? How did you get those?” she reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling it directly in front of her face, then reached out and grabbed the other arm to see the marks on it as well.

 “They’re so sparkling!” she marveled, and she raised her eyes to look at Alec, who she had pulled unexpectedly close to her. “But they seem to be right in the skin itself. What are they?”


Alec pulled his arms away from her and pulled the civilian shirt over his head and down his arms. “I’d rather not talk about that right now,” he told her flatly, and he watched the spark of curiosity in her eyes diminish. “Would you like to have some bread?” he offered her the loaf.


She took a small portion, leaving the majority in Alec’s hands. “Go see if the other two are ready to go,” she ordered Alec as she plopped down heavily onto the mattress. Her voice had an uncharacteristic tone of authority that he had heard once before. He was surprised that the serving girl seemed comfortable imposing her will so effectively.


Obediently, Alec stepped out to the landing and knocked on the other small door. “What?” a muffled reply from Nichols drifted through the door.

 “Will you be ready to go soon?” Alec asked through the still shut door.

 “Not right away,” Nichols said, as Esmere giggled in a very unprincess-like manner.

 “We’ll want to get going this morning,” Alec took a last shot, and returned to his own room.


In contrast to the other space, his room was an unhappy room. Caitlen sat on the bed now, crying. Alec closed the door behind him, reluctantly, and stood uncomfortable and uncertain.

 “Go away,” she said without lifting her face or her voice. Alec had no place to go, and felt too miserable about the girl’s misery to obey. Unaccountably, his memories jumped to the day he had been with Cassie in Goldenfields, trying to open up her ability to reach her healer powers. The process had intermingled their souls, allowing them to see secrets that each had hidden from the world, and from each other. The moments after that exposure had been painful, and their relationship had been strained, still was strained for that matter.


Here he was again, it seemed, in a room with a girl, and the atmosphere had a strangely similar strain. Although secrets hadn’t been revealed to each of them, nonetheless, Alec was plainly holding secrets back from the court maiden, just as he sensed that she was holding something, something meaningful, back from him.

 “They don’t sound ready to leave yet,” Alec broke the silence. He laid back on the mattress, sideways, his feet on the floor on one side, and his head near Caitlen’s lap on the other.

 “I will tell you about one of these marks, my favorite one,” he said to her. “And then you can tell me a secret if you want to.” The girl made no response, but didn’t offer any refusal or rebuttal.

 “I come from a far away land, and how I got here is a mystery to me,” he began, and then he started to tell the story of being a no-account assistant in a carnival, being attacked by lacertii, and discovering an enchanted cave.

 “And so I received the power to heal, and over time I began to understand it, I practiced it, I studied it, and now it feels like the one thing that makes me a worthwhile person; I think it’s the reason I was born, to be able to help others, to heal them and make them feel better,” he finished. “The way I healed your hip for you.”

 “That’s quite a story you tell,” Caitlen answered after a silent interlude. “And then you became a healer and suddenly came here?”

 “No, there’s a lot more to it than that. I healed a Duke. I met the king. I rescued the crown from usurpers,” he added significantly. There was another long pause, and then he found himself compelled to mention Bethany. “I met a girl who I love, and then I didn’t tell her how I felt, and I lost her to someone else.” For some reason he wanted this girl to believe that he had a heart, was capable of emotion and affection. “The last thing I remember is that I was in a prison cell in a city where I went to rescue another girl I knew. And since then I’ve awoken and only known life here in your land, working on a fishing ship, leaving Krimshelm and arriving in Vincennes.”

 “But now you remember everything?” Caitlen asked.

 “How can you tell what you don’t know?” Alec asked rhetorically, and heard a grunt of acknowledgement. “I have a feeling that there is more, but I don’t have any idea what.” He thought about the unknown marks that were on his arms. “So until I figure it out, I’ll do what I know I can do, what seems right. And healing always seems like a good thing to do.”

 “So that’s why you touched my leg and mended my hip, and took away my limp? You think that a god has given you a commission to go around healing people?” Caitlen asked. Her tears and sobs had stopped during Alec’s story, and she had come to lay backwards across the bed in the opposite direction from Alec, so that their bodies were parallel, though with feet on the alternate sides of the bed.

 “Yes,” Alec said. Then, unable to settle for the simple answer, he added, “And I thought it was good for you. I thought you would move better and feel better about yourself, and be better able to survive the trip we’re going to take.”

 “I can almost see things your way and believe that it is as innocent as you say,” she replied. “Thank you for telling me.

 “What about the other marks? Are they similar? Do they mean you have other fantastic powers?” she asked, and Alec could hear the smile in her voice.

 “Yes,” he replied quietly. “Each of them represents some ability I possess.”


She remained silent, digesting a joke gone wrong. “So how did you get here? How far did you come? How will you go back, and when? You really don’t know any of those things?” she asked at length.

 “I don’t know,” Alec whispered, afraid to admit his uncertain status. “I’m lost and alone and even a little scared and I don’t know any answers.”


There was a pounding on the door. “We’re ready to go,” Nichols called.

 “We’re not,” Caitlen shot back. “Leave us alone. We’ll be out soon.”


There was silence from outside the door, and from within the room as well, as Alec laid quiet, surprised by Caitlen’s delay.

 “Alec?” Nichols’ voice broke the silence. “Treat her with respect Alec.”

 “That’s enough,” Caitlen spoke loudly again. “Leave us in peace. Go back to your room or go downstairs and wait for us.” Again she displayed that easy willingness to command, or perhaps to just be bossy.


The sound of feet descending the staircase followed.

 “You have helped me; you’ve tried to help me by healing my limp. I will help you,” Caitlen told him when the sound of the steps disappeared. 


 “Thank you,” Alec said kindly, unable to imagine any real assistance the girl could give, but grateful for the new attitude.

 “Now don’t look,” she ordered as she stood up.

 “Why?” asked Alec.

 “Because,” was the only muffled response. Alec heard a considerable rustling of material. “Okay, you can look,” Caitlen told him.


On the bed Alec saw Caitlen’s dress, stiff with the material of a great deal of padding stuffed into many parts. Next to the bed stood Caitlen, wearing a dress that appeared tailored to fit her, and much more revealing of her true thin, almost boyish body-type. Alec’s perception of the girl changed dramatically as he looked at her, and she, aware of the scrutiny he was giving her, felt herself start to blush.

 “Go ahead and put your other dress back on,” he told her.

 “What? Why?” Caitlen sputtered. “It’s as uncomfortable as wearing a heavy tent filled with hay around all the time. I don’t want to wear it any longer if I don’t need to hide my identity from you; I think I almost trust you now.”

 “Your trust is appreciated, almost,” Alec told her in response. “But, that dress looks like it will keep you warm, with all that cloth,” Alec responded. “And it is going to be very cold on our way to Black Crag. You’ll be thankful for the physical protection it gives you.” 



Caitlen snorted her disgust, but picked the dress up and lifted it above her head. With Alec’s help she settled it back over her frame, and then they left their room and went downstairs, where they found Nichols and Esmere waiting for them at the kitchen table, talking to the morning cook as they ate a late breakfast.


Nichols studied each of their faces as they sat down, but said nothing, while Esmere tried to hide a shy grin.


Within seconds though, Esmere’s face lost its smile. “Caitlen? You weren’t limping when you came in here.”

 “No,” Alec’s companion said. “Softly now,” she urged. “Alec has healed my injury. That’s what he was doing this morning, just like he healed Nichols yesterday,” she explained in a low voice. “He’s different from us, isn’t he Nichols?”

 “He is indeed, my lady,” Nichols agreed enthusiastically. “You should have seen him fighting yesterday. No man has ever fought as well as he did,” his voice rose with enthusiasm.

 “Softly now,” the girl repeated. “So, what do we plan to do now?” she looked at Alec.

 “We leave,” Alec said simply. “We go to Black Crag. We find Bethany and the others there, and we plan to return. Now let me go try to get some money for us.”


Travel restrictions had been lifted, allowing Alec to first go to his bank where he withdrew a modest amount of funds and then returned to the others, who had waited for him in the kitchen. They quietly left their refuge at the tavern and traveled through the city to the western gate. The four blended in with the crowds on the streets, and easily passed out of the city under the careless eyes of the guards at the city gate on a snowy midafternoon, walking through the slushy highway outside the city, hugging the southern bank of the river, keeping their heads low and their eyes often closed against the cold wind that blew into their faces as they trudged away from Vincennes.


After just a few short miles Alec began to look for an inn where they could spend the night. His small troop was dispirited and cold, and he worried about the ability of Caitlen and Esmere to withstand the rigors of the long journey ahead.


There was little talk among them as they journeyed towards the setting sun, and an hour past sunset Alec directed them into a small village’s only inn. “There’s only one room left, I’m afraid,” the innkeeper’s wife told them as them gathered around the front desk. “”It’s got two beds though,” she added as a positive afterthought.

 “We’ll take it, and we’d like some dinner too,” Alec told her as he pressed small coins into her hands. He led the others upstairs to the room they had just rented. As he opened the door and looked inside, his heart dropped. The room was little larger than a closet; it made the tight rooms of the night before look spacious. Two narrow cots, each just barely large enough for a single person, were pressed against dingy walls, with a narrow aisle between them.


Alec stepped out of the doorway, and the others shuffled and craned forward to see. “This will be cozy,” Esmere said.

 “You ladies can have the beds. Nichols, you take the floor between them. I’ll go stay in the stable,” Alec announced as he looked at the situation.


They all went down to dinner at the tavern room of the inn, sitting quietly at a small table far from the fire, and ate greasy mutton stew with beer for Nichols, wine for the women, and berry juice for Alec. “You can’t sleep in the stable,” Caitlen said vigorously. “You’ll freeze out there.”


Alec had never lived in such a wintery climate before, and he had experimented during their walk to the inn, learning how to moderate his body temperature be elevating his metabolism and blood circulation. The effort had been successful, and he had managed to moderate his healing energy use so that he didn’t feel drained. He assured his companions that he would be able to sleep comfortably in the hayloft, and after a long debate, they conceded the point and went up the stairs to their own room, leaving Alec alone at his table, where he lingered in the warmth and watched the people around him.


The crowd at the tavern dwindled to only a few guests and locals, when the door opened to admit more than a dozen soldiers, who took the tables closest to the fire. Alec feared any possible contact with the men in uniform would lead to trouble, so he left money on his table and left the tavern, talked to the stable keeper, received a blanket after giving the old man a small coin, and he climbed the sturdy wooden ladder that led up to the bales of hay that were piled up to the rafters in the loft.


Alec wormed his way deep into the columns of hay, protected from any breezes, pulled some hay loose from the bales surrounding his selected spot, and covered his blanket with the insulation as he settled in for the night. He focused his attention and his energy on his own body, and began to increase his body’s warmth, then closed his eyes and began to doze.


He thought about Noranda and Brandeis, back in Stronghold, and he thought about the battles with the Conglomerate guards in Vincennes. As his mind wandered from one topic to another, there was a rising hub-bub of noise from below him, and then the sound of someone climbing up the ladder to the loft. He pulled his sword from its sheath and waited tensely.


More noise followed, and the planks of the loft gently vibrated as boots walked about on it. “Everyone spread your blankets where I can see you, and Marston, you start the watch rotation,” he heard a voice command the guards from the tavern, who had come to spend the night in the hay loft, just feet away from Alec.

 “Tomorrow morning, after breakfast, we search the village for the princess and the other three. Remember, one of them is a Jagine, so keep an eye open for blue skin. If we don’t find them, we move on west towards Black Crag. This group is smaller than the last lot of scoundrels we fought, so we won’t be taken by surprise. There’re only four of them, and I want them taken alive if possible, especially the princess and the foreigner,” the officer was instructing his men. “But don’t go easy on the foreigner – he fights like a mountain monster.”


Alec’s breath was coming in shallow gasps as he listened to the plans being laid to trap his companions. Their destination was known, and possibly Bethany’s group had already fought them, apparently with some success, based on the unspoken inference of the officer. He had to find a way to escape from the hayloft and awaken his friends so they could escape. 



The trip to Black Crag had just grown even more daunting. In addition to little money, a treacherous route, and dangerous weather, there was added pursuit by enemies. Was there any alternative, Alec wondered. Not if he planned to meet Bethany at Black Crag, he reminded himself, and even without his commitment to Bethany, he had no knowledge of anywhere else in this world that was safe from the pursuit of the Conglomerate.


Slowly, and as quietly as possible, Alec began to work his way through the bales of hay, trying to worm his way to the back of the loft. The hay rustled continually whenever Alec moved, and he hoped it was assumed by the soldiers to be mice, or cats chasing mice. He shimmied for a minute or two, then remained still for several minutes, gradually making his way free of the bales, to where a narrow aisle ran along the side of the barn wall. He rapidly advanced along the wall to a corner, where he turned, and found a trapdoor that allowed the bales to be dropped below. Alec dropped down, then snuck out through the back of the stable, and circled around the block to the front of the inn.

 “Nichols. Nichols! Caitlen, open the door. It’s me, Alec!” he pounded on the door, then waited several seconds until it opened.

 “What’s the matter Alec? Is it too cold for you in the hayloft?” Caitlen gibed.

 “No. It’s too hot!” Alec countered. He closed the door behind him, and crouched on the floor between the two beds, in which the sleepy women sat up.

 “A troop of Conglomerate guards came to the hayloft to spend the night. They reviewed their orders; they’re here to recapture the princess,” he looked at Esmere. “And they know we’re heading to Black Crag.”


What should we do?” Nichols asked. “Is there someplace else we can go for safety?”

 “What about going to one of the seaside cities, Cearche, or Raysing? They are in the opposite direction from Black Crag,” Princess Esmere suggested.

 “We could do that. We could go down river on a boat, quickly,” Nichols agreed.

 “They know you’re a Jagine. They’ll be looking for someone with Blue skin,” Alec added.

 “Let me go as a decoy. I could go on to Black Crag, and you could take the women to Raysing,” Nichols proposed.


Alec considered the idea; the guards would be looking for the blue skin, but they would be looking for a princess as well, and they would be watching the route to Black Crag. He suddenly had an inspiration, and stared at Nichols, letting his health vision engage and examine the pigmentation that differentiated the man from everyone else Alec had seen.


The room was dim, but Alec’s examination didn’t need light to evaluate what he was looking for. “Alec, what do you think? Should we split up?” Caitlen asked him as the silence stretched out..


Alec reached out and placed a hand on Nichols, and focused his attention on his skin, shifting the epidermis to produce the typical pale skin color of everyone else in the wintery climate, then he removed his hand, and focused his attention on his own skin, making blue pigment burst forth across his body.

 “How did you do that?” the Princess asked.

 “It is a part of my ability to heal,” he replied.

 “If they think a blue man is accompanying the princess to Black Crag, then that’s what we’ll give them,” Alec said. “I’ll escort this new princess,” he placed his hand on top of Caitlen’s shoulder, “while you escort the real princess to Raysing. You’re a good swordsman; you’ll be able to protect her from most threats. Meanwhile, Caitlen and I will lead them on a merry wild goose chase towards Black Crag.

 “Here,” his hand dove into his pocket to pull out a collection of coins. He thrust most of them into Nichols hands. “You’ll need this to try to treat the princess to something like the best style you can arrange for travels. We’ll be able to get by on less,” he smiled at Caitlen, who smiled weakly back.


Alec had faith in the girl who was to be his companion. There was more to her than he had expected from a typical lady of the court, and he believed she had the character to rise to the difficult circumstances he had just thrown her into. Her spirits had been up and down several times already in their journey, and she always seemed able to pull herself together quickly. He’d had glimpses of the insecurity behind her façade a time or two, but that only made her seem more genuine to him. She was not like the Princess who expressed so little.

 “But Alec,” Nichols began to object, looking to both girls as if seeking support to oppose the plan. The two girls looked at one another, and then Caitlen spoke.

 “Will you and I truly be able to make it to Black Crag?” she asked, looking directly at Alec.

 “I think we will,” he replied. “We have to let the soldiers stay on our trail for a few days so we give the princess time to get away, but after that we can become anonymous, and they’ll never find us.” 


 “You’ve changed your color; have you changed anything else about yourself? Can you still fight and heal as you did before?” Caitlen followed.

 “Only our colors are different. Everything else about each of us is exactly the same,” Alec assured her.

 “I hope so,” the Princess murmured, with a shy look at Nichols.

 “You can undo this?” the formerly blue man asked. Alec nodded.

 “It is as important for us to get to Black Crag as it is for Princess Esmere to get to Raysing,” Caitlen insisted. She looked at Alec with a directness that made him focus on her to the detriment of everything else around them in the small room. “If you believe you can safely deliver me to Black Crag, then I will travel with you.”

 “I pledge to you, as an ingenaire of the Healer House, that I will do everything in my power to bring you safely to Black Crag,” Alec said. From his position on the floor he looked up at the girl as he spoke, and it felt as though he was making a pledge of fealty.


She placed her hand on his shoulder. “I accept your pledge,” she intoned.

 “Very well then, we will go our separate ways,” Esmere said. “Shall we leave at once?”


They gathered themselves together downstairs in the empty hallway. Not even the morning kitchen chores had begun yet, leaving the building unusually silent, except for the groans and snaps of the building itself reacting to the frigid temperature. The two girls hugged tightly for a long period, whispering back and forth, as Alec and Nichols waited.

 “Take care of her Alec. Guard her with your life,” Nichols told Alec. “Thank you for saving me from the prison, and from death. I look forward to seeing you again when we return to Vincennes to put the princess back on the throne.” They parted; Nichols gently took Esmere by the arm, and the two of them went out into the cold darkness to begin the trip back to Vincennes.

 “Are you ready to be the mouse that leads the hawk away from the nest?” Alec asked Caitlen.

 “As long as I know you can make sure we’re the mouse that gets away from the hawk,” she answered with a cheerful smile that raised Alec’s spirits as it added a radiance to her plain features.


He opened the door in response, and held it for her, then followed her out. He imagined that he saw the moving shadows of Nichols and Esmere on the road that gently sloped away from them, but he resolutely followed Caitlen as she turned the other direction and began to walk on the rough, frozen surface of the muddy path that led to the river road. There were clouds overhead that let no trace of moonlight or starlight seep through to guide the way. Alec and Caitlen walked slowly as they tried to stay on the lonely road, walking one behind the other into the breeze. Alec took the lead to try to shelter Caitlen from the briskly blowing air they fought against, and after an hour he felt his face start to freeze from the unpleasant wind. How do people manage to live in places with weather like this, he wondered, thinking with longing about the mild weather he had found in all parts of the Dominion.


He focused his healer power on raising his body temperature, then stopped and turned to Caitlen. As she arrived, Alec placed his hand on her cheek, feeling the painful chill in her flesh, and poured a trickle of his healing energy into her, raising her body temperature.

 “Thank you,” she said in grateful astonishment. “You are an absolute treasure to have around!”


Without another word, Alec removed his hand and turned to resume the trip. They walked on for two more hours, until they reached another small village. Alec took Caitlen by the arm and led her into a small stable, where they gratefully sat down on a bench. Alec reached over to hold Caitlen’s hand, and he let his energy work again to raise her body temperature.

 “I’d usually object to letting a strange man hold my hand when we’ve hardly been introduced, but under the circumstances I suspect it’s the best thing that will happen today,” she told him.


Alec couldn’t see her face in the dark, but heard the humor in her voice. “And the fact that I can warm you up too makes it even better,” he teased.


There was a moment of silence, and then a guffaw. “Touche!” she replied. “I’d thought I was running away from the hawk, but perhaps I’m merely traveling with a different one.”


Again he imagined he heard a confident sense of humor in her voice. “We’ll stop to rest for just a few minutes, little mouse, and then we need to get going again.

 “Do you know the geography of this route well? Are we likely to reach a sizable town in the next couple of days?” he asked her.

 “We should get to Valeriane tomorrow night or the next morning if we don’t hit any delays, Master Hawk,” she told him.


Alec sat in silence, contemplating their journey. They could find a place tonight to sleep, and reach a city the following night. Once in the city they could stop trying to lead the chase astray, and focus solely on their own trip to Black Crag, he concluded. For the trip today and tomorrow though, they would have to make sure they were seen repeatedly, to leave the necessary false trail the Conglomerate guards needed to follow.

 “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

 “I’d like to relieve myself. Is there a place to do that here?” Caitlen asked with embarrassment.


Alec sniffed the air. “I know it’s not the usual place for a lady of the court, but I’d suggest you squat in the corner of one of the stalls.”

 “You can’t be serious!” Caitlen replied, almost wailing.

 “I don’t have any better suggestion,” Alec said apologetically. “We probably shouldn’t try to go into the house.”

 “Oh, bosh,” she said. There was a rustling sound, and a muffled grunt, then a pile of cloth thrust against Alec. 


 “Here, hold this. I don’t want to drag my dress through the muck in the stall,” Caitlen explained.


Alec listened to her tentative steps across the stable, then the sound of a gate opening, and a cow that lowed gently at the disruption by its unexpected visitor.

 “Alec?” Caitlen softly called.

 “I’m right here,” Alec answered.

 “Keep talking. I can’t see what direction to walk in,” she responded.

 “What can I tell you?” Alec asked. “I’m trying to save a princess I don’t know from an enemy I don’t know in a land I don’t know, while the girl I love is a million miles away with her new boyfriend, an enemy army is invading my country, and my friends are trapped in a dungeon. I can tell you that.”

 “That’s good,” Caitlen said, bumping into him. “It’s not good what you said, but I’m back. Do you have my dress? It’s cold in here!”


Alec handed over the bulky cloth, and waited for his companion to re-arrange her dress.


Minutes later, they were on the road again and had left the small village behind. After another hour, Alec gave Caitlen a warming touch, and they walked again until dawn broke finally, letting them catch sight of the next village on their journey. By the time the sun was fully above the horizon, they had stepped into an inn and ordered breakfast from the lonely cook.


They chose a table next to the fireplace, and Alec silently examined Caitlen with his health vision as she sat on her bench, her eyes closed. She was extremely fatigued, Alec could tell, the result of two days of unexpected flight from her palace prison, with little sleep. Her feet were blistered and suffering from frostbite despite Alec’s efforts to boost her body temperature. The boots she wore were inappropriate for the travel she subjected them to; he would check to see if there was a cobbler in the village who could provide better footwear for her. While they were shopping, he thought he might see if he could use his limited funds to buy a bow and arrows.


Alec knelt quietly beside Caitlen and placed his hand under her skirts, making her shriek as her eyes flew open. “What are you doing now? Stop it!” she commanded, and tried to kick her foot free from Alec’s grasp.

 “Stop,” he told her commandingly, and he pulled her shoe from her foot, then gently traced his fingers around her feet, healing the blisters, reducing the swelling, and removing the frostbite sting.


Just then the cook bustled through the kitchen door with two plates of food, only to stop in silent amazement at the site of his blue-skinned customer openly fondling his woman’s foot.

 “Bring the food,” Alec ordered, without removing his hands from Caitlen. Instead he let them run up her calves, reducing the aches.

 “That feels so good, but go no farther,” Caitlen said. “Thank you,” she added to the cook who placed the food before her. “He’s very affectionate,” she added, placing her hand on top of Alec’s head in a proprietary manner.

 “I’ve never seen one of the Jags before, my lady,” the cook said.

 “Well, this one is mine,” she playfully stroked her hand along Alec’s cheek and under his chin raising his face to look up at her and the cook. “You’ll have to go down the river to find one of your own!

 “Get up now and let’s eat. We’ve got a long journey ahead of us to get to Valeriane,” she added, her hand pulling Alec’s head upward. “You can fondle my other foot after breakfast.”


The cook left them with a weak grin, uncertain of how to react to the strange tableau.

 “He’ll certainly remember that scene,” Alec complimented Caitlen as they started to eat.

 “Yes he will,” she agreed. “And I was serious about letting you fondle my other foot. Just be careful about how far those hands roam up my leg.”

 “We’ll have to get a good pair of boots for you,” Alec replied. “I’m amazed you came this far in these little court fripperies.”

 “I want to be free. I want to get to Black Crag. I’m not going to be stopped by a pair of shoes,” Caitlen replied with determination as Alec finished wolfing down his bread and returned to the floor to heal her other foot. There was a sound at the kitchen door, as a young girl, one of the cook’s assistants, peaked out to observe the blue-skinned man fondling the woman’s feet. She giggled and pulled her head back inside the kitchen.


Alec and Caitlen left the tavern and went in search of a cobbler’s shop in the small village, with no luck, then returned to the road to continue their journey.


A long time later, Caitlen spoke up, the first words that had passed between them since they had returned to the road. “Thank you for treating my feet, Alec,” Caitlen told Alec as they began to climb a hill. “In the future, would you please ask me before you start to touch me like that? I’m not used to letting people put their hands on me,” she explained.

 “Yes,” Alec agreed after a moment of silent surprise. He’d never thought someone would be put-off by his healing touch. After a minute of silent reflection he decided to ask a question. “Do you think we’ll visit any villages today big enough to have a cobbler? I’d like to put some sturdier footwear on you.”

 “I don’t know,” Caitlen answered reflectively. “I’ve traveled this road a number of times, but I was always in a court carriage, and we never paid attention to the little villages along the way.”


How typical of the nobility from court, Alec thought to himself. “We’ll just ask at each one we come to,” Alec commented. “That way we’ll find one if there is one, and we can get something sturdier for your feet.”

 “I remember when I worked in a carnival, traveling from city to city,” Alec began to tell Caitlen.

 “What is a carnival?” she spoke the word haltingly.

 “A carnival is a group of entertainers, who travel from city to city, carrying all their possessions with them. We had clowns and dancers and performers and animal trainers,” Alec explained. “We would sell tickets in a city for a few days, and then travel to the next city.”

 “That sounds fascinating!” Caitlen’s eyes sparkled. “You were able to see all the different cities? What did you do – did you perform, throw swords?”

 “It was interesting to see the cities, except that we were always busy working, and didn’t get to see much of the city. I was busy because I had to clean up, fetch, run errands, tend the animals, and do anything else that was needed,” Alec answered.

 “One of our girls was a dancer, Natalie, who ran away from a luxurious home. She had never traveled in such a humble fashion before, I’m sure,” Alec related. “I think it opened her eyes. She was a good sport, never complained or let anyone know it was any different from the way she was raised.”

 “Is she the girl you said you love, the one you want to go back to?” Caitlen asked.

 “I do love her in a way, but she is not Bethany,” Alec replied.

 “Bethany? Your sister in our land?” Caitlen asked, finally turning to look at Alec’s face.

 “There is a girl named Bethany in my own land, who is an ingenaire like me, who is the girl I love. It’s just a coincidence that they have the same name,” Alec explained, just slightly denying the intrigue he had felt at hearing his adopted sister’s name.

 “And this Bethany is an ingenaire,” she still didn’t quite pronounce the word correctly, “like you? A woman with powers to fight and heal?”

 “No, her powers are related to water – she can conjure it out of air, make streams change their course, hold back the waves, or affect other actions of water,” Alec told her. “She’s a powerful and accomplished ingenaire. We were apprentices together for a few months,” he began to recollect the adventures he had encountered while on Ingenairii Hill in Oyster Bay.

 “I was brand new, and she would torment me by dumping buckets of water on me when I wasn’t prepared,” he remembered out loud.

 “That doesn’t sound like something a nice person would do,” Caitlen commented.

 “Most new apprentices went through something like that,” Alec explained.

 “The first night I almost kissed her we were sitting alone on a small sandy beach by a pond,” he rambled on.

 “Alec,” Caitlen interrupted abruptly, and then paused, as Alec waited for her comment.

 “Alec,” she began again, “when we are around other people, maybe you should let me do the talking.” 


 “Why?” Alec asked, puzzled, still focused on his memories.

 “It’s your accent. It gives you away; it’s like no other accent I’ve ever heard,” she explained delicately. “You’ve made yourself blue to create a disguise, but when you open your mouth and talk, you completely blow the illusion that you’re a regular …Jagine.”

 Alec wondered why she had decided to interrupt hi in the middle of a story to tell him such a thing. He understood her point, but wanted to argue. “It will look wrong for the woman of a pair to be in charge. That doesn’t happen in this society from what I’ve seen.”

 They were climbing a hill, and Caitlen was breathing heavily as she walked. “Well, in fact there are several cases where the woman does the talking,” she replied eventually, in a low, hesitant voice. “It would pass muster.

“Our society may be different from yours,” she told him. “Women cannot do many things in society, but we are allowed to control who we are, affectionate with. Among the nobility, the woman usually sets the tone in a relationship; I gather you’ve not had one since you arrived here?”

 Alec accepted her explanation, no longer wanting to argue. “No, no relationships! Touching your hip to heal you was as intimate as I’ve gotten; not that it was intimate in any way!”


As they crested the hill, they saw a sizable village in the next valley, straddling a stream that had a substantial bridge. The size of the settlement was large enough that Alec had hopes of finding a cobbler to take care of Caitlen’s need for boots. “Let’s stop,” he suggested, wanting to give her a touch of warmth and treat her feet now, before they got to the nearby town.

 “I’ll treat your feet here,” he added as she stopped. “May I touch you?” he asked, remembering her peculiar sense of personal space.

 “I’d really appreciate a touch of the warmth you give, but wait until we’re in the village and treat my feet then. I can walk down the hill without any treatment,” she told him.

 Alec obliged her, and side-by-side they walked down the meandering road on the west side of the hill. As they entered the town, they spotted a tavern, and a wordless glance between them diverted them to the building. They settled into a small table in a crowded room where others were enjoying their mid-day meal, and Caitlen ordered pork chops and potatoes, along with two cups of wine that Alec raised his eyebrows over. The drinks came quickly, and they sat drinking and waiting for their food. “You can treat my feet now,” Caitlen told Alec unexpectedly.

 Alec looked around the room at the many other people who were seated nearby. “Is this really a good time to do this?” he asked.

 “It will help make us stand out in people’s memories,” Caitlen said. “Besides, you were going to do it anyway before we went looking for a cobbler, weren’t you?” she asked.

 “Yes,” Alec drew out his response as he slid to the floor and began to treat her feet. They were again swollen and blistered, and Alec again thought about the fortitude of the girl he was traveling with.

 A pair of boots, their owner’s torso and face hidden from Alec’s view by the table above him, stopped next to their table, and the toes of one boot poked at Alec. “Why don’t you give my feet some special treatment too?” a gruff voice asked. “Then I’ll take care of your lady for you, if she wants a real man.”

 Alec removed his hands from Caitlen’s feet and backed out from under the table, then stood up. A bearded man, whose build was that of an immense barrel atop two sturdy legs, was sneering down at him, with a hand placed knowingly on Caitlen’s shoulder. The man was clearly intent on provoking a fight, clearly expecting to beat Alec, and clearly expecting to receive Caitlen’s affection as his reward.

 The room was quiet, and Alec could see that virtually all eyes were on them. No one was obviously positioned to be a henchman for the bearded man, so Alec concluded that a swift display of ability against the one man would be enough to dissuade anyone else from additional efforts.

 Alec engaged his warrior powers, kneed the man in the groin, hit him in the back of the neck as the man doubled over, then again raised his knee into the man’s doubled-over face, making solid contact with his nose and upper lip, and drawing a spray of blood from each. As Alec took a step backwards, the man feebly placed his hands to his face, then slowly dropped to his knees and collapsed unconscious on the floor.

 As people raised their eyes from the stunningly disabled bully, they discovered that Alec had already drawn his sword in his left hand and held a throwing knife in his right. Even Caitlen looked at Alec with widened eyes at the shocking speed with which he had dispatched the man who had been about to attack them.

 “Is that what you wanted?” he asked angrily in a low taunt voice, feeling used and betrayed into having to fight. “Did you just want to make a scene to provoke a fight?”

 “No, Alec,” she replied, shocked by the violence she had just seen, and hurt by the disgust she heard in his voice. “I didn’t think that would happen.”

 “You ‘didn’t think that would happen,’” Alec mimicked as he put his weapons away. “You didn’t think at all,” he told her angrily, and sat down. Just then a reluctant serving girl brought two plates of food to their table and silently left.

 Alec sat and started to tear into his food, eating his pork chops with savage ripping bites, while Caitlen’s food sat untouched, and pools of moisture brimmed in her eyes. A pair of men came to grab the arms of the unconscious man next to the table. Alec looked at them and nodded, allowing them to haul the body away from the puddle of blood the split nose had deposited on the floor.

 “Eat your food,” Alec told Caitlen as he finished his meal. “I’ll go settle up our bill, then we need to go find the cobbler’s shop.” Without waiting he left the table and barged into the kitchen to find his waitress and pay her. He was sure there would be no objection to his presence in the kitchen, not after the little display of violence he had shown in the public room.

 “How much?” he asked the girl, who was intently whispering to the cook’s assistance.

 “Nothing sir,” she replied. “There’s no charge for your meal.”


Alec looked at her closely, scanning her health from head to toe. Other than slight far-sightedness, she had no health problems. He reached out one hand to her face, and sent a stream of his powers into her head, reshaping the lens to perfect her ability to focus on objects close at hand. “Thank you,” he told her. “Who else should I give thanks to for the blessing of this meal?” he asked gently,

 “Cook, sir, he said to let you eat for free, and Margot agreed,” the girl motioned to her companions in the kitchen.


Alec looked at each of them, then touched each with his healing powers, curing bunions from the cook and removing a parasite from the other server. “Where is the cobbler’s shop?” he asked. “My lady needs new boots,” he said with a straight face, his good humor starting to return. Exercising his healing powers seemed to purge him of his disappointment in Caitlen’s actions.


The cook volubly provided detailed directions to the cobbler shop, as well as descriptions of the cobbler and his family, until Alec managed to edge away and return to the dining room, leaving a few coins on the counter. Caitlen sat alone, no one willing to bother her, while she sat with her head bowed, her plate of food untouched.

 “Let’s go get some boots for you,” Alec spoke to her as he stood next to her. His feelings were still jumping around, and he now felt sorry for the girl; she had been in the palace as an active member of the princess’s court just a few days ago, and now she was making an arduous journey through the wintery countryside to act as a decoy, drawing the dangerous forces of the Conglomerate guards after her.


He held a hand out for her to help her rise. She looked up at him, and he smiled a gentle smile. With a tentative smile in return, she took his hand and stood, then walked out the door with him. The cold air outdoors immediately made them both bundle up tightly as they walked through the streets and made the turns Alec had been directed to make. Just moments later they hurried through a door that had a boot nailed to it, and stood in a room that was redolent of leather.

 “How may I help you?” a wizened old woman spoke from behind a work bench, her words addressed to Caitlen. 



The girl looked at Alec momentarily, then faced the woman. “I’d like to see about a new pair of boots, good ones for walking through the snow,” she explained.

 “Come over here in the light,” the woman directed. “Sit down, and let me have a look at you,” she directed, and proceeded to bring a pair of boots from a box over to test on Caitlen’s feet.


In a matter of minutes she was lightly tapping a hammer to adjust the heel of the boots to prepare them for Caitlen. “You’re such a pretty girl, and you have such nice clothes. Are you going down to Vincennes? Going to go dance in the balls at the palace to break the boys’ hearts? Would you like for me to prepare some fancy slippers as well, with jewels on them?” she asked in a jolly voice.


Caitlen smiled at the notion. “Maybe when the spring season comes, and all the festival balls are held,” she agreed gently.

 “What’s your favorite dance? The waltz, so nice and slow and elegant? The varsovienne, the one that wears a girl out with all that frenzy? Or since you’ve got your Jag, do you drag him onto the floor for a lass uns tanzen?” The woman’s voice ended with an earthy laugh and a glance at Alec, who stood quietly by the door.

 “Would you give your Jag to the Princess for an evening if she asked?” the old lady didn’t wait for answers to her first questions. “You’d probably like to get him out of the way sometime, wouldn’t you, when one of the nice young handsome men of the court saw your pretty face”

 “The princess would never take a Jagine,” Caitlen answered. “And I couldn’t lend him out. He’s very sensitive,” she said, glancing at Alec and blushing.

 “You’re a good partner to be so thoughtful,” the older lady said confidentially. “Isn’t she a good partner?” she raised her voice and directed her question to Alec.

 “The best I’ve had,” Alec responded, partly statement and partly question, as he looked at Caitlen.

 “We need to get going,” Caitlen replied, standing up, an odd, mocking smile on her face. “Pay the lady and we’ll be off.” Alec dutifully handed over several small copper coins, leaving very little more in his pouch, and they left the shop.

 “Enjoy your lass uns tanzen!” the woman gave another coarse laugh as they left.


They walked silently through the streets of the town and returned to the highway, turned west, and resumed their journey.

 “What was that all about, that conversation with the cobbler lady?” Alec asked at length. “And what were you trying to prove in the tavern, by the way?”

 “I apologize,” Caitlen said immediately. “I know I handled this all wrong. It’s mostly my fault.

 “What do you know about the Jags, the blue-skinned men?” she asked Alec.

 “I know that Nichols is the only one I’ve met. He had a high level of agyria, but I managed to fix it by flushing the silver out of his system,” Alec replied, wondering irreverently if Nichols had peed blue gray the next day. “And then I forced my own skin to copy the condition.”

 “Well, yes, I suppose that’s all true,” Caitlen answered. “But in our society there is a particular role the Jags play. They can’t make women pregnant, and so they’ve come to be seen as, um…” her voice trailed off.

 “As what?” Alec asked, unable to anticipate what she was hinting.

 “They are hired by wealthy women as lovers without complications, as playthings,” Caitlen answered. She was facing away from Alec now to hide her blush.

 “So as I’m a single woman traveling accompanied by a Jag, the first assumption everyone makes is that you are my bedmate,” she sighed and continued. “And I let myself think of you in that role,” she explained, “only for the public purposes of course, Alec,” she hastily amended her words. “Even though I know that you’re skin isn’t really blue, and you’re not a Jag. I’ve never actually had one.”

 “That little old lady in the cobbler shop was making jokes about us going to bed together?” Alec asked, astonished.

 “Yes,” Caitlen agreed simply.

 “And when we get to our next inn, they’re going to expect the same?” he asked.

 “Don’t worry about it Alec,” Caitlen turned to face him as they walked along. “You want us to be memorable, to create a strong trail for the guards to follow. We’re doing it. I’ll be better about not being too over-bearing. That was my fault in the inn, I know it. I was treating you like you were my Jag, and I didn’t have to do that.”


What a strange culture, Alec thought to himself. Women seemed to have no regular access to power in the military or in politics, which seemed to be part of why the Conglomerate had overthrown a female ruler, rather than a male. But they had the social freedom for respectable women to hire men as bedmates.


He reflected on the differences of societies as they walked along through the afternoon until they reached another village just after nightfall. “Let’s spend the night here,” Alec suggested. “We should be able to stay ahead of the guards with the head start we got this morning, and if you’re right, we’ll be in the city of Valeriane tomorrow night. Then we can start to evade them for the rest of the trip to Black Crag.”

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9 – Arrival in Valeriane

 



The next morning they were again on the road early, with only rock-hard breakfast rolls in their hands as their food to begin the day. Alec calculated he would be able to afford a simple lunch on the road, but he expected to reach Valeriane without any money, which meant they would probably have to sleep in a hayloft. After that he wasn’t sure what the next step would be. He’d need to let himself be seen as a Jagine in the city, to keep the chasing guards pinned down searching the city while Nichols and Esmere made their escape to the coastal cities.


They walked all day long, stopping only for necessities, and twice more for Alec to heal the blisters that Caitlen’s new boots were producing as they became broken in. There was more oncoming traffic than they’d seen at any time on the journey so far, and as they watched the walkers, the wagons, and the elegant coaches travel past them, Alec began to consider the opportunities they might present. He’d never before considered banditry, but now he felt desperate enough to think about what target would be his best opportunity for a bloodless success.


He saw three men approaching with heavy packs, probably traders who would be a suitable target, a target whose numbers were easily within his ability to overwhelm. “Step off to those rocks,” Alec instructed Caitlen, pointing to boulders at the side of the road.

 “Why?” she asked, but nonetheless obediently began to head to the right. Alec unsheathed his sword and confronted the three men.

 “Give me your pouch!” he ordered the leader of the three. All three men immediately pulled their own weapons. Alec fully engaged his warrior powers and struck at the man on the left, feinting high, then slashing his sword downward rapidly to knock the man’s weapon to the ground. Alec spun around to the man on the right and raised his sword high again, then kicked his leg out to trip the man and knock him to the ground.


Alec faced the man in the middle. “Do you want to hand your money over peacefully, or should I take it from you?” he asked.

 “Alec!” he heard Caitlen scream. He turned his head, and saw her running towards him. As he turned to look, the still-armed man thrust his sword viciously into Alec’s midriff.

 “Alec!” Caitlen screamed again, her voice changing in tone to reflect her panic as she drew nearer.


Alec looked down in pain and astonishment at the bloody front of his shirt. His warrior powers evaporated, and he focused intently on engaging his healer energy. He weakly grasped the energy, trying hard to find it despite the distraction of the overwhelming pain he felt, then placed his right hand over the wound and began the process of fixing the damage to his bowels, then his muscles and finally the skin.


In the meantime, the foes he had beaten had recovered, and Caitlen had run up to him, placing her hand on his arm as he was finishing his self-healing. He felt her make contact, and his energy began to drain off into her, finding every little ache or infection it could address in her body. Her face gave a look of startled surprise; she pulled her hand off of him as he finished his healing, and looked up at the three man audience that faced him.


The three men in turned looked at him in astonishment, having expected him to topple over from the fatal wound he had received. “We will apparently have to start over,” Alec said glibly. He held out his hand. “Give me your pouch,” he commanded.

 “No Alec,” Caitlen said, overcoming her surprise at the wellness she felt. “You don’t have to rob them.”

 “We have no money for a room in Valeriane, no money for food. I don’t want to do this, but we need some money,” he explained, not taking his eyes off the three men in front of him.

 “I have plenty of money for us,” Caitlen cried. “Leave them alone.

 “Go on, move along now,” she commanded the men, flicking her wrist with one hand to motion them away, while holding Alec back with her other.

 “How did he do that?” one of the men asked, lowering his sword.

 “Never mind him, you just listen to me and move along. I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” she said, leading Alec around the men and onward towards Valeriane. 


 “You had money and you didn’t tell me?” Alec asked as they moved along the road. He looked back over his shoulder at his three intended victims, who were placing their own swords in their scabbards.

 ‘You didn’t ask me for any money,” Caitlen explained defensively, her voice rising. “Why didn’t you tell me that you were completely out of cash? Do you think this dress is so heavy just from cloth padding? A princess and her ladies are never without some means, you know,” she explained.

 “So Princess Esmere and Nichols, they have some money too?” Alec asked.

 “What did I just say? Yes, they have money too,” she shot back.


Alec looked backwards again. The men had started to move on and were rapidly dwindling away. “Alright,” he said.

 “Alright what?” Caitlen asked.


Alec took a deep breath. “Alright, that was my mistake. Thank you for preventing me from robbing those men.

 “But you nearly got me killed!” he added, remembering the deadly stab wound he had suffered.

 “It seems to me you nearly got yourself killed,” Caitlen retorted.


Alec began to prepare a response, but stopped, and clamped his mouth shut. It had ultimately been his fault, he realized, and there was no point in arguing further. They walked on in silence for several more steps, cresting another rise and feeling the wind blow fully into their faces.

 “When I touched you, it made me feel wonderful. Every ache and itch and pain disappeared,” Caitlen ventured to say.

 “You should have told me you had aches,” Alec responded, feeling that he had neglected her. “You know what I do to warm you up, and what I do for your feet.”

 “I wasn’t complaining,” Caitlen protested. “I was just saying it felt nice to lose all the little things, you know what I mean?”

 “Sure,” Alec agreed, sensing they were speaking at cross-purposes. “Let me know any time you feel anything. I’ll take care of you.”

 “I don’t doubt that at all. I knew you were going to save me from the moment I saw you. Do you remember?” Caitlen asked, then answered her own question without waiting. “You rushed into our room with Nichols’ bloody body. You healed him, then you threw your knives out the door and slammed it shut. A minute later you lifted that impossible grate so we could escape. I knew at that moment I was going to put my life in your hands.

 “I didn’t know it was going to be this adventuresome though, or this educational, not to mention personal!” she smiled a shy smile and increased her speed, and they said no more as they walked along the road. 


 “Is that Valeriane?” Alec asked sometime later as they crested a tall hill, and a thicket of small lights twinkled in the valley below.

 “That is,” Caitlen concurred. “There isn’t an official court here per se; the last Duke of Valeriane died over a hundred years ago. But there are a large number of noble families here, and a lot of money from shipping and the jewel mines. The Conglomerate receives a lot of support from the leaders of Valeriane, though I think not all. They have a Ruby Celebration on Midsummer Day that is one of the greatest festivals in the kingdom.

 “It’s a city that produces a lot of great warriors and military leaders. They think they should lead the empire, not Vincennes; once upon a time they were an independent principality, and these folks are the first to tell you that,” Caitlen gave a history lesson.

 “Do you have a particular place you think we should stay?” Alec asked. “One that you think we can afford, that is,” he slyly added.

 “I could sleep in a hayloft,” she told him in a too casual voice, “but since we’re supposed to be seen so that we keep the guards looking for us in the city, I think we ought to go to the Golden Goose. It’s the finest hotel in Valeriane, and we’ll be seen by a number of people.”


Alec shrugged his agreement, and followed her downhill into the city.


By the time they reached the city gates and entered, the sky was thoroughly dark. The city was a large one, not as large as Vincennes, but bigger than Oyster Bay or Goldenfields in Alec’s experience, and they walked for nearly an hour, through tenements and past factories, in front of shops and parks and grand houses that mingled with one another.

 “Let’s get a pair of masks!” Caitlen said brightly as they were passing a vendor whose small display was covered with masks that were colorful and varied. She reached into a pocket, and her hand seemed to disappear deeply inside the material before it emerged with a handful of coins. “I’ll take that one,” she pulled down an elaborate half mask of purple and blue feathers. “And for my lover here, how about this one?” she pointed at a bright red half mask with horns sprouting out the top. Alec nodded his approval, and Caitlen handed over the price to the vendor.

 “What are these for?” Alec asked as they left the vendor’s stand.

 “We’ll want to be seen, so when we go dancing tonight at the Goose’s ballroom, we can wear masks like everyone else, but your blue skin will still give us away,” Caitlen explained.

 “Dancing?” Alec’s one word question made Caitlen turn to look at him.

 “Oh, don’t tell me you don’t like to dance! Everyone knows that Jagines are superb dancers,” Caitlen laughed at Alec’s discomfort. “Just follow my lead and we’ll get along fine.

 “Here we are as a matter of fact,” Caitlen said as they came to a large public square. A number of torches were flaring in front of a white-fronted building on the left side. “There’s the Goose. Let’s go secure a room.


Together they walked into the lobby, past a guard, and stopped at the front desk. “We’d like a room for three nights,” Caitlen pronounced matter-of-factly to the attendant, and produced the necessary funds to pay for them. “Will the band be playing in the ballroom tonight?” she asked.


Caitlen gave a great sigh of disappointment when she learned the band and the ballroom were not in action that night, but brightened at the promise that they would be available the next night. “Let’s go to our room, Alec,” she said as she picked up the key, and they climbed the staircase to the hallway of rooms on the upper floor.

 “This is it,” she announced as the key unlocked their door and they entered the room. There was a single large bed, and several other pieces of luxurious furniture.

 “Let’s go find dinner and look around the neighborhood a little,” Alec suggested. “We’ll need to know how to make a fast escape in the event we’re discovered too quickly.”

 “Why don’t we eat dinner?” Caitlen countered. “Then you can look around; I’d like to arrange for a hot bath.”


They ate in the elegant dining room of the hotel, using as much silverware as Alec had seen during his brief stay in the palace at Oyster Bay. “Such proper manners for a man who ate a pork chop with his hands,” Caitlen said with a smile.

 “Even barbarians can learn such skills,” Alec acknowledged with a grin and a mock toast. He raised his glass of berry juice, which Caitlen clinked with her delicate wine glass. She seemed like a different person to Alec in the refined atmosphere of the aristocratic hotel. She was at home here, and she made the restaurant a finer establishment by her presence, just as the restaurant seemed like a suitable home for a woman so polished.


When the meal ended he excused himself and promised to return. “You won’t get into any trouble, will you?” Caitlen asked. “Just kidding!” she said immediately. “I can’t imagine there’s any trouble you can’t get yourself out of! Here’s some money in case you need it,” she told him as she handed him several coins.

 “Keep up appearances, we’re in a public place you know,” Caitlen said. “Give me a kiss.” She turned her face upwards to him. Alec lowered his head towards her, and let his lips gently touch hers, sensing the aroma of the wine she had drank with dinner. Her lips were soft, and beneath the wine there was a taste of some other indescribable essence, a taste that Alec knew immediately was Caitlen’s own taste.

 “Uum, you taste nice,” she breathlessly told Alec, echoing his very own thoughts.

 “So do you,” Alec responded, just as softly. “Very nice.”

 “Too bad you aren’t really a Jag,” Caitlen said. “Go off and have fun, I’ll see you later,” she suddenly dismissed him, and Alec turned, walked away, and thought about the taste of her ineffable kiss as he walked out the door of the hotel.


He stood on the sidewalk, and shook his head. He wasn’t going to let himself get caught up in the exotic sense of adventure that was swimming around him. He was here to help this girl take a message to Black Crag, seeking help for the Princess who had been overthrown. He was going to find his pseudo-sister Bethany, and if all the plans coincided, he would return to Vincennes to help do battle for the Princess.


He was not here to become enchanted by a maiden of the court in this strange land.


The stables were, of course, close by, and Alec examined them, then walked around the block that surrounded the Golden Goose, finding an alley that conveniently provided access to the kitchen of the hotel and the back of the stables. There was one of the temples the people of the city used, so different from the churches and chapels he knew in the Dominion. And sitting noisily across the street was a fencing club, full of men whose weapons flashed in full view through the street side windows. Alec rattled the coins in his pocket and crossed the street, then entered the doors of the fencing club, determined to expend some energy and find peace through exhaustion.

 “A Jag? Shouldn’t you be in bed?” a sarcastic voice shouted as soon as Alec entered, and all heads turned to look at the unusual sight.

 “I’m here to work out. That’s all; I’m not looking for any trouble,” he said in a low voice to the heavyset man who was taking entry fees at the counter. “How do I get into the practice rotation?”


The man cocked his head as he listened to Alec’s accent. “Go get some pads and a wooden blade. Then talk to the armorer,” he nodded at a man in a blue hat on the other side of the gym floor.


Alec did as he was told, and soon was placed on a practice mat against a good opponent. When he won that match he immediately moved to another pad for sparring, and soon worked his way over to the center practice spot, where he won control and became the target for all challengers. Without using his powers once, he bested all comers, and fought for hours, switching hands repeatedly to give each arm a rest.


At last the crowd began to grow thin, and Alec realized he had left Caitlen alone for too long. He begged off a last match, thanked the armorer and received slaps on the back from many of the men he had beat, and left the building. The cold outside air cut through his sweaty warmth in a hurry, and the adrenaline from his hours of energetic fencing dissipated, leaving him sore and satisfied to have achieved such physical exhaustion.


Alec cut up the alley, looking up at the second floor windows of the hotel as he walked by. One showed a dim illumination within, possibly a candle burning in his own room. Quietly Alec entered the hotel lobby, and was discreetly checked and approved by the desk clerk, who remembered well the heavyset woman and her Jag. Alec bounded up the stairs, down the hallway, and stopped at the door. He gave a light tap on the door, and a soft cough, to give her time to be aware of his arrival, then pressed the latch and walked into the dim room. Inside a single candle gave a warm yellow glow to the room, in which Alec’s eyes were frozen by the vision of Caitlen with her arms wrapped around a tall, fair-headed man.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 10 – Found by the Guards

 


 “Oh, Alec, hello,” Caitlen said with some embarrassment after needing a moment to register who he was. She looked over the man’s shoulder, and unwrapped her arms, but still kept one bent halfway around his waist.

 “Alec, this is my friend from the noble family of Cordolla in Valeriane, the honorable Abelard. I’ve known him for a very long time,” Caitlen made introductions. “And Abelard, this is the Jagine I was telling you about, Alec, who is such a faithful Jag he was even ready to rob someone today to have money to support me!” she gave a tinkling laugh that sounded false to Alec, but seemed perfectly suited to life in a high court setting.

 “Abelard was just getting ready to leave,” Caitlin announced.

 “It’s a pleasure to have met you, Alec,” Abelard said. He broke the hug with Caitlen and stepped across the room to shake the astonished Alec’s hand. “Caitlen had so many good things to say about you. I’m glad she has such a loyal follower with her.

 “Perhaps you can come to the estate in a day or two,” he said. “The, lady,” he paused, “knows the way.

 “Now, if you’ll forgive me for visiting so late, I need to get back home,” Abelard said. He turned and bowed over Caitlen’s hand in a very courtly fashion, then left the room.


Alec stood silent in astonishment at how quickly Caitlen had managed to bring an acquaintance to their room. “You were gone a long time. Did you have a pleasant time? Go visit some tavern wenches?” Caitlen stepped around the large water-filled bath tub that had been brought to the room.

 “Phew!” she stepped back a step as she reached Alec. “That doesn’t smell like cheap perfume or stale ale,” her face was screwed up in a look of distaste as she smelled the sweaty traces of his workout. “What were you doing?”

 “I was practicing swordwork,” he replied.

 “Good for you. That sounds so productive,” Caitlen answered, a note of relief in her voice. “I was worried about you.

 “Now, before you get in bed, you have to have a bath. Do you want me to order some fresh hot water for you? I’m not really dressed to go to the lobby, but you can go down and have some sent up,” she said.


She was wearing a remarkably filmy black robe over a black nightgown, more revealing than anything Alec thought he had ever seen a woman wear before; he wondered if it had been ordered and delivered with the water, or if her visitor, Abelard, had brought it.


Alec placed a hand in the water, and found it still relatively warm, and with aroma of lilacs wafting from it. He was sweaty from the workout, and stale and dirty from the long journey before that, not to mention the days in the prison before that.


On the other hand, he had no desire to seem too accommodating for the woman who had apparently invited an old flame to come to their hotel room within minutes of arriving. He stood and appeared to consider the question.

 “This water is fine,” he said. He turned his back to her and abruptly pulled his shirt over his head, hoping to fluster the young noblewoman.

 “Oh Alec,” she said with a tone of horror or pain in her voice, a different reaction than he had anticipated.

 “What?” he asked.

 “Your back; it’s covered in scars! Look in this mirror over here,” she tugged his arm, her voice filled with concern.

 “Look at this,” she said as she pulled him into place by the mirror and the candle, and her finger traced along a wicked-appearing network of scars that covered much of his back. “What happened to you?” she asked as she turned him around.


Alec was astonished at the sight. How could he have not healed such wounds, and where could he have received such wounds? With his powers intact, no earthly opponent should have been able to do that much damage to him. He had scars on other parts of his body too, he realized, and had never really given them thought. He was stunned at the implications of the scars he saw, and wondered what they meant about the unknown past whose memories he had not recovered.

 “And this,” her hand reached for the ring on the fine silver chain. She raised the candle up. “Here, hold it,” she passed the candleholder to Alec as she gently took hold of the ring and studied it closely just inches from Alec’s own face.

 “King and Consort. What does that mean? Were you a king in this Dominion or Empire it mentions? No, you’d be an emperor in an empire, obviously. Were you king of the Dominion?” she looked up, her eyes staring into Alec’s and seeing the confusion there.

 “I don’t know anything about what that ring means,” he told her. “I haven’t even thought about it for months,” he remembered looking at it when he had awakened in the small boat on the sea, and he remembered the frustration of the prison guards who had been unable to remove the chain or collar from his neck.

 “If you were a consort, that means you were married,” Caitlen analyzed the words further.

 “I was the Protector of the Crown for the Dominion,” Alec clarified. “I was not the king. And I don’t know what empire it refers to.”


The girl’s face was close to his. He remembered the feel of her lips as they kissed at dinner, and he suddenly felt uncomfortably torn. Her eyes had a smoky look in them, a cloudy mix of emotions, and he was conscious of the sheer material she wore.

 “I better step into the tub,” he said in an unsteady voice. He removed the candle from proximity to the ring and his face, and slowly raised his head, pulling the ring and Caitlen’s hands upward as well. “Would you turn around please?” he asked.


She released the ring and did as he said, while he stepped over to the tub and slid into the water. It was still lukewarm, not uncomfortable but not relaxingly hot. “Would you hand me the brush and soap please?” he asked, seeing the items next to where she still stood.


There was a faint noise in the alleyway outside, then Caitlen came over. “Let me scrub your back for you,” she commanded, pushing him forward and beginning to rub the bristles across his skin. “How does that feel?”

 “Relaxing,” Alec said comfortably, and he sat silently while the brush ran up and down his spine, and across his shoulders and kidneys. “So many scars,” she observed softly.


The sound of many people coming up the stairs vaguely penetrated his relaxation.

 “Here, let me scrub your chest,” Caitlen moved around front. “You know, the Jag should be doing this for the lady, not the other way around.

 “Alec, can I confess something?” she began. Alec waited to hear what her confession would be, when a sudden booming on their door startled them both.

 “By order of the ruling council in Vincennes, you must open this door and cooperate with our search for the runaway Princess Esmere and any accomplices she has,” a loud, masculine voice shouted through the door.


Shocked, Alec stood up. How many pairs of feet had he heard coming up the stairs? A considerable number, possibly a whole platoon. He ran to the window and threw it open, looking to escape out into the alley, only to see another platoon of men standing below.

 “Lord of heaven! We’re trapped!” he turned to Caitlen. They had successfully drawn pursuit after them, away from Esmere and Nichols, but they had been caught. The high visibility of a Jagine had been too much.


An inspiration struck him. “Caitlen!” he called, turning to her. “Blow out the candle and get in bed!”

 “What? Now, Alec?” her face was ashen. She clearly feared being caught and held again.

 “Yes, now,” the room became dark, and the wooden door began to splinter. Alec heard Caitlen stumble across the dark room, and the ropes holding the mattress squealed as she flung her body into the bed. Alec took a moment to engage his Healer powers, and applied them to himself as he jumped onto the bed, and rolled against her.

 “This is it? You’re not going to fight? You’re doing this now when we’re about to be captured? You’re not the man I thought you were. Coward!” she started to shout at him when he rolled on top of here and pressed his mouth against hers, his hand reaching up to smooth her hair back away from her face.


Her lips resisted his, and her teeth were firmly clenched together. “No,” she said through her teeth. Light came shining into the room as the door burst apart, and Alec heard men’s feet stomping into the room. Hands reached for him and pulled him off Caitlen, and they were captured.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11 – Changing Colors

 


 “What’s this?” a commanding voice asked from the doorway.

 “Where’s the Jag and the princess?” he asked. Alec was held firmly by four men; he looked momentarily at the stunned Caitlen, who was being held down in the bed by two more soldiers; she looked back at him in astonishment. He turned his head and looked at the man who was in charge, a braid of yellow on his shoulder, and another on his hat.

 “Unhand my woman!” Alec shouted, putting as much fury as he could into his voice. “And tell your goons to let me go. How dare you do this? What are you doing?” he struggled mightily, wrenching himself from the grasp of one man.

 “Let them go,” the commander said in a calm voice. “Sir, where is the Jagine and the brunette who were previously in this room?”

 “A Jag gave me a gold piece and said I could bring a floozie to spend the night in a room in the Golden Goose. I met him at the fencing club around the corner,” Alec replied. 


 “Floozie?” Caitlen screeched, and she slapped him hard enough to make the officer wince at the sight.

 “When Bruney and I came up, he and his girl went out the window on a rope. We were just settling in when you came and busted the room up,” Alec continued as he rubbed his cheek.

 “Out of the room, all of you,” the officer said. He was keeping his frustration in check reasonably well, Alec thought. “Our apologies. We’ll leave you alone,” he told Alec, as the soldiers began to withdraw.

 “What about our door? What about some privacy? What are we going to do?” Alec asked.

 “You’ve got a gold piece; that’ll pay the hotel for the damage and still leave you with a little change. Where are you from, anyway? That’s quite an accent you’ve got,” the officer said.

 “Cearche; my family moved to Cearche when I was young. I don’t know where we lived before that,” Alec silently cursed his accent.

 “Come back to bed, lover,” Caitlen motioned to him. “I’ll show you what a floozie would do.” The officer looked expressionlessly at both of them, then stepped through the ruined doorframe of their room.

 “Go put a hand on that desk clerk. I want to talk to him. Get the men out of the alley and send them back to the barracks,” the man said as he strode away from the room.

 “Oh by the names of all the shrines and spirits!” Caitlen gushed as Alec lay down beside her. “That was incredible! Incredible! Incredible!” she repeated herself. “What did you do? What do I look like?” She bounced on the bed like a small child, then bounced out of bed and tripped over to the mirror, appraising her blond hair in the dim light that came in through the doorway.


Alec came over and stood beside her, looking in the mirror as well. Her blond hair contrasted strikingly with the black negligee she was wearing, which stood out against his pale white skin as he stood behind her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to do that? What a stroke of genius! You’re not a Jag, and I’m not the brunette princess!”


There was a noise at the doorway, and they both turned their heads to see several other guests looking into the room at them, drawn by the startling raid. “Alec dear,” Caitlen raised her hand up over and behind her head, reaching behind Alec’s neck to draw his face towards hers. “You’re a very good looking man, but perhaps you should put some clothes on for the sake of our visitors.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12 – Deadly Wounds

 



Alec scowled at the gawkers, who rapidly dispersed. “We need to get out of here,” he told Caitlen. “That desk clerk may tell them that the Jag came back alone, and then they’ll want to talk to us again. Get dressed,” he told her as he picked up his own scruffy clothes and began to pull his pants on. He walked over to the window and opened it; the guards were gone from the alleyway. Caitlen was pulling her travel clothes on over her nightgown.

 “I’m going out first,” Alec told her, hanging a leg over the windowsill. “You jump down after me. I’ll catch you and we’ll get out of here.” He engaged his Warrior powers and slid down to the surface of the alley, then turned and saw Caitlen already at the window, staring down at him. “Come on Bruney, jump!” he said softly.

 “What does Bruney mean?” Caitlen asked as she landed in his arms.

 “It’s short for Brunehilde,” Alec told her.

 “That’s a grandma’s name!” Caitlen said, shoving him with an open palm as he placed her on the ground.

 “Someday you’ll be a grandmother, I’m sure,” Alec told her as he began to walk up the alleyway. “You’ll have lots of little blond babies following you around the court, wanting you to bounce them on your lap and show them where the princess sits on the throne.”

 “Where are we going?” Caitlen asked as she hurried to catch up.

 “I have no idea,” Alec answered. “We just need to get away from here.”

 “I know a place,” Caitlen said. “No one will find us. Come on, follow me,” she took the lead. They walked for forty five minutes through the cold streets to the outskirts of town, where they came to an imposing stone wall. “Can you climb this?” Caitlen asked. In response, Alec engaged his powers and jumped to the top, then reached down and pulled Caitlen up.

 “There’s a small fishing lodge over there,” she pointed off into the dark, and they cautiously stumbled through the woods until they reached a wood and stone house. Caitlen walked up to a door and opened it. Within minutes Alec had a fire blazing in the fireplace and the main room began to warm up. Caitlen lit a pair of candles, and sat in a wingback chair in front of the fire, as Alec sat down in its mate next to it.

 “Oh Alec, thank you for everything. I had visions of being hauled back to captivity in the palace,” Caitlen said quietly after minutes of staring into the fire. “I’m sorry I doubted you back there at the inn when the soldiers came to get us. I had no idea you were so cunning! Why should you be, when you can fight or cure your way out of every possible problem!”

 “We’re a long way from Black Crag. And there’s no reason to try to fight every step of the way if we don’t have to,” Alec replied languidly, starting to feel exhausted from the exertions and excitement of the long evening. “Where are we, anyway? Will anyone find us here?”

 “This is a royal fishing lodge. It’s only used in the summer. No one will look for us here for months,” Caitlen assured him.

 “You talk like Black Crag is a long way away, but I’ve been thinking. Now that you’ve given us this new identity, we can move pretty freely. Why not just buy a couple of horses and really pick up the pace?” Caitlen suggested.

 “Will my children and grandchildren really be blond now?” she asked, picked a strand of hair off her shoulder and looking at its bright color. “This is so simple but so effective!” she laughed. “Well I say simple because I’m traveling with you. It would be impossible with anyone else of course!”

 “When you kissed me in bed, I was so mad at you for giving up, for surrendering,” she admitted. “I was sure you were going to beat ten soldiers to set us free, but you didn’t – you were passive. And then they pulled you away and I saw that you weren’t blue anymore; I was amazed! And they didn’t recognize me, which seemed impossible.” She looked over at Alec, and saw that he had fallen asleep in his chair. 



She had been rambling away talking to him as if he were an intimate and reliable friend, something she didn’t have. And he had nodded off without hearing her. She didn’t know if she was disappointed or glad. If he had heard and responded sympathetically, she suspected she might have said too much to this man she was growing so close to, so quickly


Quietly she got up and went to a closet, where she pulled out a blanket and brought it back. She spread it over Alec, then tiptoed across the room to one of the bedrooms, where she slipped off her heavy dress and slid into bed to sleep a blissful sleep.


When she awoke the next morning Alec’s chair was empty. She looked around and found him outside, preparing to bring in a new armful of wood. She held the door open for him and watched him deposit the wood by the fire, replenishing the stock there. “What shall we do today?” she asked, wrapped in a blanket.

 “I think we need to get back on the road. We’ve lured the pursuit here. Now it’s time to ditch them and move on in disguise,” he told her. “How long do you think it will take us to get to Black Crag?”

 “If we ride horses, I’d say three weeks,” Caitlen guessed. “On foot, probably double that.”

 “Do you have enough money to buy horses for us?” Alec asked hopefully, wishing again that he had found out about the girl’s money earlier. “And are you willing to spend it on this?”


Alec counted the heavy gold coins Caitlen had. It seemed more than enough to get them to Black Crag on horseback. “There’s enough here to take us to Black Crag,” he assured her.

 “Will I always be blond now?” Caitlen asked him. He looked up at her and saw that the question was a serious one. “It is part of my heritage to have jet black hair. All the members of my family had it for generations. But this looks so pretty.” 



Alec stood up. “It does look pretty,” he agreed as he led her over to a mirror. “But you look pretty with blond hair or black hair,” his hand was resting on the back of her neck as she looked in the mirror, and his powers caused the hair to change colors, a wave of darkness rising from her scalp and traveling along the length of each strand, “or red hair for that matter,” he added. She watched in fascination as a bright wave of pale auburn swept over her head.

 “Oh!” she exclaimed, enchanted. Her eyes looked up in the mirror to look into his. “Which do you like?”


Alec looked down into her eyes, then felt a crooked grin twist his face. “Caitlen, you are a nice girl, and would be with hair of any color. I like them all on you. Why don’t you just wear them all at once?” he asked, and streaks of black and blond rose, giving her a multi-color mane.

 “Oh Alec!” she said in laughter and frustration. “Can’t you be serious? Stop that. It looks like a nightmare. It reminds me of a pet dog I had once!” Her hand reached around behind her to slap his thigh ineffectually. “Make it all one color.”

 “How about this?” he asked, and a new wave of color emerged from her roots, rising up to the top of her hair, a premature silver that was striking and mature at the same time.

 “Alec, that doesn’t seem right, but it makes me look older in a good way. I think people will take me more seriously if my hair looks like this, don’t you?” she asked as she moved her head from side to side studying it with an intensity that surprised Alec.

 “When I get to Black Crag they have to think of me as a grown-up. I need for them to take me seriously. I think this will help do it,” she told him as she thought out loud. “It’s odd how people act differently because of the smallest things. People react to perceptions more than reality sometimes, don’t they?”

 “I suppose so,” Alec replied, not certain what caused the serious tenor of her comments.

 “Like last night,” Caitlen continued. “That Guard officer came into that room to catch us, and he caught us. But he was so convinced that he wanted a Jag and a princess he didn’t realize he had what he wanted.

 “And you,” she gently poked Alec in the chest. “You were smart enough to find a way to set us free without using that incredible battle ability you have. It’s something to think about. You’ll stick around and teach me those kinds of lessons won’t you?”

 “Anything you wish,” Alec assured her. “Let’s go find a stable where we can get horses, and we can get some travel supplies along the way too.”

 “I’ll be ready in a moment. I want to take a look around the lodge one last time before we leave,” Caitlen told him wistfully.


By mid-day they had eaten breakfast rolls, bought new clothes and weapons and horses, and were comfortably trotting out the western gate of Valeriane, on their way to Black Crag.

 “This is where the river finally reaches the big falls,” Caitlen told Alec as they entered the city of Eckerd a week later. “There’s a tremendous temple to the spirit of the river here.” They rode through the city to the riverfront, where Alec saw the relatively short but extremely wide waterfall, where numerous docks stood empty on the downriver side of the falls. Although he knew the falls were a very real impediment to shipping, he was more impressed by the peaks and ridges of the mountains that loomed directly overhead, a much more formidable-looking range than the Pale Mountains.


Their week together had been pleasant. They’d had no sign of soldiers on their trail. The weather had not been nice, but it had been less blustery than before. Caitlen had told Alec what she had learned about the coup from Abelard and from overhearing others. The rebellion against the Princess was a combination of traders – the Conglomerate – and noble families in the central part of her empire, the Avonellene Empire.


In the southern reaches of the empire a different rebellion, large planters, nobles, and some magicians, also challenged the Princess’s authority. Caitlen hoped that with Black Crag’s help, and with the support of loyal nobles like Abelard, Esmere would be able to defeat the groups of rebels one at a time.


Alec decided that he didn’t trust Abelard, though he kept that to himself, seeing how Caitlen almost worshipped the man. Something about the man, a repulsive sense of self-confidence, irritated Alec.


They found a room at an inn for a reasonable rate, and Alec used his healing power as he did every evening to remove the saddle soreness they each felt. The travel by horse had been a blessing in Alec’s eyes. Caitlen rode well, and seemed at home on a horse. The journey was quick, the horses were intelligent, compliant animals who Alec treasured, and Caitlen seemed to have gained some boost in her personal confidence that made her a more pleasant companion, or perhaps she felt he had become a more reliable companion.

 “Can we eat something different tonight?” she asked unexpectedly as they carried their packs up to their room.

 “What do you have in mind?” Alec asked. He was used to travel food – hearty stew, fried meat, stale bread. It was consistent from tavern to tavern.

 “This is the last sizeable city we’ll stay in on the way to Black Crag. Eckerd is the gateway to the mountains and the wilderness and the caravan routes. Let’s have a fancy dinner to just let loose. We can go to a fine restaurant,” Caitlen said. “I won’t even mind the comments and the looks tonight; let’s just have fun!”


Alec knew what comments and looks she was referring to. Her silver hair had accomplished her intended goal. It did make her look older. She had not expected to start being mistaken for Alec’s mother, or someone old enough to be his mother. “How old are you Alec?” she had asked him indignantly on the third night after Valeriane.

 “I’m not really sure,” Alec had told her that night. “I was an orphan. I’m probably eighteen or so.”

 “You look a little older than that, but not much. And before you changed my hair color, how old did you think I was?” she asked.


Alec considered her looks, and her ego. “I thought you were about my own age – a little older; maybe twenty or twenty one.”

 “That’s why I wanted this new hair color,” she said emphatically. “I look so young with dark hair, no one took me seriously. I am twenty three years old,” she told him. “Do you believe that?”


Alec shook his head in surprise. “Now with this hair I must look thirty five or more,” Caitlen continued, her voice becoming petulant. “And suddenly people don’t think I’m a young woman having a wild time with a Jag. Now they think I’m an old woman who’s corrupting a youth!”

 “And you’re not nearly as young as you seem,” Caitlen continued to complain. “This is not fair.”


Alec had reached across the table to comfort her, and had patted her hand. “I understand, Mom,” he had told her, drawing a nasty look and a very unladylike comment.

 “I’d enjoy an evening of elegance,” Alec agreed.


Soon thereafter they were on the street, looking for the restaurant recommended by the innkeeper as the best in the city, and then seated at a table with white cloth table clothes and a bottle of wine to accompany their dinner. Alec asked for roasted meat and grilled potatoes that were little different from the usual food they ate, but Caitlen ordered duck breast in plum sauce, with river herbs and rice.


Caitlen poured wine in both their glasses, and Alec indulged her by sipping some after her toast to their successful journey. The wine was sweeter than any he’d had before, refreshing, almost like water, and he gulped his glass down. “Another toast to success in Black Crag and for our return,” Caitlen proposed, and they finished that glass quickly as well.


The alcohol went quickly to Alec’s head. “A toast to our friendship, which has become so surprisingly good,” he proposed for the fifth toast, the first one from their second bottle of wine.

 “Really? You think it’s surprising that we’re good friends?” Caitlen asked after drinking the toast. “I knew right away that I would rely on you. I was ready to be your friend immediately. I’ve been a good friend, haven’t I?”

 “Yes,” Alec agreed earnestly. “You’ve been a good friend.” 



There had been some touchy moments, but after Valeriane they had come to some sense of mutual acceptance. Caitlen had overlooked his foreignness, and he overlooked her occasional woodenness – he took it as a challenge to try to cheer her up, and often succeeded with stories about his carnival companions.


Their plates of food were delivered just then. “You’ve been a pleasure to travel with. You are brave and strong; you didn’t complain about your feet when we started and you were in those silly slippers.”

 “And am I pretty?” she asked.

 “Yes, you know you are, in a quiet way,” he said insistently. “If Bethany knew I was traveling around the country with such a nice woman, I would never be able to convince her to take me back. She wouldn’t believe that I hadn’t been hopelessly smitten by you. Sometimes I just look at you when we ride along and think about how perfect your skin is. I couldn’t make it any better if I tried.”


Caitlen looked pleased at the compliment as she ate her food.

 “What would you change about me?” she asked. “To make me better?”

 “I will admit that I liked you even better before,” he left the comment unfinished.

 “Before what?” Caitlen took another sip of wine, her eyes peering at Alec over the rim of her glass, twinkling wildly with anticipation.

 “When you had the hair color mix of blonde, black and red!” Alec laughed. “I’d maybe even throw in some blue to make it really stand out.”


She snorted loudly into her wine glass, laughing, then delivered a flurry of kicks beneath the table. “You wait until I get you someplace where there aren’t a lot of witnesses around,” she threatened.


The room was suddenly silent around them, the chatter and clinking silverware from other tables ceased, and Alec looked around to see what the cause was. At every door there were men wearing black cloths over their faces, and a half dozen men were striding towards the middle of the room.

 “If no one fights, no one will get hurt,” one of the men said loudly. “We want your money and your jewelry. One of our men will come by every table with a sack for you to quietly put your things into.”


Alec’s head was woozy from the wine. He tried to grasp his Warrior powers, but couldn’t find the way. He hadn’t worn a bandolier of knives for the meal at the elegant restaurant, so his hand reached down to his sword.


Caitlen saw the motion, and reached her hand across the table to him. “No Alec, don’t do anything,” she hissed. “We don’t have any jewelry or any goods to be taken. Just let this pass and it will all be over in a few minutes.”

 “This isn’t right,” he responded. “These people shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this.”

 “What’s wrong? Is mommy’s little boy scared?” one of the robbers in a pair passed by and stopped to insult Alec, his attention drawn by the conversation. “And what does mommy have for us? Where’s your jewelry?” he asked in a belittling tone as he plunged his hand down into the front of Caitlen’s blouse.


Alec felt his Warrior energies explode through the alcohol in his body as he saw the man touch Caitlen. He rose from his seat in a leap over the table that tackled the assailant, tearing his hand from the front of Caitlen’s dress. They rolled across the floor and bumped into another table, knocking it over. Alec reached for a knife that had been knocked to the floor, and plunged it viciously into the chest of the man he fought. He turned his head to look back at Caitlen as he pulled the knife away from his opponent, then threw it at the man who still stood next to her, and was reaching towards her. The land stuck in his neck, causing him to topple to the floor in a spray of blood, as screams rose in the immediate vicinity.


Alec stood up and drew his sword, then began walking deliberately towards the cluster of the robbers in the center of the room. Two men pulled bows from their shoulders and shot arrows at Alec as he stalked towards them. With the sword in his left hand Alec deflected one of the arrows downward into the floor while his right hand plucked the other arrow out of the air and held it over his head.


The rising hubbub of noise in the room grew instantly silent. Alec threw down the arrow and picked a knife off a table as he passed. “If all of you leave immediately, none of you will suffer any further consequences,” Alec spoke loudly, projecting his voice throughout the room. He continued to approach the middle of the room, now just steps away.

 “What will it be?” he asked as he stopped nearly within sword stroke of them.

 “There are too many of us for you to fight alone,” one of the bandits spoke.


From hip level, Alec’s right hand flipped the knife at the man, while he jumped forward with his sword, swinging it across the necks of two men in one stroke, then parrying another man’s effort and slicing the tendons of his forearm. The two remaining bandits in the middle stood with their swords ready to try to defend themselves as Alec pivoted and women screamed.

 “Hey, hero! Alec! Young lover,” a voice called from behind him.


Warily, Alec turned his head, and saw that a pair of the bandit guards from the entry door had moved in to the room and taken Caitlen hostage. He wheeled around and began to run towards them.

 “Stop right there!” one of the two shouted, placing a heavy hunting knife at Caitlen’s throat. Alec halted his movement, and as he did, he heard the twang of bow strings from four different areas in the room. He raised his sword to block one, and with his right hand he deflected the shaft of another. But the arrows arrived too closely together for him to block or evade them all; one struck him in the thigh, creating a sickening sound that Alec heard before his body relayed the pain it felt. And then a second arrow hit him on the right side of his chest, grating against the ribs and penetrating to the opening between them so that its energy carried it into his lung.


More screams filled the room, and Alec heard Caitlen’s voice wail in grief. He looked down in astonishment, then fell forward to his knees, grabbing at a nearby table to try to catch himself. The pain was overwhelming. The connection to the energy realm began to dissolve, failing him like a rope that severed thread by thread. Alec focused on the energy, grabbing two knives off the table as he slipped down to the ground and lay on his back on the floor.


He looked up at the ceiling that seemed impossibly far away. I’m dying, he thought. Here in this unknown land, where Bethany will never know what became of me, or how much I love her, I’ll be buried in a pauper’s grave, and only Caitlen will even care. What will she do without me to protect her?


The energy was leaving him. There was one last tenuous thread of connection not yet cut off by the overwhelming pain that he felt. John Mark, he tried to pray, but coherent thoughts were hard to maintain.


He grasped the last shred of energy, and heaved himself upright. The two bandits by Caitlen had relaxed. The knife was no longer at her throat. There was another chorus of astonished screams as Alec rose, and he hurled the two knives he grasped at the assailants, and watched them both look in amazement at the hilts that suddenly protruded from their chests.


His knees buckled, and he slumped against the table beside him. Caitlen was running towards him, he saw, while other people seemed to be moving all around the room now.


Use
your Spiritual powers, Alec, a voice in his head told him.


John Mark, is it you? He asked within his mind.


Use
your Spiritual powers, the voice repeated.


Alec tried to take a deep breath, but felt the horrible pain in his chest. He could taste salty blood in his mouth now. “John Mark,” he realized he was trying to speak aloud.

 “Alec, don’t try to talk. Alec, just rest,” he felt his head raised, and Caitlen was with him, directly over him, cradling his head in her lap now. “I need you Alec, so much. You mean so much to me.”


Alec closed his eyes again, and tried to move his spirit into the place between the worlds.

 “I love you Alec. Please hold on,” Caitlen was crying, starting to sob. Her voice was coming in gasps. 



Alec’s spirit was ignited by her words, and flew to the portal of the energy realm. He felt his image take on the simple cloak of a pilgrim, and he felt his spiritual powers ignite, flaring forth within his dying body.


Give her peace, my son, he heard a momentous voice call within him.


With his eyes still closed, Alec raised a hand and placed it against Caitlen’s temple. Have peace, Caitlen, God has a plan.


Have peace. You have a mission, a divine mission to carry out. God will not take away the tools you need, he felt his spirit pass along the divine message to her.


I am her tool, Alec thought to himself. God still needs me here.


His healer powers came suddenly to life, and he felt his body begin to heal itself from within.

 “Caitlen,” he whispered.

 “Alec? Your voice was in my head. Oh how? Alec? Don’t leave me, Alec,” there was sadness and wonder in her voice now.

 “Help me. Pull the arrow out of my chest,” Alec gasped. He felt his chest muscles beginning to spasm wildly, trying to expel the deadly shaft.

 “Oh Alec, I can’t. I can’t do things like that. Alec, don’t die,” she moaned.

 “If you love me, pull it out,” Alec commanded.


Caitlen shuddered, and placed her hands on the shaft of the arrow. She began to lightly tug.

 “Pull hard. As hard as you can. Use everything you have,” Alec ordered her, bloody froth beginning to seep from his lips.


Caitlen wailed a terrible, primal scream, and jerked on the arrow. They both felt the arrow head rasp again the bones of his chest, and then the arrow pulled away, a fountain of blood coming after it. As she watched in horror and then astonishment, the flow of blood ceased, and the bones beneath the skin reset themselves to the appropriate places, and then the skin knit itself back together.


Staring without comprehension, Caitlen’s eyes rolled back into her skull and she fainted, falling forward over Alec, the bloody arrow still in her hand.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13 – Fear of Prophecy

 



Alec awoke in a strange room, lying on a hard surface. He turned his head and saw Caitlen talking to a stranger. They both saw the movement of his head and hovered over him.

 “Alec,” she whispered. “How are you?”


He felt pain in his thigh and soreness in his chest, and he felt a sense of general exhaustion. “I’m probably not at my best to meet company,” he spoke weakly, trying to comfort her by making a joke.

 “This is Doctor Silver. He’s the best surgeon in Eckerd,” Caitlen said. “He’s here to check on you.”

 “I just need to rest. I’ll be fine when I get my energy back,” he told them as he closed his eyes..

 “His lungs sound fine to me,” Alec heard the man say. “The wound must not have been as grave as you thought.”


Caitlen ignored the last comment, realizing the impossibility of convincing the doctor of the miraculous healing she had seen. “Thank you for coming right over. I’ll send for you again if we need your help,” he heard Caitlen reply. There was the sound of a door opening.

 “Anything you wish, your grace,” the doctor said, and then the door closed.

 “Alec, can you hear me?” Caitlen whispered gently as she returned to his side.


He opened his eyes and looked at her. She reached out and took his hand. “I can’t believe you’re alive,” she told him as she squeezed his hand. “I thought I had lost you. I didn’t want you to die.”

 “What were the things you did?” she asked. “How did you talk inside my head?

 “Are you a holy man, Alec?” there was a moment of silence, and then she spoke again.

 “Forgive me; that was a stupid question. I know you’re not a holy man, because no holy man would have such a muscle-bound brain that he would have created that situation in the first place!”


Her voice was rising in stridency. “What in the world made you think you could take on over a dozen armed robbers at once in a crowded restaurant? They could have killed you – for all intents and purposes they did kill you! If you weren’t so amazing and indestructible and courageous and great…” her voice trailed off and she began to cry, lowering her head against Alec’s chest as her emotions broke free.


He raised his hands and placed them on her head and back, trying to sooth her. After a short period she grew quiet, and raised her head, giving him a teary smile. “I must look like a wreck,” she stated.

 “No, Caitlen, you’re lovely to look at all the time,” he told her. She began to lean towards his face, and he was suddenly stricken with fear. We’re about to kiss, he realized.


He remembered his experience with Cassie, when the girl had discovered Alec’s attraction to her and her feeling of rejection when he had not exhibited romantic attention to her. As wonderful as Caitlen was, and he knew he found her attractive, he still thought of Bethany. And the voice of God had called him Caitlen’s tool – not her lover, not her partner, not her future, or any term of endearment. And yet she had shown so much strength of character, so much resilience on their journey, that he admired her, and thought about what a tremendous partner she would be.

 “Would you do something to help me?” he croaked out the question when her lips were just inches from his own.


Her eyes widened slightly, and she raised her head. “Of course Alec. Anything I can. What do you need?” she asked.

 “I need for you to cut the arrow out of my thigh, so that I can heal the flesh,” he told her.


She stood upright, a look of revulsion on her face. “I’ll call the surgeon back. He can do that for you.”

 “He will not understand how I heal myself,” Alec countered. “He won’t do what I need. I know you can do this. It will take just a second, and then I’ll be better, or at least better able to recover,” he corrected himself.


Caitlen closed her eyes and he saw her shudder. “I fainted the last time I pulled that arrow out of you,” she protested.

 “This will be easier,” Alec assured her. “Go get a knife.”


She reached for one that sat on a nearby table.

 “You need to slide the blade down along the side of the shaft, and open up the flesh so the arrow will come out,” Alec explained. “Then I’ll just heal the wound.”


Without comment, Caitlen put the point of the knife against the shaft, poking into the flesh. “I can’t do this, Alec,” she whispered.


Alec felt a sudden surging sense of his Spiritual energy well up in an overwhelming event. It was prophecy coming to him, and he felt a horrible feeling of sadness. He felt it coming, and he wanted to bottle the prophecy up, to prevent it from coming out. Without knowing the words, he knew they were about to foreordain some terrible event.

 “You can do this to me Caitlen,” his voice sounded hollow in his own ears, as though it was issuing from a sepulcher. “You will cut me now, and when the times come, I shall cut you, and make your blood flow until every drop of it has left your body. Then you will cut me off, discard me, deny me.”


He felt relief in the release of the words, and he saw the horror on her face. “What was that, Alec? How could you say that? I know you will never kill me.”

 “It is prophesized, and it will come true,” Alec told her. “We have to do this now, to make the rest of the prophecy come true. It has become necessary, Caitlen.” He placed his own hands on top of hers, still holding the knife handle, and plunged it down into his leg.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14 – The Estate Hunt

 



Caitlen screamed, and Alec screamed with her as he felt his flesh slice apart. “This is horrible, horrible. Alec, don’t make this happen,” Caitlen was on the verge of hysteria, driven by the force of the prophetic words and the violent thrust. With one hand Alec held Caitlen’s as he twisted the knife, while the other hand grabbed the arrow’s wooden shaft and pulled it free. He hurled it aside, and pulled Caitlen’s hand and the bloody knife away from his leg.


Caitlen stood looking in horror at the blade as Alec dropped his hand to his leg, and willed his Healer energy to knit the flesh together again. His energy was weak, and the healing was slow, leaving a bright scar that disfigured his leg.

 “I’ve worn my energies out. I may sleep for days while I recover,” he muttered.

 “What is this Alec? Why did you make me do that? You know I’ll never hurt you,” Caitlen cried, but when she looked at Alec’s face she saw that he had passed out.


Alec awoke later, and found himself in a comfortable bed. The window showed that it was dark outside, while a candle inside a lantern gave dim illumination to his room. He felt physically refreshed, but still surprisingly weak. He took a deep breath, and felt the satisfying wholeness of his lungs, completely recovered from the arrow wound in the restaurant.


He swung his legs over the side of the bed. The scar from the wound on his leg was still vivid. He was wearing a very short pair of pants, he realized, and in the chilly room he felt cold. He lay back under the covers, and tried to piece together all that had happened.


The prophecy frightened him. He had felt the inherent inevitability of it as he spoke it. He was destined to shed her blood. And she was destined to reject him, afterwards. He was unsettled and unhappy, and he knew that Caitlen too would be distraught over the implications of what the future held for them.


He needed to talk to her, to tell her that he trusted her, and she could trust him. She would fret more over the promise of harm to him, he knew, and he needed to tell her that he knew neither of them would do unnecessary harm to the other; he needed to know that she would be comfortable with him. Somehow, hearing the two prophecies – that he would make her blood flow, and that she would discard him -- as he thought of them, had made him feel more attached to her, more devoted to her, rather than repelled from her. He thought of her now as his destiny, one that would override his service to young Bethany, his adopted sister, since it was a divinely appointed charge.


There was a robe on the back of the door, and he looked at it. He wasn’t terribly tired. He could put on the robe and go look for Caitlen, to have their reassuring talk. Weakly, he rolled out of bed and quickly put on the robe. He opened the door and saw that the hallway outside was dark, so he picked up the candle to take along with him. The hallway was large and ornate. His candle did not illuminate it all, and he began to pad barefooted down the hall to his right looking for some sign of life.


There were several closed doors, and beneath one of them he saw a soft glow. Alec stopped and knocked on the door, heard shuffling feet cross the floor, and then the door was opened by a young boy, long red hair falling over his shoulder. He looked to be eleven or twelve years old, Alec judged, and he thought of the children he had lived with in the orphanage in Frame.


The boy looked at him inquisitively. “I’m a guest here, and I just woke up,” Alec told him. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m not sure where I am.”

 “I’m an early riser too,” the boy told him. “I was just waiting for someone else to get up so I can go to the kitchen. Are you cousin Caitlen’s friend?” he asked with a significant look at him.

 “I am,” Alec affirmed. “May I go to the kitchen with you?”


He abruptly closed the door, then re-opened it with his own candle. “I’ll show you the way.

 “I heard you were here. They told me about you, but I didn’t get to see you,” the boy explained to Alec as they turned a corner. “My name is Gerlach; what’s your name?”

 “My name is Alec,” the answer quickly came as they started to descend a staircase. “Is Caitlen your cousin?”

 “She is. She told me you were her best friend, and that you took good care of her, but you got hurt,” Gerlach answered. “Here’s the kitchen,” he announced as they passed through a doorway into an aromatic room.

 “Breakfast for two,” Gerlach told a cook.

 “Please,” Alec impulsively whispered to Gerlach.

 “What?” the boy asked.

 “Say ‘please’ when you’re asking for something,” Alec informed him. “It’s good manners,” he winked at the servant.

 “Please,” Gerlach politely added, making the woman smile ever so slightly.


The two of them sat at a small table inside the kitchen and began eating toast with jam, then bowls of porridge. Alec stopped at that, but Gerlach added bacon and eggs and fruit. “This is a very nice home,” Alec commented.

 “My father is a viscount,” Gerlach explained. “I’ll be one too someday, not that I’m in a hurry.”


A door opened, and a couple entered the kitchen. They were clearly the rulers of the home, Alec could tell by the easy way they strode over to the table, greeting the kitchen help kindly. Alec stood as they approached.

 “This is my father, Alec, and this is my mother,” Gerlach introduced.

 “I am the Viscount Gottfried, and this is my wife Thressa. We are so pleased to have you as our guest, and apologize if Gerlach has bothered you this morning,” the boy’s father, a small, heavyset man said.

 “Actually, I bothered him. I woke up and began looking around. I found his room, and we have been bonding over breakfast,” Alec explained. “But I’m most anxious to see Caitlen.”

 “She’s probably still asleep,” Viscountess Thressa replied.

 “I’m going to go for a ride around the estate, and down by the river this morning, if you’d like to join me, if you feel up to it. You seem remarkably fit this morning,” Gottfried said. “I like to hunt my own game sometimes,” he added. “Come along, and we’ll see everyone afterward.”


The offer intrigued Alec. “Yes, I’d like to join you, but I don’t think I have suitable clothing.”

 “We’ll take care of that,” Gottfried said reassuringly, and a half hour later the two men were carrying bows and arrows into a snowy forested tract. “It’s a few miles to the river,” Gottfried explained as they rode on a level path. “There’s a beautiful view of the river valley and the mountains there. After that we’ll ride to a hot spring where the water never freezes over. A lot of game congregate there throughout the winter. And once we have something to prove our prowess as hunters, we’ll return home.”


They rode in silence along the winding track for an hour until they reached the river. “It’s a beautiful view,” Alec agreed. The mountains were glistening in their icy white mantles under the midday sun, with green patches of evergreens providing a hint of life that still existed above the dark waters of the river.

 “Caitlen told us unbelievable stories about your assistance on the journey here from Vincennes,” Gottfried said. “From your accent, I can tell you’re a stranger in our land, as she told us.

 “We support the restoration of the princess obviously,” he explained. “I have known Caitlen since she was a baby having her diapers changed, and I am fond of her, exceedingly fond. Why have you done so much for her? Are you in love with her? You have to know she can never consummate a relationship with you – it’s out of the question to even talk about it.”

 “What does that mean?” Alec asked.

 “She can’t marry you. She can’t have a public relationship with you,” Gottfried clarified.

 “I have shed my blood for her. I believe in the rule of law, not in the rule of the strong over the weak. I have helped Caitlen so that she can help the princess return to the throne,” Alec protested. “I’ve treated her as a lady should be treated.”


Gottfried looked at him blankly for a moment. “Caitlen tells us stories that make you sound like one part invincible warrior, one part crafty trickster, one part loyal retinue, and one part wise sage. Do not toy with her heart; remember, she has other obligations. Treat her with respect, but don’t encourage any dreams of romance.

 “She’s a plain girl, although I think her looks are improving. Don’t toy with her heart,” the man pleaded.

 “You’ve done an impossible task, smuggling her this far away from the palace with the forces of the Conglomerate searching for you; you must be an amazing man. That’s all I wanted to tell you,” Gottfried wound up. “Thank you for listening to the heartfelt concerns of a doting cousin. Now let’s go have some fun.”


Alec considered the words he had heard. Gottfried clearly spoke from his heart, and spoke with affection for Caitlen. He’d remember Gottfried’s caution, especially since he had already steeled his heart to resist the potential infatuation he knew Caitlen threatened him with. Yet he’d done no more than have one kiss, and that had been play-acting. The prophecy’s words suggested they had a future together, one that promised to be stormy, not romantic, but together nonetheless. And there was Bethany back in the Dominion; the future he hoped would yet be his. He would not, however, cease to be Caitlen’s friend and protector.


They rode through the woods in a new direction, following a narrow game path, until Gottfried stopped and made a motion to Alec to stay silent. They dismounted and tied their horses to a tree, then carried their bows with them along the trail of game tracks that led to the spring. Ahead, Alec spotted a cloud of steam, and he smelled pungent odors.


Gottfried whispered in Alec’s ear. “You go right, and I’ll go left. Take the first shot you get, and if you hit anything – give a shout.”


They split up, and Alec cautiously crept to his right, slowly spiraling in towards the steam that rose from the hot spring. He saw a movement and stopped, notched an arrow and waited patiently. A large buck deer materialized from the shadows in the steam. Alec raised his bow and fired a shot, one that flew true and straight and struck the buck just behind the shoulder. The animal reared, took three plunging steps, and fell to the ground.

 “Gottfried, I got one,” Alec called. He walked over to the animal’s carcass. It was a large one, he noted as Gottfried arrived within three minutes.

 “Magnificent trophy!” Gottfried said, patting Alec on the back. “I’ll go bring the horses over; you stay here with the carcass.” He disappeared into the forest, and Alec looked idly around the his surroundings and at the edge of the spring. His eyes suddenly focused on a small plant growing among the hoof prints at the edge of the water.


It was drayton’s agrimonia, the sovereign remedy for virtually every illness Alec’s’ healing knowledge knew! He was astonished to see the rare plant, one he had never been able to use before. There was a whole patch of the agrimonia spread around the spring, and Alec realized there were crystals of various minerals growing as deposits laid down by the mineral waters. Alec began busily plucking plants and minerals, stuffing them in his pockets and his arrow quiver, oblivious to the world until he heard Gottfried and the horses stop at the deer carcass.


Together they slung a line over a tree branch, then raised the carcass and field dressed it in a half hour’s time. Once it was firmly attached to Alec’s horse, the two hunters began the ride back to the estate. They had spent most of the day out in the woods, and the sun was below the western mountains by the time the home was in sight. It was large enough to be called a castle, Alec thought to himself as they entered the stables, congratulated by the grooms and the cooks.

 “Is Caitlen available?” Alec asked as soon as he was cleaned up and comfortably warmed by a hot bath. The sky outside was dark by the time he left his room to search for his companion.

 “Wait until dinner,” Thressa answered. “Since your buck came in late, dinner will be served a little bit later than usual.


Nearly two hours later, Alec was led to the dining room by a servant, and seated at the table. Another servant brought in a steaming platter of steaks from the buck, followed by a variety of vegetables. A minute later Gottfried, Thressa and Gerlach arrived and sat down. The three bowed their heads in silence for a minute then looked at Alec and smiled.

 “Where’s Caitlen?” Alec asked, suddenly feeling an overwhelming sense of anxiety.

 “Alec, do you know how long you slept here?” Gottfried asked. “You were asleep for four days. Caitlen told us you might rest for a long time. She said we needed to keep you calm and rested for as long as possible, so that you could recover and be healthy.”

 “Where is she?” he knew his face was growing pale; he could feel the blood draining away in panic.

 “She didn’t want to put you in danger any more she said,” Gottfried continued. “She told us that you had almost died trying to save her, that the challenge of guarding her on this journey was too much for just one man.”

 “Has she left already? How long ago?” Alec asked.

 “She hired two guards and joined a strong merchant’s caravan that is traveling past Black Crag on its way to the lands of the western barbarians on the far side of the mountains. She left at dawn three days ago,” Gottfried explained at last.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15 – Into the Mountains

 



Alec left Gottfried’s castle at the break of dawn the following day. “Don’t try to follow her,” Thressa had urged him. “A single man traveling alone won’t stand a chance of surviving the journey through the mountains in the winter.”

 “The caravans take special wagons to protect the people from the weather, and they have horses specially bred for the altitude and the cold. It’s a death wish to try to follow her,” Gottfried told Alec. But by the end of the meal, they knew they had failed to dissuade him from the attempt.

 “Here,” Gottfried had handed him a small bag of coins. “You’ll be able to buy supplies on the western edge of the city, and more expensive supplies in the first few villages in the low mountains. We will burn incense in your name at the shrines, and hope to see you again someday.”


Alec had walked away, and by midday he was standing with a full pack on the road, just outside the western gate to the city. He’d bought the pack and flints and steel and a small supply of kindling and a variety of travel foods. He’d added a layer of furs and a pair of snowshoes, and had virtually none of Gottfried’s money left.


The mountains provided the source of innumerable stories from the proprietors of the stores he visited, stories about storms and lost travelers and bands of bandits, as well as stories of monsters in the mountains and strange magical spells, and stories about the fierce warriors of Black Crag, some men, but mostly women, who were trained in the use of multiple weapons, and trained to use them all well. They were fair, but not merciful.


Alec adjusted the straps and began his journey. Caitlen had joined the only caravan that had left in the past week, a well-supplied and well-fortified force owned by a rich merchant who dominated the trade with certain tribes of the western barbarians, supplying amber and gold and exotic spices that were not available through the shipping houses on the western seas.


Although Alec believed Caitlen was as well-protected as possible, she was not protected by him, and he was divinely-charged with protecting her, he knew. He had no doubt that he would meet her, and that she would overcome her fears and accept him back as her companion, realizing that they were meant to accomplish something great together. And he hoped that God would intervene and let Bethany and the street tough fighters from Delphi’s gymnasium be there waiting and able to join him as well to fight for the princess as they led a force back down to Vincennes.


That night he slept under a yew bush, shivering in his furs as he awoke several times, and raising his body temperature back to a comfortable level. He awoke in the morning and ate some trail bread and some plants he collected on the way, then resumed a grueling pace that he hoped would let him catch the caravan before it reached Black Crag, a journey that promised to be two weeks long under optimal conditions.


Alec reached a small village in mid-afternoon, after which the road and the valley it followed began to climb much more steeply. Despite the exercise of the climb, Alec still had to devote a great deal of healing energy to keeping his body warm. That night he snuck into a crude barn that sustained an impoverished-looking farm in the mountains. He slept with a group of pigs, relishing the body warmth they shared, and then snuck out when he heard the farmer begin to unlatch the door the next morning.


Through the long, lonely nights of his journey Alec thought often of Caitlen, sometimes with her dark hair, sometimes with her silver hair. And when he didn’t think of the lady of the court, he thought about the Dominion. So long ago and so far away it seemed, but Noranda and Brandeis and Bethany all lived back there with all his other friends, and he missed them, and knew that his absence made the restoration of order in the Dominion a greater challenge.


His third day in the mountains took him through the last village on the road. He stopped in the tavern for warm food, and was looked at as a man already dead because of the impossibility of his task. He warmed himself by the fire, learned that the caravan was still more than two days ahead of him, and then left with the dismal but hot food in his belly.


Two days later he found that his use of healing power was starting to strain his abilities, as he kept climbing into thinner air and more snow. He kept his healing energy on at all times, yet walking against the wind made it difficult sometimes to gain more than a mile in an hour, and then a blizzard blew in. Alec wedged himself into a crevice between two boulders that faced away from the wind, pulled his furs into a cocoon around his body, and stay cramped there for two days until the storm’s fury abated.


He understood the impossibility of a single man getting through this journey, and questioned whether he would have been able to bring Caitlen safely through the dangerous passage. He presumed he was still less than halfway to Black Crag. With the blizzard past, he strapped on his snow shoes and began to walk over the deep new layer of snow it had deposited. The snow shoes were effective, but cumbersome and slow, making his attitude grow blacker hour by hour.


The next day, things got worse.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 16 – Raspute’s Cave

 



Alec pulled his snow shoes on in the morning as he rolled out of his small campsite, a rock overhang that passed as a cave in his eyes. By midday, as he stepped atop the drifts in the road, he had a nagging sense that he was being watched. He dropped his healer power and drew upon his warrior energies, scanning the countryside for evidence of danger. A movement on a hillside above the next valley caught his attention. It was at least an hour away, he judged, so he resumed using his healing powers to warm himself, and cautiously proceeded.


Banditry in the harsh winter conditions seemed impossible to Alec. The weather would make the terrain a difficult place to survive, and the number of caravans in the winter time seemed too few to support anyone up here. In all his time climbing the mountain road he’d not seen another living person since he had left the last village. As he drew closer, he dropped his healer energy and resumed his warrior energy, pulling a throwing knife outside his coat for ready access.


There was a man kneeling in the snow behind a bush on his left, and another one in the rocks on his right, plus the one he had seen originally, slowly working his way down the hillside, closer to the road. “I know the three of you are here,” he shouted loudly. He heard his voice echo down the valley below. “I will not harm you if you let me pass peacefully.”


The man behind the bush stood up. “Are you traveling alone? By yourself in the mountains?” he asked.

 “I am. My destination is Black Crag,” Alec replied feeling colder, but still keeping his warrior powers engaged as he stepped further forward. “I’m not a trader, I have no money. Just let me pass.”

 “We will let you pass peacefully if you pay the toll. Otherwise you need to turn around,” the man on the left said. The man on the right stood up too, and began to approach him, while the man up ahead finally descended to the level of the road.


Alec awkwardly unsheathed his sword, and pulled it out in his left hand, while he held the knife in his right. “I can pay the toll in a different way, without money,” he offered. “I have healing powers that will sooth your aches, cure your ills and mend your wounds. Let me heal each of you and I’ll be on my way. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

 “What? Magical powers? Are you one of the lokasennii? I’ve never heard a claim that they possess healing powers?” the robber on the right answered as he came within reach of Alec. They seemed to be taking Alec seriously without dismissing his claims out of hand.


Taking a chance, Alec released his Warrior energy, and re-engaged his healer powers. He warmed himself with his first burst, as he turned to look at the man on his left. The robber had a terrible infection in his tonsils, and a festering sore in his right foot. “Give me your hand,” Alec told his unknowing patient.

 “What? So you can stab me up close?” the man asked.


Alec hastily sheathed both his weapons, and reached his hand out, as if to an unknown dog. The robber’s gloved hand stretched out towards him, and Alec grabbed the exposed wrist above the glove, injecting his energy into the man, and removing the two local pains that bothered him.

 “He really did it! Bodie, Saynge, he really heals!” the amazed robber shouted. “If you heal all of us, you may pass on your way,” he told Alec.

 “Let me touch you,” Alec said to the other two. The sun was falling towards the horizon, and he wanted to get on his way before night fell.

 “Oh no, not just the three of us,” Bodie, the man coming from in front of the scene said. “You’ll need to come with us to heal every member of our society. “We can’t accept payment just for ourselves.”


And so Alec ended up following a narrow, mountain-hugging trail to the entrance of a cave. Inside the dim cavern were twenty-some men gathered out of the cold, living among casks and crates of food and drink they had confiscated from passing travelers during the good weather season when the traders came by.

 “Linnie was kind to you,” the chief of the bandits told Alec. King Raspute, as he called himself in the third person, struck Alec as a cruel and sadistic person. Alec reached out to his hand as the first of those he healed in the cave, and he drove away lice, removed venereal disease, and healed fractured bones in the man’s hand. He puzzled over a strange condition in the man’s digestive tract, but because he couldn’t identify it, he did nothing to change it.

 “If it had been me out there instead of Linnie, you would have been killed and your carcass robbed afterwards without bargaining. But Linnie got it right this one time with his soft approach it seems,” Raspute said. “Men line up for your miracle healing. What type of wizard are you?” he asked Alec.

 “I am an ingenaire,” Alec replied.

 “I’ve heard the name, but thought they were just myths, stories among the barbarians,” Raspute said.

 “Really? You’ve heard of my kind?” Alec said in amazement.

 “I used to work in the caravan crews that went west to the barbarians and wilderness in the west. The wild tribes out there told of ingenairii who lived among great mythical cities even further west of west, but I never believed any of it,” Raspute acknowledged, even using the correct plural form of the word. “And your accent is certainly strange enough to be from some far away land we don’t know.

 “Now show what you can do so you can earn your right to keep living,” he ended on a flat and threatening note, and walked away, as a dutiful line of men formed before Alec.


The first man stepped up, and Alec noticed that he had the same strange conditions in his gut as Raspute. He also had a number of bruises, and a severe cut on his shoulder. Alec healed those, and sent the man away. A second man in line had been stabbed in the thigh, and also had the stomach condition of the other two. Alec worked slowly through the line, hobbled by his long exertions during the journey; after an hour he had only treated half the men in line.


All of them shared the strange stomach condition, and all suffered signs of recent battle, with cuts, bruises and stab wounds prevalent. Alec asked to take a break, and his obvious success in healing the men earned him the opportunity to sit in the back of the cave for a few minutes to ponder what he found.

 “Help me,” a voice called in a whisper. Alec looked up, his senses alert. He closed his eyes, and chose to try to use his Spiritual power instead of his Warrior power to find the source of the voice. Unpredictable though his ability to control the Spiritual abilities was, it engaged immediately, and he was assailed by the awareness it provided. The cave was full of evil, hatred, self-loathing and rancor. The men around him were evil men in every regard.


But there was one entity that was different, in a way he had no comprehension of. There were tendrils of anger, but also compassion, and great suffering. Yet it didn’t feel fully human to him, however that was possible.


He dropped the use of his Spiritual energy and looked behind him, to where he had felt the unusual psyche. A tall box, with fine mesh-covered small windows, was a shadow in the darkness at the back of the cave.

 “I’m in here,” the voice called from the box.


Alec extended his healer energy to diagnose the person in the box. The results were stunning. A woman was trapped in the box, one who had been subjected to torture and horrible abuse. He felt abysmal at the thought that he was helping these people who could do such things to the woman.


But his evaluation revealed a strange network of small, inexplicable organ-like objects throughout her body. The organs were connected to one another by what seemed to be a secondary, network of nerves, or some similar type of tissue. The woman was like no one he had ever met before. He poked a finger in through the mesh screen; his finger touched her, and he let a blaze of healing energy reduce the pain she felt, softening the worst of the injuries.

 “Please set me free,” she called in a soft voice, pleading.


Alec took a deep breath. He knew that if he set her free the two of them would be trapped together in the recesses of the cave, and he knew he didn’t have the energy to fight all the men he would face. 



They aren’t going to let you live anyway. Set me free and I will go get help, the woman’s voice spoke inside his head, as though she too were a Spiritual ingenaire.


He was astonished by her ability.

 “And I am astonished by yours as well,” she spoke out loud. “You’ve heard my spirit voice, and you’ve analyzed me in at least two ways that no one else in this land could do.”

 “Are you an ingenaire?” he asked quietly, bending down to the box and speaking though the grill.

 “No. I am a lokasenna,” she spoke a word he had never heard before.

 “You are doomed if you don’t set me free. I am your only hope,” she urged.

 “Healer, it’s time to get back to work. Where are you?” a rough voice asked.

 “They’re cannibals,” the woman told him.


Suddenly, he understood the strange condition of the stomachs of the men he had treated. Their diet consisted of the flesh of other men, causing their digestive systems to adjust to the meat; he gagged at the thought of consuming human flesh. Drawing his sword, he engaged his warrior powers and brought his sword down powerfully on the angle of the clasp that held the box closed. The woman immediately pushed upward and the lid flew open.

 “What was that noise? Healer come out here now,” a voice spoke in a demanding tone.


Alec sheathed his sword and placed an arrow on his bow. He was watching the shadows carefully now. He diverted his attention for a split second to look at the woman in the box; she was gone.


I won’t abandon you. I will bring back help. Thank you for freeing me, her voice was in his mind again, and then it was gone, and he was alone.

 “What are you up to healer?” Raspute appeared before him, holding a torch above his head. “What happened to the lokasenna?” he asked. Alec raised his bow. “Do you realize what you’ve let loose on the world?” Raspute screamed, as Alec released his bow, letting the arrow fly to the gang leader’s heart.


Raspute fell forward, and his torch lay on the floor, its flame flickering unsteadily while Raspute lay still.

 “What’s happening back there?” another voice shouted, and a man’s head appeared behind the corner of a barrel. Alec shot another arrow quickly, and the man screamed briefly.

 “The healer…” he heard a conversation begin, but he scrambled backwards, further into the recesses of the cavern. The flame from Raspute’s torch was steady, showing no noticeable movement of air through the cave, indicating that Alec was backing into a dead end, just as he had already backed into a deathtrap and a mystery.


What had happened to the woman he had set free? And who was she? She was able to detect his use of ingenaire powers, and had used the same ability herself, or something similar. She had disappeared, absolutely disappeared. And Raspute had been thrown into fear by the thought of the woman at loose. Alec was at a loss as to what he had done, and could only pray that anything disliked by someone as evil as Raspute had to be a good thing in the world.


There was a sudden burst of flame in front of him, as someone threw a pail full of oil onto the rocks around Raspute’s torch, and the whole affair lit up brilliantly in front of Alec. He squinted and dodged behind a new boulder, in a part of the cave where he had to crouch slightly to fit. As he moved an arrow flew at him, careening off the stony floor and ricocheting upwards to strike his calf.


He rolled his eyes in astonishment at his bad luck, until the pain reached his brain, and he stifled a yelp. The arrowed had not penetrated his flesh deeply, and he pulled the arrow out, then sprayed three arrows of his own in front of him, striking at least one more antagonist.


An armful of wood had been thrown into the blazing puddle of oil, and now thick coarse smoke was beginning to rise to the ceiling and roll across it in all directions. Alec coughed, and realized the intelligence of the bandits’ method. They were going to smoke him out of his crevice in the back of the cave. More wood was thrown on the fire, setting off an eruption of sparks, and a thicker, darker smoke began to rise and spread.

 “Dear Lord, please take care of Caitlen and her princess,” he said a quick prayer. “Please take care of Bethany and Ari and Noranda and Appel and Cassie and Rander, and all my other friends in the Dominion.” He steeled himself to jump through the fire. He would have some advantage – the bandits would be momentarily blinded from looking into the flames. He’d suffer the same affliction, but he knew that all he had to do when he was through the flame was to run towards the entrance. It seemed plausible that he might get out; the distance from the fire to the outside was little more than thirty yards, he estimated.


He jumped upward and outward, his head grazing the stony top of the cave, then he took another huge bound, and closed his eyes as he entered the flames. He heard the crackling roar of the fire around him for just a second, a passage that was painful and yet somehow purifying. She told me she loved me, he suddenly remembered Caitlen’s words when he had lain wounded in her arms on the floor of the restaurant in Eckerd. He hadn’t processed the words when she spoke them weeping over him as he lay with his terrible injuries, approaching the darkness of death.


He landed on his left foot as he emerged from the fire, ready to sprint away, only his right leg collapsed as he took the next step, the muscle torn by the deflected arrow. He rolled, and felt another arrow strike the back of his shoulder.


Alec felt great pain, he rolled behind an empty crate, and felt his warrior energies flicker away. He blinked his eyes and rubbed them, then saw that there were bandits between him and the exit, and others maneuvering around to get a clear shot at him.


Hold fast, hold fast, friend. Help is here, a faint voice, the voice of the captive woman, sounded in his mind again. He ducked as a shower of splinters pierced his face where an arrow had hit the crate in front of him. Another arrow pierced his right ankle, which was unprotected behind the small wooden box he crouched behind.


He was hallucinating, he realized, imagining voices talking to him. Suddenly there was a roaring sound at the entrance to the cave, and the light in the cave dimmed as an enormous shadow blocked the faltering sunlight from outside.

 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 17 – The Lokasennii

 



A bear charged into the cave, followed by another and another and another. A parade of the ferocious animals wallowed into the cavern and began to attack the bandits, batting at them, swiping huge claws through their flesh, biting with vicious force. None of them came towards Alec, who held his sword up in front of him to try to protect himself from the huge animals now in the cave.


The screams of the bandits quickly subsided, and the bears began to withdraw from the cave. The only sound inside was the still crackling roar of the fire and the panting of the bears as they padded quietly out.

 “No Baltasar! You and Barret stay here and help my savior,” Alec clearly heard the woman’s voice speak, and her silhouette appeared in his field of vision, bending over him, judging his wounds. “You’ll be safe now ingenaire. We’re going to take you to our home and tend to your wounds.”


Alec watch in astonishment as two bears turned and ambled towards him while the rest of the clan left the cave. And then the two bears became men, it seemed to Alec, and he passed out in astonishment and pain and exhaustion.


Alec was aware of movement. His body jostled roughly as someone carried him in the cold mountain air. Above him the crystal clear stars twinkled by the thousands, mesmerizing him. All my friends are all looking up and seeing the same stars I am, he thought. His ankle and his face, his shoulder and his calf all hurt, but he felt comfort in sharing the view with his faraway friends, and he dozed uncomfortably as the hard slab he was tied to continued to move through the mountains.


When he awoke again, he was still, and inside a dark building, he could tell only by the absence of wind and the absence of the stars above. “Sshh, now, rest,” his female companion spoke. “This is going to hurt, but then you’ll be able to make yourself feel better. You have such a wonderful skill,” she soothed him, and then his ankle was ablaze with pain. “There, the arrow is gone. I’ll wrap it and we’ll look at it in the morning. Then we can tend to your face.”


He heard noise and saw the woman stirring when he awoke in the morning. His eyes barely opened, his whole face swollen from the splinters that were embedded in several places. “Who are you?” Alec croaked.

 “You throat must be so dry! Here,” the woman placed a dish to his lips and poured a few drops of cold water into his mouth. “I’m sure that’s better. My name is Bernadina. Thank you for saving my life yesterday. You were a godsend, a providential gift, arriving to put an end to my captivity.

 “How do you feel this morning?” she asked.

 “Not my best,” Alec said. He began to raise his hands to his face, but she reached out swiftly and held his hands in a surprisingly strong grip.

 “Here, if you are ready, let me pluck the splinters for you. My fingers are more dexterous than yours,” she said gently, although Alec understood it was an order. He lowered his hands, and she began to pluck out each tiny splinter.


After a while she took a break to pull a stool over to his bedside, allowing her to sit while she performed her painful task. Alec studied the building he was in, and studied his caregiver. The room was only a single-room hut, but the walls were smoothly whitewashed, and there was a glass window within the door. He was on a platform of some type, which along with a cot and a pair of stools was the sole furniture he saw.


There was a knock at the door, and a burly man stepped inside. “The Council is awaiting you,” he said.

 “Until this boy’s wounds are attended, he is my first priority,” Bernadina stood as she answered. “They know that, and so do you. Tell them to go soak their heads, and I’ll be with them in the afternoon.”


Bernadina was a lovely woman. Her beauty haunted him, reminding him of a face he had seen somewhere in the past. She had very long hair, held in a loose braid that hung over her shoulder. She had a pronounced widow’s peak that helped make her face appear heart-shaped, and she appeared to be old enough to be his mother, or even a youthful grandmother.

 “So you know now that I’m an old crone, do you?” her eyes were studying his.

 “Thank you for bringing those bears to rescue me. You’re a beautiful woman,” Alec replied.

 “Here now, be quiet, and let me finish this. We’ll be done before mid-day,” she told him as she took her place on the stool, and resumed inflicting her dozens of little pricks of pain on his face. Alec began to sweat, from the combination of the long, agonizing painful process and the warmth of the building.

 “There, all finished at last,” Bernadina told him after what seemed to be a very long time, plucking the last of the splinters off of his forehead. Go ahead, use your wonderful powers, I want to witness them, she said in his mind.

 “How do you do that?” Alec asked her out loud. He pulled the hem of his shirt up to his face to wipe away the sweat. He pulled the cloth away from his face and saw the myriad of small red streaks and spots among the sweaty dampness.

 “Your face is a mess now,” Bernadina said. “Although obviously, it was a mess before you wiped it as well,” she added with an amused tone.

 “Why is it so warm in here?” Alec asked suddenly, the obvious contradiction of the frigid mountain winter he knew contrasting with the warmth of the small room he occupied.

 “Ah, an easily answered question,” the mysterious woman said.

 “Welcome to our community, Warm Springs,” she said. “We have very hot water that bubbles to the surface in this valley, year round, winter or summer, rainstorm or drought. This house has a pipe of the spring water that runs through the floor, providing constant heat. Most of our houses do, except for a special few.”

 “Come with me,” she stood from her stool. “Let us go soak in one of the pools of spring water. It will help you relax, and heal, and it will give us time to talk comfortably.”


Alec awkwardly swung off his table, and tried to hobble to the door; one leg’s calf was wounded, while the other leg’s ankle was a painful mess.

 “Oh forgive me,” she placed her hand in Alec’s, then opened the door and called out, “Baltasar! Come carry our hero, please.

 “I forgot about the wounds you had down there after all this time plucking that sweet young face of yours. Thank you Baltasar,” she said to the large man who opened the door. “Please carry the mind-toucher, the body healer, the weapon master, the space-eater, to the Red Pool. I’ll come with him,’ she said as the man swept his arms under Alec and lifted him with ease, whisking him out the door.

 “Sadly, I’m so glad to see you back that I’m actually happy to do chores for you,” Baltasar replied as they walked outdoors in mildly chilly air. Green plants grew in profusion in a misty space that Alec could tell housed scattered buildings among numerous small streams and brooks that seemed to flow from all directions. Their musical sounds covered all other distant noises.

 “We spent weeks searching for you. Brestin guessed that you must be underground, else wise we would have heard you call us,” the large man said.

 “Here is your spring,” Baltasar said, stopping.

 “Thank you,” Alec said, silent to that point in the journey due to his embarrassment from the need to be carried and from overhearing Baltasar’s comments. He looked around at the neat stone semi-circular wall that shaped a large pool. Abundant steam rose from the murky water, and deposits of red mineral crystals were scattered in a ring around the pool just above the level of the water.


Alec was deposited on the step above the water, while Bernadina grew indistinct in the steam as she moved to the other side of the water, and then a minute later she stroked through the water to a spot not far away. “Remove your clothes, and soak in the water Alec,” she told him, and turned her head as she swam languidly back into the steamy mist.


Without pause, Alec shucked his clothes and slid into the water. There was a wide ledge, he discovered, at the perfect depth to sit on and soak up to his neck. He put his head back against the rim of the pool and closed his eyes, and felt a blissful calm, more relaxing than any moment he could remember since he had awoken in the rowboat on the sea. He sensed Bernadina was back with him, and he felt her fingers slip in between his. He squeezed his hand around hers, his head still back and his eyes still closed.


He and she were the same person, he realized. He was sharing her thoughts, as she was sharing his. No, don’t go there, her spirit tugged him away from her dark memories of her captivity in the cave. Instead he was with her as she became a small animal, a mouse, he realized, that had scampered among the rocks and the cracks and the debris of the cave until it had reached the outside world again. Then she had become a woman again, and cast her marvelous mental voice towards her family and followers, telling them of her survival, and her need for urgent help.


He felt her in his own memories, reliving the resurrection of Cassie on the sandy beach on Ingenairii Hill, and she saw him in the Cave of John Mark, and then Caitlen was cradling his head in her lap, tears running down her cheeks, before his partner left him and went into parts of his memory that he could not find himself, and when her spirit returned it was sober and silent and more loving than before.


Her fingers slipped out of his grasp. After a moment they stroked his cheek, and rubbed his temple, and he turned his head. When his eyes opened she had floated away, and he thought for a moment of Leah, floating in the river beside their raft as they had escaped down the River Giffey, running from death and destruction.

 “We have come to such similar places,” Bernadina said, “and yet we traveled by such different routes.”

 “You have the ability to change shapes,” Alec said. “And the ability to speak your thoughts over distances.”

 “All of us in our village can change shapes while we are awake. Women can become mice, while men can become bears,” she said. “It has always been the way of our race.

 “And some of us receive the gift of speaking our thoughts afar. But there are usually only two or three at a time, and never a male,” she added. Until I met you, and now both sides of the conversation can happen without speech.


I cannot do it so well as you, nor so far away, Alec haltingly projected his thoughts, his Spiritual energy awkwardly conforming to the unusual use of the power.

 “It is new to me,” he said out loud.

 “Poor Alec,” she said. “You have seen so many things in this world, experiences that no boy or man should ever have to face.

 “Yet, your God, and his John Mark, they have treated you as a truly beloved son,” she said.

 “What? I don’t understand what you mean,” Alec said, his peaceful drowsy state disrupted by her statements.

 “You will, when the time is right. They have put great faith in you, as a mortal man, to carry out the will of the divine, time and time again; this is another time when you are fulfilling their plan, as it happens. And your reward is that you are being saved here in this land, by doing what you have set out to do, and when the time is right, I believe all the parts of your life will come together,” Bernadina spoke with a shade of finality in her voice, as she closed that portion of the conversation. “Will you heal yourself now? I want to feel that force of yours. Will it harm me to participate?”


Alec felt the restoration the warm pool water had given him. He was ready. “It will not hurt you, but it will affect you,” he said to Bernadina as she approached him again, and placed her hand in his. He thought of the time he had been with Caitlen on the road, healing himself as she touched him, causing a spark of his energy to siphon off to heal her wounds. He willed his Healing energy to emerge from the power realm, and let it flow resistant-free from his body to hers, caressing every muscle and joint and organ of her body, not only repairing them, but enhancing them, restoring their vigor, in the most intimate sharing of energy he could recollect. Then his energy flowed as he willed it to within his own body, making his ankle whole, reconnecting the muscle in his calf, soothing the irritated skin on his face as it drained away the infections injected by the splinters.


He released the energy, but held her hand, and reached out to her with his Spiritual power.


Enchanting, absolutely, extraordinarily, unquestionably, enchanting, Bernadina’s voice breathed the words in his mind.

 “I know I have to return you to your world, but it is so tempting to just keep you here, permanently anchored in the spring, like another wonder of nature,” she told him.

 “Here,” she handed a chalice to him, one he hadn’t noticed moments before. “Drink from this, only half of it.”

 “What is this?” he asked as he looked down into the cup. It was half full, with a slightly cloudy, otherwise colorless liquid that had an odor of minerals.

 “It is a small amount of water from each of the healing springs here in our valley, all mixed together,” she answered, her eyes watching him closely.


He hesitated for just a second, then took a mouthful of the water.

 “Don’t’ swallow it all yet,” Bernadina cautioned him as she took the chalice back from him. She raised it to her lips, and swallowed the rest of the liquid, then raised her head to his. We must exchange the water we each hold, she told him as she placed her lips against his.


He opened his lips slightly, and felt the waters intermingle within his mouth, an apple-flavored tang coming upon him, and a tingling that radiated outward slowly through his whole body. Swallow the water, she instructed him as she pulled away from him. That
will protect you; we are united more closely now.


When he opened his eyes to look at her, she looked half the age she had looked before, more nearly his own age now in appearance. “Somewhere in this land there is a woman who is nearly your twin sister,” Alec told her as he sat up. “I saw her somewhere, but I don’t remember where.”

 “I hope she’ll treat you as kindly as you deserve when you see her again,” Bernadina murmured. She released his hand, flipped in the water, then dove and stroked to the far side of the pool, a gauzy image in the steam. By the time she walked back around to him, they both were dressed.

 “This pool is a very special one, reserved for extraordinary occasions,” she told him as they began to walk away. “And this has been one of those occasions.”


Alec looked up at the snow-capped mountains that ringed the valley above the shallow layer of mist. It was hard to comprehend the contrast of the warm sub-tropical climate around these pools that stood just a few yards from the slushy snow around the perimeter of the hot spring environment. It was a beautiful juxtaposition of the two opposed environments, each maintaining their own characteristics within close proximity to one another.

 “Come with me,” Bernadina murmured, turning off their path, and heading towards a large building. She passed through the double doors, with Alec in her trail. Inside, Alec found a dozen men and women in a semi-circle of chairs. “Sit over there,” she commanded him, pointing to a half dozen empty chairs along one side of the room, as she proceeded to take a chair at one end of the collected attendees.

 “Thank you all for your patience this morning,” she addressed the silent gathering. “I have attended to the needs of our guest, who saved my life yesterday. He has used great powers, abilities beyond any that the lokasennii, or even I, a grendasteur, have. He has been kind, and used his healing powers to restore my own health and vitality as well.

 “Our first question must be regarding this boy,” she gestured towards Alec. “We must consider how to apply our law to him. Alec,” she said, facing him alone, ”in our law, there is a tradition that no person from the outside who comes to Warm Springs is ever allowed to leave. Our secret is never to be allowed to be revealed to the outside world. By the custom of our law, you will forever be held here in this village.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 18 – The Blue Pool

 



There was a murmur of assent from the dozen other people in the room. “You can’t hold me here as a hostage. I have a mission,” Alec stood and protested.

 “We must obey the law,” one of the council members replied. “Our secret here must not be revealed. Only our own people are allowed to walk away, because we know they will never expose our village’s existence.”

 “And it is because of our law that we shall allow this boy to go free, with the Council’s blessing,” Bernadina said aloud. All heads swiveled to look at her, and the room became silent. Alec waited for someone to speak, for some Council member to ask a question, or protest her comment. The silence stretched into a long series of minutes, Alec full of tension, as Bernadina’s head moved from looking at one Council member to another.

 “I have shared with my friends the reasons I believe we must allow you to leave Warm Springs, and they concur,” she said at length, her gaze directed to Alec from eyes above a placid smile.

 “What reasons?” Alec asked with relief, astonished at the speed the Council changed directions.

 “The first reason is that you have already met the grendasteusse, the person who will be my successor some day, hopefully far in the future, as she lives out in the world, learning its ways,” Bernadina told Alec. “And I foresee that you will meet her again, out there in the world.

 “The second reason we shall allow you to leave is that it would not be a violation of our law to do so. You,” she paused dramatically, and Alec unconsciously moved forward onto the edge of his seat, “are in one respect allowed to leave simply because you are one of us. There is lokasennii blood in your veins.”

 “How can that be?” Alec asked in astonishment. He rose to his feet unknowingly.

 “There were other communities of our race in the very, very long ago days, though we are the only one left. Though you do not have the ability to change shapes, there are traces of your lokasennii heritage evident. Your ability to hear my thoughts so clearly and easily the first time we met in the cave proves it. Somewhere in your ancestry, I would guess on your mother’s side, there was lokasennii.”

 “Do, do lokasennii and normal humans, you know, have babies together?” Alec asked, embarrassed to ask such a question in front of so many people.

 “Since we believe lokasennii are normal people, yes, we do have babies with each other,” Bernadina smoothly used humor to cover Alec’s faux pas. “But as it happens, several of our people have gone out into the world and brought back mates from your race, who never leave here again, of course,” she explained. “And they often have children, who inherit the lokasennii characteristics.”

 “Are there children that don’t have lokasennii characteristics?” Alec asked.

 “Yes, and they are taken to orphanages,” she answered. “We are a small community, and we try to find the delicate balance that brings in fresh blood but does not dilute our unique characteristics.”


The answer left Alec vaguely unsettled, but without a sure objection. “So there may be many people around this nation who have lokasennii heritage, who could hear your thoughts or answer them?”

 “Ah,” Bernadina answered, as there was some shuffling among the Councilors at the line of questioning. “There would be very few if any at all, and yet you are here with us. Only the grendasteur or the grendasteusse can project thoughts, as you have done with me, and we know of no case in which a child of either has ever been left among your people as a foundling, not to mention that you are a male, which defies our knowledge of the practice. But as I say, you are here, with your extraordinary abilities, a mix of our race and yours, and other races as well, I suspect.”

 “Other races?” Alec asked, stupefied by the notion. “But I’m just a boy.”

 “No, my healer, you are an extraordinary man. I believe that you are a living descendant of many races, some still living, some that are otherwise gone – the Sleagh Maith, Sylphs, Hermeticans, Ajacii and huldra. In my poor understanding, it is the only way to explain the many talents I detect in you. Some should not be able to co-exist in a single body. You should not be a healer like the Sleagh Maith and a warrior like the Ajacii together, and yet you are.

 “And so, for a number of reasons Alec, we are going to let you leave our community. My own beloved Baltasar will lead you back out to the highway, along with some fresh supplies to help you on your way,” Bernadina told him. “You can leave the council house now, and Baltasar will lead you back to your building. After the Council and I finish our other matters, I will come to say farewell.”


Dismissed, Alec left the building, and found his guide waiting for him. Baltasar guided him along the trails to the house where Alec’s furs and belongings were stowed. “May I look around while Bernadina is busy?” Alec asked.

 “You’re more than welcome to explore. She will call you when our time to leave arrives,” Baltasar replied, looked at him with a gaze of inscrutable patience, and walked away.


Alec immediately left the building and walked in the other direction. On this trip he passed many other people who seemed busy in their treks about the community, hauling goods or carrying tools, while others ambled placidly along. None seemed aware of Alec’s status as an outsider in the isolated community, as he turned at random and followed paths that grew larger or small, went among empty tracts of forest, and those with several homes. He found himself on a path that grew narrower, less traveled, and appeared to approach the very edge of the greenery.


After many steps, Alec came to a stop. He was atop a bluff looking thirty feet down at a deep blue pool. At one end of the long, narrow body of water was a plume of steam from a thermal spring, while at the other end a silver, threadlike waterfall of melting mountain snow fell melodically into the water. Alec scrambled down the side of the bluff, along a way that could be called a trail only with great generosity, and placed his hand in the water at three locations along the bank of the pool; all were different temperatures, according to their nearness to either end. Slipping out of his simple short white robe, Alec slid into the middle of the pool, and paddled towards the warm end, until he found the hottest water he could stand to soak in.

 “Come down here,” a girl’s voice called, and he saw a head with wet streaming hair pop out of the water at the cold end.

 “Wouldn’t you rather come to this end?” Alec asked, intrigued by the sudden appearance of the girl, but unhappy with the prospect of entering the cooler water.

 “In discomfort there often is discovery. Come on,” she urged, causing Alec to sigh, then stroke through the water, every stroke changing the temperature.

 “Why do you like this water?” Alec asked as he pulled up next to the girl. “The warm water feels so relaxing.” He studied the girl’s face closely, fascinated by her nearly golden eyes.

 “You look so young again, Alec,” the girl, approximately his own age, told him.

 “Do I know you?” Alec asked. Her words frightened him, his instincts telling him that they portended something extraordinary.

 “You have, and you will, but right now, my consort, no, you do not know me. But it is time that you took a step in that direction,” she said. Her hand rose out of the water and touched his forehead. “Go to the shore and rest, and someday I’ll be a part of your memories again.”


Under a geis, Alec turned and swam to the edge of the water, then climbed onto the bank, and promptly fell asleep. When he awoke, he opened his eyes and looked up at the starry night sky above, and gasped at the dreams that had filled the holes in his memory.


He had dreamed of the successes in Stronghold, and the horrible battles against the lacertii, in which he had fought as never before to preserve the lives of his friends. There was the foolhardy, reckless ego he showed in the cave in the Pale Mountains, when he had tried to heal the preternatural wounds on the holy body in the cavern crypt. His dreams had moved on to his journey to the Michian Empire, and his struggles to protect the Dominion from an invasion by the demon-led forces of the empire. He thought tenderly about his reconciliation with Bethany in Frame and afterwards, and he tried to grasp the realization that he was the King of the Dominion. His dream had ended with his costly success in the horrific battle against the demon in southern Bondell, and the trap he had laid to spirit it away to its doom in John Mark’s cave, where he had swooned after his triumph.


And then he awoke again, back by the pool on the edge of Warm Springs. He lay and tried to comprehend it all, to integrate his new knowledge into his view of his life in this different nation. Are you awake yet, my friend? He felt the voice of Bernadina within his mind.


I am awake. I need time to think; please let me be, he replied bitterly. His memories told him he had come so close to a happy life with Bethany. It had seemed his fate assured his marriage to the wonderful water ingenaire.


He held up the ring on the chain around his neck. In the darkness he could not read the words, but he knew what the ring said: Dominion and Empire, King and Consort. The girl in the pool had called him her consort. She was a lovely girl, and seemed a gentle one, yet she was not Bethany. What had happened? Had Bethany rejected him, had she died, had he found it politically necessary to marry into the Michian Empire?


He lay on the stones, and listened to the water, watched the stars move overhead, and wept. Why was he in this land? What had brought on his exile, and how had his memories been purged?


Your time to depart is at hand, Bernadina spoke to him again.


Do you know why I am here? Alec responded.


Yes and no, she replied enigmatically.


The sky above the overhanging bluff showed faint streaks of pink, promising the arrival of a new day.


You are here because you needed to break from your past, and you are here because our nations need you. You are healing, and will continue to do so, day by day, little by little. Take comfort, my special friend, Bernadina spoke again.


The light overhead was brighter, and the head of a bear looked down at him. As he vacantly stared, the bear’s head became that of a man. “Are you ready to go?” Baltasar asked.

 “I must move on,” Alec said mechanically. He rose and donned his robe and climbed the ledges and crannies in the bluff to return to the top. He felt weak, and extremely hungry, and silently followed Baltasar, who resumed his bear shape as he ambled through the woods, until they had traveled far along the way towards the community again.

 “Strolling on four feet always feels more natural to me in the forest,” he explained to Alec. “And in the mountains, too,” he added after a pause. “But here among the people of the village it feels better to walk as a man. I suppose each portion of the world calls for its own treatment.”


They journeyed the rest of the way in silence, and Alec found Bernadina waiting for him in his cabin, a tray of fruit and a jug of water on the table. “Have a meal with me before you go,” she suggested gently. She still looked as beautiful as before, and her beauty was a result of the transcendent peace she projected, he realized.

 “Do you know what I learned last night?” Alec asked aloud.

 “I do,” she replied. “But you do not know all, yet. There is still great unknown joy in your hidden past, as well as tragedy,” she consoled. “But now you are on your way into the future, Alec. You have journeyed far to get here. There are many struggles ahead for you, some in which you will be the deciding factor.

 “Eat and nourish yourself Alec. You have slept by the blue pool for over a month. Your body needs to regain strength,” she said. “And I know you are worried about Caitlen, but you cannot hurry without the energy to make the journey. Let me entertain you with an old, old story, one that might interest you, and perhaps might someday be of use to you.”


Alec cocked his head with curiosity, granting tactic acquiescence to her suggested storytelling. He sat and ate the fruit, flavorful and juicy. 


 “I mentioned the six non-mortal races that are still in existence, or were within recent memory,” she began. “The lokasennii, of course, and the Sleagh Maith, Sylphs, Hermeticans, Ajacii and huldra. But the oldest stories, perhaps no more than myths, tell us that once upon a time, these mountains were home to many more races of people with skills or abilities.”

 “How many?” Alec asked without prompting.

 “Forty nine,” Bernadina replied.

 “Forty nine?” Alec asked in astonishment. He paused, contemplating so many, then intuitively began to wonder if he would find there to be forty nine energy realms connected to the axis mundi.

 “The legends say that only forty eight powers were ever discovered, but that a forty ninth remained unfound,” she briefly added.

 “They lived together in a great civilization here in the mountains, each with their own community, each using their own skills, conversing with one another, trading goods and services with one another, maintaining peace with one another,” Bernadina explained.

 “How long ago?” Alec asked.

 “So long ago that the legends of our ancestors call this a legendary story from time forgotten,” she answered. “There were individuals who were special like you, able to grasp more than one power, who combined their individual abilities to do wonderful things. Eventually, those talented people began to think of themselves as a race apart from the forty nine.

 “I imagine that you would have been held in high esteem in their ranks,” she gently tapped each of the marks on his arms.

 “They built a great temple in the mountains, and set themselves there, and proclaimed that they would study the special powers, to try to understand them and enhance them for better service to the world. But what they really did,” Bernadina explained, “was each of them tried to make themselves the greatest of the self-proclaimed great. They each tried to acquire more powers, and they tried to find ways to make their energies useful as weapons. They fell to feuding with one another. They were jealous of one another’s powers. And their race to individually acquire more powers and to find ways to use them as weapons obviously led to terrible results.”


Alec felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, a sense of disbelief. “I don’t want to believe that people with our powers could behave like that, but I know they can,” he thought back to the coup by the ingenairii in the Dominion, which had killed King Gildevny. “But I’ve used powers as weapons too,” he added as a feeble protest, thinking of the way he had commanded Shaiss and Alder to focus their light energy as a death ray against the lacertii. He looked down at the marks on his arms now, greater in number than his last memories had showed him, and he wondered how he had added powers.

 “Don’t be distressed, dear,” Bernadina told him. “I’ve shared some of your memories, remember, even some that you don’t possess yourself, yet. Your motives and theirs were completely different, and the results were completely different too.

 “Some of the regular members of the races saw the evil that was brewing, and they left over the years, silently slipping away from their communities. Their fates are unknown to us, but I would guess that some of them must have moved far around the world and become the ancestors of you and your fellow ingenairii.”


Alec reflected on that. “Ari told me once that there had been ingenairii who lived in the Pale Mountains long ago, who used their powers before the arrival of Jesus and John Mark.”

 “Perhaps they were the descendants of those emigrants,” Bernadina commented.

 “Another result was that some remaining communities became small, shrinking to the verge of extinction. There were two such races, the Loki, who could speak with their minds, and the Sennai, who could shift shapes to become animals, and as their numbers dwindled, they intermingled. They became the ancestors of our own race,” she explained.

 “The race in the temple, the ones who fancied themselves the master of all the non-mortal races, were very displeased as they saw their perceived followers shrinking in number. One of them, a man named Hellmann, had grown to have the greatest number of powers, and he had devised ways to use them that were brutal.

 “Hellmann insisted that the members of the temple had to prevent any further desertions, and a great argument ensued. The argument led to battle, and terrible destruction of the temple, and unspeakable deaths among the people there. When the death and demolition were over, Hellmann and his wicked crew were triumphant, but they were the lords over a great waste, and they were angry, filled with a terrible bloodlust. They went out among the communities of the races and began to slaughter more, even as they turned on one another and continued to ambush each other,” Bernadina’s story continued. Alec was horrified, but mesmerized by the tale.

 “How did it end, what happened?” he asked.

 “A small number of the members of the communities survived, and came together to try to find some way to stop the destruction. Four of them had a plan: a Warrior, a Healer, a Spiritual, and a Stone member worked together. By then Hellmann was the only one left of those who had lived in the Temple, and he was like a god with the many terrible powers he possessed: he was able to possess and trick and delude others, he could move air and water and light. There were numerous things he could do beyond that.

 “He learned that the four still opposed him, and he hunted them down in a cave in the mountains, then he launched into battle with them. The Healer and the Spiritual used their energies to protect and heal the Warrior, who fought bravely against Hellmann, and managed to maintain the battle, while the Stone member closed off the cave, and brought it all down upon them, burying all five of them deep inside the mountain, clutched together in a battle of bodies, minds and souls.

 “To this day, there remains a fear that Hellmann is only trapped, not dead, and someday he may be able to emerge from the mountain to resume his quest for dominion and control,” Bernadina finished.

 “Those others, they sacrificed their lives to defeat him,” Alec stated.

 “They did,” Bernadina affirmed. “And the survivors who were left, the few bruised survivors created a monument to them somewhere in the mountains, before they abandoned their dead communities and tried to begin life anew.

 “It is quite a legend,” she added, as Alec sat silently, pondering.

 “Will Hellmann ever return?” he asked quietly.


Bernadina looked at him with a level gaze. “Perhaps,” she replied. “But you have many other things you should concentrate on before you start planning how to fight a demigod.”


She smiled, and gestured. “Thank you again for saving my life,” Bernadina said as Alec stood.


He looked at her, and saw the sincerity of her gratitude on her face, and he understood that she had his best interests at heart. Is it my fate to fight for good in this land? He asked her.


It is. And you will feel rewarded by your achievements, she assured him.


He hugged her, then shrugged on his furs, hoisted his pack of traveling supplies, and went outside to follow Baltasar away from the magic of Warm Springs and back into the cold reality of the world outside.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 19 – Black Crag Hospitality

 



Alec regained the main highway just as the sun began to fall from its zenith. Baltasar had silently led him in his bear form, on a journey of three hours length. “We’ve packed some of our own food in your pack for you,” the man-shaped Baltasar had told him when they arrived back at the road.

 “Thank you for saving her life, and thank you for whatever you have shared with her,” he said, referring to Bernadina. “Your time with her gave her energy and peace. She is happier and more content with what she now believes the world will bring to our people, and yours as well. Journey safely.” He said as they shook hands, then he turned and became a bear, and ambled back towards his home.


Alec checked the straps on his pack, which he had loosened as he plucked medicinal plants along the journey, then began walking towards the setting sun. The road was less icy, the wind was less frigid, and the journey felt softer, now, some five weeks after he had left the journey. The days will be growing longer, he thought to himself as he walked, and concluded that the mountains had become a gentler place as spring had begun its arrival during his tenure in Warm Springs.


The next day he passed a caravan headed in the opposite direction, carrying goods towards the cities of the Avonellene Empire. He remained silent as the outriders inspected him, and as the wagon rolled past him, but he marveled at the length of the caravan with more than twenty wagons that he counted.


As he walked he burrowed through his memories, reacquainting himself with the life he had lived. There were so many accomplishments, several regrets, and so much, so very much, left undone. Why would God have taken him away from all that awaited him in the Dominion, and brought him to Vincennes without all of his knowledge or memories? There was no explanation he could discern. While in warm Springs, many more of his memories had been restored, but there evidently remained more he did not know; the lovely girl in the pool had promised that he would come to know her, and yet she didn’t match any memory he had recovered so far.


On the fourth day of his renewed journey, he crested a ridge, and saw a mighty fortress dominating a wide plateau just above and a few miles beyond his location. It had to be Black Crag, he knew, judging by the dark stone walls that surrounded the settlement, stark against the wide, snow-covered fields that surrounded it in all directions. Or maybe its name included black in reference to the many dead bodies that hung from the gibbet against the wall, next to the main gate. It was a formidable looking stronghold.


The sun was high overhead when Alec first caught sight of the daunting walls, and it was still high and relatively warm by the time he arrived at the gate. Many people were outside the walls, he noted. A whole caravan appeared to be camped in a field of snowy mush, and there was evidence that others had camped there as well. There were guards at the gate; more than Alec had ever seen in any city he remembered, these guards were vigilant, observing and questioning every person who sought to enter.


Many appeared to know a handshake; others whispered a password, while others were turned away. Those who entered were almost exclusively clothed in styles that were very similar to the style of the uniforms the guards at the gate wore, black with brilliant sky blue trim and yellow waistbands. Those who were turned away were dressed in the variable clothing and furs Alec expected of traders and travelers.


He joined the line to enter the gate with some apprehension, and when his time at the gate came he observed that four of the guards were men, but two were women, women whose posture was just as professional and whose faces were just as sharp as the men’s.

 “Identity and reason for entrance?” a male guard asked when Alec reached the front of the line.

 “My name is Alec, and I’ve come to try to find friends in Black Crag,” he replied cautiously.

 “Do you have a pass?” the man asked, as two of his companions turned to stare at Alec.

 “No, no pass. I just arrived,” Alec answered.

 “Entrance denied. Next in line,” the guard told Alec, dismissing him summarily.

 “How can I find my friends in the fortress? One of them is my sister, and the other is a, friend,” he stammered out the last word, unwilling to reveal the possibly politically charged fact that he sought specifically to find the lady in waiting to the deposed princess.

 “Your sister and your friend?” a different guard chimed in. “Stop holding up the line – move along. Take your foreign accent and go away.”


Alec closed his eyes, and thought of the patience and wisdom he had seen Bernadina exhibit, compared to the brusque manners of the guards here. It was in part the difference between a safe, isolated society on one hand, and a vulnerable, constantly challenged society on the other, although there was of course deeper, more fundamental differences than that involved.


There was a sudden unexpected shove in his chest while his eyes were closed, and he began to flail backwards. He opened his eyes and saw that the guard who had spoke last had stepped forward and pushed him aside to make the line resume movement.


Alec allowed his Warrior powers to engage as he began to fall backwards. He instantly felt in control of his body, and crafted the momentum of the fall to become an elaborate backwards flip, adding altitude to his motion with a leap off his right foot. His hands blurred into action, unsnapping the pack he wore and releasing the tie that held his fur coat on him, while he pulled his sword out of his scabbard, and landed back on his feet, alert, armed, and ready to fight. He felt full of energy, primed by the restful visits to the pools of Warm Springs.

 “That was boorish. Apologize or be punished,” Alec said, but even as he spoke, the six guards snapped out of their momentary state of amazement at his agile display, and drew their own swords. Other residents of the fortress who stood in line, awaiting entry back into Black Crag drew their weapons a well, and Alec stepped back two steps to the side, kicking his pack along with him.

 “Put down your weapon. It is a punishable offense to draw a weapon against a guard at Black Crag,” one of the female guards spoke up, perhaps an officer trying to assert authority to tamp down the potentially violent situation.

 “And is it punishable for a guard to shove a visitor at the gate?” Alec asked, “And then to hide behind the other guards to protect him from the consequences?”

 “The consequences,” the officer began to explain, but was cut off as the offending guard stepped forward.

 “Let me show this uncouth hobo some consequences,” the arrogant guard said. He raised his sword into an attacking posture, and stepped forward into Alec’s field of attack. His sword promptly went flying up into the air following a blurringly fast movement by Alec’s blade, and as it came back down into Alec’s right hand, the guard felt the tip of Alec’s sword pressed against his neck.

 “Give me an apology,” Alec told the shaken guard, as the audience goggled in disbelief.

 “Go ahead and kill me,” the guard spat back defiantly.


Alec’s blade dropped down in an imperceptible blur, then rose back to the man’s chin. A second later the man’s pants fell down around his ankles, the belt and waistband sliced. There was a twanging noise, and Alec heard an arrow flying towards him from a sentry on top of the wall. His right hand raised his captured sword and blocked the arrow.

 “Wait!” Alec heard the female officer shout loudly. He glanced at her as she pointed to the sentry bowman. “Put that down! Everyone put your weapons down. Now!” she barked the last word emphatically, and Alec snuck peeks as the other guards, and then the crowd members put their weapons away.

 “Visitor, I apologize for my guardsman’s behavior,” she said looking directly at Alec. “My name is Collons, Lieutenant Collons.”


Alec stared back at her, and as he did, his defeated opponent tried to step away; the man had forgotten he had his pants around his ankles however, and he fell straight backwards. Alec stabbed the man’s weapon into the ground between his legs, just missing his crotch.

 “Do you apologize for his stupidity, too?” Alec asked. “Do you apologize for Black Crag’s low standards that allow this type of churlish and uncouth oaf to wear your uniform? Do you?” he asked vehemently.

 “Churlish? Really? Isn’t that laying it on a bit thick, don’t you think?” the officer’s voice had dropped in both volume and stridency, exhibiting a slight droll charm that made Alec grin slightly.

 “I’m outnumbered by a dozen to one here,” Alec said. He elaborately placed his own sword back in the scabbard. “I’m going to lose, it’s only a matter of time; I might as well get my licks in while I can.”


The defeated guardsman scrambled away, stood up, and shamefacedly pulled his pants up around his waist.

 “Back in the heart of winter’s worst season, two groups came to Black Crag,” the lieutenant said. No one made any motion to disrupt the tableau between the two. “They both had members who told us that they expected an uncanny swordsman to come looking for them. But the swordsman never came. They even delayed their own departure, expecting the swordsman to join them here. But then at last a message arrived that the swordsman had departed from Eckerd, many weeks before. He had vanished somewhere in the mountains, in the cold heart of winter, and wasn’t seen again.

 “Can you tell me who those refugees were?” the officer finished.

 “Did they want the swordsman to catch them, or not?” Alec asked.


The officer grinned. “One definitely did, while I’m told the other expected it, but seemed to have mixed feelings about in.”

 “Bethany, my sister,” he stared at the rude guard, “was probably the first, and she hopefully made it here with a small band of youths. The second arrival was my friend, the Lady Caitlen, traveling with a caravan, seeking assistance for the Princess Esmere, who intends to retake the throne of Vincennes as the rightful ruler of the land.


Her eyes had shifted when he spoke about Caitlen, growing narrower momentarily. “Am I right?” he asked. “And if so, what do we do now?”

 “Your answers are close enough for me,” the officer answered. “Tell me, what is your name?”

 “My name is Alec,” he confirmed.

 “It could hardly be anything else,” she muttered. “You have skills that defy belief. If you’ll allow us to re-open the gate to traffic,” she gestured to the large crowd that had grown in a semi-circle around the small theatrical action, straining to hear every word. “I’ll get this straightened out here, and then I’ll take you to the officers who will know what to do with you.” 



Alec bowed as gracefully as he could to signal his acceptance of her offer, although he did not drop his fully engaged Warrior energy. The officer turned her back to him, and set her guards to work resuming their duty at the gate. “Ferguson,” she spoke to the guard Alec had bested, “go to your barracks and put on proper equipment. You’ll serve two turns at punishment duty for your actions today,” she told him. The man looked at Alec with a sideways glance that was afraid to be a glare, and stomped into Black Crag, out of Alec’s sight.

 “You’re unnaturally young,” the officer said as she motioned him over to her a few minutes later. “Come with me,” she said brusquely, and led Alec in through the gates, inside the fortress of Black Crag. Immediately inside the gateway was a wide open space through which they were urged to “pass quickly” by guards at the nearest intersections. Through the plaza they entered a narrow road that made abrupt ninety degree turns, with all buildings along its sides at least four or five stories tall.


The whole city inside the walls was built to favor the defenders in the event the gate was breached, Alec surmised as he observed the difficulty any invader would have in surviving defenders firing arrows, dropping stones or otherwise attacking. As he tried to appreciate the martial genius of the Black Crag creators, their path entered an open plaza; in its center stood a windowless cube of stone.

 “This is the command center,” his escort told him. “I’m going to leave you here with the external activities command.”

 “How do they see in there? It must be dark as night,” Alec commented.

 “There are internal windows, looking at an interior courtyard,” she replied. “May I ask a question?” she asked in turn. Alec nodded. “Where have you been for the past month? No one could survive living in the mountains without shelter.”

 “I was attacked by bandits, and I found a cave,” Alec told a partial truth. He couldn’t give away the secret of Warm Springs, he knew.

 “Someday we need to go and find that bandit gang and absolutely wipe them out. They’ve been a problem for years now,” she muttered. “You’re lucky to have survived.”

 “I don’t think you’ll hear much about them this spring,” Alec told her, as they climbed the stairs and passed a guard at the doorway to the command center.

 “Sir,” the officer reported to a man behind a desk in an upper-floor office inside the chilly dark building, “this swordsman arrived at the gate just a few minutes ago. His name is Alec, he is seeking two friends named Caitlen and Bethany, and he is the best swordsman I have ever seen,” she emphasized the word ‘ever.’

 “Thank you. Return to your post,” the man said, looking up at the officer. He stood as the woman departed, walked around his desk, and offered his hand. “I am Captain Reese,” he introduced himself. “You are a surprise,” he circled around Alec. “We were expecting you some time ago, as were many others. I can understand a single man making the trip up here through the mountains taking a long time,” he finished his revolution, and returned to his desk. “Please have a seat,” he gestured to a chair. “But you must have left Eckerd over two months ago. No one could have survived more than two months in the Frontier Mountains in the winter.

 “I was attacked by a group of bandits,” Alec replied. “I left the highway, and took refuge in a cave, and found a hot spring that helped sustain me.”

 “Could you identify where that happened?” the captain asked.

 “It was snowy. In the mountains.” Alec said flatly.


The captain looked at him shrewdly. “That’s all? Well, allow me to look at your arms, please.”


Alec realized that his ingenairii marks were the reason for the question. He lifted his arms and pulled the sleeves to reveal the colorful collection that was embedded in his skin. The captain looked at them briefly.

 “I’ll need to put you to the test, to satisfy our leaders that you are the missing warrior. I do not doubt you personally, but I can’t tell you more about your companions until we can confirm your identity,” Reese told Alec. “Let me find a bed for you in the barracks, and you can spend the night here while I make arrangements to prove your identity tomorrow,” Reese stated.

 “I don’t know that you need to test me for anything. Just tell me if my friends are still here. If they are, I’ll talk to them; if they’re gone, I’ll follow them,” Alec protested.

 “You’re in Black Crag now. You’ll need to follow our ways of doing things here. I’m going to make the arrangements; it won’t cost you anything but a day’s delay,” Reese said firmly. He stood and walked around the desk to the door. “Follow me,” he said, and led the way down the hall and out of the building.


The city air was chilly in the shadows between the buildings, and Alec was grateful when the slanting light of the setting sun provided some last shreds of warmth in those spots where they passed through its rays. Away from the command center building the city felt more like a typical city, with markets and taverns and shops, even squalid alleys in places, and he relaxed slightly, impatient though he was to learn where his companions were.


Near the eastern wall they reached a series of buildings that were clearly barracks, and Reese led Alec into one that was a two story affair. “I was in here when I was a recruit, so I’ll vouch that the floor’s cold, the mattress is hard, and the food is bad,” Reese displayed humor that revealed a slight bit of humanity for the first time. They passed through two rooms to a third one that was clearly mostly empty, where Reese hailed a sergeant and settled Alec into a bunk. 


 “Where’s the practice armory?” Alec asked as he unslung his pack.

 “Across the yard. It’s the brick building with the red door,” the sergeant answered. “Right next to the mess hall.”


Reese said farewell, and Alec was alone. He stuffed his supplies in his locker, took off his sword, and lay down on the bunk, relaxing after a day that had swung him back into a reality far different than he had experienced in Warm Springs. The people in Warm Springs undoubtedly worked hard at collecting food, fixing shelters, and otherwise living the duties of life. But they lived in isolation from the wars and dangerous misconduct of the outside world.


He was the king of the Dominion, or he had been the king. Now he was a mere mercenary of a sort, fighting in a strange land, fighting at this point out of loyalty to his friends. At first he had planned to fight for the principle of overturning the usurpers, but now he knew he was fighting specifically to restore Caitlen to her life in the court. The bond of traveling together had drawn him and the girl close, though the untimely and unsettling prophecy had helped to drive them apart for a time.


What would Caitlen say if she knew he was a king? What would she say if he told her that he was consort to a woman he didn’t know, one who wasn’t Bethany? She’d think he was shallow, at least in response to the second question.


Alec opened his eyes, and found that the room had grown darker, but there was light in the adjoining room. Feeling hungry, he rose and walked to the doorway.

 “Who do we have here?” a muscular man asked from his bunk in the middle room. “A new recruit, coming to live in the luxury of the Mountain bunk house?”

 “Just a visitor, I think,” Alec replied, stepping into the room, where a dozen men were changing and prepping. “Captain Reese brought me here for the night.”

 “A visitor staying in a bunk house?” another man asked in a perplexed voice. “There’re better places for visitors to stay. What did you do to make the captain so generous towards you?”


There was a muted round of laughter. “We’re going to dinner. Perhaps the captain likes you so much he offered to share our gourmet food with you as well?” another man asked.

 “I was told the mess hall was next to the armory, so I assumed it was all part of the package,” Alec replied, as he joined the band of men who walked with the confident stride of military men. The hall was only a quarter full, and Alec joined his companions as they sat close to the others who were already there.

 “Did your squad get a new recruit?” a woman at their table asked as he sat down.

 “No, he’s a ‘guest’ of Captain Reese, staying in our bunkhouse,” replied one of Alec’s companions.

 “No, he’s the best swordsman I’ve ever seen,” said a voice already sitting at the far end of the table. All heads turned, and at the end of the table Alec recognized Rahm, the boy who had run away from Toulouse to join him and Bethany in Vincennes.


Both of them stood, and approached for a hearty hug. Rahm brought his food to sit with Alec. “How are you doing?” Alec asked the youngster.

 “I’m not doing so well as Bethany; she got to go to Vincennes with the battalion that already moved out,” he said morosely. “But Black Crag is treating all of us fairly. Connor is still here. The rest of our group is gone back to Vincennes, or didn’t make it.”

 “Bethany has gone back to Vincennes?  To fight?” Alec asked. 


 “I expect she’ll fight,” Rahm replied.  “They’re going to go try to help put the princess back on the throne.  That’s what we said we were coming here for.” 



Alec held his tongue, admitting to himself that had been the intention.  But, he admitted to himself, he had not expected Bethany to be among those thrust into potential battle so quickly. 


 “So how good is he, junior?” one of the guard members asked Rahm, gesturing to Alec.  “The armory is right next door; should we go put him to the test?” 


 “You do that at your own peril!” Rahm said proudly, making Alec wince at the implicit challenge he knew the fighters at the table would take up.  “He was the best blade in all of Vincennes.” 



Moving as one, several of them did immediately stand up, ready to go challenge Alec.  He and Rahm stood as well, and with a wake of boasts and chatter the whole group moved next door. 



When they entered the armory, the building was virtually empty, except for a single person working with a sword and striking at a dummy opponent.  It was the officer from the gate, the woman who had escorted Alec into the fortress-city.  She glanced at the unruly gang that entered the building, bur not picking Alec out of the crowd, returned to her own practice. 



Alec and the members of the group put on padding, and then Alec was directed to go to a practice pad, while the members of the Black Crag unit argued over who would face him first.  Eventually a senior guard member, a beefy woman with arms that looked exceptionally long stepped over to face him.  


 “I’ll put a week of ale rations on the newbie,” a voice called out.  While the expression on the challenger’s face changed from surprise to determination, all other faces turned to look at the solitary officer, wiping the sweat from her face as she left her practice and came over to observe what was happening. 


 “We have it on good authority that he is the best man with a blade in all of Vincennes,” one of the guards told the officer.  “We just think the Vincennes standards may be a little low.” 



She tipped her practice blade towards Alec in a greeting.  “How many takers do I have?” she asked.  Four guards took her challenge up.  “Now, I’ll wager a month of rations on the newbie against any two of you at once,” she said. 



The cluster of guards grew nervously silent, as they evaluated the evidence of the lieutenant’s confidence in Alec.  “What will you wager for three against one?” one of them asked sarcastically. 


 “A month’s ration of ale,” she repeated her stake.  Several guards stepped over to shake hands on the bet. 


 “What do you know about him that we don’t?” asked Troy, the man who had greeted Alec first in the bunkhouse. 


 “I don’t know anything about him, other than I watched him handle a blade for about two minutes this afternoon,” she replied.  She pointed at Alec.  “You’re going to get me drunker than any other man I’ve known!” she laughed, “based on how much ale I’ll win because of you.” 


 “Lieutenant,” said Rahm unexpectedly, “since you’re the senior officer present, perhaps you’d like the honor of facing the winner.” 



Collons looked abashed at the suggestion.  “By all means, you should want to show us how to handle a situation like this,” Troy agreed. 



Faced with an unwinnable proposition, Collons agreed to take the winner. 



Alec stood patiently on the pad, enjoying the repartee, so reminiscent of his times in the armories at Goldenfields and Oyster Bay.  Collons glanced over at him and he gave her a grin.  


 “I know what you’re thinking,” she said.  “And you are not going to drop my pants around my ankles in this match!  If you try to do that I’ll find a way to have you drafted and assigned to latrine cleaning for the next year,” she blustered. 



Two other guard members approached the pad, looking apprehensive.  “What’s that about dropping pants?” one asked Collons. 


 “Ferguson from the yellow squad was on gate patrol when your friend came to the gate.  They got into a shoving contest, and as soon as blades came out, Ferg’s waistband and belt were cut and his pants were around his ankles!” she said with a laugh.  “He’s always been full of himself anyway, so I just stood and enjoyed the show for a few seconds until it looked like things might get serious.” 



All of Alec’s prospective opponents unconsciously put their hands to their waists.  Amused, Alec waited for the signal to begin the match.  As soon as a cloth was dropped, the three Black Crag guards huddled together defensively, as Alec advanced towards them.  Practiced as he had been in Oyster Bay and elsewhere in how to battle multiple opponents, Alec felt confident even without his Warrior powers that he would be able to win the fight against the three swordsmen.  In a sign of the high spirits he felt at being in the comfortable confines of a friendly armory, he feinted a slash low, towards the midriffs of the three, and watched them all swing their swords low to protect themselves. 



Alec didn’t bother to point out that the practice swords they were using were wooden, without sharp edges, incapable of cutting through leather and cloth.  Instead, he began to attack the person in the center, the woman who had originally come out to stand against him.  Feinting high, then striking mid-level put the woman into a practice she was comfortable in, and she and her partners began to loosen up their work, spreading apart and offering true competition for Alec. 



After several minutes in which the Black Crag contingent grew confident, they spread far enough apart that Alec was able to isolate and pick off the man on the right, reducing his opposition to two.  The crowd of observers had been initially quiet and fretful, but had grown boisterous as the match became a contest; they collectively groaned as the man stepped off the pad. 



Minutes later the match was over, without any display of Alec’s Warrior abilities. His mind wandered momentarily to recollect the work that Inga had patiently (usually) devoted to teaching him the fundamentals of swordwork, and then the long hours of practice and advice Bannis had given in Oyster Bay. There was a tap on his shoulder, and he found Collons urged reluctantly onto the mat, satisfying the guards who had lost a month’s ration of ale to her.

 “Remember, I don’t care what you do as long as you don’t drop my trousers,” she hissed to him.

 “I won’t,” Alec pledged, and he shifted his sword to his right hand to make the match slightly fairer. They began to work hard, judging each other’s abilities as they jabbed and feinted.

 “She took a year’s worth of ale from us,” one guard called out to Alec. “You’ve got to stand up for the enlisted guards and make her pay.”

 “I was an officer in my own country’s Guard,” Alec replied, making Collons smile. “But I learned to always treat the enlisted men fairly.” He flipped the sword to his left hand, engaged his Warrior abilities, and flicked the tip of his dull wooden sword to Collon’s chest, then pulled it away. A second later he did it again.


Puzzled, she looked down, and saw that two buttons on her blouse were open above her practice padding. “You promised not to do that!” she protested.

 “I promised to not cut your pants,” Alec replied. “We never mentioned any other clothes!” He went on the attack and delivered two blows that won the match. Both of them stepped off the mat, to a round of hearty applause from the guard audience.


Alec enjoyed the workout, and the camaraderie so much that he ended up staying for several hours into the night, tutoring and working with the guard members on technique. He and Rahm were the last to leave the armory, and as they walked across the yard back to the barracks, Alec felt a premonitory warning of some danger about to happen. His ears detected the twang of a bowstring, and his warrior energies engaged instantaneously to avoid harm, but even as he started to turn, he felt an overwhelming pain between his shoulder blades, and he passed out.



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 20 – Descent from the Mountains
 

Alec woke up in considerable pain and confusion. He was lying on his side, heavy blocks holding his head and shoulders in place, while he looked at his arms curled in front of him on the mattress. He let out a moan, then rolled his eyes.

“Where am I? Is there someone here?” he called out.

“I’m here Alec,” Rahm appeared in front of him, bent low and close.

“What’s happening?” he asked, then groaned again from the frightful pain he felt.

“I’ll get the doctor. I’ll be right back,” Rahm said hurriedly, then sped out of sight.

Alec closed his eyes, and tied to find coherent thoughts in the midst of the pain that clouded his brain. He could not feel his legs, he comprehended with a shock. He began to panic, but stopped himself, knowing that with his healer skills he would be able eventually to treat the problem.

He heard a noise behind him, and then Rahm and a bespectacled man appeared in front of him. “You’re awake; that’s good to see,” the doctor said. “Your condition is stable now, I’m happy to tell you.”

“What happened to me?” Alec asked.

“You were the victim of an assassination attempt. Someone shot an arrow at you. It hit you in the back,” the doctor said.

“And it severed my spinal cord?” Alec asked, realizing he was paralyzed.

“Yes, somewhere around C7 or a little lower. You should retain full use of your hands and arms, if the next step goes well,” he replied.

 “What is the next step?” Alec asked after he paused to catch his breath from a spasm of pain.

 “The arrow is still embedded in your back. We haven’t risked removing it yet,” the doctor told him.


Another wave of pain struck Alec. He groaned loudly, closed his eyes, and felt his upper body shudder.

 “Who did it?” Alec asked when the worst of the pain passed.

 “We don’t know. It was someone in the dark. There was just you and I in the plaza when the arrow hit you, and I didn’t want to leave you alone to go chase shadows. Collons has been put in charge of finding the culprit,” Rahm replied.


Alec could not focus or concentrate. He couldn’t grasp the power, and he would need the arrow removed any way in order to heal himself. “Take it,” he gasped. “Take the arrow out.”

 “There’s a risk that we could do more damage if we take it out too soon,” the doctor argued.


Alec was too tired to talk any more. “I need to rest,” he muttered and closed his eyes.


He awoke again later in the day. He could see Rahm faithfully sitting in the infirmary with him. There was still a great deal of pain, and he stifled a gasp as his body suffered a spasm. “Shouldn’t you be on duty?” Alec asked.

 “I am,” Rahm said simply. “I’ve been assigned to keep an eye on you. The command is very upset that someone would be attacked like you were, right here in their own part of the city.”

 “Please do a favor for me,” Alec asked, causing Rahm to immediately stand at attention. “I want you to go to the barracks where my bag is, and bring it here.”

 “It already is here,” Rahm reached under Alec’s bed and pulled the bulky canvas bag up into view.

 “Inside the quiver, with the arrows, are some small plants. Pull one of those out,” Alec instructed, describing the plant. Rahm obediently lifted out one of the bedraggled specimens. “Good,” Alec said as he saw the plant emerge. “Tear it up into little pieces, and feed the pieces to me – the whole thing: leaves, roots, stems,” he directed.


Rahm obediently followed Alec’s order, and watched Alec quickly consume the small amount of green material he was fed. Alec accepted the slightly bitter flavor of the plant without comment, and decided to see how far he could persuade the loyal Rahm to go.

 “I’d like for you to go behind me now and take hold of the arrow that is still in my back. Then carefully pull it out,” he told the younger man.

 “But the doctor said to leave it in for now. What if I pull it out the wrong way?” Rahm resisted the direction.

 “I won’t start to heal until the arrow is removed,” Alec responded. “I know my body better than the doctor,” he said, then stopped talking as another wave of pain overcame him.

 “You don’t seem ready for this,” Rahm said, a note of meekness in his voice.


Alec took a deep breath. “Trust me. I will recover after the arrow is removed.”


Standing behind Alec, and afraid to contradict him, Rahm also took a deep breath. He grabbed the arrow, and gave it a gingerly tug. Alec moaned loudly in pain.

 “I’d like to wait for the doctor,” Rahm said plaintively.

 “No, we need to get this done so I can heal sooner,” Alec said. “Go ahead.”


Rahm closed his eyes as he pulled on the arrow. He felt it grind against the bones of the spinal column as it released from Alec’s body.

 “What are you doing?” the doctor asked loudly as he happened to walk into the infirmary at that moment.

 “Alec told me to do this. He insisted,” Rahm said. “He said he knows his body best. You can ask him.”


Alec however, did not hear the question, for he had passed out from the severe pain.


When he awoke later in the day, he felt less pain.

 “Rahm?” he called groggily.

 “No sir,” an unknown man’s voice answered.


Alec only half heard the answer, as he focused on trying to move his arms. They were immobilized, paralyzed by the additional damage that the removal of the arrow had done to his spine.

 “Where is Rahm?” Alec asked.

 “He’s been placed under arrest for disobeying the doctor,” the voice said, and a new soldier came into Alec’s field of vision.


Alec closed his eyes. He tried to ascertain the state of his body. Despite the increase in paralysis, he felt much less pain, the result of the agrimonia he had taken earlier. With effort, he initiated his healing power, and willed it to begun to knit together the severed nerves and the damaged bones in his spine. The effort was slow, and his attendant assumed that he had fallen back to sleep.


Alec lay for hours, focusing his energy, mending the damage bit by bit, until he could feel his toes, chilly in a slight breeze that had crept under his cover. He heard the doctor enter the room and talk to the attendant, but Alec made no move to acknowledge he was awake, and soon the doctor left. Alec paused to rest, finding the effort to focus his energy, without the ability to channel it through his hand, made his progress slower. Somehow, he thought, somehow he had managed to heal himself from within when he had been shot at the restaurant in Eckerd. He had laid with his head cradled in Caitlen’s lap, and John Mark had told him to use his Spiritual powers, which in turn, and in a roundabout fashion, had ignited a powerful blaze of his Healing power.


He had touched Caitlen with his Spiritual power, and God had delivered a message to Caitlen, a message that Alec believed meant that they were going to be together for some time pursuing a mission she was destined to complete. That knowledge had caused Alec’s Healing power to blaze through him with extraordinary power. Alec thought about the need Caitlen would have for him, fighting a war for her princess. And she had told him she needed him, in a different way. Although then she had left him, out of fear of the prophesized harm they might do to each other.


Alec’s thoughts focused on Caitlen. She would need him. Even though he knew she was going to harm him, he knew that God expected him to help Caitlen and to serve her princess. She needed him, and God had promised him to her. 



With a blast of Healing energy, Alec completed the healing of his injury, leaving only a thin white scar on his back. He opened his eyes, and saw no one in his field of vision. “Guard?” he called.

 “Here, sir,” a voice replied. 


 “Are my clothes in the room?” Alec asked.

 “I’m not sure, sir,” the guard told him, not indicating any intention of checking.


Alec raised his arms to his chest and pulled away the blocks that were intended to immobilize him.

 “Sir! What are you doing sir?” the guard’s voice rose.


Alec rose to a sitting position, and looked around the room, his cover wrapped around his body. He was in a small room, apparently part of a hospital. His pack of supplies sat in the corner. He slid off the table and walked to the bag, crouching as he sorted through it pulling out clothes.

 “You can go tell the doctor I’m ready to be discharged,” Alec said over his shoulder. “Can you tell me where Rahm has gone? I need to go clear up the misunderstanding about his arrest. 



He heard the door open behind him, and then the guard was gone. By the time Alec was dressed and had his pack ready to go, the doctor and another man were in the room.

 “How in the name of the sun and the moon is this possible?” the doctor said out loud.

 “Rahm gave me the medicine I needed, and, at my command, he removed the arrow from my back, allowing me to heal as I needed,” Alec said. He pulled his pack over his shoulder. “Can you tell me how to go find Rahm. I’d like to make sure he’s free. I think I’ve learned all I need from Black Crag, so I’ll be going.”

 “But this is impossible!” the doctor started to argue, only to be cut off by a new arrival. 


 “You may not have learned everything you need,” Reese said in response to Alec, as he stood in the doorway. “If the doctor releases you to leave the infirmary, I’d like for you to come with me to my office for a few minutes.”

 “Will Rahm be released and sent back to his unit?” Alec asked. “He did nothing wrong.”

 “He will be released,” Reese agreed. “Come with me and he will be sent to meet us in my office.”


Alec followed the officer out of the infirmary, leaving the stupefied doctor at a loss. Reese and Alec were soon seated in the command center. “As you may recollect, I was going to have to carry out some proofs of your ability to verify who you are, but given what has happened last night and this morning – young Rahm’s statements, your display in the armory, and now this miracle in the infirmary – there is no question that you are who you say you are.

 “I’d like to tell you the story of what your friends did here at Black Crag,” Reese told Alec.

 “We received a band of young refugees from Vincennes several weeks ago, and they were all surprisingly good with a blade. In fact several are already in our own ranks being trained in our ways. They all credited their skill to a particular teacher, Alec, a man with a strange accent, marks on his arms, and tremendous ability. They expected you to come behind them, bringing the Princess of Vincennes, rescued from imprisonment.

 “A couple of weeks went by, longer than expected, but they were hopeful, because they thought you were unbeatable. Then a caravan arrives, and lo and behold, the Princess Esmere steps out, seeking not sanctuary, but an army to fight for her to regain control of Vincennes.”

 “You mean the Lady Caitlen steps out, seeking support for Princess Esmere,” Alec corrected his host.

 “There was a short girl with silver hair, prematurely silver, that was curly,” Reese explained, as Alec nodded. “She told a story of a man with a foreign accent and marks on his arms, and scars on his face and back in particular, who had skills that were beyond comprehension. Her name is the Princess Esmere Caitlen Trelawney, and she is the deposed ruler of the nation. She told us that you never knew her real identity, that she had tricked you into believing she was a lady of the court, while a real lady of the court was sent elsewhere as if she were the princess.”

 “Why would she do that?” Alec asked in astonishment. 



Reese replied. “I may not be privy to all of her motivations, but I am told she said that she felt the need to come to Black Crag, and she felt there was no one who could protect her better than you. But early in the trip she wasn’t prepared to tell you who she was. I don’t know any more than that, except that she too expected you to arrive, and she seemed to be waiting for your arrival. She waited for close to a month here, waiting perhaps for you, perhaps waiting for Black Craig’s Administrative Council to decide what to do for her, perhaps just waiting for the weather to make her journey easier going back through the mountains.”


Reese studied Alec’s face. “Two weeks ago she left Black Crag, with a number of our guard members in support, and a battalion of our guards to support her. She chose your sister Bethany to be her personal bodyguard, if that makes you feel any comfort.”


Alec gave a sad smile. “I spent a lot of time with Bethany, teaching her how to wield a blade, and she does well. I just didn’t expect it to take her towards a battle situation so quickly. We imagined that she could have freedom in Black Crag, where women have chances to do things they cannot do elsewhere. My own homeland treats men and women almost equally, as Black Crag does.

 “But she no longer arrives here than she goes back out. I’m glad for her and Caitlen both that they will be with one another,” Alec continued. “I expect I had better prepare to go after them.”

 “May I come with you?” Rahm asked from the door.


Alec turned in his seat to see the released prisoner.

 “Don’t you have an assignment with your unit here?” he asked.

 “I’m just waiting until we are told to join the rest of the battalion in Vincennes,” Rahm answered. “If I go with you, I’d just be getting there sooner.”


Alec looked at Reese, who gave a nearly imperceptible nod of his head. “I’d like for you to come with me,” Alec said aloud. “Go get your things ready, and meet me back here.”

 “You’ll turn him over to the appropriate Black Crag commanders when you arrive in Vincennes, or wherever you catch up with the battalion,” Reese commented.

 “So Caitlen is really the Princess Esmere?” Alec asked again, trying to calm the spinning emotions that were distracting his thought processes.

 “She doesn’t have the limp the Princess was reputed to have, and her hair has changed color, but yes, she is known to some people here, and she is the Princess,” Reese confirmed again. “That must have been quite a journey the two of you made together, her hiding her status, you treating her as someone less than the royalty she was.”

 “I didn’t know who she was. She did a very good job of hiding any royal expectations,” Alec said, thinking of the rigors of the travel. Caitlen had held her tongue after they had spatted during the first day or two of companionship.

 “What else do I need to do here?” Alec asked. “Am I free to leave?”

 “Yes, you may. There’s a trader’s caravan that is going to leave tomorrow morning. I know they’d pay you well to act as part of their security, to protect them from bandits,” Reese answered.

 “I’d rather not wait to leave, and they won’t really need to worry about the bandits anyway,” Alec responded flatly, not interested in delaying his departure.


He stood to leave. “I have one last question.” Reese looked at him attentively. “Who shot me in the back? Will that be addressed?”

 “It already has been resolved. You’ll learn more when you leave,” the officer said, cutting the topic short.


Upon Rahm’s arrival, the two of them proceeded through the town to the gate. “I’d like to come back here sometime when I could really visit Black Crag and learn about it,” Alec told his guide as they maneuvered through the narrow streets, stopping to acquire some basic travel supplies.

 “It is a tough place, but fair,” Rahm answered. Lieutenant Collons was at the gate overseeing the flow of traffic into the fortifications, and she saluted the two travelers as they walked out. She silently pointed to her right, and their eyes followed the direction to see a new body hanging from the gibbet.

 “It was that fellow you beat at the gate yesterday,” Rahm told him, looking at the body that swayed in the brisk breeze.


Alec pulled his cloak tighter around his neck, and lowered his head. “We don’t have much sunlight left today. We’d better start moving.” They followed the road away from the sun, and finally stopped well after nightfall, without a fire, then left again at first light.


Three days later they passed an intersecting valley during mid-afternoon. “This is where the bandits used to ambush travelers,” he explained to Rahm. Blessings to you, he silently broadcast a greeting to Bernadina.


And blessings to you, too, he heard the calm reply. Journey safely.


The journey away from Black Crag was a quicker journey than the trip to reach the mountaintop fortress. The downward slope of the land, the warming weather and the growing amount of sunlight allowed Alec and Rahm to reach Eckerd and then travel on to Valeriane in less than a month. “We’re only two days away from Vincennes,” Alec told Rahm as Valeriane came into sight in midmorning, in a valley where greening trees and bushes and small blooming flowers announced the arrival of spring in the lower elevations.


Their arrival in Vincennes took longer than two days to achieve.


Valeriane was occupied by a number of the Black Crag forces, who were organizing an impressive collection of volunteers from Eckerd and Valeriane and the other cities and countryside along the foot of the mountain range. The Black Crag forces and their allies were being held together by Abelard Cordolla, the fair-haired man Alec had seen hugging Caitlen during their brief passage through Valeriane. Rahm was peremptorily ordered to wait outside, while Alec was given a meeting with Abelard.

 “I’m told you were formerly the Jagine companion of the Princess, who I briefly met during the winter,” Abelard spoke formally. “The Princess has moved on towards Vincennes to try to negotiate a peaceful surrender with the Conglomerate, while we are marshalling her forces here to begin preparations for battle,” he told Alec. “Assuming you are the man who was the Jagine, but who has changed colors, I must give you this message directly from the Princess.” He pulled a piece of paper out of a coat pocket.

 “Do I understand that you cannot read?” Abelard asked, and Alec nodded his head, unable to decipher the written language of the land.

 “Alec,” the courtier read, “if you have reached my trusted friend Abelard, I thank you again with all my heart for the security you provided during my escape from Vincennes. Your support was invaluable. The professional forces of Black Crag have proven to be a great weapon for my restoration to the crown. With their support and the legitimacy they bring, our success is secure. You need not put yourself in any further danger on my behalf, now that we have such strong allies as Black Crag, and such loyal nobles as Abelard,” the reader looked up at Alec momentarily. “You are therefore gratefully dismissed from service to me, and I hope to hear of a successful and prosperous future for you. Signed this day, Esmere Caitlen Trelawney, Princess of Vincennes.”

 “As you heard, Caitlen has released you from any further service to her. Informally, I believe that your strange accent is likely to be a liability to the Princess, making people question whether she is being manipulated by foreign elements,” Abelard told Alec. “Here,” he tossed a bag of gold coins to the ground in front of Alec, “Is my personal expression of appreciation for the work you did on behalf of the Princess during her delivery from Vincennes.”


Alec stood, stunned by the message, wondering if Abelard had read the words that were truly Caitlen’s. There was a whiff of jealousy in the air, his Spirit powers told him. Yet Caitlen had abandoned him in Eckerd, and had apparently left a mixed message behind at Black Crag. Alec looked down at the bag at his feet.

 “I’ll go now,” he said curtly, and turned to leave the meeting room.

 “Stay away from the Princess,” Abelard warned as Alec left.


If I were a water ingenaire, you’d have a bucket of water rain down on you, Alec thought to himself as he slammed the door behind him. He left the large meeting gallery and walked outside.


He knew what he would do next; he was going to go find Caitlen and protect her, and be available for whatever role he was fated to play. He would also find Bethany, who was not evident among the Black Crag contingent here in Valeriane. But how was he supposed to sneak undetected into the circle of people around the now public ruler?


He had a recollection of his days in Michian, when his Dominion accent had been removed by the simple measure of removing his tongue. He could do that to himself, he realized. That however, would only remove the distinct accent he carried; it would do nothing to make him less recognizable. But if he was going to remove his tongue, if he had already changed his skin color, why not make other changes as well?


He met Rahm. “I need for you to come with me,” Alec told his protégé. “Abelard wants to keep me away from the Princess. I need your help to get to her.”

 “Me? How am I supposed to overrule the Princess’s boyfriend if you can’t?” Rahm asked as they began to walk down the road.

 “Her boyfriend?” Alec asked.

 “That’s what everyone here says,” Rahm replied. “When she got to Valeriane she went straight to see him, and put him in charge of her forces here. They spent quite a bit of time together.”


Alec stalked along in silence for several strides, considering the unwelcome news. “I don’t care who her boyfriend is. I just know I can protect her better than anyone else.”


As they passed the city walls and continued on their way to Vincennes, Alec explained his plan to Rahm. 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 21—Alin the Guard

 



Two days later, Rahm and a balding, bearded older man arrived at Delphi’s gymnasium in Vincennes. The city was buzzing with nervous energy and activity. The presence of the Princess and her Black Crag forces had emboldened a portion of the city population to openly declare their loyalty to her, and three days earlier she had entered the western suburbs of the city unopposed, while the Conglomerate had marshaled its forces to remain firmly entrenched in the heart of the great city.

 “Rahm, what are you doing here?” asked a Black Crag guard at the facility, which it turned out, had been adopted as the main armory for the Black Crag contingent in the city.

 “I’ve come to join the Princess’s bodyguard, and I’ve brought a volunteer I met on the way,” the young recruit replied. “What are all of you doing here at Delphi’s ?” he asked in return.

 “The girl you’re sweet on, Bethany, suggested we use this as a camp. The Princess agreed, and here we are,” the girl on guard duty answered. “You can go in Rahm. Since I don’t know your friend, he’ll have to stay here until you get things squared away. What’s your name?” she asked without much genuine interest.

 “His name is Alin,” Rahm replied. “He can’t talk; he’s a mute.”

 “Really?” the girl asked, looking at Alec with more interest. “He can stay here with me and keep me company,” she said, and watched Rahm disappear inside the building.


Half an hour later, Alec rose from where he had sat on the curb as he heard Rahm emerge. “Alin, come in. You’re going to get a test for fencing skills, and if you succeed, you’ll be added to the rotation of guards.”


Inside there were a number of guards working out in the gymnasium, and a group of officers clustered in a corner, viewing a table covered in papers. “This way,” Rahm urged, and Alec followed him to an empty practice pad against the far wall.

 “Put on those padded clothes. You’ll be demonstrating your swordsmanship against these two,” Rahm indicated two guard officers, one of whom happened to be Bethany. Alec stared at her, and felt his face crease in a grin. She looked young, yet much more mature, and more confident in herself. She moved gracefully as she walked over to address them.

 “He’s a bit old, isn’t he Rahm?” she asked, examining Alec as if he were a horse. “And why is he grinning? Why are you grinning at me?” she addressed Alec directly.

 “He can’t talk, remember?” Rahm answered. “He’s not as old as he looks, and his reflexes seem as fast as yours or mine.”

 “Let’s go then,” Bethany pulled a padded vest over her torso, and picked up one of the wooden practice sticks. “You’ll work out against me, and then against her,” she jerked a thumb towards the girl who was leaning against the red brick wall.

 “If you’re ready, let’s go,” she said and she jumped at him with a sudden flash. He met it calmly, holding his sword in his right hand, blocked and riposted in a manner that drove Bethany back three steps. She paused, and struck at him again, mounting an aggressive attack, just as he had taught her. He blocked her effectively, and started to drive her slowly towards her right, when suddenly she flipped her sword to her left hand and reversed their roles. Alec allowed her to twist the direction of the encounter for several seconds, then established a firm location for defense.


He wasn’t going to use his ingenaire abilities, because he didn’t want to give his real identity away. For that same reason he was going to try to use only his right hand if possible. He knew that he had a desirable trait as a bodyguard if he could maintain a level field as far as using his sword went, and so he did not try to display skill that was needlessly extraordinary.


He had an advantage against Bethany in that most of what she knew were skills that he had taught her himself, so that for nearly twenty minutes they battled in a very even mode, each tapping the other just once. “Enough!” the girl against the wall called, and both combatants stepped away from one another.

 “He can clearly fight you to a draw, which seems good enough. I’ve got to leave in ten minutes. Let me work with him for five and then we can decide,” the woman said. She took Bethany’s sweaty vest without comment, then took her place on the practice pad. “So she’s worn you down and I’ll finish you off, eh?” the girl said. “My name is Isial,” she started to stick her hand out to shake. As Alec started to respond in kind, her left hand brought the sword whistling upward from where it had hung quietly beside her leg.


With a grunt, Alec threw himself backwards, somersaulted, and rose to his feet; he held his sword in front of him and was ready to fight for blood – she had tried to fight dirty, breaking the rules of honor. Nonetheless, he felt good, the wooden blade had passed within an inch of his arm, but he had avoided it, without using his ingenaire ability.


Isial grinned at him, threw down the wooden sword, and threw the vest into the corner. “You failed, and you won,” she said mockingly. “You failed to anticipate the trap I set, but you succeeded in avoiding it somehow.

 “That move wasn’t anything I’d have expected to see this side of Valer,” Isial told him. She looked at him with a keen eye for several seconds, seemingly on the verge of saying something, but instead threw a mock salute at him, then walked over to talk to Bethany briefly. They turned and looked at him for a minute as they talked, Isial walked away without a backward glance.

 “You’re in,” Bethany told him as she walked over to the mat. “We both think your skills will be an addition to our bodyguard unit. As a matter of fact, we’re going to give you your first shift before Rahm gets his,” she grinned at her friend, who had watched the whole practice, and now came strolling over to the pair in conversation.

 “Tomorrow morning at 6:00 a.m., you’ll start the first shift with Isial as your partner. You understand that your job is to be as invisible as possible unless something happens? I don’t want to hear a report that you got in someone’s way or caused a scene or embarrassed the princess – got it?” Bethany said in a commanding voice. Alec nodded.

 “Good. You got this job in part because you’re mute. We expect you to be discreet in all ways, at all times,” she finished her introduction.

 “Bethany, may we stay in the old apartment?” Rahm asked. “Have you been there to see if it’s available.


There was a moment’s hesitation. “Yes, you can stay there; your friend’s welcome too. Isial and I are already there, so the two of you will be squeezed into your old room, I’m afraid.” She grinned. “It’ll be good to see you every day; a little bit like old times again,” she finished abruptly. “Take him to the commissary to get a uniform and supplies and paperwork,” she told Rahm. “We’ll have an assignment roster put together tonight or tomorrow, and you’ll be a regular.”

 “What’s going to happen Bethany?” Rahm boldly asked. “Are we going to be going to war soon, or what? I can’t imagine peace for long in a city split in two.”

 “I expect we’ll go to war, but the princess is going to try to negotiate first. Abelard thinks he can broker a deal to get the crown back for her, and perhaps talk his way into being asked to be her first consort, I suspect, so nothing will happen until he arrives in a few days,” Bethany replied. “We just need to keep her safe. And we will.”


Rahm escorted Alec as he was directed to an old building in the same neighborhood that had been converted into the supply and commissary center. Alec was outfitted with a Black Crag uniform and weapons, including, at his silent insistence, a bandolier of knives. They stopped at a market and picked up some food, then crossed town to the apartment they both remembered so well. The sun was starting to set as Alec started a fire and began cooking a simple stew of carrots, potatoes and turnips, with a small amount of mutton added. He and Rahm arranged Rahm’s room to their satisfaction, taking turns sleeping on the floor.

 “Is everything going okay Alec?” Rahm asked.


Alec placed his hand on Rahm’s head, and transmitted a message, similarly to how he and Bernadina had spoken. This is working out fine, he told his supporter.


There was a noise at the door, and Isial walked in. “What are you boys doing here?” she asked suspiciously, seeing them.

 “Bethany agreed that we could stay here. It used to be my apartment too when we lived in Vincennes before,” Rahm explained.

 “Oh that’s right. You knew the great Alec too,” she said with a trace of sarcasm. The two men looked at one another. “Bethany and the Princess practically swoon over his name at times. Whatever happened to him, he’s clearly not coming back, and they need to get over it, in my opinion. Besides, no one can be everything they say he was.”

 “What do you have cooking? Some good down home food? Is there enough to share?” she asked. Alec nodded his head, and decided to tend to his cooking.


When Bethany came home the four of them sat down and ate together. “This is like it was before,” Bethany said happily. “Almost, anyway. It makes it feel more like a home.”


After dinner, Rahm cleaned the dishes, while Alec sat in the common room and inspected his weapons. “If we’re going to bunk together, we might as well go to start the day together. Shall I meet you here at 5:30?” Isial asked. Alec nodded. “You’re so quiet; I’m going to like working with you,” she said with a laugh, and then headed to her room.

 “It’s good to see you tending your weapons like that,” Bethany said as she passed through the room.


Alec and Rahm settled into their own room. “We’ve made it,” Rahm said with satisfaction in his voice, and that was the last sound they heard until the next morning.

 “Alin,” Isial shook his shoulder, “time to go.” Alec immediately sat up. He had slept in his pants, and he quickly pulled on boots, shirt and jacket, joining her out in the common room just a minute later. “Why do you wear those wraps around your arms?” she asked, motioning to the coverings that Alec had tightly bound around his forearms to hide his ingenaire marks. He shrugged.


They headed quietly out the door and along the road. Alec generated additional body heat to compensate for the morning chill, while Isial wore a coat over her jacket. “You know this apartment is only about a quarter mile from the boundary line where the Conglomerate still controls most of the city?” she asked. “We could go stir up some trouble along the border some time; want to go?” Isial asked impishly.


Alec shook his head negatively. “You’re going to be mature, aren’t you? You will probably not want to have squad parties in the apartment either will you? I was just getting Bethany to the point of agreeing to some relaxation, and now it will feel like dad is in the house watching us,” Isial said with a mournful tone that Alec suspected was in part genuine.


They soon arrived at Delphi’s, where Isial filled out some brief reports, and then she led Alec up the street and around the corner and along a boulevard. They arrived at a large estate, passed guards at the gates, and went inside to take up positions outside a door. “This is the princess’s bedroom. I’ll go look inside. You stay out here, obviously,” Isial ordered Alec.


Alec stood at guard, watching the previous shift of men walk down the hallway. Within a half a minute, Isial was back. “She looks fine. Her court will start to arise in half an hour and she’ll be out of here within an hour. She wakes up grouchy sometimes, so remember to stay out of her way.” Alec thought about how she had seemed on the mornings they had arisen in their shared room; he wouldn’t have called her a grouchy riser.


He remembered the old routine of serving in the Goldenfields court, acting as a bodyguard for the duke, and he fell into the same habits easily; Warrior ability engaged at a low level, constantly examining the hallway, listening for sounds, aware of all that was going on. Isial was spending a fair amount of her time keeping an eye on him, he noticed with approval.


A breakfast tray on a cart was soon wheeled down the hall, and stopped at the door. Alec gave a gentle knock on the door, then gently pushed it open without looking into the room, and let Isial lead the breakfast cart in. He remained outside, and soon there were voices speaking within the room. After a few more minutes, officials with papers came scurrying down the hallway. They looked eager to get started, and Alec had the feeling that the slow phase of the morning had come to an end. He gave another gentle knock on the door and allowed the officials to enter upon hearing assent. In short order the door opened, and Isial, Caitlen, and the officials came out into the hallway, passed Alec without looking, and started a quick progression down the hall, with Alec falling in place at the rear.


Caitlen looked stressed and tired, Alec thought. He examined her posture as she walked, and observed the tension in her shoulders. She was clearly not enjoying this cat-and-mouse game with the Conglomerate. Her hair still had the distinctive silver hue he had given it, although it was much longer now.


The procession turned into a large audience room, one that Alec could tell had been hastily converted to the purpose. Isial went to a spot near the platform that held the throne, while Alec drifted towards a corner that allowed him to watch the maximum amount of room. There soon followed the arrival of morning, made visible through a large skylight, and as it happened, a constant stream of reports began to arrive, informing Caitlen about troop strength, supply levels, loyalty among the nobility, activity by the Conglomerate troops, and divers other topics. 



Nothing he saw gave Alec pause, other than Caitlen’s condition, and he contemplated how he could discretely address the matter. She seldom smiled, Alec noted. She was surrounded by too many people she didn’t know, and didn’t trust yet, he guessed.


Shortly before mid-day approached, Bethany arrived with another guard, the new shift of bodyguards arriving to take over. Caitlen smiled at Bethany’s arrival, and the two had an unusual minute of friendly banter, something Alec didn’t ever remember seeing as part of the bodyguard practice in Goldenfields. Caitlen took Isial’s spot, and the other guard, also a female, took Alec’s spot, although she chose to stand closer to the princess than Alec had.

 “Have you done this before?” Isial asked Alec as they were leaving the hallway. “You seemed to know what to do,” she commented. “And you did well. Although, I’d like for you to stand a little closer to the Princess, the way Callan did when she relieved you.”


Alec nodded in compliance. “Good. Why don’t you count on working the morning shift with me again tomorrow then?” she planned, and they walked out of the building together. Isial went back to Delphi’s, while Alec began to stroll around the city, wanting to get a feel for where the boundary lines existed between the Princess and Conglomerate. He stopped at the armory to get a bow and arrows, then spent the afternoon walking the length of the boundary. It was not an active war zone; there were not arrows flying or men doing battle. Nor was it a simple-to-follow border; he realized that he had strayed behind the Conglomerate forces two or more times.


He was troubled by the porous nature of the boundary, realizing that armed forces, or even simply intelligence could easily transfer from one side to the other. He returned to the apartment in late afternoon, and found Rahm there. Using his Spiritual power ability to communicate, he told the boy about what he had seen, and what his concerns were.


When Bethany came home in the late afternoon from her shift on duty, Rahm dutifully passed along Alec’s concerns as his own, and when Isial came back to the apartment much later in the day, Rahm discussed it with her. “You mean to tell me he worked a full shift on guard duty, then went around inspecting our lines in the city?” Isial dismissed the worries. “Hasn’t he got a real life?

 “We just need to sit tight and keep the Princess safe until Abelard arrives with more troops. The bigwigs can decide then what has to happen,” she said. “He’s a good bodyguard,” she motioned to Alec, who was listening to the conversation. “He just needs to stick to what he does best, and not pretend he’s the general in charge of the whole army.”


While he disagreed with her attempt to sweep the issue under the rug, Alec chose not to try to argue. That night as he went to sleep, he decided he would simply make it his duty to learn as much as he could, as quickly as he could, and stay vigilant. The next morning was another uneventful shift of Guard duty, and Alec was pleased to see Bethnay had brought Rahm as her partner for the afternoon shift. Alec released his low use of the ingenaire power and left the makeshift palace the Princess occupied, then went back into the city. Within an hour he had returned to one of the locations where he was able to infiltrate the Conglomerate side of the line.


He walked in a particular direction, then ducked into an empty building, and settled in to restore his identity as Alec briefly. He had no money, and decided to go to one of the banks he could withdraw from. For that reason, he needed to appear as himself, to match any identification they retained. An hour later the restoration of his facial features was complete, and he journeyed unmolested to the bank, where he made his withdrawal without problems.


As he traveled back towards the friendly side of town, Alec heard a sudden trampling of feet, and saw four officers running towards him. He stopped and backed towards a wall to get out of their way, only to see with amazement that they were heading towards him. “Stop! Stop there! You are under arrest,” all of them shouted as they spread out around him.


He stood with his sword held ready in front of him, waiting for one of them to start to attack. “Why are you after me?” he asked.

 “Because you’re here,” one of them answered. “And I’ve owed you this favor for months.”


A spasm of recognition cleared the fog from Alec’s mind. It was Robards, a municipal constable he had fought and beaten in Vincennes when he had first arrived. Alec called upon his ingenaire abilities fully, and charged at the men on the right, disarming one, and stabbing the shoulder of the other, then he bolted out of the trap and around the corner. He spotted an alleyway and ducked through it to the neighboring street, then opened the door of a building and slammed it shut, completing his escape.


He looked around, glad to confirm that the room he was in, a clothing warehouse, was empty. He began the process of recreating his face as Alin, and brooded on the untimely bad luck that had placed him within Robard’s sight. There would fortunately be little long term consequence to the sighting, he consoled himself. An hour later, his transition was complete. 



He left the building and returned to the friendly side of the permeable boundary, where he went to a market, bought a number of supplies for healing and for meals, then returned to the apartment. Bethany was there alone, surprised by Alec’s arrival. “Welcome home, Alin,” she said kindly. “Were you out exploring the city again? Going to market I see,” she said as Alec unloaded his supplies in the kitchen.

 “I don’t think it was a bad thing that you were out looking at the border yesterday, just so you know you’re not in trouble. But Isial is right, we need to maintain a proper chain of command, so that we’ll be ready when Abelard joins us,” she told him. He felt his heart grow warm at the gentleness of her smile, happy to see it still emerged even in the midst of the uncertainty of the tense war-like setting.


Alec smiled back, and then turned his attention to preparing dinner.


The next morning he and Isial took up their spots as guards, and the routine began again. Caitlen had not even noticed Alec’s presence during his time guarding her. He studied her as she listened to reports about what was happening in other parts of the empire, and she directed messages to be sent out to various individuals throughout her former and future domain. She was tense, he could tell. The Conglomerate and its allies had not actively taken control of all the cities within their portion of the Avonellene Empire during the tedious months of the winter, after it had seized control of Vincennes. Now, with the arrival of spring, they seemed poised to do so.


Nichols and Esmere, however, had managed to make it to Raysing, and rally an active opposition there, loyal to the Princess. And in Krimshelm the Count who controlled the northern city remained faithful to the Princess Caitlen as well. The southern provinces were completely captured by the Southern Junta, and seemed to be the scene of considerable activity by the disloyal forces, according to Caitlen’s reports.

 “Abelard has arrived,” a messenger entered the room to report. Alec glanced at Isial, and saw a smile of relief on her face, as well as one on the face of Caitlen. “He’s in the city with a sizeable force, and will be here in just a couple of hours.”


By the time Alec’s shift ended, Abelard had not arrived. Rahm took his spot as Bethany replaced Isial, and Alec was freed to leave the palace. He chose to go explore the underground tunnels that carried the district heating pipes throughout the city instead. Alec picked one of the oldest buildings he could find, and took three torches and a ball of string with him. In the basement of the old apartment building he chose he scuffled around, tapping on the floor until he found a spot with a hollow sound. It proved to be the trapdoor he expected to find. With a groan of rusty hinges, the door rose as he pulled on it, and Alec saw the darkness of the old tunnel system awaiting him.


Alec tied the end of his ball of string to a post by the stairs he descended, then began to journey through the tunnels. He had entered a narrow passage, one that must be nearly the end of its line, Alec concluded. He had to walk only five minutes to find an intersection with a larger tunnel. He stood at the intersection, sweating heavily, wondering which direction to travel in, when he heard a faint clanking sound coming from his right.


Cautiously, Alec walked in that direction for a few minutes then paused and listened. He heard nothing to indicate there was any activity. He began to walk again, when he heard the noises again, much closer by. With a hasty decision, Alec snuffed out his torch, and drew his sword. As his eyes adjusted to the absolute darkness of the tunnels, he detected a faint glow further ahead, and began to stumble towards it, walking slowly, still playing out the string on his much smaller ball that was unraveling towards its end.


The glow began to grow brighter, and Alec heard indistinct voices. He stopped, and tried to decipher the sounds he heard through the echoes and distortions of the tunnel system. They were too jumbled to hear, but one of them was a female voice, speaking with several male voices. The light grew suddenly very much brighter, and Alec crouched down low, as a torch emerged from a side tunnel and a half dozen figures entered his tunnel, just twenty yards away. They stood still for a moment as they talked, and Alec began to back up, feeling his string running between his fingers as he tried to move outside the circle of light the other group’s torch cast.


As the others remained still, Alec gained distance and began to increase his pace, turning his slow crouch into a running crouch, and then when he was confident he had distance, he rose and began to run, making noise as his feet splashed in puddles, but beyond the vision of his company in the tunnels. They had worn the uniforms of the Conglomerate, Alec had seen. Moments after he splashed loudly, he heard noises behind him, and then beside him as spent arrows weakly skidded along the floor of the tunnel, indicating that he had been spotted.


With the string as his guide, Alec ran along the tunnel until he finally found the abrupt turn into the secondary tunnel he had begun in. He stopped at the entrance and looked back. The glow of the torch was a far, dim spot, offering evidence he was safe. He stood still, catching his breath, until a small sound, the sound of a dislodged pebble skittering over the ground, alerted him to someone nearby. He drew his sword and engaged his powers, and discovered to his surprise that a stealthy person was within ten yards of him, approaching from the direction of the torch.


His ability to sense the movements of his tracker were limited, even with his powers, and Alec listened and sensed the movements of air, trying to detect what was about to occur. The faint light of the distant torch flickered, and Alec realized a blade had passed in front of it. He raised his own blade and felt the crash as he successfully blocked a stroke, then swung his own arm wide to the left to try to knock the blade free. There was no crash of a blade against stone, and Alec brought his own sword in close to his torso then swung it outward, preventing another stroke from reaching him.


He riposted, and felt his sword briefly strike flesh, and brought a quiet hiss, then he heard the other’s sword travelling through the air, and lowered his sword to block the stroke at his knees.


Whoever he was fighting, they had the speed and ability of a warrior ingenaire! With his right hand he pulled one of his knives from his bandolier and flipped it forward. There was a soft moan, and Alec followed up by swinging his sword wildly towards his opponent.


His blade traveled through air, and as his arm came to a stop a vicious slice nearly severed his arm at the bicep. His sword clattered to the ground, and Alec flung another knife with his right hand as he fell to his knees in pain.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 22 – Isial’s Injury

 



Alec heard a shuffling sound moving away from him down the tunnel. He dropped his Warrior energy, and after a moment, began to use his Healer energy to repair the painful injury he had received on his arm. The very bone itself was deeply scored, and as he healed it he considered the double shock of his trip down under the city. Not only had he found that the Conglomerate had forces in the tunnels, but one of them was for all intents a Warrior ingenaire! He finished healing his arm, picked up and sheathed his sword, then felt around on the ground until he found his string.


Within minutes a shaken Alec was back in the basement of the building he had used as his portal to the tunnels. He left the building and walked back through the streets until he reached the apartment late that afternoon. As he removed his bandolier, he realized that he was missing the two blades he had thrown at the intruder in the tunnel. That was only a minor consideration though, as he contemplated everything he needed to tell Rahm, so that Rahm could pass the message about Conglomerate soldiers in the tunnels to Bethany, and perhaps Isial as well.


Alec cleaned his sword, wiping away the small streak of blood and the grime from the tunnel encounter. He moved to the kitchen, and began to prepare the food for the evening meal. He thought it was odd that no one else had come home yet, and by nightfall he was worried that something had happened to the princess. As he began to strap his sword belt and bandolier back on, the door opened, and Rahm and Bethany came into the apartment.

 “Alin! Isial’s been stabbed!” Bethany said breathlessly. “We’ve just come from the infirmary. Abelard is there right now watching over her. We think there may be traitors or assassins among us.”


Alec held up his hands questioning them, seeking more information.

 “We don’t know where it happened; she stumbled into the infirmary under her own power a couple of hours ago. Abelard was with the princess, and we were almost at the end of our shift, when one of Abelard’s people brought the message to him,” Rahm said.

 “He was very upset,” Bethany added. “He shouted, said it was impossible for anyone to lay a blade on her, and went to see her at once. The Princess followed, so obviously we did too,” Bethany added. “It took a while for the replacement shift to find us, so we stayed with the Princess. Then Abelard announced that he will help guard the Princess as well, because there’s no better swordsman in Vincennes that him.”

 “Sorry to tell you Alin, But I’ll need you to work a double shift with me tomorrow. Rahm will take a shift guarding Isial’s room, while I’ll take her place with you in the morning and you can take Rahm’s place with me in the afternoon,” Bethany said, watching Alec steadily to see his reaction.


All previous plans and concerns Alec had went flying out of his head at the news, but he only nodded his immediate agreement to Bethany’s plan. “Good,” she said. “I appreciate your support.”


They sat down to dinner together, Bethany and Rahm discussing the state of the infirmary and Isial, who they had not actually seen. Alec, though, was lost in thought. He had lost two knives in the tunnel fighting someone incredibly good, and Isial had soon thereafter turned up with stab wounds. He had seen a woman with the Conglomerate forces in the tunnels, and the Conglomerate was of the tradition that gave no authority or power to women. But to be a women guard, Isial had to come from Black Crag, and would surely not be likely to turn traitor.


Unable to express his thoughts, and unsure of what would be wise to guess, Alec did not communicate any of his concerns with Rahm, and went to sleep early that night. Regardless of anything else, he would have to be on guard duty the next day, working a long shift, and he wanted to be ready.


Early the next morning he was ready, standing outside Caitlen’s door while Bethany went inside to check on the Princess. As Alec stood at the door, ingenaire abilities engaged at a low level, Abelard came down the hall. Without even a glance at Alec, he started to turn the handle of the door to enter the Princess’s bedroom, only to look up, startled, as Alec’s hand clamped down on his and pulled the door shut.


The look on Abelard’s face changed from astonishment to outrage as he looked at the over-aged guard at the doorway, and then it turned to amusement. He removed his hand from under Alec’s and stepped back. “Very good,” Abelard said. “I’m glad to see such attention from the Princess’ guard. Do you know who I am though?” he asked.


Alec nodded his head in affirmation.

 “You know, and you were going to try to keep me out anyway?” Abelard asked, his face growing angry again, and then showing a grim humor. He reached for his sword and drew it. Alec immediately did the same, staring at the nobleman, wondering how far he should take this showdown.


Just then the door opened behind Alec, and Bethany came out. She gaped in astonishment at the two men facing each other with swords drawn. “Put your swords away, both of you,” she said in a commanding voice. After a moment’s delay, Alec resheathed his sword. 



Abelard looked at him, then looked at Bethany. “Since you’re here, I’ll gladly comply,” he said as he put his sword back in its scabbard.

 “What is this about?” Bethany asked. 



Alec naturally stood silent, and after a moment Abelard explained. “Your guard was going to refuse to allow me to enter the Princess’ room, even though he admitted he knew who I was. I was annoyed by his cheekiness. He can’t be much of a guard at his age anyway, can he?”

 “He’s the best we’ve got other than Isial and me,” Bethany replied calmly. “We’ve put him on duty every day we’ve had him, and the Princess probably doesn’t even know he exists. He’s good at guard duty, and he’s good at being discreet; aren’t you, Alin?” she asked and patted his shoulder.

 “And I approve of his action. We can hardly allow men to walk into the sovereign’s bed chamber at will, can we?” she finished.

 “You’re loyal to your Princess and you’re loyal to your staff, I see,” Abelard replied; he appeared to surrender the point. “Very good. So tell me, will the Princess be available to talk any time soon?” He asked without acknowledging whether he thought he should be able to barge into Caitlen’s room at will.

 “She’s already up and getting dressed. She wants to go visit Isial first thing this morning,” Bethany replied. A look of momentary discomfort crossed Abelard’s face at the mention of Isial.

 “I’ll wait right here for her emergence then, if that’s acceptable to you?” Abelard spoke sarcastically to Alec.


Alec shrugged and maintained his position, uncomfortable though it was, until the door opened a minute later and Caitlen emerged.

 “Good to see you this morning, dear,” Abelard greeted her with a peck on the cheek. “Congratulations on the thoroughness of your guard dog,” he gestured towards Alec.

 “What? Caitlen asked, turning her head to look at him in confusion.

 “Never mind, I’ll explain on the way. Let’s go check on your injured guard,” Abelard said, and they started down the hall, with Bethany and Alec walking behind them.


Bethany reached over to squeeze Alec’s arm, then smiled at him reassuringly behind Abelard’s back as they journeyed out into the street and down the road to the infirmary where Isial was lying in bed. Isial’s room was on the ground floor, with a guard on duty. The entourage swept past him into the large room, where Isial lay awake in her bed, a tray of medicine on the table next to her. Alec examined her with his healing vision, finding a small slice on her shoulder, and two stab wounds – one in her stomach and one in her other shoulder. She had lost a lot of blood, as if she hadn’t been bandaged right away.


Alec was astonished. This was the person he had fought in the tunnel. This woman, the Princess’s own bodyguard from Black Crag, was a warrior ingenaire, and had been secretly meeting with Conglomerate forces.


He ceased his study, and realized Isial was studying him as well. He informally saluted her. “I guess I should have stuck with you as my own body guard,” she said in a weak voice, looking at Alec.


A doctor came in, and gave his report. She had made it safely through the night, there was no sign of infection so far. No major organs had been harmed by the attack, he was pleased to say, and in a few days she would be released.

 “Take good care of her,” Abelard said. “She comes from my personal staff you know, a gift I gave to the Princess to protect her.”


Caitlen held the girl’s hand for a moment. “I look forward to seeing you back outside my door and shadowing me everywhere I go,” she told the wounded woman.

 “You and I will have to talk about this,” Abelard said less gently to the wounded woman. “We need to get to the bottom of this threat.”


Together they all left the room and returned to the building that served as their palace, where Caitlen and Abelard immediately fell into conversation about strategy.

 “We will send an emissary today to try to arrange a negotiation session with the Conglomerate leaders,” Abelard said. “Perhaps within a week we can sit down with them to find out what their demands are.”

 “We need to prepare to do something more than just talk to them though; now that we have your additional forces, we can put ourselves in position to use strength as our leverage over them,” Caitlen countered. “We need to learn just what the strong and weak points are in their lines, and be prepared to take advantage of the weaknesses.

 “We have been in the city for a week, and haven’t done any scouting yet! Isial said we’d wait until you were here, and then we’d put our forces in the field, gain the knowledge, and establish our strategy. Now that you’re here, we must proceed,” she said with determination.

 “They’ve been in charge of the city for months now,” Abelard said. “There’s no doubt in my mind that they have a rock solid defense established. They probably only gave us this portion of the city to set it up as a trap for us.”

 “Alin went out scouting the lines a couple of days ago, and he found it porous. He thinks there are places where either side can infiltrate the other easily,” Bethany spoke up abruptly.

 “Did he now? What a great display of initiative by our over-achieving oldster,” Abelard said. “And how remarkable that our guards are part of the strategic discussion.

 “As it happens, did you ever consider the possibility that those deceptive soft spots are probably dead-end traps, efforts to lure us to our doom?” Abelard continued.


Alec looked at Bethany, crushed by the rejection, and at Caitlen, who seemed displeased by the arrogance of her supporter.

 “I’m glad to know someone went and looked,” Caitlen commented, looking at Alec and smiling.

 “Look, we’ll send someone out to check the border today, if it makes you happy. But our real focus needs to be on preparing for the negotiations,” Abelard tried to take back control. “We don’t want to have an actual war here in the city; there are a great many civilians who would be injured and killed if we come to the point of fighting here.”

 “That’s true; you’re right,” Caitlen seemed to deflate as she agreed.

 “I’ll send a messenger to deliver a request for a meeting, and we’ll make plans when we hear back,” Abelard sounded pleased by the capitulation, and they moved on to other discussions, and had a great many reports delivered.


By the end of the day, Alec was convinced that Abelard intended to run everything, and Caitlen didn’t know how to stop him.

 “She needs to stand up to him and say ‘no’,” Bethany said suddenly as they walked back to the apartment. Alec looked at her, and nodded his head in agreement.


The next day the two again shared a full day shift, and accompanied Caitlen and Abelard as they went on an inspection of the troops they possessed in Vincennes. The forces were reasonably decent, Alec felt. There was enough to carry out some suitable tactical strikes on the centers of the Conglomerate leaders in the city if the princess’s forces had the intelligence information to know where those leaders were staying.


That night they sat in the apartment with Rahm. “Do you know that Abelard came to see Isial today, alone?” he told the other two. “They were together in her room for a long time, talking, before he came out.”

 “He had no guard with him?” Bethany asked.

 “No, he came all alone, without a care in the world, it seemed,” Rahm said. “He had a grim look on his face as he left.”


The next day Isial was released from the infirmary, and returned to the apartment, accompanied by an orderly from the infirmary. He gave directions for treatment of her wounds, and left them with Alec, who was there alone. He escorted Isial to her room, and made sure she was comfortable.

 “Alin,” she said, “I’ll be back in service the day after tomorrow. You won’t object to working with me again will you? I know that Bethany’s kind of sweet on you, sticking up for you against Abelard and all, but I treat you fair too, don’t I?”


Alec smiled and nodded, then left the room. He realized that Abelard must have complained to Isial about Bethany’s comments. It was hardly appropriate for a noble leader to gossip with a soldier about one of the officers in the chain of command, Alec felt. The relationship between these two was something more than the simple chain of command. Alec had heard Abelard say that Isial was one of his own guards, not a member of the Black Crag forces. That meant that she was an unusual person, to be a female warrior in the service of a nobleman in this society.


But if she really was a Warrior ingenaire, she’d be an obvious asset to have as a guard. And putting her on Caitlen’s staff would give Abelard virtual control over Caitlen; Isial could take control of the Princess at any time by exercising her powers to overwhelm anyone else. Maybe that was why Abelard was so concerned about Isial’s absence from the Princess’s guard rotation; that and the fact that he had to face the fact that there must be another Warrior ingenaire, identity unknown, somewhere in the city. For a man who thought he controlled a monopoly on the ingenairii, Alec’s hidden identity posed a real and worrying threat.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 23 – Captive in a Cell

 



Two days later, Alec and Isial were back together as a team, serving as bodyguards for Caitlen. The Princess had come to recognize Alec as an individual when he served, greeting him in the morning by name, and telling him thank you as his shift ended.

 “We’ve got good news today,” Abelard said mid-morning. “The Conglomerate is ready to sit down for a discussion. We need to send a response immediately. Let me write a draft for you to look over, and we’ll try to send it back this afternoon.”


They went over the particulars of the message up until noon. “Alin, since you’re going off shift, and you’re a reliable fellow, why don’t you deliver this across the lines for us?” Abelard casually asked.


Caitlen looked up, startled by Abelard’s unusual request. Alec however only nodded his head, and when Rahm and Bethany took over the guard duties, Alec was met by Abelard’s staff, who gave him a sealed leather pouch, a map, and verbal directions on where to go. He was going back to the palace, the same palace in which he had been a prisoner, and from which he had set Caitlen free at the start of their whole adventure.


Alec took the pouch and map and began his journey. The day was a warm one for spring, and he enjoyed the sunshine that toasted his back as he walked through the city. Despite Abelard’s promises, Alec was not aware of any survey that had been carried out regarding the border between the forces, so he diverted from the assigned route and crossed through using an alley in an ambivalent area, where he knew he could safely sneak through courtyards and culverts if he had to in order to remain undetected. Once he was sure he was several blocks past the border, Alec moved to return to the original route as mapped.


Upon reaching it, he was astonished to find that a platoon of Conglomerate soldiers was waiting in doorways on either side of the road, clearly setting an ambush. It most likely was an ambush meant for him, he suspected. He pulled back into an alley and took a parallel route to the palace, then stopped in the boulevard outside the main gate. He could be walking into a trap, he could be expected, or he could be a surprise. The only way he could find out was to go to the main gate.

 “What?” the sentry at the gate asked, looking with suspicion at the uniform Alec wore.


Alec held out his leather pouch with an addressee written on the front label. The guard looked at it; his eyes widened momentarily, then he looked up at Alec. “Follow this drive to the right to the third building on the right, a red brick building. Go inside and talk to the sentry there.”


Alec nodded, left the guard, and did as directed. At the sentry checkpoint in the building he again showed his pouch. “Go up the stairs to the fourth floor, and wait in the room at the end of the hall,” Alec was directed. He climbed the stairs and heard other footsteps below him also start to climb, presumably the Conglomerate emissary coming to accept the message Alec carried. The room at the end of the fourth floor hallway was behind a heavy wooden door. It was dark --- long, narrow, dark, unfurnished, in no way suitable for a meeting of any kind. At the far end, a tiny slit of a window was high above the floor, and as Alec examined the room, the door was closed behind him.


He shook his head, expressing rueful disappointment in himself and in the Conglomerate, and perhaps in Abelard as well. He had known when he had spotted the ambush that he was set up for failure, or worse; but he could not bear to return to Caitlen’s forces without being able to state categorically that the message was refused, so he had allowed himself to be directed to this prison-cell like room. The Conglomerate apparently had no scruples about tricking and trapping a semi-diplomatic mission, assuming he was in fact on such a mission; he had only Abelard’s claim to make him believe that he was on a legitimate journey.


Most of all, on the top of his mind as he slowly walked around the perimeter of the cell, examining its walls, was the question of Abelard. Abelard had clearly set Alec up for this failure. He had told the Conglomerate to ambush Alec, and though that had failed, Alec was still locked away, unable to protect Caitlen. While Abelard had no reason to suspect that Alin the guard was Alec the Warrior ingenaire, the nobleman apparently had some reason to want to remove the guardsman from Caitlen’s presence.


Alec leaned against the wall of the cell and tried to understand what was happening. He had examined the room he was in, and it would be possible to escape. He had not been disarmed, and he could use his sword and knives to break the lock on the door to open it. Once he was in the hallway, he would hope to find no guards on duty, and be able to leave the building. The real question was what should he expect on the other side of the border? Would Abelard declare him a traitor or coward or failure in some fashion upon his return? Bethany had described Alin as one of the best guards they had for Caitlen; perhaps Abelard was planning to take some action against the Princess, and wanted to get him out of the way.


The sun was starting to set in the west, Alec could see by the bar of light that was climbing the wall as it streamed in through his window. Alec went to the doorway with his weapons to begin breaking the lock when he heard footsteps outside. There were several sets, and they stopped outside his door.

 “Alin, is that you in there?” he heard Isial’s voice ask. “It’s silly to expect an answer from a mute person isn’t it?” she rhetorically added.

 “You just stay here and behave yourself, and you won’t be hurt; do you understand?” she asked. “Again, expecting answers from a mute person,” she gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “As a matter of fact, just after sunset, you’re going to have some company. She can talk to you as much as she wants, and you won’t interrupt, will you? What a good cell mate you’ll be!”


Alec returned his knife to its empty spot on the bandolier, and sheathed his sword. The sound of retreating boots penetrated the cell door as his visitors left. The events that were taking place, the revelations of treachery, were giving him a headache. Who could be the future cell mate he was about to receive? A female, obviously, but would it be Caitlen or Bethany or someone else?


Alec almost hoped it would be Caitlen, so that he could have her in his own possession, to protect and serve. Once there was no doubt about Abelard’s treachery, Alec would no longer have to maintain his fictional character. And he had to assume that Abelard was involved in whatever was going to happen; Isial must be working in cahoots with Abelard.


His mind raced to other conclusions: it could be Bethany who would be jailed with him, but why would they take her captive, other than to remove another of the guards around Caitlen, something that seemed unnecessary given Isial’s Warrior ability. Or it could be someone else, someone he knew nothing about, captured and held for no reason he could understand.


Alec squatted on the floor near the door, watching the window’s bar of light move across the wall and then onto the ceiling, taking on a redder hue as it reached the end of its journey. The cell grew even more dim, then became pitch black as Alec sat impatiently. He prayed for John Mark to bring him wisdom and knowledge, and his thoughts wandered back to his own mysterious past, as he contemplated what had erased his memories and propelled him into the land of Vincennes.


No meal was served, and no guards made any sounds if they were making rounds past the cell. He waited for the first sound to come to indicate the arrival of his mysterious cell mate. When he heard a distant shuffle of feet he stood up, and moved back from the doorway. The noises increased in volume, and the clasp on his door creaked, then the door opened, showing a dark silhouette against the flaring torches in the hallway behind. A woman was pushed into the cell, the door closed, and the darkness swallowed up all features inside the room again.

 “Hello? Is there someone there?” Caitlen’s voice asked with a slight quaver.


Alec gave a grunt, then focused his energy inside his mouth. 


 “Who’s there? Who are you?” Caitlen asked. Alec heard her take a tentative step back towards the door, as he felt his tongue emerging as a mass of flesh within his mouth. He focused on the intricate mix of buds on the top, and strengthened the muscles until the organ resumed its rightful place. It felt both strange and like the restoration of a comfortable and welcome friend.

 “Princess Esmere?” he asked, still rolling the tongue around in his mouth.

 “Yes,” she answered, with a catch in her voice. “You have an accent. Are you someone I know?” she asked in a voice that betrayed her emotion.

 “I am here at your service, the best Jagine you’ve ever had,” Alec felt his face grinning.

 “Alec? Alec? Alec!” she repeated the name, and shuffled across the room. “Where are you? Where have you been?

 “I’m right here,” he replied as she began to pass him in the dark, and then he felt her hand grab his arm, and her arms came around his body as she pressed herself fiercely against him and began to cry.

 “I thought you were dead. I never thought I’d see you again,” she sobbed, then was silent. 


 “Where have you been?” she asked. Her hands rose up his neck, and her face came up against his, starting a passionate kiss that abruptly stopped as her hands found his still bald head and her face pulled abruptly away from his.

 “You’re bald, and you have a beard?” she asked, as space opened up between their bodies. “You’re not Alec! you’re Alin!”

 “I’ve been watching you for several days now as Alin, the guard,” Alec explained. “I had to hide my identity while I kept an eye on you.”

 “Why did you think you needed to hide?” she asked, a note of suspicion in her voice.

 “Do you remember when you left me in Eckerd?” Alec asked. “That seemed like a pretty good sign you wanted to get away from me,” he charged. “And then when I returned through Valeriane, Abelard read a note to me that he said was from you, dismissing me from your service. He said my accent was bad for your reputation.”

 “Abelard,” she practically spit the name out.

 “Why are you in this cell, Caitlen?” Alec asked.

 “Abelard has negotiated a deal with the Conglomerate. They will allow me to return to the throne, provided I marry him, and allow him to rule as Consort. When I said ‘no,’ Abelard told them to lock me up for the night,” she said with venom.

 “What will happen in the morning?” Alec asked her.

 “They will have an arranged marriage ceremony all set up, and I will be married to Abelard, whether I want to or not,” she said, her voice suddenly full of misery. “Against all tradition, they’ll allow the man to set the terms of the marriage, and steal control of the throne.”


Alec focused his energy on changing his appearance as he pulled away from her lose grasp. “You don’t have to shun me,” she said, misinterpreting his action.

 “I’m not,” he said absent-mindedly. “What do you have with you? Any weapons?”

 “Alec, I’m a princess, not a Black Crag warrior,” she said with asperity.


Alec felt the last traces of his false identity disappear. He reached out to Caitlen to place his hand on her head, his Healer energy still engaged, and let the power wash over her body, relaxing her tense muscles, and easing the headache that was growing. He released the Healer energy, and used his Spiritual energy, projecting his thoughts into her mind. I am here to protect you. I am your tool to wield for your purposes, he told her and then removed his hand.

 “How do you do such things?” she reached out towards him as she spoke in astonishment, and her hand brushed against his now smooth chin. “Oh! Your beard is gone too! What else have you done?” she asked.

 “Well, I was partial to you with red hair!” he grinned in the darkness, and felt her hand lightly slap his face.


Her face came up to his, and she embraced him again. He wrapped his own arms around her as well, and they kissed passionately. “You never should have left me!” he told her.

 “I had to Alec. You heard that prophecy. We’re dangerous to each other,” she cried.

 “You can’t run away from a prophecy; it will catch up with you when it is ordained to happen.” Alec loosened his embrace. “What do you want to do now?” he asked.

 “What can we do, Alec?” she answered with a question.

 “We can get out of here. We can go back to your portion of the city. We can execute Abelard. What do you want to do?” he told her.

 “Execution,” she rolled the word around in her mouth distastefully. “I don’t think it can come to that.”


Alec held his tongue as he thought otherwise. He released her and shuffled over to the door. He pulled out a knife, and in the dark he found the right spot to wedge the blade and begin to pry the locking mechanism out of the door. The metal gave a minute screech, and Alec put the knife away so that he could bring the stronger blade of his sword to bear.

 “What are you doing?” Caitlen asked in the dark.

 “I’m opening the door,” he grunted as he wretched hard on the blade, and felt something in the door mechanism give. He put the sword away, and pulled the door open just a few inches, then looked out in the hallway. There was the nearly invisible promise of light from a torch somewhere on a far away floor.

 “Let’s get going,” Alec said as he pulled the door wide open. “I see some light.” As Caitlen emerged from the cell, Alec closed the door behind her.

 “How did you happen to be in that cell in the first place?” Caitlen asked Alec as they started to cautiously move down the hall. 


 “When Abelard sent me on a mission to deliver that message to the Conglomerate, it turned out to be a trap,” he answered. “I don’t know why they wanted to trap Alin in particular.”

 “Abelard didn’t like him, or Bethany. After he found out Alin had scouted the lines he was furious,” Caitlen explained. “The only person he hates more is you, Alec.

 “The fact that you were able to successfully rescue me from the Conglomerate forces in the palace made him mad, and the fact that we evaded those soldiers in Valeriane I think made him even more angry,” she said.

 “Do you think he’s the one who sent the soldiers after us in Valeriane?” Alec asked.

 “I never thought that until now. Maybe,” she replied.


They began to descend the stairs, until they saw guards. “We’ll just bluff our way past. Play like we’re lovers,” Alec whispered. He grabbed her hand and held it as they reached the guards’ floor and started to pass them.

 “Hold on you two. Where have you been?” one of the guards asked.

 “It’s been my lady’s desire to visit every building’s roof in the spring time, so this evening we snuck up to yours,” Alec said cheerily. “You fellows ought to see it some time,” he told them, his arm wrapped tightly around her shoulders as they strolled past the leering guards.

 “Why did they let us pass?” Caitlen asked in amazement as they walked outside the building. “They saw me brought in not half an hour ago.”

 “They saw the silver-haired princess brought in; they saw the red-headed floozy walk out with her dashing young boyfriend,” Alec leaned down to speak quietly in her ear.

 “Floozy?” she swung a wild punch at Alec that missed. “Red-headed? You’re doing that again?”

 “I happen to like red-heads,” Alec told her. “And you look very fetching.”


Caitlen snorted in disgust as they continued to walk. “So what is your plan?”

 “Tonight we’ll go to the apartment I share with Rahm and Bethany and Isial, and I’ll hide you there, while I go try to find out what has been happening in your absence,” Alec planned aloud.

 “No, you won’t ‘hide’ me anywhere. You’ll take me back to our headquarters building so that I will be in charge,” Caitlen said emphatically. “Abelard was trying to use me as a puppet so he can have control, and I was too willing to let him have his way. I’m not going to let you go out and fight my battles for me while I hide somewhere.

 “Not that you’ve ever treated me the way he has,” she clarified. “I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”

 “Turn here,” Alec said, taking her by the arm and abruptly pulling her down an alley.

 “Listen,” he said coming to a stop in the dimly-lit alleyway, “you have to stay safe. I am here for one thing only, and that is to protect you and put you back on your throne.

 “Do you remember what happened in Eckerd?” he could see little of her face, but he could see her eyes shining in the darkness as she stared at him. “Do you remember the voice of God telling you that there are going to be things that happen between us? I am a tool to help you.”

 “What mission?” she asked in a whispered voice. “Alec, I want to retake the throne and rule wisely. That is all I want. I don’t want your God trying to tell me what to do.”

 “He is the great God of all Gods,” Alec told her. “I thought that all I wanted in life was to travel with a carnival, but God had greater plans than I did. Helping you is part of God’s plan for me. I don’t know what your mission is, but I will be right by your side to make sure you fulfill your duty, whether you want me there or not.

 “You’re not going to run away from me again,” he finished.

 “But I ran away to save you!” she shouted. “Remember your prophesy also said I would deny you, betray you. You don’t deserve that! I would never want to hurt you for any reason. And after all, your prophecy said you would kill me!”

 “It didn’t say kill you; it said drain your blood,” Alec replied.

 “Same thing!” Caitlen insisted.

 “Not necessarily,” he answered. “In this case, it must be something good for you.

 “But the point is, you’re not going to run away from me again,” Alec said backing Caitlen against the wall. “And we can argue about all of this, but our words aren’t going to matter if God has already allowed the prophecy to set these things in motion,” he said, and he thought back to the prophecies he had experienced in the war against the lacertii. The prophecies had foretold his trust in Rosebay, and had foretold his journey with Kinsey through time, and also foretold the cost of saving Imelda’s life. There was no preventing, or avoiding the power of such prophecies, he was sure.


He realized he needed to come to terms with the woman who was standing with her back against a cold stone wall, staring at him. She was breathing short, shallow breaths, and Alec realized what an emotion-charged night she was having – betrayal by Abelard, the discovery that Alec was with her, now this argument about her own future.


With a deep breath, he dropped to one knee. “Princess Esmere Caitlen Trelawney, I pledge that I will support you and listen to you and help you to regain your throne, and to fulfill God’s will,” he said with his head bowed. He looked up at her. “And if you want to go with me to find Abelard and straighten this out tonight or tomorrow, that is what we will do. But I will not allow you to part ways with me until I can believe you are safe without me to protect you.”


There was still a gleam of reflected light in Caitlen’s eyes, and now there was a track of sparkles down her cheeks, as she shed tears.

 “Stand up Alec, who I name the new Duke of Valeriane. I name you my champion and will rely on you as my first and last defender,” Caitlen said in a voice just as formal as Alec’s.


Alec rose. “Take me to your apartment,” Caitlen said. “Let’s both rest tonight, and start about our business tomorrow.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 24 –Battle in Abelard’s Room

 



Alec knocked on the door, then opened it cautiously, his sword drawn, with Caitlen at his back. They entered the empty common room, and heard a door open, then Bethany stuck her head out and looked down the hall.

 “Alec!” she shouted loudly, and came running to him, giving him a hug that was long and fierce. “I am so happy to see you alive! What are you doing with the Princess here?” she bowed to the visiting royalty.


Rahm’s door opened, and he came into the room as well, a wide grin on his face. “Can you talk now?” he asked.

 “Of course he can talk,” Bethany said disdainfully. “You can talk can’t you?”

 “Is Isial here?” Alec asked, still holding his sword.

 “No, she’s spending the night at headquarters,” Bethany said in a flat voice. “Why are you two here? How did you end up together?”

 “We were both betrayed to the Conglomerate, and wound up in a cell together. The poor fools didn’t realize who they locked me up with!” Caitlen explained.

 “The Conglomerate had you prisoner!” Rahm asked in shock. “Who was guarding you; how did that happen?”

 “It was Abelard,” Caitlen said simply. “He betrayed me, and he betrayed Alec.”

 “He knew you were Alin?” Rahm asked.

 “What do you mean, Alec was Alin?” Bethany broke in.

 “Alec disguised himself,” Rahm began, and a long conversation ensued that brought all of them up to date on happenings.

 “We didn’t know any of that!” Bethany said. “I was just going to show up tomorrow for my regular guard shift.”

 “Tomorrow morning the four of us will go together to the headquarters building and take Abelard captive,” Alec said.

 “And then I want to meet with the leaders of our forces, the ones I trust to be loyal, and plan an immediate attack against the Conglomerate,” Caitlen added. “Now, let’s all get some sleep before the big day tomorrow.” They all rose. “Where will we sleep, Alec?” she asked.

 “Bethany, if you’ll get some fresh bedding, the Princess will sleep in my old room. I’ll stay out here tonight on watch, in case Isial decides to come back,” he said.


Hours later Caitlen emerged from her room and came to sit next to Alec. “I’ve had trouble sleeping tonight,” she said.


You’re a man of paradoxes,” she told him as she took a seat. “You are the greatest warrior ever known, but twice you’ve used guile to win battles without bloodshed – when we escaped capture in Valiance and again when we escaped from the prison tonight.

 “And then you kissed me in the prison cell as though we’d be lovers for the rest of our lives, but you haven’t touched me since then. Talk to me, Alec. Let me know what you feel.”


Alec paused, trying to sort out his confused and contradictory thoughts. “I don’t know who I am,” he said simply. “I don’t know if this is where I’ll spend the rest of my life, or if I’ll wake up some morning back in my own land, or somewhere else. 


 “I know that I came to this land to serve you. And I know that since we met, I’ve fallen in love with you,” he fell silent, and Caitlen reached out to place a hand on his shoulder. “But there was a girl back in the Dominion, who I was engaged to marry, and someday maybe I’ll go back to her. I don’t know why I was taken away, and I don’t know if I’ll be taken back.

 “And you don’t need a foreigner being baggage that holds back your success. I don’t know the rules of your society, or your court; I only know one thing to do in Vincennes, and that’s how to fight. I don’t want to be a liability – giving your enemies an excuse to fight you because you have a stranger with a bad accent hanging on your arm.”

 “Stop Alec. Don’t make decisions about what your heart wants based on what you think is good for me,” Caitlen interrupted. “If you have reasons in your heart that tell you not to have a relationship with me, that you don’t care for me in that way, I respect that. I don’t want you to try to deceive me. But don’t try to protect me from you.”

 “The way you tried to protect me from you by running away in Eckerd?” Alec asked quietly, his back still turned to her.

 “Touché,” she said. “I don’t suppose it works for me to say that was different.”

 “Caitlen, right now I don’t know. I love you, and I began to fall in love with you long before I ever knew you were a princess. But I want to be fair to you. I can’t feel good if I lure you into a relationship that won’t last,” he felt his heart leap to its conclusion, forced to face the unacknowledged tension within it. “Just a few hours ago I pledged to help you regain your throne. I will leave it there. Until that is done, I am going to focus on you in that regard only.” He spoke with a tone of finality in his voice, though his spirit was still greatly unsettled.

 “That’s it?” Caitlen’s hand stopped rubbing across his back as she spoke. “You’ve decided to keep it professional until I’m on the throne again? You can turn your love on and off, just like that?”


Before she could say more, Bethany’s door opened, and she came out into the room. “Are you up early, or did you not get any sleep at all?” she asked.

 “It’s almost time to go,” Alec said. “We need to focus on one thing, and one thing only from now on. We’re going to capture Abelard, to end his treachery towards Princess Esmere, and then we’ll plan to retake control of the throne and the palace and the whole city.” His head turned as Rahm appeared, still buckling his sword belt.

 “If we’re ready, we ought to get moving. Abelard is an early riser,” Alec said. “Bethany, you lead the way.”

 “Before we go, I need to look like the reigning princess again,” Caitlen said. “Alec, please restore my hair to silver.”


Alec gave a sad half-grin, then placed his hand on her scalp and released his powers, causing the silver to rise from the roots and flow to the tips of Caitlen’s hair.

 “That is amazing to see,” Bethany said, staring dumb-founded.


They filed out of the door and towards the headquarters, where they cautiously entered the building. “Abelard’s rooms are on the top floor,” Caitlen said, as Bethany nodded agreement. They passed guards who stood at attention for the Princess and asked no questions. They climbed the stairs and reached the floor that Abelard had taken completely for himself. At the top of those stairs four guards wearing Abelard’s personal ruby red-trimmed livery blocked their progress.

 “Do you not recognize your sovereign?” Caitlen asked as she stood a step below those who blocked the way.

 “Lord Abelard ordered us to allow no one to enter this floor without his permission,” one guard said, uneasy at the situation.


Alec didn’t wait for any more comments, but swept the flat of his sword across the floor, knocking all four guards off their feet. He stepped on fingers and kicked away weapons, disarming them all in a matter of moments. “Rahm, keep an eye on them,” he ordered, and motioned Bethany and Caitlen to follow him.


At the end of the hallway stood two more guards, craning their necks to see what had happened. “By order of your sovereign princess you are commanded to disarm and lie on the floor,” Alec told them, then swung his weapon effortlessly, knocking their swords from their hands. They looked at him and fell to their knees.

 “Stay with them Bethany,” he ordered, and he and Caitlen proceeded to the large door that Caitlen said was Abelard’s suite. Alec gently pushed Caitlen behind him, then tried to open Abelard’s door.

 “Who in blazes is intruding?” Alec heard Abelard’s voice come from behind the locked doors. Furious at the treachery of the man, Alec raised his foot and kicked the door violently, splintering wood around the lock. With another kick he made the door fly open, and stalked into the room with Caitlen behind him.


They stepped in and looked around a corner, then stopped and stared.


Abelard and Isial were sitting up in bed together, watching to see who had invaded.

 “Abelard! You’re sleeping with her!” Caitlen’s voice was full of fury.

 “So the wandering hero has returned?” Abelard’s voice was full of scorn as he looked at Alec.


Without a word of warning both Isial and Abelard pulled knives from the bedside tables and flung them at Alec. With his powers fully engaged, Alec caught one knife in his right hand, and knocked the other down with the sword in his left.

 “Are you one of us? A renegade?” Isial asked in shock.

 “So maybe you are as interesting as your besotted little princess described you,” Abelard commented, one eyebrow arched.

 “Who is he Abelard?” Isial asked.

 “Not exactly one of us, but close as close can be,” the nobleman said. He and Isial both flowed out of the bed with a fluid speed and grace, picking up swords as they closed on Alec. “Don’t harm the girl, we’ll still need her.”

 “Is he the one I fought in the tunnel?” Isial asked, the sores from the recent wounds evident. “Were you the one?” she asked Alec directly as she moved to his left.

 “I was the one,” Alec replied, pulling a knife from his bandolier, and flipping it to his left hand, placing his sword in his right hand. His heart was pounding from the adrenaline that was accelerating his ingenaire powers – he was fighting two Warriors at once! It hadn’t happened since he had rescued the crown in Oyster Bay, and he’d never actually fought two of them by himself in that battle, relying on Ari and Rubicon and Nathaniel and Moriah to rescue him.

 “I owe you then, don’t I?” she challenged him. “You don’t look like you took a scratch. Look at what I took – I’d never felt a blade on my flesh before that.”

 “He is looking dear, looking and admiring I’d say,” Abelard chimed in. He feinted at Alec, and withdrew from the lightning-fast riposte Alec launched at him without looking. “She seems like a tastier treat than your poor little princess, doesn’t she?” the nobleman goaded Alec.


Alec’s left hand flung its knife at Abelard in an underhand toss and immediately pulled out another knife to protect against Isial. The flying knife headed toward Abelard’s midriff, but was batted down by a swat of the nobleman’s sword.

 “That’s all you’ve got?” Abelard started to mock, and at some unseen signal he and Isial both closed on Alec at a blurred speed, their blades slicing through the air on each side of him. Alec, though, seemed to anticipate the beginning of their drive, and he dove forward between them, rolling into a somersault that split the gap they left vacated. He flicked his sword out behind him, leaving a shallow bloody red slice across Abelard’s exposed hams.


Isial grinned for an unguarded moment, while Abelard’s face grew red with anger. Alec was now standing in front of a window, while the two of them were between him and Caitlen. It was a tactical blunder, he realized. A fraction of a second later Abelard realized it too, and his sword came up to Caitlen’s face.

 “Stop!” he shouted at Alec. “Put your sword down or she suffers.”

 “You said yourself you had to keep her alive,” Alec shouted back. “Leave her out of this and fight like a man.” 


 “But I’m not a man; I’m an Ajax, and I don’t have to follow the silly rules the men follow. I don’t know what you are, but you’re not a man either, not with those skills, so don’t try to make me believe you follow their rules,” Abelard said in a quieter tone, feeling in control of the situation. Isial began to circle around on Alec’s right.

 “You’re right, I need to keep her alive, but that doesn’t mean I have to leave her unharmed. Would you like to know what she looks like with her nose cut off?” he gave his blade a tiny jerk, and Caitlen screamed.


Shocked, Alec froze in panic, and then decided to try something desperate. He reached out as he had with Bernadina, dropping his Warrior power and grabbing his Spiritual powers. He tried to project his thoughts into Caitlen.


Caitlen, it’s me Alec. I’m going to stamp my foot three times. If you can hear me, I want you to blink both eyes twice, he sent the words, then stomped his feet, distracting Abelard and Isial for just a second.


Caitlen obediently blinked.


Good. I’ll put my sword down, and when I do, I want you to smack Abelard hard where I just cut him, then fall to the ground, Alec sent his directions as he showed Abelard his intent to disarm by raising his hands high. He released his Spiritual ability and re-engaged the Warrior power.

 “I’m putting my sword down,” Alec said. He lowered the weapon, putting its point on the wooden planking of the floor, then lowering the hilt and letting it drop. As he did, Isial charged at him, while Abelard swung his sword away from Caitlen and towards Alec. Caitlen did as ordered, smacking Abelard’s injured arm and throwing herself backwards, while Alec rolled forward and hit Abelard hard, knocking his sword away and tussling, using hands and feet and teeth in a desperate battle between the two of them, as Isial stood over them with her blade poised to strike at Alec.


Suddenly her sword flashed downward and rose again. Alec screamed in pain, and ceased to struggle, which gave Abelard time to roll away from him and rise to his feet.


Alec lay on the floor, his right hip covered in bright red blood from where Isial had struck deep into his flesh. For a moment he was immobilized, then he drew his hands away, and to the astonishment of Abelard and Isial, rose as if nothing was wrong. “That wasn’t enough to stop this,” he said calmly, and suddenly flipped two knives out of his bandolier at the two attackers.


Isial barely knocked one down, while Abelard tried to catch the other and imperfectly succeeded, the blade striking the flesh on his palm and penetrating it. Looking at one another, they again acted as one without speaking a word; both of them turned and ran to the window jumped and covered their heads with their arms, then broke through the glass and disappeared.

 “Caitlen! Are you okay?” Alec asked, turning to look behind him. 


 “Yes – are you?” she asked wide-eyed.

 “Absolutely,” Alec answered, and he ran to the window then jumped through it in pursuit of the other two, heedless of what awaited him outside. He heard Caitlen scream at him as he flew out of the window and began to drop through the air. Below him he saw Isial and Abelard on the roof of an adjoining, lower building, running towards its perimeter. He felt the impact of a hard landing, rolled and came up running towards the spot where he observed the others departing from the flat roof.


He jumped again and was on the ground, and Abelard and Isial were standing apart, facing him, in the center of a small plaza. There were a few people walking around the perimeter of the square, but not many yet, as the first streaks of dawn’s pink light reflected off the bottoms of the clouds overhead. Abelard and Isial had chosen this spot to have the real battle, and Alec approved. There was open space, without furniture or walls to inhibit their actions.

 “Trying to track us down, outsider? So are you a shapeshifter? Were you Alin, the guard? Is that how you and the princess got out of the cell in the palace?” Abelard called to him as Alec slowly stalked towards him.

 “I was Alin,” Alec acknowledged.

 “I liked you!” Isial said in astonishment.

 “I’ll like him a great deal more in just a few minutes when he’s dead,” Abelard replied. He was holding a knife, as was Isial; somehow in their flight they had exchanged weapons – swords for knives. Alec realized he had dropped his own sword in the course of the chase, and pulled his three remaining knives out of his own bandolier. It was going to be a nasty battle, he foresaw, as the knives required getting in close and physically jostling with an opponent to land a blow.


They had all been creeping closer to one another, and Alec chose to charge at Abelard first. He held the knife in his right hand low and the two knives in his left hand higher, as he feinted with the right hand and stabbed downward viciously with his left. Abelard countered with a knife in his right hand that grazed Alec’s forearm as he drove the stab aside. Alec heard Isial behind him and he threw himself backwards, just dodging her slash at his throat. He jabbed his head forward and clamped his teeth down on her arm as it passed, then drove his right hand upward in a stab that she partially avoided with a twist, as he felt his blade crease the side of her ribcage.


Abelard threw a wild punch with his free hand that caught Alec in the nose, causing him to release Isial’s arm from his bite as she writhed, and he flipped backwards away from both of them, landing on his feet, ready to receive their attack as they charged right after him. There would be no resting or reprieves from the battle he realized, which was smart from the perspective of the side that had a two-to-one advantage.


Alec flipped one of the two knives in his left hand at Abelard, and felt satisfaction as he saw it stick solidly in the nobleman’s thigh. Abelard stopped, but Isial charged on and jumped high, her feet coming in hard at Alec’s chest. He began to fall backwards, accepting the force and wrapping his arms around her as they fell together, then flipping positions so that he landed on top of her.


Isial grunted at the hard impact. “Abandon him Isial,” Alec grunted as his hands momentarily held her wrists to the ground. Her eyes looked into his for a moment, but then he saw them dramatically dilate, and he began to roll away.


He was too slow though to avoid Abelard’s’ knife, which deeply sliced through his shoulder as Alec moved to a safer spot. All three of them stood and paused momentarily to face one another. Alec dropped his Warrior powers to heal the shoulder injury and his bloody nose, but before he could restore his Warrior energy Abelard charged at him, planting a knife deep in his gut.


Alec screamed in pain, while Abelard pulled out his knife and stabbed again. The nobleman backed off the attack as Alec fell to his knees. Focusing everything he had on his Healer strength, he let his body flop to the ground, and he began to fix the lacerations deep within his body.

 “So you thought you could fight an Ajax, or two Ajacii?” Abelard snarled. He kicked Alec’s kidneys in a desultory manner, just to demonstrate his victory.

 “We are invincible!” Abelard shouted, then fell to the ground as Alec rolled over, pulled his feet out from under him, and sprang up.

 “How invincible?” Alec asked through clenched teeth, his hands wrapped around Abelard’s neck. He felt Isial slice his hip, and he rolled off, standing to face the two of them. He had Abelard without weapons, the knives scattered on the ground. Isial launched another attack at him, and the ligaments in two of his fingers were damaged by her knife, as he quickly threw a solid punch that landed on her chest and cracked her ribs.


Abelard came at him again as Isial reeled away, and swept his feet at Alec’s legs, making him jump high and over Abelard to land behind him. As he landed, Isial came at him, slashing her knife, and making Alec back up. Abelard stooped to pick up a knife and came at Alec as well.


They were in the center of the plaza now, and Alec vaguely sensed that a crowd had gathered around them. Alec allowed Isial within arm’s length of him, and as she stabbed he bent, allowing her arm to pass him, then he clamped his own arm against hers, trapping it between his arm and his torso, so that she and he were face to face. He looked in her eyes again, and saw the determination, making him realize that he faced a difficult challenge to beat both she and Abelard. He felt his own energies starting to falter.


Abelard was on him. Isial was ineffectually scratching his back with the knife that was trapped behind him, while Abelard was slashing at him. Alec was using his left hand to chop at Abelard’s attacks, but not avoiding cuts and slashes, while Isial tried to gouge his eyes with her free hand.


Alec dropped his powers, seized his Spiritual powers, and in a manner he didn’t understand, began to absorb their energies, taking their abilities away from them.

 “What are you doing?” Abelard asked in astonishment, ceasing his attack to look at Alec as he felt his energy cease to function.


Alec didn’t answer. He was feeling the power he was absorbing from the two beings. They were not ingenairii, and it was not precisely ingenairii energy. It came from the same source, but they seemed to tap into it in a different way. It was not compatible with his own energy, and he felt the pain and conflict starting to build within him as the forces clashed. His own power, he sensed, was cleansed or treated or purified through his faith and his relationship with God; this other power came in cruder, rougher and more painful to use, and it seemed to be trying to taint his own energies.


He knew what was about to happen. He had lived through this scenario before. “You should have been loyal to your princess,” Alec told Abelard.


The conflict within him reached a triggering point, and Alec prepared himself. The energy began to erupt, and he felt himself propelled forward in time just a few seconds, fleeing from the explosion that began to consume Abelard and Isial, neither of whom had time to even scream as the heat and the light and the noise boomed throughout the plaza, knocking people down, breaking windows, and raising a tall monolith of stone from which a spring of water flowed.


That was a gift, for God’s beloved good child, John Mark’s voice fleetingly spoke inside his soul.

 “Alec!” both Bethany and Caitlen screamed, having reached the plaza with Rahm and dozens of others who witnessed the battle take place. All were knocked over by the wave of energy that swept out from the explosion, and as they regained their feet, the three ran towards the steaming stone that had been raised. There was no sign of any of the combatants, and Caitlen screamed again.


A flash of blue light sprang from a spot of nothingness next to the fountain, and then Alec’s unconscious body was there, bleeding from numerous wounds. “Medics! Bring medics!” Bethany shouted.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 25 – Memories of Jeswyne

 



Alec was dreaming. He was seeing all the disabled ingenairii, lying on the beds and cots and tables on Ingenairii Hill, as Tritos took him on a melancholy tour. He was riding with Rander and the others, heading to the Pale Mountains. And then he was in the tomb of Rasper-Ka, seeking the amulet. That power too felt tainted, un-sanctified in the same way that Isial’s and Abelard’s power had felt. He relived every moment of the experience – the opening of the casket, the terrifying promise of a curse to come, the resultant confused memories and uncertainty as the curse of the old powers tried to infiltrate him.


And then, after the journey to the lacertii and the trip through their lands, he had found his way into the heart of the ingenairii power realm, and he had embraced the battle with the demon. That long, long battle, the stalemate that had taken his life away from decades of love and friendship and experience with his peers.


The power of the curse, the old power, was different from his own sanctified power, and different from the abhorrent evil power of the demon. But his energies had been trapped in a fifty-year long struggle with both the old and the evil, and he had not been able to gain any edge. And then the curse lifted, and the old power ceased to divert his energy.


Alec dreamed about the apprentice healer who had given up hope and given up on life. He saw himself assume the body of the boy, then he saw the battles against the demons that had invaded the Dominion. Alec exploded with power as he demolished the three demons in Oyster Bay, and took Jeswyne with him into unintended exile in the ancient past. He restored his powers by calling upon some of the same unsanctified energies he had encountered in Vincennes – his improvised healing of his ingenaire energies called upon the elements and the moon and his faith and the old energies, all mixed together to recreate the sanctified energy that coursed through him, and brought him back to his own future in the Dominion.




Caitlen? His mind called out, but he didn’t know if that was in his dream, or a dream within the dream.


Bethany died in his arms. In his dreams, the observer Alec wept bitterly, wept for a long time, mourned the heavy burden he had imposed on the girl who became queen. A feather-like spirit seemed to touch his consciousness and bring him peace and acceptance, and his dream resumed.


And then he was able to accept his love for Jeswyne, and his battles to protect her, and save her. The tea ceremony, the third one that Stracha had told him was the engagement, happened in the imperial palace, and they visited the promenade. After the tragedy at their marriage, at last they settled down to a real life, co-rulers of their two lands.


He was awakening. He realized he was moaning. Alec blinked his eyes, that felt crusted shut by long sleep, and saw Rahm standing over him, watching intently. “You’re awake?” Rahm asked.


Alec tried to speak, but his dry throat only croaked a rasping sound. Rahm held a spoon to his lips and let a few drops of water trickle into his mouth, bringing relief. “Help me up,” Alec spoke. Rahm placed an arm beneath him and helped him sit up. Alec looked around, trying to get his bearings. The room was a very large one, light, with a high ceiling and ornate decorations.

 “You’re in the palace,” Rahm told him.

 “The real palace, in Vincennes?” he asked.

 “Yes, the real one. Princess Esmere said you would appreciate this room in particular. Will you be okay here while I go notify someone that you’re awake?” Rahm was practically begging to be excused to go report on Alec’s awakening.

 “Go ahead,” Alec told him. “I won’t go anywhere.”


Rahm dashed off, while Alec still sat up on his cot. It was a bed really, a luxurious mattress that was large and soft. He placed his hand to his chin and felt the stubble that grew there, evidence that he had been unconscious for several days.


He considered the events his dream had revealed. Bethany had lived a long life. She had died in his arms. What else was hidden from him? Was Jeswyne waiting for him to return to her in Michian, or was there more of his life that he didn’t know about yet? He looked down at the marks on his arms. The time travel mark remained lifeless; he had lost that power somehow, somewhere, although he remembered John Mark telling him a short jump through time had been given to him as Abelard’s absorbed powers exploded. 



There was more that he didn’t know. And there was still the other ominous mark, the skull, that sat in his skin just as flat and dull as the time travel mark. Where it had come from, and what power it represented was an unknown. An unknown part of his own life, a sign that there was more he had yet to learn.


He looked down again at the vibrant horse mark that rested in his skin. He had the traveling power of the restorers. He could return to the Dominion or to Michian whenever he wanted, he realized. His eyes filled with tears. He needed a day or two to regain his strength and to learn what was happening here in Vincennes.


There was a sound at the door, and Rahm returned, along with a doctor. “The message has been sent to the Princess to inform her of your awakening. She’s out in the eastern suburbs. She’ll be back soon, I’m sure,” Rahm reported. “This is your doctor, Dr. Norfolk. He’d like to examine you,” the guardsman added.


Alec inwardly laughed at the notion that he needed a doctor’s exam, but submitted to all the tests that the doctor ran through, and accepted the doctor’s opinion that he was healthy. “How long?” he asked Rahm after the doctor left. 



The guard understood the question, “You’ve been unconscious for three weeks.”

 “And the Princess controls the palace?” Alec motioned around.

 “Yes,” Rahm affirmed. “When you killed Abelard and Isial, that frightened the Conglomerate folks, and the Princess was determined not to let your battle be in vain. She sent the Black Crag guards and their loyal followers into the city, across the border, and we took everything up to the Palace, and a bit past it too. But the resistance stiffened up, and some of Abelard’s followers from Valeriane didn’t seem so loyal, so the situation’s back to a stalemate here in Vincennes.”


Alec let out a sigh. He closed his eyes and considered the situation. Caitlen was potentially facing a fight on two fronts if the Valeriane forces loyal to Abelard chose to press against the strength the princess had gathered in Vincennes. She could use his help, he knew, and he wanted to help, but he wanted more to go home to see Jeswyne, to see his own life again, to find that life.


There was a soft noise somewhere nearby, and when he opened his eyes, Caitlen was in the room, while Rahm had departed. Alec examined her as she walked towards him from the doorway. Her face was drawn, thin with dark rings under her eyes. She held out a hand as she approached him, taking his hand in hers, as her other arm rose and made a wide circle that completed a tight hug around Alec’s thin shoulders. Her face came to his, and she began to kiss him softly.


Alec felt her lips touch his, and after a long moment, he pulled away. She looked up at him. “I wasn’t sure you would ever awaken, until you sent me your dream. I’m so glad to see you up.”


Alec raised his free hand and stroked it behind her neck, then he released a gentle stream of healing energy that addressed the stress her body was suffering. “What dream was that?” He asked. “I had three weeks of dreams, learning more about my old life.”


Despite the energy Alec was sharing with her, tears came to Caitlen’s eyes. “I felt you call my name in my head, the way you’ve done before, and then I was there watching your dream with you, seeing you hold your fiancée, the other Bethany, as she died. Your heart was broken, I could feel the pain and the loss, as if I was you.

 “I want you to feel better. I want to comfort you Alec,” Caitlen told him, and she gave him another gentle kiss. “I burned incense at three temples for you every week.”

 “Caitlen, I remember calling your name in my dream, or in a dream inside the dream. You heard me call you?” Alec asked, astonished. “And you witnessed my dream?” He felt his eyes start to tear up as he remembered Bethany’s passage again, and as he considered what he was about to tell this girl.

 “I did. It was like it was my own dream. It happened during the day and I passed out as it happened,” she affirmed.

 “Caitlen, those dreams told me much more about my other life,” he hesitated, wondering if there was any way to explain his circumstances gracefully, knowing there was nothing he could say to make this easier. “I found out that I am married,” he said simply.


Caitlen stepped back and looked at him. “This ring,” Alec said, “it is the truth. I am married to Jeswyne, the empress of the Michian Empire. She is my queen because I am the King of the Dominion.”


There was silence in the room. “I have to go back to her. I found out that I have an ability to move from place to place, like I have the ability to heal or fight or speak to your mind. With that ability, I can go back to her, to my real life.”

 “Because this life is not real now, Alec? We’re only parts of a dream? So now you can leave all of us behind and go back to your happy world of empires and kingdoms? Well go ahead and go,” Caitlen said through angry tears. “But we are going to be here, Bethany and Rahm and me and all the others. We’re not going to go away when you wake up – we’ll keep on fighting and living.” She turned her back to him, and covered her face in her hands. “I have things to do, so I’ll leave you now. Good luck with your wife and your life,” she told him without turning, and she left the room.


Alec sat for a minute, crushed in dejected silence, and felt tears running down his own cheeks. He was going to be happy to see Jeswyne, to return to the duties he had at home. But he would miss Caitlen; there would be a hole in his heart where he would have to banish the love and affection he felt for the plucky girl, and he felt great pain in realizing that he had inflicted pain upon her.


Rahm came in a moment later, cautiously and quietly, aware that the reunion of Alec and Caitlen had gone astray.

 “Rahm, I’m sorry I upset Princess Esmere,” Alec said. “She is such a good woman.”

 “And you’re a good man too, sir,” Rahm said kindly.

 “Maybe so, maybe not,” Alec replied. “But I want you to know that the princess will need all your support. Give her all that you can.

 “I’m going to leave now. I have to return to my own land,” Alec had made a hasty decision. “You have been a good friend for me. Please tell Bethany I love her still, and if the time is ever right, please tell the princess that I love her in my heart, and I wish I could follow it.” He stood up on his thin, weak legs, and held out his hand. Rahm took it in an uncertain, rough handshake, that Alec turned into a tight embrace for several seconds, then separated. “I’ll be back someday,” he promised, and then he disappeared from the room.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 26 – Back in Michian

 



Alec was suspended in an empty, numbing vacuum of sensations. There was no hot, there was no cold, no wind, or sound. Only time existed, and it began to draw out painfully long. Alec could take no breath, and he felt numbness overcoming him. 



He was translocating, using the same form of ingenaire energy used by the transformers of Michian; it was an ability he had that he hadn’t realized until his resurrected memories had shown the power to him. Now he had the recollection of the ability, and he had used it.


The trips before, when he had travelled from Michian to the Dominion, or back, he realized he had taken in short segments. This trip was a length he did not know, but he could tell it was a very long one – a very, very long one. And then suddenly there was air and light again, and he was sprawled face first on a muddy hillside.


The air was warm, and he knew he was on the hillside next to the imperial pavilion that overlooked the promenade. He raised himself up, and felt that same after-effect of a too-long jump, a feeling as though he had strained a muscle or twisted a knee; he would be able to use his powers, but not very well or for very long before they failed. He would need to take time to heal before he took a long jump again.


He was physically weak as well. But soon he would find Jeswyne, and hopefully find out what had happened in his life, while he rested and healed and thought about Vincennes. He scrambled up the hillside to the railing around the pavilion’s patio, and climbed onto it. 


 “Hey you, get out of here. This is imperial property; no vagrants allowed here. Move along,” A housekeeper poked her head out a window to shout at him. Alec paused for a moment, his brain racing to reconstruct its own native language.

 “Wait!” Alec called. “Wait. I am here to see the imperial family. I am a part of the imperial family. Is the Empress Jeswyne in the city today?” he asked.


The woman scowled and shook her head at him, then disappeared inside the building. Alec shrugged and started to walk towards the doors of the building, only to be met by a guard who blocked his way. “You heard the maid. You need to leave; go back down to the river with the others,” he ordered. “Where are you from, anyway? That’s some accent you have.”

 “I’m not homeless; I’m the empress’s consort. I’ve been away to a strange land,” Alec argued. “I’m the one who killed the demons,” he explained, hoping that clarified his identity.


The guard looked at him in disgust, then reached out and grabbed his collar. Despite Alec’s protests, the guard hauled him to the porch railing and forced him back onto the hillside. “Now get away before I have someone pick you up!” he ordered.


Shocked, Alec climbed and slid down the hillside to the empty promenade. It was clearly not the season for the promenade. Only a few people dressed in shabby clothing walked the pavement when Alec reached it, and he walked among them as he decided to walk across the city to the official palace complex. It was nearly sunset in Michian, he realized, and by the time he reached the palace the sky was fully dark.


The guards at the palace were no more welcoming than the guard at the pavilion had been. Alec went down the road and stepped into an alley. He took a deep breath and prepared himself for an unpleasant feeling. He would simply transport himself into Jeswyne’s room in the palace. Although it would be painful, it would be the simplest way to put an end to his homeless wandering. He closed his eyes, and imagined the spot, and suddenly he found himself inside the palace.


The room was decorated differently than he remembered, but there was water running in the bath, a reminder of how much Jeswyne loved to take hot baths. Alec was on his knees, he realized, a consequence of the pain of pushing his energies too hard in his injured state.


Suddenly there was a very loud high-pitched scream. Alec raised his head, and saw a middle-aged woman standing in a robe at the bathroom doorway, screaming at him, then he heard a door open behind him, and men were rushing in to grab him aggressively. He was slammed down onto the floor, then pulled back up and dragged out of the room.


He was dazed. Within five minutes Alec found himself in a small room in the headquarters of the Palace Guards, being interviewed by three men.

 “How did you get in that room?” a captain, one unknown to him, asked.

 “I am Alec, the consort to the empress. I have the ability of the restorers to move from spot to spot. Is Anatoli here, the commander of the Guards?” Alec replied.

 “Anatoli is not the commander. Jeswyne is not the empress. Alec is not her consort. Do you want to tell us the truth, or shall we beat it out of you?” a guard out of the ranks replied.

 “Who is the empress?” Alec asked. “When did Jeswyne leave the throne?”

 “Rubiata has been empress for twelve years. Now the point we have to know is how did you get into that room?” the captain repeated the question.


Alec’s head was reeling. He closed his eyes. “He’s a mess; he’s not going to talk. Put him in a cell tonight, let him sleep off his stupor, and we’ll talk to him tomorrow. Put an extra patrol out tonight on the grounds, and put an extra guard outside Duchess Grinstra’s room,” Alec heard the captain say.


Twelve years, Alec thought to himself. Jeswyne had been gone twelve years. At least twelve years, he corrected himself. How long ago were we married? Has she passed away too? The guards had not even come close to recognizing the notion of a couple named Jeswyne and Alec on the throne. He was in a time far from his own apparently. He laid on a wooden bench in his cell, and wondered where he could find the answers to the many questions he had, of what era he was in and what had happened to Jeswyne.


Alec awoke with a start. Somehow, amid his worries and confusion, he had fallen asleep, and now his cell door was open and a voice was telling him to get up. The door slammed shut, leaving a small tray of bread and water. Alec sat up, and tried to assess the state of his abilities. He felt he could use his powers a little, any of his powers, but not for very long. He hoped he would be able to convince his interrogators today to take him seriously, and answer questions for him. And then he would know something, something that would let him begin to think about what came next. He was already halfway convinced in his heart that some great passage of time had occurred, another passage of time he did not yet remember or know about, a time when Jeswyne would have passed beyond him, just as Bethany had.


He sat down in a small windowless room with three men, perhaps the same three who had been with him the night before, though he couldn’t be sure. “I feel better after sleeping last night,” Alec decided to speak first, to take control of the session if he could. “I don’t know what has happened in Michian in the many years since I was here. I have powers,” he discretely examined the men, who had grim smiles on their faces, “that have made it possible for me to do many unusual things. For instance,” he reached out and gently touched a rash on one man’s hand, making the rash vanish, “I can heal people.

 “I can do other things too,” he continued as the man lifted his hand and stared at it. “I can move like a restorer,” he translocated himself to a corner of the room behind the men. “That’s how I got into the lady’s room last night,” he spoke, making the men jump and twist in shock at his display. He walked back to his chair and sat down, as the men edged away from him.

 “I didn’t come here to hurt or scare anyone. I came to find my family, who were the imperial family, when I was last here. That may have been many years ago. When I find them, or find out about them, I will leave. Will you help me?” he finished his explanation, pleased that he had not been interrupted. He was already sensing how wounded his abilities were just from the two mild demonstrations he had given.

 “Are you a demon?” the officer of the group asked quietly, as if he thought he was facing his death.

 “No, I am just a man with special gifts,” Alec replied. “Will you answer my questions?”


There was no answer, which Alec took as a positive answer. “None of you have heard of the Empress Jeswyne, daughter of Emperor Sergey?”


The men all looked at Alec with blank faces. “I didn’t study history, sir,” said the man whose hand had been treated.

 “Do you know of a land called the Dominion?” Alec asked.

 “Yes sir. Your accent sounds a bit like theirs, but harsher too,” the officer answered.

 “Are the Dominion and the Empire on good terms?” Alec asked a different question.

 “We trade with one another through the mountain pass, and sometimes a restorer goes up there,” the third man replied. “My uncle is a trader.”

 “Do you know when the Dominion and the Empire were at war?” he tried to hone in on something the Guard members might relate to.

 “Oh, I think there was a war, but it was before my grandfathers’ days --- long, long, before,” the oldest man in the group, the officer answered. “We haven’t had a war, except for pirate skirmishes, in generations.”

 “I see,” Alec slumped back in his chair and closed his eyes.

 “Sir?” he heard one of the interrogators ask.

 “Yes,” he looked at them.

 “You really just want information?” the youngest guard asked.


Alec nodded his head.

 “I’ll take you to the old emperor’s great aunt Lessla. She knows all about the old times of the dynasty, I’ve heard,” the guard said. He looked at the officer.

 “It’s a little late now to ask me, isn’t it?” the man responded with over-exaggerated sarcasm. “I think that’s a good idea, but her highness is not an early riser. Would you like to rest for a few more hours?”

 “I’d appreciate that, and to make it easy on everyone, I’ll go back to my cell,” he intercepted the nervous expression on the officer. He stood up, and the others did as well.

 “This will go down in my career history as the strangest interview I’ve been in,” the officer said. “Carmil, please take him back to his cell. When the dowager duchess awakens, you may request an audience,” he said as he held the door open.


Back in his cell, Alec lay on the bench with his hands beneath his head, wondering at the situation, wondering what to do. The elderly duchess would tell him something, he couldn’t be sure what, and when he was done listening to her, he realized, he would be no closer to seeing Jeswyne than he had been before. He apparently was years too late.


He hoped she had enjoyed a good life with him. He thought again of Bethany, abandoned while he had been trapped with the demon; she had deserved a better life than he had left her. They were both evidence of the costs he had suffered for himself, and worse, inflicted on the women he loved. Now that he believed he was free to go to Caitlen and try to have a relationship with her, he realized that he didn’t want to subject her to the likelihood of also being disappointed in him, of being led into a life of expectations that would never materialize.


There was a noise, and Alec realized he had fallen asleep. The door was open, and Carmil was waiting for him. “The duchess is having lunch, and would enjoy telling you the history of the dynasty,” the guard said.


Together they walked through the corridors of the palace, which, at times, felt very familiar to Alec. They entered a room, where a woman was sitting at a small round table, many utensils laid out about her plate and its twin that awaited him to sit. A pot of tea was sitting on the table, and Alec was struck by an impulsive memory of sitting with Jeswyne in the forest of primeval Oyster Bay, learning to perform the tea ceremony. He looked at the room again, stopping to intently take in the shape and configuration of the dining room. It had been a parlor once, the room in which he had proposed to Jeswyne by carrying out the tea ceremony of affection.


Overwhelmed by the memory, he took his seat, and before speaking to the duchess, a tiny lady, wrinkled and gray, he began performing the traditional tea ceremony with her, arranging his silverware, then waiting for her to respond. Her eyebrows shot up, and she held her glasses close to her eyes, examining what he had done, then she responded with the proper rearrangement of her own utensils. Alec poured her cup of tea, then replaced the pot, and she poured his cup, and so the intricate steps followed one another, as a pair of servants with the food waited discretely.


When the last step was complete, the duchess looked at a servant and nodded, then waited as bowls of soup were placed before the two diners. Carmil remained standing at the door, observing, satisfied that no violence appeared likely in a meeting where spoons were swapped silently.

 “I was told I was going to recite history to a young visitor,” the duchess finally spoke, in a voice that has high-pitched and quavered. “I didn’t know that I would be tested in high court etiquette. You are clearly a master of the ancient traditions; I could probably learn more from you than you will learn from me.”

 “I wish that were true, my lady,” Alec replied, giving a gentle smile. “But there is a great deal that I don’t know, and I hope that you will share what you know with me.”

 “Try me. I’m as old as dirt; if anyone here knows any of the family history, it will be me. My own great-aunt Tressma made me learn all of her old family stories, and she was old when I was born. I was the youngest child of the emperor Lyman, you know.”

 “Did you hear of an Empress Jeswyne, who had a foreigner as a consort?” Alec asked.

 “Jeswyne the Long? Married to the King of the Dominion, Alec the Demonslayer?” Lessla said. Alec nodded his head.

 “Aunt Tressma told stories about Jeswyne, but she was already in the crypt before Tressma was born,” Lessla told Alec.

 “Why was she called the “Long?” Alec asked, his heart dropping at the confirmation of Jeswyne’s passage in the distant past.

 “Because she ruled for such a very long time; she was empress for over sixty years, along with her consort,” Lessla told him.


Alec smiled. “Was her reign a happy one?” he pried.

 “She tried to do several great things; some of them worked and some didn’t, but the empire was at peace during her reign, and it prospered,” the elderly noble answered as she sipped the tea Alec had poured.

 “Do you know if she was happy?” Alec asked, drilling down to the only thing left that he could hope to find on this trip.

 “There is a portrait of her, smiling as a young girl. Would you like to see it?” Lessla asked. She motioned away the servants, who were about to bring the second course, and carefully stood up. “Give me your arm,” she commanded in the matter-of-fact manner of an elderly person who expected to need help and receive it. They started to walk towards a wall, not the door to go into the hall, and Alec stopped, as he realized the picture was right in front of him. “I always think that she must have been a happy person, to have such a painting made as a portrait – no furs, no crown, no throne and scepter, just great joy in life at a happy moment.”


The picture was a recreation of the tea ceremony that had taken place in this very room. It was very nearly in the exact location where Alec had sprung the ceremony on the unsuspecting girl. The lonely ingenaire did not think of that at the moment he saw the portrait though; he only looked at the wonderful strokes of paint that so faithfully captured the face of the girl he remembered. There was a sparkle in her eyes that looked across the table at him above the rim of the tea cup she was holding. Every muscle that was portrayed evocated a sense of active energy and passion. Perhaps it was his imagination, but Alec perceived the eyes to be looking out of the canvas at him, standing in the room.

 “That is right when she said she would stand in her room in her party dress,” he said softly to himself.

 “How old is this painting?” Alec heard Carmil ask. The guard has stolen up softly to look at it with them.

 “I would guess it to be two hundred fifty years old or more,” the duchess said, not removing her eyes from the picture. “They claim this is a tea ceremony that really happened,” she added.

 “It did,” Alec confirmed softly. “See the servants in the background? They all came in quietly as the word spread that it was happening. Jeswyne wasn’t expecting it at all. It happened right there, in the spot where the picture is hanging.” He left the duchess to step forward, wanting to feel that he was standing in the space where Jeswyne had sat in that delirious, happy moment.


And he had thought he was old back then, when he had lost fifty years of his life, and lost Bethany. Now he was standing here probably three hundred years after he had been born.

 “It’s really you, isn’t it?” Carmil asked, standing at an angle from which his eyes could swing back and forth from Alec to the portrait. “This was really the woman you came back to find.”

 “I dreamed of finding her, and in a sense, I suppose I have. I’m glad the imperial family can remember her like this forever, the charming girl with the sparkling eyes,” he told them. He turned and took the duchess’s hand in his. He released a burst of healing power, taking away some of the arthritis that plagued her joints. “Thank you,” he told her. “Please pick a favorite niece and pass this story along, so that Jeswyne is always remembered. “I will trouble you no more Carmil. Thank you for your hospitality,” Alec said, and then, recklessly, despite knowing how weak his powers were, he launched himself back into the long dark nothingness of the space that existed between locations.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 27 – Mulvane’s Squad

 



Although he wasn’t sure he cared, Alec finally felt substance again. He felt himself fall to the ground, unable to stand. He had landed exactly where he wanted to, next to the red pool of water. He slid into the water, clothes still on his body, and laid his head back against the rim of the large pool of warm water. Bernadina, his mind called out weakly, I’ve come to visit.


There was a startled exclamation. Healer-fighter? Are you here?


I’m at the red pool, he told her. I’m fine now.


The warm water felt so good and relaxing and energizing that he closed his eyes, and let the gentle currents ripple the clothes he wore. He thought about Michian and Jeswyne, remembering the sparkle in her eyes in the picture he had seen. He had loved her and kissed her and touched her, and now his most vivid memory was a painting, a portrait that was two hundred years past her time. What had happened to those years, and why had he lost the memory of them?


And now there was Caitlen, another woman who had entered his heart, a woman who he had bitterly hurt yesterday. And furthermore, she was one who needed his help. He was prophesized to drain her blood, and she was prophesized to deny him, in that strange, inverted order. She was sincere and complex, in need of his help, and undoubtedly not interested in letting him stretch her emotions as he had done twice now, when he had discovered his memories of Bethany and Jeswyne. 



Who knew what else waited in untapped memories? Could there be another wife or love still waiting in those years he did not remember? He sighed a deep breath, knowing that the fear of an unknown past would strangle him emotionally, putting him in a box that left him without any way to enter a new relationship.

 “Your body is healed, and your talents are healed. It’s just your heart that hasn’t healed,” a voice spoke.

 “Bernadina,” he said without looking. “This place is a good place. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

 “I know you used one of those extraordinary talents to reach our home. Do you wish to stay here among us longer? You’re welcome to remain as our guest for as long as you wish. But I encourage you to take nourishment. I have a tray of food here by the pool if you would like to eat a little bit,” she said.


Alec opened his eyes at last. The sky overhead was blue, and the mountains showed a layer of light green growth below the slow lines high above. “How long have I been here?” he asked.

 “Two weeks,” Bernadina said simply. “You are here in the spring time, the best time of the year, when the mountain flowers bloom and the snow retreats to the high glaciers and the fields begin to sprout our crops.”


Together they left the pool and sat at a table nearby, silently picking items of food off the tray. “I need to go back to Caitlen,” Alec said after several slow bites, holding a dried apple slice up to his lips. “But I want to serve her only as a friend and a retainer; I don’t want to break her heart.”

 “Or your own?” Bernadina asked.


Or my own, Alec agreed.


You will find peace, I foresee it, his friend told him. You’re ready to go, aren’t you? She asked.

 “I am,” he agreed out loud, preparing to translocate back to Vincennes.

 “Would you like to wear dry clothes?” Bernadina asked, following Alec back to verbal dialog. “You’re welcome to wear some of ours.”


Alec looked down at his damp clothes, still the same clothes he had worn since Abelard had sent him to the palace days before, and for the first time in their conversation he smiled. Together they strolled down the pathways back to the village, where Alec put on white pants and a black shirt. He had no weapons with him, and he felt as though he were starting over in a sense.

 “Thank you Bernadina. May I come back here again if I need to heal?” he asked.


She reached out and took his hand, and he felt their souls come together again. Always, she whispered within him, and he felt the sincerity of the reply more than he heard it. 



He released her hand. Goodbye for now, my friend, he called, and then he left.


Alec landed by the spring on Gottfried’s estate, and stopped for several minutes. He picked a sprig of agrimonia and chewed on it. Down here in the river valley below the mountains the evidence of spring was farther advanced, with azaleas blooming and the carpet of forest greenery hiding the sticks and mud of the earth. The sun was past the zenith here; already it was late afternoon. His next jump would take him back to the palace, to the room where he had recuperated, where he had seen Caitlen for the first time.


Taking a deep breath, he jumped through space again, and landed standing up in the small room behind the throne room in the palace that was meant for visiting monarchs. He checked himself; he felt good, with no strains or feelings of weakness. There was noise outside the window, he realized as he shifted his attention from himself to the rest of the world. The sounds were violent and hostile – screams and weapons clashing. Alec ran to a window and looked. Outside a group of a half dozen women in Black Crag uniforms were surrounded and falling to a group of over a dozen men in red and green uniforms. Alec closed his eyes, engaged his Warrior energies, and jumped through the glass of the window, ready to return to battle in Vincennes on behalf of Caitlen.


He picked one man out of the back of the pack of attackers, punching the man into unconsciousness, then took his sword and began to hack through the Conglomerate forces without regard for the severity of the injuries he inflicted. Three men fell from his first wide swing of the sword, and more started to collapse as he stabbed and hacked at them from the rear, turning the attention of the others away from the Black Crag force. Within five minutes the odds were nearly even, and the Conglomerate forces bolted away en mass, leaving their wounded and dead on the lawn of the palace.


The Black Crag fighters, stood panting, and three of them were kneeling with injuries, but all of them looked at Alec with wary eyes. “I come as a friend and ally of the Princess Esmere,” he told them, dropping his sword to show that he meant no harm.

 “She needs more friends like you,” one of them said.

 “Let me see your wounds,” Alec suggested, walking towards them now.

 “Don’t come closer,” said one, whose posture indicated her leadership of the embattled fighters. “Why are you here? Who do you fight for?”

 “I fight for whomever I chose,” Alec replied. “And right now I chose to fight for the princess. Now, if you are allies of hers, she needs your help. Let me attend to their wounds, before we take the next step.”


The leader grunted assent, and Alec joined the group.

 “She took a bad stab,” one of the women said as she knelt to comfort a companion. Alec knelt beside the wounded woman too, noting the many slices she had suffered on her arms, in addition to the deadly penetration of her stomach; she had fought a determined battle, clearly. He slid his hand underneath the other caregiver’s, then released his healing powers into the injured girl’s gut, repairing the liver that was sliced, rejoining the muscles that were severed, and then reuniting the skin on the surface.

 “She’ll need to rest. She lost a lot of blood, but she’ll survive,” he explained briefly, then moved to the next girl. “Tell me what the situation is,” he spoke to the leader who was standing alongside, as he began to heal a wounded shoulder on his next patient.

 “Are you healing these soldiers just by touching them?” the standing girl asked in reply.

 “Yes. Now please tell me why there is fighting here on the palace grounds. I thought Caitlen had this area secured when I left a few days ago,” he answered.

 “Are you Alec, the one they talked about?” the girl asked.

 “My name is Alec. I’m sure someone talked about me sometime, somewhere – if they said something unkind, it’s probably true. Now what is going on? Where is the Princess? Is she safe?” he asked again.

 “She’s probably in the main palace structure. Yesterday a wave of new Conglomerate forces came into the city, and we’ve been losing ground ever since,” the girl explained, as Alec healed the last of the soldiers who had been badly wounded. “Today they came right into the palace, and it’s been chaos all day long.”

 “Do we need to go help the Princess?” Alec asked, standing up.

 “She needs all the help she can get. We were cut off before we could join the forces that were under siege in the palace,” the woman answered.

 “She is not able to fight,” Alec pointed at the first girl he had healed. He started picking knives off of the bodies of the dead soldiers that were clustered around. “You,” he pointed at the third girl he had healed, “need to stay with her and protect her.

 “Will the rest of you come with me to save the Princess?” he asked, stuffing his seventh dagger into his waist band.

 “You’ve just fought away a dozen soldiers by yourself, and healed the wounds of three others, and now you’re ready to go to war against the whole Conglomerate army? This is what I signed up for!” another soldier eagerly said, and the others chimed in enthusiastically, won over to Alec’s side.

 “Let’s go grab some bows and arrows, and see what we can do,” Alec suggested, and he had four soldiers ready to go in search of Caitlen. They raided an armory on the way, and soon were crouched behind some shrubbery, looking at the main palace, where a heavy flow of Conglomerate forces were constantly moving in and out of the main entrance. “We don’t know where they are within the Palace?” Alec asked, to negative responses.

 “I’m going to go over there,” he pointed out a grove of trees, “and I’ll start shooting arrows to draw their attention. As they come past you, starting shooting your arrows at them in a crossfire. Then I’ll come over here and we’ll retreat around the corner and find a back way into the building while they’re all focused on the front.


The soldiers all looked at him dubiously. “Trust me, we’ll make this work. They don’t think they have any problems here – look at how careless they are. That means we’ll be able to catch them at their weakest,” he motioned towards a group of men who were laughing as they walked, none of their weapons drawn.


Without waiting for confirmation, Alec raced from bush to column to corner to take his spot in the grove of trees. He emptied out his quiver of arrows, laying them on the ground next to a tree trunk, where he knelt and prepared to let loose a rain of death. Two men were standing still, talking, providing an easy target, while three others were leaving the palace doors. He picked up the arrows, and began firing them in rapid, smooth motions, all five arrows in the air at the same time for a moment, then the arrows fell from their heights, and men started to fall.


Two guards came out of the doorway, puzzled by the strange movements on the lawn, and seconds later they fell too. A man walking towards the palace panicked at the sight before him; he tried to turn and run away, but he was hit as well. Four guards appeared at the doorway, swords drawn, trying to stay sheltered by the door frame, but three of them fell inside the building, as the fourth arrow hit the door post and deflected off the stone in a brief explosion of sparks.


There was an audible increase in noise at the palace entrance, and Alec could see movement in the interior shadows. The sun had moved further to the west, and the doorway faced east, leaving a dark cave-like shelter to protect the unexpectedly besieged Conglomerate forces.


In a sudden rush, a whole squad of men came out at once charging rapidly forward, not sure what direction to go in it appeared, but determined to keep moving. Alec began firing arrows at them, and as four men fell the whole squad swerved, and began to head in Alec’s’ direction. He adjusted his shots, and more of the soldiers continued to fall, but they remained a cohesive, if shrinking group as they charged.


The four Black Crag guards stood up suddenly and each fired two arrows, lay the last of the Conglomerate squad on the ground. For half a minute, nothing happened, then a new squad of men broke from the entrance, and started heading straight towards Alec’s position. He fired off the last five arrows he had, then translocated himself back to the Black Crag soldiers, before his arrows had even hit their targets.

 “Let’s go!” he urged from behind the crouched figures, making them all jump in startlement and turn with their weapons raised. “Come on!” he said. “I’ll explain later,” and he began running along the back side of the palace, looking for a likely entry way.

 “Down here sir,” one of the voices behind him called. “Alec!” another added for urgency. Turning, he saw a set of steps hidden behind bushes, leading down to a cellar door, perhaps used to bring in kitchen supplies in normal times. Together the five warriors ran down the stairs, not spotted by the squad that had run to attack Alec’s abandoned grove of trees. The door at the bottom of the stairs was wide open, evidence that others had forced their way into the palace through this same route.


Inside the dim basement area the Black Crag soldiers and Alec paused to allow their eyes to adjust. Alec looked around at the sacks of carrots and potatoes stacked on shelves. “We don’t have any idea of where Caitlen is? The princess?” he corrected himself. They all confirmed their ignorance. “Do any of you know the palace well enough to guess where she would go for her best last stand?” Alec remembered his first personal experience with a prolonged battle, when he had helped a small band of Goldenfields Guards rescue the Duke, trapped in a small room near the main hall in his own palace.


Still no one knew. “Then we have to go looking,” Alec said. Suddenly he considered one way to help their effort. “Let’s go up to the main level, if we can, and listen for her,” he ordered, and began to move through the basement in search of stairs up to the main floor. They soon found a set of steps, and Alec led the way to an empty kitchen, where they stopped.


Caitlen, Caitlen, this is Alec. I’ve come back to help you. I am in the kitchen in the Palace with several guards from Black Crag, he broadcast his thoughts towards the princess. If you are near the kitchen, and if you need our help, scream, and we will come for you. If I don’t hear you, we will start searching the palace. We are coming for you Caitlen; have courage.

 “If you hear her scream, let me know. I’ve told her we’re in the kitchen,” Alec told the guards. He saw them look at one another, when suddenly a scream rang out.

 “Which direction?” Alec asked.

 “That way,” two of the Black Crag guards both said and pointed.


Alec jumped into the lead of the group. We heard you. Scream again, he suggested to Caitlen.


The band left the kitchen and entered a dining hall. Four Conglomerate guards were sitting at a table discussing something on a sheath of papers, when the Black Crag crew entered. Alec pulled out four of his knives and flung them without stopping as he raced the length of the room.


There was another scream, and then a man began yelling. “Stop that you stupid cow! Stop or we won’t save you for the leaders.” The voices were very close by.


Alec and the others entered a hallway, where a handful of guards were milling at ease. “Fight them, and follow me,” Alec ordered the Black Crag guards. Scream one more time; we’re in the hall, he told Caitlen.

 “Alec, in here, with three men with swords!” Caitlen’s voice rang out loudly. The steel of the women with Alec began to clash with the blades of the Conglomerate forces that were suddenly on defense, but Alec paid no attention as he dashed over to a particular door. 



The sound of a cracking hard slap burst out of the room as the door flew open. “What in blazes is happening out here?” an officer shouted angrily, and then died quietly as Alec’s sword sliced his throat. Alec burst into the room, threw a knife to his right, and then one straight ahead, at the man who had just slapped Caitlen viciously.

 “Black Crag! In here, set up in here now!” Alec shouted backwards through the doorway, and then he stepped forward to set Caitlen free.


The Princess had been badly handled. Her mouth was bleeding from the slap, and her arm was broken. Her torso was bruised. But her head was up and she was looking at Alec with an indescribable expression. With his last knife Alec hacked away the ropes that tied her wrists and her ankles and her waist, then he dropped his Warrior powers as he knelt down in front of the girl. He heard the Black Crag guards entering the room behind him as he called upon his Healer energy, and laid his hands on Caitlen, to first fix the arm, then to heal all the many wounds, and to take away the pain she was in.

 “Alec! Thank you for returning, thank you,” Caitlen said, releasing her tears. “And thank you for the rescue and the healing.”

 “You are always welcome,” Alec replied. He looked back over his shoulder at his squad. All four were in the room, and the door was closed. “What do we do now? Do you have forces enough to save the palace now, or should we pull back and begin again?”

 “I don’t know what we have left in the Palace grounds,” Caitlen said, shaking her head. “The Conglomerate rolled in many more soldiers than I knew they had; we were just trying to find any place to make a stand.”

 “Let’s go back to the gymnasium and the headquarters on the west side of town and recoup there,” Alec suggested. There was a thudding noise in the hallway. “Whatever we’re going to do, we have to decide quickly,” he urged.

 “Yes, then, let’s go back to the west side and start again,” Caitlen agreed.

 “Come here,” Alec ordered the Black Crag guards. “I’m going to take everyone back to the west side of the city, and it will take a couple of trips. You come here,” he motioned to one guard, “and the rest of you stay over there.” He pulled Caitlen up and wrapped his arms around her and the guard he had singled out. “We’re going to go in a way you’ve never gone before. Hold me tight and hold your breath,” he warned them. They started to squeeze him tightly in their arms, and then the three of them were momentarily in the black void, and then back on the building roof where Alec had chased Abelard and Isial. “I’ll be back with the others,” Alec said as he stepped away from the astonished women, and disappeared. Thirty seconds later he was back with the other three guards.

 “I’m going to go get the two wounded ones. Is there anyone else?” Alec asked, and then he disappeared again. Five minutes later he was back on the roof, carrying one guard on his back as the other hugged him from the front.


Alec was exhausted; his face and his body showed how much stress he had put himself through. He’d used Warrior powers, Healer powers, Spiritual powers and Traveler powers in the course of rescuing Caitlen, and he knew he had reached the limit of his ability to tap into the power.

 “Alec, I missed you so much. Where have you been? What did you learn?” Caitlen asked, and as Alec prepared to answer her, one knee collapsed, he slowly toppled to the ground, and passed out.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 28 – The Reckless Carnival

 



Alec opened his eyes, moaned and tried to remember where he was.

 “Are you alright sir?” Rahm asked. “Go tell the princess he’s awake!” Rahm shouted to someone else in the room, making Alec wince at the sudden loud sound.

 “Sorry, sir,” Rahm said. “It’s so good to see you again. Welcome back! Do you feel better? The Black Crag guards are telling the most amazing stories about yesterday – they say you defeated several platoons all by yourself, and you took them along for the ride!”


Alec sat up on the bed. “I feel better. Where are we? Where’s Caitlen?”

 “We’re back in the Westside headquarters, and everything seems to be stable for now,” Rahm said.

 “Where were you when the Princess was captured?” Alec asked.

 “I was with Bethany. We had a patrol in the north of the city. We started running into constant attacks from Conglomerate forces, and when we tried to pull back, they were behind us too. We went out into the country and around the city to get back to the west side, and that’s when we heard about the palace being over-run,” Rahm replied. “We lost quite a few men on the patrol, but we brought all our injured back.”

 “Good work,” Alec replied, feeling less concern that Caitlen had been left inadequately defended. “Where’s the infirmary? Let’s go see your wounded guards and get them back into the ranks.”

 “The infirmary is right downstairs. Technically, this is part of it, but we cleared this room out for you,” Rahm replied. He held the door open, and Alec followed him downstairs, to where more than a score of soldiers were recovering from wounds. Alec started at one end of the ward, and worked his way along the aisle, using a great deal of his healing energy to address the worst cases, and offering remedies and treatments for the others. At the end of two hours Alec was gray and tired.

 “Let’s go back to the apartment,” Alec said. “I need to recover.”

 “No, the princess said you were to stay here. She wants to talk to you. Let’s get you back upstairs to rest,” Rahm replied. “Is there anything else you need?” he asked when they were back in Alec’s infirmary room.

 “I’d like some fruit juice, and some rolls,” Alec answered, collapsing thankfully on the bed. He closed his eyes, and began to nod off. A minute later he heard the door open. “Just put it on the table here,” he suggested.

 “That would be uncomfortable,” he heard Bethany’s voice reply, causing him to sit up. “You look terrible,” the pixyish girl said candidly, embracing him in a tight hug. “I’m so glad you’re back. Thank you for the extraordinary things you did yesterday.

 “I’ve got six Black Crag guards who swear they want to be your personal unit now,” she told him. They broke the embrace with a kiss, then Bethany sat on the side of the bed.

 “Doing that amount of healing all at once has always been draining,” Alec replied, remembering a time he had gone to a children’s hospital in Stronghold with Johanna, and cured a number of children. That hadn’t been as draining as today’s action.

 “Well, it helps us to be able to put all those guards back under arms,” Bethany told him, studying him closely.

 “Did everything go well for you while you were away?” she asked.

 “I learned most of what I needed to know,” Alec replied. “And then I came back here. I plan to stay to help the Princess win back her throne.”

 “She’ll be happy, not just to have you fight for her, but just to have you back. She missed you Alec,” Bethany said. “Even after losing the palace yesterday, she seems happier today, I think just because you’re here.”


Alec smiled, feeling both pleased and concerned. 


 “But she isn’t able to come see you right now, as much as she wants to; she told me to apologize to you for her,” Bethany looked at him critically. “I’ll let you rest now, and we’ll talk soon,” she promised as she rose from the bed. She slipped out the door, as Alec flopped back down and laid his head on his pillow, pleased to see his sister and to hear her words about Caitlen.


He awoke again and it was morning time. He was alone and felt fine – his energy felt restored when he arose, so he left his room in search of facilities, where he washed up and refreshed. He found a mess hall that was empty of everyone but a single cook.

 “Where is everyone? Can I get some breakfast?” Alec asked.

 “Here,” the man slid a plate towards Alec, providing some dried beef and a stale roll. “We didn’t put much food out today, since everyone will be at the Spring Carnival all day.”

 “I don’t know about the Carnival. Please tell me about it,” Alec asked as he took a bite of his roll.


The cook looked at him with raised eyebrows.

 “No really, I don’t know the Spring Carnival at all,” Alec assured him.

 “Well, with the accent you have, I believe you’re from far away,” the cook said expansively. “Spring Carnival is recognized by all six of the great temples, so more people celebrate it than any other holiday. It’s two days long, and it celebrates the height of spring. There will be contests and games and music and people going to temples, and all that, but the part that everyone really celebrates is the night time, when everyone wants to be with someone they love, if you understand my meaning,” the cook explained with a leering grin that made his meaning very apparent.

 “And the best part is that there’s a truce, so you can go anywhere in the city you want: west side, east side, anywhere at all!”

 “Thank you,” Alec told the man, as he took his food and found some juice to drink with it. He sat down at a table, and thought about the carnival. Would there be traveling carnivals, like Richard’s that would be in town for an event like this one? He thought of the long ago life, when the clown Jonso had been a leader he had looked up to, when Ari had taken care of him, provided an example to him of how to live and think and behave.

 “Alec!” a set of voices called as he finished eating. “We’ve been looking for you all morning!” he turned to see a cluster of Black Crag guards bearing down on him, then recognized them as the group he had worked with to rescue Caitlen.

 “All hail the heroes of the land!” Alec greeted them with a warm smile as they gathered around him.

 “Come on,” they urged, as two of them tugged on his shoulders, pulling him up. “You’re ours for Festival! Captain Bethany promised us we could have you. She even gave us money to take care of you!”

 “What do you have in mind?” Alec asked as he rose.

 “We’re going to eat and drink and play and eat and play and dance and drink!” one soldier told him.

 “And that’s just this morning!” another added, to a round of laughter.


Alec looked at the good cheer in their faces and listened to the laughter, and thought about how resilient the soldiers were, to be able to leave behind the stress of the battle just two days before, and be filled with such joie de vivre now; the ability of soldiers to live in the present was something he always admired. “You’ve got a deal,” he told them, “within reason!” He allowed them to tug him outside the mess hall into bright morning sunshine, and lead him through the streets to a great collection of tents, where all manner of every carnival activity Alec had ever seen or heard of was on display.


The seven of them began to challenge one another to every game they saw, and the challenges began to lead to some severe penalties among the group, especially among the younger girls, who started to drink far too much. “That’s not fair!” the other soldiers protested when Alec took pity on one of the guards and used his Healing powers to remove her drunkenness.


They had learned quickly that they would lose most challenges made to Alec without stipulations to prevent the use of his powers, or even to make him stand on one leg to throw knives, or toss behind his back to throw balls, or swing between his legs to crack a mallet on a target, and as he lost bets with them, he began to collect a number of penalties. Since he refused to drink the ale and wine they favored. He wore a wig, had his face painted green, and sang a painfully off-key song that they taught him at a beergarden, one that made him blush to sing, adding to their enjoyment.


While there he saw Caitlen, her two bodyguards tailing her. She was strolling with her hand on the arm of an elegantly dressed man, one who appeared to be more of a courtier than a soldier. Alec felt a strange surge of jealousy arise at the sight of her laughter as she glanced up at her companion. He thought about the holes in the ground the Stone ingenairii apprentices had created to trip him back in his own youth, and the buckets of water that Bethany had dumped on him, and he wished he had some talent suited to making the elegant fellow look bad.


Without any such obvious talent though, he decided to instead create an appearance that he too could enjoy the pleasure of being in the company of others, and he redoubled his attention to his Black Crag friends. When he looked up from a boisterous wrestling match they broke into in the middle of the dance floor, Caitlen was gone.


As dinner approached, the group wandered across the city to different locations, and settled into an eastern dance hall, where the one man and six girls at a table provoked considerable ribbing, numerous offers, and increasing numbers of invitations to dance. Alec danced with all the Black Crag soldiers, who came back to him between their turns on the floor with other partners, and he began to dance with some of the bolder local girls, who invited him out on the dance floor.


He was with Chicene, one such lively local girl, when a folk dance ended, and a slow dance began. Before Alec was ready, the tall girl had her hands in his and was setting the paces of the dance into motion. “Come home with me tonight,” she said into his ear.

 “I can’t,” Alec protested. “I have all these girls who would kill me and you if I went with anyone else,” he used the same polite refusal he had used with other girls during the evening.

 “Well, even if not for fun, you ought to come with me, for your own safety,” Chicene warned. “My home will be safe.”

 “I can take care of myself. No street thug can hurt me,” Alec assured her.

 “It’s not the street thugs I’ll protect you from. It’s the Conglomerate soldiers I’ll hide you from,” she replied, pressing herself closer to him. She whispered softly in his ear. “At an hour past midnight they will violate the truce and begin to attack. Dozens of them have been sent to the western side to take advantage of the truce.”


Alec pulled his head back and looked at her, incredulous. “It’s true,” Chicene insisted. “I’ve had more than one of their soldiers turn me down because he has to go to war tonight.”

 “I have to go,” Alec said. “Will you be safe tonight?” he asked Chicene.

 “Not as safe as I’d be if you’d spend the night at my place,” she coyly replied.

 “Maybe someday we can dance another dance,” Alec told her.


He left her and started walking quickly through the dance crowd, finding his Black Crag guards. “Come with me, now, it’s important,” he told the first one he found dancing, te leader of the group, as his shoulders jostled those of others on the floor.


She started to object, but Alec placed his hand on her head. There will be a Conglomerate attack tonight; we have to get back to the Princess, he whispered in her head. 


 “Was that you?” Mulvane asked aloud, breaking away from her dance partner. “In my head? Is it true?”

 “Hey, no cutting in,” her dance partner said curtly.

 “He’s not cutting. We’re done,” Mulvane said just as curtly. “How did you get in my head?” she said to Alec.

 “You know how I am,” Alec said with a tight grin. “Let’s get the rest of the team.”


They found the other members of the squad. “A girl told me the Conglomerate is going to break the truce after midnight,” Alec told them all. “We need to get back to protect the Princess. Come in here,” he led the group into a closet.

 “This is cozy, but what’s the point??” Mulvane asked.


Alec put his arm around her. “Come here,” he wrapped his other arm around another soldier, and suddenly the three of them disappeared. Thirty seconds later Alec appeared at the door and slipped in again, trans-locating two more guards with him, and a minute later he brought the last two with him as well.


Rahm, he sent out a silent message, I’m in the infirmary. If you know where the Princess is come here and tell me, he broadcast his message.

 “You four go looking for the Princess,” he instructed part of the group. “If you find her, one of you come back here and tell me, while the rest of you protect her,” he instructed. They left the room, and Alec and the other two were left to remain in the infirmary. He sat and rested, strained by the use of his powers, then paced restlessly, until one of his companions suggested they wait outside on the street, in order to be closer to the route they would need to follow.


Several minutes later, Rahm arrived at the building. “Alec, I heard your message. I saw the princess about half an hour ago. She was with a gentleman; he was dressed in very elegant clothes. I heard them talking about going to the palace so they could both go there during the truce and it would be like old times.”

 “Have you heard any reports that the Conglomerate forces are going to break the truce?” Alec asked.

 “No, I haven’t heard anything like that. Their lads are all around the city the same as ours, from what I’ve seen, drinking and carousing the same as ours,” Rahm replied.

 “Thank you,” Alec told him. “I’m going to go to the palace and see if I can find the Princess. I’ll come back in five minutes with or without her.” He focused his attention without another word, and translocated himself to the throne room of the visitor’s palace. The room was empty and dark, and he immediately doubted his intuitive guess that Caitlen would be in the small room behind it, the room he knew best within the palace complex. Then he heard a low laugh, a gurgling, throaty warm laugh that he knew was Caitlen’s, a laugh that in no way spoke of any perception on her part that she was in danger.


Alec crept through the room to stand next to the door to the adjoining room. “Cressler, what made you come looking for me tonight?” he heard Caitlen’s voice ask. There was a rustle of cloth, and a soft kissing sound, without an answering voice.

 “I saw you dancing in the ballroom, and I remembered when we were young,” Alec heard a man’s voice answer at last. “The times we spent together then were so carefree, it seemed to be a perfect omen for what loving night should be like,” the man replied. There was another long silent gap with only indistinct soft sounds issuing from the room. “I had no idea you’d respond with such passion.”

 “I heard a saying once, ‘If you can’t be with the one who touches your heart, reach out to touch another instead,’” Caitlen replied. “And it makes more sense after a bottle of wine during the Spring Festival.”


Embarrassed, Alec was frozen in indecision. He didn’t want to spy on Caitlen, but he didn’t want her to be in danger of unprotected capture either. He was surprised, and disappointed, by what he had found. There was no sound of any guards nearby to protect her, or to capture her either. 



Alec felt anger simmering inside him. He wanted to barge into the room and vent his anger on the nameless nobleman who Caitlen was willing to public and privately show affection to, but even more, he wanted to vent his anger on the princess who hadn’t come to see him in the armory after he rescued her, because she was apparently too busy with this nobleman. And Alec felt anger at himself; he shouldn’t be insecure about this situation, but he couldn’t bring himself to intrude on the couple and express his own affection for the princess – it would look and feel awkward and opportunistic.


He decided to leave Caitlen alone to have privacy, and stepped away from the doorway, only to trip over something on the floor, something that clattered appallingly loudly, and sent him sprawling to the floor in a stumble that knocked his head against some mysterious article of furniture cloaked in the darkness.


Alec’s head swam from the strength of the blow. He struggled against the urge to simply lie down and pass out. There was a brightening, bobbing light, and then Alec shook his head clear of some of the cobwebs, and as he rose to kneeling on the floor, he saw a pair of boots standing next to him.

 “Who are you and what are you doing here?” a man’s voice asked sternly. Alec looked up into the glare of a hand-held lantern, and detected the features of a man’s face beyond the light. “Were you spying on us?” the man asked. “Get up and get out of here,” he raised a boot and disdainfully nudged Alec.


Alec shook his head and pressed himself up, rising to a standing posture. He closed both eyes, put his hands to his head, and focused his Healing power on treating the blow to his head. He felt the relief of his energy working, sluggish though it continued to be, and he opened his eyes to see Caitlen standing in the doorway of the adjoining room, rearranging her clothes.

 “Alec?” she called inquisitively. He pulled his hands away from his head and shook his head once again. “Alec, what are you doing here?” she asked.

 “Do you know this boy?” Cressler asked Caitlen.

 “I do,” Caitlen affirmed. “What are you doing here, Alec?”

 “It’s evident; he’s spying on you,” Cressler responded. “The wretch.”

 “I wanted to make sure you were safe,” Alec answered for himself. He knew he couldn’t reveal his concern about a secret Conglomerate uprising, not with any credibility in these circumstances, inside the empty palace, nor could he express his own feelnigs.

 “I am. If that’s all, you can go back to your Black Crag harem and enjoy yourself,” Caitlen replied flatly. “Or why don’t you go worry about your wife? I’m safe and fine and don’t need your permission to enjoy myself, do I?”

 “No, you don’t,” Alec agreed. There’s apparently no problem for the Princess; I’ve found her and she is fine. Everyone is free to go about your own ways and have a good time tonight, he sent the silent message out to the others who he had made a part of his misguided rescue.

 “Where’s your bodyguard?” he asked.

 “I let them have the evening off. It’s the Festival night, and they deserve the right to have an evening of their own. I knew I’d be safe, and I thought I deserved a night of my own too, with someone I can trust,” Caitlen shot back.

 “I’ll leave you alone to enjoy yourself,” Alec said, wishing he had some cutting remark to add. He turned and walked towards the way out, and as he did he heard Caitlen’s voice say something, and then Cressler give a high-pitched laugh of amusement. The light grew fainter, and then a door slammed shut behind him as Alec left the throne room. 



Alec transported himself back to the apartment, the empty apartment he shared with Bethany and Rahm. He needed to have a moment of solitude to recover from the scene in the palace. He felt humiliated and depressed. He had no desire to go out and face anyone, so he crawled into the bed there, and reflected on the situation until he fell asleep.


When he awoke the following morning neither Rahm nor Bethany were home, and he still felt lethargic and unhappy, to the point of feeling unhealthy. He dressed and went down to the street to walk to the headquarters building, where he planned to apologize to his friends for disrupting their evening. As he walked along and thought about the difficulty of undoing a simple mistake, he was suddenly confronted by a horrific sight.


Two Black Crag soldiers, a man and a woman, lay dead in the street, while further down the road he saw three more bodies. He ran to the nearest bodies and knelt to examine them. They were cold, indicating they had died several hours earlier. Unarmed, Alec noticed that both of the dead soldiers were also unarmed, as most people had been yesterday during the festival. Alec felt a sick fear knot up his stomach, and he translocated himself to the armory. He grabbed a bandolier of knives and hitched two sword belts on his hips, added a bow and arrows, and for good measure, strapped a mace on his hip as well, a sickening weapon he had never used except in ingenaire practice, on Rubicon’s porch, long ago in the Dominion.


There were voices downstairs, and Alec went down them to find out what was happening.


Bethany was there, looking haggard, trying to impose order on a milling cluster of Black Crag guards and other forces who were gathered in the street outside the armory building. “Alec? Oh thank the stars you’re here!” Bethany said as she saw him, and a smattering of cheers arose from the crowd.


Alec looked at her and saw her wounds, several bruises and a slice on her forearm. He touched her to heal her injuries. Is the Princess here? He asked inside her head.


No, Rahm said that you were protecting her. That’s why we aren’t panicking. Didn’t you say you were taking care of her last night? Bethany replied in the same silent mode.


I saw her, but I didn’t stay with her, Alec replied.


Oh no! “Alec!” Bethany spoke out loud.

 “How badly were we hurt last night?” Alec responded verbally.

 “We lost several good people, but not as many as it could have been. Your squad spread the word there was going to be an attack, and several people armed themselves. Then the word went out that there was no attack, but the attack began before any of our folks could disarm,” Bethany explained.

 “I made a mistake last night,” Alec said. “More than one. I’m going to go get the Princess, and bring her back here. Get our folks organized and rested. When I get back and recuperate, we’re going to take the battle to them for a change. Gather all the information you can on where their command headquarters is located and have it ready for when I return.”


With that he pulled his mace loose, took a deep breath, and translocated away to the palace.



 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 29 –The Pain of Rescue


 


Alec arrived in the room he had seen Caitlen in last. There was no one there; no one living, at least. He found Cressler’s headless body in a corner, and the man’s head, along with his shirt and his shoes, on the floor in a different corner. Caitlen’s blouse was there as well, but there was no sign of the Princess. He was going to have to go hunting, and he was in no mood to do it mercifully. His disposition soured even further with anger as he thought of the mess he had made of the evening.


He walked into the empty throne room, then passed through the palace into the garden grounds of the main palace. He saw a squad of Conglomerate soldiers coming towards him, nearly a dozen, and he saw his chance to unleash is anger. He dropped the mace, pulled his bow over his shoulder, and reached for arrows, which he began firing in a rapid procession that dropped six of the squad members to the ground. He picked up the mace in his right hand and pulled out a sword in his left hand then charged the astonished survivors of the attack.


He picked his targets carefully, and within a minute only the squad leader was left alive, down on the ground with a wounded leg.

 “Where did they take the Princess?” Alec asked.

 “What princess? Who are you?” the wounded man asked.


Alec stuck the point of his sword against the man’s throat. “There is only one princess. Where is she?”

 “I heard they’re taking her east, out of the city. That’s all I know,” the guardsman said.


Alec picked up his mace and grabbed fresh arrows out of the quiver of one of his victims, then translocated himself to the eastside dance hall he had visited the night before; the effort to make the translocation felt sluggish, though it succeeded. On the street outside the hall he ambushed a small patrol, killing all but one, who he knocked to the ground. “Where’s the princess being taken?”

 “I don’t know. We aren’t involved in things like that,” the guard protested.

 “Take me to headquarters. Take me some place where I can get answers,” Alec ordered him. “Get up, and let’s go.”


He walked behind his prisoner with a dagger against the man’s back, and within ten minutes they reached a large office building that was swarming with Conglomerate soldiers and guards. “You can run away now, but give no warning, or you can die,” Alec told him as they stood in an alley, and watched his guide run away quickly.


He began to walk determinedly towards the building with his Warrior energies at full strength, swords drawn in each hand, drawing attention from the guards at the entrance to the building. “Stop right there,” a voice ordered, but Alec ignored it, and continued to walk. “Stop!” the order came again when he was ten steps from the door, and then an arrow flew down from a window above. Alec deflected the arrow with his sword, sending it into the chest of one of the guards at the door, then he rushed and stabbed the other one and was inside the building.


There were many people in the main hall, most unaware of his arrival. He swapped one sword for the mace, and began swinging it brutally, screaming loudly as he fought his way along the length of the hall and then ran up the stairs. The officers would be up here, he presumed, ignoring the shouts and screams downstairs. He looked down the hall and saw a door with a guard in front. Alec ran down the hall and placed his sword at the guard’s throat. “Open the door and let me in,” Alec ordered.


Alec entered the room, and closed the door behind him. A man in a highly decorated uniform sat at a desk studying a map. “What’s causing all that bloody noise down there?” he asked without looking up.

 “I caused the bloody noise,” Alec answered.


The man looked up suddenly. “How did you get in here? Who are you?”

 “I am the Crown Protector,” Alec answered, inspired suddenly to revive an old title. “I’m looking for the Princess. I want to know where she is.”

 “You can’t be serious!” the officer said. “You won’t get away with this.”

 “I’ve gotten this far with ease,” Alec replied. He pulled out a knife, and tossed it at the man, pinning the shoulder of his uniform to his chair.

 “Tell me where she is. I know your men captured her last night in the palace. I know they beheaded her companion. I know they’re taking her east. I want you to tell me where she is right now,” Alec said, stepping closer to the officer with each statement. He swung his sword so that it ripped through the material on the chest of the officer’s uniform, then swung it again so that it shaved hair off his scalp.

 “Tell me where she is,” Alec said again.


There was a banging sound behind him and the door burst open. Alec turned and threw three knives instantly, killing three men at the door.


He turned back to the officer, and placed his sword at the man’s throat.

 “Tell me!” he shouted. 


 “She’s in a convoy on the road to Raysing,” the man said.

 “If she’s not, I’ll be back,” Alec replied. He engaged his Traveler energy and disappeared from the office, leaving the officer in astonishment. He returned to the alley where he had released the first guard, and pondered his next step. He was using many types of energy, and was using them recklessly this morning. He was relentlessly pushing himself too hard, he recognized. When he caught up with Caitlen, he would need to have more energy available to rescue her and spirit her away. He needed to find horses, he concluded.


He went down the alley, looking for stables, and quickly found the military stables associated with the headquarters. Inside he overpowered a groom and tied him up, then saddled two horses, climbed on one, and gathered the lead for the other as he went out the door and into the next street back.

 “Which way is the Raysing Road?” he asked three men as he trotted his horse along the street. They pointed behind him. “Go four blocks, then go left for about a mile, and you’ll come to the Raysing Road. It’s wide and busy,” they advised.


Alec turned, and as he did, he heard thunder rumble loudly. He looked up and saw ominous clouds overhead, and heavy rain already falling in the western part of the city. He rolled his eyes in disgust, and urged his horses into a trot.


He made his turn and moved along a placid residential street, with large trees growing between the paving stones and multistory houses on either side. Minutes later the street intersected a highway that Alec assumed was the Raysing Road. He crossed and joined the flow of traffic.


A farmer in an ox cart confirmed that it was the Raysing Road, and a little further along a vendor with a fruit stand confirmed that a convoy of military riders and a pair of covered wagons had passed by two hours earlier. Alec continued to ride, and five minutes later the rains hit. An hour later the rain was still falling, giving him a chill, and he switched horses as he continued a fast pace along the road. Shortly after that two squads of cavalry went racing past Alec, heading in the same direction he was.


They were reinforcements being sent to prevent Alec from taking her back, he suspected. They would need reinforcements, he told himself darkly. He picked up his pace to try to stay close to the cavalry, but in the rain there was little visibility very far ahead, and rather than make himself evident by following them, he let the cavalry fade from sight.


By late afternoon Alec was shivering from the still-falling rain, and decided to use some of his power to warm himself; it was difficult to summon his energy to do so, and he resolved to avoid using any further ingenaire abilities until he caught up with the convoy that was spiriting Caitlen away; he recognized now that he would have to wait until nightfall to rescue her. That would be easier for him in many ways, since he only had to concentrate on one target in the dark, while her protectors would be confused and forced to watch out for each other.


The sunset was dreary as the rainstorm continued to pelt the road and its travelers with large drops of water. They were far out of the city now, riding among farms and forests, and he was shivering again from the cold. As he rode along the other travelers on the highway thinned out, as they reached their destinations or sought shelter for the evening, so that he grew isolated and alone.


An hour after sunset he heard the sounds of the convoy at last. They were stopped in the road, and in the darkness Alec came upon them so quickly that he decided to pass them, riding his horses slowly so that he could observe his target. Several cavalry riders were behind the convoy, consisting primarily of two wagons, with a few more cavalrymen in the lead.


The wagoneer was arguing with a cavalry officer as Alec rode by. The wagoneer wanted to rest his horses for the night, while the cavalry leader insisted they keep going.

 “We’ll put her on my horse and I’ll take her then,” Alec heard the cavalry rider say just as he rode beyond range of hearing them amid the background noise of the rain, even with his Warrior abilities now engaged at a low level.


Alec pulled ahead, then pulled his horses into a wood lot and tied them to a tree. He removed all of his weapons but one sword and one knife, and ran backwards to the spot where the convoy still stood.


This situation was providentially playing into Alec’s hands. With his drained and diminished powers this day, Alec was relieved he would only need to overcome a single opponent, instead of the many members of the squad that were surrounding the captive Caitlen.

 “I was given the assignment to bring the captive to the next fortified station,” the wagoneer was saying as Alec arrived back at the convoy. “You, Captain Ferguson, were only assigned to accompany me.”

 “There is a monster out there, a man, who killed over a dozen men at the eastern headquarters. He single-handedly stormed through the building, and took General Jacue hostage. He called himself the ‘Crown Protector’ and he only wanted one thing,” the cavalry captain said. “He wanted to know where Princess Esmere was. They said he was as frightening as those monsters down south, maybe moreso because he looks like a man.

 “He’s coming this way. That’s why you’ve got a whole extra squad with you. If I take her away now, the worst that will happen is that he’ll attack you here in the convoy, and you’ll perhaps defeat him, but certainly slow him down, so that I can carry the Princess away from him,” the cavalry officer said.

 “Alright! Go! The responsibility for the girl is all yours, and the blame for her loss is all yours,” the wagoneer cried in defeat. “Go fetch the girl; bring her to the captain,” he turned and told one of his workers.


Caitlen had lain chained in the bottom of a wagon, and had heard the whole story. The evening and the day had been a brutal nightmare, but with the story of an unstoppable fighter who called himself the Crown Protector, her spirits had revived. She knew that it had to be Alec, coming again to rescue her; she recollected him using that same title once in describing one of the strange chapters of his earlier life. She wondered if she had failed to notice him talking inside her head, encouraging or informing her of his progress.


She had been extraordinarily despondent all day, grief-stricken and horrified to the point of being almost catatonic. She had seen Alec carousing during the Spring Festival, enjoying intimate friendship with an entire squad of women, while he had ignored her, on top of having spurned her so many times before. It had spurred her to want to use Cressler to make Alec jealous – familiar and comfortable Cressler a noble family scion whom she had known at court most of her life.


Then Alec had come spying on her at the palace, and afterwards, though she and Cressler had dallied, she was mostly angry at Alec, for finding her, or maybe for not taking her away. That anger had been nothing compared to the horror shortly thereafter when Conglomerate guards had burst in on Cressler and she, interrupted their cuddling, and then brutally beheaded the man, right before her eyes. She had been dragged out by the common guards while still half undressed, and carried through the streets like a trophy. She had been tossed into the back of the wagon that had immediately set off to carry her away from the possibility of rescue.


The back of the wagon had been a continuation of the nightmare. The night was chilly, and she was chained down and constantly ogled by guards, who made lewd comments and filthy predictions about her fate. All day she had been rattled and bruised in the wagon, and only now for the first time in many, many hours, did she begin to feel the spark of life ready to animate her spirit.


She was hefted casually out of the wagon, and given a blanket as a wrap as she allowed herself to be draped on the back of the cavalryman’s saddle. Then, without another word, they were off, riding away from the convoy, rain falling on them and mud splashing up around them from the hooves of the horse. Caitlen, her hands still bound together, felt around on the saddle, until she found a knife, inside a sheath that was incorporated into the saddle. She had the weapon she needed. With or without Alec, she would find a way to escape her imprisonment. Her hands fumbled with the knife as the horse rose and fell roughly, but she managed to retain her hold on it. She raised it high above her head, then plunged it downward towards the back of Captain Ferguson’s neck.


That was the moment when Alec had risen up to slice his own knife across the throat of the cavalry officer. Even as he finished delivering his attack on the man, Caitlen’s blade had fallen upon him, driven as deeply as she could manage, so that it entered his back, glanced off his shoulder blade, and carried further into his flesh. He gave a scream of pain, then passed out as they tumbled off the horse and into the swampy dark road.


Caitlen screamed. In the darkness she couldn’t tell what had happened. She felt the unexpected impact of something striking her at the moment she had struck her blow, and then she had been hurdled to the ground, and fortunately had landed on the top of the pile of bodies. She lay atop the bodies, only partially aware of what had happened, in stunned confusion for several seconds.


At length she sat up; in the rainy dark she could see very little. The horse had disappeared in the gloom, and the knife had been knocked loose, so she struggled to flip over the body she was on so that she could use its knife to set herself free. And then she discovered that there was more than one body beneath her, that one of the bodies was Alec, and that he was unconscious and unresponsive.


She moaned in a mix of dismay that covered every element of pain and fear and regret. Her hands probed until she found a knife, and she cut the ropes off her wrists, then tried to chafe Alec to consciousness as she sat in the cold rain in the middle of the road. At length she gave up her unsuccessful effort, and decided to get off the road instead. She dragged the dead officer into a copse of nearby trees, and discovered two horses standing with their heads down in the rain. She also perceived a structure of some type beyond the trees. Caitlen went back out into the road and grabbed Alec, then began to lug his body across the ground and back to the building she had seen, which turned out to be an abandoned, decaying barn. She left Alec in a dry corner of the barn, then retrieved the horses and brought them in as well.


Caitlen took Alec into the driest corner of the structure, then held his hand, and spoke to him, pleading with him to awaken. She grew agitated by his unresponsiveness, and at last tried to project her words into his mind, as they had done in the past.


Alec, can you hear me? she asked him.


Imelda? came back a disoriented reply.


No, it is me, Caitlen, she told him.


There was no further response from Alec’s mental voice for several seconds, then another voice, female, but very strong and calm, though seemingly from a great distance, spoke. Keep him warm; he needs your warmth.


How? Who are you? Caitlen asked, but there was no answer.


Caitlen considered the situation. She undressed Alec from the sopping wet clothes he wore, discovering for the first time the stab wound she had inflicted and noting how chilled his body felt, then she went to the horses and rummaged through their saddlebags, where she found a pair of dry blankets and a stale loaf of travel bread. She took the blankets back to Alec, and moved him on top of one, then lay the other over him.


What else can I do to warm you up? She asked as she held his hand again.


Put your body next to mine, skin-to-skin, he groggily responded.


With a sigh she stood up and removed her own scant clothing, then got under the blanket, pressing her body against his entire length. She could feel his flesh greedily absorbing the heat from hers. He gave a slight moan in his throat, rolled towards her, and encircled her in his arms, then went still again. 



She was going to be able to return to the safety of west Vincennes, thanks to Alec and his extraordinary abilities, she thought, and she gave thanks for the rescue he had carried out. And she would undoubtedly be severely criticized by him for not having bodyguards with her when she was captured.


No bodyguards would have done any good against the overwhelming number of Conglomerate soldiers who captured her anyway, soldiers who had violated a ceasefire. And in her mind, she wouldn’t have been in the palace with Cressler if Alec would have been her companion during the Spring Festival, or even if he simply hadn’t been cavorting so publicly with his harem of women. He had rejected her, and then flung it in her face, something that was evident for the whole city to see, and it had spurred her foolish reaction.


Yet here he was, the one who had come to rescue her when no one else could have, the one who had wreaked havoc on the Conglomerate forces, the one who had accidently taken her own knife stroke. He showed such dedication to her at times, he seemed to burn himself out at times for her, he showed tenderness and compassion to her at times, yet still he avoided professing whatever complex feelings he held. He had come back to Vincennes, and that seemed like such a hopeful sign. He had gone in search of a wife, and then returned to her. 



She didn’t know what he had discovered, she realized. Other than the two times he had rescued her from the palace, she hadn’t seen him since his return. Disturbed by her own failure to learn about his quest, she stewed as she lay, until she fell into an uneasy sleep.


She awoke with a slight hint of dawn on the horizon, the skies cleared and the rain gone. Alec’s arms were around her, wrapping her intimately against him. His body felt warm against hers, which brought her relief. She wondered about the voice she had heard last night, the one that had told her to warm him; it was possible for someone other than Alec to project thoughts, but she had no idea who it was.


Alec stirred, and she gently squirmed out of his grasp, then went and put on the clothes she had. When she turned around, his eyes were open, and he was watching her. She jumped, startled to have been observed.

 “You’re a regular voyeur, aren’t you?” she said with more asperity than she felt. As soon as she said it, she regretted the cutting comment.

 “What happened last night? Where are we?” Alec seemed to ignore her verbal shot.

 “You came to rescue me last night, right when I was trying to stab the Conglomerate officer who had me. My knife,” she hesitated, “stabbed you instead.”

 “Where are we now?” Alec asked quietly.

 “I brought you into this old barn past the woods,” she replied.

 “You brought my horses in? Good,” Alec commented. “And you warmed me by sleeping with me? Good decision,” he told her.

 “You and the other voice said to,” Caitlen explained. “Who was she? Who was the other woman’s voice that I heard in my mind?”


Alec paused. “She’s someone I met,” he said at last.

 “That’s all you’re going to say about her? Someone who you can speak to mind-to-mind without even touching?” Caitlen wanted more of an answer.

 “She has secrets of her own, that I am not allowed to reveal,” Alec wearily explained.

 “So it wasn’t your wife?” the girl ventured a guess, hoping to learn something, anything.


Alec gave a deep sigh. “No,” he said a world in the weary tone of that one word.

 “I’m sorry Alec,” Caitlen said, moving over to sit down next to Alec. “Were things alright at home?”


He closed his eyes, and turned his head. “I saw a painting, a portrait of my wife. It was a beautiful picture of the night I proposed to her.” Alec opened his eyes. “But it is ancient; time has passed, and the painting is over two hundred years old. I was a stranger in my own land,” he told her. “I have no wife, or at least not the one I knew; I’m still missing decades of memories. Who knows what else I’ve done in that time though?”


He looked directly in her eyes, then sat up, wincing from the pain in his shoulder where he was stabbed. Caitlen was at a loss for what to say. He reached around behind himself and was silent for a minute, healing his wound.

 “Caitlen, there is something we have to do,” he had a different tone, as he tried to leave the painful story far away.

 “What Alec?” she asked, shaken by his revelation. She had seen the pain in his eyes.

 “If you are going to want to have trysts, and to ignore the basic rules of safety that are necessary for a ruler, to go out without guards, then we have to take extraordinary precautions to protect you,” he began. “Otherwise you are going to be the death of me. I can’t go on like this, having to fight unnecessary battles to keep you alive.”

 “I don’t go sneaking around with men!” she said vehemently. “That was a mistake, but it was just one time,” she said. “And you were the one who was so touchy-feely with a half dozen women in the middle of a public place, anyway,” she added, determined to bring that up. “You’re the one who comes and goes from one world to another at the drop of a hat.”

 “If you are going to place yourself in danger, I have to be able to know,” he ignored her response. “There is something we can do that I think will fix this problem.

 “I think I know a way that will allow you to project your thoughts into my mind without physical contact, the way I can do to you, the way Bernadina must have done last night,” Alec said. “If you had that power, you could tell me when you were being surrounded by Conglomerate forces, and I could get to you a lot quicker, which would make everything easier.


She held her tongue, and cast her eyes upon the ground, looking up at him once.

 “There once was a girl who was dying from poison,” Alec began a story. “And the poison was in her blood, in her organs, in her flesh – it was killing her. It had gone so far I couldn’t cure it all, so I made a cut in her arm, and then a cut in my arm, and I put the two together, so that my blood flowed in her body, and hers in mine.


Caitlen turned green at the thought. “My body absorbed the poison from her blood, and my blood cleansed her body. When she was saved, I severed the connection,” he pointed to a long thin scar on his arm, now visible in the growing light. “And one result was that she gained my healing power.

 “If I were to do that with you, and do a little more, I believe you would have the Spiritual powers I have, and the ability to project your thoughts to me. Then, whenever you needed help you could tell me,” Alec finished.

 “Alec, do you love me?” Caitlen asked in response, proud that her voice was even and her gaze steady as she asked him.

 “That’s not a fair question,” Alec replied, startled. “I know that my wife died many years ago, but I don’t know what I’ve done since then. You know how my memory has been restored in bits and pieces. For all I know, I may recollect more of my memory, and find out I have another wife that I’m married to now.”

 “Alec, it was a simple question. It just takes a simple answer. One word – yes or no,” Caitlen said, standing up. “I hoped you would be open enough with me to give me that one simple word, whichever it was going to be.

 “No, I don’t want your blood in me,” she said.

 “Caitlen, use some common sense! Don’t make this more complicated than it needs to be,” Alec said, agitated.

 “Goodness knows, you can’t dislike my blood. You shed it last night; you’ve put me in enough situations where it’s been shed for you,” his exasperation poured out. “This is what the prophecy called for; it’s not a bad thing. All your blood will leave your body – it will all flow into mine. And my blood will take its place in you as our hearts pump it all around and around through both our bodies.”

 “Just take me back to our part of Vincennes,” she replied stiffly, confounded by what he was saying. “I’m ready to go.”

 “Where is the uniform of the dead cavalry officer?” Alec asked.

 “On his body, out there,” Caitlen answered.

 “I’m going to go get it,” he stood up angry and heedless of his nudity for the moment. He stomped out of the barn, and came back several minutes later wearing the uniform.

 “Well? Aren’t you going to take me home?” Caitlen demanded, upset by the delay in his use of his translocation powers.


Alec sighed. “I am, but we’re going to ride the horses back. My energy level has been weak and taxed the past day or so, and I’d rather not use it if I don’t have to. Plus, these are two beautiful animals, and I would enjoy taking them back with us,” he told her. “I miss having horses around.”

 “Alright,” Caitlen said sullenly. She picked up Alec’s discarded shirt and pulled it on over her bodice, then hopped on the saddle of one of the horses and kicked its ribs, sending the animal flying out of the barn.

 “Hey!” Alec protested; he looked at the items scattered around the barn, picked up the blankets, stuffed them in the saddlebags on the second horse, then climbed on and left the barn in pursuit of his runaway princess. I’m going to let you have it when I catch you, Alec projected a warning to Caitlen. He reached the road, and saw Caitlen, already far down the road and riding her horse at a rapid pace.


Alec pushed his horse’s gait to keep the runaway in sight, while he stewed over her immaturity. She was going to have to submit to the operation to make her an ingenaire if he was going to have any hope of protecting her. The alternatives were that he keep her in sight for every second of every day, or they would have to accept that they were going to lose her; neither alternative was realistic. He had lost everything precious in his life for some unknown reason, and been thrown into this other world just to protect her; she had become his only mission in life, and he was not going to lose her.


He admitted to himself that he did love the girl. He admired her determination and her resourcefulness. She showed courage and humor and compassion. He thought about the travel conditions he had forced her to accept on their trip to Black Crag, when he hadn’t known she was a princess. She had accepted treatment far below the level she was undoubtedly accustomed to on that trip, without complaint.


And despite that treatment, she had told him she loved him. He remembered when he had been on the floor in the restaurant in Eckerd, suffering from the bandits’ wounds; she had wept over him and declared her love for him. But then had come the prophecy that had frightened her, the one that had predicted seemingly dire actions, but which he now understood was not a threat at all.


The sun was high overhead already, he realized, and it had been a long time since he had left Caitlen’s followers; he needed to let them know she was in his hands again, at least in a way. I have the Princess, he sent a message to Bethany. We will return tonight or tomorrow. He sent the same message to Rahm, then refocused his attention on his own situation. There was other traffic on the road, and Caitlen was still far ahead of him. He needed to rein her in and be with her. Caitlen, he projected, slow down. I will ride with you, and talk. I will not spank you to punish you, he added with a grin that he knew she wouldn’t see, but he hoped she would share.


Caitlen had apparently dropped her horse from its frenetic pace, and by late afternoon Alec had caught up with her. “How do your legs feel?” he asked solicitously, wanting to start their conversation on a good note. He reached over and touched her thigh, taking away the pain he sensed she was developing from her hours of sitting in the saddle.

 “Did you make my legs feel better so you could make me feel worse when you try to spank me?” Caitlen asked archly.


Here we go again, Alec thought to himself.

 “Alec, I want to thank you for saving me. Again,” Caitlen said, expressing what she had been thinking during her ride on the road. “You’ve done it over and over, and I know that I owe you more than I will ever be able to express.”


Taken by surprise by her humility, Alec stumbled over what to say. “Every time I’ve had to rescue you, it’s been after you were caught at the palace. Have you thought about picking a new place to live?” he grinned.


Caitlen looked sideways at him and grinned as well, pleased that he had accepted her peace offer. “I’m famished, not to mention filthy and tired. Do we have any dinner plans?”


Alec felt in the pockets of the uniform he had stolen, and discovered several coins. “We’re in funds,” he announced. “Look for a nice inn, and we’ll get a room for the night. We can just spend the night in town, instead of trying to push all the way through to the palace,” he said, still feeling weary from his use of powers during the past few days.

 “And we’ll get a meal,” he added.

 “And a hot bath?” Caitlen asked.

 “And a hot bath,” Alec agreed.

 “Let’s go there,” Caitlen suggested, pointing at an inn on the south side of the highway, one of several buildings that bordered the road, evidence that they were well into the fringe of Vincennes’s outlying suburbs.


Apparently the inn was used to seeing Conglomerate officers and women, because they readily rented him a room, and agreed to have a tub of hot water provided. Caitlen went up to the room while Alec took the horses to the stables to attend to their care. They too were suffering from the difficult journey, and Alec gave the stable hand extra funds to provide some oats in their feed.


By the time he went upstairs to their room, Caitlen was already soaking in the tub that had been filled with many buckets of hot water from the kitchen. “Oh Alec, this is heavenly,” she murmured in a satisfied voice as he passed her to sit on the bed and remove the ill-fitting boots that came from the cavalry officer.

 “Oh, before you do that, would you go downstairs and order dinner to be delivered up here to our room? It would be so pleasant to just relax and rest here tonight,” Caitlen proposed. “And a bottle of wine? Will you drink it with me? I’ve never seen you drink anything but juice and water.”


Determined to try to be at peace with the girl, Alec pulled the offending boots back on, went downstairs to the kitchen, and ordered a dinner tray. He hesitated momentarily, then asked for two cups to go with the bottle of wine, and dutifully carried it all upstairs, to where Caitlen continued to rest in the hot water, gently enveloped by wisps of steam.


Alec placed the tray of food on the table in the room, then poured a cup of wine for Caitlen, and delivered it to her and returned to the table.

 “Well?” she questioned. “Aren’t you going to drink with me? It looks bad for a gentleman to let a girl drink alone. Or are you hoping to get me drunk and take advantage of me?” she asked archly.


Alec poured wine into the second cup. His eyes locked with Caitlen’s over the rim of his cup as he took a sip, and she raised her cup to him in a mock toast.

 “Now, you just have to feed me,” she suggested, threw her head back, and opened her mouth like a baby bird. Alec picked up a grape and arched it high into the air, then watched as it landed off target, making a splash as it hit the water in the tub.

 “Alec!” she laughed, and flung a handful of water at him. She gracefully reached for a towel outside of the tub, then carefully stepped up into the towel and came to join him at the table.

 “What is this all about really?” Alec asked her as he sipped his wine.


Caitlen looked at him quizzically.

 “This coup; why would the Conglomerate and the nobles try to overthrow the monarchy? Just because of a tax increase? It doesn’t seem right,” Alec explained. He watched her face as she made the mental adjustment to the topic.

 “It is many things,” she answered, in a serious tone, sensing that they were beginning a conversation, one that might begin with policy, but that could evolve to delve into the personal issues they needed to address. “A small part of it is grumbling over taxes, though that’s not sincere. Part of it is the fact that I am the first female to take the throne; that doesn’t sit well with some folks. But a bigger part is something else, something far away. It’s something that I don’t understand.

 “In terms of the southern rebellion, there are islands far to the south that are nominally under our control. There is a royal governor and a great many garrison, and some plantations that produce various goods, foods, fruits and spices. In recent years there have been rumors about strange happenings in the lands beyond those islands, other islands further east and south. They say there are monsters and slavery and other barbarous practices.

 “The Conglomerate wants to allow those practices to be permitted in our territories, and I have said no, just as my brother said no. There will be no slavery in our lands while I am on the throne,” Caitlen told him. “The planters and the traders and the sellers, the members of the Conglomerate, they say they need to use slavery to compete with the nations that do allow it, and so we have disagreed strongly.

 “And so I am no longer on the throne because they apparently feel entitled to use other people as slaves,” Caitlen concluded, and she tilted her head back to drain the last of her wine. “The south rebelled, and then the midlands and the Conglomerate rebelled.

 “But I am no longer their captive, because you have set me free,” she added as she poured more wine into both their cups. “So if we are going to talk about serious things, tell me what happened when you left to go back to your own home land?”


It was Alec’s turn to pause. “I returned, and no one knew me, no one recognized me. I was put in a prison cell for a night, and when I finally was able to talk to someone, I learned that a great gulf of time had opened up, from the last I remember of my life, getting married to Jeswyne, until the present day, something more than two hundred years have passed. And when I add the time I spent in a curse before that,” he added, as his eyes grew moist, “it means that the days when I was as young as you must have been three hundred years ago.”


Caitlen watched him speak, and sensed the sadness that was in his soul. She realized afresh how much she cared about him and for him. “Alec, you don’t look a day over one hundred,” she kidded gently. “You must find so much strangeness here. What do you miss most from your old life, other than your wife and your fiancée?” she asked, sensing his need to talk.

 “I miss Ari,” Alec told her. “He was the man who picked me out of the tannery in Frame, and took me with him in the carnival, and treated me as if he were my father and my friend. Then later I found out he was the head of the Ingenairii Council, and I became an ingenaire, and he was someone who I could always trust and rely on. I could ask him questions, and I could get good advice. He knew what was good for me even when I didn’t know myself,” Alec told her.

 “I don’t doubt how good his advice must have been, but I’ve seen you in action Alec, and I can’t imagine that you could have handled any of the challenges I’ve seen any better than you have, with just a couple of exceptions,” Caitlen told him. “I know I trust your judgment.”

 “What exceptions?” Alec asked after he took another sip of his wine.

 “Well, there was this morning,” Caitlen answered. “I asked you a simple question, and you wouldn’t give me an honest answer.” She took another drink and poured the last of the wine into their cups.


Alec stood up, and wiped his hands as he ate the last of the food on his plate. “I’ll go get another bottle of wine,” he said. He walked to the door. “Yes, Caitlen, although I know it’s wrong, I do love you.” He said, and then closed the door behind himself.


The girl gave a chuckle of delight and grinned. When Alec returned she was still smiling. “Alec, I know you think it is, but it’s not wrong to love someone. I’m not asking for anything from you; I just needed to know what you felt.

 “If you want to trade blood with me, you can,” she said as Alec placed the second bottle on the table and sat down. “But there will be consequences, you know,” she warned with a gleam in her eye.

 “What consequences?” Alec asked with a laugh.

 “I’ll be able to contact you any time I want,” Caitlen replied. “’Alec, my feet are cold,’ ‘Alec, these people are boring, make them go away,’ ‘Alec, tell me again that you love me,’” she mockingly quoted potential messages.

 “Maybe I should let the Conglomerate keep you after all,” Alec said with a laugh. He was feeling the effects of the wine now; he took off the ill-fitting uniform shirt, then lay back on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.


Caitlen pulled her towel around her as she rose and then lay down on the bed next to him, her chin on her fist. “You’re having second thoughts?” she laughed. “Here I am ready for you to blood me and unite us. You better do it now, because there may not be a second chance.”


Her words echoed the words of the prophecy Alec recollected. If it was prophesized, it was going to happen. But not right then, he knew. “I would do it with you right now, but you’ve gotten me too drunk, and I can’t raise my powers.”

 “What exactly are you talking about?” Caitlen asked, her eyebrows raised.


Alec blushed. “My ingenaire powers! I have trouble using them when I drink alcohol,” he retorted. He heard footsteps clumping up the stairway of the inn. “That must be the staff,” he told Caitlen, reaching out a hand to stroke the back of her head. “I told them to bring some more hot water to refresh the tub for you.”


And at that moment a tremendous pounding commenced at their door. As Alec and Caitlen looked at one another in dismay, the lock gave way, the door flew open, and a number of Conglomerate soldiers streamed into the room.

 “You, Captain Ferguson, are under arrest for dereliction of duty and kidnapping of the Princess Esmere,” an officer said loudly. “And you,” he looked at Caitlen smugly, “should be arrested for being under-dressed and showing poor taste in men while a member of the former royal family.”


Alec closed his eyes and desperately searched for his ingenaire powers. He focused on finding himself in the space between realities, but his mind kept slipping back to the reality of the armed men around him and Caitlen lying beside him.

 “You sir,” he opened his eyes and replied, “are not enough of a gentleman to deserve to wear the uniform of an officer, apparently, given the easy insults you fling about to a defenseless woman,” he spoke in anger at hearing Caitlen insulted.


The officer looked at Alec in astonishment, then his face grew bright red with anger.

 “Are you afraid to defend your honor?” Alec stood up, and drew his sword.

 “Alec!” Caitlen shouted. “Don’t! Don’t do this,” she reached out a hand to grab his arm, hoping to hold him back. “You know we’ll be fine,” she added.


Alec looked down at her, and as he did, the officer stabbed his own sword at Alec, piercing his stomach.


Caitlen screamed and Alec looked down in astonishment at the wound, as the pain spread in a wave throughout his body. He stared up at the officer in disgust, then collapsed to the floor, overcome with the damage and the pain.

 “Let the princess get dressed, then throw them both in the wagon and let’s get on our way,” the officer said.

 “He told me we were hiding from the Crown Protector,” Caitlen said suddenly. “He knew the Crown Protector was out on the highway looking for me, and he figured the only way to keep me safe was to double back behind the Protector, to keep me hidden here in Vincennes for a day or two.” She pulled the sheet up over her and picked up her clothes from the floor, then struggled beneath the sheet to pull on her clothing. 


 “He has treated me most kindly,” she added. “Please let us remain together. I feel much better with him,” Caitlen asked. “Just let us ride together.”

 “You’ll be together alright, in the back of a wagon, for a day or two. Then your hero will either die or be executed,” the officer answered, as he pulled the sheet off Caitlen. Two men picked up Alec, who had passed out, and carried him out of the room.


Caitlen stood up on her own and walked downstairs behind the guards who carried Alec, and she climbed into the back of the wagon where he was unceremoniously thrown. A guard climbed in with them and fastened chains around their ankles, then gave Caitlen a pinch and climbed out with a laugh.


She edged over to the unconscious Alec, and examined his wound. There was a stream of blood coming from the wound. She tore a strip of cloth from the sheet she had carried with her, and held it against the wound. The wagon gave a jolt as it started to move, and Alec groaned. He was sweaty and pale, she noted. She kept her hand on his stomach and rested her head on his shoulder, laying in silence for several minutes.

 “I know you’re going to be alright. I know that there’s no weapon you can’t beat, no wound you can’t heal, no opponent you can’t overcome, but I hate to see you hurt, Alec. I have so much faith in you now. I never want you to leave my side. I’ll do anything you want from now on,” she spoke softly. “Being with you means more to me than being on the throne.”

 “Alec,” she called at last. “Alec, can you hear me?”

 “Yes,” he answered, “I’m not deaf. I was stabbed; I didn’t have my ears cut off.”


She whipped the bandage off his stomach and realized he had healed himself.


He sat up, raising her with him. “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

 “I’m ready,” she said. He wrapped his arms around her tightly and they vanished from the rear of the wagon.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 30 – Intimate with Caitlen

 



They arrived sitting on a bed. “This is the apartment I share with Rahm and Bethany,” Alec told her. “Where would you like to spend the night?”

 “I’ll be safest staying wherever you plan to stay,” she replied. “This will be cozy but better than being in captivity.

 “How did you manage to heal yourself so quickly? Why didn’t you tell me? Did you hear the things I said in the wagon?” she asked.

 “I heard everything you said,” Alec replied.


She swung a fist at him, striking his shoulder.

 “Is that any way to treat someone who means more to you than sitting on the throne?” Alec asked drily.

 “It’s the way to treat a sneak!” she answered.

 “We need to do something right now,” Alec told her sitting up. “Caitlen, are you ready to let my blood flow through your veins?”

 “I will Alec, if you think it is the right thing to do. Will it make me a great warrior like you, or able to heal at a touch like you, or to travel,” she gestured with her hand in the air, “from place to place like you?”

 “I don’t know,” Alec answered. “I hope not, because if you can do everything I can do, you’ll decide you don’t need me around after all!”

 “This gets more tempting,” Caitlen countered. “But I’d have to keep you around for instructions for a while anyway, so don’t expect to get away that easily.

 “Go ahead, Alec. Let’s do this while I have the courage to believe that it has to be done,” she suggested.

 “Please take off your blouse so I can see you arm, and lie back here,” Alec told her.


He removed his own shirt, and pulled his knife out of his belt. He lay down beside her, facing her, and took her hand in his to raise it in position, then he sliced his arm quickly with his knife, twisted the blade and cut her arm as well.


Caitlen gave a small cry of pain, but Alec pressed his arm against hers immediately, clasping her hand with his, their fingers weaving together, as Alec let his healing energy flow to the spot of the two incisions. He carefully united the veins within the arms, then the arteries, so that his blood began to flow into her flesh as he began to receive her blood flow. He followed by closing the cuts on the surface of the arms, his hand still holding hers, his eyes looking directly into hers.

 “I’m going to enter your mind now, Caitlen, and try to seat the Spiritual power within you. We’ll still need much training to make this all work, if it can,” he told her.


I trust you Alec,” she gave a crooked smile, moved her face forward, and kissed his lips. He allowed his Spiritual energy to flow as his own lips began to react to her kiss, and he felt his spirit move with tenderness and gentleness as he began to seek the seat of her own soul. He sensed its location, and pressed his own spirit to join it, softly examining its surface, letting the two interact as they frictionlessly wove around one another, until he found an opening.


Carefully he began to press his awareness within the opening, vaguely feeling the change in her body as more and more of his blood suffused her flesh, flowing to every branching artery, reaching every cell, and delivering his potential within her. Abruptly he found their minds interchanging memories, and he became lost for a moment as he felt her terror and pain when she was a younger girl and fell from a horse, the animal toppling over and landing on her hip. He felt her very young joy as she saw her parents walking towards her at some great ceremony in the palace, and she ran down a long aisle towards them, her mother smiling broadly.


And he found time and time again, loneliness and insecurity within her. She perceived herself as homely, and seldom trusted romance as genuine when it seemed more a function of her royal family status. That had changed when she met him, and she felt real affection from him, and suffered real bitterness when he seemed to reject or desert her.


At the same time Caitlen was in his memories, seeing him play games in the orphanage, he sensed, watching his frustration as an apprentice being tormented on Ingenairii Hill. Alec brought himself back to focus on the Spiritual energy, trying to infuse the belief in God and Jesus within her. He called upon his memories of John Mark, and the touches of love he had felt from the saint.


That was all he could do for now, he concluded. He would have to try more in another visit. Without an evident Spiritual ingenaire foundation he could enhance, he could do no more for now. Instead he continued to leave his impressions of divine love and grace, then slowly withdrew his spirit from hers.


She gave a little mental gasp as they separated, and Alec felt sadness as well, but he continued to disengage. Then he opened his eyes and looked up at her, surprised to find that in their passion they had switched positions. She lay on top of him, and he saw great tears within her eyes.


With his free hand he reached up to her cheek and brushed a tear away. “We can end the transfusion,” he told her. “Are you ready?”

 “Was all of that just from the blood or did you do more?” Caitlen asked.

 “That was more than the blood, much more,” Alec assured her. “The blood flow just happened to be going on while our spirits were together. I can cut our arms apart and we’ll still be able to have that soulful union. I think we’ll have to have it again so that I can continue to try to give you the Spiritual ingenaire power to communicate mind-to-mind.”


His free hand padded the mattress until it found the knife. Alec gently rolled to his side, cradling Caitlen as she rolled with him, then he placed the knife against their joined arms and split the narrow connection, creating a gush of blood that he quenched with a touch of his healing powers for each of their arms.

 “I’ve seen so much of what you’ve done,” Caitlen told him tenderly, her hand behind his head. She kissed him again, and Alec imagined that he felt some spark in the kiss.

 “There’s just one more thing to do, and then we can sleep,” Alec murmured. I have brought the Princess safely back to our apartment. We’ll come back to headquarters in the morning, Alec sent a message to Bethany and Rahm, wanting to put their minds at ease.

 “It’s time to rest now, my princess. Tomorrow we’ll return to your people and start to plan a new strategy.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 31 – Distrust of Foreigners

 



Alec awoke in the morning before Caitlen, their bodies were tangled with each other and with the blankets on the bed, tangled to such a degree he knew he couldn’t move without disturbing the princess. His body was urging him to get up however, so he carefully separated himself from his companion and slid off the mattress. He discarded the Conglomerate uniform he had worn and pulled on his own clothes, comfortable again.


Out in the main room of the apartment he found Bethany, calmly cleaning her weapons. She rose when she saw him, and they hugged intensely for a long minute, then sat down. Speaking quietly, Alec gave her a brief, selective explanation of his adventures in pursuit of Caitlen during the prior days.

 “When you left us wearing half the armory, I expected you would return in five minutes with the Princess,” Bethany responded. “As time stretched out we were getting worried, until we got your messages. It’s good to have you back, both of you,” she told him. “Do we have plans for what to do next?” she asked.


Just then Caitlen appeared, causing her and Bethany to have a hug of reunion and further discussions. At length, Bethany suggested they should return to the headquarters to be seen by all her supporters.

 “I’ll need something appropriately regal to wear; this won’t do,” Caitlen gestured to her travel-worn outfit. “Do you have anything here I can wear, or should we send Alec to my closets to fetch something?” she asked, with a broad wink to Bethany.

 “That would seem to be an appropriate use of his talents,” Bethany agreed with an uncharacteristic giggle.


Mulvane, I’ll be in front of the headquarters in two minutes, if you can join me, Alec sent a silent message.

 “You want me to go to pick up your clothing for you?” Alec asked out loud.

 “You do want me to look like a ruler, don’t you?” Caitlen pleaded.

 “Of course,” Alec calmly agreed. He stood up, and before the women understood how quickly he would leave, he was gone.


Alec went first to the armory, where he belted on a bandolier of throwing knives, then he slowly walked downstairs and outside, constantly stopping to shake hands and greet comrades, assuring them that the Princess was safe and would return shortly. He reached the front of the headquarters building five minutes later to find Mulvane awaiting him, breathing hard.

 “You told me two minutes!” she scolded him. “I busted my butt to get over here fast!”

 “I’m glad to see you,” Alec told her, slapping her shoulder. “I need your help for a simple little project. Let’s go to the princess’s quarters,” he said, and they returned to the building. “Are you ready?” Alec asked minutes later.


Mulvane had a wicked grin, as she raised a large bag to show Alec what she had prepared. “Thank you,” he told her. “I’ll be back soon, I’m sure.” They both laughed, and then Alec was gone.

 “That is so surprising!” Caitlen spoke as she jumped in surprise from Alec’s abrupt arrival.

 “I brought your outfit,” Alec handed her the bag he had brought, which Caitlen carried into the bedroom.

 “Alec!” she shouted seconds later. She emerged from bedroom holding the set of black leather armor he had brought. “This is not what I wanted!”


Alec burst into laughter, and disappeared. Thirty seconds later he was back with a different bag, which he silently handed to her, as Bethany sat, watched, and laughed.


After some time Caitlen came out, wearing a regal blue gown with a silver belt, an outfit that gave her a look of authority and grace. The three of them left the apartment and began walking towards the center of Caitlen’s domain within Vincennes, drawing a growing stream of followers as they passed through the streets and she was recognized.


By the time they reached the headquarters a sizeable crowd was waiting for her and a sizeable crowd was following her. Caitlen mounted the steps to the building, then turned at the top and looked out over the crowd. “The enemy has tried to end our fight through treachery,” she spoke loudly. “But I am back among you, and ready to continue the battle. We will not stop until all of Vincennes is ours, and then we will only pause to prepare to take the battle further, so that we will win a complete victory and restore peace and prosperity to the whole empire.

 “Prepare yourselves for battle, because it is coming soon, and we will need and use all of you to help us win back a just and honest government!” She stood and listened to the cheers, then waved vigorously at the crowd before she went through the doors and into the building. Bethany and Alec followed her inside, and they entered the large room that served as the throne room.

 “Bring in all the commanders of the forces from Black Crag and Valeriane,” Caitlen ordered as soon as she sat down. “We need to stop putting such a strain on the Crown Protector,” she smiled as she spoke to the small group of retainers in the room. “So we will plan an immediate attack to knock the Conglomerate forces down so far they can’t get up.”


Alec stood in the back of the room and watched as numerous people came forward to welcome her return. He had automatically put himself into bodyguard mode, and every little movement in the room caught his attention as he scanned the crowd. At length Princess Esmere received a report that the leaders of her forces were assembled.

 “Alec, you go work with them to develop a plan. Bethany will remain as my guard,” Caitlen dismissed him from the room, and a page led him to a less regal room where more than a dozen men and women awaited him. Together they worked the rest of the day to plan an attack that would use Alec’s abilities to lead a small group of fighters to disable the Conglomerate military headquarters. Once the headquarters could no longer provide leadership, they would send forces through the tunnels under the city to emerge behind the lines of the Conglomerate, and then a third stage would send forces through the streets to confront the soldiers.


Alec accompanied the leaders of the Valeriane forces and the Black Crag forces that evening as they went to Caitlen’s private chambers to report their plans. Rahm was present as one of the bodyguards in the room, as Alec stood in the rear of the room and listened to the leaders propose the attack. “We have to rely on your Protector to find a way to move our archers over Vincennes to be at the east side headquarters, and that concerns me,” the Valeriane leader said. “But if that works, everything else is set up to work as well.”

 “Can you carry it out tomorrow?” Caitlen asked the man.

 “That seems too fast for our troops to be ready,” the man answered.

 “Our troops can do it tomorrow,” the Black Crag leader countered.

 “Then so can ours,” the Valeriane leader countered.

 “Make it happen tomorrow,” Caitlen told them. “Alec, you will be at their disposal?” she asked.

 “Yes, your majesty,” Alec replied.

 “Your pet foreigner better live up to your affection,” Marshal Stocker, the Valeriane leader grumbled, reflecting the distrust and hostility Alec had faced throughout the military leadership’s meeting.

 “The Protector will exceed the abilities of any other fighter we rely on tomorrow, and he will succeed,” Caitlen said in an ominous voice to which the army leader did not respond. She dismissed them and waited for the next report to begin.

 “I’ll be ready to begin as planned,” Alec assured the two leaders. “I’ll meet my forces after breakfast to move into position. Now if you’ll excuse me,” he broke away to return to the audience hall.


Caitlen’s treasurer was just finishing a dire report as Alec re-entered the hall. She thanked the man and rose from her seat, an end to her first day back in charge, while Alec fell in with her bodyguards as they left the room and climbed upstairs to her chambers. “Maintain the usual guard rotation,” Alec told Rahm and the other guard. “I’ll be leaving soon.” 


 “Would you have dinner sent up to my rooms?” Caitlen asked her steward. “For two please,” she added as she saw Alec enter the room. “Here’s my favorite pet foreigner,” she said affectionately reaching out a hand towards him.

 “It’s not good to hear words like that coming from one of your own commanders,” Alec warned.

 “He won’t complain about you after tomorrow,” she said confidently as he took her hand.


He will. He is the type that always wants to complain. Watch out for him, Alec told her mentally.


Don’t let any of that trouble you. Will you spend the night here? She asked.


I’ll leave through the door, and come back the other way later. I will need to get a change of clothes, he replied. Save some dinner for me.


Alec left her and left the room, then began walking through the streets of the city back to his apartment. Mulvane, please have our squad assembled tomorrow morning before breakfast. I’ll meet you in the armory. We’re going to start having fun, he teased her.


With that he decided to carry out reconnaissance for his plan, and translocated himself around the eastern suburbs of Vincennes for the next half hour, then went to his apartment, packed a bag, and translocated back to Caitlen’s suite.


They ate dinner together, then Alec re-engaged his Spiritual powers as he worked at establishing more of a Spiritual core within her soul, one that he could then activate as an Ingenaire foundation within her; it was a greater challenge than he had expected.


Afterwards, Caitlen questioned him. “You don’t think you can give me your powers, do you?” she asked gently as they lay side by side. “I saw your memories of your friend Merle, claiming that the powers cannot be transferred to others.”


Alec had indeed thought of that comment from Merle. “I did hear that,” Alec agreed, “and then I made two other people ingenairii. But those were traumatic situations, and I hoped I could make it gentler for you. I don’t want you to have to go through what Cassie and Imelda went through. We’ll work on it again soon,” he promised.


Caitlen slept in her bed as Alec insisted on sleeping on the floor, telling her what she understood herself, that within the boundaries of her headquarters they had to maintain as much propriety as possible.


Alec awoke early, and silently translocated to the armory, where he grabbed a mace and an extra sword. Then he waited for Mulvane and the special squad of Black Crag guards to arrive. They were all women who had the spirits of true warriors, eager to wreak havoc in battle, and today he wanted to take advantage of their hunger for combat to turn them into an elite set of fighters.


When the six fighters arrived, Alec held up a bucket he had procured the day before. “You are going to scare a lot of men today,” he told them as they trooped into the equipment room. “Let’s have them fearing for their blood from the moment they see us.” He dipped his hand into the bucket and pulled it out covered in red paint, which he smeared across his face. He dipped it again, and smeared more on his face, then put the bucket on the floor and began to paint his arms as well.


The Black Crag guards eagerly crowded around the bucket and began to smear paint on themselves and one another. “You are going to be the nightmare the Conglomerate soldiers will never forget. Are you ready to start taking positions?” he asked.


Moving in pairs, Alec transported the crimson guards to the roof of the Conglomerate headquarters. “I’ll transport archers to the roof of that building and that one,” Alec pointed to the buildings he had visited the night before, “then I’ll return here and we’ll go downstairs to kill and capture as many as we can, and drive the rest of them out the doors to be picked off by the archers,” he explained, then disappeared.


He spent the next hour carrying pairs of guards to the designated rooftops, then traveling back to his painted companions. Bethany, Rahm, we’re going to start now, he sent a message. Caitlen, we’re going to start bringing your revenge, he sent a last message to the princess, then he climbed down the ladder to the third floor and began to lead the rout of the Conglomerate military leadership in Vincennes. He was worn out by the strain of so much translocating, and recognized that he would be limited in how much more energy he could use in battle.


Alec threw knives to kill the guards outside office doors along the first hall they came to, then sent pairs of red-faced guards into each office to kill or capture the occupants. The sounds of shouts and clashes began to emanate from the rooms on the floor, and Alec turned the corner with his sword drawn in his right hand and the mace hanging loose from his left. A handful of Conglomerate guards were complacently walking down the hallway towards him to investigate the noises, and at his sudden appearance they froze in place, stunned by the bloody red appearance of the armed man before them.


With a war scream Alec charged towards them swinging the mace in a head-level lethal orbit and slicing his sword down low at their legs. He destroyed the small squad that was squeezed together in the narrow hall as doors opened and closed with the noise of combat, then Alec waited for his squad to catch up. They appeared with no captives, and searched his hall, leaving each office empty of survivors.

 “We would benefit from a couple of captives downstairs, officers who could give us information about the Conglomerate plans and forces,” he hinted strongly. “You and you,” he picked out two of the guards at random, “each have to give me an officer when we’re done with this place.”


There were boots stomping up the stairs towards them, and Alec lead the charge toward the staircase, where they fought their way downstairs against an increasing tide of resistance from Conglomerate forces. The whole building had obviously become aware of the battle raging within, and Alec was determined to overcome the opposition so that he could emerge with captives and knowledge about the Conglomerate leadership.


Mulvane, take three guards and go right down the hallway. I’ll keep the rest of this rabble tied down at the staircase, Alec sent a mental message. He re-engaged his Warrior powers and began to swing the mace with lethal effectiveness, knocking numerous men to the ground as he heard Mulvane and her followers start rampaging into the offices of the second floor. The landing above the stairs from the first floor was wide enough for the two remaining Black Crag guards to join Alec in battle, increasing the number of fatalities the Conglomerate forces absorbed. At the bottom of the stairs Alec saw some soldiers starting to back away, and he knew that the archers he had placed outside would be busy within moments if they hadn’t already started firing their arrows.


There would be no mercy shown, Alec knew, remembering the many angry comments he had heard about the Conglomerate violation of the Spring Festival truce, when a number of Caitlen’s guards had been treacherously killed. As he swung the mace back and forth the defending troops at the top of the steps began to try to flee backwards, and the whole mass of men collapsed downward, their panic and gravity combining to sweep the top half of the staircase clear. Alec plunged downwards with his two red-faced companions, and those who were able to flee from him did so, only to join a screaming mob of injured and dying men outside as a rain of arrows descended on all who tried to escape.


The last stage of the plan to capture the headquarters called for the nearby archers to consolidate forces inside the command center once Alec’s crew had secured it, and when Alec reached the door, driving the last demoralized defender out, he signaled to Caitlen’s men to make the dash to the building, before any of the Conglomerate forces could be organized to start their own assault to recapture the building. The heads above the parapets disappeared, and Alec stood at the doorway to await their arrival.

 “Here are your captives,” Mulvane said from behind him. Alec stepped back and turned around. Three men sat gloomily upon the floor, their hands and feet tied as they stared in stunned bewilderment at the death and chaos that surrounded them in their formerly secure headquarters. “We even saved an extra one for you, in case you needed a spare.”

 “Splendidly done!” Alec complimented his squad. “Now go around and see if you can find any papers that we can read to understand what they are doing and what we need to do next.” He heard the thundering sound of boots running across the cobbled street outside, and the archers from the nearby buildings arrived.


Caitlen, we have captured the headquarters, and taken some prisoners. I’ll begin to deliver them shortly, he sent a message, and then repeated the message to Bethany and Rahm as well.


He directed the archers to take defensive positions at the windows of the building, anticipating a counter-attack to be launched soon. He expected that Caitlen’s forces would start to arise in the streets from their use of the tunnels to infiltrate the eastern half of the city as well.


Alec assessed his ability to use his powers. He knew he had to transport close to thirty people back to Caitlen’s headquarters, and he was weary from having brought most of them to the battle to begin. “I’ll take a guard and a prisoner back to our side now,” he announced, and selected a reluctant archer who didn’t want to be separated from his companions. “They’ll come back too,” Alec promised, and he removed his first two passengers. 


 “Keep him under guard,” Alec told the archer who stood over the uncomprehending captive officer when they safely arrived back in west Vincennes. He returned to the besieged site in the east.

 “They’ve organized a counter-force,” Mulvane told him, pointing down the street to a forming line. Alec selected his next two passengers, and prepared the next pair, as he carried out his ferrying duties. The restorers of the Empire had never been asked to make so many trips in a single day, he remembered idly as he moved back and forth.


By the time of his fifth trip, only a third of the way through his duties, the Conglomerate soldiers were shooting fiery arrows at the besieged building. By the time of his tenth trip, thick smoke was starting to roll down the hallway.

 “They aren’t coming at us; they’re waiting for us to run out into their line of fire,” Mulvane reported. Alec could hear the flames roaring in the upper floors, and knew he had a very thin margin of time left to achieve success. He took three passengers each of the next two trips, and returned for the last three, Mulvane and two other red-faced members of his squad. They were low to the ground trying to stay under the smoke, and the sound of boots in the street indicated that an attack was pending.

 “Climb on me,” Alec shouted as he lay on the ground with the guards. They squirmed over to him, just as the sound of bowstrings twanged. One of the soldiers grunted, and Alec spread his arms around them as he reached deep down to find the last of his powers, and carried them away to safety.


They materialized back in the armory, where the rest of their force awaited their return, along with a growing audience of others. Stocker, the head of the Valeriane forces, ridiculed the sight of the man and three women who lay together on the floor.

 “That’s what we call leadership? Body paints and wrestling with women?” he asked in disgust, and left the room. The members of Alec’s successful attackers attempted to offer a defense of the raid, but their words fell on deaf ears, and Alec had passed out, exhausted from the effort he had given.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 32 – The Prophecy’s Exile

 



Alec awoke in a bed in the infirmary the next day at noon, as he was given a sip of water. “That’s it sir, take small sips. This water is very good for folks,” a cheery medic told Alec.


He opened his eyes at the young man’s face, hovering over his, as he tried to gather his wits.

 “The battles, how are they?” he asked the medic.

 “Let me go get someone to answer that for you,” the man said. He put the cup down on a table and abruptly left.


The water was good. Alec picked up the cup and took another sip, feeling an unusual, slight surge of strength. It reminded him of the healing spring he had unintentionally created back in the wilderness of Goldenfields at the beginning of his ingenaire adventures. There was a new spring, he realized, the result of his battle with the strange powers of Abelard and Isial, right here in Vincennes, and this water seemed to be its product. It brought something like health, but not that simple or holistic. He lay back with a sip of the water in his mouth and analyzed it, sensing that it didn’t seek to heal, but instead it worked to strengthen.

 “Are you awake?” Rahm’s voice spoke to him. His eyes flew open and he saw his friend standing next to the bed.


Alec sat up, and began to check his own health. He closed his eyes and applied healing power to his lungs, where the smoky air from the burning Conglomerate headquarters had done damage.

 “I’m well, Rahm. How are you? How are we doing in the battles?” Alec spoke as he held out his hand and shook Rahm’s. The boy was uneasy about something, Alec could tell.

 “The big battles against the Conglomerate are over for now. The whole city is under control of the Princess. We wiped out the last nest of resistance this morning,” Rahm began.

 “What day is it?” Alec asked for clarification.

 “You began the attack just yesterday. It’s only taken a day to win control of the city. The people of the city rose up to help us find and attack the Conglomerate soldiers. The ones who got away are still running down the Raysing Highway. We lost very few or our folks; we took them completely by surprise, and they didn’t have anyone to give them orders!” Rahm said enthusiastically.

 “How are the other members of my squad?” Alec asked, suspecting they had smoke inhalation damage similar to his.

 “A few are resting. Most are okay. They’ve at least had the red paint washed off their faces,” Rahm answered.

 “What are the bad things? What don’t you want to tell me?” Alec asked.

 “Some of those papers you stole show that the Conglomerate is spread thin, but they’re attacking Krimshelm and they’re not at war with the other rebellion in the south,” Rahm said. “There’s going to be a lot more fighting going on it seems like.”

 “And what else?” Alec asked.

 “The leader from Valeriane wants you banished from Princess’s court. He says that you’re a foreigner, and not an orthodox fighter, and he doesn’t trust you,” Rahm’s words came out in a rush. “He isn’t going to send his soldiers to fight any further from home if they have to rely on you, he said.”


Alec raised his head and took a deep breath. Caitlen, I’m awake. Don’t do or say anything foolish until we talk, he sent a silent message to the princess. “Let’s go see my other soldiers,” Alec said out loud to Rahm. “Do you know where they are?”

 “Just downstairs, if they’re still here,” Rahm replied.


Alec stood up and followed Rahm down to a ward with several beds, where Mulvane and two others were still lying in bed. Alec reached out and touched them, using his healing ability to cleanse and strengthen their lungs. “Come on, get out of bed you slugs! Just because you beat the Conglomerate leadership yesterday doesn’t mean you get to take a day off today,” he told them.

 “Coming from someone who hasn’t even cleaned his face yet, you ought to think twice before you speak about taking a day off,” Mulvane said, standing and slapping her hand at his shoulder playfully.

 “I hear that we won the city yesterday,” he told them in seriousness. “Thank you all and thanks to Prind and Montie and Cielo too for the great work. Now go on back to your bunks and we’ll find out tomorrow what our next mission is.” He slapped them all on their backs as they rose and left the room.

 “Has the Valerian general told the Princess of his views about foreigners?” Alec asked Rahm.

 “He did. Said it right to her face in front of everyone last night when the staff was assembled to go over the status of the battles around the city. He claimed all the credit belonged to his soldiers, and then he said those things about you, and left the hall,” Rahm recounted. “The princess didn’t say anything then, but I was on escort duty, and on the way back to her suite the air was pretty blue with a few choice comments!”

 “You go enjoy yourself,” Alec advised Rahm. “I’ll go see the Princess and talk with her.” He watched the young guard leave the infirmary, then sent another message to Caitlen. I’ll be in your suite in five minutes. If we need to talk urgently, come see me. Otherwise I will see you tonight in your suite.


He walked outdoors, and around the corner to where his stony fountain of water stood in the middle of a square. A pair of soldiers were filling their water skins with the liquid as Alec walked up. He splashed the water on his face and arms to scrub away the red paint he still wore, imagining he felt a tingling reaction to the water. He left the fountain and stepped into an alleyway, out of sight by the public, and transported himself to Caitlen’s suite.


He arrived as she stood there alone, looking out the window. “Caitlen,” he called softly, and she spun.

 “Alec, I’m so glad to see you. I received your messages. I tried to reply; did you hear me?” she asked hopefully. He shook his head. “I didn’t think so. You must have heard about certain conversations? You seem to be rather discreet,” she spoke.

 “Rahm told me that I am a troublesome foreigner in the eyes of at least one person,” Alec smiled.

 “One in particular, but more than one, I’m afraid,” she replied. “You fight too well to be natural, you speak with a strange accent, you use female guards as your own unit, and you do strange things like painting yourself red,” she idly rubbed a finger over a damp smudge of red paint on his neck, raising the finger to show it to him. “You stand out too far from the mainstream, and now that we’ve won here in Vincennes the idiots think they can win any battle all on their own!”


Alec thought back to his visit in Eckerd when Gottfried had spoken to him, telling him that Caitlen could never have a relationship with him. Gottfried had known his countrymen well, Alec realized. 


 “I’ve already tried being mute and disguised; I probably can’t do that again,” he said.

 “No, but there is something you can do for me that will solve the problem temporarily,” Caitlen replied.


Alec looked at her attentively, as she showed a businesslike manner.

 “Krimshelm is the target of one of the Conglomerate’s attacks. Since you know the city, at least slightly, I’d like for you to go there to help the reigning Earl’s family fight off the Conglomerate,” she said, her words growing more hurried as she approached her request for Alec to leave her.


He stared at her. “Are you doing this because you need help for Krimshelm, or because you need to banish me?”

 “Some of each Alec,” she blushed and admitted. “I have to show these people that I can stand on my own and send you away. But if you will first teach me to talk to you mind-to-mind, so that I can feel like you’re still with me every moment of every day and night, I’ll feel like I’ve outwitted them.

 “And when you come back from saving Krimshelm, they’ll have to accept you as a hero,” she said. “I hope,” she added softly.


Alec thought about how long he had wanted to avoid serving as a ruler in the Dominion, and how unhappy he had been with the decisions and politics and balancing of factions one against the other, as he had watched the Duke of Goldenfields. He wanted no part of such responsibility again. Nor did he want to become the source of problems and friction for Caitlen, whose heart he knew was truly his; she was facing exactly one of those dirty, pragmatic decisions like the Duke had, and he was the problem at hand. Accepting banishment for the time being would be an acceptable way to help her calm the xenophobia of her Valerian ally; yet he wished she had stood up for him in public.


Caitlen watched his face as he stood before her weighing those thoughts. “If you do not want to do this, we will not,” she said, afraid she had upset him. “You are worth more to me than the soldiers from Valeriane.”

 “I will go to Krimshelm,” Alec said. “It is the best solution. You can announce this afternoon that I will leave for Krimshelm tomorrow. And tonight we will make one more effort to make you an ingenaire. Don’t fret Caitlen. Being princess is what you are supposed to do, and I was sent here to make that easier, not harder. I’ll go for now and come back tonight,” he told her.

 “Alec, maybe you should stay,” Caitlen replied, saddened that he accepted this banishment for her sake, torn by indecision and her relief at his simple accedence to her needs.


But instead of replying, Alec disappeared from the room, leaving the girl to clench her fists in anguish for a long minute, then calm herself and leave her room to return to her duties.


Alec transported from Caitlen’s suite to his apartment, where no one was present. He sat and pondered his decision. He was a foreigner in this land, but 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 only for the purpose of helping Caitlen regain her throne, so that she could fight the use of slavery. He had come to believe that he was also in Vincennes for her heart and his, and that happiness in a relationship with the Princess was something he could achieve.


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, lead by businessmen, had left the banks unmolested, and Alec was able to withdraw a small amount of money, a stake he would possibly need to use in Krimshelm.


Caitlen, please write a letter of introduction for me to take to Krimshelm, he sent a message to the princess. That was something else he would need. He left the bank and walked to the former headquarters of the Conglomerate 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 after 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 work was finished there, and it was time to move on, he realized. He walked back through the oversized metropolis, 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 as she came to give him a long hug.

 “Caitlen, you wouldn’t have agreed to this if you didn’t think you needed it. 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. “Then 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 now; 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 he knew there was no other time left. 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. He 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. She believed him, and the 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. He took his memories deep within Caitlen’s soul, and showed her the experience in John Mark’s cave, when he had tried to focus his healing power upon the mystically dead and alive body of Christ. Alec pulled the girl with him down the remembered plunge towards Hell, then let her feel the love of Jesus rescue him. The dramatically turned journey showed her the right and the wrong of faith, and let her experience 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.


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 what he knew into her, and he examined 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 much 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 a 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, 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. 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 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.

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


 

 


 


 




 


 



 


A selection from Ajacii and Demons, Book 8 in the Ingenairii Series…

 



 

 “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 of defending 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 fishing fleet, but over a hundred years later. You were picked up and arrived in Vincennes at a time when that society was in the beginning of 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 chose to be involved, you will discover much more about what is occurring in Vincennes,” John Mark replied. “And if you chose not to become involved, it may never come to your attention.”

 “What do you mean, if I chose 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 disengaged, 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 the 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 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.
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