
        
            
                
            
        

    
 




	


	

Alec is desperate to save the ingenairii race, and he’s willing to stoop to any measure to find the weapons he needs to succeed…

 








 




 

 

 

 

 

 



“Is everything alright down there?” Armilla’s voice called.

                “I think so,” Alec responded after a moment’s pause.  He looked down at his sword blade.  To open this coffin would be to receive a fifty year curse.  What was fifty years of a curse likely to be?  Pain?
Disease?  Hatred by everyone around him?  Most of his remaining life time?  Was it worth giving up fifty years to save Bethany?  Would John Mark be able to protect him from a curse?  

               Knowing that he had no choice, Alec deliberately twisted the blade and pulled it towards him, watching its keen edge slowly slice through the ribbon, which fluttered off the top of the casket.  Re-sheathing his sword, Alec grunted as he placed his fingertips beneath the coffin lid and heaved upwards on the heavy load.  It was lighter than he expected, and Alec realized that the gold must be only a veneer of gold leaf covering a wooden lid.

               As it rose high up into the air, Alec coughed at the stench of decay that rose and enveloped him.  He stepped back and coughed, while the lid fell to the ground.  Inside he found a skeleton, with tattered remnants of cloth stuck among the bones, and the glint of rich jewels adorning every conceivable spot.  Alec’s eyes were drawn to the skull, which still wore a golden crown, and the dark openings of the eyes, whose nothingness Alec imagined was scrutinizing him, preparing to spring its curse upon him.

               From the empty sockets his gaze moved to the empty chest cavity, where he saw a round, jeweled amulet resting within the bony confines of the rib cage.  Alec carefully reached his hand between the bones to pick up the object, and to make a hasty escape from the eerie crypt.

               Suddenly Alec gave a shout of panic, as the skull rose swiftly, and the jaws clamped their ivory teeth painfully on his forearm.  Alec’s hand clamped around the amulet, and at the same moment he held it in his grasp, the dead teeth pierced his skin, biting into his flesh right through the badge of his Spiritual ingenaire powers.

               Alec’s mind was suddenly awhirl with strange thoughts and a mystifying confusion and fear.  He jerked his hand upward, ripping the amulet’s chain through the brittle bones that connected the skull to the bony torso, and sending the skull spinning away to rattle around the inside of the casket.  The sight of the spinning skull coming to rest was the last thing Alec remembered.
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Prologue

 

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

Alec travels with another refugee, a lady named Leah, and they leave the wilderness on a long raft journey.  When they arrive in the bustling metropolis of Goldenfields, Alec uses his powers to heal the mortally wounded ruler, Duke Toulon.  The young healer is rewarded by the Duke and adopted by the Duke’s highly-trained military force, the Guard.  Alec comes to learn swordsmanship under the tutelage of the Duke’s Guards, the best fighting force in the Dominion.

Alec is called to leave Goldenfields on an emergency medical mission, traveling to a military camp out in the wilderness, where he attempts to use his powers to heal a mortally wounded officer.  While there, Alec takes a desperate gamble to utilize the powers of nearby ingenairii, turning their abilities into extraordinary medical energies that achieve a miraculous cure.  But using those powers is something Alec is not ready for, and he suffers grave consequences.

Fleeing back to Goldenfields, Alec and others come to the realization that he has other hidden ingenaire powers that can be tapped, and he begins the training in fundamental use of ingenairii energies.

Alec’s close friendship with Inga, a member of the Guard, leads to malicious gossip that combines with an explosive scene in Alec’s healing home, the consequences of which cause Alec and Inga to separately leave Goldenfields at the end of Visions of Power.

Alec then travels to the capital of the Dominion, Oyster Bay, in volume 2, At the Seat of Power.  While there, Alec is reunited with Aristotle, whom he discovers is leader of the Ingenairii.  Alec also learns that the carnival dancer Natalie’s real name is Noranda, who has presumed him to be dead, and is now engaged to the son of the Duke of Goldenfields.  Alec lives upon Ingenairii Hill, the center of the powerful organization of the people who wield great and special powers.  Upon the Hill, Alec receives training that uncorks the tremendous warrior energies bottled up within.  As Alec grows acquainted with the people of Ingenairii Hill and Oyster Bay, he meets many friends, including a young water ingenaire, Bethany.

Before Alec can grow accustomed to the Hill, he is sent on an urgent mission back to Goldenfields to serve as the Duke’s personal bodyguard.  The city has grown troubled because an army of lacertii has opened warfare upon the outlying regions of Goldenfields.  That is followed by the murder of the king of the Dominion back in Oyster Bay, and then a coup attempt against the Duke.

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

In volume 3, The Loss of Power, Alec struggles to learn how to be a leader in Goldenfields as Duke Toulon faces hostile forces on all sides of his duchy.  When Oyster Bay rebels begin to take over Bondell, Goldenfields’ neighbor to the west, Alec teams up with the Guard’s new cavalry to deliver a surprise raid that rescues hostages and overturns Oyster Bay’s forces, but in the process Alec overuses his ingenaire powers -- crippling himself severely.

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

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

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

               In volume 4, The Lifesaving Power, Alec sneaks out of Oyster Bay, and journeys up the river incognito, arriving in Stronghold as the member of the crew of a merchant ship.  When the ship crew is attacked, they flee the city, and Alec journeys alone back to the city.  On his way he meets a group of Locksfort family youth on a camping outing, and falls in with them as an unlikely friend.  Back in stronghold, Alec solidifies his role as a friend, but then finds himself deep under the Locksfort compound, and in another conversation with John Mark, who limits his use of his powers.  Alec moves back to the Locksfort compound, and heals Noranda.  At the same time, the unscrupulous leadership of the Locksfort family realizes who he is, captures and then tortures him.  Alec eventually escapes and helps overthrow the leadership of the Locksforts, then leaves to return to Oyster Bay.

               From Oyster Bay Alec leads an army to help the Duke of Goldenfields battle the lacertian invasion.  Alec joins a squad that fights behind the lines, cutting off the supply lines for the lacertii invaders.  The ambushers are then confronted by lacertii forces, and flee towards their own army forces.  In the process, they become ensnared in the climactic battle, and Alec calls upon an extraordinary exercise of his powers to save his friends and himself, sacrificing his powers to keep them alive.

               Against the Empire, the fifth volume of the Ingenairii Series, finds Alec awakening after the lacertii battle, stripped of his powers, alone and despondent.  Determined to regain his ingenairii energies, he travels alone to the Cave of John Mark, where he is healed, but then unexpectedly thrown to the far-off land of Michian, an empire whose culture is alien to him, but which is initiating an invasion of the Dominion.  Alec participates in the great tournament, then is betrayed and fights a demon to escape back to John Mark’s cave.

               Alec journeys from the cave, and is reunited in Frame with Bethany.  They resolve their relationship, and return to Oyster Bay, where Alec begins the process of reforming the army that will now be needed to fight the Michian invasion.  Imelda has meanwhile gone on her own with the forces of Bondell to settle frontier skirmishes, and with Rashrew, she faces the daunting task of trying to slow down the Michian army they unexpectedly confront in the mountains.

               Before he leaves Oyster Bay to fight in Bondell, Alec travels with Bethany and Aristotle to the northern lands of Oyster Bay’s control, where he meets an elderly man who knew his mother, and who placed Alec in the orphanage as an infant.  The man confirms that Alec’s father was the heir to the throne, and Alec now realizes he is the rightful claimant to the Dominion throne, if he wants to be.

               Uncertain about the crown, Alec nonetheless continues as the leader of the Dominion’s forces, and sails to southern Bondell, then marches with a small force deep into the mountains of Bondell, where he confronts the Michian invaders.  He battles them so effectively they call upon a demon to fight on their behalf, and Alec is only able to defeat the deadly foe by taking it with him back to John Mark’s cave, where the monster is defeated by the holy power of the cave, and the Dominion is consequently saved from the invasion.
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The Life before

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 














 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 – John Mark’s Cave

 

 

              Alec opened his eyes.  He was looking out at a bright morning on a midsummer day.  He saw trees off in the distance, their limbs covered with green leaves.  He sat up abruptly, and realized that he was in the upper chamber of the Cave of John Mark, looking out over the Pale
Mountains.

              His body felt stiff and sore, and his leg had been healed of the demon-inflicted injuries, but suffered residual pain.  His mind though, was both scarred by the contact with the demonic force and calmed by the soul-saving salvation he had been offered, allowing him to escape from Hell.

              “Welcome back, my son,” he heard, and he turned to see John Mark standing by the open doorway.

              “What has happened?” Alec asked.

              “You have scored a great victory.  You have given your Lord great pride and hope and joy,” John Mark said.  “You accepted the burden and carried a demon back to Hell, from whence it will no longer trouble your world.”

              “What has happened in the war?”  Alec asked.  “Did we win?

              “Are Rubicon and Nathaniel and Moriah alright?”

              “Your friend Rubicon did not live after his encounter, but the other two warrior ingenairii have survived, and your nation is now mostly at peace.  A much smaller remnant of your army remains in Bondell dispatching scattered fragments of the invading army and protecting against any further arrival of restorers,” John Mark assured him.

              “I didn’t know what I was doing,” Alec said, turning to stare back out the window.  “I never would have done that if I had known what the demon would do to me,” he shuddered.  He thought about the loss of Rubicon, who always was able to use good humor to pass along advice or to defuse a tense situation.  Alec felt a sense of loss and pain.

              “The sacrifice you made has made many good things possible, and many lives better,” John Mark assured him.  “For example, your friends Rander and Rief were married to each other a month ago.”

              Alec smiled at the thought, amazed at how quickly the two had become attached to each other.

              “I could tell you things all day long,” John Mark said.  “But the best way for you to find out everything you want to know is to get out of this cave and on your way back to your domain.”

              “Is Bethany alright?  Is she waiting for me?”  Alec asked.  “Is she mad at me?”

              “She is waiting for you, sitting on the throne as your queen, supported by Rander and the Palace Guard.  She and Kinsey and Aristotle expect your return, and they are scoffed at by many others.  Oyster Bay is almost in a state of civil war as it awaits you.   False claimants and pretenders to the throne, along with those who love trouble, are stirring unrest in the city.  It’s been nine months since you arrived here; your body and soul needed a great deal of time to recoup from the horrors you suffered.  Now, you are needed there.”

              “I’m ready to go,” Alec said standing, ready for John Mark to whisk him away.  He was surprised by the notion of nine months’ passage, although he’d experienced similar long unconscious convalescences when visiting the holy places for cures and treatment.  He was already anticipating the look on Bethany’s face when he first would be able to face her.  He hoped it would be a surprise, catching her unguarded when he appeared in a doorway.  He wanted to watch the features of her lovely face change from surprise to joy as he appeared out of nowhere, months after their last moments together.

              “Here’s the door then,” John Mark said with a gentle smile.  “This journey must be a physical one, Alec.  If I were to send you with my powers, you would have to come back within a week.

              “I am very proud and pleased Alec.  You have been everything that you needed to be, and more.  The lord is pleased to know that under the duress of such challenges, you were faithful to his ways, and have been a light to your nation.  You will make a good king and you will make the Dominion a land the Lord will favor,” he gave his blessing, and watched Alec step through the doorway.







 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 – Going Home

 

           Alec’s raft washed up on a beach under the watchful eyes of the Goldenfields soldiers stationed at the eastern fort along the Giffey
River.  He walked up the sandy rise to confront the men who looked at him curiously.  “Captain Alec of the Guard, reporting for duty and requesting fast transport back to the city,” he told them, snapping a salute.

             Alec was gaunt and thin as a result of his journey.  After a long month of solitary travel, he’d arrived back at the edge of the Dominion, and now looked forward to hurrying his way back to Oyster Bay by reliable means of travel.  He’d walked to the ruins of Walnut Creek, where he’s salvaged a knife and an axe, and constructed the rickety raft that had carried him the rest of the way on the cold river waters.

             “Are there any members of the Guard stationed here?” he asked the still silent soldiers.

             “A few,” a rough-looking female soldier answered.  “There’s a lieutenant with a squad.  And what are you doing coming down river on a raft?  Who are you really and where are you from?”

             “I’m returning from the Pale
Mountains,” Alec answered.  “I’m on my way to Oyster Bay.  I’m a captain in the Duke’s Guard in charge of the healers, and I’m hoping to be on my way as quickly as possible.  Give me a sword and we’ll wager my trip home that I’ll beat any two of you!” he said with a smile that he hoped showed his intended jest.

             “Let’s do it another way,” the woman responded.  “You come with us and we’ll let you talk to the Guard lieutenant.”

             Minutes later, Alec spoke to the officer, Lieutenant Callan.  She remembered Alec vividly.

             “You took Mortis from me last winter to make him your aide.  I never got him back, you know,” she told Alec after she saluted him.  “He stayed with Ellison up in the offices, and does who knows what now.

              “That’s neither here nor there, though, I suppose,” she mused.  “There’s a whole world of people wanting to know where you are and where you’ve been, me included!”

              “It’s been a long time.  I wrestled with the demon in the Pale Mountains, and thanks to God the demon lost,” Alec reflected.  “It’s been a long journey, but I’m on my way back now.  Can I have a horse to speed the journey along?”

              Shortly after that he was on a horse bound for the fort at the river sand bars, and then on another horse riding to the fort where his healing water spring was located.  And from there he was on board one of Natha’s ships carrying a load of barrels down to Goldenfields city, where he used the Guard’s tunnel entrance to the palace island to arrive unannounced among his friends.







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 – At Goldenfields Palace

 

              “Guard Captain Alec, reporting for duty,” he said as he stood in the doorway of Ellison’s office, causing the man’s head to jerk up from his paperwork so fast it must have pulled a muscle.

                 “Alec?  Alec!” the normally imperturbable Goldenfields Guard officer leapt from his chair and came around his desk to embrace his long lost friend in a warm, silent hug.

                 “What was that, Ellison?” Colonel Ryder poked his head out of his door to better hear Ellison, and then his jaw too fell in amazement.  “Oh Lord!  What a gift!  Alec!” he shouted as he too wrapped his arms around the long lost companion.

                 “Come out!  Come out to the courtyard,” Ryder insisted, dragging Alec back out into the open yard the healer had just slipped across.  “Inga! Lewis! All officers!” he shouted with a voice of command that caused several heads to turn.  Within seconds an avalanche of men and women were pouring into the courtyard, jumping on Alec in a pile that left him at the bottom, concerned that he might be crushed to death.

                 “Alec!  Oh good Lord, Alec!” Lewis repeated, unable to say anything more as his shining eyes searched Alec’s face.

                 “Take him to the Duke.  All appointments will be cancelled for the day when the Duke sees the Crown Protector back!” Ryder said, and he grabbed an arm and pulled Alec into the palace, leading a parade of more than a score of Guard members, drawn to the resurrection of the champion they thought was dead.

                 The noise of the approaching cavalcade was evident in the Duke’s meeting, and his bodyguards looked on with alarm and drawn swords as the doors to the chamber burst open and Ryder, Ellison, and the others came in pressing Alec before them.

                 “Oh my word!” the Duke of Goldenfields exclaimed loudly, just as surprised as everyone else.  “Ring the bells in the tower!” he told a scribe.

                 “Alec,” he said warmly as he shook the hand of the returning healer.  “Seeing your smiling face makes this one of the best days of my life.

                 “Send for the princess,” he instructed a page.  “We are so glad to see you!  Are you here to save the ingenairii?”

                 “What about the ingenairii?” Alec asked in confusion.  “I’m just coming back from the Pale Mountains.”

                 “Have a seat,” the Duke instructed.  He looked at the crowd of people assembling in the meeting room.  “Have you told folks where you’ve been?”

              Alec shook his head.  He hadn’t said a half dozen words yet in the pummeling rush of excitement.

              “Are you here alone? Well stop keeping secrets!  Tell us where you’ve been, and where you’re going!” the Duke said.

              Alec obliged him.  The room grew quickly silent as every ear strained to hear him over the muffled sounds of new people arriving to confirm the rumor of his appearance.

              “When we were in the Bondell wilderness, we had to fight a demon from the Michian invaders.  You all know that?”  Several nodded their heads.

              “There the four of us, the warrior ingenairii who fought the demon, and we weren’t able to defeat it in physical battle, so I took the demon back to the Cave of John Mark, and I let Jesus wrestle with it, all the way down to Hell,” Alec said.  “And I hope I never have an experience like that again,” he said soberly, looking around.  Princess Rhiann had slipped into the room and held the Duke’s hand, he saw.

              “And then I slept for a very long time as my body and soul were healed.  And now I’m on my way back to Oyster Bay to return to Bethany and take care of unfinished business,” he told them, not wanting to mention his future as the heir to the crown of the Dominion.

              “Will you awaken the ingenairii?” a voice called from the throng of Guards seated before him.

              “What has happened to them?  Why do I need to do something for them?” he asked, unable to comprehend what the nature of the question was.

              “Alec,” Princess Rhiann, a beautiful princess from Bondell, now the Duchess of Goldenfields, said as she came forward and hugged him, kissing his cheek.  “Yula and Merle and all the ingenairii are asleep, and can’t be awakened.  Every ingenairii in Goldenfields has been in a coma for a week!”

 






 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 – The Ingenairii Illness

 

              “Let me see them,” Alec immediately turned to the Duke.  Alec felt horrified as his stomach churned at the notion of his friends falling victim to some inexplicable plague that harmed ingenairii.

              The room took on a dramatically somber tone as his friends from the Guard recollected the malady affecting the ingenairii, who they knew Alec was so fond of, and was in fact a strong practitioner of those same magical powers.  The Duke nodded, and Alec stepped quickly out of the room; “I’ll be back after I know a little more,” he promised as he left.

              “Alec, wait,” Ellison called as he trotted along the hallway.  Alec abruptly halted as Ellison caught up with him, then together the two resumed the journey.  “It’s not just the ingenairii from the Palace, Alec,” Ellison warned.  “It’s also the ingenairii who joined our Guard.  And it’s Cassie and Appel too.”

              Alec stopped again and looked at Ellison, just before they came to the stair case that descended to the ingenairii domain in the palace.  “When did it happen?”  There was an even worse feeling in the pit of his stomach as he wondered if Bethany in far off Oyster Bay might be infected.

              “They all seem to have fallen into their slumbers within a few hours of each other,” Ellison said.  “We brought Cassie and Appel over here to Merle’s rooms so that we could keep a watch on them all together,” he explained as they started down the steps.

              Alec reached the bottom of the stairs and opened the door, revealing a scene that was so unusual that it stopped him in his tracks, framed by the doorway.  Three rows of cots had been erected, and people laid on them all, unconscious.  A Guard medic sat in a chair nearby watching over them.

              “Alec,” Ellison said urgently.  “Before you do anything, you need to know something.”

              Alec paused next to Yula, and looked up at Ellison.  His eyes had a haunted look that frightened the Guard leader.  “What?” Alec asked.

              “Appel was unconscious on the street outside your shop,” Ellison began.  “Cassie went out to see him, and when she knelt beside him, she keeled over too.

              “I don’t know if she caught something from him, or if she started to use her powers, and that was what made her pass out,” Ellison finished.

              “Well, if it’s just something that’s contagious to ingenairii, we’ll know shortly,” Alec said grimly, as he began to walk among the victims.  He saw Cassie, lying deathly pale, on a cot next to Appel.  “What are you doing to treat them?” Alec asked the medic.

              The nervous medic, cowed by the presence of someone with Alec’s stature, stammered his answer.  “I drip water into their mouths every three hours, sir.”

              “Have some broth made up so they get some nutrition,” Alec suggested.  “I don’t think you can do any more than that.  What have you tried beside that to treat them?”

              “The first couple of days we tried bleeding some of them, dousing some of them, letting some just sleep peacefully – whatever someone could think of that wasn’t painful or cruel, we tried,” the medic said.

              “What’s your name?” Alec asked.

              “Remsie, sir,” the medic responded.

              A memory flashed through Alec’s mind.  “You were taking care of me after the palace rebellion, weren’t you?” Alec asked.

              “Yes, sir,” Remsie said with a smile, happy to be remembered.

              Alec continued to wander among the prone, powerless ingenairii, recognizing faces of friends and acquaintances.  He stopped by Merle and held his limp hand, praying.

              “Well, I haven’t passed out so far,” Alec said a minute later.  “So it must not be a contagious illness.

              “What have we heard from Oyster Bay?” he asked, fearful as the implications of his question worked through his mind.

              “Nothing so far,” Ellison said.  “It’s too soon.  This only happened here a few days ago.  We’ve sent word to Oyster Bay to tell them what’s happened here.”

              Alec sat down in a chair, and considered the options.  He hadn’t tried to use his ingenairii powers since awakening in John Mark’s Cave a month earlier.  If there was something dangerous to the use of ingenairii power, he was immune only because he hadn’t tried to use the power.  He could try to use his healing power to help the victims here, but if he fell under as well, there would be no one to help him.

              Yet he knew that if he didn’t find a way to treat this ailment, the ingenairii would waste away into eventual death.

                 That reminded him of a warning he had received from Merle in these very chambers, back at the beginning of his training as an ingenairii.  Merle had told him about inexperienced apprentices who had tapped into the power of the ingenairii realm, only to be seduced by the whispered allure of the available energy.  Such apprentices let their souls inadvertently separate from their bodies, and never came back.  The bodies lay in a coma-like state until they wasted away, just as was happening here.

                 “I’m going to go to Oyster Bay immediately, Ellison,” Alec said.  “Let’s go back to say farewell to the Duke, then I’ll go to Natha and take his fastest ship down the river.”

                 “Your Grace,” Alec said minutes later as he and Ellison returned to the Duke’s public meeting room, “I want to go to Oyster Bay as quickly as possible to see if the ingenairii there are in good health, and see if we can find a cure for our people.  I’m going to trader Millershome’s to use his fastest boat.”

                 “I’m sorry to lose your company again, but I understand the urgency,” the Duke replied.  “We’ll wait to hear word from you.  You know, Oyster Bay is unsettled these days politically, Alec.  The Queen and Rander are having a hard time keeping the city secure with lots of jockeying going on with all the succession intrigue.  You need to be careful.”

                 “What if I announced that I intend to take the crown for myself?”  Alec asked.  “Would Goldenfields support me?”

                 The Duke’s eyes widened, then he grinned broadly.  “Alec, what would you like for me to do to help you?  The Dominion would be well served by your leadership, and we will do all we can to assist you.  Especially if it means I never have to worry about chasing the crown myself; at my age I just want to rule Goldenfields and prepare my son to be a good ruler after me.  We haven’t done anything to aid Bethany only because we haven’t been asked.”

                 “I am the grandson of King Gildevny,” Alec said.  “I don’t know if I want to spend the rest of my life being king, but if Bethany is queen already, and if the Dominion needs me to take charge and provide peace, I will do it.”  He wondered again, as he had often done in recent weeks, why she had chosen to step into the throne.  Whatever her reason had been, he knew it must have been sound, supported by Rander as it was.

                 “I can have a battalion of our Guard ready to send to you within days,” the Duke told him earnestly.

                 “I’ll send you a message if I think I need them,” Alec replied, placing his hand in the Duke’s.

                 “I’ll wait to hear from you,” the Duke said.  “I know you’re anxious to go,” the Duke looked towards Ellison, and the two were moving out of the palace minutes later.

                 As they began to cross the bridge a group of horsemen came onto the bridge from the other end.  “Those look like Bondell riders,” Alec said as he observed the blue coats.  A sudden question entered his mind, but before he could ask it, the leader of the horsemen recognized him.

                 “Alec?  Alec!” Rashrew shouted.  “Thank God you’re alive!  It’s so good to see you.  How did you come to be here?” questions came rushing one after another.

                 “This is perfect!  We need a healer,” he stepped back among his men as they gently cradled a bundle off the back of a horse.  “Imelda fainted several days ago and we haven’t been able to revive her.  We thought your healers here in Goldenfields would be able to help her,” Rashrew said with deep emotion in his voice, and evident relief to find Alec.

                 “Was she trying to heal someone when she fainted?” Alec asked, again fearing that the illness could have spread to Bethany and the others in far off Oyster Bay.

                 “Yes she was,” Rashrew told him.

                 “All the ingenairii have passed out when they’ve used their powers,” Alec told his Bondell friend.  “We can place her with the others; there’s a medic here to keep an eye on them.  I’m leaving to go to Oyster Bay right now,” Alec said.  “I hope the ingenairii there will have an explanation and a cure.”  His hopes were diminished by the discovery that Imelda in Bondell had suffered the same malady as the Goldenfields ingenairii, strengthening his concern that all ingenairii were vulnerable to the strange weakness, regardless of physical location.

                 Alec parted ways with Ellison and Rashrew and the rest, as he headed towards the Millershome dockyards.  He maneuvered through the familiar streets of Goldenfields until he came to the gates of the yard that he knew so well.  “May I speak with any member of Natha’s family?” Alec asked at the gate.  He’d done this before, and knew that
it would take a little time and effort, but would win his way into the yard where he needed to be.

                 “Which one?” the guard at the gate asked.  “Who asks and why?”

                 “Uh,” Alec stammered at the unexpected response.  “Tarkas?  “It’s Alec the healer, seeking a fast ship to Oyster Bay.”

                 Without further question a note was passed to a messenger boy who left the gate, and five minutes later Alec saw Tarkas approaching, along with his sister Annalea.

                 “See!  I told you it must be him!”  Annalea squealed.  She raced in front of her brother and tackled Alec with a running hug that sent him staggering back three steps.  “Oh Angel!  You’re alive and you’re here!  We heard such stories!

                 “I had a baby!  You and your friend healed me so well last year!  Rand and I have a little brother for Leah!”

                 Alec kissed her with joy in his heart at her welcome news, held her at arm’s length, and without thinking, he engaged his ingenairii healing vision to inspect her health.

                 The use of his healing vision was so thoroughly a part of his powers that Alec was never aware of the actual process involved in accessing the energy of the ingenairii realm.  Even before he had known he had powers, before he had trained and learned the cumbersome lessons needed to find and grasp those energies, Alec had been able to call upon his vision to see the state of health of others.  The acquisition of his healing powers from the Cave of John Mark had seamlessly incorporated the ability to heal as a part of Alec’s talent and personality.

                 But now, as he began to look at Annalea, the automatic transmission of his powers from the ingenairii realm went astray.  Alec felt an incomprehensibly seductive lure, a call to use the powers more strongly, and to succumb to the temptation to plunge deeper into the energy realm.  He thought of the memory of Merle again, describing the danger of plunging into the energy, intoxicated by its lethal promise of pleasure, and he remembered hearing of those who never came back out alive.

                 He fell to the ground and his eyes rolled back into his head as his soul began to wander away from his body.  But his consciousness detected a faint, foul contamination in the energy realm, and he pushed mightily to sever the connection to it.

                 The contamination was familiar, but he could not identify the evil presence that existed like the faint shadow cast by a bright star on a moonless night. Even as he knew he should resist, tendrils of the energy remained engaged within his soul, and he felt himself tempted to give in to the lure of the mystical realm of power, where the spirit could feast on potential in a way that was more satisfying than the real world.

                 He happened to think again of Bethany, and imagined her lying unconscious in Oyster Bay, waiting for him to revive her.  It was the motivation he needed to reject the temptation of the power.  Alec succeeded in breaking the bond, perhaps because his Cave-established connection to the energy was different from the typical bond, and he felt his spirit within his body again.  He was aware of voices and sensations, before he managed to open his eyes.  He looked without focusing, sensing a ceiling above him.  “His eyes are open!  Stand back everyone; give him space,” Helen’s voice said.

                 Alec blinked his eyes and raised a hand to rub his forehead, where a terrible headache pounded.  “Mother Helen?  Is that you?  Where are we?” he asked, beginning to regain his senses.

                 Natha’s face suddenly appeared above him next to Helen’s.  “You’re in my office Alec,” Natha responded.  “We carried you in right away when you fainted.  What a relief to see you awake, my boy!”

                 There was a noise to Alec’s right, and he recognized Colonel Ryder’s voice.  With an effort, he pushed himself upright and looked around.  Tarkas, Annalea, Ryder, Helen, Natha, and another unknown person were in the room around him.  “Colonel,” Alec said in surprise.  “How’d you get here so fast?  How long was I unconscious?”

                 Tarkas shouldered his way in closer.  “You passed out about 20 minutes ago, Alec.  I immediately sent for the colonel, and for mother, then had you brought up here to Dad’s office.  How do you feel?”

                 “I’m alright, thank you everyone, except for this headache,” Alec answered.  “When I saw Annie I tried to use my healer vision, without even thinking.  There’s an infection in the ingenairii power, I think.  I don’t really know what it is,” he said, starting to think out loud as he considered what he had experienced.

                 “You woke up, Alec,” Colonel Ryder said.  “Why have you, and none of the others?”

                 “I don’t know,” Alec responded.  He spoke aloud as he tried to recollect exactly what had happened.  “I started to engage my vision, but the potential of the power seemed so great.  It tempted me with the promise that I would be stronger, able to see the answers to all the great mysteries, and to heal just by looking.  All I had to do was descend deeper into the energy realm.

                 “And then I realized; I remembered Merle’s tales of apprentices who never awoke.  I’d just been thinking about it when I was with Ellison, so it was fresh in my mind.  I pulled myself away because it felt impure.  There was something like an odor or stain or something about the power that wasn’t right, so I disengaged, and then I started to wake up here.”

                 “Will there be any after-effects?” Helen asked, as she handed him a cup.  “Go ahead and drink it; it came from your fountain.”

                 He took a long swallow from the mug, emptying it and setting it down.  He felt slightly better already, a relief he appreciated.

                 “I hope that if I keep from using the power, there won’t be any further effects,” Alec answered.   He looked at Ryder.  “I don’t know why I was able to return and the others haven’t.  I just don’t know how to explain it.”  He shook his head slightly, unable to imagine how he had escaped the malady while someone as knowledgeable as Merle could have fallen as a casualty.  “I think the best thing to do is to hurry down to Oyster Bay as rapidly as possible to see what the ingenairii there think.”  Now that he had survived, he held out hope that some at least had not suffered unconsciousness yet.

                 “Natha, Tarkas, how fast can you get me to Ingenairii Hill?” he asked, looking at his friends.

                 Tarkas picked up a sheaf of papers from his father’s desk and flipped a couple of pages.  “We can have a small fast river clipper ready to go in three hours,” he proclaimed, looking at his father for confirmation.  Natha nodded his head.

                 “Would you like a guard to go with you?” Colonel Ryder asked.  “It doesn’t seem prudent to let the healer of the ingenairii and the next king travel around the Dominion without some protection.  Especially if you can’t use your own powers to be a warrior ingenaire.”

                 “Angel, are you going to be the king?” Annalea asked the question all the members of the Millershome family wanted to ask upon hearing Ryder’s indiscreet comment.

                 Alec looked around the room, and paused as he considered.  “Yes,” he admitted in a low voice, unable to lie to this family of close friends and allies.  “I am the grandson of King Gildevny, and I will proclaim myself as the heir to the throne when the time is right.”

                 “You know you can count on us to support you in any way possible,” Natha said immediately, as the rest of the astonished room digested Alec’s proclamation.

                 Helen curtsied, as did Annalea, then the men in the room bowed.  “Why don’t you give us a guard or two for his ship?” Natha said to Colonel Ryder.  “There will be room in the clipper for some extra hands.”

                 Ryder agreed before Alec could object, and the officer left the room to return to the palace and assign bodyguards to Alec.

                 Tarkas stared at Alec.  “Have you been preparing to be king all this time?  I never would have guessed,” he commented.

                 “I didn’t know myself until last year,” Alec admitted.  “And I’m not sure I’m ready for the throne, but Bethany is there trying to hold the realm together, and I believe the Dominion needs someone to restore stability.”

                 “You’ll do a good job,” Tarkas assured him quickly.  “What do you need to take down river?”

                 “I don’t have anything with me,” Alec said, not having considered the matter.  “I’ve been traveling light since I left the Pale
Mountains.”

                 “You’ve got time to go find some clothes and necessities,” Natha said.  “I don’t suppose you have any money?”

                 Alec shook his head negatively.

                 “Annie, take Alec out shopping,” Natha told his daughter, giving her a handful of coins.  “And have him back here is two hours.”

                 “Come along Angel, or should I say King Angel?” Annalea said as she placed her hand on Alec’s arm and pulled him from the room.  “Down there is a shop where Rand buys his clothes,” she pointed down a busy street a minute later as they left the yard.  “We can get you something there, and then we can go to daddy’s shop to get something finer for you to wear when you arrive in Oyster Bay.”

                 “I’ll trust your judgment,” Alec said complacently, realizing that he should have something suitable for his arrival in Oyster Bay.  “And if we have time, I’d like to buy some medical supplies, and a sword.”

                 “We can do that.  Is there anything else you want?  Anything you want to buy for that pretty girl who stayed at my parents’ home?” she asked with a coy smile.

                 Alec thought for a moment, and then verbally admitted his fear.  “Bethany is an ingenaire back in Oyster Bay now, and I’m afraid she may be unconscious, the way the ingenairii are here in Goldenfields.”

                 “Why don’t you buy her something as a gift, so that if she’s awake, you can give it to her, and if she’s not, you can give it to her when you discover how to awaken her?” Annalea suggested.  When Alec agreed, she asked further questions.  “How serious are you as a couple?  What colors does she like?   Does she like clothes, and do you know what size to buy?”

                 “She is the girl I want to marry,” Alec said softly, and Annalea looked at him affectionately as she saw the expression on his face.  “She likes blue – it’s her favorite color, and she likes clothes,” he said, remembering watching her impromptu fashion shows in the past.

                 Annie guided him into a doorway just then, where he picked out clothes for himself.  They went to the marketplace where he hurriedly collected the essential medical ingredients for basic cures and pain relievers, then they went to a pawnshop where he bought an adequate sword and scabbard.  “Now, let’s look in here,” Annalea pulled him off the street into a shop.

                 “How about something like this?” Annalea asked, holding up a long length of blue silk, which she deftly wrapped around herself in quick motions that converted the piece of material into an elegant dress.

                 “It’s beautiful,” Alec said enthusiastically.  “I’ve never seen anyone wear something like that before.”

                 “I hope not,” Annalea said with a giggle.  “This is what a bride wears to bed on her wedding night!  Her groom gets to unwrap her like a gift!

                 “Alec, you’re blushing!” she laughed again as she paid the shop keeper for the cloth. “Let’s hurry to meet your shipmates.  Can you carry this, and this?” she asked as they bustled out the door and down the street.   With Annalea’s presence, they walked through the gate unchallenged, and on the docks they spotted the slim ship that Annalea assured Alec was his cutter.  At the gangway were two Goldenfields Guards, one of who he recognized as a former companion.

                 “Berlisle, are we going to be riding cavalry on board the ship?” he greeted a young woman who wore a cavalry sash across her uniform.  Berlisle and Alec had ridden together from Goldenfields to Bondell, and then again out to the ambush bluffs along the Giffey
River.  Alec knew that the girl was a distant kinsman of Imelda, from the same grassland village, and was a steady and reliable soldier.  “I’m glad to have you along,” he told her.  “Who’s your companion?” he asked, looking at a boy wearing a uniform, and looking very fresh-faced.

                 “This is Patrick, one of our more recent Guard recruits,” Berlisle answered.  Alec introduced Annalea as they boarded the ship and were shown the small cabins, where they stowed their gear.  “There are two other Guard members who will be coming on board as well,” Berlisle said.  “They needed a little more time to pack.”

                 Back on the deck, Alec saw the other two green jackets had arrived.  They were Lewis and Inga, a married pair of Guards who were Alec’s very first acquaintances among the Guards.  And despite nasty rumors that had falsely tarnished Alec and Inga, the three were good friends and on good terms, although they had spent little time together since Alec’s departure from Goldenfields.

                 “Colonel Ryder wanted someone on this trip who could put you in your place if you started to act too regal,” Inga said as she saluted, then hugged Alec.  Lewis shook his head as he shook Alec’s hand and smiled indulgently.  “We coerced the colonel into letting us be part of your contingent.  With all the rumors we’ve heard of unrest in Oyster Bay, we thought you should have a little extra support, and Goldenfields feels positively dull these past couple of months without a war to worry about!”

                 “I think I’m over-protected, but I’m so glad to have you both coming on this trip,” Alec said sincerely.  “There’s so much to talk about.” 

                 Natha, Tarkas and Helen arrived minutes later.  “You’re about to leave, Alec,” Tarkas said.

                 “You’ve got our support in any way you need,” Natha interjected.

                 “And you’ve always got our love,” Helen added as she hugged Alec tightly.

                 “Send a note when you arrive.  Let us know what you need,” Tarkas added as he and his family left the deck at the polite urging of the nervous captain of the vessel, the Pentia.

                 Annalea stood in front of the rest and waved affectionately as the ship was pushed away from the dock and began to pick up speed as it left the shore and entered the current.  Alec felt particularly moved by the small group of well-wishers.  “It’s tough to leave your family, isn’t it?” Berlisle asked as she came to stand behind him.

                 “They do feel like my family,” Alec said, realizing it as he said it.  “They’ve been good to me.  Where’s your family from?”

              “My dad runs a small shop in a village near Boston
Palace,” Berlisle explained.  “If we pass the village in daylight I’ll be able to show you his shop.”

                 Alec stood at the rail, watching the shoreline pass by as Berlisle moved on, and he thought about family.  He’d been raised in an orphanage, in the city of Frame, without a family.  But the way Natha’s family had taken him in under their wing had made him feel a part of their family while at the docks with them.  And the instantly easy familiarity with Inga and Lewis reminded him of the feeling of family support he enjoyed with the Duke’s Guard.  He’d come to develop a family all his own in recent years, a family whose ties were not carried in blood, but in the hearts of its members.  And at the end of this journey was Bethany, who would become the closest of family for him.

                 Alec stood and watched the shore pass by for hours, appreciating the time alone.  He’d traveled the river alone for weeks, and the sudden burst of socializing during the day had worn him out, even while pleasing him.  He thought a great deal about the daunting notion of the ingenairii falling unconscious when calling upon their powers.  The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to call upon his own powers.  Although he hadn’t used his powers at all during his weeks of travel, knowing that the powers were unavailable made them more tempting.

                 And he thought of Bethany, probably lying in the same strange coma the other ingenairii were afflicted with, although he hoped not.  There was sad irony in the thought that she had waited through months of his unconsciousness while he healed in John Mark’s cave, and now that he was awake and returning, he in turn would find her unconscious.  But when she awoke, after he had found a way to solve this crisis, he would be able to give her the gift that Annalea had helped him choose.  Bethany would know what it was and what it meant, he was sure.  He felt his face grow red at the thought.

                 “Why are you blushing, oh noble king?” Inga asked him as she sidled along the rail to stand beside him.  “Are you worried about how badly you’re going to be beaten when we start practicing swordsmanship here on the deck?” she motioned behind her, when Alec discovered the Guard contingent had somehow managed to configure a portion of the ship’s crowded deck into a small practice platform.  Alec’s eyes narrowed and he turned to face her.

                 “Is that a challenge?  Are you sure you want to start this so early in the journey?  We’re going to be floating for a week, and that’s going to be a lot of time for sword work,” he was grinning, glad to have the chance to do something physical, something that would distract his mind.  And he knew he needed the practice after months of no swordplay.


                 “We don’t have full sets of practice padding, so we’ll just use sticks for wooden swords,” Lewis chimed in, holding up a pair of spars the sailors had donated as practice weapons.

                 By common consent, Inga and Alec were the first pair to take their spots for the practice match.  Alec held his stick warily as he looked at Inga, who crouched in an aggressive posture, seeming ready to pounce at any moment.  The stick he held felt awkwardly light, and he doubted its ability to inflict any pain if he made contact with Inga.  Just then she feinted low, and he reacted slowly, reaching to defend himself, only to see her launch her real blow higher, smacking his shoulder soundly.

                 The wooden sticks could hurt, he decided.

                 “Are you sure you’re the real Alec?” Inga taunted, feinting another blow that he scrambled to block.

                 He was clearly out of practice.  This was going to be painful, and humiliating.  But it was also necessary, he could tell, and he’d be able to regain his form quickly, he was sure.  He decided to try to go on the attack, recollecting the advice Inga had given him when he had first learned sword work.  He was too defensive, she had lectured him, and he needed to put more energy into attacking his opponents.

                 He feinted a stab at her ribs, then flipped the sword from his left to his right hand, hoping to catch her unable to defend.  The flip looked like it would work beautifully, but his left hand tossed the blade with a little too much energy, and his right hand fumbled the catch, so that the spar clattered to the ground.  Alec looked in Imelda’s eyes, and grinned as he fell to the ground, spread-eagled and feigning surrender.

                 “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Lewis said, standing with the other two Guards and a pair of passing sailors.

                 “It’s been a while,” Alec agreed.  His left hand hurt, he noticed, the first time in days he had thought about the ugly scars on the palm and the back of his hand.  It was a wound, more than a wound, that he had suffered in the Cave of John Mark when he had touched the dead body of Christ in his tomb.  The injury had been physically agonizing, but had also provided an extraordinary extension of his weak and unpredictable Spiritual ingenairii powers.  The wound had given him such an empathetic connection with the soul of a person he touched with his left hand, that he had worn a glove for weeks to prevent the Spiritual energy from coming into play.  His last long visit to the cave in the Pale Mountains seemed to have repaired the damaged hand much more thoroughly than before; but now he wondered how it might serve as a means of exploring his ingenairii abilities.

                 “Those are some scars, Alec,” Lewis said politely, observing the intense study Alec was giving his hand as he remained on his back on the deck.

                 “And if you’re not careful, we may give you more,” Inga pointedly said, offering a hand to help him up.

                 “I need the practice,” Alec said.

                 “You’ll be up again soon,” Inga told him, removing her pads and giving them to Berlisle.  Lewis waited for Alec’s pads, and then those two began practicing.  Alec watched with enjoyment, and soon he and Patrick were fencing the next round.

                 Over the next few days onboard the river clipper Alec regained his sword skills and abilities through constant practice with the other Guard members.  “Alec, you know they brought Imelda in with the ingenairii sickness?” Inga asked between bouts one morning after they had passed Frame, concerned as both a kinsman and a friend.

                 “I saw her as I was leaving the palace,” Alec answered.  “She’ll be in good hands with the medics in Goldenfields there to care for her.”

                 “You’ll be able to find the cure won’t you?” Inga asked for the first time.  Lewis came to sit with them on top of a rolled up sail.

                 “It’s the most important thing I have to do,” Alec told them.  “After we make sure we’ve got the palace under control, we’ll go to Ingenairii Hill if there’s anyone there and try to find a way to solve this.”

                 “And what if there’s no one there?” Lewis asked.

                 “I’d rather not think about that,” Alec slowly replied.  “It’s too scary to consider.”







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 – Oyster Bay Arrival

 

              Their ship pulled in among the busy traffic at the Millershome docks at Oyster Bay after a voyage of only seven days, something that made the captain and crew proud.  Alec and his companions thanked them profusely and sincerely, and then left the dockyards to approach the palace.

              “What’s our plan?” Lewis asked as the group carried their luggage with them in bags slung over their shoulders.

              “We should have asked at the docks about the situation here,” Alec answered as they stood across a square from the main gate to the palace.  “Well, let’s go get settled in, and then we can find out what we’ve gotten into, eh?” he began to lead them through the crowd and across the busy pavement, but stopped when still twenty five yards from the gate.

              “What’s wrong, Alec?” Inga asked.

              “Those aren’t the right uniforms,” Alec said, staring at the garish purple and red jackets the guards wore.  “There should be yellow jackets.”

              “Why would the palace change its uniforms?” Patrick asked.

              “I don’t know any good reason,” Alec replied.

              “What do we do now?” Berlisle followed.  “Should we just go ask them to enter the palace anyway?”

              Alec stood silent, trying to weigh the relative value of the options.  “Let’s go back to Natha’s dockyard and ask Drawr, the proctor, what is happening.”

Alec led his small troop back through the city streets to the riverfront, and back into Natha’s shipyard, where they waited for Drawr to come meet them at the gate.

“Alec!”  Drawr said with great emotion as he recognized his guest.  He startled everyone present by bowing.  “I heard that you were in the clipper that came down the river, but I thought you had already slipped off to someplace in the city.”  Drawr held the gate open.  “I shouldn’t keep you standing here; come in, come in,” he urged.

“The sailors from the ship said you’re here to be the next king!” Drawr exclaimed as they entered his office.  “There’s no denying a king is needed, especially now.”

“What’s happening at the palace?” Imelda asked.

“Last week two of the surviving usurpers, Branham and Munson, brought in a bunch of their own rascals and assumed control of the palace,” Drawr answered.

“What about the Palace Guard?  Why didn’t Rander fight them off?  Where’s Bethany?”

“The Guard is small, compared to what Branham and Munson have,” Drawr answered.  “Rander drew his men off to an army base nearby, and General Hewlett is housing him there, but the army itself is shrunk, and many men are still in Bondell.  The Slone forces have gone, and until now there’s been no king here to rally around.  Plus the ingenairii have all disappeared for the past few days, and Rander is just facing too much pressure, I hear.

“Especially with the ingenairii missing, there’s no fear by the usurpers,” Drawr concluded.  “Bethany is among those who haven’t been seen in days.”

Alec closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead as he digested the bad news Drawr offered.  His companions stood silent, expecting him to know how best to react to the situation.

“Let’s go to Ingenairii Hill instead,” he said after he opened his eyes.  “We need to find some ingenairii who can get involved to help win back control of the palace after we solve their problem.”  He slammed his hand down on the desk in frustration.

“Drawr, we may be back soon, or we may settle in at the Hill,” Alec said as he stood and walked to the office door.  “We may be back just for supplies even if we do settle in there.  Thank you for the information,” he said as he and his companions slipped out the door.  They stalked across the dockyards and through the city, until they came to the gates of Ingenairii Hill.  Lewis looked at the white stone monolith in the square, from which a fountain bubbled up.

“That looks familiar,” he drawled.  “Is it your work?” he asked.

Alec grinned a slight grin.

“Not very original, is it?” Lewis returned the smile, remembering the stone fountain Alec had created early in his healer career, about the time he healed Lewis from a devastating injury.

“It solved the same problem each time,” Alec answered, remembering the discharge of unwieldy ingenairii powers he had absorbed from other ingenairii in both cases.

Guards were at the gate, looking on emotionlessly as Alec and the others approached.

“I’d like to enter the Hill,” Alec requested.

“Only ingenairii may do so without a pass or reason,” one guard answered.

Alec rolled up his shirt sleeve, revealing a pair of his glistening marks.  “I am an ingenairii, and will bring my companions with me.

He paused then for a moment.  “Are there any others left I can meet with?” he asked, a plaintive note in his voice.

“There is one,” the second guard answered speculatively,” and he told us that someday another ingenairii might arrive.  If you go to the Stone House you will find him there,” the guard added, moving aside and allowing Alec and the Goldenfields contingent to enter.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 – Ingenairii Hill

 

            “Hello Alec, come in,” Tritos said as Alec approached the door of the largest building in the Stone Ingenairii compound.

               Alec looked at Bethany’s former companion, his heart a mix of contradictory guilt, sympathy and disdain.  He led the guards into a sitting room.  “Where are the other ingenairii?” he asked as soon as Tritos followed them into the room.

               “I’ve had them all brought here to this compound,” Tritos said in a neutral voice.  “You know of course about the illness.  We have enough room here to keep them all together in one building.”

               “I’d like to see them please,” Alec replied.  Tritos gestured for them to follow, and he led the way out and over to the building next door.

               Inside, beds and cots filled every room.  Alec anxiously scanned each face, recognizing many who he knew.  “She’s in the next room,” Tritos said quietly.

               “Thank you,” Alec replied, and moved through the maze of unconscious ingenairii.  He spotted Bethany immediately, and watched a nursing assistant dribble some water between her lips.

               “Are you adding anything to the water?” he asked the older man, who shook his head negatively.

               “Let’s brew up a broth that will give them nutrients,” Alec said as he stroked Bethany’s dull hair back off her forehead.  Her face was gaunt, as was the case with the others.  “Tritos, may I have some paper and a pencil?” Alec asked, and he proceeded to write a list of herbs and plants that were needed.  “Can someone be sent to market to get these?” he asked, handing the list to Tritos.  “We need to start getting some minerals and vitamins into them while we look for an answer to this,” he gestured around the room.

               Tritos handed the list to another attendant and asked him to acquire everything.  “Aristotle said you’d come back,” Tritos said.  “When people started falling over, it happened fast.  Sadly, frighteningly fast.  Within a day there were only three of us left – Aristotle, Kinsey and me.

               “We spent a day going through all the houses finding everyone, and getting them all together here, then instructing the servants to take care of them,” Tritos told them.  “Then the next night the three of us sat down and talked about how to find an answer.”

               His eyes looked haunted.  “It was an awful time.  We all felt worse than helpless.  I saw people just collapse for no reason, over and over, and so had they.  Then when someone realized it was caused by trying to call upon their powers, people started to plan as if they knew what to plan for and how to protect themselves, and they still went down.  And we had no idea why – we’ve been doing this for hundreds of years, and now it was different!” Tritos stopped talking and the others could see him reliving the painful memories.  Alec imagined the sense of horrific doom that must have hung over the heads of the last ingenairii to succumb; better to have gone fast, he thought to himself.

               “Since Aristotle and Kinsey are both Spiritual ingenairii, they decided to try a plan to link to each other before they entered the energy realm, and Kinsey was going to try to pull Aristotle back if something seemed to be happening to him.  He was going to maintain a link so that at least she would know what was happening to him, and she could bring that knowledge back here to our world so that we could try to find a remedy.

               “So they sat down together, at that table over there, holding hands,” he pointed.  “Then Aristotle passed out, and Kinsey gave a gasp, and she passed out too,” Tritos finished.  “And all I could do was call in the assistants to help pick them up and place them on cots.

               “We’re out of room for more cots,” he said after a pause.  The room seemed darker now, Inga thought; she hoped it was just a cloud passing in front of the sun, because she felt Tritos’s anguish keenly.

               “But I suppose that’s okay,” he added after another pause, “because we’re about out of ingenairii too.  Aren’t we Alec?”

               Alec put his hand to his face and wiped away the moisture that brimmed in his eyes.  He felt sympathy as he listened to Tritos, and imagined the staggering loneliness he must have felt when Ari and Kinsey toppled over, taking away the last best hope for a solution.

               “Aristotle insisted that you were going to return.  Kinsey agreed with him.  He told me to give this to you when you arrived,” Tritos withdrew an envelope from inside his tunic and handed it to Alec.  “Bethany had maintained all along that you would be back.  ‘It’s just the way it is with Alec,’ she told everyone,” Tritos added, before he let go of the envelope.  “She had made her peace with your disappearances, or at least you’d made your peace with her.”

               Alec looked at the envelope.  His name was written in a bold stroke.  It felt like a letter from sometime long ago, or like a letter from a dead person, even though he refused to think of the unconscious ingenairii in those terms.  Tritos rose and walked away, while the others sat and looked at Alec.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 – The Journey Begins

 

            Alec gently tore the seal on the folded parchment, and opened the paper to look at the message.  He was frightened at the implications of Ari’s foreknowledge – had the wily leader foreseen a prophetic vision of the collapse of the ingenairii abilities?

            “Dear Alec,” the first line read, and those simple words moved him again.

            “If you are reading this, the worst has happened, and our breed is on the brink of extinction.

            “This strange malady that is striking us down is a result of your victory over the demons of Michian.  I have no knowledge of how or why, but my heart feels the truth in those words.  Beware of the deadly battle that awaits you if you choose to seek to rescue our fallen friends and colleagues.

            “There is a weapon you may be able to use, in the lands of the lacertii.  Your decision to seek peace with that race is potentially most fortunate.  What the weapon is, I do not know, but it resides in a forgotten holy place that is now under the sway of the lacertii.

            “You have done much already Alec, and no one should ask you to do another impossible, heroic task.  Yet there is no one else.  Go quickly, study with the lacertii to find the weapon that will defeat a demon, and then find and fight the battle if you choose.

            “God bless you Alec.  I rejoice that you are still alive to read this,

            “Affectionately, Aristotle”

 

“What is it Alec?” Lewis asked.

Alec tried to refocus from the letter to his friends.

“You gasped while you were reading,” Inga added.

Alec shook his head after a moment of silence.  “Aristotle said that this is all my fault, and only I can fix it,” he paused.  “I’ll have to go to the lacertii lands to find the weapon to use.”

The others sat in stunned silence, looking at him.

“How can it possibly be your fault?” Berlisle asked.

Lewis reached for the letter in Alec’s hand, and began to read it himself.

Tritos, meanwhile sat with a look of thunder on his face.  “This is all your fault?  What have you done to everyone?  How could you do this to your own friends?  To Bethany?” he asked.

“I don’t know what I did, nor does Aristotle say how; he says that my battle with the demons caused this,” Alec said defensively.  “But I will leave immediately to go visit the lacertii to find the way to fix this.”

“What about the palace and the crown and the usurpers, Alec?” Lewis asked.  “Don’t you think you need to address the problems here in Oyster Bay first?”

“All of that is meaningless to me if I don’t restore the ingenairii powers, because Bethany and the others will die,” Alec burst out.  “I, yes, I should do something, but I don’t have time,” he floundered, uncertain of how to respond.

“Why don’t you do a couple of things -- at least go see your friend, Rander, to let him know you are alive, and will come back to be king some day?  And send a couple of us back to Goldenfields to ask for help to be sent here in the meantime?” Lewis suggested calmly, sensing that Alec needed guidance in his moment of anguish.  “Rander has been working to protect Bethany and the throne for you during your absence.  He deserves something for that.”

Alec felt grateful for the advice.  “Yes, that’s right; it’s obvious.  I have to talk to Rander.

“I’ll make sure the folks here mix up the right nutrients for our friends, then go find Rander, and then we can be on our way,” he decided.  After another moment of sitting silently, he stood.  “Let me see everyone who is resting here,” he said to Tritos.  “I’d like to see them all.”

“Follow me,” Tritos said.  “You’ll take me with you to visit the lacertii, won’t you?” he asked as they began to walk.

Alec looked at him and thought.  He still felt guilty about the fact that Bethany had left Tritos to return to him.  And he also understood that the prospect of remaining as caretaker for dozens of unconscious ingenairii, friends and acquaintances who were wasting away, had to be morbid and unpleasant in the extreme.  But Alec felt uneasy about taking along Bethany’s jilted suitor, and riding with him across the landscape for days and days, always harboring that guilt.  And he also felt that there was a sense of rightness about leaving Tritos to stay with the incapacitated ingenairii – they should be left under the care of one of their own, an ingenaire like them.

“The ingenairii here, they should have one of us stay to watch over them,” Alec finally answered.  “I know it won’t be easy to stay and see them all in this condition, but I’d rather have you than a group of strangers.”

Tritos stared at him with a look of skepticism, but said nothing further, as Alec proceeded to walk among all the unconscious ingenairii, looking at each, remembering the names of many.  A servant returned with the items Alec had requested when he was halfway through the tour, and he took them all to the kitchen, where he showed Tritos and several of the servants how to prepare the broth that would help to sustain the ingenairii.

He returned to the visitation, feeling increasingly like a mourner at a funeral.  Te relieve the gloom he tried telling his Goldenfields friends a humorous story about one of the ingenairii he saw, but the tale fell flat in the serious atmosphere, and he remained silent until they had seen every remaining ingenairii.

“Are you ready to go?” Berlisle asked.

“I didn’t see Rief,” Alec answered.

“What?” Inga asked.

“My friend Rief, the girl who came from the Michian Empire with me.  I didn’t see her,” Alec explained.  He looked at Tritos.

“She isn’t here,” Tritos agreed.  “I haven’t thought about her.  She seldom came to the Hill, other than to visit Moriah occasionally.  She stayed at the Palace with Bethany and Rander during the time she was here in Oyster Bay.”

“I must get to the army barracks to see Rander, and find out how Rief is, and whether she needs care,” Alec said immediately.  “Tritos, if Rief needs help, and Rander is agreeable, I’ll bring her back here.”

Tritos immediately agreed, and Alec and his Goldenfields friends left the Hill, walking through the streets of the city to the military base on the far east side of the city.  An hour later they passed through the section of bars and rough apartments across from the walls of the army base. 

            "I'd like to meet General Hewlett," Alec told the guards at the gate, who held lances instead of swords.  "Please tell him Alec the crown protector has returned."

            The guards looked at Alec and his companions suspiciously.  "We don't intend to waste the general's time.   Do you have some proof of who you are?" the leader asked.

            Alec rolled up his sleeve to reveal his ingenairii marks.  "These are genuine," Alec said.  "I'm almost the only ingenairii left walking in the Dominion."

            "Go ask Colonel Greene to join us at the gate," the guard leader, a sergeant, asked another guard.  "Please wait here and we'll ask an officer to verify your identity," he said to Alec.

            Alec shrugged to his friends.  "That's how I'd handle it too," Lewis told him.

            Five minutes later, a man in an officer’s uniform walked towards the gate.  "I recognize him," Colonel Greene said as soon as he arrived and saw Alec.  "I saw you several times in the past, your Grace," the colonel said.    He surprised his soldiers by bowing on one knee before Alec.  “We are pledged to help you protect the crown and the Dominion.”  He stood upright again.  "I'll take you to the General immediately.  He'll be delighted to know of your return.”

            Minutes later they were in the headquarters building.  "May I know who your companions are?” Hewlett asked Alec after he saluted.  Amid the explanations and introductions, Alec learned about the actual availability of soldiers around Oyster Bay. 

            “We don’t have nearly the number of soldiers now that we did last year, or in years past, but we will put everything we have into the streets and around the palace for you,” General Hewlett told Alec.  “And every former soldier who is in the area would come back to join us in support of you.” 

“Thank you General,” Alec told him.  “I hope we don’t have to send our soldiers into the streets and fight a battle in the palace.  I’m not ready to do that yet, anyway.  Before anything else, my first priority is to find the cure to save the ingenairii.” 

“What exactly is happening to them?” the general asked.  “We hear that something is going on, that none of them are seen or coming out, but there’s no explanation of why.  Why hasn’t it affected you?” 

“We don’t know precisely what it is, but I have a message that tells me where to look to find a solution.  I’ll need to go to the Pale
Mountains in search of the answer.  The ingenairii need an answer quickly, or it will be too late,” Alec responded.  “They are my friends and more.  I have to save them,” he added in a gentler voice. 

“Alec hasn’t fallen victim to the ingenairii disease because he hasn’t tried to use his powers,” Lewis added, the first time he had spoken since the General’s arrival.  “We’ll go with him to the mountains to provide protection.” 

“He can hardly go with just Goldenfields to protect him, good as you are,” the General challenged.  “Surely you’ll want some of your own men to go with you; maybe some of the men from the 19th?” 

Alec considered for a moment.  “I will take along some of the 19th in support, because they were with me in the lacertii battles, and I owe them that.  But I’ll only take a couple of men.  I need to travel swiftly, and a large group will bog us down.”

“There’s one other person who you will want to have with you,” Hewlett added.  “I’ll send for her immediately.”

“Is it Armilla?” Alec asked immediately, instinctively, feeling a yearning to see his personal bodyguard.  “Please send for her at once!” he laughed, as Hewlett motioned to an aide.

“Where is Rander?  I’d like to see him before I go,” Alec said next.  “I want to leave before sunset today, so if you’ll have someone lead me to Rander and select a couple of men to travel with me, we can begin the journey all the quicker.” 

“And when you’re done, you’ll come back and you’ll clean out the palace?” the General asked.  “If I can’t tell our officers and men that better days are coming, the army is going to fall apart.  The men who are left aren’t going to stay to serve people like those who hold the palace now.” 

“I will come back, and we’ll clean the usurpers out of the palace, again, so that I can take the throne with Bethany as my queen,” Alec pledged. 

“That’s what I needed to hear,” the General said with a smile.  “We’ll be here waiting for you.  Lieutenant, please show the Protector to the infirmary.  We’ll have the others meet you there.  You’ll need supplies, I assume?” 

“Yes, horses and supplies, please,” Alec agreed.   “Send Armilla to meet me at the infirmary,” he requested as he and the Goldenfields guards left the office and followed the lieutenant across the yard towards the infirmary building. 

Inside a plain wooden building they entered an interior room, where Rander was sitting next to a bed, holding the hand of Rief as she lay unconscious.  Alec’s companion from his adventures in Michian lay just as still and gray as the ingenairii on the Hill, and Alec’s heart broke again at the thought of such a vivacious girl laid so low.  Rander didn’t raise his head at first, then only glanced briefly at the group before his head swiveled suddenly to re-examine the visitors.  His face was lined and tired looking, but as he recognized Alec the color returned to his cheeks and his eyes widened in amazement.

Several minutes later, after many questions and explanations, Alec persuaded Rander to have Rief taken to Ingenairii Hill to be cared for by the attendants there, along with the other ingenairii.  Alec promised to return as quickly as possible to take up the fight for the throne once the secret to healing the ingenairii was discovered.  

“There you are, and already planning to go looking for more trouble, I’m told,” a voice from the doorway familiarly spoke in the gruff tones that Alec recognized so well.  He turned and saw his no-nonsense bodyguard already prepared to travel.  He stood and looked at the massive sword buckled to Armilla’s hip.  “Still willing to swing that iron beam around to help me?” he asked.

“Every time you try to get away, I just keep showing up, because I know you’ll need me one of these times,” she responded.

“This time more than ever,” Alec agreed

Two soldiers from the 19th regiment, Thomis and Joahn, arrived as the designated bodyguards to travel with Alec from Oyster Bay, and before long the small group was astride horses and riding east towards the Pale Mountains.

Five days later the eight riders arrived in Frame.  Without an ingenairii to provide assured breezes for a river craft, Alec had decided that the steady travel of a horse was slower but more reliable than a boat that might be bound in place for days without wind.  In Frame there was a decision to be made.

“Two of you need to leave us to go back to Goldenfields,” Alec told them as they rode into the city at the sunset.  He looked at Lewis and Inga.  “You two need to return to the Duke to let him know what we learned in Oyster Bay, and to send some assistance to Rander,” he told them.  He wanted to keep them with him for the long ride ahead into the Pale Mountains, but he also wanted to protect them from the dangers that would await them in the wilderness.  His friends had suffered many injuries in the course of their service to the Duke, and in Alec’s mind they deserved a peaceful interlude together.  “Please do this for me,” he asked them.

Lewis looked ready to argue, but Inga placed a hand on his forearm as she looked at Alec.

“Are you sure that you have enough protection?” she asked.  “I know you’re doing this with good intentions for us, but don’t discount the need you’ll have in the Pale
Mountains for good swordsmen.”

“I want you two to tell Colonel Ryder and the Duke about everything you’ve learned in Oyster Bay,” Alec replied as he pulled his horse next to hers.  He looked at Lewis.  “Rander needs help, and especially with Rief in a coma.  I remember how you looked when Inga was injured.  He is in the same state, only it is prolonged for him.

“Please go back and tell the Duke we need to have a strong regiment sent to protect Rander and Bethany and Ingenairii Hill until I find the cure for the ingenairii,” he finished in a voice full of compassion.

“Don’t worry, we’ll protect him,” interjected the young Goldenfields Guard member Patrick, the member of the contingent who usually spoke the least, overawed as he was by the experience and reputation of his companions.

Berlisle looked at him momentarily from the corner of her eyes.  “Yes, we’ll take care of him.”

“We’ll be passing though Stronghold, and I imagine the Locksforts will be just as insistent as everyone else that they send some protection with us as well,” Alec added.  “We’ll need to stop there to get supplies and horses to cross the plains to the Pale Mountains,” he explained, seeing the look of disdain on the faces of the others at the mention of the Locksforts. “They are my friends, and they will do as much as possible to help us,” he added insistently.

“I’m glad we’ve been with you these past few days,” Lewis said with resignation.

 “I know there won’t ever be any more good old days like we had in Goldenfields,” Inga added, “so I look forward to seeing you soon, ready to wear a crown, with a pretty ingenaire queen at your side!”

They looked fondly at one another, then Lewis and Inga parted to head to the ferry that would take them across the Carmen
River.

The next morning, Alec visited a bank for more funds, which he used to purchase fresh horses and supplies, then he led his remaining five companions on the long ride up the Carmen to Stronghold.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8 – The Visit to Stronghold

 

Two hot weeks later, Alec and the others rode up to the city gates of Stronghold.  The journey had been long and hard, with little rest, and much sleeping in the saddle.  The horses were clearly worn by the exercise.  They had ridden without incident, or recognition, as their worn and scruffy appearance elicited no attention from the people they had passed en route.

Inside the city they rode to the gates of the Locksfort compound, where Alec dismounted as he prepared to speak to the guards.  “We are visitors from Oyster Bay, who would like to speak to Brandeis or Noranda,” he told the man who stepped out into the gateway.

“They’re not available,” the guard responded curtly.

“Is Johanna available, or Durer, or Circh?” Alec next asked.  “Or please let me speak to Delle; he and I were in the lacertii battles together.”

The guard seemed to relax slightly at the mention of the military service.  “I’ll send a message up to Delle, if he is available.  I can’t promise that he’ll receive it right away,” the guard told Alec.

“We’ll go to an inn and clean up in the meantime.  Is there one you can recommend where we can tell Delle to find us?” Alec answered, knowing that there wasn’t likely to be a quick response.

“Try the Cold Tankard, if you’ve got coins to pay in advance,” the guard answered.  “Who shall I say is seeking Delle’s attention?” he asked with a pencil poised over a piece of note paper.

“Tell him it’s Alec, the healer,” Alec said, then asked for directions to the Cold Tankard, and turned his horse in that direction.

                 He paid for three rooms at the desk of the Tankard, and paid to have large tubs and buckets of hot water brought up to all three rooms for baths.  He and Patrick shared a room, placing Armilla and Berlisle in a room, while Thomis and Joahn shared the third room.  Alec took the first bath, and he sighed deeply as he settled into the hot tub to soak away two weeks’ worth of sore muscles.  He missed the ability to use his healing power to smooth away the little aches and pains of life, as he had done so frequently before.

                 The door vibrated from a solid knock shortly after Alec had climbed out of the tub to allow Patrick his turn to soak.  Still damp, Alec opened the door to see Delle and Brandeis standing expectantly in the hallway, with a pair of guards behind them.  “Good Lord!  He is here!” Brandeis shouted first.  “We haven’t heard a thing about you in months!  It’s so good to see you,” Delle said, deeply moved by the sight of Alec.  He grabbed his hand in a fierce clasp.  The two Locksfort cousins dismissed their guards upon confirmation of their visitor’s identity, and they abandoned Patrick to finish his bath as they went down to the public room to grab a table.  Alec knocked on the doors of his companions’ rooms as he passed, and soon they had filled a stout wooden table in the public room of the inn’s bar, which was mostly empty in mid-afternoon.

                 “We went to the stables first, and I saw your horse there, with the black patch on his shoulder.  He’s still a beautiful animal,” Brandeis observed.  “He looked like he’d been ridden pretty hard recently,” he added.

                 “He has been.  We’re on a mission,” Alec replied, jumping right to the heart of the matter.  Delle and Armilla were on one side of Alec, renewing their acquaintance, while Brandeis and the Oyster Bay guards were across the table and Berlisle was on Alec’s left hand.

                 “How is Noranda?” Alec asked intently.

                 “I’m glad to see you for your own sake of course,” Brandeis answered, “but as soon as Delle said you might be here, I was more glad for her sake.

                 “She’s fallen unconscious these past few days.  She needs your touch to revive her,” he added, looking and sounding confident that Alec could heal her of her mysterious malady.

                 Alec had expected to hear that Noranda had fallen unconscious as well.  He had pulled energy from his farthest depths to heal her when he had brought her back to life in her tomb, and he knew that Cassie and Imelda had gained healer abilities after similarly extraordinary healing experiences.  He paused before giving Brandeis the explanation about the seriousness of Noranda’s situation.

                 “Has she been healing people with ingenaire abilities?” Alec asked first.

                 “Yes, occasionally,” Brandeis answered.  “She doesn’t do the big things like you do, or the important things like treating my hangovers, but she does take care of children and other people very often.  She’s made people in the city actually like the Locksforts again!”

                 “Noranda has the same illness that had struck all the other ingenairii.  Whenever one tries to use the power, they fall unconscious, and stay that way.  Ingenairii Hill is like a hospital right now with rows of beds,” Alec explained.  “I haven’t tried to use my powers in a long time, so I haven’t fallen ill, and I don’t dare to try.  Right now I’m on my way to the Pale
Mountains, to find the cure so we can bring them all back to health.”

                 “I wondered why you were here so discreetly,” Delle spoke up.  “I expected more ceremony, not to mention some advance notice, when you returned to Stronghold.”

                 “So you’re saying you can’t just heal her right now?” Brandeis clarified the answer he didn’t want to hear.  “I thought you had arrived as the answer to my prayers,” he continued after Alec gently shook his head.

                 Their conversation was interrupted as Patrick arrived.  “Are there others in your party, Alec?” Delle asked as he looked around the table at all who had gathered.

                 “This is our full squad,” Alec answered.  “We don’t need a lot of people.  We need to move fast to get to the mountains,” he added as he saw the skeptical faces Delle and Brandeis displayed.

                 “What about the lacertii?  What are you going to do about them in the mountains?” Brandeis queried.

                 “Rather than us quiz you here Alec, why don’t you and all your friends pack up and move into the compound with us?” Delle suggested.  “This sounds like something we need to discuss, and Johanna and Durer will skin us alive if we don’t bring you back to see them.”

                 Alec’s party looked to him.  “That’s a good idea,” Alec agreed.  “Go get anything you might have left in your rooms, and we’ll meet out at the stables,” he directed them all.

                 Soon the small entourage was within the Locksfort compound, placing their horses in the stables.  “We’ll have you all in rooms in no time,” Delle assured them.  “Why don’t you go tell Helma we’ll have special guests for dinner, and see if she can prepare something suitable?” he suggested to Brandeis as he glanced at the late afternoon sun.  “She’s less likely to throw a temper tantrum with you than anyone else,” he added.

                 Brandeis went one way and Delle led the traveling group in another, through a maze of buildings and paths that were familiar to Alec.  “I’m glad you’re friends with the Locksforts, because I’d never be able to find my way out of here if we had to escape,” Thomis whispered sotto voce.

                 They entered the housing area, and began climbing stairs in a tower.  “Are we heading to my old room?” Alec asked.

                 “Give the man a prize!” Delle replied.  “I thought we’d bring you all to the suite until I can talk to a maid to find rooms for everyone else.”

                 By the time they reached Alec’s former quarters, Brandeis had rejoined them, using a shortcut through the enclave to meet them.  “Helma says that she’ll do it since it’s for you,” he patted Alec gently on the cheek.  “She assured me there was nothing too good for her hero!

                 “Of course it will be a little later than usual, so we have time to find rooms for everyone and get you settled in,” he continued.  “I’ll go talk to the housekeeper about rooms if you want to go tell Durer and Johanna who has dropped in,” Brandeis told Delle, who agreed.

                 Upon the departure of the two Locksfort cousins, Alec walked over to throw open the shutters and reveal the view out the windows, drawing his friends around him.  “They’re pretty nice folks for being Locksforts,” Patrick said with a sniff, which led Alec to give a short history lesson on the different generations of Locksforts.

                 A knock at the door was the announcement by a maid that there were three rooms nearby ready and designated for the use of the guests, and all but Alec traipsed after the maid to find their new quarters.  Alone in his suite, Alec wandered into the back room to take off his riding clothes, feeling a sense of relief to finally have a familiar and comfortable place to spend the night.  He stared out the window, not seeing the cityscape as he thought about Bethany.  She was lying unconscious, waiting for him.  He had no idea how to help her, other than to ride and have faith.

                 And now Noranda was likewise lying unconscious, just like Bethany.  She was somewhere nearby.  Alec took a determined step away from the window, entered the hall, and walked aimlessly until he found a maid, who gave him directions to the infirmary.  Alec soon found the door and stepped inside, where he saw Brandeis standing next to the only occupied cot in the room. 

                Alec looked at Noranda, pale like all the others who had fallen, her face in a slight grimace.  He watched with sympathy as Brandeis stroked her hair.  “You need to make sure you drip a strong broth in her mouth.  Boil vegetables as well as the meats, so she gets as much nutrition as possible,” Alec said.  He and Brandeis both lingered by her bedside, thinking of her, for several minutes, until Brandeis emerged from his reverie.  “We need to get you down to dinner.  Helma will insist that we be there on time, if not early, after all she’s had to do!”  The two of them returned to the guest quarters, where they gathered all the other travelers, and together they trouped down to an elegant dining room whose windows looked over a small courtyard.

                “You’ve outdone yourself!” Brandeis congratulated Helma as she stood in a small doorway, observing the wait staff setting the dishes on the table.  Delle was waiting, along with Durer and Johanna and Circh.  Alec greeted them all warmly, and in turn they treated him like a lost member of their tribe.

                Over dinner Alec learned about the young leaders’ progress in working with the leaders of Stronghold and running their family’s trading business.  “Your cleansing water is making a big improvement in our trade.  As long as we keep making profits from it we’ll keep the aunts and uncles satisfied with our methods,” Durer gratefully told Alec as they conversed. 

                Eventually dessert was served and the meal drew to a close.  “We’ll need extra horses and water skins to cross the prairie,” Alec told Durer as the last plates were removed from the table.

                “You can take as many as you need,” Durer said easily.  “How many riders do you want?”

                Alec looked at him momentarily.  “We’re traveling as fast and light as possible.  I don’t plan to take a fighting force.”

                “We’ll take him,” Armilla spoke for the first time.  She pointed at Delle.  “If he wants to come.  I’ve traveled with him before.  I know he can keep up a good pace.”

                “If you’re taking Delle, you have to take me too,” Brandeis spoke abruptly.  “I won’t slow you down.  You’ve got two from Goldenfields and two from Oyster Bay, so you need two from Stronghold.”

                “Rander wanted to come too,” Alec replied slowly.  “I told him he needed to stay to take care of Rief, to make sure he was with her.”

                “I’ve done this before Alec,” Brandeis said pleadingly.  “I waited for months the last time Norrie was in her tomb, and it drove me crazy.  If I stay here and stew with no way to help the situation, I’ll go crazy again.”

                 “You know this is not a well-planned journey.  We only know we are going to go in search of the lacertii in the mountains.  I don’t want to sound negative, but it may not be a simple journey that will make you feel like you’re accomplishing something.  But if you want to join us, I understand.  You’re welcome to be a part of our trip,” Alec relented.   He turned his head slightly, and saw Johanna give a slight nod of her head, a sign of her approval of his decision.

                “We’ll leave first thing in the morning.  I’d like to go down to your stables tonight and select some horses, if that’s alright.  And I’d like to take a brace of pigeons, if you have some you can lend us,” Alec added.  “If Brandeis starts to act up, we’ll send a pigeon back telling you where to pick him up!”

               “That was uncalled for!” Brandeis protested.  “They’ll know where to find me; they’ll just need to visit the nearest tavern!”

               Everyone turned in for the night shortly thereafter, and slept soundly.  For Alec’s small band, it was the most comfortable night’s rest they had enjoyed in weeks, and all were refreshed as they joined Alec early the next morning and proceeded to resume the long, perilous journey.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9 – Reaching the Pale Mountains

 

              Two weeks later the eight riders were far out into the great eastern plains between Sandyforks and the Pale Mountains.  They had left streams and ponds behind, and were carefully rationing their water supplies.  Alec expected them to safely make it across the plains, but until they reached the mountains and their next source of water, he wanted to maintain discipline and conserve the water they had for their horses and themselves.

              The summer evening had been short, and as morning broke, Delle motioned to Alec to join him as he stared eastward at the sunrise.  “I think I see smoke rising out there.  Do you see it?” he asked as his hand shaded his eyes from the blinding red sun.

              “I do,” Alec confirmed.  “There is a family of settlers out here -- Abram and Sara and their children.  There used to be more families, but most of them left after Riverside was destroyed.  That smoke may be from Abram’s chimney.  At least, let’s hope so.  Their place is practically in the foothills of the mountains.”

              The whole contingent began riding and within an hour was near the farmstead whose chimney was indeed belching the smoke Delle had spotted earlier.  The sun was already warming the plain, and Alec knew they would soon see a shimmering blanket of heat distorting the distant view.  This was his third time to cross the empty lands, and all of them had been during the long hot days of summer, he remembered.  Sara was smart to do her cooking now in the relative cool of the morning, Alec realized.

              Abram, Sandy and young Tomas, all holding implements or clubs, stood on the porch of the house as the eight riders rode up to the farmstead.  Alec could see Sara inside through one of the windows, the head of a small child visible against her apron.  They weren’t used to visitors, and weren’t trusting any group of such a size that rode up.  It was a prudent approach, Alec considered, knowing that there was no one else to help the family in the event of trouble.

              “Sandy!  How is that leg doing?” Alec shouted from a safe distance.  “Not every healer will come back to give you a check up.”

              “Alec?  Is that you?” Sara bolted out onto the porch.  “Abram!  Get out there and welcome Alec and his friends,” she scolded.  “Tomas, go to the well and draw some water for their horses.”

              Alec dismounted and motioned for his companions to climb down also.

              “Let me get you a bite to eat,” Sara said as she started down the porch to greet Alec.  Sandy though, moved faster than either of his parents, and vigorously shook hands with the man who had healed his lame leg a year earlier.  “It’s like it was always perfect.  There’s never been a problem since you healed it.”

              Abram arrived and grabbed Alec’s other hand.  “It’s good to see you.  What brings you and your friends all the way out here? Come inside and have a seat – all of you.  Sara, bring a jar of juice up from the cellar.”  All the younger children came out of the house, some excited and others shy at the sight of so many strangers.

              “No, don’t waste your good juice on a lot like us,” Alec called insistently.  “We’re passing through on our way to the mountains.  We just stopped in to say hello and make sure everything is going okay.”

              “We have a long journey ahead of us,” he added.

              “Why are you taking a handful of warriors into the mountains?” Abram asked, looking at the dismounted riders who were milling about the yard.

              “Our ingenairii have fallen ill, and we are looking for a cure for them.  It’s in the mountains, somewhere,” Alec answered.

              “We have new neighbors,” blurted one of the younger children, hanging onto her father’s shirttail.

              “We have seen a couple move out here again.  They came from Stronghold.  It’s the first new settler we’ve seen since the troubles in Riverside a few years ago,” Abram agreed.  “But as for you, there’s a lot of mountain range out there,” he gestured east.  “What kind of cure are you looking for?”

              “We are going to look for a forgotten holy place,” Alec said.  “There is something there that will cure this problem, so the ingenairii can live and serve the Dominion.”

              “I don’t know if it would give a cure, but one of the neighbors who moved away told me once that an old trapper told him about finding a great big old church up in the mountains way up north in the river valley,” Abram said.  “It must have made quite an impression on the trapper, from what Domune told me.”

              “Did he give you any directions on where it was?” Alec asked, interested in the prospect of the first tangible clue to his destination in the mountains.

              “The trapper said it was up north, in the river valley.  I never heard anyone else talk about it, so it must have been farther north than most of the trappers and miners went,” Abram answered.  “He said the valley around it was haunted.”

              Alec examined Abram, Sara and the children to the best of his abilities without using his healer energies, while the rest of the squad helped pump water, watered the horses and prepared to move on.  By mid-morning all were in the saddle and moving out, leaving the bemused family of farmers to settle back into their routine lives.

              As they rode eastward Alec pondered Abram’s claims.  He had been clueless about where to go within the mountains, and wondered if his conversation was a sign telling him where to go.  That night they rode until past sundown, and enjoyed a loaf of bread Sara had given them, a luxury compared to the food they’d eaten on the trail.  Alec took first watch, staring east at the stars that rose over the mountains that now dominated the horizon.

              “The young one worships you,” Brandeis said, sitting down beside him.  “Patrick, the young Goldenfields soldier; I listened to him talk for a while during the ride today.  He was recounting the stories Berlisle told him about you going to Bondell.”

              “I haven’t spoken to him much so far,” Alec replied, surprised by the revelation.

              “Have you spoken to any of them?  Or are you too wrapped up in this quest to think about them?” Brandeis asked.  “I know what I was like when we first received Noranda’s body.  I didn’t talk to anyone for a long time, and then of course I went in the other direction.

              “Take it easy, Alec.  Wake me when it’s my shift,” he stood and patted Alec on the shoulder then walked back to the circle around the fire and crawled into his blankets.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10—At the Ruins

 

              “We’ll have rough going for a while now,” Alec told the group two days later as they faced the section of road wiped out by the earthquake that had stranded Richard’s carnival years ago.

              “You mean it hasn’t been rough so far?” Brandeis asked, breathing heavily from the climb to that point.

              Alec grinned at him as he dismounted and started to lead his horse down a steep slope.  Thomis brought up the rear as they spent the morning going down and then climbing back up to where the road resumed.

              “I was standing right here when the earthquake hit,” Alec told Patrick, pointing at a spot in the road.  “We’d been working to widen and improve the road so our carnival wagons could visit Riverside.”

              “Were you one of the armed guards?” Patrick asked him.

              Alec grinned.  “I was a stable hand, and apprentice bottle washer,” Alec replied with another grin.  He climbed back on his horse.  “We should get pretty close to Riverside today, and then we’ll pass through it tomorrow and keep going.”

              “Do you know where we’re going?” Delle asked.

              “Abram told me about a place he heard about up north.  I think that’s the place to try first,” he answered.  “I was just going to follow the old road east until we found the lacertii, but let’s try this instead.”

              “I’m all for that,” Armilla muttered loudly, as a couple of others murmured agreement.

              Alec understood their distrust of the lacertii, but said nothing to voice his faith that they would be safe among the lacertii.  He turned his horse and led them on, over the road that he was now traveling for a third time.  It was beginning to feel comfortable to him. 

              They camped that night on the mountain top that Alec knew overlooked Riverside’s ruins.  The next morning, he called Brandeis up to the front with him as they rode into the empty ghost town.  “In that building right there, your beloved killed a lacerta,” Alec pointed out as they rode through the narrow opening in the street.  “She saved my life.”

              The group quickly reached the bridge, and as they crossed above the river, Alec looked to the south.  Not far down there was the way to the cave of John Mark.  Maybe he should go back there, he pondered.  It had proven to be a sanctuary and a refuge so many times.  But now was not the time to return there.  Ahead the road climbed gently up a valley, heading east into the lands controlled by the lacertii.  He and Noranda had hidden in the underbrush, and watched a patrol of lacertii soldiers arrive from that road and cross the bridge into Riverside.  It had been a terrifying time, stranded in the wilderness among the murderous lacertii soldiers.

              Along one road were memories of safety and hope.  Along another were memories of fear.  Yet now, he was going to go in the direction of the unknown.  And he hoped it would be the right direction.

              The horses strung out in single file as they followed a narrow trail that headed north along the east bank of the river.  It was only mid-morning, and Alec led his group of riders at a careful pace north along the river trail.  Alec halted the squad at dusk.  “There’s plenty of game around here,” he noted.  “Armilla, you and Berlisle go out and bring back some meat.  Patrick and Delle, come with me to find some greens, and the rest of you set up the camp site and fire.”

              “How long are we going to be in the mountains, Alec?” Delle asked minutes later as he watched Alec pile plants on Patrick’s arms.

              “I wish I knew, Delle,” Alec answered. “I don’t even know if these ruins up north are real, or where we’re supposed to be.  I know we’ve spent a lot of time getting here, and we don’t really have a lot of time left while the ingenairii are lying unconscious back home.”

              “Alec, how was Kinsey?  Did you see her?” Delle asked.

              Alec looked at Delle, and recollected the long trip up and down the river those two had made with Armilla.  “I did see her in Oyster Bay.  She’s getting the best care possible up on Ingenairii Hill.

              “And as soon as we find this cure, she’ll be back on her feet, just like Noranda and Rief and Bethany and everyone else,” he added.

              The next morning the travelers set out early, and the next day, and the day after that as well.  By afternoon of the fifth day of their trip on the east bank, the character of the river valley began to change.  The trail began to climb higher in the valley, which was growing narrower and steeper.  The river was growing narrower, and the water flowed turbulently in a rocky bed.

              “There’s something up ahead,” Armilla announced as she held up a hand to stop the riders.  “Listen,” she held a hand to her ear.  They all paused, and realized there was a dull roar in the far distance.  “Patrick, you and Joahn go forward and scout the trail.  Find out what that noise is.  Berlisle, you go up the hill into the forest to make sure no one’s coming down at us.  Thomis, you go back down the trail behind us.”

              Within seconds Alec, Brandeis and Armilla were alone on the trail, as their squad members went to their positions.  Brandeis dismounted and pulled his bow from behind his horse, then shouldered a quiver of arrows, and walked out in front of the other two.  “I wish I had my powers,” Alec said tensely, unsheathing his sword.

              They stood silently for minutes.  The sounds of the forest had died away, and Alec felt his nerves growing taut.  The three of them head a faint sound of hoofs approaching.  The sound grew louder, and Alec felt prepared for battle.

              The tree branches parted in front of them and Joahn and Patrick emerged, unscathed.  “There’s a monstrous waterfall up ahead.  The river must drop hundreds of feet!  That’s the roar we heard,” Patrick announced.  Armilla looked at Alec with both relief and disgust, then gave a long, piercing whistle to call the other members in from the woods.  When all were assembled, they resumed their journey.

              As the trail rounded a turn behind a screen of dense cedar trees, Alec abruptly saw the waterfall, magnificent in its noise and height and colorful display of rainbows.  All the riders paused.  “It’s nearly as big as the falls at Stronghold!” Delle shouted.  After a long moment to appreciate the beauty of the scene, they resumed riding.  Their trail came to the cliff side, and began to steeply climb, switching back and forth.  Halfway up, they all dismounted to relieve the horses, and led them up to the top.  During the time they had taken to climb, the sun had nearly reached the horizon, and Alec picked a campsite for them to spend the night.

              When they awoke the next morning, Alec noticed a different feel to the river valley at the higher elevation.  “There are more pine trees now, and I don’t see any oaks or maples,” he observed to Joahn.

              “The air seems clearer, too.  It doesn’t feel like the middle of summer,” Joahn replied.

              For three more days they rode along the path, continuing to climb higher, although higher mountains remained in front of them, capped with snow.  Soon after mid-day, Brandeis called from the front of the group, “Alec, I see something above the trees ahead.”

              “What is it, the sky?” Delle replied.

              “Leave the jokes to me,” Brandeis answered.  “It looks like the top of a building.”

              As the rest of the squad joined Brandeis, they all could see a distant stone structure, gray above the green trees, beyond the next small ridge.  The appearance of the tower was only a deceptive glimpse though, and they rode on for hours before they saw it again.

              “How extraordinary is that?” Berlisle asked rhetorically as they sat atop a knoll that overlooked a broad valley in the mountains.  Majestic ruins of a tremendous cathedral rose in the center of the valley, rising above the trees that grew around it.

              “Let’s set up camp down there,” Armilla suggested, and they rode down the trail slope towards the limestone husk.

              “The sun is setting.  Let’s get our arrangements made for camp tonight, and then we can turn Alec loose tomorrow to find his miracle,” she told them all.

              “If you’ll set up camp, I’d like to go explore the ruins a little bit now,” Alec said.

              “Why did I see that coming?” Armilla asked.  “Alright, but take someone with you.”

              “Berlisle, let’s go show this pile of stones what a couple of Goldenfields Guard members can do,” Alec waved his hand.  He pulled his bow and quiver off Walnut after tying the horse to a tree.  “We may even bring back some meat to roast!” he promised as he led Berlisle towards the building.

              The camp site was more than a quarter mile from the abandoned stones, and halfway there they were forced to climb over a stony levee that must have been a wall around the cathedral in its prime.  Just a few paces past the wall they heard a mighty rustle high in the trees above them, but they could not see anything among the leaves.  “It sounded big for a squirrel,” Berlisle commented.  She looked up again, and then abruptly threw a hard shoulder against Alec knocking him aside as a large tree limb fell heavily upon the spot where they had stood.

              Alec rolled over and looked up, then exhaled noisily and stood again.  “Thank you Berlisle.”  He examined the thick branch.  “That could have broken some bones.”

              They moved on cautiously.  As they crossed a small brook bed, Alec was certain that the water seemed to surge just as he stepped on a stone in the stream bed, causing the stone to teeter, and Alec fell, barking his shin on the rocks.  Despite the pain, he insisted they continue onward, and when they finally reached a point fifty feet from the cathedral walls, the trees abruptly stopped, and the two explorers were able to look directly at the building, craning their necks back uncomfortably far so they could look up at the sides of the building.

                 The sun was so close to setting that the color of its rays was shifting, growing less golden and more orange with each second.  “Let’s go in there,” Alec pointed to a wide opening in the wall, an apparent former doorway.

                 No sooner did they pass beneath the arched entry than there was a rumble above them and a shower of mortar, then Berlisle cried out a stifled yelp of pain and fell to the ground.  “It crushed my foot,” she told Alec, pointing at a heavy stone that was on top of her ankle.

                 Alec carefully lifted and rolled the stone away from her.  “If we take off your boot now, your foot will swell up.  But I think we need to have a look at it to see if anything is broken.”  He gently unlaced the boot and tried to slip it off as carefully as possible.  Berlisle bit her lip and muffled a whimper at one point.  “Can you move your toes?” Alec asked as he gently touched the ankle in several places.  “You’ve got a broken ankle, my friend,” Alec said at length.  “If I had my powers, it would be an easy problem to cure.

                 “But without my powers I’m going to need to go find some sticks to make a splint, and maybe I can find some medicines to help keep the swelling and the pain down,” he explained as he rose.  “I’ll be right back.  Will you be alright here by yourself?”

                 Berlisle looked at the dim interior of the building, in which few details were visible.  “There are many places I’d rather be, but I won’t move until you return,” she said with a grimace.

                 Alec smiled, then rapidly left to go back to the brook, on whose banks he hoped to find marble leaf ferns and presidio stalks, or any number of other plants he could use.  From what he had seen of this high altitude forest, he wasn’t likely to find any fresh willow bark, but he had a supply in his medicine bag back at camp.  Luck was with him, and he found several marble leaf ferns by the brook, with large healthy fronds that he harvested liberally and carried back to Berlisle.

                 “I thought I heard things while you were gone,” she said with relief when he knelt down beside her again a few minutes later.  “There were sad voices in the air.  Sometimes there were angry notes, but it was all very faint,” she explained as Alec tore off a strip of cloth from his shirt, and used it to tie several stout sticks and a wrap of fern leaves around her ankle.

                 “Pray with me now,” Alec instructed her as he placed both hands over her ankle and bowed his head while silently praying for a healthy recovery.  As he finished the prayer and opened his eyes, Alec swore he saw a faint glow fading away from the bandaged ankle.

                 “Let’s get you standing and figure out how best to get you back to the campsite,” Alec said as he extended both hands to help her up, and in the end, she ended up riding piggy back on his back, a process that painfully jolted her ankle but proved to be speediest.  They saw the campfire from a distance, and used it as a beacon to guide them back to a concerned reception by the rest of the squad.

                 “So, is the place haunted?” Brandeis asked as Alec brewed some willow bark tea for Berlisle and wrapped fern leaves around his own shin.

                 “I don’t believe in ghosts,” Armilla said stoutly in response, as the others looked around uneasily.

                 “I never would have believed in demons, until I saw one,” Alec said.  “But I don’t know if it is haunted, or charmed, or we were just unlucky.”   He poured a cup of the tea for Berlisle, and a smaller one for himself, because his shin still troubled him where he had banged it in the brook.

                 “Armilla, let’s all say a prayer together, and then have two guards on each shift tonight,” Alec said. “Oh Father,” he began as everyone clasped hands in a circle.  “We have journeyed on a mission we hope is right in your eyes.  Help us all to be healthy and stay healthy, help our journeys be safe and speedy, and let us find the ingenairii cure as quickly as possible.  These things, we pray, Amen.”

                 Armilla gave both Alec and Berlisle the night off from watch duty, letting them rest and recover from their pains.  When Alec awoke, he saw Berlisle already awake, trying to peek beneath the bandages.  Standing stiffly, he walked over and knelt beside her.  “Leave that to me,” he said in a mock gruff voice.

                 “It feels much better, captain,” Berlisle said.  “Are you sure you didn’t use your powers?”

                 Alec unwound the strips of cloth and pulled away the splints, then peeled off the fern fronds.  When he finished he sat back on his haunches and stared in amazement.  The swelling he expected to see was virtually gone, with only a little puffiness.  There was no discoloration.  “Can you move your toes?” he asked, and watched as the digits wiggled satisfactorily.

                 “I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it,” he muttered.  “Does this hurt?” he asked as he touched a spot, and when Berlisle shook her head, he repeated the test at a different site, and then another and another.  “Well, you’ve got some tenderness, but this doesn’t seem to be the same ankle you had last night.  Did you trade ankles with any one while they were sleeping?” Alec asked in amazement.

                 “I’m going to wrap it in some more ferns leaves, and then you can wear your boot over it, but try not to do much on it today,” Alec told her.

                 “How is your shin?” Berlisle asked.

                 “It still hurts,” Alec admitted.  He unwrapped the fern leaves that were held against his shin, and saw the scrapes and slight swelling that would be expected from such an injury.  “Why would your injury be so much better healed than mine?” Alec asked rhetorically, a question for which Berlisle had no answer.

                 Soon the full squad was assembled.  “We need to look for something to heal the ingenairii.  I can’t tell you what to look for,” Alec held up a hand to hold back questions, “because I don’t know.  It could be a plant, or a relic, or a weapon, or an inscription to read aloud.

                 “I know that isn’t helpful.  Just call me if you think you have found a possible cure, and I’ll come look.  Now,” he shouldered his bow, “let’s get going.”  He led the way and they all followed the same path that Alec and Berlisle had used the previous evening.

                 As they crossed over the stony fence, Berlisle warned them about the tree branch that had nearly smashed Alec the day before.  “Let’s see this mighty piece of lumber,” Brandeis jokingly called.

                 “It should be right around here,” Berlisle answered, stopping to look up and down the trail.

                 Alec was bringing up the rear of the squad, and limped up next to Berlisle.  “She’s right,” he agreed.  “There was a rustling in the trees, and then it fell.”  But despite his conviction and searching eyes, there was no sign of the limb.

                 They continued forward towards the empty walls, everyone now feeling slightly nervous, with several stealing covert glances at the trees above.   When they reached the stony stream bed, Alec was not too surprised to see that only a trickle of water was seeping among the rocks and leaves.

                 “Really, this is where it happened, and there was much more water here,” Alec replied to Delle’s raised eyebrows.  At that moment there was a rustling sound in the leaves above, and Alec involuntarily flinched.  Delle raised his eyebrows again.  “Okay, I’m a little jumpy,” Alec sheepishly agreed.

                 Abruptly there was a shout.  Thomis was sitting down.  “I twisted my ankle, but I swear there wasn’t a hole there when I stepped in it!”

                 As Alec went to look at the man’s ankle, the tree branches rustled, and a surprisingly cold breeze swept through the forest.  Alec plucked some of the nearby marble leaf ferns, and wrapped them around the ankle.  “Your ankle isn’t swollen too badly.  I don’t think it’s a bad sprain, but you should sit still here for a while.  Don’t try to walk on it.

                 “Joahn, why don’t you stay here with Thomis?  I know it’s still summer, but go ahead and build a fire here since it’s getting chilly,” Alec suggested.

                 “The mountains must have different weather,” Berlisle commented.  “I’ll help gather wood for your fire.”  She strode off to find an armful of kindling.   Minutes later the rest of the group left the two Oyster Bay soldiers beside the first sparks of a fire, and proceeded towards the cathedral.  Several minutes later they came to the end of the trees and were able to look directly at the crafted limestone walls, from their formidable foundation stones all the way up to where they ended in the sky.

                 “Look at those clouds moving in!” Patrick exclaimed as he looked up at and beyond the walls.  As he spoke, they heard the sound of thunder, and a flash of lightning simultaneously cracked a tree nearby.

                 “Look out!” Brandeis called as they watched the trunk of the tree split, and a portion of it came crashing down towards them.  At the same time, hail stones began to pelt downward from the sky.

                 “Take cover, everyone!” Armilla shouted, and the small group scattered out in all directions.

                 “Patrick, come here!” Alec ordered as he fled under a leaning stone slab.  Patrick obediently began to run in Alec’s direction, only to flounder under the painful contact of the large hail stones, and he tumbled into Alec’s shelter in bad shape, with several welts on his back and arms.

                 “Have you ever seen anything like this?” Patrick asked as he gingerly looked out the opening.  The ground already appeared to have over an inch of ice covering it, with more hail falling.  A misty fog was beginning to rise in tendrils from the ground.  In a few minutes time it thickened into a dense fog that felt like a tangible barrier to further movement.

                 When the hail finally ended, along with the repeated thunderous booms in the low-hanging clouds, Alec carefully stuck his head out from under their slab, and then cautiously stepped onto the slick ground.  “It looks slippery,” Patrick politely commented as Alec’s feet went in two directions and he landed ingloriously on the seat of his pants.

              “Yes, it is.  Be careful,” Alec said absentmindedly.  He stood and looked around, but through the fog he could only see a few indistinct shapes nearby.

              With great care he walked to a doorway in the main wall of the building.  “Where is everyone?” he called.  “I’m at a gateway to the cathedral.”  He waited several seconds, but heard no response.  “Patrick?”  He hesitated in the silence, then shouted louder, “Armilla?  It’s me, Alec.”

              Still there was no response.  He heard the sound of the tree branches rustling wildly, although he felt no breeze, and the fog hung still.  Alarmed, he backed into the cathedral.  His foot tapped some debris, and he turned to face forward, into the structure.  The fog was almost non-existent inside the building he noticed.  It was just present enough to create a mystical appearance.  The roofless ceiling let light from the cloudy sky seep down and embrace the translucent air.  Gaunt as the stone structure appeared, it held an atmosphere of true holiness under the conditions, and Alec was transfixed.

              “Hello?” Alec called out again, hoping that perhaps one of his companions was already inside as well.  The building and its environs remained silent though, except for the sibilant sound of the violent shaking of the tree branches.  Alec edged further inside, and began to cautiously walk along the wide nave of the building, weathered columns defining the approach to the spot where a high altar should have stood.

            “Hello?” Alec called one more time, less loudly now, voicing an announcement more than a request for a response.  Something was happening, he could tell by the feel of the rising hair on the back of his neck, and he pulled his sword out of the scabbard on his hip.  He held the reassuring weight of the sword in front of him, the point aimed low, and jumped back in startlement as a small, bright light suddenly appeared behind the altar.

            “Armilla?  Delle?” Alec asked tremulously.  He wasn’t aware of anyone among his followers who had brought a candle.

            There was no answer, and the flame jumped at his voice, then disappeared behind a column.  Alec looked around, but saw no one else or anything else to examine, so he carefully stepped through the weeds and debris on the ground and worked his way up to the altar, then past it.

            The space behind the nave was divided by walls.  Alec saw a flicker in one direction, where a stairwell twisted downward off to the left.  He moved slowly in that direction, and paused at the top of the stairs.  “Armilla?” he called one more time, not expecting a response, but wishing for one.  Alec adjusted his grip on his sword, then treaded downward into the dark catacombs of the ruined cathedral.

            “Thank you for joining me,” a voice said calmly behind him, and Alec whooped in fright as he spun around.  Behind the stairs stood John Mark.

 

 







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11—Descent to the Crypt

 

            “What are you doing here?  Is this one of your holy sites too?” Alec asked in befuddlement.  His heart was still pounding inside his chest.  He realized again how vulnerable he felt without his ingenairii abilities to rely on, how frightened he had been because of that sense of mortality, and how glad he was to see the saint’s spirit.

            “Can you help us?  How do we fix the ingenairii power?” Alec further queried.

            “You are in a powerful place, Alec.  But it is not one of mine.  Only by the help of others am I able to show myself here,” the venerable saint replied.

            “How can you need help from anyone?  You are the prophet and the saint,” Alec responded.

            “This is a very holy place, but it is from a different face of God,” John Mark said cryptically.

            “How can it be a different God?” Alec asked, his perplexity momentarily overcoming his other concerns.

            “Not a different God, Alec,” John Mark corrected.  “This was raised by people who knew and worshiped a different face of God.  Just as in my own land of origin God was first worshipped as Yahweh, until he sent his son and was then known by that face.

            “In this land, he was first known long before he was Yahweh in my world.  He was known as Resper-Ka,” John Mark added.  “He was perceived differently, and he provided differently. 

            “That means that my relationship with this site is not as natural as it is in those sites where I experienced his love through the form I knew before,” the saint continued.

            “Is this where I need to be?  Can I find the cure to the ingenairii illness?” Alec asked, as his mind focused on this opportunity.

            “You do need to be here, but this is not the place where you will find the full solution you want,” John Mark answered.

            “Would you just say ‘yes’ sometime and make things easy?” Alec asked irritably.

            There was a gentle smile on John Mark’s face.  “Easy would take all the fun out of the adventure,” he teased.

            “Let’s try it and find out,” Alec shot back.

            “There is a talisman here that you will need to find,” John Mark told Alec.  “But you have another weapon you will need to find as well, and then you will need to go to the energy realm and cleanse it.” 

            “What does all that mean?” Alec asked.

            “Long ago this area was a great kingdom ruled by ingenairii kings.  Those rulers had a special amulet that gave them great abilities to see and manipulate the flow of the energies that emanate from the ingenairii realm; with the amulet, your physical body actually enters the energy realm, not just your spirit.

            “The last king of that dynasty died, and the amulet was buried with him, here in this great place of worship.  You will need to enter his crypt and take the amulet, Alec,” John Mark said.

            “Then you will need to go talk to the lacertii.  There is a holy place in a portion of their land that is now under attack by the Michian invaders.  Within that holy place is a piece of the One True Cross, a relic I brought to this world with me.  You will have to recover that relic.

            “When you have those two items, you will have the weapons you need to enter the ingenairii realm and battle the demon who has invaded it,” his prophet told Alec.

            “There’s a demon in the ingenairii realm?” Alec asked in astonishment.  “That’s why people are falling ill when they embrace the power?  How did a demon get there?”

            “Yes, a demon has corrupted the source of ingenaire energy,” John Mark affirmed.  “It was the smaller one, the imp that attacked you as you brought them back to my holy cave in the mountains.  You used your Savior to send the larger of the two back to Hell, but the smaller one escaped.  That imp had experienced your use of the ingenairii power, and it used that knowledge to flee to the ingenaire realm when it had to escape from the sanctity of the cave.”

            “How did the imp know about my powers?  It was the large demon,” Alec gave a short stuttering inhalation of breath at the overwhelming memory of the moments his body had been merged with that of the demon.  “The large demon knew, not the imp.”

            “The two of them were really a single entity, sharing a single, evil awareness, Alec,” John Mark responded.  “So the imp knew through the large demon what you did and how you did it and where your powers came from.

            “If you want to cleanse those powers of the imp’s poison, you will have to enter the energy realm and fight it, and only these weapons will make it possible for you to fight and win,” he continued.  “So you need to give your respects to Resper-Ka, and then you will need to find the crypt of Carthom Ingenaire Sivis, that last ingenairii king, and plunder it to retrieve that great amulet.  After you have done that, you will still have a long journey to reach the lacertii, and to persuade them to assist you in finding the remains of the shrine where the piece of the Cross remains.”

            “Rosebay will assist me,” Alec said assuredly.  “The piece of the Cross; will it really defeat a demon?  I don’t think I can even fight a small one and hope to win on my own.  They are so malignant and indestructible,” he said, mostly to himself.

            “Yes Alec, you can defeat the demon.  Although even with the tools you will have it will not be easy.  It is my time to go now, for this is not my place.  Remember, you need to go to the crypt of Carthom, below the chapel on the north side of the narthex, to retrieve the amulet.  Farewell, and travel with God’s blessing,” John Mark told him, as he literally faded from sight.

            Alec stood alone in the dim stairwell.  He was shaken by John Mark’s revelation.  He climbed the stairs to return to the altar. “Protector!”  “Alec?”  “Captain!” he heard the cries outside the ruined house of worship, and realized the others in his group were looking for him.

            He would need to first plunder the royal burial place of Carthom Ingenairii Sivis before he could reply to those who were searching for him.  Alec groped his way back up the stairs, and in the better-lit nave of the ruined building, he worked his way among the debris back to the middle of the space, where he saw an opening on the north side, or what he thought was the north side.  Without bright sunlight and clear shadows he couldn’t definitively judge directions.  Upon entering the smaller space, he saw that a roof was still intact over the large room, and a stony altar at the end of the chapel was peculiarly shaped, with a circular image instead of a cross. 

            Behind the altar Alec moved debris, growing warm and sweaty as he tried to clear off the floor; the way to the underground crypt was likely to be through this area, he felt sure.   Some pieces of fallen structure were too large for him to move alone, however, and he realized he would have to seek help from his companions.

            Walking through a doorway, Alec saw that the ice had disappeared from the ground.  “Armilla!” he called loudly to a distant figure, and waved his hand.

            “Are you alright?  Where were you?” his body guard called as she met him.  “We need to call in the others; they’re out searching for you.”

            “I’ve been in the cathedral.  I have a mission – I know what we have to do now,” he said with shining eyes.  Armilla was glad to see a spark of enthusiasm visible in his eyes; for weeks he had seemed to function only from fear, and it had affected the energy of the whole group.  As they called in the others, Alec explained what had happened and a portion of what he had learned, then led them back to the chapel to clear the way into the crypt.

            “I’ve never broken into a crypt before, how about you, Brandeis?” Delle asked his cousin from Stronghold.

            “I didn’t break into it,” Brandeis said hotly, then realized Delle was pulling his leg, referring to the time when Brandeis had pined outside Noranda’s burial vault, before Alec had revived her and healed her wounds.  He began to hastily explain the situation to the others, but their grins and nods made him realize the futility of his efforts.  “Besides, it was Alec who broke into her tomb,” he said at last before dropping the topic.

            Alec led them through the ruins of the chapel to the spot where a trap door was likely to lead to the burial chamber.  With a rope that Armilla carried in her pack, the whole group worked at pulling and lifting several large beams and stones.  Berlisle got on her hands and knees to begin brushing away the dirt, trying to find the evidence of the passage Alec sought.

            The floor was a mosaic pattern of interlocking circles and arrows.  There was no obvious entrance.  “Maybe the altar is the entrance?” Patrick suggested, looking up from the where his fingers were tracing lines on the floor.

            Armilla stepped over to the blocky stone structure, examining it carefully.  She experimentally pushed against it, but the altar showed no sign of moving.  Alec stepped over to help Armilla, his toe catching on a piece of the floor mosaic and tripping him as he moved.

            “What the ..?” Alec said under his breath.

            “Have trouble walking?” Brandeis asked.

            “It’s the floor there,” Alec replied.  “A stone in the floor moved when I stepped on it.”

            He knelt to look at the stone, wondering how he could have tripped on a place where there was no discernible gap between the one mosaic piece and the next.  “This stone drops when I press on it,” he exclaimed.

            The stone was an elongated triangle, one of several that formed rays emanating from a large circle in the center of the floor area.  Experimentally, Alec pressed down on several other triangular stones, and found some that moved and some that didn’t.

            As Alec pressed another of the rays, there was a click, and the circular sun on which he was kneeling swung downward on a hinge, causing Alec to suddenly fall through an empty space and land with a thud on the stony floor of a crypt below the altar.  He felt a sharp pain in his right wrist, and both knees ached.

            “Alec?  Alec!” he heard several voices calling him from above.  Looking up, he saw the hole he had fallen through was nearly twenty feet above.

            “I’m here.  I’m little banged up, but okay,” he called up to where he saw the silhouette of Armilla’s head centered in the bright circle.

            “Wait just a second.  We’ll throw a rope down to you,” she instructed.

            “Give me a few moments,” Alec countered.  “This is where I wanted to come, so let me look around.”

            He looked up again.  “Move your head; you’re blocking the light,” he shouted.  He stood up and allowed his eyes to adjust further to the dark gloom.  He was in a small room, whose walls were lined with square columns.  On the wall behind him was an opening filled with a casket-shaped chest.

            “I think I found the tomb,” Alec called up as he walked over and examined the casket.  It was elaborate, and gleamed with a golden sheen.  A ribbon that appeared to be woven of golden fabric was stretched across the top.  Alec pulled his sword from its sheath and slid it under the ribbon.

            A mist jetted out from all sides of the casket, and rose to form a cloud that hovered above the casket.  As Alec watched in slack-jawed amazement, the cloud formed a skeletal figure, whose dark, empty eye sockets stared at Alec.

            “Do not desecrate this tomb.  A curse of fifty years awaits the man who plunders here,” the wraith said in a sepulchral voice.

            “I need something here.  I need an amulet to help fight a demon.  John Mark sent me,” Alec answered, a quaver in his voice.

            The spirit did not answer, but dissolved into misty nothingness, leaving its warning as a threat that hung in the air.

            “Is everything alright down there?” Armilla’s voice called.

             “I think so,” Alec responded after a moment’s pause.  He looked down at his sword blade.  What was fifty years of a curse likely to be?  Pain?
Disease?  Hatred by everyone around him?  Would John Mark be able to protect him from a curse?  Was it worth giving up fifty years to save Bethany?

            Knowing that he had no choice, Alec deliberately twisted the blade and pulled it towards him, watching its keen edge slowly slice through the ribbon, which fluttered off the top of the casket.  Re-sheathing his sword, Alec grunted as he placed his fingertips beneath the coffin lid and heaved upwards on the heavy load.  It was lighter than he expected, and Alec realized that the gold must be only a veneer of gold leaf covering a wooden lid.

            As it rose high up into the air, Alec coughed at the stench of decay that rose and enveloped him.  He stepped back and coughed, while the lid fell to the ground.  Inside he found a skeleton, with tattered remnants of cloth stuck among the bones, and the glint of rich jewels adorning every conceivable spot.  Alec’s eyes were drawn to the skull, which still wore a golden crown, and the dark openings of the eyes, whose nothingness Alec imagined was scrutinizing him, preparing to spring its curse upon him.

            From the empty sockets his gaze moved to the empty chest cavity, where he saw a round, jeweled amulet resting within the bony confines of the rib cage.  Alec carefully reached his hand between the bones to pick up the object, and to make a hasty escape from the eerie crypt.

            Suddenly Alec gave a shout of panic, as the skull rose swiftly, and the jaws clamped the ivory teeth painfully on his forearm.  Alec’s hand clamped around the amulet, and at the same moment he held it in his grasp, the dead teeth pierced his skin, biting into his flesh right through the badge of his Spiritual ingenaire powers.

            Alec’s mind was sudden awhirl with strange thoughts and a mystifying confusion and fear.  He jerked his hand upward, ripping the amulet’s chain through the brittle bones that connected the skull to the bony torso, and sending the skull spinning away to rattle around the inside of the casket.  The sight of the spinning skull coming to rest was the last thing Alec remembered.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12 – To Trust the Lacertii

                                                                                                                                               

            When Alec awoke, he found himself in a crude campsite in the woods, where several strange people were tending to camp duties.  “He’s awake,” a woman called, and stepped over next to him and knelt.

            With a start, Alec realized that Armilla was placing her hand on his shoulder to keep him prone.  “Take it easy, majesty,” she said as she looked closely at his eyes.  Alec was stunned to realize he had not recognized any of his companions.

            “What happened?” he asked.  “Where are we?”

            “We’re in a camp about five miles away from the ruins,” Armilla answered.  “Durer went down into the crypt after you didn’t answer, and we hauled you out of there, bloody wrist and all, and we rode down the trail to put some space between us and that place.”  Others in the group were gathering around, looking at Alec.  “You’ve been asleep for almost a day now.  It’s good to see you awake,” Armilla finished.

            Alec felt a strange prickly sensation, one that seemed both internal and external.  “How close are we to the river?  I want to take a bath,” he said as he stood up.  He ambled down the bank and jumped into the chilly mountain water, scrubbing himself vigorously through his clothes for several minutes, then climbed out.  He felt something clinging to his chest under his shirt, and reached in to pull it out.  The amulet was on a chain around his neck.

            Alec remembered then what had happened: the fall into the crypt, the ghostly apparition, pulling the amulet off the skeleton.

            The amulet that had driven his group to this far corner of the mountains was now in his hand.  He looked at it closely.  Incredibly fine details were etched in the gold circle that was smaller than his palm.  Around the edge of the circle were a variety of shining jewels, no two exactly the same color; there were at least two dozen, perhaps more, bordering the face of the amulet.  In the center was a tree whose leaves were formed from bright emerald chips, seemingly alive with their brilliance and their appearance of swaying in some unfelt breeze.  On the back of the gold was written an elegant script, whose words read, “All ways lead to the tree of life and all energy comes from the axis mundi.”

            Something in the words resonated deeply in his soul as Alec tucked the amulet back beneath his shirt.  “Is everyone ready to ride?” he asked as he returned to the camp site.  “We have a long way to go.  Chanradala is at least eight days away, and we’ll have to ride somewhere beyond there,” he said as he hurriedly rolled his sleeping blankets and strapped them on the back of his saddle.

            “Do you know where we’re going now?” Patrick asked.

            “What?” Alec asked, turning around with a confused look on his face.

            “This Chandra…place; do you know that’s where we’re going?” the Goldenfields soldier asked again.  He saw the continuing blank look on Alec’s face.  “You just said it would take us eight days to get there.”

            “I don’t know what you mean,” Alec said.  “I don’t think I said anything.  But Chanradala is the lacertii capital city; Rosebay told us when we were with her.”  He climbed into his saddle as the others exchanged looks, and they began riding south.

            Several minutes later, as the squad rode briskly along the narrow trail, Brandeis pulled alongside Alec.  “You did tell us it would be eight days to Chanradala, and you said it like you knew exactly what you were saying,” he said cautiously.  “Were you thinking out loud?”

            “I don’t know.  I don’t know where Chanradala is, or how long it will take to ride there.  It doesn’t make sense,” Alec pondered.

            “Maybe it was just the after-effects of something in the ruins?” Brandeis suggested. 

            “Maybe,” Alec half-heartedly agreed, uneasy over the inexplicable event.  They rode on for the next two days, returning past the splendid waterfall and descending downward with the river as it fell away from the mountain heights.

            Three days later after riding long hours, they arrived back at Riverside, among the ruins in the late afternoon’s long shadows.  “I don’t want to spend a night near these ruins.  Let’s head east,” he pointed, and they turned their tired horses to ride up the long incline and away from Riverside’s crumbling buildings.  They slept that night at the top of the slope, and in the morning saw the sun rise in the east, with no tall mountain ranges interceding on the horizon.

            They began riding early the next morning, pressed by Alec’s urgency, and rode along a narrow road, overhung by majestic trees.  The road rose and fell with the ridges and valley it followed on a winding eastward trip.  As the sun reached high noon, Alec was about to suggest a stop for lunch, when he felt a sharp pain in his shoulder and fell from his saddle.  There was sustained shouting going on around him and the horses were screaming as well, trampling around, threatening to step on him.

            Alec groaned and tried to roll, but felt resistance and further pain.  He reached around and found an arrow in the back of his right shoulder.  Cautiously, still feeling tremendous pain, he rose to his knees and stood.

There were gray-skinned lacertii soldiers all around them, and Thomis laid on the ground with an arrow in his chest.  “Stop!  We surrender,” Armilla was shouting, as she saw the hopelessness of the battle against the much larger lacertii forces.

“We come on a peaceful mission,” she shouted again, and the sound of swords clashing died down.

“Who are you?  Why are you sneaking into our land?” a lacertii officer asked, stepping in front of his men as he motioned for them to disengage.

Armilla looked around at Alec momentarily, and he raised his left hand.

“We come on a mission of mercy, seeking help,” he said with a grimace.  “We wish to meet with the Marchioness Rosebay to ask for her permission to travel further in your lands to one of our ancient holy places.”

“You think you are entitled to speak to the Marchioness?” the officer asked contemptuously.

“Please allow us a moment’s pause,” Alec asked.  “I need to check on my man who is down,” he motioned towards Thomis’s still body.

“A good officer should attend to his men.  Go ahead,” the lacertii agreed.

Alec motioned to Berlisle.  “Get my medical bag off Walnut,” he instructed her, as he approached and knelt over Thomis.  He longed to use his powers, knowing that they were beyond use.  He examined Thomis closely, looking for a pulse, and finding none.  The arrow had struck his heart, killing the young soldier instantly.

“He is dead,” Alec announced, looking up sorrowfully.  “He came here peacefully and was ambushed without warning, and now he is dead.

“I was on an assignment that found the Marchioness and released her.  We helped her in battle so that she could return to your land and take leadership to end the war against our own people.  We never ambushed a peace mission like this,” Alec said angrily.

“You are from the western lands?” the officer asked.  “You’re not part of the demon people?”

“No, we’re not,” Alec answered.  “We’ve fought a war with them recently ourselves.”

“You need our help to fight them?  We cannot offer any help; our own armies are fighting desperately to preserve our nation,” the lacertii told him.  “You can save yourself the rest of the journey and go home.”

“We need a different type of help for another problem.  It is not a war issue,” Alec grimaced from the pain of the arrow still in his shoulder.

“Put your weapons down,” the officer told the humans.  “Warriors relax,” he told his own soldiers, who had remained armed and ready to attack.  “Treat your own injury if you can, and then we’ll talk further.”

Alec shuddered at the prospect of treating the arrow wound without his healer abilities.  He looked around at his other companions.  Delle had a deep slice across his arm, but no others seemed badly harmed.  “Armilla, you need to cut this out of me.  Take out the bag with the blue ribbon and the one with the green ribbon,” he handed over his pouch of medical supplies.

His bodyguard looked at him in discomfort.  “I don’t want to do this,” she replied simply.

“We don’t have a choice.  I don’t have healing powers.  If we don’t get this out, and treat the wound, it will grow infected,” Alec insisted.  “Just cut it out and get it over with.  Sprinkle some of the herbs from each of those two bags inside the wound, then bandage it up.  After that we need to treat Delle.”

Armilla looked at him with distaste, as he pulled his belt knife free and handed it to her, while their companions looked on uneasily.  “I’ll help, Armilla,” Brandeis offered, and together the two of them soon were grimly slipping a blade into the back of Alec’s shoulder to release the arrow’s head.

“You take all the fun out of this job,” Armilla chided him as she wrapped bandaging around his joint while Brandeis treated his cousin.

“Yeah, but I keep it exciting,” Alec responded, hoping to cheer her up.  Once his wounds were treated, he quickly removed an arrow from the flank of one of their horses, led a brief burial ceremony, then addressed their captor.

“We’re ready to proceed.  Please take us to see Rosebay in Chanradala,” Alec reported.

“No one may ride on the animals.  You all shall walk,” the lacertii officer said as he saw Patrick start to mount his horse.

“But why?” Alec protested.

“That’s the order,” the officer said curtly.  With that, the entourage began walking.

Three days later, they stood in the late afternoon sun, looking out over a large city that rested in a spacious river valley among the low mountains.  There had been virtually no conversation between the captives from the Dominion and their escort, and little conversation among the humans up to that point.  “Your city is an impressive one,” Alec told the commander of their escort as they looked across the valley.  Alec was actually thankful for the escort, as it had allowed them to travel through many villages and settled areas quickly.

“We will escort you to a facility where you will wait for orders to attend the court if the Regent so decrees,” their nameless officer told them.

“How long should we expect to wait?” Alec asked.

“I am not a courtier.  I am a soldier.  I do not know how long it will take,” the lacertii responded.  “You have been well-behaved, and I will do my best to make sure the information about your request is passed along,” he hesitated, then spoke further.

“I will ask that you be allowed to keep your weapons while you are at Chrimsabbra,” he added.

As they rode down through the city, the lacertii in the streets stopped to stare at the humans being escorted through their neighborhoods, right up to the moment when they stopped before a massive set of gates in the foreboding walls of a hulking structure that appeared to take up several blocks in the city.

To Alec, Chrimsabbra appeared to be a prison.  “We will all be housed together, with freedom of movement,” Alec said loudly, setting a condition.  He feared the worst would happen, that they would be separated and betrayed, unsure of one another’s fate, unable to help each other.  

Alec looked at Berlisle and Patrick.  “Goldenfields cavalry formation one,” he said.  “Everyone else, same stance as Berlisle,” he spoke louder to his other companions.

Berlisle immediately maneuvered to place her back to the wall, her horse in front of her as a shield, and notched an arrow in her bow.  Patrick did the same, and moments later the rest of his squad also took the position to maximize their meager defense.

“We will fight it out here,” Alec told the lacerta.  “I want your word we will not be separated.”

The lacertii soldiers likewise drew their weapons.  “We came here in peace.  Your actions now are going to decide how the lacertii nation’s future with our nation will be,” Alec said.  “You can treat us honorably, or otherwise.”

“Lower your weapons,” the officer told his soldiers, as bystanders stared at the scene that was unfolding.  “Follow me,” he instructed Alec.  “Bring all your people,” he hesitated.  “And your animals,” he referred to the horses.

“Where are we going?” Alec asked without moving.

“I will take you to my home.  You will be my guests,” he said.  “And you will be my responsibility.  Your actions will reflect on me.”

Alec realized that the man had decided to behave honorably, in a way that would hold him accountable.  “We will not let you down,” he pledged.

“That is my hope,” the officer said.  “Escort form up.  Are your people ready?” he asked Alec.

“Squad relax.  We’re going to a new location,” Alec called to his people.

“What’s happening, Alec?” Armilla asked as she walked beside him.

“This officer is going to house us in his own home, rather than place us in this building,” he motioned to the fortress behind them.

“Do you trust him?” she asked.

“I think I do,” Alec answered.  “We have to take some chances,” he thought about how long they had been on this journey, and how long the ingenairii had laid unconscious.  “We need God’s help,” he whispered.

They maneuvered with difficultly through the narrow streets of the city, not built to accommodate horses, and the journey of the humans and their animals drew heavy attention as they tried to cross through the urban environment.  After an hour’s journey, they emerged onto a broad avenue, where the humans felt much less claustrophobic, and better able to breathe.  Their pleasure at the change was short-lived though, as they saw standards being carried in front of a military procession that was headed towards them, drums and whistles carrying a brisk tune that set their pace. 

“That is a royal platoon,” Alec’s lacerta officer informed him.  “We must stand aside.”

The other lacertii traffic on the road readily moved out of the way of both the approaching royal formation and the humans and horses.  As Alec and Armilla stood side-by-side with their animals, the royal formation marched in a steady, regular cadence that indicated the high level of training and professionalism they held.

The standards arrived parallel with the location of the humans and stopped, the drums beating a flourish to emphasize their presence.  Alec took a deep breath, and looked at his officer escort.  A leader emerged from the royal platoon, and marched briskly towards Alec.

“You are, by invitation of the regent Marchioness Rosebay, requested and required to be escorted to the royal palace of Dorimibiladum, for presentation to his royal highness, King Frinungeard the Third, as a friend and an ally,” the man read loudly and emotionlessly from a scroll.  “So written at the direction of the Regent,” he finished with a flourish, and the drums beat loudly.

Alec looked towards his own officer, then back at the messenger.  “Will our own escort, who have treated us honorably and fairly, join us for the trip to the palace?” he asked.  “I would wish that the regent and the king know of their behavior towards us, which reflects well on the lacertii army.”

The messenger hesitated, and the escort officer spoke.  “We have our normal assignment to return to,” he said.  “It is enough to know that we have carried out the best interests of our people.”  He walked over to Alec, and held out his hand.  “I took a chance on you, and I pray that it turns out well for you, and for my people.  If you can help us fight our invaders, please do your best.”

Alec’s eyes and the officer’s locked for several seconds, and Alec nodded his head.  “If I can help your nation while helping my people, I will do my best,” he promised.  “Thank you for your honor.”

With that the lacertii escort moved away, and the responsibility for the humans was transferred to the royal guards.  “We’ll return the direction we came from,” the messenger advised.  “Please follow us.”

“May we ride our horses?” Alec asked, wanting to have the advantage of better vision from up above the crowd.

The messenger looked at him without blinking, before answering.  “Yes you may,” he decided.

“Saddle up,” Alec told his group.  “We’ll follow behind you,” he said to the royal messenger.  “Lead on,” and he swung himself up into Walnut’s saddle, inexplicably happy to be astride his horse again.

Within a quarter of an hour they walked through a large, impressive gateway to enter the grounds of a beautiful, and heavily fortified, castle.  Across a lawn they found a moat and drawbridge, which led to a plaza area where the humans dismounted.

“Your animals will not be able to go any further,” the messenger politely explained the obvious to Alec.

“Let us place them out on the lawn,” Alec asked, after looking in vain for some place that might substitute for a stable.  He motioned for his people to follow, and they re-crossed the drawbridge to stand in an open green space.  “Hobble your horses,” he told his followers.

“What’s going to happen, Alec?” Brandeis asked.

“I am hopeful now,” Alec assured him.

Back inside the plaza, the humans stood together waiting for the messenger or someone else to reappear.  The messenger himself opened a large door, and beckoned them forward.  As Alec approached the door, he unconsciously noted that the top of the door was arched, as was the roofline above it.  In fact, virtually every roof or door or window opening he could remember seeing in the city had been curved, and he wondered at the cultural origins of the pattern.

“You must leave your weapons at this gate,” the messenger stated as he stood by the door.  Alec looked uneasily at his companion, and saw Armilla imperceptibly shake her head.

“We understand the precaution of leaving our bows and arrows,” Alec attempted to negotiate, “but we ask the courtesy of being allowed to bring our swords with us.”

The messenger disappeared inside again, and returned after a few minutes.  “Your request is granted,” he told Alec, and held the door wide open.

Alec led the way, laying his bow and a bandolier of knives on the doorstep, then stepping into the entry hall.  The messenger waited for all the guests to join him, then began to lead them along a wide passage that was manned by guards as it undulated towards a large set of elaborate doors.  The messenger raised the staff he carried and pounded it against a metal plate in the center of the door, then pushed it open.  “By the command of his highness, King Frinungeard the Third, the visitors from the western lands are presented to the court.”

“Please enter, and bow to the throne when you reach the end of the black carpet,” the messenger said.

Inside the large hall, a crowd of mostly military lacertii watched closely as Alec’s small group cautiously stepped forward.  The long room led from their entrance to a highly elevated throne at the far end, sitting on a step above a wide semi-circle of lesser thrones, which looked down on a pit, where Alec concluded they must stand for their presentation.  Murmurs rose along the way as the onlookers observed the march of the human entourage.

Alec led them to step down into the pit, and they stood at the very end of the black carpet.  As instructed by the messenger, Alec began the bow to the throne above them, and when he raised his head, he saw that a figure had risen from one of the seven chairs below the crown, and was walking slowly and regally down the steps.  He stood solemnly still, flanked by Armilla and Berlisle, as Rosebay stepped down into the pit and came to a stop directly in front of him.

“It is so good to see you again my friend,” she said calmly in her sing-song lilt that Alec realized must be peculiar to her; none of the other lacertii had spoken in the same manner.  “If you need our help, our nation is ready to lend you any assistance we can.

“Let us carry out the ceremonies we must fulfill to show friendship; the court requires more ceremony than our last visit together in the wilderness.  I want you to do to me what I am about to do you, and ask no questions, Alec.  Will you?” Rosebay asked.

“Yes Rosebay,” Alec answered.  And Rosebay slapped his face hard.

Alec’s head rocked back hard, and he felt blood welling in his mouth.  He whipped his arm up in front of Armilla to hold back her protective instincts.  He looked at Rosebay, whose strangely lidded eyes stared back.  She imperceptibly nodded her head, and Alec swung his open palm from in front of Armilla in a wide, sweeping arc that loudly connected with Rosebay’s cheek, making her step back.

“Very good,” she said softly, then spit a mouthful of blood and saliva at his feet.

Alec looked down, then looked up at her, and deliberately spit out his own bloody froth.

Rosebay bared her pointed teeth, and lunged at Alec, sinking her teeth into his shoulder.  The hard bite drew both blood from Alec and gasps from the crowd, and as his head swiveled, Alec saw that even the small figure on the throne half rose to watch what was happening below him.  Rosebay quickly pulled her mouth off Alec, then licked her lips, as Alec gritted his teeth and heard someone nearby retch.

Taking a deep breath, Alec showed his own teeth and lunged at Rosebay’s shoulder, pulling her elaborate gown away from her neck so that he could place his mouth against her flesh, feeling the skin that appeared so different from his own – it was surprisingly soft and pliant he thought as he bit hard.  He felt his incisors slip through the gray skin into the muscle below, and he instantly pulled back, then raised his head, and felt Rosebay place her hands on his cheeks and pull his face towards hers, for a full kiss on the lips, and then a release and a gentle shove away.

“The ceremony is done,” the lacerta noblewoman spoke loudly.  “The human, Alec, prince of his people, is bound to me, as I am bound to him, in honor and friendship and trust.”

She turned and faced the throne above her.  “Your majesty, may I present my companion, who is now your friend, Alec, prince of the Dominion, as the people of the west style themselves.”

The young monarch rose slowly, and began to descend the steps towards Alec and his companions.  Alec tried to guess how old the boy might be, although he felt unsure about the growth patterns of the lacertii.  If the boy had been human, Alec would have guessed him to be around eleven or twelve.

“Aunt Rosebay,” the young lacerta began, trying to maintain his regal bearing.  “What was that like?  Was it gross?” he asked, failing in his effort.

“It was different than with another of our own people,” Rosebay admitted as the boy came to stand beside her, and armed guards slowly filtered closer.  “But you must remember how much love there is between the prince and me.  He saved my life once, you know!  Right in the middle of a battlefield, when his own companions thought I should be slain, he protected me, and helped me on my way back here to take care of you.”

“Are you going to marry him?” the boy asked in a confused voice.

“You haven’t proposed to me yet, have you companion?” Rosebay asked, looking at Alec.

“I wish that I could, but my heart has not been faithful, and I am engaged to a human woman back in my own land,” Alec replied with a grin.

“In fact, it is partly for her sake that my staunch companions and I have traveled to your land, your majesty,” Alec continued.

“A mysterious plague has struck the ingenairii of our lands, including my betrothed.  I am told that the cure for the disease rests somewhere in your lands, in an ancient holy place,” Alec straight-forwardly explained.  “I ask your permission to continue on our mission to find the sacred location that can let me help my beloved…my other beloved,” he stuttered with another slight grin.

“You have our permission and any assistance we can spare,” young King Frinungeard replied after a second, looking up at his aunt for confirmation.

Yes, certainly, you have our permission,” Rosebay agreed.  “Do you know where you’re supposed to go?”

Alec recollected clearly the words of John Mark.  “It is in a part of your land that is under attack by the invaders, the warriors from Michian.”

“You are welcome to go there, but those lands are dangerous, and the invaders are ruthless,” Rosebay warned.

“They have tried to attack our nation as well,” Alec replied.  “We barely managed to defeat them.”

“You were victorious?  How did you defeat the monsters they bring?” the king asked.

“We just barely did, thanks to help from our God,” Alec told the young monarch.

“Our armies could win if they did not have to face their monsters on the battlefield,” Frinungeard said.  “We hold them back as long as we only fight regular soldiers.”

“The demons are overwhelming among soldiers,” agreed Alec.

“We will assign an escort to take you to the battlefront tomorrow.  The journey will take several days,” Rosebay interjected.  “You are welcome to stay in the palace tonight as guests of the king.”

The following morning Rosebay and the king were present on the lawn along with the officer and infantrymen who would accompany them to the battlefront.

“This human, Alec the prince, is my companion by the customary ritual,” Rosebay told the military escort.  “Treat him with respect and courtesy.”

The men in uniform looked at Rosebay and Alec with grave curiosity, and nodded.  “Follow my lead again,” Rosebay told Alec, and she slapped his face vigorously.  He returned the slap, and then they kissed again, and spat out their bloody saliva.

“Will we have to do this next time we meet?” Alec asked with a smile as they finished the ceremony.

“Not if you propose to me,” Rosebay said solemnly.

“Before we part, I have one request,” Alec added.  He looked over at Delle and Brandeis.  “These two riders have traveled through the hazardous part of our journey.  Now that we have your friendship and support for the journey that is left, I would ask that you allow them to return the way we came, so that they may find their way back to their own city.”

“Alec?  No, absolutely not,” Delle said.  “We came along for the whole journey.”

“By the time you get back to Stronghold, the ingenairii will be saved, and Brandeis can be reunited with Noranda,” Alec explained.  “The rest of us can float down the river back to Goldenfields and Oyster Bay when we’re done, but you can go more directly home over land, and you can take back word of our friendship with the king of the lacertii.

“I believe this is the best way to proceed.  Please humor me,” Alec finished.  “We know we are among friends now, and I would like for Noranda to wake up and see you two waiting for her, or arrive soon after she recovers.”

Alec saw the desire in Brandeis’s eyes, and the nod of submission from Delle.

“We will arrange an escort for them to return to your homelands,” Rosebay agreed as she saw the arrangements settled among the humans.

  A hasty round of farewells among the Stronghold members and the others quickly followed, and the two groups split apart.

The escort for Alec and his dwindling band led them away from the palace and out of the city.  By nightfall they had climbed out of the east side of the wide valley and were traveling again among mountains and valleys.

“Your animals are like those the invaders use against us,” their new escort told Alec as they walked along the road.  “They are difficult for us to fight on flat lands, but not so hard when we stay in the mountains.”

“What was it like, kissing the lacerta?” Patrick asked.

“The kissing was nice; it’s the slapping and biting we had to go through to get to it that I didn’t like,” Alec said straight-faced, bringing a laugh from everyone, even the other lacertii.  “My mouth is still sore.”

“I don’t recommend you try it with any girls you know,” he told his companion.

The next two days they traveled further east.  “How much further is it?” Alec asked his escort.  

“Five more days to the battle zone,” the lacerta answered.

“We could all ride on horses, and get there twice as fast,” Alec suggested.  “Our horses could each carry an extra rider for at least part of the day,” he judged.

The lacertii looked at him in horror.  “It wouldn’t be right,” one answered simply.

“But it could allow us to finish our duty faster,” Alec replied.  “Here, just try sitting on my horse.”  He stopped Walnut and offered the saddle to the lacerta.  The soldier shook his head.

“Just try sitting there.  It would be like sitting in a chair,” Alec urged.  “We won’t make you go anywhere.”

The lacerta shook his head again, though less vigorously.

Alec was desperate to move the group on the journey more quickly.  “Look, even our women ride these horses, and you are afraid to?” he asked, recognizing the evil glare he received from Armilla.

The lacerta soldiers urged their officer on, and at last he agreed, letting Alec help him place a foot in the stirrup and swing his leg over the horse’s back.

“You look wonderful up there!” Alec assured him.  “How does it feel?”

“Nerve-wracking,” the lacerta replied gruffly.

“What about the rest of you?  If he can get on a horse, so can all of you,” Alec urged the rest of their escorts.  “Armilla, help the soldier sit in your saddle,” he urged.

“Now just sit and hold onto the saddle horn,” Alec instructed a minute later.  “Feel what it’s like.”  He grabbed the horse’s halter and led it forward a few steps.

“You said we weren’t going anywhere!” the leader of the nervous escort group objected.

“This isn’t riding anywhere.  This is just testing the way it works,” Alec glibly assured him, and he led Walnut forward a few more steps.

Half an hour later, the horses were each carrying double passengers and traveling at a brisk pace, the lacertii looking proud and nervous of their innovative transportation.  Alec called a halt to the horse riding just two hours later, realizing that the lacertii were in danger of suffering brutal saddle soreness.  Three days later the group came to a halt atop a ridge that looked across a deep, narrow valley.

The last I knew, the battlefront was within this valley,” the lacertii leader informed Alec.  “When we ride down to the bottom of the valley, we’ll be among heavy concentrations of our soldiers.  You’ll need to stay close to us to make sure you’re not mis-identified.”

“Do you know if there are any ancient churches or temples in this valley?” Alec asked.

“I don’t know the battlefield features,” the escort replied.  “But we can talk to the officers below and learn what they know.”

The nine travelers began descending into the valley, switching back and forth on a busy trail that carried supplies and soldiers.  Alec heard no sounds of war, indicating that they were not yet close to the conflict.  By the next day though, the situation had altered.

“This is the general command tent,” the escort told Alec as they faced a large structure that served a steady stream of traffic as soldiers moved in and out.  “Allow me to enter first to warn them that you will be coming in,” he suggested, and walked into the tent.

Several minutes later, he emerged and waved his arm, beckoning them to enter.

A circle of faces stared at the entry as Alec and his companions stepped into the tent.  “We welcome you as a companion of the Regent Rosebay,” a man spoke as he stepped forward and extended his hand.  Alec placed his palm against the man’s, observing the slightest facial flinch as they made contact and shook.  “My name is General Pyathia.”

“Thank you for the privilege of allowing us to visit you.  We hope to not take much of your time, as we simply seek to travel through on our way to a destination.  We seek the remnants of an ancient holy place, one that would have been prominently used by humans in past ages,” Alec quickly explained.  “Do you know of any such facility?”

“There is a large pile of stones, with many walls still upright.  It is truly large – nearly half the size of the royal palace you come from,” Pyathia explained.   “It is also unfortunately several miles behind the lines the enemy now controls.  We cannot infiltrate behind their lines, but perhaps you would be able to…blend in, better than we do.  Especially with your riding animals, you could fit in.”

“Do you have a map that shows the location of the ruins, and where we are presently?” Alec asked.

“Are you one of the warriors who ambushed our supply barges during the recent war?” another officer asked suddenly.

Alec tensed up.  “Yes.  We were defending our nation,” he answered tersely.

“It was a smart move.  Very shrewd and very effectively carried out,” the other lacertii said calmly.  “We didn’t anticipate such a complete ability to stop supplies from getting through.”

“Thank you.  We used our best soldiers,” Alec relaxed.

They all gathered around a table where a map was unrolled.  “Here is our location,” Pyathia pointed at a spot.

“The front is here right now,” another officer added his finger to the paper.

“And the ruins are down here,” Pyathia moved his finger beyond the front.

“What would be the best way to get there?” Alec asked.

“I would tell you to go around,” the other officer at the map answered.  “Climb over this ridge and travel down the next valley, then come back into this valley in their territory.”

“For a small group of your size, that does seem best,” Pyathia agreed.

“We won’t have five trying to get there,” Alec rebutted.  “There will be only one.  I’m going to go alone.”

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13 – Abandoning the World

 

“Here we go again,” Armilla muttered loudly.

“No, listen,” Alec replied calmly.  “There are reasons I’m going to go alone.

“First, you and Berlisle are women,” Alec began.

“So nice of you to notice,” Armilla sarcastically replied.

“There are no women in the Michian army,” Alec calmly replied.  “We’d have trouble explaining who you were.

“Second, one can travel easier than more for this kind of mission.

“Third, I don’t know if I’m coming back or when or where.  I’m taking my body into the ingenairii realm.  I’m physically going in there to fight a demon.  None of you can go with me, and there’s no sense in you waiting around ruins in hostile territory to find out if I may come back,” Alec admitted, finally sharing the details of his plan for the first time.

“Are you saying you’re going to go sacrifice yourself to beat this demon?” Berlisle asked plainly, shaken by his words.

“I hope that I will not be a sacrifice, but I do not know whether I will survive,” Alec answered.  “John Mark told me it was possible to win this battle, and in the ingenairii realm I will have my greatest capacities for fighting.

“This is my fault,” Alec revealed the guilt he had carried since speaking with John Mark.  “I was the one the demon used to get into the energy realm.  I’m the only one left who can fight this battle, and if I succeed in freeing the ingenairii, I’ll have undone the deed.”

“You can’t really believe that this is your fault!” Armilla said.  “If you hadn’t fought the demons they would have decimated our army.  The fact that one of them managed to poison the ingenairii powers isn’t your fault.”

“You fought one of those monsters?” Pyathia asked.

“I have fought them.  It is the greatest challenge I have ever faced, and it is unwinnable without special powers,” Alec answered calmly.

“Armilla,” he turned and faced her, placing his hands on her shoulders.  “You will not be able to protect me in this battle.  I am leaving this world; I hope to come back, but I do not know when or where.  You can help me best if you accept this and return to our home to make sure Bethany is safe and protected until I can come back to her.

“And take Walnut back so that he can wait in the stables at the palace for my return.  Make sure he gets some exercise and doesn’t grow fat!” Alec added.

There were tears starting to fall down Berlisle’s cheeks.

“Don’t think there’s no hope,” Alec told her.  “I know what God can do for us, and he will be on my side.  Just pray for me.”

“What are we supposed to tell Bethany when she wakes up?” Armilla asked.

“Tell her I’m in love with her, and I’ll be back to join her someday,” Alec answered.  “I mean it.”

Armilla gathered Alec in an embrace.  “You’ve deserved the chance to settle down and enjoy life,” she whispered in his ear.  “I hope when this is over you‘ll finally come home and get married and enjoy the things you’re fighting for.”

“So do I Armilla.  Thank you for being with me to help keep that hope strong,” Alec said.  They broke their clinch.  “General,” Alec addressed the lacertii leader.  “Will you arrange for an escort for my friends to return to our homelands?  And then could you pick one or two soldiers who will help me find my way through the next valley to get into the Michian lines?  And will you provide me with a couple of supply items?”

And so it happened that late the next day, Alec and two lacertii were poised atop a steep ridge, looking down at Michian positions in the valley below.  The journey had been swift when traveling horizontally, but climbing up and down the intervening ridges had been laborious and tense, with few good options for scaling steep cliffs and rocky slopes.

“Down there,” Alec pointed.  “Those people wearing the black,” he specified for his companions.  “They are the sorcerers and sorceresses.  They make the demons appear.  Any time you have a chance to kill them, you have a chance to avoid demons.  Never forget that when fighting Michian forces.

“Just like these leaves I’ve got.  When you place sugar on them, they’re very desirable for the animals that move through space, but they cripple the animals,” he explained again.  “When you feed these leaves to the animals, it makes them sick,” he added.

“I’ll go alone from here.  Thank you for your help and good luck in your battles,” he told them.

“We are glad we had the chance to meet you as a friend,” one lacerta replied.

“Come back and let us break bread together,” the other said.

“I hope that day comes, soon!” Alec told them, and with that he began to descend into the enemy-held valley.

The lacertii stayed to watch him for five minutes, until the craggy side of the ridge hid him from sight.  And then they turned to climb back to the safety of their own army camp.

Alec climbed down cautiously, taking his time in the deepening shadows that enveloped his side of the ridge.  He knew that his first step would be to ambush a soldier whose uniform he could wear as he wandered behind the lines in search of the church ruins.  He also hoped to acquire enough weapons to inflict some harm on the sorcerers he happened to find along the way, and he was ready to sabotage the restorers’ abilities if the chance presented itself.  But his primary goal was the church ruins, where he would have to search for the Cross relic that was his greatest need now.

By the time Alec reached the bottom of the ridge nightfall was complete, and he moved carefully.  He avoided looking directly at the campfires that were plentiful at such a distance behind the lines, and listened for noises from guards.

He came across a drunken soldier, passed out alone among a thicket of trees, and he thankfully stripped the inebriated man of his uniform and weapons.  Alec hid his own clothes behind a fallen tree, found a path, and began walking southeast.

After another hour’s journey, stepping into shadows to avoid patrols, Alec found a grove of fir trees, where he fell asleep hidden by the dense, needle-laden limbs of the firs.  When he awoke in the morning, Alec discovered that he was dressed in robes that were green, a sign that his victim had belonged to the Emeral clan of Michian.

The road he followed away from the front was busy, but rough.  Supply wagons were gouging deep ruts in the ground, and Alec stayed among the trees at the fringe of the road to keep out of the way.  By noon he was on the fringe of a major encampment, and he knew he would have to risk encountering other soldiers in order to pass through.

Large tents on the near side were clearly command tents, where officers congregated and moved constantly.  Alec walked swiftly past them, then spotted a tent whose open side revealed a half dozen sorcerers gathered together.  That’s where I’ll return to, if I get a chance, Alec promised himself.  They were a tempting target, and their presence indicated the prospect of the Michian army’s plans to unleash demons at some point in the future.

He stopped studying the tent, afraid to draw attention to himself, and continued through the camp.  Miraculously, he walked across the full length of the camp without any interaction with others, and then saw the object of his journey.  In the near distance was a tall, imposing pile of stony rubble and weathered walls, the remnants of the great church that has existed in this valley in a different age.  The original lacertii road appeared to head directly towards the ruins, while the newly made Michian supply road deviated and swept well clear of the sacred location.

Alec swerved onto the unused lacertii road and picked up his pace as the afternoon sun began to descend in the west.  With a slight jog in the road, Alec was invisible to any Michian forces, and he broke into an even quicker pace, closing the distance to the ruins.

This site was far less ominous that the isolated mountain ruins Alec had visited earlier.  There was no foreboding or threatening feel as he entered the grounds of the former cathedral.  He knew that a reliquary would have been likely to have been kept at the main altar, so he scrambled over piles of fallen stones to gain access inside the walls, and then climbed again among the debris inside the sanctuary.

The altar was clearly discernable where it rose above the floor of the church, and a cross was still visible behind it as a set of dark stones mortared into a gray wall.  Alec worked his way carefully through the sanctuary, and climbed up to the altar where he stopped and scanned the scene in a full circle.  The altar was intact, a massive stone box with ornate carving on all sides.  Alec pounded the hilt of his sword on it and heard the hollow echo he expected.  Dropping everything he carried, supply bag, weapons, medical materials, Alec began to feel around the corners of the altar, trying to find a hold or crevice that would let him open the altar.

The side that opened proved to be the front, the last side Alec had expected or inspected.  He slid the stone panel sideways, revealing a dark recess that smelled stale, and in the gloomy shadows, he perceived a small gleaming box on a shelf.

Alec reached into crevasse and pulled the box out.  It was extremely heavy, and he thrust his left hand in to grab hold.  The scars on the hand, despite the glove Alec habitually wore, took on an immediate warmth, giving Alec pause.  In the past several months he’d felt no hint of the peculiar Spiritual powers his injured hand provided, until now.

As he pulled the box out of the dim recess, Alec noted the lid was an elaborate etching of Christ being crucified.  The box was smaller than he expected, but when he opened the delicate latch, he was in for a surprise – another box was nestled inside.  The interior box seemed to be carved from stone, and its lid raised completely off, revealing a third box, a very small one, carved from a variety of woods.  There had apparently been an inlay pattern, but the wood had darkened so much as it aged that there was no way to discern what the pattern revealed.

If there was another box inside this one, there would only be space left for a cross fragment the size of a splinter, Alec thought to himself as he set aside the stone reliquary and focused on the small wooden box.  The lid was hinged, and as he opened it, Alec saw the faded silk lining that held a small dark fragment.

With shaking hands, Alec placed the wooden box on the top of the altar and opened it fully, then just stared at the chip of wood, the size of his thumb, that sat within the wrinkles of the box lining.

Cautiously, he reached his right hand forward and touched a fingertip to the fragment.  It felt cool, and rough, but not inherently full of energy.  Cautiously again, Alec removed the left hand glove he had worn for so long, and placed his palm above the wood fragment, then lowered his hand gently, making contact with the wood.

His whole body felt vibrant, and his heart sang with joy from the sense of salvation that flowed from the relic into his hand.  Alec stood enraptured for long minutes, feeling momentarily transcendent above all the troubles of the world, then reluctantly removed his hand.

Gingerly, he closed the small box, then stuffed the box into his supply bag, re-acquired his weapons, and prepared to leave the church.  Before he did though, he bowed down in front of the ancient altar and said a prayer of thanks.

He stood up and weighed his options.  He could go into the ingenairii realm right now, he realized with a shock.  He had the amulet; he had the piece of the Cross.  Those were the only things he needed.

Or he could try to do something to help the lacertii, who had proven to be allies, and who were desperately fighting this war to protect their own homeland.  With the amulet in hand, he could escape from the Michian forces any time he needed to, he realized.  And he could avoid for a little while longer taking the fateful step into the ingenairii realm, to deliberately find and battle a demon, even though he knew the ingenairii urgently needed his help.  I’ll take just one more day, he promised himself.

In his heart, Alec held little hope of surviving the encounter with the demon in the ingenairii realm.  Despite the power of his two talismans, he feared the strength that the demon would have in the heart of the energy dimension that the ingenairii used.  But if Alec could at least free the captive ingenairii, revive them so they could return to the Dominion, he would score a success, and perhaps even take the demon down with him in death.

Resolutely, Alec began to walk out of the cathedral, and into the setting sunlight.  He squinted as he strode along the narrow remnant of the ancient road, and then rejoined the traffic on the main Michian supply road as the sky turned orange, then purple, then black.  He was going to have time to damage Michian and still go to the energy realm this evening, Alec realized.

At the fringe of the camp pack horses and mules were directed to the left, and Alec followed them to the stable yard, where he searched until he found the restorers.  Quietly, he fed his dockleaf vine leaves to the three animals that were resting there, then skulked away.  The failure of three restorers, ugly, rare Michian animals that travelled through space, wouldn’t significantly damage the Michian invasion by itself, but it would trouble the army leaders while they tried to figure out what had happened.

Alec continued to wander through the camp, and found a spot across from the sorcerers’ tent.  He studied the open-sided structure; there were four sorcerers sitting calmly, talking with one another around a table.  If he had his ingenaire powers he would have been able to hit them all with arrows before they realized what was happening; without his enhanced abilities though he would only be able to shoot two arrows before the situation became chaotic.  After that, he would have to enter the fray and deliver the last fatal blows with daggers or his sword.  And then he would disappear, leaving the Michian forces to wonder what they faced.

Taking his time, Alec knelt on the ground and laid out his arrows on his left side, then picked up the first shaft, took aim at the sorcerer whose back was to him and let fly.  He picked up the second shaft, and as he let it loose, he saw the first sorcerer arch his back in shock.  He picked the third arrow up, and saw the second sorcerer falling face-first onto the table, and the remaining two starting to rise.  He raised his aim and sent the third arrow through the neck of the sorcerer on the right, as the one on the left dove to the ground and yells and screams started to rise.

There was one sorcerer left, and one was all that was needed to call a demon against the lacertii.  Alec would have to finish the task.  He made sure he had his medallion from Carthom Ingenaire Sivis’s tomb, and he removed the fragment of the Cross from its box, then pulled his sword free.  Leaving everything else behind, he ran through the sudden eruption of traffic and confusion to enter the tent of the sorcerers.  Numerous guards were present already, checking the three dead bodies.  Two guards were standing above the crouching survivor, swords drawn in anticipation of trouble.

Alec pulled one of his daggers lose, then stood near the sorcerer. He hurled the dagger at one guard, and swung his sword at the other, killing them both.  He raised his sword, and stabbed it down through the heart of the sorcerer.  “This is for the lacertii and for the Dominion!” he cried loudly, then cried again in pain as an arrow pierced his already-wounded shoulder.  Grabbing the amulet in his right hand, Alec recited the words around the edge of the metal disk, “All ways lead to the tree of life and all energy comes from the axis mundi.”  He felt another arrow pierce his thigh as he spoke, and then the tent dissolved before his eyes.







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14 – Caught in the Demon’s Grasp

 

Alec was in the healing energy realm.  He felt the joy of the power suffusing his body; his physical body was bathed in the energy.  The energy felt like a heavy atmosphere, with a pressure like water, yet in did not impede his movements in the least.  His vision was unobscured, yet it seemed as though there was a mist that shrouded his sight.  Using his sword, Alec reached for the arrow that was embedded in his shoulder and deftly popped the arrowhead out, then willed the flesh to heal perfectly.  He did the same for the arrow in his thigh, then spun around, looking to see if the demon was approaching.

There was no sign of the monster in the healer energy, though he knew that Imelda and Cassie, ingenairii in this power only, could only have been caught here.  The demon was not present, and so he decided to go in search of it.  He would go next to the warrior energy, he decided, and the thought became reality, as his body flew instantaneously to his destination.

            He felt his body begin to be suffused with the intensity of the energy that composed this new portion of the power realm.  He imagined that he sensed the demon lurking, preparing to pounce, and he whirled around looking, only to find more emptiness.  He wanted another weapon, and another sword materialized in his empty hand, just as it would have for his ingenairii-image if he were here in the traditional way.  But this sword felt solid, and comforting, not like an image at all.

His perception of existence changed, and he felt transformed.  His own flesh was receiving the energy, and it felt intoxicating.  His sense of the demon in the mist retreated, and he rose from his crouch.  He looked up and saw a gray spot, the traditional entry that ingenairii had used throughout time when their spirits had come here. 

With his physical body present, Alec felt and sensed the energy dimension differently.  He imagined that he was a healer again instead of a warrior, and just that quickly, in the same incomprehensible manner, he felt his body move through the ether to his original location, where this time he saw the healer passage from the outside world, the spirit-traveled routes of grayness.

Alec imagined he was a spiritual ingenaire, and his body was transferred again, and he felt the journey again.  And this time he understood it; there was a way, a dimension within or above or outside the energy realm, in a place his mind could not describe, where the powers of the different ingenairii came together.  When he changed his body’s power orientation, he felt it fly to that place and then into the destination.  That place should be where the demon would lurk.  From that central axis, it would be able to witness all the energy realms the ingenairii used.  It would be able to swoop in on a plant ingenaire as easily as a water or fire ingenaire.

And he knew where it was.  In his body, as he began to become physically accustomed to the energy realm, he could feel and sense the transference through the great station.  He would go there now, and find the demon, and make the hunter become the hunted.

Alec set his mind, establishing the goal, then flashed to the axis mundi in the heart of the energy dimension.  It was empty, as far as he could see, but more distinctly misty.  Alec held his swords out in front of him as he began walking slowly through the mists.  He could see distant walls, barriers that did not physically exist, separating the various dimensions from the central axis.  There were distinct differences among the power realms, and Alec could see them, distinguishing them and identifying each in some fashion.  There was the water realm, next to the plant realm, and that was next to another realm that was a type of power no one exercised.

Alec whirled, certain he had heard the demon behind him.  The mists were swirling without shadows or any indication that Alec’s quarry was present.  He looked through the mist, and saw another unused realm.  Cautiously he walked towards this unknown energy location.  It was a sound realm, suitable for ingenairii who could manipulate sound.  Looking around, Alec willed himself into the sound energy realm.  He felt the power enter his body, and he understood what such an ingenaire could do, if one existed.  He would hear a whisper a thousand miles away, and he could shout a message that would travel to a particular set of ears across the sea.

But there was no entrance from the real world to this sound dimension; no one in the real world had any access to this ability.  It was closed off, but Alec sensed that there had been a time when it had been used by ingenairii.  Alec fled from the long-vacant sound realm, and came into the time ingenairii area.

And with this physical immersion, he suddenly understood the use of this power.  The time travel abilities that he had stumbled into accidentally did have rules of control that an ingenairii could manipulate.  He realized that there was a sense like a clock or a calendar in his head; he could use that sense to maneuver through time, or even to freeze time around another object, though that was more difficult, involving the projection of a bubble in some fashion he didn’t know.  There was a way to have a perfect memory of a day or time, noting the details and specifics that could be used like a map reference point.  His mind boggled at the vast information needed to master the power, and he decided to simply return to the axis chamber.  

There he stood looking for the demon, and examining the other foreign realms that he did not recognize.  One allowed its masters to change temperatures; another made translocation possible, as was performed by the restorer animals of Michian.  Others made it possible to speak to the spirits of the dead, to breathe water, or transform substances.  They all were sterile, empty realms that were unknown to the ingenairii of the Dominion, side-by-side with the familiar ones.

Alec stared in wonder at this unknown spectrum of energies.  He heard the noise again, and whirled around his swords flying up to protect him.  There was again nothing there.  The demon still lurked, and the missing ingenairii spirits were somewhere to be rescued.  He needed to stop gawking and start working.

Alec opened his senses to examine the central district, the axis mundi.  There was a place where something was present.  And off in another direction he felt a difference that was evil, yet muffled somehow.  The evil must be the demon, and so the other difference was perhaps where the spirits of the ingenairii were.  Alec thought of the place, and his body moved there.

He was surrounded by image bodies lying just as still as the physical bodies had lain in the building on Ingenairii Hill.  He was in the midst of them all, laid out in some semi-orderly fashion.  Yet there were gaps, where spirits seemed to have vacated their spots, and Alec realized with a sinking feeling that those might be the spots left by the ingenairii whose bodies had passed away.

He saw Imelda, dressed as a warrior, heavy leather armor and two swords on her hips, with a bow slung over her shoulder.  So that was the image she had used even as a healer, he realized.  And very close to him was Kinsey, wearing a simple white gown, and next to her was Ari, wearing a gray robe that was richly embroidered.

A sound came to his ears.  Far away a scream, a bellowing, hateful scream, erupted.  The demon was apparently aware of Alec’s arrival.  And from the tone of that scream, it was coming to find and fight him.

Alec knelt by Aristotle’s image.

“Ari!  Wake up!” Alec shook the spirit of his mentor hard, shouting in his ear.  The Demon would discover him momentarily he was sure.  Aristotle gave a slight moan, and his eyes fluttered.  “That’s it Ari!  Wake up!  Help me.  Save our friends!”  Ari groaned again, then his eyes opened, and stared at Alec.  After several seconds they came into focus.

“Alec?  Where are we?  What a dream!” he began.

“Ari.  Listen.  There is a demon in the ingenaire realm.  That’s where we are now – I am speaking to your spirit.  Your spirit has been asleep here for days and days, and your body back in reality is sleeping, wasting away.  The demon has put every ingenaire to sleep when they’ve come to get the power,” Alec explained.

Recognition dawned in Aristotle’s eyes.  “Alec!  That’s it!  I remember now.  All the ingenaire were falling unconscious.  And you’ve come back!”

“Look around you Ari,” Alec directed, lifting the old man and shifting him to see the bodies arranged all around.  “The demon will be back here any second.  You’ve got to awaken everyone and tell them to release the power.  That way they can return to their bodies and live.

“Wake them up, Ari, and I’ll fight the demon,” Alec said.  He heard a sound nearby.  “Please do it.  Find Bethany, and tell her that I love her.  I’ll come back if I can; I miss you Ari.  I wish we could talk again.  I need your help.

“Go now Ari!  Wake them all.”  He stood, and turned to see the demon.  

The hateful monster spotted his movement.  Furious, the creation of evil charged towards Alec, who stepped away from Ari and the other ingenairii, trying to protect them from the demon’s arrival.  The creature jumped impossibly high, and impossibly fast, and landed on Alec, tying him up in combat.  The fragment of the cross was safely secured in a pocket.  The two began to roll and tumble, and Alec felt thankful as they moved farther away from the ingenairii.  He prayed that Ari had grasped the situation and had started liberating the unconscious spirits.  The rough embrace Alec had with the demon ended as they flew apart, and Alec sprawled out on his back momentarily.

 The malevolence of the monster permeated his body and soul.  Alec rose and ran towards the demon to put space between it and the ingenairii.  Alec raised his swords, accidentally knocking loose his critical talisman from the ancient crypt; he heard it clang on the ground, and as he started to look down, the demon struck him.

The monster was stronger because of the power in the energy realm, and Alec knew within seconds that his previous battles with demons that had seemed unwinnable were nothing compared to the combat he faced now.  Yet he felt an unquenchable, joyful strength because he could tell that the ingenairii souls were moving behind him, returning to the real world.  His great mission was accomplished, and his guilt was erased; he only hoped that he could find a way to pull loose the fragment of the Cross and apply it quickly before the demon overwhelmed him.

 







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15 – The Ingenairii Revived

 

Rander and Tritos sat in the room where so many of the ingenairii lay.  They would attend another funeral later in the day, for another of the thin bodies had ceased to breathe the day before.

“Alec has been gone for two months now,” Tritos finally broke the silence.  “We’re lucky so many of them managed to hang on this long.”

“There’s still hope.  Until Alec returns and tells us he failed, there’s still hope,” the haggard Rander replied.  He’d spent little to no time at the army base as he waited beside Rief’s slumbering body for weeks.

“What did you say?” Tritos asked.

“I said there’s still hope until Alec returns,” Rander answered.

“No.  What did you say after that?” Tritos asked.

“That’s all I said,” Rander said sharply.

“I heard another word,” Tritos insisted

Just then they both heard a voice.  “Kill it, Alec,” the voice called from across the room.

Both of them stood in shock.  “It’s Nathaniel!” Tritos exclaimed.  He sprinted across the room, as an attendant came racing in from the next room over.

“One of them just spoke!” the attendant shouted euphorically.

A chorus of moans arose from eight or nine throats at once.

“Rander?” Rief’s scratchy voice called.  The Steward of the Dominion burst into tears and grabbed her hand.

“Are you back?  Are you alive?” he asked.

“Where are we?” Rief asked in confusion.

Two other ingenairii tried to sit up, but their weak bodies collapsed.

Aristotle’s voice rose above all others as he spoke for the first time.  “Tritos?  Tritos, help me up,” he called.

A week later, the last of the feeble ingenairii were released from the makeshift infirmary.  Wheelchairs were being regularly pushed up and down the Hill by uncomplaining servants, still delighted to see their ingenairii masters restored to life.

In the week since their simultaneous awakening, all the ingenairii had been under strict orders not to attempt to grasp the power, and all had been more than willing to obey.  Rief and Bethany had remained on the Hill, living in the Healer house under the care of Hingis and Rander.

Aristotle had held many conversations from his bed, as palace, church, and military leaders all came to the Hill to see that the ingenairii were restored to life.  He’d held one conversation that had been the best and the hardest conversation simultaneously.

The day after their revival, Aristotle had been carried on a litter up to Healer House to see Bethany.

“We are all alive thanks to Alec,” he told her.  “It almost feels like a dream, but I remember he woke my spirit in the ingenairii realm.  He told me there was a demon there that had been capturing our spirits, putting them to sleep.

“He especially said to tell you that he loved you, and he’d come back to you,” Aristotle softened the uncertainty about returning that Alec had implied.

“How did he do it?  How did he manage to get to the ingenairii realm and fight a demon while the rest of us were knocked out?” Bethany asked from her bed.

“I don’t know.  Rander and Tritos indicate that Alec took companions with him on a trip to save us.  My hope is that they return and he returns, and we learn the answers,” Ari told her.
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The Life After

 

 

 

 

 

 

 










 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16 – The End of the Curse

 

Alec felt the sting of his muscles struggling in the unending battle with the demon.  There was no end to his labor; it stretched on ceaselessly.  There was no end to the pain; seconds became hours and days and months.  The moments passed, and added up to years and decades, as Alec was tormented by the demon’s incessant grappling.  He had long since learned to ignore the shadowy flitterings that he knew were the spirits of the ingenairii who came to draw upon the powers of the energy realm.  They were ignorant of the two towering entities that grappled with one another in another dimension of the realm, the axis mundi, as the ingenairii came and went with their quests for energy, taking for granted the access they had again, just as Alec had always taken it for granted. 

In the recesses of his mind, Alec knew that a co-inhabitant, the ghostly presence of Carthom Ingenaire Sivis, resided and watched.  The kingly curse remained upon him, not interfering with his battle, but remaining a presence that he could feel, a distraction of sorts, weighing him down in a fashion but not causing him concern. 

As moment passed into moment and moment and moment, there came one further second when he registered a change in the curse.  “Your term of punishment is complete now, grave plunderer.  Your cause was just, but the crime required the sentence to be served.  I return in peace to the tomb, while you may continue your struggle here.  You can succeed if you surprise the demon by making the ultimate sacrifice, but then you will need God’s love to give you your own future.”  And with that there was a whispering sigh, and he felt his mind emptied of his curse. 

            Alec felt suddenly emptier and lighter.  The fraction of change that the removal of the curse made was an enormous difference in the finely balanced battle he waged against the demon.  He staggered forward a step, and the hot, stinging breath of the demon gave a snort of surprise at something new happening, a change in the long conflict that had tied the two combatants together. 

            The piece of the One Cross still rested in his pocket.  He’d never been able to free a hand so he could bring it out and apply it directly to the demon, as he was certain he must.  Its presence was enough to allow him to battle against the demon on equal terms, but its isolation prevented it from fulfilling the service Alec had hoped for so long ago. 

            With this new change in circumstances, could Alec bring the remnant out for use?  And if he did, what would occur?  The curse had implied that Alec was going to have to make a sacrifice, “the ultimate sacrifice” it had said.  Would Alec need to apply the Cross and also die?  Here in his experience of the reality of the energy realm he was occupying his physical body.  If he gave it up to the demon, he would have no body to occupy for a return to the Dominion. 

            His leg twitched with more concentration, and the demon shifted slightly in response, bringing Alec closer to a dominant position.  He looked at the enormous red eye that was so close to his own, and saw the hatred that perpetually resided there.  Beyond the hatred and loathing though there seemed to be something else; it wasn’t fear, but it was awareness that somehow Alec was bringing a new element to the entanglement after so much time had passed. 

            Alec considered again what he would have to do.  He would have to achieve enough advantage to open up space between them, so that he would be able to disengage from his grasp on the demon’s throat and reach into his pocket to pull out the Cross fragment. 

            Gathering up all of his will, Alec shoved with the intent of sending the demon falling backwards, so that Alec could bring out the fragment.  The shove though only put the demon at an extended arm’s length instead of the present bent arm’s length, and accomplished nothing more.  The demon roared in response, and Alec felt its claws tighten their grip on his shoulders. 

            The first gambit had failed. 

            Alec thought through his alternatives.  He could remain here indefinitely, relying on the power of the energy realm and using it to preserve this interminable status quo battle with the demon.  Or he could remove a hand from the demon and plunge it into his pocket, hoping to pull the Cross fragment out quickly enough to be able to swipe it across the demon before the demon could deal a deadly blow to him.  That would be risky.  He knew from experience how swift the demon’s movements were.  Alec might be able to pull out the piece of the cross, he suspected, but he was likely to suffer injury as a result of weakening his defenses.  It would be a gamble, but he knew in the instant he conceived the tactic that he was willing to gamble instead of continuing to suffer this dismal exile in purgatory.  If he lost the gamble, he would die, but if he won, he would be free, able to return to the real world, and able to go on living a life in a place where ingenairii lived and worked and utilized their abilities. 

            With a tremendous shove, Alec pushed the demon a hands-span beyond his reach, holding his right hand out to protect himself as his left hand dove into his pocket.  His fingertips touched the wood of the fragment as he saw the demon begin to lunge back towards him.  Alec’s fingers closed around the wood and began to pull it out of his pocket as the demon’s jaws engulfed his right hand and began to clamp down. 

            Alec freed the wooden fragment and thrust it upward and outward.  The piece of the One Cross touched one of the demon’s arms as the monster’s other arm reached behind Alec and pulled him into a deathly embrace.  The fragment of the holy relic was crushed between the two antagonists as the demon bellowed in agony, and Alec too screamed in pain and despair.  His right arm was a mangled mess above his elbow, where the demon’s teeth had eviscerated it.  The claws that were behind him crushing him against the monster were ripping into his flesh, puncturing his ribcage. 

            Alec felt the unbearable pain, and made the decision to let his spirit leave the dying body behind.  He thought of Bethany, and he thought of Leah, and he mourned over all the personal dreams he had cherished so long ago, as he prepared to die. 

            The demon was screaming as it was pressed against the fragment of the Cross that was trapped between the two bodies.  It too was dying.  

            Alec felt his spirit begin to rise above the battle.  His consciousness dwelt without form, and looked down at his own dead body.  The flesh was horribly rent as the demon’s claws tore again and again.  On his face though, there was a peaceful expression, and the two scars that crossed on his left cheek seemed to grow lighter, standing out as a cross on his skin. 

            The demon was winning, but was unable to enjoy its long-sought victory.  After the decades it had spent immobilized with Alec, it too was pleased to end the standoff, but the price of its victory was even worse than the price Alec paid.  Flames erupted across the whole expanse of its flesh.  Flames did not accurately describe the consuming energy that Alec saw upon and within the demon, but there was no word that came to mind to better explain what was happening. 

            The touch of the Cross was driving away the hatred and bestial intolerance that were the substance of the demon.  The core that held the demon together, and Alec suddenly realized that it was an actual embodiment of pure hatred, was flying apart.  The cross, with its substantiation of the promise of forgiveness and love, was dissolving the demon, and the horrific energy was exploding away. 

            It was burning away Alec’s old body too.  Together, the terrible mass of destroyed and destroyer were dwindling down to a misshapen lump, then a pile of cinders, then only the fragment of the Cross rested alone, still pure and good. 

            Alec dwelt on what he had just seen, the purging of the demonic hatred from the ingenairii power realm.  Now he was there, without a body, ready to be taken away to the afterlife.  He looked down at the Cross, and drove his shapeless, formless spirit towards it.  As he came in contact with it, he felt again the boundless compassion that it contains, and he felt contentment.  With a concentration of his will, he tried to give his spirit a form, so that he could reach out and touch the fragment.  He felt a twist again, and suddenly he was a figure, holding the fragment, and full of ingenairii energy.  He had gained the spirit body of an ingenairii now, able to exist as though he had a physical body awaiting his return to the real world! 

  







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17 – Becoming Gordon

  

His body had taken the form of a physician, a healer ingenaire.  He looked down and saw that he wore a long white robe, with many pockets from which herbs and tools protruded.  Alec tested the new image body, moving it easily about in the realm, feeling the power intoxication that came from accepting the power too readily.  Alec clamped down on the amount of the energy he used to animate his image, and he began to walk about.  He looked around for the exit to the external world, the real world of solid and tangible life, even though he knew he no longer had a body to return to. 

For fifty years he had focused all his attention on the single task of enduring the clench of the demonic hatred.  He had thought of nothing except the need to withstand the feelings of revulsion and the urge to destroy that were the core of the demon.  His mind had managed to withstand the decades of torturous grappling only by ignoring everything else, and now that he was free from the desperate need to concentrate, his mind was boggled by the ability to consider so many possibilities.  He froze in indecision as he let his mind, energized by the power of the ingenairii energy realm, expand and push out its boundaries.  He felt himself relax as he regained the ability to think.

The characteristic veiled atmosphere, a fogginess of sorts, obstructed his view, and he walked in a straight line, trying to count his footsteps so that he might return to his starting location if he needed to.  So dedicated was he to counting that as he reached his five hundredth step, he collided with another ingenaire. 

“Who are you?  What are you doing here?” the ingenairii asked Alec. 

Alec inspected the other person closely.  He appeared to be extremely tall, with a face that displayed wisdom and patience. 

“My name is Alec.  I’ve never met another ingenaire here before!  This is amazing!” Alec replied. 

His companion was quiet for a long second.  “I don’t know a healer named Alec, and I thought I knew all the healers.  Of course, with the war we don’t all communicate any longer, do we? 

“I’m so glad to be here.  It feels so much better than our other world,” he continued. 

“But we have to go back to live our lives.  We have to go back to share our powers with the rest of the world,” Alec rebutted quickly, sensing a melancholy defeatism in the other. 

“I’m not going back.  Livva is dead.  Mother is dead.  Father is dead.   Stracha doesn’t love me.  It’s so bleak back there, and so full of life in here,” the other said. 

“What’s your name?” Alec asked. 

“I’m Gordon,” the healer told Alec. 

“Gordon, you have to go back.  If you don’t, you’ll roam around in here until your body expires, and then I don’t know what will happen.  Apprentices make this mistake from time to time, but you’ve got to focus.  Let go of your power and go back, before it’s too late,” Alec pleaded. 

“Alec, I don’t want to go back to that world.  I can’t stand the pain that it holds.  I want to enjoy this peace.  I’ve been in here for a long time.  I don’t even know how to get back,” he said. 

Alec looked at the healer, and saw his image flicker, changing briefly to a short, spindly boy with a careworn face, before he restored himself.  He also saw a faint trail behind the healer, a sense of a path of the direction he had come from.  Reaching out his hand, Alec switched to his Spiritual powers, enhanced greatly by the piece of the Cross he carried, and touched the other ingenaire’s head, feeling his emotional state.  The boy was every bit as disillusioned as he spoke, and Alec knew that Gordon could not envision ever feeling healed.  The boy looked at Alec in wide-eyed surprise as he sensed Alec’s examination. 

“Who are you?  Don’t do that.  I just want to leave,” and with that Alec felt Gordon disengage his spirit from the healer image, but not in the usual way.  The image quickly grew transparent, and within seconds was gone, just as the spirit of the wounded boy Gordon was gone forever.  He had willed himself into suicide.

Alec was stunned.  His spiritual ingenaire image felt pain in his own soul at the thought of someone being so full of sorrow that they would uncouple their soul from the world and walk away.  “Please Lord, let him find peace,” Alec prayed momentarily. 

“Quickly Alec, follow the trail!” he heard John Mark’s distinctive voice. 

“What?  Where are you?  What do you mean?” Alec asked in bewilderment. 

“There isn’t time for conversation!  If you want to return to the world, you can inhabit the body that Gordon has abandoned.  You have to do it now, though.  The body is already beginning to die – the heart is ceasing to beat.  Go now.  Follow the trail!” John Mark’s voice called. 

Alec saw the faint trail, and suddenly found himself in his Warrior ingenaire mode, speeding at the highest rate he could achieve.  Ahead he saw a small, gray spot that quickly expanded to become the portal back to the world where the Dominion and the lacertii and Goldenfields and all the things he had once known as the realms of reality, and he drove his spirit through the opening and through the grayness.  As he left the energy realm he felt a gut-wrenching pain, one not confined to his gut, but one that pervaded his whole being, and made him want to shout in agony. 

Ahead he saw the opening in the fabric that was the entry to Gordon’s body, but the pain was crippling and twisting him so badly he could struggle forward only with the greatest effort.  As he approached it, he saw that the opening was shrinking, and he dove through it desperately, just as he passed into unconsciousness. 

  







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18 – The Return to the World

  

Alec was screaming, he could tell.  He became aware that his chest was heaving and his throat was raw with pain as he sobbed. 

“Gordon?” he heard a voice say, and then another one and another repeated the name.  He felt hands holding him down as his body convulsed.  

“We have to go.  We’re going to have to leave him behind, even if he did come back from the dead,” a deeper voice said, a voice that cut through the other noises.  Alec realized that there were other sounds as well, sounds of horses and wind and people on the move, and far off, perhaps the screams of the battleground. 

Alec forced his eyes to open, and saw three out-of-focus faces above him. 

“He’s awake!  Gordon!   You’re back!” a boy said, while Alec focused on the tears dropping down the cheek of a black-haired girl. 

Alec tried to sit up, but the arms were holding him down.  “Let go.  Let me up,” he said in a choking voice.  He realized that his arms felt weaker than the arms of his own body. 

“Really, I’m alright.  Let me up.  Where are we; what’s happening?” he added. 

The hands on his arms released, and Alec forced himself to sit up, feeling dazed.  He was lying in the back of a wagon, which was tilting precariously, and a steady flow of people were walking past the wagon on both sides.  Tree branches were overhead, and a man was unhitching a team of horses from the front of the wagon. 

There were four others on the wagon bed with him.  One was the dark-haired girl he had seen above him.  She was a beautiful girl, with rosy cheeks and a pale complexion.  Right now though her hair was bedraggled, plastered against her skull, and her smock was grimy.  Next to her was the boy who had held Alec down, a boy with the longest chin Alec had ever seen before, a face that seemed to stretch as far below the set of lips as it rose above to the light brown hair on top.  On the other side of him was a girl with a freckled nose and toothy smile.  “Gordon, I was so afraid for you.  Thank goodness you’ve survived!” 

“Can you walk, boy?” an older man behind the freckled girl asked briskly.  “We’ve got to get out of here before the war front catches up to us.” 

Alec tried to grasp the situation, and tested his legs.  They were weak to begin with, and he felt ill in addition.  He had made a mistake he realized, in coming out of the healer energy realm while engaging his warrior powers.  It had been something like trying to use both powers in full capacity at once, a mistake he didn’t want to ever repeat.  “If I can have a staff to lean on, I’ll make it out.” 

The man looked at him quizzically for a moment.  “Good lad,” he said affirmatively.  He pulled a long stick out of the wagon bed.  “Here’s your staff.  Now everyone carry as much as you can.  Harry, get those horses unhitched.  Stracha, you come up front with me,” the man motioned to the pretty girl, and they climbed down. 

Alec shook off the offers of help.  “I’ll get down,” he insisted.  “Help unload the wagon.  He’s in a hurry,” Alec slid off the side of the wagon, hit the ground, and sat on the muddy roadside as his legs failed to hold him up.  He accepted a hand from the freckled girl.  “Thank you,” he said, as the girl patted him on the shoulder then began loading up a blanket of goods.  Alec also reached into the wagon and pulled out a dirty blanket, which he knotted in a loop and flung over one shoulder.  He pulled a bag of roots and a box of herbs off the wagon, then stuffed then in the folds of the blanket. 

The others were already starting to walk behind the unhitched horses.  There were two armed guards accompanying them, Alec noticed approvingly.  Taking a deep breath, Alec pushed away from the side of the abandoned wagon and fell into the rear of the small group that was a part of the much larger stream of refugees fleeing along the beaten road. 

Every step was a laborious one for Alec.  Between the native weakness of his new body and the energy weakness he brought to it, he felt exhausted within ten minutes, and breathed heavily and noisily as he struggled to keep up with his group.  He fixed his sight on the checked scarf that hung in a bright triangle on the back of the dark haired girl, and followed it like a beacon.  He didn’t notice the frequent backwards looks others made to check on him.  At a pause in the journey, caused by someone else’s wrecked buggy blocking the road, Alec caught up with the others and stood huffing and puffing, letting one hand and his eyes roam over this body he now inhabited. 

There was no sword, nor even a knife on his hip.  The boots he wore were thin soled, made for indoors life, not hiking across the country like this.  Looking around past the crowds, he realized there were ample numbers of abandoned goods along the sides of the road, including a sword he saw sitting in a muddy swale.  Taking a deep breath, he walked over and picked up the sword and sheath.  In a minute’s time he had them on his belt, adding another heavy weight to carry, but making him feel much more secure in the unsteady environment of a retreating mob. 

“I’m impressed you’ve made it this far lad,” he heard a voice say. 

It was the man who appeared to be the leader of the group.  “I didn’t think you were going to live back there, and I certainly didn’t think you would have the gumption to be able to keep up with us.  We’re in a spot where we’ll have to let the Devil take the hindmost, you understand.  Keep up with us for another day, and we’ll be safely in Three Forks, and I can try to get you some aid. 

“In the meantime, don’t you try mucking around in the power any more until we have a trainer with you, understand?” 

Alec mutely nodded.  “And good thinking picking up the sword; did you come out of the power a different man?” the leader jested as he turned and walked off.

            The group slipped into the flow of traffic that was jostling to pass around the wrecked buggy, and Alec struggled forward, grabbing onto the scarf of the freckled girl to keep in contact with the others.  She whirled around quickly, a look of alarm on her face until she recognized the face Alec wore.  “Gordon, I am so impressed with you.  I thought you were dead back there, and I never thought you would do all this without telling us how unfair it is.  You’ve changed since we left the ingenairii compound at Frame.

            “Can you keep up with us?” she finished.

            “Just let me hold onto your shawl so I don’t get separated,” Alec asked.  “We can make it to Three Forks,” he assured her, recognizing the anxiety that edged her voice.  She smiled as she turned away from him to watch where she walked, and Alec held on silently.

            The sounds of battle had faded behind them, Alec realized.  The sounds now were strictly those of a displaced mob, wailing children, cursing women, braying donkeys, and the tumult of thousands of lives completely upset.  These were the poor and the working people of Frame, Alec realized.  The well-to-do would have fled by boat.  Why had this group of ingenairii not left ahead of the crowd, Alec wondered.

            Alec felt his body gradually adjust and recover from his clumsy return to the world.  The after-effects of the conflict between his two powers wore away, to be replaced by the simpler, though still uncomfortable pain of a weak body trying to accomplish too much.  As the sun set, Alec said a silent prayer of gratitude when the leader of the group motioned for them to move to the side of the road.  “We’ll set up a healing station here to help the refugees.  Stracha, you and Nestor start the healing over there,” he motioned.  “Constanc, you and I will start healing here.  Gordon, you stay with the horses over there, and don’t let anyone take them.  We won’t have a chance of carrying all these supplies without them.”

            Alec led the placid animals to the location the leader indicated, and tied their leads around a tree branch.  Each of the other healers rifled through the saddle bags to pick out supplies, then began working on patients who massed around the two couples.  The guards accompanying the healers worked to organize the patients, while Alec gathered sticks together to prepare a fire that would ignite quickly when the healers were done.

            He sat down in exhaustion, his eyes glazed over as he thought about what was happening.  Time was a meaningless thing for him now, but if it was measurable, he suspected that just this morning he had been in the last minutes of his battle with the demon.  Since then he had fled the ingenairii realm, possessed an empty body, and damaged its ingenairii abilities in his use of the powers.  He was a weak member of a struggling pack of refugees, fleeing from some disaster in the Dominion.

            Was is fifty years later?  Was it fifty years, as the curse had warned?  And the Dominion was at war, a war it was losing.  He shook his head, lost and bewildered by the unknown world he had entered.

            Alec glanced around him, and saw an abandoned pair of military boots by the roadside, along with a knapsack full of supplies.  He stood and walked over to the boots, which proved to be slightly too small for his feet.   Drawing out his sword, Alec cut open the toes of the boots, providing the room his toes needed, and slipped his feet back into the boots.  He’d have blisters tomorrow he was sure, but after they healed he’d be a much better traveler.

            The boots were stitched in the Goldenfields style, he realized.  Had soldiers from Goldenfields been fighting this far from home, he wondered.  Fifty years later – the duke would be gone by now, and Colonel Ryder too, he knew.  Perhaps the Duke’s son was the ruler, the son who he had seen in the womb of Princess Rhian once upon a time.  And Bethany -- his mind wandered to the place it had so frequently gone during his internment in the energy realm – he wondered about Bethany.  Was she alive fifty years later?  Who had ruled the Dominion in his absence?

            Alec looked within himself, trying to judge the state of his ingenaire abilities.  He let himself slowly seek the place between, the way that led to the ingenaire energy realm.  He sensed a route, and there was no pain in trying to follow it.  He was glad about the lack of pain – if he wasn’t feeling pain, perhaps his injury would not be as difficult to heal as had been the damage he suffered in Bondell.

            Ahead he sensed the brightness that was the opening to the energy.  

“Excuse me sir, can you help my daughter?” a voice abruptly interrupted his concentration.  He lost his focus, and reluctantly opened his eyes, irritated by the disturbance.  In front of him was a thin woman, whose eyes were bright within dark circles that defined the fatigue in her face.

               In her arms she held an infant daughter, who sprawled listlessly.  Alec looked at the woman and her daughter, and he thought of Leah long ago, who had died in childbirth.

               “The others over there,” she motioned towards Stracha and Nestor, “they said they couldn’t help her.”  The woman had tears in her eyes.

               “Give me a few minutes to try to prepare,” Alec said, looking at the woman.  “I’ll try.”  He closed his eyes again, and started over in pursuit of the healing energy.  He started to find his way through the netherworld between reality and the energy realm, and after a prolonged search he again found the bright opening.  He paused in his efforts to look at it, judging it carefully, then plunged inside, assuming the image he had last held, gowned in a long robe whose pockets held healing items.  And then he had the power, it was within his command, and he opened his eyes to see the haggard and forlorn look on the face of the woman before him.

               Alec reached out and touched the daughter, feeling her infection and fever and malfunctioning kidneys, and sending healing power into the tiny body to correct all the illnesses.  His hand shifted to the mother, and he took away the pain he found in her legs, then restored her ability to feed her child, and added a boost of energy to her.  He watched the lines fade from her face and the shadows disappear, and the smile that arose from nowhere.

               “That is wonderful!  Is my daughter alright?” she asked as she looked down into the pale face.

               “She’ll be fine.  She’s hungry now, if you’ll suckle her she’ll be ready to sleep,” Alec said, bringing a blush to the woman’s face.  He reached down and looked into his own body, then ran his hands along his trunk and his legs, improving the nerves that connected his brain and his body, allowing him to better control the movement of these limbs he now possessed.

               The woman he had just tended was talking to another woman, and pointing towards him.  The new woman motioned to others, and a whole family of six came walking over, the apparent father and oldest son each shouldering large packs on their backs.  “That woman said you healed her and her daughter, with just a touch.  Can you help my daughter?” the woman asked.

            “Let me see her,” Alec said, and he knelt as a small girl limped forward.  She raised her skirt and held out her right foot. 

            Alec saw a badly infected cut.  He reached down and cupped the girl’s heel in his hand, then applied his powers to remove the injury.  “Here,” he handed her the shoe he had discarded for his new boot.  “This is too large, but I think you can wear your other shoe,” he placed the girl’s shoe back on her foot, then slipped them into his discarded shoe, “inside this one, and it will protect your foot better.  It will feel awkward at first, but you’ll get used to it.”  He squeezed the girl’s hand, then stood and placed a hand on the two pack carriers, relieving the pain and tension in their backs.  “Travel safely,” he told the family, and he sat back down. 

            The use of the energy was wearing him down already, after just a few patients.  He sat down to rest, when a man came to see him.  “That man said you healed his daughter.  Can you come over to look at my son?  I know it’s too late for him, but if you could ease his pain, that’s all I’m asking,” the man pleaded with a heartfelt catch in his voice. 

            “Is he far?” Alec asked as he stood to rise. 

            “Just a minute over here,” the man said, gently tugging on his shoulder. 

            Alec followed the man along the road, where many people were now falling out along the roadside to sleep for the night, the sounds of children whimpering and adults crying diminishing as exhaustion caused them all to sleep.  The man stopped next to two boys, one the age of the body Alec now had, the other slightly younger.   The older boy was on the ground, moaning, and the removal of a wad of cloth showed a nasty, bleeding stab wound in his stomach. 

            “He tried to protect Ailan, and a thug stabbed him this morning.  We’ve carried him all day,” the father explained.  

            Alec saw damage to the liver and kidney and internal bleeding, as well as infection setting in.  The boy was in bad shape indeed, and a brave one to not be screaming loudly in pain.  Alec placed both hands over the wound, and released his powers, noticing as he did so that his right hand tingled slightly, in a way that he guessed suggested an uneven distribution of his energy. 

            Experimentally, Alec removed his left hand, and allowed the right hand to solely provide the healing energy to the wounded boy, sealing off the punctures to the organs, and draining away the blood that was pooling.  The energy flowed smoothly, to Alec’s surprise, as he realized that this body was right-handed, and functioned best when used that way, despite what he expected to do.  Alec healed up the laceration on the skin and stopped his work, leaving a scar that he suspected would always remain.  He felt the need to save his energy after such a comprehensive healing. 

            “Your son needs to sleep tonight, and give him assistance tomorrow.  Feed him meat if you can find any, he lost a lot of blood.  He’ll pass that tonight and tomorrow by the way, so don’t be alarmed,” Alec told the father.  “Good luck,” he said with exhaustion, turning to leave. 

            “What’s your name, doctor?  You have carried out a miracle.  You’ve done more than we thought anyone could do,” the man hugged his younger son tight.  “We’ll do anything you want for the rest of our lives.” 

            “My name’s Alec,” Alec replied without thinking.  “You just take care of each other.  That’s all I want you to do.” 

            “That’s awfully mature advice for someone so young,” the father replied.  “And it’s good advice.  We’ll take it, but we’ll be ready to help you any time, any way.” 

            Alec wearily nodded his thanks, and left the family behind.  He was musing about the strange preference his body had for its right hand.  He drew his sword from its scabbard with his left hand, and swung it experimentally, cutting, thrusting and parrying, then he flipped it to his right hand, and began again. 

            The saber felt heavy in both hands, evidence again, Alec realized, that the arms he now had were not strong.  But the right hand movements felt smoother than the left-handed movements.  Standing alone in the dark in the middle of an empty spot in the road, Alec tried to engage his warrior powers.  He closed his eyes again to find his way between the barriers, and as he did, he had a momentary recollection of Moriah sitting with him on Rubicon’s porch, training him to engage his powers with his eyes open. 

            But that was fifty years ago now, Moriah was possibly dead, and he was far away from Ingenairii Hill. 

            His warrior powers inhabited the image he created, and he returned to the world of the Dominion.  His powers were reduced.  He knew he did not have the ability to pull the energy he formerly had, but whether that was a case of fatigue, or like left-handedness, something different about this body, he did not know. 

            Alec opened his eyes, and adjusted the scabbard to the left hip so he could draw it with his right.  His senses were enhanced, and he could hear and see the details of the world around him, something that was nearly overwhelming in this unprepared body. 

            “Where has Gordon gone?” he heard Nestor ask. 

            “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” Stracha answered, apparently not too fond of this person he formerly had been. 

            “He held up well today,” Constanc answered.  “I thought he was dead in the back of the wagon this morning.” 

            “He was dead,” the leader’s voice spoke.  Alec had not heard the man’s name yet.  “You all saw his body, right?  There was no heartbeat, no brain activity.  I don’t know what happened to him or why, but he’s not the same boy this afternoon as he was yesterday when he got lost in the energy.” 

            “What happened to him there?” Stracha asked. 

            “I don’t know.  I’ve heard stories about apprentices who wander away and never return.  There was one in the stone house when I was an apprentice on the Hill.  His body lasted for days before it passed.  I’ve never heard of someone being out of body for that long and coming back though,” the leader said.  “You’ll have to ask him if you want to know.” 

            There was a silent pause.  Alec heard another voice, from a different direction, away from the ingenairii.  “You four go that way, and take out the guard when you hear my yell.  We’ll take out the near one.  You can kill the male healers if they resist, but we want to capture the females; they’ll bring a good price from Michian.” 

            Alec felt horrified at the thought of ambushing and capturing healer ingenairii to sell as slaves.  “Constance, Nestor!  Watch out!  There’s an attack coming!  Someone’s attacking the healers!” he shouted loudly.  With his warrior powers feebly engaged, Alec ran towards the small fire that he knew was the healers’ campsite. 

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19 – The First Battle

  

            A voice shouted out, “Who said that?” and as Alec approached, he heard the clash of steel on steel as swordplay began.  Alec spotted the cluster of four ingenairii together with two guards on either side.  As he reached the scene, the guard closest to him was brutally skewered, and the girls in the center cluster screamed at the sight of the sword-pierced body. 

            Alec raised his sword and slashed down on the neck of one attacker, severing his head, and swung his blade back upwards through the forearm of another attacker.  He hacked down again on a third member of the attackers, but his sword became stuck in between the ribs of his victim, and slipped from his grasp as the body collapsed. 

            There were no other foes on his side of the camp, so reaching down he picked up a dead man’s knife and hurled it across the way, striking an assailant in the throat.  Alec scooped up a sword, and heard a new chorus of screams as the ingenairii recognized what was happening.  With a few swift steps he was beside the remaining guard, and together they killed the remaining three attackers. 

            Alec looked down at the dead bodies splayed across the ground.  He released his warrior energies, and felt the total exhaustion of over-exertion strike him.  His knees buckled, and he slumped down, then fell face forward, still conscious but unable to support himself. 

            The girls continued to scream, and then there were shouts and screams from others who were camped in the area, unsettled by the outbreak of violence in the lawless domains of the refugees.  “Harry!  Help me carry him over by the fire,” Alec heard the leader call.  Hands grabbed him and rolled him over, then picked him up and laid him down near the campfire. 

            “Healers!  Are you alright?” Alec heard several voices calling. 

            “We’re fine,” Nestor’s voice replied loudly.  “Nobody tries to harm ingenairii and lives to tell!” 

            “Lord help us!  Look at his arms – he’s got healer and warrior marks!” Alec heard Stracha exclaim, and he felt fingers touching his forearms.  “He’s Alec come again!” he heard and with that he passed out. 

            Alec awoke with a terrible headache.  He blinked his eyes, then raised a hand to shield them from the sunlight that was filtering down through a leafy canopy overhead.  He heard the sound of traffic moving nearby, and in the distance he heard the noise of a battlefield.  “Oh, my head hurts,” he said out loud, not certain where he was or what was happening. 

            “Bring some willow bark tea!” a girl’s voice shouted loudly next to him, and he winced at the pain of the shrill sound penetrating his skull. 

            Suddenly memory came flooding back to him.  He was no longer locked in the horrific combat with the demon in the ingenairii realm.  He was no longer Alec. 

            A hand brushed the hair off his forehead, and he opened his eyes again to look.  Both the female healers, Stracha and Constanc, were hovering next to him.  “Please help me sit up,” he requested.  Each girl placed hands behind his back and helped raise him. 

            “Thank you,” he told them.  He raised a hand to his temple, and applied a small stream of healing power to his headache, banishing it from his awareness. 

            “Did you just heal with a touch?” Stracha asked in a voice that was filled with awe.  “Are you really Alec the Lost, come back to save the Dominion, just as the legends promise?” 

            Alec looked closely at her, then turned his head and looked at Constanc, whose face was also only a foot from his own.  Were there really myths about him, he wondered in amazement. 

            “Lad, here, take this, it’ll make you feel better,” the leader of the group knelt beside him and offered him a warm mug of bitter willow bark tea.  “We don’t have sugar for it, sorry.” 

            “It’s in my blanket,” Alec looked around and then pointed to the blanket he had carried yesterday.  “I pulled some sugar and other goods out of the wagon.  They’re in the blanket over there.”  He set the mug carefully down on the ground. 

            “Whatever happened to you Gordon, it is like nothing I’ve ever heard about or dreamed of.  You were extraordinary!  You’ve saved our lives, for sure, and perhaps some others, if the rumors of healing families are true. 

            “Is there anything you’d like to tell us?  We need to get moving before the battle catches up with us, but we’ll make time to hear your story,” the man said deferentially. 

            Alec sat silently for a moment, rubbing his hands across his face, trying to judge what to say.  He thought about all the implications of trying to explain that he was Alec, that he had come back from a battle with a demon in the energy realm, that he had taken over someone else’s body because they had died.  It was a fantastic tale, one that would be hard for anyone to believe.  The story wasn’t one he wanted to try to tell, at least not right now. 

            “Let’s get moving on to safety in Three Forks,” he said after consideration.  “We’ll have time to talk then. 

            “How is our other guard?  Did he survive?” he asked, suddenly remembering the attack from  the night before. 

            Constanc shook her head.  “He died on the spot.  They stabbed him in the heart.” 

            Alec leaned forward and slowly stood up.  “Everyone needs to carry a weapon,” he said.  “I’m going to see what’s left on the attackers.  Where are their bodies?” 

            “The crowd came and pulled them away for us.  They dumped them over there,” Nestor pointed as he walked up. 

            Alec walked over to the bushy screen, then pushed through it and saw the pile of dead men.  Rigor mortis had set in, and stiff bodies maintained grotesque shapes as he rolled them aside to find weapons he could plunder.  He took a sword to replace the one he had lost the night before, and chose one that was an upgrade from that weapon.  He stripped off a black leather vest and pulled a bandolier of throwing knives off another man, and a bow and quiver of arrows off a third body.  Satisfied that he could protect himself and his companions, Alec slipped back through the bushes to the campsite.  The bustle of activity at the campsite stopped, as all eyes turned to look at him. 

            “You’re serious about being a warrior ingenaire, aren’t you?” Constanc asked. 

               “I think we need to be ready to protect ourselves,” Alec answered, as the others looked at him cautiously.  “Harry can go in front, and I’ll take the rear position,” Alec motioned to their remaining guard to lead.

               The last of the meager camp supplies were packed, and the group began to follow the road east towards Three Forks.  Stracha was directly in front of Alec, then Nestor, with Constanc and the nameless leader directing the horses behind Harry.  It was evident to Alec that Stracha now wanted to talk to him, an attitude much changed from the day before.

               “How long will it take us to get to Three Forks, and what will we do when we get there?” he asked the girl.  He needed to understand better what was happening around him, and this girl right now was apparently eager to please him with answers.

               “Don’t you remember?” she asked.

               “No, my memory is not quite right yet,” he told her.  “Will we meet other ingenairii there, in Three Forks?”

               She glanced at him sideways, as he swiveled his head around to observe their surroundings, looking for possible threats.  “Yes, the survivors from the Ingenairii Council will have their meeting there, you know that.  We’ll meet them and probably join forces with them, then have to decide whether to go to Stronghold or Goldenfields; at least that’s what Parnell thinks.  We won’t be able to stay in Three Forks; it’ll probably fall soon too, with a demon leading the Michian invaders right into town.”

               The mention of the demon startled Alec, and reminded him of the piece of the One Cross he had possessed.  He looked at his hands instinctively, knowing they were empty, then shoved them into his pockets.  He knew he had picked up the piece of the Cross in the ingenairii realm, but had he been able to bring it back with him when he transitioned back to this world?

               His fingertips felt a rough fragment.  He grasped it and pulled it out into the sunshine, examining it carefully as he walked along.  It appeared to be intact, unharmed by the spiritually fiery blaze it had ignited in the energy realm as it ended the existence of the demon he had fought there.

               Alec’s heart thudded in his chest as he realized that he wanted to destroy another demon, and every demon that was involved in invading the Dominion, and those in the land of the lacertii as well for that matter.  “We won’t let the city fall,” he spoke through gritted teeth.  “We can defeat the demons now.”

               He felt the girl’s hand grip his arm, and he looked down at the long fingers, then up at the pretty face with smudges of dirt.  “Are you Alec?” she whispered the question.  “Can you truly defeat the demons?  They’ve been killing our people for years.  I didn’t know there were any warrior ingenairii left after all the battles with demons.  But if you’re Alec, if you’ve come back to life, the Dominion and the ingenairii can survive!”

               Alec gave a sob at the thought that the warrior ingenairii were gone.  No Nathaniel or Moriah or any of their successors left to fight for the Dominion; it was a tragic realization.

               “I will fight the demon and I will win,” Alec said through clenched teeth, ignoring the girl’s tightening grip.

               “You are Alec, aren’t you?  Where has Gordon gone?” Stracha asked.

               “I am who I am,” Alec said tersely.  “I am here to heal, and I am here to fight.”

               “You said you loved me,” Stracha spoke in a low voice.  “Just last week you said you loved me, Gordon.  When we get to Three Forks we can go to Goldenfields and join the court there, or we can sneak back into Frame.  I hear that once the Michian forces control a city, life is bearable, if you don’t cause any trouble, if they don’t know we are ingenairii,” she said, switching tacks.

               “When we get to Three Forks, we will see what happens next,” Alec replied.  He wondered how much longer it would be until they arrived at the city safely.  “This is not the time to talk about living with Michian control; you will never want to try that,” he said as he remembered when he had briefly visited the land of the empire.  What had become of Rief, his companion in those days, he wondered.  She had returned to the Dominion with him, and then he had left for his long imprisonment with the demon in the ingenairii energy realm.

               His old life, it had ended fifty years ago.  He reeled further as the truth sunk in; he would not be able to pick up any of the pieces of the life he had left behind.  There were no friends here who knew him, who could laugh with him at old memories, or mourn with him for lost companions.  No one else alive would remember laughing with Jonso the clown, or understand the comfort Helen Millershome provided.

               He walked on silently, and felt the girl’s fingers leave his arm as he turned to watch the crowd on all sides, looking for potential threats.  The landscape was growing populated with houses and buildings, indicative of their arrival at the outskirts of Three Forks.  Hours later they reached a mob that was stopped in place on the road.

               Alec walked up to the front of the ingenairii group.  “What’s the hold up?” he asked the leader, Parnell, Stracha had called him.

               “The rumor is that there’s a checkpoint ahead, and there’s a regiment of Goldenfields Guards trying to pass through to reach the front,” the man replied.

               “If that’s true, I’m going to go with the Guards to the battle,” Alec said.  “Where will I be able to find you in the city after the battle?”

               Parnell looked at him strangely.  “We’ll take refuge at the Ingenairii Hall, next to the cathedral, until the city has to evacuate.  After that we’ll be on our way, probably to Goldenfields.  Stronghold may be safer longer, but the court is there, and we don’t want to get caught in those politics,” Parnell bowed his head.  “If you go to battle, I don’t expect I’ll see you again.”

               “I’ll take my chances,” Alec said simply, as he heard a commotion in the distance.  Minutes later there was a clear disturbance moving towards their knot in the congested traffic.  Soon after that, a Goldenfields standard appeared above the crowd and made steady progress towards their location.

               “Good luck to all of you,” Alec told the group of healers.  “Keep up your good works.”

Constanc pushed towards him and looked at him with an admiring gaze.  “Gordon, you make us proud.  Please, please be careful while you help the soldiers, and come back safely,” she said kindly as she hugged him and Nestor came over to grip his arm reassuringly.  Stracha simply shook her head.

               “Alec, be careful around the demons,” she said, in a tone that was both concerned and taunting.

               The vanguard of the Goldenfields unit was passing Alec’s position, and he hitched his pack on his back as he shouldered into the crowd and then began striding hurriedly beside an officer in the Guard.  “I’d like to join your unit, sir,” Alec said respectfully.

               The tall man looked down at Alec’s puny size.  “We have enough drummer boys and we don’t need a mascot, son,” the man said matter-of-factly.  “You go back home to your mom or the girl you’re trying to impress.  There’s still going to be a need for more soldiers when you’re a little older; come back then.”

               “I can fight now.  Look,” Alec held up his arm to show the warrior mark.

               “Nice tattoo, youngster.  Now stay out of the way,” a non-commissioned officer commented as he held out an arm to drive Alec away from the passing soldiers.

               Alec stood in disbelief for several minutes as the column moved past him.  It appeared to be a small battalion, possibly three companies, with no more than six hundred men.  He saw the last ranks of men pulling carts with supplies, and fell in among them.  “Can I help?” he asked a team pulling a rough-hewn wagon loaded with arrows.

               A man pulling a shaft looked over and grunted.  “Stay behind the wagon and shove it when we get into the ditch,” the man directed without looking.

               Alec thankfully took his position and followed the wagon, frequently putting his thin shoulder against the wagon to help it over the mangled roadway.  Within four hours they reached the edge of the battle zone, Alec could tell, as the shouts and orders around them took on an exclusively military tone, and the number of refugees around them fell dramatically.

               “Leave the materiel here, and join your platoon,” an officer ordered.  “What’s this?” he asked, grabbing Alec’s shoulder.

               “The kid came out of the crowd and offered to help push the arrow wagon,” one of the soldiers said defensively.

               “So you worked your way up here anyway, did you?” the man said, and Alec recognized the lieutenant he had first approached.  “God help you.  Stick with these men and stay out of the way,” he ordered and gave a gentle shove that sent Alec forward.  

               Alec could tell they were headed directly to the front, as his companions resolutely trudged through the mud towards the loudest sounds of combat.  He could smell the faint stench of death.

               “We’re going right into the line.  Stay low,” a soldier next to Alec advised him as they began to convert from a column on the move to a three rank line.  Alec struggled forward, to where he could peer over the shoulder of the front rank to see what was happening.

               His eyes immediately focused on the horrific creature that was standing in front of the Michian forces, near a single black robed sorceress.  The demon was staring at the Dominion line as it began to move forward, and Alec felt as though its eyes were piercing his own soul.  He felt nauseous as he knew what he was about to do, and suddenly he was down on his knees vomiting in panic.

               “Hey!” one of his companions said angrily.

               “Leave it alone.  That’s the least of your problems right now,” another soldier said.

               Alec braced his legs and spurted out beneath the shields held by the front line, entering the open space that defined where danger was waiting.

               “Get back in here kid!” a voice shouted, but Alec stood up and sprinted towards the demon, which watched his approach passively.  Help me now, Lord.  I need your protection and your strength, he prayed fervently.

               It
surely must dismiss me as no threat, Alec thought to himself.  He pulled his bow off his shoulder, reached back, engaged his energies and started pulling out arrows at the fastest pace possible, firing them all at the eyes of the demon.  As the sixth arrow left his bow he dropped the weapon and sprinted closer, hurling knives from his bandolier as he ran, alternating his target between the left and right eyes, then suddenly sent his last three knives at the left eye as he arrived almost within reach on the demon.

               His tactic worked, just as it had worked before, and a knife flew untouched through the demon’s batting paws, to land with a sickening sound in the pulpy flesh of the demon’s eye.  The evil-tempered creature screamed with rage and clawed at its face, while Alec pulled out his sword and sliced quickly across the stomach of the demon, inflicting a shallow but painful wound that further enraged the demon.

                Alec began to circle right, towards the blind side of the demon, seeking to draw it away from the Dominion army as it recovered from its wounds.  Screaming in horrific tones, the monster pounced at Alec with speed that was frightening, and he responded with his ingenaire powers at their highest level, diving and rolling out of harm’s way.  He focused completely on the demon now, not noticing the collective gasp and cheer from the Dominion forces when he popped back to his feet. 

                The demon closed on him again with astonishing speed, and Alec swung his sword with all his might, taking a chance that he would leave himself open to a strike.  His aim was true and the partially blinded monstrosity misjudged Alec’s position, allowing his sword to cleave through the forearm of the hideous entity.  All the observers on both sides of the battle gasped in silent amazement, while the demon again screamed as it watched its clawed hand twitch violently on the dusty ground. 

                A stream of viscous blue blood swept across Alec’s face, burning like acid as it was hurled out from the gaping, blunt end of the forearm.  Alec’s hands went to his face to wipe the mess from his face, and then he rolled again, sensing an attack coming at him.  He felt claws rake across his calf and knock him askew, so that he landed harshly on his side.  He continued to roll until he unexpectedly bumped into a frightened sorceress, who had jumped the wrong direction while trying to avoid Alec’s frantic movements.

       Alec felt the searing pain in his leg as he looked up at the terrified sorceress above him.  Releasing his warrior powers, Alec reached down and healed the worst of the slashes in his calf, then dropped his healing power.  He heard the rapidly approaching demon, and twisted to see how close the monster was approaching.  Alec felt fear as he re-engaged his warrior powers and ran from the demon into the midst of the frightened Michian soldiers, some of who futilely swung their swords at Alec while most others fled from the catastrophically changed situation.                

Alec heard the demon chasing him, drawing nearer as they penetrated further into the Michian ranks.  Alec sensed his warrior abilities starting to fail, and realized that he had little time left before his powers disappeared and the demon caught him.  He reached into his pocket and pulled free his talisman, that was more than a talisman, the piece of the Cross.

Alec stopped, turned and held his right hand and the Cross fragment out in front of him, causing an immediate collision with the demon, which was closer than he expected.  As his hand punched into the chest of the demon, the claws of its remaining hand slid across him, pulling Alec away and tossing him to the side.  He fell to the ground in agony, suffering from the continuing pain on his face and the new bloody gouges across his back.  He heard the eruption of the sanctified flames and felt the intense heat of the flaming consumption of the hatred that constituted the demon, and before he passed out, the last thing he remembered was the rancid smell of the burning unholy flesh.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20 – The Identity Debate

 

Alec heard the voices speaking nearby.  He could make no sense of their words, and he lay on his side on an itchy wool blanket, feeling a humid breeze blow across him.  Gradually the sounds of the voices resolved themselves into words.

“You can’t tell me anything else about him?  He was a milquetoast healer apprentice who turned into the most powerful warrior in the Dominion overnight?” a commanding male voice asked in a skeptical tone.

“He had a bad experience in the power realm, and when he came back to us, this is who he was,” another man’s voice responded.  “We know who he was before, and he looks exactly the same, except for the results of yesterday, that is.”

“Will you be able to heal him?  We’ll need him again, and it would be a shame for him to live looking like that,” the first voice asked.

Alec groaned as he rose closer to consciousness.

“He’s awakening.  Alec, are you alright?” a woman’s voice asked.

He sensed something wrong in the woman’s voice.  “Who are you?” he asked in return.  “Can you heal me?” he felt the intense pain that lay like stripes of fire across his back, as well as the stiffness in his leg.  He felt terrible discomfort on his face and the movement of his mouth was difficult.  The pain in his back was an old story, he knew, but he couldn’t fill in the blanks.  “Imelda?  Is it you?  Can you heal the wound?”

“I told you he was Alec!” the woman’s voice rose triumphantly.

Why would Imelda make such a statement, he wondered momentarily.  “Who are you?” he asked again.  “Stracha,” he blurted out suddenly, as his memories jogged into place.

“Where are we?” he asked a slightly different question.

“We’re right where you fell when you destroyed that demon,” a man’s voice said.  “I wish I could have seen it, although some who did see say they wish they never had.”

A shiver of pain crossed Alec’s back again, and he moaned.  “We’re going to put more salve on it, Alec,” Stracha’s voice said.  “Just hold on and be brave.”

The pain in his back was not the arrow from the Locksforts.  He was not in the infirmary in Goldenfields.  He was not Alec, a healer and refugee from a decimated carnival.

He opened his right eye, and saw gauze across his cheek, while his left eye would not open.  There was pain across his face, and the memory of the demon’s blood spraying across his face came back chillingly.

“Did we win?  Is Three Forks safe?” he asked.

“Son, not only is Three Forks saved, but we may be able to return to the outer provinces of Frame if we can keep harassing their army in retreat.  Michian soldiers don’t know how to lose; they haven’t experienced a loss in all these years when they’ve had a demon out front.  Once they lost here it took all the starch out of them and they’ve been rolling up ever since.  If the field marshal had enough troops we could chase them all the way back to Oyster Bay right now,” the commanding voice told him.  “Or if you could lead our army again, they would follow the soldier who killed a demon…no matter what his size.”  Alec could detect the hint of unexpected humor in the man’s voice.

Alec moaned again as another spasm of pain rippled his back muscles.  Why weren’t these healers able to cure with a touch and a prayer, he wondered.

“What is your name?” Alec asked.

“My name is Major Holbanks,” the man answered.

“Where are you from?” Alec asked another question, suddenly anxious to know something about the people around him.  Holbanks’s answers and tone sounded genuine and trustworthy to him.

“I was born in Oyster Bay, but now I serve in the army of Sturgeon,” Holbanks answered referring to the city far up river past Stronghold

“Who has your allegiance?” Alec asked.

“The Dominion,” Holbanks answered simply.  “I fight on behalf of the Queen of the Dominion, Bethany, who now rules from the court in exile at Stronghold.”







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21 – Teaching Stracha

 

Alec groaned again.  “How,” he paused to rephrase his question.  “Is Bethany, Queen Bethany an ingenaire?”

“See, he is Alec returned, asking about his love,” Stracha hissed.

“Yes, Gordon, you know she is a water ingenaire,” the first man answered, the voice Alec now recognized as Parnell, the head of the band of healer ingenairii.  “And Stracha, there has never been a rumor or a hint or a story or a legend of a person going into the power realm and coming back possessed by a hero from the past.  Let go of your preposterous story,” he said with tension in his voice.

Alec had a sudden insight; the man feared that he might actually be who he was, a spirit that had come from the ingenaire energy realm to possess an ingenaire’s body.  That opened up the possibility that others could be possessed by using their powers, and that was a possibility as frightening as falling into a coma from reaching the power.

“Tell them Gordon who you are,” the man prompted.

Alec’s stomach turned as he realized he was going to lie.  “This is Gordon’s body, and I am Gordon,” he pronounced in a strangled voice.

“You’re lying,” Stracha said in a very soft, sing-song lilt that only Alec could hear.

“When will he be able to fight again for us?” Holbanks asked, and Alec sensed some deflation of tension in his voice.  Apparently the major had also wondered about the mythical return of Alec.

Alec felt a sheet lifted off him.  “You look at this and tell me when you think he’ll be ready.  It won’t be anytime soon,” Stracha responded fiercely, as a healer protecting her patient.  She was an ingenaire healer, yet she didn’t seem able to heal with a touch, something that Imelda and other healers he had raised had done.  Could such an element of the talent disappear?  He thought about the long centuries when there had been no healers at all, and concluded that yes, it was a power that might fade.

“Very well,” Holbanks replied, the evidence on Alec’s body satisfying him that the warrior would not be at his disposal.  “You almost made me believe in fairy tales.  Heal him quickly and send him forward.  We’ll face another demon sooner or later.

“They were displeased with this sorceress.  We found her head about a hundred yards from her body.  Presumably they have other sorcerers, but they may not bring the demons out if they think we’ve got a demon-killer waiting,” Holbanks added.  “You take care of this boy.  He’s the best weapon we’ve got; he’s the first positive thing to happen for the Dominion in years.”

Alec heard the rustle of the feet leaving, and closed his eye to rest.  “Are you still here, Stracha?” he asked a minute later.

“Yes, Gordon, I’m here,” she answered putting an emphasis on the name.

“I’m going to place my hand on my back.  Then I want you to place your hand on top of mine, and when I tell you, I want you to send your healing power into my hand, to help heal my back,” he told her.  “Will you do that?”

“They said that Alec had the ability to use the powers of others,” she replied tartly.  He heard her step closer, and her hand came to rest on top of his as he slowly swung it around.

“Share your powers now,” Alec directed, as he began the flow of his own energy, “and pay attention to how it feels.”  He took her powers, a weak and unsteady stream, and added them to his own to repair the broken bones and knit the wounded flesh together.  The process was laborious, as Alec was slowed by the pain he felt and the remaining awkwardness of his adopted body.  “Help us Lord Jesus, give us your power and love to aid our efforts…expungno malum, rememdium ictus,” he prayed, and the flow of healing capacity smoothed and increased as Alec pressed his abilities to their limits.

“Thank you,” he said at last, dismissing his own energy and removing his hand from beneath hers.

“It’s not finished,” Stracha protested.

“It is for us.  Those wounds are demon-given; they’re beyond our ability to heal completely.  It takes the hand of God, the love of Jesus, to completely heal this type of wound,” Alec answered, remembering other battles and wounds.

“Your back does look much better.  That was extraordinary!  Why don’t you admit that you are Alec?  The whole world would celebrate!  You could lead the army to victory,” Stracha asked plaintively.

“Stracha, please do me a favor.  Do this for me.  Stop talking about the return of Alec,” he asked her, rolling onto his back and looking up at her.

She was staring at his face, but she was looking at the injuries, he realized.  She was distracted by the burns inflicted by the demon’s blood that had splashed across his face.

“Remove the bandages,” he ordered her.

She did as he asked, and he saw the grimace on her face as she studied the damage done to him.  He covered his face with his hands.  “Place your hands over mine,” he told her, as he felt the exposed muscles and the missing nose.  “Give me your power again,” he told her, and he focused with all his soul on restoring the face.  He began a new prayer, hoping to supplement the slight reserves of energy he could command, “Restituo, restituo,” he prayed, and he felt the flesh change and grow beneath his hands.

“Take your hands away,” he told her, and then he removed his own hands.  “How does it look?” he asked her.

“It’s much better; you can walk down the street without scaring people.  You are an incredible talent.  But it’s not Gordon’s face,” she told him.

With a sinking feeling, Alec knew what had happened.  “Do you have a mirror?” he asked.

“We’re refugees from the war, and we’re with the army.  No, we don’t carry mirrors around,” she snapped.

“Thank you Lord for your love and kindness and the opportunity to serve, as you serve and care for us,” he prayed in gratitude.

“Can you help me heal other wounded soldiers?” Alec asked her, feeling new energy enter his body.  “Help me get up,” he held out his hands, and she obediently aided him in sitting up. 

“How can you possibly be able to rise after all those wounds, and then all that energy you just consumed?” Stracha demanded as she stood before him, her hands planted on her hips.

“It is the will of God, his power, that makes everything possible,” Alec told her simply as he rose and led her over to a nearby canvas structure.

They walked through the aisle in the center of the tent, moving slowly, as Alec looked at the wounded soldiers and decided what healing to offer.  “Place your hands on my shoulder,” he told Stracha, as they walked through the makeshift hospital.  Alec felt his new power draining away slowly, and he sensed the sapping of Stracha’s reserves as she silently supplied him with energy.

“That’s all that you or I can do for now,” Alec said as they reached the far wall of the tent, hearing the thanks that the wounded men and women were offering.  “Where can we go to rest?”

“We don’t have an assigned tent,” Stracha told him.  “We were called forward to heal the wounded after the battle, and so far we haven’t had time or a place to rest.”

“You and I need to rest now.  We’ve done all that we can do until we recover,” Alec said, sensing the exhaustion that was finally setting in.  He looked inside a deserted supply tent beside the hospital tent.  “We can sleep in here,” he pulled her into the tent with him, then released her as he sprawled upon a pile of canvas, feeling the aches of his imperfectly healed body.  Stracha stood over him and looked at him, while she self-consciously touched her hair.

“Just lay down and rest,” Alec said irritably, unhappy he was with the one person who correctly knew his real identity.  He realized that he needed to rest, and he needed to sort through all that was happening.  So far, since the moment he had defeated the demon in the ingenairii energy realm, all he had done was react to circumstances.  Now he was so far along this path, responding to the needs of each opportunity and moment, that he had no idea what he wanted to do other than rest.

He looked up at the girl above him, and saw the fatigue in her eyes.  “Lie down here,” he pointed to the pile of material beside him.  She obediently followed his command; Alec reached out and placed a fingertip on her temple, letting his powers flow.  “You need to rest and relax and be at peace.  Know that Jesus loves you and that your talents are given to you so you can serve,” he said as he struggled to initiate his Spiritual energy, then suddenly felt wrenching within her and a clicking in his own soul, and a pricking on his arm, then he felt himself observing her wary soul as she sensed his connection to her.

“Here is how you must use your powers to be a true healer,” he directed his thoughts to her consciousness.  He led her obedient spirit to her energy portal, then said another heartfelt prayer, letting her observe the enhancement of his abilities as he integrated them with his faith and reliance on Christ.  “Bring them together, and let your healing be His powers flowing through your hands, to accomplish what your powers know is needed,” he directed her.

“Oh,” was her only comment, a murmur of surprise and satisfaction and even of rapture.

Alec withdrew most of the way from her spirit.  “Now sleep and rest,” he directed with a slight flow of energy, then departed from her as he sensed her sleeping, and as he fell asleep himself.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22 – The Battle for Frame

 

“You’ve got the third mark,” Alec awoke to hear Stracha say.  The light outside the tent was dimmer, as the day had passed.  “I’m now a full healer too; you gave me my mark,” she held her wrist in front of his eyes.  “You used your Spiritual powers to guide me.”

“I know you’re Alec.  You’re doing things that no one else could possibly do.  I don’t care if you took Gordon’s body.  I don’t care if you killed him.  We need you to be our hero now.  I won’t keep quiet about this, no matter what you say,” she finished defiantly.

“Stracha,” Alec said in an agitated tone.  “Whatever you think doesn’t matter right now.  Go back to healing.  You understand now how to use your powers.  Take care of the people out there, and leave me in peace for a while.  I have a lot to think about,” he told her dismissing her with a wave of his hands, and pleased when she sullenly obeyed him, exiting through the tent opening.

He hadn’t imagined that he would return to the Dominion and find it at war, under invasion.  But he had never thought that he would be locked away for fifty years of tortured captivity, fighting a demon that had sucked at his soul as they had grappled together in the ingenairii realm.  Alec had fought to keep the flows of power open, while the demon had fought to close them off again, seeking to kill the ingenairii trapped in the dimension where the power flowed.

Alec had been a part of the events but not an active one.  He’d found himself confined, while so many things had happened.  Somewhere, far away, Bethany was now an elderly woman, and he was trapped in this strange body.  All his old friends were gone, carried away by time, or perhaps war or disease over the years.  He didn’t know what he wanted, or who he was, or what his purpose was.  But he knew he didn’t want to spend any more time here arguing for anonymity with Stracha.

He stood up and peered out the tent opening, then stepped out and began walking; the journey was uncomfortable as the demon-struck injuries remained tender, causing him to limp faintly and walk with a slight stoop.  He walked into the humid summer afternoon, towards the river, away from the camp, and began to head towards Frame, where he would fight for the Dominion while he decided what he wanted to do.

               Alec walked purposefully towards the west, and as sunset came, he continued to follow the road towards the gray horizon.  He stopped at a pile of battlefield rubbish to acquire a cloak, and to replenish his supply of knives.  Among the discarded refuse he found a soldier’s knapsack with a hearty supply of dried meat and hard tack.   An hour after sunset the rains arrived, and Alec settled into a corner of an abandoned pigsty, where he traded the discomfort of the rain for the odor of the animal manure. 

                He lay huddled, wondering about his direction.  He needed to go to the battle front to fight against the Michian invaders.  His abilities were needed in a Dominion without warrior ingenairii.  But Bethany was still alive in the opposite direction.  The journey to reach her would be a long one through the unsettled lands, especially since he no longer had the money or access to ships he had once taken for granted. 

                To go towards the battle would be to serve Bethany, by driving the Michian forces further and further from her, perhaps even out of Oyster Bay, allowing her to return to the palace that should have been theirs together.  He would continue towards the battle field, and fight against these enemies, and perhaps then Bethany would come to him, he dreamily speculated as he fell asleep to the sound of the raindrops drumming just a few feet above his head. 

                When he awoke the next morning the rain was lighter, the sky was just as dark, and he was just as uncertain.  Pulling his new cloak up over his head, Alec returned to the deserted road and began his journey west.  As he trudged and gnawed on a piece of dried beef, he heard the sound of movement behind him and soon was joined by another Goldenfields regiment also on its way to the battlefront. 

                “Are you lost son, or a deserter?” a lieutenant asked Alec as the front rank reached him. 

                “I’m trying to get to the war, sir,” Alec said respectfully, keeping his eye downcast. 

                “We’ll make sure you get to the war son.  We’ll escort you directly there.  Alsee and Givens, take this boy under your wing, keep a close eye on him, and see that he stays with us,” the officer ordered two imposing infantrymen who took position on either side of Alec. 

                Without protest, Alec fell into step with the rest of the soldiers, a unit from Goldenfields that had transferred from ships to marching on land and wasn’t happy about it.  Alec listened to their grumbling banter as they marched for miles, until sometime in mid-morning they came to a halt for a brief breakfast respite, and then were on the march again.  By the middle of the next day they had reached the front.  Alec had kept quiet and marched without resistance, quelling some of the suspicions that he was about to desert. Trust in Alec rose further when he volunteered to join a squad that was sent to the left flank of the battle lines to scout for a way around the corner of the Michian line that defended the outskirts of Frame. 

                As the clouds finally cleared and the sun shone brightly, Alec watched the sergeant who was studying the map of the Frame district.  “You stay with me lad,” Givens, one of his large overseers, said without rancor.  “This situation could get hot.  Look at the way the sun is glinting off the swale over there.  That’s a lot of Michian soldiery tucked away up here for some reason.”

            Alec saw the subdued yellow flashes that gleamed with every roll or twist or scratch by a Michian soldier who was lying on his stomach.  “Those are from the Canare clan,” he said half aloud, recognizing the clan from his few days spent in Michian.

“You know something about them?” Givens asked.  “Sergeant, our rookie says he knows what Michian clan we’ve got on the other side.  Are they any good?” he asked Alec.

“I think they’ll fight pretty well.  Michian has several major clans, and the Canare are usually one of the leaders,” Alec said cautiously.  “They’re men just like we are, and they’ll fight just like we do or they’ll run…just like we won’t,” he finished with a grin.

“What’s your name, boy?” the sergeant asked.

“I’m Al…Gordon,” Alec stumbled.

“What?” the sergeant looked at him sharply.

“Gordon.  My name is Gordon,” Alec firmly answered.

“Givens, you and Gordon take three more with you and see how far north we have to stretch to get around the end of the line,” the sergeant ordered.  “You two go back to headquarters and report that we’ve got at least three Michian companies trying to look like the background up here.  It must mean something,” he told two others, who promptly scrambled away.

Givens nodded at Alec and tapped others as he passed them and they headed around a clump of bushes to start probing the enemy lines.  They moved stealthily for half an hour, then cut back to the west, following a ditch that brought them back towards the front.  “Stay put.  I’m going to go look,” Givens told the others as he crawled up out of the mucky ditch bottom and disappeared.

Ten minutes later he returned.  “There’s a big knot of yellow and black up here, and nothing beyond that,” Givens gasped as he dropped down.  “We’ve found the end of the line.”

“What do you mean by yellow and black?” Alec asked as his stomach heaved.  He turned and vomited for several seconds.

“Are you alright?  Scared?” Givens asked as Alec wiped off his mouth.

“Were there people there dressed all in black, or were there just uniforms that had yellow and black mixed?” Alec rephrased his question.  He stuck his hand in his pocket and took comfort in the solid feel of his piece of the Cross.

“There were three people wearing all black.  The rest were wearing yellow,” Givens responded without concern.

“The black means they are sorcerers.  They’re the ones who call the demons,” Alec hissed.

The eyes of the other men grew suddenly wide, and Alec knew he had their attention.  “Were there any prisoners tied up anywhere?  They have to make a human sacrifice to call the demon to our world.”

“I didn’t notice, but I wasn’t looking,” Givens said.

“Send one man back now to let the sergeant know we’ve got sorcerers up here,” Alec suggested.  “Let’s go take a look to see what’s happening.”

Givens sent a soldier back to their main force, then led Alec and two others out of the ditch and towards the enemy lines.  Several hundred yards later they came to a tree line along an uncultivated field, and slunk along it to a point Givens picked.  “There they are,” he gestured at the two dozen men and women standing in the middle of a muddy field.

On the ground Alec saw three people trussed and tied in a way that left no doubt they were going to be sacrifices for a demonic ritual.  “We’ve got to kill those three before they call the demon,” Alec whispered.

“That’ll be suicide.   There are only four of us and twenty of them,” another soldier whispered.

“Not necessarily,” Alec hissed.   “Listen to me,” he urged as he laid out a hasty plan.

“Look Gordon, you’re a kid, not a soldier,” Givens responded.   “All you’ll do is get yourself killed instantly and us killed later.  We’re going back now.”

Alec pulled out a knife.  “Give me your bow,” he told one of the soldiers.  “I’m going to do this.  You can stay or go as you wish.”  The man hesitated, and Alec engaged his warrior powers to strike a shallow stab in the soldier’s arm faster than the others could follow, then grabbed the bow and quiver of arrows and began scurrying down the tree line further north.  When he was sufficiently clear of his companions he stopped and looked back, unable to see them through the brush.  He hoped they had stayed in place.

Taking the bow, he laid out the arrows on the ground beside him, took aim at a sorcerer, then let fly, shooting off a half dozen arrows within seconds.  He watched the three sorcerers tumble to the ground dead, along with an officer and two soldiers.  All the remaining Canare heads snapped up and began swiveling, and Alec began shooting more arrows at a slower rate, letting the Canare forces identify the direction he threatened from.  More soldiers died as they began to spread out and approach him.

Alec began to retreat.  His goal was to draw the Michian soldiers from the sacrificial hostages, and hope that Givens had stayed nearby to rescue the three trussed people, giving them a new lease on life.  Alec came to the end of the tree line, and realized he had only three arrows left for the ten people chasing him.  Arrows were notched and flying towards him.  A distant movement revealed that Givens and his companions were approaching the sacrifices, but the distraction cost Alec as he failed to dodge an arrow that pierced his upper right arm.

With the injury he could no longer use his bow to kill the rapidly approaching Michian squad.  He threw several of his knives left-handed, then pulled his sword and held it in his left-hand as the last members of the Canare squad cautiously surrounded him.

“Go back,” Alec told them.  “I will do you no more harm if you leave me alone.”  He swung his sword effectively, keeping them at bay.  “I know the Canare clan is honorable.  Don’t try to fight like this. Take your energy back and serve the emperor by battling Scarle or Indige.”

“What do you know about honor?  Shooting a bow and running?  Is that honor?” a leading swordsman sneered as he stabbed at Alec’s right side.

“It has more honor that hiding behind a demon, doesn’t it?” Alec said angrily as he swung a wide scything motion to protect himself.  His body was losing energy as the blood ran from his wound and the pain dulled his abilities.  Focusing closely, he managed to stab one man in the leg and rolled to a new position, and as he did so, only two Michian soldiers followed him.  With odds that he felt he could handle, Alec went on the offensive, striking down one man, then realizing that Givens had joined the battle, and the battle was over.

Alec slumped to the ground and dropped his sword.

“Good Lord!  Who are you?” Givens said, kneeling down beside him.  “You fought better with an arrow in your arm than anyone else would have fought without.

“Are you going to be okay?  What can I do to help?” he asked.

“Are the sacrifices okay?” Alec asked.  “Good,” he said when Givens nodded affirmatively.  “Break the arrow in my arm, and pull the pieces out,” he directed.

“Are you sure?” Givens asked.  “This will probably hurt,” he warned as he cracked the arrow shaft, jarring Alec’s arm painfully.  “I warned you,” Givens said defensively as Alec drew a sharp breath.

“Thank you,” Alec said.  He applied enough of his healing power to repair the muscles, then stopped in order to preserve his ingenaire strength.  Standing up, he walked over to a Michian corpse and tore off a piece of cloth to use as a bandage, then walked among the bodies, gathering up his knifes and collecting arrows.  At length he and the silent Givens met up with the other Dominion soldiers and the hostages.

“We should get back to the officers and let them know this threat is over,” Givens suggested, looking at Alec for confirmation.  Alec nodded agreement.

“The hostages are local folks,” one soldier said, gesturing towards them three who were huddled together.  “They say there were others who went with other black-robed sorcerers to another location.”

“That means there’s going to still be a demon among us soon,” Alec said with anguish.  “Let’s get going to warn the rest.”

Hurriedly they began moving back to the ditch and towards the Dominion forces they had left behind.  Running hurriedly, they kept low and eventually arrived back at the point they had started from; there was no one there.  “Where have they gone?” Alec asked Givens.

Givens looked at Alec, then looked around.  “We sent a messenger back telling them a demon was going to come from this end.  They probably began to evacuate to avoid the slaughter,” he said.

“Only now it turns out there’s another demon out there somewhere,” Alec said wearily.  “Do you know where the others were being taken?” he asked the hostages.  “They took my sister,” a boy answered as tears started to flow.

Alec blanched as he realized the implication of his question.  “We’ll see if we can save her,” he said lamely.  “Givens, take these people to a safe place behind the lines.  “I’ll go see if we can save the army from running into that demon.”

“Ask for Captain Lewis,” Givens told Alec.

“Lewis?  Captain Lewis from Goldenfields?” Alec asked with an irrational spark of hope.

“Yes.  She’s a good officer.  Tell her I sent you and tell her what’s happening,” Givens said.  “And Gordon,” he added as Alec looked back at him.  “You were tremendous this afternoon; I’ll vouch for a commendation for you when this is settled.”

They split apart as Alec began running south, looking at companies and battalions as he passed them, hoping to find a Goldenfields uniform or standard.  There was no sign of a demon running amok among the Dominion forces yet, although the sounds of conflict were evident in several areas Alec passed.  “Do you know where Captain Lewis is?” Alec asked the first Goldenfields unit he found after nearly a half hour of searching.

“She’s at the south end of the line.  It’s not far,” a lieutenant answered.  “What message do you have for her?”

“We saw sorcerers at the north end of the line, but killed them before they could call forth a demon,” Alec answered, catching his breath.

“Good work!” the lieutenant said.  “I never want to see one of those things.”

“But the captives we rescued suggest there may be more sorcerers somewhere else, so there may still be a demon yet to enter the battlefield,” Alec finished.

“You continue on, and find the captain.  I’ll send another runner to the Stronghold and Dominion forces to warn them,” the lieutenant replied.

Alec set off again heading towards the southern end of the line, having covered miles already in the afternoon, and his legs were growing weary, even as he came in sight of a Goldenfields flag flying over a large force.  “Can you direct me to Captain Lewis?” he asked a corporal in the middle of the temporary supply depot.

“She’s up at the front, with the Guard unit,” the man replied, and Alec promptly moved on, heading towards the very front until he spotted a cluster of officers observing the valley in front of them.

“Captain!  Captain Lewis,” Alec called out.  Several heads turned, and he stepped forward.  “Givens from the north end of the line sent me to warn you,” he said as he joined the group, then faltered.  The woman he was looking at had to be Lewis, he knew from her face.  She was a virtual older twin to the woman who must have been her mother, Inga, Alec’s friend from the past.  He stared at her intently, trying to measure the features of her face, the distance between her wide set eyes, the hairline with the widows peak, and the sharp chin.

“Well, what is it?  Why did Givens send you?  Was it just to sneak a peek at a pretty officer?” another officer present asked with a snarl.

“It may be too late,” Alec said after a moment’s further hesitation.  His eyes had shifted from Lewis’s eyes to a sight over her shoulder, where he saw distant black figures in front of the Michian forces.

“I was with Givens scouting the north end of the line, and we found a group of sorcerers who were prepared to call forth a demon.  We killed the sorcerers before they could bring the demon forth, and one of the sacrificial captives we freed led us to think there might be another demon about to be called,” Alec explained in a rush.  “And there,” he pointed, and all heads whipped around, “are the sorcerers.”  He felt his stomach heave, and once again he turned his head and vomited in fear.

“That’s just how I feel,” a rich voice said with weary amusement, “if what you say is true.”

Alec looked up and saw Lewis was watching him as she spoke.  “Carson, Delph, Reaso, alert all our troops, and tell them to be ready to disperse, and to fall back two miles if the demon arrives.  We know our best hope is to avoid letting it get in among a large concentration of our people, where it can slaughter us with ease.

“Thank you for the message, son,” Lewis said as she stepped away from Alec and began observing the activity between the two armies.

Alec saw the Michian forces begin to draw away from the sorcerer, and saw a small cloud forming.  “They’ve started the ritual.  The first sacrifice has been made.” Alec said, pressing forward to stand beside Lewis.  “See how their soldiers are backing away?  They know what’s coming.”  He knew that he needed to start his battle with the demon now, to keep it bottled up as close to the Michian forces as possible.

“May I see your blade?” he asked Lewis.  He wanted to take two swords with him.

“No.  Why?” she asked, looking at him sharply.

Alec engaged his warrior powers and moved swiftly to pull it from her scabbard and dart out in front of the battle line.  “I’m going to go fight the demon.  If we get too close to your lines here, use all the archers you can to shoot for its eyes,” he instructed.

“You stupid little idiot!  Get back here and give me that blade!” Lewis shouted, but Alec turned his back on her, dropped his warrior powers to save them for the pending battle, and ran towards the Michian forces.

“Kid, get back here!” was the last distinct thing he heard before all the noise behind him blended together in an uneven rumble.  At the same time he saw the demon rising from the ground and he knew he was going to have another horrible encounter with hatred and evil.  He knew there was one thing he could do that would pay future dividends, and that was to kill this clutch of sorcerers.  

Alec stopped when he was within range of the sorcerers.  The demon and the Michian forces were passively watching him approach, waiting to see what the single puny opponent’s intentions could be, as he sprinted across the muddy, wet turf, torn and rutted by the march of armies and refugees crossing and recrossing it.

Alec unstrapped his bow and pulled out his arrows.  He quickly applied healing power to his right arm to repair the damage from the earlier arrow he had received, so that he could shoot accurately, then dropped his healer energies and re-engaged his warrior energies.  The demon started to come towards him, and as it separated from the area of the sorcerers, Alec concentrated on lofting high, lazy arrow shots that flew parabolically towards the sorcerers, soaring so high that Alec was able to loft six arrows in the air at once, while the watching army stood in smug belief that he had been frightened into misfiring shots at the demon.  

Alec lowered his bow and aimed his remaining arrows at the demon’s eyes, just as he had told Captain Lewis to try, then dropped the bow and pulled out his sword.  The arrows from his first shots began to hit their marks, knocking the sorcerers to the ground.  Even the demon was distracted by the shrieks and two of Alec’s arrows penetrated its defenses, striking it in the throat.  As the sorcerers screamed, then fell silent, the demon staggered, then seemed to flicker, and then to Alec’s astonishment it visibly shrank.  In some fashion, he realized, the death of the sorcerers had reduced the hellish powers the demon brought to the battlefield.

The monster clawed at its wounds, and Alec accelerated to run around behind it, placing himself among the dead bodies of the sorcerers and their guards.  The demon whirled to face him, yanking the arrows loose and throwing them to the ground as it sped towards him.

It was now less imposing than the previous demons.  It no longer towered over him so menacingly, for which he thanked God.  Alec confidently flung three knives at the eyes of the demon, timing and directing them to blind the creature in one eye at least.  The first knife, aimed at the left eye, was swatted away, but the next two, timed together, confused the demon, and one got through, penetrating just below the eyebrow, where the bony structure caused it to twist as it sunk into the flesh.  There was another bellow from the demon in response, as it stopped in its tracks to claw at its damaged eye.  Instinctively, Alec charged at the demon, pulling both swords free as he did, then gathered himself and hurdled above it as it braced to receive his attack.

Alec was untouched as he flew over the evil creation, and he sliced both swords downward.  He felt the jolt as they struck the flesh of the demon, then he pulled them free again and carried them with him as he landed and rolled back in the direction of the Michian soldiers.

In seconds, the demon twisted around, and came towards him.  Large dark gashes were sliced across each shoulder, and Alec could see that the arms hung loosely, a result of the damage his blades had inflicted.  Alec retreated backwards towards the Michian line, drifting to his left, so that the demon approached and disrupted the discipline of a new portion of the invaders’ army.

As the demon drew closer to Alec it paused to give another shudder, and Alec took advantage of the disruption to dart to his right, then forward into the blind spot of the demon.  He circled further right as the demon began to spin around to find him, then he dove at it, spread his arms wide, then brought the swords together in a scissors motion that met on the demon’s neck.   The swords sliced towards each other until they reached the spinal column of the demon, then wedged into either side of the bony structure.  In fury and desperation the demon weakly raised its arms and sliced its claws across Alec’s front, ripping deep, vicious gashes through his clothes and flesh, and flinging him aside.

Alec hit the ground hard, and lay stunned in devastating pain.  He wasn’t able to move to save himself.  In fear he lifted his head, but instead of seeing the demon charging towards him to administer the coup de grace, he saw the demon, its head lopping sickeningly to one side, shudder again.  It began to crumble, small chunks of its flesh falling away, turning into bats as they sloughed off.  The creatures awkwardly flew in a cloud above the demon as more and more of it disintegrated.  As the greater part of the demon’s flesh was converted to the bats, the remainder of the evil creature burst into intense flame, and the cloud of bats flew away, moving among the members of the Michian army, where they bit victims, gorged on blood, then flew upward into the sky and produced a crimson display of explosions.

Alec’s head fell back to the ground in shock at the awful scene, and he felt the pain and the injuries from his battle overwhelm him.  He writhed and flipped over on his back, and with his last shred of consciousness, he thought he heard screams and shouts and thunder as he placed his hands on his stomach to release a fading trickle of healing power upon his own dreadful injuries.  With that last effort, he shut his eyes and passed out.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23 – The Demonslayer Reborn

 

Alec sensed there were people nearby.  He was in a place with echoes, where the air was cool and moist.  Voices spoke softly, and they spoke over and over again.  “The queen,” he heard once, and references to healers.  He felt cool water washed across him, and covers placed over him.

“Gordon, do you hear me?” A voice came through distinctly, and Alec wondered who was talking, as well as wondered who they were talking to.  “He doesn’t respond,” the voice said.

“You keep him alive and heal him.  That’s an order,” another voice answered.  Periods of dark and gray passed, and Alec felt his body being touched, as his spirit wandered into the ingenairii realm, looking for comfort and peace.

He felt the use of healing energy on his body at some point.  “Alec, are you there?” a voice asked.

“Leah, is it you?” he murmured.

“It’s me Alec.  Relax and let your body heal,” he heard the comforting reply.

As one dark evening passed after another, Alec felt himself fully awaken at last.  The painkiller he had received continually had worn off, he could tell as he flexed his healer energies and examined his body.  There was pain throughout his midsection, and across his thighs, particularly the left one.  The pain was intense, both physically and spiritually; that was the result of a battle with a demon he suspected.  The harm was so great that he couldn’t concentrate on reaching his powers.  His eyes looked upward, then around, and he saw dim light reflected off the angles in the ceiling above him.  Carefully, he raised himself on one elbow to look around, but the pain in his abdomen intensified, and he lowered himself with a gasp.  Instead he turned his head, where he saw the silhouette of a girl, who he thought was Stracha, dozing in a chair nearby.  She seemed to sense his scrutiny, and raised her head.

“Alec?  Are you awake?” her voice began with sleepy tones, then conveyed her quick recovery of the facts of the situation.  She stood and walked over to him, then knelt down beside him and placed her hand on his stomach.  Alec felt a trickle of healing energy enter his body, relieving some of the pain.   “I’m sorry,” she said soothingly.  She looked over at a candle, evaluating how far it had burnt down.  “I should have dosed you two hours ago.”  She started to reach for something on a table behind her, but Alec raised his hand to grab her and place it back on his stomach.

“Give me your power,” he whispered as he sent a weak thread of his healing energy into his troubled bowels.  Stracha complied, and Alec felt the enhancement of his efforts to destroy the infection that was sapping his strength.  He looked into her eyes as he felt her energy help his, then he closed his eyes and focused on pushing as much healing power as possible through his fingertips, so that he could finish the disinfection.

“What do you have, willowbark?” he asked a moment after he felt the completion of his task, and released his powers.

“I have willowbark and heston balm,” Stracha replied.

“Good,” Alec answered.  “Give me both of them.”  He lay silently as she prepared the doses and administered them.  He puckered at the bitter astringency of the palliative.  “How are you?” he asked as he smacked his lips.

“Better than you,” she smiled enigmatically.

“How long have you been healing me?” he followed up.

“Four weeks now.  They took a few days to find a healer and bring me here.  Constanc wanted to come, but I told them you and I had healed together.  The others are angry at me for being the one to come, and the army remembers that you ran away the last time I healed you, so everyone in the Dominion is thinking about us,” she said.  “If I don’t heal you they’ll never let me forget it.

“I don’t know how you stayed alive until I got here.  The army medics did better than I ever would have thought possible, considering your intestines were practically falling out of you after the demon sliced you open,” she said.

Alec closed his eyes and remembered the battle with the demon.  He remembered feeling the claws cut across his body as he was flung away, and he remembered the healing energy he had managed to administer to himself on the battle ground.  He must have been in truly perilous shape if he was no better than his current condition after so much time and effort.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“You’re hidden in a crypt under the cathedral in Frame.  The Goldenfields officer wanted to keep you hidden away so you could heal without distractions or visitors,” she explained, “or so that if you died, people wouldn’t know.”

“Go back to sleep now,” she suggested, pulling the sheet back up over Alec’s chest, and he immediately did so, as the pain relievers and his healing powers eased the ache he felt.

He woke again sometime later, feeling better, but still far from well.  Stracha was absent, but a Goldenfields guard was sitting alertly nearby.  The face was familiar.  “I know you, don’t I?” he asked.

“Guardsman Givens, sir,” the soldier responded, standing and striding over to Alec’s side.  “What can I do for you, sir?” he asked Alec.

“Tell me what happened in the battle,” Alec said.  “Where’s the army now?”

“I was behind the lines, you know, like you told me, so I didn’t see anything until it was a rout, and we were chasing them through the city here.  But from what folks told me, you went out and walloped a demon, and that made the whole south end of the Michian line collapse.  The Goldenfields battalion started rolling behind the Michian line and the Michian forces had to retreat in a hurry.  Lewis had you brought in here and they put out a net to find a healer ingenaire, which turned up a fair good catch, I’d judge,” he said with a brief grin.

“Lewis has been back twice to check on you, and she left a few of us here to keep an eye on you until you’re back up and ready.  A couple of the lads have kept more of an eye on your pretty healer than on you, but I’ve knocked their heads and kept them in line.  Now that you’re coming around I imagine they’ll take orders from you,” Givens finished his comments.

Alec was half-listening as he conducted a self-diagnosis.  He remained in some pain, and his internal organs were not functioning fully, while his weight and muscle strength, had fallen even below the previous level this weak body maintained before his battle with the demon.

“…now that you’re an officer,” Givens continued.

“What did you say?  What kind of officer?” Alec asked, catching the last comment.  

“Captain Lewis recommended you for a field promotion, and the colonel approved it.  You’re a captain in the Goldenfields Guard,” Givens explained.

Alec grinned at the echo of his past. And then it hit him again, and with greater impact – the people who would understand the irony of a second promotion to captain in the Goldenfields Guard, the people who had been his friends and supporters and allies, they were virtually all bound to be dead and gone.  He had no one to share the rich joke with.  They’d gone on with their lives as he had remained trapped in the energy realm for five decades.  The experiences they no longer even thought about were still the most recent events he could remember.  He thought about the time he had sat on a beach with Bethany, and the times he had sat by Aristotle on the front seat of the carnival wagon.  Then he remembered the explosion of power he had created after healing Lewis’s father, the first Captain Lewis, near a bluff above the Giffey River, and as he did, the germ of an idea for a cure struck him.

“When Stracha returns, tell her I want to talk to her,” he instructed Givens.  “And thank you for being here to watch over me.”  He closed his eyes and fell peacefully asleep, hopeful that a cure was available.

“Alec, wake up.  Alec, is everything okay?” Stracha asked as she gently stroked his forehead.

He opened his eyes and focused.  “Stracha, thank you for coming.  Could you get a barrel of water from the spring on the River Giffey, the spring on the far side of the city?”

“You mean the healing water?  Of course!  That is, of course it’s a good idea; I don’t know what luck we’ll have getting it shipped here, with the war,” she responded.

“Is Givens here?” Alec asked.  She nodded.  “Givens!” he called in his loudest voice, which carried a little way.  “Tell Givens that you must have a barrel,” he spoke to Stracha again.  “Tell him to tell Lewis that we need the water for me.  That will get it here as fast as can be arranged.”

“That water – it comes from the spring Alec created.  You created it, didn’t you?  It will surely help you, won’t it?” Stracha asked.

Givens arrived.  “Did I hear you call?” he asked.

“Givens, thank you for coming.  The healer here needs some of the water from the healing spring in Goldenfields.  Will you ask Captain Lewis to expedite a shipment?” Alec asked.

“We need a barrel of the water from Alec’s spring,” Stracha clarified.  “How quickly can you get one here?”

“Captain Lewis will be here this afternoon to check on the Demonslayer,” he grinned as he motioned towards Alec, who groaned at the name he had been given.  “I’ll mention it to her, and you should do the same.  Anything else?”

“Has the Michian army used any more demons since the battle here?” Alec asked.

“They haven’t done anything except retreat since the last battle,” Givens answered.  “At first it was a rout, but once they got back to Oyster Bay, they stiffened up and have held their ground there.  But, no, there haven’t been any further battles against demons.  Thank God for that.  They must be afraid that you’ll come out and kill another one.”

Alec gave a twitch as a spasm of pain raced through the muscles of one thigh.  “Let’s let him rest now,” Stracha said, and she ushered Givens out.  “Here,” she placed her hand on his leg, as she sensed the source of his pain, and Alec felt a surge of relief.

“You’re better at that.  You’re growing stronger in your power and applying it with true spiritual energy,” he commented.

“You showed me how.  I’ve been trying to do things the way you showed me outside Three Forks, and it feels more natural every time I do,” Stracha told him.  “We don’t have many teachers now, you know.  Things have changed since you left, Alec.  Parnell does the best he can, but he was barely on Ingenairii Hill before the invasion chased us away from Oyster Bay, and the rest of us only know what he can teach us.  The Queen is the only one of the old healers left, and she’s obviously got her hands full with other things up in Stronghold.”

Alec sighed.  He thought of how much he had learned from the old healer records on Ingenairii Hill, and the complete education he had gotten from Rubicon, Nathaniel and Moriah.  “There is no one else to teach young healers?” he asked.

“Gordon would know the answer to that, but Alec would perhaps not,” Stracha replied without evident triumph.  “There is no one else.  Many were killed during the war, and the evacuation from Oyster Bay was hurried and catastrophic.  We’ve never found out how many total ingenairii there are, or where they all are, or what abilities they hold.

“You are the greatest thing to appear for the Dominion in years, Alec; the best thing since the last time you were here.  Before you came, many people were saying we should surrender to end the war and allow the Michian Empire to rule us, but if you bring more successes, those voices will be silent,” Stracha told him.  “Now you rest and wait for your Goldenfields officer to arrive.  We’ll talk to her about getting the healing water for you.  She’ll do everything she can to help us, I’m sure, because she needs you for the good of the whole Dominion.”

Stracha stood and looked down at Alec, who nodded and closed his eyes, then immediately began to breathe the steady, gentle rhythm of a sleeper.  She returned to her seat and sat, wondering if the sun was shining outside.  For the past several weeks she’d hardly gone out of the rooms below the cathedral.  Her skin was pale she knew, paler than normal from the lack of light.  She only knew the Goldenfields Guards who took turns with her, while above ground people were returning to Frame, or passing through the city on their way to other newly recaptured lands further west.  Stracha sat and quietly thought about the boy she was tending, and the possible ways to attempt to change his treatments, until she heard a clacking sound from a pair of boots approaching.                    

“Any news to report healer?  Givens tells me the demon-slayer has spoken today,” the Goldenfields officer addressed Stracha briskly, motioning for her to follow to the bedside.

“He needs a supply of the water from Alec’s spring.  A barrel at least would help us treat his wounds,” Stracha told Captain Lewis as they stood over him.

“You think he’ll drink an entire barrel? Lewis asked.

“It’s not to drink; it’s for bathing,” Alec spoke up, opening his eyes.  “I need to be immersed in it to help me heal.  Have you seen the wounds I’ve got?” he asked.

“Seen them?  I helped push your guts back inside you, silly boy,” Lewis said with affection, then saw Alec’s eye’s dilate dramatically and grow teary.  “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No,” Alec said after a pause.  “You just remind me of someone I used to care about.

“Would you have a seat, and talk to me?” Alec asked the officer.

Surprised, Lewis looked around awkwardly.  Stracha dragged a chair over next to the bier where Alec lay, and Lewis sat down.  “We’re deploying the Stronghold forces along the riverfront near Oyster Bay, and the Oyster Bay forces in exile are on the other side of the river,” Lewis began.  “Goldenfields is in the center of the line, and we’ve stretched the extended line nearly nine miles inland.”

Alec stretched out his hand to stop the battlefield analysis.  “Tell me about your parents,” Alec said as Lewis fell quiet.

“My parents?” Lewis paused.  “I don’t understand.”

“Was Inga your mother, a member of the Duke’s personal bodyguard?” Alec prompted.

“She was,” Lewis agreed.

“Your father: what was he like?”Alec asked.

“He was a colonel, the leader of the Guard,” the captain said, her eyes softening slightly, as Stracha silently observed.  “He was someone everyone looked up to.”

So Captain Lewis had become Colonel Lewis, and succeeded Colonel Ryder as commander of the Guard.  “Who was the better swordsman?” Alec asked with a grin that Stracha saw but Lewis missed.

“Oh lord, that depended on who you asked!”  she laughed.  “Mom always said she was best, and dad always said he was better.  They could fence with each other for hours, and it seemed like neither could get an advantage.  There weren’t many others who could match them; mom said there was one who matched her – Alec.  And she trained him when he started with the Guard; she thought he needed to know how to protect himself!” the woman laughed fondly with her memory of her mother.

Alec grinned as he listened.

“She said if he wasn’t left-handed he never would have been able to match her,” Lewis added, caught up in her memories.

“She would say that, but she’d be wrong,” Alec said with a quiet chuckle, unheard by Lewis.

“They took pride in their service to the old Duke, and then to his son when he succeeded to the throne.  I miss them, but in a way I’m glad they passed before the troubles got so bad,” she said.  “But I wish they could have seen you fight that demon!  That was something to behold!  When you flew up over that demon it was a trick I’ve never seen!”

“Your mother had a cousin, Imelda,” Alec probed.  “What do you know about her?”

“She died early in the war, early fighting to stop Michian when the invasion started to come in through the mountains,” the captain answered.  “I met her a few times when she and Rashrew came to visit from Bondell when I was growing up.  I remember she was very beautiful, in her own way.  Ma always said she was smart and pretty and a great warrior.”

“Was she happy with Rashrew, living in Bondell?” Alec asked, looking closely at Lewis.

“I suppose so,” the woman said, surprised further by the question, and the sense of intensity Alec expressed.  “Like I said, I was just a kid when I saw her.  I never would have known.  She wrote letters to mother, and I never overheard anything discussed by my folks that made me think there was anything wrong.

“They were both deeply hurt when they heard she was dead, and they urged the Duke to send as many men as possible to Bondell to help defeat the invaders.  That helped; we lost a lot of men, but we kept them bottled up in the mountains for years, even with their demons,” Lewis’s thoughts wandered.

“She was smart and pretty and a great warrior,” Alec agreed, closing his eyes.  “And she had great personal integrity,” he sighed. 

 “Tell me about the queen.” He changed subjects.

“The queen?” Lewis repeated the question

“Bethany.  Tell me about Bethany.”

“She is the queen.  She always has been.  She has held us together during this war.  She was a great beauty once.  She is an ingenaire,” Lewis listed the widely known facts about Bethany.

“Is she married?” Alec asked, with a curious quaver in his voice.

“Married?  No, she hasn’t been married since she took the throne.  She’s waited all her life for,” Lewis faltered momentarily, “she’s waited for Alec to return.”

“Thank you captain.  I appreciate your time.  When you get that barrel of water here, I’ll be able to be healed, and return to the battlefield for you.”  His breathing grew steady and calm.  Lewis looked at Stracha, who nodded slightly, and the two of them walked to the doorway.

“That was strange,” Lewis said after standing quietly.  “What do you make of it?”

Stracha looked hesitantly at Alec, then at Lewis.  “It was just the illness talking.”

“He knew the right questions to ask.  Is he from Goldenfields?  How would he know about my family?”  the puzzled captain asked.

“He’s an ingenaire, and a special one at that.  He has multiple powers.  Maybe something let him see your thoughts?” Stracha lamely tried to excuse Alec.

“Maybe, but that is creepy.  Not that it matters what I think about someone who has personally beaten two demons,” Lewis said.

“He appreciated listening to you.  It gave him contentment.  I know he’d enjoy talking with you again; will you be able to come back, after you get that barrel of spring water for him?” the healer reminded the officer of her need.

“Yes, I’ll be back.  Checking on your patient is the most important assignment I have, I’ve been told.  It appears to me that the field marshal and leadership may not want to start another all out assault without having the golden boy here available.  The troops will be a lot less reluctant to attack if they think there’s a demonslayer waiting to step in,” Lewis responded.  “Thank you for caring for him.  I can see he’s in good hands.  Givens tells me you never leave his side.”

“He’s a very special patient,” Stracha replied modestly.

“Yes, he is.  I’ll send that barrel to you as fast as I can find one,” Lewis said and then she was gone.

The next morning, Alec awoke to the sounds of men straining and grunting.  “Stracha, what’s happening?” he asked, unable to see the events behind him and aggravated by waking up once again to circumstances beyond his control.

“Your ship’s come in,” she said excitedly, “or at least your barrel has arrived.”

As soon as the barrel was placed next to Alec’s cot and the lid removed, Stracha prepared to give Alec a sponge bath with the refreshing water.  “Wait,” he objected.  “I want to be immersed in the water.  Find a tub big enough for me to lie in, and I’ll soak in the water there.  I don’t need a cloth swabbing all over me.”

“This will work just as well, and it will be easier than finding a tub and having to keep an eye on you to make sure you don’t fall asleep and drown,” Stracha answered reasonably, drawing the wet cloth across his forehead.

“I will heal faster and more thoroughly if I am soaked in the water,” Alec insisted.  “Just do it my way for me.”

The healer looked at her patient with an expression of exasperation, then deliberately dropped her sopping washcloth onto his face and walked away.

Minutes later three Guards carried a large tub down and placed it next to the barrel.  “Now, put him in it,” Stracha said curtly, as she pulled the cover off him.  Alec began a feeble protest, but she peremptorily cut him off and directed the placement of him in the long narrow vat.

“What is this?” he asked.

“It was a watering trough for the horses,” Stracha said.  “Now tip the barrel and fill the trough until I say stop.”

“Whoa,ah,oh,ow!” Alec screamed and moaned in anguish as the chilly water plunged directly onto him and splashed around into the tub.  The painful chill quickly turned to a tingling sensation that diffused all other senses.

“That’s enough,” Stracha ordered, and the men obediently righted the barrel.  Stracha looked inside the barrel, gauging the amount of water used and the amount left.  “We’ll need another barrel before the end of tomorrow.  Please tell Givens to ask Captain Lewis for more.  Thank you Danel,” she said kindly to one of the men as they started to walk away.  Alec sat up in shock from the water, and watched Stracha link her arm in the soldier’s as they walked to the doorway.  As the men in uniform climbed up the stairs, she turned around and walked back towards her patient, then realized Alec was watching her, and dissembled her grin into a straight face.

“He was nice to make the men do that for us!” she spoke before Alec could say anything.  “I know what you’re thinking; stop it.”

“How do you feel?” she asked as she pulled her stool over next to his tub.

Alec considered his answer.  “Cold.  And exposed.  And something else…something good,” he replied after a brief pause.  He closed his eyes and slid back down so that his chin sank to the water line.

“What mark is this?” the girl asked, touching his shoulder.

“It’s just a tattoo.  Never mind it,” Alec snapped.

“She wonders about you now,” Stracha said after a moment’s pause.

“What are you talking about?” Alec asked.

“Captain Lewis.  She wonders why and how you could ask those questions about her family.  They were all dead or near the end of their days before Gordon was born.

“I told her it was some ingenaire powers that let you guess so much about her, but she may be a little shy of you next time she comes down,” the healer finished, as she cupped her hand and dribbled a stream of water onto his hair, then repeated the gesture again and again.

“What do the stories say about Alec?” he asked as he lay back and relaxed.

“They say he was pig-headed,” Stracha replied.

“How did he disappear?” Alec adjusted his question, and ignored her jab.

“He saved the ingenairii,” Stracha replied simply, then paused.  “He went into the energy realm and saved all the ingenairii, and then he never came back.”

“What about his companions, the people who rode into the lacertii lands with him?” Alec’s curiosity about his friends from his former life continued to rest at the front of his mind.

“They came back in dribs and drabs.  He sent them back at different points, so he was alone at the end of his journey,” Stracha said matter-of-factly, then saw him raise a hand to wipe his eyes.  “I’m sorry Alec; I don’t know the whole story.  I didn’t study history or politics you know?  I’m just trying to be a healer.”

“Thank you,” Alec ended his questioning and closed his eyes to relax.  The water was doing something healthy he could tell.  His flesh was alive with energy, energy that felt so intense and active it was as if he was vibrating.  The still waters in the tub felt like a flowing stream, and Alec’s memories drifted back to the days when he and Leah had drifted on a raft along the long, empty stretches of the Giffey River.  

“I’m ready to be healed,” he whispered.  “I’m ready to come back to life.”  He knew with sudden certainty that he wanted to live life.  He’d had a few short years, with many experiences jammed in them until the long isolated battle with the demon in the energy realm had removed him from the human race; now he was ready to go forward with life, living in God’s world, seeing the beauty of his creation, and doing the activities that would make life worthwhile.  Though his dear old friends and his old world were gone, he knew that a different world awaited him.

“You’re ready, Alec, it’s time to finish your healing.  You’re ready and your heart is ready; you’re going to need all your strength for the battle to come, and for the decisions you must make after that,” a voice said.

“Who said that?” Alec asked, although he recognized the beloved voice.

“You are about to move to the next great challenge, and then, if you achieve victory, the challenge after that, and then perhaps your final great service in the name of the Lord,” John Mark said.  “You will be healed and restored so that you can meet the challenges, if you have faith.  Are you ready?”

“Yes,” I am ready,” Alec answered, now knowing what was about to happen. 

He opened his eyes, and saw Givens and Stracha talking amiably.  “Stand back from the tub,” he told them.  Startled by his sudden command, Stracha jumped.

“Get back, get back over to the wall, now,” he told them, causing Givens to grab the girl’s hand and pull her away.

“Why Alec?  What’s happening?” she asked plaintively.

In answer, Alec took a deep breath and dropped his head under water within the tub.  Seconds later there was a tremendous crash outside the cathedral which shook the stony walls and foundation.  The walls of the chamber gave a great flash, and Stracha shrieked in surprise. 

When she and Givens opened their eyes, the water in Alec’s tub was glowing brightly with an eerie green hue, though the walls had returned to their natural dark color.

“Alec?  Alec!” Stracha cried, and she broke from Givens to run to the tub, where she saw the water was turbid and boiling frantically.

She reached down into the water to pull her patient out of the turbulent liquid, then shrieked as her hands entered the tub’s contents.  She pulled them hurriedly out and fell backwards, holding them up in front of her and staring at them.

“What’s happening?” Givens shouted as he raced over to kneel next to her and other guards came running down the stairs in response to the shouts.

“He’s in there, and there’s so much energy,” Stracha cried.  “I don’t know what’s happening to him!  What’s happening?”

“Lightning struck the cathedral!” Danel exclaimed as he leaped off the bottom stair and into the vermillion lit crypt.  “What in the name of Slone is happening down here?   Has a demon come after us?”

“We don’t know what’s happening!” Stracha shouted.  “It must have started when the lightning struck.”

The frothy water in the tub was jumping high, spilling out onto the floor, and a thick cloud of steam arose in a hissing column that spread across the high ceiling, rolling downward upon the tops of the heads of the frightened observers.  There was a great blast of water in all directions, the steam ceased to rise, and the green illumination in the misty chamber faded away.

“Is he alive?” Givens asked.

Stracha started forward to look into the frightening cauldron, but Danel stepped forward, took her hand, and walked slightly ahead of her.

“Gordon, are you alive?” Givens called.

“Alec, are you still here?” Stracha called.

The mist around the trough began to dissipate, and dimly they all saw a figure moving, rising upward.  The figure was much taller than before, and as she drew closer, Stracha saw that the man had a muscular, wiry build.  His body was whole and healed, though now criss-crossed with a number of scars, and with an ugly open sore on his left hand.

“Who are you?” she asked, stopping and drawing no closer.  Danel and the others noted the fear in her voice, and drew their swords.

“Put your weapons away, there’s no danger here,” a young man’s voice said, a different voice than they had heard before.

“Stracha, I have two things to tell you,” the man said as the rest of the steam around his heard cleared away.

“I am who you said I am.  My name is Alec, the healer, an ingenaire in four houses; I am a member of the River Order of the Duchy of Goldenfields; I am the Demonslayer, the crown protector and the heir to the Tarnum dynasty’s seat on the throne of the Dominion.   I have been restored to my own body and healed by the miraculous powers of John Mark, to be fit to do battle with demons again,” he triumphantly recited the list of titles and honors, compelled for some reason he didn’t know.

One of the men fainted, unnoticed by his companions, who stood slack-jawed in amazement.

The second thing I have to tell you Stracha is that I would like to have a pair of pants,” he said, and then laughed at the pleasure of feeling whole and healthy and ready to meet any challenge in his own body once again.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24 – His Identity Acknowledged

 

Alec stood in the center of the cathedral, walking with Captain Lewis, as Givens and his men, along with Stracha, waited outside the nave.   He stopped to look high up at the windows, as he listened to Lewis’s exasperated questions, trying to keep all things in perspective as he returned to a new normalcy; his spiritual powers were fully functioning it seemed, and Alec had to focus his attention on the topic of his conversation with Lewis, as her emotions and those of others floated into and out of his perception.  Spiritual ingenairii undoubtedly learned to filter such distraction as apprentices, Alec suspected, but he was stuck trying to learn the trick in the course of life.  

“You want me to believe that you are the same person I saw run out to defeat a demon, even though you are completely different, and that you are the same person Major Holbanks saw fight the earlier demon, although your face was changed, and that you have always been the returned spirit of Alec, the Crown Protector?” Lewis was asking, and Alec felt the sincere skepticism she projected.

“I knew your mother and father when they were young and early married.  I healed your mother from her wounds when she was injured defending the Duke, Duke Toulon, that is, on the small porch of the palace.  She had a scar here,” his finger hovered over her right breast.  “I wasn’t able to tend it before the edges of the flesh had hardened and set.  But there was a slice across her face that I tended with the greatest care I could, so that it wouldn’t spoil her wonderful face,” he said, as the feeling of a wave of poignant memories swept over from Lewis to him.

“Which is beside the point,” he added after a distracted pause.  “I am a warrior ingenaire, a healer ingenaire,” he pointed at the marks, “as well as a spiritual ingenaire and one other besides,” he pointed further.  “I have been trapped in a battle with a demon in the ingenairii energy realm for fifty years.  Now that I’ve returned to the Dominion, I’m here to defeat the Michian forces, among other things.”

“You may say that, and you may believe it, but to look at you, I wouldn’t peg you at more than twenty one or two years of age,” Lewis replied.  “Certainly not the appearance that will inspire the needed confidence.

“How well do you handle a sword?” he asked, placing his hand on the pommel of his.

“My mother taught me well,” Lewis replied.

“Take me to an armory,” Alec said, “I’ll show you what I showed your mother and everyone else in Goldenfields.  I’ll prove that I am the best warrior you can ask for, good enough to fight a demon.

“And for now, don’t let word of this get out,” he said.

“Oh don’t worry, we’re not going to let a story about a crazy man claiming to be a mythical savior get out,” Lewis said, striding back towards the front doors, where she slipped out with Givens and troops in tow, as well as Alec, who felt a spectrum of emotions, from disbelief to confidence to indifference spread among his companions.  They stalked three blocks to a makeshift armory, where Lewis ordered folks off the practice mats.  She and Alec strapped their pads on and picked up the practice blades.

“You better get some of your friends to suit up too.  I’ve been waiting for a long time to do this,” Alec said, testing the weight and flexibility of the weapon.

Lewis watched him prepare, evaluating his abilities.  He was serious about swords and knew what he was doing.  He looked well-versed for someone who still looked young.  “Ready?” she challenged, stepping onto the mat.

“Ready,” Alec agreed. 

Lewis advanced confidently towards Alec, when he became a virtual blur, and within the moment her blade was knocked ten feet away from her and Alec’s blade was at her throat; there was surprise, but no fear in her spirit, he noted.  “I always played fair with your mother; I never used my ingenaire abilities against her,” Alec said as he lowered his blade and stepped back.  “If you’ll bring another soldier on the mat with you, I’ll slow down and fight without ingenaire energy.”

Lewis stood still as the men who had seen Alec’s display buzzed with astonishment.

Givens and another man put on pads, and stood resolutely on either side of Lewis.  “I won’t use powers this time.  Now engage,” Alec said calmly, then advanced towards his opponents, causing them to involuntarily step back.  Seeing a slight separation, Alec engaged Givens alone, knocking his sword from his hand and then stepped back away from Lewis’s futile swipe.  Able to see Alec’s movements, Lewis’s confidence steadied, and she began an exchange with Alec while her companion began to move to his right.

Alec calmly kept Lewis held at a stalemate, while he waited for his other opponent to make a mistake.  As the man attempted to find a vulnerability in Alec’s defenses, Alec stepped back from Lewis and lashed out, winging the man on both arms, then returned to Lewis as the man acknowledged his defeat and stepped away.

“You said your mother said she wouldn’t have had so much trouble with me if I was right-handed,” Alec spoke conversationally.  “So I’ll try to make this easier,” he flipped the sword to his right hand and continued to move the foil gracefully, then began vigorously pressing an assault against the veteran officer, pressing her backwards to the edge of the mat.

Suddenly, he knew what John Mark expected of him.  He understood why he had been told to take the empty body of Gordon, and he knew why he had been healed by John Mark to possess his own healed body, full of energy and potency. 

“Do you want to concede this match?” he asked.  “I am who I say I am.  Beyond that, I am the warrior who can do the most to lead the Dominion to victory.  Not just victory in a skirmish or a battle or in a campaign, but a victory that will drive the Michian invasion out of our lands.  I need your support, and Goldenfields support, and the strength of all the people who do not want to live in a world of demons and slaves and an emperor of death,” he said in a voice that rose in volume as he spoke. “Will you follow me?”

Lewis dropped her sword and stood in front of Alec, silent and defenseless.  Givens walked towards Alec, drew his sword, then knelt and offered his hilt.  “I will support, follow, and fight for you, my lord,” he said, his head bowed, a feeling of pride his clearest emotion.

Alec placed his hand on the sword handle, then pressed it back towards Givens.  “I accept your allegiance, and will fight for you as I know you will fight for me.”  He placed his hand on Givens’ head and released a trickle of healing power, taking away the small aches that nagged at his first follower in the new Dominion.

Stracha pulled on Danel’s hand, dragging him before Alec, and then she released her grip on the soldier as she bowed down before Alec.  “I have been ready to follow you since the first day I met you.  I will follow you now, and I believe you will be the good and rightful ruler of the Dominion.”

Danel knelt down next to Stracha, and presented his sword.  “I will follow you as well,” he said simply.  There were erupting emotions of surprise and loyalty occurring in the room, and Alec focused on filtering them out of his mind.

Lewis looked at the three people kneeling before Alec, then looked up at him, but remained standing.  Another two soldiers brought their swords to him, and then three more, so that only Lewis and two others were not pledging their allegiance to the ingenaire.  Alec touched each of his followers, providing his healing energy to them all.

“Captain, I need you to work for me. I need you to take me to the field marshal so that we may make the plans for victory,” Alec told her, as he motioned for the kneeling group to rise.

Before they could do so though, the doors to the building opened, and a handful of officers arrived.  They all studiously avoided appearing to stare as they took in the tableau before them.  Surprise, disdain, and confusion from the newcomers were now a part of the emotional tide lapping at Alec’s consciousness.

“Ah, Captain, we’re so glad to find you,” one officer said, and Alec recognized him as Colonel Holbanks, who had been present after his first recent battle with the demon.  “There are the most remarkable rumors sweeping about the city at the moment, we wanted to make sure you were safe, as it appears you obviously are.

“And how is your convalescent?” he asked, pointedly ignoring the scene in front of him.

Lewis looked at a loss for words, as she struggled to understand and explain.

“There was an occurrence at the cathedral,” she began.

“The unnatural lightning?  We heard about it; bolts of lightning striking from a blue sky to hit the top of the cathedral bell tower, and currents of power running along the stones like water flowing down a cliff,” one of the new officers said.

“It came down into the crypt!” Stracha spoke up.  Still kneeling, she looked from the newcomers to Alec.  He motioned discretely for her and the others to stand, a motion that Holbanks saw.

“Who’s the dashing young fencing partner you have here?” he asked.

“I am the warrior who defeated the demons,” Alec responded quickly and simply.

“You look nothing like the fellow who went out and beat the demons,” Holbanks replied, with a dismissive emotional state.

“My healing was miraculous just now, and it changed me,” Alec responded.

“We saw it!  The lightning made the walls glow, then the energy went into the tub where Alec was soaking in the healing water, and made it bubble and glow until he stood up healed!” Givens added.

“Your name is Alec?  I was under the impression that it was Gordon,” Holbanks returned to Alec.

“My name is Alec, but that is not important for now.  Later there will be time for all that to sort itself out,” Alec said.  “Our focus right now must be on the battle to recover Oyster Bay, and then to drive the Michian invaders all the way out of the Dominion.

“The general staff knows what it needs to do,” another officer said, broadcasting an aura of smug confidence.

“Do they?  What do they know about the Michian forces we face?  How many sorcerers are present?  Which clans are in control?  How tight are the emperor’s reins chafing at their generals’ throats?” Alec asked rapidly.  “Those and many other questions are critical.  If we’re going to beat Michian, it’s going to take more than just having a battle with a demon every so often.”

“Captain, it appears you have a young general just waiting to take control from all our inept commanders,” another officer said with heavy irony.

“Alright,” Alec tried to sooth the situation, “that sounded more critical than I meant it to.  I am here to help.  I have beaten demons in battle, and I can do it again.  I have been completely healed and was just demonstrating my skills to Captain Lewis when you all arrived.

“What do you know about what the Michian forces are doing inside Oyster Bay?” Alec asked.  “Have you questioned any prisoners?  What do they tell you?”

There was a pause of silence from everyone in the room.  “We don’t take prisoners,” Givens said first, matter-of-factly.  “They haven’t taken live prisoners since they began their invasion, so we return the favor.”  There was no sympathy or regret coming from anyone in the room; they all felt it was a part of war, Alec realized.

Alec digested the brutality of that.  “Well, what if we send a squad behind the lines to take some prisoners and see what we can learn, so we have a better idea of what we can do?” he suggested.

“I believe we should listen to the demonslayer’s suggestion,” Lewis spoke up at last, and her feelings told Alec she would cast her lot with him.  “Now that he is healed, there’s no reason to remain behind the lines here in Frame.  If we all move down to the Oyster Bay front, I will go with the demonslayer on a sortie behind the lines to take prisoners and gather information.”

“Really, Captain?” Holbanks asked with evident surprise.

“We’ve just been sparring, and I have confidence in his abilities.” Lewis answered.  “And they,” she gestured, “will be the rest of the squad.”

“We’ll discuss that option,” Holbanks answered.  “In the meantime, if there’s no further reason to use the cathedral crypt, move your young hero into the empty orphanage next door, and we’ll start sending out announcements that Gordon the demonslayer will be on his way to Oyster Bay to be part of our victory.  The troops have been waiting for a parade to celebrate his accomplishments.”

“Change the name.  Use Alec,” Alec said.

Lewis motioned to Alec who motioned to the rest of the soldiers who followed them out the door.  As they left, Holbanks spoke to the man next to him.  “Have an express message sent to Stronghold informing the queen that we are prepared to begin the assault to retake Oyster Bay.

“I’d like the third floor room on the south side of the orphanage,” Alec said minutes later as Lewis’s squad walked towards their new quarters.

“How do you know there even are any third floor rooms on the south side of the orphanage?” Stracha asked.

“I lived there growing up.  This was my home,” Alec said as he looked at the vacant building.  “What happened to the children who lived here?”

“We understand that when the Michian invaders took control of the city, they killed the priests and the nuns in the churches and chapels, and including the orphanage.  We don’t know what became of the children,” Lewis said.  “The invaders only had Frame under control for a few months.  Those children may very well still be alive, living on the streets.”

Alec felt stunned and sickened; the children could be alive, but they might well be slaves now for the clans that had led the capture of the city, or worse...  They reached the open gates that gave entry to the court yard, and Alec stopped to stare and remember.

That evening, as the small group gathered to eat dinner, a messenger arrived for Captain Lewis.  “These are orders for us to proceed to Oyster Bay at daybreak tomorrow, and to report to the Dominion forces commander there,” she explained.

“Will we go by ship or horse?” Alec asked.

Lewis grinned at him.  “We’re infantry, oh mighty demonslayer.  We’ll walk,” she said to groans from around the table.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25 – Journey to Oyster Bay

 

Alec walked among the soldiers who were slumped over, touching each with a healing spark that once again removed the sores, blisters and aches they had earned during the day’s long journey.  At Alec’s urging, the troops had moved swiftly, passing many other units along the road between Frame and Oyster Bay.  After four days of arduous travel, they were less than a day away from the Oyster Bay front lines, and after four days, Alec had a plan that he reviewed with Lewis while they sat near the river.

“We won’t be expected to arrive at headquarters for at least three more days, will we?” Alec asked, and Lewis nodded agreement.  “So we could hit the front line tomorrow night, infiltrate the city the next day, and return to the army the next night, with information about what the disposition of forces is, and what the mood of the city is like.”

“You know, if it was that easy to cross the Michian lines, I think our forces would have invaded the city by now,” Lewis said drily.

“We can do this!” Alec exclaimed so excitedly that heads turned to look at the two.  He lowered his voice and continued.  “I can beat the pickets, we can get into the lines, we’ll put on their clothes and blend in.  I know the city well enough to be able to get around, and I know a little bit about Michian society.  We can avoid detection, and then fight our way out when we need to.”

“That all sounds extremely convenient,” Lewis answered.  “How is it you know these things?”

“As an ingenaire, I was trained in Oyster Bay, and as the Crown Protector, I was often in the city.  I was transported one time to Michian and lived with one of their clans for several days,” he explained.  “I even had my own slave.  Would you like to be my slave while we’re in the city?” he asked with a grin.

“Don’t think I won’t smack the back of your head for foolishness,” Lewis answered sharply.  “Can this really work?  What are the weaknesses in your plan?”

“The weakness is that we have too large a group to be able to move around unnoticed,” Alec said.  “We’d be best off taking only four or five in.”

“You’ve just made these people run over two hundred miles!  You can’t just leave some of them behind now,” Lewis protested.

“You’re a good officer to stick up for your command,” Alec said.  “And I agree with you.  We’ll all go in together, and then set up a base where some will stay safe while a few of us move around in the city.”

“Let me think about it,” Lewis responded.  “Now you get your sleep for the night.  You won’t have to serve watch duty tonight.  Sleep well, demonslayer,” she said as she stood and walked away.  Alec watched her as she walked away, and thought of her father, whose own thoughtful leadership Alec had admired so much.  

He’d spent much of the past four days in prayer, asking for help as he worked to filter out the emotions around him.  Especially as they had travelled on the road the first two days, the feelings of other travelers had been a distraction.  Slowly though, he had found a way to pray for freedom from being overwhelmed by his spiritual powers, and he found the prayers themselves were a filter of sort, focusing him on his relationship with God.  It had drowned out the unwanted flow of feelings from others that had flooded over him.  Now he felt it all worked effectively, although he realized he had delved so deeply into the sacred spiritual relationship he had blocked out too much of the world.  Rubicon had told him long ago about spiritual ingenairii who became introspective to an extraordinary degree, ignoring the world around them, and now he grasped that phenomenon he had not understood. 

His eyes shifted to Stracha, who sat with Danel.  There was something he needed to explain to her.  Now was a good time to talk, he decided as he roused himself from his thoughts.

“Stracha, would you join me for a walk?” Alec asked.  “Danel, I’ll return her to you in just a few minutes.”

Stracha rose with curiosity, kissed the top of Danel’s head, then walked with him away from the others.  “What is it Alec?  What do you need?  You don’t need me to heal or tend you any more, obviously,” she said as soon as they were out of earshot of the others.

“No, I don’t need any more healing right now,” Alec agreed, “but if I did, I know I could rely on you.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.  Have you tried to heal anyone since I was restored?” he asked

“No.  We haven’t been around any injuries, and you seem more than able to take care of the little things, like soothing the aching muscles we get.  I can’t believe the things I see you do so effortlessly!  The Dominion must have been a different place back in the days when healers like you were available,” she gushed.

“I didn’t really get to find out,” Alec said introspectively, “but that is not the topic today.”  He stopped walking and took both of Stracha’s hands in his, looking squarely in her eyes, until she grew nervous and shifted her gaze.

“You placed your hands into the tub of water when I was being restored, didn’t you?” Alec asked.

“I did, but only for a second or two.  I was afraid something bad was happening to you, and I just reached in without thinking,” Stracha answered.  “But as soon as my hands were in the water they felt, strange, electrified.  The water felt like liquefied energy; I was shocked when I felt it.”

“Words don’t describe it, do they?” Alec asked, and she nodded in agreement.

“I’m sorry that I did something wrong, but I was worried about what was happening to you,” Stracha told him.

“Don’t worry Stracha.  It wasn’t wrong and you won’t be punished.  But what has happened is that your hands have received the fullest ability to heal.  You’ll have to experiment and learn what is best, but I believe that with simple prayers and concentration, you will be able to lay your hands on almost any injury or illness and provide comfort and healing,” Alec told her.  “Be cautious in your experiments, but don’t be afraid.  This is a great gift from God, and I believe it was more than just accidental that it happened.”

Alec released her hands.  “That’s all I wanted to tell you.  The rest is up to you.  If I can help in any way, please ask me.”  He had sensed the change in the hands on the day it happened, but had not been able to confirm his belief until holding her hands as they spoke.

Stracha lifted her hands and stared at them.  “I’ll be able to heal like you?” she asked, and her eyes moved to Alec’s.

“Yes,” he told her.  “You’ll be able to amaze yourself and everyone else.  You’ll allow many people to live better lives.”

Alec turned, and they strolled back to the campground, where Stracha sat down again beside Danel, a dazed smile on her face, and Alec lay down on his own blankets, slowly falling asleep as he wondered how long the campaign would take to completely drive the Michian forces from the Dominion.

Alec fell asleep soon thereafter.  And bolted upright out of a sound sleep hours later, as the moon was setting on the western horizon, and only the sentry sat awake.  Alec was in a panic, his heart suddenly full of fear, as he realized he did not know where the fragment of the True Cross was.  Since his last battle with the demon outside Frame, he had not handled it or thought of it, and now, as he was contemplating the sight of another demon in the next battle with Michian, he did not have the Cross to vanquish the evil and hatred of a demon.

His breathing was shallow and fast, as his memories raced back to the battle he had fought against the demon in Bondell, working with Nathaniel and Moriah and Rubicon, the long painful battle that he had managed to survive only by transporting the demon to John Mark’s cave.  There was the demon he had fought in Michian to save Rief, a battle he had survived only by fleeing to John Mark’s cave as well.

Alec knew he had won his last battle against the demon outside Frame, but that had happened because all the sorcerers and sorceresses had been killed, and he had held the Cross fragment in his pocket, giving him assurance of success.  And he had still suffered injuries so severe he had spent weeks before miraculously being healed.

“Sir, is everything alright?” the sentry had stepped over to check on him while he sat in his state of misery.

“Yes, it’s fine.  I had a cramp in my leg,” Alec said as he reached down to his calf and rubbed it.  He didn’t want to panic anyone else with his concerns.

“I hate it when that happens,” the sentry said sympathetically.  Satisfied that there was no alarm, he returned to his seat, and looked up at the stars.  In another half hour his shift would be over, and he could turn the watch over to someone else until it was time to rouse out of bed three hours later.

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26 – Bethany Approaches

 

Colonel Holbanks dispatched a messenger towards Stronghold, sent to inform Queen Bethany that the demonslayer had been healed and was available for the assault on Oyster Bay.  The messenger got no further than Three Forks when he learned that his journey would be much faster, and shorter, than he imagined.  After learning of the two victories and the advances made by the Dominion forces and their allies, the Queen had left Stronghold and travelled downriver to Three Forks, bringing the court closer to the home she hoped to return to.

Bethany was a strong queen, and as an ingenairii in both water and healer powers, a unique one.  But at the age of seventy, with no heir, her authority was eroding, and the court was riven with factions preparing for a succession crisis.  She felt worn down, but still appeared healthy; her hair had turned silver long before it should have, giving her a dignified appearance that seemed unchanged over the past thirty years of her reign.

She’d stepped up to the throne after the defeat of the Michian forces in Bondell, and had sat there as queen, awaiting Alec’s return, which was widely expected.  He had returned, but she’d been under the same ingenairii illness that had struck throughout the Dominion.  When she and all the other ingenairii awoke, she’d returned to the throne as his consort and awaited his next return.  The ingenairii had supported her ascension, Rander’s forces and Goldenfields and Stronghold and Natha’s trading empire had supported her ascension, all expecting Alec to return and join her, and expecting him to claim the crown that was encased in an enchantment.

So the scheming power-hungry noble families of Oyster Bay had acquiesced to her rule, and over the years accepted her ability to rule wisely and prosperously, even as all the Dominion had begun to lose hope for the return of Alec.  His return had turned from a certain expectation to an uncertain hope, and then to a mythical dream, while all the time Bethany had sat on the throne.  The rumors of the noble class eventually evolved from thoughts about Alec to thoughts about Bethany, and the potential for her to re-marry, so that much to her amusement at first, and then to her dismay for many years after, she had been covertly wooed and courted.

The queen wisely chose to keep her court populated with ingenairii and officials from her allies, and relied on wise councilors to help maintain a prosperous court and a land that regained wealth and stability, until the Michian forces renewed their invasion of the Dominion.  Without Alec’s abilities, the Dominion surrendered territory each year, and after more than twenty years of battle, appeared ready to crumble with the loss of Three Forks, which would have split Stronghold and Goldenfields apart.  And her supporters were the ones who battled and died on behalf of the Dominion, so that over the years, she found fewer allies to rely on for advice and support.

Now she was returning down river, in an initiative to show her continued strength as a ruler, though she felt little energy, and she prayed that the miraculous warrior who had appeared from nowhere would continue to defeat the demons and give her forces faith.  She arrived in Three Forks just two days before Holbanks’s messenger arrived.  When the message was conveyed that the demon’s bane was healed and prepared for the impending battle for Oyster Bay, Bethany told her small court to be prepared to move again soon.  No one could tell her where the great new warrior came from, but she heard that he now claimed his name was Alec, and was reported to be a warrior ingenaire, something not seen in years.  She was curious to see him, and thankful that a warrior had appeared again.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 27 – Within the Enemy’s Camp

 

“Wait here,” Alec instructed the eight other members of the squad the following night.  They’d had just three hours rest since arriving at a spot near the northern end of the Dominion lines.  “I’m going to go through the lines and get some uniforms for us all to wear.  I’ll bring them back, we’ll go through a gap in their line, and then walk in to the city.”  He allowed his spirit senses to work, and detected fear, but not an unhealthy level.  “Stracha, remember, we have to keep your arms and mine bandaged and covered at all times; we can’t let our ingenaire marks be seen,” he emphasized one more time, and then he was off.

They were in luck to have a dark night.  The moon was only a late-rising sliver, so that with his enhanced abilities, Alec had a profound advantage over others on the battlefield.  He took note of landmarks he passed, and then he stealthily crept between outposts of the Michian forces, noting the yellow uniforms of Canare clan members, and two minutes later he was upon a supply depot.  He silently crept up on the quartermaster and killed him, then pulled the man’s robes over his own clothes.  He pulled the body into a patch of weeds, then began looking through the supply wagons, trying to find uniforms.  He came across two uniform caches, one from Canare and a red supply from Scarle.  He chose an armload from each, crouched down, and began running back towards the lines, to a ditch where he dropped the uniforms and pulled out his throwing knives

The nearest picket outpost had four men sitting and kneeling, bunched closely together.  Alec felt a twinge of pity for them, trying to pass another uneventful night out here on the hostile front.  Then he threw two knives and pulled out two more that also flew through the air and landed with thuds and gasps.  Alec moved north one hundred yards, and killed a second outpost, recovered his knives, then returned to the pile of uniforms, picked them up and ran back to the Dominion side of the lines.

“Men in yellow, women in red,” Alec told each one quietly as he spread the clothes out on the ground.  “We have to move quickly.  I’m not sure how long it will be until they change shifts, so we want to be away from the scene before they have a clue something is happening.”

All the soldiers in the squad obediently complied, rustling their clothes as they prepared.  “Why the difference in colors?” Lewis asked as they began slipping through the empty field that made up the no-man’s-land.

“The soldiers in this area are from the Canare clan, who wear yellow.  All their soldiers are men.  The red outfits are from the Scarle clan.  My hope is that people will assume you two have been providing, um, entertainment, to some soldiers,” Alec explained.  “Ouch!” he hissed a moment later.  “I’m just trying to make us look plausible,” he said in a wounded voice.

“I’ll make you plausible someday when you’re not looking,” Lewis hissed.

“Stop here,” Alec instructed the group at a clump of trees.

“Where are we?” Givens asked.

“We’re about ten yards away from a dead Michian outpost.  I want five of you to bury those bodies, or at least cover them so the yellow isn’t so visible tonight.  Stay here when you’re finished.  The rest of you follow me and we’ll do the same to the outpost to the north.  We’ll be back in ten minutes; be ready,” he ordered, then tapped three men on the shoulders and took them with him.

Minutes later the squad was reunited and began moving towards the supply depot Alec had visited earlier, past it, and on to the farm lane that had become a military supply route.  Together, they traveled for nearly an hour, until they were in the eastern neighborhoods of the city.  There was little traffic on the route, and no encounters with others.  They left the road to walk up an alley, and into an empty carriage house, where they threw down their packs and weapons and collapsed.  “I’ll take first watch,” Alec volunteered, holding his warrior powers at a low level of readiness.  Their adventure had begun with disarming simplicity, and he wondered how long their luck could hold up.

He sat by the doorway as the others stretched out and quickly fell asleep.  Alec could see little in the dark alley of the nearly moonless night sky, and he measured their safety mostly by the sounds he heard, vermin boldly seeking food, and occasional predators seeking them out.  There were many cats, he could tell, with occasional coyotes chasing the cats.  How could there be coyotes in the city, he wondered.  The city must have been heavily depopulated by the Michian occupiers if coyotes were able to take up residence.

Alec thought about the life he had lived before in the city: his first stretch, when he had been an apprentice ingenaire, now seemed like an idyllic time.  Later, when he had returned and served as the crown protector, he had enjoyed the city less, while he looked upon his duties as a chore.  He had never lived the life he wished that he had, living in the palace with Bethany, enjoying life with her and the responsibilities of governing.

 The sounds in the alley diminished, and sounds out in the streets began to rise, as people rose to start their early morning chores and duties.  Indistinguishable shapes in the alleyway began to assume profiles, and shadows formed as the day began to break.  Alec heard people walking, and carts moving through the roads, then a company of horses, presumably a military unit, passed the entrance to the alley.  It was time to go, Alec concluded.

Gently, he walked among the soldiers, tapping them and nudging them awake, then as he saw them all sitting up or rising, he walked out to the alleyway to look around.  In the increasing light, the narrow canyon between brick walls looked just as squalid as it had sounded the night before.  Carefully, he picked his way through the debris, and stepped out into the street where a light flow of traffic was moving.  To his left he observed the buildings, many of them open and abandoned, with several others boarded shut, and every third or fourth store front still showing evidence of business.

“Are you lost, son?” a voice asked and a meaty hand landed on his shoulder with a solid grip.  Startled, Alec engaged his warrior abilities and whirled, to face a large sergeant from the Indige clan, backed by a patrol of a half dozen more soldiers.  “Isn’t your clan supposed to be on the front lines this week?”  the sergeant asked.  “We can help send you back in the right direction, if you need some guidance.”

“That’s not necessary just yet, is it captain?” a sultry female voice asked, and Stracha came out of the alley, her robe disheveled.  “He paid for service until noon, and it seems a shame to rob a good soldier of his just rewards,” she said as she boldly came to stand beside Alec and put her arm through his.

The sergeant and his companions laughed knowingly, and he removed his hand from Alec, who disengaged his powers.  “No, we want to be fair with our fighting men.  You just make sure he gets his money’s worth, and come see me sometime.  We’re stationed in the houses north of the old palace,” he said as he gave her bottom an opportunistic pat and led his patrol away.

Stracha placed her arms around Alec’s neck and hugged him familiarly as the purple-clad soldiers moved on.  “Thank you,” Alec whispered in her ear as he returned the embrace.  “That was fast thinking.  Risky, but effective.”

“It was Danel’s idea,” Stracha responded.  “He said a soldier wouldn’t deny another soldier a little adventure time.”  They walked into the alley way, and dropped their arms from each other as they returned to a roomful of alert and armed Dominion forces.  Stracha straightened out her robe with exaggerated dignity, drawing a quiet round of laughter and applause.

“Well, that was a reminder.  We need to be careful out there,” Alec said.  “But we’re not going to do any good if we just stay inside here and hide.

“I’d like to travel by the palace to see what is happening there, then we can work through the back streets to get to the cathedral, and after that we’ll try to pass by Ingenairii Hill.  On the way back we can go down by the river front and check on activity at the docks to see if they are bringing more forces in or shipping them out, or something else.  I don’t know if we’ll make it all the way around in one day; we may spend another night in the city before returning home.

“Does anyone have any questions?” Alec asked.

“How much did you pay for the girl?” a wit in the back of the room asked, to a generous round of laughter.

“Givens, you and Lewis take the rear.  I’ll lead,” Alec commanded, and his squad left the empty store room to begin scouting behind enemy lines.

The yellow and red contingent walked through the streets.  Their colors seemed out of place in a quarter of the city where purple and green and blue were the predominant colors, but Alec walked confidently as though he was on an assignment, and they advanced without interference.

None of the others in his group had ever seen Oyster Bay before, and Alec was saddened that they would see it for the first time in such a condition.  Though the main boulevards were better populated than the side roads, the city remained a sad, bedraggled place, whose occupation had provided no maintenance or care.   The traffic was heavily military, and the number of civilians visible declined as they reached the palace.

The palace gates were manned by guards wearing the golden-trimmed uniforms of the imperial guard Alec had seen around the emperor and his palace in Michian.  There were a variety of colored uniforms in the plaza outside the gates, and Alec led his force at a slow pace so that they could inconspicuously blend in as he examined the scene.

“That’s the palace, where the king used to live?” Danel asked.  “Who lives there now?”

“That was the palace of the king,” Alec confirmed.  “I don’t know who lives there now, but those guards are wearing the imperial colors; it may mean there is a representative of the emperor here.”  The security seemed tight, as those entering the gates were questioned and searched in an attentive manner, and Alec watched one woman get turned away, while another appeared to be taken into custody.

He led the group along the great boulevard, passing the formerly expensive businesses that had lined the road that led from the palace to the cathedral to Ingenairii Hill.

“Why is the traffic stopped up ahead?” Danel asked as Alec grew pre-occupied with memories of the former days.

Near the cathedral plaza a large mass stood in the road, slowly moving into the plaza as a similar trickle emerged from it heading towards them.  As they drew nearer, Alec saw that the plaza had been largely cordoned off, and traffic was constricted in a narrow frontage.  The new perimeter around the cathedral was a massive defensive one, with walls and guards extended out of sight on all sides of the cathedral area.  The guards wore a uniform Alec failed to recognize, a garish red and black combination that hinted at fear and suffering.

“Let’s move down towards the river,” Alec urged the rest of the Dominion group, and they jostled across traffic towards a series of neighborhoods that had formerly been shops and warehouses and homes for residents involved in the shipping trade.  That neighborhood was nearly as desolate as the one they had spent the night in, except for the bars and taverns, that were already open and doing a bustling mid-day business.

“Does anyone have any money?” Alec asked, as he considered entering one of the taverns for food and information.

“None that they’d accept here, but I can make a lot in a hurry,” one of the guards unknown to Alec said.

“How?” Alec asked.

“With you,” the soldier, an apparent schemer named Pryce, replied.  “These are sailors in these places.  They’ll gamble and spend their money away as fast as they get it.  We’ll walk in and challenge anyone to arm wrestle with you, and place bets on the outcome,” he explained.  “You look kind of spindly, begging your pardon, sir, so we’ll have lots of takers, especially after you beat the first one or two.  I’ve been in the army for ten years, and I know these sailors just aren’t all that bright; they won’t be able to resist the challenge!”

“It’ll work,” Givens agreed.

“It would even work with soldiers, for that matter,” Stracha added.

Danel gave a mock threatening scowl.

“We’ll give it a try,” Alec agreed.  “But if anyone pulls weapons on us, we need to just walk away.  We don’t want to get in trouble and attract any attention to ourselves.”

Pryce led the group down the road towards the riverside, inspecting each tavern they passed, then finally stopped in front of one he seemed to judge was seedy enough to suffice.  He looked back at his followers, then entered the door and drew all eyes.  “I’ll gamble an hour of pleasure with my sister against your money that my boy here can beat any one of you in arm wrestling!” he said as he surprised Stracha by pulling her up to the front of the group with him.

Stracha shot a malevolent stare at Pryce, but kept her mouth shut.

“Judging by the way she looked at you, how are we supposed to believe she can give a man an hour of pleasure?” a voice in the back of the dark tavern room asked, resulting in a round of raucous laughter.

“We’ll give you the first match with no money on the line, just to show you  how weak you all are.  We can talk about the girl for the stake in the second match, if you like,” Pryce subtly shifted the attention of the room from Stracha to Alec.  He took the cue and walked to an empty table, where he sat down at the corner and  placed his elbow on the table.

Within seconds, an average-sized man, one who had already drank a pint or two of ale, rose and then sat down across from Alec.  “Let’s see what you’ve got, youngster,” the erstwhile opponent said as he raised his hand and placed it against Alec’s.

Pryce placed his hands over the two clasped antagonists.  “You’ll start when I lift my hands and say ‘go,’ and the winner has to force the back of the other’s hand onto the table.

“Are you ready?” he asked and looked at each seated figure, who nodded.  “Go!” he shouted and raised his hands abruptly.

As soon as he did, Alec slammed the other man’s hand against the table.

“I wasn’t ready!  I must not have been ready!” the man exclaimed, after three seconds of stunned amazement.  “Trammer, check to see if the boy was holding onto something under the table or getting leverage!” he irritably directed his drinking companion.

“We’ll do it again, and everyone can watch closely,” Pryce announced.  “This is a second, and final, free try,” he announced, as several men rose from their seats and came closer to watch.

Pryce positioned the two battlers and made them lock their non-working, left, hands together so they could be seen by all, then released their hands and shouted “Go!” once again.  Just as quickly, Alec engaged his powers and pressed his overmatched opponent’s hand to the table.

“There you have it; proof positive that no man alive can defeat our young soldier, er, Gordon, a natural phenomena of strength!”Pryce began a well-delivered patter that made Alec wonder what he had done before entering the army, and what scams he pulled on his fellow soldiers.

“Not so fast,” a deep voice called from the ring of observers, and a huge barrel of a man pressed forward from the crowd.  He placed a hand on the shoulder of Alec’s still seated victim, and casually pushed him down the bench, then heavily landed there himself.

“The little lady in red will hold your wagers,” Pryce continued in his patter, that suddenly reminded Alec of the carnival barkers he had known when he had worked with Richard’s carnival.  Alec flashed back to the scenes he had watched with the carnival.

“Go!” Pryce shouted, and Alec came out of his revere as he felt his hand flying towards the table.  He frantically engaged his powers and stopped his hand just an inch above the table.  Regaining his composure, Alec looked up from the table to look in the confident eyes of his opponent, then steadily raised his hand and watched the face across the table change from a confident grin to a chagrined scowl as Alec won the match.

“I wasn’t ready!” Alec said through clenched teeth to Pryce.

“You did great.  Way to build the drama!” Pryce replied.

“Who wants to go next?” he shouted.

Up stepped another large man with powerful arms, who Alec beat, and then a wiry man, who Alec beat.

“Here’s the problem, he’s got an advantage,” another man shouted.

“He needs to have a drink of ale.  You put a pint of the stout in him and I’ll wrestle him two-out-of-three,” the man in the crowd spoke loudly, holding up a sheaf of bills.

“What do you say, Gordon?  Want to wet your whistle?  You’d do more business!” Pryce urged.

“I remember the last time I drank in a tavern,” Alec said.  “I was sick for three days and told a girl I loved her, and I’d never met her before!

“And I don’t even like ale,” he added.

A round of laughter went up in the tavern.

“I haven’t had anything to eat yet.  I’m hungry,” Alec tried a new complaint.

“Here lad, have a plate of hearty meat on the house,” a serving man miraculously delivered a lunch plate and a tankard of ale to Alec.   He was clearly pleased with the spectacle and the crowd that was gathering, and boisterously drinking even though it was only mid-afternoon.

Alec inhaled deeply, took a bite of food, then drank from the tankard, to cheers from the surrounding crowd, as he closed his eyes and swallowed the bitter brew.  The other members of his squad were also eating, he noticed, and some were drinking ale as well.  For several minutes he methodically ate and drank, then pushed the empty containers away.

His erstwhile opponent sat down across from him, and Alec used his powers to summarily defeat the man.

“Make him drink another pint and I’ll take him on,” a new member of the crowd shouted.

“I really don’t think it’s a good idea,” Alec told Pryce.

“You’re on a roll!  Just do one more,” the confident promoter urged.

Alec saw the serving man already approaching with another mug, and he dutifully accepted it, then took a large swig.  It tasted less bad that the first pint had, so he took a breath and drank again.

“Can we just do it now?” Alec asked.  “This will be my last bout of the day.”

Although he hadn’t finished his pint, the man across the table seemed satisfied that Alec was catching up, and he placed his elbow on the table and gripped Alec’s hand.  Alec watched with unfocused eyes as Pryce placed his hands on top of the two at the table, then released them and shouted “Go!” again.

Alec felt his arm bending backwards, and tried to ignite his powers to stop it, but found that he couldn’t find the path to tap into the energy realm.  He clenched his arm and stopped the backward momentum, but could make no progress forward as he held his hand inches above the table top.

The other man had his face wrenched in determination.  Alec renewed his effort to find his powers, but the beer and the increased cheering and noise around him were too distracting; his hand began to drop lower in increments of fractions of inches, and he strained to prevent it from falling further.  But momentum and gravity had set in, and he felt the end of the match as his knuckles banged against the table.

Pandemonium reigned in the tavern as Stracha and Givens returned coins to patrons for the first time that afternoon, and Alec’s opponent held both hands over his head in triumphant celebration.

“Sorry, son, but we all know that a pint of ale is a great equalizer,” he told Alec amiably as he slowly stood up, despite the rain of congratulatory blows that were pounding his back and shoulders.

Alec looked up at Pryce, who was smiling down at him.  “Don’t worry, this was perfect!  You always want to give something back to your victims so they leave happy.  We’ve made all the money we needed this afternoon anyway,” the cagey promoter told him.

Alec belched in reply.

“I don’t know what assignment you’re on that your patrol has managed to spend the whole afternoon here entertaining my patrons,” the serving man said as he stood by Pryce, “but there’s often a patrol of imperials that stops by here just to keep an eye on things around this time of day.  If a squad of Canare who speak with Dominion dialects can explain their position, that’s fine by me.  But otherwise, you may want to poke your heads upstairs in the private rooms, or leave the tavern altogether.”

Alec suddenly wished that he could be completely sober.

“Let’s go upstairs to a room,” Alec suggested, as he stood up, discovering that his legs were slightly wobbly.

“You don’t drink much, do you?” Lewis asked as the squad began climbing the rickety, narrow stairs.

“No, not much at all,” Alec agreed as he looked down and concentrated on each step.

At the top of the stairs the servant showed them down a dim hall to a large room in the back of the building.  “Is there a back way out?” Pryce asked as soon as the door was closed and the Dominion squad was safe.  

Givens looked out of a small, dirty window.  “We can go out this window.  The drop isn’t bad.”

“I have to go out,” Alec said abruptly.

“Go where?” Stracha asked.

“Go,” Alec said just as abruptly, feeling a fierce call of nature.  He opened the door.  “I’ll be right back.  Wait for me here.  If we get split apart, meet me in the plaza across from the palace gate, the square we came through earlier.”  He walked out the door and stumbled at the top of the stairs.  He looked up as he started to fall forward, and saw the ceiling above him in a flash, as he felt his shin hit a step hard, then his head banged into something, giving him sparks of pain, and then he was lying still, his eyes closed, and pain the only thing he was conscious of.  He opened his eyes and saw two men in black and red uniforms standing over him.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 28 – Revenge on the Sorcerers

 

“We seem to have a problem here,” one guardsman said to the other.

“It’s our duty to help this poor soldier,” the second one responded as he bent down, grabbed Alec’s collar, and pulled roughly, jerking Alec to his feet.

Alec looked around.  The tavern was virtually empty, and the few customers there avoided any eye contact.  He looked down, and saw blood on the front of his tunic.  He carefully placed his fingers to his nose and pulled them away, with red gore liberally present.

“Come with us; we have a nice place to clean you up,” the first guard said, as each guard grabbed an elbow and dragged Alec roughly but effectively out of the tavern into the street.  Still dazed by the ale and the tumble, Alec could mount no protest. He noted with concern the eight other guards and three other prisoners.

A shackle was abruptly snapped around his ankle, and he stumbled forward with a jerk as the group began walking down the street.

“This is a mistake!” Alec found his voice for the first time.

A fist belted the side of his head.  “Quiet,” a voice spoke the solitary word.

The group of captives was moving rapidly and Alec was struggling to keep up.  A whip snapped at his heels and he picked up his pace.  Alec ran with the group through the blocks of the city, and he began to feel sobriety returning.  He belched, then belched again, and started to feel better.  He looked at the person next to him among the prisoners, and saw tears streaming down his face. 

At that moment they came within sight of the cathedral, and slowed down.  Alec heard a sob from a woman behind him.  More red and black guards came out from behind the defensive barricades to join the prisoners’ guards.

Alec felt emotions suddenly wash over him, and he knew he had regained his powers.  His spiritual ingenaire powers had felt a wash of horror and sadness and dread and despair.  “What are they going to do to us?” Alec asked loudly.  The woman behind him sobbed again. 

“Shut up,” another guard told Alec, and the whip slapped across his back.  Alec felt his anger flare.  He dropped the spontaneously energized spiritual powers, and engaged his warrior powers.

His group of prisoners were walking into the grounds of the cathedral, and Alec walked in now fully alert, looking in all directions, judging threats and opportunities, hearing screams and scrabbling rodents and shuffling feet.  He was sorting through all the noises and sights, and analyzing the situation.

“Wait in there,” the group of prisoners was pushed into a pen of iron bars, located in the nave of the cathedral.  A guard came in and unlocked the shackles on each of their legs.

Alec heard a scream, and his head jerked up to see a knife flash down in a dim shaft of sunlight.  At the altar of the cathedral.  Killing a victim who had been sacrificed for one of the many sorcerers and sorceresses gathered at the altar.  The woman in the cage with him sobbed and collapsed.

“We need to take care of our special friends, especially with Emperor Mikhail’s niece here to take command,” the guard said casually.

It was the last thing he said as Alec kicked his face and grabbed his sword.  Dashing as fast as his abilities made possible, Alec bolted past the guard at the gate of the cage, slashing the sword down across the guard’s neck as he passed, and he charged up the aisle, aiming directly for the cluster of demon-summoning villains.  Screams from the prisoners he had left behind alerted the whole interior of the cathedral to something unusual.  Alec sensed an arrow being shot at him from behind, and somersaulted forward to avoid it, maintaining his momentum towards the front.

A knife clattered against a stone pew, and Alec stooped to pick it up.

He had not intended to take any actions during this trip into Oyster Bay.  He knew it was foolhardy to reveal the presence of Dominion forces inside the occupied city.  But inexplicable circumstances had brought him into the heart of the sorcerers’ domain in the city, and there was no doubt in his mind that he had to take advantage of this chance to kill the source of the evil power that boosted the Michian soldiers.  As soon as he sprang into action, Alec had given no thought to escape for himself – he only intended to slaughter as many of the sorcerers as he could.  He wanted to prevent them from calling forth demons, and he wanted to put an end to the horror of the daily sacrifices.

Alec was close to the sorcerers now.  Guards were scrambling to converge on him from all directions as he roared down upon his target.  A guard stood directly in Alec’s path, his sword held in front of him.  Alec dispatched him without breaking stride.  He pulled back his arm and released the dagger he had picked up, letting it fly at the sorceress whose hands and face were bloody as she stooped over her dead victim, still trussed in ropes on top of the cathedral’s desecrated altar.  The knife sank into the chest of the startled butcher, and she toppled to the floor.

Alec swung his sword at the next sorcerer he encountered, beheading the man.  None of the black-clad victims in Alec’s sight were armed; they obviously never expected any challenge or threat to reach them here in their most secure location.  With his right hand Alec was swinging his sword at every sorcerer he could reach as he ran among them, while he used his left hand to punch others with deadly force.  No arrows were being shot at him while he was surrounded by the vulnerable sorcerers, but now guards were intermingling with his targets, running towards him as sorcerers ran away.  Alec engaged two guards briefly, slaying them both, then began pursuing the largest body of sorcerers who were fleeing down a stone staircase towards the catacombs of the cathedral, while guards lagged behind him.

Alec stabbed one sorcerer in the back at the top of the stairs, hurdled over the body, and landed on the back of another, whose neck he sliced.  He hacked at others, leaving more bodies on the steps as well, and caught the last of the sorceresses that had unfortunately for them chosen that direction to flee.  Three guards were approaching the stairs from the bottom, and Alec killed all three in seconds.

Suddenly, Alec was alone.  Over a dozen demon-callers were dead, along with a handful of their guards.  Screams and shouts still echoed down the stairwell behind him, but no one within sight was alive.  He remembered his friend Rief, and her one quiet mention of her mother, who was killed as a sacrifice by the sorcerers; I’ve avenged your loss, Rief, he said silently in his mind.  Alec reduced his ingenaire energy level, dropping to a trickle, but his heart still thumped within his chest as he reacted to the past ninety seconds of activity.  What should he do next?

He looked down at one of the dead guards, and his mind began to race.  He dropped his sword and began undressing the dead body, stripped off his own yellow outfit and donned the black and red, then buckled on the sword belt, grabbed daggers from the other dead guards to place in the belt as well, and picked up his first sword again.  He took a moment to put the yellow clothes on the dead man he had stripped, hoping to give himself time to escape.

Alec climbed the stairs and returned to the main nave, coming out near the wooden boxes that had held the choir formerly.  “Did you see him down there?” another guard shouted at him.

“There are dead bodies down there, and one of them is Canare.  He must have gone that way,” Alec replied.

“There’s a dead Canare in the catacombs,” several voices shouted simultaneously, and guards began racing towards the stairs, brushing and knocking Alec in their hopeful haste.  Alec edged away and began working his way along the western aisle, staying close to the wall as he furtively sought to escape from the cathedral.  He reached the main entrance, which was unmanned, and stepped out into the plaza in front of the cathedral.  He walked towards the gates, where there were still guards at their posts.

“What’s happening in there?” they all excitedly asked Alec, taking him for one of their fellow guards.

“Someone went crazy with a sword; he killed a dozen people or more,” Alec replied.

“The great ceremony was supposed to happen today!  What will the emperor’s niece say when it doesn’t happen?” one of the guards asked fearfully.

“I’m supposed to go to the palace right now with a message,” Alec answered, stepping past the post and out into the street beyond.  Outside the cathedral boundaries the city remained calm, unaffected by the calamity that had befallen the sorcerers’ isolated enclave, and Alec was able to walk at a quick pace down the road to the plaza in front of the palace.  He entered the plaza, noticing that the general population gave him a wide berth as he stood in the uniform of the sorcerers’ guards.  He spotted a knot of yellow and red uniforms standing in a doorway, and walked over to them, an idea beginning to form in his mind.

Alec was able to walk virtually into the midst of his friends, who were watching intently for his yellow outfit.  “Alec?”  Stracha squealed.  “You made it!  What happened to your uniform?  Tell us what happened,” she spit out her questions as the rest of the squad gathered around in relief.  Alec could sense the tension draining away from his companions.

“Let’s get inside some place to talk,” Alec responded.  He looked around the fairly busy square, spotting a building whose upper floor was clearly vacant.  “Follow me,” he instructed, and led the rest of the group to a door in an alley, which he broke, then they climbed the stairs and wandered into a room whose windows looked out over the square.

“Some merchant must have lived up here, above his shop on the ground,” Givens imagined as he looked out the window.

“What happened to you, and what’s your plan for next, Alec?” Lewis asked.

“I was taken prisoner by the guards for the sorcerers,” Alec explained.  “And I couldn’t use my powers to fight because I drank too much ale,” he stared meaningfully at Pryce.

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea!” Pryce shrank back.

“The guards had rounded up several prisoners, and they took us back to the cathedral.  The sorcerers have to perform a human sacrifice every day for their powers, and we were supposed to be the sacrifices for today,” Alec told his companions.  Stracha’s face turned white, and there were uneasy shuffling feet among the others, he observed.

“By the time I was in the cage with the other captives, my powers returned.  I used them to kill as many sorcerers as I could, and a few guards, then I left and came over here to find you,” he neatly summarized.

“We waited about ten minutes because we thought you were, well, you know,” Givens began.

“And then we went downstairs and the barkeeper told us you had been taken by guards, but we didn’t know where you were going,” Lewis resumed telling the story, “so we came here and stood waiting.  I was worried we were becoming too obvious, and we were just about ready to shift positions for a while when you showed up!

“And I know we’re all mighty glad to see you,” she added.

“I’m even more glad to see all of you!” Alec said. 

“What does it mean, now that you’ve killed the sorcerers?” Givens asked.  “Are all the demons gone?”

“I didn’t get to kill all the sorcerers,” Alec answered.  “They scattered in all directions when I started to slaughter them.  A few got away.”

“But maybe we can correct that,” he added.

“Alec, we are behind enemy lines, in the middle of a city controlled by Michian.  We don’t even have any orders to be here!” Lewis said in a reasonable tone.  “We are supposed to report to headquarters tomorrow – that’s our own headquarters, on the other side of the lines, not the Michian headquarters on this side of the line.  We don’t really have time to take on another adventure, do we?”

“Let me tell you what I’m thinking,” Alec answered, and he began his proposal.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 29 – Problem at the Palace

 

Alec was leading Givens, Danel and another man through the back halls of the palace.  They were clad in the gray uniforms with gold trim that were the sign of members of the imperial guard.  Alec had led his three companions to a back entrance to the palace, where they had overpowered the guards at a gate and taken their uniforms, then acquired more uniforms along the way.  They had visited the armory, where Alec had acquired two bandoliers of throwing knives.

“The sleeping rooms are this way,” Alec indicated, as they turned a corner.  A pair of guards was stationed at an approaching intersecting hall.

“What brings you here?” they challenged Alec’s crew.

“We were told to provide escort service for someone,” Alec artfully dissembled.

“You’re too late for that!” the second guard spoke.  “What have you been doing?  The emperor’s niece and her retinue left fifteen minutes ago.”

“Thank you,” Alec said, slightly flustered by the unexpected movement of the imperial niece.  “We’ll try to catch up.”

“The only thing you’ll catch is twenty lashes, is my guess,” the first guard said.  “Take the first turn on the right and you might reach them before they get outside for the ceremony,” he suggested, without much apparent hope they would succeed.

“We’ll go right now,” Alec said, and thanked the guards, then led the others men away.

“What now?” Danel asked.

“We’ll see what we can salvage,” Alec said.  “Follow me.”  He proceeded to begin weaving through halls and rooms and even a kitchen, giving no one time to ask him any questions.  They entered the arrival hall, the large ceremonial space inside the main doors of the palace, and saw that the imperial procession had just left through the doors, and was already in the plaza.

“We can make this work,” Alec turned and spoke over his shoulder.  He felt his pulse pumping with excitement as he saw a way to achieve this great victory.  “Givens, you and your squad stay here.  I’ll run out and begin an attack on the guards out there.  When it looks bad for the imperial niece, you run out, rescue her, and take her back to the palace armory, and wait for me to catch up with you.

“Stay low, stay out of trouble,” he laughingly told his companions.

“And then we’ll be able to use the niece as a hostage to end the war?  You really believe that?” Givens asked.

“It will work like clockwork,” Alec guaranteed.  He knew his plan could work.  Lewis and the other Dominion forces were waiting on roof tops with bows and arrows, ready to shoot at the sorcerers, according to the original plan, which had expected Alec and the others to be the escorts for the niece in the first place.

“Watch this,” he said, as he pulled out four knives, two trapped between the fingers of each hand.  He took a deep breath, engaged his warrior powers once again, and ran out into the plaza.

Alec’s eyes took in the scene at a glance and he let the four knives fly with swift small motions and reached for four more, even as he realized that the situation was not what he had expected.  It was worse, much worse than he had imagined it could be.







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 30 – A Plan Falls Apart

 

The imperial niece stood near the far end of the plaza, surrounded by guards whose chests were suddenly blossoming knives.  Alec was confident that he would be able to reach her or shepherd her back to the waiting arms of Givens if needed.  Alec had expected to find sorcerers present as well, as the comment from the cathedral had hinted.  He had not expected to find the sorcerers already finishing their spells to summon demons, nor to find them so heavily guarded and well protected.  Even as screams erupted from the sudden death sown among the niece’s guards, Alec felt a demon beginning to materialize.  His spiritual powers, now in a fuller state than he had ever possessed in any previous battle with demons, were painfully able to detect the arrival of the personified malignity.

Alec let his next set of knives fly, killing the rest of the guards around the niece, and he prepared to throw more at the guards around the sorceress whose demon was now present.  Before he could release those knives though, he felt the arrival of another demon on the opposite side of the plaza square.  He spun around, briefly glimpsing the screaming imperial niece, now all alone, surrounded by a flower-like pattern of bodies spread about her on all sides.  She was a young girl, he thought for a moment, then realized that she was probably only slightly younger than his body suggested he was.  She was small and thin, truly petite, and had blond hair in a braid piled on top of her head.

“Jeswyne!  Run!  Run, your highness,” a voice shouted.  A whispering noise caught Alec’s attention, and he realized it was the whispering sound of arrow fletchings whirling through the air.  Another noise made him whirl, and he saw two demons were charging towards him.

Alec pulled out knives to throw, and felt the arrival of a third demon in the plaza.  He was vaguely aware of chaos and screams, as bystanders and others in the plaza and nearby streets began to run and shout and flee in panic.

There were more arrows flying, and Alec prayed they might find their marks.  He released all four of his knives in the direction of one demon, somersaulted and came up throwing four more at the second demon, pulled his swords loose, and twirled around to begin to assault the first demon, who he hoped was blinded in one eye by now.

The third demon was unexpectedly in his path, and swiped an incredibly fast paw at Alec, one claw ripping the shoulder of his robe and another claw painfully slicing the tip of his ear.  Alec slid on the ground beneath it, reaching up with his swords and slicing deeply into its thighs as he passed below it.

He found himself on the blind side of the first demon, while the second demon was unscathed by his knives somehow.  He was acting and reacting based on instinct and faith, hoping that each move was effective at keeping him alive and harmful to the demons.

Alec stabbed his sword into the blindside ribs of the demon, then swung himself up and across its back, pulling his sword free, and swinging the other sword in an arch as he rolled across the demon’s back to freedom on the other side.  His sword swing cut the unharmed eye of that monster, and suddenly one demon was completely blinded and screaming loudly in pain and anger, though a lucky swing by the demon had laid open Alec’s back as he flew away, cutting so deeply as to expose part of a rib, making Alec whimper momentarily.  The things were huge and vicious and fast, and Alec knew he was in grave trouble.  He was aligned with all three demons in front of him for the moment, and he took a moment to feel the painful tip of his ear.  He dropped his warrior power, engaged his healing power, and found that the top of his ear had been sliced completely off.  Had the claw reached another inch closer, it would have torn his skull.  He brushed his hand across the top of his back, reducing pain there as well.

One demon in his field of vision flickered and grew smaller, a welcome sign that Lewis’s archers had hit one target.  That demon was the second demon, the one he hadn’t harmed yet.  The third demon, despite the horrible wounds to its legs, was now circling around Alec, while the blinded first demon was lashing out unpredictably in all directions, trying to randomly inflict damage.

And Jeswyne, the imperial niece was running in blind panic, not towards the palace gates as Alec had expected, but directly towards the demons, where death awaited her.

Alec dropped his healing abilities, re-engaged his warrior powers, and ran directly towards the girl and the demons.  He stooped as he passed a knife on the ground, scooped it up, and stuffed it in his bandolier for later use, then he pulled his right sword out of the scabbard and swung at the distracted demon.  The living sorcerers were retreating towards the safety of the palace, Alec absently noted.  He hoped Givens and the others would find their way to safety, because he realized now that their planned approach to the niece was impossible.  Faced with three demons, and holding no fragment of the Cross, he knew his was a hopeless situation.

Another demon stopped in its tracks just as it was about to pounce on the screaming girl, flickered and shrank, indicating to Alec that someone had killed one more of the sorcerers.  That’s a good thing, he thought to himself, as he jumped high to avoid an attack, landed, and flipped hard to his side, but received another deep claw across his calf, leaving his flesh open and painful.

Alec landed next to Jeswyne, who was petrified in place by her horrific surroundings.  Alec threw his sword high in the air then reached out his hand, grabbed the girl’s arm, and snatched her away from the demons.  He shoved her down on the ground, stood directly over her, caught his flying sword as it returned to earth, and turned in all directions looking at the demons.

The three monsters, one blind and two reduced, were circling him, and he was spinning madly, striking his swords out to knock their attacks away; mostly he succeeded, but some small slices were accumulating on his arms where he was just a tick too slow.  His plan was going to fail, but very well might ultimately be a victory for the Dominion even after he lost.  He wouldn’t be able to hold the imperial family member as a hostage to negotiate with, but her death here, at the hands of the empire’s own demons would rattle the internal dynamics of the army and the imperial palace and the sorcerers.  The disunity would be to the advantage of the Dominion.  “Why didn’t you run for the palace, stupid girl?” he snapped in exasperation.  “This wasn’t the plan!”

“Thank you, thank you,” he heard the girl beneath his feet whimper inappropriately.

“Yes, thank you Lord for letting us accomplish this at least,” Alec said out loud.  And as he did, an idea was divinely implanted within his mind.  

He sheathed the sword in his left hand and crouched down over the girl, still waving his right hand sword.  “Pull the glove off my hand,” he said as he waved his left hand in front of her face.

Without comprehending why, she reached up and tugged hard on the glove, removing it.  Alec stood up and raised his left hand high, then engaged his spiritual powers while his warrior powers remained in use simultaneously.  He felt his body shudder, and pain wracked him.  He dropped his right sword, which clattered on the ground, until Jeswyne reached out and desperately pulled it in next to her body.

Alec’s left hand began to glow with pure, intense white light.  He felt an extraordinary energy building up in his hand, and he bowed his head to concentrate on keeping it held high even as his body trembled in pain.  Three shining ropes of light burst out of the wound on his palm, each beam striking a demon and causing them to cry anguished screams of hatred.

Alec felt the beams radiating the purity of purpose that was God’s plan, and the light was destroying the hatred and emptiness that composed the demons.  The demons were glowing and pulsing as the beams began to create fractious realignment within them, freezing their ability to control their own movements.  The beams controlled the demons, and began to pull them closer and closer to Alec.

They moved in as they continued to circle, and their rate of movement increased.  They were speeding around Alec’s hand, drawing in so close Alec could hear only the sound of their screams and feel the movement of air as they passed.  The energy level in his hand ratcheted up another level, and Alec realized a climax was about to occur.

He knew what was about to happen, and he felt a key turn in his mind, revealing what he had to do.

“Stand up!” he screamed at the girl on the ground.

She looked up fearfully, questioningly.

“Stand up! Stand up!  Now! Now!” he said and he stretched his right hand down, shuddering with pain and the anticipation of what was about to occur.

The imperial niece took his hand and was yanked upward, off-balance.  She was light as a feather, and the force of his pull made her fall against Alec, after which he instinctively wrapped his arm around her.  “Ecce elongavi fugiens: et mansi in solitudine,” he prayed.

And as soon as he did, multiple actions occurred virtually simultaneously – his hand sent out a tremendous surge of energy that travelled as a bursting wave of spiritual healing and loving reconciliation.  The demons collapsed inward towards Alec and into one another as the wave of energy transformed the malign nullity that motivated them. 

Alec focused his mind on a calendar of dates, and made the mental image spin backwards in a blur, moving as fast as he could imagine, looking for a date that would be safely away from this moment.  The other energies around his hand were starting to set off their chain-reaction, and he abruptly triggered the capacity to move through time.  Then there was a momentary flash of blue light, but few people who were watching saw it.

For there was almost simultaneously an enormous explosion, and a pillar of energy and light erupted upward.  The ground shook, and the stones within it thrust towards the sky, jetting a fountain of water above them.  The demons disappeared completely, their hatred converted to nothingness by the spiritual power of God.

And Alec and Jeswyne were gone, transported by Alec’s time ingenaire capabilities a split second before the demonic explosion occurred.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 31 – The Return of the Queen

 

Bethany sat side saddle atop a white horse, leading the ceremonial procession of Dominion dignitaries who were officially returning to restore Oyster Bay to the control of its rightful ruler.  The army had been in the city in force for three days, marching in unmolested as Michian forces had mysteriously abandoned the city through withdrawal.

There was a story, and Bethany believed it.   The Dominion forces outside the city had seen a group of soldiers appear and walk unarmed towards the Dominion lines, waving a white flag.  They had claimed to be Dominion soldiers who had infiltrated the enemy-occupied city.  The story they told was fantastical, beyond belief.  Yet Bethany had met with them herself, and believed what they told her.  Worn out and tired though she was, her heart was full of both joy and renewed sorrow after hearing the story.

One of the five soldiers was acknowledged to be a captain in the Goldenfields Guard.  Bethany had recognized the woman as the daughter of Inga and Lewis, officers she had known in Goldenfields.  The familial resemblance was evident.  “I knew your parents,” Bethany said as they were introduced.

The story Lewis and her companions told was unbelievable, yet Bethany did not doubt it.  Alec had returned to Goldenfields, and in only a few short months of battle, had defeated demon after demon, just as he had defeated the demon in the ingenairii energy realm.  His cataclysmic battle there had led to the return and renewal of the ingenairii, though he had never returned to receive the thanks he was owed.

Bethany felt tears in her eyes when she heard the story of Alec emerging healed and whole underneath the cathedral in Frame, and she laughed when she heard the story of his being drunk in a tavern in Oyster Bay  “He got drunk one time with some sailors in a small port once,” she shared.  “He got a tattoo on his shoulder.”

“I saw that!” Stracha said.  “I asked him about it once, but he didn’t talk about it.”

“I’m sure he didn’t!” Bethany laughed.  “He and I and most of our friends were on a ship going to Bondell.  There was a sailor on board who had seen the whole thing; Alec getting drunk; Alec singing in the bars; Alec flirting with the barmaids; Alec getting the tattoo.  And poor Alec couldn’t remember the first thing!  All he knew was that he had the tattoo!  We teased him mercilessly!

“And then a few days later we were in the mountains of Bondell, and he fought the demons, and I never saw him again,” she whispered.

After a pause, the conversation continued, and she listened to the rest of the story.

She had lived long enough to learn of his return.  He had survived through who knew what.  But she hadn’t seen him.

He had returned young and whole and healthy.  What would he have thought if he had seen the elderly woman she had grown into?  He had saved her life, and the lives of all the other ingenairii.  What had it cost him, Bethany wondered.  He’d needed fifty years to return from that battle; it must have been incredible.

And now she was leading the Dominion back into its capital, where he had been just days ago.  He’d been that close to her, and they hadn’t seen or talked to or touched each other.  The day she had dreamed of for most of her life had been just outside the door, but she hadn’t known to open it.

The city was in dismal condition, she noted, as they approached the palace plaza.  Then she rounded a corner and came into sight of the plaza, and forgot all her other thoughts, as she saw the stony monolith that interrupted the stony pavement.  She rode her horse directly towards the fountain, ignoring the plans to ride to the doorways of the palace.  She felt drawn to the upthrust monument that bubbled with water.

It was Alec and it was her.  His energy and her element, she decided to herself.  She halted her horse and dismounted, then walked over to the stone.  With her eyes closed, she used her other senses to be aware, and she stretched out her hand to touch the stone.

There was a serene euphoria.  The water was washing down over her hand, running along her arm, dripping from her elbow.  The water gave spiritual peace.  It was calming and tranquil.  And the stone brought a sense of Alec.  She could feel some elemental remnant of his presence in the stone.

Bethany opened her eyes, with a blissful smile on her face, and walked regally towards the palace doors.

“The Dominion has returned to Oyster Bay, and the rule of the Tarnum dynasty is restored to our city,” she shouted out to the assembled crowd as she faced her audience.  It was not what had been planned for her to say, but her connection with that spirit of Alec had reminded her of his claim to the throne.

“We thank all our allies for their good works and great sacrifices on our behalf,” she said.  “We will hold a mass of thanksgiving and commemoration in this plaza tomorrow morning, and then resume our duties of removing the invaders from our land while cleaning up and restoring this great city.”  And with that she walked into the palace.  She hadn’t seen Alec, but she would carry on her reign in his name, as his queen.

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 32 – Stranded Without Rescue

 

Jeswyne was screaming and stunned and frightened.  Her senses were momentarily numbed by whatever had happened, and she couldn’t gain a feeling of control over her limbs.  She was suddenly surrounded by trees in a forest that was thick and lush, with an understory of shrubs and ferns and plants that made it hard to see far in any direction.  Then the warrior collapsed, and she weakly fell with him.  On top of him.  He was unconscious, and possibly bleeding to death.

Jeswyne stopped screaming, and heard a beast snarl somewhere in the botanical distance.  The world was whirling around in her head, and she thought she was losing her mind.  Minutes ago she had been practicing her imperial dignity, representing her uncle in the ceremony to make the city of Oyster Bay an integrated participant in the Michian Empire, to forever be incorporated and represented in the Councils.  The sorcerers had been calling forth the three demons of the greater gods of Michian.  It was a rare ceremony, and she was honored to be the imperial witness; it spoke well for her father and brother in the scheme of succession to the throne.

Then death had run through the plaza.  Guards had begun to fall.  This warrior had blurred into the plaza.  The demons had emerged, called to perform ceremonies, and suddenly battling as though in combat.  And this warrior had battled back against them.  She had heard vague rumors that the natives had a demonslayer; it was apparently a demon who arrived in human form.  She didn’t know or care much about warfare, but she had heard that her uncle’s army had suffered defeats.  Humiliating defeats.  She had seen the heads on the pikes, and knew that leading men had been punished for the losses.  But she had never experienced a war scene, or cared to know anything about battle other than to daydream that a great leader might return victorious someday from a successful campaign to sweep her off her feet.

She had been stunned by the moments in the plaza.  There was nothing like this, no experience, no memory, no advice that she could call upon as she reacted, and so she had panicked.  She had run blindly, and had run right towards the demons.  She felt her stomach flip, and suddenly she felt terribly sick as it hit her – she had run towards the demons.  Their evil had been around her, and had made her ill.  They were terrible to behold.  She has seen her own death about to occur, until the warrior jumped in to save her.

“Those demons,” she muttered as she recollected the sight of them, and vomited the fear and pain out.

“I have the same reaction,” a voice said. 

She wiped off her mouth with the back of her hand, humiliated that anyone might see an imperial family member do such a thing.

“When I know I’m about to go fight the demons, I get so afraid I throw up,” the warrior was speaking, she saw as she turned and looked at him.  His eyes were amazingly gentle, not like a demon in human form at all.  And then he passed out.

“You have to save him,” another voice said.  Jeswyne screamed again, startled by the voice behind her.  She fearfully turned around.

There was a man standing ten feet away.  He was small, and swarthy.  “Where did you come from?  Who are you?” she asked.

“My name is John Mark, and that will mean nothing to you.  You have to save our friend here, or he is going to die very soon, and that would be very bad –  bad for you personally, and bad for the whole world,” the man told her.  “Listen to me closely, with your heart.

“There is a small stream over there,” he pointed.  “Run over there and gather up ferns along its bank.  Look for the ferns that have red spots on their fronds.  Pick as many as you can.  Then when you come back, look for the tree that has green and white splotches on the bark.  Pick as much of that bark as you can.  Use two rocks to mash the bark and the ferns together, then smear the mix on all the wounds.  All of them,” John Mark emphasized.  “You are a good girl, with a good soul.  Do this and you will reap the rewards,” he added, then disappeared.

Jeswyne gasped loudly.  She stood up, compelled by the inexplicable hallucination, and ran in the direction John Mark had directed.   The brush was thick, and she stumbled into the stream before she knew she had reached it.  Her rich, golden sleeveless robe was covered in slime and filth she saw, as she stood up and shook the water off her arms.  A thicket of ferns was hanging over the brook bank, directly in front of her, and she saw the prominent red spots on the leaves.

She yanked the ferns out of the ground, pulling and pulling ‘til she had an armful.  She stepped up onto the bank, hitched up her skirt, and started her walk back to the wounded warrior.  She squinted, and saw the tree with mottled bark, so she put down her ferns to free her hands for picking the bark loose.  Three fingernails broke, and she cried briefly in anger but kept ripping pieces from the tree trunk.  With reluctance, she piled the bark pieces inside her clothes to carry them, then refilled her hands with ferns, and found her way back to Alec’s side.

With the botanical medicines piled next to the injured warrior, she ran back to the creek and picked up two stones, then took them back as well.  What had been the apparition she had seen, she wondered.  Was it one of the dryads she heard about in the southern forests?  Had it even been real, or had she just imagined it?

She sat Indian-style, placing the flat stone in her lap, and began to grind bits and pieces of the materials together.  Why should she even be treating this person, she asked herself.  He may have saved her at the end of the ordeal in the plaza, but he had begun the whole catastrophic string of events when he came out throwing knives at her guards in the first place.

What in the world had happened?  They had been surrounded by a wall of demons caught in that brilliant light weapon the warrior had, then the blue flash had erased all sight as it made the air itself glow.  She’d shut her eyes, and heard a noise, not loud but somehow able to drown out the demons’ screams.  Then the ground was soft instead of hard, she heard silence instead of pandemonium, and when she opened her eyes….

She realized her stone was covered in the mashed plants.  Setting it gently aside, she knelt next to the warrior.  She saw wounds to his ear, his shoulder and his leg – in both calf and thigh, plus small cuts up and down his arms.  She slathered a small portion of the mash across the mangled ear, then studied her next step.  She was going to have to disrobe him, she realized with panic.  Jeswyne had never seen a nude man before, and she didn’t want to start now.  Nonetheless, the dryad had told her to treat him, and she saw that it was necessary to uncover his wounds.  The Lady Jeswyne, such was her title, unbuckled Alec’s belt and removed his pants.  Blushing, she smeared the medicine on his wounds, noting the many scars that he already carried.

He clearly had been a warrior of note.  There was a great deal of blood, which she thought she ought to wash away, so she carried his pants down to the brook and soaked them in the water, then carried the dripping cloth back to Alec, so that she could use it to clean him.

When she returned and knelt down next to him again, his eyes opened, and his hand reached out to grab her wrist.  “Let go!  Let go!  I’m not trying to hurt you,” she struggled to pull away from him.

“Did you take my pants off just to look?” he asked, then released her.

“No! No!” she said indignantly, blushing furiously.  “How dare you!  The dryad told me to heal your injuries, and I thought I needed to uncover your wounds to treat them.”  Her eyes were wandering up into the trees, left, right, briefly at his eyes, and then back upward, as she looked anywhere but at his body.

“What are you treating me with?” he winced as a pain lanced through his head.

“I mixed some ferns with red spots on them and some tree bark that is green and white and brown,” Jeswyne answered.

“Are you a trained healer?” Alec asked.  “That’s a good poultice to use for now.”

“No.  The dryad told me what to use.  He said you would die soon if I didn’t treat you,” she responded quickly.

“Dryad?  Who’s Dryad?” Alec didn’t understand.

“It’s a tree spirit.  I’ve heard of them before, but never met one, until now,” Jeswyne told Alec.

“My back hurts,” Alec put the dryad identity question aside.  “Please remove my shirt, and treat my back.”  He fumbled at the buckles on the bandoliers, trying to help her undress him.

“Should I treat your shoulder too?” she asked.

“You can treat any part of me you want to; just know that I’m engaged to be married,” Alec grinned slightly as he closed his eyes.

“You’re a bad man!” Jeswyne said indignantly.  “A member of the imperial family isn’t like that!”  She pulled one sleeve loose, and Alec rolled onto his side. “Oh, that looks wicked,” she said softly, seeing his back for the first time.  He had clearly suffered tremendous harm trying to fight against the demons.  She smeared the last of her medicine on it.  “Will that make you better?” she asked.

“Yes, I think it will help me heal.  I need to rest, and I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help for you the next few days,” Alec answered.  “I’m not sure what time it is, but you ought to go gather as much fire wood as you can find, so we’ll have a supply for the night.”

“Someone will come rescue us before then, won’t they?” Jeswyne stood up.

Alec looked at the girl for the first time, trying to sense her character.  He noticed the eyes that seemed to glow; they were such a light brown they almost seemed golden.  She seemed to squint when she looked in the distance – she was nearsighted.  Her face was plain.  She was no beauty, but she was the emperor’s niece, he reminded himself.  She’d have plenty of suitors when the time came. She seemed to have a steadiness about her, despite all that had happened to her in the past hour or so: dead guards, demons, a change of time, stuck with a bloody, wounded enemy soldier.  She was holding up well, not falling into hysterics.  

If only she had run in some other direction, away from the demons, he never would have put her in the position she was in – stranded in some unknown era.  Fortunately she didn’t know how bad it was.  “What’s your name?” Alec asked.

“I am the Lady Jeswyne, daughter of Sergey, the Duke of Tintgavel, niece to Emperor Mikhail of Michian,” she answered, sounding haughty as she revealed her name and title.  “My name is not ‘stupid girl,’” she instructed him firmly.

“Lady Jeswyne, thank you for taking care of my wounds,” Alec said.  “I apologize for speaking inappropriately back in Oyster Bay; those demons scattered my wits and my manners!  

“My name is Alec.  I don’t think anyone is going to find us for a long, long time, and we have to prepare for that.  You go gather firewood,” he shuddered as a spasm overtook him.  “I’ll be here, and we can talk tonight.”

Jeswyne looked at Alec, evaluating the situation, and decided to do as he suggested.  She felt she had already stooped below her dignity as a member of the imperial family, but she also realized how little relevance her title bore in her strange, unsettled circumstances.  She scouted around in the nearby brush, and discovered that fallen timber was easy to find close to their location.  Over the course of several trips, Jeswyne built up a respectable pile next to Alec.

“Help me sit up, and I’ll tell you if I see anything we can eat,” Alec asked.

Jeswyne dutifully helped Alec upright.  “That plant over there,” Alec pointed, “has leaves that are edible.  And those stalks, the pink ones over there, can be roasted,” he told her.  He closed his eyes and dropped his head to rest, and began to gently snore within seconds.

The girl was torn between a feeling of obligation to gather the food and a concern that she was allowing herself to act in a manner below her station.  She nonetheless gathered a respectable pile of the foodstuffs Alec had pointed to, then sat down next to him.  He had slid back down into a recumbent position, and was lying asleep.  She looked at him, thinking about the wounds she had treated.  She had put her medication on each wound, without thinking about how it must feel to have all of them cumulatively inflicting pain.  And that was on top of the effort he had put into his battle in front of the palace; in all her years of watching tournaments and display matches, she had never seen anyone work so effectively with weapons.

The forest was darker now.  She realized that the sun was setting, and the background noise of insects and other creatures was changing.  She considered how odd it was that someone so strong would suddenly be completely in her care and vulnerable.  With the stroke of one of his knives, she could do to him what three demons and numerous soldiers had not, gaining revenge for what he had done to the empire.  But now was not the time to try; she was dependent on him for the time being.

She decided to see if Alec could awaken.  He seemed to know exactly what to do in these circumstances.  He might even be able to tell her what circumstances they were in, a mystery that she couldn’t fathom.

“Alec?  Alec,” she said gently, then firmly as she leaned over him and rubbed his shoulder.

“Bethany?” he mumbled in response.

It irritated her.  She was a member of the imperial family, and expected to be remembered.

“No, not Bethany.  Wake up, Alec,” she said crossly.

He opened his eyes, with no sign of comprehension at first.

“Oh,” he said after a few moments.  “Tell me your name again?”

“Jeswyne,” the girl answered, suddenly miserable and feeling her brave resolve crumbling fast.

“That’s right, the Lady Jeswyne.  The sun is setting, isn’t it?” he looked around.  “Is that why you woke me up?”

She nodded.

“I’ll bet you’ve never started a campfire before, have you?” Alec asked, and spoke again before she could even answer.  “Well now you’re going to be the first girl in the imperial family to do this,” and he talked her through the steps of preparing a fire pit and stacking the kindling and wood.  She began to strike the flint he had against the steel in one of the knives he had left in his bandolier, until she struck a spark that began to smolder.

Minutes later she had a small fire blazing. 

You’re awfully handy to have around,” Alec told her.  “For your next trick could you place more of your medicine on my wounds, then help me pull my pants back on?  Before it gets dark, run out and get more ferns and bark from the leper bark cottonwood.  Then we can make the poultice and settle in for the evening.”  He closed his eyes, and grimaced in pain once again.

Jeswyne hitched up her skirt and did as asked one more time, then returned to a sleeping Alec and began mashing the materials together.  By the time she had all that accomplished, the sun had set, and she began to smear the paste across his wounds by firelight, awakening him in the process. 

“You have very gentle hands,” Alec told her, making her jump in surprise when she heard his voice.  “You make a good healer.”  She helped him pull his pants on, blushing again as she did so.  “With your fair complexion, you turn the most remarkable shades of pink when you blush,” Alec observed.  “And it rises all the way to your hair line!”

“You’d blush too if you were doing this for a complete stranger!” she retorted.

“You’re right,” he answered.  “I remember the first time I had to apply medicine to wounds on an injured female; it would have been embarrassing, except that it made me so nervous – you see, her husband was standing right behind me, and he was a member of the Goldenfields Guard, armed with a sword!” Alec gave a little gurgle that was his weakest laugh, and pushed himself up into a sitting position.

“Lady Jeswyne, do you know how marvelous that medicine is?” Alec asked.  “You know it’s made from two simple plants, just crushed together, yet it manages to stop bleeding, it prevents infection, and it reduces pain.  All at the same time!  Did you think you could do all that at once?” he smiled at her, and for the first time, as she looked at him in the firelight, she considered that underneath all the dirt and blood, he was a handsome boy, not so much older than she.

“Where are we?  How did we get here?” she asked in response.

“And your third question is, how do we go home?” Alec spoke.  An animal howled somewhere not too far away.  “See that stick?” Alec pointed at a tree branch in the stack of firewood.  “Hand it to me,” he told her, and picked up a knife to begin whittling a sharp point on the end of the shaft.  He spoke as he whittled.

“When the demons were circling around us, there was something dangerous happening,” Alec began to explain.

“Well, yeah,” Jeswyne surprised herself by voicing her skepticism aloud in a sarcastic tone.

Alec responded to her grin with a lopsided smile of his own.  “Well beyond the obvious, the energy that was building between them and me wasn’t something you could see, but it was dangerous too.  And when it came to its climax, there was a great explosion, one that must have wiped out the demons, broke glass in the windows nearby, and probably raised a fountain from the waters below the ground.”  He paused as he thought speculatively about the stream nearby.

“But we left there just before the explosion, so we didn’t see it,” he told her.  “We saw a blue light, and then we left the scene of explosion.”  He looked down absent-mindedly at his hands carving the point on the makeshift lance.  His left hand was healed!  The raw wound he had received from touching the body of Christ had closed over, leaving a clean scar.  He flexed the hand studying it in wonder.

“Is that all you know?” Jeswyne asked after a minute.

“What? No.  I’m sorry,” Alec answered.  He looked up from the hand and stared into her face.  “This is something very special,” he said softly

“I am an ingenaire.  Do you know what that means?” he asked.

“That is the word you use for wizards,” Jeswyne responded.

“Yes, basically,” Alec agreed.  “There are different types of ingenairii.  I have a few different skills, and one of them is as a time ingenairii.  I can manipulate time.

“But I can’t do it very well.  I’ve learned the theory of how to move through time, but I haven’t done it very often, just a couple of times,” he told her.  “In our case though, just before the explosion occurred, I was able to use my powers to take us away from the explosion.  We didn’t move from the spot we were in, we just changed the date we were here.”

“What date is this?” Jeswyne asked, not completely comprehending.

“I just tried to jump to a date as far from the explosion as possible.  My guess is that we came back to a time before people lived in Oyster Bay,” Alec answered.  “I don’t know how far back, but as badly as I wanted to get away from there, I would guess we’re as far back in time as I am able to comprehend.”







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 33 – Alec Without Powers

 

“So when will you take us back there?”  Jeswyne asked.  “And what will you do with me when we return?” she added a moment later.

“I am injured right now, in ways you can’t see,” Alec answered.  “An ingenaire should only use one kind of power at a time.  When an ingenaire has the ability to use more than one kind of power, we have to use only one at a time.  As I was fighting the demons at the end, I was using two kinds of power at once, and even three powers together when we moved through time.  That has crippled my ability to use my energies now.

“There was another battle I was in when I used two powers at once, and it took me a long time to recover,” he told her, not wanting to admit how difficult it had been to be cured, eventually needing the divine assistance of John Mark.  He glanced down at his arms.  Even in the dark he could see that his marks had grown dull and faded.  He was truly powerless now, and he was trapped in a time where there were no friends – only this girl from Michian.

“It’s getting chilly,” Alec noted, feeling the air cooling after the sunset.  “Put some more wood on the fire, and then, if you don’t mind, if you want, come over here and sit with me.  We can keep each other warm.”

Jeswyne obediently added the fuel to their fire, then carefully sat down by Alec, sitting stiffly next to him.  Alec closed his eyes, and tried to imagine how difficult the day had been for her.  “Tell me about your favorite person,” Alec said, wanting to make her feel better.  “Do you have a boyfriend?”

“I am the Lady Jeswyne.  I shall, at a proper place and proper time, become engaged to a suitable boy,” she said in formal tones.  “You say that you are already engaged?  When was that arranged?  Who selected your bride for you?” She countered.

She turned her head obliquely.  Alec’s eyes were still closed, and a small smile left a trace on his lips.  “I was engaged when I was around nineteen or twenty, to a beautiful, charming, talented girl.  We went on a trip together, and we stopped to see her parents,” Alec paused, and there was another hint of a smile.  “I remember her father gave me permission to marry her, when I hadn’t even been ready to ask!”  He chuckled as he remembered how bewildered he had felt when he left Bethany’s father following that conversation.  He leaned back against a tree trunk.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to mount a watch tonight,” he said.  “Tomorrow will be an important day.  I may not wake up, Lady Jeswyne.  Sooner or later I will fall asleep and stay asleep for several days.  I’m surprised I’ve been conscious at all today – it comes from the problem I was telling you about before – using the two powers.  My body has to recover from the damage I’ve done to it through that abuse.

“If I wake up tomorrow, we’ll try to move to a better place.  If I sleep all day, you know what to do – gather fire wood, feed yourself, and treat my wounds,” he stopped talking, and began to breath in a deeper, regular pattern that indicated he was asleep.

Quietly, Jeswyne began to cry.  She leaned against Alec, and cried over how utterly and completely her life was ruined.  Even if nothing attacked them tonight, she was going to be stuck as the nursemaid to an invalid wizard for who-knew-how-long.  Her tears flowed freely, soaking a patch of Alec’s tunic, as the Lady Jeswyne cried herself to sleep.

Alec woke when the sun was far overhead.  Jeswyne was not with him, and he wondered what day it was.  He felt weak, in a way that reminded him of his time in Bondell, when he had first made the mistake of using two powers, and had been feeble until John Mark had miraculously healed him.  He had no idea of where he could turn to find a sacred site here, and no one to ask.  And no idea what a dryad was.

“You’re awake!” Jeswyne was suddenly with him, emerging from the forest with an armful of firewood.  She looked disheveled and worn down; her gown was tattered, and her face smudged.  But she had a smile.

“I’m awake ,” Alec smiled.  “How long have I been asleep?”

“Three days,” the girl told him.  “For three days I tried to wake you up and couldn’t.  I shook you, I pinched you, I shouted at you.”  She dropped her firewood and knelt beside him.  “I was afraid you were going to leave me alone.”

Alec looked at the sincere relief in her face, and the hint of panic that wasn’t far below the surface.

“You’ve had a hard time of things, and you’ve obviously done very well to still be alive and to keep me alive,” he told her.  “My wounds feel well; you must be treating them properly.  I think I can stand up; if you’d give me a hand I’ll see if I can walk around a bit.  Maybe we can find some new things to eat.  You’ve got be tired of red stalk and queen’s umbrellas.

“I was on a raft trip down a river once that lasted for weeks.  We had to eat cattail tubers so often I thought I was going to grow green shoots from my hair!” he told her, as he held onto her hand and slowly stood up.  “Ouch! That hurts,” he said as several of his wounds stretched, and the one on his back broke open in a spot.  Jeswyne could see a drop of fresh blood well up.

“How long will it be until you’re healed?” she asked.

“Healed from the wounds or healed to be able to use my powers?” Alec asked, as he placed a hand on her shoulder.  “In either case, a long time.  These wounds are from demons, so healing isn’t easy, and as for my powers, I’m not sure.

“Show me where you’ve been so far,” he suggested, pulling on a bandolier with one knife in it.  That day, he walked with her a short distance and found new foods and extra healing plants.  Over the next several days Alec would awaken and arise for a couple of hours each day, and explore more of their primeval land, finding more plants that helped him heal, and more plants they could eat.

He grew stronger, and able to stay awake longer.  His wounds healed to the point that they left ugly red and purple scars, but no longer hurt or restricted him.  And his stamina began to improve as well, so that physically, he was not as fit as he had been before battling the demons, but able to assume a greater share of the work.

Although he hated to do it, Alec began using one of the swords as a machete one day, cutting down small trees.  He then began to tie the poles together with vines, and soon Jeswyne realized he was building a hut.  She clapped her hands in delight as she watched him labor.  “We’ve been very lucky so far,” Alec told her.  “We haven’t been attacked or had bad weather set in.  It’s probably time to give ourselves some shelter.”

“When will you be able to take us back to our own time?” Jeswyne asked one night after they were settled into their small hut, looking at the embers in the fireplace Alec had constructed.

“Jeswyne,” Alec answered, rolling over to look at the girl.  She stared back, and Alec decided it was time for her to know.  “My body is healing.  I don’t know what to do to heal my powers.  They will either come back or they won’t.  The last time I lost them through overuse, there was a holy site I could go to.

“But those holy sites don’t exist yet in this time.  I don’t know how to get healed,” he saw shock on her face, and teardrops beginning to fall.  “But I think about it a great deal, and I hope I’ll find the way to use my powers.”

He reached out to comfort the girl with a hand, but she slipped away from him.  “You took everything away from me!” she shouted, startling Alec.  “You took my family, my way of life, everything!”  She rose and bolted out of the small hut, leaving Alec alone, saddened, and uncertain about what to do.  He thought he should give her time to herself, time when she could come to terms with the reality.  But he didn’t want to leave her alone out in the forest, in danger from potential predators.

He picked up his good sword and left the tent, stopping to allow his eyes to grow accustomed to the dark.  The night under the forest canopy was dark, and there was no evidence of her in sight.  “Jeswyne?” he called loudly.   He took a few steps into the forest.  “Jeswyne?” he called again.  There was no answer.

“Jeswyne, come back home,” he called.  “I want you to be safe,” he said as he took a few more steps.

“Jessie, I know this has been unfair to you.  You have not complained at all, and I very much admire that.  I don’t want to see you get hurt out here.  “Will you come back?  What do you say?” he shouted.

“I say don’t call me Jessie,” a voice spoke from directly in front of Alec.

“Where are you Jessie?” Alec called into the darkness, still unable to see the girl.

“I’m right here,” she shouted with a sudden kick to Alec’s shin.  “And I said don’t call me Jessie!” she emphasized her comment with another kick.  “No one can be so familiar with a member of the imperial family without permission.”

“You’ve got a kick like a mule!” Alec swore as he bent down to rub his painful leg.

“Don’t you call me a mule!” Jeswyne shrieked.  “I may not be as pretty as your fiancée, but I do not look like a mule!” she swung a fist at his shoulder.

“Ow!” he said, taking a step back.  “I didn’t say you looked like a mule,” he protested.  “I said you kicked like one.  You are a very pretty girl, silly fool.  Even out here when there’s dirt on your cheek and twigs in your hair, I like to just look at you and appreciate what a beautiful woman you are,” Alec said, admitting more than he expected.

“Really?” the girl asked in a small voice a moment later.

“Yes, really,” Alec assured her.  “Don’t you know that?  You’ve got such bright blonde hair, and a perfect complexion.  You’re slender and graceful.

“Can we go back in the hut to talk?” he asked.

“If it will make you feel better, we can go back to the hut,” Jeswyne agreed.  She slipped past Alec, and gave his hand a brief squeeze as she did.  “I don’t blame you for being scared out here; I could have kicked your butt and you wouldn’t have seen a thing coming.”

Alec sputtered in indignation, even while admitting some truth to her charge.  He followed her back to the small wooden structure, where he found she was adding fuel to the bed of coals in the fireplace, and causing flames to spring to life.  He realized that she was using the fire light to study his face.

“Do you really think I’m pretty?” she asked.  “It doesn’t really matter to me,” she assured him hastily, “when you’re in the imperial family, everyone always has nice things to say, and they all tell me I’m lovely.  But I know those kinds of compliments are meaningless, and I don’t know what’s true.”  Her eyes shifted from his face to the hands she was nervously wringing in her lap.

“Lady Jeswyne, I said some things just now that I probably shouldn’t have said, but they are true.  I do think you are pretty.  I know you are.  I’m lucky I’m engaged to be married, or else you’d be breaking my heart by now.  As a matter of fact, while we’ve been here in the forest, I think you’ve grown prettier,” Alec affirmed.

“Even,” Jeswyne hated to embarrass herself by asking this warrior, “even though I don’t have any…curves?”

Alec took a few moments to realize what she meant.  “I’ve been a healer, as well as a warrior,” he told her.  “I know a lot about people’s bodies, and I know you will have curves when your body is ready to grow them.  And right now, with a face as pretty as yours, you don’t need any more enticements to snare boys.  Frankly, everything about you makes you desirable.”  He stopped, embarrassed because he knew he had admitted too much.

“And that was probably a hard question to ask a boy; it made me nervous to answer it!” he added.

“When was the last time you saw your fiancée?” Jeswyne asked after an embarrassed silence.  Her eyes flickered up to Alec’s face, and she saw tears welling up in his eyes as he stared at the flames.

“Lady Jeswyne, this will be hard to believe, and it takes a little story to explain.  A long time ago when the Michian empire tried to invade the Dominion the first time, there was a battle in the mountains, and your demons were defeated for the first time,” he answered.

“I learned about that.  The old emperor, Alexander, died soon after that loss,” Jeswyne said.

“One of the demons in that battle didn’t die right away.  It found its way to the source of the ingenairii energies, and it ambushed every one of our ingenairii as they went there to acquire their powers, all except one,” Alec said.  “So that last ingenairii went on a mission to gain special weapons, then went into the energy realm, and battled the demon to set all the other ingenairii free.  And it worked.  Dozens of ingenairii who the demon had captured were set free.  They came back to life, and they used their powers again.  But the warrior who saved them, he got stuck in a battle with the demon for fifty years, until he finally won, and could come back to our world.”

“Yes,” Jeswyne made a confirmatory sound, not knowing the relevance of the story, but finding it fascinating.  “And then what?”

“And then he found that fifty years had passed, and a new war had started, and all his friends had grown old and died, and that he was all alone in the world,” Alec said softly.

“So I did the only things I knew how to do.  I began to heal people and fight again, against demons mostly as it turned out.  I fight them because they are evil abominations that should never be called forth to our world.  I fight them because I am the only one who can.  And I fight them because my fiancée is Bethany, the queen of the Dominion, and I want to do everything I can for her, even though I haven’t seen her since I went off to fight the demon in the energy realm fifty years ago,” he broke down into a silent sob.

“You’re saying that you’re,” she stopped to add it up, “you’re over fifty years old?!”

“I know that to look at me it seems preposterous.  I’m actually close to seventy, and my beloved is as well here in the real world, but I haven’t seen her in fifty years, and I spent all those years alone, trapped in a fight with a demon.  I told you it would be hard to believe, but it is my story,” Alec finished, and there was silence for the rest of the night.  

He thought about how he had spoken to her, telling her about her pretty face; he had told her the truth.  When they had first been stranded in this time he had thought she was plain, he remembered.  Was she truly growing prettier, or was he growing more familiar with and fond of her?  He contemplated the question, and drifted off to sleep.

The next morning they each woke up silent again, until Alec spoke.  “How much training have you had with swords?” he asked.

Jeswyne dropped the load of firewood she had gathered.  “The only time I’ve ever touched a sword has been when I’ve been with you.”

Alec grabbed both swords and handed one to the girl.  “We will begin the training of the Lady Jeswyne today, to make you the finest swordsman of all the women in the imperial family!” he announced.

“I did that just by picking a sword up!” she laughed, and they began to practice for over an hour, until Alec called a halt.  

“You did very well today.  Let’s take a break to go find some plants,” he said, placing his sword in the scabbard on his belt.

“What kinds of plants do we need?” Jeswyne asked, as she followed him into the forest.

“We’ll need plants to make a poultice for your arm, because it is going to be very sore soon from all the work you’ve made it do,” he stooped to pick something that he stuffed in his pocket, and they continued moving, until Alec was satisfied he had enough to produce his treatment.

The next day they practiced again, and they did the same every day thereafter.  “Do you like it?” Alec asked after a week.

“I do!  I get to fight, and I get to sweat, and I get to grunt, none of which are proper things for an imperial niece,” she said with a laugh.  “This is fun!  You’ll have to let me return the favor and start teaching you something,” she insisted.

“Alright,” he agreed amenably.  “What would you like to teach me?”

Jeswyne paused to think.  “I know!  I will teach you the tea ceremony of the imperial court!” she exclaimed.  “It’s the most important ceremony there is.”

“Why is it important?” Alec asked.

“It is the ceremony used for the most serious discussions, those that involve matters of life and death, and all answers to questions asked must be completely truthful, and all promises made in a tea ceremony must never be broken,” she told him.  “It is officially known as the binding of fates ceremony.  There are variations of it that are specialized for the needs of particular types of negotiations.

“I’ll need to prepare some things today.  We can start tomorrow,” she said, and in her determined expression, Alec saw how important the ceremony was to her.  “I’ll be over here,” she called to Alec as she picked up a digging stick he had carved, and left the clearing around their hut.

Alec saw the fruit of her work that evening, as she placed a number of artifacts by the fire.  “I used the clay from the banyan tree grove to make the dishes we need,” she explained.  “They’ll be ready tomorrow,” she added, “and we can begin training after our sword training.”

“Do you ever meet people from outside the palaces you live in?” Alec asked her as they sat and watched the fire burn.

“Lots of people,” Jeswyne assured him.

“I was in Michian once,” Alec began.

“Really?” Jeswyne interrupted.  “How could that be?”

“Yes, let me tell you a little bit about it.  I was with the Indige clan, and we went to a promenade in Michian, a great fair stretched along a riverbank.  We all walked to the end of the promenade to bow to the emperor,” Alec told her.  “Do you know about it?”

“That is the beginning of the great tournament!  It’s the biggest festival of the year,” Jeswyne exclaimed.  “There’s the parade of clans and guilds, then the promenade, then the tournament, and the trading fair goes on the whole time,” she added.

“I saw the parade and the tournament,” Alec said.  “I didn’t realize they were all related to each other.

“Did you ever walk along the promenade with the people, eating food from the tents and looking at the goods for sale?” Alec asked.

“Well, no,” Jeswyne replied.  “We stayed up on the viewing stand and looked at the people, and had slaves bring the delicacies to us.”

“Someday,” Alec rashly promised.  “When you are back in Michian, I’ll take you down among the crowds, and we’ll eat the food from the vendors, and see the circus acts entertain the crowds, and get bumped and jostled, and you’ll know a little more about the life of the people you are supposed to rule.

“It will make you better prepared to be one of the rulers of Michian,” he told her.  “You’ll learn about the joys and the fears of the people who live under the laws you decree.  The more you understand, the more you can do to make their lives better, the better a ruler you will be.”

Jeswyne looked at him steadily.  “What do you know about being a ruler?” she asked.

“I know it is a very difficult task,” he answered.  “If you had a choice, would you rather be a ruler or not be one?”

“I was born in the ruling family.  It is where I am meant to be,” Jeswyne said factually.  “I won’t really be a ruler,” she hesitated, “but I’ll be married to the appropriate ally when the time is right.”

“There is a lot you get for being one of the rulers,” Alec said as he lay back and stared up at the roof of the hut.  “The clothes and comfort and power and servants.  But there is so much you give up: the freedom, the control of what you do, when you do things.  You always have people watching you to protect you or to take advantage of you or for some other reason.

“Jeswyne, I could be a ruler.  My grandfather was the king of the Dominion.  But I’ve been undecided about whether to give up the freedom I had.  If I didn’t take the crown, I could ride a horse anytime I wanted, or travel anywhere, or skip a day of work to go on a lark.  I didn’t plan to become the king,” he said.

“But now I’ve come back to our world, and my land has been ravaged by your invasion, the army needs help, the ingenairii are a shadow of what they were, and demons are in my land.  I’ll have to go back and claim the crown and become the king.  But at least I will have owned a small shop, and browsed in the markets, and listened to the complaints of the regular people.  I’ll think of them when I have to make decisions, and I think that will make me a better king,” he finished.

“It all sounds fantastic, doesn’t it?” Alec asked.  “You probably think you’re stuck here in this forest with the world’s greatest liar.”

“No, Alec.  I saw you fighting the demons.  I know what kind of a warrior you are.  Anyone who can fight like that wouldn’t have any need to tell any lies about being a king,” Jeswyne responded.

“I haven’t thought about living like a common person.  Is it like the way we’re living here?” Jeswyne asked.

“This is better than the life of a common person,” Alec said.  He reached over and squeezed Jeswyne’s hand.  “We don’t have to worry about anything.  We get to do what we want whenever we want, and we have each other as friends to look after ourselves.”

Jeswyne looked at him gratefully.  “Maybe Mikhail would be a better emperor if he lived with the regular people once.  He is cruel.  My father would be a better emperor.  We might not have this war against you going on if he ruled.

“I don’t mean for that to sound disloyal to my uncle,” she said with a self-conscious gasp.  “You won’t tell anyone I said that, will you?”

“No, Jess, I won’t tell anyone,” Alec assured her.

She gave him a shove in the back.  “You shouldn’t call me that, forward boy!”

With that their conversation lagged, and they fell into peaceful slumber.

After sword practice the next morning, Jeswyne left the clearing.  “I’ll be right back,” she promised, and a minute later she returned.  She had picked a sprig of delicate flowers, which she tucked into her hair.  “We are supposed to wear only the finest clothes we have when we initiate a tea ceremony,” she explained.  She made a gesture down at her filthy, torn gown.  “This is about the best I can do.”

Jeswyne stooped into the hut and came out with her arms full of items, which she took time to arrange.  “Now, the first thing you have to do is remove your weapons,” she told Alec.  “Ideally you would be facing east if you’re initiating the tea ceremony, but that isn’t absolutely required.”

Alec withdrew his sword, and laid it on the ground.  “No, that’s not right.  I’m sorry, I didn’t explain that, did I?” and she showed him the proper way to present the sword before placing it aside.  “And you do that for every weapon you have, to show that you will come to the table unarmed, without intent to do harm.”

She explained the various steps.   You steep the tea for exactly sixty seconds, then pour it into the cups,” she said. 

“But I like my tea stronger,” he protested.  “Can’t I steep it longer?”

“The tea isn’t supposed to be strong.  Your character is supposed to be the strongest element in the ceremony,” she said patiently.  “And you pour for your guest first, with the spout pointed directly at him,” she held her dried clay pot over a cup and motioned as if pouring.  They continued for another hour going over the intricacies of each step that was required.  “We’ll see tomorrow how well you remember,” she said at last.

The next day they began their routine again, Alec teaching sword work in the morning, and Jeswyne teaching imperial etiquette in the afternoon; it was a pattern they fell into easily for the next several days, with each gaining proficiency in their new knowledge.

“What are those up there in that tree?” Jeswyne asked the following afternoon.  Alec craned his neck.

“Those are juice pears,” he told her.  “They are delicious; we have to get some down!”  He examined the narrow branches of the tree the fruit was growing on.  “That tree won’t hold me – I’m too heavy.  If I lift you up into the tree, would you pick them and throw them down to me?” he asked.

She looked at him with wide eyes, then looked up at the tree.  “Could I fall?” she asked.

“Not if you hold onto the branches and step carefully,” he assured her.  “Take off your shoes so you can feel the footing better,” he said.

Obediently, she removed the thin sandals she still possessed.  Alec cupped his hands together, and as she placed her foot in the stirrup, he began to lift.  With a squeal, Jeswyne rose and grabbed wildly for the tree trunk, then began to climb onto a branch as Alec raised her higher.  He looked up at her feet to make sure she was stepping appropriately on the right branch, and his view of her feet led to a view of her calves within the folds of her gown, and then further upward to her thighs.

“What are you looking at down there?” Jeswyne called in a very imperial voice.  “I’m ashamed of you.  Stop that.”

“If I don’t look up, I won’t know to catch you when you fall,” Alec said, embarrassed to be caught in the unintended voyeurism.

“Well, alright, but just watch my hands,” Jeswyne said, as she began to climb up another branch.  She reached the appropriate level, and began to inch out on a limb.  “Here’s one Alec!” she called triumphantly, grabbing a fruit with one hand as she maintained a death grip on the tree branch with her other hand.  She dropped the fruit, and two more, down to Alec.

“Now what do I do?” she asked, looking down at Alec.

“Just climb back down,” Alec began, but was interrupted by a shriek.

“Look at that snake by my foot!” she said.  She danced. She fell.

Alec caught her high above his head, and pulled her into a cradle against his chest as the momentum drove him to the ground.

“I’ve never been that close to a snake before,” she whispered to Alec.  “Thank you for catching me.  You’re very handy to have around,” she admitted as she rose from atop him and pulled her shoes back on.

One day Jeswyne sighed as she scratched her head, “I want to take a bath so badly.”

Alec looked at her.   “We could go to the shore and bathe in the ocean water.  I won’t have soap, but it will be better than trying to get clean in the river water.”

Jeswyne looked at him dubiously.  “We’ll go tomorrow.  It’ll be fun.  We’ll call it a holiday!” he insisted

The next morning they each took a sword and a wooden spear, and Alec led the way towards the ocean beach, intending to go to the site of the village where he had found Cassie.  The journey was slow going as Alec had to hack his way through a part of the forest they had never blazed a path through before.  By lunch time they were past the foot of a prominent hill, and Alec could smell salt in the air.  The hill was Ingenairii Hill he realized, and he thought of the many things that would come to occur there in the far off future.  Shortly thereafter they burst through a final screen of grasses and beheld the beach, pristine and empty.

“It’s amazing!”Jeswyne exclaimed.  “How far does it go?”

Alec had sat down to remove his boots, and Jeswyne copied him as she took off her nearly useless shoes.

“I don’t know.  There’s no end in sight,” Alec answered.  He realized what he was about to do.  “Lady Jeswyne, I apologize for not thinking of this sooner, but I do not intend to go swimming in my clothes.  Of course, you’ve seen me without them before.  If it makes you uncomfortable, we can take turns.”

Jeswyne looked at him.  “I’ll follow your lead, Alec, under one condition,” she said solemnly.

“Promise me that you won’t tell anyone in Michian that you saw me skinny-dipping!” she burst out laughing.  But it was only several minutes after Alec had streaked across the sand to the water that she made up her mind to really do the same.  She removed her gown, and then began running.

“You didn’t tell me it was so hot!” she shrieked as her feet burned in the sand, and she sprinted even harder to reach the water, determined to hide her naked body in the water as quickly as possible.

“You didn’t tell me it was so cold?” she sputtered as she reached the water and took her first steps in.  She stopped, and then felt extremely self-conscious as she stood with her arms crossed in front of her while Alec floated nearby, looking at her.

“Just get it over with,” Alec urged.  “It will feel fine within a minute.  Don’t torture yourself thinking about the cold, just plunge in.”

“I can’t!” Jeswyne wailed.  “Alec, what are you doing?  Oh!  Stop it!” she gasped, as Alec stood up and ran towards her, then began splashing water onto her.

He reached her, and suddenly scooped her up in his arms.  He was very conscious of the feel of her body against his arms and his chest, and he stared at her face, just a foot away from his.  Then he turned and carried her out into the water, running fast, and submerged himself, pulling her down completely before letting go of her.

Jeswyne gasped and stood up immediately, sweeping her hands across her face and sputtering.  The water only came up to her chest, and she crouched down, highly aware of Alec standing next to her, and thinking about the feel of his embrace.

“That was so mean!” she shouted, and struck at him, then punched again, and again.  Her blows hit him unchecked and unnoticed, and she stopped to see what he was staring at so intently in the water, his attention focused out away from the land.

“What do you see?” she asked, standing and turning to stare at the horizon with him, a horizon that looked empty to her.

Alec grabbed her and spun her around, and she saw extraordinary joy on his face.  He pulled her against him in a hard embrace, and bent down and kissed her lips passionately.  “Jeswyne!  I think I know how to cure my ingenairii wounds!  I think we may be able to go back to our own time!” he said elatedly.  “Come on!” he said, and he began pulling her back to the beach.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 34 – Jeswyne’s Tea Ceremony

 

They sat next to each other on the beach, and Alec explained his plan.  “There is a kind of fish called a blue belly.  I’ve used part of it for a remedy before,” he told Jeswyne, who was hanging on his every word.  “And there is a sea weed called watergreen.  We can get those if we make a boat and a net,” he thought.  “On ingenairii hill there was a quarry on the north side, and we can find yellow quartz there, but it will take a little work.  And the only other unusual things we’ll need are a feather from a bird, and a drop of your blood.”

“A drop of my blood?  Why not your blood?” Jeswyne asked, but then didn’t wait for an answer.  “You really believe you can mix those things together and be able to take us back to our own time again?  Oh Alec, that is wonderful!” she began to cry, and leaned over to kiss him.

Alec felt her body against his, and her lips on his, and he shared her joy at the hope of return.  He placed his arms around her, and leaned forward so that their bodies slid downward, and the kiss became a passionate one as he lay atop her on the beach.  He raised his head and looked down at her.  Jeswyne looked up at him and smiled, then brought her hands up to his face, and pulled him back down for another long, alluring kiss.

But Alec thought of Bethany at that moment, and raised his head again, then rolled off the girl and onto the sand beside her.  “Jeswyne, I’m engaged to be married to a good woman, and I can’t break my vows to her.  You are so good, so pretty, so desirable, that I can’t help myself from thinking about loving you.  But it wouldn’t be right.  I can’t do it,” he said.  “Especially now that I think I can get us back to a time where I might be able to see her.”

Jeswyne lay in stunned silence for a moment, feeling whiplashed by the sudden turn of events.  “You shouldn’t have started that kiss if you thought that!” she said quietly.  “I’ve never kissed a boy before.”

“You kissed very well for a first time,” Alec tried to jest.  “I’m sorry.  You’re completely right.  I shouldn’t have done that; not any of it.  It is my fault.  I saw you and I desired you, and then I realized there is a way to become healed, and I lost my head in the joy I felt.

“Don’t think about it anymore.  Please trust me.  I’ll take care of you, and I’ll behave as a gentleman from now on, and I’ll take you safely back to the Michian empire and restore you to your family,” he promised.

Jeswyne sighed a heavy sigh, not sure what to say or think or how to respond.  She felt miserably confused and deflated.

Alec stood and went back to the clothes they had left at the top of the beach, and he pulled his pants on, then lifted Jeswyne’s dress and brought it down to her.  “We ought to move down here, closer to the beach and the quarry.  We’ll need to build a new hut in this area, so we don’t spend so much time having to walk back and forth,” he pretended not to notice the tears in her eyes, still embarrassed by the scene he had created.

“So you want to build a new home, and a boat, and make fishing nets, and dig a quarry?” Jeswyne said after she shrugged into her dress.  “How long is all this going to take?”

“I imagine it will take weeks,” Alec admitted.  “But then it will be done, and we’ll be able to leave.  And in the meantime, we can relax on the beach and swim all we want to when we’re not working.”

“I don’t know how to swim,” Jeswyne said automatically, before she even realized she said it.

“You don’t know how to swim?  Let me teach you,” Alec pressed.  “It will be less useful than sword work, but more relaxing.”

“If you’re going to teach me something, I’ll have to teach you something in return,” Jeswyne answered.  “I will teach you the name of every state and noble land that belongs to the empire.”

Alec put on a cheerful face, although he had no desire to know more about the Michian empire.

And so they began the next phase of their life together, living with a purpose and an agenda. That afternoon they returned to their hut for the night, and the following morning they gathered the few things they had accumulated, a couple of spears, some food they had prepared, and Jeswyne picked up the pieces of her ceremonial tea set.

“You really want to take those?” Alec asked, eyeing them dubiously and trying to figure out how to carry them

“Yes, there’s no question,” Jeswyne said emphatically.  “Don’t even ask again!”

Alec eventually arranged his shirt as a carrier between two spears, and hauled everything to the bottom of Ingenairii Hill.

“Let’s find a level spot around here,” he suggested as he placed everything next to a tree stump.  By mid-afternoon he had found a spot, hauled rocks to it for a fire pit, and fashioned a crude lean-to they could temporarily use.  That night, as they sat by the fire, Jeswyne began her lessons in Michian geography and history.  

“Five great clans united to form the first empire,” she began.  “Each came from their own duchy.  There were Canare, Indige, Scarle, Emeral, and Navill,” she began.

“I never heard of Navill,” Alec interjected.

“They do not exist any longer,” Jeswyne told him.

“Why?  What happened to them?” Alec asked.

“During the third dynasty, they tried to withdraw from the empire.  They were exterminated.  Everyone in their duchy was killed,” the girl explained, and the lesson went on.

That night, a heavy rain moved in from the ocean, and Alec and Jeswyne huddled together in the only dry corner of their shelter.  Alec wanted to put his arms around the girl, but refrained, still too aware of his transgression the day before.

Over the following days, they began their busy activities.  Alec simultaneously built a better hut and began assembling timbers for the boat.  He knew he could only build a raft, and he wanted to make sure it would be sturdy enough to withstand the action of the waves.  He also began pulling down vines, and showed Jeswyne how to weave them to make a net.

“I remember the first raft I made,” Alec began a story about building a raft, and discovering it was too heavy to drag to the water.  “So we had to take it apart and move the pieces to the water’s edge!” he laughed at himself.

“So now you know better?” Jeswyne asked archly.

“I do; I can learn from my mistakes, most of the time,” Alec agreed.

They practiced swimming in the ocean, though both kept their clothes on, and after Jeswyne commented on the state of her clothes, Alec explained the need to regularly rinse the salt out of the cloth, so they took turns going to a small brook where they could rinse themselves and their clothes in fresh water.

When the boat was ready to assemble, three weeks later, Alec paused in that chore to go in search of the yellow quartz.  He led Jeswyne to the site that would one day become a quarry.  There were rocky outcrops all along the north side of the hill, which was steeper than the rest of the hill.  Alec and Jeswyne used sharpened sticks to begin digging near one outcrop that Alec thought looked promising, but abandoned it several days later without any success.  They began in another location, and found success within three days.

“These will have to be ground into pieces as fine as sand,” Alec said as they harvested nuggets and carried them back to their hut.”

“How much will we need?” Jeswyne asked.

“A lot, maybe three times as much as we’ve got here,” Alec said as they dumped their load on the ground.

“You need that much medicine?  Your stomach will explode if you have to take all that,” Jeswyne exclaimed.

“It’ll work, don’t worry.  We’d be best off making too much instead of making too little,” he answered, aware of the dangers of the cure he planned to try, though he wasn’t willing to share the details with Jeswyne yet.

Even while they spent days gathering the quartz, their other lessons continued, both swimming and fencing for Jeswyne, and history and geography for Alec.  Neither of them ever spoke about their kiss on the beach.

“Let’s launch the boat today,” Alec said one morning as they stepped out of their hut.  Jeswyne looked at him with eagerness.  

“You think we’re ready?” she asked.

“We’ll only go out a little way, as a test,” he answered.  They walked down to the beach and dragged the pieces of the raft together in front of the approaching tide, then assembled the segments and waited for the water to reach it.  Together they pushed it into deeper water, holding onto the sides as they swam and pushed, until Alec thought they were far enough.   They scrambled up, and Alec pulled out the nets Jeswyne had woven.  “Let’s see what’s out here,” he said, and he heaved the net outward as he remembered watching Plad do during Alec’s apprenticeship.

Jeswyne helped him haul the net back to the raft, and he began picking through its captives, releasing most but keeping a few.

“See this?” Alec asked, holding onto a small fish.  “This is a blue belly.  We need to catch a whole bunch of these.  But now we know we can do it!  Let’s head back to shore and eat some lunch.”

“What about those other fish?” Jeswyne asked.  “Why are you keeping them?”

“I will fix those for your dinner tonight!” Alec exclaimed.  “You in particular need some protein, a lot of it actually,” he said speaking as a healer.

“Why do I need protein?  Don’t you need it too?” Jeswyne asked.

Alec pretended not to hear her as he dove into the water and began pushing the raft back to shore.  Jeswyne rode atop the raft for a few seconds, then slid in the water and helped him push, so that within minutes they were wading and dragging the raft up onto the beach.

Alec pulled out the blue bellies and began to slice them open, seeking specific particles of flesh, which he laid on the raft, while he pitched the rest of each carcass far into the water.  Gulls soon gathered and began raucously diving for the scraps of food.  Once his few blue bellies were quickly eviscerated, Alec turned to the small cod they had caught, and cut several generous fillets from the bodies, then tossed aside the wastes from them as well.

“Those birds are so noisy!” Jeswyne commented, after sitting quietly and catching her breath.

We’ll need their feathers,” Alec told her.  “It’s good for them to get used to thinking of us as a restaurant they can come to.  Here,” he unceremoniously dumped the fillets in her hand.  “You carry these, and I’ll bring the rest,” he said as he picked up the small glands and organs from the blue bellies.

“Thanks,” Jeswyne said drily.  “How many fish will you need to catch?”

They were traveling along their path to their hut.

“We will need to spend at least a week catching blue bellies, and a lot more than this each time,” he replied.  “And then we need to catch a bird and pluck its feathers, and also grind the quartz.”

“And then we’ll be ready?” Jeswyne asked.

“You’re in an awful hurry to get away from me, aren’t you?” Alec teased.  He turned his head to see the smile on her face, but was surprised to see a hurt expression.  He hurriedly changed subjects.  “You get the fire going again when we get to the hut, and I’ll put these glands away in a safe place.”

Soon Alec was frying the fillets on a large flat rock in the fire, and serving out fragments to Jeswyne and himself.

“This is good,” Jeswyne complimented him.  “How long has it been since we had anything besides greens and roots?  What are proteins, anyway?  You didn’t answer me back on the raft.”

“Proteins are the good things our bodies get from eating meat, like this fish,” Alec said, having thought the topic was dropped.

“Why do you say I need them?  What do they do?” she continued, sensing something that wasn’t explained.

Alec sighed.  “Your body needs them because you’re growing.  You know,” he paused awkwardly, “you’re getting those curves we talked about once.  Your body needs protein while it’s busy working so hard for you.

“That’s probably all I should say about that, Jeswyne,” he concluded lamely.

Jeswyne rose and went into the hut, then returned with her arms full of her tea set pieces.

Alec sighed again.  “You probably need to be careful and know that I put the blue belly glands in your teapot.  It seemed like a safe place,” he said apologetically.

Jeswyne gave him an exasperated snort, but it came out louder than she expected, and Alec began to laugh.  She looked hurt momentarily, then grinned as well.  “Perhaps that wasn’t my most ladylike moment,” she said.

“Perhaps,” Alec agreed.  Her ego was less fragile than it had seemed when they first came to their exile, and he decided to say more.  “Would you like for me to begin listing events, and we can decide which are the least ladylike, and which are only slightly unladylike?” 

“I am about to do something very ladylike and solemn here, and you are not going to be invited if you keep it up!” the emperor’s niece replied with her head turned away to hide her smile.

“Now, you know the tea ceremony very well, I’ll admit,” Jeswyne said.  “Someday we may need to do a certain variation of the tea ceremony.  I’m going to practice it with you tonight.”

“What’s it for?” Alec asked as Jeswyne placed the last tea pieces in place.  “When will I need to use it?”

“Never you mind for now.  And don’t ever do this unless I tell you to.  This will be something we can keep for ourselves if we really need it,” she said mysteriously, and refused to say more.  They started going through the intricacies of the usual ceremony, until they came to the time for Alec to pour their tea.  “Now, you stand up, and walk around the table, and take the teapot, and pour my cup for me, then return to your seat like so,” Jeswyne explained.

“Then I stand up and pour tea for you, and return to my seat,” she explained as she did so.

“After that I come pour milk into your tea, then you come around and pour milk in my tea.  Then we’ll do the same thing with the honey.  After that, you pick up your cup of tea and bring it to present it to me, and then I’ll present my tea to you.  Finally, we’ll each drink a sip at the same time; which just leaves the last step, when I return your cup to you, you return my cup to me, and we each take another sip.

“Can you remember all that?” she asked.  Alec nodded.  “Then let’s do it one time through to make sure,” she insisted intently.  Twenty minutes later, they had completed the ceremony, and Jeswyne seemed particularly satisfied.  “Thank you, Alec,” she said with a mysterious smile, and went inside to sleep.

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 35 – A Desperate Effort to Heal

 

Ten days later, Alec judged that the seaweed and quartz and the fish and the feathers were finally ready and prepared.  They had all been ground and torn and mixed to a fine consistency. 

“Do you need my drop of blood now?” Jeswyne asked as Alec inspected their work.

“We need to wait for a full moon.  And we need to gather a lot of firewood in the meantime,” he replied.  They walked up and down the beach collecting driftwood, and dragging in pieces from the forest.

“What do you expect to do with so much wood?  Burn a hole through time?” Jeswyne asked as the wood became a circle of fuel twenty feet wide and five feet deep.

“This is what we must do,” Alec answered.  He knew he was drawing upon and combining elements from the most arcane forms of healing prescription that had been implanted in his brain, and he prayed that it would work as he expected.

“Tonight’s the night,” Alec told Jeswyne one morning soon thereafter.  “Everything is set, and we just have to wait for nightfall.  Let me take you up to Ingenairii Hill for a tour today to pass the time,” he suggested.

Together they climbed the hillside.  Alec led them straight up to the top, where they finally stopped and gathered their breath.  “The view from up here is wonderful,” Jeswyne replied enthusiastically

“This is where the warriors will live,” Alec told her, pointing to the dull badge on his arm.  He strolled a few feet down to the ocean side.  “This will be where Rubicon’s house will be someday.  It’s where I learned to use my powers.”  He thought about healing Cassie’s legs in a room there, the first great miraculous healing he performed.  They walked around and down.  “This is where the healing house will be.  It was my own house, but only for a short time.  I never really got to settle in there,” he said reflectively.  “I had so many plans.

“Over there is where Aristotle’s house will be,” he said later as they strolled further.  “And this will be where the water house will be,” he said at last as they descended again.

Jeswyne looked at him, perceiving something unsaid.  “Who was a water ingenaire, your fiancée?” she asked.

Alec nodded, but said nothing as he recollected scenes that occurred there, both happy and sad.  The sun was starting to set.  “Let’s get back to the camp,” he said instead.

They sat quietly as the tension began to build, and watched a perfect sunset over the water.  An hour later, the moon rose over the hill to their east.

“This is a very difficult form of healing,” Alec said, standing up.  He picked up the mixed ingredients in one container, and gave the other to Jeswyne.   He placed a couple of coals in a wet wooden bowl, and they carried it and the coarse power down to the beach.  Alec was at last ready to tell Jeswyne what to do, as he used the coals to kindle a small fire on the beach.

“We need to mix all these ingredients together to make a paste, and the paste has to be applied to every square inch of my body.  There can be nothing left uncovered,” he began.

“How do we make it a paste?  Mix it with sea water?” Jeswyne asked.

“No, it has to be mixed with my blood, as it drains out of my veins,” Alec said.

“Oh Alec, no!” Jeswyne said in revulsion.

“Yes, and when it is done, and I am completely covered, I must take a drop of your blood on my tongue, and then you are to set the wood on fire around me, so that the coating is baked onto me by the heat of the fire,” Alec said calmly, more calmly than he felt.

“That’s crazy!  You’ll burn yourself to death, if you don’t bleed yourself to death first, and I won’t be a part of it,” Jeswyne said emphatically.

“This should work.  It will work,” Alec said.  “And if you don’t help me, I’ll do it myself.”

“How are you going to get a drop of my blood by yourself?” Jeswyne asked heatedly.

“I’ll think about it,” Alec said with just as much emotion, although he knew he had overlooked the obvious.  He picked up the two heavy crocks of mixture and carried them to the center of the wood circle.  He stepped out and removed his shredded clothes, placing them on the beach at a distance from the fire, then Alec raised his knife to his arm, and cut a short slice in the flesh of his right arm.

With his left hand, he picked up a handful of the mixture and let his blood drip into it, then rubbed the paste on his stomach and smeared it around, as Jeswyne watched in anguish.  He took another handful, and repeated the practice, then another, and another, spreading the mix across large areas of his body.

The imperial princess at last walked over to him.  “Don’t Alec,” she pleaded.  “I would rather remain here with you for the rest of our lives than see you do this, and possibly suffer.”

“We have to do it,” Alec insisted.  “Please help me.  Put some of the material on my back, where I can’t reach.”

Shaking her head, Jeswyne reached in to the second jar and pulled the material out, then received some of the blood that still ran down his arm and made the mix to cover his back.  She mixed another handful, and began to work it into his hair, then began to daub around his face.

“Save my eyes and mouth for last, after the fire starts,” Alec told her.  “Is everything else covered?  We’ve still got more of the mixture left; might as well use it.  And this is your chance to look me over,” he added with a grin.

“Me look you over?  You’re the one looking up my skirt and noticing my curves,” Jeswyne responded curtly.  She ended her inspection.  “I think it’s just your face left.”

“Start the fire in a couple of places, then come back, prick your finger for a drop of blood, and cover my face, then get as far from the fire as you can,” Alec told her.

Jeswyne left to retrieve a burning branch from the small fire, then stood before Alec.  “You’re sure about this?” she asked.

He nodded affirmatively.  “Then before I do this, Alec, I want you to know that if anything goes wrong, I will never forgive you.  You mean the world to me.  That’s all I have to say, and you aren’t expected to answer,” she said with dignity, and turned to begin burning the ring of firewood.  She returned and used Alec’s knife to slice her fingertip, then placed the finger to Alec’s lips.  He stuck out his tongue and took a drop of blood, then kissed the finger gently, and let Jeswyne hurriedly smear the mixture over his closed eyes, across his lips, and even up into his nostrils.

He didn’t hear her leave, but he began to feel the heat from the fire.  He felt the mixture drying, tightening upon his skin as the fire’s heat set complex reactions to work in the compound he was wearing.  It itched terribly on his face, but he didn’t dare to touch it or open anything.  The intensity of the heat increased, he could tell.  The wood must be burning rapidly, sending up a pillar of smoke and sparks into the moonlit night.

Alec smelled burning hair, and realized that the hair on his head was searing away.  He felt the heat emphatically now through the mixture.  His skin felt like it was beginning to blister, while the hardened, gritty coating upon him only aggravated the pain.  Maybe, he wondered, maybe his mixture was wrong.  Maybe he had made a mistake.  He had taken elements of the old powers, Kasper-Ra’s pre-Christian energies, and adapted them to meet his needs.  This was not a holy healing, relying on the love of Jesus, he thought to himself.

And then he realized – he could pray.  Even though the Christ was not born yet, even though John Mark had not yet visited the lands of the Dominion, he could send up his prayers!  He began to pray in earnest – contego,
redintegro, incendia, vestis, vigoratus, facultas,ingenairii, --and as he did, he felt the impact of the heat diminish.  Minutes later, he sensed that the flames must have passed their peak, as there seemed to be less crackling and roaring about him, and not long after that, he heard Jeswyne’s voice.

“Alec!  Alec!  I see you in there, still standing.  Alec, the fire is almost gone.  Can you come out now?”

“Thank you Jesus.  Thank you God.  Thank you holy Spirit,” Alec thought.  He had survived.  In one respect at least the cure had succeeded – it had kept him alive through the fire.  He raised an arm to signal to Jeswyne, and felt a piece of hardened shell crack and fall off.  His exposed skin felt no great heat from the exposure to the fire!  He could leave now!

“Jeswyne!  Which way to the ocean?” he asked with a loud shout, cracking away flakes of paste from his cheeks.

“Turn to your left, and go straight ahead.  There’s a little bit of an opening you can use to get out of the firepit.  I’ll meet you there,” she shouted.

“Give me directions,” Alec called as he began to stumble forward, still blinded by the hardened mud mask on his face.

 “Stop!  Step two steps right, now go,” she directed a moment later.  

Alec felt the heat intensify, then diminish after a few seconds, and he knew he had made it out.

“Come this way, Alec,” he heard Jeswyne very nearby, and a hand took his to pull him to the right, around the fire, and down the beach towards the water.  The sounds of the waves grew louder, and then his feet were in the water, as Jeswyne continued to pull him forward.  She stopped when the water was up to his thighs, and he felt her splashing water on his face repeatedly.  Her fingers began to massage his cheeks and his forehead gently, until pieces and bits of the mud mask began to flake off.

Alec stooped and began to splash himself, scrubbing at his arms and his stomach, while Jeswyne continued to open up his face, rubbing his eyes.  He felt the scales fall away from his eyes, and reached up to take Jeswyne’s hands away.  He blinked, then thrust his face down into the water and rose up again.

“I can still see, and still breathe and still walk at least,” he said with a smile.  He looked down at his arms, and rolled them over, and started laughing as the bright light of the full moon shone upon his limbs.  “Look Jeswyne, look!  My marks are alive again!  My abilities are restored!  We’ll be able to leave this place!

“Let’s get up to the hut,” he said, ready to leave the water.

“Wait!” Jeswyne said firmly.  “We’ve got you in the water already.  We might as well wash the rest of the bloody mixture off you so you’re clean,” and she proceeded to scrub at his shoulders and neck.

“That feels so good,” Alec said.  “It’s like getting a massage.”

“I love massages,” Jeswyne said wistfully.  “At the palace I used to try to get one every day.”

“And soon you’ll be able to do that again,” Alec said, before the meaning of his words sunk in.  He would take her back to their own time.  He would turn her over to the Michian forces, and he knew he wouldn’t use her as a hostage.  He would show all the respect and deference due to a member of the imperial family.

She looked at him with a quizzical expression, but said nothing.

Soon he was completely clear of the gritty residue, and they walked up to the beach, where the coals from the great fire were still glowing and hot.  “Alec?” Jeswyne said.

“Would you put some pants on please?” she said with a giggle.  “And then tell me when we’re going to leave.”

Alec ran over to his pile of clothes and pulled his pants on, then sat down near the fire, where Jeswyne joined him.

“When would you like to leave?  Tomorrow?  Would you like to have one more day to play in the tide and run on the beach and live life as an ordinary person?” he asked her.

“Yes, tomorrow will be perfect,” Jeswyne agreed.  “And then you will take us back to our own time tomorrow evening?”

“I think I would like to go only part way back for our first trip.  We need to have better clothes before we appear, and I don’t want to try to put too much energy into traveling too far.  I’ll try to take us to a time before Michian and the Dominion ever met, long, long before either of us were ever born, and I’ll ask the ingenairii in that time to take care of us and prepare us for our return,” Alec answered and explained.  “And then we’ll go to our own time.  I’ve been thinking about it, and we don’t want to show up right after the moment we left, because there will be chaos and people will be ready to swing swords first, and ask questions later.  I thought we could return to our own time a month after we left.  That way everything will be calmer and we can work our way through, um, circumstances.”

“What kind of circumstances do you mean?”  Jeswyne asked.

“Well, we don’t know who will be in control of the city.  It could be under Michian rule, in which case it will be easy for me to make sure you’re returned to the emperor, or it could be under the Dominion’s control, in which case it will be my duty to return you safely.  Or the city could be a battle zone, in which case we’ll leave again,” he answered, explaining the options he had considered for days.

“What if my uncle wouldn’t take me back?” Jeswyne asked.

“Alec looked at her in shock.  “That can’t happen, can it?” he asked in a strangled voice.

She looked at him and laughed.  “No, I don’t think so.  But no member of the imperial family has ever been taken away like this!  Especially like this!  Yet I think I will probably be welcomed back as a heroine of sorts.”

With that they sat quietly and watched the embers burn down in the darkness, then walked up to their hut for the last night together.  The next day they fished from the raft and ate their catch, walked around Ingenairii Hill, and then walked back to their first campsite to look at it one last time.

“I’ll remember this time for the rest of my life,” Jeswyne said wistfully.  “Thank you for teaching me to fence and to swim, and for showing me so much about the world.  No one will ever believe that a warrior from the Dominion barbarians could be such a kind person.  You know, we heard the Dominion had someone called the Demonslayer, and I imagined he was not much more than a demon himself.  But you’re so completely different from that, in every way imaginable.”

Alec put his arms around her.  “You saved my life, and you made it possible for me to be happy without having any powers.  I’ll be in your debt forever.  I’m sorry for any pain I ever caused you.  Are you ready now?” he asked suddenly.

“Now, just like that we’re going?” she asked.

Alec focused inward, recreating the peculiar ingenaire circuits he had found he used in his previous time travel adventures.  He thought about the time he wanted to go to, a time Aristotle had mentioned, a vague reference in old records to a short visit from a time ingenaire.  Ari had said then that he wondered if it could be Alec hopping back to an older era.  As it turned out, Ari was almost right.  It would be Alec, but he would be coming forward from an even older time.

The energies suddenly reached through Alec, and began to decipher his intention.  The air around the two clinging figures turned blue, and then the primitive site of Oyster Bay was once again free of humanity.

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 36 – Battle With Ingenairii

 

Alec staggered as his legs adjusted to the new land, and he realized he was holding Jeswyne in a death-grip of a hug.  He loosened the pressure with which he was crushing her.  They were in a dark open space, surrounded by building, with few people walking about.  “Are you okay, Jeswyne?” Alec asked, looking down at the top of her head.

She looked up at him.  “I feel weak,” she answered, “but fine otherwise.”

People were looking at them, and a pair of guards from the nearby palace gates were starting towards them.  Alec looked around, trying to get his bearings.  To his right he saw lights in buildings on a hill, looking down over the city.  “Let’s go this way,” he said urgently, as he released Jeswyne and grabbed her hand to pull her along.  He was heading for Ingenairii Hill, and he didn’t want to try to explain a mysterious appearance or blue glowing light to anyone.  There was no explanation he could give that would be believable, especially the truth!

“Hey, you there, stop!” one guard called as Alec dragged Jeswyne behind him.  There were no crowds to hide in, and Alec decided to act quickly.  He stopped and picked Jeswyne up in his arms.

“Alec, what are you doing?  Not here in front of all these people!” she exclaimed.

Alec looked at her oddly, unsure what the comment implied, then used his warrior powers to run as fast as he possibly could away from the palace plaza, and through a bewildering maze of side streets.  A minute later he carefully put Jeswyne back on her feet.

“Whew, that was invigorating!  Not what I expected at all,” she commented as they began to walk.

“What did you think I was going to do?” Alec asked curiously.

Jeswyne paused.  “Please don’t laugh.  I was just confused by everything that happened.  In Michian, a groom sweeps up his bride on his wedding night, and carries her away for the evening.  For some reason, that’s the only thing I could think of.”

Alec grinned.  “I’ll remember that,” he said.  “Now let’s go find the head of the ingenairii.”

Minutes later they arrived at the gate of Ingenairii Hill, and were stopped by the guards.

“We’d like to see the head of the Ingenairii Council,” Alec said bluntly.

The guards look at his ragged clothes contemptuously.  “He’s not available.  Move along,” one of them said, placing his hand menacingly on the hilt of a sword.

Alec held out his arms, and slowly rolled them over to reveal the four ingenairii marks that he had.  “One of these is a warrior’s mark, you’ll note, so don’t try to bully me,” Alec said in an even voice.  “I’m sure the head ingenaire would like to talk to someone who has four marks, don’t you think so?”

The guards whispered hurriedly for a moment, then one of them ran off.  “He’s going to go alert the council head.  He should be back in just five minutes,” the remaining guard said hastily.  “We didn’t mean to give offense.  We just didn’t recognize you is all,” he apologized.

Alec accepted the apology, and five minutes later, a well-dressed large man came down the hill with the message-bearing guard.

“What’s this I hear about a multi-house ingenaire appearing out of nowhere with a pretty girl?” the man asked.  “I see the part about the pretty girl is correct, at any rate,” he smiled at Jeswyne.  “And you, you have the marks?  May I see them?” he addressed Alec.

Alec silently held out his arms again for examination.

“What an unusual combination: healer and warrior, with spiritual added as well.  I’ve never seen those together, not that we see many people with more than one ability,” he said as he looked closely at Alec’s arm.

He tapped the time ingenaire mark, the vivid blue hour glass.  “But we’ll talk about that later.  Tell me about this one,” he tapped the mark again.  “I know all the marks, even the ones that don’t occur anymore, but I don’t know this one.”

“I’d like to discuss it in private, if we may,” Alec asked.

“Guards, let them pass.  They’re my guests for this evening,” the man boomed in his deep voice.  “Will you follow me?”

They walked silently up the trail to the house Alec had entered so many times before in his life, when Aristotle would come to govern.

“Alright, tall, young and mysterious, tell me about your unknown mark,” the master requested as they sat down in the office.  “May I offer you something to drink?” he asked Jeswyne.

“My mark is the sign of a time ingenaire.  I have some ability, which I don’t fully understand or control, to manipulate time,” Alec began.  “In the past I have frozen time around a person, though for the most part I use my power to transport myself from one time to another.”

“You’re saying that you’ve come here today from another day somewhere in the past or the future?” the head ingenaire asked.

“Yes,” Alec agreed, and Jeswyne nodded her head.

“Which is it, the past or the future?” the man asked.

“Both,” Alec grinned.

He held up his hand to forestall any comment.  “The Lady Jeswyne and I are from the future.  While we were there, we had to escape a battle with demons.  I used my power to travel as far in time away from the demons as possible, and the result was we took up residence in this land before mankind moved in, before Oyster Bay existed.  Now we’re moving back to our own era, but I first carried us here for two reasons.  I wanted to reduce the size of the jump I took, to reduce the expenditure of energy.  And I also wanted to stop in another time where we are not known, so we could clothe and prepare ourselves for returning to our proper stations.”

“You do look a bit ragged, and I may help clothe you just for the sake of the entertainment your story provides, true or not,” the master answered.

“What is your name, by the way?  I am Richard, formerly of the Stone House, but now head of the council,” the man told them.

“I am Alec, first a healer, later a warrior, and occasionally a spirit ingenaire,” Alec explained.  “And this is the Lady Jeswyne, the niece of Emperor Mikhail of the Michian Empire.”

“I am intrigued, but I want to think on this,” Richard said.

“There is something you should know, another reason we came to your time,” Alec spoke.  “The head of the council in my days was the first to figure out what this talent and mark represented.  He researched, and said there was a very veiled reference to a short visit from a time ingenaire, but no details were preserved in the records.

“Ari told me he thought that possibly it was a case where I had traveled to your time.”

“So I should be circumspect in discussing your case and recording anything?” Richard inferred.  “Why don’t we do this: you two can spend the night in the guest room here.  Tomorrow I will have you tested in your other powers, to confirm those, and I will ponder how to confirm your unique power.”  He rose, and led them upstairs to a clean, small room, picking up a bowl of fruit on the way, which he gave to them.  “Will this be suitable?” he asked as they looked in the doorway at the single mattress and simple furniture.

Alec started to object, but was cut off when he heard Jeswyne say, “Yes Richard, this will be perfect.  Thank you.”

Alec sat on the bed as soon as the door was closed.  “It’s a little cozy here, don’t you think?  I didn’t expect you to jump in and okay the arrangements.”

Jeswyne looked at him with an enigmatic smile.  “He clearly thought our relationship was close, and it seemed pointless to explain otherwise.  Besides, I saw a mattress, and I thought I had died and gone to Paradise!” she laughed.

“I don’t remember what a mattress feels like, and I haven’t used soap in so long that I forgot how it works!  Want to go find a bath?” she asked, her spirits high as she began to long to experience all that she had missed.

“We could go see if the Warrior House will let us use their bath.  It was the best I ever experienced here on the Hill,” Alec answered, just as eager to feel physically clean.

They sprang up from the bed and left the building, jauntily climbing the paths to the top houses.  “We’ll see how this goes,” Alec said as they stood at the threshold of the house that would someday be his home.  Alec knocked, and a servant answered.  “I apologize, but I’m a visiting warrior, staying with the head ingenaire tonight with, my wife,” he stumbled imperceptibly, “and we wondered if we might use your bath facilities to relax and clean up.  There’re supposed to be the best.”  He heard a slight rustle in the bushes nearby, but sensed no threat.

The servant looked at a loss for words.  “Won’t you come in to the parlor?” he asked.  “I’ll check with the head of the house.”

They sat in the parlor and waited for a few minutes, until there was a step in the hallway and two men stood in the doorway.  “An unknown Warrior?  I had to come meet such a prodigy,” said the man who stepped into the room first.  “My name is Fresco, the head of the house,” he held out his hand to shake Alec’s but his eyes were busy examining Jeswyne.

“My name is Alec, and this is Jeswyne, my bride,” Alec replied, removing his hand from Fresco’s grip to place his arm around Jeswyne.  “We wanted to take a proper bath and clean up,” he added.  The man reminded him of Fallion, the head of the Warrior house in Alec’s own time, a power-hungry man who had plotted the coup that toppled the king.  Alec wished with all his heart that they could leave the building at that moment.

“Why don’t you let Marshall show your bride to the bath, and I’ll take you to the training mats for a quick bout.  We’re always eager to evaluate new talent,” Fresco said, as his companion extended his hand to take Jeswyne.  Alec engaged his own powers and slapped the hand away from Jeswyne, then maneuvered himself in front of her.  His Spiritual powers had detected the evil intent of the two men, and he decided to act preemptively.

“You know,” he said, watching the surprise on their faces.  “We may be more tired than I realized.  We’re going to go back to rest, and we’ll bathe in the morning.”  He drew his sword and began to press Jeswyne towards the door.

“There’s no need for this,” Fresco said, as he drew his own sword, as did Marshall.  “No one has to get hurt here, if you’ll just cooperate,” he gave a shrill whistle that startled Alec, and more footsteps advanced down the hall.

The situation was getting serious suddenly.  Alec advanced, using his fullest powers, and disarmed Marshal with a feint and a quick redirection that sent his sword flying up in the air.  Alec grabbed it and used it to slice across Marshall’s stomach, then turned his full attention to Fresco, advancing with both blades as the Warrior leader retreated.  Fresco fought a determined defense, and Alec hesitated to do harm to the leader at a time when he had a need for assistance from the leaders on the Hill.

“Alec!” he heard Jeswyne scream from behind him, and he turned to see her arms pinned to her sides by two more armed Warrior ingenairii.  He panicked at the sight of her dangerous predicament, and then he felt Fresco’s blade slide into his back, he moaned at the agonizing pain, and then he fell to the ground, incapacitated and mortally wounded.

“Fresco!  What have you done?” he heard a voice shout as he lay on the ground with his eyes closed.  Jeswyne was wailing.  “You’ve gone too far!  You can’t be murdering people like this,” the opposing voice shouted.

“Fresco looked like he’s lucky to be alive,” another voice spoke up.  “I think the kid was going to chop his head off if the girl hadn’t distracted him.”

“I handled him, didn’t I?” Fresco spoke sullenly.  “I was just playing for time until others got here.”

Alec began to slowly move his hand towards his back.  The pain was horrific, and he could feel the blood flowing from the wound.  

“The kid’s still alive,” someone said seeing Alec’s movement.

“Only for a little while,” Fresco said.

Focusing with his utmost effort, Alec drew forth a trickle of healing power, and began to repair the damage.  He felt the pain lessening, and knew that he was succeeding, but how he was going to recover enough to protect Jeswyne was a difficult question.

Suddenly he heard the door in the hallway burst open, and shouts began, then swords started to clash vigorously.  And Alec realized what he had to do.

He dropped his healing powers, then took a deep breath, and focused himself.

“That’s not possible!” he heard Fresco say.

“Alec!” Jeswyne screamed his name.

And began to draw upon his time travel powers again.

“That one’s glowing blue!” someone nearby shouted over the sound of the battle in the hallway, and then all was silent, as Alec sent himself fifteen minutes into the past.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 37 – Alec Fights for Jeswyne

 

Alec lay on the floor in the middle of the empty parlor, his body still sprawled out.  He took a deep breath, and adjusted to the new time he had jumped to.  He refocused his healing power and again poured the energy into the wound in his back.  It soon felt whole, as the organs and the muscles, sheath and skin were all repaired, and Alec felt able to stand.  He only had a few minutes to prepare himself for what was about to happen.  He snuck out into the hall, and began searching for weapons, stealing several throwing knives and a sword from empty rooms.  He heard a sound in the hallway, and snuck out through a window, then began to sneak around to the front of the building.

He heard himself speak.  “I apologize, but I’m a visiting warrior, staying with the head ingenaire tonight with, my wife.”  Moments later the door closed.  Alec crept closer to the door, and strained to listen for the sound of swords inside.  He adjusted the knives in his belt so they would be easy to reach and throw.  He heard Fresco’s whistle, and then came the first sound of conflict.  That must have been when he took Marshall’s sword he decided, as he tried to reconstruct the scene.  There were feet moving through the hall, and then he heard Jeswyne’s scream.

Alec engaged his warrior powers, and burst through the door, a knife in his left hand and the sword in his right.  He threw the knife at the first person he saw, then slashed his sword at the next.  He cleared the hallway of opponents, and stood in the doorway of the parlor, taking in the scene.

“That’s not possible!” Fresco said as he saw Alec standing in the doorway and simultaneously lying on the floor.

Jeswyne turned and saw him too, then screamed his name.  He saw himself on the floor, suddenly emitting a blue glow, then disappearing.

He turned back to Jeswyne.  For some reason one of the Warriors had sliced their sword across her shoulder, opening a thin, bloody line that infuriated Alec even more.

He pulled out another knife and hurled it at a man, then swung his sword at another.  He threw knives at both the men holding Jeswyne, and watched them fold and fall.

And suddenly only Alec and Jeswyne and Fresco were left upright in the room.  “Jeswyne, go wait outside the front door.  I’ll be there in a minute,” he said in a low voice.  She looked at him in fear, then ran past him.

“Fresco, I’ve dealt with thugs and murderers before who were ingenairii.  You’re going to suffer for that,” Alec said.

“What did you do?” Fresco shouted, deeply fearful of a man who could disappear and reappear.  He backed up from Alec, holding his sword competently before him.

Alec looked at him, then dropped his sword and suddenly threw four knives at once, two with each hand.

Fresco got his blade up in time to block one, but the other three all struck their targets.  One pinned his shoulder to the wall behind him.  Another pinned his opposite side hip to the wall.  And the third pinned his knee to the wall.

He screamed in agony.  “Have mercy,” he pleaded, unable to defend himself.

“What mercy were you going to show that girl?” Alec asked viciously.  He swung his sword across Fresco’s thighs slicing them deeply.

“You can’t think I’m going to let you live being that kind of person,” Alec said as his rage drove him darker and deeper than ever before.  He dropped his sword and picked up a knife, then placed it against Fresco’s groin.  “Would you like for me to start here, and cut upward?  Would you like to be gutted like a pig?” Alec asked.

“Alec, don’t.  Don’t do this,” Jeswyne cried pathetically from the doorway of the room.  “You’re too good to do something like this.

“Come with me and let’s just go away someplace better,” she begged him.

Alec’s eyes didn’t leave Fresco’s fearful ones.

“Jeswyne, if I let him live, he’ll just treat some other girl the way he intended to treat you,” Alec began, then stopped.  “I won’t kill him,” Alec said after a moment’s consideration.  He dropped his Warrior powers and grasped his Healer powers, then placed his hand on Fresco’s stomach and unleashed his powers, rendering the Warrior leader impotent and devoid of several hormones by shriveling his testes and other glands.

Alec took the knife he held, and let it fall to the floor where it clattered.  He removed his hand from Fresco.  “You will learn to live as you are now,” he said, hoping that no healer ingenaire in this time would be able to or willing to reverse the changes Alec had made.

“What have you done to me?” Fresco whispered.  Alec turned and looked at Jeswyne.  “I felt something.  What did you do?” Fresco repeated, louder.  Alec walked away from him and over to Jeswyne, where he engaged his healing powers to repair the shallow slice, and took the pain away, then added more healing energy to boost her vigor and healthiness.

“Let’s leave here,” Alec said.  He wrapped his arms around Jeswyne, while she looked up at the thunderous face he held, awed by the healing he had performed, and frightened by the terrible actions he had started against Fresco.

“Where are we going?” she asked, and laid her head on his chest.

“We’re going home,” Alec said, and a blue flash of light occurred just before they disappeared.







 

 

 

 

Chapter 38 – The Return to Real Time

 

Jeswyne squinted her eyes against the bright sunlight.  “What day is this?” she asked.

“It’s the day after we left our hut,” Alec told her.  He unwrapped his arms from around her and showed her the view of miles of beach that were welcoming an unending series of white waves.  His heart was still racing and his mind remained focused on the horror of the scene they had left.

“You’re right, it is home,” she said.  She stared out over the ocean for a long minute in silence.

“You frightened me back there,” she said quietly.  “I was afraid you would do something that you would regret later.  I’m glad you didn’t kill him; I know it would have been easy for you, but doing it like that, in cold blood, that would have made you a different person.”

“Seeing them ready to harm you, that’s what made me a different person, Jess,” Alec said.  He also stared out at the ocean.

“You did something to him at the end, didn’t you?” she asked, placing an arm around his waist, conscious of the intimacy of the nickname he had used, and also aware that he was ignorant of the restrictions in Michian that limited the use of such names only to husbands and wives.

“I changed him on the inside.  I took away some of the desires, and some of his manhood.  I hope it changes his behavior,” Alec told her.  He wanted to tell her more, something completely different, about how he had felt when he had seen her captive and injured.  It had goaded him like nothing else in life, and changed him into a crazed man ready to torture others to protect and revenge her.  But he couldn’t say those things, not and live honorably as the fiancé of Bethany.

“I still owe you a hot bath and a mattress,” he said aloud.  He had made a decision.  The need for clothes or jewelry or other accouterments was no longer of concern.  “Hold on tight Jessie, we’re going to go all the way back to our own time, and see what we can do.”  He pulled the trigger in his mind, as it grew easier and easier to accomplish, and they saw the bright blue flash, then a long dark pause, and then they were in a darkened city plaza, surrounded by people, next to a bubbling stone monolith.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 39 – Alec Enters the Palace

 

“Did you see that?” people shouted around them, and a circle opened up that gave them space.

 “Where did you come from?  What was that blue light?” people asked.  Alec looked around.  There were no signs of clan colors or imperial guards.  He saw the palace, one wing well lit, while the other wing was dark.  That was the place to go, he believed.  If Michian still ruled, Jeswyne would be safe, and if the Dominion ruled, he would make them safe.  

“Let’s go there,” he pointed to the palace, and then started to lead her by the hand.  The guards at the gate were hard to see until they were close.  Alec approached with a trail of followers, people excited by the extraordinary arrival he and Jeswyne had made.  The guards reacted by calling for support as they saw a small mob moving towards them.

When Alec arrived, he spotted guards wearing the uniform of Goldenfields and the uniform of Stronghold, and he breathed a sigh of relief.  “Don’t come any closer,” one of them said loudly.

“I am Alec the Demonslayer,” he said loudly.  “I have returned again from my healing, and I want to help the Dominion,” he raised his voice as he spoke.  “Who rules in the Palace?  Who leads the Dominion?”

“You’re the demonslayer?” one of the guards asked.

“He’s not the demonslayer, no more than the last five guys who said they were,” another voice said.

“He just showed up in a flash of blue light,” a voice in the crowd argued.  “He is the demonslayer!”  Several voices spoke up in agreement.

               “I have the marks of an ingenaire.  You can see them for yourself,” Alec added.  He held his arms before him to display.

               “We’re not interested,” a guard said.  “Stay back, all of you.”

               Alec debated what to do.  With a group of people gathering around him, he did not want to have to fight his way into the palace, or create a spectacle.  “Tell Colonel Holbanks or Captain Lewis, if they’re here, that Alec has returned.  I’ll come back to the palace in the morning,” he said.

               “Lady Jeswyne, let’s go elsewhere,” he said with mock formality, and began walking up the city’s great boulevard towards Ingenairii Hill.  The crowd diminished quickly, although a ragtag band started to follow them, but gave up when nothing exciting happened during the walk along the dark street.

               “Alec,” Jeswyne said, “we’ve had a very long day.  Do you know where we are going?  Any place will do.  I don’t want to see you get into another fight trying to find someplace.”

               “We will go back to Ingenairii Hill, where I had better be given entrance or there will be some things changed quickly,” he spoke without real malice.

               The two of them walked quietly for several minutes.  “I could be king now, you know?  That’s part of what makes this so frustrating.  I should be able to go in that palace any time I want,” he spoke, more to himself than to Jeswyne.   “I used to not really want to be king, but that was before everything changed so much.  Now the Dominion needs me, and I don’t have anything else to live for – my friends are all dead and gone, the ingenairii are scattered and weak.”

Jeswyne reached out tentatively and took his hand in hers.  He squeezed it, and smiled at her.  “Not all your friends are dead, Alec,” she told him.

“No, not all of them, thank you,” he agreed.  They walked on in silence, and soon came to the gates of Ingenairii Hill, which were unmanned.  “Let’s go up to the healer house and see if we can stay there tonight,” Alec suggested.  They walked along dark trails until they saw lights ahead.

“That’s the healer house.  At least someone is there,” Alec commented.  They reached the door, and Alec knocked.  A moment later, a girl opened the door.  “Your name is Constanc, isn’t it?” Alec asked.

“Yes, and we aren’t open for any healing services right now.  Please wait until the morning,” she responded, and started to close the door, until Alec placed his foot in the way.  “Parnell, Nestor, would you come here, please?”


The two healers responded, and Alec recognized both, though neither of them recognized him; they had never seen him since the time he possessed Gordon’s former body.  “You’ll need to leave son.  We have to have hours to rest,” Parnell told Alec as he reached the door.

Alec held out his arm and turned it over to reveal his marks.  “We seek a safe place to clean up and spend the night,” Alec said quietly.  “You won’t refuse us, will you?”

“Come in,” Parnell said with quiet uncertainty in his voice.  “Nestor, go fetch Stracha, please.

“You’ll understand if I ask someone else to come look at you?” Parnell asked Alec as he pushed the door closed.  Alec nodded, and footsteps sounded in the hallway.

Stracha and Danel appeared, but stopped and stared as they saw Alec and Jeswyne in the hallway.  “Bring another light,” Stracha said as they stepped closer.  “Alec?”

               “Yes, it’s me,” he replied, and smiled broadly.  Both Stracha and Danel closed the gap and hugged Alec tightly.

               “Where have you been?” Stracha asked.  “You need to see the queen at once,” she said without waiting for an answer.

               “The queen?  Why?” Alec asked, startled by the statement.

               “She’s dying Alec.  We’ve all been called down to treat her in the palace, and we’ve done our best, but she’s old and tired and likely to die any day now.”

               “Can we go down tonight to see her?  I’d like to try to heal her myself,” Alec said.  He felt Jeswyne looking up at him, but didn’t return the look.

               Parnell spoke.  “They have admitted us at all times, so I’m sure we can go tonight.”

               “Would you please prepare a place where Lady Jeswyne can bathe, and offer her some suitable clothes?”  Alec asked.  “I’d like to clean up too, if I may borrow something before we go to the palace.”

               “Where have you been?  How did you survive that explosion?  Is this the Michian hostage you wanted?” Danel asked.

               “I’ll explain everything later,” Alec said.  “Let’s prepare to go to the palace first, and then we can talk.”

               “Hostage?  Alec, what does he mean by hostage?” Jeswyne asked Alec, suddenly feeling insecure among the hallway of strangers.

               “Doesn’t she know?  You, my imperial lady, are going to be used to bargain for the Dominion’s freedom,” Danel said confidently.

               “No,” Alec said.  “We won’t do that.”

               I thought you were going to treat me with honor!” Jeswyne said at the same time.  “Was it all a wicked lie, the time we spent on the beach?”

               Jeswyne, none of it was a lie!  Before we came together, I did expect to make you a hostage, but since we went back to the forest and the beach, I’ve never intended to do that,” Alec protested, as the others watched intently.

               “What did you intend to do?” Stracha asked.

               “You must return me to the imperial forces of Michian as soon as possible.  I’m sure they’ll pay some fair price to avoid the indignity of me remaining among your forces as a trophy,” Jeswyne said angrily.  She was stunned by Alec’s admission that he planned to use her for his own purposes.  She felt completely betrayed.

               “You are not a hostage, Jeswyne.  You mean so much to me.  I want to offer you back to Michian, and will do so if you wish, and there will be no price or conditions,” he protested.

               “Then let’s go see your fiancée, the queen, so you can begin to arrange my freedom,” Jeswyne insisted.  “Would someone please take me to suitable chambers where I may wait?” she asked, looking at Parnell.

               He glanced momentarily at Alec, then spoke to Jeswyne.  “Constanc will take you to a room.  Constanc, please show Lady Jeswyne to the room next to yours for the time being.”

               Constanc instantly stepped forward, and Jeswyne shouldered past Alec to follow her back down the hallway.

               “Terrific!” Alec said in a loud, angry tone, looking at Danel, who backed away in confusion.

               “Parnell,” he said, looking at the man, “do you acknowledge who I am?”

               Parnell looked at Stracha, who nodded.  “Yes, I do.  You are the returned Alec, back to protect the Dominion.”

               “Will you submit to my will and rule?” Alec asked, knowing that he had to begin to take control of the Dominion.  “All of you?” he added, looking around the room.

               “I do,” each of them answered.

               “Thank you,” Alec said.  “This is my first order to you all.  Treat the Lady Jeswyne with all the respect and dignity due to a member of royalty.  Obey her commands as if they were mine.

               “My second order is to prepare suitable clothing so that we may go down to the palace tonight to visit Queen Bethany.  And I want to bring Lady Jeswyne with us,” Alec told them.  “Danel, are there others we can rely on here in the city?”

               “Captain Lewis has an entire battalion under her command temporarily as a reward for leading the mission that drove Michian out of Oyster Bay,” Danel reported.  “She is headquartered in an army base on the north side of town.

               “I’m here on an approved pass, sir,” he added.

               Alec grinned.  “I have no doubt.  Please go to her and tell her I have returned, and that I intend to take command of the Palace, then Oyster Bay, and then the Dominion.  I would like for her to report to me at the plaza in front of the Palace first thing after breakfast tomorrow morning.

               “And Danel,” he added.  “My apologies for snapping at you.”

               “No need to apologize sir,” Danel said.  “I just opened my mouth too fast.”

               “Not the first time that’s happened,” Stracha said in a false whisper.

               “I hope things will be alright between you and your lady,” Danel spoke.

               “She is not my lady, not while I’m engaged to the Queen.  She is a very special person though, and she saved my life.  She deserves the best we can give her.  Let’s get going now,” Alec ordered, and people started moving in different directions, so that he was quickly left alone in the front hallway.

               He sat on a bench, and reflected.  In this house, he and Cassie had slept after the Apprentice’s ball.  Here Bethany had kissed him after he had restored the drowned Cassie’s life.  And then he had left.  It had been his house, but he had spent only a handful of days here.  And now he feared Jeswyne would leave him because of something small and silly and misunderstood.  And in the name of honor, he would have to let her go if he couldn’t persuade her to stay.

               Nestor returned with a set of robes, featuring the healer’s band stitched into the sleeve.  Alec thanked him, then switched into the new robes in a small room off the hall.

               When he returned to the hallway, the others had already gathered, determined to not be the cause of delay for Alec’s journey to the Palace.  Jeswyne was with them, cleaned, her hair simply arranged, and wearing a plain white gown.  She refused to make eye contact with Alec.

               “Let’s be on our way,” Alec said, and he led them out the door.

               “Parnell told us he remembered being in the Healer House before the invasion,” Nestor tried to begin a conversation.

               “But you were here long ago, weren’t you, my lord?” Parnell addressed Alec.  “Our folklore said that you restored the healer house after hundreds of years of abandonment.  And your first great feat, growing legs for a crippled girl, happened there.”

               “That was Cassie, and the truth is that I healed her legs while I was still an apprentice living in the Warrior House.  There weren’t any recognized healers until then, and after I healed her legs, I was named a healer and allowed to restore the house,” Alec recounted.

               “And I noticed that it was added on to while I was gone.  It’s larger than it was,” he explained as they walked out of the gate.

               “And did you truly raise that fountain?” Constanc asked, pointing to the stony rock that bubbled up an unceasing stream.

               “I did,” Alec admitted.

               “It’s like walking with history,” Nestor said.

               “Please!” Stracha retorted.  “Don’t give him such a big head already.  He’s still just a man: he hasn’t even figured out how to heal those scars on his face!”  She grinned at Alec.

               “He lies just like a man,” Jeswyne added.

               That halted the conversation, and they walked along the dark road until they came to a small entrance on the side of the palace.  “We’re here to check on her majesty,” Parnell told the guards, who recognized all the healers but Alec and Jeswyne.

               “Bringing in some new cures?” one Guard asked, and Parnell nodded his head in agreement.  “Carry on,” the guard said, and raised the bar to let them through.

               “We don’t have weapons,” Alec said to Parnell.  “Do we need to get some?”

               “We’ve never carried any weapons in to see the queen before.  They frown on that,” Parnell replied.

               Alec abruptly left the main hall and moved right.  “This is a short cut,” he announced, and the group scurried to catch up.

               “How long were you here?” Alec asked Jeswyne, hoping that her frosty demeanor might have thawed.

               “I was in this building for three days,” Jeswyne replied curtly, ending further conversation.

               Moments later they emerged from a small pantry into a large hall, just steps away from a doorway where guards were alertly stationed, watching their arrival.  “We’ve come to try further treatment for her majesty,” Parnell told the guards, and they were allowed to enter the antechamber of the Queen’s suite.

               “The queen is speaking with her advisors,” a guard told the contingent of healers who entered the room.

               “We’ve brought two new healers to take a look at her condition.   They have great talents,” said Parnell, who was well known to the guards.

               “We’ll allow the two to enter.  We don’t need a whole parade in the queen’s chamber,” a senior guard spoke up.  Parnell looked at Alec, who nodded assent.  The guard placed his hand on Alec’s shoulder and prompted him through the door, with Jeswyne close behind.   Alec though did not look back at the Michian girl; he only had eyes on the figure lying on the bed in the room before him.

 

 

 

 

            







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 40 – Alec and Bethany

 

Alec walked forward as if in a daze, crossing the large room with his heart pounding loudly in his ears.

“Watch out, clumsy oaf,” said a man who Alec brushed against as he approached the bed.  He could see Bethany’s head resting on a pillow.  Her thin arms were on top of the covers.  Her hair was a pure silver color that remained becoming.  Her eyes were closed, but in her face Alec still recognized the girl he had loved so intensely so long ago.

“Bethany?” he called gently.  “Excuse me,” he said as he shouldered past an advisor next to the bed.  “Bethany, do you remember a night when you sat on a beach at the old stone quarry on Ingenairii Hill.  You had taken a young healer and his ward to a swimming party.  And you learned who had thrown the knife that cut your skirt in the back?”  Alec’s eyes began to swell with tears as he stood beside Bethany.  He reached out a hand to touch her arm, and released a dash of healing energy into her.

Her condition was grave, Alec could see.  Her organs were failing, her veins were collapsing, and her blood was thin.  He would have to use a great deal of energy, and take a lot of time, to restore her health.

Her eyes flew open.  Jeswyne had walked to the far side of the bed, and watched the faces of both Alec and Bethany.

“I remember that night,” Bethany said with a slight smile.  She looked up at Alec, intently examining his face.  “I hit him when he admitted the skirt story; I was so mad!  Then I almost kissed Alec that night for the first time.  Who are you?  How do you know that story?”

“You did kiss that night, when you tucked me in to bed, after we went back to the healer house.  Appel’s shout only delayed the kiss; it didn’t prevent it,” Alec said, sending another wave of energy into the queen.

“This is hardly appropriate,” one of the nearby advisors said loudly.  “You’re here to heal her, not badger her with old stories.  You’ll need to leave at once.”  He motioned for a guard to come and remove Alec.

“It’s me Beth.  I finally made it back,” Alec began to cry.  “They call me the demon-slayer instead of the crown protector now.  The world kept us apart for too, too long.  But I’m back and we’re together.”  He leaned over and swept his arms behind and underneath her, drawing her into a hug as he sat down on the edge of the bed, and infused her with more healing power.

“Oh Alec, it truly is you!  I feel your energy.  It’s you.  It was you who killed all those demons, wasn’t it?” Bethany wrapped her arms around Alec, and began to cry as well.  “I always hoped that someday you would come back.  Even after years and years, I’d sometimes wake up in the morning and wonder if it was finally the day you would return.

“Was it the energy realm that held you all these years?  Aristotle told us all after we got back that you were there.  He told us how you woke him and told him to save the rest of us, just before he saw you sprint off to fight the demon.  That was the last we knew.  Only the ingenairii knew – we never revealed that secret to the rest of them,” Bethany raised her head from his shoulder and looked at his face.

“The demon ambushed all the ingenairii as they entered the energy realm,” Alec told her.  “I went to Oyster Bay, and I saw all your bodies lying on cots, growing thinner and weaker, and I had to physically go into the realm to fight it to set you free.  After I found Ari and woke him up, I was trapped there, fighting the demon for fifty years; I couldn’t get away,” he felt compelled to explain.  “There was a curse on me for doing what I had to do to set you free.  And when I finally came back, well, you know the story.  More demons,” he told her.  His eyes shifted to Jeswyne’s face, whose eyes slid away immediately, embarrassed to be witnessing such an intimate moment.

A guard laid his hand on Alec’s shoulder and began to squeeze hard.  “Remove your hands from the queen and leave this chamber with me.  You’re under arrest.”

Alec gently released Bethany back down to the bed, then stood and turned.  “You don’t understand.  I am here to stay.  All of you will need to leave the bedside so that the queen and I can talk.”

The guard began to swing his fist at Alec, but Alec dropped his healing energy, exerted his warrior powers, and grabbed the guard’s fist in mid-air, kneeing the man while squeezing his fist so hard the man dropped to his knees and passed out.  Alec continued his motion and grabbed the hand of one of the advisors next to him, then jerked the arm behind the man’s back.

“I want all of you to go wait in that corner of the room.  I will release you in a few minutes if you do as I say,” Alec pointed to a distant part of the room, then turned as he heard the sound of a thrown knife.  He raised his hand and caught the knife in the air, then flipped it back at his attacker, burying the blade deep in the man’s shoulder.  With his other hand he pushed forward the man he held, who stumbled into his fellows and they all migrated across the room in a panic.

Alec sat down again on the bed.  “I’m sorry to upset your advisors, your majesty.”

“There’s not a good one among the group in this room Alec.  These are the jackals, waiting for me to die so they can pick their pieces of the Dominion to plunder,” she told him.

Alec raised her up again, and she saw Jeswyne beside the bed for the first time.  “Who’s this young person, Alec?”

“This is the Lady Jeswyne, from Michian.  I had to travel though time to escape the demons last time I fought them, and the Lady was accidentally taken with me,” Alec lamely explained.

“You always seem to happen to have a pretty companion, don’t you?” Bethany asked.  “Noranda, Cassie, Imelda, Rief, oh, I forgot Leah,” Bethany teased him with a smile.

“Not to mention the prettiest, the water ingenairii who went to Bondell with me!  But I was in love with you Beth, and I’ve been faithful to you,” he told her protestingly.

“I know dear.  And I have always loved you.  And now I can die and let my soul go to Heaven in peace, because I got to see you again,” she said.

“You don’t have to die now, Beth!  You know I can save you!” Alec protested.

“I know you can.  I know you could probably even bring me back to life, like you did with Cassie and Imelda, and Imelda again, if I remember the old story right.  But I’ve been alive for over three score and ten years Alec,” Bethany told him.  “I am ready to be at peace.

“Do you remember,” she began.  “Do you remember the time you took me shopping to get a gown for Cassie?”  she laughed quietly.

“You should have seen him, my lady,” Bethany said to Jeswyne.  “I made him go with me to three different dressmakers, and look at all the linens and the taffeta and the silks,” she laughed.

“I remember, your majesty,” Alec said.  “And I remember when I saw you on the beach in Bondell with Shaiss.  You were surrounded by chaos and swordsmen, but you kept on using your powers!

“You can’t be ready to leave Beth!  I’ve waited fifty years to come back to you,” Alec wailed.

“And I’ve waited for you to come back.  And now you have, Alec, my love.  Listen, you can trust the ones from Goldenfields and Stronghold.  They’ll especially be your friends.  But all the best of the nobility and army from Oyster Bay were killed trying to defend the city years ago, when we lost the battle here.  The only ones left are the craven ones who fled early, except for Rander and Rief’s son; Holbanks is a colonel for Sturgeon; you can rely on him for anything.  But you’ll figure it out, because you’ve got a good heart.  And now I won’t have to listen to their schemes and lies anymore,” Bethany said.

“I know you can save me Alec, but I’m asking you, if you love me, please let me go.  I’ll see you again someday when we’re together in Heaven.  And I know you love me.  Thank you for sharing it with me,” she closed her eyes and gave a deep sigh.

“I’ll always love you, Bethany.  I’ll always think of you on the beach,” Alec said gently, and he laid her down gently.  He sat with his eyes closed, and he took a deep breath, then he stood and straightened the blankets gently, and bent over to kiss her cheek.  He applied a last burst of healing power to the body whose functions were ceasing, taking away the appearance of years of worry, so that she looked peaceful and serene.

“The queen is dead,” Alec announced as he turned and stepped away from the bedside.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 41 – A Spiritual Crisis

 

“This man has killed the queen!” one of the unnamed advisors shouted.  “Guards!” he called.  “Guards arrest this man!”

The door to the room flew open, and two guards entered the room.  Alec casually walked over to the guard who he had knifed earlier.  He reached down and removed the knife, then applied healing powers to repair the wound.  He took the man’s sword, and held it in front of him.  “Lady Jeswyne, would you come with me?” he asked.

The blond girl was still wiping tears from her face as she walked over to Alec.  “You two can get out of my way, or you can suffer the consequences,” Alec warned the guards.  “We’re leaving, for now.”

The guards approached Alec, separating to divide his attention, but instead, using his ingenaire powers, he disarmed one and punched his face, then knocked the feet out from the other; for a second his pain and emotion appeared to overwhelm him, and Jeswyne feared he was going to break into violence against the cluster of frightened advisors.  

“Don’t give them any attention now; they’re not worth your time,” she whispered to him.

Alec took a deep breath, and realized the futility of releasing his grief on those unimportant bystanders.   “We need to get back to Ingenairii Hill right away,” he said. Taking Jeswyne’s hand gently, he led her out of the chamber, to where the rest of the healers waited.

Alec led the group out of the empty antechamber, and past the uninformed guards in the hallway.  “We’ll be back tomorrow,” Alec told them as he left.

He hurried them around the corner.  “What happened in there, Alec?” Stracha asked as they walked quickly.

“She died,” Alec said.  He could say no more.  He didn’t have words to describe the bittersweet wash of emotions that had transferred between them as they sat together.  He saw the weariness in her soul, and the love and satisfaction and joy, as he had shared his love with her.

“That’s it?  You went to see her and she died?” Nestor asked incredulously.

“You shut up!” Jeswyne shouted angrily.  “Leave him alone.  Shut up and follow him,” she told them all.

Alec continued heading towards the armory.  They arrived at the empty building, and Alec rooted around, picking up weapons that he handed to each of the others to carry.  “Jeswyne, take this sword.  I know you can handle it,” he said as he distributed the bows and arrows and knives.

            “We’re going back to the house now, and we’ll keep watch there over night,” Alec told his small band.  “In the morning, we will join Captain Lewis and her troops, and we will take control of the Palace.

            “If anyone wants to go elsewhere to feel safer, you are welcome to do so,” he told them.

Nestor silently handed his bow back to Alec.  “I will go wait with the plant ingenairii,” he said.

“I’m going with Nestor,” Constanc said.

Alec looked at Stracha and Parnell.  They looked at each other, until Stracha shrugged.  “We’ll stay with you, Alec,” Parnell said.  They all watched as Nestor and Constanc left the armory.

“Thank you both for your faith,” Alec said.  “Let’s get back to our house and get some rest.”

The four of them walked out of the armory, and used paths Alec remembered from fifty years prior to wend their way off the palace grounds and through the streets of Oyster Bay to return to Ingenairii Hill.  Alec began to climb a path to the left.

“Alec, our house is up there,” Stracha pointed out. 

“We’re going to another house,” Alec said.  “We’re going to spend the night at the warrior house.  We’re a little less likely to have visitors up there.”

They all climbed wordlessly up the path to the top of the hill.  “The warriors weren’t too smart when it came to picking a spot for a house,” Alec told the others as they all arrived at the summit.

“But the view from up here is so wonderful!” Jeswyne protested.

“Be that as it may, all of you go around the corner and up the outside stairs to the balcony on the other side.  That’s my favorite place in this whole house.  I’ll stay down here and take the first watch,” Alec instructed.  “And we can all enjoy Jeswyne’s view tomorrow morning from up there,” he smiled at the imperial niece, then turned and began to watch the trail below.

Jeswyne silently motioned to the other two to go to the balcony, while she stood silently in place, watching Alec’s back.  Her heart still ached from the emotions of the deeply moving scene she had witnessed in the palace.  The thought of a long separation from a loved one came crashing down on her as she had listened to the intensity of the brief memories Bethany and Alec had shared, and she had understood the unspoken wish to fill in the missing decades.

“What keeps the imperial niece down here?” Alec asked without turning around.

“Alec,” Jeswyne began.

“Lady Jeswyne, I can feel your sympathy, and it is sincere, and I appreciate it.  But tonight I need to be alone, so I can relive this last memory, and find the comfort in it.  

“Please, if you are a friend, leave me in peace.  I’ll see you tomorrow,” Alec said.

Jeswyne turned, crestfallen at the burden of sorrow she knew Alec carried.  She walked slowly around the corner and up the stairs to the balcony.

“What happened in there, Lady?” Parnell asked when she arrived and took a seat.

“The queen was nearly dead.  When she knew it was Alec, they talked about their love, and then she told him she was ready to die, wanted to die, and she asked him not to heal her,” Jeswyne answered.

“He respected her wish, and he allowed her to die peacefully.  And my heart is broken from seeing it,” Jeswyne began to cry again, until Stracha came and put an arm around her to comfort her.

On the other side of the building, Alec stood with his spiritual powers engaged, hardly aware of the world around him, and took comfort from the sense of peace and contentment he felt from Bethany’s spirit as she had drifted away from him.  And all night long he floated in sadness and serenity, until the sun began to rise, and he knew he had to start to change the world.







 

 

 

 

Chapter 42 – Taking the Palace

 

Stracha woke first on the balcony, as she recognized that she now saw shades of gray beyond the monotonous black that had been the palette during the night.  She wished that Danel was with her, to hold her and give her comfort.  Her heart was breaking for Alec, who had let his fiancée die in his arms.  She had listened to Jeswyne cry through the story, and then she had reflected back on when she had listened to Alec quiz Captain Lewis, trying to learn something about the friends he had in his earlier life.  She could not imagine how lonely he must feel.

And this morning he would go and try to take over the palace.  She had no doubt that he would succeed.  But then, instead of being a lonely man, he would be a lonely man in charge of the Dominion.  It wasn’t a change she expected to be a positive one.

She stood, and looked down at the sleeping form of Jeswyne, who had fallen asleep beside her.  Stracha didn’t understand where Jeswyne and Alec had been during the past month, but it was evident that the girl felt deeply for Alec, and had been almost traumatically moved by witnessing Bethany’s death.  The girl had enjoyed little exposure to the ways of the real world before her interlude with Alec, Stracha suspected

With careful steps she walked around the corner of the building, and found Alec unmoved from his position.

“Yes, I’ve been here all night,” he said without turning around.

Stracha walked over to him and lightly laid a hand on his shoulder, releasing a soothing stream of healing energy to take the stress out of his muscles.

“I needed that.  Thank you,” he said.

“Do you need to talk?” she asked.

“I have been, all night,” Alec replied.  “In a different way.

“This morning though, we need to put that behind us and move ahead.  It’s funny how history seems to repeat itself,” he told her, and finally turned to face the healer.  “When I came to Oyster Bay one time long ago, I came to kill the usurpers who had assassinated the king, and I ended up having to take over the palace.  I remember the members of the Guard and the units of the army and the forces from Slone that all had to be persuaded to support me.  And my biggest opposition came from here on the Hill.”

“What did you do to win them over?” Stracha asked, intrigued by the story.

“I killed them,” Alec said simply.  “That cleansing fountain out front of the Hill,” he paused as a notion struck him, “that fountain came from an explosion like the one that killed the demons in front of the palace.

“And that may be what we’ll need to help fix things up around here,” he said softly.

Alec looked up at the sky.  “Would you do me a favor and wake Parnell and Jeswyne?  It’s almost time for us to go.”

Stracha sensed the melancholy that remained, and knew that it was such a part of his core that she could do nothing to relieve it.  So she patted him on the back and left to rouse her companions, offering them each a flow of her healing powers as they arose, to take away the cramps and discomfort of sleeping on a hard surface.  Her healing powers now were by far the strongest among the ingenairii, other than Alec, but she still looked upon Parnell as the leader of the small house, for his skills at knowing how to work with and lead people.  Those were not her strengths, and she didn’t want to try them, especially if she could instead spend more time with Danel.

“We’re heading out, Alec says,” Stracha told the other two as they stood.

“How is he this morning?” Jeswyne asked.

“Alec is much deeper than I am,” Stracha said contemplatively.  “He’s in pain, but he’ll overcome it.  Let’s go see him.”

Moments later they were with Alec, and he was leading them back down the hill towards the Palace.  No one spoke, and they arrived at the plaza by the front gate quickly.  The plaza was filled with Goldenfields Guardsmen, and the gate was heavily manned by men wearing the palace uniform.  “Stracha, do you remember the building we used when we were here before?” Alec asked.  She nodded affirmatively.  “Please lead Parnell and Lady Jeswyne there, and keep them there until this is settled.  I’ll send Danel over to join you when I talk to Lewis.  Now, all of you get going,” he told them, and left them to go his own way towards the front.

“Alec!” Lewis said when he approached her near the gate.  “I’m so glad to see you alive again.  When that explosion wiped out those demons, I thought you had left us for good!

“The guards at the gate say that the Queen is dead, and have ordered us to return to our quarters.  Danel said you wanted us here.  What’s going on?” she asked.

“The queen did die yesterday.  I held her in my arms when she passed,” Alec affirmed.  “Now it is my responsibility to become the ruler of the Dominion and to unite the people and free them from Michian.  That starts right here, if you will support me with your forces.

“Will you use your troops to support me for the good of Goldenfields and the good of all the Dominion?” he asked, looking at her intensely.

“Alec, that is a big decision, and a risky one,” Lewis temporized. 

“You pledged to support me.  You know what I can do.  Do you trust me?” Alec asked.

She looked squarely at him, then turned and looked at her men and woman, whose lives depended on her decision.

“I trust you with my life and with their lives, Alec,” she said.  “Do you want us to storm the gates?”

“No.  I’ll take this gate.  I want you to send a squad to every other gate first, so we have control of all the entrances and exits.  We don’t want to let anyone out right away, because there isn’t much need to let the rotten apples run free.  I want you to send Danel and a squad over to the building we stood in when we planned our last assault on the palace.  Stracha and Parnell and Lady Jeswyne will be there.  Then I want you to send a messenger to Colonel Holbanks, where ever he is, and let him know that you are under my command, and let him know I want his loyalty as well.  Will you do all those things immediately?”

“Are you sure you want to take this gate by yourself?  Do you have some trick you’re going to use?” Lewis asked.

“I am going to win this gate in the name of Queen Bethany,” Alec said.  “Today every victory I win will be a victory for her.  You do what I ask of you, and I’ll take care of the rest.

“Are there other military units in Oyster Bay or nearby?” he asked.

“There’s a battalion of Stronghold forces camped nearby, and a company from Three Forks is down on the wharf right now waiting for transit to the front,” Lewis quickly told him.

“Send a messenger to the Three Forks commander and tell him that the demonslayer is taking command of Oyster Bay and requests his loyalty,” Alec said.  “Ask him to come to the palace.

“I’ll plan to visit the gate in five minutes.  Give your orders in the meantime, and send your men out.  We’ve got a lot to do this morning!” Alec told Lewis with a smile.  “There’s no telling what we may decide to do this afternoon!”

He left her and began strolling among the nearby troops, touching many of them with his healing powers, telling them they would help him to win the throne and then win the war.  When he judged he had given enough time, he turned to the soldiers around him.  “I’ll go talk to the fellows at the gate and show them how Goldenfields thinks things should be.  You might want to watch this!” he grinned, knowing that they would enjoy and repeat that moment of camaraderie.

Alec stepped forth from the front ranks of the Guardsmen, and approached the gate alone.

“Stop.  Come no closer or suffer the consequences,” an officer said from the middle of the gate.

Alec surveyed the situation.  The immediate vicinity of the gate was held by two score soldiers, he estimated, and more were visible through windows or on the roof.  Alec was armed with knives and a sword.  He pulled out his sword, held it low, and took two steps closer to the gate.

A number of bowstrings twanged from the rooftops in response to a hand gesture by the officer.  Alec used his sword to block half a dozen arrows, and deflected two of them back at the commanding officer, leaving him dead.  Alec caught the last arrow with his bare hand, and held it over his head.  He knew he had the attention of every person in the palace and the plaza.

“I am Alec, once known as the Crown Protector, now called the Demonslayer.  I have come back to the Dominion to fight and win the war to end the invasion by the Michian Empire.  I am the heir of the house of Tarnum; today I am here to assert my birthright to the crown of the Dominion.  All those inside the palace who wish to pledge their loyalty to me must appear now before me on bent knee.  For the rest of you, there will be no quarter given.

“If there are officers who will acknowledge my command now, I call them to come forth, so that I may christen their blades for loyalty,” he finished his pronouncement, and waited just a moment.  Then he dropped his warrior powers, and obtained his spiritual energy, using it to seek out feelings that were supportive.

“You,” he pointed at a lieutenant standing by the left guard house.  “Approach me and kneel.”

He watched as the man stepped forward without hesitation, walked up to him, and knelt.

“Offer me your sword,” Alec ordered.

When the man did so, Alec reached out, and swiftly drew his thumb along the edge of the blade.  “This is my blood.  I will shed it for you, should the need arise.  Will you shed your blood for me and for the Dominion, if the need arises?” he asked.

The man raised his head and looked in Alec’s eyes, then drew his own thumb along the blade, adding his blood to the crimson edge.

Alec reached out, and slowly pulled his thumb upon the edge of the blade again.  As he vividly remembered from the same ceremony in Oyster Bay many years prior, a golden spark of alchemic reaction trailed behind his thumb, a bright spot visible to all around, and the blade was left with a deep golden red embossment.

There was an audible sound, as several men dropped to their knees.

Alec reached out his hand to the officer, and pulled him to his feet, healing the slice on his thumb as he did.  “What is your name?” he asked.

“Lieutenant Rihm, my lord,” he answered.

“This is Lieutenant Rihm, now the commander of my personal Guard of Oyster Bay,” Alec announced loudly.  “I see those of you who have knelt to me.  Stand up, bring your weapons, and come to me now.”

Several women and men flocked out of the gateway.  They came to Alec, and as they passed him, he placed a hand on each to offer a touch of healing energy.  As they arrayed themselves in the space behind Alec, in front of the Goldenfields forces at his back, the defenders left inside the palace gates shrank to only a handful.  “Those of you who have just joined my forces, stay outside the gates, and let no one pass out or in until I tell you to.  The Goldenfields forces will join me in scouring the palace.”

Alec turned to face the palace gates once again.  “You were offered the opportunity to take the right course,” Alec spoke loudly.  He reached into the bandoliers he wore.  “Now face the consequences.”  He swiftly tossed four knives outward in a smooth motion that ended with him sprinting forward and drawing his sword to launch an attack.  He thought of Bethany’s words about the quality of character of the people who occupied her court, and he took no pity as he charged into the gate, beginning a melee that rapidly overwhelmed the gate and spread within the palace grounds.

“Place all prisoners in a dungeon.  We’ll send them all to fight at the front, leaving next week,” Alec told Lewis and Rihm at noon, by which time they had the palace completely under control.

“Do we have a chaplain or a priest available?” Alec asked.

“There are priests in the cathedral, preparing it to be reconsecrated,” Lewis answered.

“Would you send a messenger to them?” he asked.  “Tell them I will hold a coronation the day after tomorrow in the cathedral.  We need to keep taking actions to consolidate power.  And immediately after the coronation, I will be available to the public to heal all illnesses and injuries I can manage in the cathedral plaza,” he paused, “next to the fountain there.  The day after that,” he paused, and his voice softened, “we’ll have the Queen’s funeral at the cathedral.”

“Rihm,” he swiveled, and regained his energy.  “Once we have all the prisoners in one place, your job will be to sort through them.  They all will go to the front to fight, but I want those who are rotten and venal in their own unit.  The others, the ones who just followed orders, separate out, and keep the two groups apart in the dungeons.”  The new commander of the guard nodded his assent.

“The last two things for today: have Stracha and the others brought into the palace now, and send out criers through the streets to let the city know who is in charge,” Alec commanded.  “We’ll only have one thing to do tomorrow, so we can begin to inventory, clean up, and repair the palace afterwards.”

“What comes tomorrow?” Rihm asked, curiously.

“That’s my little surprise,” Alec chuckled.  “Assign a body guard to me, let me know if Colonel Holbanks arrives, and thank the men and women for me,” Alec told them.  “If we have any injuries, bring them to the throne room, and take Stracha there to do the healing work.”

“What shall we do with your guest from Michian?” Lewis asked.

“Assign a loyal bodyguard to her, and give her a secure suite in the residential wing,” Alec said casually.  “I’m going to go tour the residential wing myself now, so have my bodyguard meet me there,” he left the two officers and strolled away.

Lewis looked appraisingly at Rihm.  “You’re going to have your hands full,” she said.

“I think I’m going to like it!” he responded.

That evening, Alec gathered his impromptu staff meeting together in a ballroom.  Colonel Holbanks had not arrived, but the heads of the Stronghold and Three Fork contingents joined Lewis, Rihm, Danel, Givens and Parnell.

“Why the ballroom for a meeting?” Parnell asked.

“I held a dance here once, when I sat as the crown protector, and I danced with Noranda Locksfort that night, as well as Bethany, at that dance.  It was a beautiful room then, light and clean and airy,” Alec reminisced.  “What reports do we have?”

“The citizens of the city have heard the criers, but they seem skeptical of any good changes,” Lewis reported.

“You would be too, in their shoes,” Rihm said.  “There’s still too little food, too many criminals, too much trash in the city.  A different name in the palace doesn’t change that.”

“Agreed,” Alec said.  “Tomorrow afternoon, start using the prisoners you trust to pick up trash and haul it away.

“Tomorrow morning, bring as many priests and ingenairii to the palace as you can, an hour before noon, in the throne room, and as many of our people too.  If Colonel Holbanks arrives, make sure he has a front seat facing the throne,” Alec instructed.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“The Lady Jeswyne,” Givens replied.

“What about her?” Alec asked.

“I’m to be her bodyguard,” he glanced at Lewis.  “We’ve put her in a suite next to yours, for security.  And she wishes to speak to you.”

Take good care of her Givens,” Alec answered.  “Please tell her I am not available to speak to her for the next several days, but I will accompany her to the front when we take her to the Michian forces to return her to them.

“If that’s all, let’s turn in for the night,” Alec said.  “Moab, you’re free to go off duty,” he told his new bodyguard, and left the room first.

 







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 43 – From the Palace to the Battlefield

 

Alec lay in bed listening to the muffled voices of Stracha and Jeswyne in the room next to his.  He refused to see the imperial niece; his heart was sorely broken from Bethany’s death, and the girl would be a reminder of his inappropriate affection for her.  He would see her when he returned her to her uncle’s forces, and he hoped that the pain of parting from her would not last long.  The Michian forces had been driven at least a week’s march down the coast, but Alec thought that a journey by ship could reduce his time with her to only three or four days.  He fell asleep to the sound of the soft murmur from next door, exhausted.

The next morning Alec was up early.  To his surprise, Moab was already on station outside his door.  “Let’s go to the armory for a workout before breakfast,” Alec suggested.  He wanted to learn how good the bodyguard was, and to begin to establish some standards.  They spent two hours together, in which Alec gave Moab the most strenuous test he’d ever received, and Alec concluded that his bodyguard was a good bladesman.

They cleaned up, ate breakfast, Alec listened to reports, and then they headed towards the throne room.  Alec stood in a back hallway, near a side entrance to the room.  He was listening to the room fill up with the arrival of guests.  He sent Moab to find out who had arrived.  Minutes later the bodyguard returned with a report than nearly two dozen ingenairii were present, along with six priests, assorted merchants from the city, and a large contingent of soldiers.

As they were speaking, Rihm opened the door and stuck his head in.   “It’s time,” he announced.

“Go announce who I am, and that I am coming to take possession of the royal crown of the Dominion, as the rightful heir to the throne,” Alec instructed.  “I’ll take care of the rest from there.”

“You know the crown’s been inside that crystal forever, don’t you?” Moab asked.  “Nobody knows how to get it out.”

“I know all about it,” Alec responded.  “I’m the one who put it in there, remember?”  He opened the door and proceeded to step into the room, then paused for a moment to look at the crowd.

The room was full.  In the front row he saw Colonel Holbanks, seated next to Jeswyne and Stracha.  Alec set his eyes straight ahead, and walked forward to the center aisle of the room, where steps rose.  In the center of the dais was the throne, and upon the throne was a translucent violet cube, within which rested the ancient crown of the Dominion.

Alec stopped at the bottom of the steps, and turned to face the crowd.  Lewis was seated right along the aisle, and Parnell sat with a cluster of people who all wore the robes of the ingenairii.

“This crown was sealed here to protect it until the House of Tarnum returned to rule the Dominion.  My grandfather was King Gildevny, the last king to rule.  Today I take up the crown again in the name of my house, as my Queen did in my absence, and I pledge to rule in a fair and faithful manner,” he finished his short speech, one that had made him nervous, but was the shortest he thought he could get away with.

As Alec stepped up onto the first step, the candles in the room guttered low, dimming the room immensely.  He paused in surprise, then proceeded to step up to the second step.  As he did, the violet cube began to glow, causing the crowd in the room to mutter and gasp.  Alec didn’t know what would come next, but he steeled himself and stepped up to the throne.

When he did, the matter of the cube began to dissolve, becoming a rising column of glowing purple mist that gathered in a cloud, then began to float and hover above Alec.  As the last of the violet cube left the crown completely exposed, the cloud began to descend upon Alec clothing him in a strange transparent cloth.  He stepped over to the crown, reached carefully down, then picked it up.  As he did, the purple cloud turned into a flock of white doves that flew around the room and out the door.   The candles resumed their normal illumination, and the crowd stood in dumbfounded silence.

Alec held up a free hand, and the crowd began cheering loudly, until he raised his other hand, at which the noise subsided.  “Tomorrow, the cathedral will host the coronation ceremony,” he announced.  “You all are welcome to watch the continuation of the monarchy that the Queen so ably held for all these years.”  The cheering began again, and with that, Alec carried the crown back down the steps and out of the room.

“Moab, please go ask Colonel Holbanks to come this way.  I’d like to talk to him,” Alec instructed his bodyguard as he walked into the back hall.

Several minutes later the door opened, and the colonel joined Alec.

“Thank you for coming, Colonel.  I hope it wasn’t an inconvenience,” Alec said, as he led him to a small sitting room.

“It was an inconvenience, but well worth it,” Holbanks said cautiously.  “That was quite a little magic show you put on in there.  How did you do it?”

“I have no idea,” Alec replied.  “I was there when John Mark made it happen in the first place, to both the crown and the entire throne,” Alec answered matter-of-factly.  “I didn’t have the faintest hint then of what happened, and I still don’t.”

Holbanks was impressed by the sincerity and honesty of Alec’s answer.  “I understand you have received pledges of support from several other military leaders here,” he said.  “Are you building your own army to occupy the capital?”

“I’m just starting to find the people who will be loyal to me.  I’ll need to maintain strength here in Oyster Bay, because I’ll be leaving to go fight at the front very soon,” Alec answered.  “This city is the heart of the Dominion, and it’s important that our people know we can restore it to the glory it once had.

“I recollect you told me you were from here originally, and the Queen told me your parents were my two good friends, Rander and Rief,” Alec began.  “Rander was my friend from the first days I spent as an apprentice here.  He was someone I trusted.  And your mother was the best friend I had in Michian.  Did she tell you the story of the first demon I fought, to save her life?”

“She did,” Holbanks replied.  “But I never believed or imagined how horrible a demon really was until we started seeing them in the war.”

“When I first met her in Michian, I had no tongue, so I couldn’t speak,” Alec paused, as he remembered what Rief had been like back then.  “She became my voice, and spoke for me, on my behalf.  I sometimes think she liked me better without a voice than with one!” he laughed.  “I never had a chance to know much about her healer abilities, but I imagine she was a good one.  She gained her powers directly from John Mark’s cave, you know.”

“She told me that herself,” Holbanks agreed.  “And she and my father both told me many stories about you.  They used to put me to bed at night by telling me ‘Alec’ stories.

“And now it turns out I have stories of my own to tell that are just as exciting.”

“And your opportunity to have stories is just beginning,” Alec commented.

Holbanks raised an eyebrow.

“Your father was my steward.  He served the Dominion best by serving me.  I couldn’t have achieved as much as I did if he hadn’t taken so much of the responsibilities off my shoulders.  Now I need a new steward,” Alec said, looking directly at Holbanks.

“I’d rather not,” the colonel began to try to cut off the request.

“Before Bethany died, she told me that the Oyster Bay Court was nothing but criminals and craven cowards.  There’s none of them I can turn over the administration of the government to, is there?  If you know of one, please name him,” Alec waited.

“Or I could stay here, and try to run things myself, instead of going to war.  Perhaps you know someone else who can fight the next demon?” Alec let the question hang in the air.

“I have a dilemma, as you can see.  Can you be part of the solution?”

Holbanks sat silently for a moment.  “I’m not going to say yes right now.  Let me think about it.”

“That’s fair,” Alec said.  “You’ll come to the coronation tomorrow?”

Holbanks agreed to attend, then departed.

Alec left the sitting room to attend to a variety of responsibilities and inspections.  He returned to the palace that night, carrying a bundle of small goods wrapped in a blanket.  He had spent a long time browsing in the stores along the boulevard, looking for a particular item, and silently swearing at the tedium of shopping.  He’d been unrecognized, and able to overhear the chatter of the populace as he strolled among them.  They needed something to believe in and hope for, he could tell, both from their words and their feelings.  The coronation tomorrow would be his chance to give them something to believe in, he hoped.

When he arose the next morning, Rihm told him that they had located a variety of rich robes, suitable for a coronation ceremony.  “I will only wear white and the crown,” Alec replied.  “The people in the cathedral will have enough to see today without thinking about my robes.”

After breakfast they rode to the cathedral, where a large crowd was gathering.  Alec waited in the back of the cathedral, speaking with the priest who would perform the ceremony.  “Our apologies that we do not have a prelate here for the coronation, sire,” the priest offered.  “You are making things happen so fast, we didn’t have time to request a senior member of the clergy be in attendance.”

“What’s your name?” Alec asked the middle-aged priest.

“I am Brother Doyle,” the man replied.

“You know the ceremony you’re going to perform this morning, don’t you?” Alec asked.

“I’ve studied it all night,” Brother Doyle replied.

“We don’t need anything more, do we?” Alec asked with a grin.  “I appreciate your willingness to make the cathedral available.  I hope that getting a crowd of our citizens in here today will encourage them to come back.”

Minutes later, Doyle took the central position, and Alec approached him by walking in the center of the great aisle, with crowds pressing in on both sides.  There were few guards present, reflecting how thin the ranks of forces were following Alec’s hasty seizure of power in the palace, and Alec himself was unarmed.  Alec rose up three steps, paused at the altar, turned to face the priest, then knelt.

As he did, he heard a whizzing noise, and he reached up to grab Doyle’s cassock, jerking the priest down to the ground just before an arrow flew through the space he had occupied.  “Stay here,” Alec hissed, as he twisted, engaged his warrior powers, and stood.

Four men with swords were racing unimpeded towards Alec, having emerged from their hiding place in the crowd.  Alec grabbed two large bronze candlesticks from the altar and threw them at the approaching assassins, hitting their skulls with heavy thuds that sent them both to the ground.  Now only two swordsmen were on the dais with Alec, attempting to kill him.  Alec maneuvered around the altar so that one of the swordsmen was isolated from him, then dodged a stab from his remaining opponent, and hit down hard on the back of his neck, flooring him as well.

Alec grabbed the sword of his unconscious victim, then leaped and slid over the altar to confront his last opponent.  The man was stunned by the rapid turn of events, and prepared to flee, but Alec tossed his sword as if a dagger, landing it in the calf of the erstwhile killer, and leaving him on the floor.

Women were screaming, and guards were belatedly running forward to the scene of the violence.  Alec saw Holbanks holding Jeswyne, comforting her, and he saw Rihm leading a group of guards.  Alec calmly walked to the assassin he had stabbed, removed the sword, and healed the wound, just as Rihm arrived from one side and Moab arrived from another.

“Take the four of them separately to cells in the dungeon, and find out why they did this,” Alec said to Rihm.  He used his spiritual powers to evaluate the room, but there was no other evidence of ill will.  “Stay with me,” Alec told Moab, and together they walked back up to the dais, where Brother Doyle stood pale and shaken.  Alec and Moab gently patted the priest’s robes to clean them.

“Shall we continue?” Alec asked Doyle, who nodded uncertainly.

The priest began the ceremonial phrases, and the enthralled audience responsively joined in the activity.  Another priest appeared carrying a wooden box, and when he arrived, Doyle opened it to remove the crown of the Dominion.

“Will you accept this crown to wear?” he asked Alec. “And will you wear responsibility for the common good of the lands and the people of the Dominion?”

“I will carry the crown and the welfare of the people,” Alec replied.

“Will you heal the land of past wrongs, and nurture the growth of future sanctity?” the priests and the crowd asked together.

“I will heal the lands and nurture the spirits,” Alec answered, then added beyond the ceremonial reply.  “And I will heal the people, the palace and the ingenairii, so that we may worship in a society that is secure for God’s love.”

The priest paused to listen to and consider the answer, then lifted the crown.  As he placed it slowly on Alec’s head, there was a rustling sound overhead.  Looking up, the people in the building saw a flock of white doves leave the rafters and glide down, landing on Alec’s shoulders and clinging to his robe, then changing colors to a deep royal purple, and melting into the cloth of the robe itself, leaving no trace behind except the dark color that the cloth of the robe now retained.

Alec and the priest looked at one another in astonishment.  Alec turned his head at a movement out of the corner of his eye, and standing on the corner of the dais were the ghosts of Enguerrand and Gildevny, his father and grandfather.  The ghosts raised their hands in salute, looks of satisfaction on their faces, and then they faded away.

“Send the Guards out to the plaza to provide organization for those who wish to be healed,” Alec called, looking to Rihm.

“I remember the old days of Oyster Bay in the days of the reign of King Gildevny.  The city and land were prosperous, but the court was weak and corrupt.  Everyone suffered because of the chaos and strife that the corruption caused.  Today I pledge that while we fight this battle to set all the Dominion lands free from the invaders, I will work with you to restore the prosperity, and the morality, that we need to live in a manner pleasing to God,” Alec shouted to the crowd.  It was the longest speech he ever wanted to make, and he was glad when the crowd cheered, and began to disperse.

“Colonel Holbanks,” Alec called, walking towards the front row.  “Would you go to the palace and lead the interrogation of the assassins, to find out if they are dissatisfied local people, or if they were sent by Michian?” he asked, then realized that Jeswyne was standing within earshot.

“Yes, your majesty,” Holbanks replied calmly, and he left.

“Lady Jeswyne,” Alec said to his guest, “is Givens nearby to serve you?”

“Do you mean to keep an eye on me?” she asked crossly.  “I very much doubt that those murderers were from my uncle’s army.  They wouldn’t be stupid enough to only send four men with swords against a warrior who fought three demons at once.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Alec said regretful that she had overheard his request.  “I didn’t mean to imply that we need Givens to do anything other than make sure that you are safe.  In this case, I meant safe from boredom, because I’m sure you will want him to escort you away from the cathedral.  All that will happen here is that I will stand out front and heal the people for the next several hours until my energies run out.”

At that moment, Givens arrived from the spot where he had waited in the back of the cathedral.  “That was quite a show, your majesty,” he congratulated Alec.

“Thank you Givens,” Alec replied simply.  “Take good care of the lady today.”  He turned and left to find the priests to discuss the arrangements for Bethany’s funeral.  After that he walked out to the plaza, where an overwhelming crowd cheered his appearance and the start of his healing session.  By nightfall the newly-crowned king was exhausted, and he returned to the palace to fall soundly into a dreamless sleep.

The following day, Alec sat in the cathedral through the full funeral ceremonies and memorials that commemorated Bethany’s life and reign.  He sat alternatively gloomy, reflective and entertained as he heard stories about her life without him.  That evening, he met with Colonel Holbanks.  “Thank you for attending Bethany’s funeral, colonel,” he began the conversation.  “She told me herself that you were someone she trusted.”

“Thank you, majesty,” Holbanks replied.  “She was all that held together the idea of a united Dominion after Oyster Bay fell.  You chose wisely when you chose her to be our queen.”

“I chose wisely when I chose her to be my wife,” Alec replied softly.

“Let us talk of the present,” Alec wanted to change the topic.  “Did you have the opportunity to question the assassins?”

“I did.  They are only local people who had been business cronies of the Michian occupying army.  I do not detect any Michian influence on them at all in terms of this weak attempt,” Holbanks answered.  “It seems strange to say that sending four men after one is a futile waste of resources, but in your case, that’s all it is.”

“Thank you, Holbanks,” Alec replied.  “Now the bigger issue is what you will do next.  I hope to leave the city within two days to go to the front and begin the campaign to liberate Bondell.  Will you make that possible by running the palace in my absence?”

Majesty,” Holbanks began, hesitating as he apparently considered how to approach a difficult topic.

“Colonel, when just the two of us are together like this, please just call me Alec.  You did it before,” Alec reminded him with a smile.

“Alec,” Holbanks began again.  “I will take this assignment and serve you under one condition.  I know you need help, and I believe I can help you.  But there is something I will ask you to do in return.”

“I can’t imagine that you would request anything dishonorable.  What is your request?” Alec asked with a smile.

“This is a little beyond the duties I’m taking on, but I would like for you to sit down with the Lady Jeswyne and talk with her before you leave the city.  She’s a lonely young girl.  I had a chance to speak with her at a few of the ceremonies recently, and she feels like she’s lost her only friend in the world since you haven’t spent any time with her.  I have the impression that you two were once very close to, and dependent on, each other,” Holbanks said.  “As a courtesy to someone who seems like a good person, you should do this.  And on a more practical note, she will soon have the emperor’s ear when he wants to know about the Dominion and its new leader, so it would be wise to leave her with a good impression of you.”

Alec looked into the steady gaze Holbanks presented.  “I lived for fifty years, fighting a demon.  I was engaged for all that time to Bethany, but I only really spent a few weeks of my life giving her the love I wanted to, and that she deserved.  I don’t want to dishonor her by,” he paused.  “Lady Jeswyne is a very good person, I know,” he began over.  “I will make arrangements immediately.  Thank you for your counsel.  It is appropriate.”

The next morning, he made good on his promise to Holbanks, after wrestling with the appropriate way to do so.

“Lady Jeswyne,” he stopped and bowed as they passed in the hallway.  “It’s a pleasure to see you this morning.”  She smiled in response.

“I would enjoy the chance to speak with you this evening.  Could you come to my chambers after dinner?” he asked.

“No,” she said instantly, her expression swiftly changing from a smile to a frown to a formal calmness.  “I am not a trollop at your majesty’s call.  A gentleman does not expect to meet a lady, let alone the emperor’s niece, in his chambers.”

Alec felt utter confusion as he realized how the invitation might have sounded to the small retinues that stood politely by.

“Forgive me, you’re right,” he told her.  “There is a drawing room, I think it’s called, near the throne room.  Would you meet me there?”

“Yes, it would be an honor.  We shall see you this evening.  I know you are extremely busy, so I shall not keep you any longer,” Jeswyne told Alec, seizing the initiative, and she walked away, ladies-in-waiting in tow.

Alec looked at Moab, who refused to look at him.  “I’m going to go to the armory to practice,” Alec said.  “I’d like for you to go find Colonel Holbanks and invite him to join us there.”

Two hours later, Alec, Holbanks, Moab, and others were removing their practice pads and cleaning up after the intense workout.  “I’d like to leave for the front tomorrow,” Alec said to Holbanks.  “Would you send a message in advance to the leaders at the front so that they know to expect my arrival?

“I’ll be meeting the Lady Jeswyne this evening, by the way.  When she returns to Michian, I imagine she’ll immediately tell the story of how she made me look like a buffoon,” he said ruefully.

“No doubt,” Moab added without thinking.   Alec gave him a withering look.  “Sorry.  I’m just saying, she won that one.”

That evening, Alec stood in the sitting room, awaiting the arrival of the Lady Jeswyne.  “I remember I waited in this room the time I met King Gildevny,” he told Moab and two other staff members following him that night.  “These paintings were all here even back then.  I remember the court physician explained to me what historical scene each represented.”  He walked over to a table in a corner, where a cloth covered the tray he had brought to the room.  “The other thing I remember from visiting this room in the old days is that the king had dozens of pretty girls serving as maids, who walked around the palace in the scantiest…” he stopped speaking as he turned and say Jeswyne, Stracha, and others standing inside the door watching and listening to him.

“What a fascinating revelation,” Stracha said drolly.

“It does reveal the depth of character of your new king, those fond memories he holds of the storied past,” Jeswyne said politely.

“The maids made me nervous,” Alec replied, blushing.  “Aerley, the court physician, told me the king had the maids around the palace to keep the nobles’ minds preoccupied.

“Please, have a seat, Lady Jeswyne,” he told her, walking to a table in the center of the room, and holding a chair for her.

“In a time when I have had many activities that preoccupy me, I regret I have not been able to spend more time with you.  Soon you will be free once again among your own people, living in the luxury you are used to and deserve,” he said.

“I have no complaints about the accommodations I’ve enjoyed here among your people.  Even the simplest hut feels like a home when shared with the right people,” Jeswyne replied, looking at Alec for a moment, then lowering her eyes.

“After you are gone back to your home, we will remember you.  I will remember you, Lady Jeswyne,” Alec told her.  He wished the scene hadn’t been so scripted, with the witnesses and ladies and others sitting attentively around the walls, who prevented the kind of natural talk the two had shared for months.   He stood from his seat and started to walk to the corner.  “So I wanted to show you that I will always remember the customs from your home land that you taught me.”  He pulled away the cover to reveal a tray that held a tea service, steam still rising from the pot, then carried the tray to the table, and began placing the various articles of the tea set in the appropriate places.

“I shopped through the stores in town for the longest time the other day trying to find a complete set.” He told her as he finished laying out the cups, spoons, and implements in the prescribed spots on the table.  He looked at her and saw that her eyes were sparkling.

He sat, and they began the ceremony.  Each nodded stiffly to the other, then one picked up a spoon and moved it to a new location, followed by the other.   They ritually relocated various artifacts, then Alec began the process of placing the tea in the pot of water to let it steep, after which he poured it out through a strainer to removed the leaves.

Then Alec stood.  Jeswyne was so surprised by the non-traditional step that she jumped in her seat.  Alec smiled, and walked around the table to stand on her right as he poured the tea from the strained pot into her cup.  She was looking at him with large eyes and a pale face, and Alec wondered if he had done something wrong.  Uncertain, he continued, and sat in his seat.

Jeswyne sat looking down in her lap, and Alec knew he had made a mistake of some kind.  She looked up, stared at him intently, then smiled a small smile, rose, and poured the tea into his cup from the left side, then returned to her seat.  Alec stood next and poured the cream into her tea from the left, which she then did from the right, and they followed the formal steps again to add honey to the cups of tea.

Both of them sat silently, stirring their cups, then Alec rose and carried his cup to Jeswyne, placing the cup in front of her, and sat down.  She stood and daintily placed her own cup in front of him, sat down, and watched intently as he picked up her cup to sip a drink of tea.  She copied his motions, sipping at the same time.

They finished the ceremonial steps of returning the cups to each other and sipping together again, and sat in silence.

“I hope I did not offend you,” Alec said, wishing he had remembered the steps better.  “Please remember me fondly when you are back in your palaces in Michian, and know that this was intended in the best way, regardless of the execution.”

“Your execution was flawless,” Jeswyne answered.

“I’d like for you to have this tea set as a gift.  It is not an elegant set, nor appropriate for the finest palaces, perhaps, but I hope it will retain sentimental value for you.”

“It will, your majesty, it will,” she said softly.

“We will plan to depart tomorrow by ship for the first part of the journey.  If you need any assistance, please tell Givens, who will do all that he can,” Alec said.  He regretted again the audience around them, although he knew that it helped him maintain his dignity as king.  He wasn’t sure what conversation he might have found himself in without the presence of so many watchers.

He stood up.  “It is time for me to go.  Have a good evening, Jess.  I’ll see you tomorrow,” and he motioned to Moab as he walked from the room.  They went directly to Alec’s suite, where Alec said goodnight and closed the door.  It had grown awkward.  With Bethany’s death, and the assumption of the duties of the monarchy, life was different.  Alec remembered again why he had hesitated long ago to take the throne.   Imelda too had feared the constrictions that the palace would create.  Here he was in a place where the nuances and perceptions of actions carried consequences.  And he had no way to step down now, he knew, or the Dominion itself would crumble.

He heard sounds in the room next door, a great deal of hushed voices and occasional giggles.  He stood up from the bed, pulled on a hooded white robe, and left his room, walking through the hallways unescorted, and out the gate into the city at night.  Alec stood in a shaded niche and watched the people of the city walk by.  Many were going to the fountain that stood in the plaza at the location of the explosion he had used to destroy the demons.  The explosion that had thrown he and Jeswyne together for months of solitary escape from the world.

Alec began to walk randomly through the city.  He passed a man who was coughing heavily.  Alec reached out and healed him of the tuberculosis he suffered from.  He kept on walking, past a home where a baby was crying in severe distress.  Alec reached in through a window and took away the pain.  He went to the cathedral, where even at night people were kneeling at the altar, seeking miraculous cures, and he touched them all, healing their sicknesses.  The energy he spent on the healing felt like a relief, able to distract his mind from all the other issues going on.  He returned to the palace, creating consternation among the guards when he strolled up to the gate alone, and went back to his room, where he slept soundly.

When he woke up in the morning, the first thing Alec thought of was Armilla.  “She would have taken me to the armory and whipped me for going out like that last night,” he thought to himself.  Upon opening the door, he found Moab and three other guards waiting.

“We understand we’re going to have to be less trusting in our guard practices,” Moab told him.  “I heard about your little stroll last night.  I heard about it from Rihm and Holbanks and many others too.”

“I was a bodyguard for the Duke of Goldenfields for a time,” Alec told Moab as they began to walk down the hall.  “And I would have been angry at any sovereign I was supposed to watch who snuck out like that too.”

“Your majesty,” he heard Stracha’s voice behind him.

He turned and bowed to her.  “It’s a pleasure to have our ingenaire in the palace with us,” he told her.  “What’s on your mind?”

Whatever the topic was, it seemed to suddenly lose its immediacy.  “Nothing urgent.  We can talk some other time.  Lady Jeswyne has asked me to join the trip to the battle front, so I’m sure we’ll have other opportunities to chat.”

Puzzled, Alec bid her goodbye and continued on his way to the armory, where he worked out with several guards.  That afternoon he joined the rest of the procession of people making the boat trip to the battle front.  “Ready to get used to the army life again?” Alec asked Givens as they stood leaning against a railing watching the shore line slip by.

“I think living in a palace has been a nice change of pace,” Givens replied.  “And following your little friend around has definitely been a nice change of pace.  But if you’re going to go crack the whip and get this army thumping away at the invaders, it would be nice to be one of the ones that will keep them on the run.”

Alec slept on the deck with several others, allowing the women to have the cabins below.  Four days later they were off-loading at a rickety dock close to the battlefront, and the following day they reached the headquarters tent of the Dominion forces.  “Stay close to her, Givens,” Alec instructed as they entered the military camp.  “We don’t need anything to happen to her this close to sending her home unharmed.”

Alec was ushered into a tent where the high command of his forces waited.  “Your majesty, it’s a mixed blessing to meet you at last.  We are very sorry about the loss of the queen.  She was someone we all respected for her strength and her character.  But we are in awe of the stories we hear about you; if you live up to half your billing, we know the Dominion will soon be free of this long occupation.

“I am Field Marshall Ulltar, originally from Frame, but in the service of Oyster Bay for over twenty years,” the leader of the group introduced himself.  He was a tall burly man, with a great deal of facial hair. 

“This is General Millerson of Goldenfields,” he announced as he pointed to a man standing by a chair.

“Are you related to the Millershome trading family?” Alec asked.

“A distant cousin, your majesty,” the general said with a bow.

“Over here is General Lockeson of Stronghold,” the marshal turned to his right to indicate a swarthy, short man wearing a bright blue uniform jacket.

“I had almost as many friends in Stronghold as I had in Goldenfields,” Alec said to the man.

“You are remembered very fondly there your majesty.  There’s even a waterfront tavern named after you, The King’s Belt.  There’s a story about your performance there,” Lockeson replied.

“There may be truth to the story,” Alec admitted.  “The cousins took me with them to a few taverns the first night we were in the city, and we had an adventure in one.”

“And this is the leader of the Bondell forces in exile, Major Chambers,” Ulltar next introduced a slender, well-tanned man.

“And Bondell too was an interesting place I experienced,” Alec said.

“That seems like a polite way to avoid saying anything!” Chambers laughed.

“No, I had many adventures in Bondell.  I learned something important there too, through my own stupidity.  And I appreciated the folks there and their courage in standing up to the coup leaders from Oyster Bay when they had so little to fight with.”

Chambers bowed his head in appreciation.

Alec and his commanders settled into conversation.  The stories of Alec's battles with the demons, as well as his identity from the prior age, and his acquisition of the crown of the Dominion were all sufficient for the military leaders to accept his authority, reinforced by his easy manner of wearing a sword and bandolier of knives at the introduction.

               "We received notice that you wished to parley with the Michian forces, and we sent a messenger under a white flag yesterday to make contact.  The man who carried the flag earned a promotion - it was the first time we've tried to parley in all these years.  There's never been any question of exchange of prisoners or holiday armistices or anything else.  We weren't sure how they would respond, but they accepted the messenger, and he returned with the news that we may parley with them tomorrow at noon," Ulltar said.  "We thought that would give you time to arrive here."

               "Very good," Alec said.  " Now, what is the situation in the field?"

               "We're at a standoff," General Millerson of Goldenfields replied.  "We think we have slightly larger forces than they do, surprisingly, but the terrain is too rough for us to take advantage of that.  They don't seem to want to use their demons any more, thank you from the bottom of our hearts for your part in frightening that option away."

               "Do they not want to use the demons, are they afraid to use them and lose them, or are they out of sorcerers?" Alec asked.

               "We do not know.  We have no knowledge of their internal workings; you know more about them than we do," Millerson replied.

               "All I know is that I'm glad they don't have one here, at least not right now," Alec answered.

               "Amen to that," Lockeson agreed.

               "Could we ship a force to get behind the lines?" Alec asked.

               "We have talked about it, but there isn't enough shipping capacity.  We could put a battalion to sea, but they wouldn't have a lot of chance of surviving in uncharted lands once they landed," the field marshal said.

               "Not too far down the shore there is a very defensible citadel that Bondell used in the war against the Oyster Bay coup leaders.  I think it was called Salt Crust," Alec said.  "A battalion could safely remain there, and thwart their supply lines.  We might be able to establish a base there that would force them to withdraw.

               "Why don't you put some scouts in small ships to see how far it is?" he suggested.  He looked at the representative of the Bondell exile forces.

               "We can put our men in the scout ships to help in exploration!  We would recognize the citadel," Chambers from Bondell said.  "I agree it could be held for a long time, from what I've heard."

               "What parley do you have in mind with the invaders, sire?" the Stronghold commander asked.

               "I have a member of the emperor's family who we took captive in battle at Oyster Bay," Alec began.

               "What a priceless bargaining chip!" Ulltar exclaimed.

               "We will honorably hand her over to their side with no conditions," Alec said calmly.  "I just want to make sure they are prepared to receive and treat her as she deserves.  We will place no conditions nor seek any advantage from her misfortune.”   His tone settled the question so firmly that the others only glanced at each other for a moment.

               “Soon after that transfer of the imperial niece is accomplished, we will offer a second parley, and inform them that they have the opportunity to begin to retreat from the Dominion peacefully in the next week, after which we will show no mercy,” Alec continued.

“Will you prepare the troops for an inspection the day after tomorrow?” Alec asked.  “Following our announcement about the return of the Lady Jeswyne, I doubt the Michian forces will be prepared to attack us.  We’ll officially transfer Lady Jeswyne after the inspection.”

“I’ll go check on arrangements for my small retinue,” Alec said.  “You have one great advantage our army didn’t have in the lacertii war – I don’t have a whole court to bring with me to the front!  When we went to fight the lacertii in Goldenfields,” he bowed to Millerson, “I had so many nobles and ladies and courtiers along!  I had to coddle them of course to maintain their support for the crown after I had just returned from Stronghold,” he bowed to Lockeson.

“I am sure my generals never forgave me for leaving the whole pack of hangers-on with them while I left the army and rode behind the lines!” he laughed.  “I won’t do that to you.  I plan to be part of the action this time,” he promised, and left the tent, the generals grinning at the promise of a new kind of war they were about to experience.

Alec strode through the camp, past the established tents to the spot in the rear where new tents were going up for him and the other new arrivals.  “Alec, may I talk with you?” Stracha called to him as he walked past one tent.  He halted, and waited as she stepped over to join him.

“Would you like to walk with me while we talk?” he asked.

Stracha matched his step.  “Will you be honest with me?” she asked.

He turned to look at her, and observed the serious countenance she wore.  “Yes Stracha, I owe you a great deal, and you’ve been a good companion.  Although I’ve learned it’s dangerous to step in to this type of conversation with a girl, I will do it for you,” he ended with a smile.

“I think I understand that you and the Lady Jeswyne traveled through time together to a deserted forest, right?” Stracha asked.

“Yes, that’s about right,” Alec agreed.

“And even though it only seemed like a few weeks to us, for you and Lady Jeswyne it was many, many months?” she asked.

“It was a long time for us,” Alec said as he thought about the healing and the swimming and swords and etiquette and boat-building.  “Yes, we were together there for much longer than folks realize.”

“And do you realize how much Jeswyne changed while you were gone?” Stracha asked.  “Think about it.  For you, you lived for twenty years or so, then you were trapped with a demon for fifty years, and now you’re back.  So you’re seventy years old in some ways, and maybe not so old in experience, but still older and wiser than she is by a long shot.

“For her, those months were a big piece of what she knows about life.  Not to mention her physical changes.  You’re aware of those I imagine?” Stracha said drily.

Alec blushed.  “We ate a very unusual diet.  There was almost no meat for us, but we ate a lot of plants, and I found a great variety, all of which were healthy and good for us in many ways.  I know that, plus the fish,” he smiled at the memory, “was very beneficial.  She blossomed while we were there.  She knows that too, I think.”

They were still walking now, past Alec’s intended goal, strolling alone outside the camp as the discussion continued.

“She knows she’s grown.  She doesn’t really know how pretty she is,” Stracha said.

“I imagine there will be lots of boys ready to tell her,” Alec said.

“She really only wants one to tell,” Stracha said quickly.

Alec understood.  “I can’t.  Not now.  It’s so soon.  Bethany is in my dreams every night,” he answered.

“You know that tea ceremony you carried out with Jeswyne in the palace before we left?” Stracha asked.

“I know it well enough to get it mostly right,” he answered literally.

“In her culture, there are specific meanings to those ceremonies.  For that particular ceremony, the first time a boy performs it with a girl, it is a formal introduction, the opening up of a courting routine,” Stracha explained.  “You and she performed it once together when you were in the wilderness,” Stracha added, and Alec nodded.  “She told me a great deal about this.

“The second time a boy performs the ceremony, it is a signal of his intent to pursue the girl.  If she obliges him and carries it out, it signals her willingness to let him pursue.  It’s not an engagement in our terms, but it’s close,” the girl explained, taking Alec’s arm in hers.

He groaned at the implications.  “But she knows I don’t know that!” he protested.

“She does,” Stracha agreed gently.  “Now the third time the ceremony happens between those two, if they both go through all the steps correctly, is confirmation of their plans to get married.

“Among their royalty, a man does not call a woman by any informal name or nickname unless they have been, intimate,” Stracha added.  “How many times have you called that girl Jess or Jessie?”

“I didn’t know that either,” Alec protested.  They had turned, and were walking back to the camp.

“She knows, Alec.  She knows, yet these things that mean so much to her have happened.  You were the only person she knew for a long time.  And you may be the first person who treated her as an adult and a friend, not as an imperial master.  Then life changed dramatically, and you disappeared and ignored her for days.  And you happened to take her with you and she watched your fiancée die in your arms.  You’ve wrecked the girl emotionally, Alec,” Stracha said simply.  “Not intentionally, not maliciously.  But she is in love with you.  And tomorrow you’re going to give her away forever.  She’ll go back to the imperial family, and be used as a typical pawn, married off to some son of a nobleman somewhere.  She’s told me she can guess the two or three likely candidates.

“She thinks she will be even more valuable as a family asset, now that she can be portrayed as the woman who survived the exotic life among the barbarians,” Stracha told him.  “And she doesn’t want that.”

They were back on the borders of the camp, and Alec felt anguished.  “You need to know this.  Make her departure as peaceful as possible.  Use your spiritual powers and give her comfort,” Stracha told him.  “I’ve only known her a few days, but she is a dear girl.  And don’t tell her that I’ve told you all of this, please.”

“Stracha, I would rest easier if I didn’t know this, but I think you are right to tell me.  I knew she was fond of me, at least as a friend; we had a very comfortable relationship while we were in the wilderness.  I will try to bring some comfort to her,” Alec felt great sadness at the thought of Jeswyne’s discomfort.

“I know you’ll do the right thing,” Stracha said with a smugness that caused Alec to scrutinize her closely.

“You said that like, I don’t know, like you know something,” Alec accused.

“Don’t you worry, your majesty,” Stracha reached up and patted him on the cheek as they reached camp.  She left him to return to Jeswyne.

Alec was disconcerted by his conversation, and walked aimlessly through the camp as he tried to digest the information Stracha had given him.  He found himself in front of the infirmary tent, and paused.  As an idea occurred to him, he turned and walked rapidly back to where Lady Jeswyne’s tent stood.

“Is Lady Jeswyne available to take a stroll?” Alec asked Givens in a formal tone.  A half minute later, Jeswyne stood at the tent entrance.  “Would you like to take a walk with me today?” Alec asked.

“Certainly Alec,” She said with a smile.

They began to stroll through the camp.  “I’d like to know if you’d be interested in a little game tomorrow?” he asked.

She looked at him quizzically.  “You won’t really have time for games until you give me back to the Michian forces, will you?” she asked.

“I was thinking that we might have the fun of putting veils on you when we approach them for the parley,” Alec told her.  “They don’t know that you are with us, and they don’t know that we intend to repatriate you.  So if we could get you inside the tent before unveiling you, we could see the shock on their faces!

“It’s juvenile, I know, but it’s the only thing I can think of that will lessen the sadness I will feel at your departure,” he said.  They had reached the infirmary tent, and stood.  “You have been a good friend for months, and a consolation for my grief.  I will remember you always Jeswyne.”

Her eyes were brimming with tears.  “You promised me one time that you would take me to the promenade for the emperor someday, so that we could eat food from the booths and shop among the vendors and get jostled by the crowds, Alec.  I will hold you to that promise.

“Why have we stopped here?” she asked as she dabbed a cloth at her eyes.

“This is the infirmary tent.  I thought I would introduce you to these soldiers, and let them know that there are good folks in Michian.  I’ve come here to do some healing.  It steadies my nerves to use my energy this way.”

He took her hand and stepped inside.  Fortunately, he noted, the cots that held soldiers were greatly outnumbered by those without occupants.  All six sets of eyes turned to look at them, and a medic stood up.  “Can I help you?” he asked Alec, who wore no badges or stripes denoting his rank.

“I am here to help you,” Alec replied.  “Your friends here in the infirmary would appreciate the chance to go back to their units, I’m sure.

“I am Alec, the demonslayer, and I’ve just arrived to join the army.  This is our guest, the Lady Jeswyne of Michian, who is a visitor among us.  We are here today to do some good works for all of you.”  He stepped to the nearest man, whose leg was heavily splinted.  “Let’s send him back,” Alec touched his leg.

“Take off your splints and go,” Alec told him.  

He took Jeswyne with him and stepped over to see a woman who was pale and sweaty.  He placed his hand on her forehead.  “You are healed as well.  Go to the showers to freshen yourself, then return to your unit.”

The medic stepped forward.  “Sir, this is unorthodox.  I can’t allow someone to step in here and confuse my charges like this,” he began.

“It’s alright Scrivens,” a voice said behind them, and they turned to see the man with the formerly splinted leg standing by his cot.  “His healing worked for me!  Everything is fine.  I’m going back to the 19th.”

“Are you from the Oyster Bay 19th regiment?”  Alec asked.

“Yes, sir,” the man answered.  “Why?”

“No reason,” Alec answered.  “I’m glad to know you’re here.

“I’m leaving too,” said the formerly sick woman.  “Scrivens, he’ll put you out of business if he sticks around.  Thank you, sir,” she said to Alec.  “I’m leaving,” she called behind her as she hoisted a pack of goods and disappeared out the door.

In the face of the two miraculous healings, the medic backed down, and Alec quickly healed the rest of the patients, sending them all away.  “You stay here,” Alec told the medic.  “There’ll be more people get sick or injured who need your help, and I won’t be here to do this.”  And with that he led Jeswyne out of the tent and back towards her own.

“I’ll have veils prepared for tomorrow,” she said after several steps.

“What?” Alec asked.

“To go along with your little game at the parlay tomorrow, I’ll wear the veils, and you can unwrap me like a gift,” Jeswyne said.

“Alec, why did we go to that healing tent?” she asked.

“I wanted you to see that.  I would rather heal than wound.  That is something I want you to know about me as a ruler in the Dominion.  When you’re back with your family, let them know that I am a warrior, but I would prefer to be a healer.  I hope they will call this war off, and we can learn to live in peace again.

“And I hope you know that in my heart, I would rather be a healer than a warrior.  Just as I told you once that I didn’t want to be king, because it will forever imprison me in court etiquette and customs and schedules.  I would rather be a simple healer, but I will do what I have to do for the Dominion.”

They had reached the door of her tent.

“I will call upon you tomorrow, Lady Jeswyne,” he said. For the last time, he silently added with sadness.

“Thank you for the visit, your majesty,” Jeswyne said formally.  “I will await your return,” she added with a strained voice.

Alec closed his eyes, bowed deeply over her hand, then turned and walked rapidly away.

He went in search of Field Marshal Ulltar.  “I would like to use Oyster Bay’s 19th regiment to provide the escort to the parley tomorrow, if I may make such a request.  Would that upset any plans you have?”

Ulltar looked at him.  “They still claim the name of the Crown Protector’s own.  Was it true?”

“They were with me in the lacertii war,” Alec confirmed.  “And I just met one of their members in the infirmary.”

“Your request will be met.  I’ll send a message to their captain,” Ulltar promised.

Alec left the field marshal to return to his own tent for the rest of the day.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 44 – Jeswyne’s Departure

 

The day of the parlay opened with a bright sunrise.  Alec had breakfast with a staff officer, then arrived at the rendezvous point for the departure.  Oyster Bay’s Nineteenth Regiment stood prepared.  “Thank you for the honor, your majesty,” the captain told Alec.  “We know our title, and we’ll live up to it.”

Alec was distracted from hearing the comment, as he watched Stracha, Danels, and Givens escort Jeswyne to the site.  She wore an armless gown, topped by the elaborate veils that covered her face below her eyes.  As Alec watched her squint slightly, he was struck by an idea.  He stepped out front to meet Jeswyne.

“Let me give you one last gift, Lady Jeswyne,” he said.  He reached his left hand up and touched a finger on the bridge of her nose, laughing as he watched her eyes cross while she tried to follow the finger.  He released a gentle dose of healing, barely affecting the curvation of her corneas, then took his finger away.

“You won’t have to squint any longer, my lady,” he told her.  “I’ve fixed your near-sightedness, so that you’ll be able to see clearly in the distance.”

Her eyes widened expressively, and Alec imagined the smile hidden beneath the veil.  “Thank you again, Alec,” she said in a husky voice.

“I wanted you to have something to remember me by,” he told her gently.  “Now, if you’re ready, we’ll begin the procession.”  He nodded to captain of the Nineteenth, and they began marching precisely out into the open space between the two fronts.

The forces of the Dominion and Michian were separated by a space just a bit longer than the distance a good archer could shoot an arrow.  The march across the field only took brief minutes, until the soldiers of the Nineteenth pulled up in formation just yards away from where a group of officers stood in front of their own Michian lines.  Alec offered his arm to Jeswyne, who took it, and he led her forward, with Moab following discreetly.

“I am General Bronson,” a man said stepping forward.  He wore a green jacket, with gold facing.

“You are a member of the Emeral clan?” Alec asked, remembering the color and clan as one of the great clans of the empire.

“I am, sir,” the general said politely.  “We have a tent prepared, if you wish to come sit and have a refreshment.  We’re curious about what has prompted this request for a parlay?”

“Thank you,” Alec said.  “We’ll join you,” he motioned to Jeswyne to go forward behind the moving Michian officers, and turned back to his own forces to assure them it was okay for him to go on.

“You now know my name, and apparently something about me,” Bronson said as he sat down under a tent and began to pour cups of water for those at the table they used.

“My name is Alec, also known now as the demonslayer,” Alec said, and paused as the gasps in the tent died down.  “I am the king of the Dominion, and sworn to its defense, though that is not the topic we have to discuss here, yet.”

Upon my arrival in Oyster Bay, I discovered that your army had left behind a treasure of unsurpassed value and beauty,” Alec said.  “And although I long to keep it for myself, because it has grown precious to me,” he paused and glanced momentarily at Jeswyne, making eye contact with her, “I am bound by honor to return this jewel to the imperial family of Michian.”  He motioned to Jeswyne to remove her veil.

“Gentlemen, today I am privileged to deliver to you the Lady Jeswyne, niece of Emperor Mikhail of Michian,” he said and stood, as Jeswyne let her veil drop into her lap, revealing her face.

General Bronson and the others at the tent stood in shock as they stared at Jeswyne.  “Are you playing some game with us?” Bronson asked, looking closely at Jeswyne.  “We received reports that she had been killed in an explosion that destroyed three demons in Oyster Bay.”

“She and I were together that day, and we escaped the explosion because I used ingenaire abilities,” Alec raised his arm and shook his sleeves down to reveal his marks.  “She nursed me back to health, and then after the Queen passed away and various other activities occurred, it was proper for us to make this journey to return her safely.”

An officer leaned forward and spoke softly in Bronson’s ear.  He raised his hand in a motion, and all the officers in the tent bowed down on one knee, their heads bowed further to the newly returned girl.  “You may all rise, thank you,” Jeswyne said, and they all came back to their feet.

“We recognize and acknowledge her identity,” Bronson said, “although it seems you’ve taken extraordinarily good care of her, based on her appearance.  You may find other imperial family members seeking your hospitality, if it provides such favorable results,” he chuckled.

“As it turns out, the timing is extraordinary in more ways than one,” he went on.  “We just had a transporter arrive here yesterday with a message of profound importance, and since this parlay was scheduled, I arranged for it to wait to return today.   So we will have a vehicle available to take you directly back to the imperial palace immediately, your highness.

“The timing is so remarkable because the message that arrived yesterday informed us that your uncle is no longer emperor,” Bronson said, making Jeswyne gasp.  She reached out to hold Alec’s hand, and he stepped closer to her.

“Your uncle was deposed four days ago by your father, Sergey, Duke of Tintgavel, who is now the new emperor, if the apparent disposition of forces in the capital is maintained,” the general said.

“Oh father, oh father!” Jeswyne said aloud.

“You can imagine what a commotion your return now will make.  It will be seen as a sign, a favor from the gods,” Bronson told her.

Jeswyne nodded.  “Yes.  I must go back to the palace immediately, if you will arrange for the restorer to get ready, I’ll be there in just an instant.”

She turned and faced Alec.  “I don’t know what to say, after all we’ve been through.  But it seems you knew what was right, because this is the right time for me to be here.  I must go to my father.  I’ll miss you, and remember you always,” she said in the lowest voice she could manage.  “Good bye, Alec,” and with that she squeezed his hand tightly, then released it and left to follow an aide out of the tent.

“You’ll certainly be in the good graces of the new emperor, if he holds on to the throne,” Bronson said a few seconds later, as all eyes tried to follow Jeswyne’s figure through the Michian lines.  He sat back down, as did Alec.

“For her sake, I hope he does,” Alec said thoughtfully.

Can we do anything for you in return for your great service?” Bronson asked.

“Well, I had intended to wait a little while before saying this,” Alec prefaced.  “But since I am here, I will go ahead and say it.

“Now that the Dominion is mine to rule, I intend to rule over all.  I will give you time to think about this, and time to carry out a campaign to retire from our land.  But if you do not begin to withdraw from the Dominion within one week, I will personally lead my army in battle against you, and we will show no mercy.”

“That is quite a change in tone from the dashing young man who was just so gallant,” Bronson told Alec.

“It may seem that way, but it’s consistent with honorable treatment.  Returning Lady Jeswyne was honorable, and giving you a chance to avoid bloodshed is honorable, in my eyes.  Now, would you like time to think about it?” Alec asked.

“We need time to talk and think,” Bronson agreed.  “I’m a general.  I just want to fight wars.  But sometimes we have the sorcerers and sorceresses thrust upon us, or something else happens, a favorite from the court is sent as a meddlesome observer, for instance, who meddles in a straightforward military decision.  I don’t personally see any reason for my army to do anything other than fight a good fight, but,” he left a pregnant pause.

“With a new emperor, for now, we need to evaluate,” Bronson said.  “If you will give me this week as an armistice, I will let you know what we will do next.”

“I accept those terms for now,” Alec said.  “We shall observe a ceasefire for one week.”

“Perhaps we can arrange an opportunity during the armistice for our general staffs to meet,” Bronson suggested.  “After decades of battling one another, a chance to meet and size up the leadership from our opposing sides would be an interesting exercise.”

Alec liked the idea.  “I would be most pleased to work out such arrangements,” he replied.

“With the onset of the great tournament festivals about to begin in a few days time, it will make our people very jolly to have such an event,” the Michian commander commented.

A messenger came in and spoke in Bronson’s ear.

“You’ll be pleased to know that Lady Jeswyne has been safely taken back to Michian aboard the restorer, along with your request that we give up our conquests in your land, your majesty,” Bronson told Alec.

“Is there anything else to discuss this morning?” the General asked Alec.

Alec stood up.  “No, I think this morning has gone as well as possible.  I thank you for your assistance in helping to restore Lady Jeswyne to her proper place, especially under the circumstances.”

“Your majesty, your nation has a more warlike leader with your ascension to the throne, yet you are seeking peace.  That is a refreshing situation.  Perhaps we will all be surprised to learn that our own apparent change in leadership will provide some equally surprising answers,” Bronson said.

“We’ll send a suggested meeting time to you in a few days,” he told Alec as they shook hands; the Dominion leader nodded and left the tent with an escort.

When he returned to his own escort outside the lines, he saw the relief on their faces.  “The meeting went well.  The Lady Jeswyne has already been returned to their capitol, where she will be reunited with her family,” he told them loudly enough for everyone to hear.  They precisely wheeled and escorted Alec back to their own lines.

An anxious knot of officers from the general staff and the retinue that had attended Jeswyne waited for Alec’s return.  “The Lady Jeswyne was recognized and already returned to her family’s palace in Michian.

“And we will have a one week armistice with the Michian forces, while they consider the demand that they withdraw, and particularly while they consider the fact that there has been a coup in Michian and Jeswyne’s father has overthrown her uncle,” Alec announced.  “I’ll come talk to you soon,” he turned to Stracha and the others.  “Let me debrief the officers first,” he said.  He and the staff went to the headquarters to talk about the brief transaction with General Bronson and the officers of Michian.

“The General gave no indication that he intends to withdraw, but the timing of this coup and the fact that the he had the new emperor’s daughter pass through his hands perhaps left him a little adrift.  He has agreed to a one week armistice, during which we will hold a meeting of our mutual general staffs,” Alec reported to a tent full of uniformed officers.  The proposed meeting drew loud murmurs for several minutes, until Field Marshal Ulltar cleared his throat loudly.

“That’s about all.  We should expect General Bronson to send a proposal to us about the meeting.  Until then, take nothing for granted.  We will proceed to prepare for hostilities, including preparations to seize Salt Crust,” Alec commanded.  “I’m going to go speak to the Lady Jeswyne’s followers now,” he said, and added in a low voice for the Field Marshall.  “I will carry out the inspection we discussed tomorrow afternoon.  And I will walk among the troops tonight to see how my healer powers can improve our fighting ability.”

Minutes later he was with the small group that had surrounded Jeswyne since Oyster Bay.  “She is back in Michian already,” Alec told them.  “And I doubt that she’ll ever be sent anywhere close to the battle front again.  Especially now that her father is the Emperor Sergey.”

“How did that happen? Why?” Givens asked.

“No one offered any explanations,” Alec told them.  “My guess is that there was the fact that under Jessie’s uncle, the empire lost three straight major battles around Three Forks, Frame and Oyster Bay, plus their demons were defeated and their sorcerers and sorceresses have been massacred.  And from a personal level, her father thought that his own daughter had been killed under his brother’s rule.  They don’t tolerate defeat well,” Alec said, remembering the bodies he had seen displayed when he had visited the emperor’s palace in Michian.

“It’s a good time for her to return,” Alec said reflectively.  “The great festival is about to begin, so she will have numerous events to fill her days and her mind.  I hope she’ll be so busy she won’t have time to think about us.  And she’ll be the wonder of their society – the princess who returns from death or captivity.  People will put her on display.”

“Lady Jeswyne told us about the festivities.  There will be so much to do.  And there will be the weddings and engagement events.  She said it’s the most romantic time of the year,” Stracha added.

“Well, I hope you’re right, that she’ll happily fit right back in, but I’ll miss her,” Givens said.  “We all will,” he said, looking around the tent.

“Yes, Givens, we all will,” Alec agreed.  He stood and excused himself to leave the tent.

“Your majesty?  Alec?” Stracha called as he walked out.  She stepped out to catch him.

“What did you do for her yesterday?  She was at peace,” Stracha told him.  “Whatever you talked about, it was well-spoken.

“Oh, I wish we had one of those restorers.  Why don’t ingenairii travel through space like they do?  You could go to visit her on the promenade, the way you promised to,” the girl told him.  “Well, take care of yourself, and don’t let this get you down Alec.  You’re a wonderful person too.”  She tiptoed up and kissed his cheek, then left him standing alone.

Alec felt alone.  “I’d like time by myself,” he told Moab as he dismissed him, then walked away from the camp and up into the hills.  He found a place that seemed appropriately isolated for what he intended, and then he began to practice his time ingenaire abilities.

He set a stick in the ground, looked at its shadow, then began to shift back and forth through time, trying to jump an hour earlier or later.  With each jump he fixed an expected time in his mind, then made the jump.  He examined the stick to see how far the shadow had moved, and after several hours, found that he could exert reasonable control over time jumps of such length.  He then jumped into the evening, and started jumping according to the position of the moon.  

Satisfied that he had practiced long enough to gain some mastery, Alec sat down and prayed his thanks.  How long in real time had he practiced, he wondered.  He could send himself back in time to the beginning of the day if he wanted.  If only he could jump through space as easily as time, he thought wistfully back to Stracha’s comment.  Alec made a time return to late afternoon, and then walked back into camp to eat some food and rest.

That evening, shortly after dusk, he began to walk among the troops, until he found the 19th regiment’s place.  “Thank you all for your service today,” he told them as they gathered in an impromptu inspection.  He walked along the line, touching each to take away some ache or sore or pain, then left them, cheered by the notion that he had noticed and visited them.

That night, as Alec fell asleep, he thought again about Stracha’s comment.  He remembered seeing the chamber in the ingenaire energy realm where the power to translocate was available.  If animals could do it, surely humans could too, he thought.  If he still had the ancient talisman of Carthom Ingenaire Sivis he could return to that energy realm and find a way to acquire the power.  He thought long and hard about it that night.  But I lost that talisman long ago in the energy realm itself, he told himself, so there’s no way to solve the paradox of having to have the talisman to transport his body, when he would need his body to retrieve the talisman.

The next morning he awoke, and carried out the inspection of the full army, units coming by turn to parade before him, a long process that took hours, consuming the full day.  Afterwards, Alec thanked the staff for arranging the inspection, then went with Moab to practice his swordsmanship.  At dusk, he left camp again and went back to his stick to practice time-jumping, moving back in time to the day before he placed the stick in the ground.  At the end of the day he placed a second stick in the ground, and returned to camp.

He stayed up late, practicing the elemental steps of entering the energy realm.  As an ingenaire in four powers, he entered the energy realm through four approaches, walking cautiously into the deeper reaches of the realm, ignoring and batting down the preposterous promises each form of the energy tried to lure him with.  He never walked deep enough to lose sight of the way back to the real world, but he wondered about the possibilities.

For the following three days he held to a pattern of visiting with the commanders and the troops in the morning, then practicing his powers in the afternoon.  And each evening he explored the energy realm wishing he could wander freely through it to search for the talisman and the other sections that held the unknown powers.

On the following day, the sixth day since the parlay and return of Lady Jeswyne, a messenger approached from the Michian side of the lines.  The message was delivered to Alec, to whom it was addressed, and proposed a meeting and lunch at noon on the following day, for all members of each general staff, to be followed by a parlay between General Bronson and Alec.  Alec hastily scribbled acceptance and sent the messenger back to his own forces.  Soon the Michian engineers were seen setting up large tent pavilions in the neutral field between the forces.

During the afternoon the staff officers were busy brushing and cleaning their uniforms in preparation for looking their best while they met their opposite numbers.  Alec continued his practice in the time ingenaire powers, now able to comfortably control precise jumps in time four or five days in one direction or another.  There had to be better, faster ways to learn the skills he was sure, but there was no one to teach him.  And he continued to wander deep into the ingenaire realm, wandering so far afield that he left the return portal out of sight, but always able to cut off the power when he felt the need to return to his body.  He still found no clue or hope of discovering the way to the power axis, where he had left the talisman, but he was compelled to keep searching.

The next morning, the two bodies of leaders walked to the neutral pavilion, each bringing some delicacies to offer to the other side.  Alec shook hands with many of the Michian officers, observing the heavy reliance on the Emeral clan to provide leaders.  There were a sprinkling of yellow, purple and red ornaments among the officers, but they were few.

The number of Michian leaders who were comfortable talking to the demonslayer seemed to be few as well, and Alec was able to drift to a corner of the tent, where he stood mostly observing the interactions taking place.  Not many of these leaders were shy men on the Michian part, or shy men or women on the Dominion part, he observed, and the Michian officers were attracted to the novelty of women among the high ranks, clustering around any woman who was present on behalf of the Dominion.

“Your majesty,” General Bronson suddenly spoke.

“You are light on your feet, General,” Alec said.  “I wasn’t aware of your approach at all.”

“Yes, perhaps I’ll be a dancing master when the war is over, I’m so graceful,” the general laughed.

“You don’t seem to be mingling very much. I’ve been watching you,” Bronson said.

“You’re men don’t seem very comfortable around me,” Alec replied.

“Well, you can’t swing around a title like Demonslayer and expect them to want to hug you, can you?” Bronson said with a warm smile.  “Would you like to join me for a private conversation?”

Alec looked at the man, and used his spiritual powers to analyze him.  There was great worry, no deception, and some strange element of compassion foremost in the man’s mind.  “Let me inform my field marshal,” Alec said.  “I know he wants to keep an eye on me, and I slip out often enough as it is.”  He slipped through the crowd and whispered in Ulltar’s ear, then slipped back to join Bronson as they silently left the tent and went through the Michian lines to find a command tent, where the two of them sat alone.

“We’ve had a great number of restorers traveling to us these past few days,” Bronson told Alec.  “Would you like some ale or wine?” he asked as a servant entered the tent.

“Just berry juice, please,” Alec answered.

“A teetotaler?  So rare for a great leader,” Bronson observed, as he asked for juice too.

“I prefer to keep my mind clear.  I’ve embarrassed myself every time I’ve indulged,” Alec smiled.

“We don’t even need a drink to embarrass ourselves, it seems at times,” Bronson said, and waited for the servants to deliver the juices and leave before he continued.

“There’s no clear direction on what we can tell you about your request for withdrawal, and in the absence of such an order, I cannot move an entire army from an eminently defensible position,” he told Alec.

“If things were to clear up at home, perhaps I would have some direction to listen to,” he said.

“Are there problems in the empire?” Alec asked.

“As you know, there has been a coup attempt.  It seems that your friend, Lady Jeswyne, may be in some difficulty,” Bronson said.  “When the restorer she was riding returned to the Palace, she was intercepted by supporters of the former Emperor, Mikhail.”

“He’s still alive?” Alec asked.

“Very much so, and determined to regain his crown.  The empire is headed towards civil war between the two brothers, and clans are picking sides.  The festival is turning deadly,” Bronson said.  “I shouldn’t tell you, but I suspect that I may lose some forces who choose not to fight, or begin to fight within our army, if we don’t keep a strict leash on our men,” Bronson confessed.

“What about Jeswyne?  What are they doing with her?  Is she safe?” Alec focused on the topic that concerned him most.

“She is safe, physically.  We are told she is being offered as a bargaining chip by her uncle.  She may be married into the Canare house by the end of the festival to cement their alliance with the ex-emperor Mikhail, or maybe somewhere else, if a better offer comes along,” Bronson said.

“I sense she is of concern to you, and if I could offer you some advice or words of wisdom, I would,” the general told Alec.

“I have two questions general,” Alec said.  He stood and paced with agitation.  “Will you agree to another short term armistice, say for another week, or even three or four days?  And is there someone here you trust on your staff completely, someone who would be totally loyal to the best interests of the Lady Jeswyne?”

Bronson’s eyes followed Alec as he moved restlessly around the room.

“What do you have in mind?  You can’t get to Michian in three or four days without a restorer, and there’s no bloody way you’ll have one of those.  Without one it’s a month’s hard ride to get back to the empire, and the Lady’s fate will surely be decided by then,” he probed.

“I want to explore an option.  It’s very much a long shot, but it’s the only choice I see.  I will not use your restorer, and I will not work to the detriment of your empire, but I would like a few more days of peace to allow me to explore something,” Alec pleaded.

“Given the uncertainty of the situation, I can live with a three day extension of the armistice, but after that I cannot tell you if I will be under direct imperial orders to attack or withdraw, or to teach dancing lessons,” he smiled as he rose.  “And I do not want to advise you to talk to any of my officers about this, because of the potential that charges of treason could be raised against them.  Whatever you do will be on your own.

“Let me walk you back to the meeting place, where we can announce the three day extension of the armistice, and then you can go off to perform whatever black magic you seem prepared to call upon,” Bronson said, and he held open a flap in the side of the tent, then led Alec back to the pavilion in the neutral zone, where they informed the assembled leaders of the additional armistice, and the meeting broke up.

Alec went directly to Stracha’s tent when they returned to the Dominion.  “I’m going to try something Stracha, and you’re the only other ingenaire here,” he told her.

She looked at him, and saw the intensity in his eyes.  “What are you planning to do?”

“I’m going into the ingenaire energy realm.  I’m going in deep.  There’s something there I need,” Alec said.

“What exactly do you mean by deep, Alec?  Alec, you are the king of the Dominion.  You are the demonslayer.  You can’t do anything that puts yourself at risk.  The Dominion needs you,” Stracha whispered.  She placed both her hands on his.

“Jeswyne needs me,” Alec replied.  His hands twisted and grasped hers.  “There are ingenaire powers we have never seen before.  Remember a few days ago, you said it was a shame we couldn’t travel like those restorer animals?

“We can.  When I was in the energy realm a long time ago, before my battle with the demon there, I found a place where the energy exists to travel to places, to translocate,

“Jeswyne has been captured by her uncle, and he is going to marry her off to whoever provides a convenient ally.  Stracha, I can’t imagine that girl being handed to someone as a political favor,” Alec released his stress.

“Alec, what about the rest of us?” Stracha asked.  “Do you remember where we were when you came back to us?  We were in a river of refugees trying to escape from the pending fall of Three Rivers.  Now look at us!  You have the Dominion ready to win the war, and feeling ready to restart life.

“Are you ready to give all that up to save Jeswyne?”

She saw the anguish in his eyes.  “Are you really ready to take this risk for that girl?  Does she mean that much to you?”

“God help me, and Bethany forgive me.  Jeswyne and I lived together for all those months in the forest, Stracha.  I wasn’t an ingenaire, and she wasn’t in an imperial family.  We were two ordinary people.  We took care of each other, we helped each other, we talked to each other, we laughed and shared with each other, and there was never any problem between us, only affection.  Really something deeper than affection, but we could never put a name to it,” he told her.

She listened to the sound of his heart in his words.  “What can I do for you, Alec?” Stracha asked.  “If you really want to do this, how can I help?”

“Thank you, Stracha.  There’s nothing you can do.  But you will know where I am and what I’m doing,” Alec answered.  “You can do one thing,” he added.  “Please pray for me.”  He lay down.  

“Now?  Here?  You’re doing this right now, in my tent?  Is this really necessary?” she asked, but as she spoke, she looked at his face and saw the tranquility that denoted his spirit had left his body to venture into the ingenaire energy realm.

 

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 45 – The Search for New Power

 

Alec was wandering in the healing realm, measuring off his steps, trying to gage how deeply he was penetrating into the emptiness.  He stood and tried to remember the dimensions of the power realm, and the relative locations of the various components.  He turned and looked behind him; there was no sign of the way back to the real world.

Alec veered to the right, and hoped he was maintaining a straight line.  Somewhere in that direction he would find another dimension, or possibly the central axis, the real goal he sought.  If he could find the axis, he could try to find the talisman, and with the talisman, he thought he knew a way to acquire a new power – the power to translocate, the power to go to Michian and find Jeswyne.

He walked onward, ignoring the tempting concepts the energy tried to lure him with.  His steps continued to move him forward, though he had lost count of the number of steps he had taken.  There came a sudden subtle difference and then he felt resistance to each step.  He flashed back to the beginning of his training as an ingenaire, when he had faced the challenge of trying to leave the energy realm while holding his link to the power.

It meant he had reached a boundary!  This was the place where healer energy and some other energy realm intersected.  He turned and began to walk along the boundary, hoping that it would take him to the central axis.  He strolled deliberately along the boundary, aware that he was taking far more time than he had ever spent in the energy realm, other than during his encounter with the demon.

The boundary seemed to stretch forever, and Alec began to worry that he had not remembered correctly how the realms and the boundaries came together at the axis.  He tried to remember what the axis was like, but only came up with images of plants.  Green growing plants, hungry roots digging into the soil, the joy of feeling sunlight energize his leaves were all his mind could grasp, and he realized that he had been in the boundary area with the plant energy realm, and the temptations from that power were leaking over, starting to affect him.  He allowed himself to stray slightly back to the healer realm, relieved of the confusion of the plants, and continued onward.

Abruptly he came to a hard wall, an invisible limit that stopped him in his tracks.   Alec pressed hard but could not penetrate the resistance, despite his struggles.  He stood there, and decided to try a risky strategy that seemed like his only solution.  Closing his eyes, he struggled to force himself into a warrior mode.  The pain was intense; the healer energy resisted the warrior image as strongly as it could.  Focusing completely on the task at hand, Alec started at his feet, changing his sandals to boots, and then he moved up, changing the linen tunic to leather pants and a jacket.  He buckled on a sword belt, and crossed his chest with knife bandoliers.

He opened his eyes, pulled out a sword, and as he did so, he felt himself pulled upward and outward, and he flew through the space of the energy realm into the warrior energy dimension.  As he traveled, awkwardly, he felt himself pass through the central axis.

The healer energy no longer burned his body as he felt the warrior energy replace it in his system.  He stood there, pleased that he at least sensed the axis as he passed through it from one realm to another.  Now though, he faced the question of managing to land himself in the axis.

He began to undergo the transition again, beginning to revamp his image into that of a healer, while also trying to add his spiritual image elements.  The edifice he was building was awkward, and painful, but he sensed that his image was losing its grounding in the warrior realm as he kept adding and subtracting items and concepts.

Slowly his image began to move, it hovered and floated and tried to find a point where it could solidify ties to the various streams of energy Alec was calling upon.  He had a flash of insight, and realized that the times he had taken power from other ingenairii of other houses had been instances when he must have filtered the energy through the axis to make it compatible with his own.  Retaining his three-sided image, Alec began to reconstruct the memory of the multiple powers he had absorbed when he had destroyed the coup leaders in Oyster Bay, and he felt himself whirling and spinning, buffeted by the various tugs towards different houses, and then his feet were on a solid surface, his pain was gone, and he knew he had broken into the axis of energies.

Alec opened his eyes, and looked around.  He could see again the many walls, the barriers that separated all the energy realms.  They were visible through the foggy atmosphere.  And there on his left was the translocation realm.  Now he had to find the talisman, and find a way to use its power to manipulate his access to the translocation energy.  Alec cast his eyes down, and began to shuffle his image along taking slow, measured steps as he allowed his eyes to sweep broadly from side-to-side, alert for any flash of gold or jewels.  He walked clear across the axis to the edge of the stone ingenairii powers, then turned, and began crossing towards the plant powers, still carefully observing the floor, until he imagined he saw a glint in the near distance to his left.

Shaking with eagerness, Alec strode over, and saw the talisman truly lying on the floor, its chain lying atop and to the side of it.  He bent over, his every inch of existence focused on grasping the talisman, picked it up, and held it at eye level, inspecting it carefully.  “All ways lead to the tree of life and all energy comes from the axis mundi,” the inscription still read on the back.

 

****                                                                                                    ****

Stracha was standing in her tent, feeling crowded by the half dozen officers who were with her staring at Alec’s inert body.  He’d laid in her tent for over 48 hours now, unconscious and unresponsive to all the stimuli she had tried.  The army officers were concerned, gravely concerned, by the story she had told them, a story which they really couldn’t grasp except to know that she feared the worst.

As they stood there a hissing sensation filled her ears for a split second, and then Alec’s body disappeared.  “Where did he go?” a colonel asked, looking directly at her.

“I have no way of knowing, but I actually think this may be a good sign,” she bravely replied without knowing why.  “I will alert you if he returns.  Whatever he is doing, it is something that no other ingenaire has ever done.”

 

****                                                                                                    ****

Alec had used the talisman to pull his physical body back into the energy realm, reconnecting with his spirit in the central axis.  He was ready now to carry out the effort to force  his body to receive a connection to a new power.  He set his mind and traveled into the translocation realm, and felt the energy suffuse him as he began to grasp the concept of setting an image and then calling upon the power to become part of the image.  But there was no access for a spirit to reach this realm, or through which an image could take the power back into the material world.  Alec walked through the translocation realm, trying to judge where a portal could be located, his body and the power conforming to one another more and more as he stayed within the confines of the realm.  He sensed a weakness in the barrier at one spot, and as he watched, he saw a stream of the energy go through the barrier at a slow, steady pace at another spot, like a mist seeping through woven fabric.

That could be the restorers, he reflected as he watched the energy depart.  He didn’t think he needed to rely on the same entry location as the animals, so he went back to the apparent weak spot in the barrier and tried to crash through it.  The wall was resilient.  It seemed to give way slightly, but it did not tear.  Stepping back, Alec pulled out his sword and slashed at the spot, then slashed again on the back stroke, and stabbed aggressively.

And with that, there was a small opening where there had been none before.  Alec slashed again and again, calling upon his warrior powers and despite the pain, channeling them into the sword, making it a greater weapon than it had ever been before, and he felt the barrier give further.  He stopped and looked, and saw that there was now a fist-sized opening.  Re-sheathing his sword, Alec placed his hands within the ragged opening and pulled mightily, tearing the opening further so that it was large enough for a dog to pass through.  With a final heave, Alec tore again, and the barrier was further rent, so that there was space enough for his image to enter and exit.  

Satisfied that he had accomplished what he intended, Alec stepped back, grasped the amulet, and set his mind’s goal for his body to return to the physical world.  With that he was suddenly in a stomach churning transition for a millisecond, and then he was lying on the cot in Stracha’s tent, looking at her naked back.  He stared as his mind took seconds to comprehend what had occurred, then he sat up abruptly.  “Stracha, I think I did it!” he called.

“Alec!” she shrieked, pulling her nightgown rapidly down over her body.  “I’m getting ready for bed; have you no manners?”

“Oh thank the Lord you’re alive,” she said more generously a moment later and hugged him fiercely with her gown now in place.

“When your body disappeared, I told people it was probably actually a good sign!  Where have you been and what have you done?” she asked.

“I’ve been in the energy realm,” Alec said excitedly.  “I went in to try to find the power to translocate, and I found it.  Now I just need to see if my body can acquire the energy and bring it back here with me.  Sit quiet with me for a moment,” he patted a spot on the cot next to him, and then closed his eyes as he began sending his spirit weaving through the gray area between world, trying to find the ragged entrance to the translocator realm.   His body was acclimated to the feel of the energy, and his mind grasped the manner in which the energy wished to be used, and he used those concepts to keep his spirit guided towards the proper energy source.

Ahead he saw a shining light, and upon closer inspection, it proved to be the irregular opening he had created.  His spirit plunged inward, assuming the strange image of a traveler, a man carrying a pack, holding a staff, wearing boots and a hat and a cape, ready to move at a moment’s notice to any location.  Alec felt his image being lured by the promise of exotic travel in ways and to places he could not comprehend, places he thought the energy was fabricating just to lure him.  His body saturated with the energy, Alec turned and exited through the opening, bringing the translocation power with him back to Stracha’s tent.

“Watch this, Stracha,” he said as he opened his eyes and looked around the tent.  He stood up, picked a spot in the far corner of the tent, created the picture in his mind, and then willed himself into it.  Suddenly he was standing on the opposite side of the tent, facing Stracha instead of standing next to her.  He felt an indefinable twinge as he processed the energy for the jump; it was unpleasant, but brief and mild.

“Alec!” she shrieked with happy delight.  “You did it!  There’s never been anyone like you in all the history of the ingenairii, I’m sure!  Let me see your new mark,” she demanded, walking across the tent to him and pulling his sleeve up.  There above his time travel hour-glass was a shining representation of a galloping horse, its mane seeming to ripple in some ever-blowing breeze.

“How long was I in the energy realm?” Alec asked as he released his powers and they sat down.

“Two days without your body, and an additional day with your body,” she told him simply.

Alec tried to remember the circumstances before he departed.  “So three days altogether?  And the armistice is about to expire?”

“That’s what Givens tells me.  The field marshal would probably like to know you’re back among us.  I think he was getting nervous,” Stracha reported.

“I’ll go let him know I’m back,” Alec said.  He stood and walked to the door.  “And Stracha, for goodness sake, try to be better dressed the next time I stop in to visit!” he grinned as he dodged a shoe she tossed at him, and he walked hurriedly across the compound to the headquarters tent where the general staff congregated.  Alec arrived and asked that the field marshal be informed of his arrival, then he went inside and began practicing his translocation energy, moving from one corner of the tent to another, moving with increasing rapidity as he grew more sure of his actions, and feeling the desire to try longer jumps.  Every jump brought the same stomach-churning unpleasantry.

“My Lord!” he heard an exclamation as he jumped from one side of the tent to the other.  Ulltar and Millerson were standing in the door way of the tent, and had just witnessed one of his movements.  “Is this what the healer lady told us you were trying to learn?”

“This is it,” Alec agreed.  “Not particularly useful for more than a carnival trick at the moment, but with a little practice at making longer jumps, it will become an incredible tool.”

“Or weapon,” Millerson added.

“Or weapon,” Alec agreed.  “What’s happening with the Michian forces?  Is the armistice expired?  Have they sent any messages?”

“All is silent so far,” Ulltar answered.  “We assume the armistice is expired, and are prepared in case they attack.”

“That sounds appropriate,” Alec considered.  “I’m going to go to Michian. Don’t do anything until I get back, unless you’re attacked.  You know how to run the army; you’ve been doing it for years.  I’ll come back and let you know what my plans are.”  With that he focused on his own tent, and translocated back to it.

Alec went to bed to sleep, to recover from the exhausting trip to the ingenaire realm.  When he woke the sun was rising outside the tent, and he felt refreshed.  Gathering up a handful of coins, he stuffed them in his pocket, then jumped backward in time to the night before, and looked down on himself sleeping.  He then concentrated on the place in Michian he wanted to go to, a small lawn sheltered by bushes, looking out over a quiet lake on the estate of the Indige clan.  He called upon his translocation powers, and activated the jump.

The distance he traveled made a difference in the jump, he realized.  He felt suspended in a cold, numbing nothingness for several seconds before he felt the ground beneath his feet and he saw the lake in front of him, starlight reflecting off its surface.  He paused and took a deep breath, frightened by what he had just done, but pleased with the results.  He tried for a moment to imagine what the world would be like if more ingenairii started to develop the use of the translocation power.  Traveling ingenairii would be able to deliver messages, even urgently needed medications, but they would also become assassins and voyeurs and spies.  But those thoughts were irrelevant now.  Whatever the consequences might prove to ultimately be, he had opened this power up, and he was in Michian with a plan to take advantage of it.  

He shook his head, feeling something that he could only explain to himself as an energy usage muscle sprain.  He had stretched the use of his powers, and done it with a form of energy he wasn’t fully in control of.  The pain he felt was like the unpleasantry he had noticed on his small practice jumps, but magnified.  Was it a result of the fact that the power was coming to the real world through a ragged opening?  Was the power just not meant to be used by humans?  He didn’t know, but he realized that for the time being it would be difficult to use his energies until he felt better.  For now, he assumed, that would be okay, because now he was in Michian, and only needed to find Jeswyne.

Cautiously, he pushed the shrubbery aside and began to stroll across the lawns, passing the house and jumping over a high fence to get to the street.  He planned to go first to the promenade, to listen to the people talk and gossip, so that he might have a chance to learn where Jeswyne was being held.  As he walked along the street, he considered his clothing.  He was wearing a white tunic, which marked him as a member of no clan.  How that would be perceived in the present climate, he wasn’t sure, but he didn’t want to take a chance by trying to pass as a member of a clan he didn’t belong to; there was too much chance of discovery in that.  Nor did he want to talk very much.  He could imitate the drawl of the Michian residents for a few words, but he knew he couldn’t join any lengthy conversation.

He remembered the wagon ride to the promenade had been only a few minutes long, and although he didn’t remember the precise directions, he did remember enough to head in the general direction of the river, where he was sure a bridge would take him into the promenade location.  His instincts turned out to be correct.  He found a bridge, and across the river the opposite bank was alight with torches and lanterns and candles, all of which illuminated a thronging mass of people enjoying the promenade.

 







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 46 – Rescuing the Emperor

 

Alec returned to the entry of the promenade, where an official stopped him, seemingly at random as Alec joined an endless stream of people walking into the festive gathering.  “Are you here as entertainment?”  The man asked.  “You know we can’t let you in with all those weapons; it’s the emperor’s orders.”

Alec reached for his warrior powers, and felt discomfort that made him release the energy.  Cautiously, he reached again for the ingenairii ability, and pulled only a trickle of power into his body at a level of discomfort he could tolerate, pulled out four knives, and began juggling them in the air.  Then he stabbed his hand down to his hip and pulled out a sword, which he added to the circle of flying blades, and a smattering of applause erupted from the passersby.  Alec heard the clink of small coins being thrown at his feet in appreciation of his talent.  Gathering in the knives and putting them all back in place, he picked up the coins, dropped a couple into the surprised palm of the official, then bowed.

“By all means, move along and don’t cut yourself,” the man laughed as he pocketed the coins and slapped Alec on the back.  Alec bowed and quickly slipped into the stream of traffic.  He stopped at an empty alcove and pulled out his knives, and began juggling again, adding both swords to the mix, and listening to the comments among the crowd that stopped to watch.  The conversations were guarded when folks mentioned the emperor, or discretely referred to the change in administration, Alec noted.  But it was early yet, and not many men had drunk much wine.  He expected their tongues to loosen as the night progressed.  Judging from the number of guards that were walking through the crowds, the authorities had the same concern.

Catching and sheathing all his blades, Alec bowed to his small cluster of observers, then knelt to pick up the coins and deposit them in his purse.  He moved along to buy a meat pie and some berry juice, then stood in a new spot and listened to the crowds.  The conversations were personal, and Alec blushed at one or two suggestions he heard.  He finished his pie and began walking again, hoping that the crowds near the imperial veranda would be more focused on topics like Jeswyne’s fate.

His judgment proved correct.  As he stood within sight of the imperial family members that were observing the crowds below him, he heard Jeswyne’s name immediately.  “Poor Lady Jeswyne.  She’ll be forced to marry that cretin Nabakov at the end of the tournament if he wins the swordsmanship competition.  Can you imagine having a man like that for a husband?  Would you want to wake up to that face in the morning?” he heard one girl say to another.

“Can you imagine going to bed with that face at night?” her companion responded, and both made rude sounds.

“You’d think sitting up there would be the greatest feeling in the world, watching all the people at festival,” one man in Indige colors said to another.  “But he’s got to wonder how long he’ll be the one up there.  If his brother buys the loyalty of Scarle, and does it with his own daughter!  That would drive a man crazy.”

“If Scarle supports old Mikhail, don’t you think we’ll have to do the same?” his companion answered.

“We certainly want to be careful,” the other one answered.  “We’re like everyone else; we’ve lost a lot of men in the past few months of the war, and we don’t have anything to show for it, but if Sergey holds on to the crown, we can start with a clean slate.”

Alec saw a small cluster of Scarle attendees walking and fell into position just behind them.  “When he wins the tournament, we start the countercoup,” one man said, then turned and saw Alec.  He scowled at Alec, who dropped back obediently, and turned to go back and stare at the Emperor’s veranda.

If the Scarle hero Nabakov was going to try to win Jeswyne’s hand by winning the tournament, then Alec would enter the tournament as well.  It would give him something to occupy his time and give him an identity to use in the city.  He would be among numerous warriors, where his opportunity to overhear information about Jeswyne’s location would increase.  And he felt confident that he would be able to win, to defeat the mighty Nabakov and throw a monkey-wrench into the plans to pawn off Jeswyne to the Scarle warrior.

Alec walked to a location where he could resume juggling to earn more funds, now that he knew he would need to pay for food and a place to stay for the night.

“Can you juggle this?” a tipsy man asked and he threw a wineskin at him.  Alec flashed his hand outward and upward, smoothly incorporating the bulky object into the rotating set of knives that continued to circle.  A smattering of laughter and applause ensued.

“That’s not empty, you know!  I want it back,” the inebriated man protested, seeing his prank go astray.

Alec flipped the skin out of the rotation and directly into the man’s face, where it hit solidly and knocked him down.  There was more laughter and coins clicked on the pavement around him.

“What about this?” another man asked.   Alec glanced quickly down and saw a man in red holding an apple.

“Toss it,” he said, and the man obliged gently, allowing Alec to work the fruit into his routine.  There were other Scarle clan members gathering around Alec’s participant now, and he suddenly sensed an opportunity.  He began to reduce the number of knives he was tossing, replacing them one-by-one in his bandolier, until there was only the apple and two knives.

Taking a deep breath, he prepared for the pain he knew was coming, and called fully upon his energies again, then tossed the apple high in the air, flipped the two knives at it, and caught the falling knives and apple quarters that fell downward.

Alec released his powers as the crowd burst into applause, and he stepped forward to hand the apple sections to the man, retaining one and biting into it with a grin.

“Stupendous!” the man said, and several of the Scarle followers nearby bowed appreciatively.

“You’ve got quite a talent with blades it seems,” he spoke.

“Always enjoyed swords,” Alec said laconically.  He pulled out a sword and flipped it through a series of motions with left and right hands and behind his back, then threw it in the air and caught it between his legs.  He sheathed it and bowed again.  “I’ll fight the tournament for you,” he said.  He wanted to avoid revealing his accent, and spoke as little as possible.

“Strangely, I was just thinking in the same direction,” the Scarle member said.  “Crebben, add him to our list of swordsmen,” he turned and spoke to a man behind him.  “What’s your name?” he asked Alec.

Alec had a blank moment during which he could think of nothing.   “Healer,” he blurted out.

“Healer, be at the entrance to the Scarle compound tomorrow morning.  Crebben will be awaiting you with a robe, and we can discuss your participation.”  He threw another coin at Alec’s feet, a large heavy one.  “Thank you for the entertainment,” he said and he walked on with his retinue.

Alec grinned in delight at the chance that had presented itself.  He had an entry to the tournament, as part of the very clan he most wanted to keep an eye on.  He bent to pick up the coins that had been tossed his way.  The Scarle leader’s coin was a solid gold disk that Alec was sure would pay by itself for all the expenses he could run up in Michian.

He left his spot and began to walk through the crowd, looking at the other entertainers and enjoying the spectacle of the people and the food and the boisterous spirits that were beginning to come into evidence as people drank more and more.  Then within an instant, the atmosphere changed from happiness to tension, and Alec realized that two groups were forming up in the area he was in.  On one side was the Scarle clan, and a variety of men dressed in white robes with gray and black trim.  On the other side were Canare members, and a smattering of people with various clothes of no particular affiliation.

“Long live Emperor Mikhail,” the Scarle forces chanted.  Leading them was a very large, burly man.  A man with a very ugly face – low brow, receding chin, many scars and an unpleasant scowl.  He must be Nabakov, Alec surmised, the Scarle swordsman who was expected to win the right to Jeswyne.

Alec edged out of the center of the space, then drifted over to the Canare side, the side that he realized had fewer members.  Suddenly a rock was thrown at the yellow robed leader of the side that supported Emperor Sergey, then a hail storm of rocks was flying in both directions.  Alec was hit in the shoulder by a stone.

He looked around expecting to see men start to rush at one another, but the Scarle forces, while more numerous, held strangely back, and seemed to slowly move backwards if anything.  Then guard forces seemed to descend on the shouting match in great numbers, establishing themselves between the two groups.

Every guard on the promenade must be here, Alec thought to himself, impressed with the determination the force showed to stamp out trouble.  But if all the guards are here, what security do they have down by the emperor’s veranda, his mind turned to a troubling possibility.  He began shoving his way through the fringe of the group and began running down the promenade back down to the end where the veranda sat above the crowded walk.

The veranda was empty.  The emperor was not in sight, nor was his retinue.  There was movement in the bushes on the hillside below and beside the veranda.  Without hesitation, Alec began to climb the hillside, moving from tree to tree as he climbed.  He paused halfway up, and studied the scene further.  There were three men, all wearing the white robes with gray and black trim that Alec had seen with the Scarle forces on the promenade.  They were standing together, looking up at someone on the veranda.

“He’s fleeing right now,” a voice called from above.  “We’ve got a dozen men in pursuit.  He’s only got a couple of loyal guards with him now.  We’ll have him before the end of the night and Mikhail will be restored by sunrise.”

Alec pulled his sword loose and held it as he climbed the last steep slope up the hill.  Pulling out two knives, he lay the sword down, then flipped the knives at two of the inattentive guards among the bushes.  He picked up his sword and rushed the startled third man, cutting him down before he could pull his sword out of his scabbard.

“What’s going on out there?” the man on the veranda called with clear concern in his voice.  Alec retrieved his knives, then climbed up on the veranda ledge and pulled himself up behind the balustrade.  He cautiously raised his head and saw the man on the veranda just five feet away, looking at him with a startled expression.  Alec hopped the railing, and the man pulled his sword out.

“Who are you?  What happened to our men?” the man asked.  He was hard-faced with short, graying hair.

“I killed them.  I’ll kill you too unless you drop your sword and surrender,” Alec said.

“Who are you?  Where are you from?” the man asked.  Alec cursed his accent that gave him away so clearly.

“I’m here for my own purposes.  Will you surrender?” Alec asked.

In reply the man charged at him and swung his sword competently.  Alec had avoided using his warrior powers, and chose to try to rest his energy use as much as possible.  He blocked the attack and riposted, striking the man’s shoulder lightly.

His opponent stepped back and looked at him appraisingly.  “Where’s the emperor?” Alec asked.

“Which emperor do you mean?” the man asked. 

Alec went on the offensive, delivering a volley of strikes that drove the man back into the hall, then knocked the sword from his hand.  “Turn around,” Alec told him.  He grabbed the vanquished man’s arm and pushed him from behind, driving the man ahead of him as they entered the building behind the veranda.

“Which way did they chase Sergey?” Alec asked.

“Why I should I tell you?” the man asked.

Alec was suddenly furious with the man and the situation.  He sliced his sword low, severing the man’s hamstring.  His captive screamed as he collapsed on the marble floor, clutching the back of his leg.

“I may see you on the way back,” Alec said, and stepped over him to enter a large, dark room.  Furniture and fixtures were knocked over in a sign of physical struggle.  Alec passed through the room to a doorway that showed light from beyond.  There was a hallway running left and right, and echoes of noises coming from the left.  Alec slipped into the hallway and ran quietly to a far doorway, where he stopped and listened.

Men were laughing somewhere.  In this environment, he was sure that was a bad sign, and he cautiously moved to another doorway.  Getting on his belly, he cautiously peered around the doorframe.  The scene before him was half a dozen living men, standing and toasting one another.  Two dead bodies were nearby, and a man wearing a golden robe was tied and trussed on the floor in the middle of the celebrants.

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 47 – Back to the Tournament

 

Alec stood up and put his sword away, then took a deep breath.  He knew he’d have to engage his warrior powers for this confrontation.  He only hoped he could reduce the odds considerably first and reduce the amount of pain he would inflict on himself through the use of the energy.

He exhaled, and stepped into the room, stopping and staring after walking a dozen paces.

“Who are you?” one of the men asked him as they all turned to look at him confidently.

“I am your death,” Alec said.  He pulled out his sword.  “Are you ready to meet me?”

The men all looked at one another incredulously, while the captive emperor looked at him with interested eyes.  No one moved towards him.

Alec pulled out a knife and threw it suddenly, burying it in the chest of one of the captors, who collapsed soundlessly.  The rest of the group looked at the body in shock, then looked at Alec with hatred.

“My name was death for him too,” Alec said mockingly.  “Who wanted to try their sword against mine?”

Two men came forward, and Alec attacked them before they could reach him.  Within seconds one was dead and the other was badly injured.  Feeling confident, Alec threw a knife quickly at one of the three remaining men standing over the emperor, then stepped forward.

“Move away from your prisoner, or you’re dead men too,” Alec told them.  They looked at him closely now, one with fear and one with hatred in his eyes, and they slowly stepped back two paces.  “Back in that corner,” Alec ordered as he gestured.  He stepped forward and knelt by the man on the floor, keeping an eye on the two who were watching him intently.   With his sword he cut the binding around the hands of Jeswyne’s father, and then cut his feet free.

His newly freed acquaintance sat up and pulled the gag out of his mouth.  “Thank you, whoever you are,” he spoke the words as he spat out lint.  Alec stood and helped him to stand.

“We’re leaving now.  Don’t leave this room until you’re told to,” Alec told the two men whose fortunes had reversed so rapidly.  He pulled his new companion by the shoulder, and led him out of the room and down the hallway in the opposite direction he had come from, then ducked into a room suddenly.

“Who are you?” he and the freed man asked each other simultaneously.  Alec laughed.  “You first.  Tell me if you’re who I think you are.”

“I am the Emperor Sergey, ruler of Michian, or at least most of Michian.  Just not this part of it for the moment,” he responded.  “Now my young rescuer with the strange accent, tell me who you are.”

A dozen responses went through Alec’s mind, but he decided to only give the one that was most important to both of them.  “I am a friend of Lady Jeswyne, and I’ve come to rescue her.  Once we place you someplace safe, I hope you’ll tell me where I can find her.”

The man looked shrewdly at Alec, the wheels in his mind turning.  “I haven’t seen Jeswyne since before she left for the conquered lands, and I don’t really know what happened to her there, but she apparently made quite an impression.  I’m sorry to say that I can’t tell you where she is right now, though I’ve certainly tried to find her myself,” he told Alec.

“Let’s get you someplace safe then, and I’ll go find her on my own,” Alec told Sergey.  “Where do you want me to take you?”

“I think the main palace will still be safe.  I’ve got a lot of loyal people there.  I should have brought more of them with me tonight, but I thought the festival was safe from these types of attacks,” the emperor told Alec without bitterness.

Alec looked at the man’s rich golden robe, and thought about the journey through town to the main palace.  “We’re going to have to get some different clothes for you,” Alec said.  “Lead us back to the veranda,” he told the emperor as they left the room.  He followed Sergey as they carefully ducked in and out of hallways in the nearly empty building, only occasionally seeing people they needed to hide from.

Back at the veranda the injured man Alec had left behind was missing, leaving only a puddle of blood and a trail.  At the banister, Alec dropped over first, then went to his victims among the shrubbery and began to hastily undress one.  “Here, put this on,” he told the emperor, who obliged without question.

Together they walked down to the still crowded promenade, then they slipped over it to the brush and swampy ground down by the river.  “Do you know how to swim?” Alec asked his follower as they began to walk upstream towards the bridge.

“No, I’ve never tried to swim.  Is it easy?” he asked.

“Not easy enough for you,” Alec said.  “I taught Jeswyne to swim, and it took a while,” Alec answered.

“When did you do that?” the emperor asked.

Alec paused to consider.  “It was in Oyster Bay.  It’s not important now,” he said as they continued to struggle through the mud and the undergrowth.  They found a game path and their movement became easier, letting them quickly get upriver of the bridge.  They climbed up the bank to a dry spot among a grove of evergreens, where Alec insisted they wait until the promenade traffic on the bridge died down.

“Tell me where you’re from,” Sergey told Alec as they settled into their spot.

“I think you’re better off knowing as little as possible about me for now,” Alec said carefully.  “You’re going to have to explain how you got rescued, and it’s best if you just say a friend of Jeswyne’s led the rescue.

“If everything goes well, I’ll tell you more when we reunite you with your daughter,” Alec said.  “Do you have any idea where she is being held?”

“Mikhail is staying in a compound in the northern hills.  Do you know where that is?” Sergey asked Alec, who shook his head.  “It’s over a day’s ride away.”

“I heard that he’ll give her to Scarle to seal an alliance if their champion wins the tournament,” Alec replied.

“I knew Scarle was going to be trouble.  I didn’t think they’d sink to openly supporting Mikhail,” the emperor said grimly.  “They think we can still win this campaign in the barbarous states.  They want to send every last sorceress we have to fight a great battle that will ravage every last living person on the battlefield.

“We’ve lost enough battles with demons already to show that doesn’t work anymore while they have the Demonslayer,” he explained.  “And I don’t like using the demons as weapons anyway.  It’s inhumane,” he said to finish his comments. 

“It is,” Alec agreed, pleased to hear the opinion.  They lapsed into silence until Alec noted the silence on the bridge above them.  “I think it’s time to start moving,” Alec said.  He led the way across the bridge and into the city, then turned leadership over to the emperor to find the way to his palace whose location was unknown to Alec.  Within an hour, Sergey was limping badly, a condition that Alec attributed to the emperor’s poor physical condition and his ornamental boots that were of no value to walk in.  Alec called a halt, placed his hand on the man’s shoulder, and gently released a small dose of healing energy, removing the blisters and soreness, as well as lending a boost of energy to his companion.  Feeling growing energy distress, he cut off the use of his powers, relieved to have not suffered the same painful high level of discomfort he had felt earlier.  He bent over, hands on his knees, waiting for the wave of distress to pass.

The emperor stepped away from Alec and studied him.  “What manner of man are you, if you are a man?”

“I really think you are better off not knowing any more about me right now.  The less you can say about me, the better,” Alec told him, standing up.  “But I am here to help Jeswyne, and if that means helping you as a means to the end, so be it.  Lead on the rest of the way, and take those boots off if you want to.”

Sergey stood for a second, then placed a hand on Alec’s shoulder to balance himself as he pulled off both boots.  He then began walking onward, with Alec following closely behind.  It was well past midnight when they arrived at the well-guarded gates of the main palace.  Alec pulled the emperor into an alley across from the gate.  “Let’s just watch for a minute or two to see if everything looks okay,” Alec said.

“What are you going to do when you’re safely in there?” Alec asked.

“I’m going to send a group of guards to the veranda building to secure it,” Sergey said forcefully.

“That’s good.  What else?  You’re not going to run scared are you?  You still need to go to the tournament.  Just make sure you take adequate security with you there.  I’ll be there too, but not in a position to help you directly,” Alec said.  “I don’t see anything amiss at your palace, so you go over and let folks know you’re still the emperor and you’re still in charge.”

Sergey stuck his hand out.  “Well Jeswyne’s friend, thank you for your mysterious and valuable help.  I hope we meet under better circumstances, when you can tell me more about yourself, and about Jeswyne as well.”  He shook hands warmly, then walked across the street to the palace gate, and was promptly let in amidst a flurry of bows and salutes.

Alec slumped to the ground in the alley and closed his eyes to rest.  He had only a few hours to go until he picked up his red robes from Scarle, after which he would go to an inn so that he could eat and rest and prepare for the tournament the following day.

He awoke a few hours later, the sunlight around him indicating that he had slept through the short remainder of the night.  His neck had a crick that jangled with every move his body made as he stood up and began walking.  He knew the general neighborhood he had to explore to find the Scarle compound, and began walking through the streets, an unappealing sight in his dirty and bedraggled outfit, with knives and swords providing a surly menace.

He reached the Scarle gates later than he expected to, and suffered deliberately being ignored by the guard for several seconds.

“Crebben?” he spoke at last, standing in the middle of the gateway to block any potential traffic.

“He won’t see the likes of you,” the guard mumbled.  “What’s your name?”

“Healer,” Alec replied, and remained silent.

“Why don’t you move to the side while you’re waiting?” the other guard suggested.

Alec stood still, holding his spot, certain his request for Crebben would not be sent to the house if he didn’t make a nuisance of himself.  The guard scowled at Alec, who accordingly rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.  “You send a message to Crebben, I’ll move,” he said.

Realizing that Alec wouldn’t be intimidated, the guard dispatched his companion, and stood inside the guard shelter, staring.  Alec obediently moved aside to a spot where he could watch the guard, and waited.  Minutes later the messenger guard returned and spoke briefly to his companion.  “Go on in then,” the surly one told Alec and turned to avoid any further notice of him as Alec walked along the flower-lined drive.

At the door he was greeted by another guard.  “Crebben?” Alec asked.

“Go in the office parlor on the left, and stay there,” the guard told Alec, who waved his thanks and strode to his assigned place.  He sat in a chair that allowed him to watch the main door as well as look into a different hallway where people of the clan walked back-and-forth.

Alec gave a gasp and turned to look out the window, keeping his back to the people in the house.  Limping along through the hallway, with a man on each shoulder to help him walk, was the man Alec had hamstrung the night before on the emperor’s veranda.  The injured man walked past Alec’s room, and Alec only gave a sigh of relief when he heard the sound of the limp fade down the hallway.

“Healer?  You look like you’ve had a rough night.  What’d you do with that gold Master Kirill gave you last night?” Crebben said as he walked in with an armful of red cloth.

Alec gave his waistband a hitch and sounded a coarse laugh.

“I didn’t have you pegged as a tomcat,” Crebben gave him a friendly punch in the shoulder.  “Here are your robes for the tournament tomorrow.  You need to arrive early, we’ve put you in our last spot, so you have to qualify to fight.  Anything you can win is one less opponent we’ll have to deal with in later rounds.

“We could use a little cheer; things didn’t go well for the house last night, so you do your best.  I’ll see you at the gate tomorrow?” he asked.

“Good,” he said in response to Alec’s nod.  “I like the fact you don’t waste a lot of time on chitchat.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, we’ve got some things to clean up here.  You just help yourself out, okay?” Crebben said and he left the room without waiting for an answer.

If Scarle had a hand in the attempt to capture the emperor the previous night, Alec was sure there were unpleasant ramifications they were trying to figure out.  It would be perilous to be publicly recognized as such a staunch enemy of the emperor, unless and until they were successful in overthrowing him.  He decided he would prefer not to spend any more time there than necessary and slipped quietly out the door then walked quickly up the drive and out the gate.

Alec remembered the part of town Rief had taken him to when he was last in Michian, a place with street side cafes and indolent bath houses.  It seemed a likely neighborhood for a small, discreet inn, so he set his feet walking towards the west side of the city.  He found such a place quickly, a quiet inn with rooms that looked out over the street in front.  Alec paid for a night in advance, went to his room to drop off most of his weapons, then went to a bath house and rented a room for an hour, something that caused him to receive suspicious looks.   Alec knew that in Michian the bath houses were little more than houses of ill-repute, but he wanted to relax and clean himself in the large tub of hot water, and he did so without incident.

He remembered his time with Rief in that neighborhood, still amused by Rief’s reaction when he had forced the growth of a tongue to end his mute status, and talked to her for the first time.  Satisfied that he was clean enough, he stopped at a bakery for a loaf of bread, got a skin of berry juice, and went back to his room, where he rested and stayed out of sight until the next morning.

He had no sooner laid down in his bed to sleep and pinched out his candle than he heard the door open.  Startled, he rolled over to see the outline of a woman’s body in front of the hallway light, and then the door closed.

“Who is it?  Who are you?  Why are you here?” he asked.  He reached for his powers, but couldn’t grasp them.  His sword and knives were draped across the back of a chair on the other side of the room, and then he felt the bed sag, and the woman sat on the mattress.

“Don’t worry, Alec, it’s me,” he heard Bethany’s voice whisper.

What?  Who are you?” Alec was startled, scared by such an impossible situation.

“I’m Bethany.  I’m a water ingenaire,” she said playfully.

Alec started to cry.  “Who are you?  What are you doing here?” he asked again.

The girl reached over and hugged him, and Alec inhaled the same scent of fragrance and water that would forever be associated in his memory with his beloved.

“I know you loved me, Alec.  I know you didn’t want to let me die back there in the palace, but it was time for me to have my reward, my love,” she said gently as she hugged him.  He raised his arms and embraced her firmly.

“You can go on with your life, and it won’t hurt me.  You won’t dishonor me if you love this girl.  I know you wouldn’t play false with her heart, and I know she could only be the best-hearted of women if she has appealed to you,” the Bethany figure told him.

“Does she have a good heart?” the other presence in the room asked him.

“She does, Beth; she does.  She doesn’t even know how good she is, but I’ve felt it.  Even when we were back on the beach and I didn’t have my powers, I knew she was good,” Alec whispered through his tears.

“She feels right to me.  I know you can protect her and help her to grow, and she can be the partner and friend you need,” Bethany told him.  “I would have been those things for you, if circumstances had allowed, and I know we would have been blissfully happy.  I’m sorry we didn’t have that chance, but you deserve another opportunity,” she whispered.

“Bethany.  Why are you here?” Alec asked.

“Because you need to hear this.  Because you can’t consume yourself with guilt, or miss this opportunity to save and love Jeswyne, and to let her love you.  I’m gone Alec, and all I want in this world now is for you to find happiness.  You’ve earned it after all you did for everyone.  

“They all came to see me over the years, so many friends you made – Cassie and Appel and Faldor and always Rief, and Durer and Noranda and Moriah and Nathaniel.  They all shared their love for you with me, Alec,” Bethany told him.  “And I was lucky to have so many friends help me and love me and support me.

“Now it’s finally your turn to have love Alec.  Do the right things, and enjoy the rewards this time.  I think you’re finally nearing the end of your calling from God, and you can finally live the normal life of a five-marked ingenairii, demon-slaying king!” she leaned into him in the darkness, and he felt her lips on the top of his head.

He raised his head, and realized he was lying flat in his bed, hugging his pillow tightly, with thin strips of sunlight shining in through the window.  Was it a dream?  He looked at the strands of long blonde hair twined around his fingers, and sighed a deep sigh.  It had felt like a benediction, and he stewed over its meaning as he lay upon his mattress.

After he rose and dressed, Alec went down to the desk and paid for the next night at the inn, then left his white robes and extra blades in his room so that he could walk across town to the tournament grounds, joining a streaming throng that was heading to the opening rounds of the games.  Crebben was waiting and confirmed Alec’s registration for the officials, who inspected his blade and allowed him to enter.  “Remember, every victory you win is one less opponent we’ll have later.  Kirill says that if you make it past the second round there will be bonuses; the more you win, the bigger the bonus,” Crebben told him.  “It’ll be a lot more than you make juggling blades, and the house might do more for you if things go right.”

Alec smiled a tight smile and nodded, then headed inside, where he found another official offering direction.  “Scarle preliminaries?  Are you Healer?” he asked.  Alec nodded.  “You’ll be in pen one – first match of the day.  Congratulations.  Now hurry, you don’t want to hold things up.”

When Alec got to his pen, an official was inspecting and marking blades.  Another was speaking to the multiple men who stood in the space.  “We’ve got eight men here; only two of you will advance, so keep that in mind.”  Two wore Canare colors, one wore Indige colors, and the others wore the stripes and checks of minor clans.

“Last one to arrive will be the first one out, Scarle.  We all agreed,” one of the other combatants told Alec.  Grim faces nodded agreement all around him.  He took a deep breath, but bit back a retort, then shrugged and turned his back on them all to look out the barred window at the sandy grounds of the tournament field.  The ring was roped off at the standard twenty five foot width; it would be crowded with eight men swinging swords.

“Pen one.  Pen one, move out,” an official nearby called, and men trooped over to the doorway.  “Remember, first event of the day, salute the emperor’s box,” the official mumbled to each fighter.  All the men entered the ring and turned in unison to bow to the emperor’s box, then moved to the center and placed the tips of their swords together.  “Three, two one,” an official nearby counted slowly, “Go.”

Alec saw a blade tip rise up towards his chin and felt another one slice across his forearm as he threw himself backwards and somersaulted further towards the edge of the ring.  He stood and flipped the sword from his left to his right hand as he looked at the circle of swordsmen.  One of them had already fallen victim of another’s stroke, intentional or not, but the rest were facing him.

Alec looked at the gash on his left arm.  It felt painful and blood was flowing freely from it.  He took a breath and engaged his healing power to repair the muscle and stop the flow of blood.  Mercifully, the pain of using his energy was diminished after a night’s rest, and he used only a second’s worth of energy to fix his arm and drop his healing abilities to concentrate on the fight.

Three men stepped forward towards Alec while three others fought among themselves in the other portion of the ring.  To be in this portion of the tournament meant that these fighters weren’t likely to be highly skilled, Alec reasoned.  He watched them carefully, then attacked the one on his right who had separated himself by the greatest distance.  Alec feinted then struck blade on blade with his sword, hitting at an upward angle that produced the result he wanted – the sword flew from his opponent’s hand.  Alec drove his shoulder into the unprepared man and continued his momentum towards the blade that lay on the ground, picking it up and advancing on the other two men with a blade in either hand now.

The unarmed man scurried out of the ring, and Alec attacked his other two opponents, both from Canare, with vigor, jabbing and slicing with his best mortal abilities, until he bested them both and left them on the ground, bleeding from numerous small wounds.

Turning to the other group of warriors, he saw that only one was still standing, someone from a minor house whose colors were yellow, white and red stripes.  The match was over, with Alec and the other survivor ready to move on to the next round.

“You didn’t really belong with this lot, did you?” an official said as Alec walked out of the ring.  Alec shook his head.  “You’ll need to surrender that extra sword you know.  You don’t get to start every match with two,” the man said with a grin.  “Be back in an hour for your first real match.”  Alec grinned back and handed him the sword, then continued out of the entry hall and walked out of the arena to sit against a tree trunk and collect his thoughts.

“Hey!  You gave folks a jolt,” a voice said as a toe nudged his own shoe.  “I came looking for you to let you know we noticed.  The two blades was a nice stunt; you should have saved that for a later match when you might need it and could catch someone off-guard.”  Alec looked up and realized that the Scarle champion, Nabakov, was talking to him.

“Thanks,” Alec said.

There was a long, silent pause. 

 “Crebben said you don’t talk much.  That probably helps you stay out of trouble.  I talk a lot, but I can fight my way out of trouble,” Nabakov blithely remarked.  “You keep fighting like that and stick with me and when I’ve got the princess after all this is over, I’ll find a couple of her friends for you to enjoy.

“I need to head in for my first match.  See you in there,” the warrior added as he turned and walked back to the stadium.

Alec sat and watched the stream of people walking past after Nabakov left.  It was still early in the day, and already the crowd seemed to be large, larger than he remembered for the early matches in the last tournament he had been in, decades ago.  Perhaps the stakes in this tournament were so high that they pulled the population in – it sounded as though the throne of the empire was potentially at stake.

It was time for him to head into the arena and prepare for his match.  People were murmuring as the crowd passed him.  They weren’t speaking about him individually, but talking about the red robe, the Scarle clan that was widely known to be plotting the restoration of Mikhail to the throne.

Inside the arena, Alec was directed to pen three, where there were two warriors waiting for him to join them.  This was the round from which only one man would move on.  Alec studied the other two, as they also looked at him.  There was an Emeral and an independent warrior in white.  In this round there was supposed to be a less capable warrior along with two competitive ones.  Alec should have been considered the easy one to beat, since he came from the qualifying match; that meant these other two swordsmen would be competent, and he would need to fight a strong battle.

“Pen Three, you’re next.  Move to the door,” an official called.  Alec let the other two lead the way, and noticed Nabakov was in the group in Pen Four, as well as a Scarle fighter in Pen Five.  The red house members would be cheering for several matches in a row.  Alec and his competition stood at the door and had their weapons briefly inspected, then the match in the ring ended, and they were ushered along.

“We’re behind schedule.  Make it fast,” an official told the three of them as they stepped into the sandy fighting ring.  The three of them looked at each other, then spread out and waited.  The bell rang, and the Emeral swordsman automatically came towards Alec.  So I am the weak one, Alec reflected as he raised his sword and advanced away from the rope boundary.

His sword and the green-clad warrior’s sword clashed in a high exchange.  Alec competently riposted to a lower position, but the other man successfully blocked him and they returned to a high clash of steel again.  The man was heavier than Alec.  Alec realized he was going to have to maneuver to manage a successful wound on the man, and he began to turn the exchange to his left.  His opponent allowed him to lead the direction, not saying a word, until Alec stopped and suddenly rolled back to his right, swiping his sword across the other man’s thigh as he went.

He had scored the first wound, and he stood to see if the man would retire or remain to fight.  The expression on his face made clear to Alec that he intended to fight on, and was angry to have suffered a wound at all.  Alec rushed the man and began to maneuver him to the left again.  Four steps later, Alec feinted another roll to his right.  The Emeral warrior reacted to the rightward ruse, and Alec was able to easily drive the point of his sword into the man’s shoulder, an injury that ended the battle.

“Very unexpected,” the white-dressed bystander remarked as he advanced towards Alec.  Alec was unwilling to comment, and decided to make this match a faster one, rushing towards his opponent and pressing an active attack that matched up well against the wiry swordsman.  Alec had him pressed against the ropes and pinked both shoulders, drawing a graceful surrender.

Alec and his opponent shook hands, then walked out of the arena and back into the shadowy maze of columns and pens where fighters were coming and going.  

“Nice going.  Our house is already ahead now – that Emeral fighter was favored to win at least two matches, maybe make it to the finals,” Nabakov said conversationally as they passed.

“Your next match will be in ninety minutes,” an official reported to Alec as he did a post-battle inspection of his blade.  “Be back here then.”

Alec went out to a carnival setting nearby, where he watched a man handling horses, and thought about his last tournament.  He had been here with Rief, she had supported and encouraged him, and it had made him feel better.  Restless, he returned to the stadium, but went up into the stands and walked among the crowd, watching the people, and glancing at the combat below from time to time.  The boxes were filling with nobles and high merchants he noticed, although the emperor’s box was still empty.

Two boxes of seats were isolated from the others in the crowd, and they had a heavy contingent of armed guards around them, Alec noticed.  There were Scarle men and also men with the gray and black fringed robes he had fought during the attempt to kidnap the emperor at the promenade.  Linen screens hid the sight of the occupants, arousing Alec’s curiosity even more.

Whatever trouble was brewing at this tournament would see prominent activity from those boxes he was sure.

Alec had reached the time to return and receive his assignment to his next pen.  In this round he faced only a single opponent, a large man wearing Canare colors.  They entered the ring to battle, and at the sound of the bell Alec’s opponent advanced and engaged in some testing strokes.  His footwork was flawless, and Alec knew he was facing the toughest opponent he’d seen so far.

The man had a long reach, and a long blade.  Alec felt his tunic ripple from one nearly-successful slice, and he debated whether to call upon his warrior powers to fight this match.  Alec felt pleased that he had avoided any use of his energies for battle so far, other than healing his first round cut.  He wanted to save his use of powers for the final match.  Alec decided to use finesse and deception to win this match if possible, and to save his energies for the last battle.

Backing up, Alec watched the timing of his the yellow-sleeved attacks, and as a third consecutive chop whistled from left to his right, Alec flipped his sword to his right hand and brought it down savagely.  He felt the blade sever the tendons in the wrist of his opponent, and he quickly stepped away as the other man’s blade fell to the ground and he grabbed his arm to staunch the bleeding.

The victory was clearly Alec’s, and a roar went up from the crowd as Alec became the first member to qualify for the finals.  He bowed towards the emperor’s stand, where there were now people sitting, and then waved to the crowd in all directions.

“Come on, give it up!” Nabakov said as he prepared to enter the ring.  He was looking at Alec in a way that let Alec know he was being sized up as a potential opponent.  “Nice trick, but it won’t work in the next match.  Have anything else up your sleeve?”

Alec shook his head and walked away.  Hands were reaching out to slap his back as he entered the gateway to the waiting area.  “You’re the first one to qualify, so you’ve got a good long wait until the final match begins,” an official told him as he walked up to look at his blade.  “You’ve given Scarle a boost, haven’t you, taking out two big contenders?” he returned the blade to Alec and walked off.

If he remained among the warriors in the arena, Alec had a notion of what would happen.  He’d be told to make sure he lost to Nabakov in the finals; anyone involved with Scarle would pass the message along.  He decided his best option was to make himself scarce, so he left the space below the stands and walked up to enter the stands, sitting in a crowded section where his red robes were less visible in a sea of mixed colors.

The crowd was restless.  They expected Nabakov to win on behalf of Scarle and the deposed emperor; the word of that arrangement had spread far and wide.  But their sympathy was with the new emperor, Sergey.  They trusted him to do the right thing for the nation.  Alec was at a loss for a way to channel that support in this critical scene.

Nabakov won his match, and after a pause in the action, the match to choose the third finalist began.  Alec only watched it half-heartedly as he scanned the crowd, and looked at the covered Scarle box.  What could they be hiding there, he wondered.  Were there a dozen archers set to shoot at the emperor, or some other trick hidden in plain sight?  The third and fourth matches were completed, and Alec knew that his time was approaching.  The emperor had not yet arrived from watching the archery finals, so the fencing match could not be held.

A distant fanfare of horns sounded, indicating the movement of the emperor.  Alec scrambled out of his seat and went around to the outside of the stadium and then back into the pen area, where numerous officials and warriors were milling.  “Hustle up, son!” an official told him.  “Get over to the gate or you’re out.”

Nabokov was waiting for him along with an Indige and an Emeral warrior.  “I thought maybe you would just not show up, which wouldn’t be a bad strategy,” the large warrior told him in a sneering tone.  “You take out whichever one of those two you want, and then you fold, got it?”

Alec looked up at the confident warrior.  “I will win,” he said, drawling as best he could.

A bell chimed before Nabokov could respond, and together they joined the other contestants and officials to walk out onto the sands for the final encounter of the tournament.  The emperor was in his box, Alec saw, surrounded by significant security.  The four warriors took their spots, Alec being the youngest in appearance.

A horn blew a triumphant flourish, and the Indige swordsman turned towards Alec.  Alec accepted the unspoken proposition, and stepped towards him as well, squaring off as Nabokov and the Emeral warrior paired up.

Alec’s opponent began to probe his defenses, searching right and left, high and low, for a weakness in Alec’s skills.  “You’re the first fighter to ever come all the way from the qualifying match to the finals,” the Indige swordsman said.  “I salute you.

“I heard you were picked up at the promenade.  It’s a shame my own house didn’t find you; you’d be fencing for a much more honorable cause than wanting to kill an emperor,” he continued, and then attacked in earnest.  He’d apparently concluded that Alec’s low defenses were weak, as his sword whistled past Alec’s knees repeatedly.  Suddenly he reached high and the tip of his blade sliced painfully across Alec’s forehead before the Dominion warrior could defend himself adequately.

“Nice stroke,” Alec said.  “But you’re wrong; I’m not going to harm Sergey.  I support him,” he said as he moved slightly to his right.

“You talk, differently,” the other fighter said, puzzled by Alec’s words and his accent.  He was distracted, Alec saw, and as he heard a cheer from the crowd, Alec launched his own attack.  He pinked the deep purple-blue shoulder of his opponent, then added a slice across his belly.

There was another cheer from the crowd.  Alec stepped back to see what his opponent would do, and to wipe the blood off his face; it was dripping heavily from his scalp wound on his forehead, and Alec knew it would soon be in his eyes.  He called upon his healer energy to stop the flow of fresh blood, again feeling the discomfort that the use of the energy caused.

There was a noise behind him, and Alec whirled and crouched just as Nabokov swung at him from the rear, trying to decapitate him while he was unprepared.  Alec rolled to the ground and came back up ten feet away, ready to battle further.  Nabokov’s Emeral opponent lay on the ground, badly injured if not dead, while Alec’s Indige opponent was still standing as though undecided whether to concede because of his injuries or to try to fight on.

Nabokov was coming towards Alec though, with murderous intent in his eyes.  “A companion of mine, Boris, said he saw you fighting this afternoon, and he recognized you.  Boris says you attacked him in the promenade veranda two nights ago, and you helped Sergey escape from our control.

“Whatever game you are playing at, it comes to an end here,” Nabokov said, and he whipped his arm towards Alec, throwing a handful of sand at Alec’s eyes.  Too late Alec saw the grit flying through the air and closed his eyes, then rolled automatically to his right to get out of Nabokov’s range before he came up standing in a new location.

His eyes were still closed, as he tried to blink the dust out of them.  Recognizing he was in a desperate situation, Alec called upon his warrior powers, and withstood the queasy pain to let his enhanced senses guide his defenses as his right hand rubbed his eyes.  He heard the shuffle of Nabokov’s feet and the whistle of his sword, causing Alec to swing his own blade low to block the attack.  He riposted further down, and momentarily trapped Nabokov’s blade against the ground, then charged forward to head-butt him and roll on top of, then over his opponent.

Alec came up standing, but heard a noise behind him and whirled to bring his blade up and stop the Indige swordsman’s feeble attempt to attack.  His eyes were clearing, and he managed to get his right eye momentarily open to see the relative locations of his two opponents.  Alec poked a stab into the thigh of the Indige fighter, then added a slice across the ribs, moving his sword at a pace the man couldn’t follow.  He whirled with his eyes shut again and listened for Nabokov.

“How are you doing it?” Nabokov growled.  “What’s your trick?” there was a sound of anger, and even respect in his voice, but no fear yet, Alec noted.  He blinked his eye open again for a second and saw where Nabokov stood, and knew he could defeat him in that spot.  Alec closed his eyes and launched a fierce volley of fast-moving high attacks.  He felt Nabokov step back one step, then a second step back to defend himself.  Alec just needed him to go back one more step, and pressed his blind attack further.

Nabokov took his third step backwards to move out of Alec’s range, and as he did so he stepped onto the body of the Emeral warrior.  He lost his balance, and began to fall, flailing wildly as he did.  Alec stabbed repeatedly, feeling his blade pierce Nabokov’s flesh, then he heard the sound of the Scarle champion hitting the ground, rolling and moaning where he lay.

The crowd was screaming deliriously.  Alec took his hand from his eyes, dropped his warrior powers, and called upon his healer powers again.  He doubled over momentarily in pain from the too frequent use of the energy, but he still swept his hand over his face, clearing his eyes and then dropping his abilities.

He felt his legs shake as a result of the energy-strain injury he had suffered from the use of the translocation ability.  He would be hard-pressed to be able to use any energy at all at this point he knew, and he prayed that the situation would stay calm.  Standing straight up, Alec opened his eyes.  All three of the other finalists were still lying on the ground.  The crowd was cheering.  The emperor’s box was straight ahead of him, and the emperor was standing in applause with the rest of the crowd.  In the screened box of the opposition, there was a scream momentarily, then silence.

Alec left the ring, and walked towards the emperor’s box.  He came within five paces and stopped, as guard’s stepped in front of him.  “Your majesty,” he said formally, bowing.

Sergey recognized him.  “I’m glad to see that we do meet again under better circumstances, Jeswyne’s friend.  You put on quite a show for us.”

“May I approach, your majesty?” Alec asked.

“Let him through,” the emperor said, and the guards stepped aside.

Alec stepped up to the edge of the retaining wall, as he heard a mass scream from the crowd behind him. He pulled out his sword, reversed it, and handed it hilt-first to the emperor in a sign of obedience.

“Ah.  You honor me,” Sergey said.  He accepted the hilt, and tapped the blade on each of Alec’s shoulders in a sign that he accepted Alec’s loyalty.

“This should send a confusing signal about Scarle’s intentions,” Alec said.  “Of course I don’t speak for anyone in that house, but the crowd doesn’t know that!”

Alec’s eyes and the emperor’s eyes locked in agreement, but another mass scream of panic diverted their attention.

“They can’t truly have done this!” Sergey muttered.  “Guards, get ready to evacuate.”

Alec turned, and his face went pale.  Standing across the arena, on the far side by the Scarle boxes, was a demon.  And he had virtually no powers left to use to fight it.

“You can come with us,” Sergey said to Alec, “we’ll be able to find a safe place.

Just then there was another scream, and a small figure was dumped on the sandy floor of the arena near the Scarle box.  Alec recognized Jeswyne.

“You go protect yourself,” Alec said urgently.  He grabbed a spear from one of the guardsmen.  “I’ll go protect Jeswyne.”







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 48 – The Demon’s Wounds

 

Carrying his spear and sword, Alec ran across the sands towards the demon.  Despite the creature’s ability to move with lightening speed, it was approaching Jeswyne slowly, like a cat playing with a mouse.  Running with all his might, Alec reached back and launched the spear, letting it fly through the air above the surface of the fighting ground as Alec continued to sprint.  The spear arced high, found the crest of its flight, and then plummeted downward, striking the demon in its hind quarters.  It was a lucky strike, Alec knew, not having used his warrior powers, and he decided to take it as a provident sign.  

The demon turned its attention to its injury, ripping out the spear and throwing it away, then becoming aware of the small human figure racing at it.  The occupants of the arena were screaming madly, most of them trying to flee, but many stood still, transfixed by the sight of the human warrior dashing from the emperor’s box to fight a demon.

Jeswyne lay on the sand, unnoticed by the demon for the moment, and she took the opportunity to stand and back up against the wall.  She reached up and grabbed a sword from an inattentive Scarle guard, then stood armed and ready to fight.  She saw the distraction that had drawn the demon away from her, and recognized at last that it was Alec who was in the red robes running at the demon.

“Alec!” she screamed.  “Alec, you can do it!” she shouted encouragement as she remembered the battle she had seen him fight against three demons in Oyster Bay when they first met.

Alec reached his encounter with the charging demon just as he heard Jeswyne’s voice.  He reached deep inside to find the warrior powers, and felt pain run through his fiber as he called on his energies.  The demon swiped at him and he jumped in the air over the claws, swinging his sword below him to bite deep into the monster’s flesh.  He landed and rolled away and stood up again.  The demon howled in pain and frustration, and tried to tackle Alec; as he jumped away he felt a claw pierce his ankle.  He landed awkwardly and rolled again, then stood on one leg.  He was alive, but his ankle felt as though it was broken by the demon.  The monster was circling him, preparing to attack again.

The demon jumped, and Alec tried to react.  He felt his ankle buckle, and he released his painful grip on his powers.  As he fell to the ground in agony, he looked up and saw that the hateful creature hadn’t really attacked, but only feigned a movement.  It stood still, observing him as he lay on the ground in agony. Alec knew that he was only seconds away from falling victim to the monster.

Jeswyne suddenly appeared in Alec’s peripheral vision.  She swung her sword soundly at the demon’s backside, and sliced it, causing it to turn and bat her away.  Alec saw her body shoot through the air and land on the sand.  He said a quick thanks for her effort to help him, and then he saw the malevolent eyes staring at him again.  Oh help me Lord, fight this creature of evil, he prayed in the deepest recesses of his mind.

As he finished the prayer, he heard and saw and felt the world change around him.  The crowd suddenly roared, then the demon turned around, looking away from Alec as it screamed in fury, and then the whole world darkened and changed, and he was no longer in the Michian battle arena.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 49 – A Third Tea Ceremony

 

Alec was lying on the ground in a dark room, looking at a rough stony ceiling high above.  His ankle felt whole and pain free.  What in the world has happened?, he asked himself aloud.

“Your prayer has been answered, young friend,” John Mark spoke to him.

Alec sat up abruptly.  “John Mark!  Master,” he said more softly.  “Thank you.  Can you send me back?  I have to protect those people from that demon.”

“The people of Michian have suffered from their demon worship for centuries.  Do you think it matters if they suffer this one more time?” the saintly figure asked.

“It matters.  It matters to me,” Alec answered.  “The girl matters to me.  Killing a demon matters to me.  Protecting an emperor who might end the war matters to me,” he told the saint, rising to his knees to implore.

“You are special Alec, you know that,” John Mark said.  “And because you are so special, you may go back.

“Here,” the saint handed Alec one of the small jars he knew so well.  “You remember the rules.  You must return here within six days, using this sand from the cave.  I will send you back to the arena in Michian to fight your battle, and I will return you through God’s own powers, so that you will not strain yourself using those translocation abilities you have stumbled upon.

“Best wishes Alec in all that you do.  You are beloved by your Father in heaven,” John Mark told him.

And suddenly Alec was standing back in the bright sunshine on the floor of the tournament arena.  In front of him on the far side of the sandy surface he saw Jeswyne hurled aside by the demon, who was standing over him.  John Mark had sent him back a few seconds in time, he realized, and he knew what had distracted the demon from killing him – it was his own return.

Alec summoned his fullest warrior energies and ran at the demon.  He was weaponless, but determined.  He saw the animal turn to face him, and he saw himself disappear.  Alec jumped high, flipped in the air, pushed his hands down on the top of the demon’s head and flipped himself to stand over Jeswyne.

“Give me your sword, Jess,” he ordered abruptly, and reached down to snatch it.  He grabbed her hand and pulled her up.  “Go over to the wall, love, and stay safe,” he said, and then he ran at the demon again.

The monster was enraged and ready, but Alec had no intention of actually attacking it yet.  He swerved widely around it, and stood, taunting it to come after him.  The monster did, and Alec put his sword to its fullest use, blocking and redirecting the creature’s attacks as they began to slowly back towards the center of the arena.  Alec examined how far they had come, and judged how quickly the demon would move across the floor of the field, preparing to try a new trick.

As they reached a location Alec judged right, he dropped his warrior powers and translocated himself, disappearing from the demon’s view.  He re-appeared directly in front of the Scarle box, causing the inhabitants to scream in fear.  Alec quickly scanned the interior, saw what he wanted, and acted.

With his warrior powers re-engaged, he reached up into the box and jerked a sorcerer out onto the sands of the arena floor.  The confused demon heard the reaction to Alec’s appearance, turned, and starting charging towards him when it relocated him.  By then though Alec had stabbed his sword through the heart of the sorcerer, killing him, and causing the demon to falter and shrink.  Alec reached up again and pulled a Scarle member out onto the sand, then took his sword from him.  Wielding a weapon in each hand, Alec charged towards the diminished demon that was running at him. They met and the demon tried to anticipate Alec by jumping high, as he had done so often.  This time though Alec had slid low, passing below the demon and slicing his blades upward at it, severing a leg as he came to a stop behind it and stood up.

The demon was screaming, as was the audience in the arena.  As often as they had seen demons in ceremonial activities, none had ever witnessed one in battle, or being bested in battle, and a combination of consternation and hope was evident on virtually every person’s face.

Alec jumped at the wounded demon and swung his swords in the scissors attack he had learned in the Dominion.  As he severed the monster’s head, the body began to disintegrate.    Alec knew what would happen next, and he ran over to Jeswyne.  “Come with me,” He told her, grabbing her over his shoulder without waiting for a reply.  He carried her towards her father’s box, as he saw a cloud of bats rising from the dead demon’s carcass.  There was an explosive sound as the greater portion of the monstrous body erupted in flames, and the small cloud of bats began to seek prey among the nearby spectators, biting them and then flying upward to explode.

Alec stopped in front of the box where the emperor still stood.  The guards just looked at Alec without reaction, unable to confront the debacle they had just witnessed.  Alec placed Jeswyne on the ground, sending a small dose of healing power into her body to remove the aches and bruises from the demon’s strike.  “Your majesty, I wish to reintroduce you to her imperial highness, the Lady Jeswyne,” Alec solemnly pronounced, feeling giddy and impish and slightly hysterical in the wake of the adrenaline that was pumping through his system.

Emperor Sergey jumped down onto the sands and embraced his daughter in a long hug, one in which Alec could witness the silent tears running down the emperor’s cheeks.

“Who are you?” Sergey asked again, as he and Jeswyne broke their hug.

“Father, allow me to introduce Alec the Demonslayer, King of the Dominion,” Jeswyne said with a straight face.  “My acquaintance and friend.”

The guards reacted at last, raising their weapons as they heard Alec’s titles from Jeswyne.

“At ease,” Sergey said.  “If he hasn’t done anything to me yet, what makes you think you could stop him if he wanted to do any of us harm?

“Thank you, your majesty, for your service this evening.  I can’t imagine any way to repay you,” the emperor said.

“Why don’t we all go to your palace tonight for refreshment, and perhaps we can talk?” Alec replied.  “And you might want to send some guards over to arrest those people,” Alec indicated the Scarle boxes on the opposite side of the arena.

“I don’t know if we can send anyone over through the chaos today, but tomorrow there will be no shortage of volunteers to go to the Scarle compound.  I think we’ll have no problem hunting down my brother either,” Sergey said.  “For tonight, we shall certainly go to the palace, and many of us would enjoy your company,” he grinned at the acknowledgement of the discomfort that the demonslayer’s presence would cause.  “Would you like to be our guest in the palace this evening?”

“Thank you, yes,” Alec replied.  He carefully lifted Jeswyne back over the wall, then he and the emperor climbed up, and left the arena surrounded by a throng of guards.  Around them the crowd was moving restlessly in all directions, as people reacted to the stories of the occurrences inside the arena.  

Alec jostled through the members of the retinue to take a place next to Jeswyne, directly behind her father.

She looked up at him as he bumped her shoulder, and smiled a warm smile.  Alec’s hand crept over to find hers and clasp it tight.  “Thank you for attacking the demon,” Alec told her.  “It helped save my life.  Of course it was stupid – very brave but stupid.”

“Alec, don’t spoil the moment,” Jeswyne reprimanded him.  “How did you do that trick back there – moving around places like a restorer?” she asked.  “I couldn’t believe what I saw.”

“When I found out you had been seized by Mikhail’s people, I wanted to travel here in a hurry, so I went to the energy realm and gained the ability to use that power.”  He noticed the others around them listening closely.  “Will there be someplace we can talk when we arrive at the palace?”

Jeswyne rose to speak closer to his ear.  “If you promise that you’re not going to invite me to your bedroom like you did in your palace, I’m sure we can find someplace,” and she squeezed his hand, then gently removed hers from his clasp.  “Is mother at the palace?” she called ahead to her father.

“She is, and your brother and sister are as well,” Sergey replied, and they continued to walk, concluding that the carriages would be unable to move through the press of people that filled the streets.

An hour later they arrived at the gates to the palace, and entered.  Alec could imagine the relief the guards felt at finally leaving the crowded, unruly streets for the safety of the palace walls.  “May I speak with your head of security?” Alec asked a man he had identified as a guard officer.

“That’s not the request we usually get from visiting heads of state, but perhaps your circumstances are a little unusual?” the officer answered.

Alec grinned.  “We can agree they are unusual, I’m sure.”

“Let me show you the way,” his guide replied, and Alec waved to Jeswyne, then ducked away from the emperor’s cluster to follow the guard officer down a hallway.  They entered a small office adjacent to an armory, and all activity ceased as several sets of eyes looked at Alec’s red robes warily, or with outright hostility.

A knife suddenly came flying through the air at him, and Alec reflexively engaged his warrior powers to catch the knife in the air before it reached him.  The low murmur and shuffling sounds stopped instantly.

“No!  He’s not from the Scarle house.  He’s just wearing their robes!” Alec’s escort announced loudly.

There was a pronounced resumption of whispers and chatter.  A man behind a desk stood up.  “Well, you know how to make an entrance, don’t you?” he drawled as he moved around the desk.

“I asked to go to the laundry, so that I could get some new robes,” Alec played along with the congenial introduction.  “And this is where we ended up.”  He reached out to take the hand the man offered to shake.

“I’m Anatoli, commander of the Guard in the Palace.  I’m glad you’re here shaking hands and not doing something else,” he said.

“And my name is Geni, Lieutenant Geni,” Alec’s escort introduced himself.  “Please allow me to introduce,” he paused dramatically as everyone nearby grew silent and strained to hear. “The man who won the tournament today, then killed Scarle’s demon.  This is Alec the Demonslayer, king of the Dominion, as I heard him introduced by his friend the Lady Jeswyne, whom he brought back to us today.”

The room remained silent for a moment longer, then erupted in loud voices.

“Let’s step across the hall,” Anatoli said loudly in Alec’s ear, and the two of them, followed by Geni, ducked into a separate office where they closed the door.  “You’re ‘The’ Demonslayer from the Dominion?” Anatoli asked.  

Alec nodded.  “It wasn’t my idea originally, but the name stuck with me after a while.”

“How did you get here, to Michian?” Geni asked.

“I have certain, powers,” Alec evasively answered.

“So it would seem,” Anatoli said distractedly.  “So why are you here?  Why in Michian?  Why in the tournament?  Why back here in the working part of the palace?”

“I like the emperor, or more specifically, I like his daughter,” Alec said significantly.  “If there is something I can do to help you weaken his enemies and protect him and Jeswyne, I’m available.”

“Using your ‘certain powers?’” Anatoli clarified.

“Exactly,” Alec agreed.

“Tell me a little more about what you can do,” Anatoli suggested.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Alec replied half in jest.  “I’m a good swordsman, and I can heal injuries, to mention the main talents.”

“And he can move around like a restorer,” Geni added.

Anatoli looked incredulous

“I can,” Alec confirmed, “but not over long distances.  And I can only go someplace I know – a place I’ve been to before and can visualize.”

“Such as?” Anatoli prompted.

“The arena, an inn on Mulberry Street, a small lawn on the Indige property, a parlor in the Scarle compound,” he listed a variety of locations.

“You could just appear in the Scarle compound?” Anatoli confirmed.

Alec nodded.

There was a knock on the door.  “We thought you might want this,” a guardsman passed in a golden robe.  “And the emperor is wondering where his royal guest is; they’re being seated for dinner.”

Anatoli and Geni looked at one another.  “Perhaps I should lead him to the dining room,” Geni suggested.   Anatoli agreed, while Alec shrugged out of his red robes and into his new golden ones.  

“Do you have a bandolier of knives I can wear?” Alec asked.  “I’ve grown accustomed to them.”

“Take him to the dining room and we’ll have the knives delivered,” Anatoli told Geni.

“We’ll talk tomorrow, your majesty,” Anatoli told Alec.  “Is that true by the way?  Are you really the king of the Dominion?”

“When I left I was,” Alec said with a laugh.

He and Geni began to walk down the hall.  “Geni, would you take me past Jeswyne’s room on the way?” he asked.

His escort looked at him.  “It’s not at all on the way to the dining room, but we can go if you insist.”

“I think I’ll insist,” Alec confirmed.

They passed startled maids and guards as they cut through official and residential portions of the palace.  “This hallway is the imperial family’s,” Geni said at one point.  They walked to a room in which numerous maids were working.  “Since this is getting cleaned up, I suspect it’s being prepared for your friend.”

Alec heard the suspicion in his voice, but concentrated on looking around the room noting the details and the decorations.  “Thank you.  That’s fine.  Let’s go join the dinner,” he said, and they moved onward to a formal dining room, where a table was set for twelve, and only Alec was lacking.

Alec thanked Geni and stepped to the table.  He was seated across from Jeswyne.  “My apologies,” he told the gathering as he took his seat.

“How did you manage to get lost?” Jeswyne asked loudly.

“I wasn’t exactly lost,” Alec told her.  “I just took the long way around.”

“Your highness, rather than allow my daughter to harangue you, please allow me to introduce my family,” the emperor said.  He proceeded to introduce his wife, then Jeswyne’s brother and her older sister, both of whom were married and had their spouses at the table, then Sergey introduced his own sister, a duchess, and her husband, and their two adult children.

“This is exalted company,” Alec said politely.  He was beginning to feel exhaustion setting in after the day’s many adventures.

“If I may ask, why are you here, your majesty?” Jeswyne’s brother, Eduard, asked as the first course of the meal was served.  “Why did you come to Michian, and why did you help the emperor whose armies are in your country?”

Alec gave the simplest answer he could.  “After I sent Lady Jeswyne back here to Michian, I learned from General Bronson that Mikhail’s forces had taken her captive.”  He looked up, across the table, holding a steady gaze into Jeswyne’s golden eyes.  “So I came to rescue her.”

“And everything else you did – the tournament, rescuing the emperor, fighting the demon?” Jeswyne’s mother asked.

“Those were the things I had to do to save her,” he replied.

“And what will you do now?” the Duchess Bogdana asked.

Alec paused for a moment, and Jeswyne spoke.  “We should show better manners to our guest and not subject him to such a barrage of questions, I think.

“You’ll stay here for at least a few days, won’t you, King Alec?” she asked.  “There must be much you can discuss with father about ending the war and so on.”

Her father looked abruptly around at her.  “His majesty had already negotiated an armistice with your army commander, before he came.  Your armies don’t seem to want to fight against someone named the Demonslayer,” she told her father and the table.

“I can’t blame them,” Jeswyne’s sister chimed in.  “So Jeswyne, please tell us about your adventures.  How were you treated?”

“Mikhail’s people treated me appropriately,” Jeswyne replied.

“But what about, you know, the barbarians, the Dominion folks,” Elyzaveta asked.  “You were there for how long?  A month?”

Jeswyne turned crimson.  “They treated me fine.  It didn’t seem that long.”

“She had her own retinue,” Alec filled the silence.  “They told me that they missed her very much when she left; everyone was very fond of her.”

“Well, you certainly seem to have treated her very well!” Sergey tried to ease the embarrassment.  “She seems to have blossomed tremendously under your care.  She doesn’t even squint any longer.”

“Alec healed my eyes.  My vision is perfect now,” Jeswyne told her father as another course of food was set before them.

“When you say healed, you mean he gave you medicine that improved your eyesight?” Eduard tried to clarify.

“No.  He touched the bridge of my nose and used his healing power.  He can cure anything – any illness or injury.  They say you’ve brought people back to life, haven’t you Alec?”

Alec looked down, embarrassed by the turn of the conversation, then looked up at Eduard.  “I have been blessed with a gift of healing, and can help many situations.

“But please tell me something about what happens here in Michian next,” he changed the subject.

“Well since the tournament was today, tomorrow is the day of the heart,” Elyzaveta said with a smile, and laid her hand atop her husband’s, who was next to Alec.

“In more prosaic terms, tomorrow is the day we will see how the populace feels about the events yesterday, and we will begin to move against Mikhail,” the emperor said.

“You should show the people how you will move against Mikhail,” Duchess Bogdana’s husband spoke for the first time.  He was a burly man who had the appearance of a military bearing.

“The people won’t respect you if you don’t retaliate after they set a demon lose in the arena,” Leonyd continued.  “You need to erase that threat to your rule, and be respected for your strength.”

“I agree,” Alec spoke aloud before he realized.  He looked around.  “I will help in that battle.” 

The last dishes were cleared away.

“I will speak to Anatoli about this,” Sergey said.

“I already have,” Alec decided to admit.  “I’m sure he is planning the appropriate steps, if you will authorize them.”  Alec had decided he liked the head of the guards, who had seemed to him to be a no-nonsense man, one who reminded Alec of Rubicon.  “I won’t be here long, but while I am I will try to be of use.”

Jeswyne’s head turned, and she looked at Alec with alarm.

Shall we retire to the parlor for tea?” the empress suggested.

They all rose, and Leonyd and Sergey converged on Alec as they walked down the hall.  “You both feel that I should attack?” the emperor asked.

“You have to – now more than ever,” Leonyd said forcefully, and Alec nodded.

“Your majesty, just a moment, please,” Alec said, tugging on Sergey’s sleeve and pulling him back behind the rest of the family.

When they were alone, Alec spoke.  “I wish to ask your daughter to marry me.  Will you approve?”

Sergey looked at Alec.  “How long have you two known each other?  I’ve seen the way you look, and there’s more than a few occasional meetings in your history.”

“We were stranded together for a long time.  Everything was honorable, but we are very fond of one another.  At least, I am fond of her,” Alec replied.

“There’s no easy way for me to stop you, is there?  If this is what Jeswyne wants, I will allow it,” Sergey said.  “But you are not to force yourself upon her affections.”

“I won’t, of course.  Thank you,” Alec agreed and the two of them joined the others in the parlor.

It was a large room, with a sitting area of couches and chairs, as well as a formal table to the side, where a ceremonial tea set rested upon a table.  Alec pulled a servant aside.  “Is there tea in the tea pot on the table?” he asked, pointing to the side table.

“No sir.  It’s only used for ceremonies,” the man replied.

“Would you please set it now?  We’ll have a ceremony momentarily,” Alec answered.  He walked slowly about the room as the others chose their seats and prepared to have tea served to them.

Jeswyne, Alec saw, had arranged to sit alone on a small divan suitable for two, and she nodded her head imperceptibly towards him, beckoning him to come.

The servants were discretely placing provisions on the ceremonial table, and Alec judged it was time to take action.  He walked over to Jeswyne, and stood beside her.  “May I have tea with you, Lady Jeswyne?” he asked.

“Certainly, your majesty,” she responded demurely.

“Your highness,” Alec spoke loudly enough for the emperor and everyone else to hear.  “During our time together in the Dominion, the Lady Jeswyne taught me the etiquette of your tea ceremony.  Now that I am among you, may I have the privilege of performing that ceremony with your daughter?”

Sergey looked at Alec’s formal smile, and Jeswyne’s downturned face.  “Yes, please show us my good daughter’s works.”

Alec held out his hand to walk her to the table.  Jeswyne took his hand and they strolled over, where Alec held her chair, then began removing his weapons, presenting them one at a time to Jeswyne, then setting them aside, as the whole family watched in fascination.  She gently touched each blade in acknowledgement, until he was finished and sat across from her.  He placed the tea leaves in the pot to steep, then strained it silently into the other pot.

He stood, walked around the table to stand at her right side, and poured the golden brew into her cup.

“Does he realize what he’s doing?” Elyzaveta asked loudly.

“I should know.  This is the third time we’ve performed this ceremony,” Alec replied aloud.

There was a murmur among all the members of the family.  Jeswyne placed her hand atop Alec’s.  “You don’t know what this means,” she said.

“I do know,” Alec said quietly.  “The third time the ceremony is performed is a confirmation of our intention to be married, isn’t it?”

“Yes.  Alec,” she paused.  “Are you sure about this?” Jeswyne replied.  “Are you ready?”

He placed the teapot back in its spot, and returned to his seat.

Jeswyne rose, and stepped over to pour his tea from the left.  Another murmur rose from the family members, and Alec noted that servants were discretely entering the room to stand against the walls as witnesses to the unexpected event.

“Do you think I came all the way from the Dominion for anything less important to me than you?” Alec said as she stood beside him.  She looked down silently at him, then returned to her seat.

Alec rose and walked around to pour her cream into her cup.  “But what about Bethany?  How can you become engaged so soon after her death?” Jeswyne asked.

“She came to me in a dream.  She told me it was right to follow my heart with you,” he felt a tear forming in his eye.  “She approves of you, I know it, and she wants me to enjoy life again.”

He sat down, and she stood to serve his cream.

“Besides,” he told her.  “I made a promise that I must keep.”

“What promise is that?” she asked, a puzzled look on her face.

“I’ll show you tonight,” he promised with a wink.

“Alec!” she hissed.  “We’re in my father’s palace.  You have to observe our rules.”

She returned to her seat.

Alec stood to pour her honey.  “No one will know that any rules are broken,” he insisted, and took his seat.

“I don’t think even you can do it,” Jeswyne replied moments later as she poured his honey.

They sat in silence for several moments, until Alec moved to place his cup in front of Jeswyne.

“When you go to your room, put on a party dress,” he said.

“I could stand in the middle of my room in my birthday suit, and you’ll never know,” Jeswyne taunted as she placed her own cup in front on him.

They sipped their cups of tea, their eyes locked upon one another over the fine porcelain rims.

“I look forward to the chance to see your, curves,” he answered as he replaced her cup.

“My door will be bolted from the inside tonight, Alec.  But if you carry this out correctly, perhaps the time will come,” she said playfully as she returned his cup.

Alec saw the eyebrows exquisitely arched in triumph as they sipped tea again to finish the ceremony.

Alec stood and offered his hand to Jeswyne, they faced her family, and bowed together.

The servants around the wall were smiling and began to clap in applause.  The sound continued for several moments, until Alec began to lead Jeswyne back to the sitting area.

“There typically isn’t so much, conversation, during that ceremony,” the duchess said with a smile.

“Yet I don’t think anyone doubts its sincerity,” the emperor replied.  “We’ll need to negotiate a dowry now.

“You know,” he turned to Jeswyne, “if you had done this a month ago before I was emperor, you would not have to cost me so much as you will now.”

“Actually, all I ask in dowry is that you end the war and withdraw your armies from the Dominion,” Alec spoke boldly.

Every head in the room turned to look at him.  “I speak from the heart,” he said insistently.

“We’ll talk about this,” Sergey said, not wanting to negotiate in front of so many people, nor sure how serious the comment was.

“If you’ll excuse me father, I’m tired after such an exhausting day,” Jeswyne said.  “I’d like to retire to my room.”  She looked at Alec, her golden eyes sparkling.  “I look forward to locking my door and getting out of these clothes.”

“By all means, dear,” the emperor acquiesced.  All the members of the family rose to kiss and hug her good night, and a waiting lady escorted her to the door, where a guard joined them as they walked through the hallway.

“I’d like to retire as well,” Alec said a minute later.

“We’ve had quarters prepared for you in the visitor’s cottage in the garden,” the empress spoke.  Alec saw that Geni was waiting at the doorway.  Alec thanked them for their hospitality, said good night to everyone, and then joined Geni for the walk through the palace and the gardens to his cottage.

“Is that what all this is about, an end to the war?” Geni asked.

Alec looked at the man, and extended his Spiritual powers to judge his honesty.  “No,” Alec answered, satisfied with the officer’s character.  “This is all about Jeswyne.  The prospect of peace is just a wonderful opportunity.  I’d hate to have to go back to the Dominion and resume slaughtering all my father-in-law’s soldiers, you know?’ he grinned, and he felt the reciprocating humor as Geni joined him in a grin.

They reached the cottage door, where two guards waited.  “You’re sure that was Jeswyne’s room we visited?” Alec asked.

“As sure as I can be,” he replied.

“In that case, good night all,” Alec said, and he stepped inside the cottage.







 

 

 

 

Chapter 50 – At the Promenade

 

Alec walked around the rooms in his guest cottage.  A fire blazed merrily in the sitting room fireplace, while candles were lit in most rooms. 

Meanwhile, Jeswyne stood in the middle of her own room, a maid removing the heavy gown that she wore.  “Would you go start a hot bath for me please?” Jeswyne asked the woman as her layers of clothing fell to the floor.  “I’ll be there in just a moment.  There’s something I want to do first.”  The servant bowed and quietly slipped away.

“Alright Alec, here I am.  What promise do you intend to keep?” Jeswyne said aloud, standing and laughing at her own audacity.

“I’m surprised you don’t remember,” Alec spoke from behind her.

Jeswyne shrieked in confused embarrassment, and flew into a closet.

“How did you do that?  I locked the door and there are guards out there?” she demanded.

“I happen to have certain abilities,” Alec reminded her.  “Pick out a dress, one that’s not too regal, so we can blend in with the crowd,” he suggested.

Jeswyne emerged from the closet a minute later, wearing a dark blue dress that was almost austere.  How did you get here?”  she asked.

“Come here,” Alec replied, and he placed his arms around her.  He closed his eyes and concentrated, and moments later they were standing on a hillside among trees and bushes.

“That’s it!  You used that power to sneak into my room!” Jeswyne shrieked.

She looked at Alec and saw his eyes were unfocused, and a moment later there was laughter and music and light below them on the hillside.

“I think ‘sneak’ is a harsh word,” Alec replied, and he laughed at the expression on her face.

“I promised you that someday I would take you to the promenade, and we would walk among the common folks to enjoy the crowds and the food and the entertainment,” he told her.  “So here we are,” he took her hand and led her a few steps down the hillside so that they emerged from bushes to step into the promenade crowd.

“Here now, what were you two doing in the bushes?” a laughing minstrel asked as they stepped onto the pavement nearby.  His audience laughed, and he began to strum his lute to a bawdy tune that made Jeswyne blush.

Alec led her away and then pointed up.  “This is the promenade from last year.  I thought it would be a happier time.  Look up there and tell me what you see?”

Jeswyne looked up at the veranda and saw her family there.  “Look!  There’s me,” she pointed to a girl who appeared bored.

“You didn’t have much fun at the promenade last year, it appears,” Alec said.

“We have to sit up there and be seen.  That’s all,” Jeswyne said.

“Let’s go do more than that,” he replied, and he bought them two candied apples, then skins of berry juice, and carved wooden knifes, and they began walking along the crowded pavement.

An animal trainer with four chained monkeys put on a show that made Jeswyne laugh, while she insisted that Alec throw a coin to a musician who played cheery tunes on his flute.  They bought meat kabobs even though they both said they weren’t hungry.  The crowd was festive, and Jeswyne laughed at the laughter and good humor they encountered all night long.

“Look over there, Alec,” Jeswyne whispered, and she pointed to where a discrete couple stood in the shadows off the walk, kissing passionately.

He slid his arm around her waist and held her tight, and his lips touched hers as he bowed his head.  “Go get a room somewhere!” an anonymous voice called, and Alec good-naturedly waved his hand above his head as the kiss lingered for a moment more.  They strolled further, to the end where the carriages were dropping off and picking up guests, then turned and began to stroll back.

“I always imagined it would be fun, but I never knew it would be this much fun,” Jeswyne said as she laid her head on his shoulder.

“Step up and win a prize for your pretty friend,” a barker shouted to Alec, stepping in front of him.

“No thank you,” Alec replied, looking at the throwing game.

“It’s simple,” the barker insisted.  “Just knock down those three cans with three balls.  Even someone like you could manage this.”

“Not tonight,” Alec refused again.

“Afraid you’ll look bad in front of the girl?” the barker needled.

“What will I get if I win?” Alec asked, tired of the pitch.  He’d been in a carnival and he knew the game barker fully expected him to lose.

“Double your money back,” the operator said, confident now that he’d found his mark.

“Tell you what,” Alec began.  “I’ll only throw one ball, and if I knock them all down, you have to get up on the counter, dance, and sing a song as loud as you can.”

“There’s no way anyone can knock those three cans down with less than three balls,” the barker laughed.  “You’ve got a deal!”

Alec handed him a coin, as people began to gather around to see the game.  Alec took a moment to study the angle of the wall behind the cans, then rifled a ball that spun so fast its trajectory curved.  It hit the first can on the right, hit the second can in the middle, missed the third can, but bounced off the wall and ricocheted back to knock the third can down.

The crowd laughed and applauded, while the barker stood dumbfounded.  “Jeswyne, our friend needs some help.  Why don’t you sing the song for him while he does the dance?”

“I would be honored to help his performance,” she laughed, and Alec helped her stand up on the counter while the unhappy barked climbed up and began a wooden dance to Jeswyne’s voice singing a children’s lullaby.

The crowd laughed and applauded again, and began to throw small coins to Jeswyne for her singing.  She laughed and curtsied as the song ended, then stooped so that Alec could lift her down.

“Don’t give up your day job to be a dancer!” Alec laughingly told the barker and they strolled away.

Imagine what my mother would say if she saw that!” Jeswyne laughed.  She laid her head on Alec’s shoulder again, and he felt her body vibrate with a yawn.

“It’s been a long day,” Alec said.  “I need to get you back to the palace so you can have a good night’s sleep.  He pulled her by the hand up into the bushes, and wrapped his arms around her, then jumped forward in time to the moment they had left, and jumped again back into her bedroom in the palace, where they heard the maid humming as she emptied hot water into the tub.

“That was wonderful Alec.  Thank you so much, for everything,” Jeswyne said.  She started to rise on her tiptoes to kiss his lips, when another yawn erupted, and Alec laughed softly.  He kissed her cheek.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he promised, and he disappeared from the room.

Alec arrived back in his own cottage and let out a big sigh.  He snuffed out the candles, undressed, and fell soundly asleep.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 51 – Wounded by Scarle

 

Alec awoke late in the morning, as rays of sunlight slanted steeply into his room.  A tray of tea, fruit and rolls was in the sitting room, and Alec ate it voraciously.  He cleaned himself then stepped outside, where a sentry was waiting.

“Where would you like to go, sir?” the guard asked.

“Let’s go see commander Anatoli,” Alec answered.

The guard obliged and led Alec to the armory area, where they found a council of war gathered around a map of the city.

“Welcome, we’re glad you could join us,” Anatoli said.

“My apologies for being late.  Yesterday was a busy day,” Alec explained.

“Understood,” Anatoli grunted.  “Here’s what we want to do,” he pointed at the map.  “This is the Scarle compound.  We want to seize control of it and neutralize it even more than you did yesterday.  The emperor intends to confiscate the compound as punishment for an act of treason.

“Over here is the palace where Mikhail has retreated,” Anatoli’s finger moved across the river.  “It’s not a glamorous or comfortable palace.  It’s more of a castle, set up on a hilltop, easily defensible.

“We want to take control of it as well.  Then here,” he pointed to a third location, “is the sorcerers’ guild hall.  We want to be careful there, for many reasons, but we need to destroy the treasonous parts of the organization.”

“I’d like to wipe them all out,” Alec muttered

Anatoli looked up and met his eyes.  “So would many of us, but that’s not our mission now.”

Alec accepted the ruling.  “Who is the leader of Scarle?”  he asked.  “Is it someone named Kirill?”

“He is their master, yes,” an officer agreed.

“What if I could get into the Scarle compound and capture Kirill and bring him back to you?” Alec asked.

“Well, they would be likely to fall apart,” Anatoli said.

“Give me some weapons,” Alec said.  “I want another sword and a second bandolier of knives.”

The imperial officers looked at one another.  “I’ll be back in five minutes if you’ll do as I say,” Alec said.

Anatoli nodded at a junior officer, who returned shortly with the weapons.  Alec buckled them on.  “Keep the armory clear of people until I return,” Alec warned, and he disappeared from the imperial compound.

Alec arrived back in the parlor of the Scarle compound, and heard an immediate shout.  “Who are you and how did you get here?”

Alec pulled out a sword and engaged his warrior powers, observing the two men who came into the parlor with their own swords drawn.  “He’s the one who fought in the tournament yesterday,” the man on the left told the one on the right.

“I’m just here to see Kirill.  If you lead me to him, no one will get hurt,” Alec replied.

“Help!  Help!  Intruder!” one man began screaming in response.

Alec flung two knives, sinking them in the ribs of each man as more guards came running to the scene.  Alec ran forward with his sword and engaged the new arrivals before they were aware of what circumstances existed.  Three men fell before him, and others began to scramble backwards.  Alec guessed that Kirill’s quarters might be upstairs, and he bolted up a staircase to begin banging on doors and looking in rooms for the Scarle leader.

“Healer! Healer!  I’m down here,” he heard a voice call.  Running back to the staircase in the main hall, Alec saw Kirill standing in a doorway.  “If you want me, come get me,” the man threw the challenge in Alec’s face.  He stepped back a step into the darkened room behind him.  An arrow flew at Alec from another doorway suddenly, but he knocked it aside with his sword.

“Come back out into the open, Kirill,” Alec demanded, sensing a trap hidden in the room.  “You will be taken to the emperor for punishment.  If you cooperate, the Scarle clan may survive.”

“That’s quite a speech in your barbaric tongue, isn’t it Healer?” Kirill answered.  “You may have done some damage to our cause yesterday, but we have plenty of support, and Mikhail is still free.  In just a little time we’ll recoup and keep putting the pressure on to restore a strong sovereign to the throne.

“So come downstairs and we can talk about letting you walk peacefully out of the compound.  Otherwise, this is going to go poorly for you.”

Alec glanced at the parlor door to the side of the hall.  The room appeared to be empty, and was behind a knot of armed men who faced him.  Dropping his warrior energy, Alec translocated himself to the parlor, hearing the curses and exclamations of the Scarle forces as Alec disappeared.  He pulled out his sword and came up behind a guard, pulling his sword around in front of the man’s throat.  “Kirill!  I’ll kill everyone here if you don’t surrender,” Alec shouted.

The men in the room jumped back in shock at Alec’s sudden appearance behind them.

“Go ahead,” Kirill said and he fled back into the darkened room.  Alec pushed his hostage roughly aside and ran after the fleeing Scarle leader.  As he ran, Alec felt a sharp pain in his shoulder, and he stumbled into the doorway where Kirill had fled.  A heavy net fell down over him and pushed him to the ground.

Alec had an arrow in his shoulder, and he saw shadows bobbing wildly as Scarle guardsmen came running at him.  Dropping his warrior powers, Alec focused on translocating, and willed himself back to the armory at the palace.

He closed his eyes as he saw the comforting sight of the armory walls, and passed out in pain.







 

 

 

 

Chapter 52 – Planning a Wedding

 

Alec wasn’t sure how much later it was when he awoke, but he found himself lying on his stomach on a comfortable bed.  “Where is this?” he asked, feeling the pain in his shoulder.  The memory of the ambush at the Scarle home came back to him.

“You’re back in the guest cottage,” he heard Jeswyne’s voice answer, and she circled into his field of vision.  “Are you alright?” she asked.

“I know I was in your bedroom last night, but should you be visiting my room so soon?” he asked, trying to make a joke that would put a smile on her worried face.

“Alec, there are other people in the room,” she said through gritted teeth.

Alec closed his eyes and groaned.  “Can someone cut the arrow out of my shoulder?” he asked.

“Our best infantry surgeon is here,” Anatoli replied.  “But it will be a painful operation and recovery period, he tells us.”

“I don’t sense that the arrow is poisoned, is it?” Alec asked.

“No, it doesn’t appear so,” the surgeon agreed, coming into view.

“Then just strap my arms down and cut the head of the arrow out, and I’ll heal the rest of it,” Alec spoke abruptly, wanting to get back and get revenge on Kirill and the Scarle clan.

“He is a healer ingenairii,” Jeswyne explained, as she saw the look on the surgeon’s face.  “He has powers to heal injuries, like this wound.”

“Trust me on this,” Alec said, struggling to sit up.  He raised himself on his good arm and looked around the room at the small group of officers and Jeswyne present.  “I’m not going to take this from Scarle.  If you remove the arrow I’m going to go back there and finish what I started.  They know now that their compound isn’t safe, and I imagine they’re going to start fleeing from it quickly.  Kirill is there now, and I intend to bring him back here,” there was real anger in his voice.

“Calm down, Alec.  You will win; you don’t need to be like them,” Jeswyne quieted him, placing a hand on his cheek.  “Doctor, would you please do as his majesty has ordered?” she asked.

“This will be painful,” the surgeon said, stating the obvious.  “Please lie down.”  He directed two orderlies to tie down Alec’s arms and legs.  “Here, bite down on this,” he offered Alec a rolled up piece of leather.

Alec clamped down on the leather and held Jeswyne’s hand.  He felt the doctor probe at the arrow head, making pain streak across his back and down his arm.  Then a blade slipped into the wound, and the surgeon deftly popped the arrow out.  Alec bit hard, and grunted, then spit the leather out of his mouth.  “Untie my right hand please,” he asked Jeswyne, who undid the strap around his wrist.

He focused through the pain and established his use of healer energy, then placed his hand on the wounded shoulder and knit the flesh back together, leaving only another scar as evidence of his injury.

“That’s remarkable!” the surgeon said, lifting the cloth further away to inspect the instantaneous repair.

“I’ll be back,” Alec said quickly, and before anyone could speak, he translocated himself back to the Scarle compound, returning to the top of the staircase.  A man was just inches in front of him when he arrived, and Alec reflexively shoved the startled man down the stairs.  “Where is Kirill?” he shouted.  He pulled out a knife and threw it at a guard in the hallway, then ran down the stairs and through the trap he had been caught in before. He stepped over the empty net and looked around the room.  It was an office, with another door on the far side, and Alec leapt over to that door, and stood there surveying the room beyond.

Kirill was there, bent over a desk with four other members of the Scarle clan.

“All of you must either lie down on the floor and surrender to the justice of emperor Sergey, or suffer the consequences,” Alec shouted at them.  He held a knife in one hand and a sword in the other.

Kirill looked at Alec, and this time there was fear in his eyes.  “Delay him!” the leader shouted to the others and began to run towards another door.

Alec threw his knife, pulled out another and threw it as well, planting a blade in each of Kirill’s legs.

“Hit the floor or you’re next!” Alec shouted, pulling out another knife and advancing.

The four men simultaneously lay down on the floor, and the only sound was Kirill’s whimpering.  Alec walked over to him, withdrew the knives, and roughly healed the legs.

“Stay right here.  I’ll be back, and will catch anyone who tries to leave,” he ordered.  He grabbed Kirill in a wrestling lock and transported him to the armory in the palace.

“Move him out of the way.  I’m going to bring you four more,” Alec instructed, as he pushed Kirill towards a guard.  He translocated back to the office where one of the four men was starting to rise to his knees.

“You’ve just volunteered to be next,” Alec said, and pulled him through a translocation, along with the other three men in the office, all safely removed to the armory within a minute’s time.

Commander Anatoli arrived in the armory at the same time as Alec brought back the last of the Scarle leaders.  He sent a messenger back to the cottage to inform them that Alec was present and finished with his task.  “You were a bit hasty there, weren’t you, my lord?”  He asked Alec.

“I knew what needed to be done, and I wasn’t in the mood to miss the opportunity,” Alec answered.

“I would like to see the faces of the courtiers here in the empire if they ever had a ruler like you,” Anatoli laughed.

“Now, we want to get the pretender to the throne, right?” Alec asked.

“Are you ready to do that today?” Anatoli asked.  “Our restorers have limits on how many trips they can make in a day.  I just wondered if the same was true for you?”

“I don’t know,” Alec admitted.  He stopped to think about all that he had already done, using Warrior power, Healer powers and Translocator powers.  “Can Mikhail get away from his castle if we don’t go after him today?”

“Not if we send troops to surround the castle,” Anatoli replied.

“You mean that hasn’t been done yet?  Why not?” Alec asked, annoyed at the failure to take such a simple step.

“His majesty hasn’t ordered us to,” Anatoli told him.

“Can I order you to?  I’m a king,” Alec responded immediately.  “Of course, technically I’m at war with you,” he admitted with a grin.

“Well, yes, perhaps we need someone with a little more legitimacy to do this,” Anatoli replied.

“I’ll go talk to the emperor and see what we can get accomplished,” Alec offered, deciding not to exercise his powers any further.

Before he could do so however, Jeswyne arrive.  “Your majesty, may we talk?” she asked sweetly.

“This won’t be good,” Alec confided in Anatoli.

“No, your majesty,” he agreed.

“Would you walk me to see your father?” Alec asked Jeswyne, and the two of them left the armory holding hands.

“You know,” a senior officer told Anatoli, “with those two on the throne, I think the Dominion will be a very interesting place to live in the next few years.”

“After we declare peace, maybe you and I can transfer there for a while,” Anatoli replied.

“You think there’ll be peace?” the officer asked.

“Do you doubt it, looking at those two?” Anatoli grinned.

Those two walked down a hallway, and then out into the garden.  “Is this the way to see your father?” Alec asked.

“Not directly,” Jeswyne replied.  “It feels refreshing to be the one in the know for a change,” she reflected.  She sat down on a bench in the sunshine, with tall hollyhocks and snapdragons creating a colorful screen around the seat.

“Alec,” she said and paused momentarily, “Alec, should you really have gone out of the cottage like that without telling me you were leaving, or giving me a kiss?”

“Well, perhaps a kiss would have been a good idea,” Alec agreed.  “But I didn’t want to offend the imperial sense of propriety,” he quickly added.

“That was after everyone heard you say you were in my bedroom last night,” Jeswyne reminded him.

“Well, you know, that was the delirium of the pain,” Alec breezily explained, enjoying the jousting taking place.

“We will hope so,” Jeswyne agreed, and forgot her next objection as Alec inched closer and began to kiss her.

There was a cough.  “How do you manage to cough and kiss at the same time?” Alec asked dreamily.

“That wasn’t my cough.  It was my mother’s,” Jeswyne replied, sitting up straight.

“You majesty,” Alec said, abruptly rising to recognize the Lady Jessandra.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she began.  “Truly I am.  I was young once, you know.  I thought you should come see your father, and I heard that you got lost on your way, so I set out to find you.

“Jeswyne dear, I hardly need to say it, but I will anyway.  You have grown so amazingly beautiful while you were away.  I’m sure every mother thinks that, don’t they?  But don’t you think she’s a real beauty?” Jessandra asked Alec as they began to stroll.

“As it happens, I do think she’s pretty.  And I remember thinking she seemed rather plain the first time I saw her,” Alec spoke without thinking.

“Did you now?  Really?  How fascinating,” Jeswyne replied, and Alec winced at the tone he heard in those brief words.

“We’ll have to spend so much time planning a wedding.  You’re going to be bored silly,” the empress changed the subject to Alec’s relief.

“What was your first engagement ceremony like, Alec?” Jeswyne asked him.

“You are married already?  Is it your custom for a young man to have more than one wife?” Jessandra asked with concern.

“My first fiancée passed away from illness,” Alec replied.  “And Jeswyne,, we never really had a ceremony.  We announced our engagement, and then there was the war and the demon, and you know my story.

“So far though, we’ve limited our sovereign to one wife at a time.”

“So far?  That’s not going to change,” Jeswyne interjected.  “Unless, of course, a queen may have more than one husband?”

“Here we are.   I’m sure you two will want to continue this fascinating discussion in private,” the empress said as they passed through the private residential wing and entered the emperor’s study.

“Your highness, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Sergey stood up as Alec and Jeswyne entered the room.

“And likewise, I’m honored to see you again,” Alec replied.

“Oh papa,” Jeswyne hugged him.  “Don’t be so formal.  It’s just Alec.  He thought I was plain, you know.  I’m his charity case,” she giggled at her own humor.

“The emperor looked puzzled.  “He can hardly say you are plain, and he wouldn’t have come all the way from the Dominion to fight a demon for you if he thought that.  It’s not true at all; when you left here several weeks ago, he might have been able to say that, but not now.”

Jeswyne looked nonplussed, and missed the wink her father gave Alec.

“Your majesty, I would like to ask that you formally order troops to surround the castle where your brother is residing.  If you can keep him trapped in that location today by acting immediately, tomorrow we’ll be able to go into the castle and take him out,” Alec pressed his case.

“Aren’t we supposed to try to get the leaders from Scarle clan as well?” the emperor asked.

“We already have,” Alec replied.  “We captured Kirill and several associates earlier today.”

“Alec did it for you,” Jeswyne proudly added.

“Well, I suppose I owe you something for that, not to mention my gratitude for offering to take Jeswyne off my hands,” the emperor said.  “I wanted to return to last night’s subject,” he continued, ignoring the small slap his daughter administered to his shoulder.  “Your proposal for a peace treaty and a retreat.”

“You can imagine that it would be a most delicate matter to give up the territory we have gained over the past twenty years of battle,” Sergey pointed out.

“And yet, you’ve already given up more territory in the past six months than you have left.  Not to mention next week,” Alec replied.

“What about next week?” Sergey asked.

“I’ll be back with my army in battle next week,” Alec answered, “if we don’t have a settlement by then.”

“What about the wedding?” Jeswyne asked.

“Just tell me what day we’re holding it, and I’ll be here,” Alec assured her.

“What terms are you willing to accept in a peace treaty?” Sergey decided to return to the topic at hand.

“The treaty terms are very flexible,” Alec assured him breezily.  “You promise to remove your army within six months from all territory claimed by the Dominion, we’ll promise not to slaughter any of your people unnecessarily during that time; we’ll both agree to establish embassies and normalize relationships; and Queen Jeswyne will remain entitled to return to visit the promenade every year.”

Jeswyne giggled out loud at the last condition.

“Well we did lose a lot of territory under Mikhail’s leadership, and we’re in an untenable spot now, I suppose, plus you are a demonslayer and you’ll be married to my daughter,” Sergey ticked items off on his fingers.

“You still haven’t dispatched troops to surround Mikhail’s castle,” Alec pointed out.  “Could you do that now, please?”

“Oh very well,” Sergey wrote a note that he handed to a servant.

“We need to establish a wedding date too,” Jeswyne pointed out.

“I have a certain commitment,” Alec decided to point out.  “In five days I must return to a holy site.  We will need to try to accomplish a great deal before then.”

“When will you come back, Alec?  Where is it?  Do you really have to go?” Jeswyne asked in alarm.

“I will be called to go to a holy site in the Pale Mountains, on the other side of the Dominion.” Alec said.  “It is not an obligation I can miss, nor do I want to.

“The journey there is instantaneous, while the return used to be a month or longer.  Now that I can translocate, it will be a shorter return.”

“It seems you’re making this all very complicated,” Sergey responded.  “When did this come up?”

“In the tournament, when the demon was standing over me, a saint called me away to his holy place.  It is a site of great sanctity and blessing.  He cured me of my injuries and returned me to the arena to fight the rest of the match.  I have great faith in him and in Christ, my savior,” Alec said, and he felt tears starting to well in his eyes.

“You are a follower of the slave’s religion?” Sergey asked, showing real astonishment for the first time.  “Why?”

“Because it is a true religion that worships the creator,” Alec said.  “And it requires no human sacrifices, nor does it call upon demons to perform awful acts.”

“But it hasn’t set the slaves free,” Sergey pointed out.

“Not their bodies, but their souls will not spend eternity in damnation,” Alec retorted.

“Is this the time to have this debate?” Jeswyne asked.

Alec looked at her.  “Any time is a good time to talk about Jesus, but we do need to make some other decisions for now,” he agreed.

“So in the next five days you want us to capture my brother, agree to a peace treaty and hold your wedding, correct?” Sergey asked.

“We can do that, can’t we?” Jeswyne said with a false brightness that Alec suspected was mocking them.  “Let’s have lunch in the meantime and you two can discuss this later.  We need to tell mother to have the wedding preparations started.

“She had so much fun planning Elyzaveta’s wedding,” Jeswyne commented.

“But she had eight months to do it,” Sergey pointed out.  Jeswyne was standing already and motioning to Alec.

“She knows what to do now.  Come along father,” Jeswyne commanded, and all three of them were soon seated in a dining room with a half dozen courtiers, who were suitably impressed by the presence of the demon slaying king of the Dominion as the fiancé of the emperor’s daughter.

“They think it is a brilliant diplomatic stroke for you to marry me off to the king of the Dominion,” Jeswyne told her father.  “You are so clever to persuade me to accept this!

“And I think they all admire my fortitude in sacrificing myself this way for the good of the empire,” she added.

“You’re just making things up now,” Alec said.

“Are you saying that people wouldn’t respect my fortitude?” Jeswyne asked, entering a teasing match Alec recognized from the many times the two had sparred with one another while stranded in the past.

“You two are going to make a fine married couple, based on the bickering you’re displaying, and I must say you seem quite practiced at it,” the emperor noted.  “But be that as it may, take it somewhere else away from my jangled nerves.  Go tell your mother about the wedding, and then I’d like his majesty to return for further negotiations.”

Minutes later the Empress Jessandra was in an uproar.  “Where shall we hold an imperial wedding?” she asked.  “What invitation list can we create that quickly?  Can’t you delay this trip of yours?” she asked Alec.

Alec discretely left Jeswyne to work with her mother, and returned to see the emperor.  A number of officers were with the emperor, including Anatoli, Alec was glad to see.  As Alec was introduced, there was a shuffling of feet and straining of necks as everyone stared at him, the adversary who had become an indispensible ally.

“Gentlemen, tomorrow, I am told, we will capture the renegade former emperor, if he is still trapped in the Poklonna Heights castle.  Is that correct Anatoli?” Sergey asked.

A dagger suddenly flew at Alec, who called upon his warrior powers and caught the dagger hilt in the air.

“Who threw that?” Sergey asked, standing.

Alec scanned the room using his spiritual powers, and detected strong emotions coming from a young lieutenant.  “That man,” Alec said, pointing.

“You killed my sister!” the man shouted.

“Where?  How do you know?” Alec asked.

“She was a sorceress in a battle in your land.  You killed her and you killed the demon she called.  Her soul will be tormented forever,” he snarled.

“The torment of her soul was her own decision; it was her doom from the time she began sorcery,” Alec challenged.  “As for killing her, if I did, it was because she committed an act of war against my nation, and I fought back.  Isn’t that something any of you would do?”

There was  silence.  “Take him away to the prison cells,” Sergey directed.

“How do you do that?  That’s twice I’ve seen you catch daggers,” Anatoli commented.  “And thank you for the Scarle leadership this morning.  You still expect to bring in Mikhail tomorrow?”

“If you have him trapped in the castle, we’ll be able to bring him in tomorrow,” Alec agreed.

“About the peace treaty, Alec,” Sergey switched topics.  “The general staff has agreed that we will honor the terms of the treaty you and I discussed this morning if you will additionally pledge not to assassinate our leadership with your powers.”

“When will we be able to sign that treaty?” Alec asked.

“Would the day after tomorrow be acceptable?” the emperor replied.

“Yes, that will fit in nicely between capturing Mikhail and holding the wedding,” Alec agreed with a grin.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 53 – Ghosts of the Past

 

That night at dinner, Alec and Jeswyne ate alone in his cottage.  “Mother is driving me crazy!” Jeswyne complained.

“We could just go home and get married in Oyster Bay,” Alec commented mildly.

“I thought we could hold a second ceremony there for the sake of your people,” Jeswyne replied, not knowing that she was being teased.  “But we have to have something here first, of course.”

She looked at him and saw the grin on his face.  “Oh you!” she screeched, and threw a dinner roll at him.  “You owe me now,” she added.

“What do I owe you?” he asked, worried.

“Another trip to the promenade.  Can we go back tonight?” Jeswyne asked.

“Really?” was all Alec asked.  “Stand up,” he told her as she nodded.

“Oh Alec, not right now! Really?” she echoed.

He put his arms around her and hugged her tightly, then they returned to the spot in the bushes they had started in the night before.

“That minstrel will make fun of us again!” Jeswyne said.

“No, we’ll go to a different year,” Alec assured her, and they flew through time again, suddenly seeing and hearing and smelling the presence of the festivities of the promenade.

“Thank you!” Jeswyne said, and she kissed him soundly.

“Maybe we don’t need to go to the promenade,” he said suggestively.

“You’re not thinking clearly, silly boy,” Jeswyne admonished him, and she led him out onto the paved walkway.  They strolled past a juggler, then bought some juice to drink, and shuffled along in the thick press of bodies that were enjoying the promenade festival.

“These styles seem old-fashioned,” Jeswyne spoke in Alec’s ear.  “What year is this?  Why are we here?”

“It’s many years before you were born,” Alec replied.  “I want to see an old friend, someone who isn’t alive in our time,” he told her as they continued to walk.

Jeswyne convinced Alec to play a throwing game, where he won a small wooden ring that he gave to her, and they threw small change for a musician who strummed a guitar.

“Here,” Alec announced, as he saw someone approaching.  “Let’s step back here,” they edged up against the retaining wall.  “Keep an eye on that couple from Indige,” he pointed.

Jeswyne studied the couple, a lively girl leading a boy.  “He looks just like you!” she said in astonishment.

“That is me, the first time I was here, over fifty years ago,” he confirmed.

“And who is that girl?  She seems very familiar with you,” Jeswyne said in a disapproving voice.

“Her name is Rief.  She’s a slave for the clan, and she became my personal extension,” Alec answered.

Four men from Canare clan accosted the young couple, and one of them handled Rief unpleasantly.  “Don’t get yourself in trouble!” Rief said loudly to the younger Alec.  And then Alec grabbed the Canare assailant.

In a blur, Alec turned against the men behind him, then spun to catch a knife thrown at him.  He pegged two knives in Laver’s shoes and retrieved Rief, then sheltered her from another knife throw that landed in his shoulder.  In seconds the imperial patrol began to converge on the scene.

“Let’s go on,” Alec said quietly, and they walked away rapidly.  “She was my personal extension for just a few days.  But she was a very good friend, and a loyal one.  She became an ingenaire a little later.  It was nice to see her again.”

Jeswyne was quiet for several minutes as they walked through the crowd.  “Did you love her?” she asked.

“As a friend, yes, very dearly,” Alec admitted.  “But my heart belonged to Bethany, and I made that clear.  We were only friends.”

“Can you love me, with all these ghosts of old friends and lovers from the life you never fulfilled?” Jeswyne asked.

Alec put his arms around her and they disappeared from the middle of the startled crowd at the promenade.  They suddenly stood in an empty promenade.  “You have my heart in your hands,” Alec told Jeswyne.  He suddenly felt very old and protective.  “We’re back in our own time, and in three days we will be married as man and wife.”  He kissed her tenderly, and felt the need to lighten the mood.

“So when we go back to the Dominion, we can tell everyone that your father offered a peace treaty if I took you off his hands, is that fair to say?” he asked with a laugh.

Jeswyne punched his chest in mock anger as she made a very unladylike comment, and then Alec transported them back to the cottage, where he silently remembered his friends from his earlier life and told himself not to ever go back to see any of them again; it opened too much musing about what might have been.







 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 54 – A Ceremony Sabotaged

 

The next morning Alec rose and was escorted to see Anatoli.  “I’d like a guide to take me to the Poklonna Heights castle,” he told Anatoli, and explained his plan.

After a brief breakfast, Alec and two soldiers rode horses across the city to its hilly outskirts, where the castle looked down over a busy road through a valley; they passed through the blockading forces to get closer.  Alec climbed up into the hills to an empty gully, and transported himself back a year in time.  He climbed down and walked up the trail to the gate of the castle, which on that date was a little-used post.

“I’m a new healer sent to inspect the men,” Alec announced, holding up a bag of medical supplies.  He was admitted into the castle and set up an examination room where he saw all soldiers who sought aid.  He treated them all seriously, curing some significant cases, but masking his ingenaire abilities behind remedies of teas and salves and other medicines.  Afterward, he was allowed to roam through the castle by a commander who thought he was interested in the history of the ancient post.

Alec found what he wanted.  High in a tower that looked out over the main entryway and the castle yard, Alec chose a room that could be secured from forces below.  He transported himself through time to the morning he had set out from Sergey’s palace, and found the room empty still.  He bolted and locked the doors to secure the room, then transported himself back to the palace armory.  In the next few minutes he carried a dozen armed men to the secure room, and stationed them with bows and arrows aimed at the inside of the gates, then he left again to notify the besieging force to move towards the gate.

With all that set in motion, Alec pulled out his sword and transported himself back to the gatehouse inside the castle, where he surprised and overcame two guards, then opened the castle gates for the arrival of Sergey’s forces.  As Mikhail’s defenders began to rush to the gatehouse, the archers in the tower unleashed their arrows upon them, and soon Sergey had men in the fortress and a search was underway, which quickly produced Mikhail.  Satisfied, Alec translocated back to the palace and informed Anatoli and the emperor of the success of the venture.

After lunch, he was invited by Jeswyne to help plan the wedding.  They quickly agreed that a demon would not have to be called as part of the ceremony, even though it was traditional for imperial weddings.  “I really think the guests will understand; his title is Demonslayer, after all,” Jeswyne pointed out to her despondent mother.

Alec soon left to go to the armory to work out with the members of the Imperial Guard, working up a heavy sweat after hours of practice.

The following morning, Alec was awoken with a message that the trip to the treaty-signing ceremony was to begin shortly.  He hurriedly cleaned and dressed, then followed his guard to the emperor’s offices.  “Since your majesty has provided so many surprises for us in recent days, it seemed we should return the favor,” Sergey told Alec.  “I hate to admit it, but this is Jeswyne’s idea, and it seemed like a good one to me.  Let’s head out to the stables.”

Escorted by several guards, more than usual, Alec and Sergey walked to the stables and then around the corner to a field where a dozen restorers stood placidly eating fodder.  Jeswyne and a small group of guards were awaiting them.

“We’re going to go to the battlefront and sign the treaty there, Alec!” Jeswyne told him.  “We can invite your officers to come to the ceremony and maybe,” she paused, “we could bring a few friends back with us to attend the wedding.

“Is it a good idea?” she looked up at him for affirmation.

“It is all a splendid idea!” Alec enthusiastically told her.  Soon they were all mounted on the animals.  Two army generals went first, then six imperial guards, then the emperor and Anatoli, and finally Alec and Jeswyne.  By the time the last two animals arrived at the army camp it was abuzz with anxious rumors over the unprecedented arrival of the emperor at the battle front, surmounted only by the inexplicable entry of the King of the Dominion aboard one of the empire’s own restorers.

“General Bronson, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” Alec said merrily as he left the restorers’ stable area.

“Your highness, it’s a pleasure for me as well, since it doesn’t seem I’ll have to face you in combat,” the dumbfounded general replied.

A white flag was quickly arranged, and Alec himself, accompanied by Jeswyne, carried it across the no man’s land between the two armies.

Field Marshal Ulltar was waiting as Alec and Jeswyne passed into the Dominion camp.

“Your highness, you astonish me,” the field marshal announced as he and Alec saluted.

“Marshal, I come bearing gifts.  Would you please call together a meeting of the general staff and her ladyship’s retinue immediately?  We must move quickly to return to the Michian camp.”

“At once, your highness,” Ulltar said in confusion, as muttering spread among those within earshot.  He sent messengers, then accompanied Alec and Jeswyne as they walked through camp to the meeting tent.  As Alec and Jeswyne waited and drank water, the tent and surrounding area filled rapidly.  Alec saw Lockeson, Chambers and Millerson, plus other faces he recognized.  In addition he saw Stracha and Givens.

It was time to speak, he concluded.  “Today I bring you two valuable items,” Alec began.  “The first is the news that the Lady Jeswyne has agreed to marry me, and to become the Queen of the Dominion.  She and I will soon take up residence in the palace at Oyster Bay.

“The second piece of news is that in order to receive her, I had to agree to a peace treaty with Michian.  The treaty will be signed soon, and the Michian forces will be expected to withdraw from the Dominion soil without further bloodshed,” he told his listeners.

“How many ways are you going to twist that story?” Jeswyne asked softly.

“Listen to the applause it’s getting,” Alec admonished her.  “You’ll go down in history for being the queen worth a peace treaty!”

Alec invited the officer corps and Jeswyne’s small band of followers to return with them to the signing ceremony in the Michian camp, and soon there was a score of Dominion people entering the Michian base.  The Dominion people stood on one side of the table behind Alec, while the Michian spectators stood behind the emperor as the treaty was signed to end the war.

Jeswyne asked Stracha, Givens and Danel to return to Michian for the wedding, and Alec invited Moab and Lewis as well.  Many of the restorers carried two passengers on their backs as they returned to the palace that afternoon.  That night Givens tried to talk Alec into a night of carousing among the bars for his last evening of bachelorhood; Alec steadfastly refused, but instead transported all his Dominion friends and Jeswyne to the promenade at a time two years prior, where they caroused for hours until Alec brought the company back to the palace one-by-one.

“You’ll be a busy woman soon,” Alec told Stracha as they traveled.  “You’ll be married to Danel soon, I’m sure.”

“If he ever gets up the nerve to ask,” she retorted.

“You’ll be the healer ingenaire most in demand because of your powerful talent,” he added.  “And Jeswyne will want you around the Oyster Bay court constantly as a friend and companion.”

“I love that girl.  It won’t be a problem to spend time with her,” Stracha replied.

“I’m so glad you came to your senses and went to Michian to get her back,” the healer told her king.

“You gave me the little push I think I needed,” Alec admitted, as they jumped into the palace.

“The two of you took longer than anyone else to return,” Jeswyne observed as Alec released Stracha.

“We had a lot to talk about,” Alec explained.  “Healer topics,” he spoke loftily.  “And you,” he added.

“Stracha will tell me all about it,” Jeswyne said confidently.

“Oh no!” Alec said in mock horror.

Jeswyne gave him an affectionate shove, and the party split apart for the night, a bemused Lewis joining the giggling Stracha and Jeswyne as the men followed Alec to slumber in his garden cottage.

The next morning Alec listened to a set of instructions on the ceremonial duties he would fulfill in the wedding.  The function would begin before noon and finish after noon in accordance with the customs for the wedding ceremony.  “Really?  I have to wear that?” he asked his polite, slightly nervous, assigned courtier twice.  “And I don’t wear any weapons at all?”

“No sire, you’re entering matrimony, not a battle, or so we are expected to pretend.  Weapons are not needed to woo your lovely bride,” the courtier urbanely persuaded Alec.

And so, at a half hour before noon, Alec stood in an antechamber of a great hall, wearing a bulky black robe.  With him were Jeswyne’s brother, Eduard, and Geni from the imperial guard, as well as Moab and Givens.  They saw the sign from the presiding priest, and began to walk down the aisle of the massive room, to the central point, where Jeswyne awaited him in a bright blue gown.

Alec walked at a ponderous rate, then gave a sigh and got down on his knees to crawl to Jeswyne.  “Is this supposed to humiliate me?  Does every groom have to do this?” Alec had asked his courtier.

“Every groom does this,” he assured Alec.

He reached the step below her and looked at her face, where a solemn set of lips sat just below a twinkling set of eyes.  Rolling his eyes at her, he saw just the tip of her tongue dart out momentarily at him in the middle of the ghost of a smile.  He grinned despite himself, then stood, and removed the blue gown she wore, revealing a green sheer gown beneath, as the priest declaimed about the shedding of old sorrows to be replaced by the growth of the new relationship in marriage.

Alec’s head began to throb, but he ignored it as Jeswyne reached to unbuckle his black robe.  The voluminous swath of cloth slid to the floor with a sibilant hiss, and revealed the sheer white tunic he wore underneath.  The priest spoke again about the shedding of old ways for the adoption of new habits and ways.

Alec felt great pain and fear, and he suddenly understood that his spiritual powers were detecting the release of a demon.  He disrupted the ceremony, causing gasps from the crowd as he abruptly turned; “Moab, Givens, do you have swords?  There’s a demon nearby,” he said.

The people in the ceremony, and those in the front of the hall who heard him froze, then turned around, looking for a monster to erupt.  Moab and Givens shook their heads at Alec’s request for a weapon, and began frantically looking for anything they could use.

Mutters swept loudly through the crowd.  Alec looked at Jeswyne, whose eyes were large.  “Where is it, Alec?” she asked.

Alec looked around, but there was no sign of a demon, or of the sorcerers he might expect, though the feeling persisted in drilling through his consciousness.

Turning back to her, he blushed and shrugged, and the priest suggested they return to the ceremony.

And at that moment the demon jumped down from a balcony into the middle of the crowd, screaming with anger and fury, flailing its claws and snapping its snout at numerous victims.

“Jeswyne, go someplace safe!” Alec shouted, as the demon began to make a rapid advance towards their location at the front of the hall.

“Alec!  Come with me,” he heard her call behind him as he ran at the demon, hoping to distract and slow it down.

The monster saw Alec, and swept its claws at him.  He leapt high in the air, using his powers, and grabbed onto the shoulder of the creature, trying to swing himself up onto the back of its neck.  Instead he was brutally flung about as the creature continued to move forward, and reached over its back with its other arm simultaneously, trying to grab him.

He slid down the back and futilely tried punching it in the region where a human would have kidneys, but he inflicted no harm.  He heard a scream in front of the demon, and climbed up its back to peer over its shoulder, then screamed in horror as he saw the demonic claws cut through Jeswyne, dropping her in a bloody mass.

Alec flipped himself over the shoulder of the demon, landed on Jeswyne, enveloping her in his arms.  He felt the claws start to rake him as he blasted his translocation powers to instinctively take his bride to the only place where she could be healed.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 55 – The End of the Battle

 

Alec looked up at the stony ceiling of John Mark’s cavern.  “Heal her please, father!”

He looked down at her pale face.  Her body was whole again.  Through the shredded cloth of her bridal gown he could see faint scars from the traces of the demon’s attack.

“Send me back!  Let me fight them!” Alec shouted.

“Shouldn’t you at least say ‘thank you?’” John Mark asked.

“Thank you. Thank you for saving her.  Is she going to live?” Alec spoke to the familiar saintly figure.

“Yes Alec, she will live.  Your instinct to bring her here was correct.  Her wounds are healed.  There are some other matters we will need to discuss, but they won’t be of concern to you at this moment,” John Mark said.

“Send me back.  Will you please send me back to fight that monster?” Alec begged as he picked up the slumbering girl and held her close.  “Let me leave her here, safe, and I’ll come back to get her after the battle.”

“There will be some small complications, but your wish is granted.  Go with God’s blessings,” John Mark told Alec, and he felt himself return to the horror of the wedding hall.  As soon as he was back, Alec transported himself to the armory at the palace.

“My lord, what are you doing here?” a soldier asked, looking in astonishment at his ripped tunic.

Alec didn’t answer, but grabbed a sword and a bandolier of knives, then launched himself back to the hall, landing up in the balcony where the demon had come from.  There was a dead body of a sacrifice laying on the stone floor, and a black robed sorceress spinning around to see Alec, as he began to swing his sword at the small handful of guards there protecting the sorceress.

Alec stabbed at one guard, then he pulled out a knife and flung it at the sorceress, as he proceeded to stab another guard.  He skipped forward a step and swept his sword across the throat of the dying sorceress, then jumped up on the stone banister and jumped down to the chaotic floor below.  The demon was suffering the shuddering shrinkage that came with the death of the person that had called it, and it turned to see what was occurring above it.

Alec flung a knife at the demon’s face to attract its attention, then began to run forward, brandishing his sword and screaming a primal war cry that expressed all the anguish and anger he felt at the despicable violence unleashed upon his wedding.  Alec engaged the demon, swinging his sword deftly to protect himself while suffering cuts and small pains, but he persevered as he drew the demon away from the injured bodies it had strewn across the floor.

“Go back!  Go back to your master and never return among the living!” Alec screamed.  He pulled out a dagger and flung it, then flung another and another, distracting the demon’s attention until he suddenly dove beneath the monster and stabbed upward, then rolled to his right and sliced at the ribs of the beast as it bent over to reach where Alec had just been.

The creature was screaming with rage and pain.  Alec raised his sword high as he jumped in the air, then swept the sword down as he fell back to earth.  The blade cleaved deep into the neck of the demon, then broke, and the unexpected snap pulled Alec underneath the foul body as it began to collapse.

He scrambled away, feeling pain across his legs as the dark blood of the monster splashed across him.  Then the monster began to disintegrate as he had seen occur before with the death of demons, small bats emerging from the particles of flesh that were collapsing with the carcass.  The bats began to flitter through the building, landing on victims; one found Alec close at hand.  He swept his hands in panic, knocking loose the small creature that was nipping at his scalp.  The pyrotechnic display of exploding bats came next, and as Alec expected, the dead demon’s own body burst into an intense flame.

Alec looked down at his legs.  The backs of his thighs were darkened from the burns inflicted by the demon’s blood.  Alec tried to apply his powers to repair the damage, but was too weakened to provide significant healing against injuries of such an evil nature.

He looked at the others who were lying on the floor around the hall.  The emperor and his wife sat in their seats, head bowed together motionlessly.  Stracha was rolling in pain up in the front of the hall where the demon had nearly severed her arm.  Alec rose and limped over to her, then knelt down beside her and began to apply his own healing powers to her.  He repaired the bone first, then knit together the severed muscles, and healed the vessels and nerves, before lightly restoring the skin, though not enough to prevent a scar from forming.

“Go help the others,” he said as he released his powers and slumped to the floor.

“Where’s Jeswyne?” Stracha asked immediately.

“She’s safe.  She’s alive and healed.  I took her to John Mark’s cave and left her there,” Alec replied.

“Oh thank God,” Stracha said.  “Who did this Alec?  Who would attack a wedding?  This is monstrous.”

“I suspect it was supporters of the former emperor,” Alec answered.  “I don’t know right now.  

“Stracha,” he said.  “Is Givens or Moab alive?”

“They’re over there,” she pointed to where the two men were lying on the floor.  “I’ll heal them for you,” she said as she stepped through the carnage to inspect the two men.  Givens soon rose and the two of them returned to Alec.

“Moab was beyond saving,” she told Alec.

“That’s another one we need to avenge,” Alec said.  “Go check the emperor and empress,” he directed without much hope.  “See if you can save them.  Then look after our friends and anyone else you have the power to aid.”

He watched her walk away, then handed his sword to Givens.  “Go up to the balcony.  That’s where I found the sorceress.  I killed her but there may be a guard left alive up there.  If there is, seize him as a hostage until I get back.  I want to question him to find out where this all began.

“In the mean time, I’m going to go back to bring Jeswyne home,” he said.  With great concentration he translocated himself back to his cottage, where he found the small jar of sand from John Mark.  He sprinkled it in a ring around himself, then prayed, “Please bring me back to Jeswyne and your cave, John Mark.  I need your help.”

The change happened around him.  He felt the movement and closed his eyes.  When he opened them again, he was back in the cave, next to the peaceful body of Jeswyne, lying pale on the floor of the stony chamber.

 







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 56 – The Wedding Completed

 

“Oh John Mark, thank you for this blessed cave,” Alec gave thanks out loud.

“You’re welcome Alec,” John Make replied.

“Would you please awaken her?  We have to go.  We’ll have a long journey ahead of us,” Alec replied, standing on his repaired legs.

“There’s something you need to think about, Alec.  She is not a believer.  She is a pagan.  You’ve brought her here to this holy site.  You need to convert her to the true religion,” John Mark prodded.

“I will,” Alec responded simply.

“I know you will, and you’ll succeed, as you’ve succeeded in so many other tasks,” John Mark replied, satisfied to have spoken and heard Alec speak his own intentions.  “You should awaken her now,” he motioned to Jeswyne.

Alec slid over and raised Jeswyne’s head in his lap, then gently rubbed her cheeks and stroked her arms.  A muscle in her forehead twitched, then her eyes fluttered and opened.

“Alec!” she said in alarm.  “Oh Alec,” she looked up at him.  “It was the most terrible dream.

“Where are we?” she asked, looking around.  She spotted John Mark.  “I know you.  You’re the dryad in the forest.”

She looked at Alec.  “Are we back in time?”

“No, this is our own time,” he helped her sit up.  Her eyes looked at the ragged tears on his wedding tunic, then she looked down at her own ripped gown.

“It wasn’t a dream, was it?” she asked.  “Oh, oh oh,” she moaned.  “Where are we?”

“We are in a holy place.  The man you called a dryad is John Mark, a great saint in our Christian church.  This is a hidden cave in the Pale Mountains, beyond your land or mine,” Alec explained.  “A long time ago he traveled through my land and spread our religion.  His spirit still remains to counsel and guide us.”

“For you in particular, Alec,” John Mark gently corrected.  “No other mortal has spent so much time with me, or needed or heeded the precepts of God so much.”

“But I saw you in the forest, when Alec first took me to the ancient times,” Jeswyne interjected, forgetting the immediate crisis.

“Yes, you did.  I knew that you needed some guidance, and that Alec needed you to act to save his life, so I intervened,” John Mark replied.

“I thought you were a dryad,” Jeswyne said.  “That’s what I told Alec.”

“I know,” John Mark said with a gentle smile.  “It didn’t matter what you called me.  It only mattered that you did the right thing.  And of course, you did.  Even in a moment of fear and confusion and panic, you did the right thing.

“Which is the cue to Alec to carry on with the duties before him.  It’s so good to see you here, Lady Jeswyne,” John Mark said.  “You will be a great blessing and comfort to your husband, which he richly deserves.  Bless you, children,” John Mark said before he faded slowly away to nothingness.

“He seemed so tranquil,” Jeswyne said.  “I feel comforted just seeing him.”

“You should.  He brings to us some of the joy and calm that are our gift from God and Jesus,” Alec stood, and pulled Jeswyne up.

“We have much to do, my love,” Alec said.  “We were attacked during our wedding, and there has been much tragedy.  I brought you here to be healed,” he ran his finger along one of her fine white scar lines on her stomach, “because I knew the miraculous powers of this cave.

“Then I went back to the wedding hall and killed the demon, and returned here again to you.  It is almost time now for us to go back.  There are many deaths, and we need to go back to help calm the people,” Alec said.   He drew Jeswyne into a hug.  “I think your parents were killed, Jess,” he said softly.  He felt her body shudder with a sob, and she began to cry.

“Oh Alec, why?” she asked moments later.  “Who would attack a wedding?”

“I’ll try to find out when we get back to Michian, I promise,” Alec told her, his words spoken softly into her hair.  “I think I can discover who did this, and we’ll make them pay,” he said in a low soft growl.

 “Are you ready to go back?” Alec asked gently.  “We have a long journey.”

“Take me home, Alec my love,” Jeswyne said as she reached around to hug him tightly.

And he hugged her as they made their first jump through space.  They suddenly were standing in bright sunlight atop a long abandoned tower, looking out across a river that disappeared on a far prairie horizon.

“We’re not in Michian.  Where is this?” Jeswyne asked.

“When I came to Michian to rescue you, I made the translocation from the Dominion to Michian in one jump,” Alec explained.  “And it strained my abilities.  So I’m going to take us through a series of shorter jumps to get us back to Michian; we’ll go to places I’ve been in the past.  It will take longer, and I’ll be worn down, but it’s something I can rest and recover from.

“This is a great ruined city on the Giffey River, as it leaves the Pale Mountains.  I stood here once and watched my friends riding their horses up the river valley,” he thought of Delle and Kinsey and Armilla, and wondered at their fate.

“We’ll go again, now,” he said, and they stood upon a bluff looking over the river as it made a sweeping turn in its course.

“What happened here?”  Jeswyne asked.

“A lot,” Alec replied.  “I helped a squad of soldiers here ambush ships to cut off the supply chain for a lacertii army that was attacking the Dominion.”

They jumped again, and stood on a slightly inclined roof of a building in a busy city.

“This was my shop, when I was a healer in Goldenfields,” he told Jeswyne.  “I was happy here,” he added in a softer voice.

“I’ll make you happy again,” she promised, looking up at his face.

“You already do,” he told her gently.

They jumped again to a dusty, tumble down barracks building.  “This is Bondell, where we trained a new unit of Guardsmen to protect the Prince of the land.”

They jumped again to a road that crossed a bridge high above a mountainous river valley.

“This is where I fought a demon to stop the Michian invasion of the Dominion.  It was my last time on earth to see Bethany and Nathaniel and all my friends when we all were young,” he added without thinking.

They jumped again, and were back in the chaotic wedding hall, where soldiers were arriving.  Anatoli was commanding forces who were moving the injured to one side of the hall, where Stracha was attempting to care for them, while the dead were moved to the other side.  “We can help Stracha,” Alec told Jeswyne, starting to lead her over.

“Your majesty!  You’re back.  You’re alive!” Anatoli said loudly as he spotted Alec and Jeswyne.  Every voice heard him, and all heads turned to look.  Anatoli bowed, and suddenly all the soldiers bowed as well.

“Please stand up,” Alec said.  “We need to help heal the wounded.”

“We’re not bowing to you, Alec,” Anatoli said, still kneeling.  “We’re bowing to her imperial highness, Jeswyne, empress of Michian.

“Her parents and siblings were killed here just now, and so the crown falls to her, unless her aunt and uncle are successful in their attempt to seize it for themselves.”

“Dead?  All dead?  My brother and sister too?” Jeswyne asked.  “Please, rise, all of you,” she asked as she broke into tears and collapsed against Alec.

“Bogdana and Leonyd have taken the throne?” Alec asked.

“They had Mikhail executed in his cell this morning.  They stayed back at the palace instead of coming to the wedding.  And then they announced that everyone in the family had been killed at the wedding and they needed to seize control.  Leonyd said that since the demonslayer was dead, there was no longer any reason to fear further battles with the Dominion, so he sent instructions to the army to resume the war,” Anatoli recounted rapidly.

“Wait, they already declared us dead?” Jeswyne asked

“Give me your sword,” Alec said at the same time.

“What are you going to do?” Jeswyne asked him as he extended his hand to take Anatoli’s sword.

“They must have planned this.  It was all an attempt to dispatch the rest of the family so they could become the empress and emperor.  This was murder,” Alec waved his hand towards Jeswyne’s dead family.

“I’ll bet they were the ones who whispered in your father’s ear that he should dethrone your uncle in the first place,” Alec said.  He stopped.

“Givens!” he shouted loudly.  “Givens, do you have anyone?”

A voice responded in echoes from the balcony.  “There are two still alive up here, sir.  I’ve got them both.”

“Bring them down,” Alec shouted.

“Those are the guards that were supposed to protect the sorceress that called the demon into the wedding.  We can question them to find out who ordered this assassination attempt,” Alec said.

“Alec,” Jeswyne said as she looked at his face.  “I want you to stop for a moment.  You just came from that wonderful cave where there was peace and comfort.  Don’t forget that; don’t let your soul become consumed with hatred.  Don’t go flying off to murder them yourself,” she placed her hand over his on the pommel of Anatoli’s sword.  “I want to avenge my family – I want justice – but I don’t want you to stoop to murder.”

She took a deep breath, then spoke after a moment of silence.  “We’ll go re-assume control of the palace after we talk to these guards, and then do whatever comes next,” she added.  “Commander, do I truly have the loyalty of you and the palace guard if strife breaks out?”

“You are the next in line of succession.  You are the empress.  And the demonslayer is correct at least in part, they did set your father’s mind on the course to usurp the throne.  They told him constantly that he needed to save the empire by removing Mikhail,” Anatoli confirmed.  “We will follow you, especially if he is fighting for you,” he added as he motioned towards Alec.

“You may not need to fight,” Alec said suddenly, his mind turning down a new course of thought.

“Can you avenge my family without going into battle?” Jeswyne asked with both bitterness and hope.

“Come close to me.  We will do better than avenge them,” Alec told her.  He reached out an arm and pulled her close, up against his body, and then the two of them disappeared from view.

 

 







 

 

 

 

Chapter 57 – Unchanged Time

 

“This is wrong,” Alec said as they arrived in John Mark’s cave.  “I didn’t try to come here.  I wanted to go back to the palace.”  They were standing in the entry hall, with the curtain of water falling between them and the doorway to the mountainside.  The stairs leading up to the chamber of vision dominated their vision.

“Why the palace?” Jeswyne asked.  “And why are we here instead?”

“To deal with your aunt and uncle.  We could go back in time and prevent them from sending the sorceress to assassinate your family,” Alec explained.

“You would bring them back to life?” Jeswyne asked in astonishment, her face growing flushed with hope.

“We wouldn’t bring them back to life, we’d go back to the palace to before the time your aunt and uncle told the sorceress to call the demon forth.  We’ll prevent the order from being given, and there will never be a demon attack on our wedding.  It will be a peaceful affair.  Except we’re not supposed to be here!” Alec explained, and unleashed his frustration.

“I saw the demon though,” Jeswyne responded.  “How will I be able to both not see the demon at my wedding and see it too?”

“There will be two of you in existence, Jeswyne; yourself, here, now, the person who has seen the carnage at your wedding, as well as the other Jeswyne, the innocent one, who won’t have a demon at her wedding,” Alec tried to explain.  “And then, after a while, when we get back to the time where you and I just left the wedding hall, there will be only one Jeswyne, and one Alec.  You and I will be the only ones left who had seen the demon.  The world will go on without an attack taking place.

“Except that we should be in Michian right now, and we’re not,” Alec squeezing Jeswyne in his arms and exercising his translocation power to take them back towards Michian.

Nothing happened.

“You are being held here to prevent your actions,” John Mark informed them.  His voice echoed ominously in the small chamber.

“Held?  Held back from stopping murder?” Alec asked, more in astonishment than outrage.

“Held back from saving my parents?” Jeswyne asked, more in outrage than astonishment.

“Alec’s travels through time are an unusual talent, one the Lord has not allowed any other person to exercise,” John Mark explained, now visible to them.

“Once before, Alec traveled through time to bring people back to life.  And the extended lives those people lived were important contributions to God’s plan,” John Mark went on.  “You remember that time Alec, and the lives you saved?”

“I remember saving Imelda and Armilla and Nathaniel, and all the others in the lacertii war,” Alec recalled.

“And given their extended lives, each was able to be available to help save your life Alec, at later dates, as well as carry out other duties and missions,” the saint told them.  “All of which was part of what was intended to be.

“Now, though, Alec, your purpose would have a radical change in what is expected to be.  You must accept that what has happened, painful and ill-fated though it is, must be allowed to stand.”

“But I just saved the emperor a few days ago, when he was kidnapped at the Promenade,” Alec protested.  “Why was I allowed to save him then but not allowed to now?”

“He was not yet dead when you came to his rescue, remember.  And those days you spared him were crucial ones for what will come to be.  I cannot tell you more,” John Mark explained.

“Your talk about the future and a plan and what will be are nothing to me.  My father and my mother and my brother and my sister and all the other people who died back there at my wedding, they are important to me.  A God should not condone their deaths when they can be saved,” Jeswyne spoke passionately.  “You have told me your god is a god of love, Alec, but there is no love in this.”

“I don’t understand the love this provides, but I have faith that John Mark is telling us truly,” Alec answered, his heart breaking with anguish for the pain he knew his bride was suffering.  “I have to believe,” he whispered.

“And you won’t take us back to save my parents because your God won’t let you?” she asked in a sharp tone.

“I tried to take us there!” Alec rebutted.  “That’s how we got here.  I would have saved your family if I could have,” he added.

Jeswyne broke down in tears that grew to sobs, while simultaneously there was a noise behind Alec that caused him to turn his head as he held the heart-broken girl against him.  The sound of the water that flowed in front of the door had entered his consciousness, after he had let it become an unnoticed part of the background. 

Gently, Alec led the yielding Jeswyne back two steps, and knelt them both down.  He scooped some of the water in his hand.  It felt refreshing, and he used it to bathe away the tears that streaked down Jeswyne’s blotchy face.  She grew calm as Alec continued to cradle handful after handful of the cool liquid to her face, now on one cheek, now on the other, with some on her forehead and the nape of her neck.

He did not count the number of times he stroked her face with his damp hands, until a moment came when he realized that Jeswyne was breathing calmly, her eyes closed.   He placed his arms beneath her and braced himself, then raised her back to an upright position.

She opened her eyes and looked up in his face.  “They can’t be revived?” she asked in a calmer, wistful tone.

Alec shook his head, closed his eyes, and leaned down, pulling her head against his shoulder.

“Then take me home so we can begin to fix things up as best we can,” she said with a quiet sigh.

“We will, love,” he agreed quietly, and engaged his powers to start the trip to travel back to Michian in multiple steps.

Instead, John Mark returned them directly to the scene of the ruined wedding, where they heard Anatoli speak.

“You are the next in line of succession.  You are the empress.  And the demonslayer is correct at least in part, they did set your father’s mind on the course to usurp the throne.  They told him constantly that he needed to save the empire by removing Mikhail,” Anatoli confirmed.  “We will follow you, especially if he is fighting for you,” he added as he motioned towards Alec.

Alec looked at Jeswyne, startled to hear the Guard commander repeat the comments he had made just before they left in the vain effort to travel through time.

“I’ll fight for her, but occasionally I’ll need your protection from her as well,” Alec said, the words coming out of his mouth without his knowledge.  There were slight smiles around the conversation.

Alec felt shock at the manipulation taking place.  The trip to the cave had been handled as though it had never taken place.  No one but he and Jeswyne were even aware of it, as the conversation flowed on past the interruption that had now never happened.

“Yes, you will,” Jeswyne calmly replied, as Givens escorted two men to the crowd that was standing around the new monarch.  “But these guards will be loyal to me first, over you.  Don’t forget that.”  Alec admired the ease with which she resumed the flow of the conversation after their hiatus in the cave, and he wondered if she had also been manipulated to give the correct answer.

Focusing on the scenario they were not destined to live with, Alec watched as Givens’ two captives were forced to kneel on the ground in the middle of the circle.  Alec cautiously used his spiritual powers to judge the honesty of their words as the interrogation was about to commence.  He placed a hand on each man’s shoulder as he stood behind them, and sensed the forlorn fear that was within them.

“Ask them questions, and I will tell you if they are answering truthfully or not,” Alec told Jeswyne and Anatoli as he faced them.

“What are your names?” Anatoli asked.

“Rastid,” one said.  “Annylev,” replied the other.

“Annylev is lying,” Alec pronounced.

“Arkydy,” the man corrected.

“That is the truth,” Alec affirmed.

“Why were you in the balcony during the wedding?” Anatoli asked.

“We were protecting the sorceress,” Rastid answered.  Alec nodded silently to acknowledge the truth.

“Did you know the sorceress was going to unleash a demon at the wedding?” the commander questioned.

“Yes,” Arkydy said.  “No,” Rastid answered.

“Rastid is lying,” Alec corrected.

“I knew,” Rastid glumly admitted.

“Who sent you to do this?” Anatoli bore in on the question at hand.

“Mikhail’s agents,” Rastid answered.

“He’s lying,” Alec judged.

“The Scarle clan,” Arkydy offered quickly.

“He’s lying too,” Alec responded again.

“If you lie again, you will answer the rest of our questions under different circumstances.  Do you understand?” Anatoli asked, as Jeswyne remained silent by his side.

“A man wearing the colors of the Duchess Bogdana paid us,” Rastid answered fearfully.

Alec nodded in acknowledgement of the truth.

“Jeswyne,” Alec spoke up.  “Before you do anything else, can you send a restorer to countermand the order to resume the war?  A lot of people will die and we’ll never have trust between our nations again if your armies start to attack.”

“Anatoli, send a messenger right away to countermand the order.  Please arrange an armed escort to take me to the palace to confront my aunt and uncle,” she responded to Alec’s request.

Stracha walked up to them at that point.  “Those who are going to live are stable now,” she said.  There were large dark rings under her eyes.  “The priest is virtually healed.  Would you like to finish the ceremony?”

Alec looked at her, wondering if she was joking, but Jeswyne replied immediately.

“Yes.  Yes, we must not let this event be disrupted.  We need to finish this,” she looked determinedly at Alec.

“I’m not objecting,” he held his hands up in front of him.

“It will be good for morale to know that the Demonslayer is officially your husband,” Anatoli added slyly.  

“So she should marry me as a matter of state policy?” Alec asked.

“I am a canny one,” Jeswyne said shrewdly, and Alec was glad to see that she was not completely beat down by the horrific situation they faced.

The priest was wild-eyed, but surprisingly sympathetic, and insisted it was only right that they carry the ceremony to its conclusion, especially since there were only a few steps left.  Alec stood as directed and performed as instructed, but in the confusion of the circumstances only really felt emotion when the time came to kiss the bride.  “I remember when we sat on the beach and kissed for the first time,” Alec told her, trying to put all the pain of the past hours out of mind, and then he kissed her with the same passion they had felt in that first kiss.

“Now,” she said, “would be a good time for your ingenaire travel powers to take us away to some private place.

“But we need to be responsible for a while longer,” she concluded, even as Alec was thinking of where they could go, and he glumly reverted to thinking about the issues at hand.

With several guards in attendance, the new couple walked back towards the palace, and messengers sent out by Anatoli brought more forces to join them along the way, so that it was a sizable group of soldiers who reached the closed gates of the palace.

“I’ll deal with this,” Alec said, and before anyone could react he drew the sword he had borrowed and translocated himself to the inside of the gate.

A handful of soldiers stood inside the gate at ground level, while others were mounted along the walls above them.  “Open the gates, and you will be given a chance to plead your case that you are not actively involved in supporting a mutiny,” Alec announced loudly to the startled guards.  “If you do not open the gate, you are condemned to be treated as mutineers.”

A man at the top of the nearby wall shot an arrow at Alec in response.  Before the arrow could reach him, Alec translocated to a spot behind the man, and he clove his sword downward, slicing deep into his flesh.

“Now is the time to decide whose side you are on,” Alec warned.  He translocated himself back to the ground, and began to lift the bar that held the gates shut.  A man stepped forward to help him.

“They told me the emperor and all his family were dead,” the man pleaded with Alec as he helped open the gate.

“They told me too,” another man confirmed as he too began to help open the way, and the rest of the ground-level soldiers eagerly opened the way for Jeswyne’s forces to enter the palace.

“Anatoli,” Alec said as the first men entered the gates.  “You may want to do something to identify your forces – make them wear hats or tie a ribbon on their arms – so your men know each other for the next couple of hours in here.”

The guard commander agreed, and soon a drapery was cut into blue strips that were tied on the arms of Jeswyne’s loyal forces, who took Bogdana and Leonyd into custody without a battle in the palace as the forces there hastily switched allegiance to Jeswyne.  They were brought to stand before Jeswyne in the throne room.

The erstwhile empress was defiant, and her husband even more so.  At first she insisted she believed that everyone had died at the wedding.

“Why weren’t you at the wedding yourself?” Alec asked.

“We wanted to stay at the palace to protect it for Sergey, in case Mikhail tried to usurp the throne during the wedding,” Bogdana lamely explained.

“So you had him murdered?” Anatoli asked, and she refused to answer.

Her husband turned defiant.  “We couldn’t allow the Demonslayer to become part of the imperial family; he is a barbarian.  We were protecting the interests of Michian.

“If you don’t listen to us, soon he’ll be on the throne, destroying our nation,” Leonyd screamed as he pointed towards the seat where Jeswyne sat with a thunderous scowl on her face.  “It’s bad enough we have to listen to his barbarous accent within the palace.”

“I will be the ruler here,” Jeswyne said calmly.  “He will be the ruler in the Dominion.

“Take them to the gallows,” she said after taking a deep breath.  “We need to settle this now, so it doesn’t fester the way uncle Mikhail and father’s problems did.”

Alec was shocked at the pragmatic decisiveness his new bride showed, but said nothing as he privately agreed, and the two usurpers were taken from the throne room screaming.

“Do we know whether the messenger to the army was successful in preventing further war?” Alec asked.  “I'd like to travel there to reassure both armies that there will not be any hostilities.”

Within an hour, both he and Jeswyne had changed into clean clothes suitable for imperial leaders, and were astride restorers.  They and a retinue of guards arrived at the army headquarters in Bondell, where no hostilities had yet been launched by General Bronson, who was leery of the new imperial name signed to the inexplicable order to attack.  Bronson had taken his time moving forces around slowly, and had welcomed the counter order that had arrived later.

“And so the Demonslayer is now the consort of the Empress of Michian?” Bronson asked.  “And the Empress is the Queen of the Dominion?”

“It doesn’t really seem fair that she gets to be a queen, while I’m only a consort,” Alec complained.

“But you get to be my consort,” Jeswyne emphasized, to which Alec wisely chose to say nothing in disagreement, despite the close examination he received from her golden eyes.

They soon crossed the lines to the Dominion forces, where the news that Jeswyne had been elevated to the throne of Michian was greeted with satisfaction.  Arrangements were made to lead a restorer across the lines, and to have it shipped back to the palace in Oyster Bay, where it would stand as a means of instant transport for the doubly royal couple.

Over the next several days, Alec and Jeswyne moved back and forth between Michian, the battlefield and Oyster Bay, attending a series of functions and beginning to bring stability and assurance to the Dominion.  They agreed that they would need to separate to achieve their many different duties, for a time only meeting for ceremonial functions while they individually traveled as their responsibilities dictated.

A midday encounter came by chance one day when they were alone, and Alec began to delicately touch on the issue of their foiled journey through time.  He felt the need to know how much anger still resided in his wife’s heavy heart.

“I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about what happened in John Mark’s cave,” he opened the conversation.

“That was such a wonderful place.  I wish I hadn’t been there in such terrible circumstances,” Jeswyne answered promptly, confusing Alec with her positive response.

“Even after the time travel failed?” Alec asked in confusion.

“What failed?” Jeswyne promptly asked.  “I woke up there and was healed from the demon’s wounds, and we spoke with John Mark and came back here.  Was there time travel in there too?”

Alec stood silent momentarily.  He realized that Jeswyne apparently had no recollection of their second trip to the cave, the unplanned trip.  How could that be, he wondered.  “Excuse me for a moment,” he said, and stepped into another room.

Was Jeswyne’s memory faulty or was his?  Had she forgotten the events, or had he only imagined them.  Maybe it was possible still to go back in time and prevent the massacre at the wedding, if he hadn’t tried to do so yet.  Thinking carefully, he used his time travel powers and projected himself back to the morning of the wedding.

And he wound up again in the entryway of John Mark’s Cave.  So he wasn’t crazy; they had tried to change history.  Why hadn’t Jeswyne remembered?

“Because you bathed away her pain and her fear,” John Mark told him.  “You used the water from this chamber to sooth her and calm her.  And the water took away her pain as well as the anger and the fear.  It made her calm, and is the beginning of a conversion, Alec.

“You may not go back to change the events that occurred at your wedding.  That is still forbidden,” John Mark continued.  “So return to your wife and live the good life you have earned.”  With that the saint disappeared, and Alec was left alone.  Taking a deep breath, he began the series of jumps that took him back to his home in the palace at Michian, where he held his puzzled but pleased young bride in a long, silent hug.







 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 59 – Affairs of State

 

The night finally came when Alec and Jeswyne nervously prepared to go to bed in their Michian palace as a married couple for the first time.

“Oh Alec, we will never have time for a honeymoon, will we?  There are two nations that have so many issues we have to take care of,” Jeswyne said wistfully.  

Alec was nervously considering how to present a gift to his bride, and her comment triggered a thought.

“Stay right here.  I’ll be back,” he spoke quickly, and bolted out the door before she could respond.  He walked at a rapid pace through the palace halls to the kitchen, where a startled cook soon found herself filling a large bag with a seemingly random supply of foodstuffs and spices.  “Thank you,” Alec told her, and disappeared before her eyes, leaving her to wonder what marriage to a barbarian would be like.

Alec popped into the armory to acquire a set of swords, a bow and quiver of arrows, and a bandolier of knives, and then he returned to Jeswyne’s room with his load of booty.

Jeswyne was sitting on the bed nervously.  “Alec, what in the world?  Is this some Dominion custom?”

“Come here, my queen and empress,” Alec said, and he enfolded her in a tight hug with his bag of food between them.

“We will have a honeymoon,” he said.  And they translocated to the army base in Bondell.

“In the perfect spot,” he told her there and kissed her, then translocated to the beachfront along Oyster Bay.

“Here we can be as happy as we want, for as long as you want,” he added, and then he used his time traveling abilities to take them to a sunny late afternoon on the beach.

“This is the day after we left our beach home.  There’s no one here but us.  I’ve got enough food for a few days if we add some fish and game and plants from time to time,” he released her from the tight embrace, and dropped the food stuffs to the ground.

“But first,” he pulled a golden wad of cloth out of the bag, “we must attend to some customs.”  He swept her suddenly up into his arms, and began to carry her to the simple hut in the trees.

“You told me once that a groom was supposed to pick up his bride and carry her,” Alec said.

“You remember that?  I was so surprised and embarrassed that I admitted that was what I thought of,” Jeswyne said, remembering clearly the evening they started their return through time.

Alec carried her into the hut.  “And this is a Dominion custom.  A bride should wrap this cloth around her,” he pulled out the long strip of golden cloth that reminded him of her eyes, “so that it looks like a dress.”

“I don’t know how they wrap it,” Jeswyne protested.

“That’s alright,” Alec assured her.  “Because after the bride puts it on, the groom gets to take it off!”

“Oh Alec,” Jeswyne blushed.  “Turn around and don’t peek,” she commanded, and Alec nervously listened to the rustle of cloth behind his back.
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