
        
            
                
            
        

     


 
 
 
 
 
 
Richard listened attentively, then thought for a second.
“Let’s get a crew out front to inspect the road to make sure we can go forward, since we can’t go back now.  Alec, will you take Jonso to go as far as you can in the daylight?”  Alec and the clown looked at one another, then headed toward the road.  Ari shook his head, and walked back to his wagon.
As Alec and Jonso walked rapidly along the road, they came past a half dozen places where large trees were down across the trail, but saw nothing else like the damage Alec had seen.  In an hour’s time they made it down to the bottom of the ridge as the sun set.  
“It’ll take twice as long to climb back to the top,” Jonso complained.  “Do you think we should just wait here for the wagons to pick us up tomorrow morning?”
Darkness fell before they were a third of the way up, and the sliver of a crescent moon in the sky gave virtually no light.  They slowed their pace to make sure they stayed on the road, and kept up a lively chatter, consisting mostly of jokes on Jonso’s part, to keep them in touch with each other.
“Let’s stop for a breather,” Jonso said halfway up the mountain, breathing heavily.  
 
Alec obediently stopped, slightly ahead of his companion.  After a minute he called, “Jonso, are you ready to go?”
              There was no answer.  
              Alec called again, and walked back several steps.  In the darkness he couldn’t see anything, and he resorted to shuffling back and forth, trying to locate Jonso as he called out.  Alec grew unnerved, and stopped calling.  
              He didn’t hear a thing.  Not even any animal noises were carried on the wind to him.
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Against The Empire
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1 – Arrival in the Mountains
 
              “We may be able to see a long way, but we don’t know where we’re going,” the gray-haired man on the wagon seat mumbled as the sun set in a red haze behind them.  His traveling companion, a youth with eyes glazed from a long day of crossing the featureless prairie, felt the words resonate in his foggy mind.
              “What do you mean, Ari?”  The teenager wasn’t sure why the comment intrigued him, but he felt compelled to understand its meaning.  After fifteen years at the orphanage, these recent months with Ari represented the closest he’d come to a family relationship, and Alec was determined to keep that relationship open, always listening and occasionally asking questions in his shy way.  Alec wasn’t certain how the other carnival workers perceived him, a runaway who had joined the carnival and now shoveled manure and tended to the least desirable chores, but he knew that Ari always treated him with dignity and kindness.   “We can see for a hundred boring miles out here, and there’s nothing but the horizon.  What view do we need beyond everything in sight?” asked Alec.
              “I’m not talking about vision with your eyes, youngster,” the older man said as he pulled his hat lower.  “The vision we need is something that even your sleepy mind can provide when you exert yourself,” he explained as the corners of his mouth turned up to show the humor intended in his comment.
              “Richard up in the front wagon is leading us towards the mountain towns because he’s heard there’s money to be made by a traveling carnival like ours; no entertainers have ever crossed the open lands to the frontier.  But he’s so driven by his greed that he won’t think about all the bad things that can happen in those mountains.  Rumors about some of those valleys would chill the flesh off your bones.  We shouldn’t be taking a load of acrobats and dancers and carnival hustlers out there; we ought to be taking a regiment of soldiers and a few ingenairii to discover what’s happening.”
              “Don’t you think Richard listened to folks in the river towns before he led the caravan towards the eastern range?  I heard lots of folks back in Sandyfork say that there were buckets of mining and timber money being made in the mountain towns.  There’re folks living in cabins and tents making fistfuls of cash with nothing to spend it on in the mountains.  There are lucky folks pulling in money hand-over-fist without even trying.  Richard must have heard that a dozen times,” Alec responded, sitting up straighter now as the conversation engaged.
              “You probably heard every conversation Richard had about the eastern range if you heard that,” Ari replied.
              “Well, I didn’t hear them myself, but some of the other grooms say they heard about the folks talking,” Alec admitted.  He often joined the other menial workers in the carnival, usually listening and sometimes chiming in.
              “It may be rumor, but it’s probably a fairly accurate description of what Richard let the city folks tell him,” Ari said with a wry expression, and his eyes focused on the sky momentarily, as he remembered other times rumors had been far from the truth.
              “The problem is that Richard only listened to small town merchants.  He heard what he wanted to hear, and he didn’t try to hear anything else.  Those bakers and dry goods merchants spoke jealously about things they don’t really know.  They all want to be rich, and they imagine that some folks get rich just by being in the right place at the right time and letting gold shower down on them.”
              Then Ari grew even more earnest.  His eyes stared directly into Alec’s as he spoke.  “I’ll tell you about luck.  There are two kinds of luck.  There’s the luck you make for yourself, by working to be in the right place, working to be at the right time, working to be doing the right things with the right people.  It’s not really luck; it’s hard work and planning.  It’s what happens ninety-nine times out of a hundred.  Then there’s luck that seems to drop down on you unexpectedly.  That’s not luck; it’s fate.  That’s the work of some higher power.  Fate doesn’t step into ordinary folk’s lives very often.  Most of the luck regular folks have is their own making.  If they’re hard-working, bright, honest folks, they bring good luck on themselves.”              Ari continued, his voice rising and his hands showing animation as they held the reins.  
              “Those miners and timbermen have endured cold and wet and discomfort.  They’ve suffered disease and pestilence and hardship.  A lot of them worked long hours with no apparent return, then when they earned their dues, less hardy folks call it ‘luck’.”
              “And despite all this moralizing I didn’t intend to inflict on you, the truth of the matter is that while there is some money going to those mountain folks to pay for all they’ve wrestled from the mountains, there are plenty of dark rumors about other things happening there.  Cabins found empty and their occupants never seen again.  Screams that chill the bones and have scared some folks out.  Rumblings and flashes of light that aren’t priests performing benevolent rites.  There are old dark forces that have spent centuries in the mountains and never left.  Every time people enter the mountains, the dark powers snap them up.  If they find a chance, those fell powers will try to leave the mountains and attack the towns and countryside of the Dominion.”
              “We’ve forgotten the history of the times before our great-grandsires, but many ingenairii were called upon in the past to fight the evil that has taken refuge in the mountain valleys.  We may have forgotten too much, and we may pay for our ignorance.”
              “Those who are ignorant of history think there’s a blank canvas out there, and Richard in his mind has painted a picture of easy profit.  He doesn’t have the vision to ask questions that might bring answers he doesn’t want to hear.  He just sees what he wants to see, and as a result he’s blithely taking our whole troupe to a very dangerous area.  We may make it through without any problems.  Or we may get caught up in horrors that none of us can handle.”
              Alec sat mute, moved by the sermon he’d just listened to, wondering where such talk had come from.  In his months with the caravan, he’d never heard Ari speak so plainly to him about magic and power.  Nor had he ever heard the old man pass judgment in such a stern way.  He felt as though he’d just heard a prophet’s pronouncement of ill-bodings.
              And then as quickly as it began, the aura of importance seeped away from the wagon driver, and his hands fell back to their passive position in his lap.  The lecture ended, and he once again seemed to be just a kindly carnival magician, the man who amused Alec while gently offering lessons through examples of kindness and patience.
              Alec still didn’t understand, but he no longer felt such an urgent need to fathom what he’d heard.  He was bewildered by the fact that Ari could so easily speak with a voice that imbued so much power and importance in every syllable.  And the boy felt that whatever the magician was saying, it was over his head to really understand.
              He mused about Ari’s definition of luck.  Alec didn’t think he’d worked hard enough to deserve the chance to run away from Frame when the carnival had come to town.  If hard work hadn’t earned such good luck, the boy reasoned that maybe Fate had stepped in to provide this friendship with the man sitting next to him.  Alec wasn’t sure what to call the luck that had landed him as an infant in an orphanage, except bad luck.  He’d never known anything about his parents, and never had a chance to learn.  Only one Sister had known any of his history when he was received in the institution, and she’d never told him anything before she was assigned to another convent far from the city of Frame.
He tried to shake off the disquiet Ari had created, and as the wagon wheels continued to turn and squeak, Alec fell gradually into a comfortable sense that something had blown over.  He decided everything was going to be okay, and at the end of the trip Richard would turn out to have made a lot of money for the whole circus to share, even the lowly laborers like him.
Alec recognized the familiar desire that grew while he listened to the wagon wheels squeak, as they had all day long.  “How much longer until we stop for dinner?” he asked, his stomach grumbling.
Before Ari answered, a long whistle came faintly from the front of the caravan, arrived at their wagon, and then traveled to the empty western horizon of the vast prairie behind them.
“Oh, I’d say any time now,” Ari murmured with a straight face, his mouth an uncurved slit in his fastidiously trimmed beard and mustache.  Alec decided to ignore the blithe reply.
As the rear wagon drew closer to those already circling, Ari pulled on the reigns to slow the wagon horses.  Although much shorter than Alec, Ari had the strength in his solid build to control the team that pulled their home on wheels.  Alec knew his tasks, and jumped out to loosen the harnesses, then led the horses over to the picket line being set up by the other carnival wagoneers.
He decided to take the long way, as he often did.  His shy face was studiously blank, not revealing any thoughts or emotions.  Alec was pleasant looking, but seldom looked at twice.  His ears might have been slightly too large, but his shaggy brown hair hid that fact from general observation.  His wide set light brown eyes were almost golden in bright light, and drew attention away from his mouth, which was generous, and likely to brighten into a frequent smile.
He was tall, and he straightened his back as he drew close to the most colorful wagon in the caravan.  He shifted his eyes to sneak a glance, but was disappointed not to see anyone stepping out of the dainty contraption, even though he could hear voices inside.  Three girls raised and lowered their animated voices as they recounted a story Alec couldn’t hear clearly.  One laughing voice particularly caught his attention, but try as he might he couldn’t catch the details that caused giggles to rise and fall.  Deflated by the non-appearance of the dancers, Alec passed by and resumed his usual slouch, unaware of the eyes that peered through the shutters as he passed the wagon.
“Will she ever notice me?” he asked the patient horses as he began to water and brush them.  “Those girls sit up in the front of the wagon train and don’t even know I exist.  When we stop in town they perform in the big tent, while I muck about at every task no one else wants,” he continued.  The horses remained wisely silent, and as the other circus workers approached with their animals, Alec decided to pay attention to getting his work done.  He’d not worked up the courage to ask Ari for advice about girls yet.  Back at the orphanage he’d known girls as well as boys, but there had been no opportunity for relationships to develop before the older teens were made to leave so that room opened up for younger children to enter.
The apprentice returned to his wagon and took on the next task of setting up camp.  Ari had already placed the blocks under the wagon wheels.  With the horses taken care of and the wagon secured, Alec carried cooking supplies to the cook’s wagon, where the oven was being set up to slow-bake overnight, so they’d have fresh bread for following days.  With no trees visible anywhere, Alec didn’t have to collect wood for the fire, one of the tasks he usually enjoyed because it allowed him to walk in the woods alone.  But the dwindling amount of remaining firewood told him they would be eating cold food soon if they didn’t find a new supply.
The sun was below the western horizon when the dinner bell rang.  Alec joined the line of hands and waited for his portion of the stew, bread, and fruit.  He took a mug of the lukewarm water, watching the older laborers take their customary beer.  As he looked for a place to sit he noticed the dancing girls sitting alone by their wagon.  For several seconds he watched Natalie eating her food, with eyes glued to her friends telling a story.
The dark-haired ballerina was the newest and youngest of the three dancers, and the least trained.  She didn’t yet publicly perform any of the dramatic dances or gymnastics, but she seemed to master some new trick every month; Alec often stole away to watch her move through her practice motions.  Alec knew she was approachable; he’d seen many others walk up to her and start conversations that made her lips smile and her eyes sparkle.  But he could never get the nerve to do more than say hello or make small talk as they passed in their daily duties.  The smiles he earned for those friendly efforts were high reward for him.
Natalie seemed to sense she was being watched, and her eyes surveyed the camp, catching Alec guiltily frozen.  For a second they looked at one another, and then the shy boy turned in confusion and looked for a place to sit.  He found an open space near the other common workers, and sat quietly eating, eyes focused down on his food, before he turned in for another night’s sleep under Ari’s wagon.
The next morning, camp chatter told Alec that the other drivers and workers heard the carnival owner, Richard, say they’d be able to see the mountains before nightfall, and maybe even be able to reach the foothills in a day or two if they made good time.  Spirits rose at the prospect of some change – any change -- from the dusty, flat prairie they’d spent weeks crossing.
With a quick bite of breakfast food and a couple of pears he slipped in his pocket, Alec began preparing his wagon to travel; like all the rest he was eager to see those mountains.  Like all the rest except his crusty mentor, Aristotle, he corrected himself.  Alec remembered then that his dreams during the night had been disturbed by violent images of dark things in the mountains and fire among their wagons, the result, he was sure, of Ari’s ominous talk.
He finished hitching the horses to the wagon and securing their equipment, then climbed up beside Ari on the wagon bench.  “Good morning, Alec.  Did you sleep well last night?” Ari asked him.
Alec looked at the profile of the gray-bearded magician beside him.  “No, I had bad dreams, and I blame them all on you,” Alec said sullenly, not yet awake enough to make polite conversation.
Ari looked at him.  “Dreams can be important.  What exactly did you dream?”
“I dreamed there were monsters in the mountains, lots of lacertii that attacked us in a town, and that our wagons caught fire,” Alec admitted.  “Exactly what you told me yesterday.”
“Well, I didn’t tell you precisely that there were lacertii, or that we’d catch on fire,” Ari nitpicked.  After a pause he added, “I had the same dreams, as a matter of fact.”
Alec felt a shiver run up his spine.  “Everyone else is cheery today,” he said to change the subject.  “Arthur the weightlifter told Jonso the clown that Richard said we may see the mountains today, and even enter their foothills in a day or so,” he reported.  “I’ll be happy to see trees again.  This land is too flat and empty for me.  It’s no wonder we haven’t seen a person in fifteen days,” he finished, his arms gesturing across the open panorama.
The whistle from Richard’s wagon reached their ears at that moment, and Ari snapped the reins to set their horses in motion, as Alec whipped his arms down to steady himself.  They turned the wagon in a wide arc and returned to the faint trail they had followed across the prairie, then pulled to the side and waited for the other wagons to take their places.  Alec watched the others pass by, the caged wagons with the lions and tigers, the numerous supply wagons, and the livestock that followed them, the wagon for the ballerinas, and Richard’s gaudily painted rolling home, where he sat in regal control as he pulled into the lead.  Wagon after wagon, nearly thirty in all went by, while Ari waited to pull into place at the end.
Alec thought about the long, boring ride he’d had, then thought about the alternative, the odious life that had driven him to join the carnival.  Working in the tannery at Frame had been miserable, even worse than the orphanage he’d had to leave on his fifteenth birthday.  At the tannery he’d received only pennies a week and a cot in the warehouse of hides.  His days were long, with no time for himself, and when he did get out, other people made fun of how badly he smelled.  He had few friends, and no one who he thought of as family.
One day he overheard other workers talking about the circus being in town, and he’d snuck out after dark, to go to the field on the city’s north side.  There he’d walked among the displays and the tents, marveling at the glamour he saw.  He stopped and watched the carnival wizard, Aristotle, telling fortunes and performing small feats of magic.  Aristotle, with a neatly trimmed beard and a colorful robe, watched Alec watch him for a long time.  “Do you want your fortune told?” Aristotle had asked him.
Alec had stayed back in the crowd and shaken his head no.
“Don’t be shy.  Your look intrigues me,” Ari said.  “I won’t charge you for it.  Just step forward here.”
Alec, who had held back because he was shy and because he didn’t have any money, stepped up before the wizard; it was a choice that changed his life.  Ari reached out and placed his hands on Alec’s head, then stared into his eyes.  “You aren’t happy at home, are you?” Ari asked him.
“No,” Alec had replied simply.
He felt something flicker in his head, and saw the ingenaire’s eyes grow big.  “Do you have a family here?” he asked Alec in a neutral tone of voice.
“No, I’m an orphan,” Alec had told him.
Ari took his hands off the boy.  “Would you like to join the carnival and be my assistant?  Do you want to travel to different cities and see great wonders?” he had asked.
Alec just stared, then nodded his head yes, though he’d never considered such an option before.  He’d never had an offer from someone giving him a choice; he’d always been told what to do.
“Why don’t you go down to the river and clean your clothes to get the stink off,” Ari suggested to him.  “Then come back here and meet me when the shows close down.”
Alec hadn’t asked any questions, or even said thank you; he’d turned and ran through town to the river and gotten in the water, cleaning himself as best he could.  After that he’d scurried to the market square where his only friend, Jona, worked.  Excitedly he told him he was running away with the circus.  Jona had laughed, but his laughter petered out when he realized Alec was serious.
“I’ll miss you, Alec.  You’re a great kid to know.  Most folks here don’t realize what a good friend they could have if they paid attention to you, shy and smelly as you are!” he said.  There was a strong hug and Alec promised to return someday, then he’d run back across town to the field where the circus was, and waited for the people to leave and the lights to go out.
Alec had gone back to Ari’s tent, afraid that it’d all be a cruel joke.  But Ari was there, and when a man came around to claim the night’s cash, Ari said something to him and gestured towards Alec.  He sat up straight and held his breath.  The man, who turned out to be Richard, nodded and walked away.
“Congratulations, you’ve got a career as a carnival worker,” Ari said, at which Alec let out his breath and smiled broadly in response.
Since that time he’d had no regrets, even though the journey through the long line of river towns had given him endless opportunities to shovel horse droppings and carry buckets of water and perform an unending string of menial tasks.  He credited that portion of his experience as positive because he’d learned about horses and come to treasure them as bright and good creatures.  He’d seen the cities of Three Forks, Stronghold, Growerston, and Sandyfork plus innumerable small towns along the riverbanks during the months of slow travel, and been amazed, then jaundiced, by the variety of people and the universality of their behavior when a carnival came to town.
Most of all he’d felt adopted by Aristotle.  Most folks in the carnival called him Ari, and Alec did too.  Ari was like a grandfather.  He watched out for Alec, kept him busy and out of trouble, listened to the boy’s observations, and respected him.  Alec was devoted to this older man who had so completely changed his life for the better.  He was always ready to do something to please his mentor, and never hesitated to follow his instructions.
Alec was pulled out of his reverie by the motion of their wagon moving into place behind the others.  The new day of travel had begun.
Hours later, one of Richard’s helpers rode along the length of the caravan.  “We’ll stop soon to water the animals and get a bite to eat.  Don’t circle, just hold your place in line when he whistles,” they heard a set of instructions exactly like those they’d received every day of the prairie crossing.
Soon the whistle came, and they pulled to a stop.  “Go get the water Alec,” Ari instructed him.  “I’ll get a bite of lunch ready for us.”
Alec hopped down and walked with his buckets up to the water wagon in the middle of the caravan line.  He waited his turn, which came last, then walked back, lugging the heavy buckets to refresh their horses.  He’d no sooner finished than the whistle sounded and the wagons started in motion again.
Alec had fully awakened during the course of the morning, and grew tired of the monotonous silence that was another of the constant features of the prairie.  “Have the mountains always been full of evil things?” he asked Aristotle.
“No, as a matter of fact, the mountains had civilized kingdoms and churches that saved souls and arts and song and all manner of things, back in the ages when the people in our own Dominion lands were still living in huts and eating fish and berries,” Ari told him.
“The Lord himself walked among the mountains centuries ago and taught the people ways to live good lives in the sight of his Father, but then he left to return to his other land.  And after that it was only a matter of time until dark forces crept in to undo his teaching.  They stirred up wrangling and quarreling and wars, and they brought their own evil creatures that eventually drove the survivors away from the mountains and down to our lands.  The wars killed a great many good people, and most of the lacertii and others too.  Not that the lacertii are bad necessarily.  They’re just very different, and we don’t get along.  That’s another bad thing the evil powers exploit.
“We are the descendants of those survivors, from an age so long ago the ruins in the mountains have decayed and been abandoned.  Our time has completely forgotten them, except for a few scholars and storytellers.  Folks in Riverside and Walnut Creek don’t realize the heritage they live among,” Ari told him.  He spent the afternoon recounting tales of battles and great warriors, so that Alec was startled when he heard cheers coming from the wagons in front.
“What’s happening?” he asked.
“There’s a rider coming down the line now,” Ari replied, leaning out to the left.  “We’ll find out soon.”
“The mountains are in sight,” Jonso the clown told them as his pony trotted along to their wagon.  “Richard says we’ll keep going until it gets too dark to see the track, then we’ll circle the wagons.”  The little clown turned his mount and rode back towards the front of the caravan.
“I can’t see the mountains,” Alec said, straining his eyes towards the horizon.
“You’re trying to see through the dust of thirty wagons and their animals.  Richard has better visibility up in the front.  Don’t worry, the mountains are there all right, and you’ll see them soon enough,” Ari reassured him.
Three hours later Alec could see the distant peaks in front of them.  
“The mountains look red,” Alec commented.
“The red is the light they’re reflecting from that sunset.  They’re called the Pale Mountains because they are very pale in color, and they take on the color of the sky any given day,” Ari replied.
Alec watched the mountains for the next few minutes, until the sunlight vanished and the whistle sounded the end of the day’s journey.
That night, when Alec finished his work and went to sit for dinner, he could tell that the sight of the mountains had raised the mood of the company.  Treena, who played every musical instrument Alec could imagine, struck up a tune during the meal, and people lingered around the dinner fire to share the good spirits that prevailed.  Alec drifted over to where Arthur, the weight lifter, and Schumer, the animal trainer, were holding court for a dozen other workers.
“Richard reckons that we’ll each receive a bonus of a gold coin after we earn all the money waiting here in the mountains,” Schumer said.
“We’ll make it two golds if things go really well,” a voice said out of the darkness, and Richard himself walked up to the group, flourishing his cape theatrically.  “I think about how jealous the other carnival owners will be when they hear about our success,” Richard said, already imagining the pleasure of gloating over the rewards from the mountains.
“We’re almost there now folks.  Just a couple of days in the mountains and we’ll be in the Griffey Valley, where we can make our money and leisurely float back home to Goldenfields and the rest of the Dominion,” he told them.  “So don’t stay up too late tonight; we’ll want to get an early start tomorrow.”
Richard walked away from the men, and Alec heard Treena softly strum a preening, self-satisfied chord on her instrument that made him laugh out loud momentarily.  He looked at her, and she winked at him over the private joke.
Mathara, the oldest ballerina, came over by the fire.  It was unusual to see the dancers consort with the carnival workers; they generally kept company with Richard, and seldom deigned to come among the others.  Natalie and Carylys came and sat by a wagon as Maratha started to dance in the firelight.  Arthur and Schumer ceased their talk of money and turned to watch Maratha dance as Treena subtly increased the speed of the tune she played.  Everyone watched for several minutes, then Carylys joined the dance, and minutes later when Jonso joined them in clownish mimicry everyone laughed with high spirits.
As the firelight began to die, Alec looked over at Natalie.  She was laughing along with everyone else at the clown’s slapstick imitation of her companions.  Alec longed to go sit next to her and talk.  He began to work his courage up to do so when Schumer did what Alec thought about.  The animal trainer sat down next to Natalie and pointed at the dancers, laughing at something and receiving an answering laugh from Natalie.  With a frustrated sigh, Alec stood up and walked back to his wagon. 
As Alec got his blankets out of the wagon, he looked up at the sky.  A bright red star, one he had never noticed before in the sky, seemed to rise just above the mountains.  He lay on the ground, and looked at the star, and thought about Natalie as he fell asleep.
“Up early,” Alec heard Ari say as a toe nudged his ribs.  He opened his eyes and dimly saw Ari standing directly above him.  “Richard wants us moving early today, youngster.  Get up and get the horses going, while I take care of the wagon.”  It was still dark, with a rim of light in the east showing the mountains’ profile.
Alec groaned and rolled over, then rose and stretched.  Grumbling, he rolled his blankets together and threw them into the wagon, then went to feed and water the horses and prepare for the journey.
He stumped back to their wagon with the horses, moving faster than others who had an even harder time waking up.  “Look at all the early bloomers!” he heard Richard shout in the middle of the camp.  “Get up everyone, let’s get going quickly.  Climbing those mountains will take some time.”
An hour later the sun was peeking over the horizon and the caravan was starting to move.  Ari handed half a loaf of bread to Alec, who ate it as the wagons rolled to the east.  The ground soon began to rise and dip slightly, and by noon they were in the foothills of the mountains.  They began to see stands of trees in small valleys bottoms that spoke of running water in the rainy season.
The lunch stop was almost as festive as dinner had been, with people who weren’t tending the horses visiting other wagons and talking about the increasing size of the mountains that were now the canvas of the eastern sky.  As the afternoon passed and they traveled on, they even saw a few cabins whose occupants gaped at the unlikely sight of a carnival in the wilderness.  “Come see us perform at Riverside!” Richard called out to each prospective paying customer.  As nightfall approached, Richard chose a suitable opening in the trees, and the wagons circled.
Alec tended his horses, then began picking up wood to restock the supplies they’d use for cooking.  He judged by the forests ahead of them that fuel would be plentiful, and so came back to camp after a short but productive effort.  By the time he went to eat dinner, most of the other workers had already left.  He sat alone and ate his meal, enjoying the sight of trees being illuminated by the cooking fire’s flickering flames.   He looked at the dancers’ wagon, and saw that the blinds were partially open.   The silhouettes of two girls were visible through the window, one brushing the other’s hair.
“What’re you looking at?” he heard a voice behind him, and turned, startled, to see Natalie standing next to him.  “May I join you?” she asked, with her dinner plate in hand.  “Since I’m the youngest dancer, I have to spend more time doing chores than the others,” she explained.  Alec listened attentively as he studied the features of her face, its triangular shape, the light brown hair, and the deep green eyes that always drew a second glance.
“I’ve got the same job assignment,” Alec said with sympathy.  “I was just watching the firelight moving on the trees around us,” he explained, motioning around the campsite.
“It seems like it’s dancing, doesn’t it?” Natalie said.  “It’s funny that I’m trying to be a dancer.  I never considered it before I joined the carnival, and now I enjoy it.”
Alec tried to remember when she had joined the carnival.  He knew it had been after Ari had invited him to join.  “You joined us in Stronghold, didn’t you?” he asked.  “Why’d you join if you didn’t want to be a dancer?”
She paused for a minute, and Alec guessed he had asked the wrong question.  “I joined to run away from the tannery,” he volunteered an answer to keep the conversation going.  He could smell a delicate perfume from her.
“I’d run away from a tannery too,” she agreed, and then lapsed into silence.
They sat for a minute, Alec desperately wondering what to say next.  “Natalie?” a voice called from the wagon.
“I better go,” the girl said, standing up.  “Thanks for letting me sit with you,” she added as she returned to her wagon.
Alec continued to sit with his empty plate for another ten minutes, enjoying the trace of her fragrance.  Then he stood and walked back to his wagon, where he drifted off to sleep with a smile.
The next morning the carnival’s progress slowed as the horses pulled the wagons up steep slopes.  The trail they followed was barely wide enough for the wagons, and Alec was ordered with several others to go ahead of the caravan to cut back branches and trees, and to fill holes in the trail.  The labor was hard, and Alec had blisters and an aching back when they stopped for the night.  There no longer was a spot wide enough to circle the wagons, so they pulled up in two parallel groups side by side.  Richard told Alec that he needed to arise early tomorrow to get started on the road-widening crew again.  With that in mind, Alec tended his horses, ate a quick meal, and collapsed in his blankets for a sound night’s sleep.
The following day the crew worked at road duty all day long, and managed to keep ahead of the wagons as the horses slowly brought them up the second ridge they faced.  Alec could see a third, steeper ridge ahead that they would have to cross, and he prayed that the path would be wide enough to not require much more work.
The heavy wagons tired the horses quickly that day, and Richard, who looked upon the horses as more valuable investments than many of his workers, decided to end the day’s travel early, while they were near the crown of the second ridge.  Alec and the road crew were surprised but pleased to be whistled in early.
As they walked up to the wagons, Arthur the weight lifter called his name.  “Alec, we need more water for the animals.  Take these buckets and go find a clean spring.”
Alec groaned at the prospect of carrying heavy buckets up and down the mountainside, but all the other road crew workers scattered rapidly, and he had no one to help him.
After he tended to his horses, Alec picked up the buckets and the shoulder bar, and started down the slope looking for a source of water.  They’d passed several, all of which were at the bottom of gullies and valleys.  Two hundred yards from the camp he found a relatively shallow ravine.  He tossed the buckets down to the bottom and then slid down the muddy side.  When he got there he looked up and realized how difficult it was going to be to carry the buckets back up to the top.
With a groan, Alec filled each of the four buckets in a spring-fed pool, then grabbed one and started climbing up the slope, using both feet and one hand to slowly make progress.  Half way up he grabbed a dead sapling that cracked under his weight, and he slid back to the bottom, broken tree still in hand.  He silently cursed, then climbed up the ravine side again.  As he stood at the top he looked down at himself.  He was a muddy streak from shoulders to feet.  He was going to look like a fool in camp, he thought to himself, embarrassed by the thought of Natalie seeing him so dirty.
And then suddenly he was down on his back.  The ground shook beneath him, and he saw the trees shaking violently above him.  A rending sound tore through the air, and he watched in disbelief as the road started to slide down the mountainside just yards beyond him.  More of it crumbled away and a cloud of dust arose.
He sat there stunned, said a quick prayer of thanks for his preservation, then rose without thinking and ran with his buckets of water towards the camp, fearing what damage he might see there.
A tree was down across one of the wagons, but no other damage had occurred.  Everyone was shaken by the earthquake and disturbed, but it turned out that only Alec had seen the damage done to the road.  When he told Aristotle about it, the old man’s face turned grim.  “The road behind us is gone, is it?  I wonder if that’s to keep people out or to keep people in?” he mused.
“You don’t think there was a purpose to the earthquake, do you?” Alec asked.
“Alec, don’t discount any possibility,” the carnival ingenaire said.  Alec studied him, thinking that suddenly Aristotle looked more alert, more sharp than before.  “Come with me to see Richard,” Ari instructed, and Alec followed him through the tangle of wagons in search of the carnival leader.
They found him at the front of the caravan, putting a work crew together to fix the damaged wagon.  “Richard, Alec reports that the road behind us was wiped out by the earthquake,” Ari began, and Alec repeated his description of seeing the road tumble away.
Richard listened attentively, then thought for a second.  “Thank you gentlemen.  Let’s get a crew out front to inspect the road to make sure we can go forward, since we can’t go back now.  Alec, will you take Jonso to go as far as you can in the daylight?”  Alec and the clown looked at one another, then headed toward the road.  Ari shook his head, and walked back to his wagon.
As Alec and Jonso walked rapidly along the road, they came past a half dozen places where large trees were down across the trail, but saw nothing else like the damage Alec had seen.  In an hour’s time they made it down to the bottom of the ridge as the sun set.  “It’ll take twice as long to climb back to the top,” Jonso complained.  “Do you think we should just wait here for the wagons to pick us up tomorrow morning?”
Alec looked at the little clown, who started laughing.  “Let’s get going my incredulous friend,” he said, and they began the climb back.  Darkness fell before they were a third of the way up, and the sliver of a crescent moon in the sky gave virtually no light.  They slowed their pace to make sure they stayed on the road, and kept up a lively chatter, consisting mostly of jokes on Jonso’s part, to keep them in touch with each other.
“Let’s stop for a breather,” Jonso said halfway up the mountain, breathing heavily.  Alec obediently stopped, slightly ahead of his companion.  After a minute he called, “Jonso, are you ready to go?”
There was no answer.  Alec called again, and walked back several steps.  In the darkness he couldn’t see anything, and he resorted to shuffling back and forth, trying to locate Jonso as he called out.  Alec grew unnerved, and stopped calling.  He didn’t hear a thing.  Not even any animal noises were carried on the wind to him.  After long moments frozen in uncertainty, Alec began creeping slowly up the hill, then broke into a trot, then burst into the strongest sprint he could manage while navigating the dark pathway, climbing the mountain as fast as he could.  Adrenaline gave him endurance to pump his legs for several minutes until he nearly collapsed, gasping for breath.  He kept walking slowly, then picked up his pace, and half an hour later spotted the fire of the caravan camp at the crest of the ridge.
He went to Richard’s wagon, still panting.  “The road is fine all the way to the bottom, but Jonso disappeared in the darkness on the way back,” he reported nervously.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 – The Hunt for Jonso
“What do you mean disappeared?” Richard asked, and Alec recounted his tale.  “Go tell Aristotle to join me here,” Richard told Alec when the story was done.
Alec ran to his own wagon and told the story again to Ari.  “You had no warning of anything happening to him?” Ari asked.  “No cry, no fall, no sounds afterwards?”  He looked grim.  “Well, I’m glad you’re alive to tell us,” he said, and went to meet Richard.
Alec went to the cooking wagon and ate the scraps for dinner.  Others quickly joined him, as the rumor of the popular Jonso’s disappearance raced through the carnival camp.  “He may have fallen and hit his head,” Schumer suggested, and many latched onto that.  “We’ll find him in the morning,” Richard agreed, and people drifted away, whispering in small groups.  “I’m glad you made it back, Alec,” Natalie said as she passed him on her return to a nervous night in her wagon.
Alec sat at the wagon and waited for Ari to return; he wanted to hear the ingenaire affirm that everything would be okay.  But the wait dragged out to several minutes, so he leaned back against the wagon, closed his eyes for a moment, and fell asleep.
When he awoke the next morning, he found his blanket spread over him, and other people already up and preparing to move.  Alec sat up and worked a crick out of his neck, then tended to the horses.  When he brought them back to the wagon Ari was already sitting on the bench.  “What did you and Richard decide last night?” Alec asked him.
“We decided to send you up front with others to show them where Jonso was lost.  Hopefully we’ll find him passed out by the side of the trail.  Here, take this bacon and go see Richard,” Ari told him.
Eating his breakfast, Alec walked to the front wagon and found half a dozen others gathered there.  “Lead them to the spot, Alec.  We’ll have the wagons down soon,” Richard told him, and sent the group on its way.
Nobody talked in the early morning shade, with the sun still below the next ridge and wisps of fog clinging to the hillside treetops.  Alec walked for an hour as the crew cleared small trees from the trail, then started looking carefully at the road in front of him, tracing in reverse the dusty tracks he had made coming up the hill.  The long strides of his sprint shortened to the smaller strides where he had trotted.  “Stop everyone.  We’re almost there.  Here’s where I started running hard, so it should be in the next fifty yards,” he told them as he followed his tracks down.  He came to the spot where he had gone back and forth, shuffling around trying to find Jonso, and then he came to the spot where two sets of prints showed that both of them had walked up the hill.
“He’s got to be around here,” he informed the others, who had hung back.  “Start looking closely along the sides.”
Moments later there was a yell, and everyone ran over to see what someone had found.  Alec craned to look over a shoulder.   “What is it?” Alec asked, unable to see anything.  Seconds later the group silently parted to give him a view, and one man pointed down.  In the dust of the road was a human-sized footprint, with three long toes.
“What is it?” Alec repeated.  The group was silent.  “Could it be a bear, or a mountain lion?” he asked.
A noise above them caused all their necks to swivel, as the lead wagon of the caravan came into view on the road.  They all stood silently by the footprint as Richard rode a white horse out in front of the wagon.  “Have you found him?” Richard called from a hundred paces away.
“Come see what we found,” one man finally said, and Richard rode forward to dismount beside them.  He kneeled to look at the print they found then looked up at them, his face waxy pale.  “Have you seen anything else?” he asked in a choked voice, as his fingers nervously played with his mustache.  Everyone silently shook their heads no.  “You,” he pointed at Alec, “go get Aristotle.”
Alec ran up the trail past the wagons in their line and reached Ari at the end.  “Richard said to bring you to the front.  There’s a footprint where Jonso disappeared.”
Ari looked at Alec’s stricken face, then set the brake, tied off the reins and climbed down from the wagon.  He moved with surprising spryness to the front of the wagon train and stooped to see the print.  He looked at Richard, and shook his head slightly.  “Is there any other trace of the man?” Ari asked, and watched all heads shake no.
Richard stood up.  “We’ll need to get to Riverside as quickly as possible.  Let’s get moving.  Alec, you said the trail was clear to the bottom of the mountain?” he asked.  Alec nodded.  “Then get the axes and picks going to clear the trail up the next ridge.  Same crew we used yesterday plus more.  Everyone start moving, and stay with a partner.”
Alec sighed and took a shovel as he headed down the hill ahead of the train.  The crewmembers stayed in close proximity to one another as they walked ahead, and glanced nervously around the forest.  When they reached the bottom of the mountain they followed the trail along a valley floor that was clear of problems, then set to work cutting and hacking up the next ridge.
The work crew worked hard all day and opened the trail most of the way up the ridge, muscles aching in every extremity by the end.  Richard came riding to inspect them.  “Keep going to the top of the ridge, and the caravan will catch up with you; they’re only a quarter of a mile behind you now,” he said.
The weary members of the road crew finished the trail to the ridge top in time to watch the sun set behind them in the west.  “Hey, look over there,” one voice called out.  Everyone turned, and to the south they could see a number of fires burning in a distance valley.  “Those must be in Riverside,” someone else said, as they stood and watched.
Soon they heard the approach of the carnival wagons, pulled by the weary horses, and then the wagons were at the ridge top as well.  “Road workers get first in line for dinner,” Richard announced, as someone gestured for him to look at the fires burning off in the distance.  “There it is ladies and gentlemen,” he said in a rapacious tone.  “Soon the gold and silver coins from Riverside will be pouring into our pockets, and you’ll all earn big bonuses.  Then we’ll be able to float on rafts down the Griffey River to Goldenfields, and earn more money for selling the timbers we ride on!” he claimed.
The mood of the camp grew brighter as the sight of Riverside and Richard’s predictions slightly eased their fear about Jonso’s disappearance.  Alec led the line past the dinner wagon when the perfunctory meal was hastily prepared, and sat down to eat.  Others came and ate as well, and Alec listened to the talk around him, then dragged himself to bed under Ari’s wagon.
When Alec awoke the next morning, he felt a sense of anticipation.  He wasn’t as focused as most others seemed to be on the riches Richard assured would soon be theirs.  Alec was looking forward to the comfort of being around other people.  He’d enjoyed the forest as a place to relax away from people, but now this forest gave him a different feeling.  It felt unfriendly and threatening, and he was jumpy with the feeling that he was being watched.  Alec fed and groomed the horses, then led them back to Ari’s wagon, talking to them primarily to calm himself.
The horses secured, Alec walked back to the front and grabbed his axe to clear the brush and the trees along the trail to Riverside.  It was all downhill to Riverside, and Richard told them to expect to reach the town by mid-afternoon if the way stayed clear for the wagons to travel.  Alec and the crew worked industriously to open the way, eager to see the town at last.  Within a couple of hours they found the trail itself growing wider and less restricted, a happy sign of a busier road closer to the town.  Soon they agreed to stop and wait for the wagons to catch them, since no further work was needed.  Not far away the river was running, dappled sunlight reflecting off the ripples occasionally.
Before long they heard the wagons coming, and saw Richard again on his horse, leading the caravan and scouting for trouble.  “Why’s everyone here?” he asked, riding to the group of resting men.
“The road needs no further work.  We’ve hardly had to do a thing the past mile,” an older groom explained.
“In that case, everyone climb aboard your wagons as they pass, and we’ll roll into Riverside,” Richard instructed them with a genuine grin.  They stood waiting as the wagons came into view, the horses showing none of the strain of the previous day’s climb up the steep ridge.
Alec watched each wagon go by.  He anticipated the arrival of the dancers’ bright home, and felt brighter himself when he saw Natalie sitting on the bench up front.  “Hello Alec,” she hailed him with a smile.
“Hello Natalie!” he returned the greeting, and then with courage that he didn’t know he had, he called out to her, “Wouldn’t you like to ride in an ingenaire’s wagon at the back of the caravan for a change?”  He blushed at his own temerity in blurting out the question.
To his surprise, Natalie turned to her friends.  “I’m going to see what the view’s like in the back,” she declared, and she jumped down so that her momentum carried her right into Alec’s arms.  They stood there for a moment, both surprised by the contact, and then she backed away a step.  “Do you promise the view will be especially good?” she asked.
“Well, actually, no,” Alec admitted, and laughed.  “It’s just a view of the wagons in front of us!”  A few minutes later Ari came rolling into view.
Natalie and Alec climbed aboard the last wagon in the train.  “Happy to have a ride for a change?” Ari asked Alec with a grin.  “You’ve had a fair amount of work these past three days, haven’t you?  Go ahead and sit back and rest so you’ll be prepared for whatever comes next.
“I appreciate the company you brought with you,” he continued.  “Natalie, good to see you again,” he added.  She smiled demurely, and Alec sensed that the two shared something he knew nothing about.
“Ari, what type of footprint was that back there where Jonso disappeared?” Alec asked the question that had troubled him all morning.
Aristotle’s grin disappeared.  “Truth be told, it’s one I’ve rarely seen in real life myself,” Ari answered, with an answer Alec knew was an evasion.
“But you know what it is, don’t you?” Alec persisted.
“I’ve got an idea,” Ari agreed.  “Since you’re going to make an issue out of it, I’ll tell you that it looked like a lacerta track.”
Alec felt his head lighten, and fear clutched his heart.  He heard Natalie take a sharp breath.  “You mean a lacerta got Jonso?” he asked.   Ari nodded his head.  “Dear God in heaven, protect us all,” Alec prayed quickly.
“Saying your prayers is a good idea.  Keeping you eyes and ears open and your head low is a good idea too,” Ari warned him in a serious tone.  “Richard knows now that this is a dangerous place, and he’s going to get us through and out of Riverside as fast as possible.  We’ll only be here a day or two, so just be careful and stay close to me.”
Alec heard the warning in Ari’s voice.  “You think the earthquake and the lacertii are all part of something bigger, don’t you?” he asked in a moment of insight.
“That’s very perceptive.  Yes, I do, Alec, and I think it’s interesting that you were the one closest to the road falling away and the attack of the lacertii.  Maybe it’s coincidence, but I think you need to be careful, my friend.  Be sure to make your own luck these next few days,” Ari said, looking directly at him, and Alec saw Natalie staring at him as well.  Alec nodded, and fell silent, watching the forest that had become a threatening presence once more.
For the next few hours the carnival rode along the path to the town, most of the performers cheered by their expectation of a chance to work in front of a crowd again.  Shortly after noon they rounded a bend in the road, and saw a slight smoky haze above the valley in front of them.  “That must be from the town,” Ari said, looking ahead.  “Have you noticed that we haven’t seen another person on the road yet?”
They approached the town, and the musicians began to play music.  Small homes and cabins began to appear along the road.  But rather than seeing anyone come bursting out in wonder at the sight of the circus, the wagon passengers saw only doors that remained closed.
The front of the carnival caravan entered the town proper, and Alec heard the music falter, then stop.  They continued to move on, and Alec saw why the notes had died away.  The town was ashes and ruins.  The buildings still smoldered, charred timbers lay askew, and not a person was in sight.  Natalie started to cry silent tears at the horrific sight.
Richard rode his white horse madly back to Ari, his face showing fear.  “What do you suggest?” he asked.  “Do we try to just get through here as fast as possible and make our way down river?”
“That’s the only thing you can do,” Ari replied tensely.  “Start everyone moving fast and don’t stop for anything.  Let’s get as far away from here before nightfall as possible.”
“Amen to that,” Richard said, and rode forward again, telling each wagon to speed up and get through town as quickly as possible.
                The front wagons began to speed up, while that the rear wagons had to wait long minutes before they had a chance to increase their speed as well.  Ari looked grimly at the wagon in front of him, following the path it chose that wove in and out among the debris spilling out to block the road on both sides.
Suddenly, blood-curdling screams sounded from up ahead.  Wagon after wagon slammed to a halt as the front wagons stopped to fight off the ambush that descended upon them.
“What is it?  What’s going on?” Natalie asked with a note of panic in her voice.
“It’s lacertii, and we’re under attack,” Ari said angrily.  “Listen, we’ve got to get out of this wagon.  The last wagon isn’t going to be able to get away, especially not among this wreckage.”  Ari climbed down from the wagon bench, and shouted to Alec and Natalie, “Grab some supplies and climb down on this side of the wagon.  We’ll try to run up ahead to the front of the caravan and see if Richard can win his way free.
“If we don’t fight our way out, or if we get separated, I want you two to sneak past these lacertii and go to the river.  There’s a bridge across the river.  We’ll meet in the underbrush on the bank under the bridge.  And we’ll make further plans from there when we know what we’re dealing with.”
“Alec, do you have all that?  Natalie, do you understand?”
They both nodded their heads, though Alec wasn’t sure he could remember anything at the moment.  He saw Natalie grab hold of the bag of food that Ari usually kept behind his seat.  He remembered to grab his roll of blankets, and also pulled his walking stick out from under the wagon seat, then prepared to face the horrific reality of Riverside.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 – Ambush at Riverside
 
The wagon jerked violently as one of their horses reared in pain, with an arrow in its shoulder.
“Okay, let’s go now,” Ari said in a resolute voice, and the two youngsters climbed out of the wagon to join him on the left side of the caravan.
They followed Ari’s example and crouched low as they ran alongside the road, passing other wagons in the heart of the decimated town.  Many were scenes of stomach-turning violence, and smoke was rising from several.  Up ahead they could see a squadron of lacertii setting a furious attack on the front wagons.  Screams from the wagons, the horses, the roar of the fires, and guttural growling from the attacks created an overwhelming confusion of sounds.
Nearing the sixth wagon, only a stone’s throw from the battle, Ari stopped. 
Alec glanced out of the corner of his eye at Natalie.  Her eyes were red, rimmed with tears, he saw.  He heard a terrified scream that he knew was Mathara, one of the other ballerinas, and Natalie visibly shuddered.  Inside, Alec felt just as frightened.  We’ve got to run away now, he thought to himself.  Ari, take us away from this, he silently begged, ready to flee in self-preservation.
He smelled something that he knew must be blood.  All the horses from the front wagons were down, some silent, some still thrashing and screaming.  Suddenly, around the front of the lead wagon Richard came into view, still riding his stallion, swinging a sword that Alec had never seen used except in circus acts.  Richard stabbed one lacerta, pulled his sword free, and swung at the next, hacking its neck halfway through.  He pulled the blade free as his horse rose and wheeled around.  The lacertii turned their attention from the wagons they were plundering and towards Richard.
“The caravan won’t escape.  I’m going to create a diversion for us.  You start heading to the river now!” Ari told his two young companions, whose eyes were glued on the battle tableau.
A moment later a bolt of lightning struck a cluster of lacertii bowmen preparing to shoot at Richard.  Alec realized that Ari was no longer with Natalie and him.  The ingenaire had raced up to the front of the fray, and had cast his hands towards the skies.  Alec heard Ari begin a chant, but a shout from behind drowned it out.  Alec swung around and saw a foursome of lacertii just yards behind, charging towards the two of them with dark swords held high.  He dove away from the wagons, towards the rubble of the roadside buildings, grabbing Natalie’s hand as he moved.  She responded to his movement without seeing the threat behind, and dove with him.  They landed in a collapsed doorway and rolled together further inside.
Looking up, Alec saw three of the lacertii run by, but the fourth stopped in front of the door.  It was panting as it poked its sword into the charred beams that leaned across the doorway, then after a moment’s decision it entered the building.
The noises of slaughter continued outside in the streets.  Alec looked into Natalie’s wide eyes.  Do I look that wild, he wondered.  Suddenly he realized he still had the long walking stick in his hand.  He pulled it up in front of him, and looked again at Natalie, nodding his head towards the stick.  She looked at him and seemed to put her faith in him.  He waited until the lacerta was just past their hiding place under a low, cinder-covered table. 
With a sudden thrust, he pushed the stick between the legs of the lacerta, tripping it and sending it sprawling forward with a howl.  Natalie bolted out from under the table with Alec, moving left as he went right.
The lacerta groped up to its feet, angry and in pain from the fall.  It turned, saw Alec, and growled, then opened its wide mouthful of stained fangs.  Alec held his stick out in front of him.  The lacerta started to raise its hands to attack him, only to discover it no longer held its sword.
At that moment the sword appeared from the dark room behind the lacerta and sliced into its arm.  Howling with pain, the creature wheeled, and Alec saw Natalie, holding the sword with an unsteady hand as the lacerta advanced on her.  Alec stepped forward, arced his staff behind his back, and then swung with all his strength, breaking it on the lacerta’s neck.
With another howl the creature started to twist back around to face him, then fell to all fours.  Natalie moved without hesitation and savagely stabbed downward with the sword, sending dark blood flying up and across her, Alec, and the room.
The wound was mortal.  The creature collapsed to the ground, whimpered, and died.  Natalie and Alec stared at one another, shock on both faces, then grabbed each other in a hug that shared relief and disbelief at the battle they had just waged.
“Thank you for saving me, Alec.  When that creature turned to face me I thought I was going to die,” Natalie said.
“No, you saved me by using the sword.  You’re more a hero than me,” he responded, seeing the savage hatred fading from her eyes.
He belatedly recollected the battle around them.  “Let’s go see what’s happening.  We’ve got to get out there to Ari and Richard.”
They crawled out through the broken doorframe and crouched on the litter-strewn street.  Looking to the left they saw the caravan devastated as completely as the city around them.  There was no one else left alive from their group, except one.
Ari still stood atop one wagon, which was partially burning.  More than a dozen of the lacertii surrounded him, and he was chanting again, in a low ominous voice.  He looked towards Alec and Natalie for a moment, saw them, then thrust his hands into the air and clapped them over his head.  Immediately a ring of lightning came down from the sky.  For the blink of an eye the glowing bolts seemed to form a protective cage around the ingenaire.  Then a jarring explosion knocked Alec and Natalie off their feet, while raising a cloud of flame and dust and heat that dropped the nearby lacertii dead.
When Alec rolled over and looked at the wagon again, it was only a charred heap of smoking timbers, surrounded by the lacertii bodies.  There was no sign of Ari.  There was no sign of the man who had just shocked Alec by demonstrating the tremendous power of a skilled ingenaire.
The ingenairii were the small group of people with special powers that had great impact on the lands of the Dominion.  They called upon abilities to perform deeds of magic.  They were sought by kings and princes and mighty merchants, but they seemed free to do as they pleased.  The few ingenairii who traveled through the lands were lauded as great people, and Alec had never seen one on person.  Most stayed in the imperial city of the Dominion, Oyster Bay.
Except apparently he had been friends with one for several months, and never known.  Aristotle had just blasted away a whole platoon of lacertii.  Alec had never realized that the old man he looked up to had such abilities.  Alec had admired him for his wisdom and kindness and humor and much more, but had never dreamed that his friend had capabilities that others could only dream of. 
Alec heard sounds of more lacertii nearby and knew he and Natalie must act to save themselves.  He realized that Natalie was still lying with her hands covering her face, crying.
“Alec, what happened to Ari?  Everyone’s dead, and we’re here in this city without another living soul except those monsters.  I don’t know what to do,” she said in hysterical tones.
He didn’t know either, but he knew they couldn’t stay still.  “Let’s get our supplies, find weapons, and then head down to the river like we told Ari we would,” he urged, starting to rise to his feet.  He knew there was no point in expecting to find the ingenaire after watching the blast of energy.  But he also knew they needed to have some goal to focus on, and getting away from the death scene was his immediate priority.
Natalie slowly sat up.  She didn’t say anything, but when Alec offered his hand, she took it and rose to her feet.
They looked over the dead lacertii and pilfered long bladed knives.  Natalie took one that had rubies on the handle, while Alec selected one so long it almost constituted a sword.  He tried not to think about the unsavory creatures he was robbing, but concentrated on his and Natalie’s need to flee.  How would the two of them survive in these wild mountains if more of these creatures lurked among the rocks and the trees?
With that, the forlorn couple started climbing through the rapidly darkening town towards the river.  Each came to the aid of the other as they tripped over unseen rubble in the roads or climbed over destroyed buildings.  They were guided by the sounds of the river, flowing with an incongruous gentle noise on its way through the city.  The river sounds grew stronger as the unbearable sounds from the destroyed carnival grew fainter behind them.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4 – A Night with Natalie
There came a point when Alec and Natalie decided that they couldn’t climb through the rubble any further in the sable-clad ill-fated city.   They climbed into the remains of a building and settled into a mostly intact room that faced away from the street.
“Would you like something to eat?” Natalie asked Alec as they settled on the floor.  He knew he wasn’t hungry, but also knew that he hadn’t eaten anything in hours.
“That’s probably a good idea,” he responded.
“Can you spark some light and I’ll see what we have in the sack,” she suggested.
“Let’s not make any light tonight.  Just grab something and surprise me with it,” he responded, afraid to attract attention to their location.
He heard the rustling of the sack, and then felt something pressed against his side as Natalie passed food to him.  Fumbling to take a crusty loaf of bread from her, Alec said   “Thank you. It tastes,” he paused to take a bite and chew, “it tastes like apple flavored frozen custard from Three Forks,” he announced lightheartedly, trying to remember the most exotic food he had ever heard of.
Natalie made a noise that might have been a muffled chuckle as she rustled the bag to find her own supper.  “I remember going to such amazing feasts in Stronghold!  You probably have the very same menu in mind for tonight that I have,” she said softly.  “I have here a lightly baked asparagus tart,” she announced in a mock serious voice.  “Would you pass me some of that Goldenfields wine?” she asked.  Thrilled that the resilient girl hadn’t wilted from the pressure of their trauma, Alec took the water skin strap from his shoulder and pressed it into her hand.
“I have here a delicate white wine, from the finest vineyards in the River dukedom for milady’s pleasure.” he replied.  She stopped, and he sensed that she was feeling great emotion.
“Did I say something wrong?” he asked.
“No,” she hesitated.  “I just felt one of those moments of being in another time and place for a second, and it was very strong,” her voice trailed off.
Alec wanted to keep her talking.  “What were you doing at a feast in Stronghold?  Was it one of the big festival meals put on by the rich merchants?”  The Locksfort family of merchants in Stronghold took advantage of their city’s control of the falls on the Carmen River to build up powerful trading alliances, and to accumulate great wealth.  Their celebrations were gossiped about throughout the kingdom – jealously by other ruling classes and wistfully by the working classes.
“I joined the carnival in Stronghold, and that’s how I was able to see the feast.  Richard’s troupe was one of the entertainments for the second night of the celebration,” Natalie explained.
Alec accepted her explanation, although he didn’t recollect anyone going to entertain at a feast.  In the darkness he reached into the sack of food and pulled out another item.  “I’ve got some very exquisite pate to try next,” he returned to their game, and their whispered banter about the imaginary feast grew more outrageous from there, providing them with a much-needed momentary refuge.
After they finished their brief meal, Alec decided to turn in.  “Let’s see if we can find the stairs to the upper room,” he suggested, remembering the front of the building he had seen in the glimmers of starlight when they entered.  “We’ll be safer upstairs if we can get there.”  Moving towards the side of the building, they managed to find the steps and climb them.  Part of the roof was gone, and they rolled out their blankets to lie down with a view of the sky above them and a crescent moon starting to rise.
“Natalie,” Alec said as they lay side by side, “you were great today.  I don’t know anyone else I’d trust as much as you in these circumstances.” 
She rolled towards him, and then started to cry soft sobs.  He uncertainly placed his arm over her.
Alec felt compelled to talk, the pressures of the day and the presence of this girl combining to raise the voice that usually only spoke in his own mind.  “I never really had a friend I could count on until I met Ari,” he said.  “In the orphanage I had friends, but they were like me, under the orders of the Sisters.  When Ari asked me if I wanted to join him with the circus, I joined because I thought I could count on him to be like family.”
“I’m going to miss him more than I can say.  I’m glad I had a chance to know him for a little while at least.  He really took care of me and treated me like I was important to him,” Alec continued.
“Everyone in the carnival knew you two cared for each other,” Natalie replied softly.  “I was jealous that no one in the carnival was that concerned about me.”
“But what about…?” Alec started to respond.
“The other girls were kind to me and they were friends, but they weren’t ever like family,” Natalie continued.  “I have a family back home and I plan to go back to them someday, when the time is right.  At least that was my plan until now,” she interrupted herself.  “No one in the carnival watched out for me the way a family would, the way Ari watched out for you.”
“Why would you run away from home and plan to go back?” Alec asked.  “I ran away because I never want to go back; I don’t have anything to go back to.”
“It was just,” Natalie paused, groping for words to explain something she was uncomfortable explaining, “I needed to get away, but not permanently.  I always looked forward to a day when I’d walk back into my home as a prodigal daughter.”
In the ensuing silence Alec reflected on the notion of having a home to always look forward to seeing again.  It was nothing he’d ever had.  And now, surrounded by death and threatening circumstances, he longed to have a home and family he could cling to like a lifeline.
Natalie rolled a half turn away from him on the hard floor.  “I didn’t want anything to do with boys when I first came to the circus, but after a while, I wanted to be your friend.  But you never came over to talk to me,” she said softly.  “The girls said I mustn’t chase after you or I’d be pestered by boys forever.”
Alec slowly tried to find the right words to respond, boggled by what he’d just heard.  After a long pause, he said, “I was always afraid to try to talk to you because you were too pretty and popular to bother with the likes of a simple groomsman like me.”
“I’m glad we’re together now,” he gently added, but all he heard in reply was the even breathing of an apparently sleeping girl.
“I’m glad we’re together, but my heart is still broken over Ari.  You’re the only person in the world I know now.  All our carnival companions are dead.  There’s no one back in Frame to miss me; if I die I won’t be missed,” Alec slowly continued in his softest voice.  He felt that he had to talk, to work out verbally all the terrible emotional waves that thrashed about inside him.  “I didn’t realize how lonely I could be until I had Ari to lose.
“I’m glad you’ve got family you can go back to when we get out of all this.  I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we survive and that you get back to that family, and I hope you’ll make up whatever squabble you had with them and let them know how important family is.”
The covers rustled, and Natalie rolled again, back against Alec.  “We’ll help each other get back, and when we do, you’ll have me as a friend forever, Alec,” she startled him be saying.
“I thought you had fallen asleep,” He whispered.
“You don’t talk about yourself very often do you, especially your feelings,” the girl replied.  “You shouldn’t feel so afraid to say things like you just did.  They were the most important words I’ve ever heard, because I know you were telling me the absolute truth.  And you were thinking about my welfare,” she reached an arm up, and placed her hand on his face.  “Thank you.  You are a special friend, the best I’ve had since I left home.”
Her hand lingered against his cheek.  He hesitated, then placed his own hand against her face, feeling the soft warmth of her skin.  He felt her jaw move.
“Thank you, Alec,” she said as her fingers slid off his face.  “Just lie here next to me tonight, and let me feel safe because my friend is with me.”
Alec slowly drew his hand from her face, rolled onto his side, and began to breath the slow, even measures of someone falling asleep. Even as his body succumbed to the exhaustion of the day, his mind tried to find its balance among the emotional peaks of the most trying day he’d ever lived, and it found that balance in the pressure of the body lying next to him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 – Departure from Riverside
The sound of a footstep woke Alec.  He opened his eyes and realized after a moment where he was.  He saw that the moon was no longer in sight through the hole in the ceiling, though the starry sky was still draped in darkness.  And he heard a noise below them on the ground floor of their building near the river.
A flicker of light coming from the staircase showed that there was someone with a candle downstairs.  Alec lay very still.
A low rumbling noise sounded from below.  After a few moments, Alec realized there were words in the sound, that the sound was the deep voice of someone talking below.  He raised his head to look over at Natalie.  She was still asleep, lying next to him.  He reached over, touched her gently, and held his finger to her lips when her eyes opened.
“That ingenaire killed our best soldiers,” growled one voice.
“But at least he killed himself as well,” another responded.
“No, he didn’t die; he vanished from the spot a second before the explosion.  He hurt himself using that much magic at once though.  We’ll have to track him down and kill him.   He must be the strongest ingenaire left in the lands towards the sea,” the first voice responded.  “Wait here for the squad to return, and then lead them down the river to search for the ingenaire.  He’s weak and won’t move fast, and there’s no one to help him.  Kill him if you need to, just don’t let him evade you.
“I’ll take the rest of this troop west into the mountains to prevent anyone else from coming to Riverside.  We don’t want the Dominion to be aware of our actions, so we’ll need to keep sweeping witnesses away for the next three moons.  We’ll leave at first light, and your squad should be here by noon.  After you dispose of the ingenaire, come west up the road and find our scouts.”
Despite his fears, Alec felt his heart leap with joy; Ari was still alive, and probably down by the river.  He must be under the bridge, where he told us to meet him, Alec told himself.
The sky began to lighten as dawn emerged.  Another noise from below caught Alec’s attention.  It sounded like movement downstairs.  He saw the flickering light grow weaker on the stairwell wall as it moved away from the stairs.  Noise coming from outside told him that the leader of the two had exited the building, and then a sudden stamping and ringing indicated to his surprised horror that there were many more lacertii outside.
Alec considered moving to the window to look outside, but the memory of all the debris and clutter on the floor assured him he’d never make it across the room without making noise.  Instead, he lay silently.
Minutes later the sounds from outside the window began to grow fainter as the encampment moved out.  An occasional scraping noise from downstairs let the two refugees know that the assigned soldier was still waiting downstairs.
Natalie leaned close to Alec and whispered into his ear, “We’ve got to find Ari and get away before the soldiers search for him.”
Alec turned his head and looked in her eyes for a moment, then leaned over to whisper in her ear.  A plan was starting to form in his head, even as the tickle of her hair on his lips distracted him; his fingers gently cleared the hair away from the delicate curve of her ear.  “If we can kill the one below and hide his body before the other soldiers arrive, we can look for Ari without being hunted.”  He explained his plan.
Moments later, the two fugitives inched their way apart in the building.  Natalie began to move cautiously towards the front window, to make sure that no other lacertii were left outside.  Alec hid behind a beam next to the top of the staircase.
Slow minutes passed as they moved carefully to avoid making any sound among the fallen roof debris and the other ruins in the room.  When Natalie got to the window she cautiously peeked over the ledge at the street below.  Two or three smoldering campsites showed that there had been troops in the street below them during the night, but none were now in sight.  She said a silent prayer of thanks, then turned and signaled to Alec that she was about to proceed.
The slight girl picked up a piece of roofing shingle near her and let it drop to the floor.  It made a loud crash as it landed on some broken shards of pottery.  They immediately heard a chair slide across the floor below and footsteps on the staircase.  Natalie promptly moved over a few feet to leave the line of sight from the staircase.
Alec grew tense as he heard the footsteps approaching the top of the steps.  The soldier paused momentarily, then spotted Natalie, who crouched down as though she were trying to hide; the swarthy creature stepped in front of Alec’s hiding place and moved towards the girl.
Without a moment’s hesitation, Alec plunged his knife into the lacerta’s kidneys.  He pulled the knife out to stab again, as the creature howled with pain and started to turn towards him.  Alec stabbed again, before the heavyset lacerta flung his arm and knocked Alec’s hand away.
The lacerta doubled over for a second, then straightened up and pulled out its own knife.  Alec tried to back up, but a pile of debris behind him tangled his legs and he fell on his back, face upturned, watching the injured, angry soldier start to swing his knife downward.
As Alec yelled in alarm, Natalie’s sword flew from behind the creature and sliced its arm, deflecting the knife away from its lethal trajectory.  It stabbed the floor inches from his right shoulder then dropped from the scaly hand, as the soldier fell on top of Alec, too wounded to stand.  Without hesitation, Alec grasped the weapon and finished the soldier off with his own knife.  He lay silent, scared, and thankful for salvation.  “That’s twice now you’ve saved me,” he told Natalie, looking up as he rolled the horrific body off him.
Natalie and Alec looked at one another for long moments, as Alec reflected on the narrowness of their escapes from harm.  Finally, Natalie broke Alec’s train of thought, “Let’s hide the body and go find Ari.”
“Alright, lets drop the body out the window, then we can drag it away from this place, so they don’t find it,” Alec replied.  As he spoke he grabbed the feet of the dead soldier and dragged it towards the window.  With Natalie’s help he heaved it over the ledge to the ground below.
They went quickly downstairs and out the door.  Alec took the legs of the soldier and Natalie pulled a board behind them to obscure their tracks.  After fifteen minutes, Alec saw a chance to hide the body.  “How about down there?” he asked, pointing to a basement window along one alleyway.  Natalie nodded her agreement, and Alec slid the body down through the broken window.
When the task was done they began to trot towards the river.  They moved as quickly as possible, mindful that more of the soldiers would be arriving in the city soon.  Even more, they both desired to find Ari, and to flee with him to some place of safety.  
Finally, after passing between two burnt warehouses, they came to the riverfront.  Stepping back into the shadows of the buildings, both the youths looked up and down the river.  The bridge was in plain view a quarter mile down stream.
The bridge was an impressive structure, built with a strength they had not expected to find in this wilderness.  Its stone piers raised it well above the riverbank, and the approach from either end was a long sloping ramp that extended well above the flood level of the river.
“Let’s get down to the weeds along the bank, then work our way towards the bridge,” Alec suggested, wanting to keep as hidden as possible while hunting for Ari.
As they walked among the weeds, Alec nearly plunged headfirst into the river, not expecting to find that the plants covered a sharp drop in the bank.  “Wanting to go for a swim?” Natalie laughed as she grabbed his waistband to pull him back.
They began crouching towards the bridge.  Alec grew aggravated by the burrs and nettles that tore his skin, and the insects that buzzed in his ears.  Natalie’s foot slipped into a hole, twisting her ankle, but she insisted she was fine.  He noticed that she limped slightly, and worried that she might not be able to run.
Minutes passed slowly as they moved stealthily.   When they came within one hundred yards of the bridge, they heard the sounds of a group walking.  Alec realized it was probably the arriving squad of lacertii soldiers.  The two teens stopped and squatted motionlessly in the weeds as they heard the lacertii talking loudly while crossing the bridge from the far bank.
“We got the easy end of the job boys,” one raspy voice began.  “All we have to do is go to town and find orders to patrol the perimeter.  What is there to patrol in an empty town?”
“How about the wine cellars?” asked a dry voice.
“We may need to make them secure first…,” A third voice replied as the group of soldiers moved out of earshot into town.
“With military discipline like that, we may have a chance to escape,” a voice calmly whispered in Alec’s ear, and Ari placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
Alec and Natalie both jumped, whirled, and then hugged the ingenaire simultaneously.  “Ari!”  “You’re here, we found you at last!”  “Thank goodness!”  The two youngsters exclaimed.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6 – The Rising Stars
“Actually, I found you, but who’s going to quibble?” the ingenaire nonchalantly replied.  “It’s good to see the two of you still alive as well.  I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I knew you could get here.  Tell me what you know of the situation here, and then we’ll move into the mountains.”  Just like that Ari, assumed control of the group, and the two teens gladly relinquished authority to the powerful ingenaire.
The explanations from the two tumbled over one another incoherently.  “Wait,” Ari commanded.  “Let’s try this again.  Natalie, you’ve a nice voice, so you tell me first what happened, then Alec you’ll have your turn.”
Natalie stuck her tongue out at Alec, and then began to recount their activities and all they had seen or heard.  While she talked, Alec studied their companion.  Ari’s face looked drawn, as though he had suffered some terrible pain, and his complexion was slightly gray.  But his eyes were still alert and he reacted to the things he heard Natalie expound on. When she was finished, Ari turned to Alec.  “What do you have to add to that?” he asked.
“She told the story pretty well,” Alec admitted.  “Being around those carnival story tellers must have trained her how to tell tales!”
Ari abstractedly nodded in agreement.  “You’ve bought some time for us since they aren’t going to have anyone looking for us today.  Let’s cross the river and find a place to hide in the mountains.  We can’t use the bridge here, but there is a shallow ford just down river.  Let’s head that way.”
Ari took the lead.  Alec noticed that he walked stiffly, with a noticeable limp in his right leg, as he led Natalie with her lesser limp, while Alec brought up the rear.  Alec remembered the conversation they’d heard that morning, with one soldier claiming that the ingenaire had used so much magic he was likely to be injured.  I hope it’s not bad, Alec thought.
They shuffled through weeds until they were on the outskirts of the town.  Ari stopped, sat on the riverbank and began to remove his boots and roll up his pants.  “I’d suggest you do the same,” he recommended.  Alec and Natalie did so, then walked across a sand bar and waded a step out into the river behind Ari.               The old man looked intently up and down the river, then seeing nothing that worried him, began to walk across the rippling water.  At the wide ford the water only came up to Alec’s calves, and they quickly crossed the river’s cold current, then moved up into a grove of trees on the far shore.
As they dropped to the ground and pulled their boots on Natalie asked the questions that were on her mind, “Ari, I don’t understand anything that we’ve seen in the past two days.  What happened here? Who attacked this town and why?”
Aristotle closed his eyes with one hand pressed against the side of his head.  “I think I know part of the answer, but there’s no point in passing along speculation right now.  What I can tell you now is that we need to hurry our way down the river to get out of the mountains and back to the cities near the coast, maybe even to the King’s capital.  Right now, let’s start moving down river and find a good place to camp for the night.”
Natalie’s sack provided bread and dried meat for a bite of lunch as the trio walked along game trails, moving parallel to the river bank.  Alec again noticed that Ari did not move well, although Natalie seemed to have worked the worst of the soreness out of her ankle.  The boy also noticed the forest they were walking through was filled with large, ancient trees, whose mossy trunks rose high above the loamy soil to branches far above.  It showed no sign of a past human presence.  The unceasing sound of the river was off to the right, while the sounds of birds and insects were always present.  The dappled sunlight coming through the forest canopy high above was gradually moving from overhead to the mountains on their right, telling Alec that they were heading south.
Ari twice stopped to let the group rest in their afternoon journey, although Alec didn’t think their hike was particularly strenuous.  He kept his concern about the ingenaire’s health to himself.  As the sun finally touched the horizon’s edge, Ari called for a halt and led them off the path away from the river to find a camping spot for the night.  In a glade of fir trees on the slope of a mountain they stopped and laid out their blankets to sleep.
“Alec, you take the first watch, until the moon is overhead, then wake me.  I’ll take the second watch, and Natalie can take the third.  We won’t make a large fire tonight, because I don’t want to provide any clues that we’re out here in the mountains,” the ingenaire announced.  Natalie nodded her head in agreement, and lay down on her blankets as the darkness rapidly increased.
Alec built a ring of rocks around a spot he scraped in the stony soil, gathered kindling, and sparked a fire, keeping the flames small and shielded from outside eyes by the stones.  He boiled water with a brass pan in his pack and crumbled tea leaves from the bottom of a small bag, then poured it into his leather drinking skin, and turned his back to the fire to settle in for his watch in the evening.
To his left he saw a bright star rising in a cleft between the mountain peaks, where a gap in the trees allowed him to watch a patch of sky.  The evening star gave him a clock to measure the passage of time, at least until it rose and disappeared behind the trees.  To his right the river’s flow was barely audible at their site in the mouth of a small steep valley coming down from the mountains.
Ari was back, monsters roamed the mountains, his circus companions were dead, he had no idea where he was going or how long he’d live, and he’d seen deadly magic used to kill.  But he was with Natalie, and for some reason, that one positive facet made the rest of their terrible situation just a little more bearable.  Alec’s mouth gently smiled in the darkness as he recollected the talk the two had shared the night before.  There had been little conversation during today’s travel through the woods, though Natalie had held his hand when they had stopped to allow Ari to rest.
He took a sip of the bitter tea, which he hoped would keep him awake, and stood to walk around the campsite.  His steps snapped small sticks, and he stopped, retreating to his seat near the others.  At least he’d hear anyone else approach, he decided.
A turn and glance showed that the evening star had risen almost to the top of the opening in the trees, and would soon disappear.  Beneath it, a faint glow on the horizon promised that the moon would rise next.
Alec listened to the sounds around him.  The trees rustled slightly.  A few insects croaked and whirred, and a bird hooted at a distance.  Natalie and Ari were breathing regularly, with the rhythm of sound sleep.  He turned slightly; “Natalie?” he whispered, hoping she was awake and would talk with him in the night’s stillness, but no answer came back from her sleeping form.  On his other side, he heard Ari snort loudly, and then subside back into an irregular sleeping rhythm.  Lord, please let him be alright, Alec silently prayed.  With a healthy and strong Ari to guide them, Alec felt their chances of surviving and getting away from the nightmare at Riverside would be dramatically increased.
What had Ari done back there, Alec wondered to himself yet again, and how did I never know he could do such a thing?  Alec had seen a number of small magical tricks and illusions performed by his mentor, but never anything so dramatic.  Can I learn to hold those kinds of powers, he wondered, and daydreamed of himself as a mighty ingenaire battling warriors and monsters to become a hero in a powerful dukedom, though Ari had never said anything to hint that Alec could be trained in such things.
Alec knew that there were not many ingenairii across the Dominion, but there were some who traveled through the cities from time to time, performing deeds requested by the princes, dukes, and cities.  No one he knew had ever claimed to know a ingenaire directly or indirectly, and most folks in the carnival had assumed that Aristotle only used clever sleight of hand and other unseen tricks to accomplish his act with the public.  Now Alec knew otherwise, and he contemplated learning to do such mighty deeds.  Was it something a person learned, or was one just born with such abilities?
He shook his head and turned again to see that the moon had risen almost into the trees.  He tossed some small twigs into the fire ring and blew on them until a small flame arose from the embers, flaring just enough to brighten his hands.  He fed a few more small branches into the flames, feeling a tickle of heat from the small fire to take some of the chill off his fingertips.  Alec swigged his bitter tea, and stood up again to listen to the woods.  He looked at where the halo of the moon penetrated the tree branches as it climbed in the canopy.  Thinking about how far above the moon the evening star had been, the tiring boy decided that his shift must be almost over by now.  
Time now to wake their leader and turn in for the night, Alec decided.  He moved over to Ari and shook his shoulder, softly at first and then more roughly.  “Ari, your turn to watch,” he whispered, trying to make as little noise as possible.  Ari grunted in a way that indicated he was awake, and sat up.  “The moon’s risen to the top of the sky, so I thought it might be your turn now,” he explained.
“You’ve taken your share and a bit of mine too, I’d say,” Ari remarked groggily after sitting for several seconds.
“Here’s some tea if you’d like,” Alec held out the skin, then crawled over to his own blankets and tried to relax.  Within minutes he was asleep, the mountains and uncertainties and thoughts of ingenaire powers, and even Natalie, forgotten.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 7 – The Cave of Healing
“Alec, wake up, please,” were the first words he heard.  He rolled onto his back in a dreamy not-awake state, and looked up to see Natalie’s head just above his.  Her hair was pulled behind her ears, emphasizing the shape of her face.
“I’m glad to know that you want my company as much as I enjoy yours,” he said, the words out of his mouth before he even knew he was voicing a thought.  Her expression momentarily changed to show something that was pleasure or amusement, and then returned to a different look, one of concern.
“Alec,” she proceeded, “Ari is moaning and won’t wake up when I shake him.  I’m worried about him.”
In the middling dawn light from the sun behind the mountains, Alec sat up and looked across their camp space to where Ari slept.  He rose from his blankets and walked over to the ingenaire.  Ari’s face was gray, his eyelids flickered, and he mumbled sounds that didn’t seem to be words.  Alec nudged his shoulder, “Ari, sun’s up, should we be moving?” he asked.  The ingenaire didn’t respond.
“I tried to wake him, but it’s no good,” Natalie said over his shoulder.  “What should we do?”
Looking towards the girl behind him, Alec noted a structure, like a tower, silhouetted against the dawn light in the mountain pass to the east, in the background behind her.  He hadn’t noticed that before, but the fading light had been in the western sky when they had stopped yesterday, so he wasn’t surprised he had missed the only evidence of human occupation in the area.
“I don’t know what to do.  Should we just let him sleep some more do you think?” he temporized in response.  “How was he when he turned the watch over to you last night?”
“He didn’t actually turn it over to me last night,” Natalie said as she stood up.  “I woke up for some reason and saw that you were both asleep, so I just decided to start my turn.  It wasn’t very long ago.”
“He seemed groggy when I turned the watch over to him, and he wasn’t full of energy yesterday anyway.  Fighting that battle in Riverside must have taken a lot out of him.  I’m not sure what to do,” Alec trailed off.
“Let’s have a bite to eat and wait a bit and see what happens.  We could carry him if we had to, but it would be awfully slow, and you’d be doing most of that work,” Natalie’s voice diminished, as she realized the futility of the suggestion.
“Where would we carry him?” Alec asked.  “Did he tell you where we’re going?”
“I just remember he said something yesterday about following the river to the Dominion.  I don’t know any more than that.”
They sat and ate some more of the bread, a day older and a bit harder now, and drank some water from a spring nearby.  Alec sat and looked around, his eyes drawn again and again to the tower on the horizon, standing out in the rising sunlight.
An urge came over him to traipse up the valley to visit that tower, to see if any help was there, or any threat.  It seemed unlikely they’d find kind strangers out here, but he wanted to know what was up the valley.  It was a powerful, inexplicable, unlikely obsession upon him, calling him away from their camp.
Suddenly he stood.  “Natalie, there’s a tower or something on the horizon up at the top of this valley.  While we wait on Ari to wake up, I’m going to get closer to it to see what’s up there,” he announced.
“Do you expect me to stay here?” she asked.  He nodded.  She stared blankly at him for a long moment.  “You won’t be gone long will you?”  She didn’t enjoy his proposal, but didn’t voice an objection.
“I’ll only go as far as I can before the sun rises a little bit above the horizon and then turn around if I haven’t found something good,” he promised, grabbed a knife from his pack, and started to walk up the valley.
“Alright, I should have known you weren’t being honest when you said you enjoyed my company so much,” she said with annoyance in her tone.
He waved and walked up the valley, wondering if he would manage to fix the hurt he’d just inflicted on this girl he was fond of.  He turned the question over in his mind until he had to concentrate on climbing, watching for footing as the valley rapidly narrowed and began rising sharply up into the mountains above the river.
Water trickled down a rill in the center of the ravine Alec was climbing.  Even though he had already come far, the tower was still a long way ahead.  The sun hadn’t broached the horizon yet in the high mountains ahead, but the dawn light was now bright and clear, showing that sunrise wouldn’t be far away.
Alec stopped suddenly.  He looked down at the stone he had stepped on.  It was a perfect square, though its corners were weathered; more surprisingly, it had an inscription, one he couldn’t read, on its surface.  Ahead he saw several more like it, forming a stretch of stairway going up the gully.  He felt a surge of hope, and renewed his climb.  The stairs were too intermittent and the stones too scattered to ease his climb up the rising gully, but they raised his confidence that he had a goal to reach; something had to be ahead, his heart told him.
The ravine came to a branch, splitting into two watercourses, and Alec considered which to follow.  At the top of the left one he could see the tower, and paved stones led that route.  The other path, a smaller one, turned right and disappeared from view, with no sign of stones along its way, and almost hidden by dense brush.  His intuition made him look long at the rightward path, though there was no obvious reason to go there.
Instead he continued his journey towards the tower, convinced that the stones and steps to the left were a logical sign to follow.  He twisted past several large stones, which had fallen down into the gully from the cliffs above.  The gully’s slope softened, and its floor widened out.  Alec stopped for a moment to catch his breath.  He squinted his eyes, and realized that the sun was climbing above the horizon.  He could no longer see the tower, which was centered in the glare of the sun’s bright disk.  He began to travel faster now, knowing that he had little time left until he would turn around and return to Natalie and Ari.
A noise caught his attention and he stopped.  The sun broke free of the horizon as he slitted his eyes and looked again at the still distant tower.  He listened and again heard the noise that alarmed him.  He crouched low to the ground against one of the large stones.  The sound was a voice, the voice of a lacerta, low and guttural.  It was complaining in a mutter, and he realized the lacerta must be very nearby.
A shadow appeared on the path beside him and the lacerta strolled by, only ten feet from Alec’s rock-sheltered hiding place.  Without a sideways glance the lacerta walked down the pathway, coming between Alec and his camp.  Alec turned, scooted further to his left and then began moving from boulder to boulder, following the lacerta back towards the river.  The lacerta was a soldier, carrying a spear, wearing a sword on his belt, and with chain mail and a helmet for protection, along with a general air of sloppy and disorderly care.
Alec wanted to keep the lacerta in sight without being seen, and he wanted to make it back to camp and get his companions to a safer place without detection.  Following the lacerta, and hoping that this was simply a short, routine patrol seemed to be the only way to return.  Fortunately, the lacerta never bothered to look back.  Alec’s frequent glances over his own shoulder showed no other soldiers on patrol behind him.
Onward they went for several minutes, coming to the place where the gully sloped steeply downhill at the fork in the waterways.  The lacerta was easy to keep track of, making no effort to patrol, and continuing to grumble.  He stood at the fork for a few moments, then turned and looked back up the way he had come.  Alec stayed behind a stone, only twenty feet away.  He heard the footsteps start again, and realized that the lacerta was moving back towards the tower.  Apparently he’d reached the end of his patrol, or as much of it as he planned to make.
Once the soldier was past, Alec began to move towards the tenuous safety of the camp.  Alec turned at the fork in the gully to look back over his shoulder at the retreating lacerta.  It proved to be a mistake to take his eyes off the path.  His foot slipped on a wet stone; he fell into a small pool, splashed water, and involuntarily shouted as a sheet of cold water rose and soaked his clothes and skin.  He heard silence as the lacerta’s mumbling stopped, and his heart skipped a beat.
Instantly he jumped up and darted into the smaller fork of the ravine.  He bounded up it, and followed the first sharp turn that would hide him from view of the sentry.  Up the steep route he continued to scramble, as it made two more turns.  After the second turn the gully opened up into a wider dell that extended nearly flat and straight in a hollow between the high peaks.
Alec slipped behind a large tree and stopped there panting heavily.  As his eyes darted nervously in all directions he noticed a thin crevasse in the far side of the valley off to his left, but didn’t dare risk crossing the valley floor to hide in it.  He saw no movement and heard no sound, but he stayed in his spot watching the entrance of the valley intently.
The sun was high above the horizon by now, and Alec knew that Natalie would be expecting him back at camp soon.  Hopefully, Ari would be awake and healthy when he returned, if he returned, the young carnival worker fearfully told himself.  
A spray of dirt erupted at his feet, making Alec jump, and he turned to see a spear in the ground.  A low growl from the top of the bank on his right drew his glance to where the lacerta stood.  Alec snatched the spear from the ground and ran towards the crevasse, as the lacerta scrambled down the bank.  Alec reached the entrance, stopped to pick up stones from the ground, then ran inside the gloomy opening.  Fifty feet in he stopped and turned, sure that the lacerta wouldn’t spot him in the crevasse’s dark interior.  While Alec lacked self-confidence in many things, his ability to throw hard and accurately were something he knew he could do well thanks to years of pitching contests at the orphanage.  The soldier panted closer as Alec propped the spear against the wall and readied the stones.  When the lacerta stepped into the entrance Alec pitched all four stones as hard and as quickly as he could at the soldier’s unprotected face.
All the missiles hit the lacerta squarely around the eyes, and blood streamed down its forehead, blinding it.  Without further thought or hesitation, Alec took the spear and drove towards the lacerta, aiming at the unprotected neck while the creature groped at its face.  His arms-extended jab hit his target squarely and the lacerta thrashed and squealed, then collapsed in a bloody mess.
Alec jerked the spear free from the soldier’s neck, feeling the point grate against bone.  Still holding the spear staff in his hand, he felt revulsion well up and overwhelm him at the spontaneous violence.  Unable to look at the bloody wreck before him, Alec turned and fled into the crevasse’s unknown depths.
The route turned and twisted and climbed, then doubled back on itself and climbed more sharply.  Alec ran in a panic, unable to think about anything but flight away from the battle he’d just fought.  He’d never done anything so impulsive and serious before.
Suddenly he stopped.  He had to stop, the crevasse, now a cave, had abruptly ended on a small shelf jutting out from a soaring cliff, with a sheer drop on the outside, and tumbled stones far below.
He looked over the cliff and saw the distant river valley.  Somewhere down below were his friends, and nearby must be more lacertii.  He slumped down and sat on the stone ledge, catching his breath and collecting his thoughts.  He’d never expected to be fighting for his life and running from lacertii in unknown mountains, and he had no idea what to do next.  What’s more, he remembered he had two friends more helpless that him at the bottom of the mountain, and he knew he had to return to them.
As he turned to look upward at the cliff behind him he noticed that regular incisions appeared in the cliff’s face.  He couldn’t tell where they went because of another ledge fifty feet above him.  Yet the cuts in the stone were spaced so regularly and looked so even that without question it was a ladder.
Alec walked over to stand below the slices in the stone.  Slinging the spear through his belt in the back of his trousers, he jumped up to grab the first stone rung, but missed it.  He looked around, pulled together some loose stones below the rungs, and stepped up on top of the small pile, several inches closer to his goal.  He launched himself again, and caught hold of the bottom rung, but his fingers slipped on moss that had grown there, and he fell back.  Mentally prepared for another effort, he jumped again and forced the aching fingers of his left hand to squeeze a tight grasp on the stone.
Taking a breath, Alec reached upward with his right hand to the next rung and pulled himself up, then continued until he could wedge his toes into the lowest rung.  He climbed upward more easily, his arms growing leaden with the effort, until his head finally cleared the isolated shelf above his ledge.  His eyes saw what was there and he stopped in amazement.
Set in the stone wall of the cliff, where no other works of men appeared, was a polished metal door.  The smooth door had large hinges on one side and a handle on the other.  There were no other features.  Alec climbed onto the ledge, which felt colder than the one he’d just left, due perhaps to the strong winds that gusted about.
He went to the inexplicable door and grabbed its handle, but nothing happened; the metal didn’t budge an inch.  He took hold with both hands, feet braced on the ground, and heaved mightily.  His newly acquired spear whacked the side of his head as he tried to jerk the door, but the resultant welt on his scalp was the only change in circumstances; the door remained as solid as the stone face of the mountainside.  Irritated, Alec pulled the spear out and dropped it to the floor.  He pulled the door handle again, and felt it give slightly, then saw a faint pattern he’d not noticed before in the metal.  It looked like a tranquil scene of a man in a peaceful setting, bent over a young woman who lay on a cot.  Alec pulled out his knife and tried to scrap at the etching to see if he could remove any tarnish and observe any clues about the door or what was behind it.  The knife had absolutely no effect on the door, leaving not a single scratch or mark.  
Alec was completely frustrated by the door that challenged him.  He set his knife down on the ground, grabbed the handle again, and braced himself, just as he had done for his last effort.  He jerked hard on the door handle, and promptly went flying back to land hard on his seat as the door glided open easily.  Alec stood up, rubbed the smarting bottom of his trousers, and stared in bafflement at the gaping door.  He saw that inside the dark entrance was some slight illumination.  He bent to pick up his knife and spear, only to hear the door hinges squeal as the door began to suddenly close; he dropped the weapons in surprise, and the door stopped closing.
The puzzling behavior of the doorway was more than Alec understood.  “Can’t I take weapons inside?” he asked aloud.  Now filled with confusion and curiosity, he stepped forward to the threshold and looked inside closely.  A curtain of water showered down just inside the doorway, coming from some hidden spring in the ceiling, to create a shallow pool inside the door.  Beyond the small chamber rose a set of stairs, and lining the walls were intricate drawings of plants and objects and animals, along with writing that covered all the available surfaces he could see.
A new compulsion hit Alec, and he bent to remove his boots.  He was seized by a conviction that this place was one that he must not defile.  Then, with a moment’s deep breath to prepare, Alec placed his bare feet in motion and passed through the doorway, grimacing at the prospect of the cold shower the spring water would drip on him.
And froze in the middle of his first step.
The spring water that fell down on him as he crossed the threshold was shocking, not just cold, but spiritually unnerving, as though it was a tool of some higher power.  It felt as though its touch had physically frozen him in place, in mid-step, and his muscles, nerves, senses and soul all responded to the overwhelming sensation by ceasing activity.  He felt the water falling on him, felt it running down his body, saturating his clothes, bathing his eyes and mouth and ears, dripping off his fingers and elbows, tingling as it coursed. It flowed down his body like an immersing baptism, then met the floor and flowed out of the chamber; it cleansed him and prepared him, carrying away the impurities he brought to the cave with him.
The water was numbing.  He couldn’t feel anything but shock, shock at what was happening to him, what was being removed from him, what was being given to him, an electric shock that ran through him.  His eyes were filled with sparks that seemed to form forgotten patterns he couldn’t register.  His fingers felt hyper-sensitive to the cold water running down them, even the slight air movement around them.  His brain was paralyzed because his thoughts were being transformed too energetically for him to control them.  He was being purified, his heart told him.  His mind and soul were being cleansed so that he would not defile a holy place.  And he was being changed.  He didn’t understand what was happening, but something was affecting him that he’d not ever experienced before.
There seemed to be a presence of great power and sympathy and love.  Without the use of his senses, he tried to identify the features around him, wondering if there was some cause of this sensation, but there was no evident source of the diffused compassion.
Abruptly he was jolted back to mundane reality, such as it was in a sacred cavern, and he felt pushed all the way into the chamber.  He stopped in the puddle and looked back, but the shower continued to drizzle down in a clear sheet as though it had never been interrupted, and there was nothing behind him but the sunlight coming in the empty doorway.  He looked forward again, took a deep breath of air, shivered, and began to climb the steep stairs that were the only place to go.
Alec’s feet trod the steps without his awareness, because the only things he noticed were the extraordinary paintings and figures along the walls, the extreme details of which were like items from reality frozen in miniature on the surfaces around him.  Each object seemed to jump out at his eyes, and he felt uncountable mental jolts as he espied each tableau while he moved up the stairway.  He was compelled by the same impulse he’d felt earlier in the morning when he’d had to leave the camp below, but now it was a spirit that made his legs move and his eyes roam and his ears tune in to every minute sound.  The sound of dripping water traveled up the stairwell with him like a melodic chant that drilled into his mind, a message of wordless tones in a strange language that was strong and vibrant and comprehensible but not translatable into human words.
Up the steps he went through the soft glow, moving slowly as the sensations continued to pour into him.  Finally, minutes later or hours, he couldn’t tell, the stairs stopped at a landing, from which a closed door provided the only way to advance.  Standing at the door, trying to regain control of his consciousness after his experience on the stairs, Alec placed his hand on the knob and pushed the door open.  As he did so he noticed only one thing; he felt a shape on the knob protrude into his palm, the shape of a cross.  Then the door moved on its hinges, and a new light filled his vision.
Momentarily he saw a shallow room with a large window looking out across the same view he’d seen earlier from the ledge, the river valley far below, the stony green mountains around and the blue sky above.  A blinding flash erased the view from his eyes as he crossed the threshold into the room.  The light was like a physical shock hitting him; the impact was powerful, as stunning as the watery shower at the cave’s entrance had been.  The light seemed to penetrate his flesh.  He could suddenly see nothing; blinded, he felt his knees start to buckle, so he raised his hands and began to feel around him, concentrating his attention on shuffling his feet so that he didn’t stumble.
Throughout the time he’d spent in the cave he’d sensed that there was some purpose behind this strange experience, the same purpose that had compelled him to leave Ari and Natalie in the first place.  What purpose though, he wondered angrily, could have brought him to this cave, this holy place, then blinded him and left him senseless?  “Heal the crown.”  He didn’t hear it.  He didn’t read it.  He didn’t feel it.  But the message was meant for him, he knew.  What could the cryptic command mean?
Alec’s hands felt a smooth cool surface, another explosive shock leapt up his arms and filled his eyes, and his vision returned instantly.  His fingers were on the window he’d briefly glimpsed, which much to his surprise had glass in it.   The glass seemed thick but not wavy, and in fact, didn’t seem to be glass at all.  It wasn’t fragile like glass.  Looking at the window puzzled him, and he spent moments contemplating the clear substance before him, ignoring the view through and beyond it.  Suddenly his focus leaped though the glass and he studied the view, startled, while the mental impact of his strange vision drove consideration of the mysterious glass from his mind.
The river, the forest, the stones were all visible outside the cavern, but something that was a glow without describable colors seemed to lay upon and within many of the things he saw.  Upriver toward Riverside’s murderous ruins, the air had a cloud of painful unpleasantness.  He felt pain in his own body from seeing so much of the indescribable atmosphere that hung over the city of death and destruction.  Down below his perch, the river looked like it contained a hibernating health, a condition of life that was dormant for the time being, withdrawn and hidden from the presence of evil forces.  The mountains of stone seemed unchanged, except for small outcroppings, some of which appealed to him for unknown reasons, and some that he felt a strong desire to avoid.  He could sense the depth of those spots for a short distance inside the mountains, before the density of the stone overwhelmed his awareness.
He stood and drank the new view in, looking from location to location and back again, to some of the same spots repeatedly.  He was seeing indicators of life or health or vitality, the energy or power or something he’d never seen before, Alec concluded.  But how can that be possible?  This wasn’t anything he’d ever heard any one claim to be able to do, not the good ingenairii or magicians or doctors, nor even the worst quacks, Alec mused.
He looked up at the sun, and was jolted as he realized that it was high noon, past the time he should have gotten back to his friends.  He remembered Natalie’s uncertainty, and the unconscious form of Ari, and guilt overwhelmed him for being gone so long.  His concentration on his new vision faded, and as it did, so did his sense of perception, as though he had taken off a pair of spectacles.
Realizing that he had to get back to Natalie and Ari, Alec turned and started back down the stairway that descended into the mountain.  I’ve got a long way to go, he told himself, and I need to warn them the lacertii are prowling nearby.  I’ve got to see if Ari is any better.  And I want to see Natalie, just to see her, he told himself. 
As Alec descended, he noticed that the drawing and pictures on the walls seemed to explain themselves to him now; there’s splitleaf fern, he thought as he passed a drawing; it might help Ari rest easier if he took some in a tea.  And there’s melilot, hyssop and fiddlehead root that we could make into a poultice to put on his twisted ankle.  As Alec reached the floor of the beginning chamber, he noticed again the picture of the man and woman posed on the couch.  The healer will cure her before she even knows she’s ill, Alec mused.
He stopped at the doorway and took out the drinking skin in his pack.  He poured out the water in it and held it under the raining shower of water that fell from the spring in the ceiling, letting the skin fill with the cleansing holy water.  Then he opened his own mouth and stepped into the shower himself with his head tilted back, feeling the water cleanse him again, letting it run into his mouth.  He felt the water reinforce and enhance whatever the cave had done to him.  After several moments his sense of urgency to return to his friends forced him to step onto the ledge that thrust shallowly out from the steep side of the mountain, back into the mundane world.
His spear and knife lay where he had left them.  He looked at their lethal edges with distaste, although the knife promised good as well as bad, and seemed less loathsome than the spear, a tool only for harming others.  Guessing at what he was likely to face on his journey, Alec swallowed the bile in his throat and picked up the weapons, then sat on the edge of the ledge, turned and groped to find the ladder rungs he needed to climb down.
Down he went to the next ledge, where the dark crevasse awaited his return.  As, he assumed, did the body of the lacerta he’d killed.  Alec realized he was fortunate to kill his enemy in a location where no other lacertii was likely to find the body; other soldiers in the area wouldn’t immediately be on the alert without evidence of a violent encounter.  Alec had to take advantage of that lack of alarm, and hurry to get his companions moving.  He stumbled through the twisting crevasse as quickly as he could.
At the entrance he saw the slumped body of the lacerta still sprawled where he’d fled from the violent battle.  He stopped and reached down to check the body for anything of value he might need.  He took the pack it had been carrying, a well-made leather bag, and emptied out its contents.  Then he began back down the small ravine, stopping before going around each sharp turn to see what was ahead.  After three stops, he found himself distracted by a splitleaf fern on the bank next to him.  Carefully he selected several dried fronds, and placed them in his leather bag.  Then he broke off a crumbly edge from a ledge of crack stone, and added it and the leaves from a greenberry bush to his medicinal bag as well.
He continued on to the main gully.  He stopped and listened.  He heard no sound other that insects and wind in the tree branches above.  Taking a deep breath, he burst into the main channel of the ravine and began running and stumbling down the slippery stony way back to the valley he’d left before sunrise, stopping from time to time along the way to catch his breath and pick a leaf or dig up a root he felt he wanted for his new collection of medicinal ingredients.
With the sun descending from its zenith, Alec reached the bottom and spotted Natalie sitting beside Ari, who lay just where Alec had last seen him hours ago.  Natalie espied him, and both relief and anger were reflected on her face.  “Alec, I’m so glad to see you back.  I was terribly worried and didn’t know what to do.  I began to think you might not come back.  Is everything alright?  What took you so long?” her comments and questions tumbled out in a tone of voice that modulated from caring to annoyance as she voiced her thoughts.
Alec looked at Natalie, then he looked down at Ari, unable to focus on the words Natalie was voicing.  “We’ve got to do something for Ari right away,” he said.  “Natalie, is there still a spark in that fire pit?  Can you get it started up again?  We only need enough heat to brew up some tea and warm some salve for him for now.”
Alec couldn’t understand all the things he saw in Ari.  As if a set of visionary glasses had flipped back down over his eyes, Alec saw with something like the vision he had possessed in the cavern with the window.  He saw the evidence of twisted ligaments in the ingenaire’s ankle, and already knew what to apply there.  He sensed the struggle of his friend’s heart to keep an energetic flow of blood moving throughout the body, and knew what tea to brew for that.  A few cuts and scrapes he knew he only had to clean up and let take care of themselves.  But something unidentifiable, like an emptiness in a critical spot, a weakness in his soul that wasn’t a sinful spot, was beyond his ability to identify, and he couldn’t begin to understand how to cure it.  Worst yet, that emptiness seemed to be the most important of the problems inflicted on his old friend right now.
“One thing at a time,” he muttered under his breath.  He stood up, and felt his head bump against Natalie’s shoulder, as she had been crouched right over his back while he had studied Ari.  Apparently he had recited his prognosis out loud without realizing.  “You seem to have a lot of ideas about how to make him better,” she stated in a flat voice.  “If you knew all these potions you just recited, why didn’t we make them up this morning and give them to him then?” she asked.
“I didn’t know these things this morning, but now I know they’re the right things to do,” he explained.  Let’s get them started, and I’ll tell you an unbelievable story; I wouldn’t believe it myself, except that it happened to me.”
He grabbed some dry twigs and went to the fire pit.  “I kept it fed all day,” Natalie said, as he fed the fire and found their small brass cooking pot.  He pulled out his skin of spring water he had carried down from the cave of the window, and as he poured some of the water into the pot he saw within the water itself some special endowment that would help to fill the emptiness in Ari.  “Do you have any other water?” he asked Natalie.  She gave him her own water skin.  He opened it up and poured a small amount into his hand.  It had none of the vibrancy the cave water had, none of the evidence of life and power and more.
“Natalie, I don’t know if I can explain everything that happened today, because I’m still confused by parts of it myself.  Right now I think I can help Ari recover, and I think we need to do that as fast as possible, because there are lacertii in the mountains up above us, and we shouldn’t stay here long,” he explained.
The fire was growing stronger and hotter as he fed fuel into it.  “You heat some water up and I’ll see what we can do for Ari,” he directed as he stood and turned to his pouch of gathered goods.  “Use the water from my skin.”
He opened the pouch and prepared to make three piles of ingredients, one for salve for the ankle, to make the swelling go down and mend the stretched ligaments of the joint.  He saw in his mind the drawings of greenstem and limestone and brownearth and other items from the stairs’ walls, and felt their uses fit together to form a perfect application for the injury, a remedy that would sooth the pain, strengthen the joint, and promote rapid healing.
Another smaller pile he created for a tea he wanted to brew first, with the rest of the greenstem and some splitleaf fern and willow bark.  That would ease the pain and calm the heart of his friend, while mildly stimulating him as well.
The third pile was the problematic one.  Ari’s strangely drained aura wasn’t something that fit into the deep well of knowledge that had permeated Alec in the cave.  Alec looked at Ari and knew that energy of some type, not precisely physical and not exactly spiritual, was missing, but he didn’t know what it was, and couldn’t picture anything offering the right remedy.  It was an emptiness not in Ari’s body, but in some connection his body and soul had that extended beyond the world.  Alec could sense, but could in no way understand, the problem he detected.  The purity of the cave spring water, purity in a way that was more than simply cleanliness, he knew was part of the solution, but not all that needed to be done.
“How hot do you want this water?” Natalie asked from the fire ring.  Alec looked over.  “That’s fine,” he said.  He took the pile of elements for tea over and dumped them into the water, mixing and stirring for several minutes until the water was a dark green, and emitted a bitter aroma.  “I’ll hold him up and you give him some of this tea, just a little at a time, until we give him a half pint,” he instructed as he removed the tea from the fire.  She nodded.
Ari remained unconscious for the twenty minutes they spent dripping the tea between his parted lips.  By the time half the mixture was in the ingenaire, Alec had laid him down again and left him to Natalie while the boy began to mix the salve for the ankle.
He continued to ponder what if anything he could do for the energy missing from Ari.  Maybe the ingenaire’s body would regenerate the power on its own, if given time and the other healings.  Alec couldn’t reach any more comforting hope than that.
He stripped the boot and stocking from Ari’s injured ankle, then plastered a thick layer of the still warm salve on the joint, and pulled the stocking back over the plastered leg to allow it to heal.
Natalie had finished the tea medication for their companion, and tasted the last drops of the tea herself.  “This is bloody awful Alec,” she said through a puckered face.  “It’s a good thing he’s unconscious, because no one would drink this if they had a choice!”
“It isn’t as bad as you think.  You’ve got the dregs there and they’re the most bitter because the fern and willow bark have been steeping so long.  If we’d been able to strain it after everything had seeped for just a few minutes, it would taste, well, still taste bad, but not as bad,” he finished with a lame grin.
“Alec, what is going on here?  Tell me!  You weren’t a notable doctor in the carnival the past few months, and I don’t believe that this is a hidden talent you kept under a basket, because Richard would have sold your skills at every stop if you’d been labeled a healer,” Natalie looked at Alec with an inscrutable expression that seemed both newly respectful and skeptical together.
Alec stared at her for a long moment, and then willed himself to look at her with his vision of health, staring at her and observing the girl’s state.  He realized that the flush of her skin and her breathing were physical evidence of her concern and curiosity.  Beyond that he saw a healthy body still using energy to grow and develop as maturity continued to well up within her according to the Creator’s plan.  He also recognized that the carnival meals over the past several weeks crossing the wide prairie had not given her many of the nutrients she needed.  He mentally inventoried his pack of collected items and their meager food supply and found nothing to solve that problem, one he placed on a back burner.  He also saw her shoulder aching, probably from a combination of injuries in assorted battles and falls plus the effort of carrying her pack through their escape.
“You haven’t complained about your sore shoulder at all,” he broke the silent interlude of examination.
Natalie stretched her left hand over to her right shoulder.  “It’s bearable, considering all that’s going on.  I hurt it when the caravan was attacked in Riverside, in the building where you and I fought that lacerta.”
“How do you know it’s sore?” she asked with sudden suspicion as she realized what he had said.
He picked up the remaining salve that hadn’t been put on Ari’s ankle.  It was the right amount to knead into her shoulder and help her heal.  He wondered if he subconsciously left that amount aside because at some unrealized level he had observed the pain earlier.
“If I massage this on your shoulder it will take some of the pain away and help you heal quicker,” he sat up straighter.
“Why don’t you answer the questions and I’ll put my own hands under my shirt to rub your special dirt on,” she said with more mock antagonism than he suspected she felt.
He sighed at the lost hope of massaging her.  As she began to apply the salve, he explained what had happened.  “When I left this morning, I really only meant to be gone a little bit,” he looked up at the rosy sky where the sun was now falling low in the western sky, the day nearly over.
“But the tower was farther than I thought.  I climbed and climbed without reaching it, and I was about ready to come back because I wanted to be back at the time I’d promised.  But a lacerta soldier happened along the same trail I was on, coming down from the tower.  He seemed to be on a regular patrol route, and apparently thought the way was pretty safe because he didn’t watch out particularly closely; he reminded me of Len from the caravan when he had a chore to do that he didn’t really plan to carry out.  The lacerta was between our camp and me, so I had to follow him down along the trail, and then when I had a chance to get past him, he spotted me and began chasing me.”
“Alec!” Natalie exclaimed.  Her eyes grew large.
“We went a ways off the trail, and fought, and I killed him,” he continued trying to make the battle sound mundane.  “Then I took off running, and wound up on a ledge, somewhere up there,” he pointed to the mountain behind him, presently a vibrant red from the sunset’s colors.
“I found a hidden place, and there was a cave.  It was a magic cave.  It was incredible; it felt mystical and holy in a way I can’t explain.  There was water dropping from the ceiling, and drawings along the walls, and a long stairway.  At the top I opened a door with a flash of light and looked out a window, and now I’m different.  When I look at you I can look at your health and see what ails you.  I can look at plants and things and see ways they can heal us.  That’s how I knew to do some of the things Ari needs.  That’s how I could see your shoulder injury,” he trailed off into silence.
Natalie had drawn into a defensive crouch as he had ended, unconsciously trying to shield her body from him with her arms.  She looked down at herself and gave a self-conscious laugh.
“I can’t exactly see, um, you know, through clothes or anything like that,” he said quickly in response to the unspoken concern on her face.  “I see the health of your body, not your body itself.”
She forced herself to relax her posture.
“That’s an interesting story,” Ari’s voice came from over Natalie’s shoulder.  The ingenaire was among them again.
“Ari, you’re awake!” Natalie actually squealed with happiness.
Alec looked at the ingenaire and grinned with delight at his consciousness.  He looked closely for several moments, scrutinizing his health.  Alec saw that the gray pallor of his skin was now a better color.  The headache had diminished substantially, and his heart was beating stronger.  Even his ankle appeared to have begun mending.
“You did all the best things possible under the circumstances, young doctor, but I do have a tendency to mend quickly, if you’re wondering about my healing,” he said with a wry lift of his eyebrows under Alec’s intense observation.  “Is there anything else you think you need to do for me?” he asked lightly.
Alec sensed that beneath the humor the question had a serious purpose.
“There’s something about you that I couldn’t figure out,” Alec said slowly, trying to buy time.  His senses told him that the strange void had not yet begun to replenish, but that the ingenaire was now better prepared to accept the restoration of powers than he had been before.
“You’ve got something else about you that I don’t understand,” Alec continued.  “It’s not precisely your spirit, it’s not any part of your body, but it is something that’s a connection to strength for you.  The only thing I believe it can be is your ingenaire’s powers.  Am I right?”
“Alec, you can suddenly explain things that no one else but another ingenaire has ever been able to tell me before.  I am sure you’re right, because what you can see is what I can feel about myself when I actually try to consider myself in that way.  So tell me what you think you see now,” Ari replied, and his tone expressed his real interest in hearing Alec’s evaluation.
“Before, when I first looked at your health, your ingenaire’s powers were empty; you were like an empty bottle, I guess or more like you were a tank connected to a hose, and the hose was blocked,” Alec tried to draw an analogy.  “Does that make sense?”
Natalie looked back and forth between the two, trying to follow the conversation, her lips barely parted as she concentrated on the conversation.
“I would say that you’ve come up with a very accurate description of my state,” Ari replied.  “Even if you shouldn’t have a future as a doctor, you might become a scribe in the court and demonstrate your fluent tongue,” he smiled.
“Are you saying that Ari doesn’t have his magical powers?” Natalie asked with concern.
“Yes, that’s the fundamental fact we’re discussing,” The ingenaire replied, while at the same time Alec said, “Yes, but now he’s ready to regain his powers, and he’s growing healthier otherwise.”
“There you go again,” the ingenaire chuckled.  “What a positive way to describe the situation.  Now all I have to do is restore my powers.  That’s all.  Do you have a root or some bark that will do that?”
“Well no.  I thought you’d have the answer to that.  You do know how to restore your powers, don’t you?” Alec asked.  For the first time since he’d arrived back at the camp he felt concern.  He’d counted on the ingenaire’s powers to blast away any lacertii that might be coming after them.
“I know precisely how to restore my powers,” Ari responded.  Both Natalie and Alec smiled.  “But I can’t do it here.  We may have to travel a few hundred miles before I can find a priest and an ingenaire and go through the ritual of ’Blessing of John Mark’ to restore my abilities.  Until then, I’m just a wily old man with two special young people to watch out for me.  And that should be enough for us to get out of these mountains and down river to a city where we can tend to a number of things.
“As a matter of fact,” he continued, “rather than sit here talking, let’s take advantage of the last hour of sunlight to move away from this place.  We’ve sat here for 24 hours now and the lacerta Alec has tangled with gives us good reason to be concerned about the neighborhood.  Pack up your things and we’ll make ourselves a little scarcer to find.”
At the mention of the name of the prophet ‘John Mark’ something sprang open in Alec’s new collection of knowledge.  On an impulse, before Ari could say anything else, Alec picked up his water skin and walked over to his mentor.  He drained the last of the water from the cave upon Ari’s scalp, then placed his hands on both sides of the wounded ingenaire’s head, and said a prayer, asking for energy and healing.  “Ex Deo nascimur, in Jesu mortimur, perspritum sanctum reviviscimus,” he said reverently as his heart asked for Ari to be healed here and now.  He felt a ringing in his ears as he finished the prayer, and backed away from the ingenaire.  “How do you feel now?” he asked, while he looked at Ari and observed that the ability to connect to his powers appeared to be restored.
For a second Aristotle sat with closed eyes, and a look of enchantment on his face.  Then he opened his eyes.  “That was truly amazing!” he said.  “My friend, your gift is so great you cannot comprehend it yet.  You are something truly special.  Now,” he changed his tone and spoke again after several seconds of rapturous contemplation, “let’s get moving, unless Alec has some miraculous means of transporting us instantaneously to the heart of the Dominion.”
Alec and Natalie both made Ari promise that he’d answer questions when they settled at their next camp, then quickly packed their few items, scattered the fire ring to leave less evidence of their camp, and followed Ari along the game path that meandered between the river and the foot of the mountains.
              Two hours later it was pitch dark except for the promise of the moonrise behind the mountains, and they had tripped and stumbled the last half hour over the path that hugged the rugged terrain of the mountains.  Alec was mutely following the sounds of the other two in front of him.  The activities of day had caught up with him, and the chase by the lacerta, the climb to the Cave, and the excitement of Ari’s recovery had left him dull and dragging, although he knew he was suffering from a greater, inexplicable drain than those events alone should have caused; perhaps his healing abilities required more of his energy than he realized, he mused as he staggered along.  Without any awareness, he suddenly crashed fully into Natalie, who had stopped and turned to face him.
              So sudden was the unseen, unexpected collision in the darkness that he realized in the midst of the bump that there was a delightful softness to her body, even as his chin bumped into the bridge of her nose.
              “Ow!  Healer, if you can’t see me any better than that then I guess I really don’t have to worry about you having such good eyes you can look through my clothes, do I?” she playfully scolded as she stepped back, rubbing her nose ruefully.
              “I’m sorry,” Alec replied, too tired to come up with anything witty to say.  “Why’d you stop?”
              “Ari said you seemed to be falling behind, so we’re waiting for you to catch up.  As soon as the moon rises a little we’ll find a place to stop for the night,” she continued.
              “Alec, why don’t you walk between Natalie and I for the next little bit?” Ari said kindly.
              A few minutes later, after a slow pace that Alec realized was for his sake, the moon began to breach the horizon, and its cold light began to give colorless shape to the land they moved across.  By the time it had completely broken above the mountains, they reached the ravine of a wide, swift-moving stream that joined the river.  They turned and followed its bank up towards the east, and Ari found a small dell at the base of a steep waterfall.
              “Alright, this is home for the evening,” he announced.  “This place has a good feeling.
              “Let’s not build a fire tonight.  Everyone get a bite to eat, and then find a comfortable spot to sleep on.  I’ll take first watch, since I’ve already slept all day, Natalie, you’ll have second watch, and Alec, you can take the last watch.”
              Neither of the others disagreed.  They quietly began to eat some of the dwindling supply of bread they had, and Natalie passed around her canteen.  The two youngsters crawled into their blankets and quickly drifted off to sleep.
              Alec woke the next morning as Ari shook his shoulder.  “Dawn’ll be here in less than an hour.  Let’s get up and get going early to see how far we get today,” his friend said quietly in the pre-dawn darkness.
              Ari had taken a double shift of watch duty last night, and Natalie had taken the last shift, after the two had agreed Alec would benefit from a solid night’s sleep.  As Alec rolled his blankets and tied them to his pack he realized the scenery around him was beginning to materialize in the sunrise.
              At the back of the dell the ravine’s walls rose steeply.  A section of the wall resolved itself into tumbled stonework, the obvious work of men in some distant past time.
              “We are standing on consecrated ground,” Ari told him as he observed what the boy was looking at. “That’s why it felt safe to stay here.  That’s the remains of a chapel from a past age.”
              Alec began packing and preparing himself for the day ahead.  He felt recovered after the sound night’s sleep, and paused in his ablutions to look at his two companions.  He concentrated and made his vision focus on their health, looking for signs of healing in their joints.
              “Let’s wait a couple of minutes more,” he said.  “I’d like to make up one more batch of salve to place on your ankle and Natalie’s ankle and shoulder.  They look better already, but we’ll be putting a lot of work on them and need them to heal as much as possible.”  After quickly routing through his bag of medicines he kneaded together the same mix of greenstem and limestone and brownearth and other items he had used yesterday afternoon, while staring aimlessly at the stones of the chapel ruins.  Something caught his eye as his mind wandered, and he realized he had been staring for some little time.
              “Here, take some of this and rub it all over your injured spots before we go,” he announced to the others, leaving the salve where they could utilize it.  He walked over to a spot in the center of the far end of the chapel, and looked at the floor.  Some small plants growing there looked as if they had powerful healing value, though he couldn’t place them in his new pharmacology.  He knelt and plucked them firmly, seeking to retrieve as much of their root system as possible.  Even the dirt felt strong, and he scooped up some of it too, rolling it into balls that he wrapped in leaves.
              “You’re right where the altar used to be,” Ari told him from where he had begun to pull his boot back on.
              Alec pondered the sanctity of the soil as he placed his specimens in the leather sack that was now his medicine bag, and joined the others.
              “My shoulder is much better this morning, Alec, thank you,” Natalie said as she held out a chunk of bread for his breakfast.
              “I think you’ll be healed by tomorrow if we put some more on tonight.  Ari, you won’t need any more salve unless you twist your ankle again,” he diagnosed.
              “Let’s ford this stream, then get back to the river and follow it.  I think that with a good day of traveling we may be able to reach a small town, Walnut Creek, on the river tomorrow, and gather some supplies.  My hope is that we’ll be able to secure a ride on a boat going downriver from there and get back to the Dominion quickly.  If we don’t take a boat, we won’t travel quickly; we won’t travel at all.  There are no roads from here to the west,” Ari announced as he stood up and shouldered his pack.
              “We’ve got two more days of bread left, so let’s hope your plan is right,” Natalie inventoried their meager supplies as she too stood to leave.  “Now Ari, tell us everything you can about what happened back in Riverside, and what we do now,” she finished.
              The three crossed the stream and then settled into a vigorous pace that began to eat up distance as the sun rose.
              “Our carnival had poor timing in choosing to come to Riverside,” Ari began, “and I blame myself for not recognizing the signs that told of the danger we walked into.
              “That earthquake that cut off the road from the plains was the work of a powerful force that wanted to prevent others from finding what was happening in Riverside.  I felt the unnatural creation of that earthquake, but didn’t realize the reason it was done, so I didn’t caution Richard to stop approaching the town.”
              “Why did those lacertii attack Riverside?  Where did they come from?  I thought the lacertii only lived somewhere up in the northern wastelands, not out here in the eastern mountains,” Alec asked.
              “After all the talk I had with you out on the prairie you’re still surprised?  We haven’t seen these creatures in the mountains for many generations, but I didn’t doubt they might be here.  These mountains have a long history of harboring powerful forces for both good and bad.” The ingenaire answered.  “Five hundred years ago the last duke supported by dark ingenairii lost a great battle, as well as his life and his reign over a large swath of the mountain lands.  Since then it’s been an unsettled wilderness.  No one at all has lived out here until the past fifty years, when explorers and prospectors began to cross the wide prairie again.  They were followed by the first settlers, who lived in the farms and towns we came to visit.  It’s inevitable that folks will come back here to live.  On the other side of this ridge we’re paralleling there is a very wide fertile valley that was the heart of the old duchy, and of even older kingdoms before that.  As I told Alec, two thousand years ago the ancestors of the people that now live in our Dominion lands came from that very valley.  It’s a place that will support many people, and provide a great deal of wealth, and there are mines and forests that could provide a lot of commerce if folks came back here.  There’s great power in the land here too; many strong ingenairii in the past came from these lands, and there were shrines and sites of great miracles.  Our Savior himself, and his great disciple John Mark walked in these places.
              “That’s part of the reason why I was on this journey with Richard’s carnival.  I was asked by a wealthy merchant family to look into the growth and opportunity in these mountains; that was an additional task they wanted me to perform for them since I was coming out here to do something for them,” he said as his eyes slid to Natalie’s face for a brief moment.  “And beyond that,” he said in a confessional tone, “I had also decided to look into activities out here for the sake of the ingenairii, because I’d heard some reports that dark things were happening in the mountains.
              “In the distant past, the wealth of this area was great, especially at the times when there was a royal court.  And very far back in the past, these mountains weren’t at the end of the desert prairie; that long drive we made over the plains used to cover very rich lands with many people of their own.  But war and politics and great energy combined to sweep all the land free of people and rich soil, and it’s been empty ever since.  For so long in fact that I couldn’t even tell you the names of the cities that used to exist there.
              “But at any rate, in one past age, certain ingenairii formed an alliance, and developed bonds among themselves to work in concert for the benefit of the kingdom, which was a benevolent one at the time.  They practiced some of the most powerful magic ever known to have occurred.  They had the advantage of working in a time of peace, and so turned their efforts away from battles, and they also had the advantage of the land itself, which carried magic in great concentration in some locations.”
              Alec’s mind jumped to a conclusion.  “Was the cave I found one of those great magic places?” he asked.
              Ari stopped and looked at him and then turned and looked back in the general direction of the mountain they had left behind.  “Yes, Alec, you were in a place that is only known in legends, though it comes from an age later than the great ingenairii’s time.  The Cave of John Mark is mentioned in some of the ancient parchments.  It’s one of the holiest places ever mentioned.  Our Teacher is said to have spent a night in that cave and his physical wounds were healed there.  A drink of the water from that spring in the cave is a sovereign remedy for any ailment.  Only great ingenairii were able to penetrate the spells that camouflage the cave.
              “It’s one of the five greatest magical places of blessing that are known, as well as the holiest, and the only one here in these mountains.”
              “How long will my healing powers last?” Alec asked, his mind agog at the thought that he had found such a powerful and legendary place.
              “I suspect that as long as your soul is good, the Lord will continue to bestow the blessing of the cave on you, if you fulfill the bargain the Cave made; lore tells us that the Cave obligates the recipient of its blessing to carry out a solemn duty.  Only once do the records tell us that the healing power was ever withdrawn from a ingenaire who had been in the cave, and that ingenaire failed to do as he was instructed,” Ari said solemnly.
              “How could Alec find the cave if it’s hidden from everyone but great ingenairii?” asked Natalie.
              “I spoke a little hastily,” Ari replied with a slight hesitation.  “It was hidden from all but great ingenairii, or the records say, those in the direst of need for its blessing.”  He hesitated, as though about to say something else, but then changed his mind.  “Apparently, Alec was in a very pressing situation.”
              Or could I be destined to be a great ingenaire? Alec wondered silently.  And how can I fulfill a bargain with the cave?  I don’t understand what it wants me to do.  Maybe I already did it; maybe it meant crown in the old-fashioned sense – someone’s head.  Did I complete the task by healing Ari?  As he mulled his line of thought, Alec concluded the duty was not complete, and then re-focused on the conversation.
              “I would suggest that we not tell anyone about this when we get back to the Dominion.  I want to think about this some more, and Lord knows I’ve been thinking about it a great deal, but I think that many other ingenairii would want to have a look at you and learn from you where to find the cave, and feel the power of the water that will cure anything, and that’s not something we need right now.  To me, you’ve found the greatest of the five sites, although most who look for such sites look for the others instead.  They’re supposed to be easier to find, for one thing,” Ari finished.
              Alec closed his eyes and said a prayer of thanks.  His mind was overwhelmed, astonished by the thought that he had been in a holy place, and a place where John Mark’s wounds had been healed.  Alec felt overwhelmed by the nearness to such holiness.  He opened his eyes when he felt a light touch to his cheeks, and saw Natalie gently wiping his tears with her fingertips, her own eyes brimming with sparkling tears.
              “What wounds did the Teacher endure that he had to be healed?” Alec asked as his mind dwelt on the cave.  “I don’t remember any such story being taught in the temple school.”
              “The church doesn’t tell all it knows.  The writings that are told to the public are most of the story, but some records are kept well-guarded for various reasons.  This story about the cave for example, is not shared because the church leaders didn’t want every one to go traipsing around in the mountains searching for the cave.  I’m only telling you now because you’ve obviously been in the Cave and looked out the Window of Christ’s Eyes, which is the name of the window, and you deserve to know what you’ve done.”
              Alec suddenly felt his memory click as Ari’s story filtered through his subconscious.  “Ari, did you say that the water of the spring in the Cave will cure anything?” he asked.
              “Well, essentially, yes,” that’s the report of that water.  “Some ingenairii went on quests for the Cave just to find that water because a particular person was incurably ill, but as I said, no one’s found it in many lifetimes.”
              Alec thought back on the water he had collected at the cave and used to prepare the cures for Ari and Natalie.  He remembered the way the water had looked to him, full of energy and purity.  He believed Ari’s story about the water’s power.
              “Let’s stop for a moment and rest,” Ari said.  “With all this talking and walking, I’d like to catch my breath. “
              Alec looked up in the sky and realized the sun had moved quite a way above the horizon.  “How are we doing as far as covering distance?” he asked.  He did not ask the question that lingered in his mind: had he been destined to become a mighty ingenaire?  Was that why the cave had allowed him to enter, or was it simply the fact that he was desperately in need of help, as Ari suggested?  Something about the old man’s answer had struck a note in Alec’s mind.
              “We’re doing well, and if we stick to this pace we’ll definitely be in the mining camp I mentioned, Walnut Creek, tomorrow afternoon.”
              They pushed their pace through the rest of the day, briefly stopping from time to time for rests, and eating a bite of stale bread for lunch as they kept going, finally stopping to made camp that night under a grove of pine trees slightly up the mountainside.
              The next day was overcast when the sun came up, and grew grayer thereafter, until rain started to fall on them in mid-morning.  Their paths grew wet and slippery and their pace slowed down.  Nonetheless, Ari’s prediction of their arrival at Walnut Creek was accurate, and they spotted smoke rising above the river valley from a mile away, as the rain showers finished and the skies lightened.
              They climbed up the mountain slope as they neared the town so that they could see it better.  There was no sign of trouble from lacertii in the town, and several folks walked or rode horses along the one street that ran up from the river, lined with building on both sides.
              “Let’s head into town, and stick together.  Don’t volunteer any information immediately until I find out if there’s an appropriate person to talk to.  I hope there’ll be an ingenairii’s outpost here; it would be too much to expect to find an actual ingenaire here in person.  The odds are long against finding either, but we can hope.  If one of the powerful houses has an outpost in this town gathering information and goods, I’ll recognize the signs and we’ll have a place to get facts about Walnut Creek.  We want to be careful about what we tell folks about ourselves; they wouldn’t believe us, and no one would do business with us to help us get back to the Dominion.
              “If there isn’t anyone like that here, we’ll say I’m a prospector, Natalie you’re my daughter, Alec is my apprentice, and the mule that carried our supplies slipped off a cliff and down a canyon.  Also, Alec since we don’t have any money, lets see if you can earn some as a healer.  That should earn enough money for lodging tonight and passage downriver.   We’ll need to secure a place to sleep and some food, and tomorrow we’ll find out about the first boat headed out of town.  Remember though, don’t get carried away with healing anyone; you’re not supposed to be a miracle worker.  You wouldn’t be wandering in poverty in the mountains if you were good at healing; you’d be lounging around charging exorbitant prices to the wealthy in one of the cities if you could!”
              They slid down the muddy slope as much as climbed down it, and then walked into town.
              Walnut Creek looked to be a semi-permanent settlement of about 200 folks or so, built along a single road that led up from the river, parallel to the creek that gave the place its name.
              Taverns, supply stores, and boarding houses seemed to comprise most of the commerce along the road, without any great evidence of homes for working folks.  As they strolled along the street Ari looked at the signs of the supply depots they passed.  They went the entire length of the village and reached the river, where the street ran at a slope right down to a set of stubby wooden wharves in the water, with three boats moored.
              “We’re out of luck.  There’s no sign of a ingenaire’s post here.  We’ll have to travel to Goldenfields in the Dominion to get the word out,” Ari said.  “One or two of the boarding houses look safe enough to stay in for a couple of nights, and there was a barber in one of the supply stores, so we may be able to go there for our house doctor to make a few coins for us.  It’s hard to believe that Richard expected to make golds out here, but it’s what he wanted to believe.”
              Back up the street they traveled, stopping in front of a large wooden store and stable.
              “Alec, prepare to help the good folks of this place feel better,” Ari said with a smile, and led them inside the wide doors.
              Inside the store the three travelers had to stop and allow their eyes to adjust to the dark interior.  Alec saw several folks moving about the store, most of them apparently miners or loggers who were preparing supplies before they headed into the mountains.  One man leaned across a counter talking to two others who sat nearby, and Ari led his charges directly to them.
              “Are you the proprietor?” Ari asked the heavyset man behind the counter.
              “I’m owner and operator and barber to boot,” the man said with self-satisfied pride.  “My name’s Trenon, and anyone who comes to Walnut Creek comes to my store sooner or later because I’ve got the best supplies available.  Any boat that comes up the river has half its cargo set aside for me to acquire and share with folks like you.  Now, how can I help you?”
              “We’re a mining crew that ran into bad luck and lost our mule with all our supplies in the mountains.  I’ve concluded that mining isn’t the best employment for me, so we’d like to head back to the cities and start over,” Ari began to explain.  “Without any money we aren’t going to get very far, and I know that, so I want to offer you a bargain that will allow us to earn our passage fare and help you earn a little more business.”
              Trenon’s face took on a set expression as his mind seemed to close off these folks who he had taken for potential customers.
              “Before you judge, hear me out,” Ari said persuasively.
              “Let me wait on these other customers and I’ll be back,” the storekeeper replied and walked down to the other end of the counter to wait on some men who had selected their wares.
              Ari and company waited.  And waited.  And waited, until finally it was obvious that Trenor would not come back to them.
              “He’s not going to give us the time of day, is he?” Natalie finally broke the embarrassed silence of the threesome.
              “No, he’s not, so we might as well go to the next biggest store and try there,” Ari said with a petulant look at the owner of the shop.  The three walked out into late afternoon sun.  “Let’s go to that one,” Ari decided looking at a store closer to the river.  “And Alec, if you do want to perform a couple of miraculous healings to draw in every person in town who thinks they’re sick, I wouldn’t mind distracting every customer from Trenor that we can, the pompous jackass.  Leaving us standing at the counter…” he muttered more under his breath.
              In the next store, a smaller emporium, a tired looking woman stood alone behind the counter.  “May I help you find supplies?” she asked hopefully.
              “We’ve got a sage of a medicine man here in this young fellow, and if you’ll let us sleep in your barn and practice his medicine in your store, we’ll draw in all the business you can handle for the next few days,” Ari said, launching directly into his sales pitch with no preliminary small talk.
              The woman looked at them speculatively, and then appeared to make up her mind against them.  Alec stood there uncertain what they would do next.  They had to find a way out of Walnut Creek, and the only way Ari proposed was not working.  They were out of food, had no place to stay, and no money.  He felt despair starting to well up inside his soul.
              He looked at the woman intently, wishing there was some way to persuade her to accept their offer.  As he stood there, he slowly became conscious of the fact that he was studying her with his miraculous vision, examining her health.  An answer to their problem dawned on him even as she opened her mouth to decline Ari’s offer -- maybe he could convince her of his legitimacy by healing some ailment she felt.
              Alec butted in, “Your knees must hurt an awful lot from standing up so much behind the counter.  Let me make a poultice for you that will take the ache away,” he offered, focusing on her clearest pain.
              After a slight pause, the woman replied, “With fifteen years of trying to run this shop alone, my knee aches are the least of my pains, but if you could do something for them maybe we could reach a bargain.”
              “May I have some hot water and a pot to mix my salve in?” Alec asked moving towards the counter and slinging his pack off his shoulder.  “This will only take a few minutes to prepare.”
              “You’ll be grateful for the day we walked in. I tell you, the young man’s touch is like magic,” Ari said as he started a smooth flow of comforting patter.  He appeared to be fully confident that everything was working out exactly as he had planned all along, but a slight shift of his eyes towards Alec expressed appreciation for the offer that had bought their way inside the shop.  That acknowledgement from this man who he loved and respected so much brought a leap of joy to Alec’s heart.
              “There’s water on the stove in the kitchen out behind the store, if your girl would like to go back and get a potful,” the shop woman replied.
              Ten minutes later Alec was letting his thick salve cool slightly before offering it to the woman, who was named Suellen.
              “Take this and spread it around your knees, then wrap some flannels around it,” he explained.  “In the morning you’ll feel the full effect of the poultice.  If you do this every week or so I think you’ll feel ready to dance!”
              Suellen sat on a stool and did as instructed.  “Go ahead and close the shutters and latch the door,” she said to Natalie.  “I’ll trust your young doctor for this one night and let you have some supper.  In the morning we’ll see how his miracle cure has done and work out arrangements.  Tonight you three can sleep up in the loft of the carriage house in the back.”
              They gratefully helped her close up her shop and took bowls of stew with them to the yard between the shop and the carriage house.  They heard the bar slide into place after Suellen closed the door behind them, but took no offense from her precaution.  “Alec, tell me her knees really will feel better tomorrow,” Natalie said in a low voice as Ari opened the door of their evening’s residence.  “I’d like something to go right for a change.”
              “Yes, they really will feel better,” he said defensively.  “The heat in the salve has begun the process, and the salve will ease the pain and reduce the swelling.  If she didn’t have to stand so much her knees would do even better, but I’m sure she will be more comfortable tomorrow morning.”
              They sat in the empty carriage house and ate their stew.  Alec swept his piece of stale bread around the inside of the bowl to gather the last drops, and then stacked his bowl with the others inside the doorway.
              “This was well built,” Ari observed.  “Suellen must have seen better times in the past to have this structure sitting empty like this.”
              “Why would she have been so well-off before, and have worst business now?” Natalie wondered.
              “We won’t know the answer to that tonight, children,” Ari responded.  “So let’s bar the door and head up to the loft for the night.  Hopefully there’s some hay to provide padding for my weary old bones this evening; it’d be a welcome change after the forest floor.  And pull the ladder up after you when you come up Alec,” he finished as he began to unroll his bedding.
              Alec rolled out his blanket next to Natalie’s at a little distance from Ari’s.  He lay down and looked at Natalie next to him, her eyes open and looking back at him.
              “I think we’re really going to get away from the lacertii,” he told her.  “Ari is going to get us on a boat and we’ll be back in the Dominion in just a few days.”
              He hesitated, then asked the question that loomed large on his mind.  “What are you going to do?  Where will you go?”
              He watched her eyes shift before she answered.  “I suppose I’ll go back to my family, and see if everything is okay.  Ari will have ingenaire matters to take care of, so he won’t want to have to take care of me, and there’s no carnival to perform in any more.  I don’t think I have many real choices.  What else can I do?” she asked rhetorically.
              Alec braced himself to say what he wanted to say.  He wanted to offer to protect her forever, but knew his own future was a mystery.  He couldn’t stand the uncertainty of not knowing how much longer he would be with this charming girl, and under what circumstances.
              “What will you do?” she asked him, before he could speak.
              “I’ll stay with Ari, I guess, if he wants me to,” Alec answered, unable to tell the truth.
              “Of course he’ll want you.  You’re like family to him,” Natalie said assuredly.  “If for no other reason, for your new healing abilities, he’ll want you around.  But there are other reasons.  He cares about you a great deal.”
              “I’d like it if you stayed with us,” Alec blurted out quickly.
              “Thank you, Alec,” Natalie replied.  “I’d like to stay with you.  But we don’t know what will happen, so we can’t really plan too much.  Ari himself probably won’t know exactly how this will resolve itself until we’re back in the Dominion and people react to his news.”
     Alec considered her logical analysis.  “Well, whatever happens, I hope we can be together.”
              “For how long?” she asked mischievously.  “Until you find some beautiful damsel who throws herself in your arms in gratitude for some miraculous cure you give her?”
              “I want to be with you for as long as possible.  You’re special to me,” he replied in full seriousness.
              She looked at him without responding, and he leaned over and kissed her on the lips, feeling her soft lips respond willingly.
              “What’s all that noise over there?” Ari said suddenly, with the worst timing Alec could imagine.  He jumped, startled by the voice.  He had forgotten Ari was with them.  He looked at Natalie, who smiled a demure smile.
              “We’ll be quiet, Ari,” she said.  She leaned over and kissed him warmly, then laid back and closed her eyes.  “Good night, Alec,” she said softly.
              He laid there thinking about the words and the kiss and the future for a long time, until he finally fell asleep.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 8 – Leah in Walnut Creek
              The next morning Alec woke last and found himself alone in the loft.  The carriage door was open and sunlight was streaming in.  He lay on his pallet of straw, satisfied for a few moments to enjoy the lack of rocks beneath him and the roof over him, then concluded that he should see where the others had gone.
              The stack of dishes from their supper had disappeared from inside the door.  He entered the courtyard and saw the kitchen door open.  Alec headed that way hoping to find breakfast and his friends.
              Inside the kitchen he saw Ari and Natalie seated on the floor in the corner, enjoying a warm breakfast that smelled wonderful.  “Hello sleepyhead,” Natalie said with a grin.
              “Is that Alec?” came the question from down the hall and in strolled Suellen, smiling.
              “You’re the best doctor I’ve seen in Walnut Creek!” she exclaimed as she walked over to the stove and heaped a plateful of food for his breakfast.  “I haven’t felt this good in the morning in I-don’t-know-how-long.  You may look too young to know what you’re doing, but you made something right in that salve!  Did you learn that from a college or live with a medicine man all your life?”
              “It’s just a blessing from the Lord that I want to share with others,” Alec temporized, but as he said it he knew it was truer than anything else he could have said.
              “Well, it’s a blessing all right!  Are you training to be a priest then?” Suellen continued.
              “No, that’s not my plan. I just would like to help folks here and then move on to our next town,” he said as he started to take bites of the breakfast food, the best meal he’d had in untold days.
              “When will folks start to enter the shop today, Suellen?” Ari asked.
              “We’ll start to see them in another half an hour or so.  Today’s the last day to load a shipment going down river, so several folks will come in to send their goods along.  We should see some goods come down the river from Riverside any day now as well, so folks may come into town expecting to find some supplies they need from there,” she added.
              Alec looked at Natalie with widened eyes at the mention of the destroyed town, but didn’t say anything out loud.
              “Where should Alec set up to offer his treatments to folks?” Ari continued.  “If there are going to be lots of folks about, maybe he should be out on the front walk or just inside the window so folks can see him and come over easily.”
              Suellen paused in thought.  “Let’s put him inside, and hang a shingle outside to let folks know there’s medicine here, so they’ll come into the store.”
              A few minutes later, his belly full of good food, and his pack of plants and remedies on his back, Alec was setting up a small table and chair in a hastily cleared corner of the store.  Ari was talking to him.  “I’ll go about town trying to hear what folks are saying, and directing some business your way as well.  You do three things this morning: take good care of folks, listen carefully to what they talk about in case you can pick up any news about the area and our concerns, and charge reasonable prices.  I’ll be back at midday, especially since you’ve healed our hostess into providing her best cooking for us!”
              “What’s a fair price to charge?” Alec asked.  He had no way to know what to expect from people for healing.  As a healthy boy and a foundling, he’d seldom been to a medicine man himself and never was asked to pay.
              “I think Natalie will stay here with you to assist and organize, and she can probably judge the business well enough to know what to charge each customer, can’t you Natalie?” Ari asked with a squinted eye on the girl, who returned the look with a tight grin.
              “Good.  Now just let Natalie know if something is very serious, or if it uses up some remedy you don’t have much of, and she’ll take care of the rest.  Remember girl, we have to share the profits with Suellen, so charge separately for the care and the remedy, and we’ll just split the fees from the care,” he said and then the ingenaire was off down towards the river piers.
              “Natalie, why did Ari tell you to charge the prices?” Alec asked his partner as they organized his materials.
              “Probably because you don’t know anything about business, and so that you can seem only interested in the medicine part of this,” she replied briskly.  After a slight hesitation she added, “Maybe because I saw more of the business-side of the caravan than you did,” but her words sounded like an excuse that she knew didn’t convince anyone, because she quickly went out the door to hang out the red cross sign that Suellen had painted for them.
              “Suellen, will you tell folks about how your knees feel to help us get some business?” Natalie asked the storekeeper as she returned.
              “Lord, yes I’ll tell them.  They’ve all heard me talk for years about how much I ache, so they’ll think about you if they’ve got any pains of their own,” Suellen responded.
              The morning started slowly as the first shoppers in town strolled past Suellen’s towards Trenor’s store.  A few filtered in, looking at Alec’s table with mild curiosity.  Soon though folks began to wander over to see the young doctor, and by mid-morning he was talking to, looking at and listening to people non-stop, as a line began to form out the front door of Suellen’s.
              Alec found it easier and easier to slip into his state of vision to see the ailments of the people who came to him.  Most were strains, twisted joints, allergies and headaches.  After several people had been given some remedy and sent on their way, an old woman came to Alec’s table.
              “My back and hips are sore,” she complained.  Alec looked at her, and saw no ailments.  He looked again and still saw nothing.
              “Tell me when they ache,” he temporized, uncertain of what to do.
              “All the time, night and day, especially when the rain comes out of the south,” she replied.
              Alec looked at her again, and still saw nothing.
              “Excuse me for a moment while I check with my friend here,” he asked the woman.  “Natalie, can I talk to you for a moment?” he asked with a pleading tone.
              The two of them walked to the back of the building.  “There’s nothing wrong with her,” Alec said, “and I don’t know what to do.”
              “You’re sure it’s nothing?” Natalie asked.  “Nothing in her legs that might cause pain elsewhere?”
              “I looked her over top to tip, and she’s in better shape that many folks who haven’t come to me.”
              “Maybe she’s just lonely, or maybe she just wants attention,” Natalie suggested.  “Can you give her something harmless and we’ll send her on her way?”
              Alec looked at the spice pots on the kitchen wall.  He reached into the pepper and other herbs, then mixed some of the grease from the morning’s bacon.  “I’ll give her this salve.  Don’t charge her much for it, okay?”
              Together they walked back to the woman.  “Look at how she bends her knees,” Alec told Natalie in an authoritative voice.  “Take this salve dear and rub it into your hips tonight before going to bed.  You should have little pain tomorrow morning.”
              The next patient was also a woman.  “Can I talk to you in private?” she asked.   Alec looked at her midsection and saw the glowing inner growth that meant she was pregnant, though not yet showing.  He rose, and together they walked back to the kitchen again, Suellen raising an eyebrow as they went by her.  The woman was attractive, in her prime years with a good figure and long dark hair around a pretty face.
              In the kitchen Alec began before the woman could talk, “Tell me what’s wrong,” he said.
              “I missed my last two periods.  I’m pregnant, and I don’t want to be,” she said and trailed off.
              Alec let the silence grow after that statement.  He didn’t know what to say.
              The woman was unnerved by his silence.  “Here, do you need to examine me?” she asked beginning to raise her skirts.
              “The young doctor needs to have me in here with him when he examines a patient,” said Natalie from behind him as she entered the room.
              The woman dropped her skirts.  “I told him I’m pregnant, but I don’t want to be,” the woman repeated in a quiet, husky voice.
              Natalie stared at Alec’s eyes, and saw his agreement that the woman was pregnant and his repulsion by the suggestion that the pregnancy be ended.
              “Why don’t you want to be pregnant?” Natalie asked while still looking at Alec, not certain yet how to say no.
              “My husband’s been up river for several months.  He’s due back on the next Riverside boat, and when he gets back he’ll know the baby isn’t his.  He’ll kill me or throw me out or something terrible,” the woman said, and covered her face in her hands, losing her composure as she stated her fears.
              “I’ll not do anything today.  Let me think about your case and we’ll talk again tomorrow,” Alec told the woman.  “Natalie, you walk her back out and I’ll be out in a minute.”
              “Can you see yourself out?” Natalie asked the woman, who dropped her hands from her face, nodded yes before she quietly left the kitchen.
              “Alec, what are you going to do for her tomorrow? You won’t kill the baby will you?” Natalie asked, coming close to him, their faces nearly touching as they looked in each other’s eyes.
              “No.  I hope I won’t have to do anything.  I won’t harm the baby.  What I think is that maybe her husband won’t come back from Riverside, if he was there when it was attacked,” he said softly.  “But how horrible is that to give her hope by telling her that her husband is probably dead?”
              After that unnerving situation, the rest of the morning’s patients were routine, though seeing so many drained Alec’s energy.  Finally he said to Natalie, “This is the last one for a while.  Let’s stop for lunch and then see how many we can talk to this afternoon.”  He felt thoroughly worn out, as though he’d been laboring furiously.
              The crowd grew restive when Natalie announced the end of visits, but murmured their assent when she said they’d see more in the afternoon.
              As they sat in the kitchen Natalie said, “My belt is full of coins Alec!  Even after we give Suellen her share we’ll have a tidy amount to take us down river.”
              Suellen was still busy out front serving customers in her crowded store, and hadn’t come back to prepare the mid-day meal for them.
              “I’m almost out of a couple ingredients I need, like silverbottom fern and chokeberry leaves, and I use those a lot for the headaches.  I’m also almost out of shine stone and a couple of other things I need.  Why don’t we quit early this afternoon and go out to try to find some more supplies up in the mountains?” Alec suggested.
              “That sounds fine to me,” Natalie responded.  “When Ari gets back we’ll see what he has to say.  Maybe while you go hunting I can do some shopping for things I need.”
              “What do you need?” Alec asked with mild curiosity.
              “Girl things,” said Natalie in a manner that stopped that conversation.
              The kitchen door opened with Ari’s arrival a moment later.  “Suellen said to just have some bread and slice some pieces off the ham in the larder.  She’s too busy to stop to serve herself, let alone feed us,” he announced.
              As they sat out in the sunny back courtyard eating, Ari described all he had found.  “There’s no word here of anything unusual up at Riverside, nor even any inkling of trouble in the mountains, except that a few regular prospectors who know their way around haven’t shown up recently, and the supplies from Riverside are late.  Suellen’s knees have been talked about around town, and Trenor’s scowling at the business she’s drawing away from him.   As long as we’re only here a couple of days, and make that known, I don’t think he’ll get so upset he does anything.”
              “How much money did we make so far?” Ari asked, looking at Natalie.
              She casually passed her belt purse over to the ingenaire, watching his face for a reaction.  His hand dropped as he took the unexpected weight.
              “You’ve been awfully shrewd apparently, or you’ve cut a few purses when folks weren’t watching,” he said, impressed by the wealth she had bargained for.
              She ignored his sarcasm when she replied.  “Alec says he’s almost out of some things, so he wants to go back out into the mountains later this afternoon to renew his supplies.  And I am going to do a little shopping myself,” the dancer firmly declared.
              Ari replied, “Alec, heal a few more folks, then Natalie and I will go down to the dock to look into berths on a boat, and, ‘yes, dear,’” in an aside to Natalie, “some shopping along the way.  Alec, you go find the things you need for your supplies.  If we make enough this afternoon, and the boats turn out right, we may be able to leave here for Goldenfields tomorrow afternoon.”
              “Is Goldenfields a large city?” Alec asked.
              “It’s large enough to have a healthy trading house,” Ari looked at Natalie, “a very strong and powerful duke, and it has river access to the powers that we need to contact,” Ari replied, standing up as the lunch break ended.  “It’s actually the strongest, and perhaps best governed area in the Dominion.  But it is a long ways off, and there’re few, if any, settlements on the plain between these mountains and Goldenfields.”
              Alec went back to his table and worked a little after lunch before he began to run out of too many supplies to help most people.  He stood up finally and announced to groans that his work was done for the day.
              Shortly afterward, with disappointed crowds leaving Suellen’s store, Alec took a loaf of bread to eat and his empty supply sack and headed southeast out of town, while Ari and Natalie turned west and walked down the street towards the docks.  Natalie seemed so pleased by the prospect of shopping that she barely said goodbye to Alec.
              Half an hour later Alec was alone up in the mountains.  He slowly began to find some of the more common plants he needed, but his supplies were still far below what he had brought into town the day before.  He felt slightly put out at being so casually dismissed by Ari and Natalie as they looked forward to shopping in the town.  Still, he decided he didn’t mind being back out in the mountains on a warm day without so many people around.  He had started to feel oppressed by the constant crowd that had hovered around the store at Suellen’s.
              He wandered further south of town, hoping to find some new supplies.  A bog in a creek bed provided several good roots for fighting infections, and a patch of mushrooms gave him some new pain relievers he’d not had before.
              After an hour of searching, Alec began to feel an uneasy sense of being followed.  Through the thick trees and in the rugged terrain of the mountainside there was no easy way to see any other person, but he felt convinced of another presence nonetheless.  His route had taken him generally parallel to the river, striding along the facing mountains that hemmed in the valley.  He decided to slowly bend his course down the slope and back towards the town, hopefully turning his route so that he gained the advantage on whoever was out there.
              The sun had moved well beyond its zenith, but still had hours to go before nightfall, while Alec took his time and gradually worked his way so that he was below whomever he was sure was out there.  Further below him he saw a well-defined path, nearly a road in width, which followed the river.  Once on it, he was sure he could surprise his shadow with a sprint back to town and win the race.
              As Alec descended to the road he began to pick up speed and when he came to the path he began to run hard towards town.  He knew with smug self-satisfaction that he had managed to outfox the follower, and only needed to speed along for as long as he could.
              “Doctor, please wait,” a voice called.  Looking over his right shoulder, Alec saw a woman on the mountainside above him and now behind him.  He stopped.  The one thing Alec hadn’t expected was a woman.  Because he could fathom no reason a woman would follow him, let alone plan him harm, he waited for the gray-cloaked figure to join him on the road.  As she approached him along the path, moving with a reluctant step, Alec recognized her; the dark-haired woman who had asked him to end her pregnancy that morning.  He looked around the hill again and saw no one else approaching.
              “I followed you all afternoon, but I wasn’t brave enough to call until I was about to lose you,” she said in a quiet, hesitant voice as she reached his spot on the path.  Alec sat on a large tree trunk, facing up towards the woman.  “Another baby, another time, I’d love to have,” she said with genuine sorrow on her lovely face as she sat beside him.  “But I can’t keep this baby.  There is a man in town who says he can help me, but I know you’re a real doctor and I’d feel safer if you helped me.  I’ll do anything you ask, give you anything you want if you do this for me,” she said looking him straight in the eye.
              Alec couldn’t break the eye contact with her as his mind whirled around, wondering how to answer.  “The only reason you don’t want the baby is because you’re afraid your husband will do something terrible, is that right?” he asked at last.  She nodded.  “If I can assure you that he won’t harm you, you’ll keep the baby, is that fair to say?” he followed up.  She hesitantly nodded again.
              “Can you make him believe this is his baby?” she asked with doubt showing in her face.  She sat down on the large trunk next to him, her knee touching his.
              Before he could answer, Alec saw movement behind her, and reached out, grabbed the woman and pulled her with him to the ground behind the tree trunk.  “Stay still,” he hissed.  “Don’t make a sound, don’t move.”  He placed his mouth on her ear and whispered, “There is a patrol of lacertii coming towards us on the trail.  We’ve got to stay still and let them pass by us.”
              He turned her head and looked in her eye from only an inch away.  She doubted him, he could tell, but he forced himself to wait silently and without motion.
              A minute later the sound of feet on the path grew and then drew even with them.  Nothing indicated they had been seen.  The guttural voices were audible.
              “Will we arrive at the town in time to join the ruckus?” one voice rasped.
              “We have to watch for any that try to escape along this river trail, so we won’t be the first ones there, but if we hurry, we’ll be there in time…” a responding voice faded as the column moved towards Walnut Creek.
              After they were out of earshot down the trail, Alec felt the woman’s body tremble violently against his.  Her eyes widened, then tightened, then opened, and she began to take gasping breaths.  He raised his head back away from her, and looked up and down the trail.  The lacertii were almost out of sight, beginning to spread out above and below the trail, but no others appeared to be following.
              “What do we do?” she asked.  “I’ve never known that lacertii really existed; I thought they were just in stories…”
              “What is your name?” he responded, trying to figure out the next step.
              “I am Leah.”
              “Leah, Walnut Creek is about to be attacked.  Before we came here, my friends and I were at Riverside.  We got there as a lacertii force was finishing up a devastating attack.  There were no survivors, the town was completely destroyed, and we were lucky to escape.  Now Walnut Creek is about to be overwhelmed.  Do you know a safe short cut we could take to get there?  I’d like to warn the town and my friends…”
              A distant explosion came from up the river just then.  They both stopped to listen.  Alec imagined he could hear faint screams.
              “Doctor, I think it is too late for us to get back,” Leah said as she grew paler.
              “Are there any other settlements in the mountains?  Places we could flee to, and warn?” Alec asked her, the horrifying reality of his situation not yet sunk in.
              “If Riverside is also gone, there is nowhere else, except maybe a miner’s cabin here and there.  The river flows a long way out into the plains before it comes to Goldenfields, and I don’t know of any other places,” Leah replied in a low, despairing voice.
              “Let’s try to get down by the river to watch for boats.  Maybe someone managed to escape from the town that way.  If we don’t see anyone, we’ll have to try to get down river as far as we can and get away from the lacertii.  They’ve attacked two towns in less than a fortnight, and we need to get out of their territory.” Alec thought the plan sounded as good as anything he could imagine.  Natalie and Ari may have escaped off the docks and he might be able to reconnect with them.  If not, he had no idea what to do other than just move down river as fast as possible.  He wanted to keep Leah occupied so she didn’t have time to panic.
              “Do you have a knife?” he asked her as he started to move in the direction of the river bank.
              “Just this small one,” she said holding out a feminine belt knife.
              They arrived at the riverbank, and stood on a bluff looking out over a wide curve in the river.  Up stream, a column of smoke was visible.
              Behind them, Alec heard the sound of lacertii on the trail again, either more patrols or the same one backtracking.  “We’ve got to be quiet, and get out of sight.  Let’s drop down the bank a little bit below their view,” he whispered.
              As they scrambled down, a deer trail led them to a shallow cave in the bluff, and they stepped in, listening and watching for anyone else.  A noise above gave away the approach of the patrol.  Alec and Leah pressed further into the shallow opening, out of sight from the top of the bank.
              Leah grabbed Alec’s shoulder hard and nodded her head towards the river.  Looking, Alec saw a very crowded flatboat, riding low in the water, coming around the bend.  Several men on each side had long oars and were furiously paddling the boat.
              Above them, the patrol too saw the boat.  An arrow fell into the river, far short of the fleeing refugees.  A shout from the boat indicated the patrol’s detection, and the men began to paddle to keep the boat on the far side of the river’s current, while the patrol leader cuffed an archer for spoiling their surprise.
              As the boat moved to its closest approach to the bluff, a steady rain of arrows began to fly.  A quarter of the missiles reached the flat-bottom, and screams of fear and pain began to rise, but the oars and the current carried the boat along quickly and soon the refugees were safely beyond range.
              The two refugees in the cave stood silent.  Alec felt Leah’s hand clasp his.  Alec returned the squeeze with ambivalence – on the longboat he had seen Natalie, but there had been no sign of Ari.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 9 – Surviving Walnut Creek’s Fall
              A lacerta’s body plunged through the air in front of their cave and fell into the river below.
              “That’s what he gets for giving us away with his first shot!  His stupidity cost us a chance to wipe out that lot.  There were to be no witnesses, and now a whole boatload is free.  There’ll be hell to pay for that, I’m sure,” they heard the leader tell his charges.  “It’s not our fault a boat got away from the docks.  That’s what we’ve got to remind the higher ups.”
              The sounds of the patrol withdrew out of hearing, while Alec and Leah remained crouched in their river bluff cave.
              After a few minutes of silence, Alec spoke.  “The best way for us to travel is to do what they did.  We ought to make a raft and float down the river to get away from here.”
              “Can you do that?” Leah asked him.
              “Let’s get as far downriver by foot as we can today, and then we’ll try to put a raft together.  Since we don’t have an axe to cut down trees, we’ll have to try to find enough debris that we can tie together with some rope and vines.  Are you ready?” he asked his new companion, wondering about her fitness to travel in the wilderness.
              She nodded her head.  They stepped out onto the narrow game trail and began to walk downstream, making the wide bend around the outside of the river’s curve and following the trail down to lower ground as the river straightened out and moved away from the mountainside.
              The sun was falling rapidly towards the horizon now, and the game trail entered a swampy piece of bottomland.  Alec led them off the trail away from the river, hoping to find the main trail before dark and follow it around the swamp.
              As the ground rose quickly, he stopped and looked both ways before stepping out onto the narrowing trail that came from town.  “Keep your eyes open for lacertii, and let’s move fast until dark,” Alec said in a low voice to Leah, and then he began to pace down the trail, away from the second destroyed settlement he’s seen in the mountains.
              Two hours later the last traces of sunset faded and it became impossible to see the trail any longer.  Alec took Leah’s hand and led her off the trail to a large cluster of rocks protruding out of a hillside.  Circling the rocks, he found a crevasse among them, which led to a small, low shelter between three boulders leaning against each other.
              “Let’s spend the night here,” he said wearily.  “Help me find stones we can pile in the entrance so that no one can sneak in tonight.”  Together they found stones and rocks that provided more security.
              Alec spread his cloak on the ground and they sat down, leaning against one another in the cramped quarters.
              “Are we safe tonight, doctor?” Leah asked softly.
              “I think we’re safe.  No one’s going to find us in here without making noise removing those stones, and I don’t think the lacertii even suspect anyone got away from the town in this direction.  We can rest tonight and then try to build our raft tomorrow if we find all the materials we need.
              “My name is Alec.  No one calls me doctor,” he said, weakly smiling for the first time in several hours.
              “What do you think we can do about food, Alec?” Leah asked a few moments later.
              Feeling his own stomach clutch at the thought of food, Alec realized they had a major problem to consider.  “I’ve got a loaf of bread in my sack,” he said, considering.
              “Let me give you some herbs I’ve got that I think will be good for you and your baby, and you can eat them with a piece of bread,” Alec decided as he began to rummage among his medicinal plants.  They both ate a meager meal that didn’t satisfy their hunger. But Alec decided to preserve the bread for as long as he could under the uncertain conditions.
              Exhausted by the day’s horrific events, they lay down together on Alec’s cloak, with Leah’s cloak over them for blanket.  In the small confines of their shelter, Alec was conscious of resting against Leah’s body from ankle to shoulder, although he couldn’t see her in the pitch black.
              Above every issue on his mind stood the question of Natalie.  Was she safe?  What would her journey be like?  How would they meet again?  How long would it take for them to find each other safely?  He hoped with all his heart that they would reunite somewhere in the Dominion in the near future.
              Ari’s absence from the boat disturbed him.  He took for granted that the wily ingenaire would escape the turmoil at Walnut Creek.  Alec wondered if he should wait along the river to meet Ari as the older man made his way down the Giffey in the same direction Alec and Leah and the other refugees were heading.  Alec doubted the chances were good for them to find one another here in the wilderness, since their goal was to avoid detection.  He could only make his way towards safety and hope for fate to bring them back together.  Deep inside, Alec could not imagine a future that did not include a reunion with the older man who had made his life so different and so much better.
              Only that morning he has been playing prosperous doctor in a tidy store in a small island of civilization, and now he was huddled in a pile of stones in the middle of a hostile wilderness.  If he hadn’t felt the strange sense of reliving his last escape a few days ago, Alec wasn’t sure how he’d be able to cope with this uncertain scenario.
              He realized that for Leah, there was no previous escape through the woods to draw on for strength and comfort.  “Do you go to church, Leah?” he asked her.
              “I haven’t been to church since I was a little girl.  My mother used to take my brother and me to hear the priest talk about God and Jesus and John Mark.  But when the priest died from the flu, no new priest came and no one went to church any more,” she said softly.
              “Do you remember any prayers?” Alec asked.
              “Bits and pieces, but not really.”
              “‘Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name,’ does that sound familiar?”
              “Yes, it reminds me of sitting next to mother in the pew, with the sunlight coming in the windows,” she whispered.
              Alec began to recite the full prayer, and as Leah’s memories were touched, she joined in more of the phrases towards the end.
              “I feel safer now…thank you,” she said, and put her arms around Alec, breathing slowly and regularly as she drifted off to sleep.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 10 – The Raft and the River
              Dim light creeping through cracks and crevasses in the rocky fortress brought dawn to Alec and Leah’s cramped den.  They slept on through the emerging morning’s chorus of early rising birds as their bodies and minds recouped from the previous, terrifying day.  Eventually, an insect walked across Leah’s face and her hand brushed it away.  A second later her eyes popped open and she felt a moment of stunned clarity as she recollected the past day and the new life she was awakening to.
              Her hometown was gone, her fear of her husband was erased, and the only future she could envision was the next few days she’d spend with the boy beside her, trying to stay alive.  Her eyes studied his face in the filtered light.
              Though he seemed so young, she realized Alec had made many good, spontaneous decisions yesterday.  He’d avoided the lacertii, brought them away from danger, and suggested the rafting plan as a way for them to escape.  Leah already had faith in Alec’s ability to lead them to safety.  It was too bad her doctor was so young.  She couldn’t imagine clinging to him for comfort and protection if they survived to make it to a city where she could safely have her baby.  But that was so far away she didn’t spend much time considering the problem; she just reminded herself she was fortunate to be alive.  She felt a quiet relief deep in her soul amidst the terrible change in circumstances, as she realized she was going to keep her baby after all.  She had agonized over the question of ending its life, convinced that if she didn’t, her husband’s rage would have killed the child sooner or later. 
              She reached over and rubbed Alec’s shoulder, then pressed harder as his face twitched and he rolled over and began to awaken.
              “Alec, doctor, the sun is up,” she said softly.  She watched his eyes blink open, and saw him gathering his memories of where he was and why.
              “I thought you were Natalie,” Alec said as he sat up.
              “Did you want me to coo and kiss you and wake you with love?” Leah retorted.
              “No, Natalie never did that.  I just meant that I didn’t remember for a second where we were.  Let’s get up and get out of here,” he said with evident confusion that amused Leah.
              They quickly removed their makeshift wall and crawled out of their snug den, glancing around as they crouched by the entrance.  They both stretched and groaned as they stood and leaned against the stones.  Alec broke off two more small pieces from his loaf of bread, and they stood silently chewing their breakfast.
              “Let’s head down to the river to see about building a raft.  Keep an eye open for good vines and wood we can use,” Alec said as he shouldered his pack and began walking.
              By the time they reached the water’s edge, each was trailing long tails of vines.  They dropped them in a heap with their packs and went back to retrieve the best logs they had spotted in the woods.  Through trip after trip they laboriously dragged these down to the riverbank.  Then they went up and down the riverbank looking for further potential rafting logs, and hauled those to their location as well.  Hot and sweaty with his shirt off and the sun overhead, Alec decided they should break.  “We’ve got enough here to build, I think.  Let’s have some lunch and then see how we tie these things together.”
              After breaking off more from the disappearing loaf of bread, Alec went up the riverbank briefly and came back with an armful of plant roots.  “Eat some of these.  They’re good for you, and we’ll probably have to eat them for the next few days anyway.  They’re all up and down the river, I imagine.”
              Leah dutifully took three of the roots, which provided much more to fill her belly than the two stingy scrapes of bread she’d had so far that morning.  The roots didn’t have much flavor, and they were stringy; Leah sighed as she imagined how tired she’d be after several meals with roots for the main course.
              Idly glancing at his hands as they held some of the swamp roots, Alec realized that Leah’s fingers could weave and tie the vines to hold the logs together better than he could, so he accepted his role as laborer and pushed and pulled and held the logs in position for Leah’s dexterous fingers to tie into location.  In a couple of hours’ time they judged the raft was large enough and sturdy enough to launch.
              “Let’s move it down by the water’s edge, then get things ready to take with us,” Alec said, crouching beside a corner of the raft to heave it towards the bank.
              Leah lined up at the opposite corner.
              “Alright, one, two, three, pull,” Alec said.
              The raft didn’t move.  Alec’s stomach churned.
              “Let’s try again.  One, two, three, pull,” Alec grunted as he dug in his heels and strained.
              After several seconds, Leah began to laugh at their predicament; the raft built on land was too heavy to move just a few feet to the river!  Alec watched her for several seconds, and after he saw the sincere humor in her eyes, he grinned and chuckled as well.  “Well, that’s a practical lesson in raft building, I guess,” he sheepishly admitted.  “Let’s take it apart and move it down to the water.”
              It took longer to take the raft apart than it had taken to build it, and Alec began to fret over the time as the sun passed its zenith and began to descend.  He felt an urgent need to leave these mountains, where humans met death at the hands of lacertii.  They laid sections of the raft in the water in a still pool along the river’s edge, and Leah patiently rewove the log portions together, until they had a vessel, of sorts, almost fifteen feet on each side, floating in the water.
Alec went into the woods and selected a long limb to use as a pole, and asked Leah to weave smaller twigs together at one end to make a rudimentary oar.  “I’m going to go grab some more of those roots for food, and then I’ll be back,” Alec told Leah.  “Please put our things on the raft and I’ll be back in five minutes.”  He went back up the riverbank and gathered the unappetizing plant bulbs, knowing that at some point soon they might have nothing else to sustain them.
              When Alec got back to the raft, their cloaks and two small bags were in the center of the raft, and Leah was sitting complacently beside them, rocking gently on the river’s waves.  Alec waded out to the raft and dumped his findings on it.  “Are you ready?” he asked with a grin, satisfied that they were going to be able to escape from the lacertii.
              “I’m as ready as ready can be,” she smiled back, and Alec began maneuvering the raft out of the pool into the river’s current.  He felt the current grab the raft as the water began to rapidly deepen away from the bank.  With one last shove Alec propelled them away from the shore, then held on as he felt the raft answering to the water’s power.  Alec scrambled on, and cautiously stood up as it rocked in response to his movement.  “I guess we’ll get used to it, won’t we?” he asked rhetorically.
              “We’ll get used to it if we want to stay alive, I imagine,” Leah agreed.  She looked at the sun setting on the right and the mountains towering on the left, and felt relief at getting away from the disaster that had befallen her community.  She felt a sudden desire to wash away the sweat and the fatigue and the tension of the past day’s dramatic escape.  “Close you eyes for a moment while I get in the river,” she told Alec, starting to remove her clothes.
              Alec looked at her.  “What did you say?” he started to ask, then realized what she was doing and sat down, his back to her and his eyes closed.  A moment later he heard her splash into the water, giving a quick shriek as the cold water shocked her body.
              “You can look now,” Leah told him as she surfaced near the raft, feeling refreshed.  “You should come in and swim too.  I feel so much better now.”
              Alec watched her floating lazily along with the raft as the river’s current carried them along.  “I don’t know how to swim,” he admitted after moments of silence.  “It does look wonderful though.”
              “You don’t know how to swim?” she asked incredulously.  “I thought everyone learned how to swim.  I tell you what,” she said after a few seconds of reflection, “we’re going to have a lot of spare time in the next few weeks,” she laughed at the empty days stretching out before them.  “I’ll teach you how to swim, and you can teach me about being a healer.”
              “I’d love to learn how to swim,” Alec said.  “I’m not sure I know how to teach you about healing,” he added, thinking of the unteachable powers that he relied upon.
              “Show me what you can about plants to use for different cures and simple kinds of aches and pains to treat,” Leah suggested.  “Show me what you can.  It’ll be a way to pass the time.”  She flipped and dove under the surface, her legs disappearing last, and then reappeared moments later on the other side of the raft.  “Close your eyes again,” she ordered as she raised her arms onto the edge of the raft.  Alec complied, and felt the platform dip to the side as she climbed back onto their small, floating home.
              “All set.  You can look now,” Leah said a minute later, and Alec found her running her fingers through her hair as her wet clothes stuck to her body.  “Alec, thank you for saving my life back there,” she told him, her lovely face looking straight at his.  “You saved me from making a bad decision, and you saved me from a bad fate.  I was so scared these past few days when I thought Trevor would come home and find my condition.  I know he would have killed the baby, and he probably would have killed me; he’s that type of man.”
              “This is a strange way to start a new life, both for myself and for my child.  I’m almost old enough to be your mother, and I owe you an unpayable debt,” she finished her confession.
              Alec listened to her and felt compassion well up in his heart.  “I wouldn’t say you’re old enough to be my mother,” he began to respond, “but you are too old to be my girlfriend.”  He saw the look of surprise on her face and knew he had said the wrong thing.  “Not that you’re too old, but you’re older than Natalie, who’s my own age,” he stammered to explain, averting his eyes in confusion.
              Leah started to laugh.  “Alec, don’t worry, I understand what you’re saying.  Your assistant at the store, that was Natalie?  She is a lovely girl for you to love,” Leah said, then realized she was talking about someone who had probably died under the lacertii’s swords.  “I’m sorry you’ve lost her,” she added with heartfelt sympathy.
              “She’s still alive!  I saw her on the boat that floated past us,” Alec hurriedly answered.  “I know that somehow we’ll find her down the river somewhere.”
              “Well, good!” Leah said.  “We’ll all end up at Goldenfields, I’m sure, so hold on to your hope.
              “In the meantime though, thank you.”
              Their conversation lapsed into silence, and each sat watching the western sunset cast beautiful colors over the end of their eventful, life-changing day.
              “Alec,” Leah said suddenly, “can you steer this thing?  We’re going to hit that sand bar,” she said pointing ahead down the river.
              Alec grabbed for his oar and tried to steer the raft by sweeping, but saw little effect, so he switched ends and began poling against the bottom to move them back out to the center of the current.  “I guess we’ll have to watch for that,” he said, sitting back down and dropping the pole as they moved past the gravelly beach and floated along.
              “We’ve got the last of the bread and some roots for dinner,” Alec said a few minutes later.
              “And all the water you want,” Leah said with a smile, as they began eating their meager meal under the growing darkness.
              Later that night they drifted off to sleep, curled in their cloaks in the center of the raft, and slept until the middle hours of the night when they awakened to the grinding sound of the raft running onto another sand bar.  Alec pushed them back into the current, and they settled down to sleep for the rest of the night.
              The next morning they awoke shortly after sunrise.  The scenery was the same as they’d seen the night before; a high range on their left to the east, and a lower ridge on their right to the west.  They ate more of the roots and then began a swimming lesson for most of the morning, the chilly water awakening them as they splashed into the river.
              For lunch they poled over to the shoreline and Alec located more roots, but also found some herbs which he thought would add nutrients Leah’s pregnancy needed, as well as some much-needed flavor.  They built a fire and tried roasting the roots on a flat stone, which made little improvement in the tubers as food.  They started floating again in the current, and Alec began showing Leah different plants and samples he had in his leather medicine bag.  He described each plant and what its healing powers were, how it could be prepared and used, how much to rely on it and what to combine it with, along with how to find it and where to look.
              That day established their routine for the next several days of idyllic travel on the headwaters of the Giffey River.  On their third day out Alec noticed Leah harvesting many long water grasses along the shore during their lunch stop.  “What are those for?” he asked curiously.  “Wait and see,” she replied mysteriously, and she piled her materials on the raft.
              That afternoon, as Alec described and reviewed more medicinal items, he watched Leah’s fingers deftly weaving the grasses into large, porous sacks.  “Have you ever fished with anything like this?” she asked him when the first one was done.  “We desperately need to eat something besides marsh roots or I’m going to start growing green hair,” she said.
              Alec couldn’t agree with her more, so they lowered the sack into the water and watched for opportunities to catch fish.  They didn’t have any luck that day, but didn’t give up either, and the next morning Leah pulled and lifted a large trout up and onto the raft in one fluid motion.  Alec roasted it with the roots at lunch that day, and from then on they regularly added fish to their roots and greens for wholesome but monotonous meals.
              A few days later they sat on their raft on a sunny day, watching the blue sky hold a few lazy clouds.  “What’s your mother like Alec?”  Leah asked.  “What would she and your dad say if she knew everything you had done?
              “I never knew my parents,” Alec told her.  “I never even knew anything about them.  Lots of kids in the orphanage had been put there by relatives, so they knew something about their families, but no one ever knew anything about mine.”  He paused and reflected.  “I use to think about that when I was little.  I imagined my parents in all sorts of ways, but I never had anything to really know.  After a while I stopped thinking about them.”
              Leah looked at Alec as he spoke, while he looked up at the sky.  There was a hurt in his eyes that told her he wasn’t as cavalier about his lack of family as he seemed.  “I’m sure they were good folks, and I’m sorry for whatever tragedy took them away from you.  I know they’d be proud to have such a good-looking son who is able to do so many things.”  Alec looked at her gratefully without speaking, and they continued to float down the river in silence.
              A week later Alec awoke in the early light of dawn to the sounds of the raft washing up on a gravel beach, something he’d grown used to on a regular basis.  He wasn’t prepared to see such a dramatic change in the morning scenery.  The river was turning right, heading towards a wide gap in the mountain ridges to the west.  The eastern range was moving away, heading south out of sight.  The raft needed more effort than usually to leave the beach and join the sweeping current, and Alec spent much of the day steering them away from the outside of the large sweeping curve that extended for miles.
              At noon he and Leah watched in awe as they passed the last clear-standing mountain spur, and headed into a land of gentle rolling foothills, similar to those Alec had ridden through just a fortnight before when entering the Pale Mountains with Richard’s traveling carnival.  The ancient ruins of a once great city that watched the river from the side of the last mountain drew their attention.
              “I wish we could go explore that, but I’m afraid of the lacertii that may lurk up there,” Alec said wistfully.  Leah agreed, and they observed the still gleaming white structures from a distance as they flowed past. 
              Nothing further disturbed the routine of their slow float down the Giffey.  Alec learned to swim and Leah learned to cure many simple ailments, while they looked forward to arriving in Goldenfields, the seat of the Duchy of Goldenfields, largest duchy in the Dominion.  Alec had heard of Goldenfields wines, and had heard Aristotle speak favorably about the Duke who ruled there, but he knew nothing else of the land.
              The land they watched pass by grew less hilly and lost its forested cover, so that they quickly were in the counterpart of the long monotonous prairie Alec had ridden through for many weeks.  After three weeks of such travel, they came to an area where the river broadened out and its current grew sluggish.  The water became shallower and many sand bars were strewn and woven in and out of the riverbed, giving Alec increased work at steering and freeing the raft.  The landscape along the riverbanks changed, as plants and trees in fens and bogs grew up and blocked any view beyond.
              “Alec, what’s that up ahead?” Leah asked on their second afternoon amidst the sand bars.  A cluttered pile of colors and shapes rose on a large sand bar that blocked the left side of the main river channel.
              “It’s hard to tell,” Alec responded after squinting ahead.  “Lets find out,” and he poled the raft to the left so that they drifted onto the bar.
              The sand bar held a large mound of items apparently abandoned by other travelers on the river.  There were pieces of small furniture, bundles of clothing, and chests of varied items, home mementos, canned foods, and other cherished materials that people had chosen to leave behind.  “Why would all of this be here?” Leah asked.  “Why would someone carry these things all this way and then just drop them here?”
              Alec pictured the boatload of refuges they had seen fleeing from Walnut Creek at the time of the lacerta attack.  “That flatboat of people who left Walnut Creek was heavily loaded down,” he thought out loud.  “And here the river’s gotten pretty shallow.  Maybe they had to lighten their load to be able to float through here,” he theorized.
              Rummaging through the salvage on the sand bar provided the most sumptuous evening of their adventure on the river.  They piled together the softest and most luxurious clothes they found and formed a bed they could nest in like a pair of house mice in a drawer of silks.  In one chest Leah found jars of food preserves.  "Alec, these are Suellen’s canned peaches from the store back at Walnut Creek.  You’re not going to make me eat boiled river roots again tonight with these around!”  Alec saw no reason to argue; he wasn’t looking forward to another meal of the stalwart, flavorless roots and fish.
              That night on the sand bar, with the stars overhead, the river running past, and the fire burning down, they lay among their soft billows of cloth, and Leah brought up for the first time the question of what they’d do when they reached the not-too-distant Duchy of Goldenfields.
              “Alec, I know you’ve said that you and Ari and Natalie planned to find ingenairii and tell them about the lacertii attacking the mountain settlements,” Leah introduced the topic that had been on her mind for many days.  “Natalie is ahead of us, and we don’t know where Ari is.  Do you know what you want to do, or how to do it?”
              Alec’s mind stumbled as he considered the question, and his words came out slowly.  “I want to try to find Natalie, and we need to see if Ari can make it to Goldenfields.  Ari really thought that the lacertii attacks were signs of a new evil that would come down and attack the Dominion, and we have to give that warning to the ingenairii and the king so they’ll have time to prepare to battle.”
              “Barring something extraordinary, I don’t think you personally are going to have to do much to tell people about the lacertii,” Leah said rolling on her side to look at Alec.  “There’s a whole boatload of people who are going to get to Goldenfields before us and tell about the attack at Walnut Grove, so the whole Dominion will hear about it.  I don’t think you or I are going to tell them anything new.”
              As Alec mulled over Leah’s point, she added, “And you need to be careful about talking to the ingenairii.  If they think they need more information, and you tell them you were with Aristotle through both attacks and know some of the things he was concerned about, they may decide to hold onto you and pick your brains for a long time.  You won’t exactly be a prisoner, but you will be where they put you and answer the questions they ask you.”
              Alec's mind dwelt on the question of whether he should trust the ingenairii or not.  Ari had similarly warned him not to tell about his adventure, particularly about the cave.  Now, without knowing anything about the cave or Ari’s warning, Leah had given him much the same advice: be cautious of ingenairii.
              “You make a lot of sense,” Alec said.
              “I’m just pointing some things out we have to start thinking about.  I think you can wait to see what people in Goldenfields know and believe about the lacertii attacks before you risk speaking up about it,” Leah advised.  “You can look for Natalie, see what she and the others have told the officials, and wait for Aristotle.”
              There was no further conversation that night as they rolled apart and fell asleep, both their minds heavy with thought about the near future, the end of their journey for the first time becoming an item to consider. 
                When he awoke the next morning, Alec was convinced that he should keep his secret away from the ingenairii, until he felt more comfortable with the situation in Goldenfields.  He believed that Leah was right, and the boatload of Walnut Creek refugees would serve the duty of advising the Dominion about the arrival of lacertii in battle against humanity.  He also wanted to wait to see Ari turn up again, as the ingenaire had done after the battle at Riverside.  With Ari to talk to, Alec would be able to rely on his advice and knowledge.  Finally, the decision that had become tangled in uncertainty was the decision about looking for Natalie, and remaining with Leah.
               Alec’s heart felt a strong desire to rush into the strange town so that he could find the young dancer.  Yet his flight from Walnut Creek had thrown him into company with Leah.  They got along comfortably, and understood each other so well the woman now seemed like an easy extension of himself, at least in dealing with the trouble-free floating holiday on the river.  He didn't want to just walk away from her.  He wanted to make sure she could have a safe home of her own and be prepared to support herself and her baby.  But he wasn’t sure how he could realistically assist her, since he was penniless and without influence.
               After another breakfast of the delicious food on the sand bar, they loaded loot onto the raft and pushed off to continue towards Goldenfields.  “Well, what thoughts did you have last night about our talk?” Leah asked him as they floated along.
              Alec’s mind stumbled to find the best answer to the question of what to do next.  “I think we need to find Natalie.  Then I want to know where Ari is.  After that, if Ari isn't going to join us anytime soon,” his mind skipped around the dark implications of his words, “we need to pass the information along.  Ari was clear that the ingenairii and the King both needed to know about these problems.”
              “The ship with Natalie and all the others from Walnut Creek will arrive days before we do.  Don't you think those refugees telling their story in the town would give a pretty good idea of what happened?  I think the tale will be told and retold in every washing place, every tavern and every gossip spot in the city and spread with the traders across the Dominion,” Leah suggested.  “Honestly Alec, I think that we need to be careful about telling folks we’re Walnut Creek survivors too.”
              “Suppose,” she continued, “the Duke doesn't want folks to know there's an army of lacertii building on his borders.  He might not want to cause a panic.  He probably doesn't want to have to spend more money on his army or setting up defenses or appeasing his generals’ expectations, let alone disrupting trade and business and farming in the Duchy.  And there's no telling what the ingenairii’s reaction is to all this.  They probably want to learn as much as they can, especially from you,” she repeated.  “I don't know anything about magicians.  Until I met you I'd never heard anything but children’s stories about ingenairii and magic.  We never had any in Walnut Creek.  Maybe they wouldn’t do you any harm; I don't know.  I am sure they'd like to talk to you and learn everything they can from you.”
              “Leah, you may be right.  Let me think about this some more.  I want to find out what happened to Ari; that's important to me,” Alec replied after a silent pause.  “What do you think we should do?” he plaintively sought reassurance.
              “Let's continue to Goldenfields like we planned.  It’s the Duke’s city, and it’s probably only a few days away.  We can just stay quiet at first when we get there.  We can listen to talk and ask questions and find out when the big boat arrived and what the escapees from Walnut Creek said.  Maybe after a few days we can find Ari or Natalie.  We have all these nice clothes now.  We look like city folks; we can tell people you’re a doctor, and you can earn some coins for us while we figure out the next step,” Leah threw out the plans she has developed in recent days.
              Alec considered Leah's strategy.  Her plan sounded good.  After all, Ari, Natalie and he had used a similar tact for their entry into Walnut Creek.  He realized how little he really knew about how the world’s affairs ran; he'd never considered the Duke might have money concerns.  He always presumed that a limitless supply of wealth made all things possible for nobility.  There were wheels of tactics within wheels of strategy that made straightforward ideas perhaps less likely to be desired; dissembling as part of leadership might be more common than he expected.
              He also thought about his growing conviction that he should avoid the ingenairii, something Leah was recommending without knowing about his religious experience in the sacred cave.  Ari’s reaction to that information led him to suspect that the Ingenaire’s Council might really want to hold him captive to learn more from him.  Yet that fear conflicted with his deeper questions and desire about whether he could become an ingenaire himself.  He still spent quiet moments wondering if his entrance into the cave showed that he held the potential to harbor powers such as Ari and the others used to change the world.
              “I think your plan sounds like a good one to start with,” Alec said as he arrived at a conclusion.  “If something comes up that we need to change after we get there, we’ll be able to do so,” he agreed, and with that settled, they proceeded to travel uneventfully towards their destination.
              On the third morning after they left the sand bars, they were delighted to see scattered patches of cultivated fields above the river banks, which grew more common as they floated along.  One day, shortly after noon, they saw a small village on the south bank, and for the first time in weeks they saw other people.  Still they floated on as they had decided, so that they might land close to the city of Goldenfields.  As night fell and they ate some of the delicious preserved food they had salvaged, lights sporadically twinkled on the land beyond the bank, showing a lantern lit well past dark.  They floated past another town, a larger one, then past the hour when lights were no longer lit in the countryside.
              Late that night the sound of ripples gave a brief warning before they gently slid to a stop on another pebble beach.  That decided for them where they’d spend the night, and they slept on until morning.
              Alec awoke the next morning to a sound he’d almost forgotten: the voices of strangers.  As dawn commenced he raised his head and saw three children on the beach just a few feet away looking at him.
              “They are alive.  See, at least that one is,” a small girl who appeared to be about seven told her friends.
              “So that means we don't get to take their things, right?” asked a slightly younger boy with disappointment in his voice at the thought the children wouldn’t collect any salvage.
              “No Miguel, we wouldn’t take things from living people, would we?” responded the oldest one, a tall, thin girl of 11 or 12 years of age.  “That would be like stealing, and then we’d go to jail.”
              Alec’s foot kicked Leah, while he sat up and pulled a shirt over his head.  Leah's eyes opened and she looked at him.  “We've got visitors,” he told her.  “You should get dressed before anyone else comes.  Kids, would you all turn around for a minute and not look while we put our clothes on?” he asked in a louder voice.
              The three obediently swiveled around.   “They sleep with no pajamas on!” one voice marveled.  “What would momma say about that?” and all three tittered.
              As soon as she had scrambled into some of the finer clothing they carried, Leah said to the children, “Thank you for your good manners.  Everyone, you can turn again.  Would any of you like to have some jam for breakfast?”
              The two younger ones simultaneously answered, “Oh yes!” while the older girl would have made her parents proud by adding “please” to her assent.  As they all sat on driftwood logs along the beach eating jam and crackers, Alec and Leah asked many questions while avoiding answering the youngsters’ queries.
              The two sisters, Angelina and young Maria, and their cousin Miguel, lived in a large house, perhaps a manor, visible on a bluff overlooking the river a mile away.  About four times a year, they thought, their parents took them into the great city of Goldenfields for festivities or shopping or business trips.  Their plantation grew cotton and corn and sheep and cattle and fruit trees, and had the only mill around, on a stream near the manor house, which they called Miller's home.  After talking with the children, Alec and Leah had learned a fair amount, and were ready to leave; as they pulled the raft off the beach and into the river's current, they saw the children waving goodbye enthusiastically.
              “Those were children of the gentry, judging by what they said and the nice clothes they wore,” Leah said.  “We must be close to the city if their parents take them there so often.”
              In fact they were close to the city.  By midday they passed under a large bridge with much traffic, and they saw continual buildings along the banks.  “Let's go to shore and leave the river,” Leah said.  “We can walk through the city, learn what we need to know, and then decide whether to stay in the city or move out to a village.”
              They poled over to a dilapidated wooden wharf, one that looked abandoned in comparison to the busy stone quays they had already passed earlier along the city’s river banks.   With the expertise that weeks on the river had developed, Alec directed them to a gentle bump and stop on the upriver side of the wharf, ending their river adventure as they arrived in Goldenfields.
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Chapter 11 – Annalea in Goldenfields
              Although he expected to celebrate their successful arrival after weeks of travel, as he and Leah unloaded their belongings from the raft onto the wharf Alec realized that though the two of them had fled Walnut Creek with no possessions, they had plundered the goods on the sandbar with too much glee.  They had far more belongings than they could possibly carry with them.  By the bemused look in Leah's eyes he could tell that she felt the same sheepish realization of their greed.  After a quick talk, they decided to place their belongings back on the raft and tie it in the shadows beneath the wharf.  Abandoned as the jetty appeared to be, they might be able to return in a few days and retrieve their plunder after they found a place.
              An hour later the raft was reloaded and pulled to the foot of the wharf, where Alec pushed it between piers and tied it securely, then moved some debris to hide the view.  When he climbed up to the top of the wharf where Leah was waiting he saw unhappiness written in her frowning face. 
              “Why do you look like that?” he asked, unable to imagine a reason to be dissatisfied.
              “There’s someone in that old warehouse up the road who's been watching everything you just did.  As soon as we leave, all these things will be gone,” she replied.
              “Let’s go see what we can do,” Alec replied impulsively.  A couple of minutes quick walk along the river bank brought them to a brick warehouse that appeared securely shut except for one window, and carried an air of abandonment.
              Trying to display confidence he didn’t feel, Alec pounded against the door and responded to the silence by shouting, “We know you're in there.  Come out and talk.  We mean you no harm.”
              After a few moments of silence he added, “I have a bargain to propose that I think you'll agree to.”
              “What bargain?” a querulous voice finally responded, from the open window above their heads.
              “We know you've been watching us.  We'd like to offer a deal if you'll help us protect our things,” Alec responded.
              “Alec what do you have in mind?” Leah softly asked.
               “What do you have in mind?” echoed the observer’s voice, sounding slightly curious and slightly smug.
              “Let me see you,” Alec replied.  “I mean you no harm,” he stepped back from the building and looked at the window above, as the face and chest of a man appeared a moment later at the window.  “What do you think you have to offer to me?” the man's voice asked.
              “I am a doctor. I have medicines with me to treat rotten teeth and a tight chest,” Alec replied after observing the man as best as he could from the distance between them.  “I can make you feel better if you'll help protect our goods for a few days,” Alec suggested.  Even at the distance, his vision of the man's health had revealed a number of illnesses and aches Alec felt sure he would be able to treat.
              “How do I know I can trust you?” asked the wary watchman.  
              “I am a healer,” repeated Alec.  “This bag contains my medical supplies.  I can see that you have some medical problems -- that swollen jaw, for example.  If you come down here I’ll treat those teeth.  If you help protect our goods, when I come back in a few days I’ll treat you again so that you don't feel further pain.  Some of your problems I think I can cure completely.”
              The watchman studied him intently for several seconds then disappeared from sight.  Moments went by.  Alec and Leah looked at one another.  “Where are you?” asked Alec after a longer wait without any action in the warehouse.
              At that moment the sound of a bolt being thrown came from the door in front of them.
              As the door swung open, Alec confirmed many of the maladies he had detected at a distance.  A visibly swollen jaw and bad breath confirmed the obvious inflammation and infection he detected around two teeth; a dull aura around the chest was indicative of congested lungs.  To those he added the apparent ache in a shoulder that had been badly injured and never properly treated many years in the past, and several open sores on one leg.
              "Sit down on this stone and let me see what I can do for you," he instructed the watchman as he swung his medical bag off his shoulder.  Leah took the man’s arm and guided him over to a bench.
               Alec put the man through a number of simple steps to determine his health while talking to him to try to judge how trustworthy he would be.  "What's your name?" Alec asked as his patient demonstrated the mobility of his arms and breathed for Alec to listen to him.
               "I'm called Gim," the old man replied.  Alec now realized that the man wasn't as old as he appeared, but a life of hard living had aged him substantially.
               "What did you do to that shoulder?" he asked Gim.
               "Years ago I was a river sailor.  On one voyage we had a collision with another barge late at night -- their captain was drunk and they didn't have any lanterns out, so we didn't see them moored as we went down river.  We were in a hurry because we had the first shipments of Goldenfields casks of wine and there was a premium if we could get them to the King in time for the Autumn Festival.”
               "The mast from the other ship broke off and came down square on top of me.  After we untangled, we took right off again - -we weren’t too much damaged.  They didn't have any doctor for me, so they just kept me drunk for three days on some of the wine.  It was awfully good wine; better than anything a commoner like me will ever taste again.”  He paused for a minute with the memory, “We delivered it in time to make the King happy.  I never saw a good doctor, and have had this ache ever since...probably twenty years now."
               Alec was mixing ingredients as he listened to Gim.  Then he took a long careful look inside Gim's mouth at the teeth, after he first promised he wouldn't touch any of them.  He saw such a painful mess he understood why Gim didn't want them touched, and why Gim was so skinny.  With sore teeth like that nobody could eat solid food.  The surprising thing was how pleasant Gim was, given the pain his teeth must be producing.
               "Gim, can we trust you to stick to our bargain if I take care of you?" he asked the old man.
               "If you can take care of half my problems I'll be your man for whatever's left of my life," Gim responded, looking him directly in the eye.
               "All right.  Here's what I think would be best for you.  For those teeth, we're going to have to pull two of them out."  Gim flinched involuntarily at the prognosis.  "But right now they're in too bad of shape for me to do that.  First I want you to keep this wad of herbs pressed against them for the next three days.  It'll kill some of the infection and reduce the swelling so we can take care of the problem, which is that you've got two rotten teeth that have to come out before they kill you.  This will help reduce the pain considerably by tomorrow morning if you keep it pressed against those sore pegs.  Here's a second wad you can use tomorrow night.
               “Next, here is some powdered bark.  When you feel the pain in that shoulder starting to get bad, steep a big pinch in a cup of hot water for about five minutes then drink it all down.  It'll help with the pain.  I can't fix that, but we can make it feel better.
               ”I'm going to put this salve on these sores on your legs right now.  In this leaf is more salve.  Put it on each morning for the next four days.  Go light on how much you rub on; it doesn't have to be thick, just make sure you stretch it out to last four days.
               ”The last one is this collection of dried leaves.  Before you go to bed, crumble some of these over a small burning coal, and breathe in the fumes.  Hold your breath and keep them as deep down in your lungs as you can for as long as you can.  That'll clear out that congestion you've got in your chest.
               ”Now, repeat back to me what you have to do," Alec ordered.  Gim obediently and correctly parroted back his instructions.
               "Okay.  If you do all this, when we get back in a few days you'll feel much better.  I'll give you more to complete the treatments, because you need more of each of these.  I'll also get those rotten teeth out of your mouth, and that'll leave you in a lot better shape." Alec continued.  "You promise you will keep us and our supplies secret from everyone so that we can find a place to be healers in the city?" Alec anxiously repeated his question.  Gim nodded yes.
               "Gim, please do this for us.  We want a chance to live our life here.  We don't want to lose all that we own before we can even start," Leah begged him earnestly as she sat on the stone bench next to him.
               "What you're doing for old Gim is more than anyone's done since I was a boy," he replied.  "Your secret is safe.  What kind of place are you looking for?  Maybe I can give you some ideas," he suggested.
               Alec hadn't thought of asking for directions from Gim; he had just wanted to hush the old man up so that their belongings wouldn't be stolen.  The obvious opportunity to learn something about the city suddenly smacked him in the face.  He looked at Leah.  "What would you tell Gim we're looking for?"
               After a moment's thought she began, "Alec is a healer.  We want to find a section of town that the gentry will come to for healing; tradesmen, craftsmen, folks with money are who we need to collect from if we want to feed ourselves, but we'd like to be in a place that common folks can get to easily, because we can help them, too.  We want to find a shop we can rent for taking care of folks.  If it has a front room and one or two back rooms, and rooms upstairs we can live in, that would be just the thing.  Where do you think we should start looking?"  
               Gim thought about her question, and his head turned left and right as he seemed to be looking for the best parts of the city. Finally he responded.  "Just a little way down river are wharves where the rich merchants like Natha dock their ships, and on the bluff above that is the market where they trade the best cloth and finest products that the nobility like to have.  So anywhere within two hundred yards of the Great Riverfront Square are craftsmen who make their goods to sell at the market or to the market's customers.  And to the north of there is the district where lots of those people live.  It sounds like what you want would be north or west of the square, maybe around the Jewelers street or the Bakers street."
               Leah nodded her head.  "You understand perfectly what we want.  Is there an inn we could afford a room in for two or three nights?"
               Gim replied, "The Golden Loom is nice, but it’s going to be a little pricey.  You might want to save some money and go to The Green Dragon or the Coopers Stave.  I know the lady who runs the Cooper, and if you tell her you know Gim she'll treat you fair."
               After getting directions from Gim, Alec and Leah shouldered their bags and began walking up the rickety stairs to the top of the bank and away from the wharf, hopefully towards a new place to stay.  Finally, after all their time at the wharf and at the warehouse, Leah and Alec entered the main course of the city late in the afternoon.
               "We might as well go to the Cooper and talk to Mistress Welgon first," Leah suggested.  “That’ll give us a place to stay.”
               “How will we go about looking for Natalie?” Alec asked.
               “If we can get a room at the Cooper’s Stave, then we can go to the Golden Loom.  It sounds like the kind of place where the wealthier travelers from Walnut Creek might have gone after landing here.  We can ask about your friend, and maybe we can even pick up some information about likely places to practice medicine,” Leah suggested.  “If we don't like what we hear about Walnut Creek or about places to practice medicine, we can leave Goldenfields and go to a smaller city or town in the area to set up."
               For Alec, walking through the crowded streets was a reminder of Frame, the crowded city he’d lived in before the circus.  The crowds, the buildings, the hustle and bustle all were not only familiar, but after a minute or two, enjoyable entertainment.  For Leah however, Goldenfields was different from anything in her experience in the sparsely populated wilderness of Walnut Creek.  The confidence she had felt about her ability to maneuver was overwhelmed by the activity that teamed around her.  She took Alec's hand as much for comfort as to remain with him on the crowded street.
               “Let's leave the Duke’s Road.  If we walk a block or two parallel to this road, the crowds won’t be so packed,” Alec said, recognizing Leah's discomfort.
               They edged across the road, dodging wagons and carriages and foul piles in the street, and found an alley that led to the next road running towards the great market.  Less crowded, the new way was lined with paper makers, scribners, printers and comfortable homes.  As they walked along with eyes looking in windows and at people in their path, a high-pitched scream, followed by ragged sobs, came from an open doorway they were passing.  Leah jumped, startled by the painful cry.
               Alec stopped, and his hold on Leah's hand jerked her to a stop like an anchor catching a drifting ship.  He looked into the doorway, feeling compelled to help, but uncertain about just walking in.  After moments of indecision, another loud moan concluded his internal debate, and Alec stepped across the threshold.
               In the dim interior of the house a woman came down the hallway.  “May I help you?” she asked.
               “I am a healer, and heard someone in pain here.  I couldn't bear the sound, and wanted to help,” Alec replied.
               “My mistress has been wasting away in pain for several days now, and no doctor has been able to do more than keep her dull and sleepy to lessen the pain.  What can a youngster like you do that the regular doctors can’t?” the white robed servant asked.  “She hasn't had her medicine this evening yet, which is why you heard her.”
               “Let me see her and try to find the answer,” Alec responded earnestly.  “I am a country healer, but maybe I'll see something your city healers haven't.”
              The woman seemed to debate, looking at Alec’s long, unkempt hair, then studying his eyes intently, before she gave a shrug and led them up the stairs to a room that looked out over the street.  An older woman in gray sat on a chair beside a bed, setting a bottle back on a table.  “There, she has had her syrup and should sleep soon,” the woman said.
               In the bed an attractive young woman lay under a sheet, her sweaty hair plastered to her head as she tossed uneasily.
               “Amiel, who is this?” the gray dressed woman asked, looking at Alec and Leah.
               “I am a healer who heard your patient’s pain and wanted to try to help,” Alec replied directly.
               “She's my daughter, not my patient, and no other doctor knows how to help.  Your kindness is appreciated, but we need a miracle, not a youngster,” the bedside caregiver replied, exhaustion from her cares evident in her voice.
               Alec ignored her and walked to the bedside, laid his medicine pack on the floor, and drew the ill woman's sheet back to look at her more closely.  As he studied her body he asked questions.
               “How long has she been this way?”
               “Tomorrow will be the 10th day,” Amiel answered.
               “Was she out in the country or in a garden before this began?”  He asked.
               “Well, yes,” her mother replied.  “Two days before the illness we all were at a picnic in the forest.”
               “Did she drink spring water?”  He queried.
               “Yes,” her mother replied again, with an unexpected blush.
               “It was an unlucky picnic for her,” Alec answered.  His examination of the restless sleeper continued as he used his health sense vision, feeling some of his own energy being used by the special ability.  “I think three things happened to her.  No one by itself would be bad, but together they have caused great harm.”
               He raised her left leg.  “Here,” he pointed to a small red spot above her ankle, “a wood spider bit her.  Usually, that would make her leg swell and be uncomfortable for some days.”  He lowered the leg.  “That wouldn’t be too bad by itself.”
               “But then she breathed spores from a powder ball fungus,” he continued, looking to the mother for confirmation.
               “Yes, her nephew found a patch of them and brought a handful back to our picnic table.  He left a cloud of their dust around our heads,” the mother replied.
               “And finally, she drank some spring water, which had,” he paused, “some unusual qualities.”
               The mother stared at Alec. “That was why we went to the forest,” she answered.  She was astonished at his ability to have read so much about the girl in such depth, within seconds of having simply walked into the room.
               “The water from that spring is supposed to provide,…um, fertility, to young women by cleansing their bodies inside,” the mother explained.
               “I'm sure the water does clean them out in other ways at least,” Alec said without thinking.  “She must have spent the next day in the chamber.”
               “She did,” Amiel confirmed, in a discrete voice.
               “As did I years ago,” the blushing mother admitted, “but then I became pregnant and gave birth to Annalea here.”
               “Those spores, the water, and that spider bite, regrettably happened to be a combination that mixed in her blood to be dangerous,” Alec explained.  “We need to do several things, immediately, if she is to be saved.”
               “She can be saved?”  Annalea's mother responded with astonishment writ large on her face as hope returned to her heart for the first time in days.
               “We need to cool her first, and maybe, only maybe, she can be saved.  Draw all the coolest water you have and place it in a tub and bath her to cool her.  Especially support her head so that her face is out of water but the rest of her head can be cooled in the water,” Alec replied.  “Amiel, can you do this now?  Is there any ice in the house?”
               “No, no ice here,” Amiel replied with guilt in her voice.
               “But the cistern in the cellar keeps the water cool,” the gray dressed mother added helpfully.
               “That will work just fine.  Go fill a clean tub for her now,” Alec directed, feeling the recollections of medical solutions coming whirring to the front of his consciousness.
              Amiel bustled out of the room.
               “Do you know if we can purchase any quicksilver to treat her?”  Alec asked the mother who had unconsciously risen from her seat and was standing expectantly.
               “Annie’s husband is a printer, and works with many chemicals for the inks and the presses.  I will go ask him,” she replied and walked quickly to the doorway.
              “We only need a trace,” Alec shouted after her.
               “Leah, please go to the kitchen and get some boiling water and three bowls,” he directed his companion, who was watching with admiration as his healing skills were put on display.  It was Leah’s first time to see Alec actually practice his powers.
              Alone with the unconscious girl, Alec stepped to the head of the bed and pushed her sweaty tresses off her forehead.  He stood and studied the face of his patient, a pretty girl with a pert chin.  She was too young to imagine dying.  At last he placed a hand on each side of her head, bowed his own head with his eyes shut, and began to pray softly aloud, “Savior, this girl, your lamb, to whom you have given life and soul to be saved, let her heal, let her live, let her have the child she seeks.  Please let my hands do your work.  Amen.”
               Alec felt peace and grace descend on him and through him, and knew that the girl, Annalea, would live.
              “A nice prayer, youngster.  Now where is your master the doctor?  Mother Helen has told me that a miracle worker has been delivered to us to save Annie.  Where has he gone?  I need to find out what he needs,” A masculine voice from the doorway spun Alec around.  A man with well-muscled arms and curly black hair stood there in an ink stained apron.
               “We need two mites of quicksilver, a bath of cold water, a pitcher of boiling water, three bowls, and a thick cloth at least a square yard in size,” Alec replied, not sure how to reveal himself at the moment as the healer in question, not an apprentice.
              “The only tub that will be large enough for such a bath is in the printshop itself, and cannot be moved.  Find the doctor to learn if that will do,” the printer impatiently replied.
              “It will do, if well cleaned before she is placed in it,” Alec told him.
              “I’ll go take care of that and clear out the printshop.  Send the healer as soon as you can,” the printer said, and then left.
               The mother, Helen, returned a minute later.  Together, she, Alec, and another servant carefully carried Annalea downstairs and through the back of the house to the rear of the adjoining print shop.  They passed Leah in the kitchen, and she brought her water and utensils.
              Alec gave directions for Annalea, then went to a bench and began mixing ingredients together in each of the bowls as the tub was scrubbed and filled by a bucket brigade coming up from the cellar cistern.
              “Send all the male servants away now,” Rand, the printer, ordered as Amiel and Helen began to remove Annalea's shift and place her in the cool bath.
               Alec brought his first bowl over to the bath, to mix its ingredients into the bath water.  Rand stepped in front of him abruptly, and shoved him back.  “Male servants out, now, even you prayer boy.  Go send your doctor here now.  I have his quicksilver.”
              Helen and Amiel looked up and looked at one another.  “Rand, let the doctor by,” Helen said evenly.
              “I shall when he gets here.  I don't need his boy peering at my wife in the meantime,” the printer replied angrily.
               ‘That boy is the doctor,” Helen said with exasperation.
              “This lad?”  Rand said contemptuously.
              Helen came over and took him by the arm.  “Yes, that healer figured out exactly what happened and will save our Annie if you'll step aside.”
              Alec sidestepped the tableau and went over to stir his mixture into the bath.  He deliberately positioned his back to the nude Annalea lying next to the tub.
              As he returned to his medical bench he heard Amiel grunt while lifting the girl, and then the groggy Annalea’s involuntarily gasp as her body was slipped into the chill water.
              Alec returned to the groggy patient with the second bowl.  He handed the bowl to Helen.  “Now, while cold water has roused her, make her drink as much of this as you can, in small sips.”  With everyone gathered around the tub, Alec instructed them all on how to care for her.
              “She should remain in this tub until sundown, to bring down the fever.  When you take her out, I want her to breathe fumes from a steamy bowl of ingredients, with a cloth over her head like a tent, to keep the steam in.  I have that mixture ready, so we’ll only need boiling water to start that.  After half an hour, she should be allowed to sleep for the night, but keep moist, cool cloths on her head until the fever breaks.  In the morning she'll need to have another bowl of this medicine to drink, one with quicksilver in it.  Then she'll need to be able to sleep for another day or two, and have another steam-breathing treatment.  If everything goes right, she'll be weak but recovering after that.”
              “How could you be a doctor to know such things so young?”  Rand asked with less hostility than before.  “The other doctors all told us she won’t live past tonight.”
              “Did the other doctors pray for her?”  Alec looked directly at him and replied.
              Rand stared back at him with an angry expression on his face.
               “If you have saved Annie you have answered my prayers,” Helen said to break the tension.
               Alec returned to the bench to finish preparing the medicines.  “All right now, this green bowl is the steam mix,” he told Amiel.  “Just add small portions of boiling water every couple of minutes so there will be clouds of steam, hold it close to her face, and keep the cloth draped over her head.  The blue bowl is for her to drink tomorrow; add the same amount of warm water as she just had.  Keep her head cool tonight.  We’ll be back tomorrow to see how she is,” he said as he lifted his pack on to his shoulder and prepared to leave.  He nodded to Leah and they left to return to the street.  Alec was too angry at Rand’s treatment to stay near the printer any longer.
              “Did you really save her Alec, just like that?”  Leah asked as they stepped out onto the street.  She saw the confident look in his eyes.  “That is extraordinary!”  She leaned up and kissed his cheek.
              “Where are you going?”  Helen asked as she appeared behind them in the doorway.  “Where can we find you when we need you?”
              “We don’t know yet, we haven't found a room in the city,” Leah replied.  “We’re going to go see if we can stay on the Gold Street,” she continued hesitantly, worried that their vagabond status would reduce Alec’s stature in Helen’s eyes.
              “Have you just arrived in town and come straight here to save Annie?”  Helen asked in befuddled amazement.  “You've not yet even found a place to stay in the city?”
              “Well, you could say it happened that way,” Alec answered.  “It sounds implausible, but it is true.  Will we get to Gold Street if we follow this road?” he pointed to his right.
              “Not tonight you won't,” Helen told them as she placed her hand on Alec's arm.  “Tonight you'll go no further.  Spend the night here and help us take care of my little one.  It’s wrong that you should go anywhere else, and it’s right that you stay here with your patient.  You know what you want done for her, and it’s best that you do those things.  We have many rooms you can use.  Come back in the hall and I’ll have Amiel show you to your,” she paused for a second, “rooms,” then she disappeared down the hall.
              “This is wonderful, Alec,” Leah said happily.  “Can you imagine sleeping in a real bed again?”
              Amiel arrived bustling up the hall.  “The best rooms we can offer are up on the third floor, if that's OK?”  She asked deferentially.  “With one room for my mistress to lie in and one for her mother and one for her servant, all the second-floor rooms have been taken.”  Alec and Leah, used to sleeping damp on a raft in the river, had no objections to the third floor, and followed the servant up the flights.
              “These are your rooms,” she puffed as they reached the top of the stairs.  “I’ll bring linens,” she hesitated in some embarrassment.  “What are your names, if I may ask, so that I can tell Master Rand who his guests are?”
              “My name is Alec, and this is Leah,” Alec replied.
              “Well Dr. Alec, this is your room, and Miss Leah, your room is right here across the hall,” she opened the respective doors.  “Let me bring your linens out and some wash bowls, and then I want to go help with mistress Annie.”
              Alec looked at the sunlight angling into his room from the setting sun.  He placed his bags down and crossed to Leah's room.  “Let's eat something and then go help take care of the girl.”
              “That's a great idea!  I’m starved,” Leah said and pulled her hand out of her pack with several crackers already clutched tightly.  They both laughed and sat on the bed to munch their snack.
              Amiel arrived minutes later and stood in the doorway.  “Don't spoil your appetites.  Madame Helen says we’ll have dinner after we get Miss Annie to bed, and you’re to eat with the family,” she informed them as she turned to make up Alec's room.
              Alec went downstairs before Leah, and found Rand and Helen toweling Annalea.
              “Thank you for staying doctor,” Rand said contritely.  “She looks a little better already.”  He was right; Annalea was less flushed and her face appeared less drawn.  “I appreciate your help, and I’m sorry for misunderstanding,” he paused.  “If you'll help with her treatment, I’ll finish up one last job in the shop before we eat,” and he was off.
              Helen's eyes met Alec's but she said nothing until Annalea was back in her invalid's room, held setting upright asleep, breathing in vibrant vapors.  “You may wonder how Rand can work while his wife is so ill, but don't think poorly of him, please.  He's got a good heart.  He married very well with our Annie, and wants to prove he can be a success who deserves her.  It shows his respect for your work that he's willing to leave her and return to his own job now.”
              They finished the steam and placed her in bed, where a servant placed cooling towels around her head.
              “Let's go get a bite to eat now, Alec,” Helen said as she stepped through the door.
              Downstairs Leah met them in the dining room, and Rand came in without his apron.  They all sat as aromatic dishes arrived from the kitchen.  Leah made appreciative sounds as she and Alec had the best meal they had tasted in weeks.  “This is so good!”  She told her hosts between bites.  Rand and Helen watched the two travelers ravenously devour dish after dish with little time for conversation.
              At last a break occurred, and they all sat back in their chairs.  A moment later a golden cake arrived for dessert.  “May I offer something to thank you for your hospitality?”  Leah asked as she pulled a jar of Suellen's peach preserves from her bag; Alec knew it was the last jar they had from the sandbar.
              “Thank you Leah,” Helen said as the serving girl opened the jar.  “But we're the ones who owe you so much.  Tell us now, how is it that the best doctor in the Duchy arrives miraculously at our door, and is only a stripling to boot?” she asked kindly.
              After a brief hesitation, Leah answered, using several pauses as she picked her words.  “We decided we wanted to leave our old home and start over, so we have been traveling together for some time, hoping to set up here in Goldenfields.”
              “It was God's will that we happened to arrive at this house when we did, I believe,” Alec added.
              “This peach topping is marvelous,” Helen said to deftly steer away from what seemed to be an uncomfortable topic for her guests.  “Where did you get it?”
              “It's from Walnut Creek,” Leah answered without thinking.
              “Another Walnut Creek story,” Rand chortled.  “As if we haven't heard enough about Walnut Creek to answer for a year!  At least these peaches are a pleasant story and not another tale of woe!”
              Leah and Alec exchanged a stricken glance, observed by Helen.  “We got them from a peddler who told us they came from Walnut Creek.  Was he pulling our leg?  We haven't heard any stories of the place to know any better,” Leah said to cover their exposure.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 12 – A Visit From An Angel
              “No, perhaps you haven't been in the right circles to have heard the stories we've heard,” Helen replied, “if you've been traveling.  Rand, tell them about Walnut Creek.”
              “Well,” the printer replied, “I haven't heard all the stories or rumors that are on the street, since it's all broken loose while Annie's been ill and I’ve only talked to customers since then when I've spoken to anyone at all.
              “Let's see, about eight or nine days ago, a shipload of people came down the river, docked at the city, and said they had fled a lacertii invasion of their outpost in the wilderness, some mountains no one has ever heard of, far away.  Their outpost was named Walnut Creek, they said.  Hundreds of lacertii came with weapons and torches, killing, burning, plundering.  These people all piled on the boat with just the clothes on their backs, and floated down river for weeks, presumably with the lacertii hot on their trail.  In their defense, they were all thin as rails, and must have suffered something.  But they would have had no credibility and been dismissed except that one of them was a member of the Stronghold trading clan, the Locksforts,” he briefly glanced at Helen, “was recognized as such, and vouched for all they said, and more.”
              “So now the Army is all astir for a war, the ingenairii are probably all astir for something, and the Duke is apparently all astir too.  But no lacertii have arrived yet and people can only sustain a panic for so long,” he concluded dryly.
              The dessert dishes were cleared away.  “I’d like to go sit with Annalea for a while,” Alec said, and edged his chair back from the table.
              “Don't spend all night with her Alec,” Leah leaned over and quietly told him.  “You need some sleep too.  You've earned the right to rest.  I'm going to bed now.”  They each gave thanks for the hospitality of the house, and left the dining room.
              Alec went upstairs and entered Annalea's room.  He dismissed the servant who sat with her, and took the bedside seat, then replaced the cool damp cloths that swathed her head.  He looked at her intently with his health vision.  Her lungs were already clearing, her nervous system had lost some inflammation, and her blood was beginning to grow free of the infection that had polluted it.  A spot of darkness caught his eye then, and he felt his heart drop.  Her reproductive system had suffered irreparable harm.  This girl who had taken a pilgrimage to a spring in order to help her have a baby would never be able to conceive.  The irony of such a result felt like a spiteful dagger in his soul.
              He removed the cloths from her head and looked at her, great anguish in his heart.  He clasped one of her hands in both of his and bowed his head, silently praying that she find peace and contentment.  He felt tears running down his cheeks as he imagined the bitterness she would feel at some future date.  He replaced the cloths with fresh cool ones.  Her eyelids fluttered, then opened, and slowly focused on his face, motionless above hers.
              “I wondered what an angel would look like,” she murmured.  “You’re more handsome than I imagined.”
              “Go back to sleep, Annalea.  You haven't seen an angel yet.  God has many good plans for you here on Earth before he calls you home to see angels.  Go to sleep now and awaken in the morning,” he whispered with emotion, cupping his hand around her cheek.
              She closed her eyes and resumed her even, gentle breathing.
              “She did see an angel just now.  We all have tonight,” Helen's voice gently sounded from the doorway.  “You show up from nowhere, with no story and no history.  You perform a miracle with ease, and you try to slip away unnoticed.  You ask for nothing in return for your service.  If you're not an angel you're the closest thing I've ever seen.”  Tears began to run down her cheeks as she spoke.
              “You're very kind milady.  I feel privileged that I was able to help,” Alec said, searching for the polite response his heart told him was due a great lady like Helen.
              “Angel,” Helen replied, echoing Annalea’s word, “let me help you.  I can tell that you and Leah have some past you don't want to talk about, and I won't press you.  At dinner you said you want to set up shop.  If that's true, let my husband stake you to whatever you need.  He's on his way here, expecting to attend his daughter's funeral.  The Duke's own surgeon among others told us to expect nothing more.”
              “You're very generous, thank you,” Alec replied gratefully.  “Such an offer is not needed.”
              “Not needed for you, perhaps,” Helen quietly said as she placed her hands on his shoulders.  “But we would be callous wretches if we did anything less to say thank you for this,” and her right hand lifted to gesture at the resting figure in the bed.
              “Let me talk to Leah tomorrow so that we can discuss what to do,” Alec replied.
              “Take your time, there is no hurry,” Helen said.  “Please stay here as long as you wish, or come to Natha and my home.  You needn’t go anywhere else,” she began to walk to the doorway.  “Goodnight Alec.  You be sure to get some sleep too.  I'll send a servant to relieve you momentarily.”
              Alec nodded his assent, and Helen went down the hallway.  Soon a servant arrived, and after giving instructions for his patient’s care again, Alec left the room and went up to the third floor.  He paused outside the door to his room, and then decided to turn and look in on Leah.
              Moonlight through the window showed her lower body under the sheets, her pregnant figure outlined in the silvery light, but her shoulders and face were invisible in the darkness.  She'll be delighted at the offer to set up our shop in town, Alec thought.
              “I see you standing there Alec.  Come lie in bed with me.  This bed is wonderful, like nothing I'd ever experienced, but I don't want to be alone with so much happening.  Just lie here with me and hold me and tell me we’re really safe,” Leah said with a sleepy drawl.
              Alec sat on the bed, then lay down.  With his arms around Leah he too felt comforted, and before he realized it, he fell asleep.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 13 – The Shop on Bakers Street
              When Alec awoke the next morning the sun was bright and Leah was gone.  He crossed the hall to his own room to put on clean clothes and freshened up, then walked downstairs.  He went to Annalea's room, which he found unexpectedly packed with people.
              Annalea was awake and sitting up in bed, being spoon-fed the broth Alec had prepared last night.  Sitting on the foot of the bed was Rand, while Amiel and two men he didn't know stood by.
              In the process of swallowing a spoonful of medicine given by her mother, Annalea’s eyes were drawn to Alec's entrance.  She coughed and sputtered, pointed at him, then coughed more as she sat upright.  “There's the angel I saw last night!  He walks among us!”
              The two strange men stared in confusion, while Rand, Helen, and Amiel smiled.
              “Angel, why have you come to see me?”  Annalea asked as she sat upright.
              Alec walked to her bedside and gently pressed her back among the pillow.  “I'm no angel.  I'm a healer.  I was here tending you last night when you awoke, and we talked.  My name is Alec, and I'm glad to have the chance to meet you at last, Annie,” he explained.
              “This boy?”  The two strange men exclaimed, while Annalea just smiled up at him, looking like she still believed he really was an angel.
              Alec looked at her intently, pleased with her health.  “Finish your medicine, dear, and rest this morning.  If you'd like to have something light for lunch, some soup, go ahead.  But don't press yourself too fast.”
              “He sounds like a doctor to me,” the stouter built of the two men said.
              “I told you dear, he is a great doctor,” Helen responded affectionately.  “Would you like some breakfast, Alec?”
              Amiel stayed to finish serving Annalea, while the others bid her good morning and went down to breakfast.  Leah was sitting alone at the table, eyes downcast.  She looked at Alec with an expression he could not fathom as he took a seat next to her. 
              While food was served, introductions were made.
              As Alec had surmised, the stout man was Annalea's father, introduced as Natha.  His companion was a physician brought from the King’s own court, named Areley.
              “Thank you healer, for what you've done for Annalea,” Natha said.  “I brought Areley all the way from Oyster Bay out of desperation after reading my wife's note.”
              “How did you treat what all the great doctors of Goldenfields missed?”  Areley asked.  “Based on the description of symptoms as related to me, I didn't know what to treat.”
              Alec chewed a breakfast roll and tried to figure out how to answer without explaining his extraordinary skills and the manner in which he had acquired them.  “The red spot on her leg was the first clue, showing the spider bite.  All the pain she was in made me suspect something was at work on her nervous system, and her congested lungs were the third item.  Then it was just a matter of asking questions to determine what different causes had combined, and that let me try to cure the various ailments, and we've been blessed that I got them right.  That plus a lot of prayers.”
              Areley raised his eyebrows.  “Not many trained physicians use prayer as part of their treatment,” he commented.
              “Perhaps they should,” Alec quietly suggested, remembering the feeling of great power and compassion he had sensed in the mountain cave.
              “I've asked our guest to stay here a few days to confirm Annie's recovery,” Helen interjected.  “After breakfast we can discuss some matters and plan for Natha and I to move back to our own house, now that Annalea is out of danger and we don't need to help nurse her.”
              “Natha, our guests have heard nothing of the Walnut Creek matter that is such news in Goldenfields,” Rand said.  “What news is there in the Kings’ court about the topic?”
              Natha and Areley looked at one another.  “We talked about this Walnut Creek on our way here,” Natha began.  “Areley knows more about the inside the court thinking.  I know the gossip among merchants I heard was that it was assumed it was all a fraud, and nothing to be concerned about.”
              Alec and Leah exchanged a brief glance.
              “In the court, folks do take it more seriously,” Areley said.  “And the more in-the-know they are or the closer to the ingenairii they are, the more seriously they consider it.  The ingenairii have counseled twice in the past week, and they usually only do so once a year.  They believe something has happened, and they desperately want to know more.  When they found out I was coming here they engaged me to find out as much as possible and to bring some witnesses to them if possible.  I know that the Stronghold clan member and I will return together.  Since you've done my work with Natha’s daughter, I'll have more time to try to get the facts around Walnut Creek, so I thank you.”
              As they arose from the meal, Natha asked Alec to meet him midmorning in the garden at the back of the house.
              Alec and Leah returned upstairs to their room.
              “Leah, we need to talk,” Alec began enthusiastically.
              “Yes, we do,” Leah replied heavily.
              “Last night Helen said that Natha would provide the stake we need to start a shop!”  Alec said.  “Maybe this afternoon or tomorrow we can go out to find a spot to start our practice.  We could go back to the wharf to check on Gim and retrieve our goods and be started in just a few days.  I never thought everything would go so well.”
              “There's something else we need to talk about,” Leah said carefully.  “This morning a maid came to check on us and saw the two of us together in bed.”
              Alec instantly felt Leah’s tension fill the room.
              “I had two thorough lashings from Amiel and Helen about the difference in our ages and how scandalous my behavior with you is, especially given their assumptions about my pregnancy,” she continued.  “Alec, they are clearly wrong, and you and I know it, but they are right in some ways too.  At many times my heart has held concerns about being so close to you when we’re so far apart in ages, and this baby is not yours and you have your search for Natalie and so much else to look forward to in life, and I am just so upset I don't know what to do right now.”
              Alec was speechless.  He could tell that the stresses of pregnancy were making Leah emotional, and he realized that he too had known in his heart the topic at hand was one that they needed to come to terms with, but he didn’t know what to say.  He moved beside her and held her, feeling her grasp him tightly and cling to him, sobs starting to shake her body.
              “Leah, we have been together for weeks now, and I wouldn't want to be with anyone else.  I don't have another friend in the world except the two who are missing.  We will stay together and figure out what is best for us,” he reassured her.  “We both know that we’ve done nothing improper.”  They said nothing more, but sat together in a comforting hug.
              “Thank you Alec, It means a great deal to hear you say that,” she said a minute later, and she released her grasp on him.  “I don't know what's right to do, but we’ll figure something out.”
              Alec stood up and took Leah's hand.  “Let's go talk to Natha.”
              They went to the garden, which they had not seen before, and sat on a bench under an arbor, admiring the flowers around them.
              Alec and Leah stood as Natha and Helen entered the garden several minutes later and joined them at the benches under the arbor.
               "I cannot easily bring myself to say 'doctor' to one so young Alec, but you have performed a miracle and given us back our daughter, and we are grateful beyond words," Natha began.  "Helen and I want to talk to you about how we show our gratitude."
               "I know that we should simply compensate you as generously as possible, and say no more about it," Helen continued.  "But as I have seen you during these past few hours, I have seen what a wondrous person you are.  I want to do more than just give money."
               "She is so happy to be mother to Annie again she is ready to adopt two new children, I think," Natha chuckled.
               "Maybe so, dear.  But to be mother to these two would be a special thing," Helen said to her husband as though Alec and Leah were not present.
               "You two are mysteries, and you seem to want to stay that way," Helen directed her attention back to the two curious guests.  "I may have some suspicions about you, but will not be so impolite to guests as to ask any questions.  At the same time, there are some things I must say to you for your own good.”
               “As she sees it,” Natha said tonelessly.
               Helen ignored him.  "We want to help you.  You want to start your lives anew here in Goldenfields," she said.
               Alec and Leah both nodded.
               "We will help you start those lives.  But we, at least I, cannot just let this happen blindly.  Alec, I told Leah this morning that I do not believe it is right for a boy as young as you to be married and about to become a father with a wife much older than you.  It is not right for either of you.  I can see by the set of your jaw that you do not agree with this meddling I am doing," Helen said firmly.  “But I must tell you that in the years to come the difference in age will become a barrier to your happiness.”
               "Leah told me that you felt it was wrong for us to be together.  I thank you for your concern, but I know that we have been through so much together we’re closer than many people probably are after ten years of marriage," Alec replied.  “However, as it happened, our relationship isn’t what you think.  Leah and I are not man and wife and haven’t known one another in that manner.  Her child is not my child.”
               "Alec, I have been thinking," Leah interrupted him.  "I haven't been able to make up my mind about what to do, but as I listened to Helen this morning, her words resonated in my heart.
               “Helen, Natha, I cannot tell you everything that has happened to us before we got here.  We have shared some things that bind us together in a special way,” he heard Leah begin to explain.  “Please understand that we are strangers in a strange city, and being together is the only comfort we have.
               “Alec is a very special person, Helen, just as you said.  I know he seems only a boy, but you have seen the miracles he can perform.  I want to be with this good person very much.  I think I can be good for him, too, by being a friend,” she added.  “And I will tell you, even though it may not be your business, that the child I carry comes from a man I believe is dead now.  I do not view Alec in the way you suggest,” she continued, “I know that Alec’s heart is given to another young woman, a girl his own age who is a very fortunate girl.  Besides being kind and talented, you are a good-looking 
 
young man, Alec,” she said looking directly at him and offering advice as a friend, as though the others were not with them, “and the girl you choose to be your wife will be a very lucky and happy woman throughout her life.”
               Alec blushed.
              Helen spoke after a few moments of silence, “I have assumed more than I should have,” she said in a quiet voice, “but nothing out of the realm of possibility.  Thank you for your comments.”               She changed the subject then.  “I know that you two are running from someone or something.  I have not told Natha this yet, but I suspect that the shipload of Walnut Creek refugees were not the only survivors to reach Goldenfields; they were just the first.  But I won’t ask you to tell us more than you want to.
              “Our Annalea is sleeping upstairs right now because you have saved her,” Natha said.  “That is all that is important, and that is why I wanted to talk to you.  All these other matters,” he glanced sideways at his wife, “are less important than that.
              “Helen told you that we would help you set up shop, and I would do nothing less than that under any circumstances.  Tomorrow my bank will receive instructions to set up an account with twenty golds in it in Alec’s name.  With that amount you should be able to secure quarters in a good part of town and stock it with the items you need to do business.  You will also have our family and clan singing your praises throughout the city and up and down the rivers if you like, so that business should come flocking to your door.  In the meantime, we hope that you will stay here in Rand and Annie’s home for at least long enough to make sure our daughter is well.  We are moving out this afternoon to go back to our own home in the city.  Please know that you will be welcome there anytime you wish to visit.”
              “By noon tomorrow you should be able to go to the Traders Bank on the Great Riverfront Square, and enquire for an account established by Natha Millershome in the name of Alec Healer.  Now, if you will excuse us, we have many things we need to do.  I trust we will see you again very soon,” Natha said.  He stood up, held out his hand and shook Alec’s firmly, then turned towards the house.
              Helen took Leah’s hand and whispered something in her ear softly.  She than came to Alec and hugged him tightly, her arms circling him, and whispered in his ear, “Angel, I will always be your friend in any circumstances.  I don’t know what you are running from, but I will always help you,” and then she followed her husband.
              Leah and Alec stood alone in the garden.  “Alec, please promise you will tell me if I am doing anything wrong for you,” Leah said.  “Helen now knows that I haven’t seduced you, but she still feels that it is not right for us to be a couple, and I don’t want to do the wrong thing for you.”
              Alec felt out of his depth in such emotional waters, and knew that words would fail to explain his confusion.  “Leah, I do not know anything to say but that you are the only friend I can find in the world now, and I want to 
 
be with you,” leaving unspoken the questions that were rising in his heart about Natalie and Ari, and what he should do.
              After lunch inside, Alec checked on Annalea, who was being fed broth by Amiel.  Satisfied with her progress, he and Leah got directions to Bakers Street and Jewelers Street on the far side of the Riverfront Square and walked through the roads and alleys to reach their destination.
              The square was the largest Alec had seen in his travels through the cities of the kingdom, and it was crowded with merchants’ vehicles plying and exchanging goods.  During a long, slow walk around the borders of the square Leah suddenly squeezed Alec’s hand tightly.  “This is the Traders Bank, where Natha told you to come tomorrow,” she said.  They looked at the opulent building, which spoke of the stability and richness of the institution.
              Alec took surprising comfort in seeing the place where his savings were going to be.  Twenty golds was enough for him and Leah to live on comfortably for years without any effort on his part; never in the caravan had he had more than a few coppers.
              They made it to the far side of the square, and stopped at a vendor’s stall to confirm that they were heading in the right direction for Bakers Street.  As soon as they left the square and turned the corner they knew they were in the right place.  The delightful aroma of baked goods wafted down the street towards them from more than two dozen shops, selling everything from simple breads to elaborate cakes and pastries.
              “I don’t think anyone would ever feel sick enough to come see a healer after they got a whiff of all this good-smelling bread,” Alec joked with Leah.
              They walked down the street looking for shops that were not occupied.  By the time they had walked ten minutes they were at the end of the bakers district, after which only residences occupied the road.  The homes were nice, similar to Rand and Annalea’s home, which Leah thought was good.  “People with money to own homes like these will have money to pay their doctor bills,” she calculated.
              They turned around and returned to the two vacant shop fronts they had found in their inspection.  They entered the neighboring shop of the larger of the two to ask about the ownership.  A man who was Alec’s definition of a baker, chubby and jolly looking, wearing a white apron with flour smudged on his cheek, smiled as they came to his counter.  “What treats can I serve you today?” he asked in a deep, kindly voice.
              We wondered if you knew whether the empty shop next door is available for sale?” Leah asked him as she watched him deftly apply icing to a large, elaborate cake.
              “Parna’s shop?” the cheery baker responded.
              “The shop with the green shutters that are closed,” Alec replied.  “We saw it next door and thought you would know who owns it.”
 
              “That’s Parna’s shop, or it was Parna’s shop.  It belongs to his widow now, since he passed away in the spring.  She doesn’t want to run a bakery, so it sits there empty while she lives with her brother.  Do you plan to open a bakery there?” he asked.
              “No, we’re not bakers.  We’d like to open a shop for a healer.  How much do you think Parna’s widow would want to sell the shop for?” Leah asked.
              “A healer among the bakers, eh?  Well, she might give it away to get it off her hands, but Parna paid four golds and four silvers four years ago to buy it, so I wouldn’t expect it to go for less,” he answered.  “There’s another shop sitting empty; it used to be a candy store, but the owner spent too much of his money on ale instead of sugar, and it closed last week.”
              “And since you know so much, how much would it cost?” Alec followed up.
              “Floyd, who loved his ale so much, won’t be ready to sell just yet, I’d imagine.  He probably still thinks there’s some way for him to pay his debts and start receiving supplies again, but I don’t expect that to happen.  I take it you’re not here to buy anything?” the baker finished icing the cake and began to prepare a small platter of petit fours.
              “When we have our medicine shop, you’ll be the first one we visit to buy a cake,” Leah said with a smile.  “But how do we find Parna’s widow?”
              After several minutes of listening to directions from the baker, they felt confident they could find their way to a cooper’s shop not far from the wharf where Gim was keeping their belongings secret.
              They left the shop, and returned to Rand and Annalea’s home.  The print shop was busy with papers being prepared for customers, so they went up to Annalea’s room to see how she was getting along.
              She was sitting upright in bed with a broad sheet of paper in front of her, reading it carefully.  Upon seeing who was in the doorway she smiled, removed her glasses, dropped the paper onto the bed and welcomed them.  “Angel, and Leah, good to see you, although I confess I’m guilty of working when I should be resting.  You’ll forgive me won’t you, Doctor Angel?”
              “Is that your work?” Alec asked.
              “Yes, I’m helping proof the drafts for Rand, since no one will let me do anything but sit in bed until my doctor releases me to get up,” she said in a teasing tone.
              “I’m just a country healer, but I think you should be allowed out of bed tomorrow if you just get a good day’s rest today,” Alec replied with the smile, a smile that reflected his pleasure at seeing this girl alive again and ready to live a joyful life.
              The next morning Alec and Leah sat at the breakfast table nibbling on slices of melon when they were surprised to see Helen walk in the room.
 
 
 
              “Good morning,” she said.  “I thought I’d visit my daughter today to see how she progresses, and I find she is free to leave her room today!  You’re not just releasing her so you can leave this house, are you?”
              “She seems better off doing something instead of nothing, so there’s no reason to keep her in her bed,” Alec told Helen, who he was delighted to see.   “We’re not ready to leave the house yet, but we may be ready soon, if we’re lucky,” he proceeded to tell her about Parna’s shop on Bakers’ Street and their plan to go investigate it.
              “When you go to the bank, ask an officer there what he thinks you should pay for such a property.  They’ll have a good idea of what the market is these days,” Helen suggested.
              Shortly thereafter, Leah and Alec were at the Traders Bank, and when they explained who they were, they were invited to a back room and treated with the respect due someone who holds friendship and influence with trader Natha Millershome.  A conversation about their plans led the elderly banker to suggest they pay not more than three golds, five silvers for the property, unless it had a third story, in which case they should pay up to four golds, two silvers.  “Anything more is just plain giving your money away,” the banker declared, and then offered the use of the bank’s resources to draw up and record the transaction at the duke’s property court.
              Satisfied that all was acceptable, the two left the bank and walked across the square and down the Dukes Road to the area of the wharf where their belongings had been left behind.
              At the warehouse there was no response to their calls and knocks for Gim, though they tried for a long time to arouse him. Concluding that he was away and would have to be treated later, they discreetly walked down to the wharf to make sure that their raft was still hidden.  When nothing appeared out of order, they remounted the stairs up the levy, and went to find Parna’s widow in the coopers’ section.
              Among the storefronts and alleys filled with barrels and kegs, they found the home they were looking for.  An elderly woman, Andrea, answered the door, and turned out to be the very person they were looking for.
              “We would like to look at Parna’s bakery to see if we might buy it,” Leah told Andrea as they stood in a dingy entryway.
              “The widow looked at them shrewdly, trying to decide if they were likely buyers, or something not worth wasting time on.  “It will cost you five golds to buy Parna’s shop,” she began.  “I loved that man and the shop is my reminder of him.”
              “Let us look at it this afternoon, and if it suits our needs, we can work out a price, I’m sure,” Leah replied.  Details were worked out for Andrea’s brother to meet them at the shop and show them its interior after lunch.  As they left the cooperage, the two healers made another visit to the warehouse, but again did not bring Gim to the door, although they did note a boat tied up under the dock closest to the warehouse.
 
              They spent the late morning walking through the heart of the city, finding the perfume-makers sector and the glassblowers street, side-by-side, which Leah pointed out expedited the easy delivery of bottles to the perfume shops.
              They ate lunch with Annalea and Rand, then walked back to the closed bakery with green shutters.  A man standing at the door introduced himself as Andrea’s brother, but said little else once he opened the door to let them in.  A long thorough tour showed them not only three floors, but a basement as well, where Alec could store roots and herbs in a safe, dry, cool place.  Installation of interior walls would be needed to separate examining rooms from the waiting room, but neither of the buyers could find much else to dicker over.
              Together, Alec and Leah walked back with the brother to the cooperage, and started bargaining with Andrea.  They pointed out the cellar had no cistern, and mentioned the wall they would have to put in and refused to budge above a price of four golds and two silvers.  Without much resistance, Andrea agreed to the final price, “being tired of paying the taxes on the empty building.”
              They agreed to meet at the bank the next morning to settle the paperwork.  Andrea’s eyebrows rose in surprise when she learned they would settle the contract at the prestigious Traders Bank.  Alec and Leah hurried by Gim’s warehouse once again, still received no answer, and went back to the bank to request that the paperwork be ready for them tomorrow morning, a request the banker assured them was a pleasure to meet.
              After the next morning’s breakfast with Rand, while Annalea was still asleep, they went to the bank on the Square and waited for the doors to open.  Alec had even brought his bag of medical supplies with him, saying he wanted to be able to take them to their new shop immediately upon purchase.  By mid-morning a flurry of paperwork and legal terms had confused both the buyers and the seller while the banker sailed through the process without batting an eye, and the purchase was complete.
              Alec withdrew funds from his account and a few silvers besides to purchase supplies, then he and Leah left the bank carrying the key to the shop with them.  They walked directly there, unlocked the door and stepped into their new home.  They hugged one another tightly, and began talking about the healers’ practice they would open.  After leaving some supplies there, they locked the shop and went next door to see their new baker neighbor, Henree.
              “You’ve bought it that quickly?” he asked in astonishment when they told him their news.  “Welcome to the neighborhood,” he said.  “Having a doctor sounds good, unless people think my cakes are so awful they send people to the healer!”
              Alec bought a cake to take back to Rand and Annalea’s.  They gave the cake to Amiel in the kitchen, and went once again to the wharf to try to 
 
find Gim.  He still did not answer.  They noticed a second new boat tied up near the first, but nothing else had changed.  “Gim must be very busy to be gone from his warehouse so much, or we’re just really bad at picking the times to come see him,” Alec observed in frustration.
              “This is like visiting a dream you’d forgotten,” Leah said, standing beside their small river raft minutes later as they began unpacking goods from it to take back to the shop.  Her words voiced Alec’s thoughts as well; although they had arrived on the raft in Goldenfields less than a week ago, already that journey seemed like a distant, irrelevant past.
              Alec struggled to shoulder the heavily loaded pack of goods they had selected.  With Leah occasionally reaching out a hand to steady him, he trudged up the hill and started along the Duke’s Road back to their new shop.  They left their goods there and returned to the wharf to bring more belongings to their new home.
              By late afternoon that load was also at the shop, and they were on their way back to Annalea’s and Rand’s home to spend perhaps their last night there.  The following morning they got an early start, determined to move all that remained on the raft to the shop, and to be able to spend the night there.  As they now expected, Gim did not answer their knock at the warehouse, so they went to the wharf.  As they looked out at the wide river that had been their home and highway for so long, Alec saw a swift-moving watercraft go by, powered by a dozen oars stroking regularly as it moved quickly down river.  “Leah, isn’t that Areley, the doctor from the King’s court, standing on the deck of that boat?” Alec said of the profiled figure they could see talking to a hooded person whose back was to them.
              “It’s him,” Leah replied.  “He must have found out enough about Walnut Creek to report back to the ingenairii at court.”
              Momentarily their thoughts dwelled again on the events and consequences of Walnut Creek, then they turned back to their present task.  Two loads would be enough to carry back everything they wanted, they decided.  Early morning traffic on the road was heavy, as farmers and others brought goods into the Market and to merchants, and it was afternoon by the time they returned to the wharf.
              “This will be our last chance to find Gim to take care of him,” Alec said as they waited for a response from the warehouse.  When none came, he remarked, “Once we get settled in we can visit his friend at the tavern on Goldsmiths Street to find out what has happened and maybe still treat him.  Plus we can try to hear some word about the folks from Walnut Creek,” a topic that had receded in importance as Alec got caught up in the idea of his own shop.
              “We’ll go by the tavern in a day or two and do that,” Leah agreed.
              With the last load from the raft sitting atop the riverbank, Alec felt a twinge of nostalgia for the raft they were abandoning.  The small square of wood had brought them to a new life after the terrible sack of Walnut Creek.  
 
Impulsively he pulled a large staff of wood out of the raft.  “This will be my new walking stick, so that I’ll have something to remember our raft by,” he told Leah, feeling sheepish about affection for a raft.
              By mid-afternoon their goods were unloaded at the shop, and they went to Henree’s next door to buy a loaf of bread for a late lunch.  “Henree, where can we find a shop to buy some decent furniture at a good price?” Leah asked him as Alec tore the long loaf of bread into two pieces.
              “The used goods shops are scattered around town in many spots. If you go to the crossroads of Church Street and the Country Pike you’ll find three or four shops not far from here,” he replied.
              “Will they have a cart to deliver things for us?” she asked as they ate their bread.
              “For a customer who pays cash, I’m sure they’d carry things, especially for a pretty pregnant lady,” he replied with a smile as he turned to wait on a new customer who had just come in the shop.
              A half hour later they arrived at the intersection of the two prominent thoroughfares.  To their right Church Street went straight north to the bridge that led to the Duke’s palace, on an island in the river.  To their left it went straight south and up a gentle incline, rising to the city’s cathedral, which sat on a high bluff looking out over a great bend in the river, visible throughout the city.
              The first shop they entered was so dark and dirty that Leah promptly turned and walked back out within thirty seconds, with Alec obediently trailing behind her.  The second shop was more promising.  “We sit here on the Country Pike, and folks leaving the city or moving into the city end up offering us more furniture than we can ever afford to buy,” a pleasant gray-haired lady told them as she sat at a desk adding numbers in a ledger book.  “Look around, there’s more upstairs and some out in the stables if you’d like to see it.  Let me know if you’re interested in something and we’ll figure out a price for it.”
              Alec was unprepared for the sheer joy of shopping he watched descend upon Leah.  It was his first exposure to the cocooning instinct in a woman, combined with Leah’s first ever opportunity to engage in wanton shopping and buying, and he soon concluded that she was taking as much pleasure from the shopping itself as from the prospect of seeing furniture in their shop and home.  By the time Leah had selected five pieces for purchase, the gray-haired matron realized that her customer was on a mission, and she followed them throughout the store, haggling over prices and tagging items for delivery.
              An hour and a half later, two beds, three tables, four chairs, two benches, three chests, and several sets of drawers were promised for delivery.  Alec turned over much of his cash to have the beds, tables and chairs delivered before sunset, and agreed to bring the rest of the payment for 
 
 
delivery of the remaining furniture.  The smiling shopkeeper waved as they left the store and walked back to Bakers Street.
              That night they sat in a room on the second floor eating bread from Henree and goods from elsewhere, enjoying their first night in their new home.  Plans for the future were all they talked about.  “We need to get cleaning supplies, curtains, rugs, supplies for the pantry,” Leah rattled off, as she remained in a frenzy of buying pleasure.  Alec noted the sparkle in her eye and the joy in her voice, and thought about how wonderful it was to see her so happy.  He abruptly drew himself up short when he realized he was neglecting Natalie.  He was failing his self-imposed duty to protect her, he knew, but he had no idea where to find her.
              He refocused on Leah’s on-going list of items to purchase.  “Before we go to the bank tomorrow, we should stop by to visit Rand and Annalea to let them know we are moved out and where we are,” Alec chimed in.  “I’d like to take one more look at Annie to make sure everything has healed and she’s ready to be back on her feet.  After the bank we can arrange the delivery of the remaining furniture.”
              “And then go shopping for other things,” Leah confirmed.  
              The sun set as they spoke, and the room grew dark.  Without candles, which Leah pledged to buy the next day, they had little to do after sundown, and following their long day of activity they fell asleep early.
              The next morning they awoke at sunrise to the heavenly aroma of the bakers’ ovens around them, all producing the morning breads and goods that would be sold throughout the day.  A roll from Henree gave them something to eat as they decided to walk around the city until a reasonable time to visit the print shop.  A triangular plaza on the river near the Glassmakers Row gave them a view of the Duke’s island palace, as well as the fort where a smaller eastern river joined the mighty Giffey.  Soon after that they walked back along the river, across the Merchants’ Square and back up the Printers Road to Rand and Annalea’s home.
              “Well, here they are at last!” Amiel exclaimed as she opened the door for them.  They were invited to the dining room, where Annalea came to join them.
              “Leah, Angel, good to see you alive and well,” Annalea said as she entered the room.
              “Our apologies for not letting you know that we were spending the night at our new shop,” Leah apologized.  “We had to await the delivery of some furniture to the shop, and then we decided we’d enjoy the adventure of our first night in a place of our own.”
              Annie smiled indulgently at Leah’s enthusiasm.
              Alec looked at Annalea, satisfied with the state of health he saw.  “Someone told me you were ill once, but I can’t imagine that’s true,” he joked with her.
              “No, I’ve never spent a day in a sick bed,” she mockingly agreed.
 
              After a few brief questions about her rest, her breathing and her appetite, Alec confirmed that Annalea was free from any restrictions.
              The two travelers only needed a few polite questions to start describing in detail all that they had accomplished and what they hoped to do next. Annie showed keen interest in all they mentioned.  “So you will be able to mix some of the potions and medications that Alec prescribes?” she asked Leah as they discussed how to serve patients waiting in the different rooms they expected to use.
              “Yes, we talked about the different medicines and ingredients we collected while we were coming down the river,” Alec explained.  “Leah knows the basic ones for aches and pains and she understands the reasons for including some ingredients by studying the patterns of use,” he continued, unaware that he had let slip a clue to their past.
              Leah heard it and knew what had happened, but since Annalea showed no sign of surprise she let it pass.
              Soon after that Leah was ready to go.  “We need to get to the bank for cash to have the furniture delivered and after that there are more things to do, as there always are.  Please remember we are in the shop with green shutters on Bakers Street, next to Henree’s bakery, and come to us anytime you wish or let us know if you need Alec to come see you.”
              Annalea promised that only Alec would ever be her doctor for the rest of her life.
              Thereafter they walked and carried and moved for long hours, and by the end of the long, busy day all their chores were accomplished but one.  “Let’s go have dinner at the tavern on Goldsmith Street and talk to Gim’s friend,” Alec proposed.  “We can splurge with a dinner out and let someone else fix some hot food.  Then we can try to find news of Natalie.”
              With Leah’s ready assent, they walked around the block and found the Coopers Stave tavern within ten minutes.  Amidst the hustle and bustle of the busy common room they found a small table available by the door to the kitchen and gratefully accepted the chance to sit down.  At Alec’s insistence Leah ordered vegetables to go with the lamb chops she wanted, while Alec ordered hot tubers with butter along with pork chops and a whole pitcher of cherry water.  The constant comings and goings of customers and servers gave them a show to watch while they enjoyed the tavern fare at their small table.
              As they finished their meal Alec asked the serving girl if Mistress Welgon was in the tavern.  “Yes she’s the lady up front at the desk for the sleeping rooms,” the girl replied as she moved on to other customers.
              With a few coins placed on the table to pay for the meal, Alec and Leah walked through the dining room to the hallway, where a stout woman watched them approach her desk.
              “Are you Mistress Welgon?” Alec asked.
 
 
              “I am, though most folks hereabout just call me Annie,” the woman replied without a smile, unsure why someone wanted to know.
              “We met a man down by the wharf, a man named Gim, who said he knew you,” Alec responded.  “We were supposed to see him again but haven’t been able to raise him for three days now.  Gim mentioned your name to us, so we thought we’d stop by to see if you had heard from him or knew how we could reach him.”
              “What interest would you have in a poor old dog like Gim?” Annie Welgon asked.  “He’s a nice fellow, harmless as a butterfly, but there’s nothing to him to interest anyone that I can imagine.”
              “I am a healer, and I told him I would help heal some of his problems.  But since I haven’t been able to find him I can’t keep my promise, and I really want to fix those sore teeth before they get worse,” Alec replied.
              “You don’t look old enough to be a healer, sonny,” Annie responded.  “But you do at least know he’s got a powerful ache in his mouth.  I saw him a week ago and he was moaning something fierce then about it.
              “I tell you what.  I’ll send someone to search for Gim in a couple of places I know, and see when he can come over for a visit.  You come back here tomorrow night and I’ll have the answer for you,” she said as an end to the conversation.
              Satisfied that something was likely to come of their efforts to find Gim at the Coopers Stave, Alec and Leah then asked Annie if she’d had any of the Walnut Creek refugees staying at her hotel.  “Heavens no, children,” she replied.  “Those folks didn’t land here.  I thought some might when word first went around about them, but with all the gossip and fuss and followers that trailed after them, I’m kind of glad we don’t have any of them.  My friends from the other inns don’t seem so happy to have them already, and some of them turn out to not have a penny to pay their bills, but how do you throw them out right now?”
              Alec and Leah listened to several minutes more, then left Annie and returned to their shop.  On the way they saw Henree outside talking to two others.  “These are my new neighbors I was just telling you about,” Henree said loudly with a wave to them to join the group.  “Alec and Leah, these are two of the second best bakers you’ll find in Goldenfields, Armon and Rene.  Alec and Leah are the two young healers who are going to bring good health to our street, isn’t that so youngsters?”
              “You’ll find that Henree overestimates himself compared to artists like Rene and myself,” the one named as Armon replied.  “Are you trained healers?” he asked.
              “If you know someone who has a malady, tell them to come see us after lunch tomorrow, and Alec will demonstrate his abilities for free on opening day,” Leah replied.
              After a brief exchange of polite pleasantries, Alec and Leah excused themselves and entered their shop.  “If we’re going to have folks in 
 
tomorrow I need to clean the shop,” Leah said and began working on mopping and dusting the front room.
              With only a mild sense of shame, Alec decided to leave the cleaning duties, and climbed the stairs to the third floor.  In the back-most room, where the ceiling slanted down to the back wall, Alec opened the panel and climbed out onto the roof, where he felt a comfortable isolation.  The shop felt like home to him.  He’d never had a place that was his own home, and now, the day he moved in, this one already felt more comfortable than anyplace else he’d ever been.
              He lay on his back on the roof, looking up at the stars of the sky.  He recognized the constellations that Ari had taught him to look for in the past few months: the Eagle, the River, the Mountain with the Cave, the Bear, and King’s Crown were highest in the sky now.  With that knowledge, Ari had said, Alec could navigate across the Dominion.  He remembered weeks ago when he had been with Natalie in the woods caring for Ari, and had seen King’s Crown rising in the eastern sky.
              Where was Ari now?  Could he have died in the battle against the lacertii at Walnut Creek?  Alec believed Ari found a way to save himself so that he could share his knowledge with the ingenairii in the kingdom.  From the conversation Areley and Natha had shared at the dinner table a few nights ago, he knew that Ari’s knowledge was what the ingenairii would be looking for.  In Ari’s absence, would those ingenairii still want to hear Alec’s story?  Alec wondered whether he needed to do something more to share what he knew, such as possibly write it down and anonymously turn it over to them?  Alec missed the man who was such a powerful leader, and a friend, and a confidant.  Would Ari approve of how Alec had handled his circumstances so far, or would he say that circumstances were handling the boy?  Alec shied away from that uncomfortable train of thought.
               What had become of Natalie?  She must have made it to this very town he was in now.  She was somewhere nearby.  He wanted to stand up at that very moment and call out her name.  Even while setting up home with Leah, he felt a desire to talk to Natalie about all that had happened since they parted in Walnut Creek.   But he didn’t know how to go about finding her.  He’d just have to start asking some cautious questions about where the Walnut Creek refugees were staying, in a quiet manner.  As he thought about the daunting prospects for such a search, he grew less certain.
              He focused on the stars again.  They’d moved impossibly far across the sky.  How long had he lain here thinking?  He stood up and returned downstairs.  Leah was finishing up her cleaning.  “How does it look?” she asked, spreading her arms around the damp but brighter rooms.  Alec had the good sense to tell her that it looked great.
              The next morning after they awoke Alec left to go browsing through the market for more medicinal herbs and items he felt he wanted to stock in the shop, then went to a street of metal workers and purchased some sharp 
 
knives and slender probes he thought he might be able to use.  As he returned to the shop he passed through the Market Square, where he saw a large number of soldiers hurrying rapidly towards the north, followed moments later by several members of the cavalry who came into the Square from a different direction and followed towards the north, scattering pedestrians and bystanders without regard.
              When he walked up Bakers Street he was surprised to see a large group of people standing outside his shop.  “What’s everyone here for?” he asked in the back of the crowd as he walked up.
              “There’s going to be a doctor here who will heal folks for no charge today,” a woman with three children replied.
              Alec pressed through the crowd to get to the door and started to go in.
              “Hold on lad, we’ve been waiting longer that you to see the doctor,” said an elderly man with an unfriendly tone.
              “Oh don’t worry, I’m not going to see the healer,” Alec responded, certain that if he announced he was the healer half the crowd would leave rather that face someone so young.
              Inside he found Leah rearranging chairs and bustling with nervous energy.  “Are you ready to let them in?” he asked.  “Bring in as many as will comfortably fit in the waiting room,” she said, “and then put the first three in patient rooms, and we’ll just work our way through that group.  Let me know which ones you think may be most seriously ill, and you can tend those while I try to take care of the ones with minor aches.”
              He went back to the sparsely supplied kitchen and ate a piece of Henree’s bread and an apple.  “Lord, let me do your work and make the right decisions today,” he quickly prayed, and then stood up and walked down the hall to the first room.
              When he opened the door the same elderly man who had questioned him outside the door was waiting.  Alec took a thorough look with his health senses.  The man’s joints were sore with rheumatism, and his heart was weak, but for a man his age he appeared to be doing well.
              “What do you want youngster?” the elderly man asked after being stared by the teenager who had walked into the room where he sat.
              “What seems to be the problem today?” Alec asked, deciding to just play this out as straight as possible.
              “I’m here to see the doctor, I’ve got things to ask him about,” the man replied grumpily.
              “I am the healer,” Alec replied.  “So tell me what you want to talk about.”
              “You’re not the doctor, boy.  Now send him in,” the man said angrily.
              Alec opened the door.  “Leah, would you come here?” he asked.
 
 
              When she joined them in the room, Alec said “Leah, would you tell this man who the healer is?”
              “Alec is the greatest healer you’re ever going to meet,’ Leah said with an absolutely straight face.  “Others are waiting, so please help us do this quickly.”
              The man looked in disbelief, then stood and pushed by them without a word and left the building.
              “That went smoothly, I see,” Leah said wryly.  “Oh well, on to the next one.”
              Alec walked to the next room and went in.  A woman sat with her small child held in her arms.
              “I’m the healer, and I’d like to help you.  What has brought you here today?” he asked, holding his fingers crossed behind his back in hopes of bringing better luck.
              “You seem a mite young to be a doctor, but I’ve got no other choice,” the woman replied, studying him.  “My daughter’s smaller than the other children.  She cries constantly, and has a bad cough and she doesn’t sleep well, so I don’t sleep well.  Can you do something for her?”  Her voice gave away her fear of the bad news she was afraid Alec might deliver.
              Alec looked casually at her, then walked up to the girl and touched her throat while thinking about what to say.
              “She’s not as bad as you think,” he said.  “Does someone in your home smoke any tobacco or does your fire place flue draw poorly?” he asked, knowing from the odor they brought with them that the mother herself must smoke.
              She nodded acknowledgement.
              “The smoke is bad for her lungs.  She’s got sensitive lungs to begin with, and the tobacco smoke is an additional problem.  You need to stop smoking in the house or around her.  If you can stop altogether it would be best because it would be good for you too.  But at least step outside to smoke when she’s around.  Also, I’ll ask Leah to bring you some herbs.  I want you to put a pinch of those in a bowl of hot water every night and have her breath the fumes for about a quarter of an hour before she goes to sleep.  Hold a blanket over her head so she gets the benefit of the fumes.  Do that every night for a week, and then come back next week and we’ll give you another batch to use.  Wait here and Leah will bring the medicine to you.  Do you have any questions?”
              The mother sat silently without saying a word.
              “You’re not pleased about stopping smoking, are you?” he asked.
              “No,” she replied.  “Lots of people smoke around their children and no harm comes of it.  You’re just a child yourself, and I don’t think you have any idea what you’re talking about.  But honestly, I don’t smoke myself, and I don’t care.  It’s the man I live with who smokes, and he’s not going to stop smoking in his own home just because you said to.”
 
              Alec considered what to say.  He looked at the mother, and his health vision examined her without his intention for it to do so.  He froze in disbelief as his mind registered all the things he saw.  He looked at the daughter again, and grew shocked, then angry.
              “What is your girl’s name?” he asked.
              “Hannah,” the mother replied.
              “And what is your name?”
              “I’m Ellen,” the mother said.
              “Ellen, you and Hannah have both got signs of being treated very roughly.  Hannah’s had a broken arm, and you’ve got bruises you’re hiding under that long sleeved dress, and other injuries I’m not going to mention,” he said in agitation.  “I think that that man’s smoking is the least of your problems, although it is a problem.”
              Ellen burst into angry tears.  “I’ve got no place to live, no job while I watch and support Hannah, and no family I can go back to.  I have to stay with Roger to keep a roof over our heads and some food in our bellies.  I want to leave, but I’ve got nowhere I could go that we wouldn’t be worse off.”
              Alec didn’t know what to say.  He’d stumbled into something far over his head, and he didn’t have an answer.  He asked questions to stall for time, hoping that some answer would appear.
              “How did you hear about this shop being open today?” he asked.
              I was in the market and overheard two folks mention it.  Since Hannah was with me and we were close by, I decided to just try it out.  It was an impulse.  A bad one I guess; you can’t do anything to help me,” she ended bitterly.  “You see the problem, and so do I.  But I don’t see any answer, and neither do you.  So what good are you?” she challenged him.
              “So Roger has no idea where you are or where to come looking for you?” Alec asked.
              “He expects me to be home from the market any minute now, and he’ll probably thrash me for being late with his food,” Ellen replied.
              “I’ll be right back, don’t go anywhere,” Alec told her and slipped out if the room.
              When he found Leah up front he motioned for her to join him in the back of the house.  “Is everything okay in that room?” Leah asked.  “I heard tears and raised voices.  I wasn’t sure what to do.”
              “Could we let that woman stay in one of our third floor rooms for a few days?  She is being beaten and worse by her boyfriend and her daughter is suffering too,” Alec asked.
              Leah looked at him steadily.  They had no income yet and a brand new home they could barely call their own.  Bringing in a strange woman made no sense at all.  But she remembered the feeling of panicked entrapment she had felt when she had expected to suffer abuse or death at the 
 
 
hands of her husband.  “Tell her she can stay here and do cleaning for us for a week to earn her keep.  We’ve certainly got plenty of cleaning to do.”
              Alec looked at her with appreciation, gripped her hand tightly, and returned to the examining room.
              When he opened the door the room was empty.  Ellen and Hannah had left.
              Alec looked down the hallway and ran to the waiting room up front.  “Did a woman and a little girl just leave?” he asked those who were seated.
              “They just walked out a minute ago,” a man replied. 
              Alec went out the door and looked both ways.  Just down the street he could see Ellen’s head bowed low as she walked with Hannah holding her hand beside her.
              He ran to them and grabbed Ellen’s arm.  “Come back.  You can stay with us.  We’ve got an extra room and need cleaning help; don’t go back to Roger.  Stay here and be safe for a few days.  Get your bearings and we’ll decide what to do next,” he took her other arm as well so that she faced him directly.
              She looked up into his face for a long minute.  “Just move in with a stranger?  With my daughter?  Leave everything behind?  I can’t do that,” she said, shaking her head.
              “If you stay with us, I will not harm your daughter.  I will not hurt you, or do…those other things to you.  Leah is here and will be here and is going to be a mother herself soon, obviously.  I see the pain you’re in.  I do not want you or Hannah to suffer,” he looked down at her daughter, who he still had not heard make a single sound.  “She can talk, can’t she?” he asked.
              “She can, but around men she’s frightened because Roger…” Ellen’s voice trailed away.  “Alright,” she spoke up, “I’ll come with you.  Some voice tells me it’s the right thing to do.”
              “Great!” Alec said.  “That voice is the Lord talking to you.  Just go wait in the back of the kitchen and we’ll talk after I take care of the other patients.”
              Back in his shop, Alec began going through the rooms, finding a variety of common ailments some of which he treated and some he asked Leah to treat.  He splinted broken fingers, put ointments on rashes, gave herbal infusions to relieve headaches, and advised against eating cabbage to one man.               Two others walked out rather than see someone so young, and one man walked away disappointed because Alec could not cure his impotence.  All in all though, when the last patient was done hours later Alec felt good about using his abilities to help so many people.   And he felt exhausted by using his health vision so constantly.
              Ellen and Hannah came out to join Leah and him in the front room as they closed the door.  They had just began to talk about what to have for dinner when a shadow outside drew their attention to a large carriage that stopped in front of their shop.
              “Look at that, the seal of Trader Millershome,” Ellen said with respect.  “The richest man in Goldenfields is in your neighborhood.”
              The door opened as a servant came into the room followed a moment later by Helen, looking frightened and upset.  “Alec, pack a bag and come quickly.  The Duke has been attacked, and I’m afraid you’re the only one who can save him!”
 



 
 
 
Chapter 14 – The Duke’s Palace
              All three adults gaped at Helen in disbelief.  “Late this morning assassins entered the Duke’s palace and assaulted him.  He survived, but is just barely clinging to life with his physicians attending him.  Natha and I agreed that you are the only one who can hope to save him,” she repeated and elaborated on her report.  “Pack a bag quickly and my carriage will take you to the palace.  Natha is waiting for you there.”
              Alec shook off his weariness and went downstairs to his supplies, where he quickly packed everything he could think of to battle infection, promote healing, and dull pain, and added the fine needles and thread he had bought that morning.  He quickly ran back up the stairs.
              “Goodbye Leah, I’ll be back when I can,” he said as he kissed her cheek and went out the door after Helen.  As soon as they climbed in the carriage she knocked on the front and the driver started them moving.  Within minutes they had maneuvered their way to the bridge leading to the Duke’s island palace.  There Alec saw many soldiers, probably including some of those he had seen heading in that direction during the morning.  Their carriage was allowed through; they pulled to stop in a courtyard in front of the palace proper, and watched Natha come out to greet them.  After a quick, private exchange with Helen, Natha shook Alec’s hand, then pulled him by the arm through the courtyard and into the palace.
              “This will be ticklish, a young fellow like you coming in where these learned doctors cannot help, Alec,” Natha counseled him quietly as they walked down a hallway with two soldiers escorting them.  “Don’t worry about that.  Just tell me anything you think will help and we’ll make it happen.  Besides,” he added with bemusement, “those old doctors may prefer that you take over because they think it’s a helpless case and may prefer that you take the blame for his death.”
              “Not that I expect he’ll die, now that you’re here,” Natha added.
              Alec felt suddenly ill with anticipation of how badly this situation might turn out.  He still felt exhausted from working with supplicants all day, and now something like this seemed unimaginable.
              They stopped in front of a door that one of the soldiers held open, and Alec was dragged in by Natha.  In the dim room, a bed at the far cradled had a recumbent figure lying surrounded by five attendants, with three pairs of soldiers also stationed by the bed and around the room.
              “Make way, move aside,” Natha said authoritatively.
              The low voices of the bedside watchers stopped.  They looked up, and seeing the face of the rich trader who was well known in court, they obediently stepped aside.  “Alright Alec, save our Duke, please,” Natha whispered in his ear as they arrived by the bed.
              Alec looked down at the Duke.  A very pale man, probably from loss of blood, lay under a sheet.  He was stoutly built, but Alec saw little fat.  He had a narrow mustache and a neat beard around his chin and mouth.  Alec pulled the sheet down and saw several cuts and two deep stabs on his torso.  The young healer took a deep breath and carefully scanned his health vision from head to toe, looking at the Duke’s body meticulously, looking for every clue he could find to the injuries suffered.
              Neither of the stabs had hit vital organs, by some miracle.  There was a great loss of blood, and already some minor infections were starting to fester.  But beyond that, beyond the pain that the unconscious mind was fighting, Alec saw three of the knife cuts, perhaps all made by the same blade, that glowed with the ugly look of poison.
              He stepped back and let his mind begin to sort through its divinely imprinted collection of memories and remedies, trying to sort out the right steps to take, and the order to administer them in.  He thought about what he had brought, calculated what additional things he would need, and decided on a course of action.
              He placed his hands over the Duke’s heart and began to pray.  “Lord, through your son’s blood we all are saved and our sins are removed.  Please save this man, eripio.  Cleanse his blood, purgo, defaeco, replenish it, plenus, victus.  Heal his wounds.  Show him the miracle of your love Father.  Amen.”  He felt the same sense of grace he had felt at Annalea’s bed.  To those in the darkened room, it appeared that a slight nimbus flared around Alec and the Duke following the prayer, though some later insisted it couldn’t have happened.
              “We need a bishop and twelve holy men to come say prayers around this bedroom tonight, Natha,” Alec said when he straightened back up.  “I need a pitcher of boiling water and four bowls.  I need some herbs I have back at my shop, unless you have them here – Lion’s Mane, root of woodstalk, greenberry bush, and leaves of velvetleaf.  I also need extract from the flower of the rose of the south, and some dried sap of northern cedar and a glass of milk.  I’ve brought everything else I need.  Can you get those for me?”
              Natha looked at one of the silent men against the wall of the room.  “Martin, you’re the Duke’s pharmacist, how long will it take to assemble those items?”
              “I could have all but one here in an hour, but those aren’t going to help this situation, any more than those priests are going to do anything besides pray for his soul after he dies,” a tall man said with scorn.
              Natha looked at one of the soldiers by the door.  “Escort this man to his rooms so that he retrieves everything he can and have him back here in an hour.  Take two other soldiers with you, and slice off one of his toes for every minute he is late.  Go quickly!”
              Alec looked at the man, who grew pale at the command, and the apparent willingness of the soldiers to obey.  “What item won’t you have?” Alec asked.
              “There’s no extract of the rose of the south here…” Martin replied before being cut off by Alec.
              “In that case, bring Gilgiad’s ointment and lexgreen leaves.”
              The soldier took the man’s arm and headed out the door, calling for others to join him.
              Alec opened his bag and took out the ingredients he had available.  He mixed together two small piles of dried leaves, and shredded a root over one of them, scraping his own knuckles repeatedly on the shredder in his hasty actions.  He put one pile in his small stone bowl and used his pestle to mash the ingredients into the finest powder he could manage.
              A servant arrived with the boiling water in a pitcher, and a stack of bowls.  Alec poured a small amount of the water into one bowl, and added the powdered concoction he had just ground.
              “Could you go to the kitchen and get some cooking oil and some corn starch or some egg whites?” Alec asked the servant.  He realized that he’d need to set his infection-fighting medicine in some form that wouldn’t drip away between treatments overnight.
              He saw a pitcher with drinking water on a table in the room, and added some of the water to cool the temperature of his mixture.  With that ready, he applied it to all the cuts he saw on the Duke.
              “Are there any cuts on his back?” he asked the attending physicians who still stood by the wall silently watching him.  The servant arrived with the items he requested and placed them on the foot of the bed.
              “No, the, the assassins... never got behind him apparently, or didn’t try,” one doctor said.
              Alec noticed the hesitation in his speech but couldn’t take time to decipher its meaning.
              “Natha, would you send a message to Leah to let her know I’ll not be back until tomorrow night at the earliest?” Alec asked his companion.
              “Certainly.  You’ll be alright here for a few minutes while I take care of that, won’t you?” he asked loudly so that everyone heard the question.  He stared pointedly at one of the remaining soldiers, who imperceptibly nodded.  Without waiting for an answer, he left the room.  Moments later, two more soldiers entered and took up stations beside the bed. 
              Alec selected one of his finest needles, and picked up the silk thread.  While waiting for the other ingredients to arrive, he decided to try to stitch some of the open slices closed.  He selected one on the arm and sprinkled more of the infection-fighting liquid on it.
              “You don’t think the Duke will mind if we close these wounds so he doesn’t have such gaping scars do you?” he asked the soldier closest to him, an officer.  “Maybe we could leave a couple of the more impressive ones so he’ll have something to show the ladies, eh?”
              The soldier grinned for a moment, but kept his eyes on the doorway and the men in the room, not stopping to make eye contact with Alec.
              Alec began to stitch the sliced flesh together.  He could tell that he’d been called in too long after the attack to make the stitches work as well as possible, but they would be some help in the healing.
              As he finished repairing the third cut Natha returned to the room.  He looked around, satisfied with all he saw.  “The message is on its way to your shop, and another has been delivered to the bishop.  Your pharmacist will be here in less than twenty minutes or he’ll be hobbling in with a few toes missing.”  The trader looked closely at what Alec was doing and turned pale, then turned away.  “I’ve never seen any of our doctors sew flesh together like that.  Does it help?”
              “It will help it heal faster, with less scar tissue to form,” Alec said.  “It would have worked best if it had been started hours ago, but this will still do some good and I can’t do much else until the other things arrive.”
              As he finished the next cut the medical ingredients arrived, securely escorted by the soldiers.
              “Do you need anything else from this one?” Natha asked about the pharmacist.
              “No, not from him for the rest of the night.  I’ll see what we need tomorrow,” Alec said as the man stumbled back over to the group of observers who remained huddled together in the corner.
              Alec began mixing together the ingredients he needed as antidote to the poison.  He didn’t have a great deal of time left to administer it, and after that he needed to address the lack of blood with another treatment, and then he hoped to administer something to induce a long, long deep sleep to allow thorough healing without the pain interfering.  He felt nervous about the narrow margin of time available to work, and twice dropped instruments on the floor in his haste.
              As soon as the antidote was ready he asked for servants to sit the Duke upright so that he could administer it as a drink.  The procedure needed to prepare it had taken a long time to go through the steps to mix the items together in the proper sequence with the proper pauses for reactions, and there was no time left.
               He held the Duke’s mouth open and gently slipped a small amount in.  The Duke coughed momentarily, then swallowed.  Alec poured more, and it went down smoothly that time.
              As he continued to administer the antidote, he heard the door behind him open, and someone entered the room, followed by several others, it seemed from the sounds he heard.  He didn’t bother to look, but finished administering as much antidote as he felt appropriate, keeping some set aside for direct application to the wounded flesh where the poison had entered the Duke’s bloodstream.
              Climbing off the bed he turned around to face the bishop of the cathedral flanked by several priests, all craning their necks to see what was happening.
              Alec spoke to the bishop, a more kindly old man than he had expected, and requested that the clerics spend the night performing an ancient church chant that probably hadn’t been heard sung as part of a public ceremony in sixty years.  The bishop’s eyes flickered in brief surprise that Alec even knew the name of such a chant, then he set his priests to work filling the room with an ancient tongue that invoked a sense of peace and serenity in the room.
              Alec turned back to the Duke.  He soaked small bandages in the poison’s antidote, then laid those atop the wounds where the poison had entered the Duke’s flesh.  He tied strips of other bandages around them to hold them firmly against the cuts.
              He then began mixing ingredients to strengthen the Duke’s blood.  The ingredients were easier to mix together than the antidote for the poison had been.  With soldiers’ help he again propped the Duke up and fed him the liquid in small sips.
              Finally he prepared a small amount of sleep-inducing potion.  That too was administered.
              He then returned to working on the antibiotics.  Most of those who had been in the room when he arrived had left already, and new observers had entered.  All the solders except the two who were at the bedside with him and their officer had also changed positions, but those three refused to be relieved and stayed with Alec and the Duke. With the egg whites he foamed the antibiotics into a thick preparation.  He stitched up more wounds and slathered the gooey concoction onto those under bandages.  Finally he was satisfied that that work was done and he asked the soldiers to turn the Duke on his side so Alec could examine his back.  Just as he had been told, there were no wounds there.
              Exhausted after working long hours into the night, Alec barely noticed the commotion at the door as a new person entered.
              “Boy, remove your hands from my father,” he heard a voice over his shoulder loudly speak, and a hand pulled his shoulder backwards.  Alec looked up at a man standing over him, a man with long, well-coiffured hair and fine features, dressed like a dandy at this early hour of the soon-to-begin morning.
              “Who are you to be abusing my father’s body in his last hours?” the young man demanded.  “Cannot his body be respected and allowed to peacefully pass to the next world?”
              The chanting of the priests, which had been such a soothing background sound, faltered.
              “What last hours do you mean?” Alec replied, feeling indignation rise through his exhaustion.  He found himself too tired to restrain the angry response that came to his lips.  “The Duke only needs to rest well and be tended for the next week or so and he’ll be fine.  He’s in no mortal danger.  Your meddling in this affair is more of a threat to him than anything else right now,” Alec said, his voice continuing to rise in fury at the notion that one of the Duke’s own sons would interrupt him in such a manner.
              He saw the two soldiers nearest him stand more upright, growing tense over the situation.  Who they thought was right or wrong he didn’t know.
              “Don’t try to bluff me child.  I’ve hurried back here at a breakneck speed because I was told my father was dying,” the son replied.  “Surely no stripling like you is doing him any good.  Why are these priests in here singing a dirge if he’s not on death’s doorstep?  Why are you here at all?  How did you get in here?  Did the embalmer send you in too early?”
              “I was brought here by Natha Millershome, who knows my medical skills.  The holy men are providing words of a healing prayer from the days our Savior was in our land.  And you must have either come from a party or you stopped to dress like a dandy before coming to presumably weep for your father, though I’ve seen no tears,” Alec shouted forcefully, all self-restraint eroded by his exhaustion.
              He heard murmurs of assent from somewhere else in the room, and watched the princeling flinch, then recoil from the accusation about being at a party.  His face grew red.
              I’m done for now, and will take my leave, but the Duke will need tending later this morning,” Alec said in a quieter voice.  “If Natha wants me back to treat the Duke it will be my pleasure.”
              With that he turned his back on the intruder and began to pack up his supplies and materials; his hands were trembling.  He turned to the priests, “Continue your chants until the sun rise is visible in this room.  Your voices and their holy words have done good work tonight.”  Then he opened the door and walked out in the hallway.
              As soon as he was there he realized he had no idea of where to go.  “Come with us lad.  We’re going to take care of you.  You need to rest after your night’s labors,” a hand on his elbow turned out to be that of the bedside officer who had stood watch with him through the night.
              “Will you make sure that someone guards the Duke’s bed at all times when I’m not present?” Alec asked the stern-faced man at his side.
              “Don’t worry lad, it will be done,” the man replied.  “Corporal,” he said to a guard at the door, “Detail four of the Duke’s Guard to bedside duty at all times, on four hour shifts, until ordered otherwise by myself or this doctor.  Continue to keep a guard here at the door as well.  I’ll send more Guards along directly.”
              “Yes colonel,” the guard at the door replied without expression.
              “Let’s go to the officers’ quarters to let you rest safely,” the colonel told Alec as he began to lead him through the corridors of the palace.
              “Was the Duke alone attacked?” Alec heard himself ask as they left the ornate portions of the palace reserved for the Duke’s chambers.
              “He had two guards with him.  One was killed instantly, and the other was as grievously wounded as the Duke,” the officer responded with sorrow evident in his voice.  “Guarding the Duke had always been an honor, but never a dangerous assignment, until this.”
              “Who has tended the wounded guard?” Alec asked.  “May I see him?”
              “Our own regimental medic has eased her pain, but gave us no hope of survival,” said the colonel.  “After you rest we will take you to see her.”
              “If her health is in question, I’d prefer to see her now.  Take me to her,” Alec said with as much command as he could muster in his voice, trying to hide his surprise at hearing the Duke’s guard was a woman.
              “A child playing at doctor, trying to order the Duke’s officers?  The world has changed quickly, hasn’t it?” a voice trying to express humor caught Alec by surprise as another officer and five soldiers joined them from a crossing corridor.
              “I thought perhaps some extra guards for the sake of our guest were appropriate, since the Prince has brought a regiment of his own guards into the palace this evening,” the captain said after saluting Alec’s companion.  “The rumor mill has already brought word of an interesting scene in the Duke’s chambers, and I decided to take a precaution.”
              “Your diligence is noted and appreciated,” the colonel replied without a smile.  “Our guest has asked if he could visit the guard who was injured with the Duke.  I will let you escort him to the infirmary, and then put him in a room where he can rest, and keep a strong guard around him.  I’ll go see to some other matters now captain.  Carry on,” and the colonel reversed course to return to the official palace.
              The captain’s eyes showed a flare of something Alec could not interpret as the colonel spoke.
              “Doctor, let’s go through here to get to the infirmary,” his escort led him across a parade ground and to a building apart from the others.
              Inside, only one of the six beds was occupied.  Despite being prepared by what he had been told, Alec was startled to see that the injured guard was a woman.  She was as badly hurt as the Duke, save for the fortunate fact that no poisoned blade had touched her.  Alec looked at her intently with his health vision, examining her injuries and judging whether she could be saved.  He exhaled as he released his vision, convinced that she was still holding onto enough life to be rescued. 
              “Captain, please clear some of these men out of here.  I want to examine her more closely,” Alec requested as he put one hand on the bed to steady himself, fatigue pulling on him more and more.
              “Do we need to do this?” the captain asked him quietly.  “She fought valiantly and saved the Duke through her efforts.  Do we need to do anything but let her die in some dignity?”
              “Yes,” Alec answered curtly.  “We need to save her life, so that she can protect the Duke again.”
              The captain’s face turned pale.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 15 – The Surviving Guard
              Alec opened his pack, grateful that he already had preparations remaining after treating the Duke.  He turned and faced the guards.  “I think that some dignity calls for you all to leave so that I may remove her blouse to treat her,” he told them.  “Please leave and come back in half an hour, or when I call you, whichever comes first.”
              The guards all looked at his face, looked at their captain, who seemed stunned into inaction, then backed out of the infirmary, except for the captain.  “Will you need any help?” he asked Alec, who nodded yes.  “In that case I will stay.  Inga will not feel her dignity compromised by her husband being present, I imagine,” he said with an unexpected hint of dry humor in his voice. 
              Alec dropped the bag he was holding and looked at the Captain.  “She is your wife?” he asked the obvious as he wearily bent to pick up his materials.  “Please pardon me; I didn’t realize that members of the Guard marry one another,” Alec said, and then turned his attention to the woman on the cot.  He opened the blouse on the guard and saw the same stab and slice wounds that were present on the Duke.  Clearly a close fought battle had occurred in the palace to leave these two so badly cut, and another guard dead.
              Alec applied the foamy preparation for battling infection on all the stab wounds and cuts.  He fed the blood-strengthening potion to her next, her husband helping to hold her upright.  Alec then sat on a chair next to the bed and began to stitch the worst slices in the flesh back together.
              “Why do you do that?” asked her husband, who had been completely silent to that point.
              “It will help the flesh heal more quickly, especially in this one, see, where the muscle itself has been cut.  Plus, on the surface it will reduce the growth of scar material and lessen the appearance of such scars,” Alec replied.
              He focused on getting the job done, aware that he was close to collapsing in exhaustion.  He judged that some of the smaller cuts could be left unstitched, but he paid extraordinary attention and devoted extra time to stitching his finest possible thread through a slash that crossed the woman’s cheek from temple to chin; he hoped to leave the least visible scar possible.  He placed another layer of the egg white potion on all the stitched cuts and covered them with bandages.  Without standing he said to the captain, “She just needs to sleep now.  Your doctor can continue to give her the tincture she received yesterday.  I’d like to let her awaken slightly later today so that we can give her some nourishment.  For her next meal I want her to have beef broth and some cooked liver, very finely ground and mashed into a paste.”
              “If you have given her life back, you have given me more than I could ask for,” the captain replied.  “I did not look for her to live.  If you have saved her, then I am in your debt.  If she can speak to us briefly we would like to know more about the assassins who attacked.  And if you will make her eat liver I will laugh at her or with her someday, knowing how much she hates it!” he laughed slightly himself.
              Before he could do or say anything in reply, Alec felt his knees buckle and his head grow dizzy, and he lost consciousness as he fell off his seat to the floor.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 16 – The Palace Guard
              Alec knew that he had woken up, but he did not immediately open his eyes.  He lay back in the bed he was resting in and casually listened to the slight rustle of other people in the room.  He could tell that he had not slept as much as he needed to – he felt exhausted even as he lay there.
              Like a bolt there came to him a remembrance of all that had happened last night.  He opened his eyes and sat up.  He was lying in a bed in the infirmary, next to the bed of the female guard he had treated.  The room was bright with sunlight streaming in through the windows.  He saw sentries standing outside most of the windows, and he realized that there were four guards inside the building with him, all now looking at him.  One by the door knocked on it twice but remained on station.
              Alec realized that another bed was occupied as well, and concluded with a shock that it was the Duke himself now in the regimental infirmary.  He swung his legs over the side of the bed just as the door opened and the colonel he had walked with last night entered the infirmary.
              “You’ve certainly not had enough sleep to recuperate from your heroic night,” the colonel said, with bags under his own eyes as testimony to the long night he had experienced.  “Please lie back down and rest some more.  You and your patients have nothing to worry about now; you’re completely secure here, and no one can come to see you without fighting through our entire regiment.”
              Alec didn’t know what to make of the warlike implications of that statement, but he felt in his heart that the guards had only the best of intentions in whatever they were doing.  “I am still tired, but I’d like to check on the two patients and think about what to do next.  I’d also appreciate something to eat if that’s possible,” he said.
              “We’ll bring you breakfast right away.  Is there anything else you need?” the colonel asked.
              “When my head clears I’ll probably think of several needs.  For now, I’d just like to know your name,” Alec replied.
              “The colonel smiled.  “I am Colonel Dearborn Ryder, commonly known to my friends as DR.  I hope that you will call me DR.”
              Alec smiled in return.  “Thank you DR.  I’ll check on the patients and treat them as needed for now.”
              “All your supplies, including those you left in the Duke’s chambers, have been moved to the back room here at the infirmary.  Tell us if you need anything and we’ll acquire it for you.”
              Alec acknowledged the offer.   Growing more awake, he slipped all the way out of bed and walked around to look at the Duke, as the colonel slipped back out the door.
              He looked thoroughly at the Duke with his health senses, examining every portion of his body.  He found two small cuts that he had failed to put the germ-killing potion on, and some infection was festering in them.  Otherwise, the Duke was responding to his treatment just as Alec wished.  The poison was being neutralized, the cuts were ready to heal, and the loss of blood was no longer a frightening concern.  Today’s course of treatment would mean a second dose of the poison antidote this morning to address that problem, further small battles against the infections, and steps to restore his blood and strength.  Alec saw no problems.
              He walked back to the bed of the guard, Inga.  She too looked ready to recover with further treatment.
              Alec went to the back room and examined his supplies, making notes of what he would need.  He had enough to battle the infections, having packed for that possible course of treatment when he had left the shop last night.  He began drawing together ingredients he could use as a treatment to minimize the scar on the Guard’s cheek.  He imagined how Leah would feel if she found such a scar on her lovely face, and he wanted to spare the wounded Guard from feeling such self-consciousness.
              He stopped and wondered, should he ask someone about Leah and the shop?  If he was in danger for whatever reason, could his shop be as well?  He decided to ask DR, and also to find out if he could talk to Natha, whom he suspected knew more than anyone else about what was going on.
              He considered all those matters while finishing the skin treatment and preparing the new ointment for fighting infection.  This time he’d base it in oil instead of the egg whites, he decided.  As he finished mixing the ingredients together, he heard the door open out front, and he went to see who had entered.
              It was Inga’s husband, the captain, followed by a guard carrying a large tray covered by a white cloth, from under which came the smells of a breakfast feast.  It was placed on a small table and the cloth removed, revealing eggs, bacon, potatoes, fruits Alec didn’t recognize, milk, and a steaming mug of tea.
              “Do you have time to eat now?” the captain asked, “Or do you want us to bring fresh food after you treat the patients?”
              “I’ll eat now.  Both the Duke and Inga are in good shape, and don’t need to be tended immediately,” Alec said as he walked over to the table.
              “Do you mean that they both will survive?” the captain asked the question he was straining to politely avoid but couldn’t help.
              Alec sat down and looked straight at the captain.  “They will both survive.  Right now it’s only a matter of making them heal as quickly and effectively and painlessly as possible, and that’s really not going to be too hard…provided your wife develops a taste for liver that is,” he added with a grin.
              “You’re dismissed,” the captain said to the guard who had brought the food.  “May I stay and join you for a moment?” he asked Alec.
              “Please do, and help yourself to some of this.  It’s more than I can eat,” he indicated the laden tray.
              The captain pulled a chair over to the table as Alec began to stuff food in his mouth.  He was breaking a long fast, and one made more draining by all the healing he’d done in the past day.  He’d have to be better aware of how he used his energy in the future, he decided to remember.
              Outside the tray-toting guard had apparently reported Alec’s positive outlook on the two patients in the infirmary, because several spontaneous cheers were raised over the next few minutes.
              Alec learned some interesting information from Lewis, the captain married to Inga, as the two talked over the tray of food.  The colonel had ordered that the Duke be moved to the regimental infirmary, after hearing that Alec himself had been put to bed there.  The report given to the palace staff was that it was to ease the strain on Alec in caring for both injured parties, although the whole corps of the regiments’ officers considered it prudent for several reasons, not least being their dislike of the Duke’s dissolute son and distrust of the men he had brought to the palace with him.  The infirmary was located at the point of the palatial island and was considered very defensible if the worst were to happen and another attack of some type was attempted.  The regiment’s physician had been dismissed from the service, and Alec was now in charge of medical care without interference.
              Alec considered all the information as he stood from the meal.  “Thank you Lewis, I appreciate both the food and the information you’ve shared.  The prince left a bad taste in my mouth.  He seemed very surprised when he found out the Duke still lived, and not very happy about it.”
              “The colonel had the same impression,” the captain said.
              “I’m going to get to work here now.   I’ll need some things later, and will give you a list if you’ll provide paper and pen,” Alec said.  “And I have a favor to ask; may I speak with my friend, Natha the trader?”
              “Yes, I’ll see that he is passed through to you,” Lewis replied in his impassive military tone of voice.  With that he left the room.
              Alec spent the rest of the morning treating his patients.  With that done he wrote out his list of needed supplies, then laid down and fell asleep again.
              He awoke again after a nap, feeling refreshed.  He checked on the Duke and the guard and detected that their sedatives were wearing off.  While he instinctively wanted to dose them back to heavy sleep, he understood that the guards had an interest in talking to them, and it would make dosing them with healing potions easier, he rationalized.  He saw that his supplies had been quietly dropped off while he slept, so he went to the back room and began preparing medications, nutrients, and sedatives.
              As he finished up there was a knock on the door, and in came DR the colonel, followed by another tray of food held by a guard, and behind them, a cautious-looking Natha.
              The guard placed the tray on the table and left.  Alec looked at the two visitors.  “Natha!  I’m so glad to see you.  Thank you for coming,” he said.  “Let’s all sit down and have a bite.  I’m starved, and not keeping regular meal hours has my belly convinced it’s emptier than it is.”
              “And not keeping regular sleeping hours will catch up with you pretty quickly, too,” DR said.  “Will you let us post a nurse or aide to take care of the patients tonight so that you can sleep?”
              “That should be no problem, although I think we’ll all be able to sleep soundly tonight.  They’re healing just fine and should heal better if we give them a good night’s sleep,” Alec replied.
              “First you perform one miraculous cure of Annalea, and now you’ve progressed to making two miracles happen at once it seems Alec,” Natha spoke for the first time.  “Alec cured my daughter last week when all the other doctors had already dug her grave.  That’s why I knew if anyone could save the Duke, young Alec was the one.”
              “So you were the one who brought our doctor to us?” the Colonel said to the trader with evident surprise.  “The question of his appearance among us was as big a mystery as anything else that’s happened in this episode.   How and why did you do it?”
              Alec sensed the unusual tension between the two men in the room with him.  It surprised him that two such natural leaders would not automatically be in harmony on something important, although he wasn’t yet sure exactly what they disagreed about.
              “I may disagree with the Duke on some matters of policy and business, but I know he is a good leader for our duchy.  When I heard about his attack the first thing I did was find Alec and bring him to the palace,” Natha said, getting defensive.  “I spoke to Noah Rastall, and he made arrangements for us to enter the palace.”
              “Wait,” Alec said to stop the brewing battle.  “You both have done important things to help save the Duke.  He is cured, he is healing, and he is safe.  Natha, I wanted to see you to find out if Leah and my shop are safe.  If I’m here being guarded by all these soldiers, for some reason I worry about Leah.”
              “Nobody knows who you are, so I don’t think your friend is in any danger at the moment.  I don’t even know if you are actually in danger yourself, or if all this is for the Duke,” Natha said with a look to DR.
              “I would agree that for now nobody knows who you are so your family is safe currently.  But this is not all exactly just for the Duke, or at least, we do want to protect Alec as well,” he replied.  “Frankly, we don’t know anything about him ourselves, other than he did what everyone else said was impossible, and wore himself to the bone to do it.”
              “Do you think he is in danger for saving the Duke?  How can being a hero place one in danger?” Natha asked incredulously.
              DR pondered his answer.  “Your young hero was confronted by the Duke’s heir last night or this morning, and the tone of that encounter, along with some other items we’ve heard, does make the Duke’s regiment suspicious about some of the motives involved in the past day’s events.   You being here as a friend of Alec, and your role in delivering him to us speaks better for you than I had anticipated, to be frank, in whatever big picture is out there.”
              “Natha, why does he think you and the Duke don’t get along?” Alec asked, rattled by the conversation.
              “It all goes back to this Walnut Creek nonsense we were talking about last week.  The army takes it all as a real threat, and wants the Duke to raise taxes on the traders to pay for more men and weapons to fight this lacertii threat reported in the mountains,” Natha explained, holding up a hand to prevent DR from jumping in.  “I’ve made clear that the traders don’t have the money to throw at the soldiers so they can indulge their wishes.”
              “The army isn’t just jumping at ghosts,” DR burst in.  “It was a trader who reported to us everything that happened in the mountains.  You could have spoken to her yourself if your friend the doctor hadn’t spirited her away to the ingenairii at the King’s court so quickly.  You can go speak to the Duke’s ingenaire here in the palace.  He’ll tell you just how serious the threat is to our land.”
              Alec pondered whether to break his silence and tell them all he knew about Walnut Creek, and perhaps even about Riverside before that.  It was clearly important that the story be told, but he feared that he’d be spirited off to the ingenairii himself, and never see the light of day for a long time thereafter.  His musings were interrupted by a deep new voice that came from behind his back.
              “An interesting discussion Colonel, trader,” the voice said.  “I’ve heard a great deal that interests me.”
              Alec turned to see the Duke, eyes open, watching the three at the table.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 17 – The Awakening
              My Duke, it is a pleasure to hear your voice again!” Colonel Ryder replied, rising to stand.
              “I feel the same way – I’m delighted to hear my voice as well,” the Duke replied with a chuckle.  “I woke up and heard several interesting items in your discussion just now, but before we pursue those, I’d like to know where I am and what happened.  I remember being ambushed at the river porch, but nothing beyond a great deal of blood and pain.”
              DR looked at Alec, “Is it permissible to talk with the Duke for a while?” he asked.
              Alec stood and walked over to the Duke’s bed, examining him carefully.  His health continued to improve.  “He needs to lie flat and don’t take more than half an hour,” Alec prescribed.
              “If I’ve only got half an hour, my most pressing question is who is this boy and why is he in charge of my care?” the Duke asked, baffled by the turn of events.
              “My name is Alec, and I am the healer brought by the trader Natha to tend to your wounds yesterday,” Alec replied.
              “That is correct, and only the beginning of the story, sir,” DR added.  “You were attacked yesterday morning, and your physicians all declared you beyond hope of recovery.  Last night Alec showed up, courtesy of the trader, and proceeded to work throughout the night, a miracle with much labor, and saved you.  He then came here to our regiment’s infirmary and worked further to save your surviving guard, Inga, who had been wounded as badly as you.  He has done heroic work and I place credit for your recovery entirely in his hands,” the colonel finished.
              The duke held out a hand and held Alec’s arm, pulling him closer into his field of vision to study.  “How could one who is so young possibly perform such works?” he asked.
              “I’ve been given a gift,” Alec said, using the reply he decided best avoided saying anything without lying.
              “He did the same thing last week when my daughter Annie was on her deathbed, sir.  That’s how I knew to bring him to you,” Natha added.
              “If I’ve only got half an hour I won’t waste it for now thanking you.  That will come later,” he said to Alec.  “Colonel, report on everything that’s happened.”
              For the next twenty minutes Ryder recounted the events of the past day.  Alec watched the Duke listen intently, and saw him wearing out from the effort.  “Sir, it is time for you to receive medication and then sleep for the evening,” he said as deferentially as he could.
              The Duke looked at him.  “Will I be well enough to receive visitors tomorrow?” he asked.  “Or let me put it this way, I expect to be able to receive visitors tomorrow.”
              Feeling pressure, Alec pulled on his chin as he thought about it.  “If we do it around mid-morning, after I’ve confirmed you’re healing as fast as it seems, and we get you spruced up a little, I think some visitors for an hour or so would be fine.”  He left to go get the preparations ready in the back room.
              When he came out he found that Inga too had awakened, and was receiving the second telling of the story.
              As Alec fed and dosed the Duke, DR questioned the guard carefully on how the Duke had been attacked.
              “We were down on the small riverside porch, where the Duke was looking over some papers, when I realized someone had climbed up the wall from the river and was behind us on the porch, with another person lifting a leg over as I watched.  It alarmed me and I shouted to Matson, but then we saw they were wearing our own regiment’s uniform, so I wondered if it was some type of exercise,” she explained.  “When the third one came up I still didn’t recognize any of them and grew alarmed.  I started shouting, and Matson did too.  Two more came up before the ones who were on the porch rushed us.  We protected the Duke, and maneuvered around to the rope they were climbing up and cut it.  I saw two boats below and more ready to climb up.  We kept shouting, then Matson went down, after two of them had, but the Duke and I had both started to lose blood by then.  They got cut up pretty bad too, though.
              “Finally, more of our guards came down from the palace, and the only surviving assassin at that point dove back into the river.  I don’t remember anything else after that.” 
              The Duke was fighting to stay awake as Alec’s sedative ushered him to sleep.  “That’s how I remember it too,” he said, and nodded off.
              “So you’re the one responsible for making me feel so sore?” Inga turned to Alec.  “If you’re going to perform a miraculous healing, couldn’t you at least make it pain-free?” she asked, trying to flex her stitched up limbs.
              Alec placed a hand on her arm and gently forced it back to the bed.  “That’s not a good thing to do right now,” he softly admonished her.  Behind him, he heard the door open.
              “There you go again, pawing after my wife,” the voice of Captain Lewis spoke, sounding like he had a large lump in his throat.  “The lech had you undressed and was ready to do unmentionable things to your body last night, or was it this morning?” he said, his eyes, ringed with dark bags, shining brightly as he approached his wife.
              “He seems a little young to qualify as a lech yet,” she replied gently looking back at her husband.
              “Let’s step outside for a moment, shall we?” Colonel Ryder suggested as they looked on in embarrassed silence at the couple’s reunion.
              Alec followed the others out of the building.  Although the sun was starting to set, it was his first look around at the palace grounds in daylight.
              Above him rose the yellow limestone walls of the palace, without a single window facing his direction, across a courtyard of a hundred yards.  Lining the courtyard on both sides were buildings, which DR pointed out as stables, barracks, weapons storage, officers quarters, the kitchens, and other necessary activity spaces.
              “Since we’re already out here, I may as well take my leave of you colonel,” Natha said.  “I hope you understand that I am a patriot and a supporter of the Duke under all circumstances.  I think we need to talk more about the circumstances of the past day, but now is not the time.
              “Alec, I will send word to Leah that you are well and let her know that you may be home in a few days perhaps.  Is there anything else I can do?”
              Alec thought, then reached into his pocket, pulling out some silver and copper coins.  “Would you give her these please?  I’m afraid the way I ran out I left her without any money, and she’s going to need some.”
              “I’ll make sure she’s taken care of,” Natha said gently, using both his hands to close Alec’s with the coins still in his palm.  “It’s the least I can do.  Colonel, can you provide me with an escort?”  He turned and walked away, accompanied by a guard.
              “Let’s return now, so you can finish dosing your patient,” Colonel Ryder said, leading Alec back into the infirmary.  The married couple was holding hands, not saying anything as the others re-entered, accompanied by the guards.
              “Now my dear, comes the treat I’ve awaited.  The good doctor is going to serve you the things you need to help you get better,” the tired looking captain said as he stepped back out of Alec’s way.
              Inga looked quizzically at Alec.  “What do you have that has made him so happy?  Some love potion to make me his unquestioning slave?”
              “No, that comes after you’re healthier,” her husband chimed in.
              She reacted vehemently when told that she needed to eat a liver concoction to help her body recover.  “If you’d only make him serve it to me I could spit it our all over his laughing face,” the angry patient said, looking towards her husband.  Despite her protests though, she accepted Alec’s ministrations, and soon nodded off to sleep.
              “I’d suggest we all get a good night’s sleep tonight,” Alec said, looking at the two officers.  “I don’t think you need anyone to care for the patients.  They should sleep through the night, and I’ll be right here with them.  If the guards notice anything they can wake me up.”
              They all agreed and parted ways.  As soon as the others were gone, Alec was quickly asleep, his body ready for the rest.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 18 – Recovery in the Palace
              Although his body craved rest, Alec’s mind was active.  Dreams throughout the night formed and reformed around various plots of lacertii, assassins, guards, traders, Leah, and conspicuously, Natalie and Ari.
              The next morning Alec awakened when Colonel Ryder returned to the infirmary with two civilians.  “Our apologies for the early start to the day,” the colonel said.  “We felt it was important that we start planning this morning’s event, and we need your advice about how to prepare.  May we step outside to talk?”
              Alec got of bed and quickly pulled on clothes, unaccustomed to such military abruptness.
              “Doctor, these are two of the Duke’s ministers, Lord Kelvin and Noah Rastall, who we know we can trust.  They agreed that presenting the Duke to the court, or at least some of the court, this morning is critical to stop all the wild rumors that have the city so unsettled.  We need to know how well you think the Duke is and how much he can do?” Ryder explained.
              “I haven’t examined him this morning yet to know exactly how he’s doing.  How much do you have in mind?” Alec responded, thinking about the strain the Duke was likely to withstand.
              “Can he go to the Receiving Chambers to speak to a large audience?” Lord Kelvin, a tall, intelligent-looking man asked.
              “I don’t think he should try to climb any stairs,” Alec considered.  “Depending on how he seems, he might be able to sit upright for a half hour or so and speak for part of that time.”  Alec could sense how strongly the advisors wanted to make a grand appearance for the Duke, and felt overwhelmed by the notion that powerful leaders were relying on his judgment.
              The three considered those limitations with perplexed looks.  “Could we carry him on a cot to the room and carry him to a seat just before the presentation, and then carry him back down here?” Noah Rastall, who seemed to have no title, but appeared young, asked.  Alec remembered that Natha had named Rastall as the person who had authorized his entry into the palace, and he tried to surreptitiously examine the powerful advisor.
              “Perhaps so,” Alec said.  “Let me go examine him now, and I can give you a better answer.  Wait here and I’ll be back momentarily.”  When he entered the room Alec found both patients awake and staring at his return.
              “What do those rascals want?” the Duke asked affectionately, indicating the group that was visible through the window.
              Alec decided not to answer but instead tended to his examination.  He looked at the Duke intently, raising his gown to examine each wound, and using his health sense to gauge how much energy the ruler possessed two days after being knifed and poisoned.
              He turned to go back outside.  “What, am I so unworthy or so ugly that you don’t even want to look at me?” Inga called out in a mock plaintive voice.
              “I’m always careful about how I treat a woman whose husband is trained to kill,” Alec said demurely, causing the Duke to roar out his approval
              “That’s sound wisdom for one so young!  Too many men older than you never seem to learn that lesson except the hard way,” the Duke laughed as Alec went back outside.
              “Is it so important that the Duke do this today?” Alec asked, wanting confirmation of what he knew he’d be told.
              “Yes Alec, we think it needs to be done quickly.  The Prince is spreading rumors that his father is dead, and is trying to set the table so he can seize control,” Ryder replied, judging that to be the argument that would be most persuasive to Alec.  “We’ve been talking about how to arrange things, and we think that we can give reports to the Duke while he passively sits and listens, so that we don’t require much effort from him.”
              “And if you could give him something to stimulate him for a short time, perhaps?” Rastall began to suggest, before Alec’s stubborn face made clear he’d reached the limit of what he’d agree to.
              “I will dose and feed and clean the Duke,” Alec agreed.  “If you can have the gurney ready in an hour to take him to his room, and keep him away from here for no more than half an hour, I will accept this plan.”
              “I will go alert the court and make sure the audience is assembled outside the Receiving Chambers, so that as soon as he is settled in his seat they can come in,” Noah said.
              “I’m going to go take care of the patients now.  Will you please send some fruit juice, some bread, and something more for me?  And a barber to shave the Duke?” he asked the colonel as he went back in the infirmary.
              “Well, what is it to be?” the Duke jumped Alec with the question as soon as he was through the door. 
              “This morning you are to have a brief audience for the benefit of the court, my lord,” Alec said.  “I need to get you ready.”
              He stopped at Inga’s bed to examine her.  “What are you wasting time on me for?” she thundered.  “Take care of the Duke first.  Your duty is to him.  I’ll come afterward.”
              Alec raised her gown discreetly and quickly looked at her wounds.  None seemed infected.  He planned to examine her further afterward and lowered the material.
              “I knew you’d need a quick peek at my body.  They say that a knife fight makes a girl irresistible,” she murmured, pleased to have been noticed.
              Alec shook his head, convinced that he’d never understand how women thought, and went back to his medicine room to prepare his treatments.  He fixed doses for strengthening the blood for both, and more lotion to help their wounds heal, then returned to find the breakfast tray had been delivered and the barber was waiting, complete with a set of clean robes for the Duke to wear, though the Duke complained about their formality.
              Alec did everything for the Duke first, fed him and watched the barber shave him.  A stretcher carried by six guardsmen came in the door right on cue, and the Duke was transferred, unhappy about the stretcher for transportation.
              “I’ll stay here and tend to guardsman Inga,” Alec told Colonel Ryder.  He felt shy about appearing in the noble assemblage.
              “I was going to suggest that we keep you out of sight as much as possible for the time being,” the colonel responded.
              “But I expect you to be here today, and especially tonight,” said the Duke, who overheard them.  “Colonel, I want to have a privy council meeting tonight to hear what is going on and what is being done.  We need to assert control of the situation, whatever it is, before circumstance start to control us,” he continued, looking at Alec, his eye holding Alec’s unwavering attention.  “That’s an order, not a request to my doctor.  I need to know what is happening.”
              Alec, cowed by the power of the Duke’s gaze, nodded his head, and the Duke’s entourage left the building.  The boy stood there, wondering how it was possible for his life to be so caught up in events beyond his experience.  His mind wandered to thoughts about Natalie, and he realized he had not considered his need to search for her since the drama in the palace had begun.
              “It’s a bit overwhelming, I suppose, isn’t it?” Inga said with the most sympathetic tone he’d yet heard come from the brassy soldier.
              He moved to her bedside and began to dose and feed her.  “I feel like I’m in a story but I didn’t even hear the beginning of the tale, and things are happening so fast I just have to try to hold on to the horse while it’s galloping,” he admitted as he gently slathered more of the skin cream on her facial stitches.
              “You’re not more than a boy, are you?” Inga asked.  “How old are you Alec?”
              “I’m about sixteen.  I don’t know my birthday, but that seems to be about right,” he replied.
              “In some ways you don’t even look that old, although you’re certainly large enough,” Inga said examining him just as clinically as he was examining her at the moment.  “And yet here you are saving lives and making decisions that affect the state of the Duchy, maybe the entire Dominion.  And none of us even knows anything about you other than your name and your ability to save lives beyond saving, ouch!” she interjected as Alec touched the sore, torn stomach muscle he’d put the most stitches in.
              “Tell me your story,” she said a moment later as Alec turned from her.
              He looked at her.  She was a person sincerely interested in learning about him as a person, he sensed, although he suspected she was serving her Duke even in asking questions of his physician.
              “How old are you Inga?” he responded with a question.
              “I’m almost twenty, and at your age I was just getting ready to enter the Duke’s Guard for preliminary training, when they weed out the recruits from the wannabes.”
              Alec finished tending her wounds.  “Would you like to sit up?” he asked.
              “I’ve been dying to!” she said.  “Not literally, of course.”
              Alec laughed at the pun as he slid an arm beneath her and began to raise her torso, while she placed her arms around his neck to hold on.  He grabbed and bunched pillows behind her and lowered her back so that she was upright.
              “Who’d ever thought sitting would be such a big event?” she asked with a smile.
              Alec sat on his bed next to hers and they began to each talk and listen, as he told her about all that had happened from the time he and Leah had docked at Gim’s wharf until he had treated the Duke.
              The door to the infirmary opened, and the stretcher bearing the Duke entered the room.  The Duke appeared pale, and said nothing until he was back in bed and the extra guardsmen were gone.  Colonel Ryder remained in the room.
              “How did it go?” Inga asked.
              “It went mostly well,” The colonel replied, an angry look on his face.
              “Judging by the look on your face, something didn’t go right,” Inga ventured.  “Sir,” she added.
              “That son of mine almost had the opportunity to grow a head shorter,” the Duke said wearily.
              “The prince entered late, brought his goons, and tried to suggest that he should take his father under his care because he implied there was no telling what we were doing to him here at the regimental infirmary, perhaps with an evil ingenaire casting demonic spells,” the colonel reported.  “Fortunately, his faction of the court was poorly represented at the presentation, and we had no problem winning the argument.  We’ll have to remember to schedule important meetings in the morning, when the ball-dancers can’t get out of bed.”
              Alec sensed that the confrontation had wearied the Duke, although he wasn’t very worn out physically.  “You need a dose and some rest this afternoon if you intend to meet with your advisors tonight,” Alec told him.  “Let me prepare something for you and then you may rest.”
              “And what about me?” Inga interjected.  “Are you going to put me to sleep too, or will I be allowed to leave the infirmary this afternoon?”
              Alec walked to the back room without responding, while he thought about her question.  As he mixed a sleeping dose for the Duke he decided that Inga could sit in a wheelchair for the afternoon, provided she was back in the infirmary for dinner and the evening.
              She brightened visibly at Alec’s offer.  “Will my captain husband be on duty this afternoon?” she asked Colonel Ryder.
              “No, I expect he’ll only be assigned to invalid care,” he replied laconically.
              Alec brought the infirmary wheelchair out of the back room while the Colonel sent one of the guards to find the captain.  The Duke fell asleep, and moments later Alec and DR watched the light on the faces of the injured guard and her husband as they rolled out of the infirmary with one another.  “There was considerable discussion about the impact on military discipline when those two considered marriage, and to this day I wish in some ways an officer hadn’t married an enlisted guard.  But her wounds defending the Duke will quiet any criticism for a long time,” DR confided to Alec.
              “What about me? Can I also be let out this afternoon?” Alec heard himself ask.
              “To do what?” Ryder asked in response.  “Alec, I don’t think more than a handful of people know who you are or what you’ve done.  We made no mention of you to the audience today, despite the prince’s fantastic accusations.  I’d like to keep you as hidden and safe as possible until I know better what’s going on and I know the Duke has completely recovered.  This is the safest place for you right now.”
              Alec felt his hackles rise as he remembered how he had feared becoming a captive of the ingenairii.  He suddenly felt that he had slid far down the slope towards the same type of imprisonment, kindly meant though it was, here with the Duke’s guards.
              Watching Alec’s face, and perhaps realizing how confined the infirmary could seem, especially to someone so young, Colonel Ryder decided to relent.  “If you’ll wear a hat or otherwise stay discrete, and allow a guard to go with you, I suppose an afternoon attending to your affairs would be okay.  Do you need to pack anything?”
              Alec hurriedly stuffed his things in his pack, now much lighter after he’d used so many of his supplies, and stood at the door.
              “I’m going to assign guardsman Ellison to go with you,” the colonel pointed to a muscular man in a guard uniform.  Alec took comfort at the thought of having someone who looked like Ellison go with him.  “Ellison, take him out through the Inn,” Ryder commanded.
              Ellison shook hands with Alec and then led him into one of the regimental buildings.  Down a hallway they entered a room, in whose closet Ellison removed a panel that led to a steep set of stairs.  They climbed impossibly far down below the castle, Ellison bringing a lantern he had lit at the top.  When they reached the bottom, an arched, brick-lined tunnel led off to the left.
              “Are we going under the river?” Alec asked, although the answer seemed obvious.
              “Yes.  The Guard has a way to enter and leave the island without visibly crossing the bridge,” the soldier replied.  “Many folks suspect this exists, but you’re only the second non-Guard I’ve known to go through.  The Colonel must think very highly of you.”
              Alec felt warmed by the trust Ryder had placed in him.  He felt a reciprocal sense of commitment to the Duke and the Guard strengthen in his heart.
              The tunnel began to rise, switched back twice, and ended in another long ladder.  The top of the ladder placed them in a closet in another room.  “Let me go show my face first,” Ellison commanded and went out of the room briefly.  “Alright, come along.”
              Alec followed him down a hallway that led to a modest tavern located on a busy street.  Ellison stopped abruptly at an empty table and sat down, motioning Alec to do likewise.  “Okay, now tell me where we’re going,” Ellison suggested as he signaled to the serving girl for a drink.  “What would you like?” he asked.  Then he grinned, “I figured as long as we’re here we might as well play the part of tavern patrons.”
              Alec received a glass of berrywater, while Ellison sipped a mug of ale.  “I’d like to go to Bakers Street, to my shop there to check on things.  That’s probably the only place I need to go today,” Alec explained.  “I left there in a hurry and I’d like to make sure everything is alright, plus I need to get some clean clothes to wear while I’m at the palace.”
              Ellison set his ale down after drinking only a small portion of it.  “That’s all of that I need.  Let’s get going,” he stood up to head out the door.  They were on a street Alec didn’t recognize, but he followed his escort closely, and in a few minutes they were on Church Street passing a market Alec recognized.  Soon after that two more turns put them at the end of Baker Street.
              Alec almost ran to the shop with green shutters, but forced himself to maintain a steady pace.  The door was open and he could see that someone was inside.  He stepped through the door.  In the waiting room a half dozen folks were sitting patiently, while Leah was talking to someone near one of the examination room doors.  She glanced up at the shadow of the new entrants.
              “Alec!” she shouted, and ran across the room to hug him, holding on fiercely for a long time.  She stepped back from him slightly, and kissed him.  “I am so glad to see you here!”
              Alec grinned at her, until he heard Ellison quote, “’I’m just going to check on my shop,’ he said,” in a mocking, singsong tone.
              “Leah, this is Ellison,” Alec introduced.  “Can we go talk for a while?” he asked looking at the watching people sitting around the room.
              Leah looked around the room at the people who had witnessed the tableau, judging there to be no apparent critical needs for care.  “Everyone, I’m sorry, but we’re going to close this afternoon,” Leah announced.  “Please come back tomorrow.”  One groaned, but the rest nodded and took their leave, so that the room was quickly empty.
              “Have you been practicing medicine satisfactorily on your own?” Alec asked curiously.
              “If they have a headache, I give them the willow bark tea infusion.  If they have constipation, I give them the pattern leaf powder.  If they have just about anything else, I tell them to go elsewhere or come back when the doctor is back from his trip,” Leah said with a smile.  “Was that alright?”
              “I’m sure you did fine,” Alec said.  “I’m afraid I can’t stay long this time.  Let’s go upstairs so I can pack.  Ellison, will you stay here?” Alec asked.
              “I’ll stay at the foot of the stairs, if you don’t mind,” the guard replied, indicating that he was going to no matter what.
              “That’s fine,” Alec agreed, and he and Leah went upstairs.
              “Welcome back Doctor Alec,” Ellen greeted him in the hallway, Hannah standing silently by her side.
              “Hello Ellen,” Alec replied.  “Would you go downstairs for a few minutes and keep our guest company?  His name is Ellison.  We’ll be back down soon,” he requested.
              Ellen put her broom down.  “It will be my pleasure,” she said and lifted Hannah down the stairway.
              “Oh Leah, I can’t believe all that has happened!” he said when they were alone.  They sat down on the bed together, Leah slightly awkward as her pregnancy seemed to Alec to have jumped in advancement in the past couple of days.  Alec told her all he could remember about the whirlwind of events in the palace.
              “Well, I knew something was going on,” Leah told him.  Yesterday a servant from Natha came by and dropped off a note saying that you were well, treating someone who needed your help, and not to worry.  He also brought a bag full of silvers, enough to last a year!”  
              “I can’t stay long,” Alec told her as his story-telling ended, getting up to pack clean things to take back to the infirmary.  “I have to get back.  Please don’t tell anyone where I am or who I’m treating until we know more about what is going on.”
              “We haven’t seen anyone suspicious,” Leah informed him.  “We’ll keep an eye out.  Having Ellen and Hannah helps the place feel safer anyway.  I’m lucky you invited them in when you did.”
              “I miss you,” he told her.
              “I miss you too, Alec,” she rose and hugged him again.
              He walked away and opened the door.  “I need to go.”  He shouldered his pack, then took her hand in his and went down the stairs.
              At the bottom he found Ellison and Hannah wrestling and laughing, while Ellen looked on with a smile.  “It’s the first time I’ve seen her laugh with a man,” Ellen said happily.
              “I’ll be back soon, and I’ll try to bring Ellison again,” Alec told the women as they were leaving.  The men walked out the door into the afternoon sun and retraced their steps back to the tavern with the tunnel.  Half an hour later Alec was back in the infirmary, and his time back at the shop seemed like an illusion.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 19 – The Duke Makes Plans
              Shortly after his return, Alec saw Inga’s wheelchair being pushed back to the infirmary by her husband.  “I think you’ve bewitched my wife, Alec,” Captain Lewis said with a smile.  “She spent half the afternoon talking about you when she should have been devoting all her attention to me!”
              Alec wondered if the Captain were giving him a subtle signal that information about him was being transmitted through the Guard, or if the captain was just making the light conversation it appeared.
              “Oh darling, there’s nobody but you,” Inga looked up at him and batted her eyelids several times.  “But,” she added in her conventional voice, “you’re old news, and he’s the new news!”
              The captain picked her carefully up and laid her on her bed.  “Thanks for taking care of her doc,” he said.  “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.  Do you think she’ll be ready to move out of the infirmary tomorrow?”
              Alec thought about it.  “Probably not tomorrow.  Her dressings definitely need to be changed again tomorrow, so we might as well keep her here, where I can easily do it.  The day after that maybe though.”
              “Very well.  It’s just as well that you do the dirty work, and then I’ll swoop in and receive the fruits of your labors.  Good bye, love,” the captain said with affection towards his wife, and then was out the door.
              “So, I hear you had an adventure as well,” Inga said to Alec, keeping her voice low to avoid awakening the Duke.  “We were told you and Ellison took the tunnel.  You must rank high in the colonel’s regard, Alec.  Ellison is his own trained guard, and no one who is not in our uniform ever goes through that tunnel – I hope they told you to keep it secret.”
              “They did, although Ellison said he knew one other who had gone through,” Alec answered.  He once again felt proud of the apparent trust the colonel had in him.  These people, this city, were presenting him with opportunities and responsibilities to start a life better than he’d ever dreamed of.
              “Would you two keep it down, so that I may rest my noble head,” the Duke’s voice told them he was awake.
              Alec responded to the Duke’s questions about future care as he had to Captain Lewis, telling him probably one more day in the infirmary and he might be discharged.  “In the meantime, I think you’re both ready for some solid food.  Shall I order some for us all?” he asked.
              “Doctor,” Inga replied, abashed, “The Duke doesn’t eat with commoners.  Feed him first, and I’ll eat later.”
              “We won’t stand on ceremony under these circumstances dear, unless the doctor orders something I don’t like, then I’ll exercise my prerogative to order my own dinner,” the Duke assured her.
              Alec ended up ordering simple fare and went back to mix medications while awaiting its arrival.
              When he heard the door open he went out to distribute the food.  He found that Colonel Ryder has returned with the dinner tray.  Together, the four ate their food, the two patients lying down and the other two sitting on the bed between them.  Alec told the Duke that he appeared healthy enough to sit again during the planned evening meeting.
              Shortly after the trays were sent out empty, a group of men filed into the infirmary.  Darkness had set outside, and the colonel had the guards close the shutters and curtains for every window.  Several came in: Noah Rastall and Lord Kelvin, who he had met earlier, the colonel and an officer with a different uniform on, two other civilians who were advisors or ministers, and a man who Alec could tell was a ingenaire, which made him very nervous, and at the end of the group came Natha.
              “Natha, I’m glad to see you again.  Thank you for taking care of Leah for me,” Alec told him.
              “And I’m glad to see you too, Natha,” the Duke said.  “You’re a good man to have and to listen to, and I’m doubly glad to see the colonel had the wisdom to recognize that.”
              “Is this all there will be tonight?” the Duke asked Colonel Ryder, obviously expecting to see more.
              “We felt these were the right ones for tonight,” Ryder replied, looking at Kelvin.
              “Very well, your judgment is good,” The Duke said.  To lighten the mood he turned to Alec, who was standing quietly to one side.  “Doctor, we’re meeting in your premises, so I suppose you’re the host.  What do you have to offer your guests for drinks?”
              Alec must have looked panic-stricken at the unexpected question, because the Duke quickly said, “Just some humor, Alec, don’t worry.  Colonel, we are going to need some wine though.  Send your guards out for some good Goldenfields wine and glasses, and then they can keep guard outside the building thereafter.”
              Ryder looked at the guards for a moment, and they all left the room immediately.  In less than a minute there was a knock at the door and a case of wine was handed in.
              “Very good.  Now, let’s not waste time, or my doctor will sedate me,” the Duke said.  “I want to hear your reports on what happened.  And I want to hear what is happening now, and what we are going to do.”  He wore a look of seriousness and command Alec had not seen yet.  He looked and sounded like someone worthy of following into battle at that moment.
              Ryder spoke first.  They had determined that the assassins had ridden boats down the river, used grappling tools and come up to the Duke’s porch while he was there with a minimal guard.  Two boats had apparently been involved, and had escaped.  How long they had been in the city no one was sure.  They had apparently staged at an old warehouse near the Coopers Street, where a watchman was found dead.
              “They killed Gim,” Alec said, as he realized why the old man had failed to answer his and Leah’s repeated attempts to contact him.  The faces in the room turned to look at him.
              “As a matter of fact, the dead watchman was named Gim,” the officer said, looking at Alec.  “How do you know that?”
              Alec took a stricken breath.  He knew he had to tell the truth, or face severe consequences.  The question was how much of the truth to tell.  He saw Colonel Ryder looking at him.
              “When Leah and I arrived in the city, we asked a watchman to keep our things secure while we looked for a place to stay.  That’s when we went to Annalea’s,” he said to Natha.  “We told the watchman we’d be back to get our stuff.  But every time we returned, we never were able to raise Gim at his warehouse.”
              “I noticed one time there were two small, shallow boats tied up to the wharf by the warehouse.”
              “Eventually we went to someone who Gim had told us he knew, to see if she had heard from him.  She was going to try to find him.  I never had the chance to get back in touch with her because all this came up.”
              “I had started to treat Gim for some ailments, and told him I’d take care of him when we came back if he’d keep our goods secret.  That’s why I was so surprised we were never able to raise him,” Alec finished.
              “His story fits pretty well,” the officer said.  “It was a woman who alerted the local constables that she couldn’t find her brother-in-law, whose name was Gim.  When they went to the warehouse he stayed in, they noticed the smell, and found him murdered inside.  We came into it when they found an abandoned Guard uniform, which they figured meant an AWOL Guard had done it.”
              “We concluded that it was part of the plot against you.  The young doctor’s report on the boats seems to add to that.”
              “Did you see anyone, Alec?” Natha asked.
              “No.  We never saw anyone down there.  We always looked around to make sure no one saw where we had hidden our materials, because they were all we had,” Alec replied.
              “Came down the river.  Interesting,” the ingenaire muttered.
              Alec was stricken with fear by that comment from that person, but tried not to show it as the conversation moved on.
              “The bodies of the assassins we did recover have no distinguishing marks.  We can’t tell anything from them.  That’s the report, other than to say we’re sorry we failed to protect you my lord, and we are thankful Guardsman Inga did so well to preserve our honor,” the officer concluded.
              “What’s the Walnut Creek angle?” the Duke immediately asked.
              Alec felt stricken again.  He was sure he was going to be pinned down as a hidden survivor of the attack by the lacertii.  He looked up and saw the ingenaire turn his face away from studying him.
              “It appears,” Lord Kelvin began, “that there’s no clear, direct connection, although potential connections can be inferred.”
              “Your interest in supporting the army in preparing for a potential war with the lacertii is not approved of in some circles, for instance.  Anything that requires an increase in property taxes has the landowners upset, and there is also an expectation that you will increase taxes on the gambling dens and spirits and ale producers.”
              “You think that some are prepared to kill me just to avoid a tax increase?” the Duke asked incredulously.
              A silent pause filled the room.
              The Duke repeated the question.
              “Well, that’s the only potential tie to the Walnut Creek events we can imagine, and it’s just speculation,” Rastall replied.  “There are other matters at stake as well that we have considered, such as the matters of successions.”
              “Both ducal and royal, I presume you mean,” the Duke snapped.  “It’s a terrible thing that a man must distrust his own son.  Yet it is true that I know Airmed is hungry for power.  How is Elgin?”
              “He remains at school in Oyster Bay, and we have a guard there with him.  There’s been no communication with him regarding your health,” Rastall said.
              “Make sure to send a pigeon to him tonight assuring him of my safety,” the Duke said to Kelvin, who nodded assent.
              “Alright, what is the state of the city right now?” the Duke subtly changed the subject.
              “Commodity prices have been rising the past two weeks based first on the Walnut Creek news, and then more predominantly on your health.  This afternoon they began to recede after your appearance in court,” Natha spoke up.
              “The prince’s reputation has never been high, but it did suffer even more from his behavior this week,” Rastall added a different angle of consideration.
              “The church is very supportive of your reign, in part because they feel they’ve been credited for their role in your recovery,” Kelvin said.
              “What role did they play?” the Duke asked with surprise.
              All heads turned to Alec.  “They provided an ancient healing power, chanting prayer through your night of greatest need, and have probably been praying for you ever since,” he spoke up.
              The Duke raised an eyebrow.  “And Merle, how are the ingenairii feeling?”
              The ingenaire spoke up.  “The Walnut Creek item is perhaps of most interest to our community because of certain ancient tales and prophecies it recalls, but in any case our local ingenairii favor and support you in any cause, battle, or succession.”
              “Ingenaire,” Ryder unexpectedly addressed him.  “Given all that has happened, I would like to know who it was that you had me smuggle out of the city the day the Duke was attacked?”
              Merle appeared nonplussed by the question.  “He is the most important man alive right now, or perhaps the second most important.  He showed up as a complete surprise to me, but his presence elsewhere is more important than anything else I can imagine right now.  He had nothing at all to do with the attempt on the Duke; it was a complete coincidence that he arrived and left on that day,” the ingenaire explained and then fell silent, indicating he had said all he would tell them.
              “What forces does Airmed have at his disposal?” The Duke asked with another change of topic, accepting Merle’s answer as final.
              “We count his fighting men at about four hundred.  He has almost as many as the Guard has,” Colonel Ryder reported.
              “Though not as good, I know.  What is the mood and the disposition of the Army?” the Duke directed his question to the Army officer.
              “There is no loyalty to the Prince anywhere in the Army.  Unfortunately, there are few army personnel in the area.  Altogether, we have 8,000 men in uniform, though many serve more as local constabulary in the far reaches of the Duchy.  Ours is the largest force in the kingdom,” he added for no reason Alec could understand.
              “Call five hundred good men back to Goldenfields.  Can we arrange for their arrival to coincide with the conscription of Airmed’s men to travel up the river towards Walnut Creek?  I think we ought to send some forces in that direction, and if we can increase the force with such ‘volunteers’ we’ll serve the duchy’s need doubly well,” the Duke responded.
              “Airmed presumably will keep his men around the capitol for at least another three or four days until the situation around your health is absolutely clear.  We can use pigeons to bring the northern and eastern garrisons back in that time,” the officer agreed.  “I’d recommend that we bring back at least 800 so that any such force remains overwhelmingly in our favor.”
              The Duke nodded his assent.  “And what of the King’s condition?  Is that part of the issue at hand?”  The Duke next asked.
              “Well, it may be a contributor to other matters,” Rastall answered.  “There continues to be no heir named, and little likelihood of one, given the King’s age.  The factions at court have expanded their powers, given the vacuum around the throne currently.  The ingenairii and the merchants and the nobility are fairly free to do a great deal right now without fear of the King stopping them.  So the Prince may have been emboldened by the lack of control and discipline in the palace.”
              “Kelvin, what is the state of our treasury?  Will we need new revenues to fund this diversionary expedition up the river?” the Duke asked.  Alec noted that he now appeared to be tiring from the length of the meeting.
              “Actually, your funds have done well the past few days.  As commodity prices increased, so did our revenues from trades made.  We also sold some of your grain from the warehouses at good prices in the market, in an effort to try to keep prices down.  You have profited nicely from those sales, and may purchase the same quantity of grain back at lower prices soon if you so choose, although I don’t see any need for more before the harvest comes in.  It looks as though the farmers have had a good year.”
              “If you do make purchases,” Kelvin added with a significant look, “the farmers’ cooperatives would seem to be good partners to purchase from.  Too many of the landed nobility did little to show support for you in the past couple of days, although that may just be a case of only the younger members present in the city, and the fact that such youths enjoy the prince’s company at social events more than they understand and enjoy the benefits of good government.”
              “All right, I’ve had about enough for tonight,” the Duke prepared to close the meeting.  “One last issue; our young miracle worker here.  Is he completely safe?  What do we owe him?”
              Alec snapped his head up at the Duke’s last set of questions.  He’d failed to follow all the issues that the men had discussed around him, and been caught by surprise by references to himself.
              “Prince Airmed had one face-to-face confrontation with your healer, but it was late at night.  The young man gave better than he got by the way, I judge,” Colonel Ryder reported.  “Since then we’ve kept him under wraps as much as possible.  I judge he can safely return to his life, especially if we successfully sweep the prince’s corps away soon.”
              “No public recognition of his role is appropriate, it seems, but I think that some private ceremony is due,” the Duke decided.  “Alec approach me and kneel.”
              Alec felt completely out of his element, but did as ordered.
              “You are named in camera as a member of the River Order, and next in line to receive the lands of the Boston Palace until otherwise declared,” the Duke said.  Three or four members of the group gasped at the last statement.
              “Thank you all, everyone is dismissed to carry out their duties as assigned.  We’ll meet again at noon tomorrow, and hold another public audience tomorrow evening.  I expect I shall be able to walk into that one, won’t I, doctor?”
              “I think you shall, if you keep off your feet as much as possible until then,” Alec replied.  “Let me give you some medicine for tonight, and then we’ll get you and our other patient to sleep,” he added, looking at Inga who had remained silent throughout the entire meeting.
              The guests filed out of the infirmary, except for Colonel Ryder.  As he left, Natha called to Alec, “I’ll tell Leah that you may be home in another couple of days.  If you need anything else, let me know.”
              As the last adviser left, the two guards for the infirmary returned and took up their stations inside the doorway.
              Alec went back to prepare what he guessed would be the final doses he would need for Duke Toulon.  As he mixed and ground and selected, he pondered all that he had just heard.  Serious things were taking place in Goldenfields, and more were about to happen as well.  He realized for the first time why the events in Riverside and Walnut Creek were not automatically at the top of the topics the Duchy and the Kingdom would deal with.  Alec returned to the healing room, where the Duke and Colonel were discussing the proposed expedition up the river towards Walnut Creek.
              “I’ll send out wagoneers tomorrow to establish the first supply depot.  In the meantime we’ll acquire more rations and materiel for a second depot to be established further up the river near the sand bars,” Colonel Ryder was saying.  “The garrison men the army should bring back for the expedition will include the Third and Fourth regiments, and the Border Legion as well.  Those messages will be sent by pigeon immediately.  We’ll have the right men to deal with the goons we’re conscripting, and I’ll send Captain Lewis from our Guard to help sort out the conscripts who we can salvage and use, versus those who are expendable.  I’d recommend Major Abraham be placed in charge of the expeditionary forces.”
              “I think your advice sounds good as far as it goes, but let’s plan on making something productive out of this.  Send some engineers to make a permanent road beyond the further villages, and put the conscripts to work constructing it.  Also set a goal of at least two weeks hard march beyond the sand bars.  Begin planning to build locks there to give us easier navigation to the east.  And establish a garrison at the end of the road and at the canal.  We can open up some new territory in the east and offer new estates to the younger sons of some of the loyal nobility.  If we open up new lands and improve transportation with a highway and locks, we should make the traders and the nobility feel better about this use of their taxes.”
              Alec used the end of the sentence to slip in and begin undressing the Duke to treat the various wounds that still needed treatment.  While he worked, Colonel Ryder spoke.  “We might want to have an ingenaire or two along on this trip, specifically one who is capable of throwing some flame or otherwise serving in an offensive capacity for us.”
              “I’ll talk to Merle about some such possibility.  What was that business about you smuggling someone out for him?”
              “The same day you were injured, Merle came to me and pressed me to help him move someone,” Ryder said.  “The person was apparently injured or wounded.  It was a man; I had Ellison give me a report after he took him through the tunnel and put him in the fast boat Merle had purchased for him.  Ellison said he picked the man up from the innermost recesses of the ingenairii’s suite, and that the man had a beard and spoke not at all except to say ‘thank you.’  I believe Merle that he had nothing to do with your injuries, and it speaks volumes that Merle put so much into it when so much else was going on.”
              Alec dosed the Duke with sleep lotion, determined that his patient get a good night’s sleep.  The colonel bid goodnight and left the infirmary.
              Alec turned to treating Inga.  “You have a healthy system,” he told her.  “You’re recuperating quickly.  I will treat you again tonight to feel like I’m doing something, but I expect you can be up and moving tomorrow quite a bit.”  He began examining her wounds, and settled in to treat each of them in the most particular way possible.  He started rubbing a healing lotion into those he most feared might leave scars on her torso.
              Inga looked over at the Duke.  He appeared to be sleeping.  She turned back to Alec.  “If my husband saw you rubbing me like that you’d have a foot of steel through your gut!” she grinned.
              Alec turned bright red with embarrassment, but said nothing.  He moved to rub the lotion into a different wound.
              “What would you do if a blade faced you, Alec?” Inga asked.
              “I’d run or die, I imagine,” he answered.  “I’ve got almost no experience with battle,” he said barely able to remember the details of the events at Riverside.
              “Tomorrow, since you said I will be able to move, you and I will do some training with the blade.  A young, wealthy man like you needs to be able to protect himself.  Now that the Duke has raised you so high, you are a potential target.”
              “What exactly did the Duke do?” Alec asked.
              “He recognized you as a good man destined for great things in his duchy, among other things.  He named you to the River Order, which means that you are entitled to be called a noble, and to attend any convocation of the nobility, and to have a room in the palace here on the island.  He also made you next in line to receive Boston Palace, which is a very nice estate on the northern border of Goldenfields, with fertile lands along the river up north.  It currently belongs to his son, Airmed, so if anything happens to him, you will own several thousand acres,” she explained.
              “And given the plans they made here tonight to shear off the prince’s fighters, I don’t know that I’d wager a great deal on his longevity.  Airmed has long been a disappointment, a severe disappointment, to his father.  I don’t want it to sound unnatural, but I don’t think the Duke will shed tears if his son leaves the realm, so to speak.”
              “Do I have to take that?” she asked, nodding her head as she recognized the sleeping potion dose Alec was bringing to her.  Alec grinned and nodded, and she grumbled but accepted it with no battle.
              Soon, with both patients asleep, Alec crawled into bed too, and quickly fell asleep.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 20 – The Chapel by the River
              Alec awoke to discover both of his patients were already awake and eating breakfast on trays sitting beside their beds.  He groggily got out of bed and went to his medication room to collect his wits.  Wits collected and slightly groomed, a few seconds later he stepped back into the infirmary room and found his own breakfast tray entering the room as well.  He could get used to some elements of this life, he thought to himself; before arriving at Goldenfields he been always been the servant, never the served.
              He realized that Inga and the Duke were discussing his planned weapons training.  “My first training with the Guard was nothing but a focus on how to handle a weapon, and we spent weeks learning how to construct and repair each of our own weapons.  I still have the sword I built to pass that test, and it’s very serviceable, but I prefer the Stronghold blades,” Inga was telling the Duke.
              Alec ate his breakfast without any comment on the reminiscences of his two patients talking about their favorite and toughest teachers and training sessions.  He was looking forward to this session of training to help him learn how to handle a blade.  Kelvin and Ryder entered the infirmary to talk with the Duke, and Inga and Alec withdrew to the Guard courtyard.
              “I’m not as sore as I expected to be,” Inga informed him as she led him to a building on the left.  “Let’s go to the armory and take a look at what to start the morning with.”
              Inside the armory was a large room with thinly padded floor squares, on one of which three Guards were practicing their fencing skills.  Inga was greeted warmly as she preceded Alec into a room in the rear of the armory.  On one wall were a variety of blades hanging from racks, organized by weight and length.  Inga made Alec hold several, but only told him to swing two.  Finally she picked one for him, then turned him to the other side of the room, where she selected a heavy, padded jacket and other equipment for him to wear.  She picked a sword for herself, and the two of them walked back out to one of the practice squares in the main room.
              “You’ve got to limit your movements with those stitches in your muscles” Alec warned.  “If you damage those you won’t like the consequences.”
              “I was going to go easy on you anyway,” Inga said with a grin.  “Now, let’s get started.”
              Two hours later, Alec was exhausted; his left arm would barely raise up to his shoulder.  Inga expressed surprise when Alec swung with his left arm, but had approved of his sinister practice.  “You’ll get to practice against right-handed blades all the time, but when the time comes that you need to swing serious steel against an opponent, they’ll not be comfortable facing a left-handed swordsman.  Plus, I’d like to practice against someone who comes from the left side.”
              “You’ve got some of the basic ideas down already.  Let’s call it enough for today.  I’m pretty sore for not doing much, I imagine you are too, and we can work on your footwork more tomorrow morning.”
              They cleaned their equipment and put it away.  Inga went to her own quarters to clean up, while Alec returned to the infirmary, the cadence of training movements running through his brain.  He saw Colonel Ryder leaving as he approached.
              “DR, may I ask another favor?” Alec asked as he hurried over to intercept him.  “I’d appreciate a chance to leave the palace again today, if I may.”
              Ryder looked at Alec with approval.  “So Inga gave you a workout today, did she?  You won’t have a better teacher to learn from, especially when she’s healed and up to full strength.  Pay attention to her footwork in particular; she gets a great deal of thrust from her legs when she needs it.”
              “So where do you want to go, back to your shop again?” the colonel addressed Alec’s request.
              “If there is time, that would be nice, but I’d like to go to the cathedral this time,” Alec said.  “I’d like to attend services led by a priest.”
              Ryder looked at him, only a raised eyebrow revealing any reaction.  “That will be fine.  Go ahead and clean yourself up, and Ellison will meet you here when you’re ready,” Ryder said and walked away to attend to his duties.  Inside the infirmary, the Duke asked Alec how practice had gone, and talked about the advantages of being left-handed.
              Alec left him after a brief conversation and washed up in the back, enjoying the hot water he used.  When he came back out, he found Inga, Ellison, and the Duke talking together.  Their conversation stopped when he entered the room.
              “We’re to go to the cathedral this time, am I right?” Ellison asked as they went down the tunnel to the mainland.  “I’ve gone there several times myself to attend holiday services.  It’s a beautiful building.”
              Several minutes later they came out in the tavern in the city again.  At Ellison’s suggestion, they ate a quick meal of stew and bread in the tavern, then began walking towards the cathedral, which was visible over the intervening buildings.
              They soon passed through one of the ornate gates in the walls of the grounds and arrived at a large plaza in front of the cathedral.  “There are a dozen different chapels inside the cathedral and its grounds, and I’d guess there’s probably a service underway at one or another.  Let me ask one of the docents where we can attend a service.”
              Alec stood with his hat on and his collar drawn up to reduce any potential for recognition, as he had done throughout their journey.  Ellison returned with news.  “In the riverside chapel there is a service in remembrance of sailors on the river.  Let’s go to that one.”  They walked to the left once they passed within the main gate of the cathedral grounds, and walked around the grounds to a building that stood on the very edge of the bluff overseeing the river, with windows in both directions showing the river bending away for miles in each direction.
              As they stepped across the threshold of the chapel, Alec felt a sense of peace pervade his soul.  Unspoken, his mind formed the words ‘in te, Domine, speravi’.  Alec knew that coming here was the right thing to do.
              The small chapel was more than half full, and Alec and Ellison wound up with seats near the front of the chapel.  They removed their hats, just as a priest entered.  The two visitors joined in singing an opening hymn, and participated in the responses calling for mercy for the souls of those who had died on the river, and salvation for those who yet worked on the water.
              When the priestly touch of grace began, Alec saw the priest’s eyes widen as Alec arrived at the front of the line.  There was no explanation Alec could come up with for the look, but he quietly murmured it to Ellison as they sat in their pew.
              After the service they had to wait for those in the back of the chapel to exit first.  The priest was waiting outside the door when they returned to the sunshine.  “Excuse me sir, but you seem familiar.  Would you step back into the chapel and wait for me to return in a few minutes so that we might have a brief word?” the priest asked Alec in a pleasant tone.
              Alec sensed Ellison drawing closer.  He turned and looked at the guard.  This priest was not anyone he could ever remember having met.  Yet the sense that he had been destined to come to the church grounds remained with him, and he sensed no evil intent from the priest.
              “Yes, we’ll wait briefly, if you can join us quickly,” Alec replied.
              “As quickly as I can, I promise,” the young priest said.
              Alec and Ellison stepped back up into the chapel and sat by a window facing north along the river towards the heart of the city.  “I don’t recognize that priest at all, Ellison, but my heart tells me that I should be here,” Alec told his guard.  “There’s no ill will that I can feel while sitting on these grounds.”
              Ellison shrugged.  “You’re awfully young but very bright, so I’ll trust your judgment on this.  We should have little to fear here at the church grounds.  The people in the city know there is a little corruption in the church, but less than in most other institutions and there is no one who believes the church still practices its old ways of meddling in politics.”
              “Well, to be believed we’re not the worst we can be is hardly a glowing endorsement, but we must at times take what we can,” a voice laconically commented.
              Alec jumped; the voice sounded like it came from right next to him.  He turned and saw the priest and three others standing at the far end of the chapel, near the doorway.  “How did you do that?” he blurted out.
              “You did it for us, my young scholar,” one of the priest’s companions replied as they strode towards Alec and Ellison.  The priest still wore his black robes.  Two of his companions wore black and red stoles over their robes, while the fourth member of the group Alec recognized as the bishop who had led the sacred healing chants in the Duke’s chambers.
              “Thank you for remaining here so that we may talk,” the bishop said.  “I am Theodore, Bishop of Goldenfields Duchy and City.  These are Cardinals Jure Divino and Jure Humano, who happen to have arrived in our city last night.  They came here specifically in hopes of meeting the Duke and meeting you, young healer.
              “Your presence here on our grounds, and the fact that you are recognized by one of the twelve priests you invited to perform rites in the Palace,” he nodded to the priest who had just performed the services for sailors, “tells me that the will of God brought us all together.”
              “We wish to chat with you.  Would you give us some of your time and let us know more about you and your miraculous and mysterious ways?”
              Alec looked at Ellison.  There was no indication one way or the other on his face of what he thought, and Alec still felt that his own heart intended him to speak to his church.  He took a deep breath, noticing how the dim interior of the chapel helped to calm the atmosphere.  “Tell me how you heard us and spoke to us from the far end of the chapel,” Alec said.
              “You’re standing at the end of an arched portion of the roof of the chapel.  The shape of the arch causes the sound at one end, even a whisper, to echo and echo and echo again so that it travels to the other end of the arch, which in this chapel is located at the vestibule.  It’s just a simple architectural trick.  Watch in large public spaces for arched or curved ceilings.  There’s a chance that two points will be the ends of an echoing arch, and some architects even know how to calculate heights and angles and distances to create them, usually as novelties.
              “It was completely a coincidence that you happened to move to such a spot to talk before we arrived,” Bishop Theodore explained.
              A sound at the doorway drew their attention to the entrance of a servant bearing a tray with pitchers and glasses and a plate of cheese with crackers.  “Thank you,” the bishop said, and then all were silent until the servant left and closed the door behind him. 
              “Three things have drawn us to you, young healer.  One of these, perhaps the least, is that you have healed the Duke of wounds that we all believed he could not survive.  In fact, the rumors among some elements in town claim that there was poison on the blades used to wound the Duke, a poison for which no antidote is known.”
              Alec observed Ellison’s eyebrow raise.
              “We are friends and supporters of the Duke, qualis rex, talis grex, we believe.  We are pleased for all that the Duke is healthy.  Yet the health of the Duke is in some ways not as intriguing to us as the healing and the healer,” the bishop said carefully.
              “The second is that you not only called upon the church as a partner in healing, but you specifically asked for a church tradition that is ancient and forgotten to almost all in the realm.”
              Softly Alec chanted, “Ex Deo nascimur, in Jesu mortimur, per spiritum santum reviviscimus.”  The words had whispered themselves in his heart as he had examined the Duke on his deathbed, and he had known that they would call down the favor of the Lord to save the Duke’s life.
              The two cardinals exchanged glances with one another.  “You understand those words?” Divino asked.
              “From God we are born, in Jesus we die, by the Holy Spirit we live again,” Alec replied.
              “Those words are only taught as an ancient chant to a few priests in particular sacred music classes,” the Cardinal said.   “It seems unlikely you would know them at all, much less know the disused tradition of relying on them in extreme healing cases for royalty.  Yet you called for them exactly correctly.”
              Alec said nothing in response.
              “Finally, the third intriguing item is that you have just appeared in our midst as an itinerant healer, unknown and given your age, untrained by any college or master doctor.  Within a week of appearing you have completed two impossible cases of healing.  Where you came from is unknown, and in fact we do not even know your name.  Your friends at the palace are doing a very good job of clamping down on any information about you, by the way.”
              “Tell me about the relations of ingenairii and the church,” Alec responded.  He knew that he wanted to talk to these men, but he didn’t know how to begin, so he stalled for time by asking the questions that danced in his brain.  “Shouldn’t ingenairii rely on prayers and the power of God to perform their actions, or at least some of them?”
              The bishop and the cardinals all exchanged glances.  Cardinal Humano responded.  “There was a time when ingenairii were in fact part of the church, for the exact reason you mentioned.  But over the centuries, they came to rely on things they could do that were not reliant on holy power, things that have an even older tradition among them.  Eventually, there were two camps of ingenairii, the sacred and the profane, and as time passed, there came to be fewer and fewer of the sacred ingenairii, until there are almost no sacred ones left.”
              “I wonder if there is a sacred ingenaire named Aristotle,” Alec asked.
              “There is only one sacred ingenaire in the past century, and his name is Aristotle,” Humano responded.  “Aristotle is trusted by the church and relied upon by the church, though he is not directed by the church.”
              “He also is very involved with the council of ingenairii.  Aristotle can wield influence in both circles, the only such person today,” the cardinal finished.  “And the fact that you know his name is a fourth point of interest now.”
              Alec had been debating what to say.  His fear of capture by the ingenairii had extended to a lesser extent to fear of the motives of the church as well, yet the peace in his heart gave him faith.  He decided to tell at least a part of his story.  “I worked in a caravan for many months with an ingenaire named Aristotle.  He took me under his wing and taught me many things.  I loved him for his good works and his good soul.
              “He told me stories about the mountain lands; that ancient kingdoms had stood in places where Walnut Creek and another settlement were.  He especially interested me when he told me that our Savior had walked and taught in those lands.  Were those things true?”
              Cardinal Divino seemed to relax at Alec’s explanation.  “Yes,” he replied, “Aristotle told you things that most folks don’t learn, although the church leaders do remember.
              “Our Savior arrived in the mountain kingdoms centuries ago, when he was a young man.  He traveled and preached and taught and performed miracles, and converted us to the worship of the One God during his five years here.  There are many holy sites in those mountains we would wish to reclaim and visit and restore as sites for pilgrimages.  Our records tell us that many miracles were attributed to such sites and shrines in the old times.”
              “Before the Lord left us, he prophesized that we would learn more in the future.  Nearly thirty years later, in another portion of the mountains, Saint John Mark came to us, in the same mysterious way from the same unknown land that was home to our Lord.  He lived among us for twenty years, and traveled through many kingdoms, including some of the lands we live in today.  Stronghold, for example has a cathedral on the spot where John Mark died,” the Cardinal explained.  “And his crypt is believed to be under the cathedral there.”
              “John Mark told us the story of what happened to our Lord in that other land where he was born, how he became a great teacher there, just as he had here, and how he came to be sacrificed, and saved us all through his death and resurrection.  John Mark brought order to our church as well, establishing the governance we still use today.”
              “The lessons you and all of us learn in church are from Jesus directly, or from St. John Mark’s accounts of his life after being in our land.  That is more than you asked, but it is so reassuring for churchmen to recount the story that we never grow tired of telling it again,” Divino smiled.
              Alec felt inspired by the story he was hearing.  He had not heard it delivered before, although living in the orphanage and attending church often had made him familiar with the lessons and morals Jesus delivered.
              “I would tell you something that Aristotle told me,” Alec began to confess.  “But I fear how I’ll be treated for having such knowledge.  Can you promise me that the things I say will be protected, and that I won’t be identified to anyone as the source?  I don’t want to be a captive, of the ingenairii or the church or the Duke, just for the sake of people draining every last shred of information out of my mind,” he said with emphasis.
              “We have the tradition,” the bishop began after a brief consideration, “of the sanctity of the confessional, of course.  We could perhaps treat this as an extraordinary confession?”  He looked at the two cardinals for confirmation, and waited until both had nodded agreement.
              “Will you kneel at the altar and pledge to not reveal who told you the things I am about to tell?” Alec asked, wanting some tangible proof.
              A few minutes later, with the four churchmen and Ellison all arising from the altar, Alec began his tale.  He mentioned his orphanage roots, followed by a recounting of the caravan’s trip into the mountains, and then the shocking arrival at Riverside, the attack and escape, and finally he described his fateful trip up the canyon and stumbling into the cave where he had his miraculous experience.  Words failed Alec as he tried to describe the sublime feelings that had possessed him and the astounding location he had visited.  He held back any mention of the cryptic undertaking the cave had imposed on him; it suddenly occurred to him that perhaps he had healed the crown by saving the Duke.  But there was no sense or acknowledgement of accomplishment, and his intuition told him that he had not yet achieved his goal.
              The bishop began to wipe tears from his eyes at Alec’s imprecise description of his otherworldly experience in the cave.  “Your feet stood in the spot where John Mark stood, when healing powers are raised to levels beyond humanity,” he cried.  “Now we understand why you have such miraculous powers.  A thousand clergy would die for the opportunity to do what you did.”
              Alec continued telling about his healing of Aristotle, and then the trip to Walnut Creek.  Leaving out Leah’s request to end her pregnancy, he told how he and she had been in the woods and seen the lacertii attack the city, and watched the boatload of refugees float away to safety.
              “I saw Natalie, the girl I was traveling with from the caravan, on that boat.  I assume she was one of the survivors who made it here, but I haven’t had a chance to look for her yet.”  He looked at them for some clue of her whereabouts.
              “There was no such girl I knew of on the boat from Walnut Creek, at least none like your description,” the young priest said.  “Most of those who survived were adults.  There were one or two younger ones, but other than the Stronghold trader girl, I don’t think anyone sounds like your friend.”
              “I did have a chance to talk to the trader girl myself a time or two, Alec,” the bishop said with some concern in his voice.  “She is the girl you’re looking for.”
              Alec felt his heart leap for joy.
              “Her real name is not Natalie.  She is Noranda Locksfort, daughter and heiress of a powerful trading clan from Stronghold.  To escape an unpleasant situation in Stronghold, she had run away from home and joined the circus, and kept her identity a secret.”
              “Her tale is virtually the same as yours, until the point in Walnut Creek, and of course she did not tell about the cave and miraculous cures.  She and the ingenaire were in the town by the pier buying passage down river when the invasion came crashing down right into the town.  Aristotle put her on the boat while he used magic to battle the lacertii, and allowed the boat to escape.
              “She did not know if he made it out alive or not, but she knew that the story he wanted told needed to be passed along to the ingenairii and the church.  She mourned your loss greatly, with a great deal of genuine grief, because she presumed you were lost in Walnut Creek.  She spoke of your healing skills.  I should have put the two together myself.”
              “Is she still here?” Alec asked with a sinking certainty that he knew she was not.
              “The Stronghold girl, Noranda, was taken to the capitol by Areley a few days ago.  The ingenairii were desperate to get their hands on someone who could tell them the tale of what was happening in the mountains,” the bishop continued.
              Alec remembered watching the river as a boat with the court physician Areley was paddled swiftly down river.  He had seen the cowled figure standing beside the court physician on the boat.  It had been her, and he’d not even known.  The stricken boy felt tension wrap his stomach in a knot at the notion he could have seen Natalie again.  He felt stunned to learn that she was not Natalie at all, but a wealthy girl who had run away from home.  There was no way he could easily reconcile the two notions quickly.  And he wondered that she had kept her background hidden from him as they had grown so close after Riverside.
              The others in the room remained respectfully quiet while Alec tried to digest the stunning news he had just heard.  They too were reflecting on the story they had learned.  “What will happen to her?” Alec asked after long moments of silence.
              “Her identity as an heir of the Locksfort clan is now widely known, so the ingenairii will have to release her soon to her family.  How the family will deal with her is hard to say.  She was a favorite of her uncle, until she ran away to avoid an arranged betrothment.  She’s been gone from the clan for months and things are bound to be different,” the bishop answered.               “The Locksforts are notorious for putting advancement for the clan above other concerns, and Noranda’s flight didn’t rest easy with them.”
              Ellison nudged his arm.  “We’ve been gone quite a while.  We need to get back to the Palace,” he said, pointing to the sun moving far towards the western horizon.
              “You’re right; I understand.  Let me ask one more question for now.  What will the ingenairii do next, after they hear her story?” Alec continued.
              “That’s something we aren’t sure about.  Your friend Aristotle seemed determined that they know about the events at Walnut Creek, so it must trigger some ritual or prophecy they have.  Maybe it simply is seen as a threat to the kingdom, which I believe it is, though not immediately.”
              “Our own leadership may talk to them to try to ascertain what they plan to do, and if it is something we should play a role in,” Cardinal Humano explained.  “This game is just beginning, and there’s everything still to be decided, I would guess.  In the meantime there are other games further along and easier for some people to understand,” he cryptically finished.
              “Healer, thank you for trusting us.  We will keep the source of your secret hidden among we four alone in the church,” the Bishop said to Alec.  “Please come back anytime you think appropriate.  You can ask to speak to Brother James here, and he will discreetly arrange whatever you are looking for from us.”
              Ellison and Alec left the chapel first, and were soon off the cathedral grounds.  Ellison took Alec a different way than they had come.  They immediately crossed over the bridge that led from the cathedral to the opposite side of the Giffey River.  As they walked, Ellison remained introspectively silent, leaving Alec to devote his attention to the neighborhood they passed through.  It was a gritty quarter of town, with shops and factories that produced less desirable products, along with smoke and smells, and the homes were evidently those of a poorer working class.  It reminded Alec of the tannery he had left behind.
              They turned up a street and Ellison led Alec inside a large, deep shop.  “Why are we here?” Alec asked, looking at the metal gear of war displayed around the front room.
              Just then a man in a leather apron emerged from the back of the store.  “How can I help a member of the King’s Guard?” he asked Ellison.
              “We wish to purchase a weapon for my friend here,” Ellison told the smith, indicating Alec.  “It should be constructed to the standards required for Guard officers.  Can you help us?”
              Alec looked in astonishment at Ellison, who produced a small leather bag of gold for the benefit of the smith.
              The craftsman looked at Alec.  “I’ve made many a sword for the Guard in my day, and I appreciate your trust in my work.  Alright young man, let’s look at you, and you tell me what you need.”
              Before Alec could respond, Ellison spoke up again.  “He is not yet trained, and probably can’t tell you what he needs.  I spoke with the Guard who is beginning his training, and she gave me her suggestions on length, weight, center of balance, and cutting edge.  Let’s run him through a few paces to confirm her thoughts, and then we’ll leave things in your hands.”
              “This is what you and Imelda and the Duke were talking about,” Alec voiced his realization.  “This is very kind, better than I deserve.  My arm is still sore from this morning’s workout,” Alec protested.  “I’m not sure I can raise a blade this afternoon.”
              The other two chuckled while Ellison began looking through a variety of display blades, looking for those that approximated Inga’s suggestions.
              Alec alternately held each of the three and tried to parry and thrust with them as Ellison fenced with his own blade.  The smith stood and watched.
              After five minutes the two conversed and agreed on what was needed.  “It’s a bit of a challenge to form the blade for a left-handed Guardsman.  If there’s no hurry, come back in three weeks time and I’ll have your blade ready for you to receive,” the smith offered.
              “That’ll give us more time to train him so he will someday deserve to carry one of your arms, Delvin,” Ellison said.  “Thank you for your help.”
              As Ellison and Alec left the shop they began to weave through the maze of the industrial side of town on the east bank of the river.
              “I never expected to be a swordsman, Ellison,” Alec said.  “I don’t know how to repay you for this.  Let me know what I owe.”
              “You owe nothing.  The Duke is providing this blade to you as payment for your medical services in saving the life of his guard.  He is an honorable man, and would not let your deeds on behalf of Inga go unrewarded.  Inga has made the commitment to be your personal trainer so that you develop the skills to make the blade and the Guard proud of you,” Ellison explained, with emotion creeping into his voice.  “We all rely on one another in the Guard.  After we lost Delph in the assassination attempt, for you to bring back Inga, not to mention the Duke, was a huge lift for the spirits of the whole corps.”  He fell silent, lost in emotion.
              “You were telling those churchmen the truth about everything back there, weren’t you?” he finally asked in a change of topic.  “Those lacertii battles and that cave of miracles, it really happened?”
              “I couldn’t make up a story like that.  I’ve never imagined such things,” Alec said.  “I had heard children’s tales about lacertii, and I suppose I thought they might exist, but I never believed I’d run into one.  As far as the Cave goes, I feel so blessed in my soul to have experienced that.  It gives me so much faith, and it makes me feel so responsible for sharing my blessing with others.”
              “You won’t talk to anyone about that, will you?” Alec asked.  “Not even Leah knows about how I experienced the miracle of the cave.”
              I shall talk to no one about it without your leave,” Ellison replied.  “Now lets cross this bridge and then take a boat to the east side dock on the Palace Island, and we’ll be back in a few minutes time.”
              When they got back to the palace, Alec returned to the infirmary, while Ellison went to other duties.  Inside the infirmary, the Duke was sitting in bed reading papers.  He looked up when Alec entered.  “Good to see you healer.  Have you had a good day?”
              “Yes, your honor, I have.  Thank you very much for the gift of the sword.  I’ll do my best to honor it, and you.  Now, how have you been feeling today?  Are you ready for your presentation this evening?”
              The Duke assured Alec that he had rested all afternoon after his mid-day meeting and felt ready to walk into his presentation in the Palace.  Shortly thereafter, some of the advisers arrived again.
              “The pigeons have been sent to our posts ordering the immediate return of 800 soldiers to Goldenfields.  I expect they will arrive in about two more days,” Major Abraham, the army officer from last night’s meeting, reported.
              “A convoy of wagons with supplies is being prepared, and may be dispatched tomorrow evening,” he added.  “The second set of wagons for the further supply depot is also being gathered, and will probably leave here in three to five days.  They don’t need to leave so far ahead of the expeditionary force, since the new recruits will probably slow down the pace of travel the first few days.  At any rate, we need time to collect some of the construction tools that the second convoy will be carrying,” he added.
              “Merle, how can you help us in this project?” the Duke asked his ingenaire.
              “I have thought about our discussion this afternoon, your grace, and believe that we can send three apprentice ingenairii along, to specialize in water, stone, and fire activities.  Given the objectives you have, I think their talents will be very helpful, and it will be good for them to have some practical experience in their magical work.  Little enough of that occurs in the Dominion these days,” the bearded ingenaire replied.
              “And the rest of you have done your parts?  The audience is assembled in the large room and ready?” the Duke looked around the group in general.  All nodded.
              “Inga is ready?” the Duke looked at Alec.  “We felt that the sight of both of us healed and back on our feet would more dramatically demonstrate how feeble the attempt on my life was.  Since you were working our good guard out today, I presumed you’d allow her to stand present tonight as well, dramatic stitches on her face for all to see.”
              Alec nodded his agreement that Inga was healthy enough to attend the event tonight, though he had really looked forward to spending quiet time chatting with her in the infirmary again.
              “In that case, go find our fighting girl and have her meet us in the preparatory room off the hall.  Everyone, let’s go make a statement.  Doctor, we’ll see you back here in an hour or so,” the Duke said and he was out the door with his entourage and guards.
              Alec was alone inside the infirmary for the first time he could remember.  He decided to go to the back room to straighten up and organize the medications there.  He had already decided to leave most of them in the infirmary, and to take with him back to his shop only a few that had a short life before they lost their potency.
              On the counter between two earthen jars filled with herbs he noticed a piece of paper sticking out.  Curious, he pulled it out and looked at it.  The paper was strangely thick, of a type he had never seen before.  His name was printed on the front of the folded note.  He opened it and read:
 
Sir Healer,
 
Your friend Aristotle has been informed of your presence in Goldenfields, and the good works you have done.  He promises to see you when he is soonest able, in the months to come.  His counsel to you is to remain quiet about who you are and what you know, and to await his meeting.
 
He is most pleased that you still live, and sends his affection to you.
 
Merle.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 21 – Reflections on a Note
              Alec read the note again, and again.  He felt relief and joy, to know that his friend and mentor Aristotle the ingenaire was alive somehow, and back in the Dominion, and Ari knew that Alec was alive as well.  In the space of just a few hours this afternoon he’d heard news about both Ari and Natalie, the two lost friends he so desperately wanted to see.  Alec couldn’t stand the suspense of waiting for a chance to talk to Merle about the note and learn more about Ari, and the mystery of what had happened to him.
              Alec felt satisfaction and simultaneous remorse.  At least Natalie had been in this very city, but his path had just missed crossing hers.  Ari had probably been here as well; Alec jumped to the conclusion that the mysterious person smuggled through the Guards’ tunnel for Merle had probably been Ari, and their paths had likewise just missed crossing.
              Yet this day he had learned that neither of his friends were what he suspected.  Natalie, the girl who meant so much to him, was not simply a carnival performer, but was a member of a strong and prestigious trading clan.  And Ari, like a father to him, who he always suspected was capable of more than simple magic tricks, was a unique leader in both the ingenairii’s councils as well as in the church, the only such person capable of perhaps bridging the gap between the two great power centers.
              Had Ari and Natalie been dishonest with him?  Alec resented that his friends had withheld secrets from him.  Did they not trust him, he wondered.  Yet he knew that he was keeping secrets of his own.  Leah didn’t know about his miraculous visit to the Cave, despite the close friendship they held.              
              Though he didn’t realize it consciously, Alec himself was not the person the others had known during their caravan days.  He had become a miraculous healer, a friend of the inner court of the most power noble in the realm, and an honorary member of the Goldenfields Guard, the most capable fighting force in the kingdom, as well as head of a household of his own with Leah.  He had come to rely on his own judgment in making important decisions.  He was not the easily-led carnival hired hand he’d been just weeks ago.
              Alec’s thoughts circled back around to the paper he still held in his hand.  He considered all the implications of Merle’s note.  Ari had survived the battle with the lacertii in Walnut Creek, just as he had survived at Riverside.  Alec remembered how battered the Riverside battle had left Ari; he marveled at the notion that Ari had managed to travel all the way down river from Walnut Creek on his own.  It must have been a draining journey.  He pondered what he could have done to heal the crippled ingenaire.
              Would Ari and Natalie meet one another again, he wondered?  What did Merle know about the three of them, or about him in particular?  He had feared being discovered and captured by ingenairii, and now he seemed to be revealed to one of them, although one that so far seemed harmless, possibly even friendly.  He knew that his holy experience in the cave made him a marked man whose memories would be desirable to both church and ingenaire leaders.
              A noise at the door roused him from his reverie.  He returned to the front room to find that an hour or more had passed already and Inga was returning to the infirmary.
              Hello Alec,” she happily greeted him as they caught sight of one another.  “The Duke did great tonight.  That pronouncement of his will create quite a stir among the nobility and the merchants, I suspect.”
              “What exactly did he tell folks?  No, first I want to know how you feel, and how the Duke held up.  Will he be back here soon himself?” Alec asked.
              “I feel as though nothing happened to me, and I still can’t believe you healed me that well.  I feel so well I’d planned on sleeping in my own home tonight, but Lewis is not there, so I thought I’d come back here to be with you again.  The Duke has made a privileged decision, by the way,” she said, looking at him with an expressionless face.  “He plans to spend the night in his own quarters tonight, unless you recall him back here.  He wants to resume something like normal life now.  I thought he seemed fine throughout the pronouncement tonight, and he was still standing in a receiving line greeting the nobles and letting them examine him when I left.”
              Alec thought only a second about the Duke.  His health was good enough to return to his quarters and Alec felt no need to do more than check on him again in another day or two.  He expressed his lack of concern to Inga.  “Provided,” he added, “that you keep a close eye on him so that the next assassin doesn’t get as close as this one did.”
              Inga looked at him ruefully.  “The Guard will not let him go to the toilet with less than four men around him now, I suspect.  He’ll have trouble trying to ever again have a private visit with any of the pretty young ladies in waiting at the court,” she said with a smile.
              “So what was his message to the court, and how was it received?” Alec returned to his question.  A fortnight ago he hadn’t known a person in Goldenfields, and now, he reflected, he was starting to follow the nuances of local politics.
              “You know most of the major ideas he presented.  A large force is going to go upriver to lands beyond our current borders, and will establish a new fortress to guard us from any possible enemy approaching from that direction.  They will also build a road and a canal lock to bypass the river shallows.  And they will open up new lands for sale by the Duke to loyal subjects who wish to establish estates in the region.  The proceeds from the land sales will be used to offset the cost of the expedition. Of course no mention was made about the new conscripts who will join the expedition.
              “It was judged by the Duke’s advisers that he will have pleased the loyal nobles by providing new lands for their younger sons, and the bankers because of the notes they’ll earn interest on, and the traders because there is no new taxes but there are potential new markets in the east someday.  Plus the army can do something about the lacerta threat, to make everyone happy,” Inga analyzed the situation for him.
              “I found it more interesting than anything to look at where the sour faces were, of those who weren’t satisfied by the Duke’s triumphant public return.  I expect Rastall and Kelvin took note of who those folks were too.”
              Thinking about the emotions of ingratitude and gratitude, Alec suddenly remembered the sword that was now on order for him.  He knew that Inga was a central member of the plot to treat him to such a weapon.  “Inga, thank you for the sword we ordered today.  The smith expects it to be ready in less than a month,” he said.
              Inga smiled a broad smile, with a genuine warmth that gave Alec goose bumps.  “Which shop did Ellison take you to?” she asked.
              “We went to Delvin’s,” he answered.
              “There’s no better in the duchy,” she said.  “He was trained in Stronghold and makes weapons as good as theirs.”
              “Now, you’ll be here every morning for training won’t you?” she asked in a tone that left no doubt Alec would be there.  “We’ll return to the armory tomorrow morning, and after tomorrow, you’ll be expected here every day for instruction to make sure that you are worthy of such a weapon.”
              “I’ll be here every morning,” Alec affirmed.  “Is Ellison available to join us?” he asked her, his mind suddenly returning to the stories about Natalie and Ari he had heard earlier.
              “No, he’s on an assignment, but you can talk to him tomorrow.  I expect he’ll be the one to smuggle you out after your fencing lesson tomorrow morning,” she replied.
              Alec realized that the sun had set long ago, and he saw fatigue starting to show on Inga’s face.
              “I need to clean up in back, and then we might as well go to bed.  Besides, I need to develop an ointment to take some of the ache out of my arm from all the work you’ve made it do,” he glibly said.
              He closed up his items in the back, took the message from Merle and hid it inside a canister, fixed another dose of the facial scar prevention ointment for Inga, and returned to the infirmary.
              Inga was already in her bed, and laid silent and relaxed as Alec massaged the mixture into her face.  Alec finished his treatment and then climbed into his bed, too.  They spoke about swordsmanship, with Inga giving detailed analysis of his motions and what to work on.  As she prepared to turn over and fall asleep she added, “After tomorrow, you’ll be able to come in the main gate of the palace and ask to be taken back to the Guard armory.  You’ll be treated by the gatekeepers just like anyone else as far as the public is concerned, so that no one will know your role here.”
              Alec heard her gentle, even breathing shortly after that and knew she was asleep.  Even as he drifted off to sleep himself, he remembered her words “just like anyone else” and realized more sharply than before, as the elements of his friends and his adventures snapped into place in his drowsy mind, that he would never again be just like anyone else.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 22 – The Pain of Training
              Alec felt the blanket pulled off his bed, and sat up with a start.  Inga stood over him, grinning, as pale dawn light slanted into his room.  “Let’s not dillydally around,” she said.  “We’ve got training to get underway.  You might as well bring your arm ointment along with you – I woke you up a little earlier than usual, just so we could have some extra time to work on your defensive posture first thing.”
              With a groan Alec rolled out of bed, and realized he had slept without clothes.  He jerked his head up to look at Inga, feeling the blood rush to his face.  She saw the panic on his face and laughed.  “Don’t worry, I’ve seen a few men in my time.  On most training exercises men and women guards put in quite a few days and nights in close quarters.  Modesty is not something we retain.”
              He said nothing, but pulled his pants on hastily and got dressed.  Together they walked to the armory, and discovered they were the first to enter that morning.  Inga talked in his ear about the characteristics she had suggested for the weapon they had ordered for him, and why.  “Everything about you and that sword will be perfect the first day you hold it, except for the location of the balance point.  I expect that you’ll gain more arm strength, and it’s being cast accordingly for your future strength,” she explained as she searched for a blade for him to practice with.  “This one’s balance is closest to yours, so use it.  Your blade will be longer, but that’s something you can adjust to.”
              His arm began aching after only a few minutes, and his back was running with sweat soon after that, but Inga effortlessly moved around him and with him, keeping him in constant motion except when they stopped so she could explain something.
              By the time the sun was well up they had worked beyond where Alec thought his limit was, and then they worked more.  He gasped ‘thank you’ when Inga said their time was over.  She made him again clean and put his equipment away.
              At the door to the infirmary she stopped.  “Ellison will be waiting inside for you, and will take you out when you’re ready.  I expect I’ll see you here tomorrow when the palace gates open.
              “I believe we’re going to make a swordsman out of you yet!” she said with a smile, then turned and walked away.
              Inside the infirmary Ellison was indeed waiting for him.  Alec asked for a minute to pack and clean himself up, and returned with his pack over his right shoulder, his left arm now so sore he couldn’t lift it.  “I’m going to have to make a double strength ointment for my arm, she worked me so hard,” he repeated his complaint to Ellison as he gingerly moved.
              “She’ll work you even harder if she thinks you can make a stronger ointment.  Pain is expected to be part of the Guard training, and she won’t let you cheat the Guard of that tradition.  Inga is one of the very best; that’s why she was elevated to serve in the Duke’s own bodyguard.  Her blade is probably the reason he was still alive for you to save,” he said with respect.  “She’s well thought of by every Guardsman I know.  You’ll learn to be a very good swordsman before she is done with you.”
              They followed their usual route to the tunnel.  Alec at last began the conversation he had waited for.  “Ellison, could the person Merle had you smuggle out through here have been the ingenaire Aristotle?” he asked.  “I found a note from Merle in the infirmary last night, telling me that Ari was anxious to see me again.  Merle must know more about me than anyone but Ari could have told him, so I thought that you may have been helping get Ari through for Merle.”
              Ellison thought about it as they walked through the tunnel.  “It could very well be.  The man seemed very special to Merle.  There was a sense of urgency in getting him moving out of the city.  I don’t know much else other than he seemed weak and moved slowly.”
              They emerged from the tunnel into the tavern room.  “I’ll leave you here, since you know your way to your shop.  The colonel says the Duke would like for you to examine him tomorrow morning after your appointment with Inga, so bring any medical supplies you think you’ll need.
              “If you ever need anything Alec, you can count on me,” he said.  “I’ve arranged for you to be allowed to travel on your own in this tunnel if a great emergency ever demands.  Keep that in mind,” and with that he shook hands and returned to the tunnel.
              Alec rested for a moment, his arm aching more than before he climbed the ladder out of the tunnel.  He thought about how quickly Ellison had adopted him as a friend, after Alec’s service to the Duke.  Loyalty in Goldenfields was a valued trait, he realized.  Was he going to be as loyal to Ari and Natalie, he asked himself?  Could he be loyal and leave the city to search for them, without being disloyal to this Goldenfields ruler and his followers, or to Leah, who was ready to settle in this city?  There seemed no answer, he realized as he at last prepared to return to his shop life.  When ready, he opened the door and left the room, receiving a hint of a smile from the tavern keeper as he slipped out into the street.
              Minutes later Alec turned down Bakers Street and walked to the shop with the green shutters, back home where he wanted to be.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 23 – Dinner at Natha’s
              “We need to get a sign made for this place,” he said after he walked through the door into the waiting room.  Even at the morning hour, a few patients were waiting.
              “Alec?” he heard Leah’s voice come from the hallway and she quickly emerged into the room.  “Alec!” she repeated with excitement and ran to clasp him tightly in a hug that he returned for a long time.
              “I’m back,” he told her, “and ready to get to work.”
              “Come and unpack,” she told him, leading him by the arm, the sore one, making him wince while her back was to him, through the hall.  “You go unpack and get settled back in.  I’ll take care of the patients in the shop and close up so we can talk.”  She went back down the hallway while he walked up the stairs.
              Their room was crowded now by having two beds in it.  One was neatly made up, obviously unslept in, and presumably his, while the other had the covers pulled up.  He dropped his bag on the clean bed, and gathered his medical items to take downstairs.  On his way he found Ellen and Hannah taking a load of laundry to hang to dry on the line on the roof.  “Healer, welcome back again.  Are you here to stay?” the mother asked as Hannah shyly grinned from behind her skirts.
              “I am here to stay,” he replied.  “Are you enjoying being here?” He asked, recollecting the despondent woman she had been days ago when he had impetuously invited her to stay with instead of returning to an abusive home.
              “What about you, Hannah?  Do you like living here?” he knelt to see her eye-to-eye, and to closely examine her with his health sense.  He saw her old injuries mending in a satisfactory manner, and decided on a few tonics he could prepare to heal and strengthen her thin body.
              Hannah nodded yes with another smile. As he stood up Ellen replied, “Doctor, this has been the best week we’ve had in memory.  Hannah gets enough to eat, although you get too many sweets from the bakery, don’t you, imp? And we sleep comfortably in a soft bed.  You have given us a great blessing.”
              “Let me examine you both later today, to make sure that all is going right.  But don’t let me keep you any longer now.  I’ll go downstairs and see you later,” he said, and resumed his trip.
              His timing proved to be perfect.  Leah was just about to see the last patient.  Alec joined her and used his health vision to look at the elderly woman who complained of aches and pains in general.  He saw nothing more than the effects of growing old, and added nothing when Leah prescribed willowbark and riversword tea each evening.
              As soon as the lady left, they sat down together.  “You seem different Alec.  What has happened to you these past few days?”  Leah asked.
              Alec thought for several long seconds, not knowing where to begin.  “I learned that Natalie and Ari are both still alive,” he began.  “They were even in Goldenfields at the same time we were, but have moved on.”
              “Do you plan to follow them?” Leah asked in a carefully neutral voice.
              “Part of me wants to and, part of me doesn’t.  I’m not sure,” Alec answered truthfully.  “I want to just settle here now and try to have a good life, and I feel I should stay with the Duke’s people, but I also want to see if Ari needs me.  I think he was injured again at Walnut Creek, and I know how hard it was to try to heal him after the attack at Riverside.”  He didn’t mention Natalie yet.
              “He seemed healed enough in Walnut Creek, from what I remember,” Leah protested.  “You did a fine job.  I’m sure he can heal again, just not as fast without you.”
              “I learned that Natalie was really a girl who ran away from the Stronghold trading clan, and her true name is Noranda Locksfort.  She ran away and joined the circus to avoid being betrothed,” he revealed, for the first time feeling a certain self-consciousness about discussing Natalie with Leah.
              Leah raised her eyebrows.  At last she spoke, “Do you want to chase after Noranda too?”
              “I do.  And I wonder how she is, but her clan is so powerful I don’t think she needs the likes of me to do anything for her.  Things aren’t what I thought they were when she and I were together,” he responded.  “She doesn’t need me after all,” he trailed off wistfully.
              “And maybe I can take care of myself; I’m learning how to wield a sword, although I’m not someone you’d rely on to save you after only two days of practice!  I’m supposed to go back to the palace each morning for lessons from the Duke’s Guard,” he continued.  “But enough about all that,” he decided to change the topic.  “What has happened here?”
              “Alec, we already have a quiet routine and there is nothing out of the ordinary,” Leah told him with a satisfied sigh.  “Ella and Hannah are wonderful to have around.  Hannah grows more out-going every day.  We take care of simple medical problems for people in the neighborhood.  Many of the folks who come, especially the older ones, really just want to talk to someone, and to be listened to, at least as much as they want a few aches to be lessened.
              “Natha has given us more money than we need for a long time.  I never imagined that we could fall into a good home so easily.  After all that happened in Walnut Creek and our struggle to get here, it seems like we walked into a dream.  Ellen does about everything to take care of the home and the shop for cleaning up, and I take care of those who ask for help.”
              “Have you seen Annalea or Rand recently?” he asked.
              “No, but Natha’s last note said to let them know when you returned, and we would all have dinner together at his home.  We’ll have to let them know you’ve returned.  Natha must have a spectacular place; I’d love to see it.”
              Alec stared at Leah intently with his health vision.  Her pregnancy was advancing normally.  He could see signs of tiredness in her body as her energy was diverted to the growing baby inside her.  He made a mental list of herbs and items to add to her diet, and concluded that a fish stew would be a good regular dinner.
              “I’m not sure that I’ve been missed at all,” Alec resumed the conversation.  “All three of you women seem so well without me.  By the way,” he asked, “why are there two beds in the room upstairs?”
              “I’d like to have someone to talk to at night, if it’s okay with you,” Leah explained.  “And it made it possible for Ellen and Hannah to move down from the third floor.  If you’re uncomfortable with the arrangement, say so.  After all the time we spent on that raft, I felt there wasn’t much modesty between us!”
              “No, it seems good to me.  Shall we have some lunch and open up the shop for the afternoon?” Alec asked.  “Or could I go do a little shopping after lunch and then we could open the shop?” he amended.  “There are a few items I’d like to add to our medicines for treating people.”
              After a quick lunch of some fresh bread from Henree’s bakery next door, along with goods from the larder, Alec went searching three different markets and found some items he wanted, as well as the ingredients for the fish stew he had in mind.  He returned home, prepared the stew, and left it to simmer in a large pot on the stove while he went to the front and helped treat the last people in the shop.
              Things went well that day and the next.  After falling asleep to the sound of Leah’s voice as they talked into the night, Alec awoke early the next day and slipped out at sunrise to greet the guards at the palace gate.  He quietly entered the grounds and practiced swordsmanship with Inga, then was taken to the Duke’s quarters, which he didn’t recall from his first night when he treated the dying ruler.  He found nothing left to treat and declared the Duke fit.
              As he started to leave, a member of the Guard beckoned to him.  “The quartermaster asked for you to visit him,” Alec was told.  With directions to a warehouse in the Guard section, Alec soon arrived in front of a desk where a heavyset man sat in a well-padded chair.
              “You’re the bright new Guard member we’re hearing such good things about?” the man said without ceremony.  “I’m Elcome, the quartermaster.  I want to make sure you have everything you need.”
              Alec wasn’t sure what he needed.  “I think I’ve got everything,” he answered.  “Thanks for checking on me.”
              “Do you have a practice sword and padding?” Elcome asked, his eyes brightly assessing Alec.
              “I use the equipment in the armory,” Alec explained.  “I don’t have any of my own.”
              “Well, we’ll let that go,” Elcome said casually.  “Just don’t tell anyone.”
              “Tell anyone what?” Alec asked perplexed.
              “I don’t think we need to charge you the usual fee to cover the wear and tear on the common equipment.  The other Guards pay to use that material, you know?” Elcome explained.  “Since you’re a friend of the Duke we’ll let you have special treatment.”
              “I don’t want special treatment,” Alec said earnestly.  He didn’t want to lose the respect of the other members of the Guard, not after Ellison and Colonel Ryder and Inga had treated him so well.  “I’ll pay my share,” he insisted.  He pulled out a handful of coins and opened his palm for Elcome to see his money.
              The quartermaster raised his hand and scratched his head.  “You’re not taking room and board with us are you?” he asked.  “What about a uniform, or a regular blade?”
              “They’ve ordered a blade from Delvin’s for me,” Alec replied.  “I don’t know anything about a uniform, and I don’t sleep or eat here.”  He still held the palmful of coins before him.
              “You’re an unusual case,” Elcome replied.  “Tell you what, we’ll not charge for room or board of course, and a blade from Delvin’s isn’t one that I’m responsible for paying for, so you don’t need to pay anything for those.  We’ll figure you use the practice facilities less than a Guard who’s stationed at the palace, and only charge you, say, a silver a week?” he suggested.
              Alec reached forward and withdrew the silver, which he handed to the quartermaster.  “Shall I pay the same each week?” he asked.
              “Weekly, monthly, whatever suits you is fine,” Elcome replied airily.  “Would you like a receipt?”
              “No,” Alec said quickly, not wanting to seem untrusting after Elcome had been so kind to him.  “Is there anything else I need to pay for?”
              “There’s no reason for you to pay the other charges, after all you’ve done,” Elcome said reassuringly.  “I’d just ask that you not mention this special deal so that I don’t get in trouble for giving you a break, if you understand,” he finished with a wink and a grin, and Alec left the building feeling grateful for another valuable new friendship.
              In the days that followed, he settled into a comfortable routine of early morning blade training, followed by regular hours for treating people.  Within a few days, the number of people coming and the types of maladies they sought cures for began to change.  Those who had begun coming to the shop during the first week, when Leah provided the simple cures, preferred to continue to see her, and she had her own clientele, especially of women and the elderly, who came to her.
              Others came to see Alec, who found patients with increasingly complex cases entering his shop as his reputation spread around the artisans and gentry of the city, thanks in part to the good words of Natha’s family.  He even began to receive calls to make visits to the homes of the lesser nobles, who paid well for the cures he provided.
              Each night he and Leah would lie in their beds and discuss the events of the day, the people they had seen and the rumors they heard.  Some of these he passed along to Inga or Colonel Ryder when he saw them, to let them know what people in the city thought about the Duke’s rule.
              A few weeks after his return from the palace to the shop, Alec and Leah hired a carriage, and rode to Natha’s estate for dinner with the trader and Helen, Annalea and Rand, and two of her brothers and their wives.  While Alec could have walked the distance, he and Leah agreed that the journey to such an estate deserved the special treat of a carriage ride, plus Alec thought that for Leah’s condition, a long walk was an unnecessary discomfort.
              The carriage driver picked them up in front of their shop, and asked for payment in advance, apparently not trusting such a humble location to produce paying customers.  They paid, and rode comfortably to a section of town with very large homes and expansive gardens, soon pulling into the gravel drive of a limestone mansion set back quite a way from the road.  Alec paid the driver half in advance to come pick them up again in three hours, and Leah and he walked up to the door.  The servant at the door showed them to a terrace in the back.
              Helen came over to immediately greet them.  She hugged Alec affectionately.  “So our mysterious miracle worker is still in town, and doing great things Natha tells me.  How are you doing, Alec?  Is all going well?”  Alec told her how wonderful it was to have fallen into a routine and comfortable lifestyle, and how people were starting to come more and from farther away to seek treatment.
              “I’m not surprised there are more coming, and there will be more yet as your good works speak for themselves.  But you seem different in a manner I can’t put my finger on, and it’s only been little more than a month since you first walked into Annie’s home.  I hope you’re happy Alec, because you certainly deserve to be,” she replied, and then excused herself to go talk to Leah who had strolled over to see the gardens below the terrace.
              Natha disengaged himself from talking to his sons and came over to greet Alec next.  “Healer, good to see you today.  Thank you for gracing us with a visit.”
              “Natha, thank you for the invitation.  Leah is so happy to see your home, especially the gardens,” Alec responded.  “And we’re both happy to see you and your family.”
              “She’s welcome to enjoy the gardens.  I’m worried that you’ll look at them and start picking things to be used as remedies and treatments,” Natha joked.  “Your patient the Duke is doing very well, I’ve seen.  I was invited to another one of his councils two nights ago, and there’s no telling that he was nearly dead a month ago.”
              “In fact, some cynics claim that he never was really attacked, but it was all just a ploy to justify the sweep of his son’s blackguard goons,” Natha reported.  That operation had gone off flawlessly, and had even been enhanced in its usefulness by emptying a couple of wards of the prison to send some incorrigible criminals in pursuit of road-building service to society.”
              “Angel!” a sweet voice said behind Alec, and he turned in anticipation of seeing Annalea, who walked up and hugged him fiercely.  “Angel, it’s only been a little while since I saw you, but you look different somehow.  You’re not wearing yourself out are you?”
              Alec assured her he was not, but wondered at the coincidence of mother and daughter both making the same observation.  Could he be changing?  Was the life he now led making him older or different in some fashion, he pondered?  He’d certainly slipped comfortably into a routine life that made him content and happy.
              Alec sipped a glass of juice as he was introduced to Natha and Helen’s two sons and their wives.  Both families worked in the trading and shipping businesses Natha ran, along with a dozen or so cousins in key positions, it sounded like to Alec as the conversation flowed around him.
              When they sat down to dinner, Alec found himself seated between one of the daughters-in-law, Christa, and Annalea, while Leah across the table from him was flanked by Rand and Annie’s oldest brother, Joaquin.  As the courses of the meal were served, the conversation moved in a lively fashion from topic to topic, sometimes focusing on domestic and familial issues, but usually staying in society and the broader world.
              “Rand, how much more printing business can you handle before you have to buy a bigger shop?” Joaquin asked.
              “We’re like every printer in town; we’re growing very busy.  In fact, Annie and I were talking last week about perhaps buying an empty warehouse in the coopers’ section of the city; we’d be the first to leave the printers’ street, but I’m sure we won’t be the only ones.  So far no other city in the realm has the printing industry that the Duke has developed here, and people are sending us printing business from as far away as Lakeside,” Rand stated.
              “I know we’ve developed special crates for books to make sure they stay dry during shipping because every other good printer in town is saying the same thing,” Drawr, the other brother chimed in.
              “What are your patients talking about, Alec?” Natha asked.  “Do they give you an idea of what’s on their mind?”
              “Leah and I were discussing that a couple of nights ago,” Alec replied.  “They complain that the price of bread has gone up, although the bakers say that it’s because the price of flour went up, and it should come down somewhat with the harvest now approaching.”
              “Mostly, the ones who really like to talk mention the Duke’s expedition up the river,” Leah added.  “No one remembers such a thing in many years, not since the Duke’s grand sire got into a skirmish with Red Water.  They all seem to approve of the idea of the forts for protection from the Walnut Creek lacertii, and the new lands for more settlements.”
              “A few of them seem to understand that Prince Airmed suffered in the turn of events, and nobody sheds any tears for him.  He’s very unpopular,” Alec continued.
              “Well, the reports back from the expedition on the river indicate that so far they’re starting to build a new, well-constructed road through parts of the realm where there are farms already, but where folks haven’t had an easy way to travel to and from market.  Apparently there were quite a few casualties among the construction workers during the first days of construction, but less of that is happening now,” Natha reported, with a quick, significant look at Alec.
              “The road-building crew should reach the end of the settled lands very soon or may have already; they’ll have another two weeks to pass occasional homesteads and cabins, folks who are virtually outside the Duchy for all practical purposes.  They’ll then have another fortnight to reach the sand bars and shallows.  Some will stay there to work on the canal and locks, while others are expected to push further for the construction of the outermost fort upstream.  In fact, I understand that some engineers and scouts are fairly far out in front of the expedition planning the route.
              “Quite a few nobles have expressed interest in acquiring estates in the region.  We expect we may have a trading post established out there within a year, right Joaquin?”
              “I expect we will be the first ones there unless something changes,” he replied.
              After dessert was served, they returned to the terrace, where Helen and Alec went for a stroll through the garden.  “Drawr’s wife Talia thinks she may be pregnant, and I wondered if you would be her physician,” Helen asked as they looked at the roses.
              “It would be my pleasure to serve your family.  Where does she live?  I’ll stop by in a couple of days,” Alec said, a smile lighting up his face.
              “She asked me to ask you for her, dear.  She’s a bit shy.  Go tell her you’d be willing to serve her and you can make all the arrangements directly,” Helen replied.
              Just then Leah called him from the terrace, telling him that the carriage had returned.  Alec reluctantly made his farewells, arranging to visit with Talia in two days time.  His vision confirmed that she was pregnant.  His mind wandered briefly to Annalea’s condition, and her inability to conceive, a tragic situation that broke his heart.
              “Next summer you’ll have to go with us to the big estate in the country up the river.  But come visit us before then anytime you’d like.  Do take care of yourself, Angel,” Annalea whispered as she hugged him.  “You look like you are missing something to be completely happy, and I want you to be happy.”
              As they rode home Leah talked about the beauty of the home and the kindness of the people, but Alec heard with only half an ear.  He sensed that Annalea had put her finger on something; he wasn’t completely satisfied.  He knew that he wanted to follow and find Natalie, he still thought of her often, and Ari.  But he couldn’t imagine just walking away from Leah and the many fulfilling things that were happening for him in Goldenfields.  He felt roots springing from him into the soil of this land, making it a good home for him, but he wasn’t sure he was ready yet to have a home.  And in that unsettled state he returned home and fell asleep.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 24 -- Alec Returns to the River
              The morning after the visit to Natha’s estate, Alec was up early and on his way to blade practice as usual.  Inga seemed satisfied with his rate of progress as a student, judging by the changing lessons and tactics they worked on, although she never verbally acknowledged any progress.
              They had reached a point of using live blades with minimal padding to make the experience more realistic.  That morning Alec was still distracted by the notion of following Ari and Natalie, and for the first time he wasn’t able to wholeheartedly concentrate on his lesson.  Within minutes Inga threw her blade down in disgust, as he let himself be scratched for the third time.
              “What in the world are you doing?  Why are you here wasting your time and mine?  Do I look like I want to be cutting you up before breakfast?” she asked with more asperity than he had ever heard in her voice before.
              “I’m sorry Inga,” he said, “my mind is wandering and I’m confused right now about some things.  Let’s start over and I’ll concentrate.”
              “Alec,” she replied with more seriousness than he typically heard from the wisecracking Guard, “you can’t ever afford to be distracted when your life is on the line in a sword fight.  You pay attention when you’re healing someone else, because their life is on the line.  You’ve got to be just as devoted to yourself, and that means in training as much as in any real-life situation you encounter.”
              “And I apologize too,” Inga added quietly a moment later in a very private tone. “We received a pigeon last night with a routine message about the river expedition.  “It was routine except for the part saying that Lewis was injured by one of the inmates during the road-building activities.  It didn’t indicate the seriousness of his injuries, but I still am worried and wish I could be there.  When I was hurt, at least he could visit me, and after the first day he knew I had the greatest doctor in the Dominion.
              “You’re right, let’s start over and try to make this day count; you’re showing decent progress so far.  I don’t think you’re going to qualify for the Guard, but you’re good enough to protect yourself from any average street hacker or puffed up nobleman who fancies himself a swordsman…that’s if you practice.” And as she finished she whipped her sword up and launched into a fierce attack that forced Alec back before he could establish his defense.
              “Always be ready for the unexpected, that’s one of the key rules, remember?” she said with a grin as she pressed the attack.
              Two hours later they finished the exercise; both were sweating from the vigorous effort they’d thrown into their work.  “Much better, Alec, maybe we will make a Guardsman out of you after all, although you seem to be much more comfortable on defense than on the attack.  When you do attack, it’s almost as an incidental continuation of the defense motion you’re in,” Inga instructed her student.
              “Come back tomorrow and we’ll work you out some more!”
              “Inga, my prayers will be with Lewis and you.  If I can do anything, let me know,” he said as he shook her hand and took his leave.
              That night, as Ellen was cleaning up the dinner dishes, Alec and Leah heard a loud pounding on the front door of the shop.  Alec went to check on it, surprised to see Guardsman Ellison when he opened the door.  “Ellison, please come in and join us at the table in the back.  What can we do for you?” Alec asked as he led his friend to the dining table.
              Ellen and Hannah came out, and Ellison smiled wanly at them, waving to Hannah.  “Alec, we received another pigeon report that Captain Lewis’s injuries are severe.  He was attacked when his back was turned.  He took a large rock to the back of the head, and has been unconscious ever since, breathing shallow, and um,” Ellison paused to try to remember the symptoms they knew, “and exhibiting a weakened heartbeat.”
              “The colonel wants to know if we can beg you to go examine him for the Guard.  We think we can deliver you there in about a day if you can travel light and leave immediately,” Ellison requested.
              “I should go,” Alec said, seeing Leah nod yes as soon as Ellison finished.  “Let me pack some things and I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”  He went downstairs and looked through his medicinal stores, selecting a variety of potential ingredients he thought he might have to use.  He thought hard about brain injuries, and finally decided to take a small drill and a saw and three long steel slender probes, praying that no such equipment would be needed.
              At the door he hugged Ellen and Hannah goodbye quickly, pausing longer with Leah.  “I can’t imagine that anything will go wrong here while I’m gone, but please send a note to Natha tomorrow letting him know that I’m gone and why, just so I know you’ll have someone to rely on if needed,” he suddenly remembered his promise to look at Helen’s daughter-in-law, Talia.  “Please ask them to explain to Talia that I must miss our first appointment.”
              “Alec, don’t worry about us.  We’ve got friends and neighbors who will watch out for us.  I will send the note to Natha, though, just as you’ve suggested, and make sure Talia knows” she replied.  “Goodbye and be careful and come back as soon as you can.”
              Ellison and Alec walked swiftly through the streets, down to the docks nearest the palace.  A boat with eight oarsmen was waiting, as was Inga.  “Oh Alec, thank you so much.  I feel better already knowing you’ll be with him.  After my Lewis, you and the Duke are the two men I owe the most to, and I’ve shamelessly asked you both for favors to send you on your way to save my husband.  Here,” she handed him a sword, “practice with this as much as you can.  Work on your patterns and forms, and invite the Guards to practice live with you.
              “Be careful.  I want to see both of you back alive and in one piece soon,” she said as she hugged him hurriedly at the end of her disjointed farewell speech.
              Alec hopped into the boat, and met the commander, Lieutenant Hope.  As soon as he was in they pulled away from the dock and set in motion, rowing against the current.
              “I’m told you are a great healer being sent to the Upriver Expedition to care for an officer,” the lieutenant said politely.
              “That’s what I understand too.  I know the officer and he is a very good man, a member of the Duke’s Guard,” Alec replied.  “How long will it take us to travel there?”
              “Duck your head, sir,” the Lieutenant replied.  Alec automatically complied, and heard a swishing noise above him.  He looked up to see a mast being set and sails raised.  “Sorry about that.  Once we got out into the main channel, I wanted to take advantage of a breeze blowing our direction, for a change, to help us.”
              “If this breeze favors us, we could be able to put you ashore by late morning tomorrow.  If we lose the wind it will be mid-evening.”
              “And you can take me directly to the camp?” Alec followed.
              “We’re actually going to take you to a rendezvous, the stone that marks the usual extent of the River Patrol boundaries.  The army will have an escort and horse for you there, and you’ll ride for another few hours after that,” Hope replied.  He hesitated only briefly before his next comment.  “I’ve got to admit that you’re quite a bit younger than I expected.”
              “Most people say that,” Alec replied, now indifferent to the common observation.  “I’m just blessed with a God-given talent to heal.”
              Alec settled down after the Lieutenant left him to go light the warning lantern at the front of the boat.  Alec watched the lights of the city shores go by, then shut his eyes to rest, and surprisingly fell into a deep slumber that lasted the night through.
              He awoke at dawn to the sound of more sails being raised.  “Good morning sir,” Lieutenant Hope said.  Now that we can see where we’re going in the day light, we thought we’d try to take full advantage of this nice breeze we’ve got.”
              Alec felt their speed increase and heard the water rippling along their hull with a higher pitch.  Along the shore he still saw several homes, although they were widely spaced apart.  The lieutenant offered him a meal of biscuit and ham.
              Throughout the morning they traveled at a fast pace.  Three hours after sunrise the breeze slackened considerably, and the oars were put into motion to make up the lost motion.  The rowers, not having worked through the night, were fresh and able to maintain a good pace throughout the morning.  Just past noon the lieutenant ordered movement to shore, and five minutes later they beached on a sandy shore just past a large monolith stone that rose thirty feet above the bluff on the shoreline.  Two soldiers and six horses were waiting.
              “Thank you, Lieutenant, for a swift and safe journey,” Alec said as he climbed down from the ship’s hull.
              A sergeant came down to greet them.  “You’re Guard Healer Alec?” he asked with some doubt in his voice.
              “Yes, I am Alec, sent to heal Guard Captain Lewis,” Alec replied.
              “Very good, sir.  We’ll be off in a moment.”
              “You arrived earlier than we expected,” the sergeant told the river lieutenant.  “We only got here ourselves a half hour ago and expected to have some time to wait.  Would you deliver these dispatches and letters back to the City?” he asked as his companion brought a large leather sack down to the shore.
              “It will be no problem, sergeant,” Hope replied, and signaled one of his oarsmen to take command of the sack.  “I’ll give the men a few minutes to stretch legs and attend to nature, and then we’ll be off.”  As he motioned, the boat emptied of men eager to walk and stretch their legs for a bit.
              “Farewell.  Come along sir,” the sergeant said to Alec as he and his companion moved towards the horses.
              Alec followed, placed his supply pack in the bags on the horse indicated for him, and swung awkwardly up into the saddle, still feeling stiff from the long ride sitting in the boat.  “What are your names?” he asked.
              “I’m sergeant Johan and this is recruit Simon, sir.  We didn’t know how well you could ride, so we brought a couple of easy-going steeds for you.”
              Alec had surreptitiously inspected the horses as he walked up to them, recalling the horses he had helped care for daily when he worked in the carnival.  He agreed that he had an easy ride ahead.
              “I’m not much of a horseman at all, so you planned well,” Alec responded.  “Let’s start moving.”
              Alec looked back at the beach as they rode away, and saw the lieutenant benignly watching his crew on shore.
              They rode at a quick pace, less than an all-out gallop, but the miles flowed away beneath them.  After three hours they halted to switch horses, and then took off again.  They traveled on the recently built road, passing several homesteads.
              “You’ve made quick progress in building this road,” Alec observed. 
              “We had many laborers work for us, so we worked on long stretches simultaneously, then let the ingenairii finish the work,” Johan explained.  “We’ve lost quite a few workers since then, so we’re slowing down.  We actually only started on the road after we’d marched for several days away from the city, so this is some of the first portion we did.”
              “The officers wanted to get the riff-raff as far from the city as fast as possible before we started working.  I think they expect we’ll build more road back on the return trip.”
              As they traveled on, the homes became noticeably less common, but still they continued on.
              “Folks out here were pretty surprised to see a force of soldiers show up out of the blue, I’ll tell you,” Johan shared with Alec.  “A lot of them moved here to be away from folks, and I don’t think they were real pleased to see us.  But when 800 soldiers showed up, there wasn’t much they could do, was there?”
              Two hours later the camp became evident on the horizon, and a few minutes later they rode past pickets and into the base.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 25 – The Challenge of Healing Lewis
              In front of a large tent they pulled up and dismounted.  Alec felt noticeably sore in his legs, and groaned as he slid to the ground.
              “Go right in young healer,” Sergeant Jonah told him.  “We’ll take care of the horses.”
              “Thank you for bringing me,” Alec waved and entered the tent.
              “Are you the healer from Goldenfields?” a man in army uniform asked.
               Alec nodded.
              “I’m the medic for the expedition.  Raffelles in my name,” the man said, extending his hand to Alec.  “Captain Lewis is behind the sheet here.  I have to tell you honestly that I’m sorry I didn’t more clearly explain how bad his condition is, so that you wouldn’t have wasted the trip here.  I’m surprised he’s still alive.  His injury is far beyond anything we can heal,” Raffelles said as he pulled the sheet aside.
              Alec entered alone and sat down by the pale form of Lewis.   He had a recollection of Lewis and Inga verbally jousting as the captain had pushed his injured wife in a wheelchair out of the infirmary after her injuries.  How will I tell her if I fail, he asked himself.  He refocused, and used his health vision to look closely at the captain.  There were no evident injuries below his neck, but the back of his head was severely injured, with a cracked skull and damage to the brain evident.
              Alec sat back and blew out his breath.  His mind was racing, considering how little could be done to heal the man.  No clear answers came to him.  He paused, took one of Lewis’s hands in both of his and prayed for the captain, and for help for himself.
              Alec opened his supply bag and emptied it of everything he had brought, setting it all on a bench against the tent wall.  He began mixing some herbs and elements to create a soup to sustain the captain’s weakening body, and served that to him, dribbling drops into his slack mouth one by one.  Having done at least one positive thing, Alec paced back and forth as he tried to imagine some means of treating Lewis’s badly injured head.  The wounds were horrific, and he felt a headache begin to pound inside his own brain.  Resigned to failure, Alec stopped pacing and slumped down on the bench in despair. 
              As he sat back to think, he felt a strange sensation, beginning on his scalp and penetrating into his head, followed by the sound of a small explosion.  He stepped out of Lewis’s section to ask what caused the noise, but Raffelles was gone, so he stuck his head out of the tent.
              Seeing a sentry at the opening he asked, “What was that noise, that explosion?” he asked.
              “Are you the new doctor they brought in for the Guard Captain?” the sentry responded.
              “Yes, I just got here, and heard an explosion a moment ago.”
              “That was the work of the fire magician, working on the road up the way from the camp,” the sentry replied.  “On a busy day he’ll fire off four or five sections of road, but usually he only carries out two or three.  That’s his first of the day, I think.”
              Alec thanked the man for the information and went back inside beside Lewis.  An idea, an implanted memory of an ancient practice, was percolating through his mind, spurred by the ingenaire works nearby.  He looked closely at Lewis’s brain with his health vision, examining the structures that were harmed and those that were not.
              He stopped and considered what he could do.  There was a means of treatment he hadn’t considered before.  But it was extremely complex, far beyond anything known in the Dominion in the current age, and depended on cooperation from others to participate in something they had probably never considered doing before.  Alec didn’t know how he could make it possible.
              “Where is Major Abraham?” Alec asked the sentry again.
              “His tent is about 100 yards that way.  It has a pennant flying in front, and two sentries outside, sir,” he said.
              Alec walked quickly in that direction, and found the tent.  “Is Major Abraham available?” he asked the sentry.
              “Just a moment,” the sentry said, and his companion ducked inside.  A second later a staff officer appeared.
              “You wished to see the Major?” the aide asked.  “May I ask who you are?” he further inquired, surprised to not recognize someone in the camp.
              “I am the healer sent to take care of Guard Captain Lewis.  Major Abraham knows me, I believe,” Alec replied.
              “Just a moment.  Let me check inside,” the aide said and ducked back into the tent.
              A moment later the Major himself came out and shook Alec’s hand.  “Good to see you young fellow.  You made awfully good time to get here.  I recollect Captain Lewis was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”
              “Yes sir,” Alec replied.  “May we talk about his treatment?”
              “Come inside and fire away,” the major led Alec into the tent and offered him a cup of water.  Alec realized he hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since his dawn breakfast on the river cruiser and gratefully accepted the drink.
              “I think there is a way to treat Lewis,” Alec said.  “It’s not anything I’ve ever done before, but it seems possible, and it’s the only thing I can even imagine trying.”  He explained what he needed.
              “I can’t imagine any way to save that man after that blow to the head.  People heard his skull crack thirty paces away,” Abraham said.  “And what you’re asking will mean I’ll have to stop the road work for the day.  Not to mention the ruckus I imagine it will raise.
              “But I’ll do what you ask.  If you could save the Duke from an incurable poison, I’ll give you this chance to save your friend.  I’ll have everyone sent to the tent in two hours time.  Will that work out?”
              Alec agreed that would work fine, and thanked the Major.  He walked out past the aide and the sentries and went back to the hospital tent.  Once he returned to the medic’s tent, Alec looked at Lewis and considered what to do.  He could get much of the preparatory work done in advance of the arrival of the other participants, he decided, and started working as quickly as possible.
              He mixed three bowls of preparations, and then considered his next big step.  Kneeling beside Lewis, he took his hand.  “Inga will forever make some joke about you having an extra hole in your head if we pull this off,” he softly told the unconscious officer, gently stroking long hair off his forehead.
              “He is not only a patient but a friend?” a voice asked.
              Without turning, Alec replied.  “Yes, he has been a friend and is now a patient.  And his wife has been a patient, and is now a friend.  I cannot bear the thought that he may die in my care, but I know he will die if I do not try to give him care,” he ended in a whisper, feeling tears starting to well up unexpectedly.  Alec turned and saw that the newcomer was a short man with blond hair, one of the people he had requested, the chaplain.
              “I could use your help now in turning him over,” Alec said.  
              The priest knelt beside him and together they carefully rolled Lewis so that he was lying on his stomach, the heavily bandaged back of his head showing.  Alec sat next to the priest and carefully went over everything he was going to attempt to do, and how the priest would help.
              “When I ask you to pray, you truly must do so with all you heart and all your soul.  I want you to hold his head while you pray, not only so that your spiritual strength is shared with him, but to keep his head upright while I operate,” Alec summarized.  “It will be very gory, and I hope you have the stomach to watch what happens, and to keep his head steady no matter what.”
              “I am a chaplain in the army, and have seen many things in this expedition already.  Gore will not bother me,” the priest assured Alec, remembering the many funerals he had presided over on this trip, and wondering whether such a young person had any business practicing medicine, let alone warning others about preparing to see gore.  Still, he reflected, the commander had ordered him to report here and answer to this young healer, so there was some credibility to whatever was about to happen.  And he felt a preternatural calm in his soul, telling him to watch and accept whatever was about to happen to the injured Guard officer.
              “Very well,” he heard Alec say.  “In anticipation of the others arriving soon, I am going to start the surgery to open up this back portion of his skull.  For the first portion it will only be you and I, but we will be joined by the others fairly soon.  Are you ready?” Alec asked, unsure whether he was ready himself.
              Alec used scissors to cut the bandages away from Lewis’s head, revealing the lacerations and wounds they were about to treat, some showing signs of infection.  After placing the scissors and the bloody bandages on the ground beside him, he selected his sharpest blade and cut a flap of the scalp, so that he could peel it down away from the injury.  Across the exposed flesh he liberally scattered some of the herb mix from one bowl to stop blood from streaming in, and to prevent any further infection.
              A clear look at the skull revealed three separate fractures, and a concentrated area of brain damage.  Carefully, Alec raised his drill and placed it against the skull at the first key point.  “Are you ready for this?” he asked looking at the priest.  Their eyes met and the priest nodded, his voice barely audible mumbling his prayer.
              Alec began to drill slowly, the bit of his instrument grating against the hard skull.  He slowly adjusted and used the tool, seeking to reach the opposite side of the bone without penetrating the delicate, damaged brain beneath.  He used his health vision periodically, checking to make sure than no harm was occurring in his patient.
              With one hole successfully drilled, Alec paused to wipe the sweat off his forehead.
              “Why don’t you just murder him quickly instead of this mutilation?” a new voice in the tent asked in a harsh tone.
              Alec looked to see three ingenairii now standing behind him.  “He will live only if I can do this successfully, and that will only happen if you three will lend me your powers,” he said, laying his drill aside for a moment.
              “This man is already dead,” the middle ingenaire said.  He was the oldest of the three there, appearing to be around thirty years of age, at least five years older than his companions.
              “Are you the fire ingenaire?” Alec asked, guessing at the meaning of the red band around his arms.
              “I am.  But who are you, child, why does the major put us under your command, and why did you bring us here to witness your desecration of this misfortunate soldier’s body?” the harsh voice replied.
              “I am a healer.  Unlike others, I believe we can save this man’s life, but I will need each of you to help me heal the damaged portions of his brain by channeling a minute stream of your power through me and my instruments when I ask you to.  If we do nothing this man will die.  If we do this, he may live,” Alec replied, shifting his eyes from one to the other of the three to gauge their reaction.
              “We cannot channel power through someone else.  You will die,” the blue-banded ingenaire, who Alec assumed was the water ingenaire, responded.
              “I will not.  But even if I do, that is my responsibility,” Alec told her, relying on the ancient knowledge that lay within his memories.
              “What I need is to finish opening his skull in these two locations.  I am then going to thread these metal probes into the regions where the injuries have occurred.  At that point, I will ask different combinations of you to lay your hands on my arm, and channel the power we need through me to heal the brain.  We will then heal the skull, and your part will be done.
              “Merle felt that you three were skilled enough to serve this company on this campaign.  I do not want to tell him that you failed to act as I needed in this instance.”  Alec steeled himself to continue the uncomfortable conflict, knowing there was no choice if Lewis was to live.
              The three looked at one another.  “I do not believe that you mean any harm, but I do not know how you believe this will work,” the gray-banded ingenaire, presumably the stone ingenaire, said.  “Our powers are not related to healing.  They’ve never been used in any way like this.  Furthermore, no ingenaire’s power can pass through a non-ingenaire, and rarely through a fellow ingenaire.  Your ideas, whatever they are, make no sense.”
              “There are ways to do this.  Your powers can be used to strengthen, renew, heal, if you will use them properly.  I will guide their use, if you will lend them.   Major Abraham and I discussed this.  He ordered you here to do this, did he not?  Now, let me finish drilling and we will proceed.  Don’t dismiss this out of hand,” Alec entreated, and picked up his drill again.
              “I will not be a party to this,” the gray-band declared.
              “Then go get Major Abraham and bring him back here and let him hear you say you will not cooperate with me,” Alec said, growing upset.  “Go!  Go now.  That’s an order,” his voice grew louder as the ingenaire stood and stared at him.  Alec then turned his back on the reluctant group and set to work drilling the next opening in Lewis’s skull.
              He quickly penetrated the outer layer of bone, then slowed and stopped, just as with the first hole, without inflicting damage.  He concentrated completely on his actions, oblivious to what was happening around him.
              He felt the drill reach its goal and he stopped, letting out a loud breath.  He turned around, to find all three ingenairii still there, now joined by Major Abraham, his aide, and two guards.  All looked queasy, and as he watched, one guard slowly collapsed.
              “Lie him out on the floor and give him room to breathe,” Alec said without thinking.
              “Major, do you think I’ll have any problems with this operation?” Alec asked an oblique question.
              “You’ll have no problems, I’m sure of that,” Abraham said.
              “All right then.  I want the water and fire ingenairii to place their hands on my left arm.  When I say ‘now’ start trickling the smallest amount of power you can into my arm.  It will only be for a few seconds.  We’ll do it seven times.  When that’s over, then we’ll repair the skull, and I’ll need the water and stone ingenairii to do that.  Once that’s done, I’ll stitch up his scalp, and we’ll just let time take its course.”
              “You are going to die,” the fire ingenaire said in a matter-of-fact tone.
              Alec ignored him.  “If you’re ready, please start your prayer again,” he directed the priest.
              The two ingenairii reluctantly came forward and dutifully placed their hands on his arm.  Alec picked up the metal probe.  He focused every iota of concentration he had on his health vision, fleetingly remembering Inga’s admonition about concentration.
              He placed the needle-fine probe against the surface of the brain and began to slowly slip it between the fibers of flesh, following a path to a point where he saw damage.
              “Now,” he gently said to the man and the woman with faces practically next to his.  The priest changed his chant to a different one as earlier instructed by Alec.
              He felt the ingenaire power enter his arm.  It felt like a stream of vital new blood mixing with his own as it traveled.  The skin of his arm prickled, and his flesh grew warm as the sensation of the energy coursed through him.
              “That’s too much, cut it back,” he urged them quickly.  He instinctively used his own body to absorb the dangerous excess levels of power while beginning to direct what he needed down the instrument into Lewis’s injury.  As they coursed through his own flesh he twisted and kneaded the two streams of power into the blend he needed to repair and stimulate the injured brain.  Sensing revitalization taking place, he slowly pulled the instrument out through the injured area.
              “Stop,” he ordered as the point came back to healthy tissue.  His vision showed him dark portions of damaged brain starting to glow with restored health.  The priest resumed his original healing song.
              “That went well.  Now please, keep the power down,” he urged the two ingenairii while starting to reinsert the probe to finesse his way to the next injury.
              “You cannot have survived that!” the fire ingenaire exclaimed.  “I felt you take my power and manipulate it somehow.”
              Alec concentrated on the probe.  It slowly advanced to where he needed it.  “Now,” he directed them again, aware once more of the priest chanting his prayer.  Alec again took the power, again absorbed the excess, and then manipulated what he needed and bathed it around the injured flesh of Lewis’s brain.  He felt beads of sweat popping out on his forehead from the agonizing effort of trying to control the powers, as he blended the water power and the elemental fiery power together to rebuild and reconnect the damaged pieces of Lewis’s cerebellum  so that thought and emotion could once again originate and flow unimpeded.
              Five more times Alec performed his surgery to restore function to portions of the damaged brain.  Finally, he felt satisfied that he had accomplished what he needed.  His shirt was soaked with sweat and clung to his body after the ordeal.
              “Alright, now we need the stone ingenaire to replace the fire ingenaire,” Alec directed.  With his two unwilling aides in place, he touched the locations on the skull he wanted to heal.  “Now,” he directed, and the new feeling of stone replaced that of fire.  Alec felt the difference, and felt his body react differently, but he mastered the needed actions and began to knit the bones, tracing the probe back and forth over the fractures to knit them together.
              He used another tool to pry up part of the depressed skull bone so that it no longer pressed against the brain beneath.  “Now,” he said, and began to fix that portion of bone back in its intended location.
              “Stop,” he told the two ingenairii.  “Thank you for your help; you’ve done all that I hoped for.  You can also rest, brother.  Thank you for the power of your healing prayers,” he said.
              Alec knew that he was not going to enjoy the after-effects of this surgery.  He felt the excess ingenaire power he had buffered still coursing within his own body, leaving him almost nauseous.  He ignored that to stitch the scalp back in place, administering liberal amounts of medication to the area as he did so.
              “Alright, now let’s roll him on his side,” Alec asked the priest.  They gingerly moved Lewis’s still limp body.  “Now, hold his head, carefully, so that I may drip this medicine into his mouth,” which he slowly did.  “Gently place his head down on his pillow, and we can leave him.”
              The whole group moved out of the tent into the camp.  The ingenairii looked at Alec with inscrutable glances.  “Will you need us further?” the water ingenaire asked.
              “No, I just want to say thank you for your assistance.  You’ve done what I needed to try to save a man’s life.”
              “I’m not sure what we’ve done, and whether we should have allowed it,” the stone ingenaire said.  The three of them turned and walked away.
              “Would you like to come rest in my tent, Alec?” Major Abraham asked kindly.
              Alec focused suddenly on how dark the sky was turning.  He had been in the tent for hours working to bring Lewis back to life.  He felt exhausted, hungry, and intensely disturbed by the unwanted power that was in his body.  “Yes, I need to rest now,” Alec answered the Major.
              They sat in the tent, Abraham and Alec, with the aide watching Alec like some of the patrons at the carnivals had watched the sideshows when Alec and Ari had worked there so long ago.
              “We’ll have some food here in a minute, and we’ll make arrangements for you to have a tent to sleep in,” Abraham said, motioning for the aide to go have food delivered.  “Are you alright?” he asked quietly after they were alone.  “You don’t look well, my friend.”
              “I’m just exhausted,” Alec said with partial truth, not willing to admit the impact the ingenaire power was having on him.  “That was the most difficult thing I’ve ever done.  I don’t think I could do it again.”
              “Thank you for directing the ingenairii to participate,” Alec added.
              “You shook them up.  They were sure that this wouldn’t possibly work in the first place, and that you would die in the process of proving that,” Abraham said with a smile.  “I’ll bet there will be dispatches sent by pigeon back to Merle tonight.”
              Alec sat back and thought about that.  Had he violated the physical rules of ingenaire power by channeling the power, or was his infraction just a social rule against letting those outside the council feel the power, he wondered.
              He closed his eyes and rested.  He heard the aide come back, and opened them again.  The aide had brought the priest with him.  “Thank you for your help, brother…,” Alec realized he did not know the name of the chaplain.
              “I am Brother Antonio,” the priest responded.  “You’re welcome, but really, I want to thank you for allowing me to participate in a miracle.  I thank you for recognizing the power of prayer.  You perhaps recognize it better than I did myself.  I felt wonderful sensations at times as we did that operation, as though I could feel the prayers melding with your healing powers,” he added.  “But you look like you need to rest.  Come to me anytime if I can be of service.”
              Alec had a sudden premonition.  “Brother Antonio, if for some reason I cannot serve Captain Lewis tomorrow, please do something for me.  Use the small green bowl to mix medicine for him to take, just as we did this evening, about four parts water to dry ingredients.  Once in the morning and once in the evening.  And say a payer for me.”
              Brother Antonio rose to leave, wearing a concerned look.  “I’m sure no such works on my part will be needed, but I’ll remember what you said.  Goodnight healer. Goodnight Major,” he said as he left the tent.
              Alec sat back and rested his eyes again.  He sat up a few moments later.  “Let’s eat that bite of food, and then I’ll be out of your way for the evening.”  Though hungry, Alec only picked at the food on the tray brought in by the aide, and asked questions about how the expedition was going.
              “We have several objectives on this trip, as you know,” Abraham began.  “We are helping to calm society in Goldenfields by removing some of the criminals.  Some of them seem to have seen the errors of their ways and are on their way to being good citizens.  Some of those folks continue being troublesome, obnoxious and unpleasant.  And many of them have died or been killed either through accidents, fights, or executions.  All in all, we’re doing that job pretty well.
              “We’re also supposed to develop this road to open up new lands to be annexed into the duchy.  That’s going well.  We did not start building the road as close to the city as I expected to.  It seemed best to get as far from the city as we could with the ruffians we had.  I plan to do road building on the return trip, or in a worst case, with another group.  We’re moving along nicely now though, and these lands around here will join the Duchy fifteen or twenty years sooner than they would have otherwise.  As we go farther that will increase, as well as providing the way for trade, settlers, and of course, access to the canal and the forts we are to build.
              “I think the ingenairii are working together on this more than they have before.  It took them three days to determine the best way to form the road in the bed our men prepare, but they’ve got a good system now.  Our workers dig the bed as deep and wide as the engineers ordain, and then haul up stone and sand from the river to fill the bed.  The stone and fire ingenairii alternately apply their powers to the loose fill and it melts into a smooth, flat stone surface.  Then the water ingenaire brings a dousing from the river up to quench it, and the road is set.  We’ll probably slow down as we lose more workers, but we’ll keep going.  It will take at least twice as long as I expected, but the engineers say that it’s a marvel to see us going as fast as we are creating the quality of road we have.
              “I don’t think the ingenairii ever had to do so much work before, and certainly not together, but it’s probably good for them,” he added with a smile.
              “Finally, we’re supposed to scout for lacertii and establish forts.  There’s not a sign of lacertii, but we will build the forts.  And now that we know what the ingenairii can do, the engineers are drawing up big plans for the forts, and the canal locks as well.
              “I think we’re doing well, and this road-building may be a new duty for the Duke to consider making a permanent service, if not for the usual army, for someone.  As it is, I’ve decided that when we get to the sand bars, I’m going to rotate one regiment of soldiers back to regular duty in the duchy, and have their replacements bring whatever new criminals or hooligans we can use for the next batch of labor to help build the canal and forts.  It’ll help keep down the costs of running the prisons, if nothing else.
              “But, I think that’s all you need to know tonight,” Abraham concluded, watching Alec nod off.  “Guard, take the healer to the tent I directed, and post a guard on it for him.  Make sure he is awakened at two hours past dawn.
              “Good night, miracle worker,” he softly spoke as Alec was gently escorted out.  “I’ll send my report about you to Colonel Ryder immediately.  Merle won’t be the only one to know of this back home.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 26 – An Unhealthy Sleep
              Alec’s escort put him to bed in a cot and left him soundly asleep.  He slumbered throughout the night, his sleep disturbed by nightmares involving Lewis, ingenaire powers, lacertii, and Natalie in peril.  The next morning he had a sense of someone trying to awaken him, but his spirit could not rise to consciousness.  He had a continuing dreamlike sense of someone, and then several people attempting to rouse him, unsuccessfully.
              Alec knew he needed to awaken.  His eyes would not open.  His muscles would not respond to his wishes.  As he struggled to arise, he felt his thoughts reach a barrier before they could turn to action.  The barrier seemed to be a force of energy that moved like a fluid around his consciousness.  Alec felt as though his spirit was trapped underwater, unable to rise to the surface to breathe.  He grew panicked at the sensation of being cut off from the world, but despite his mental thrashing, he couldn’t find any way to make the normal activities of life occur.
              At noon, he sensed another person enter the tent.  He resumed the futile struggle to rise above the lethargy that blanketed him.  Brother Antonio knelt beside his cot, placed his hands on Alec, and began to pray, having already dosed Captain Lewis as Alec had prescribed.  As the words of the prayer and the supplication for healing flowed around him, Alec felt a barrier break in front of his spirit, and he struggled up through the opening, only to find another barrier.  As the prayers continued, that insubstantial film was also rent, and he came further, closer to consciousness.  Only one more barrier remained, he believed for some reason.
              With decreasing patience he waited for the last barrier to break while the words of the prayer continued.  Finally, a small crack developed.  He sent his spirit into it, pushing hard to escape and grasp a breath of consciousness, but could not rise all the way through.  The stony barrier was too strong for him to fully breach.
              Still, he managed to briefly open his eyes.  “Antonio,” he whispered, “Bring the ingenairii.  Their power has trapped me.”  With that message delivered he closed his eyes again, his spirit submerging, exhausted from the effort of speaking.  He wasn’t sure what had caused him to diagnose his coma-like slumber as due to the ingenaire powers that were in his body, but he felt confident that it was the right conclusion.
              Brother Antonio sat in surprise at the barely heard words Alec had murmured.  He sat back and considered his options, then went to see Major Abraham, who immediately allowed him to enter the command tent.  Antonio reported Alec’s cryptic comment and relapse.
              Abraham, for the second day in a row, sent guards out to bring the ingenairii in from road duty.  When they arrived at Alec’s tent, he had Antonio repeat the description of what had happened.
              “We did nothing except what the healer told us to do,” the water ingenaire, Leslie, first responded.  “We didn’t do anything to try to hurt him or trap him.”
              “No we didn’t, and we did try to warn him that what he was doing was dangerous,” interjected the stone ingenaire, Benjamin.
              “Although the danger, whatever it is, turns out not to be what we expected,” Leslie agreed.
              “None of that matters; what can you do to help him?” Abraham asked.
              “We don’t know what’s wrong with him.  How can we help?” Ryan, the third ingenaire asked.
              “Why don’t you go examine him to figure out what’s wrong?  Guards, provide these three with an escort to the healer’s tent,” Abraham peremptorily ordered.
              When they all arrived at the tent, the three ingenairii examined Alec closely.  After several minutes, they conversed among themselves, getting into a heated exchange.  At last they turned to the major.  “Yesterday,” Leslie began, “the healer asked us to channel power through him into the wounds he wanted to heal.  None of us had ever heard of such a thing being done.  We expected that the moment we sent power into him he would be killed by our powers.  We warned him not to try.
              “Instead, he accepted our power and handled it as if he was one of us.  In fact,” she explained, “he handled it better than any of us, in the sense of taking different types of powers and handling them.  I could feel him changing the power I gave him, and he was mixing it with the power from the others to make it do things I never thought of.  So just handling power doesn’t seem to be what has harmed him.”
              “What we think right now is that he still has some of our power in him.  We’re not sure about much more than that.  I remember yesterday he said we were feeding too much power for what he needed.  Whether he stored some in himself, I don’t know.  Why having power would be dangerous for him I don’t exactly know, although we are all taught not to call power unless we are prepared to release it.  He was able to release it yesterday into the patient through his instrument, so I don’t know why he isn’t releasing this power he’s holding now,” she said thoughtfully.  “We can see something that shouldn’t be happening,” she concluded.  “But whether that is really the problem, and how to fix it, we cannot tell you.
              “If you have pigeons left, my suggestion is that we send a note to Merle right away, and ask for his advice.”
              “Thank you.  Please go finish up some more roadwork until the usual end of the day.  I’ll send a pigeon right away,” Abraham said.  “Brother, have you taken care of the other patient as requested?”
              “Yes, I did dose the captain this morning, and I’ll do so tonight, and tomorrow morning again as well, if needed,” the priest responded.  “There’s an adequate supply of the medicine ready.  In the meantime, I’ll say more prayers, to see if that has any further beneficial value.”  He stayed in the tent and kneeled to pray again, while the others took their leave, Major Abraham going to write a note and the ingenairii returning to their assignment of road building.
              The next morning broke with no change in Alec’s status, although Captain Lewis was reported to look much more healthy, and to be breathing much more deeply and regularly.  Brother Antonio dosed him again, and noted that the patient’s swallowing reflex was much more active.
              Though it wasn’t sent by pigeon, Brother Antonio also wrote a report on the events that had transpired at the camp, and sent them by rider, going with a convoy that was returning to Goldenfields after having delivered supplies.  His comments were addressed to Bishop Theodore at the cathedral.
              As Antonio again began praying that morning, Alec brought his spirit back up to the third barrier, the final one that had trapped him in this trance, and awaited any potential break that might occur.  He was growing weaker, after having tried strenuously on several occasions to break through the barrier or to find a way around it.  As the prayers resounded around the tent, he sensed another break in the barrier and thrust his spirit into the breach, coming up to the surface.
              “Antonio, what news?” he gasped, not using his small supply of energy to open his eyes.  Before the brother could answer, Alec added his request, “Pray ‘fide, non armis’,” he murmured, and then was back down below the surface, unable to hold himself above the restraining barrier.
              Antonio considered the brief utterance from the once-again comatose healer.  The phrase he had uttered sounded like a part of an ancient prayer.  He decided to go back to his tent and consult his small traveling library in hopes of finding the reference.
              On the way he stopped in to the medical tent to see how Captain Lewis was doing.  The wounded patient’s color was better, his heartbeat was stronger, and his breathing continuing to improve.  Antonio prepared and administered another dose of the medicine, then went on to his own tent.  His wonder at Lewis’s miraculous improvement would have been all he could think of under normal circumstances, but his worry for Alec left little room for Lewis’s recovery to hold his attention.
              While Antonio studied texts in his tent, Alec’s spirit was struggling to remain close to the surface.  He sensed a growing coldness below him, and it seemed as if he was slipping ever so slightly towards the edge of falling back down below the second barrier he had come through.  He began to grow fearful of not gaining consciousness again.
              He racked his memories, trying to find another solution to his entrapment.  He hoped that Brother Antonio understood the only possible answer he had been able to conceive so far, a clue to another ancient prayer, although Alec suspected he had not gotten it quite right.  He worried that Antonio might not have training or access to materials about the types of prayers Alec was trying to refer to in his last moment at the surface.
              He tried to imagine a solution to his deadly problem.  In desperation, he imagined himself back in the Pale Mountains, in the cave where his adventure had taken such a tremendous step into the unexpected.
              The memory of the cave was unexpectedly brilliant.  He felt as though he was physically there.  The image appeared in his mind like a safe harbor, and he pulled himself more and more into the memory, feeling again the stunning water that fell on him, seeing the extraordinary etchings on the walls, gaining strength for his spirit in greater measure from the remembrance of the holy place.  He surrendered to the peaceful sense of rapture that enveloped him as he stepped into the Cave of the Window, the place where a powerful saint had actually stood centuries ago.  In that sense of complete rapture he felt comforted.
              He looked at the window before him in his vision, the window through which he had received his extraordinary powers.  It symbolized the vision of salvation through sacrifice, as his Savior had given him salvation through sacrifice, he realized.  Compelled without explanation, he stepped up to the window, through the paneless opening, onto the ledge, and stepped out into the space that was hundreds of feet above the valley floor below.  As he passed through the window’s visionary threshold, he felt as though he had renewed his vision.  He realized he could see the answer to escape from his entrapment by the ingenairii’s powers, then he felt himself falling back into unconsciousness, and everything became black.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 27 – The Healing Power
Antonio slumped over in despair.  He had studied his meager collection of texts for hours; the day was far past its midpoint, and he could not find the prayer the healer had asked for.  He felt in his heart that the right prayer was here, but nothing he had glanced at triggered any recognition.  Something about Faith was surely right, he couldn’t help but believe that.  But the rest of Alec’s reference, force of arms, didn’t make any sense, strangely enough in the midst of an army camp.
              He decided to go back to the tent where Alec lay.  On the way he stopped to report in to Major Abraham, but the major was out checking the road.  When the brother got to his destination, he stopped from entering when he heard voices inside.
              “So you think he will die?” one voice, he thought it was Ryan, the ingenaire, asked in a sympathetic tone.
              “I don’t know anything anyone in this camp can do to save him,” Benjamin answered.  “And I wouldn’t say even if I knew how.  It’s an abomination for an untalented child like him to use our powers.  When the ingenairii council hears what happened, I expect Major Abraham will be forced to pay for coercing us into breaking the taboo.  He’s the one responsible for the boy’s death, really.”
              “I don’t think Leslie sees it the same way,” Ryan answered, without expressing his own opinion.  The two ingenairii swept back the fold of the tent to leave, and Antonio slid quickly around the corner out of sight.  He didn’t hear the ingenairii’ conversation as they continued back towards the road, where they were expected to do more work.
              Antonio stayed in the shadows for a moment longer, then went into the tent.  Alec lay alone on a cot there, decidedly pale, looking so relaxed Antonio didn’t know if he was still alive until he saw his chest rise and fall slightly.  A seam in the tent ceiling created a shadow line on his body, and Antonio thought casually that it made a perfect cross where it’s dark shade transversed the seam of the material in Alec’s tunic.  A cross.  The cross!  Inspired, he left and ran back to his own tent, where he opened one of his prayer books to find an old, old reference. ‘Fidei, coticula crux.’  It was the prayer he wanted.
              Taking the book with him, he returned to Alec’s tent.  He laid it flat on the floor so that he could read the prayer.  With his hands holding Alec’s hands he began chanting the cadence, “fidei, coticula crux…judicium Dei…agnes Dei,” he completed the prayer, and then repeated it, but at the end of the repetition he suddenly stopped, thinking he had heard someone else speak.  No other voice spoke up in the silence.
              He started in a third time, and as he worked through the supplication to faith for healing, he heard another voice join him, a voice that he realized with joy, belonged to his patient.  Alec looked up at him with focused eyes and completed “agnes Dei,” then smiled at the priest.
              “Thank you,” Alec gasped.  “I realized I hadn’t given you the best information.  I didn’t know if you would come up with the right prayer or not.”
              “Healer, your clue was a beginning that led me to the right answer,” Antonio said, “I am pleased that God has worked through me to bring you back among us.  You’re too good a man to lose.”
              “I feel the same way when I have the chance to heal someone,” Alec said as he looked directly into Antonio’s eyes. “It is a privilege to be His vessel.”
              He changed topics abruptly.  “The good news for now is that I am back among the living, and I know what I need to do to purge this energy that is killing me.  Help me up, please.”
              “Shouldn’t you stay here and rest?” the priest asked, concerned about Alec trying to rise from a virtual deathbed.
              “I need to do this purge as quickly as I can, or I’ll sink back below the barriers.  Take me somewhere outside the camp where I can let these ingenairii powers escape.  I need to get away from the camp – I’m not sure exactly what will happen when I do this,” Alec said as he pushed himself up on his elbows.
              Antonio reached over and helped Alec to his feet, allowing the healer to lean heavily on him.  They walked slowly through the camp out to the road, and walked a quarter mile away from camp, to a location still within sight of the camp.
              “Step away from me, please, and wait until I am finished before getting close,” Alec warned his companion as he stepped off the road onto a bluff between the road and the river.
              Alec stood still, focusing his thoughts, remembering all the complex directions that he had received while his spirit had entered its ecstasy in the vision of the cave.  He brought forth the images of water, stone and fire, contained within his flesh, and then began the mental process of filtering them out, first from a place he imagined they came from, and then into a separate container, apart from his own spirit.  That container, filled with the essence he projected, then grew incandescent as the powers within it combined and reacted.
              Alec drew a deep breath, and silently recited a prayer, then began the process.  Yards away, still standing on the road, Antonio stood and watched.  He was joined by two guards from a passing work crew, who saw the two standing by the road and came to check on them.
              “Stay back,” Antonio warned the new arrivals.
              Alec stood erect, and a humming noise began to emanate from him.  He began to glow, with bands of gray, blue, and red that started to swirl around him, growing brighter and brighter until the form of Alec was no long visible inside the column of light that stood on the bluff.  The colors swirled together in a darkening nexus, then began to evolve, turning silver, then white, then an indescribable incandescence that words could not describe.  Antonio and the guards shielded their eyes, unable to look into the searingly bright apparition before them.
              Suddenly there was a thunderous boom that shook the ground and blew a strong gust that pressed their bodies back.  Antonio looked at the site where the column of light had been.  The light was gone.  Alec sat on the ground, slumped over.
              Beside him, a ten-foot tall column of dark stone erupted from the ground, pointing into the sky, topped by a fountain of spring water that bubbled vitally up, then ran down the column and towards the river.
              People were coming towards them from both the road crew and the camp.  Among them came the three ingenairii, startled and alarmed by their detection of the exercise of their power.  Antonio ran to Alec, who was unconscious, but appeared otherwise healthy.
              He directed several men to pick the healer up and carry him back to the camp, where he was laid on his cot again, still sleeping.  They were followed by Major Abraham, the ingenairii, and the major’s aide, all asking what happened.  Antonio recounted the events that had unfolded during the day, up to the climax they had all witnessed or felt.
              “So you believe he is healed now?” Abraham asked.
              “He looks to still be sleeping, just as before,” the aide added.
              “He is an abomination, a breaker of the rules of the ingenairii.  His uncontrolled meddling makes him dangerous to himself and anyone else around him,” Benjamin, the stone ingenaire spat out.
              “I believe he has ejected the ingenaire’s power than was harming him,” Antonio said.  “I think we need to let him sleep through the night, and hope that he will rouse in the morning, cured of his injury.
              “Let’s all leave the tent now and let him rest.”
              “Agreed,” Major Abraham said, and he gestured everyone out.
              Antonio went to the mess tent, to receive the first bite of food he’d had since morning, then went to see how Captain Lewis was recovering.  He still was unconscious, but looking healthy.  Antonio prepared another cup of medication and began dribbling it into the patient’s mouth.
              Lewis sputtered.  His eyelids quivered, then opened, looked around him without recognition for a moment, then closed again.
Antonio sat back and waited. He watched for several minutes to see what else might happen, but Lewis remained quiet.  Antonio experimentally dribbled more medicine into his mouth, and there was no further reaction, so he finished serving it all to his patient, and left the tent for the night.
              He stopped in at the tent of the second in command for the small Guard contingent attached to the expedition.  “I believe your captain is improving,” he reported to Lieutenant Calla.  “He briefly opened his eyes this evening.  When the healer is awake tomorrow he can better tell you what to expect.  I thought you might want to know in the event you’re sending a pigeon tonight.”
              The lieutenant smiled at the good news and thanked Antonio, who then continued on his way to see Major Abraham.
              “I expected to see you before this, brother,” Abraham told him as he was sent into the tent.  “What’s your expert medical opinion?”
              “Captain Lewis opened his eyes tonight briefly, while I was medicating him.  He’s resting again,” Antonio began.
              “I wasn’t expecting that, but it is very good news.  Let’s hope he’ll be better soon.  What of the other patient?” Abraham followed.  “The Duke has a special interest in his welfare, not that I think you need any motivation to tend to him.”
              “I’ve done little more than pray for him, but with someone like him, prayer is a powerful thing,” Antonio said.  “I think he may be alright tomorrow morning.  In the meantime though, I am disturbed by the reaction of ingenaire Benjamin.  I don’t want to sound uncharitable, but I’d suggest a guard to make sure that Alec is not disturbed tonight.”
              Abraham’s eyebrows rose.  “You think it’s that serious?  Well, as I said, the Duke likes this one, so I’m not going to let anything slip by.  We’ll put a guard out immediately.  Now, you go rest yourself, and we’ll hopefully all wake up tomorrow to a couple of healthy invalids recuperating in our midst.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 28 – Lewis Revives
              Major Abraham’s hopeful prediction came true.  Both Alec and Lewis were conscious the next morning.
              Alec was able to sit up and eat some toast.  He remembered everything that had happened up to the point when he was enveloped in the column of light, but he didn’t want to talk about it.  He suspected that he had shaped the form the magic had created, the new stone spring, as he remembered his last thoughts had been that he wanted refreshment and healing.
              Antonio reported to him that Lewis had opened his eyes, and was sipping water.  He had spoken a few words.  Alec rose to his feet over the priest’s objections, and slowly walked with Antonio to Lewis’s tent.
              “Captain, how do you feel?” Alec asked him as he sat down.
              Lewis opened his eyes and looked at Alec.  “Alec?  What are you doing here?”
              Alec looked closely at Lewis, using his health vision to examine the captain closely.  He saw that his skull was healed, and his brain was healing nicely as well.  But a peculiar aura made him realize that the captain had lost some memories that were not restored simply by healing the brain.  Alec had no idea of what blanks had been painted on Lewis’s mental tapestry.
              He ceased his health vision, and slumped on the stool.  He realized he was still extremely weak himself.
              “Lewis, you were injured badly a few days ago.  I came to the camp to help you heal.  This is the first time you’ve been conscious in several days.  You are going to feel weak the next few days, and be in some pain as well, but you are going to heal.  You need to sleep and rest quite a bit so that you can get back to your old self.  In the meantime, I’m going to fix some medicines for you.  I’m glad to see you awake and recovering,” Alec said as he gave the captain’s hand a squeeze.
              Lewis closed his eyes again, but smiled.
               Alec stayed on the stool a few moments longer to gather his strength, then stood and walked over to the medical supplies he had left in the tent, and made a mixture that would induce sleep.  He served it to Lewis, left an extra dose, and took a dose with him to his own tent as he and Antonio returned there.
              “I believe Captain Lewis will need several days of rest but will continue to heal.  He will suffer some loss of memory, but I can’t see any proof that his physical abilities will be diminished, and I can’t tell what kind of memory loss or recovery he is going to have,” Alec explained.  “I’m going to make a list of some supplies I’ll need for further medication.  I think that a lot of this will be available by sending some soldiers out to search the countryside, but some things may only be available by trading with local farmers or at the nearest post back down the road.  We won’t need any of this for a couple of days.”
              “I’m going to dose myself to rest today as well and I’ll be ready to do more tomorrow,” he added.  He put his hand on Antonio’s shoulder.  “You’ve done good work through all of this, and I can’t thank you enough.”  He took his own dose and lay down as Antonio left the tent, feeling good that both patients were on the mend.
              While the patients were progressing, the rest of the camp was getting ready for a major undertaking.  The camp was preparing to move several miles further upriver to anticipate the next segment of road construction.  Abraham had received a scouting report the prior evening on where the next likely camp location should be, and went to inspect it himself to make sure it was adequately secure.
              When he returned after noon he heard Antonio’s summary of Alec’s report.  “Tomorrow is scheduled to be the day we move the camp,” the major said.  “Should we anticipate that those two shouldn’t move, or can we take them with us?”
              Antonio wasn’t able to answer.  “My guess is that the healer could ride a horse to the next site, but whether he’ll want the captain to travel that far, I can’t say.”
              “When he awakens this afternoon or evening, tell him I need to consult with him before he sleeps further, if he is able,” Major Abraham instructed the priest.  “Barring any news otherwise, I’m going to anticipate that we’ll leave the captain and the healer and a handful of Guards with them at this location until they are ready to join us.”
              Late in the afternoon Alec awoke, and was called to the major’s tent.  The Lieutenant of the Guard contingent, Lt. Calla, joined him.  “I’m planning to move our camp a few miles upriver tomorrow to locate us closer to the roadwork underway,” the Major reported.  “Healer, I question whether you and Captain Lewis are ready to travel with us, or whether you need to remain here for a few more days of healing.  If they do stay Lieutenant, I want your assessment of what detachment you feel appropriate to leave with them.”
              Alec considered the question for a few seconds before responding.  “I think I could travel, but Captain Lewis should remain stationary for at least five or six more days… might as well call it a week.  He’ll possibly be able to start eating solid food again in three days.”
              “Very well,” Abraham said.  He turned to Calla.  “That’s about as expected.  I presume you’d prefer to have your own men stay here with your Captain.  What is your recommendation?”
              Calla thought about the situation, feeling nervous about being in the major’s tent and asked to make a decision.  “I think that the troublemakers we brought along are well under control, and we probably aren’t as critically needed to watch them as we were earlier in the trip, but I don’t want to strip you of men.  I’d say that we could leave six men: a sergeant and five guards.”
              “Very good.  Select your men and supply them with provisions.  We’ll break camp at sunrise, and expect to see your men in eight days.  They may be lucky enough to time their trip to match the supply wagons that should be coming up the road in the next few days.  Thank you,” Abraham dismissed them.  “Alec one more word with you.”
              Alec turned at the opening and came back to the major.
              “Healer…you have done some extraordinary things here.  And as it turns out, some of the ingenairii are not particularly pleased about your actions.  I want you to be aware, and consider that you may face some issues with the ingenairii – not necessarily the three I’m taking with me, but perhaps others in the future.  I’m telling you this as a friend Alec.  Just be aware,” Abraham said, and then dismissed Alec with a wave, apparently feeling that he had done what he could in the matter.
Alec thanked him for the advice and left the tent.  He arrived back at his own tent where he nibbled absently on some crackers, and considered what the Major had told him.  He had suspected that his use of ingenaire power would be untraditional.  He feared the ramifications, as he again imagined being held captive by the ingenairii.
Alec considered his former dream of wanting to become an ingenaire.  After hearing Ari discuss the events at the Cave, he’d really thought he might have a claim to someday become one of the wielders of magical powers.
In a sense, he had.  He had handled the powers the three ingenairii had funneled through him into Lewis.  But he hadn’t had any clue about how to use their powers the way they were supposed to be used, and he’d managed to upset the ingenairii, shutting the door on his chance to gain acceptance.  He saw only two ways to resolve his problem.  He could seek refuge and protection through the church, or he could hope to speak to Ari through Merle.  He regretted that he’d not talked to Merle about his note regarding Ari.  He rose and went to Lewis’s tent, where the Captain lay quietly awake.  “How do you feel?” Alec asked.
“I feel like I had the back of my head bashed in,” Lewis replied with a slight smile.
“That about sums it up,” Alec said.
“What happened?”
“From what I’m told, one of the convicts attacked you when you weren’t looking and put a pretty good bash on the back of your head.  You were unconscious from that point until I arrived and treated you.  Since then you’ve been resting and healing successfully.  As far I as I know, the one who attacked you was severely punished already.”
“You don’t know which one it was?” Lewis asked.
“No I don’t remember hearing a name,” Alec answered.
“How long will I be in bed?”
“I think you’ll need to stay in bed for two or three more days, and then we’ll take it slowly from there.”
“The rest of the camp is pulling up stakes tomorrow, so you and I and a half dozen Guardsmen will stay here to recuperate, and then follow them up the road to the next worksite,” Alec explained.  “Now take this dose and rest, and we’ll talk more tomorrow.”
After seeing that the Captain was settled in, Alec returned to his own tent to rest as well.  He fell quickly into a dreamless sleep that lasted throughout the night.  The next morning Alec was awakened by two things; the sound of rain falling on the tent, and the sound of men breaking camp in the rain.
Alec walked over to Lewis’s tent, a trip that took longer than usual because he spent so much time dodging men on errands and loads of goods being sent to their designated locations for travel.  When he arrived at his destination he checked the captain and dosed him again so that he would remain asleep.  He then left the tent and carefully picked his way to Antonio’s tent, where he found the priest busily packing and preparing his own belongings for the journey.
“Healer, I’m glad to see you this morning,” Antonio cheerfully said when Alec entered the tent.  He showed Alec a canvas sack that was sitting on the ground.  “Here.  I owe you this and an apology.  I was going to bring this to you if you hadn’t come here first.  It contains what I had collected from your list of medicine items you wanted.  We didn’t get nearly as much as I hoped, and because we started moving, I didn’t send anyone to trade items either.
“It’s a gloomy day to travel today.  The men will be out of sorts when they get all wet and then can’t get into tents at the new site to change or get out of the weather right away.  Still, we’ve done this before and everyone knows how to do it.”
“Good luck in treating Captain Lewis, although I don’t think luck is anything you rely on for healing.  Are you feeling well yourself?” he finished as he rolled up his blankets.
“I may rest this morning but it will be to stay out of the way as much as anything.  I feel fine, really.  I may go scour the countryside on my own to look for some of the supplies we don’t have yet; otherwise I won’t have a great deal to do for the next couple of days while Captain Lewis sleeps and heals, which is all he needs to do,” Alec replied.
“Can you tell me how you think the ingenairii feel about me? Are they upset about the way I used their power?” he carefully asked.
The priest spoke without hesitation.  “I was going to say something to you about that. You obviously must suspect something or you wouldn’t have asked.  Benjamin, the stone ingenaire, is adamantly opposed to you for using their power.  Beware of him.  Ryan, the earth ingenaire, doesn’t seem concerned, and probably thinks using the power to heal is positive, but he is a weak personality and won’t speak up. Leslie may not approve of you, but she is fair-minded.  I think she will come to believe you’ve done good as she weighs what has happened.
“Fortunately, they’ve already left camp and are traveling ahead to do some of their work on portions of the road that are prepared.  Their servants are doing their packing for them now.”
Alec felt relief at the thought that he wouldn’t have to face any ingenairii for the next few days.  He was beginning to feel homesick for his shop in Goldenfields, and for seeing Leah, but he knew that his return to the city where he could be easily found would place him in greater danger from capture by the ingenairii.  Even more, he felt a renewed sense of guilt and dissatisfaction over his lack of initiative to find his friends, Ari and Natalie.  His mind lingered over the memory of Natalie for several moments.
“Thank you for all that you did to help,” Alec told Antonio as he finally lifted the bag of supplies and left the tent.  “Good luck with your journey.”
Antonio finished his own preparations, and went outside to signal the crew that his tent and items could be struck and taken.  In a short time they were gone, and Antonio pulled his cloak tighter around him to keep out the rain.  He walked to the eastern side of the camp and climbed aboard a wagon to ride to the next location.
Looking ahead he saw the typically straight line of wagons and troops marching in an atypical loop to the left of the road, slowing as they left the pavement, at a location where progress seemed to briefly slow.
“Why does everyone slow down up there?  Is there a problem in the road?” he asked the wagon driver a soldier he hadn’t met before.
“It’s the fortune stone,” the driver answered cheerfully, referring to the column of stone Alec had created.  “Everyone is touching it for good luck as they go by.  The ingenairii tried to make the men stop doing it, but as soon as they were gone the soldiers were right back at it.  Its water is charmed too.  Folks have filled their skins and canteens from the fountain there.  They say it cures tooth aches and canker sores, and some folks have poured it over sores they have.”
Antonio laughed quietly.  He could imagine the anger Benjamin felt at seeing the army’s reaction to Alec’s legacy.  He imagined Alec would be amused as well.
Back in his own tent Alec slept through the morning.  When he woke at midday only three tents remained at the debris-littered site of the camp – Capt. Lewis’s, one next to it that had been erected by the remaining guards, and his own, standing a short distance away, now that all the intervening tents were gone.  The rain was falling in a very light mist, and brighter skies in the west promised an end to the rain soon.
During his time in Goldenfields, Alec’s form had filled out from the abundant food that was available in the city.  Now, after days of traveling, healing and injury with very little food, he felt hungry, a good sign of his recovering health.  He ate the remainder of the crackers in his tent, then walked across the empty space to Lewis’s tent.  Inside the patient slept while a guard who stood watch looked up in surprise when Alec entered.
“Doctor, I’d forgotten you were with us,” the guard said with a smile.  “But I wouldn’t be happier to have anyone else stay behind with us.”
“Has the captain slept all morning?” Alec asked.
“He hasn’t so much as snored, he’s slept so well,” the guard responded.
“My name’s Alec.  What’s yours?” Alec asked.
“I’m Guardsman Hills.  Speaking for all of us, thank you for saving the captain.  He’s too good a man to be killed by the likes of the sneaks and thieves we’ve had to deal with on this assignment.”
“Thank you Hills.  I think the captain’s a good man too.  Do you have anything I could eat for lunch?” Alec responded.
“Go over to our tent and the lads will have a bite of something for you, I’m sure,” Hills replied.
When Alec lifted the tent flap he found the rain had ended.  Upon entry into the guards’ tent Alec found five sets of eyes looking at him warily until the men realized who he was, and they all stood promptly.
“Welcome, sir,” was the greeting from their leader, who identified himself as Sergeant Mury.  “We’re glad to see you up and about.  Are you feeling alright?”
“Honestly, I feel fine myself, after a couple of days in bed,” Alec told them.  “About the only thing I need is a bite of lunch, if you could happen to spare something for me.”
Some bread and fruit was provided.  “If the rain wasn’t falling, we’d have a fire to cook something up for you.  Here, have some water to wash down your bite, and tell us what plans you have for us here.”
Alec took a drink of the water, and felt a refreshing wash of comfort in his mouth and down his gullet.  “That’s unusually good water,” he commented.  “Thank you.”
He saw the men grin at each other.  “You’ll have to thank yourself for it sir,” one Guard commented.
Alec looked puzzled.  He wasn’t even aware of the edifice he had created when discharging the ingenaire power he had perilously held.
“It’s from the fountain you raised, you know, when you made that column of light two days ago,” the guard explained.
“I don’t remember anything about it,” Alec admitted.
All the guardsmen starting talking at once, describing where they’d been, what they’d seen, and what folks had said when Alec lit up the camp with his display.
Moments later, Alec and the guardsmen were walking across the camp to see the stone that rose beside the road.  “I’ll give the ingenairii credit, here it’s rained all day and this road isn’t a muddy bog; it’s nicely shed the water so you could travel all day in bad weather,” one of them commented.
When they reached the stone, Alec stood for a long time and silently looked at the monolith.  After a moment’s respectful wait, the guards walked over to the stone and began to drink from it and bathe in its water, which had cut a channel in the ground leading to the river.
Alec could feel something from the stone, almost as if he could feel his own spirit mixed within the stone.  He had no recollection of having created it, and barely remembered Antonio leading him to this site to expunge the dangerous powers he had absorbed.  But he still clearly remembered his dreamlike experience inside the Cave while his spirit was trapped, and he stood there savoring that memory.
“The water heals people and makes them feel better,” one of the Guards told him as Alec walked over to the stone and placed the palm of him hand against it.  A tone seemed to ring from the stone up his arm into his body.
As they were returning to the tent, Alec made a request.  “While I was in the city, Captain Lewis’s wife Inga was giving me lessons in swordsmanship.  I’d like to resume practicing while I’m here, especially since there are so many Guardsmen to train with.  Are any of you interested in working with me?”
They all agreed they’d enjoy working out their weapons with Alec, since they all practiced most days anyway, and the general consensus was that Guard Lampe was the best swordsman of their group.
Alec returned to his tent and unwrapped the sword Inga had provided for his training on the trip to heal her husband.  He carried it to the Guard tent, where he found Lampe exercising and rehearsing his forms.  They marked out a square for their exercise yard, donned the protective equipment the Guardsmen had brought, and started working their way up through the rudimentary movements.
“I’m dealing with a lefthander?” Lampe said.  “I think we only have four or five southpaws in the whole Guard, so I don’t get much chance to practice against your kind of sword play.”
“How long have you trained?” Lampe asked after ten minutes of silent work.
“Less than a month,” Alec replied, concentrating on his work and completely ignoring the other guards who watched them.
“You’re pretty sound fundamentally, just not showing instant reflex reactions, but you’re doing very well for so little training.  Who’s your teacher?” he asked, and when Alec answered he heard one of the other guards laugh.
“Captain Lewis’s wife, Inga, has been my teacher.  She’s pretty rigorous,” Alec said.
Lampe stepped back and lowered his sword.  “I should have known that.  She’ll teach you well; the Duke only selects the best for his bodyguard.”
They continued for almost two hours of work, and when they stepped out of the yard two others stepped in, eager for something to do on the otherwise boring duty they had at the now empty camp site.
Alec thanked Lampe for the work.  “I’d like to go down to the river to look for some plants and items I need to make more medicines. Do you have a fishing line I could set while I’m down there?”
Lampe called to his sergeant, who came over.  “I’m going to send Hills with you just for peace of mind.  We do have a couple of fishing lines, and you can take some dried beef to use for bait.  Up river there’s a snag with several large trees out in the water.  That’s where you can usually find some fish that’ll bite.”
Alec and Hills set off a few minutes later, Alec keeping his eyes on the ground while Hills talked continually.  Alec wondered if Sergeant Mury had sent Hills to protect Alec or just to get him out of camp so that the others could have some peace.   Alec listened with interest to Hills’s meandering comments about the Guard and their assignment so far.  As his constantly-talking companion endlessly discussed aspects of life in the Guard, Alec learned that about two-fifths of the total Guard membership was female, although the squad assigned to this expedition was considerably male-heavy.
As they crested the banks and descended towards the river bottom, Alec began to find some of the things he was looking for, as well as a couple of items he hadn’t intended to pluck.  Half an hour after leaving camp they arrived at the waterside tree snag, where Alec left Hills to do the fishing while he continued up the river.  He found some of the tubers that he and Leah had eaten with numbing regularity on their river journey, and reluctantly decided he would add some to the fish stew he intended to make.
He turned around when he noticed the sun starting to set, and found Hills still happily fishing, a good catch already strung up.  Together they walked back to camp.  Alec offered to fix the fish stew and the others accepted the offer. Sergeant Mury offered to have Alec’s tent moved closer to their own site while the stew was being prepared, and all hands turned to their duties.
Alec sent two guards to fill a kettle with spring water from his stone fountain, while another gathered driftwood to build up a fire.  Alec prepared the fish, tubers, some wild celery and herbs he had found, and set it all to boiling in the fountain water that was brought back.
“You’ll be nominated to be chef as well as healer for the Duke’s Guard if you prepare meals like this for simple guards like us everyday,” one guard said at sunset as they all enjoyed mugs of the savory stew.  Alec himself was surprised at how good it was, and suspected the spring water was responsible for the richness of the soup.
Alec skimmed some of the broth off the top of the kettle and took it with him to see Captain Lewis.  The captain was more awake that Alec had seen him since the surgery.  Alec let him sit up, and they talked while Alec spooned the aromatic soup into the captain.
“So there’s only the eight of us here, and the camp has moved to its next site?” Lewis asked.  Alec nodded.  “Bring in Sergeant Mury so I can talk to him about setting the guard rotation.  And thank you for the soup; it was absolutely delicious,” Lewis said.
“First I’m going to give you a dose, then I’ll send in Mury,” Alec said firmly, and he did as promised.  Mury was able to talk to the captain for about ten minutes before the patient fell soundly asleep.
Alec himself also slept peacefully that night.  He considered briefly, but decided not to offer to join the guard duty rotation, so that his sleep was uninterrupted.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 29 – The Camp by the River
Alec awoke refreshed and happy in the shrunken camp that watched the convalescing Captain Lewis.  He smelled toast and bacon cooking over the campfire, and rolled out of bed to enjoy them, along with fresh fruit.  Afterwards, he walked down to the tall stone fountain, where he felt refreshed by bathing in the waters, then lugged a large pail back to camp, a portion of which he used to mix the next dose for Captain Lewis.
“Did I imagine that I heard swordplay yesterday?” the captain asked Alec when the healer fed him breakfast.
Alec told him that he had asked to resume his sword-training and had practiced with Lampe during the afternoon.
“You’ll learn well from Lampe, though not as well as you’d learn from my wife, of course,” Lewis said with a smile.
“I’d like to try something to heal you,” Alec told him.  “We have a local spring whose water seems especially healthy, and I’d like to bathe your head in some of it just to see how your healing progresses.  I’ve already left the pail by the fire so that it won’t be cold.”
Alec brought the pail back and had Lewis sit up, with his head held low between his legs so that Alec could pour the water over the back of his head.
“There may really be something to this.  I feel a tingling in my scalp,” Lewis said as Alec finished pouring the water on.
The healer intensely examined his patient’s head with his health vision, ignoring the protests about wanting to cease the uncomfortable posture of bending over.  Alec believed he saw some healing occurring in the brain spots where he had expected memory loss to occur.
“Okay, sit up now,” Alec told Lewis.  “It’s time to take your morning medicine.  I think that after today we’ll stop these doses and let you remain awake during the day.  Your healing is coming along very well.”
During the morning two of the guards went out with bows and arrows to capture some small game for their meals while Lampe and Alec banged away at each other in sword practice.  Alec observed some similarities between Lampe’s style and Inga’s.  Both were aggressive fighters who went on the offensive for the most part.  Lampe though relied on brute strength and ability to punish, while Alec remembered that Inga was a more cunning opponent who appeared to offer openings that turned out to be traps.
After two hours with Lampe, another guard stepped in and gave Alec a further workout until nearly lunchtime.  When the hunting party returned with several rabbits and other small game, they enjoyed roast meat for lunch, and Alec enjoyed the end to his punishing workout; he felt stiff in a good way from taking on such an extended practice regime.
After soaking his arm in the spring water, Alec spent the afternoon experimenting by soaking several herbs in his spring water (he privately considered it his now) and then carefully saved both the water and the herbs.  Afterwards, he volunteered to help feed, brush, and tend the horses that remained with their camp.
That night the group sat around the fire and ate a casual meal.  When Alec, feeling guilty, offered to take a turn at serving watch duty Sergeant Mury laughed and told him that the guardsmen had enough people to do the job; Alec didn’t offer again.  Instead, he went to feed and dose Captain Lewis, who made him promise that he’d be allowed to remain awake the next day.
When Alec awoke for the third day of their small camp, he went first to Lewis’s tent, where he examined the patient and decided to start his morning with a bit of cheer.  “Come on out and join us by the fire for a bite of breakfast, and then we’ll put on some swordsmanship for you,” Alec said, and received a broad smile for his efforts.  When Lewis stepped out of the tent, holding on to his healer’s arm, he received a warm cheer from the watching Guard, and squeezed Alec’s elbow to show his appreciation.
“Is that the sun?  I’d forgotten how bright it can be?” Lewis said, then added, “I understand there’s been some sword practice, and I wanted to watch.”
After that, the guardsmen took turns battling each other, with Alec taking his turn in the tournament as well.  Lewis complimented him on his efforts, and commented on the tricks he saw that displayed Inga’s influence.
In the following days Lewis regained much of his strength, even joining the daylong sword tournament a couple of days later; Alec began to think it would soon be time to okay Lewis’s return to duty with the full camp, while he pondered what his own next step would be.  In the afternoon, following two rounds of fencing in which Alec felt proud of his efforts, Alec went down to the river with Hills to repeat their fishing and herb gathering activities.
As they returned to the camp, they came over the rise of the river valley and observed that a large group of new men were at their camp.  “Let’s wait here for a bit and see what goes on,” Alec said.  He felt a strong, inexplicable sense of danger coming from the group, a sense of personal danger.
After an hour, the group departed from the camp.  Before they left sight though, they went to the monolith fountain.  Three of the group went over to the fountain, and examined it.  They stepped back from it, and stood looking at it and conversing for a long time.  Eventually they rejoined their companions and headed eastwards along the road.
After they were completely out of sight Alec and Hills returned to their camp.  Captain Lewis met them with a grim face.               “Come into my tent to talk about these visitors Alec,” he said as he stepped through the flap.
              “Hills and I saw them, and stayed away until they were gone,” Alec began.
              “You made the right decision.  That was one hundred soldiers from the regular army, plus twenty-five more prisoners, accompanying new supplies to the expedition main camp.  They also had three ingenairii who attached themselves to the group when they came up river.  Ingenairii at Oyster Bay, not Merle, sent them and I don’t think there is unity of opinion between Merle and these others.”
              “I didn’t like the ingenairii’s questions or attitude.  They’re looking for you, and not with friendly intentions.  We told them you had gone up river, so you’ve got a little breathing space,” Lewis warned him.
              “I suggest we send you downriver back to Goldenfields as fast as possible to keep you safe until we better understand what they want.”
              “The ingenairii with Major Abraham are not happy that I was able to use their ingenaire powers to heal you, and to create the fountain we’ve been using,” Alec said.  “I agree that Merle and these ingenairii are not on the same page.  I think Merle will be friendly to me, although I don’t know if even he will accept the fact that I handled ingenaire power – I think I’ve violated one of their very basic rules.”
              “The army folks accepted the fact that the camp had moved and were ready to move on to the next location.  But the three ingenairii were less gracious about it.  I asked how Merle was, as a way to break the tension, and they responded that they hadn’t spoken to him, didn’t know, and implied they didn’t care,” Lewis expanded his explanation.  “They insisted that you must be close by, that they could detect some evidence of ingenaire power, but they kept looking in the direction of the fountain down there,” he nodded towards the monolith.
              “We were over along the crest there,” Alec indicated, pointing in a different direction, “So they didn’t get that right.”
              “I’m going to send you and Lampe to the city as soon as you can get your packs ready.  You need to move fast and keep moving along the road.  It’ll take that crew the rest of the day to get to the new camp, and then the ingenairii will be on their way back here after that, so you’ve got a good ten or twelve hour lead on them,” Lewis instructed.
              “You’ll be traveling on the road, so you’ll move fast, but so will they.  Hills, saddle up two of the horses.  Lampe, you and the healer are leaving,” Lewis said loudly.
              “Healer, you’re my ticket to the big city!” Lampe said with mock pleasure.  He had not liked the attitude of the ingenairii who had visited the camp.
              “I’ll be ready in ten minutes,” Alec told Lampe.  He turned back to Captain Lewis, “You’re healing faster than I expected.  I think it’s fine for you to rejoin the main camp now if you move at a slow pace.”
              “I imagine we shouldn’t be here when the ingenairii come storming back looking for you,” Lewis agreed.  “We’ll break camp and move up road some, then maybe go down into the river bed to stay out of sight until the ingenairii are past us, so that we can move on to camp,” Lewis plotted out his strategy.  “When we re-join the camp I’ll express regret to Major Abraham that there was some mix-up in communications.”
              Alec went into his tent and hurriedly stuffed several items into his pack, and slung it over his shoulder.  He gathered up an armload of things to give to the captain and went back out.  “Here, take this and this tonight, and this each evening until it’s gone, and drink plenty of that water from the fountain, and bathe your head in it daily for three more nights.
              Don’t press yourself too hard,” he concluded his instructions.
              “Thank you for saving my life, Alec,” Lewis said as he shook his hand.  “I know I wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t come out here. Give Inga my love.  Watch yourself.  The Guard will always be your friends, Alec.  Count on that,” he concluded, and then Alec and Lampe were on their horses and headed off.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 30 – A Chase Through the Wilderness
              Lampe and Alec rode their horses at a steady, brisk pace that afternoon and into the evening.  When the night’s middle stars started to rise over the eastern horizon the travelers slowed to a gentle walk but kept their animals moving.  Lampe tied Alec to his saddle, placed a long lead on his horse, and they continued to walk through the night until it was Alec’s turn to lead his sleeping companion.  By dawn they had covered a great deal of distance, but their horses were spent.  They decided that even though there were farms and homesteads visible, they were better off not seeking shelter among people, so they found a grove of trees in the river bottom, and picketed their animals there.  Lampe took first watch up on the crest of the river’s bank, watching the road, while Alec slept.
              When Alec woke just before mid-day he ate the rations they had stuffed in their packs and then went to relieve Lampe, who went below to move the horses to a new patch of grass and then to sleep himself.  Alec watched the road.  He saw two local people who hauled wagon loads of grain towards the markets.  The road would surely change the way people out here lived in years to come, he realized.  More and more settlers would come out, crowding the isolation these people had, and then the nobles would establish their domain on large estates, bringing order and control that would probably cause these pioneers to move further away.
              Alec thought about those changes to come.  How would he change in that time, he wondered?  Would he have any of the things he dreamed about – power, recognition, friends, a relationship with a girl?  Would he survive his brush with the ingenairii, who he had wanted to join, but now feared?
              He saw nothing else of note when Lampe came back up to him in late-afternoon, leading the horses.  They climbed aboard their mounts and took to the road again, starting as they had yesterday at a brisk pace that they kept up for several hours.  They were traveling light and the horses weren’t carrying heavy loads of tents and supplies, so Lampe reasoned they could repeat yesterday’s course of riding throughout the night.
              As the next morning began to dawn, they looked for a place to camp again.   They saw another riverside grove of trees and went down to unsaddle the horses.  A small pasture between the trees and the sandy riverbank provided a good place to hobble the mounts.  Alec walked them down to the waterside to let them drink, while Lampe went up to establish a place to keep an eye on the road.
              The young healer tried to figure out what course to take when he got back to Goldenfields.  He wanted to go to Merle, in the hopes that the ingenairii who were hunting him would be less influential than the Duke’s ingenaire, and could be turned away.  Plus, Merle might be able to place him in contact with Aristotle, who he felt sure would help him win his freedom from potential ingenaire imprisonment.  Alternately, he could go to the church or the Duke for help, but he couldn’t judge how effective they would be in keeping him safe if the ingenairii were determined to have him.  Going to Ari seemed most appealing, because it would not only give him access to a voice in the ingenaire community, but it would also give him a chance to see if he could go to Oyster Bay and find Natalie.  If she was still there, he reminded himself, worried that he was waiting too long to pursue the girl who meant so much to him.
              Why were the ingenairii chasing him?  Alec couldn’t remember the explosive use of power that had created the healing fountain in the monolith.  He did remember how he had used the tiny bits of power that had flowed through his hand into Captain Lewis’s brain when he healed his injury.  There had been pleasure in achieving such a remarkable result, but the exercise of the magical power itself had not been important to him.  He wondered if the ingenairii would accept that he was not trying to enter their domain, but had just reached out to them as useful tools for helping to heal someone.
              He heard a loud shout and came out of his woolgathering to grab his sword out of the saddle and charge up the bank, leaving the horses behind.  He ran through the trees that blocked his view of the top of the river bluffs until he was almost out of the trees.  There at the top of the bluff were three men lying on the ground, including Lampe, who was motionless.  Another man stood among them, apparently one of the ingenairii in pursuit of Lampe and Alec.  Alec remained in the shadows of the trees uncertain what to do.  Lampe and the ingenairii had come in contact somehow, although Alec couldn’t imagine how the ingenairii could have seen the crafty Lampe, who had taken his evasive skills very seriously to this point in the journey.  With two ingenairii down on the ground, the Guardsman had made a good accounting for himself against the three, but had fallen eventually.
              Alec knew he could stay in the trees to see if the ingenaire would come down to him, and perhaps then the healer could ambush the ingenaire.  He could try to run up to the battle site and take the ingenaire on, but he was not sure how good his sword-handling skills were, and he did not know whether the ingenaire would simply attack him with magical powers before he got close.  There was also the possibility that Lampe was only injured, not dead, and Alec might be able to save him if he could get to him fast enough.
              For Alec there was no obvious choice.  He felt frozen with indecision, until he saw the ingenaire stare at the grove he was in, then turn to look back up at the road.  He could see that the ingenaire was carrying a sword, so apparently magic wasn’t the weapon he needed to worry about.
              He decided to go out in the open, to meet the ingenaire in sword battle and pray that he could win, and hopefully find Lampe still alive, only injured.  Holding his sword in his right hand to try to surprise his opponent if swordplay came, Alec began running up the hill to get as close to the ingenaire as possible before he was detected.
              In fact, Alec was more than half way there when the ingenaire turned again and saw him.  Alec saw the man jump, startled by his approach, and bring his sword up to fight.  “Who are you, and why have you attacked my friend?” Alec asked as he stepped past the first body on the ground.
              “I’ve coming looking for a person who has practiced ingenaire powers without training or approval from the Ingenairii Council,” the middle-aged man replied, looking coolly at Alec.  “I suspect you are the young healer I was sent to talk to.
              “Your friend attacked my companions and I when we left the road to follow someone, evidently you, who we saw silhouetted in the dawn light.  We fought back but he caught us unaware and was a very good swordsman.  I am sorry he wouldn’t even listen to us before swinging his sword.
              “Are you Alec the healer?” the ingenaire asked, still using the same calm, conversational tone of voice.
              “I am.  What is your name, and why have you been hunting for me?” Alec replied, feeling anger build up inside him as he stood there in the increasing light of the morning.
              “I am Belman, a fire ingenaire from the Ingenairii Council at Oyster Bay.  We were told that you were using ingenaire’s powers without being a trained ingenaire, something that is strictly prohibited.  We have come to offer you a chance to share our training and learn how to control your powers so that you and the world around you will be safer.”
              “I am not an ingenaire, and I did not create any ingenairii powers.  I just helped direct where the power from your ingenairii went while in the process of healing an injured man.  I haven’t learned how to create ingenaire’s power, and I don’t want to.  I just want to heal people and help them have the best health they can.  I want to be a regular person doing my own job without interference or threats from ingenairii,” Alec said, feeling even more heated as he thought about the threat of capture and confinement by the ingenairii.
              “You may climb on your horse and leave now,” he finished.
              “I’ll leave soon, but you’ll come with me,” Belman said with a look of disdain.  “Let’s go get your horse and be on our way.  We’ve got a long journey ahead of us.”
              “You shall go alone.  I’m not an ingenaire and I’m not going with you,” Alec said, gesturing with his sword in his right hand.
              “Your friend has created a difficult situation for me, Alec,” Belman said.  “These other ingenairii with me would have made it much easier to take you against your will without injuring you.  Without them, and without your cooperation, I’ll have to make you take this journey in a less comfortable fashion.
              “Or, as an alternative, I could kill you here and now, which would be easier for me and no loss to the Council,” and with that Belman pointed his finger at Alec’s sword and sent a thread of fire at the blade.
              The instant the beam hit the blade the sword turned blistering hot.  Alec dropped it and scrambled away.  He stopped next to where the body of Lampe lay on the ground.  The Guardsman’s sword lay next to him, but Alec didn’t pick it up yet, waiting to see what Belman would do next.
              The ingenaire moved towards him, and Alec decided to pick the blade up, now in his left hand because of the burns he had suffered on his right palm and fingers.
              “Still game to fight, are you?” Belman said appreciatively.  “Well, I’ll give you a minute of fighting just to be fair.”  He advanced and swung his sword at Alec.
              Alec concentrated all his attention on the opponent trying to kill him.  He parried the lunge by the ingenaire, which was respectable, but not up to the level of ability he had trained against.  He responded quickly and the ingenaire took a step back.  There was surprise on Belman’s face; he clearly had not expected such potentially lethal left-handed movement by Alec.
              Alec remembered Inga’s comment that he was a defensive swordsman, not one who was inclined to attack.  He knew that in this instance he had to do what he was not comfortable doing; he had to attack as aggressively as possible.  If he failed to do so he would be dead or a captive, and he preferred death to captivity.  If the ingenaire kept to his promise of a minute, Alec had to go on the offensive immediately and achieve victory without hesitation.
              He closed in and attacked, Belman clumsily adjusting to the attack from Alec’s left side.  The clumsiness left an opening, and Alec lunged for it.
              Belman’s sword moved too slowly to completely protect the ingenaire, but did lessen the impact of the stab, and Alec’s sword dealt a cut across the ribs that began to bleed.
              The ingenaire looked in astonishment at Alec, then at his wound, and then at Alec again.  He dropped his sword and reached for Alec’s arm.  “I hadn’t expected it to come to this, but you leave me no choice,” he explained as he sent a stream of power into Alec’s arm.
              Without even thinking about what to do, Alec captured the lethal power that was meant to kill him and channeled it, just as he had learned to do when healing Lewis’s brain injury.  He captured it and held it, feeling it accumulate in him.
              The satisfied look on Belman’s face grew incredulous, then panicked, then fearful.  “How can you do this?  You should be dead!” he screamed.  “No one can withstand ingenaire’s power like that.  What are you doing?”
              Alec felt the way the power was entering him.  He reached into Belman and drew more of the power out, sapping his reservoirs.  Then he pushed the ingenaire away, so that he fell to the ground, clutching his injured ribs.  “What did you intend to do with me?” Alec asked him with deceptive calmness.  “Who sent you to capture me?”
              Belman, in shock from the turn of events, stifled a groan.  “I was sent by Fallion.  He and several others agreed that you needed to be brought in for questioning regarding how you handled power from others, as, as you’ve just done to me.”
              Alec stood for a minute, filled with anger and driven by the emotions of the moment.  He felt the fire magic streaming within him, seeking to escape.  He concentrated on the energy, felt it, tried to understand it, felt its urge for escape into the world.  It suddenly eluded him, and he felt an involuntarily release in a tremendous blast that emanated in all directions.
              Alec was blinded by the light that seemed to flare out of his own body.  He shut his eyes and held them tightly closed.  When he opened them, the ground around him was smoking, and small fires danced in some places.  The bodies of Belman and the nearby dead combatants were reduced to ashes.
              Alec looked at the destruction he had released and fell to his knees.  He began to cry, his hands beating the earth in sorrow and anger and confusion.  He hadn’t wanted anything like this to happen.  None of this death made any sense; he was just an orphan carnival worker who had fallen into circumstances he didn’t expect, and now life was handing him difficult, painful events and choices.
              After a long time he stopped crying and looked around at the darkened ground that spread out for yards in all directions.  He stood up and walked back down the hill, still carrying the sword that he had taken from Lampe’s dead body.  When he got to the horses, still standing between the river and the grove, he walked into the river water and scrubbed himself, wishing that he could cleanse away the memories of the morning.
              Although the horses had been ridden all night and needed rest, Alec was unwilling to remain in the vicinity of his battle.  He saddled one steed, secured the supplies on the other, and walked them back up the hillside and onto the road, skirting around the blackened area that spooked the horses.  Once on the road, Alec climbed on the saddled one and let the horses walk along the road, encountering no traffic.  After an hour, Alec felt he had left the tragic spot far enough behind, and he began looking for a new place to rest.  He found a swampy delta at the mouth of a small stream that joined the river, and he led his steeds into the area.  When he located a grassy spot he hobbled the horses, and then laid himself down and fell asleep, emotionally and physically exhausted.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 31 – Pursuit by Ingenairii
              The afternoon sun swung around and eventually hit Alec in the face, awakening him with its warmth.  He rose groggy from the long nights of travel and the stress of battle, not immediately sure of where he was or why.  His memories quickly overcame him, and he felt again the sorrow of Lampe’s pointless death and the death of the ingenairii who had hunted them.
              The horses had stayed close by, contentedly resting and foraging.  Alec went through the supply packs and selected something to eat, chewing it absentmindedly as he tried to think through what to do next.
              He hoped that the disappearance of his ingenairii pursuers would not be noticed for several days or more, and he realized there would be no witnesses to explain what had happened to them.  He had time to get to Goldenfields and speak with Merle, he was sure.  Alec saddled a horse, and rode back up to the road at a quick but sustainable pace.  After two hours he switched mounts and continued to ride on.  By sunset he had covered a good distance without straining his horses greatly.  He was now riding in a district where the number of farms was increasing, and he saw other people occasionally on the road.  He ate his dinner in the saddle as he continued to move towards Goldenfields.  Around midnight he led his horses off the road.  He found a large grove of trees that was probably a farmer’s woodlot, and tied the horses to a tree while he slept under a large pine with branches that hung to the ground.
              After dawn he arose and walked the horses to a grassy spot by a brook where he fed and watered them.  He decided that if the opportunity came that night to find an inn or stable he’d treat the horses and himself to better accommodations; he still had all the money he’d brought with him when he left Goldenfields to treat Captain Lewis.  When the horses seemed satisfied with their foraging he resumed his journey.
              In late morning he came to the abrupt end of the road.  He remembered that the army expedition that had built the road had gone some distance out away from Goldenfields to begin working.  He judged that he was less that two days of good riding from the Duke’s palace, and took comfort in the thought that he’d soon be home.
              Through a day of long riding he passed through two small towns with inns, and shortly after sunset he entered a third, slightly larger town.   He rode up to a building with a picture of grapes on the sign over the door, and around to the back to the stables.  A stable boy not much younger than himself met him there.  They agreed on a price to house and feed the horses.  Inside, Alec paid for a room and a meal, and sat in the corner of the half full common room, eating the first hot meal he’d had in a long time, savoring every bite of it.
              That night Alec slept on a bed, and slept a sound night’s sleep.  He asked the innkeeper how far he was from Goldenfields, and the answer of a day and a half made him decide to push through his trip to finish it quickly.
              The horses were refreshed from their rest and feed, and Alec made good time, though now traveling on traditional country roads that meandered and linked town to town.  He kept the river valley in sight on his right as much as possible, and after nightfall he arrived at the edge of the ducal city.
              Alec released an audible sigh of relief as he entered the gates of the city.  He rode directly to the palace to see Colonel Ryder.  Alec crossed the bridge to the island palace, reported to the guard on duty, and asked to see the colonel or Inga.  As it happened, it was Inga who was available and came out to the summons.
              When from a distance she saw him standing beside the horses she called out, “Alec!  Is it really you back so soon?” and ran up to hug him.  He clenched her tightly for a long time, and when they stepped apart she looked at the tense expression on his face.  “Alec, lets bring the horses in and stable them, and you can tell me what’s happened these past few days. Lewis sent a pigeon to the colonel telling us some of the things that he knew.”  She remembered that Alec had journeyed with Lampe, and noted the riderless horse.  “You’ve had a tough journey, haven’t you?” she gently asked, and led him past the sentries towards the Guard’s section of the island.
              They took the horses to a groom at the stable, then Alec started to walk towards the infirmary, the only place he’d ever spent much time while in the Guard area.  “Come this way to the quarters,” Inga told him, pulling his arm across the yard.
              “Lewis was alive and well when I last saw him before coming back here,” he told her as they walked across the square.  “Short of something else happening, he should recover pretty completely.”
              “I’m glad to hear that from you.  Colonel Ryder said that was Lewis’s report, but I believe it more coming from the one who treated him,” she said as they entered her quarters.  “He has said quite a bit more about you than about himself,” she added with a significant look.
              “One question,” Alec said.  “Did he make it back to the camp and report to Major Abraham?”
              “He did.  He wrote that he went there and found the camp in a royal ruckus, with the ingenairii, or at least one in particular, virtually under house arrest, I think partly for his own protection, after the troops found out that ingenairii meant to do you harm.  You apparently made the men feel kindly towards you,” she said.  She hesitated, uncharacteristically fumbling for words, then blurted out, “Did Lampe make it back with you?”
              Alec swallowed hard, and felt words catch in his throat as he tried to answer.  Inga leaned over and comforting him as he breathed deeply and tried to calm down so that he could tell her the awful truth, that Lampe had died only because he had tried to protect Alec.
              “Three ingenairii caught up to us two mornings ago.  I had taken the horses to rest and Lampe was up by the road when they came in, I think,” he told her after he straightened up.  “Lampe killed two of them, but when I got there Lampe was on the ground and the third one, a fire ingenaire, battled with me.  I killed him, and then came here as fast as I could.”
              “We need to let the colonel know all this.  Are you ready to go see him?” Inga asked when Alec said no more.  They left her home and went to the officers’ rooms, where Inga told an orderly that Healer Alec was there to see the colonel.  A moment later they were in the room with Colonel Ryder.
              “Alec, I’m glad to know that you’ve made it back safely.  You’ve had quite a journey.  And from the looks of you, I don’t know everything about it yet.  Have a seat,” Ryder told him and personally offered him fruit and water.
              “Lewis’s reports said that you were wanted by a group of ingenairii that were sent specifically to find you, based on reports they had received from the ingenairii in the camp about you using their powers,” the colonel summarized.  “I understand that you created a new fountain with healing spring water using the magic.  You obviously know the story better that anyone else Alec, so tell what happened from the time you got to the camp.”
              Alec began reciting his activities and the people he worked with, starting from the time he arrived in the camp.  Inga and Colonel Ryder interrupted him during his narrative, especially when he began describing his operation on Lewis’s brain.
              “You mean you actually opened up his skull and worked inside on the brain itself?” Inga asked, unconsciously sitting back in her seat in revulsion as she asked.  “Have you ever heard of such a thing being done before?”
              “I knew he would die if the brain itself was not repaired, so I had no choice.  It was a case of take the risk or let him die.  I was scared, mostly because I wasn’t sure how working with the ingenairii’ powers would be.  There was a priest from the army, Brother Antonio, who was a great help throughout the whole time I was there.  I don’t believe Lewis or I would be alive today without his help.”
              “What was that like, having the ingenairii’s power go through you?” Inga asked.
              “I didn’t know what to expect, and I’m sure they didn’t either.  They couldn’t really control their power down to a fine enough level to do what I needed, and I ended up absorbing some of their excess energy.  That’s what led to the problem later on.”
              “So you were able to heal the holes you made in his skull too?” Ryder asked with open-mouthed wonder at what he was hearing.
              “That was using the ingenairii’ power to create new skull bone to cover the openings and knit the fractures the attack created.  After that it was just a matter of letting him sleep for several days so that his body could recover.”
              They listened without interruption as he described the horror of being trapped in his body due to the power he had absorbed, until he figured out how to discharge it.  He kept to himself the vision he had of being in the cave where he had learned so much.
              When it came to the description of the fountain he created, they marveled at what he had done.  “And you have no idea how you did it?” Ryder asked.
              “I knew how to release the powers that were poisoning me, but I had no idea of what would happen while I did it.  I woke up later and was told what occurred.  The water from that fountain is an amazing tool.  I brought some back with me, and I think you may want to set up a way to bring kegs of it back to the city.”
              He went on to describe how the Guard troops had been left behind when the camp moved, and how Lewis had healed while the others practiced fencing, leading up to the arrival of the replacement troops along with the ingenairii seeking him, and the subsequent flight back to the city.
              “So you kept up your fencing exercises with the guards there?  Good for you!” Inga exclaimed proudly.  “How were you doing?” she asked with professional interest.
              “Lampe was the best swordsman there, and he said I was doing well for someone with as little practice as I had,” Alec admitted.  “He agreed with you that I was too defensive in style.”  Alec paused, recollecting how that knowledge had caused him to fight aggressively yesterday morning in the fatal battle with the ingenaire.  Alec went on with his story then, telling of his flight with Lampe and the fatal ending to the pursuit.
              Inga asked for a detailed description of the battle, and Alec complied.  “You mean he used ingenaire’s flame against your weapon?  What kind of scruples does such a man have?” she asked indignantly.
              Ryder shared her indignation a minute later when Alec described how the ingenaire had broken his vow to fight with swords only when Alec went on the offensive.  “That one had no principles.  He was a disgrace.  How Merle puts up with such behavior is beyond me.”
              “Belman, the ingenaire I fought, told me he was sent by Fallion, an ingenaire from Oyster Bay.  I don’t think Merle was even aware this was going on,” Alec said in defense of Merle.
              “So you tricked him by pretending to use your right hand?  Very sound thinking, provided you don’t wait too long to switch hands,” Inga commented on the battle.
              “When I did switch to the left hand I remembered that you and Lampe said to be aggressive, and since I thought there was only a minute until he used magic again, I went at him hard.  That’s when he panicked and tried to use magic to kill me.
              “I didn’t plan to absorb his power when he attacked.  That was just self-preservation.  Then the power just exploded out of me without control.  It burned everything in the area to ashes.
              “After that, the only thing I could do was come back here.”
              They both looked at him soberly.  Ryder broke the silence.  “Alec you’re a different man from the boy we met just weeks ago.  You’re doing some great things, some so great they frighten me.
              “But you have done nothing wrong – everything you’ve described was the right thing to do.  Go home tonight to sleep, and tomorrow I’ll send Ellison to bring you back here when there’s a chance to talk to the Duke and Merle.  I’ll tell the Duke the bones of your story, but he and Merle need to hear it all and decide how we put a stop to these dangerous ingenairii running amok.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 32 – Learning the Ingenairii Factions
              Alec left and strode through the streets of the city to Baker Street, until he walked into the shop.  As he rounded the corner and saw the green shutters, he felt a wave of comfort wash over him.  Leah cried in relief when he entered the dining room where the three women were sitting.
              “Alec, thank God you’re alive!  Ellison told us you had healed Lewis but fallen ill yourself, only to recover.  But nothing is better than seeing you back here with us,” Leah said.  Her pregnancy made her stand with difficulty before she came over to hug him fiercely.
              “I’m completely healed,” Alec assured her, at least physically, he added to himself.  “I’m surprised Ellison came here just to pass along reports about me,” he added.
              “Well, there may have been more to it than that,” Leah said with a significant glance towards Ellen, who blushed and practically giggled.
              Alec recollected the way Ellison had gone out of his way to play with Ellen’s daughter, Hannah, and drew the mental connection.  “I hope we’ll see Ellison again tomorrow before I go back to visit the Guard,” Alec told them, while he wondered if the colonel knew about the growing attachment of Ellison to Ellen when he had picked him to fetch Alec.
              “I’m exhausted after traveling all day,” he admitted.  “Although it’s wonderful to see you all, I’m going to put some things away and go to bed.”
              The women agreed it was time to turn in for the night, closed up and also prepared to retire.  As Alec and Leah lay in their room, Alec told her some of the general news of his trip, that Lewis was healed, and that he had been disliked by the ingenairii for using their powers to heal him.  He did not unburden himself of the gorier details however.
              When Alec awoke the next morning he found the sun well up in the sky and the women below already engaged in the daily routines of the household.  Leah was treating common ailments for a few local patients who had complaints, and Alec joined her at that, after eating some fruit and bread for breakfast.
              He took the water he had brought from the monolith’s fountain, and gave a cupful to each of the women in the household.  “What do you think of that?” he asked them, without telling them anything about it.
              “It feels very refreshing.  I feel better for having had it,” Leah commented.  A little later she added, “Alec, my morning nausea has passed away since you gave me that water.  What is special about it?”
              “It came from a special spring the soldiers thought had healing powers,” Alec told her truthfully, without telling the whole truth.  “I’ve got a little bit of it left if you want to use it for yourself or for the patients.”
              He received Ellison’s visit around mid-morning, later than he expected, but he was not surprised to see Ellen and Hannah also greet their visitor.  Alec had nothing particular to take with him to the palace, so he promised Leah to be back before evening, then left.  Ellison took him in through the main gate of the palace instead of the secret Guard tunnel, and they were shown into the official palace instead of going to the Guard’s sector.
              In a large meeting room Ellison told Alec to wait, and that he’d see the others in a little bit.  Only a minute after the guard left, another door opened, and in walked Colonel Ryder, Merle the court ingenaire, and the Duke.  “Healer, I’m delighted to see you back with us,” the Duke told him in a sincere voice.  “I understand you have some things to tell us about your adventure.”
              “Alec, I’m also very happy to see you here, and I regret that you have faced some challenges you shouldn’t have,” Merle added, with a note of fierceness in his tone.  “I hope we can clear up some matters and relieve you of these pointless issues soon.”  Alec looked forward to a private chance to talk with Merle about many things, including his note about Aristotle.
              “Alec, tell the Duke and the ingenaire the pertinent parts of your story, as you told Inga and me last night,” Colonel Ryder instructed.
              Alec launched into an edited version of his story, focusing mostly on the healing of Captain Lewis, the creation of the monolith fountain, and the battle with the ingenaire Belman.  Both the ingenaire and the Duke asked questions throughout, expressing astonishment at the surgery that saved the captain and the creation of the fountain, and revulsion at the behavior of the ingenairii that pursued him.
              Merle asked several questions about how he had handled the power he received from the ingenairii on both occasions it happened, as well as what he was thinking when he released in each time.  “These are matters that you and I can discuss in length later.  There’s no reason to delay this meeting with all these questions, I suppose,” he finally cut himself off.
              “Ingenaire, what has happened that caused this disturbing behavior by your craft, and what can we do to put an end to it?” the Duke turned to Merle and asked.
              “I believe that I can put a stop to this.  Let me explain what has happened, and I have to go into the unseemly internal strife among the ingenairii to do that.
              “The ingenairii are like everyone else and prefer not to have their secrets aired in public view, so please respect that, and understand that it happens among ingenairii just as it does everywhere.
              “The ingenairii believe that the king will soon die without an heir.  That is accepted by all.  Some have looked at his weakness due to his age and the lack of an heir, and have exploited it to act more independently than in the past.  These ingenairii are increasing their involvement in many facets of the kingdom’s activities.  I am in agreement with these ingenairii and their plans to make us better participants in society.  Sending ingenairii to build your road is an example of the good things we can do.
              “Other ingenairii believe we should simply cling to our old ways of remaining a relatively small, isolated group that essentially only does the King’s bidding.  These are probably the smallest group, and least influential.
              “A third group believes that ingenairii should step into the royal power void and take advantage of our power to make many decisions for the kingdom.  They are looking to make a change in our society for the sake of gaining power, not because they believe there is more to be done by ingenairii among the people.  They don’t see any reason to make changes in how we act; building roads for example, or healing people,” he added with a nod towards Alec, “are not in their plans.
              “As a court ingenaire, I have considerable latitude, and was able to assign three of my junior ingenairii to help your expedition that is moving up river.  One of those assigned is Benjamin, a junior acolyte of considerable promise, but one who in his time at the capitol fell into line with the power-hungry faction of the ingenairii, led by the ingenaire Fallion, whose name you heard.
              “When the time is right, I shall put your case to my colleagues on the council with whom I am in sympathy, and ask them to support your cause and force Fallion to cease his actions against you.  I have hope that they will succeed in an official council action, or at least in some unofficial agreement.  That faction that seeks power includes those who are most interested in exploring and battling the lacerta threat that is coming from Walnut Creek, and my support for their warmongering should make them more willing to listen to me on this matter.
              “It helps that I believe their fear of the lacertii is correct, although they want to battle to save a kingdom they expect to inherit, and my motives are less self-interested.
              “So I think we can deal to put an end to this harassment.  But we mustn’t let them know that you fought and killed their champion, Belman, or their rage will be impossible to overcome.
              “I am also going to appeal to the strongest ingenaire in the land, who has recently returned to take the leadership of the council.  He will personally support my position, and more importantly in this case, he will support Alec personally, since they are long time friends.”
              “Alec has been consorting with powerful ingenairii?” the Duke asked with considerable surprise, looking from Merle to Alec and back.
              “He has, although he may not have thought of it in such a manner.  He spent much time with our greatest ingenaire while that man was traveling incognito with a caravan.  You’ve probably heard of Aristotle, who has returned from an unexpectedly perilous journey and is now rallying the ingenairii and the court to prepare to go to war against the lacertii.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 33 – A Captain and Ingenaire
              Alec’s astonishment knew no bounds at the nuggets of news that Merle tied together.  He was incredulous at the notion that the caravan magician he had known simply as Ari, usually performing simple feats at carnival stops across the kingdom, was a powerful leader, the most powerful leader of the ingenairii.
              “You mean the leader of the ingenairii just walked away and went on a caravan journey for a year?” he asked with doubt in his voice, expressing the reservations the others in the room felt.
              “He is the most senior and the most powerful of the ingenairii in the land today, and the most influential too, but he was not exactly our leader before he left.  He could have been, but he preferred not to sit in that chair.  That’s not unusual; the powerful nature of ingenairii and their fierce independence has meant that we often have no true leader for the council.  When there’s no emergency or great issue to deal with, that doesn’t really pose a problem, and it hasn’t for decades.
              “Aristotle believes the issue of the lacertii requires strong leadership, and so has stepped up and assumed limited powers.
              “All of which is beside the point.  I expect Aristotle will exercise his influence to protect Alec in some fashion.  Alec, this is something I will talk to you about after our meeting here.”
              “Your words please me, Merle,” the Duke spoke up.  “This young man has become very dear to me for the services he has provided during his short stay in Goldenfields.  I’m also pleased to hear you state that the ingenairii are likely to come to battle with the lacertii.  I would almost have preferred that you tell me the ingenairii had dismissed them as an untrue fable, but short of that, having the ingenairii on our side is a powerful comfort.
              “It also helps explain why you were so willing to help us construct this road that will allow armies to move closer to the lacertii strongholds in the mountains.  But for the moment, I think we’ve had enough talk of these matters.  Colonel, will you call the Guards?” the Duke said as he stood up.
              The colonel went to the door and opened it, which allow the entrance of eleven Guardsmen in full uniform, who silently formed two columns leading to the Duke, with Colonel Ryder taking a spot, across from Inga, Alec realized, to make their number twelve.  Their sudden appearance in the middle of this audience baffled him.
              “Alec, for your services to the duchy, the Guard, and myself, I wish to recognize and honor you.  Please step between the Guardsmen drawn up here,” the Duke said.
              As Alec approached him the Duke drew out a sword.  “This weapon has been prepared specifically for you, and bears the marking of an officer of the Duke’s guard. As such, I hereby name you a Captain of the Guard, in charge of the medical corps, with all the rights and responsibilities that attach to that office.  Your name shall be read to the assembled Guardsmen at the next regimental gathering.
              “You shall draw a captain’s pay, and otherwise receive the privileges that go with your rank.”  The Duke took the sword and presented it to Alec, who immediately heard the cheers of the Guardsmen thunder in the room.
              “You will not have to be present in the Guards’ quarters everyday Alec, given your peculiar situation and the uniqueness of the skills you bring.  I do expect that you will train and improve medics for the Guard, so that our men and women will be able to count on the best medical treatment they can find if they happen to need it.”
              The Duke dismissed the other Guards, so that only a two man escort, along with Ryder, Merle, and now Inga remained in the room.
              “Very well.  I think my part here is finished this morning.  I understand that each of you have some conversations you wish to hold with the Captain here, so please carry on.  Merle, I expect you will carry out the actions you promised, and report to me on how they proceed,” the leader of Goldenfields said before he left the room with his escort.
              As soon as the Duke was out of the room, Inga hugged the befuddled new captain.  “When I found out that the Duke ordered the Colonel to prepare this, I demanded to be part of the ceremony!  Alec, I am so proud of you, and very pleased for the Guard.
              “You’ll be able to resume your daily sword training now, won’t you?  I’ll expect you at first light tomorrow,” she said, and then added with a crooked smile, “sir.”  With that she too left the room.
              “I’ll be brief, and then gone.  Alec, last night you mentioned the value of bringing some of your miraculous fountain water back to the city.  The Duke believes that it would be a valuable trading opportunity for the Duchy to be able to sell throughout the Dominion if this water is all that you believe that it is, and I don’t doubt you,” Colonel Ryder said.  “He’d like for you to discuss this with your trader friend Natha, and tell him that a three-way partnership of the Duke, Natha, and you would receive official recognition as the only authorized distributor of the water.
              “Let me know if Natha would like to discuss such an arrangement, and the court officials will draw up a proposal,” the Colonel said, and then he too left.
              “Alec, do you have time to talk with me, or do you need to go attend your fountain of profits?” Merle asked him as they were left alone in the chamber.  The ingenaire saw that the reference to riches brought an uncertain look on the young healer’s face.  “Your fountain water is apparently miraculously healthful for those who drink it or wash with it, I’m told.  Captain Abraham has already detailed a squad to regularly deliver a wagonload of barrels to the expedition’s current camping place.”
              “If you and the Duke and Natha are about to establish a monopoly on the sale of such water throughout the Dominion, you are going to become a very rich young Guard officer,” Merle explained.  “And that’s what you’ve done after being with us only a few weeks.  I look forward to seeing your next step.
              “Be that as it may, you apparently aren’t ready to go racing off to Natha this second to secure your wealth, so come with me to my suite of rooms here in the palace, and let’s talk about some important matters.”
              Although his head was whirling from all that had just happened, Alec was intrigued by the notion of seeing the ingenaire’s rooms, though now more intrigued by the notion that the colonel had just offered to make him rich, if he wanted it.  For an instant he wondered if he would hold riches enough to become an eligible suitor of Natalie, provided he could get to Oyster Bay and find her.  Then he stopped; he suspected that a lack of riches was not the reason he and Natalie were not to be a couple.  He considered how little he had done to follow and protect Natalie, or to go visit Aristotle, for that matter.  Maybe he wasn’t as deeply in love with the dancing girl as he thought, he speculated, not knowing how deep or shallow youthful infatuations could be.
              Deep in his speculation, Alec followed as Merle led the way to his rooms, located at the opposite end of the island from the Guard’s facilities.
              From the elegant ducal halls of the palace they descended down stairs and traveled along a passage lit by a lantern.  When Merle opened the door, they entered a room with an enormously high ceiling, lit by windows near the top.  They traveled through several such rooms, the latter two of which were filled with fascinating objects, to come to what was apparently Merle’s own room, lit by the same high windows, but also incorporating a window at a normal level, except that outside the glass were the murky green waters of the river flowing past the island.
              “One of my predecessors was a water ingenaire, and he wanted to be able to see his element.  It’s rather ingenious I think, though I’m not a water ingenaire, but I enjoy seeing it.  Some fascinating things occasionally pass by,” he commented in an offhand voice.
              “Nothing as fascinating as you though, Alec.  There is an element of destiny around you, I think, showing up and experiencing the things that you do, and producing the changes in fortunes that you cavalierly happen to make in passing.  I’m going to go back through the old prophecies to look you up, because I expect we were told we’d have you around for some key events in our lives.”
              Alec felt stunned by the notion that he would be an item in prophecy.  “That’s hard to imagine,” he protested.  “I’ve just done what the things around me made me do.  Healing Annalea because she screamed when I walked by, healing the Duke, those are things I couldn’t have planned,” he protested, not mentioning his discovery of the sacred cave that had made all of it possible.
              “You didn’t plan it, but perhaps the Lord has Alec.  I didn’t invite you here to quibble over destiny.  I’ll mention the question in my letter to Aristotle, to see what he says.  He’s usually far ahead of me in these things.
              “I thought I should give you a chance to ask any questions you have about ingenairii and the powers of an ingenaire before I ask you anything.  You have been drawn into the world of our powers it seems, and I want to discover and better understand some of the things you’ve done, because a month ago most ingenairii would have said they were impossible.”
              Alec sat in silence, not knowing what to ask.
              “Very well, perhaps I can start us off,” Merle said dryly.  “Ingenairii are born not made.  Some people have the ability to call upon power from within themselves, and exercise it.  Only a small percentage of people seem to have the ability, and not all of them are recognized and trained, I believe.  Ingenairii have for centuries tried to teach this ability to people who seem like they are perfectly suited to practice the arts, but those efforts turn out to be incapable of creating the least glimmer of ability.  Incidentally, in the past we have even tried to transfer power to such people to try to give them a push up to ingenaire; in every case, the person has died, until you came along.
              “When people are able to practice the magic of the ingenairii, they fall into one of ten schools,” Merle hesitated a minute.  “Actually, there are more schools known, but some of them have had no practitioners for centuries.  Metal, light, fire, stone, earth, water, spirit, air, plant and warriors you may have heard of.  There have been sound and time ingenairii, but none in so long that we only know the myths.  There have also been healer ingenairii, Alec, able to heal through their powers, but none in at least six hundred years.
              “There are some rare ingenairii, less than three in a hundred, who can master more than one form of magic.  Your friend Aristotle has mastered four of the powers, more than anyone we know of in history.
              “Ingenairii go through training to learn to call upon and control their powers.  When their training is done and they are declared competent, they are usually assigned a duty.  They also find a mark that grows upon them,” he lifted his sleeve to show a cross transposed upon a heart, like a drawing upon his skin.  “An ingenaire may remain in court at Oyster Bay and serve a great deal, or very little, or an ingenaire may be assigned out into the world, as in my case with the assignment to the Duke’s court,” Merle continued.  “Or one may simply choose to act as a free agent, more or less, and take on such duties in the world as they find rewarding.”
              Alec felt a question form in his mind.  “Am I considered a ingenaire because I used another ingenaire’s power?”  He both longed for and feared an answer.
              “I think that many of us would say yes.  It’s a rare ability; I think I read about it in a few cases in history.  Accepting power from another ingenaire is very difficult for a ingenaire to do, because the tone is so different from person to person that we are incompatible; a non-ingenaire accepting power is unthinkable.  It would be like forcing oil and water to mix in the middle of a furnace.
              “I know of no one has ever been able to outright take power from another ingenaire, as you did with Belman.  That’s part of why I counseled that we keep that quiet.  Not only did you kill a follower of a strong and vengeful ingenaire, but you did it with an ability that no ingenaire has ever heard of before,” Merle answered.
              “You haven’t felt a mark develop anywhere, have you?” the bearded man asked.  “There’s a moment of pain involved when a person exercises their fullest powers, and the mark erupts.”
              Alec shook his head no, and lifted his sleeves to confirm.  There was no blemish on either arm.
              “Aristotle has told me about your visit to the sacred cave, and how you received abilities from that.  You are truly blessed for that experience.  But I am convinced that the cave did not make you an ingenaire.  I think it was something born into you and the healer ability has been laid on top of that power.”
              “There are legends of five mysterious holy sites, stories that have been forgotten by most people, but your visit gives them credit.  And it’s a credit to you that you’ve kept that as secret as you wisely have.  Does anyone here know about that experience?”
              “I told some of the church leaders at the cathedral,” Alec admitted.
              Merle paused and thought about that.  “Who did you tell, and how did they react?”
              “The bishop, a priest, and two cardinals were there.  The priest was one of the ones who prayed for the Duke’s healing; he’s the one who recognized me when I went to service.  They seemed to believe and be touched by the story.  One of them started to cry.  They vowed to keep it secret.”
              “That was the same day I was fitted for this beauty,” Alec said, holding up his new sword.  His mind momentarily wandered as he realized how much he was looking forward to trying it out in practice with Inga.
              “Well, we’ll see how that goes.  The cardinals will go back to Oyster Bay, and your story may eventually spread there.  That’s beyond our control.  But Alec, I will have some influence with Benjamin, if he survives his time in the camp.  However, we need to come up with plans to help you survive if I fail or Aristotle doesn’t act in time.
              “Can you come back in two days and let me formally test you for potential ingenaire powers?  I know what the answer will be, but we need to go through the formality of a test so that if we need to use that as part of your defense we can,” Merle said, leaving some ambiguity in his meaning.  “If you are declared an ingenaire, no charges can be filed against you for being a non-ingenaire using our powers.”
              Alec thought about it.  “I’m not sure I want to be a ingenaire, other than to heal people,” he said cautiously.
              “You’ve passed a test in a different sense just by saying that,” Merle said.  “A hunger for the power is a dangerous thing.  I’m glad we don’t have to worry about that with you.
              “Run along to see Natha and grow rich.  But be sure to come back here two days hence for some testing to help protect your future.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 34 – Merle’s Test
              Alec left the lair of the ingenaire and wandered through the palace, trying to find his way out from the unfamiliar rooms.  Eventually he found open sky and the bridge back to the mainland of Goldenfields.  He walked to the printers’ street, and went into the shop of Rand the printer.  Inside he asked to speak to Annalea, Rand’s wife.
              She came out to the front of the shop and saw who it was.  “Angel!  What a great surprise to see you today.  It’s been a long time.  Are you all right?  You look somehow different.  I don’t know if you look tired or older or both,” she said.
              “Annalea, I’m glad to see you looking as lovely as ever.  I’m just tired from a recent journey.  How is your family?  Is your sister-in-law still expecting?” he replied.
              They chatted about their families for several minutes, until Alec stated his purpose for visiting.  “I’d like to talk to your father about a business question.  Can you ask him to come to my shop or to drop me a note about meeting him sometime soon so that I can explain it?”
              “For you he’d come this instant.  I am expecting mother to stop in this evening, so I will pass your request along through her,” Annie replied.  “Would you like to join us for dinner?”
              “Thank you Annalea, but not tonight.  I’ve been away and just want to eat at home tonight, but please tell your mother again how much I appreciate all her guidance,” Alec replied, sincerely feeling affection for both Annalea and her mother, Helen.  “Thanks Annie.  You’re looking great,” he said as he left the shop, feeling satisfied to have taken the first steps on this unexpected mission.
              Alec wasn’t sure what to think about the notion of growing rich.  He didn’t know anything about business to know how profits were made or lost, but he knew that the water from his spring would be popular, as he thought about all the patients who came into his shop for simple remedies for the minor aches they suffered.
              As he walked through the city he thought of Natalie, still able to remember the details of her face, the rhythm of her walk, the phrases in her speech.  He knew that he had already waited too long to go in search of her; he felt it in his heart, and he searched for an answer to whether it was simply circumstances and luck that kept him from pursuing the girl, or whether he feared being rejected as a suitor.  Worst of all, he wondered again if her time away from him had diminished her affection for him, as he sensed it had reduced her allure for him.  He realized that he was much changed from the carnival stablehand she had known, perhaps changed in ways she would not like.
              By late afternoon Alec had mused and walked back to his shop.  He told Leah that the Duke had made him an honorary captain in the Guard, and that they had talked about a business partnership with Natha to sell the spring water from the fountain up the river.  He still did not tell her about how complicated his relationships with the world of the ingenairii had become.  He felt reluctant to drag those details into the simpler life he wanted to establish in their comfortable healer shop.
              “Merle has been in communications with Ari,” he later told her.  “Ari is alive and well and is an important ingenaire in the councils of their society.  Merle thinks he may be able to put an end to their unhappiness with me because I used their powers.”  He hoped that a simple peace would be established and no further talk about the matter would have to happen.  ‘Merle did ask me to come back in two days to have tests on whether I have the power to become an ingenaire.”
              “Alec, do you want to become a ingenaire?” Leah asked him.
              “No, or maybe yes.  I don’t really, although Merle did say there used to be healer ingenairii.  I didn’t ask him what exactly they did, but the idea of being able to magically heal people is something that sounds, I’m not sure if it’s intriguing or fascinating or desirable, but it does make me think about it.  It sounds like what I’m doing now anyway, to be truthful!”  He knew that he had failed to fully explain the conflicting emotions he felt about possibly becoming an ingenaire.
              “That reminds me,” he changed subjects, “I’m supposed to help train the medics for the Guard as part of my duties as captain.  I don’t need to go there every day, but I do want to make them better prepared to treat their fellow Guardsmen when they need it.”
              He thought for a moment about the supplies he might want to equip the medics with.  “Leah, I may need to go out hunting for medical supplies for the Guard.  How are our supplies here?  I haven’t thought about it in a long time.  Have you been dispensing cures on a pretty regular basis?”
              Together they walked down to the storage room to look through the items and materials they had.  Leah talked about the number of this and that cure or powder or lotion she was likely to sell in any particular week, and they calculated which ones were going to run short when, as well as discussing alternatives that could be given with different ingredients for some complaints.
              The two partners returned upstairs, and Alec was struck by how slowly Leah now moved as her pregnancy grew.  He looked at her with his health vision, judging where she might have aches he could treat.  He decided that a back massage would help as much as anything, and offered her one that she gratefully accepted.  He also was disquieted by some potential problems that her delivery might entail, but he knew of nothing he could do to correct them.  He remained silent about that nagging doubt.
              The next day Alec awoke early and went to the palace to resume his training with Inga.  He took along his new sword, eager to test it to see if the custom design felt as comfortable as he hoped.  Inga looked at his sword.  “Really, for training like this you shouldn’t use such a fine weapon.  Why nick the blade unnecessarily?  But since it’s your first time to test it, I think we’ll watch how you swing it.  I can’t talk you out of using it anyway, can I?” she asked as Alec grinned.
              They donned their protective gear, and began the usual progression of exercises.  Alec felt the sword respond to the flick of his wrist with ease, and it seemed to turn and parry faster than any other blade he’d used.  As the forms and exercises grew more complex, he grew more confident in the rightness of the weapon for him.  He concentrated all his attention on what he was doing with the blade, and lost touch with everything else in the room around him but himself and his blade, and Inga and her blade.  The metal in his hand seemed to focus him on its actions and reactions.
              Abruptly, Inga called a stop.  “Alec, you’re doing very well this morning.  You could pass for a new member of the Guard.  I think part of it may be your new blade, part of it is the training you had up the river, but part of it is within you as well, and the way you’re concentrating.  Let’s try two out of three and call it a morning.  I may ask other members of the Duke’s Bodyguard to start practicing with you as well so that they can learn to feel comfortable against a left-handed sword, and so that you grow used to seeing different styles of work.”
              When they finished Inga told Alec to clean and sharpen his blade, and not to bring it more than once a fortnight for practice.  They said farewell and went their ways, Alec returning to his shop.
              Shortly after he returned, a carriage arrived at their shop, and Natha entered their waiting room.  “Alec, it’s good to see you again.  It’s some time since we got together; Helen sends her love by the way.  I understand from Annie that you wanted to talk to me about business?” he said with a raised eyebrow.
              Alec took him to a private room, then excused himself and went to pour a small cup of his healing fountain water for Natha, and brought it back to him.  “I’ve gone up river to treat Captain Lewis of the Guard these past few days,” he explained.  “It was why I wasn’t able to see your daughter-in-law about her pregnancy.
              “While I was up there I worked with some ingenairii to use their magic to help heal Lewis, and when that was done, there was extra magic left over, which I really can’t explain easily, but there was.  That extra power created a new spring, and the water from the spring has healing powers that are very comforting.  To make a long story short, here’s a cup of it, that I think you should try.”
              Natha looked at the cup of water.  “You’re telling me that this is a magic elixir that comes from a spring?”
              “Well, yes, I suppose that’s a way to put it.  I started using the water to help treat Lewis’s injury, and the men in the army forces there use it to treat small hurts like tooth aches, twisted ankles, and the like,” Alec agreed.  “The duke has asked if you would like to have an exclusive right to sell this water throughout the kingdom, in a partnership with himself and me.”
              Natha picked up the cup, looking at the water closely, sniffing it, and then finally tasted it.  “It refreshes one, doesn’t it?” he commented.  He took another sip, his businessman’s mind twisting the idea around.  “It seems hard to imagine that anyone would pay money just to buy water to drink,” he commented.  “There’s water at every well for free.”
              “But you’re saying this is more than water to drink, that this is a remedy for any little ailment or ache or complaint.  I know I hear people talk about this or that little problem every day.  There would be a market for it, especially if it works.  You’re sure it works right?”
              “I used it and I believe it does work,” Alec replied.
              “Tell the duke to send me a proposed contract,” Natha said, having made a decision.  “Give me an idea of how to go fetch a batch of this water so that I can see how well it sells.  I’ll have Tarkas send a couple of wagon teams up the road to draw a few barrels that we can ship around to test, and we’ll go from there,” Natha rose to go.  “Alec, I look forward to working with you,” he looked at the empty water mug.  “I think it will succeed.  You’re giving business a bad name you know?”  he added.  “You didn’t haggle or bargain or try to get the best advantage possible – you were supposed to negotiate for three or four weeks!  We’ll have to train you better after you finish learning all your other roles!” 
              After Natha left the shop Alec helped Leah treat the patients, and then went to the market to see what medical supplies he could find.  When he returned that afternoon, he told Leah that he expected to go browsing in the woods for supplies later in the week to fill the empty pockets in his supply bag.
              On the following day he left in the morning to go to fencing practice and then to see Merle for his test of ingenaire ability.  Using a regular practice blade, and unable to overcome the distraction of talking to the ingenaire, Alec did not perform as well as the day before, which he and Inga both noticed.
              “I’m sorry to be distracted; I’m going to be tested for ingenaire powers,” he confessed to Inga as they finished.
              She scrutinized him with expressionless eyes.  “Alec, you are the greatest healer in the land.  You are becoming a good swordsman, and I’ll admit you have the potential to become a very good one.  You are high in the favor of the Duke.  Besides all that you’re still quite young, and you’re good-looking as well.  With all that going for you, you don’t need to mess up your life by becoming an ingenaire,” she lectured.  “Drop this idea.  Stay here with us, learn our ways and live the Guard life.”
              “Being an ingenaire will set you apart from everyone else.  No one is friends with an ingenaire except other ingenairii.  You’ll be treated with respect, but not trusted,” she earnestly told him.
              “The only way I can get them to stop chasing after me is to pass their own test and become one of them,” he explained.  “Merle tells me the chances of them continuing to chase me will diminish if I can say that I am an ingenaire, and that being an ingenaire is how I handled their powers when I healed Lewis.”
              Inga’s eyes softened.  “I will never forget that you healed Lewis, and I will always be your friend.  I know you went there and got into all this trouble because I asked, and I am so thankful.  But I still wish you would not step onto this path.  You will be seduced into becoming one of them and nothing will ever be exactly the same again.  That’s my advice as a friend, but I understand you have to do what you believe is right.”  She finished cleaning and racking her weapons, turned and looked at him over her shoulder, then left him alone in the room as he finished putting his blade away.
              Troubled, Alec found his way to the ingenaire’s section of the palace, and knocked on the door of the outermost room.  A moment later a young man only slightly older in appearance than Alec himself, someone he’d never seen around the palace before, opened the door.  “My name is Alec, and I am here to see Merle the ingenaire,” he announced.
              “Has my master asked you to come visit?” the youth asked politely.
              “Yes, he did, two days ago, when he invited me here to see him,” Alec replied, feeling so nervous now that he answered with more information than he knew he needed to.
              “Please wait here in this room.  I apologize for the activity, but there are lessons for the students going on,” the slender boy replied, and let him into the room.
              While Alec stood near the door and waited he observed several youths in the room.  Almost all were older than him, and about half appeared to be studying texts and objects alone, while the rest were gathered in a small group where the two oldest appeared to be instructing the younger ones.  He didn’t recognize any of them from around the palace, and reflected on Inga’s inference that the ingenairii were not friends with anyone but other ingenairii.
              A few minutes later Merle appeared, receiving a chorus of greetings from the students as he entered the room.  “Thank you for coming Alec.  You’ve had a chance to see our classes of aspiring young ingenairii,” Merle said as he led him back to the chamber with the window under water.  “Usually we have a few more here, but as you know I’ve sent three to the river road expedition, and we’ve just sent a couple from here to Oyster Bay so that they can complete their training there.”
              “Does every court have such a school for ingenairii?” Alec asked, unaware that so many ingenairii might be in training at any place in the Dominion.
              “No, this is the only one besides Oyster Bay.  I want to help select and shape the next generation of ingenairii, so I go out of my way to foster the right sort of people to serve.  The council conservatives are not happy that I’ve developed this arrangement, so they sent Benjamin to keep an eye on me, but as you know, I managed to assign him elsewhere for a while.  Given the size and power of Goldenfields, and the support of our influential Duke though, they cannot stop me from continuing.”
              “Now, Alec,” Merle changed subjects as they took seats in his chamber.  “I want to try one simple test on you, and then depending on that we may need more, but it really won’t take very long – an hour at most.  Relax and rest and let me prepare the items we need to use.”
              “Come over here with me,” the ingenaire told the healer a few minutes later, where he stood next to an enormously large glass globe, at least three feet in diameter.  “Look into the globe, place your hand on it, and let your mind go as blank as you can, then think about ingenairii when you feel relaxed.  Let me know when you’re thinking about the power.”
              “What do you want me to think about ingenairii?” Alec asked for clarification.
              “Whatever you perceive to be our power or purpose, and however you interpret the power,” Merle replied.
              Alec looked at the globe, which seemed crystal clear in its outer regions, but cloudy in the center.  Merle’s evasive answer slightly irritated him, and he tried to relax his mind, letting it wander over mundane topics like finding medical supplies and treating simple maladies for patients.  At last he felt as relaxed as he could.  “I’m going to think about ingenaire abilities now,” he announced.
              As Merle moved closer to him Alec stared into that cloudy center of the globe.  He realized that the white mistiness in the center was not simply the still glass in the center, but that it was moving like a fog creeping across the ground from a pond in autumn.  He watched the fog, mesmerized by the patterns of advancing and receding that developed, like waves washing up on shore as the tide came in.
              All at once Alec realized that he had seen something in the fog, but hadn’t paid attention to it.  He focused harder on the center of the fog, ignoring its patterns to try to recognize what sat in the center.  Suddenly the fog seemed to be sucked into the center, which grew brighter while the outsides of the globe dimmed, focusing his attention on the object in the center.
              “Let me know when you start to see a moving cloud in the glass,” Merle gently spoke up.
              “I already see some fog, but it is disappearing, and something else is developing,” Alec replied absently, trying to discern what he saw.
              The dark shadow in the center devolved into three parts, two smaller objects on either side of a larger one in the center.  Alec felt a tugging inside his mind, as if some part of him were being pulled into the crystal ball.
              The middle spot became a caduceus, two serpents twined around a winged staff, outlined in a thin blue halo.  Meanwhile, the object on the right became a sword, and stayed fixed in that form, turning ever so slightly to reveal all sides, glinting with reflected light.  Alec recognized that it was the very sword he’d been given by the Duke, his officer’s blade in the Guard.  On the left the object suddenly snapped into shape, drawing Alec’s breath in a sharp gasp as it drew his attention.  It was his savior being crucified on a cross, under a darkened sky.
              “Why did you do that?  Have you seen something?” Merle asked intensely.
              “I’m watching three images,” Alec told him.
              “If they are clearly defined, and if you have them fixed in your mind, so that you can describe them to me, then you can step away from the globe,” the ingenaire gently said to him.
              Alec stood a minute longer, looking at the crucifixion, agonizing in the pain he witnessed.  He lifted his hand from the glass and forced his face up, away from the ball, and as he did so, a fourth image began to develop above the central vision.  He tried to look at it, but all the sights in the crystal were swept up by the suddenly re-appearing fog, and then all was gone.
              The two sat down in chairs.  “Tell me everything you saw, and how long the sights were visible,” Merle instructed.
              “When I first looked in the globe I could tell it was cloudy in the center, and then as I tried to relax I realized it was actually moving fog.  I realized there was something inside the fog; it was starting to define itself and the rest of the globe darkened, just about when you spoke to me the first time.”
              “The shape in the middle split into three parts.  The center one was the largest, and it was a wand, with wings at the top, and there were two serpents that wrapped around it from bottom to top.  That one had a slight glow around it, like a blue halo.  On the right hand side I saw the sword that the Duke presented to me, and on the left I saw Jesus being crucified.  Then as I was finishing a fourth image started to appear on the top, but I never saw what it was,” he concluded.
              Merle sat quietly for a moment with his eyes closed, a look of intent concentration evident.  “Were all the images clear?  Did they stay clear constantly?  Did they ever change places?” he asked a series of questions slowly, waiting for each answer that Alec dutifully gave.
              “Alec, we are done testing you today.  This first test alone shows that you have the potential to become an ingenaire.  We would have used other, subtler tests only if you had seen a clear glass globe.  Once you saw the cloud, you were confirmed, and when you saw those images, we learned what type of ingenaire you will be, if you want to be.  In fact, I think we learned that you already are developing the abilities of an ingenaire.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 35 – Merle’s Proposal
              Alec tried to take Merle’s pronouncement in stride.  He failed.  After a moment of silence, Alec said to Merle, “How can it be that I’m an ingenaire?  I’ve taken on power from others twice, but I’ve never generated or created any power.”
              “Perhaps that’s what you believe, but your images tell the truth to be otherwise,” Merle calmly replied.  “I’ll admit that I’m surprised too, but then again, I’m not.”
              “Alec, I think the image of the caduceus indicated the potential to be a healer ingenaire.  I’m pretty sure of that but I’ll need to research the images.  I told you there are houses of ingenairii that are empty – the healer house has been one of those for a long time.  But the fact that you saw the blue halo surrounding the healing symbol means that it is already an active power you can exercise.”
              “That alone would mark you as a very remarkable ingenaire in-training, but you have two other symbols in addition.  Those mean you can be an ingenaire in two other houses as well.  You could master the power of three houses Alec, which would make you one of the very top ingenairii if you gain sufficient power in your disciplines.  That fourth image that didn’t develop intrigues me as well, but regardless of it, you are a power in waiting.
              “The sword shows that you can be a warrior ingenaire.  There aren’t many of them, and some of those aren’t very savory in my eyes, but they carry a lot of clout in our world.  Their services are in great demand among the princes, dukes, and other rulers,” Merle explained.
              “The crucifixion shows that you can be a spiritual ingenaire, able to commune with God’s will, and it consequently means you may be able to sense the honesty and feelings of others, or perhaps interpret the signs that he places in this world.  We have some spiritual ingenairii, but many of them are a very introspective group.  They usually seek personal ecstasy in God instead of going forth into the world.  The practical aspects of spiritual ingenairii are that they can bring counsel and comfort to those who are troubled, they can interpret the souls of others, and can discern truth in those they examine.  Their introspection is precisely the opposite of the aggressive seeking of the warriors.  You’re going to be a young man torn in two if you follow both paths fervently!”
              “And your mysterious fourth symbol…the one that didn’t form, well, I don’t know what it means.  Time will tell, I suppose.  I’ve never heard of such a manifestation,” Merle finished.
              “But I don’t have a mark to show I’m an ingenaire,” Alec protested, again raising his sleeves.
              “Your mark is yet to come. You haven’t fully used your powers to the greatest extent possible,” Merle surmised.  “You have only begun to exercise them without really stretching your abilities.”
              Alec tried to consider the future.  Merle’s revelations left him stunned.  “So my powers as a healer are really ingenaire powers?  What do you think I should do, now that you know this?” he finally asked Merle.
              “Is there any doubt in your mind that you should begin training?” the ingenaire asked him while watching intently.
              “I suppose not.  I don’t know.  I already have other plans for my life, and this hasn’t been part of them,” his shaky assumptions about his future were being rent asunder by the mental gymnastics his mind tumbled through.
              “Alec, it is your decision, and as I said before, the fact that you are not consumed with a desire to be an ingenaire speaks well for your fitness to be a good ingenaire, in my opinion,” Merle began.  “I would suggest that you begin your training here with me, so that you understand how to call upon your powers and control them.  That way you will be protected from claims that you are a non-ingenaire practicing our powers, even though your healer abilities are something you can now claim as defense; although claiming membership in an empty House won’t be routinely accepted.  As your abilities advance, you might go to Oyster Bay to finalize your training.  You could be an asset to the ingenairii, to the Dominion, and in the battle against the lacertii threat we’ll face soon.
              “There are good folks here training to be ingenairii.  I think you would be good for them and they would be good for you.  You could actually have some friends your own age instead of dealing with all these old men you currently seem to be with,” Merle concluded, a glint of humor arriving in his last comment.
              Alec felt his spirits raised by Merle’s arguments.  The prospect of going to Oyster Bay for ingenaire training solved his dilemma of finally having a reason and a means to follow Natalie, and Ari, he told himself.  And Merle’s last argument appealed to him more than he had expected, even while seeming to confirm in a backhanded way Inga’s warning about the isolation and clannishness of ingenairii.  He realized that he did miss having companionship with others his own age.  That was a small part of what made him want to go find Natalie, that yearning to be an equal instead of the youth in any group, or the healer, always the person who was different from the rest.
              “Merle, which of the three ingenaire ways would you try to teach me first, if I begin to attend here?  How much time each day would I spend in lessons?  How long would it be before I went to Oyster Bay?” he asked.
              Merle thought about that.  “I think we could train you best to learn to tap into the ingenaire power, and focus perhaps on the warrior discipline, just because I know something about it.  The healer discipline you already know more about that anyone else, so all we can do is teach you to understand your powers.  You’ll have to follow your own discoveries in that field because there are no healers to teach you.  I make no promises regarding spiritual ingenaire powers; I’ll leave that to you to find the right teacher at the right time should you want to learn more.
              “If you could attend for a half day each day, that would be satisfactory.  More time each day would be better, but I suspect you are going to have other demands on your time as it is, so a half day would be satisfactory,” Merle said.
              “I’ll start tomorrow morning after sword training,” Alec told Merle.  “That will leave afternoons free to return to the shop, or do other tasks.”
              “Perhaps in a few weeks or months you will be ready to go to Oyster Bay; I cannot predict until we see how apt a student you are,” Merle continued.
              Alec pondered that tidbit.  He couldn’t wait months, he felt.  Even weeks seemed too long, although it would give him time to begin training the medics.
              The man and the boy talked until both were satisfied with the arrangement, at which point Merle showed Alec out of the ingenaire’s rooms.  Alec left the palace island to return to his shop.  He arrived back in time to help Leah finish the patients who had arrived in the morning, then shared a mid-day repast with she and Ellen and Hannah. Alec remained silent about his morning with Merle, while he listened to the gossip from the neighborhood, wondering if he would ever have enough time there to come to know the people as well as Leah was getting to know them, not just as patients but as neighbors and friends.
              “The folks who come to see me always have something to say about what they think is going on around here.  They tell me where the bread prices are best, or who serves the best stew, or who has lost a job,” she explained.  “I wish I could see the palace sometime with you though,” she added wistfully.
              “Would you really like to see it?” Alec asked.  “Let’s go today.  I’ll show you the little bit I know at any rate, and I need to check on how to begin to administer the medic corps anyway.”
              “I’d love to go,” Leah replied enthusiastically.  “If you don’t mind being seen with a pregnant cow, I’d be happy to know where all these places are that you mention.”
              “If we’re going to go, I probably should tell you first that Merle believes I do have ingenaire powers, and I’m going to start training with him tomorrow morning for half days after sword training,” Alec felt compelled to say.
              “I wondered what would happen, when you told me about the testing,” she replied as they started down the street.  “I think you’ll make a great ingenaire, Alec.  You’ve got all the right qualities to be good at anything you do.  But it means we’ll lose you from the shop here for good, won’t it?”
              “We’ll find out.  Merle says the fact that I’m not desperate to be an ingenaire probably means I’d be a good one,” he responded.  “I’m too confused by all that is happening to know what’s going to happen in my future.  I thought when we got the shop that it would be my future, then I thought that working for the Duke and the Guard would always be a part of my life.  Now it’s ingenaire powers.  Who can tell what will happen next?” he gave voice to the frustration he felt over so much unexpected cloudiness on his horizon.  Everything that happened seemed to be another path away from solid plans.
              Leah, responded sympathetically, and they talked as they walked until they came to the guard gate for the palace island.  Alec led Leah in.  “Let’s go to the Guard quarters first, since that’s the place I know best.”
              They strolled back to the infirmary, where Alec showed her the beds and the supply room where he had spent so much time.  They then crossed the yard to the armory, where several Guard cadets were in training with their sword work.  Leah watched, fascinated.  “Are you as good as they are?” he asked.
              “He’s better than them when he pays attention,” Inga’s voice sounded behind them.
              The two women looked at one another speculatively for a long moment.  Alec finally spoke to break the silence.  “Leah, this is Inga, the Guard who nearly died protecting the Duke.  I nursed her back to health back at the infirmary.”
              “I’ve still got the scars to show from where he had to treat me.  Would you like to see them?” Inga asked, starting to remove her shirt.
              “No, that won’t be necessary,” Alec interrupted.  He hastily continued the introductions, “Inga is married to Captain Lewis, who I treated out east on the road expedition.”
              “Inga, this is Leah, who has been my companion through more adventures than either of us can recount,” Alec continued.
              “I’ve been very lucky to have Alec to care for me,” Leah demurely said, taking Alec’s arm possessively in her hands.  Inga stared at Leah’s pregnant stomach, and looked at Alec.
              “Inga, I need to start figuring out how to do the medical training for the Guard.  How should I get a roster of who the medical staffers are?  I figure that if I can meet them all and judge their abilities, I’ll know better what we need to improve on,” Alec said, desperate to change the subject of a conversation that he knew in his gut wasn’t going well.
              “You should go to the quartermaster, I’d say,” the Guard replied.  “He has a list of the members of the Guard, and should be able to tell you who your folks are and how long they’ve been medics, plus what they usually order for supplies.  Frankly, I think you’ll be disappointed by how little there is in the way of medical support.”
              Thanks Inga, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Alec said, and gladly led Leah out of the armory.
              Leah looked at him inquisitively when they were outside.  Alec didn’t know what to say about the obvious instant dislike his two friends had taken towards each other, and they remained silent as they left the end of the island.
              He led her through the palace itself, trying to get to the ingenaire’s rooms on the other end of the island, but getting lost in the process.  Leah was mesmerized by the beauty of the ducal rooms and the halls they visited as Alec looked for a way out.  Finally, he asked a chambermaid for directions, and made it outside the building.  With his bearings intact, Alec was able to find the direction to the ingenairii’ rooms, and knocked on the outer door.
              The same youth opened the door again and greeted them.  “Welcome back!  Are you here to see Merle again?” he asked.
              “No.  This time I just wanted to show the rooms to Leah,” Alec replied.
              The youth looked doubtful about allowing sightseeing.
              “I’m going to start training here tomorrow myself,” Alec added, hoping to build some camaraderie.
              “Merle announced we were going to have a new student,” the boy said.  “My name is Roland,” he introduced himself.  “Come in to have a quick peek.  The training exercises are over for the day, so there’s not much to see now.  What’s your name?”
              “I’m Alec, and this is Leah,” Alec introduced his companion, who was staring around the room.  “The rooms beyond are filled with strange items.  Can we look in at them?”
              Roland seemed reluctant to allow it, so Alec didn’t press the request.  He didn’t want to push his luck with one of his potential future companions.
              They turned to go, and Alec promised Roland that he’d be back in the morning.
              “Thank you Alec, for showing me where you belong.  It helps me to imagine you doing the things you talk about,” Leah told him as they left the island.
              “I think I belong in the shop as well,” Alec protested.  “I just don’t seem to have the time to get there.  Maybe I don’t belong in just one place any more.”  And still he wondered about where he belonged, especially given his need to see Natalie.
              “You do belong in the shop in one sense, and it’s always good to see you there, but just walking around the palace, I was struck by the notion that you belong in those places doing those things,” Leah replied.  “Don’t feel that you have to protest or be defensive.  There’s just a rightness about you being there.”
              “Even if it is with that Inga being around, who I have to admit I don’t really like,” she forced herself to admit.  “She’s a married woman, and not the right type for you.” 
              Alec was startled by the conclusion Leah jumped to.  “There’s nothing like that between Inga and I, don’t worry about that,” he said as they returned to their shop in the early evening.  “Now, let’s go see what’s for supper.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 36 – Where the Power Resides
              The next morning Alec went to fencing training with Inga.  There was a certain coolness in her greeting that he had never experienced before.  “It was nice to meet Leah,” she said, although Alec felt she was less than sincere.  “I hadn’t realized how close you two were,” she said with disapproval edging into her voice.
              Alec felt slighted by her attitude, which he couldn’t explain, just as he was bothered by the relationship Leah had presumed was budding between Inga and he.  As fencing began he started out more aggressively than he ever had with Inga, driving her back in surprise.  She looked at him with eyes that narrowed, and then began a counter-attack that forced Alec to give ground step-by-step, although he continued to battle furiously.  They slashed and parried back and forth across their fighting pad until they were both drenched in sweat and exhausted as the length of their exercise stretched across the morning.  “Take a break before you ruin yourselves for the day,” Colonel Ryder’s voice loudly broke through their attention.  They stopped, panting as the colonel came over to them.  “I’d say you’ve given enough effort today.  Both of you go shower.”  Both Inga and Alec realized that the hall was full of guards and cadets who had gathered to watch the sword play take place.
              “Captain Alec, are you available after your shower?” Ryder asked him, using Alec’s rank for the first time.
              “Colonel, I am engaged until noon, but can report then, sir,” Alec responded, worried about denying the colonel’s request.
              “What’s keeping you busy until then?” Ryder asked with a flicker of his eyebrow.
              Alec hesitated to state in front of so many people that he was going to ingenaire training.  “Ingenaire Merle has requested my presence,” he equivocated.
              The colonel raised an eyebrow.  “Very well, come back here immediately after you visit Merle.”
              Inga had already begun cleaning her weapon and putting it away before taking a shower.  Alec joined her in the weapons room to tend to his equipment.  “What do you plan to do with the ingenaire?” Inga asked, keeping her head down as she looked at her blade.
              Alec looked at her, and felt his anger drain away as he looked at the usually vivacious guard, who he liked so well.  “Why didn’t you like Leah?” he responded.
              Inga turned her head and looked in his eyes, trying to determine what mood he was in.  “That woman is too old for you Alec.  It’s not right that you should have a child at your age with her.  I didn’t realize you had a relationship like that.”
              Alec gaped at her for several long seconds.  He’d not heard reference to the age difference between Leah and himself since speaking to Natha and Helen, and had forgotten that it was an issue that roused people.  “Leah’s child is not my child.  She and I are… companions, but not in that sense.”
              Without a pause he answered her original question.  “Merle says that I am an ingenaire, and he is going to begin formally training me.  He says that I may become a warrior ingenaire.”
              Inga turned bright red, and lowered her face again.  “I’m sorry, Alec.  I made a mistake.
              “I won’t tell anyone,” she continued.  “You’re going to be an ingenaire and a guard and a healer?  Alec, there’s no one else like that in the Dominion!  Some rulers’ courts have warrior ingenaire guardsmen who are supposed to be so fast with a blade you can hardly see what they do.  Will you be like that?  And then will you heal your victims after you best them?” Inga laughed at her own wit.
              “But do you remember what I told you about how the world looks at ingenairii?  I warn you Alec for your own good, think long and hard before you take this step,” she said in an abruptly serious tone.
              “Inga, I feel like I’m in several things over my head, and just trying to sort them all out.  Things are happening to me now faster and faster, and I have no idea how any of this will work out.  I’m just glad I’ve got friends to be with while it’s all going on,” he told her as he racked his equipment and headed to the showers.  I’ll see you again tomorrow.”
               Later, feeling refreshed by the shower waters, Alec traveled quickly to the ingenairii’ suite, where he knocked on the door and was greeted again by Roland.  He was taken in and met by Merle at the second chamber.
              An older boy accompanied Merle.  “Alec, I’d like you to meet Fayette, and vice versa.”  The two shook hands.  “Fayette is ready to go to Oyster Bay to take more advanced training.  Until he leaves in a few days, I’d like him to help you understand how to create your ingenaire powers within yourself, and how to control the way you use them.
              “Fayette is an air ingenaire, unlike you.  But the fundamental ability to call up powers is consistent from discipline to discipline.  The basics you learn from him will be valuable when your time comes to go to Oyster Bay as well.  How long can you stay today?”
              “I promised Colonel Ryder that I would report back to him by mid-day,” Alec confessed.
              “I’m sure we don’t want to keep the good colonel waiting, so you both make sure you dismiss before noon,” Merle said, and then was gone out the door.
              “I tell you what.  For these very beginning exercises, I think someplace relaxed and isolated is called for.  Let’s go to an alcove nearby,” Fayette said, leading the way through a small side door.  Down a hall and up some stairs they found the place Fayette wanted, a small room with one window set high up in the wall.
              “Now, we’re only going to try to learn some fundamentals you need at first.  The way I was taught was to understand where the ingenaire ability is within us, what we have to go through to get it, and what it takes to grasp it when you get to it.  After that will come the lessons about how to draw it out, how to use it, how to control it, and so on,” Fayette said.  “Beyond that, you’ll have to have warrior ingenairii help you; at least, I think Merle said you would train to be a warrior ingenaire.
              “First, you need to lay flat on the floor, and close your eyes,” he instructed Alec.  “Relax.  Let yourself sink into the floor, become comfortable with it.”  He paused and waited for several minutes as Alec lay prone on the floor, relaxing and trying to get comfortably accommodated to the surface.
              “Now,” he said, and Alec suddenly felt something cover his body, “I’ve covered you with a carpet.  You’ve not only become the floor, but now you have a layer over you.  You have a barrier above you, the carpet.  You have a barrier below you, the floor, but really the floor barrier is within you, not below you.  Remember, you’ve relaxed and accepted the floor.  You must become completely comfortable in the space between the barriers.
              “This all becomes contradictory later,” Fayette continued, in a soothing voice.  “But right now we just have to say these barriers are your definition, and you can find your place between them mentally just like that.
              “Okay, now get up and run up and down the hallway twice,” Fayette ordered.  When Alec was done running and had returned to the room Fayette ordered him to find his comfortable zone between the barriers again.  They repeated the cycle again, and this time Alec wasn’t even given the carpet to rest under for establishing himself between barriers.  By the fifth repetition he understood how to take himself into that state of awareness Fayette was teaching him to find.
              “Time’s up,” Fayette announced as Alec lay composed in his relaxed state.  “We made good progress today.  Will it be the same time again tomorrow?”
              Alec wondered about the progress of learning to relax, but agreed he’d return the next day.  Making his farewell to Fayette, he left to travel back to the Guard quarters.
              In a few minutes time Alec found Colonel Ryder.  “Alec, Inga said that you wanted a roster of the medics who work in the Guard, so that you could start training them in how to treat the injured and sick.  Let’s go to my office, where I’ve had Elcome put together the roster.  You’ll need to plan out how you want to train them, and then present that plan to me so we can take a look at what duty rosters or posting any of them may have currently, or those coming up so that we make sure the greatest number of them can attend.  They’ve generally not been given any training in the past, just the title and the duties, so I want you to know what to expect.”
               Together they walked towards his office.  Alec felt compelled to let Ryder know that he was in ingenaire training.  “Colonel, this morning I went to the ingenaire chambers so that I could begin lessons on how to call up ingenaire powers.  Merle has tested me and says that the capacity is within me.”
              Ryder looked sideways at Alec.  Many questions appeared to arise in his eyes, but he only asked one immediately.  “How long will your training last?”
              “I don’t know.  It could be something that I start here in Goldenfields, and then continue at Oyster Bay.  Today was just my first lesson,” Alec said.
              “Do you want to be an ingenaire?” Ryder asked as they reached his office door.
              “It’s not something I ever thought about,” Alec said untruthfully, “but Merle says I have the power, and it may stop the ingenairii from pursuing me for capture if I become one of them.  And I also hope it will make me better as a healer, and as a warrior,” Alec told Ryder as they sat down.
              “You could become a warrior ingenaire?” Ryder said with a gleam in his eye.
              “That’s what Merle told me,” Alec affirmed.
              “I have some mixed feelings about this, but I look forward to hearing your progress reports.  There aren’t many warrior ingenairii out there, and the thought of having one in the service of the Duke whets my appetite, although he’s always said he’d rather have his loyal Guard than a hired ingenaire.  Now, here are the rosters of the medics,” Ryder returned to the topic at hand, and he went through several files with Alec for the next hour.
              By the time they finished their survey, Alec began to realize that there would be a great deal of administrative work needed to carry out his task of improving a medic corps that was largely taken for granted and not given much attention.  “You’ll need to work with Elcome on supplies for your medics, but I’m sure he’ll pull together everything you need.”
              Alec grabbed some food at the commissary after working up an appetite during the morning, and then headed to the Quartermaster’s office.  “Captain Elcome, may I ask a favor?” Alec asked the man behind the large wooden desk.  He proceeded to explain what he was going to do and need.
              “Alec, that sounds like a grand plan!  How can I help?” Elcome said enthusiastically.
              Alec thought that it seemed obvious how the quartermaster could help – by buying the things he needed.  After a moment’s pause, he replied.  “I’ll need medical supplies, of course.  And the medics will need simple equipment, bandages, etc.  If you can acquire them for me,” his voice trailed off.
              Elcome looked uncomfortable.  “Well, Alec, the problem is we don’t have much budgeted for medic supplies this year.  I’ll spend everything we’ve got, but it won’t get you far.”  He seemed to ponder something.  “Alec, I’ve got a little saved, and I’ll spend it for you, because this sounds like something that needs to be done,” he said modestly.
              Alec was touched by Elcome’s generosity.  “No you don’t need to do that.  I can afford it myself, given the circumstances.”
              “I could purchase the items for you, and then deduct the amount over time from your pay, so that it doesn’t all hit at once,” Elcome advised.  Alec agreed that would work, and sat down to make out a list of items and quantities he wanted.  With that he thanked his friend and left to go back to his shop.  He relaxed from the busy Palace activities when he was able to sit with patients and treat their complaints for a couple of hours, helping Leah to end her day earlier than usual.
              He then went to the markets and started buying the medical supplies he could find for the Guard medics he wanted to equip.  There were some items he had not asked Elcome to acquire because he was particular about the quality and freshness.
              Among such activities, Alec’s life fell into a routine.  In the morning he had sword work with Inga and other guards, followed by training with Fayette in finding how to draw ingenaire powers, then he went back to the shop to heal ill people, chat with Leah, and continue to try to write his training plan and lessons for the medics.
              Just as Merle had suggested, he grew comfortable and friendly with Fayette, Roland, and some of the other ingenaire apprentices, who enjoyed hearing stories about healing and the Guard, and who shared stories about the places they had come from, mostly from within the Goldenfields duchy.  Even though he wasn’t progressing directly towards Oyster Bay, Alec was happy with the richness of his life as it developed in Goldenfields.
              He asked Inga during practice one morning how Lewis and the road expedition were doing.  She looked at him strangely for a moment.  “He reports that he is completely well, and back assuming all his usual duties.  He feels that the Guardsmen may not need to stay with the expedition much longer, because the prince’s men and prisoners don’t need to be watched any longer.  They’ve adjusted to army life and are not a problem, and there are only a few left,” Inga told him.  “The expedition made it to the sand bars on the river finally, and they’ve slowed down quite a bit.  The engineers want to make the road go straight through the swamp instead of around, and it’s slow work building in the swamp.”
              A week later, Inga did not show up for practice for three days in a row, sending others to spar with the student swordsman.  Alec spotted her after finishing his training with Merle.  “Inga, how are you?” he called out and jogged to catch up with her.
              “Alec, you know we’re friends, but just friends, right?” she asked.
              “Well,” Alec responded, caught off-guard by the question and its tone.  “I thought we were friends.  You’ve been the best friend I’ve had in the Palace.”
              Inga hesitated, uncomfortable.  “You know I will always stay faithful to Lewis, don’t you?”
              Alec was silent, digesting the implications of the question.  “I always thought you would be,” he said quietly.
              “I’m sorry, Alec,” she said with agitation.  “I’ve heard that there are rumors about the two of us, you and I, being too close.  I, I don’t like them.  I don’t want them to reach Lewis, while he’s so far away.”
              “I haven’t said or done anything I can imagine to spur such rumors, Inga,” Alec said with sympathy and indignation equally mixed.  “I go from practice here to practice with Merle to my shop in town every day, and I don’t have time for gossiping.”
              She reached her hand out to his shoulder.  “I know.  I’m sorry.  I just wish people didn’t act so mean.  I wish I knew who started these kinds of things.  I’ll see you back at practice again, tomorrow, okay?” she said with a warmer smile, and turned to go on her way, leaving Alec perplexed and pondering.
              One afternoon, as autumn’s arrival was on the near horizon, he decided he had to go search for medical supplies in the woods.  Rather than return to their shop to heal patients after his lessons, Alec told Leah he’d go directly from the palace to a forest east of town, a place he’d never been but hoped would have the plants and perhaps some of the minerals he wanted to restore to the shop and add to the Guards’ supplies.
              After lunch, carrying a large sack over his shoulder, Alec walked east through the city, and entered the woods within an hour.  The forest grew wilder when he wandered from the road towards the small river, the Bandell, which flowed through the woods.  He began to see specimens he wanted, Borage ajuga reptans, calendula, ferns and fungi in particular, and an outcropping of minerals that he had a use for.  A point came when he realized that the sun had set, and he needed to start the journey home, so he lugged the heavy sack over his back and returned to the trail that took him back to the city.
              It was after dark when he got back to his shop.  He proudly showed his finds to Leah.  Before he could go down to the basement supply room to put his material away, Leah spoke up.  “One of Natha’s wagons came today and brought two large barrels of your fountain water.  They’re out in the back.”
              Alec stepped out and looked at the large barrels.  He wasn’t sure how to handle these or how long he would have to stretch their use out, but decided that he would put a canteen of the water in each medic kit he created.  “Feel free to offer a cup of this water to patients to relieve some of their symptoms,” he told Leah.
              The next day he happened to run into Merle as he arrived at the palace; he seldom saw the master ingenaire during his training.  He blurted out a question about Natalie, who he had dreamed about the night before.  “Merle, what have you heard about how Natalie is doing, I think her real name is Noranda?  You said the ingenairii had her for questioning a few weeks ago.”
              “Aristotle made sure she was released back to the care of her clan as soon as he returned to Oyster Bay and found out about her.  She is still in the capital, staying with an uncle there.  The warrior ingenairii had her for a few days, but did not mistreat her other than to question her a great deal about the lacertii and their battle plans and abilities,” he explained.  “I don’t think the girl was able to give them much information on tactics,” he added dryly.  “I’ve also heard from Aristotle that he had to force the issue, but the grumbling among the conservatives about you has subsided since you began training as ingenaire apprentice.  No one has discovered anything about the fate of Belman and his escort, and none of the ingenairii at Oyster Bay have the imagination to consider that you might have overcome them.”
              “Did Ari and Natalie talk with one another?  Did Ari tell her I was alive?” Alec broached the heart of what he wanted to know.
              “I cannot tell you.  Aristotle didn’t mention any conversations with your young trader friend, and he’s so busy I doubt he’s had time to chat with her,” Merle replied before they went to their respective appointments.
              Alec continued towards the Guard quarters, where Inga was not present due to other duties, but Alec trained with Colonel Ryder.  After their first match, a new Guard recruit wandered into the armory.  ‘Would you like to take my place?  I need to go fill out some paperwork,” Ryder motioned the girl over to the mat.  “You two spar with one another,” he directed as he headed towards the equipment room to put away his material.
              Alec looked at the girl speculatively, trying to guess what her skill level was.  She appeared to be young, about his own age, with short blond hair and facial features that were familiar but unidentifiable.  She took her position silently, grinned and made a mock bow, then sprang into action.  Alec was taken aback by her ferocious attack, and he quickly gave ground as he tried to protect himself from her expert and unceasing parries and thrusts.  His natural inclination to play defense kept him untouched as he studied her intense focus on attack.  Alec played for time, taking a stand at a spot and resolving to retreat no further, working up a hard sweat as he danced and shifted and swung to make the match more even.  As he saw patterns develop, Alec began to push back, gaining some ground on the girl.  He looked up momentarily and met her eyes; they sparkled with energy, and he felt himself grinning at the obvious joy she took from the all-consuming engagement they were locked in.  She grinned back, then stabbed at him quickly, causing him to acrobatically tumble backwards and fly back to his feet in one smooth motion.
              “Bravo!” the girl saluted, and she lowered her sword point to the ground.  Alec did the same.
              “That was a workout!” he said with a laugh.  “I won’t be good for anything else for the rest of the day.”
              “You’re pretty good,” his partner said as she mopped the sweat off her forehead and close-cropped hair with her forearm.  “I’ll bring my best game next time, and we’ll see the outcome.”
              “Are you new?” Alec asked faintly, wondering how much more ability she might bring to bear in a future match.  Her style closely matched Inga’s -- only she was more fearless, and even slightly quicker than his usual partner.  He would have expected to have trained against her before in his exercises in the armory, yet he’d never seen her before.  On the other hand, he was astonished by the thought that a brand new recruit could walk into the Guard bringing so much talent before even beginning training.
              “Just arrived this week,” she confirmed.  “Do you practice here every morning?”
              “Almost every morning,” Alec acknowledged.
              “I’ll come back and we can hook up again sometime.  I liked trying to match a left-handed blade; you’re a good challenge,” she told him as she walked away to clean up.
              “I’ll look forward to seeing you,” Alec shouted at her back.  He had enjoyed fencing with the girl, and had felt a bond of competitive chemistry that he suspected would draw them together again.  As he walked towards the showers, his mind was filled with memories of her smile.
              That morning Fayette concluded that they were ready to begin the next phase of training.  “Now we’re going to see if you can find the barriers, and this time break through the barriers, so that your spirit travels outside of your body, and outside of this world.  From there, you can eventually discover where your spirit must travel in order to find the place where your power resides.”
              Alec found this stage to be relatively easily.  He recalled the barriers he had fought through when he was trapped by the ingenairii magic back in the riverside camp.  As he lay on the floor in the ingenaire’s alcove, he looked for the same types of cracks and imperfections in the barriers he had established, and wriggled through them.
              Some openings led only to other gray, empty spaces.  But through one he glimpsed a light, and followed the light to arrive at a different opening.  It was one that felt different from all the others.  This opening stood without any door to prevent him from entering the light, but he hesitated to enter it immediately.  Instead, he went back to his beginning spot, and tried to find the route again, and again, successful each time.  It became a simple journey, faster and easier each time he tried it.
              Alec opened his eyes and looked at Fayette.  “I’ve found a bright place on the other side of the barrier, but I didn’t go in.  Is it the place I’m looking for?”
              Fayette looked at him in astonishment.  “You’ve already penetrated the barrier, and found a spot?  Alec, are you sure?  It should have taken you as long to do this as it’s taken us to get to this level; this should take weeks, not minutes.”
              Alec confirmed what he had seen.
              “Don’t do anything for the moment.  Let me go get Merle.  I’ll be right back,” Fayette said, and left Alec.  
              Minutes later he returned with a curious Merle in tow.  “Alec, Fayette thinks that you may be farther along than he expects you to be in your training.  If you’re able to do what he describes, then I need to help you next.”
              “Tell me,” Merle said, slowly bending to sit down on the floor next to where Alec lay, “exactly what you are doing.”
              “I look at the barriers, and they always have some small holes in them.  Sometimes I can just squeeze through a place I find, and sometimes I manage to force a spot to become larger so I can get through, to where there are empty spaces.  Doing that let me find the space with the bright tunnel that I told Fayette about, and I’ve gone back there more than once to make sure I knew where it was.
              “I did something like this back when I was in the river camp and I couldn’t awaken because I couldn’t get up through the barriers of the power from those other ingenairii, when I absorbed some of their energy.  I saw the holes in their energy barriers, and went through.  Back then, the third barrier was too strong for me to get through it and maintain myself above it for more than a few seconds,” Alec finished explaining matter-of-factly.
              Fayette looked from Alec to Merle to Alec again.
              “Alec, most ingenairii can’t find the holes in the barriers as easily as you do.  The rest of us have to carefully search and feel our way and try to find those openings by going over every surface we bump into.
              “And I don’t even know of any record of someone who is able to force their way through another ingenaire’s energy,” Merle said.  “So I believe you are where you are, and I want you to be careful, and remember that just because you see something you think you can do, don’t do it on your own until you have more experience.
              “Would you like to work today on going into the light?” he asked.
              Alec felt greater desire for his ingenaire training now than he had felt anytime before.  Seeing that beckoning light had entranced him, and he wanted to go there and see what was waiting.
              “Yes, I want to go,” he replied simply.
              “Very well,” Merle said.  “Hold my hand and listen to me before we do anything.  Let’s talk about what you do; let’s make sure you understand it, and then we’ll try it.”
              Alec clasped the dry hand that came against his palm.
              “You are going to go as a warrior ingenaire.  You need to construct an image of yourself as a warrior.  Remember the symbol you saw in the globe?” Merle referred to Alec’s sword.  “Start with that.  It shows how you identify your connection to the energy that awaits you.”
              “Develop the image.  Let it become you; inhabit that image. When you travel in these spaces and through these barriers, travel as the image.  Once you have the image, then you will relax and form your barriers.  I am going to take this journey with you.  When you have your barriers complete, remain where you are until you sense I am with you.  We won’t be able to communicate, but we will be able to maintain contact.
              “When you breach the barrier, you will have to take me with you, and then I will take you through my own barrier.  Again, maintain the contact.  Take me then to your source of light and we will stop on this side of it.
              “When we are together at the beginning of the power, then you will enter.  You will feel a jolt of energy that will inhabit you.  The symbolic image you have of yourself will be enhanced, and that will make the image control you, instead of you controlling the image.  That is the basic first step in the process.  You as your image will pass through the energy portal, you will become the lesser of the two, you will be the image instead of Alec, but Alec must maintain control over the image.  You must be the brain that determines what happens, although the energy will try to let that image take its elemental course.
              “You will be distracted at this point not only by the power you feel in the living image, but then you will be tempted by the many promises that become options.  It’s as if the power and the image together are telling you, ‘See, we can do this or that or this.  Look at what is now possible.’”
              Merle stopped for several seconds, and his eyes forced Alec to look at him.  “Alec, do not fall to that temptation.  The results are catastrophic.  This is where you must assert and maintain control over the ingenaire power image construct you will inhabit.
              “The temptations will fade as your strength subdues them, and over time as you do this more often, there no longer will be such temptations.  Drop the image and leave the power if you feel the temptations overwhelm you.
              “Once you have mastered the image, then you must grab hold of it so tightly, bend it to your will so tightly, that it cannot do anything at all without your approval.  When you do that, then you must force it to travel backwards, out of the tunnel with you.  You are going to take this power, let it inhabit your image, and then control the image and the power and take it back away from the realm of light.  You are going to bring the image back through the barrier, and to the world of consciousness, where we are right now.
              “There will be terrible resistance for you.  Do you understand?” Merle asked.  “The power does not want to come to our plane.  You are going to force it to follow your will, so that your power-driven image will be dragging a pipe around behind it, connecting it to the ingenaire energy realm.  That is how ingenairii bring their power from that world to this one.
              “It will be exhausting.  You will probably not succeed this time.  You will find it a struggle all the way, as the energy tries to snap back into its own realm.   When you feel you are losing, and you know the power is going to leave your image and rush back through the tunnel, you have to let it win.  Don’t let the power take you back to the energy realm under its control.
              “Let me repeat that.  If the power is going to return to its realm, just let it go.  Disengage from the image you have, no matter how successful you’ve been up until that point.  Let the image dissolve.  Then the power will have no grasp on you.  Dissolve the image.  Separate it from yourself.  Let the power go this time, because you can just start over and go back to win the next time.
              “I will be with you until you have control over your power image.  Once that happens, you will have severed the connection to me and you will be on your own.
              “Now,” Merle said, “Alec, tell me what you are going to do.”
              Alec repeated the steps, receiving corrections and embellishments from Merle as he recited the plan.
              “Alright, I think you’ve got it.  Any questions?” Merle asked.
              “What do I do when I have the power and the image under control and bring them back through the barrier?” Alec asked.
              Fayette sniggered briefly.
              “Alec, that’s not going to happen this time, I’m sure,” Merle replied.  “But for the sake of your curiosity, I will tell you.”
              “When you have the construct under your control, and you come back through the barrier so that you are back between the barriers, you have brought the power back to our world.  You need to know that your body will perform the actions that are inherent in the ingenaire powers you have brought among us.
              “For a water ingenaire, there can be some creativity, in how they manipulate water for instance, or create it, or tap into it, or call it or dismiss it, whatever they are able to do, and depending on how much of the power they are able to bring back with them.  A rookie might drench themselves in a torrential downpour inside a hallway, for instance.
              “That pipe back to the energy realm is different for different people among us.  Some cannot use much of the energy, some can transport a great deal.  But no one has much control over it the first time they return to our realm with the power.
              “You will wear out from controlling it.  The more action that you take to bring the energy into our world, the more tired you will grow.  There comes that point where you have to cease your ingenaire activity, let your image dissolve, and let the power return to its own realm,” Merle said patiently.  “Then you will be exhausted and will need to rest.
              “Alright, repeat everything you’ve heard,” Merle requested again.
              When Alec did so, without correction this time, Merle told him it was time to begin.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 37 – Grasping the Energy
              Alec tried to find his calm place between the barriers.  He was eager to go and find the source of his ingenaire powers.  For the first time he felt excitement from his training, and interest in the contest of trying to grapple with the energy of another realm and bring it back to this one.  Now, unlike anytime before, he felt the desire to be an ingenaire, to win the challenge of mastering these powers.
              Alec tried to force all that excitement down, so that he could grow calm enough to find his way into the space between the barriers.  He took a deep breath, forced himself to think about Jesus instead of the powers, and gained the serenity he sought.
              He went into the area between the barriers and found Merle already waiting there.  As they made contact he felt Merle squeeze his hand.  He went quickly through a hole in the barrier, and felt Merle come through and rejoin him.  He traveled to the opening of light that he knew was waiting for him.  He stopped outside, poised on the threshold of trying to gain control over his own ingenaire’s power.
              Alec grasped for the image of the Guard sword, the symbol he had perceived that denoted him as a warrior ingenaire.  He held the image firmly in place, and saw himself holding it.  He found leather and steel mail around his torso, and saw a knife on one hip.  He wore the pants and the cap of the Guard, but a looser white shirt beneath his armor.  He felt ready to go, and dropped into the light.
              He fell slowly in, feeling the light grow in intensity.  He could feel the light against the skin of his imaginary body, something that seemed unworldly.  Suddenly, as though a curtain had dropped, the light penetrated the skin and rushed into every inch of the warrior image.  It was astonishing.  The weapons felt light and lethal, the armor felt impenetrable.  The uniform glowed and inspired.  He felt the muscles that could effortlessly accomplish any battle action.  His vision seemed able to see any detail of what might happen around him, and his ears heard sounds before they could reach him.  He could anticipate what an adversary was going to do before they even began the sequence.  He swung the sword experimentally, knowing that his thrust would pierce any armor another warrior wore.
              Alec no longer sensed Merle with him.  He remembered that he had to gain control of the image, despite all the wonderful abilities it seemed to be demonstrating for him.  But he also knew that there must be more it could show him, incredible feats it would make possible for him.  Promises of great things beckoned him to test his abilities.
              Alec began to try to control those visions of power.  He forced the warrior image to stand straight and erect, raising it from its battle crouch.  He forced the sword arm to return the weapon to its scabbard.  Alec made the body stand tall and at attention, under his control.  He was certain beads of sweat stood on his forehead from the difficultly of the battle for control.
              He made the image begin to march back towards the entrance to the area between the realms.  He no longer felt Merle with him, but he had control of the image and made it march with military precision towards his goal.  He reached the threshold and willed the body to step through, only to feel tremendous resistance.
              Suddenly the feet were encased in thick mud, difficult to move.  He took another step forward, and the mud became like concrete.  He imagined how much easier it would be to step back, and then the thrill to return to the full warrior status, ready to enter battle and test new capabilities.
              Alec started to step back, and felt the body eager to move further back, starting to move back on its own.  He suddenly recollected that he had to regain control and drive the image through that portal and back to the empty region, then into his own realm.
              The body was refusing to answer; Alec understood that he had failed this time.  With great reluctance he dissolved the bond between his soul and the warrior body, and saw it eagerly return towards the light, dissolving and disintegrating into nothingness as it moved away from him.
              Alec felt a strong squeeze of his palm, and abruptly was fully conscious of the world around his body.  He turned his head, still slightly dazed from the immediate experience he had felt, and saw Merle and Fayette looking at him with concern.
              “I couldn’t get the image to come out of its realm.  It came all the way up to the boundary, but wouldn’t cross over.  I had to let go,” he told them.
              “Good,” Merle said, and he sat back slightly relaxed.  “It’s as simple as that.  You just have to let go, but sometimes a novice doesn’t realize what’s happening until its too late.  That’s what we assume anyway.  A small number of our students never arise from their first experience.  Their spirits enter the power, and we don’t know what happens to them.  Their empty bodies remain here until they grow weak from lack of sustenance, and die.”
              “I sensed that you had an image with a formidable amount of power.  If you brought it to the boundary, you did very well.  Alec, you are going to be a natural, a phenomenon at this I believe, but we must take it slowly, step by step, with patience.
              “Do you want to try one more time this morning?” he asked.
              “I’d like to try ten more times this morning, but I expect we all need to move on to other things,” Alec eagerly answered.
              “This time, try to make your image as simple as possible.  Try to provide an image that will draw less energy in, and maybe that will be easier to bring across the threshold.  You can build the image stronger as you become more adept in the future,” Merle advised.
              They began the process again.  Alec easily slipped into the space between the boundaries this time, without jitters to distract him.  He felt Merle immediately join him, and they once again went through the barrier.  Alec moved to the threshold of light, and recreated his image of his sword.  He held it in his hand, and donned a pair of sandals, a brief tunic, and nothing else.  He entered the light then and felt it infiltrate him, and then more quickly this time, it was within him, suffusing him with its great power.
              Alec sensed the inability of the power to wildly inflate this simpler image.  He took control of the body more quickly this time, before the exhibitions and fantasies could begin.  Merle’s contact disappeared, and Alec turned the image in the direction of the entrance, moving it in small, resistant motions, taking the body up to the climactic moment that waited at the threshold.  He again felt his feet standing still, resistant to leaving the power-realm.
              With a determined thrust, Alec propelled the body through the opening, into the gray unknown outside the barriers.  He sensed energy emanating from him, as though his body-image was a lantern throwing out beams.  The effort to move the image required a great effort, as though he were dragging Merle’s heavy pipe from the energy world behind him, creating more friction with every step.
              Alec continued on, coming to the threshold of the barrier.  The opening he used seemed too small to pass through while in this engorged image.  He touched his sword to the opening and felt it melt open further where he touched it, allowing him to step through.  He had made it back!  He was back in his own body now, and still connected to the energy of the other place as well.  He only needed to open his eyes and have his own natural ingenaire power with him in the world.
              He stopped and felt his body.  Everything in his physical world seemed as normal as when he left it.  Alec redoubled his effort to hold on to the energy that was flowing into him, and then opened his eyes.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 38 – A Night on the Town
              Above him, Alec saw the ceiling of the room he had lain in when he ventured to experiment with ingenaire’s power.  Turning his head, he looked at Merle and Fayette, sitting by and watching him without apparent concern.  He smiled at them.
              “I have it!  I brought the power with me back into our world,” he told them.  He felt himself poised to go into action.  He felt as though he could take up a blade and defeat four opponents at once.  Even in looking at Merle and Fayette he realized the power had caused him to size them up as opponents, determine what their strengths and weaknesses were, and inventoried what was in the room and available and likely to be used as weapons in the event of a fight.  He knew that his body was ready to spring to action in an instance.
              Merle and Fayette looked at one another, Merle turning his head to see the young ingenaire-in-training.  “Help me up, boy,” he asked Fayette.
              “Alec, I’ve seen a young warrior ingenaire when he was summoning the power early in his career.  His body did things he couldn’t anticipate.  That actually happens to most of us, but it can be rather disturbing for innocent bystanders in the case of a warrior.  Wait until we move away, then stand up,” Merle told Alec.
              In a moment they were against the other wall of the room.  “Go ahead and try to get up,” Merle told him.
              Alec found to his astonishment that he already was up, standing on the toes of his feet, ready to move in any direction instantly.  He forced his body to grow calm, his heels coming to rest on the floor.
              “My heavens,” Fayette said.
              “You’ve just seen what a warrior ingenaire can do,” Merle told him.
              “Alec, did you reduce your image?  Is this a lesser amount of the energy force that you’ve brought back with you?” he next asked the other young man in the room.
              Alec told him how far he had pared down his image.
              “My heavens,” Merle agreed.  “Alright, now walk over here to us.  Fayette, don’t move unexpectedly.  Alec how do you feel, is it wearing you out to maintain the energy?”
              Alec walked across the room to them.  “Yes, it creates a strain to do this.  It feels like the energy both wants to withdraw back into its own realm and at the same time it wants to burst out through me in all directions.”
              “Practice will teach you to suppress the latter problem, so that you’re not at all concerned with keeping it in you.  Sometimes early on you may have unexpected discharges of power, but you will outgrow that quickly,” Merle counseled.
              “You’ll forever have to fight to keep the energy coming to you in our realm.  It will never accept that it must serve you here.  You’ll get stronger at it and be able to control it for longer periods as you gain experience, so that eventually the effect will simply be how tiring it is.  You’ll also come to realize that you don’t always want to battle with it if you don’t have to.  I haven’t called upon my own power more than once or twice this season,” he added.  “Fayette, go make sure no one’s ahead of us, and we’ll see how far our warrior can go today.”
              Fayette opened the door and left the room.  “Hallway’s clear,” he reported, and Alec and Merle followed him out of the room.
              As soon as he stepped across the threshold, Alec felt his hold on the energy give way, and the connection to the world of power snapped away from him.
              “Oh!” he said.  “It’s gone.”
              “That’s how it goes,” Fayette said, coming back to join them.  “I had that happen to me over and over again before I was able to at least judge how long it would be ‘til I lost it.
              “Congratulations though, for your first time!  Will you join Roland and I and some others for a small party this evening to celebrate?  It’s customary, really,” he asked.
              Alec appreciated the offer, even though he knew Inga would hold it as proof of her accusation of ingenaire cliquishness.  But she had maintained a certain aloofness since their talk about rumors, so he felt less concern.  “I’d like that; what time and where to get together?”
              “Great.  Let’s meet after the day’s last changing of the guard.  Meet at the bridge, and we’ll go to the Muddy Bank Tavern,” Fayette said.
              With that they split up and went their separate ways, Alec returning to the shop.
              “I did it! I touched the ingenairii’ power today in my exercise,” he told Leah.
              “What was it like Alec? What did you do?” she asked.
              He told her about his experience, and ended by telling her he was invited to go out for dinner.  “Would you like to come along?” he asked her.
              “You go ahead and go without me,” she told him.  “You should celebrate this with other ingenairii.  More to the point, I’m so tired every night, I’d pay money to stay home and sleep!  Have a good time with all of them.  It’s good that you have a chance to meet some folks beside just a few guards,” she added in a voice that trailed off.
              Alec spent the afternoon working on the canteens of spring water for the medical supply kits he intended for the Guard medics to have.  As evening approached he gathered his production up and headed for the palace, saying farewell to the household of women on his way out.
              A walk slowed down by the goods he was carrying brought Alec to the guard armory later than he expected it to.  He had hoped to talk to Inga about his breakthrough today, but the delay left him with no time, so after dropping the canteens off in the supply room he walked back to the gatehouse on the bridge, where he found the ingenairii group already assembled and waiting on him.
              Fayette had gathered all the older apprentice ingenairii, so that Alec was the youngest of the group at his own celebration.  Alec felt pleased and embarrassed to see the whole group come together for him, including some he didn’t know very well.  Two girls, Yula and Latvia, along with four males beside himself, Fayette, Roland, Michael, and Grant were waiting, Grant and Latvia in an apparently rambunctious mood.  Fayette announced that they were going to the Muddy Bank, which brought cheers from the loudest two.
              The tavern was a respectable establishment, very near the river and only a hundred yards from the bridge.  Inside, a group of indistinguishable Guards were dim in a shadowy corner.  The apprentices claimed a whole large table to themselves.  “I’ll buy the first round of drinks,” Alec offered, which brought a round of applause from the group and a kiss on the cheek from Latvia.   He was seated between Roland and Yula at one end of the table, closest to the fireplace, and with his back to the door.  The louder members of the group were located at the opposite end.
              A serving girl came and took their orders, Alec having to pay in advance to secure delivery to the rowdy young group.  Alec alone avoided alcohol, the others having wine or ale.  “Won’t you honor Goldenfields by tasting her famous wines?” Grant asked him with a grin.
              Alec politely declined, then settled into a long conversation with Yula, a slender blond girl he’d seen but never talked to before.  She told him about her home village and the adventure she considered herself to be on.  A plant ingenaire, she was slowly learning to coax plants into tricks.  She faced the decision of whether to go to Oyster Bay to learn the intricacies and secrets of her craft, or whether she should return to her village soon, and help the crops with what she already knew.
              A boisterous argument broke out down at the other end of the table.  “You’d never know that Grant and I are both plant ingenairii from our personalities, would you?” she said with a giggle.  “He’s so outgoing, while I usually find it hard to talk to someone I don’t know.”
              Michael suggested they go to another tavern, the Wooly Sheep.  “You just want to go to see that tavern girl Renee there, Mike,” Grant told him.  
              “We’ve got a great table to ourselves here.  Let’s stay,” Latvia added, so the group stayed at the Muddy Bank to have a second round of drinks.
              Alec again had a juice, and feeling hungry, he ordered a platter of fried tubers and cheese slabs to eat and share.  Roland got up to go sit next to Latvia, and Michael moved over to take his seat next to Alec.
              “So you are going to be a warrior ingenaire, Alec?” he asked with a gleam in his eye.  “I’m glad to be any type of ingenaire, but if I could chose, I think that would be the one I’d enjoy.  Who will you fight for?”
              Alec looked at him blankly for a second, unsure of what Michael meant.
              “You know,” Michael prompted, seeing the uncertainty.  “Many of the warrior ingenairii serve great traders or nobles.  They earn a huge premium.”
              “I’m already a captain in the Duke’s Guard.  I’ll fight for Toulon and Goldenfields,” answered Alec matter-of-factly.
              Yula looked at him.  “You’re a captain in the Guard?  I never heard that.  I thought you were a healer.”
              “Well, I’m a healer too.  I’m supposed to be in charge of the medics in the Guard, helping to improve the care we give.”
              Both of his acquaintances stared at him.  “Alec, how does a young boy ingenaire-in-training get to be the captain in charge of medics for the Duke’s Guard?” Michael asked.
              “It’s a long story.  I helped to heal the Duke when they tried to kill him, and I healed another Guard officer when he was ill.  I’ve just had the gift of good skills and being at the right place at the right time,” he told them, beginning to wonder if he had said too much.
              “You’re the one who saved the Duke?” Latvia said from the other end of the table.  Her voice carried across half the room.
              “Who saved the Duke?” a rough voice loudly asked.
              The ingenairii’s table went nervously silent.
              On the other side of the room, a man in Guard outfit stood up, and others followed.  “Who here claims to have saved the Duke?” the man, a corporal, Alec realized, walked over to the table.  “Who’s boasting to impress the girls here, girls?”
              Not sure what to do, Alec saw Grant stand up, trying to make peace.  “We’re not boasting, just having a good time, friend.  Let’s all just have fun with our friends.”
              “No one take’s the Duke’s name and uses it for fun when the Guard is in the House,” the corporal said, clearly looking to instigate some trouble.  “Let’s see who thinks they can get away with such trash.”  He waited a moment.  “Well, won’t any cowards stand up?”
              The ingenairii looked at one another uneasily.  Alec felt frozen with indecision.  He could stand and try to divert attention from the other apprentices, but he didn’t want to be the center of attention and get into a fight over having healed the Duke, of all things.  He realized heads were turning in his direction now.
              “Alec, can you tell this lout to sit down and leave us be?” Latvia asked him.
              Lout, am I?” the Guardsman asked loudly.
              Three more Guardsmen rose from their table and came over to join the fracas that now promised to erupt.  One of them, Alec saw with relief, was Inga.  “What do you have brewing over here, Morst?” another Guard asked.
              Alec decided he had to do something, and stood up.  As the bench jostled against his legs, he was knocked back down and landed sitting on Yula’s lap, throwing his arms around her to steady his balance.  She pretended to swoon, and laid her head on his shoulder.  His movement drew the attention of the Guards, including Inga, whose face went white when she recognized him.
              “Let them be, Morst,” she told the first Guard who had approached the table of Ingenairii.  “The one cuddling with the blond is Captain Alec, chief of your medics.”
              “Pardon our interruption, sir,” she said with a disrespectful tone on the last word.
              “I thought he was pawing after you, Inga,” Morst replied.  “You’re a busy one, aren’t you, lover boy?” he insulted Alec.
              Alec stood up again, hastily.  “Inga,” he said, then hesitated, not knowing what else to say and suddenly aware that all eyes in the room were on him.  This all seemed so ridiculous a mistake to get into a scene over, Alec felt burning embarrassment.  All he wanted to do was sit down and fade out of sight.
              “Let’s talk about this later,” he said, hoping to end matters for now.  He didn’t know what to say, so he sat down next to Yula again, missing the expression of disgust and hurt feelings that momentarily flickered across Inga’s face as the blond girl placed her arms around him with a giggle.
              Latvia came around the table and leaned over, giving Alec a hearty kiss that drew applause from the other tavern inhabitants still watching.  “My hero!” she said.  Inga and the Guardsmen walked away.  “You can have more fun with the Guard girl after we show you a good time first,” Latvia added loudly.
              Alec felt miserable.  He had no desire to stay there any longer.  “It’s time for me to go,” he told the others at the table.  “I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.  Thanks for taking me out tonight.  I’m glad to have spent some time with all of you.  See you tomorrow, Fayette,” he announced, and rose hastily to leave.
              Alec worked his way through the crowded room, finally arriving at the main door.  He opened the door, and as he turned to leave his glance swept the room, locking eyes with Inga’s inscrutable glare as he left the building.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 39 – Terror at the Shop
              Alec left the tavern where he’d just been embarrassed in front of his friends, peers and everyone else, and walked at a brisk pace, taking a roundabout route to stretch out the time needed to return home.  He was in no mood to talk to anyone.  He turned onto Baker Street, and walked to the shop.  
              “Alec, wait,” a voice on the street behind him called.  He turned and looked, seeing Inga standing at the corner, having apparently followed him.  He sighed with renewed regret, not wanting to face an unpleasant scene with his friend, who was walking towards him.
              Might as well at least take it inside instead of letting the neighbors witness it, he though to himself as she drew near.  He noticed the door to the shop was slightly ajar, which surprised him, but he stepped inside to wait for Inga.  He was completely unprepared for what he found.
              Leah sat in one corner of the room, a large man standing threateningly over her.  Another man held Hannah against the floor, muffling her screams and cries.  Two others were beating Ellen, one of them holding her and the other punching her repeatedly.
              “What is going on here?”  Alec asked in a loud voice.
              The door was slammed shut behind him and he was shoved to the ground.
              “Here’s what’s going on kid,” the one beating Ellen said savagely.  “This woman ran out on me.  She’s going to pay, her kid’s going to pay, the pregnant lady is going to pay, and since you’re here, you’re going to pay too.”
              Alec lay on the floor, stunned.  He started to use his healing vision to look at Ellen, seeing an assortment of injuries that sickened him.  Suddenly he felt a foot land on his back, then draw back and kick him hard in the ribs, provided by the hidden man who had shut the door.
              He sensed that the door was opening again, probably from Inga’s arrival.  Without thinking, Alec found his mind taking him into the place between the barriers, and quickly racing through the barrier to the entrance of light.  He imagined himself, holding his sword, with the same simple outfit he had worn in his last incursion into the wizard powers realm.
              Prepared, he pushed his spirit headlong into the realm of the ingenaire’s powers, feeling the energy swamp his image with potential action.  Alec asserted his control, finding it easier this time that before to turn the body image and leave the source of light.  He moved quickly out of the realm and through the barrier.  He paused for a moment, gathered his wits, and came back to consciousness.
              His eyes opened and he saw the boot of his assailant headed for his face.
              Alec leaped up, his body twisting and rising, one of his own legs kicking out to make hard contact with the throat of the man who had kicked him.  The man started to scream, but his voice collapsed with the impact of Alec’s foot, as Alec felt a burning pain on his arm.  Alec somersaulted as he landed and lifted the man off Hannah, throwing him across the room, he too yelling as his head hit the wall and he fell unconscious.
              The other thugs realized that something was going on.  Alec launched himself at them even as they started to turn.  He heard the door close behind him as he leaped across the room towards Leah.  Alec hit her attacker in the chest and kicked him in the groin, then swung at the man hitting Ellen.  All three punches he delivered landed hard in his face, knocking him down.  Alec grabbed the arm of the last man, the one who held Ellen, twisted it savagely, dropped it, caught Ellen as she fell and laid her down gently, then moved against the newcomer at the door, starting to deliver a blow, but pulling it back just as he arrive face to face with the new arrival.  Inga stood there.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 40 – Consequences of Power
              Only seconds had passed since Alec had gone on the attack.  “My God,” Inga said, her eyes wide and fearful.  Alec felt the energy drain away from him as he lost his contact with the power he had just called up.  He felt suddenly weak, and collapsed to a sitting position on the floor.
              “Alec!” Leah cried.  She stood up, apparently not badly harmed by the mayhem in the shop, and hurried over to him as Inga bent down to him.
              “I’m okay, just exhausted.  Listen, Ellen needs your help badly.  Put her in a bath tub and fill it with the water from Natha’s barrel,” he directed.  “I need to rest and gather my strength, and then I can take a look at her.  Both of you will need to carry her and fill the tub quickly,” he said looking at the two women.  “I’ll look at Hannah and see what she needs.”
              The two slowly stood, Leah by necessity, and Inga because she was too stunned by what was happening.  “Alec, what was that?” she asked in a strained voice.
              “Take care of Ellen and I’ll tell you later.  She needs help now,” he said, and then let his chin fall to his chest as another wave of exhaustion overcame him.
              Sometime later he raised his head.  Ellen had been transported out of the room.  The bodies of the five attackers were still sprawled where Alec had flung them, and Hannah still lay in her place, whimpering.
              Alec slowly raised his body and walked over to the child, stooping low.  He rolled her over so that he could see her face, but when he tried to use his health vision he could not engage it.  He tried again, but the vision was not there, even after a long effort that produced a severe headache.
              Faced with the stunning inability to use his talent, Alec decided for now to use traditional means of diagnosing injuries.  He began touching her torso and limbs, asking if anything hurt.  He looked for bruises, cuts, or scrapes, and found nothing wrong.  He concluded that she had not been harmed, but had simply been held as the next victim and witness while Ellen was beaten thoroughly.
              “Let’s get you up to bed and let you rest now, Hannah,” he said as he realized the sound he heard in the background was the sound of the women carrying buckets of water upstairs to the tub.
              “No, the bad men will get me,” the girl squealed with fear, grabbing him and holding on in fear.
              “I’ll get rid of these bad men as soon as you go to bed,” he promised.
              He sat with her, holding her tight for a few minutes, both to comfort her and to allow his own strength to recharge more, though incompletely.  ‘That really took it out of me,’ he thought to himself.  ‘Now I have some understanding of what Merle meant about feeling drained.’
              Using his own body to shield her from any views he didn’t want her to see any further, Alec led Hannah upstairs.  “Here, why don’t you sleep in my bed tonight, and then Leah can sleep in here with you too?” he suggested in the most jovial tone he could muster, “like a slumber party.”
              “That would be fun,” she said, and snuggled into his bed.
              Inga passed him in the hallway on her way to bring another bucket of water up as Leah started down with an empty bucket.  “Leah, Hannah will sleep in my bed tonight if you don’t mind?” he suggested.
              “Yes, Alec,” she said, but kept her eyes away from his face as though scared of him after what she had seen him do.
              Alec entered the room when Ellen lay in the tub, nearly submerged in the water.  “That will be enough water,” he told Inga, looking down at the unconscious woman.  The other two had undressed her, and Alec could see the welter of bruises and abrasions across her entire body.  Although he could not revive his vision, he remembered the internal damage he had seen.  He felt at a loss over what to do.
              “I’ve put her daughter to bed in my bed, which is in the same room with Leah’s bed, although we sleep separately,” he said for no apparent reason.
              “Inga,” he said and turned to face her.  “Why are you here?” the question had forced itself to the front of his mind amidst everything else he had to think about.
              “When you looked at me as you left the tavern, I felt compelled to follow you,” she said.  “I wanted to see where you went, or where you lived.  I didn’t expect to talk to you, but I wanted to talk to you.  You live with a pregnant woman, you dally with the pretty ingenaire girls, and you lead me on even though you know I’m married, ruining my reputation.  And yet you seem to be such a good person.  I have to understand what kind of man you are Alec, for the sake of my own peace of mind.  So I found myself following you.  After you came into the shop, I heard those yells and came in to see what was happening….and saw….what did I see Alec?”
              “This morning for the first time I reached my ingenaire’s power,” he told her.  “Tonight started innocently Inga, when the other ingenaire apprentices took me out to celebrate my first time as an ingenaire,” he said, wanting to explain the whole evening’s story, but not able to find the tone that conveyed the wild swings.  “I wanted to go with them.  I never have time to meet people just for fun, so I thought I’d go out this one time.  I’ve never been asked to go out with the Guards,” he added.
              “But the evening was over for me when the tavern scene developed, so I came home to get away from everything, and found Ellen’s old boyfriend here attacking her and everyone.  Then before I knew it, I used my ingenaire powers to defend them and myself.
              “I’m a warrior ingenaire.  That’s the first time I’ve ever put the ability to a test,” he finished.
              “I’ve heard of warrior ingenairii, but never seen one.  I’ve heard of lacertii, but never seen one of those either,” Inga said with obvious confusion.  “Now that I’ve seen the one, I expect I’ll see the other as well someday.”
              “Yes, I suspect you will,” Leah commented, coming up the stairs with the last bucket of water.
              “Inga, would you go get some of the Guards and have them haul away the bodies downstairs?” Alec asked.  “I can’t do much more tonight.  The ingenaire power has drained me.”
              “Sure Alec, I’ll get the lads and we’ll get them out of here,” she replied slowly.  “I’ll tell them to come follow me back to your home.  Take care of your friend and we’ll take care of the rest,” and she turned resignedly and went down the stairs.
              “Inga, wait,” Alec called.  “I didn’t mean to cause you any trouble.  I just enjoyed your friendship.”
              She paused halfway down the stairs as he spoke, and then continued to descend without reply.
              “I heard what you said, that you used your ingenaire powers to become like that Alec,” Leah told him, putting a hand on his arm.  “Are you okay?”
              “I’m completely drained from doing it.  I can barely do anything else now.  But we do need to do some things for Ellen.  Would you go fix a broth with sorrel, umbelliferae, fishbone, willow bark, blue root, using Natha’s water?  We can start dripping that down her throat so she gets something to start healing her internally,” he said.
              Leah left to start the broth, and Alec realized it was only the early evening still.  Barely an hour and a half had passed since he had first entered the tavern with the other ingenairii.
              He sat on the floor by the tub, his back against the wall, resting.  He heard sounds downstairs, and then Inga was back up to see him.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked with genuine sympathy in her voice.  “You look pretty worn out.”
              “I need to rest.  You probably shouldn’t count on seeing me at fencing practice for the next couple of days while I rest and take care of Ellen,” he told her.
              “After what I saw here, I’m not sure I ever want to face you again in fencing practice,” she said with a wan smile.  “When you crossed that room and were in my face before I even knew what was going on, I just about wet my pants.”
              “What I came up to tell you is that there are only four bodies downstairs.  One of them managed to drag himself out, judging by the smear of blood on the walk outside your shop.  The other four are on their way to the river.”
              “You just stay here and take care of your people,” Inga told him with a momentary hand on his shoulder.  “I’ll let the ingenairii know you won’t be there for a couple of days either.”
              “Alec, take care of yourself,” she hesitated as if about to say something else, but her voice only trailed off as she stared at him for long moments.  With that she left the room, and Alec nodded off to sleep.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 41 – The Healing Water
 
              The next morning Alec awoke to the sound of Ellen coughing.  He realized he was still sleeping on the floor of the room where the tub was kept, and that Leah had fallen asleep lying against him.  Beside her on the floor were a spoon and a nearly empty bowl of dark broth.
              Alec gently edged out from underneath Leah, and peered in at Ellen.  She was still in the tub, although apparently Leah had drained much of the water out so that it was not deep enough to leave any possibility of drowning in her sleep.  Ellen coughed again.  Alec looked at her closely.  It seemed to him that some of the angriest colors had already faded from her bruises and scraps.
              He could not call upon his health vision.  He wondered what that meant, whether it was a sad trade-off of losing the health vision when becoming a warrior ingenaire, or whether draining himself of so much energy had drained him of the ability to use even his vision gift, in which case it would hopefully return.
              He bowed his head and prayed.  He prayed for a long time.  He began praying for Ellen, that she heal quickly and completely.  Then he prayed for Hannah, that she not be too shocked by the evening before.  His prayers wandered and gave themselves over to praying for Leah and Inga and then Natalie, finally for himself even.
              After ‘amen’ he raised his head and stood up.  He walked to the doorway of his own room, where Hannah sat up at the sight of him.  “Miss Leah didn’t come in last night,” she complained.
              “I know sweetie, but that’s alright.  Why don’t we go get some breakfast?” he suggested.
              As they entered the kitchen Alec heard a pounding on the door.  “We’ll have to go tell them we’re not open today, won’t we?” he asked the girl who was now contentedly riding on his back.
              “We’re not open,” he started to say as he opened the door.
              “I’m not here for healing,” Ellison said as he waited right at the threshold.  “I heard.  How is she?” he asked, looking at the girl riding behind Alec’s shoulders.
              “Come in, and close the door.  I may be able to put you to use. Stay here for a moment and keep Miss Hannah happy,” Alec said as he unloaded his charge.
              He went upstairs and checked on Ellen.  He intended to use Ellison to help move her to a bed, but looking at her he suddenly sensed that soaking in the fountain water remained the best thing for her.  Instead he stooped and gently shook Leah awake.
              “It was a tough night, but I think we’re coming through it,” he told her.  “Ellison is downstairs and wants to see Ellen.  I’m going to cover her with a blanket and let him take a quick visit.  You can go sleep in a bed if you’d like; I think it’d be a good idea.”
              Leah rolled to her feet and sleepily dragged herself into her bed, where she fell back to sleep.  Alec got out a blanket and draped it over much of Ellen’s body.  “Ellison, come up the stairs now, but leave the monkey downstairs,” he called.
              Ellison obediently came up the stairs.  “She is healing I believe.  Don’t be shocked by her appearance, and don’t worry that she’s in pain, because we’ve medicated her for that,” Alec warned.
              “You’re making me feel hopeful,” the guard said grimly.
              He let out an involuntary gasp when he saw her lying in the tub.  “I understand you already killed the man who did this to her,” he said quietly.  “I’m almost mad at you, because I’d like to have done it personally, and slowly.” He reached out tentatively, and gently rested his hand on her head, stroking her cheeks.
              “What’s her prognosis?” he asked as he took a last lingering look and turned to leave the room.
              “I think at least a week to see real improvement, but right now I can’t be sure,” Alec told him.  “Wait two days to come back to see her.” Then he added, “but come again to see Hannah, she’ll probably need a friend to come play with her tomorrow.”
              “And one other thing, please.  Go to the cathedral and ask for that priest we spoke to when we went there before, Brother James.  Ask him if he will come today and pray over her.”
              Alec returned downstairs, saw Ellison out, and fixed some breakfast for Hannah and himself.  As he sat at the table, he heard another knock at the door.  He again stepped through the wreckage of the front room to the door, and opened it to find Merle.
              “Come in, Merle, please,” Alec said.
              “Who does your housekeeping?” Merle said with a glint in his eye as he surveyed the room.
              Alec was taken aback by the humor for a second too long, and couldn’t come up with a witty reply.  Instead he responded simply.  “Why don’t we go sit back at the kitchen table?”
              As they sat Alec poured two glasses of the now diminishing supply of barreled spring water for Merle and himself to drink, and then sat down to tell the story he knew the court ingenaire had come to hear.
              “How do you like that water?” he asked.  “It’s from the fountain I created along the new river road.”
              Merle sat and took a second sip of the water.  He closed his eyes and sat silently for a moment.  “There is something I cannot describe about it.  It is good.  You use it as a health remedy, I recollect?”
              Alec nodded.
              “Is there always tension between the Guards and the ingenairii?  Was that squabble in the tavern bound to happen?” Alec asked, wondering whether Inga’s prediction that as an ingenaire he would be trusted by no one was now his sealed fate.
              “It doesn’t seem like such a foolish confrontation was necessary between folks who all have the same good interests at heart,” Merle said with a note of asperity in his voice.  “However, for reasons that are part of our human tragedy, all of us tend to see and emphasize our differences instead of the things we have in common.  And being an ingenaire establishes a very big difference between us and everyone else.  Anyone who is aware of your ingenaire powers is going to be suspicious of you, or fearful, or they’ll have great expectations.  That’s an important lesson for you to remember.  I suppose now’s as good a time to tell you as any.  Some ingenairii don’t learn that until their relations with others are already established and irrevocably unhealthy.”
              Alec listened and pondered the message.
              “Now why don’t you tell me what you think happened,” Merle directed the conversation.
              Alec launched into his explanation.  “I felt like I had no choice, although really I didn’t make a choice; I think it just happened,” he said halfway through.  “Either I was going to try it, or I was probably going to die, and several others as well.”
              “You don’t have to be defensive.  It happens that I think you’re right,” Merle responded.  “Obeying rules in the face of common sense doesn’t make sense.  So tell me how you’re feeling now.”
              Alec told him how weakened he felt, and added that he couldn’t call upon his health vision.
              “That vision of yours is part of the ingenaire powers you are already using,” Merle replied.  “Apparently, because of the holy way you received that gift you don’t have to go through the usual ways to call upon that power.  But when you’ve shut down your ability to touch the power you’ve lost it as well.  Tell me, does it ever tire you out to use it?”
              Alec admitted that frequent uses of the health vision had exhausted him.
              “Well, it’s neither here nor there for now, but an interesting theory to consider,” Merle murmured, mostly to himself.
              “So you’ll stay here to heal yourself and others for a day or two, and then return to us?” he asked.
              “Yes, I expect so, if Ellen heals satisfactorily by then,” Alec replied.
              “You are already almost at the stage when I would have expected to send you to Oyster Bay for training, Alec,” Merle said in an advisory tone.  “I think we can send you any time, but the sooner the better.  What do you think you need to do before you can go?”
              Alec felt his heart leap for joy at the notion of going to Oyster Bay, especially now when life at Goldenfields seemed so confusing.  “I want to do some training with the Guard medics,” he said, then asked, “How long do you think I’ll be gone?  Leah’s baby will be due in just a few months, and I always expected to be with her for the delivery.”
              “Are you sure her baby’s not yours?” Merle asked the question so bluntly it startled Alec.  “You’re getting a reputation you know.  Seducing the wife of a Guard officer, flirting outrageously with the pretty ingenaire acolytes who cannot resist you, and having a pregnant mistress on the side, plus the merchant lady you’re chasing to Oyster Bay…”
              Alec felt a nervous drop in his stomach.  “No one really believes any of those things are going on, do they?  It’s not Inga they’re talking about is it?  That’s so unfair to her and me and to Lewis.”
              “Alec, rumor is unstoppable and inexplicable.  Just do what’s right and don’t go out of your way to add fuel to the fire,” Merle said, as he stood up.  “Come back to see me at the Palace when you have things here taken are of.  In answer to your question, I think that for anyone else several months would not be enough time for their training, but for you, less time may be possible.”
              “Take care,” he said and he left the shop.
              Alec sat at the table, staring at nothing.  He felt trapped by the things Merle had just told him.  Most upsetting was the notion that Lewis would hear rumors that Alec and Inga were romantically involved.  He hated to think that Lewis could be hurt by such rumors, and hoped that the Captain would dismiss them.
              Alec knew that the time he spent with Inga was his most enjoyable time in the city, without question.  And he admitted to himself that Inga seemed like a safe woman to be with because he knew her husband and she never seemed likely to feel affectionate towards him when she had such an outstanding husband.  They had shown a strong preference for each other as practice partners and bantered a great deal, he knew.  He had saved her life, and she was attractive, and suddenly he saw how some folks might construe the wrong meaning to the close friendship the two enjoyed.  But he was most disturbed that Inga herself had implied that he had led her on.  Was she just repeating the rumors, or did she believe it? What did he not understand about women, he wondered, that he could innocently make such a major mistake?
              He thought about the daily time they spent together fencing, and the long period they had spent together in the infirmary.  He belatedly understood that he had perhaps shown attention and affection above and beyond what was appropriate towards Inga in the frequent chats and moments they seemed to find each other in the palace.
              Maybe another reason he needed to go to Oyster Bay was to put some space between himself and Inga.  He could train there, as an ingenaire and as a swordsman.  He would see Ari there, which he longed and needed to do.  And he would try to find Natalie in the city, the girl he wanted to protect.  Where would that lead him, he wondered.
              Alec decided to let the matter rest while he tended for the moment to the needs of the house.  He went upstairs with a fresh bucket of the spring water, which he added to Ellen’s tub, after first removing her wet blanket.  He closed the shutters where Leah slept and pulled a light blanket over her.  Then he went downstairs, and together with Hannah, began straightening up the front room.  Hannah picked up pieces of broken items, while Alec moved furniture and began the grim task of wiping away blood marks on the walls in several places.
              A noise out front made him open the door.  He faced a small crowd of people apparently waiting for service from the shop.  He remembered the original plan he and Leah had to open a medical practice that would cater to the gentry and the well-to-do craftsmen.  He had never yet established that; instead, Leah provided simple cures to the people, while he only occasionally served a few, and did so many other things instead of healing.
              He snapped out of his momentary introspection, to announce to the crowd that the clinic would stay closed that day.  Several of them groaned, but they left.
              Alec gave Hannah a coin and asked her to go get some fresh bread and a cookie from Henree next door, while he sat in the kitchen and pondered further what to do.  He decided to continue preparing kits for the medics of the Guard, and went to the storeroom to bring up supplies.
              Satisfied that the job was done, Alec gathered up Hannah from her playthings and took her upstairs.  Finding Leah still asleep, he sent the girl back downstairs, so that he could visit her wounded mother without Hannah seeing the injuries.
              Ellen seemed to again have visibly healed further while in the water.  Alec decided to go prepare more broth to feed her, and returned downstairs.
              As he heated the water and added the ingredients he wanted to use, he heard another knock on the door.  It was Brother James, responding to Ellison’s urgent plea for prayer.
              “Thank you for coming brother,” Alec told him.  “Our friend was badly beaten last night.  She is healing slowly, and I hope that your prayers will ease her pain and help her to heal better and faster.”
              “Healer, we priests at the Cathedral seldom get urgently requested by name to come pray at a home for someone, so I would have come anyway, but when I realized it was for a patient of yours, I knew I must come immediately,” his visitor replied.
              Alec led him upstairs, and left James to pray over the unconscious woman, while he hurried back downstairs and finished preparing the next batch of medication.  He carried it upstairs and joined James in the room, cautiously dripping it into her mouth while the priest continued to pray over her.
              Alec’s ministrations and James’s prayers ended almost simultaneously, and they left the room together, going downstairs and sitting at the kitchen table.  Alec drew another cup of the barreled spring water, and served it to James, who sipped it as they talked.
              “How will she be, Alec?” James asked.  “Will she heal fully?”
              “I don’t honestly know right now,” Alec admitted.  “My ability to see the health of other people is not working at the moment, and I can only try to use the same tools and remedies that other healers use.”
              “How could a blessing like that leave you?” James asked with concern.
              Alec sighed.  “I have been tested for ingenaire abilities, and found that I have them.  Last night I used them for the first time, but it left me completely drained, like I had been beaten and battered and deprived of food and sleep for days and more.  I can’t find my healing powers, and I don’t even want to think about trying to use my ingenaire powers.”
              James looked at him with concern.  “Alec, you’re changing far too fast for your own good.  A few weeks ago when I saw you treat the Duke, you were clearly still a boy, albeit a boy performing miraculous works.
              “Now here you are a healer and an ingenaire and I don’t know what else, but apparently more than that I can tell, just by looking at you.  Try to relax and slow down and enjoy life.  You are too young to take on many responsibilities like this.  Pray for guidance and listen to what the Lord tells you,” James said as he stood to go.  “That’s my advice to you.
              “I have to go now.  Would you like for me to return tomorrow?” he asked as they walked to the door.
              “Yes, do come back, and hopefully it will be the last time we’ll need you to help her heal,” Alec paused.  “Thank you, brother.  I appreciate your prayers, and your advice.  I will pray about it.”
              Mid-day arrived with no further visitors.  Leah arose and came downstairs.  “Thank you for putting me to bed, I feel much better now.  How is Ellen doing?” she asked.
              “I can’t tell fully yet, but I think she is healing.  Her wounds look better, and her pulse and breathing are strong.  I’ve given her another dose so that she will continue to sleep and heal, and I had a priest come pray for her health.  I can’t do much else right now,” he added.
              “I know you can’t Alec.  I hope you know I understand that you’re doing everything you can,” Leah said.  “You seemed like such a nice boy when we met in Walnut Creek.  That’s only been a few months ago, and I am amazed at how much you’ve changed.  We both have, but you more so than I could have ever imagined possible for one person.
              “I hope you’re happy.  I mean aside from the problems of last night,” she carefully added.
              “I’m almost too busy to be happy it seems, but being busy makes me happy too,” Alec, said reflecting on the words he’d heard earlier that day, the advice from James and the inferences from Merle.  “Merle said it’s almost time for me to go to Oyster Bay for more training.  I think maybe I should go, after things calm down here.”  He looked at her to see her reaction.
               “Once Ellen is back on her feet, I think that would be fine.  If it’s what you want, you should do it.  What will happen when you finish?  Will you come back here?” Leah wanted to know.
              “I would come back to serve Duke Toulon.  I may not ever get to spend time here providing care the way we expected, but this shop, with you serving the people, seems to work out,” he suggested, not mentioning the prospects of reaching Natalie, presuming he found her.
              “Alec, is this shop going to work out in the long run?  I will have the baby, and care for it.  What will happen when you meet a woman to be your wife?  Will she come back to Goldenfields with you?  We won’t all live here together.  Do you have any plans?” Leah asked, with a level gaze in his eyes.
              “No, I don’t have any plans for that.  Right now I have no idea why any man would think he could make any plans with any woman,” Alec said with self-pity.
              Leah laughed.  “Poor Alec, learning how difficult love promises to be.”  She came around the table and gave him a hug.  “A boy as good looking as you, and as good-hearted as you, will have no problem finding a woman.  You just make sure to pick the right one.”
              Alec smiled at her advice.
              Later that day, with Leah assuring Alec that she could take care of things, he gathered up his medical supplies for the Guard, and borrowing a hand cart from Henree, took it all to the infirmary.  He worked alone in the empty building’s back room, getting each of the twelve kits completely assembled, and having two spares as well.  As he stepped out into the front room he found Colonel Ryder sitting there alone.
              “Alec, how are you today?” Ryder asked, closely watching him.
              “I’ve been better, to be honest, but not so bad now,” Alec admitted.
              “Do you have time for a talk?” Ryder asked.
              “Alec felt his heart sink at the question.  “Yes, sir,” he replied.
              “It’s not a colonel to captain talk; this is a DR to Alec talk.  I’ve heard some stories about last night.  You feature prominently in all of them.  There are apparently some dead men, quite a clutch of them.  There was some carousing in a tavern.  There was an unbelievable display of ingenaire abilities.  And there is Guardsman Inga’s request this morning to be transferred to join her husband on the river expedition.”
              “Have you granted her request?” Alec was surprised to hear of her choice, and surprised at the question that sprang from his mouth, while he felt his heart sink.
              “Not yet, but I will.  I respect her and Lewis so much that I will do this for their marriage,” Ryder said.
              “They’re both good people.  I care for them both,” Alec agreed.
              “What happened?  Tell me your version,” Ryder told him after a long pause.
              Alec launched into the events of the evening.  The tavern with the apprentices, falling into Yula’s lap.  Returning to the shop, and unleashing his warrior powers.  Finding Inga there, and then caring for Ellen, without his abilities.  His decision to go to Oyster Bay.
              “That ties a lot of loose ends together pretty well,” Ryder commented when Alec finally brought his story to a close.  “I think a lot of things could have happened just a little differently, and we wouldn’t have so many ramifications to deal with.  But I’m glad you killed those vermin; men like that should be wiped out.  That’s probably the only good thing to come out of the situation.
              “You know, there have been unpleasant rumors about you and Inga of late.  She needs to get away now, though it’s sad to run away from lies like that.  After her wounds protecting the Duke, I didn’t expect something like this to be launched against her.  She has no enemies.  What about you?  Do you have any enemies already?” he asked.
              Alec thought.  “I have wondered.  When Inga told me about those nasty stories, I wondered what I could have done to deserve this.  I can’t think of a thing.  I told Inga, I’m too busy to do anything to upset people, and I still believe that.  I hope that going away to Oyster Bay will give me a chance to come back and start over.”
              “So one day I’ve got you and Inga both here, and by next week neither of you will be here.  If you and Inga hadn’t been at the same tavern, and been thought to have met afterwards, none of this would have come to a boil, but nasty rumors can’t be squelched, and I don’t blame her or you for wanting to get away from all this.   I’ll miss having both of you here, but I think it’s best that you go to do what you need to do.”
              “I’d like to do training with the medics before I leave.  Can we do it the next couple of days?” Alec asked.
              “I’ll arrange for the medics to assemble here each of the next three afternoons.  Will that be sufficient?” Ryder asked.
              “Yes, that will be fine,” Alec replied.  “If Ellen heals sufficiently, I expect to leave next week.”
              “Very well.  You will be granted temporary leave for three months training time at Oyster Bay.  You’ll be coming back to us won’t you?” Ryder asked.
              “The Duke is a good man, and I want to serve him and Goldenfields,” Alec said.  “I’ll be back.”
              “That’s good news, at least,” Ryder replied.  “I know the Duke would like to have you back here with him.”
              “Who should I train with at swords the next few mornings?”
              Ryder thought.  “I’m going to replace Inga on bodyguard duty with a guardsman named Nellon.  Let’s just give him some extra work on his swordsmanship.  Bring your best blade a couple of times and put him to a test, starting tomorrow morning.”
              For Ryder, the end of the conversation capped the end of an unpleasant duty.  Although he was convinced that Alec and Inga had done nothing wrong, he knew that the prevalent opinion was against them, against Alec in particular, as the newcomer.  Ryder seldom thought that backing away from a challenge was the right way to handle a problem, but in this case he had reluctantly concluded that only time away would allow the issue to fade away.  Someone was planting the rumors, and keeping them going, he was sure, but he couldn’t figure out who it could be.  It was only within the Guard, and it seemed mostly aimed at Alec, with Inga suffering harm only as a collateral result.  Without knowing who was trying to undermine Alec, Ryder couldn’t discover the originator of the painful lies that had deprived him of two young people he enjoyed and admired.  He shook his head one more time, and then slowly returned his mind to his other duties.
              Alec left the guards’ sector with a heavy heart.  He parked his handcart at the bridge gate and walked to see Merle.  When he entered the ingenaire suites, the other students all stopped to look at him in silence.  Roland came over to him.
              “Alec, we’ve heard that you had a bad adventure last night?  Are the stories true?”  he asked.
              By now Alec had repeated his tale as many times as he could stand.  “There was a problem, but I doubt the rumors got it right.  Don’t believe everything you hear,” he said.  “Is Merle available?”
              “For you, I think he will be.  Wait just a moment,” Roland said and he disappeared through a door.
              A minute later, standing alone the whole time, Alec saw the door open and Roland beckon him back.  Alec was shown to the ingenaire’s room with the river window, where Merle sat awaiting him.
              “I’d like to leave for Oyster Bay next week.  Can you make the arrangements for me there?” Alec asked.
              “Yes, I will.  I will write to Aristotle and prepare him to receive you and guide you to the appropriate sponsor among the warriors.  Will you be traveling on one of your friend Natha’s boats?” Merle asked.
              “Probably.  That makes sense, but I haven’t thought about it yet,” Alec replied.  “Will I be free to come back to Goldenfields?”
              “Yes, they will allow you to come back on your own at any time.  On the other hand, if you want to reach full membership in your house, you have to complete the full training and receive acceptance by the house.  In that case you get to help govern the house, but you are limited to serving where the house or the council decides you should go.
              “Once someone starts training at Oyster Bay they almost always end up staying to follow their house.  Less than one in a hundred actually turns down the offer of acceptance,” Merle candidly told him.  “The leadership is very pragmatic.  If you were an ingenaire from a Stronghold trading clan, you would be assigned to Stronghold.  If you were an officer in the Duke’s Guard, you would be assigned to Goldenfields.
              “Alec, this is a rough thing to do, but it’s the right thing for you to do.  I’m sorry you’re going under the circumstances you are, but you’ll find that this is best.  And you’ll finally be re-united with Aristotle.  He is looking at the big picture for the kingdom, and you’ll be lucky to help him in his plans.”
              Alec slipped out of the rooms after meeting Merle, and returned with the empty handcart to Baker Street.
              Leah told him that Ellen remained sedated.  “I think it’s probably time we move her to a bed,” Alec said.  “When Ellison comes tomorrow, he and I can move her.”
              Alec told Leah that both Colonel Ryder and Merle agreed that he could go to Oyster Bay for training next week.
              The next morning, Alec awoke feeling better and more energized than the previous day.  He picked up his Captain’s sword and went to meet his new sparring partner; he wondered fleetingly if it might prove to be the newcomer he had fenced with a few days ago, the girl who had such a quick blade and engaging grin.  He’d not thought to ask her name at the time they met.  As it turned out though, at the armory he met a heavyset man, older than himself by almost fifteen years it appeared, but a man with a pleasant demeanor.
              “So am I training you or are you training me?” he asked Alec as they put on their protective gear and stepped onto the mat.
              “Inga thought it was both.  I need practice of any kind, and most others need to learn how to handle a left-handed blade,” Alec replied.
              “You’re not one of those, are you?” Nellon groaned.  “Here I’m barely awake, you’re lighter and quicker than I am, and now you’ve got a sinister bent to top it all off.  Alright, let’s have at it then.”
              Nellon charged at Alec competently, and forced him to take a step back, and then another back to gain his balance.  Alec exerted his defense and worked Nellon to a draw for several minutes.  They practiced, feeling one another out and probing to find opportunities.
              While jesting, Nellon had accurately forecast the basic facts of the match.  Alec was faster, and saved himself several times only with his quickness.  Although at first his left sided blade kept Nellon off-balance, as the larger guardsman grew used to it he began to effectively stay on the offensive more and more.  Alec found that facing an opponent with weight and strength greater that Inga gave him a new challenge, as he wasn’t able to move his opponent’s blade and redirect their movement very easily.
              After an hour they broke for water.  “You’re very good,” Nellon told him.  “You’re fast enough to move away from traps, and smart enough to see them coming.  I’m used to playing with other heavyweights like myself,” he laughed while patting his stomach.  “And I am learning that a left-handed blade looks a lot different for some reason.”
              “You’re a new challenge for me,” Alec returned the critique.  “You’ve got mass that I can’t maneuver around to do what I’d like with.  I have to spend more time looking for a mistake instead of trying to dictate what happens.” 
              “Alright, let’s have at it again then,” Nellon said as he stood, and they resumed their efforts for a second hour of work.
              “See you again tomorrow Alec,” Nellon said after they cleaned their equipment.  “You’re a good blade, and you seem like a better person than I’ve heard.”
              Alec was pleased by the compliment, left-handed though it was, and was thankful he’d brought his own blade, whose balance and weight had helped him protect himself from Nellon’s frequent slashes.  He took it home to sharpen and polish it before returning to the infirmary for the afternoon session with the medics.
              At the shop he found a surprise visitor waiting for him, Noah Rastall.  He’d not seen the Duke’s adviser in several weeks, not since he had healed the Duke while staying in the infirmary.
              “Alec good to see you again, and for you, it’s going to be good to see me, I suspect,” Rastall said with his usual urbane manner and sly grin.
              “If you’ve got a little time for me, I have some papers for you to sign regarding your partnership with Duke Toulon and trader Natha Millershome in a business venture,” Rastall said as he unrolled a thick sheath of papers.
              “Your friend Natha has sampled some of the water you mentioned from the spring up river in the new territory.  He has also tested selling it, and found that it is a very profitable venture,” Rastall explained.
              “Natha is the active partner in this.  He is supplying the transportation and distribution of the water.  The Duke is providing a decree and grant of land so that Natha will be the sole distributor of the water for fifteen years, and Duke Toulon has agreed to build a military fort at the site of the spring to help protect that exclusivity.
              “You apparently don’t have to provide anything, but you and the Duke and Natha will equally share in the profits of the sale of the water.  If you will sign these papers, it will ratify the arrangements.  In addition, you will sign a separate agreement with the Duke providing you with an additional interest in the profits from the sale of the water for twenty years beyond the original agreement with Natha.” Ratsall said and added very conversationally, “The Duke thinks well of you.  I believe you are going to become a very wealthy man.”
              “I’d like to make two changes in the contract,” Alec announced.
              Rastall looked at him in surprise.  “Really?  What would those be?” he asked warily.
              I’d like for one barrel to be delivered to my shop each week, and I’d like the spring to be available to the public after church each week for the poor to get a jug of water for themselves at no cost,” Alec said.
              Rastall looked at him with raised eyebrows.  “I think that will be acceptable to all parties,” he decided.  “I’ll add it here, and you can initial your agreement to that provision, then I’ll get the others to do so as well.  There’s no one out there to take advantage of the free access, so why do you want that, if I might ask?”
              “There’s no one there now, but someday there will be.  The Duke wants people to settle out there,” Alec told him.  “And when they do, we’ll treat them fairly.”
              Rastall thought about it some more.  “That sounds fine.  I’m sure it won’t be a problem.
              “Alright, next is the matter of where you want your funds deposited.  Do you have a bank?”
              “Yes,” Alec replied, “at Traders Bank, down on Riverfront Square.”
              “That’s a good bank.  It would be a good place to require your funds to be deposited. As it happens, I understand you’re going to be traveling to Oyster Bay?’
              Alec nodded.
              “In that case, you might want to also set up an account at Pierpont Bank.  They have an office here, but their main office is at Oyster Bay, so you can arrange for a draft on your account to be transferred quite easily to you there.  You could have a portion of your funds deposited at each bank and protect yourself a little better, although they are both such sound banks I don’t think you need to lose sleep over either of them,” Rastall said with the ease of someone who regularly dealt with finances.
              Alec accepted Rastall’s advice to establish an account with Pierpont, and signed the paperwork to deposit his funds equally between the two banks.
              Rastall chatted amiably for a few minutes further then prepared to leave.
              “Before you go, may I ask you one thing?” Alec asked.
              His visitor looked at him inquisitively.  “Given who you are, and especially now that you’re the Duke’s business partner, certainly,” he said with his same sly grin.
              “Who tried to kill the Duke?” Alec asked.  “And why?”
              Rastall stopped grinning.  “Alec, I wish more people would ask that question.  There has been absolutely no further information gathered about who was behind the assassination.  There’ve been no further hints of efforts to try to kill him either.  It’s like the topic dropped off the edge of the table and rolled away.
              “I still think it was prince Airmed, but there’s no proof of that.  The conscription of the prince’s forces certainly drove him out of sight, as well as made the city safer, I might add.  If ever you learn anything, please let me know.”  Rastall took his leave on that serious note, and a few minutes later, Alec was on his way to teach medical school to the medics of the Duke’s Guard.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 42 – Learning About Healing
              Alec arrived at the infirmary early, and found half his students already waiting for him.  He drafted them to help him set out the medic kits, two on each bed in the empty infirmary, and waited as the rest of the medics arrived on time.
              Alec looked at the group that awaited him.  They were mostly men, nine versus three women, they were young, and they tended to be smaller than most of the other Guards he had seen, although they were average-sized or larger compared the population at large.  Apparently medic was a duty assigned to the member of each platoon least able to resist.  As he scanned the group, he recognized one face, the young woman who had given him such a ferocious fencing match in the armory one morning.  He grinned at her, happy to see her again, but her face remained flat and neutral, with no sign of recognition.
              “My name is Alec, and I’m supposed to be training you in the art of being medics.   I’d like each of you to introduce yourselves by name, tell me what training you’ve had so far, and how each came to be assigned to be medics,” he opened the meeting.
              Around the room the stories came.  None of them had any training in medicine at all, and only imagined trying to apply common sense if a need arose.  Few of them had actually had to do anything, other than treat wounds from training or a couple of instances of duels that resulted in deaths.  Most of them admitted that they had been assigned to be their platoon’s medic because they were the weakest or clumsiest or newest member assigned to serve in one of its squads.
              The last medic to speak was his fencing partner.  “My name is Imelda,” she said with a steely glint in her eyes, a challenge to Alec that didn’t imply any warmth.  “I only arrived in the Guard last week, and was assigned to be medic because I’m newest.  I’ve never done anything medically.
              “I joined the Guard to serve with my older cousin Inga, but two days after I arrived, she asked to transfer out.”
              Imelda sat down, and all eyes turned to Alec, gauging his reaction.  Apparently his alleged affair was more widely discussed than he realized.  Imelda looked quite a bit like her cousin, but was slightly taller, had a more slender, boyish frame, and had a fairer complexion.  Now that he was told of the relationship, he saw it clearly.
              “I know Inga,” Alec said to break the tension.  “She has the second fastest blade I’ve trained against.”
              Trying to put that aside, Alec focused on the matter at hand; he made them each open their medic kits and take everything out.  The rest of the afternoon they spent going through the contents of the kits, item by item.  Alec explained what the items were, where they came from, how to find replacements, and how to use them.  After three hours he dismissed them until the same time tomorrow.  They were each told to take their kits back to their platoons with them and bring them back tomorrow.  Imelda left with the others, not pausing to say a word to Alec.  He sighed at the strain of his bad reputation.
              Alec returned to his shop afterwards.  He found Ellison there, and learned that he had missed Brother James’s visit earlier in the afternoon.  Leading Ellison upstairs, Alec and the guard lifted Ellen from the tub of healing water and gingerly moved her to her bedroom.  Alec decided that after two days of resting, perhaps his health vision was likely to respond.  Looking carefully at Ellen, Alec examined her closely.  His vision did return, and he stood staring at her torso, sensing what internal damage she had suffered.  He was pleased to note how little damage remained evident.
              He ceased the vision, and immediately felt a searing headache.  Putting both hands to his head he doubled over and gasped.
              “Alec, are you alright?” Ellison asked him.
              Instead of answering, Alec stumbled out of the room and sat on the floor in the hall.  “I have a bad headache,” he grunted.  “Please go ask Leah to fix something for me to ease the pain.”
              The guard obediently went downstairs, and quickly returned with a mug of water.  “Leah said to drink some of this spring water while she prepares something else.  It’ll be ready in a minute.”
              Alec took the proffered cup and drank quickly.  He felt the pain ease slightly, and raised his head.  “That did help some.  Thanks.”
              They heard Leah starting to slowly climb the stairs, and Ellison went downstairs to take the next cup from her and bring it up himself.  Alec drank that too, then leaned his head back.  “Thank you again Ellison.  I’ll be fine in a few minutes.  You can go sit with Ellen if you want.  The only thing we need to concentrate on is repair of her liver; it was harmed by some of those blows.  That will take a few days, and leave her sore at first.  Otherwise she just needs to let those bruises heal.  It’s all good news.”
              Ellison left Alec to go see Ellen.  Alec felt the pain further diminish, though not completely dissipate.  He stood and went to lie in his own bed, where he fell asleep until the next morning.
              When he woke, Alec found his headache was gone.  He got dressed, picked up his sword and left to go to training with Nellon.
              Again that morning, Alec found as before that Nellon’s advantages caused him to play cat and mouse, not letting himself get trapped, and waiting for the occasional over-commitment by Nellon so he could take advantage of vulnerabilities.
              “When you try to swing low, you sometimes over-commit,” Alec told him during their break.  “That’s the most common opportunity I’ve seen to attack.”
              During their second hour Nellon adjusted and Alec found himself less able to do more than dodge and evade.  At the end Alec felt worn down like he never had been before in a practice.
              “Is this practice over, or do you have time for another bout, Captain?” Alec heard a voice behind him ask.  He turned around to see Imelda, already outfitted in practice padding.
              “I’m game for one more session,” he declared, as Nellon wished him well and went to put his equipment away.  He hoped there would be some opportunity to ease the tension that he felt coming from the girl.  “When we fenced the first time, you seemed friendlier,” he spoke, trying to start the conversation.
              “When we met the first time, I didn’t know your name or your character,” Imelda replied as she approached Alec and saluted, then began her first approach.  She seemed somewhat mechanical in her work this morning, and Alec fended her off easily, watching to see what her style was leading to.  They disengaged, and as they prepared to start again, Imelda suddenly flipped her sword from her right to her left hand and began a furious assault on Alec.  Like many of his practice partners, Alec wasn’t used to battling a left-handed opponent, and he felt helpless before the barrage.  He gave way, finding that Imelda’s quicker speed and longer reach than Inga, plus his heavy arms from the two hour punishment he’d just absorbed from the heavy Nellon, left him unable to maneuver.
              Suddenly Imelda’s sword reached high, towards his face, an area strictly prohibited in practice sessions, and cut his cheek and nose deeply.  Alec felt the blood begin to flow, and stepped back off the mat.
              Imelda stood impassively for a second nearby.  “There.  A scar for a scar,” she hissed, then turned and left.
              Alec stood with both hands on his face, stunned.  He realized the girl had deliberately waited until he was tired, then sought to injure him on purpose.  He had no idea what he should do about it.
              Alec walked straight over to the infirmary, holding his hand against his face, and opened one of the spare medic kits.  He worked as best he could to stop the flow of blood, protect against infection, and put a bandage over.
              He then returned to the armory, put his equipment away, cleaned up the trail of blood he had left, and hurried home to his shop.
              “Good grief, what happened to you?” Leah asked, catching sight of him as he entered the kitchen.
              “I took a bad cut in fencing,” he replied.  “Would you stitch it up for me?”
              Leah shuddered at the suggestion.  Alec tried to allay her squeamishness.  “Let me put some balm on it to kill the pain, then I’ll hold the flesh together, and you just put the stitches in to pull the two together.  It’ll help make it heal faster, and there’ll be less of a scar.”
              “Alright,” she said reluctantly.  Alec went and got the supplies, and returned.  Leah took a deep breath, and began stitching, which took ten minutes.  At the end Alec looked at her work in the mirror.  “Nicely done,” he assured her.  “Thank you.”
              “I hope you don’t ask me to do that very often,” Leah commented.  “Be careful.”
              Alec left the shop to go to Rand’s print shop.  “Annalea,” he called when he walked in.
              “Angel, what has happened to your face?” his first patient in Goldenfields asked as she came to the front of the building.
              “Just a bad cut.  It’ll heal,” he assured her.  “Where could I find your father?  Does he have an office I could go to?”
              “He always has lunch at his club down by Riverfront Square.  It’s a large green building with white shutters, three doors away from his bank.  You should be able to catch him there.  Is anything wrong?” she asked.
              Alec assured her that there was nothing wrong, other than he had to ask a favor.  “I’m going to go to Oyster Bay on a trip, and I wanted to see if I could travel on one of your father’s ships.”
              “That’s not even a favor.  He’ll be disappointed that’s all you’re asking for,” Annalea told him.  “Angel, while you’re here, can I ask you a favor?” she blushed as she mentioned it.
              “Rand and I are trying to have children, as you know, but we haven’t had any luck yet.  Can you recommend something that will help us catch?  Something more successful and safer than last time,” she added with a laugh.
              “I’ll think about it and maybe we can talk when I get back from Oyster Bay,” Alec lied.  He knew he was being cowardly, but he had no heart to tell the lovely girl that she could not bear children, due to damage her body had suffered during her serious illness.
              “Thanks Angel, and say hello to daddy for me,” Annalea told him as he left the print shop.
              Alec went back towards Riverfront Square, conscious of the stares his stitched face drew, and found the building Annie had directed him to.  A doorman asked him his business, and left Alec standing outside the door while he delivered the message requesting Natha’s attention.  Half a minute later Natha stood in the doorway.  “Alec,” his big voice boomed, “why aren’t you a member of this club so you can just come in?  You’re too rich for it, I suppose.”  Taking the healer’s arm, Natha led him to the dining room, where Helen was already seated.
              Annalea’s mother hugged Alec and smiled at him warmly, then asked about his face.  He explained his fencing accident again.  “Now, what can I do for you?” Natha asked, as Alec sat at their table with them.
              Alec explained his decision to go to Oyster Bay for training as an ingenaire, and his need for transportation.
              Natha looked impressed.  “Alec, I don’t know a man alive who is an officer, rich, and an ingenaire.  There’s no telling what you can accomplish.”
              “As for the transportation, you’ve got your choice of departures.  I have a wine barge leaving in three days, a grain barge leaving in four days, and a water barge, leaving in five days.  All things considered, it seems most appropriate that you join the first barge of water barrels from our venture to go to Oyster Bay.  As a matter of fact, you could present the first barrel to the king!”
              Alec though it over.  He couldn’t leave in three days, but four days would be fine.  On the other hand traveling with the water barrels would be a unique chance that appealed to him.
              “Alright, you can let my factor handle the arrangements,” Natha told him when he requested the water barge.  “I’ll tell them to have a cabin ready for you.  Is that all?” Natha asked as Alec stood to go.
              “Yes, I have to go to the Guard to teach the medics how to heal now.  Thank you so much for all you do,” Alec told them, bending to give Helen a kiss.
              “Ah, the impatience of youth,” Natha mourned mockingly as Alec left.
              Alec hurried over to the palace bridge and back to the infirmary, arriving last after all his students were already assembled.  He noticed that Imelda had taken a front row position directly before him.
              Alec took a deep breath, trying to ignore the stares at his face, and started the lesson.  He asked them questions about the items and facts they had gone over the day before, making sure they memorized the materials.  He then had them gather around, and demonstrated how to grind and mix ingredients, making them all practice, and again discussing what each concoction they created would treat best.  Finally, he told them all to practice administering different treatments, designating imaginary maladies and injuries they found on a partner.
              “The last thing I want to discuss is the canteen of water you all have.  This is water from a specific spring up the river a great ways, and the water has valuable properties for health purposes.  It will be available for sale soon, but the Duke should always be able to get a supply for the Guard, I’m sure.”
              “This water helps healing and health, whether taken as a drink or applied as an external remedy.  It can strengthen your other ingredients in a broth or a salve as well, but it can be used directly on a wound by itself.  It doesn’t take massive amounts for most wounds; all you have to do is dip a cloth in it and wipe that across the injury.”
              “Imelda, I’d like you to demonstrate how to do that by bathing my cut here.  This will be a voluntary demonstration for the rest of the class – the rest of you can stay and watch or you can go.  See you all tomorrow,” he said.
              Alec saw the look of satisfaction in Imelda’s eyes, and watched the tension in the other members of the class.  Alec instructed Imelda in how to wet the cotton patch in the kit, while the other class members broke for the door like a herd of cattle seeking escape from a panther.
              Alone with Imelda, Alec waited for her to stroke the wet patch across his face.  “What did you mean, ‘a scar for a scar’ this morning?” he asked her.
              “Inga left yesterday, and she left with a scar on her heart,” Imelda spat out bitterly.  “You toyed with her and then hurt her, hurt her reputation, and hurt her husband too.  You’re a piece of trash, and I despise you.  She left the city yesterday, and she’s going to wear her scar inside for a long time, and feel the pain for a long time.  I thought you ought to have a scar too, even if I couldn’t make it hurt you as long as you’ll hurt her.” Imelda picked up her kit of supplies and turned to walk out.
              “Hold on,” Alec said with feeling, angry at the label that had been applied to him.  “I did nothing to hurt her heart, despite all the stories you may have chosen to believe.  I care a great deal for her, and for her husband.  I used my skills to save both their lives.  And I’d do that and more again in a heartbeat if needed.”  He felt a sense of sadness at the realization that Inga was gone without a parting word between them.
              “I miss seeing Inga.  I miss her a lot.  But I’m glad she’s going to be with Lewis,” he lowered his voice.  “I never did anything with Inga that you might imagine.  I hear that apparently there are a lot of rumors going around, but Inga will tell you that we did not break her marriage vows.  Did you ever ask Inga, or hear her say anything otherwise?”
              Imelda stood still listening to Alec, without turning to look at him.  When he finished she turned and looked at him.  “Inga inspired me to train to be in the Guard.  I have always looked up to her, and being here with her is all I wanted to do.  Maybe you didn’t do what I hear you did, at least that’s what you say, but I know you’re part of why she left.  She’s not a quitter, so for her to leave, well, something had to go badly wrong.  And now I’m left here having to look at your ugly face every day.”
              Alec pondered what to say.  “It wouldn’t be so ugly if it weren’t for your cheap shot,” he said to her back with a bitter smile.  “But I’m leaving in a few days myself, so you don’t have to worry about seeing me for the rest of the year.”  He turned, and walked back into the supply room, taking the two extra medic kits with him, and heard the front door close.  When he returned, she was gone.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 43 – A Mark of Power
              Alec’s last days in Goldenfields were uneventful.  He practiced with Nellon each morning, with no further appearances by Imelda.  He taught his last class for the medics, taking them out into the woods east of town and identifying where plants lived and what they looked like.
              Leah began holding the shop open in the mornings again to treat people, while Alec nursed Ellen back to good health.  Within three days she was walking slowly around the house, well on her way to recovering fully.
              On the day before he left for Oyster Bay, Alec went back to see Merle.  He went immediately after sword practice, and waited awkwardly to visit with the ingenaire, while the other students mostly ignored him.  Fayette came over to talk, as did Roland.  “So you’re going to Oyster Bay already?” Fayette asked.  Alec nodded.  “Good luck there.  I hope I can join you soon,” Fayette said shaking his hand as Merle waved Alec back.
              “I’ve sent the message to Aristotle, and he should meet your ship when it arrives.  If he doesn’t, you just need to go to the Ingenairii compound.  It’s a large campus of white buildings spread across the largest hill in town.  You can see it from everywhere in town, and anyone will tell where it is.”
              “Is there anything else you need?” the ingenaire kindly asked.
              “There’s a lot I need,” Alec replied with unintended understatement.  “But all I want to ask if you’ll help me try to reach the power again.  I had a bad headache when I tried to use my health vision a few days ago, and I haven’t tried anything since.”
              Merle placed a pair of fingers on Alec’s temple for several seconds.  “Alec lie down here and we’ll see whether you’re ready to reach your power again.  I suspect you are fully rested and recovered by now, so we’ll give it a shot.” Merle lay down next to him, and clasped his hand.  “Alright, let’s begin.”
              Alec took a deep breath, but found it easier to relax than he expected.  He defined the barriers, and waited to sense Merle.  He was immediately there.  Alec looked around for the way through the barriers, and traveled to the entrance of the power realm.  He felt no pain, and began to have confidence that he could complete his journey.
              Carefully Alec gathered up his image of his Guard officer sword, and developed the simple image of his own body carrying the sword, then entered the tunnel where the light existed.  Inside, he felt the light press against his image, but only lightly at first.  Alec traveled further into the light, expecting the pressure to increase.  It did so only slightly, and Alec decided to go further.  He sensed that Merle was not going with him, but he felt the need to find where the power would envelope him.  Further in he suddenly became aware of the power pressing against him, with pressure that began to build rapidly.  Abruptly it permeated his image, faster than he remembered it had before.  He sensed a sting somewhere, but it was of little consequence at the moment.  He struggled to gain control of the image, which was driven by the surge of power that promised to do wonderful things with the sword.  Alec fought, felt his control slipping, and redoubled his effort.
              At last he succeeded in gaining control.  It felt tenuous though.  He stood within the image, making sure he had control, and sensed another image nearby.  Examining the bright surroundings, Alec thought he saw a shadow pass nearby, and he had a sense that it was some other ingenaire.
              Alec’s own image began to shift out of his control.  He re-focused his attention on his image, and forced it to turn towards the exit from the power realm.  The image began to move, and Alec felt his control begin to increase over it.  He kept it moving, and focused again on the image in every regard, exercising his control over each limb individually, and every muscle.  He felt the attention cement his control, and he began to move with less effort towards the way out.
              The journey was a long one.  Alec hadn’t realized how far into the power he had been lured, but he doggedly traveled, and finally came to the exit.  He resolved to make it out and pushed through the emptiness, more easily than before.  Without hesitation, Alec traveled to the barrier and pressed though the seam he knew was there.  Back between the barriers, Alec opened his eyes and came into the conscious world.
              Alec felt the same enhanced awareness of the world around him.  He felt ready to anticipate and react to any threat.  Turning his head, Alec looked towards Merle.
              The old ingenaire wasn’t there.
              Alec found that he was standing at the door, before he even realized that he had arose.  What could have happened to Merle, he wondered?  The doorknob started to turn, and Alec was suddenly behind the door with his sword drawn.
              The door opened, and Merle re-entered the room with Fayette and Latvia.  “He went further into the power than I’ve ever…he’s gone.” Merle said.  The three of them started to look around, and jumped back when they spotted Alec standing behind them with his sword.
              “Alec put the sword down.  Everything is fine.  You can release the power now,” Merle said.
              Alec’s sword was in his scabbard before he realized it.  He took a deep breath.  He didn’t need to hold onto the power he realized; this had just been a test.  With another moment’s hesitation, he made the decision and let the power flow out of him.
              He felt his shoulders slump, and he sat down on the floor, worn out by the effort he had been expending.  “Where did you go?  I opened my eyes and you were gone,” he said to Merle.
              “I went to find help.  You went further into the area of light than I ever have, and you were in there a long time.  I lost track of you, and couldn’t sense that you were still in reach.  I hoped that with the others, we might be able to form a chain and extend our reach to look for you.
              “As it turns out, that wasn’t necessary, apparently,” Merle said with a still slightly puzzled or worried expression on his face.
              “I felt when we parted ways, but when I entered the zone the power wasn’t inhabiting my image; it felt like there was no pressure to penetrate into me.  I kept trying to get to a place where the pressure would increase and power would enter the image.  It finally happened.  Then, when I started to return I found I had a long way to come to get back.  It took a long time to finally get myself out of the energy, but I did eventually make it.
              “Merle, could I have seen another ingenaire while I was in there?  It felt like there were other presences, shadows I sensed, deep in the power with me,” Alec asked.
              “Alec, I’m glad you’re back.  I’m glad you have re-established your ability to attain your powers.  But I have never heard of any ingenaire in the power realm making contact with another ingenaire.  I don’t know what that might have been,” Merle said.
              “Maybe it was one of the lost souls,” Latvia said, more understated than Alec had ever heard her.  “You know, the people who go in and never come back.  I always wondered what happened to them.  Did their souls just dissolve, or are they still wandering around in the energy, maybe lost and confused, or maybe dazed with happiness from all the energy they have?”
              “We have no way to know,” Merle said.  “Alec went in further than anyone else I’ve ever known.  It’s an interesting question, but not one we can resolve here and now, and I don’t want any volunteers to go searching in the power realm for answers,” Merle said, regaining his composure and sense of humor.  “Off you go Latvia, Fayette.”
              When they left, Merle turned to Alec.  “Tell Aristotle about this when you arrive there.  And be very careful about what you do.  Better to not have the power on a particular evening than to be lost.
              “Let me see your arm,” he suggested to Alec as he reached over to grasp his wrist.  The older ingenaire rolled his arm over and pulled the sleeve up.  He exposed a bright, shiny patch of skin.  It was a replica of Alec’s sword, emblazoned on his flesh.  Both of them stared for a moment.
              “You’ve still got a ways to go in your training, but your ability is not in question.  There will be no further questions about your right to handle power, eh?” Merle said, as Alec continued to stare at the inexplicable manifestation of his powers.
              “Now travel safely, and write to me.  I’d like to hear what happens.  Even though you’ve got proof of your ability, stay away from Follin at every opportunity, Alec.  He’s still looking for his lost ingenaire hunters.”  Merle placed a fatherly arm around Alec’s shoulder and squeezed a long hug that brought a sentimental tear to the boy’s eye.  He’d not felt such a comforting touch in a long time.
              Alec thanked Merle for his advice and help, and left the palace.  On the bridge he turned and looked.  It might be his last time to see the structures where so many things in his life had changed.  He imagined that he saw someone watching him from a high window, but couldn’t identify who it might be.  Turning around, he walked back to the shop on Baker Street.
              Inside the shop he found the now frequent visitor Ellison playing with Hannah.  “I have something to deliver to you sir,” Ellison told him.  He walked to a corner and picked up a soft, bulky package.  “I can’t tell you who it’s from, but I was told to put it in your hands directly.”
              Alec felt the package, then started to rip the paper wrapper.  Beneath the paper he saw a rich, sturdy deep blue material.  Opening it further, he shook out the material, and realized it was a complete dress uniform for a captain in the Duke’s Guard.
              “You can’t tell me who it’s from?” Alec asked, looking at Ellison.  He saw a stony expression develop, and then the guard shook his head.
              “Well, it’s a gorgeous gift.  I hope I’ll have some occasion fancy enough to wear it, and,” he added, “I hope I’ll always merit the right to wear it with honor.”
              Ellison suddenly drew stiff, upright and tall, and saluted Alec.  “Those who listen to loose talk don’t know what a great man you are, Alec.  I do, and the ones who count, they know too.  You honor the Guard in representing us.
              “I look forward to serving with you when you return.”
              Alec felt his eyes well up with tears suddenly.  He hadn’t expected that he could feel such pride from one man telling him what he longed to hear these days, especially a man who he respected so much.
              “Thank you my friend,” he said to Ellison, and turned to take his uniform upstairs to pack.
              Leah had laid out two large duffle bags for him, and had one full with the things she thought he needed, while the other sat empty waiting for the things he thought he needed to pack.  Alec folded the uniform and slid it to the bottom of the empty bag, then added his sword and scabbard.  He arranged the medical supplies he had already selected to take, and considered the packing job done.
              Night fell quickly, and Leah, Ellen, Hannah and Alec sat down for their last meal together in their home.  Alec looked at them, and took comfort in Ellison’s expected frequent visits.  He enjoyed the food and the company and the speculation about his traveling future.  “You’ll see some great cities on your way, that’s what I’ve heard from river sailors,” Ellen was saying.
              Alec looked at Leah.  He knew without a doubt that she was remembering, just as he was, the desperate river journey they had taken to escape Walnut Creek and arrive in their new home city.  How different this one would be, as a passenger on a comfortable river freighter traveling along known and populated routes.  “I probably won’t eat many tubers on this journey, will I?” he said with a grin to Leah, who smiled back.
              After dinner Alec went to bed.  He had to leave early to be on board the water hauler that was supposed to leave just after dawn.  He lay in bed, and Leah came in and lay down beside him, squirming to find a comfortable position for her pregnant body.
              “Alec, be careful.  I have a premonition that I will never see you again,” Leah said.  Alec felt a shiver run through his body, and the hair stand on the back of his neck.
              “I’ll see you again, soon, don’t worry,” he told her.  “I expect to deliver that child of yours and place it in your arms.”
              Leah reached out and stroked his head, then raised herself up and got in her own bed.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 44 – Return to the River
              The next morning Alec arose early and got dressed.  He leaned over Leah and kissed her forehead, thinking that he had never seen her look as peaceful and serene as she seemed at that moment.  He picked up the two heavy bags and left the shop, walking slowly with a bag over each shoulder, and stopping frequently on the way.  He knew the pier he had to go to was still a fair distance down the river.  He noticed a farm cart taking its goods to some market, and asked the driver if he could have a ride.
              “Why not?” the farmer said.  “Some folks would say you young people need to toughen up and do more on your own instead of seeking the easy way out, but I don’t cotton to that.  Throw your bags up and hop on and ride ‘til you need to hop off, or until I get to my market.”
              Alec lugged the two bags up and hopped on, landing amidst a collection of onions in burlap sacks.  A mile down the road he saw the landmarks for Natha’s dockyards, and pushed both bags off, jumping off after them and said farewell as he went.
              A hundred yards later Alec was in the gate of the yards and facing the ship he’d be on for the next ten days.  Compared to the raft he’d called his last nautical home, it was spacious beyond note.  Compared to the shop he’d lived in, it looked like a cramped way to live.
              At the plank Alec looked for someone on board to hail, but found no one who paid any attention to him, so he hitched up the bags one more time and walked up to the deck of the ship.  Within moments, an officer appeared.  “How may I help you?” he asked suspiciously, looking at Alec’s bags.
              “My name is Alec, and I’m a healer traveling to Oyster Bay.  I was told that I had a berth onboard the Sophie, carrying barreled spring water,” Alec said.
              “We’re the Sophie, and we’re carrying the water to Oyster Bay alright, so you’ve got a good story going so far.  Let me check with the captain about needing another hand.  I thought we were fully bunked,” the officer said and hurried away before Alec could correct him.
              Two minutes later, the captain came to see him.  “So you’re Alec?  I’m Jack, captain of the Sophie, and glad to make your acquaintance.   I want you to know that we understand you’re to travel in a cabin of your own, and not bunk with the crew,” he cast a withering sideways glance at the junior officer.
              A crewmember came and took Alec’s bags, and led the way down a short steep set of steps and through a low corridor to a door that opened onto a small room in the interior of the ship.  Alec surmised it was his cabin, and thanked the crewman for showing the way.
              With his bags out of the way, Alec returned to the deck, watching the crew prepare the ship to cast off.  A last load of miscellaneous merchandise was delivered to the ship and stowed in the hold, then a bosun’s whistle sounded, its pattern repeated by another whistle on shore, and the ship cast off, immediately starting to let the mighty river’s current pull it away from Goldenfields.
              Alec stood at the back of the ship and looked upriver, where he faintly saw the sunlight shining on the tower of the Duke’s palace.  The buildings on shore slipped by faster, and the crew raised sails at the order of the Captain, so that the Sophie quickly left Goldenfields behind and traveled past lands Alec had never seen before.  He stood there as the morning sunlight cast illumination on his journey, and reflected on the many changes the year had brought.
              He’d been a simple carnival worker just a few months ago, traveling to see eastern wilderness he’d never seen before.  Now he was a young man weighed down by the many titles he carried, and worried about the traps that lay in waiting for him as he approached the sophistication of the great royal capital to the west.
              Between the two lives was the wonderful interlude in Goldenfields, where he had been exposed to so much, drawn out so far, and forced to establish himself in so many ways.  The city had become his home, the Duke had become his liege, and healing and swordsmanship had become his vocations.
              Alec had had the fortune to have mentors and partners who had helped him adjust to the different life he’d found in the city.  Leah, Natha, Ryder, Merle, Inga, Ellison.  All had helped him, looked out for him, and given him advice and guidance.  He was thankful and lucky to have had such people take an interest in him, so that he had not floundered among the challenges and decisions of recent months. 
              Ahead was what he looked forward to: the reunion with Ari, who’d been as good as a father to him for many months; the training to master his ingenaire powers, to find if he could join that elite class of people who influenced the world; and, the chance to find the girl he’d promised to help.  Whether she was Natalie or Noranda, she had the face he remembered.  He was determined to see her again.
              Now he had only to wait until arrival in Oyster Bay, and he could open that new book of his life, to find what adventures awaited him in the tumultuous changing world of the Dominion.  Though he didn’t realize it, his role in defining how the world would change was going to be much larger than he’d ever imagined.
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
A selection from At the Seat of Power, Book 2 in the Ingenairii Series…
 
 
Alec first went blind with anger as he heard the words.  He could not see Ari, and barely heard him.  For seconds, Alec could not respond.  He felt no emotions beyond a huge barrier of denial that tried to prevent his heart from feeling pain over an attack on Noranda, and an irrational twinge of guilt that he had not been present to protect her.
               “Who in the world would do this to her?” Alec seethed, as he stood up and grabbed his medicine bag.
               Ari stood as well.  “Let’s get you on a boat and across the river to their compound,” he instructed.  He led the way back down the hill to a small dock on the river where a pair of guards watched over several small passenger boats.
With one of the dock men assigned to row him up to the Locksfort compound, Alec arrived in about 15 minutes.
“I am here to see Lapine Locksfort.  I am a healer from the ingenaire’s compound,” he told the dock worker who came to question their arrival at the family’s private dock.
“I was not instructed that the family was expecting you to arrive here,” the man said evenly.
“They may not have been told to expect me, but I am here now, and am ready to offer my services,” Alec replied standing and grabbing hold of a pier to pull himself up.  He rose to stand next to the man.  “Time is pressing.  I need to see what I can do for Noranda,” he said as he walked past the worker and towards the house.
The man looked at Alec walking away from him and at the ingenaire dock worker who still sat in the boat.  He decided to follow Alec, and left quickly to catch up with Alec’s purposeful stride.
“I was just here a few days ago,” Alec told him as they climbed the stairs.  “I’ll see myself in.”
“That’s hardly something I can allow,” the Locksfort man said, clearly uncertain about how to proceed.  “I’ll walk you to meet the household staff,” he responded as he scanned the area for potential assistance.
They arrived at a small service entrance, apparently used to unload household goods from the river, and entered the kitchen unchallenged.
“Where is the way to Noranda’s room?” Alec asked the first person they found, a young girl bringing in towels.
“It’s on the second floor in the south wing,” the girl replied, unsure about who was asking and why.
Alec and his uncertain escort moved through the kitchen to the public hallways, and ran into the butler at the foot of the stairs.
“Jelton,” the dock worker said, relieved to finally have someone else to share responsibility with.  “This boy arrived at the docks in an ingenairii boat, claiming he was here to heal Noranda.  He’s hustled in here and seems to be in quite a hurry.”
The butler apparently recognized Alec from his previous visit to meet Noranda.  “I’ll check with Master Lapine if you’ll wait in the parlor here,” he gestured to a nearby room.
Alec agreed to wait, and the dockman slipped away, not wanting to be associated with the uncertain situation any further, leaving Alec alone as Jelton turned and disappeared into the house.
A minute later Alec heard the front door open and close, and Elton appeared in the hallway outside the parlor, moving with a casual pace that surprised Alec.  Unescorted and unaware of the visitor in the house, Elton climbed the stairs, and Alec lost sight of him when the Duke’s son turned left in the upstairs hallway.
Growing frantic with impatience, Alec decided to wait no longer, and dashed up the stairs and to the left following the lead of Noranda’s betrothed.  Far down the gloomy hallway he saw two men standing outside a door, though he could identify neither one. Using a rapid pace Alec quickly joined the two men he couldn’t identify.  “Is this Noranda’s room?” he asked, indicating the closed door they stood by.
“It is the death chamber,” one man said without malice.
Alec grabbed the handle and burst into the room, before the two attendants could react to his surprising action.
Inside he found Elton and Noranda’s aunt standing on one side of a bed, while two other men, presumably physicians, stood at the foot of the bed, looking grave.
“Ingenaire?  Why have you burst in here?” Elton asked.
Alec ignored the question as he walked to the bedside and stared at the extremely pale figure in the bed.
Noranda laid still, an expression of pain on her face.  Alec could see that she had lost a lot of blood, a dangerous amount.  Her heart was barely beating, and he realized that there were traces of poison in her body, attacking her liver and kidneys, set to cause worse damage that would be just as fatal as the loss of blood itself.
He wracked his brain, sorting through his accumulated memories of healing, trying to find a means to restore life to this girl he cared so much about.
“Alec, I know you cared for her, but the doctors tell us there is nothing to do but hope she dies peacefully, soon,” her aunt said to him across the bed.
Alec fell to his knees, his face now even with Noranda’s.  He leaned forward and gently kissed her lips.  There was a muffled gasp from someone else in the room.  He still could not come up with some way to address the fatal loss of blood and the swiftly accelerating damage to the vital organs. 
Knowing nothing else to do, Alec reached out his hands. He placed one on Noranda’s head, and grasped one of her hands underneath the blanket with his other.
“Now see here, stop this behavior…” a voice seemed to say from a great distance away.
“Lord,” he began to pray quietly, his hearing and field of vision and every other sense honed to a fine focus on the girl he was with, “Give her time.  Give me time to find the cure she needs.  I love her Jesus, and want time to save her, no matter what it costs.”
He heard a sound like a rising wind, and saw a bluish glow fill the room.  Alec was looking at Noranda’s face as he prayed, and he suddenly felt his body grow rigid, frozen in his position with Noranda.  He could no longer feel his own body except the two hands that were touching the girl.  The rushing sound rose, and there sounded a thump.  The bluish light increased, and his vision grew blurred.  He saw a rapid movement out of the corner of his eye, and felt a brief touch on his arm.  Still he looked at Noranda, and saw no changes occurring in her health, although he knew something was happening.
More blurred movements occurred in his peripheral sight.  Alec could not tell how much time was passing as he knelt paralyzed.  He felt a sudden sense of weariness come over him, and realized that his personal energy was being depleted rapidly, as if he was carrying an enormous load of ingenaire power with him out of the energy zone.
A chill came over him, and the sense of weariness increased.  The rushing sound commenced to rise in pitch rapidly, reaching a painful crescendo, and the bluish light grew rapidly brighter.
A sudden bursting occurred, and all the strange phenomena ended.  Alec slumped to the floor beside the bed.  He heard many voices speaking loudly around him.  His fingers slid off her face, and he let lose his grasp on Noranda’s hand, then opened his eyes.  There directly above him was the face of Aristotle, with a look of concern and wonder expressed in his eyes.
“Alec, how are you?  Can you hear me?” the old ingenaire asked.
“I hear you,” Alec replied faintly, feeling ready to pass out.
“Are you finished with your ingenaire works?” Aristotle asked, as more faces appeared above his, looking down at Alec with expressions of wonder, fear and concern.
“I am finished for now,” Alec answered.  He closed his eyes and passed out.
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