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   There was a rustle, and then a twang, and Kestrel knew an arrow was speeding towards him.  He threw up his hands and created his blue shield.  It provided the protection he needed, just in time, as half the arrow was already within his space – the shaft of the arrow was sliced in half by the creation of the blue sphere of energy, and the head tumbled forward, striking Kestrel but not piercing him.
 
   But the creation of the shield, while it saved him from the arrow, created a greater problem, and Kestrel recognized it as it began to develop before his eyes, and all around him.
 
   The energy shield touched several of the barrels he was not supposed to explode until after he had gotten far away from them.  His energy though, created multiple combustions, and Kestrel experienced multiple impacts from the beginning of a huge conflagration.  He saw blinding flashes, and heard the beginning of the greatest explosive sound ever known in the Eastern Forest.  His body felt the first wave of death starting to expand from the terrible explosions.
 
   I need help, a part of his soul thought in a split fraction of a second before he was totally consumed by the fireball that was forming.  His body began to absorb fatal damages from the forces and flying debris that were all around him.  He lapsed into immediate unconsciousness as he was overwhelmed with pain and damage.
 
   A few fragments of thoughts drifted through his soul – he needed Alicia’s comforting hands, tending the wounds that were embedding themselves on all sides of his body; he needed a soft kiss on the cheek from Lark.
 
   He needed to escape.  He needed to go to the healing spring.
 
   And with that his powers suddenly carried out an extraordinary action, as they grabbed him and transported him, giving him the gift of the imps, the sprites, and the gods, letting him jump between places and dimensions, to carry him to the healing spring, where he was unconsciously deposited in his customary spot among the submerged rocks that were covered with the warm waters of the spring.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
                 
 
   Fantasy Series by Jeffrey Quyle
 
    
 
   The Inner Seas Kingdoms Series
 
    
 
    
    	The Healing Spring
 
    	The Yellow Palace
 
    	Road of Shadows 
 
    	A Foreign Heart
 
    	Journey to Uniontown 
 
    	The Guided Journey 
 
    	An Unexpected Deity
 
    	A Marriage of Friends
 
   
 
    
 
   The Ingenairii Series
 
    
 
    
    	Visions of Power
 
   
 
   2. At the Seat of Power: Goldenfields and the Dominion
 
   3. The Loss of Power: Goldenfields and Bondell
 
   4. The Lifesaving Power: Goldenfields and Stronghold
 
   5. Against the Empire
 
   6. Preserving the Ingenairii
 
   7. Rescuing the Captive
 
   8. Ajacii and Demons
 
   9. The Caravan Road
 
   10. The Journey Home
 
    
 
   Alchemy’s Apprentice Series
 
    
 
    
    	The Gorgon’s Blood Solution
 
    	The Echidna’s Scale
 
    	Scarlet from Gold
 
    	The Southern Trail
 
   
 
    
 
   Also by Jeffrey Quyle
 
    
 
   The Green Plague
 
    
 
   For more information, visit the Ingenairii Series on Facebook, www.facebook.com/ingenairiiseries
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Marriage of Friends
 
    
 
   The Inner Seas Kingdoms Series
 
   Book 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jeffrey Quyle
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To my father, Jerry Quyle, who has been such a wonderful supporter and advisor


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   Index
 
    
 
   Chapter 1                                                                                                 Page 1
 
   Chapter 2                                                                                                  Page 8
 
   Chapter 3                                                                                                 Page 15
 
   Chapter 4                                           Page 30
 
   Chapter 5                                                                                                 Page 43
 
   Chapter 6                                                                                                   Page 48
 
   Chapter 7                                                                                                   Page 63
 
   Chapter 8                                                                                                   Page 76
 
   Chapter 9                                                                                                 Page 85
 
   Chapter 10                                           Page 88
 
   Chapter 11                                                                                                 Page 98
 
   Chapter 12                                                                                                 Page 103
 
   Chapter 13                                                                                                   Page 126
 
   Chapter 14                                                                                                 Page 131 
 
   Chapter 15                                                                                                   Page 141
 
   Chapter 16                                                                                                Page 150
 
   Chapter 17                                                                                                 Page 155 
 
   Chapter 18                                                                                                   Page 163 
 
   Chapter 19                                                                                                   Page 181
 
   Chapter 20                                                                                                 Page 191
 
   Chapter 21                                                                                                 Page 197 
 
   Chapter 22                                                                                                  Page 204
 
   Chapter23                                                                                                  Page 216
 
   Chapter24                                                                                                  Page 222
 
   Chapter25                                                                                                  Page 238
 
   Chapter26                                                                                                  Page 253
 
   Chapter27                                                                                                  Page 260
 
   Chapter28                                                                                                  Page 276
 
   Chapter29                                                                                                  Page 288
 
   Chapter30                                                                                                  Page 293
 
   Chapter31                                                                                                  Page 309
 
   Chapter32                                                                                                 Page 319
 
   Chapter33                                                                                                  Page 323
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   List of Characters
 
    
 
   Kestrel, Warden of the Marches in the Eastern Forest
 
   Picco, member of Graylee nobility, Creata’s sister, Ruelin’s wife
 
   Merea, infant daughter of Kestrel and Picco
 
   Creata, Graylee Duke of the East Seashore, ambassador to Seafare
 
   Stillwater, Odare, Killcen, Acanthus, Mulberry, imps assigned to Kestrel
 
   Dewberry, sprite, queen of the imps
 
   Ruelin, Prince of Seafare
 
   Wren, cousin to Kestrel, betrothed to Creata
 
   Remy and Pont, young elves of Oaktown
 
   Whyte, Steward of Kestrel’s manor
 
   Captain Lim, officer at Center Trunk
 
   Putienne, a yeti of the Water Mountains
 
   Bernie, Cook at the Oaktown Manor
 
   Duke Listay, nobleman of Uniontown
 
   Stuart, chief guardsman for Duke Listay
 
   Gates, guardsman for Listay
 
   Lark, daughter of Duke Listay
 
   Duchess Tyle, royal noblewoman of Uniontown
 
   Gail, Langravine of Uniontown
 
   Duke Fields, contender for the Uniontown throne
 
   Yulia, Princess of Hydrotaz
 
   Philip, Prince of Graylee
 
    
 
   The Human Deities:
 
   Kai – goddess of the air                            Growelf – god of fire
 
   Krusima – god of earth                            Shaish – goddess of water
 
    
 
   The Elven Deities:
 
   Kere – goddess of fortune                            Norvell – god of light
 
   Tamson – god of force                            Were – goddess of sound
 
   Morph – god of speed                            Powson – god of weight
 
                                             Tere – goddess of size
 
    
 
   The Gnome Deity: 
 
   Corrant
 
    
 
    
 
   The Parstole Deities: 
 
   Decimindion & Medeina
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
                 Kestrel had saved the world.  A young elf, he had been plucked from obscurity, and sent on a mission.  At first, he had ostensibly been an elven spy, watching the intrigues of the humans, but his greater role had been to act as the agent of the gods.  
 
                  Goddesses from the humans and the elves, with cooperation from others, selected and assisted Kestrel in a greater challenge – the battle to defeat the invading race of reptilian Viathins, and their god, Ashcrayss.
 
                 When his battles against the Viathins finally ended, Kestrel made a long journey home to the Eastern Forest, and retired, he hoped, to live a peaceful life as a nobleman, the Warden of the Marches, a title and an estate granted to him by the king of the Eastern Forest elves.
 
                 But the royal family of the Eastern Forest called upon him to escort an emerging favorite of theirs to the Northern Forest elves, to establish formal relations between the two kingdoms.  As he carried out that journey, he met and befriended a young yeti, Putienne, and he was repeatedly attacked by a mysterious, powerful force.
 
                 The human goddess, Kai, broke a long silence to speak to Kestrel at last, telling him of dire problems, and assigning him to fix them.  And so he followed her guidance, then lost her guidance through a natural disaster, and lost the assistance of the imps, just before stumbling into battle.
 
                 With new allies, a handful of humans from Uniontown, Kestrel, Wren, an imp and a gnome, travel through a dangerous new world where the Viathins are rebuilding their strength by ravaging other races.  Kestrel helps to rescue captive gods, then defeat the Viathins, and gain extraordinary insights into his own powers and their uses.
 
                 The trip back to the world of the Inner Seas proves treacherous, and Kestrel is separated from the others, so that when he finally finds a way to return home, he is all alone.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Kestrel walked along the quiet street of Cedar Gully.  It was a small village, hardly an organized settlement, and his previous stay had made him thoroughly familiar with the layout of the village.  He even knew a few of the residents, and he knew where he would go.
 
   He started to trot down the familiar packed-dirt road that defined the shape of Cedar Gully.  The large stone house he strode away from was at the far southeastern end of the street; it marked the end of the settlement, an empty structure that Kestrel now knew was home to a hidden portal to other worlds.
 
   Two elves appeared to be strolling along the street ahead of him, but when he reached the public square, they turned aside, and Kestrel walked alone to the western end of the village. His goal was to reach a small cabin he had visited before, a home where he had healed a desperately ill boy when he had assisted the victims of the plague.  He knew he’d find a hospitable reception from the family there, the spirited boy and his mother.
 
   There was no light in the windows, no smoke in the chimney, and Kestrel wondered how late it was.  He hated to be a pest, intruding on the family in the middle of the night for all he knew, but he also wanted a place to rest.  He wasn’t going to try to run back to Oaktown overnight, he decided.  He’d wait until the morning and enjoy seeing the forest in the daylight.
 
   He reached the porch, and after a moment’s hesitation, he knocked on the door.
 
   “Go away!” a woman’s voice exclaimed.  “I already paid you my fee!” she shouted.
 
   Kestrel stood at the door, confused about how to reply.
 
   The door flew open, and the woman he remembered stood in the doorway, a knife in her hand, and a scowl on her face.  “I’m married; now leave me alone!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Kestrel stammered.
 
   The woman’s expression changed.  “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “I’m Kestrel.  I was here in the spring when your son – when the whole village – was ill,” he began to explain.
 
   “Oh!  Oh, oh, oh!” the woman said.  “Rocks and roots, I remember you!” she told him.  She stepped out beside him on the porch and looked towards the village, then grabbed his arm and pulled him into the cottage, before she shut the door tight.
 
   “My lord, what are you doing here?  Did the patrol see you?” she asked in an intense whisper.
 
   “What patrol?” Kestrel asked.  “I just arrived ten minutes ago.  I’ve been out of the country for,” he paused as he tried to mentally estimate his time away, “several months,” he concluded.
 
   “Don’t you know?  No, I can see that you don’t!” she scanned his face as she spoke.
 
   “Come back to the kitchen with me,” she told him, and she gestured towards an interior door.
 
   They sat at a table.  “My lord, where to begin?” she muttered to herself, as Kestrel removed his gear.
 
   “The whole kingdom is under,” she paused to search for the word she wanted, and failed, “well, the princess has decided to take charge of everything.  She’s using the army to patrol and control every part – well, almost every part – of the kingdom.”
 
   “Martial law?” Kestrel asked in astonishment.
 
   “Yes, that’s it; that’s what it’s called,” the mother agreed.
 
   “Why?  What’s happening?” Kestrel asked in astonishment.  He couldn’t imagine why there could be a need for martial law, or why the princess would call it.
 
   “I don’t really know.  The patrol just reached our village for the first time five days ago.  They made everyone gather in the square, and they read a proclamation to us.  We have to pay extra taxes or fees to the palace.  The princess said there were enemies of the state who were trying to overthrow the throne, and she would protect us from their plots.
 
   “Of course, none of it makes much sense to us down here in Cedar Gully – we’re probably the last place in the kingdom to learn any of this,” the woman told the astonished Kestrel.
 
   “And my lord,” she spoke slowly as she looked him straight in the eye.  “They read off a list of names of elves they said were enemies of the state, to be reported and arrested immediately.”
 
   Her tone made Kestrel’s heart drop, as it foreshadowed the words he knew he was about to hear.
 
   “They mentioned you first, my lord. There’s a reward for turning you in,” she told him.
 
   Kestrel sat in stunned silence.  “I’ve done nothing wrong!” he protested.  “You have to believe me!”
 
   “I do, my lord.  Everyone in the village remembers how you came to help us, for no reason other than to do the right thing.  We would never turn you in,” the woman said passionately.  “And I hear that people all up and down the Marches feel the same way, because of all that you’ve done.  They say there are mobs of soldiers in Oaktown trying to keep the peace because the people there want nothing to do with the princess’s claims.”
 
   Kestrel couldn’t comprehend what he heard.  He sat in stunned silence.
 
   “Would you like something to eat?” his hostess asked.
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel answered faintly. Automatically, as his mind replayed the conversation, trying to reconcile the story with the reality he thought he knew.
 
   “What happened in Oaktown?” he asked, focusing on his friends there, principally Putienne.  “Is everyone okay?’
 
   “I only know rumors, my lord,” the woman answered hesitantly.  “They say there was a battle, and many people were hurt.  I don’t know the truth of it,” she told him, as she placed a plate of acorn bread on the table in front of him.
 
   He picked up a piece of the bread and stuffed half of it in his mouth.  He closed his eyes and sighed as he chewed the strongly-flavored food.  At least in that respect, it was good to be home, he told himself.   The bread tasted as good as he could have dreamed.
 
   There was a loud pounding at the door.
 
   “Oh sticks!  You need to go,” the woman said urgently rising from the table.  “They mustn’t catch you,” she said.  “Go out the back window.  They won’t know you’re here.”
 
   The pounding sounded again.  “Open up,” a male voice called.
 
   “Go!” the woman urged.
 
   “What do they want?” Kestrel asked, rising.  He recollected her claim of a husband when he had arrived, and the knife in her hand when she had opened the door
 
   “Go, my lord,” the woman pleaded.
 
   “I’ll not leave you in trouble,” Kestrel replied.  He pressed her behind him as he walked to the door, after picking up his staff.
 
   “What do you want?” he asked as he pulled the door open.
 
   There were three elves, standing on the porch, men who were taken aback by Kestrel’s appearance.
 
   “I thought you said her boy was young,” one of them said to another.
 
   “Leave us now,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Who are you?” the third guard asked.
 
   “Look at his ears!” one of the other guards said.  “It’s him!”
 
   Kestrel swung his staff around without hesitation, striking the foremost guard in the head, and dropping him to the ground.  Kestrel barreled out onto the porch, and shifted his staff to forcefully drive the end into the stomach of a second guard, then shifted again to block a hastily swung knife from the third guard, who he kicked in the groin.
 
   All three guards lay on the porch, unconscious or writhing in pain.
 
   “My lord!” Kestrel’s hostess exclaimed.  “How did you do that?”
 
   “I was ready to fight, and they weren’t,” Kestrel said succinctly.
 
   “I’ll have to leave now,” he said.  “What about you and your son?  Is there someplace you’ll be safe?” he asked.
 
   She motioned him inside, away from the men on the porch.
 
   “My son is staying at a friend’s house; I didn’t want him to know what I feared was going to happen,” she explained.  “My sister lives out in the forest with her husband.  I’ll take my boy and go stay with her,” she said in a low voice.
 
   “What will you do?  Where will you go?” she asked.
 
   “I want to find out what happened to my friends in Oaktown, first,” Kestrel answered.  “Then I need to find out what is happening, and why.  Then I’ll know what to do,” he summed up.  “If you really believe you’ll be safe,” he added.
 
   And so, a half hour later, Kestrel was using his staff and his knife to drive the dispirited guards along the road to Oaktown in front of him, taking them away from Cedar Gully to give his hostess time to make her own escape.  After two hours on the road, a wearying two hours of prodding and watching the disarmed guards, Kestrel made them all lie flat on the ground, and then he started running freely, encumbered only by the things he carried.
 
   He arrived at the edge of Oaktown as false dawn was starting to brighten the eastern sky.  He stalked carefully through the town, and reached the manor – his home – without incident.  He stopped and stared, shock turning to outrage as he observed the graffiti and senseless destruction in evidence.
 
   Kestrel circled around to the back of the manor, and found a squad of guards sleeping in tents that were pitched in the yard.  The trees surrounding the manor were developing into their true shapes and colors as the sunlight brightened the morning sky, and Kestrel saw that there were traces of brown, and a few tints of red and yellow starting to emerge; autumn was coming to the forest once again.  He quietly picked his way around the camp and entered the kitchen.
 
   None of the cooks were in the kitchen, so Kestrel pulled his sword and began to silently stalk through the halls of the manor, headed towards the servants’ quarters.
 
   There was snoring coming from his own bedroom as he passed it, and Kestrel felt his blood start to boil with anger.  He passed the door by, and found Whyte’s room ransacked and empty.
 
   The next room was the housekeeper’s; after standing indecisively at the door with his fingers on the handle, a noise down the hall spooked him, and he hastily pressed the door open, slipped into the room, then shut the door behind him.
 
   Clara, the housekeeper, slept in her bed, apparently untroubled by the occupying force from Center Trunk.  Kestrel stepped over to the bedside and squatted down.
 
   “Clara, wake up, please,” he said gently.
 
   She mumbled, then opened her eyes and stared uncomprehendingly.
 
   Then she screamed.
 
   “Who are you?” she demanded.
 
   “Clara, it’s me, Kestrel,” he answered.  “Don’t scream,” he said urgently.
 
   She sat up, holding her covers over her chest.
 
   “My lord, is it really you?” she asked.
 
   In response, Kestrel raised his hand.  He made a small ball of glowing energy appear, then let the light float up towards the ceiling.  “Who else could it be?” he asked with a grin.
 
   Clara responded by breaking into tears, then leaned over and hugged him tightly.  “No one but you!
 
   “Thank the trees and the skies!” she said.  “We’ve been sorely in need of you and an army of your imps to come and chase this mess away.  They’ve ruined the manor; it’ll take a year of nonstop cleaning to remove the filth they’ve spread in just a month’s time.”
 
   “Are they treating you alright?” Kestrel asked.  “How is everyone else?”
 
   “They’ve not done me any harm,” she answered.  “Nor have they done much to most of us.  That rascal Remy, his friend from the village, Pont, and your young ward Putienne fought them for a day or two, then fled north.”
 
   “Where did they go?” Kestrel asked intently.
 
   “They said there was a place you knew, Firheng, where there’s rumored to be many that are fighting against Center Trunk,” she answered.  “Now that you’ve taken control again here, maybe the scamp can come back?” she asked.
 
   “I’m here alone, Clara,” he replied.  “For now,” he added.  “I just got back from a journey, and I had no idea any of this had happened.
 
   “I’ll have to go get help to set the manor free,” he thought out loud.
 
   “You can just call those imps of yours to pop out of the air!” the housekeeper proposed.
 
   “There’s a problem with that,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve broken the hearts of those imp girls you flirt with, and now they’ve shunned you!” Clara cried.
 
   “No,” Kestrel laughed, “nothing that dramatic.  The sun has changed its energy and that’s made it impossible for them to appear and disappear,” he explained.
 
   The woman looked at him with an empty expression.   
 
   “Well, anyway, I’m going to set the city free,” he said.  “I’m going to go now,” he told her.  He made his glowing ball of light disappear, and saw that a hint of rosy dawn was creeping in through the window.  “You stay calm and out of trouble.  I’ll be back in a few days,” he promised her, the beginnings of a plan forming in his mind.
 
   They each heard footsteps in the hall outside her door.
 
   “Where’s Whyte?” he asked one last question.
 
   “They took him away as a prisoner to Center Trunk,” the woman replied.
 
   “We’ll have to fix that too,” Kestrel said with determination.  His steward had grown to be his most trusted advisor and servant, and Kestrel was indignant at the thought that the senior elf might have been mistreated.
 
   He walked over to the window and looked out.  The tents were all still, with no one moving about.  Kestrel gave a silent wave to Clara, then slipped out and started walking on tip toes through the camp.
 
   “You, hold still!” a voice suddenly called, and as Kestrel turned to see where the shout came from, he heard the whistle of an arrow flying through the air. He started to raise his hand to motion a protective shield of energy into existence, when the arrow struck him in the chest.  He felt it strike him precisely where the handprint scar of Kai covered his heart; the arrow bounced off him, and dropped to the ground, while he staggered backwards from the force of the impact.
 
   “He’s still alive!” the voice bellowed.
 
   Kestrel raised his hand again and created the glowing blue shield to protect himself, and a number of shouts sounded all around him.
 
   “It’s the evil one himself!” someone said.
 
   Elves were boiling out of the manor, while the occupants of the tents were crawling into the yard.
 
   “All of you must leave this place!” Kestrel shouted.  It was an act of bravado, for he had no plan to fight them all.  “I am going now, but I will be back, and woe to you if you are still here when I return.”
 
   He closed his eyes, then made his shield glow with an intensity brighter than the sun itself.  The Center Trunk forces shouted in fear, and shut their eyes, temporarily blinded, while Kestrel took advantage of their disability to run away into the forest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Kestrel stood in a glade in the forest, not far outside Oaktown, breathing heavily, more from shock than exercise.  He was reeling from the discovery that his home had been occupied by an army from Center Trunk.  He had to take action, but he was at a loss as to what to do, or at least what to do first.
 
   He could go into the Swampy Morass and ask the imps for help.  He had no doubt that his allies would assist him without reservation.  And though they could not transport instantaneously from place to place, they could still fly, and they could still fight.
 
   Or he could go to Hydrotaz, and ask Yulia for an army of humans to come with him to fight.  She too would grant him his request, he was sure.  But the thought of relying on humans troubled him as he considered it in the brightening morning light of the forest.  Humans were not likely to be comfortable fighting against elves in the forest; they weren’t likely to be successful either, he admitted to himself as he considered the option.  And he would be portrayed as a traitor, a part-human renegade allied with a human invasion.  That was an unacceptable outcome, if it could be avoided.
 
   “Kere, what am I to do?” he called out in frustration.
 
   And then it struck him; he could call out to the gods here, the gods he knew, the gods he had grown up worshipping.
 
   “Kere and Morph, I ask you for help,” he prayed beseechingly.  “I do not understand what is happening here.  Tell me please.  Help me.”
 
   He waited hopefully.  Perhaps, he told himself, perhaps because he was directly in the Eastern Forest, he could communicate with them, despite the interference of the Rishiare Estelle, the bloody sun.
 
   There was no answer.  He thought he might have felt a touch of empathy, but there was nothing more.
 
   His decision was clear.  He would go into the swamp.  He would run to Blackfriars and visit the court of Jonson and Dewberry, and he would ask for help.
 
   He saw no alternative, and he found no flaws in the plan.  He turned to the southwest, and started running.  He crossed the main trail that passed from Oaktown to the northwest, and kept on going, using a network of game trails to lead him towards the border of the Eastern Forest.  He spent over a day running through the forest, and slept in a tree that night. 
 
   By the middle of the next morning the ground was turning moister, the trees and plants began to change, and the insects became more profuse.  He knew that he had crossed over the unmarked boundary between the lands of the elves and the imps.  He wasn’t sure where to go within the swamp, however, other than to follow the waterways that would lead to the Flowing River, which would eventually lead him to Blackfriars, the only city that he knew the imps lived in.
 
   He spent another long day slowly moving through the Morass, and only increased his traveling speed when he left the ground and took to the trees, running and leaping from branch to branch, disturbing squawking birds as he passed through, and finally reaching the banks of the sluggish Flowing River.
 
   Kestrel wasn’t sure which way to go when he reached the river.  He made the decision to go left, and was rewarded when he spotted a trio of imps slowly flying in the same direction, pulling ropes attached to a crude floating raft in the river.
 
   “Hello imps!” he called ecstatically.
 
   Two of the imps dropped their ropes immediately, and darted towards him, spacing themselves apart to approach him from different angles.  They drew knives as they took positions and hovered on either side of him.
 
   “Who are you?  What elf dares trespass in our kingdom?” the imp on his right spoke.
 
   “An elf who is a friend and neighbor,” he replied immediately.  “I am the Warden of the Marches in the Eastern Forest.  My name is Kestrel; perhaps you’ve heard of me?” he said with false modesty, certain that his name must be known to all imps after his spectacular series of adventures with and on behalf of the imps.
 
   The two small beings looked at him suspiciously.
 
   “I set up the mushroom market in Oaktown,” he added in exasperation a few moments later.
 
   “You were the one who did that?” the left imp said excitedly.  “Can you get more?  I didn’t get any mushrooms!”
 
   “I got some,” the right imp said smugly.
 
   “You always get the good things!” the left imp complained loudly.
 
   “I hope we can set the market up again next season,” Kestrel interrupted the brewing battle.  “I know the king and queen would be happy to talk about that, if I could reach the court.  Can you direct me in the right direction?” he asked.
 
   “Follow us,” both imps simultaneously responded.
 
   “Gladly,” Kestrel replied.  “Will it take long?” he asked.
 
   “Another few hours; we should arrive around sunset,” one of the imps said.  “Will you be able to keep up?” he asked.
 
   “I saw how slowly you were going,” Kestrel laughed.  “The question is really whether you can keep up with me?”
 
   He saw a look of set determination cross the imp’s face.  “You won’t find us being the laggards!” the imp declared.  He turned and zipped back to the center of the river, where he dove to the surface and plucked his abandoned rope out of the water.  “Can you believe the cheek of that elf?” Kestrel heard the imp say in a low voice to his companion who had remained with the small barges.  “We’ll show him who can and can’t keep up!”
 
   And so began the journey that was really a race.  The imps pulled their boats with great vigor, creating a rippled wake upon the river as they vigorously headed upstream towards Blackfriars.  They generally found, to their disgust that Kestrel could easily leap from tree limb to tree limb with no problems, letting him out pace the imps.  But when his riverbank route was interrupted by the mouth of some tributary stream, he would have to divert away from the river, allowing the imps to catch up with or pass him.
 
   Two hours later, a short pier came into view on the river bank, and a horn sounded loudly.  The pier was on the opposite side of the river from Kestrel, and the imps angled their barges towards the pier, chortling triumphantly.
 
   “What a race!” Kestrel heard one of them say.  “I’m glad we won; can you imagine the shame of losing to an elf?
 
   “Elf slow one,” the blue creature turned and shouted across the river as the barges pulled up next to the docks, where a crew of imps tied them fast to the piers. “We appreciate your sporting ways; you made things interesting, though of course we won, as an imp might be expected to.”
 
   Kestrel stewed momentarily, then shrugged the comment off.  “So can you send a boat over to give me a ride across?” he asked.
 
   “What? The mighty elf can’t cross the river?” one of the imps hooted, making the whole crowd laugh.
 
   Provoked by the arrogant attitude of the imps, Kestrel turned and disappeared back into the forest that bordered the river bank, making the imps smirk with delight, until Kestrel reappeared ten seconds later, running at his fullest elven speed.  He stepped out onto the surface of the river and proceeded to kick up a small rooster tail of foamy water in his wake as he ran across the river and leapt up onto the river bank.  He turned and looked at the stunned crowd of imps.  “Oh, do you still have to unload the cargo?  I’ll go ahead and tell the king you’ll be along…eventually,” he smirked, as he turned again and started walking along the road that led from the river to the city.
 
   He felt good, energized by having won the petty battle at the docks, so good that he whistled as he walked along.  He saw imps floating high overhead, and then he followed the turn in the path and suddenly faced the sight of the high towers of Blackfriars, the city of the imps.
 
   “Odare!” he shouted.  “Killcen!  Mulberry!  Where are you all?” he shouted.  He repeated the names, cupping his hands around his mouth to project his voice high up into the sky.
 
   Imps started streaming out of the doors and windows of the towers.
 
   Kestrel watched with satisfaction, pleased to see the stir he had raised, but he grew concerned when he saw a small cadre of imps come plummeting down from the sky, heading directly towards him.  Just before the numerous imps reached him his concern turned to joy, as he recognized that the approaching imps were the friends he knew, the very imps who had been stranded apart from him when the Rishiare Estelle had disrupted the plans they all had made to travel together to fight the Viathins and free the captive gods.
 
   The first two imps struck him simultaneously, Odare from the right and Mulberry from the left, driving him to the ground with the impact of their reckless regard.  He felt numerous things going on all together in a welter of impressions.  He felt imp after imp strike and add to the pile of small blue bodies that rested upon him in a squirming mass of affectionate friends, as kisses and pinches and shouts of glee rained upon him for a string of minutes that stretched out.
 
   He felt his own eyes fill with moisture, and then spill tears of joy at the happiness of the reunion.  There may be no place in the world where I could be more exuberantly welcomed than here with the imps, he found himself thinking, and he knew he took great pleasure in the thought.
 
   “What ruckus is this that disturbs the royal nap?” a shrill voice called.
 
   The imps that were piled upon Kestrel began to immediately untangle themselves and float up away from him, so that within a minute he could see the sky above once again.  The sun was setting he realized, and then, against the backdrop of the reddening sky, he saw Dewberry hovering directly overhead.  The queen of the imps was large with child, and her face glowed with a radiance born of both her physical state as well as the joy of seeing Kestrel alive and at her home.
 
   “I might have expected to see you upon your knees to greet me, Kestrel-always-traveling, but lying on your back is a novel way to greet your favorite untouchable beloved.  Is this some new custom you’ve learned in some exotic locale?” she asked, and then she plummeted down to kiss him and be engulfed in his gentle embrace.
 
   “My queen, I could not imagine living another day without seeing the great, very great, make that very, very, very greatness, that you have become!” he replied.
 
   She bit him laughingly on the shoulder, then floated up away from him.
 
   “Because I hold you in such high esteem, I will ask the guards to place you in the nicest prison cell we have for making such mean comments!” she scolded him.  “Come up, come up!  We will have a dinner with you, and hear your news.  We are so sadly cut off from the world because of the Rishiare Estelle conditions; we want to hear everything you have to say.”
 
   And so half dozen imps gathered around him, and physically lifted him to a balcony in the royal tower.
 
   “You are very light, Kestrel friend,” Mulberry told him as they set him down.
 
   “He looks very thin,” Killcen agreed.
 
   “He has pined away from a broken heart, without an appetite, because he could not see me during all these past weeks,” Odare declared.  “It is touching that he is here to see me now.”
 
   With such ongoing joking and laughter, Kestrel was escorted to a large banquet hall, where Jonson sat at a table set upon a dais, with many other tables set on the floor just below.
 
   “Come sit with me, friend Kestrel, hero of the imps, and tell us what you have been doing.  We need to give the cooks time to prepare the unexpected banquet they now must provide, and I trust that your story will be exciting – we don’t ever expect to have boredom when you are around!” the king said.
 
   Kestrel stepped up to the table, and after a hearty welcome from Jonson, he was made to stand and tell his tale, speaking to a room that started with a crowd, and grew more crowded as he spun the extraordinary tale of much that had happened since the fateful day when the Rishiare Estelle had disrupted the plans of all involved.  He judiciously pruned references to his own temporary divinity, aware of how raucously the story would be received and treated.
 
   “And so, my friend, I am here to ask for your help, again,” Kestrel told the king as he ended his story with his return to the land of the Inner Seas, while Jonson sat upon his throne.
 
   “You have great powers, while we are still suffering from the Rishiare Estelle,” Jonson replied.  “I would never say ‘no’ to you, for we owe you all the help we owe to our brothers.  But I wonder what we can do for you.”
 
   “The Eastern Forest has fallen into a civil war, and my friends are in trouble.  I need a squad or more of imps with pikes to help me help my companions,” he replied.
 
   “You are asking us to go to war with the elves?” Jonson asked in astonishment.
 
   “Not precisely,” Kestrel answered uncomfortably.  “Not all the elves.  Just the ones who are following the princess on this strange course she follows.”
 
   “I’ll fight for Kestrel!” Killcen shouted.
 
   “I’ll fight for Kestrel too!” Mulberry echoed.
 
   The room erupted with promises of support.
 
   “What a warlike crowd!” Dewberry marveled.  “I expected them to offer to go to war against Kestrel heartbreaker, not for him.”
 
   “On behalf of the human and elven maidens whose hearts he has broken?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “Don’t forget the gnome girls too,” Odare chimed in to much frivolity.
 
   “And these are your friends,” Jonson leaned over to comment sotto voce.
 
   Servants began entering the room with platters of food at that moment, and Kestrel found that his mouth was watering at the prospect of a cooked meal.  He said little for the next several minutes as plates of food were delivered to the head table, and he ate ravenously.
 
   “Kestrel friend, we will have more food tomorrow,” Jonson said to him at last.  “You do not have to eat all your meals at once tonight.”
 
   The gathering continued on into the evening, until Kestrel’s profound exhaustion finally overtook his delight in the reunion with his friends.
 
   “Let me show you to sleeping chambers,” Killcen quietly suggested as Kestrel’s eyes grew heavy.
 
   “So you do not know where Stillwater is?” the imp asked as he led Kestrel to a small, quiet room with a bed and covers.
 
   “He could be anywhere around the Inner Seas, but I do not know precisely where,” Kestrel agreed as he placed his gear in a corner, then sat to pull off his boots.  “I hope he’ll arrive back in Blackfriars soon, his mission safely accomplished.”
 
   “We hope so too, and we’re glad to see that you are already safely back,” Killcen smiled quietly, as he watched Kestrel’s head lay down and his eyes close.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Kestrel found that he had to rest, relax, and lounge all the next day, as the imp kingdom hastily composed an army to send with Kestrel to set the Oaktown manor and its lands free.  For the imps, the martial expedition was exciting, an unexpected call to action that drew a feverish wave of volunteers among the members of the guard.  But it was also an expedition unlike any in memory, as the imps had to reckon with logistics and supplies in a way they never had before, because of their traveling limitations.  The number of packs they had to fill with enough food for a campaign up into the Eastern Forest depressed the imps who had not traveled and fought with Kestrel before, as they came to understand that they would have to carry those packs.
 
   The following morning, with Kestrel feeling refreshed and the imps feeling secure, they descended from their nests in the Blackfriars towers.
 
   “We can go directly this way,” Killcen explained, as they started walking along a trail unfamiliar to Kestrel, “instead of going down to the river and back up again.  This will lead much more directly to the Eastern Forest, and save a day on the journey.  We could be at your home by tomorrow night,” the imp explained.
 
   “So what,” Killcen began to delicately ask, “happened to Stillwater, exactly?”
 
   “I think he is somewhere here in the Inner Seas,” Kestrel replied.  “He and Wren and the others,” he started to explain before Killcen interrupted.
 
   “The humans and the gnome?” he clarified.
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “And you say the gnome was pleasant?” the imp asked skeptically.
 
   “Yes, I thought so,” Kestrel answered mildly, not wishing to waste time listening to a rehashing of the ancient prejudices between imps and gnomes.
 
   “So, will we pass through any villages in the Eastern Forest before we reach Oaktown?” he changed the subject.
 
   “We’ll come to a village called Stonewalls,” Killcen answered.  “It’s not far inside the Eastern Forest.  I used to go there to pull pranks when I was young,” he added sheepishly.
 
   “You know,” he said guiltily, in response to the mock look of shock that he misinterpreted on Kestrel’s face, “hiding the chicken eggs, putting all the shoes on the roof, harmless fun.”
 
   Kestrel grinned, and the party moved on along the path through the forest.  Within an hour though, Kestrel took to traveling through the trees, as the imps floated in the air overhead, and they left the twisting trail to move in a straight line that brought them to the edge of the Eastern Forest as the sun set.  He made a small camp fire that night, and several of the imps joined him near its flames.
 
   “How long will it take for us to get to Stonewalls?” Kestrel asked.
 
   All the imps looked at one another and shrugged.
 
   “We’ve never gone this way before,” Mulberry explained.  “We have always transported ourselves there in the past.
 
   “It seems much farther away than I realized,” she added.  “But we should see Stonewalls early in the day, unless we don’t start early in the day.”
 
   The sortie did start its journey early the next morning, and within an hour they reached the elven village.   Kestrel walked into the village alone, as the imps flew high overhead and monitored his location closely, ready to drop down to protect him.
 
   “What the blazes are you doing out in the street this early?” a pair of guards questioned Kestrel when he reached the center of the village.  They did not speak with the soft, lilting accent of the southern portion of the Eastern Forest, as nearly every other elf Kestrel knew in the region did.  Instead, they spoke in the same flat dialect that Kestrel himself used.  They were not natives of Stonewalls, Kestrel was sure, and so he assumed they were Center Trunk flunkies.
 
   “I’m walking towards Oaktown,” he answered.  “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “We aren’t looking for smart mouths,” one of the guards answered, as he lifted the club he held in a menacing fashion.  “Get back in your home, now.  Wait until the curfew is lifted,” the elf said, and then he casually swung the club at Kestrel’s head.
 
   His club never struck its intended target, as Kestrel, whose energy had been primed for use, immediately projected a protective shield around himself.  The cudgel struck the blue field around Kestrel, then deflected downward, and imps came plummeting down to knock both aggressors to their feet.
 
   Kestrel shifted his shield so that it became a low dome that trapped the two malefactors on the ground.
 
   “The curfew is lifted,” Kestrel told the two, as he looked down at them, while they lay on their backs, looking up at him with wide-open eyes.   “Do you agree?”
 
   “Yes, my lord,” they spoke in unison.
 
   “Then if I allow you up, do you agree to leave this village immediately, and to go all the way back to Center Trunk without stopping?  Tell the people in charge there that they are to leave the elves of the Marches alone, unless they have my permission.  Do you agree?” he asked, as the imps hovered above him, in full view of the two cowering elves under the blue force field.
 
   “We’ll do so immediately,” one of them said.
 
   Kestrel heard a sound, and turned to see that the inhabitants of the village were peering out of their windows, or standing on their porches, watching the confrontation take place.
 
   “You must run,” Kestrel told the captives in a loud voice.  “Run all the way to Center Trunk.  Do not go to Oaktown; do not warn them that change has come to Stonewalls.
 
   “Now disarm, completely, and go,” he said, as he dissolved the blue shield that hovered above the two elves.  They both jumped to their feet and removed their knives and bows and arrows, then started running, going due north, cutting between houses to go in the direction they had promised Kestrel.  As they passed a house, a large bowl flew from a window and struck one of them in the head, then another object was tossed, landing just behind them as it shattered.
 
   A steady rain of projectiles flew from the hands of the residents of the village, along with a stream of oaths, and the fleeing guards redoubled their efforts to escape, then disappeared into the surrounding forest.
 
   A chorus of cheers erupted from the elves of the village, who came streaming out, and formed a circle around Kestrel and the imps, then grew silent.
 
   “What happens now?  Do we trade one set of bullies for another?” someone asked.
 
   “Are the imps here to harass us?” another voice asked.
 
   “Who are you?  What did you just do?” a woman’s voice called.
 
   “I am Kestrel, from Oaktown, the Warden of the Marches,” he answered.
 
   “The one who visited all the other villages?  Why didn’t you ever come here?” the question shot at him.
 
   “I never heard about magic like that before from the Warden,” another commented.
 
   “I would have come to your village earlier, but the king and the princess sent me away on a mission months ago, during the spring.  I’m just returning to the Eastern Forest,” he explained, speaking loudly.  “I asked the imps to help me fight against the guards from Center Trunk,” he explained.  “The imps are my allies.”
 
   “They’re trouble makers!” someone shouted back.
 
   Kestrel looked up at his companions, and saw several guilty looks and shrugged shoulders.
 
   “They are, at times,” he admitted, “but now, they have pledged to help me set all of the Marches free!  We are on our way to Oaktown to fight for freedom.  Anyone who wants to come along and join us may do so.”
 
   A half dozen elves stepped forward immediately.  “We’ll help you and the small ones fight against these thugs,” one of the elves said.  Four were males, and two were females, and one of each gender was too young to send into battle, Kestrel decided.  “You two,” he pointed at the youngest, “will stay here as a home guard to protect the village from further mischief.
 
   “The rest of you will come with us,” he told the others.  They broke apart to gather up supplies and weapons, then immediately started out.
 
   “The next village on the way to Oaktown is Dry Ditch,” one of Kestrel’s new companions explained.  “Then there’s Slaggyford, and then there’s Oaktown itself.  If you don’t stop too much on the way, you can be in Oaktown by the evening.  We can speed up and skip around Dry Ditch.”
 
   “I imagine we’ll have to stop for at least a bit in Slaggyford,” Kestrel answered.  “The guards there won’t be likely to be beaten as quickly as these were, will they?”
 
   “We don’t know, my lord,” an older man, one of his volunteers answered.  “We’re not allowed to travel from village to village since the palace guards took over the Marches.”
 
   “That must have felt cramped,” Kestrel commiserated.
 
   “Tell me about it; I had to stay in the village with my parents for all these weeks,” the young woman among his new squad of volunteers lamented as they walked along the forest road that led towards Slaggyford.
 
   They arrived on the outskirts of the village, larger than Stonewalls, but still a village, in the early afternoon.
 
   “Mulberry, would you have scouts fly over the village and tell us if there are any guard locations to watch out for?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “It shall be done,” Mulberry replied affirmatively, and the whole body of imps took to the air to reconnoiter the village.
 
   “They saw us and shot arrows at us!” Odare said in outrage as she returned to the waiting elves a few minutes later.  
 
   “They all came running out of a big stone building with their bows, and starting shooting wildly,” Killcen added.
 
   “That’s the tavern,” the senior member of the squad from Stonewalls explained.  “They have a good lager,” he said defensively when the others looked at him.  “I’ve stopped there a time or two on my way to Oaktown.”
 
   “Killcen, take all the imps and fly to the far side of the village.  Lure the guards that way, away from the village, so that we can get into the settlement without a fight,” Kestrel ordered.  “Then, if our father figure doesn’t stray into the tavern,” he made the group grin, “we’ll be able to come up behind them and round them all up without a fight.
 
   “I want you two to go around to the right,” he pointed to the senior fighter and the girl, “and I want you two to go around to the left,” he told the other two volunteers.  “I’ll be in the village green in the middle.  Let me challenge them first, before you do anything.  We don’t need to harm them; we just need to drive them out of the Marches,” he instructed.  
 
   He didn’t want to have to kill any of the elves who had invaded his home; he had seen enough violence, and he hoped that most of the Center Trunk forces were simply following orders, not seeking to be predators because it was appealing.  He simply wanted to drive them away.
 
   The plan proceeded as he had outlined.  A quartet of Center Trunk guards re-emerged from the tavern upon hearing that the imps had returned, and they followed the imps to the eastern edge of the village, while Kestrel’s small force easily took up their positions, unhampered.  When Kestrel called out his challenge to the Center Trunk guards, he had a glowing blue shield around himself, and he advanced towards the shocked – and slightly inebriated guards – while he warned them to flee directly towards Center Trunk.  They took his advice, and in a matter of only minutes, the residents of Slaggyford were joyfully stunned to find that they had been liberated.
 
   “You’re the Warden?  The one who went to all the other villages and gave healing to their people?” a woman in the village asked as a young girl held her hand.  “Why didn’t you come here to treat us?”
 
   Kestrel repeated the explanations he had made earlier in the day at Stonewalls.
 
   “If all that’s the case, then what are you going to do now?” one of the villagers who had gathered around him asked.
 
   Kestrel looked at where the sun stood in the western sky.  “First thing in the morning, we’ll go take Oaktown back,” he answered.
 
   “Why are you going to wait?  You’ve got the imps; you’ve got that shiny blue thing; you’ve got all of us.  Why not tonight?” a voice in the crowd asked.  “We’re just a couple of hours away from the manor.”
 
   Kestrel looked around at the people who were watching him.  He felt the urge to do as the questioner proposed.  He wanted to go back to the manor, to see Clara and Bernie, the housekeeper and cook.  He wanted to purge his own home of the squatters who had moved in.  And he wanted to finish scouring away all of Center Trunk’s forces so that all of the Marches were free again.
 
   Because when all those things were accomplished, then he could go on to find Putienne and Remy, and bring them back home.
 
   He stopped and flashed back through a blur of memories, and realized that in the past fortnight he'd been in the company of six deities. After seeing and sharing such absolute power – watching the gods work to use their powers to the maximum advantages in trying circumstances – he felt a recklessness overtake him. If the people wanted to go do battle, he was willing to oblige.
 
   “We’ll do it,” he said with a grin, and the crowd broke into a cheer.
 
   “Who’s ready to join us in the march on Oaktown?” he asked.
 
   Hands went shooting into the air, and he spent the next hour sorting out those he planned to take, then planning the approach to the manor and the surrounding community.  
 
   Kestrel had no sure idea of the number of guards from Center Trunk that were occupying Oaktown.  He assumed that the number had to be fairly large, for the princess must have been determined to control Oaktown to make sure she controlled all of Kestrel’s lands within the Eastern Forest.  He wondered what the purpose was, and asked those around him what the invaders had said.
 
   “They said you were half human, and you were going to invite the humans in to control us and take over the Forest,” one of the men near him said, looking him in the eye.
 
   Kestrel had been considering whether to go to Hydrotaz to ask Yulia for soldiers to support his battle against Center Trunk, but he had quickly dismissed the tactic; he was glad he had, for it would have fed directly in to Elwean’s lies.
 
   “I am part human, but I’m an elf, and I’ve fought against humans to help elves,” Kestrel answered.  “I’m not trying to take over the Eastern Forest; I haven’t even been here in months,” he said.  “I just came home and found that there was trouble, so I asked the imps to help me fight to straighten things out,” he motioned towards the allies who were floating overhead.
 
   “If we’re ready to go,” he glanced at the setting sun, “we might as well start marching.  Odare, will you send scouts ahead to look for any resistance?” he directed.
 
   The newly recruited elves from Slaggyford surged forward and took the lead, while Kestrel and his small band of followers from Stonewalls marched steadily forward, and Kestrel began to ponder what was happening.
 
   The princess and whoever supported her in her attack on Oaktown had seen a small display of Kestrel’s abilities and powers during his last visit to Center Trunk, but they would have no idea of the greater exercise of energy he was capable of now. Hampus had seen Kestrel battle Ashcrayss in the northern lands, but either he had not passed his knowledge along, or he had been ignored.  And how Hampus could be allowing all of this to happen was also a part of the mystery; Kestrel had thought that the elf he had set down in Estone was a reasonable, reliable person, ready to become a sensible leader.  He couldn’t imagine how he had become party to such an attack on the Marches. 
 
   "The princess was betrothed," Kestrel spoke loudly to those around him. "Does anyone know anything about her fiancé, Hampus?"
 
   “He’s the one in Firheng,” a voice answered.
 
   Alarms went off in Kestrel’s head.   He had been told that Remy and Putienne had headed to Firheng, and that had made sense.  Kestrel assumed that the forces at Firheng would battle against any tyrannical attack by the princess’s guards from Center Trunk.  Could Hampus have led an attack on Casimo’s outpost that had succeeded?  It seemed unlikely.
 
   “Hampus attacked Firheng?” he asked the elves around him.
 
   “No, he fled there for freedom,” someone said.  “At least, that’s the rumor we heard.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense,” Kestrel murmured.
 
   “It doesn’t make sense for elves to be bullying elves around, but here we are.  It’s worse that when Sir Chandel was the Warden, because he was rarely actually here to stir up trouble,” a man next to him told Kestrel.
 
   The sun set as they walked through the forest.  The imps who were ahead of them came back every few minutes to report that there was no sign of patrols or opposition on the way to Oaktown.  Nearly two hours later the large group reached the Oaktown boundary and stopped.
 
   “I think most of the attackers are staying in the manor house,” Kestrel said.  “I’ll go into the village and approach the manor with my shield lit up, and force the Center Trunk forces to retreat out the back.  When they do, you take them all captive and hold them,” he directed.
 
   “What if they fight back?” someone asked.
 
   “Fight as much as you need to, but not anymore,” Kestrel warned.   “We don’t need to slaughter them; we just need to make them leave the Marches.”
 
   With a few further words of direction, Kestrel and the imps began to move into the village around the manor, as the elves from Stonewalls spread out to capture escapees from the rear of the manor.  Kestrel’s frightening glow, and his impervious shield, made him an overwhelming force in the eyes of the frightened Center Trunk guards, who fled from Kestrel and the imps that swooped down from the dark sky to harry them.  The waiting weir of elves in the back of the manor gathered them up and accepted their bloodless surrenders.
 
   Only an hour was needed to have the manor back under control in Oaktown.
 
   “Where’s Bernie?” Kestrel asked after the mild conflict was at an end.  He stood in the yard of the manor, in front of a large crowd.  The scene was illuminated by torches and balls of glowing energy Kestrel had attached to the exterior walls of manor.
 
   “Here I am milord,” a voice called from the left side of the crowd.
 
   “Bernie, it’s good to hear your voice!” Kestrel’s voice was full of pleasure at the knowledge that the cook was alive and well.  “Would you want to try to feed all these heroes yet tonight?”
 
   The crowd murmured appreciatively.
 
   “As you may not know, my lord,” Bernie answered as he shouldered his way forward through the crowd to approach Kestrel, “these folks from Center Trunk that occupied the manor ate like a plague of locusts, and they felt entitled to all the food they could find.
 
   “But,” he paused, “it turns out they didn’t put much energy into looking!
 
   “I’ve got several pantries they never found,” he laughed as he spoke, and the crowd laughed with him.  “Why, I’ve even got some dried mushrooms for these imp friends of yours who seem to have pulled their weight tonight in the fight,” he spoke loudly as he faced upwards towards the sky, drawing a particular round of cheers from the imp audience above.
 
   “Where are our prisoners from tonight being held?” Kestrel asked one of his supporters as the rally started to disperse.
 
   “They’re all in a pair of sheds in the back, your lordship,” one of the Oaktown inhabitants answered, and led Kestrel to where a score of his followers kept watch over the dejected captives.
 
   “Tonight you’ll be held here as our prisoners,” Kestrel told the assembled Center Trunk supporters.
 
   “And first thing tomorrow morning you’ll all be released and sent on your way back to Center Trunk.  We’ll do you no harm, as long as you never come back to the Marches again, nor ever harm any of our people again,” he declared.
 
   “What if some of us would rather stay and support you, my lord?” one voice spoke up from the captives, drawing sounds of surprise from listeners on both sides of the confrontation.
 
   “I was a lieutenant under Captain Lim briefly in the spring, right after you went to the north, and he had nothing but good things to say about you.  When the Princess upended her father at the end of the summer, the captain took a squad of men he’d known for a long time, and just vanished,” the officer said, struggling to his feet to stand, while his hands remained tied behind his back.
 
   “I heard later that they all went up to Firheng to join the resistance up there,” the man said.  “But I was assigned down here and didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t want to disobey orders,” he trailed off.
 
   Kestrel studied the man, sensing that he was telling the truth.
 
   “It wasn’t long after that before the consort-presumptive fled to Firheng too,” the elf added.
 
   “Hampus?” Kestrel asked in astonishment.  “Hampus ran away from the princess?”
 
   “He did, and that made her furious.  She had several guards executed for letting him get away,” the officer said.
 
   “We’ll talk in the morning,” Kestrel said.  “Odare,” he spoke up into the sky, calling a trio of imps to come swooping down in response to his voice, and making the prisoners cringe in fear at the appearance of the flying warriors.
 
   “Have half your squad help keep an eye on the prisoners, while the other half enjoys the feast, then switch shifts, and keep some posted here to help watch the prisoners all night,” Kestrel commanded his imp soldiers.
 
   “Will all members have mushrooms?” Killcen asked intently.
 
   “We’ll make sure they do,” Kestrel solemnly promised.
 
   The celebration feast lasted late into the night, and Kestrel got little sleep, choosing to sleep in a tree rather than the in the blighted interior of his manor home.  He awoke after the sunrise in the morning, and sleepily presided over the release of the prisoners under the wary, watchful eyes of dozens of residents of the village, who were glad to see the occupying forces ousted.
 
   The lieutenant who had asked for clemency, Pierodot, and two soldiers who also asked to join Kestrel’s forces were allowed to stay, after Kestrel scrutinized them and allowed the imps to observe them as well.  Kestrel didn’t ascribe any particular power to the imps’ examination, other than to allow him to see who grew nervous – perhaps with a guilty conscious – when the imps were close by.
 
   “We’ll need to establish a militia,” Kestrel told his assembled forces from Slaggyford, Stonewalls, and Oaktown itself later that morning.  “We’ll need to go out to all the villages of the Marches to set them free.  After that, we’ll have to protect the Marches from a new invasion.  And I intend to take forces up to Firheng to help our friends up there.”
 
   “Will you take an army to Center Trunk to overthrow the princess?” Pierodot boldly asked.
 
   “If I have to,” Kestrel answered soberly, and he dismissed the group to begin organizing.
 
   Kestrel took two days to settle the conditions and emotions at Oaktown, then began to send raiding parties of imps and elves to all the villages in the region that were known to be occupied by soldiers from Center Trunk.   Though many of the Center Trunk forces had fled back towards the capitol as word of Kestrel’s victory at Oaktown had spread, several were taken captive, and Kestrel made sure they were put to work, scrubbing away graffiti, mending broken fences and structures, and otherwise assisting in the repair of the damage and destruction they had wastefully caused in Oaktown.
 
   Assured that the settlement was safely under control with his followers securely in charge, Kestrel personally led the patrol of imps and elves that went to Cedar Gully to remove the Center Trunk forces there.  The small outpost of bullying guards fled hours before Kestrel’s forces arrived, having lost a part of the roster during his earlier visit to the village, and having heard about his conquest of Oaktown and the surrounding settlements.
 
   The woman who had fed him on his return to the Eastern Forest was the first to greet him as he led his squad into the village.
 
   “I promised I’d return!” Kestrel grinned and shouted as the woman waved wildly from her porch, one arm wrapped around the shoulder of her son.
 
   “That you did, my lord, and I never doubted it,” she assured Kestrel as he walked past.  The residents of the village put together a communal dinner that afternoon to celebrate their liberation, while Kestrel led Mulberry to visit the empty house on the eastern edge of the village.
 
   “This is where the portal is,” he told his friend, as he placed a hand on the stone basement wall that had opened to allow him to return to the lands of the Eastern Forest.  He held his other hand aloft, glowing with light to illuminate the dark subterranean chamber.
 
   The stone beneath his hand began to feel suddenly warm, and then grew soft.
 
   “Something’s happening,” he murmured with concern.
 
   “Is there an alarm?” Mulberry asked, just as portions of the stone wall slid within other portions, a quick dilation that produced a brightly lit opening, through which the elf and the imp could see a brightly lit stream bank in an outdoor setting.
 
   And they saw something else too, something that made Mulberry shriek in fear.
 
   “I’ll hold it back, Kestrel-friend; flee!” she shouted as she flew to a position in front of him.
 
   In the opening stood Medeina, the goddess of the wilderness in the land of the Parstoles.  She had been Kestrel’s guide when he had been journeying through her lands in search of his path back to the lands of the Inner Seas.  Kestrel had seen the goddess adopt two very different guises during his brief journey with her.  In one guise she appeared to be a small, harmless forest creature, one that Kestrel had easily carried with him during portions of the journey.
 
   Her other chosen form was the one that she displayed now.  She appeared to be a Parstole, the race that had inhabited her land, and been conquered by the Viathins.  She was nearly as tall as Kestrel, and fiery red in color.  On her forehead were two notable nubs, emblematic of the full horns Kestrel had seen on the heads of male Parstoles.  Her facial features were little different from those of a human or elf; Kestrel had met her immediately after leaving the insect-like Skyes, and her resemblance to his own world’s races had endeared her to him.  Her body form was almost that of a voluptuous human female, except for the long swaying tail that idly swung behind her.  It was an appendage that was prehensile, Kestrel had discovered.
 
   “Where is my welcome, Kestrel dear?” Medeina asked.
 
   “What are you doing here?  Why did you open the portal, my lady?” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Do you know this monster, Kestrel lord?” Mulberry asked, stunned by the calm demeanor of the conversation.
 
   “Tell the small creature who I am, sweet Kestrel, god-who-was,” Medeina spoke up, and then stepped through the orifice and stood calmly in the basement with Kestrel and Mulberry.  She was glowing, and as the opening behind her silently closed, the room was lit primarily by her lurid color, as well as the lesser light from Kestrel’s still glowing hand.
 
   “My lady, why do you come here?” Kestrel repeated his question.
 
   “I told you before, Kestrel.  My world is a bit boring compared to the bubbling caldron of races and deities that your world has.  My wilderness is doing well now; it is recovering from the damage that the Viathins did, and it is prospering in the present situation of a reduced Parstole population,” she smiled knowingly.  “So when I sensed your presence by the portal, I realized that you must have come to see me, and even to invite me to come visit this vibrant world of yours.
 
   “That was what you had in mind, wasn’t it?” she asked.
 
   “Kestrel, who is this?” Mulberry’s voice was shrill, as the imp flew around in a circle and came to a stop next to his ear.
 
   “This is a goddess,” Kestrel said faintly.  “This is the goddess Medeina, of the wilderness, in that other land you just saw through the portal.”
 
   “Is this small one your lover, Kestrel-companion?” Medeina asked.  “Do you prefer smaller forms?  Would you prefer me like this?” she asked, and she transformed into the small shelled forest animal that Kestrel had first seen her as.
 
   “I,” Kestrel stammered faintly, “I have no preference, your ladyship.  You can be whoever you choose.”
 
   “I chose to be your companion for a while.  I want you to show me your world, to let me taste the flavor of variety and conflict and passion,” Medeina answered forthrightly.
 
   “You had a goddess lover in another world?” Mulberry breathed the question.
 
   Medeina burst into laughter.
 
   “Heavens small one, he’s in love with someone else, or at least he thinks he is, or maybe he just wants to be.  He’s a confused one, but the confusion’s not my fault,” Medeina answered.
 
   “But I could pretend to be his lover, if you think that would be best.  Who would you want me to be?” she asked Kestrel.
 
   “Just be yourself,” Kestrel answered, at a loss for words.
 
   “No, I’m going to travel with you, and I’m going to blend right in to the general population, so that no one suspects I am a goddess.  I have to look like someone people would expect to be with you.” She stepped closer to him, and he watched apprehensively as she reached up with her left hand and placed a pair of fingertips against his temple.  He lost all control of his thoughts, as they swirled wildly under her influence – ideas and memories and dreams all mixed together as the goddess sifted through them cavalierly.
 
   “Stop!” Kestrel shouted, instinct cutting through the confusion.  He swung his hand up and knocked her fingers away from his skull, ending the dizzying churning.  “Stop it,” he repeated.  “You shouldn’t do that.”
 
   He looked at her and gasped at what he saw.
 
   “Kestrel-friend!  What have you brought into our world?” Mulberry asked apprehensively.
 
   “Do you like me now?” Medeina asked, as Kestrel stared.
 
   The out-world deity had changed her shape, and taken on the appearance of Kestrel’s former spymaster officer, Sylvan, the deceased elf who had engineered Kestrel’s immersion into human culture and human society.
 
   “Is this appropriate?” Medeina-as-Sylvan asked.
 
   “No,” Kestrel said in a strong voice.  “He’s dead.  People would be scared to see a dead elf walking around.”
 
   “Let me look for another identity,” the goddess said carelessly, reaching her hand towards Kestrel again.  “I want an appearance that will allow me to blend in among your people, so that I may observe things as if I was a mortal.”
 
   “No, pick Lark!” he barked out, pulling his head back out of her reach.
 
   “Ah,” the deity said.  She changed instantaneously.  “This one?  Is this better?” she asked, as she struck a pose, her body and face now replicating the daughter of the Duke Listay of Uniontown.
 
   “Yes, that’s a perfect copy,” Kestrel said faintly.
 
   Medeina had perfectly copied the image of Lark from his memory, recreating herself as the human girl, with the same dark hair.
 
   “Kestrel friend, I do not know this human you have chosen, which troubles me – you should scarcely be permitted to choose your own mate without my consent, based on your past indiscretions.  More importantly, a human appearance is hardly going to fit in among these elves, is it Kestrel-lover?” Mulberry pointed out.
 
   “Ah, the dynamics of different races!  How delightful!” Medeina purred.  “Let me pick an appearance from a race that will fit in with you,” she paused, and then started to reach her hand towards Kestrel again.
 
   “No,” Kestrel protested and bobbed away again.  “I know who – Tewks!” Kestrel hastily shouted out the name of an elf.
 
   Medeina studied him for several long, silent seconds, then suddenly transformed again and became the precocious page from the court at Kirevee, in the kingdom of the Northern Forest elves. 
 
   “No,” she said after a moment’s reflection.  “I don’t like this.  No one will pay any attention to me.”
 
   “That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Kestrel asked.  “You want to be able to observe the world without being the center of attention.”
 
   “Hmm, no.  I don’t want to be completely anonymous,” Medeina said.  “I caught a glimpse, of someone in that cluttered mind of yours.  I know who I’ll become.”  She started to transform again, and then smiled a charming smile at Kestrel as she raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well?” she asked.
 
   “That will work,” Kestrel nodded approval, secretly relieved at her choice.  She was Cheryl, the girl he had first had a crush on.  Cheryl who had been the daughter of his commanding officer in Elmheng, back before everything that had changed his world had begun to erupt.
 
   “No,” Medeina said as she studied Kestrel through slitted eyes.  “That was too easy; you gave in too easy.  This one isn’t flashy enough.  There is one in there – I know it.   Shall I come in and find the perfect identity in your head?” she hissed the question.
 
   “No,” Kestrel said with resignation.
 
   “Is it Moorin?” Mulberry asked.  “Is that who she should become, Kestrel-strained heart?”
 
   “That’s who I think she should become,” Kestrel agreed mournfully.
 
   Medeina stood in her guise of a budding elven matron, and looked at Kestrel with a cocked head.  “Ah, that one intrigues me.  Yes, that’s the answer for today.”  She made her final transformation, and became a duplicate of Moorin, the extraordinary beautiful half elf-half human from the Northern Forest, who had enchanted Kestrel and then broken his heart by leaving him to marry the lord of the southern elves.
 
   “Kestrel friend, you and I must have a talk,” Mulberry said in a serious voice.
 
   “There will be no revealing who I am, imp,” Medeina said in an ominous tone to Mulberry.  “Nor from you of course, either,” she directed her words to Kestrel.  “I want to go through this world as though I were an ordinary person, and observe how you all live your lives in such chaotic circumstances.”
 
   “That appearance is not close to ordinary,” Kestrel warned her.  “You’ll be watched and fawned over by ever man who meets you.”
 
   “That sounds like an acceptable compromise,” Medeina laughed.  “Now, let’s move on, shall we?  I want to see this world of yours.”
 
   With that Kestrel looked at Mulberry, who rolled her eyes at him, and they left the cellar where the extraordinary visitation had occurred.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “Who’s this?” was the first question the other members of Kestrel’s newly-created militia patrol in Cedar Gully asked when Kestrel and Mulberry emerged with the disguised Parstole goddess beside them.
 
   “This is a friend of mine,” Kestrel said hesitantly.
 
   “I was hiding from those evil elves, until Kestrel saved me,” Medeina said boldly.
 
   "I'm grateful that Kestrel will watch out for me," she added.  "I've been hiding in the forest since I ran away from home."
 
   "Will we take her back to her village?" one of his followers asked.
 
   "No, I want to attach myself to Kestrel," Medeina said nonchalantly.  "I'm sure he'll take me under his wing and watch over me wherever he goes."
 
   "We'll be going to some dangerous places miss," the elf replied.  "You should go back home now that things are safe in the Marches again."
 
   "Have you seen Kestrel in action?" Medeina asked.  "I'm sure I'll be safe," she said complacently.
 
   Mulberry dropped down and touched Kestrel’s shoulder.  "You should move this along, Kestrel-confused," the imp murmured.
 
   "I'll vouch that I'll be happy to have Mer," he paused, and looked at her, uncertain what name to call her.
 
   "Moorin, my name is Moorin," she said.
 
   “Moorin is here now, and there’s nothing more to worry about,” Kestrel said abruptly.  “We’ve got bigger things to worry about, now that Cedar Gully is safe.  We need to get back to Oaktown and decide what our next steps will be.”  Following the village’s celebratory meal, Kestrel and his companions bid farewell to the liberated residents of the small, isolated hamlet, and ran back to the manor in Oaktown.
 
   That evening, upon his return to his home, Kestrel immediately began the next phase.  “We’ll leave a militia guard here in the Marches, to protect against a new invasion by Center Trunk,” Kestrel told the small, impromptu general staff that had developed among the elves who had taken up arms to defeat the Center Trunk invaders.  “I know folks will be on short rations until the fall harvest comes in, but that can’t be helped unfortunately,” he admitted.  “If we still had our treasury, I’d buy enough supplies to see us through, but those leaves have fallen and there’s nothing to do.”
 
   “Begging your pardon sir,” Pierodot, the defector from Uniontown spoke up.
 
   Kestrel looked at him.
 
   “Captain Norquist, he was in charge of the forces that came from Center Trunk, and it was his duty to send any treasure he confiscated back to the palace,” the young officer said.  “And as soon as he beat your steward and found your gold, he took it all,” the guard related, making Kestrel’s face turn red, an angry red.
 
   “But he only sent half the gold to Center Trunk because he said they’d never expect you to have as much as you did, so they wouldn’t miss what they didn’t know about.  So I expect there’s a great deal of gold sitting down in your cellar, behind some crates, right where he left it,” the man explained.  “Though knowing how much food and goods were taken out of the region, I don’t know that there’s that much available for you to buy.”
 
   “I imagine that you’re right about supplies here,” Kestrel agreed, as a grin creased his face, “but Hydrotaz may be a different story.  We’ll make our way over to Hydrotaz to buy supplies, and then we can just go up to Firheng from there and no one in the Eastern Forest will even see us until we reach our friends up there,” he said.  “It’ll be a long journey and a rough one when we pass through the fringe of the Water Mountains, but I know our folks can do it.”
 
   “Will the humans allow you to take an elven army through their territory?” Pierodot asked.  “Because I did not think the humans liked us enough to let us do that.  I know that we would not allow a human army to pass through the Eastern Forest going from one place to another, would we?”
 
   “No, I’m sure we wouldn’t let them through the Eastern Forest,” Kestrel agreed.  “But I hope the princess of Hydrotaz will have a more open mind than Center Trunk.  It won’t be the first time we’ve sent a friendly force onto their soil,” he added, remembering the elven archers that had come to the aid of Yulia when she had fought off the last invasion of Uniontown-controlled Graylee.
 
   “Are you sure that this Firheng needs our help?” one of the local people asked.
 
   “If Captain Lim went there, and Hampus went there, and Remy and Putienne went there, I’m sure Center Trunk has it under siege,” Kestrel answered.  “And I’m sure the folks in Firheng are strong enough to fight to resist a siege,” he added.  “But they might need some help,” he added.  He did not mention his desire to be reunited with Putienne, which was a burden on his attention, as the link between the two of them seemed to have strengthened since his return to his own world.
 
   “We know how many residents of the Marches are ready to fight,” Kestrel explained.  “I’ll take just a few of the volunteers with me when I go to Hydrotaz.”
 
   “You’ll take me with you, of course,” Medeina asserted.
 
   There was a soft murmur.
 
   “Of course,” Kestrel agreed.  He had known that it was a given that the visiting deity would be with him.  “You and the imps and a host of elves – Hydrotaz won’t know what to think,” he smiled, knowing that his words were precisely true.
 
   The next day saw the departure of the fifty-plus elves who had accepted a role in Kestrel’s raiding force.  The mostly younger male and female elves were more nervous and excited about traveling onto the lands of the humans in Hydrotaz than they were about the next likely set of battles they expected to engage in around Firheng.
 
   “So this body can travel in this fashion, this easily?” Medeina asked as she loped alongside Kestrel in her role as Moorin during the first morning of their journey.
 
   “It is a body that is in good shape,” Kestrel said carefully.  “And all elven bodies are expected to run like this,” he explained.  “Our running is one of the characteristics that set us apart from the humans,” he said.
 
   “This is all so marvelous, this idea of having multiple races all living together,” Medeina mentioned.  “I wish we would have thought of it in our own world.  It seems to create so much opportunity for vitality!  The mixing and jostling must be tremendous.”
 
   “They are,” Kestrel concurred, “but fighting and distrust happen too.”
 
   “Wouldn’t those happen even if all the beings here were from just one race?” Medeina asked.  “Those problems certainly happened among Decimindion’s people, where there is only one race.”
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel conceded,” that’s true.  Maybe the difference in our races is just an excuse for doing the bad things we’d do anyway.”
 
   “And beyond that, you can enjoy the mutual pleasures of getting to know something similar, yet different.  You should see it as a marvelous opportunity, and in those meetings between races, perhaps there is more to be gained for having gone beyond your usual boundaries, such as with this young human you have worked yourself into an infatuation with,” she said smoothly as they ran along the road.
 
   “I have not worked myself into an infatuation!” Kestrel protested.  “Lark has asked me to come to her land, and I mean to go there, when my battle in my own land is finished.”
 
   “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?” Medeina asked, and then she dropped back, leaving him running alone in the lead of the column as they advanced through the Eastern Forest, heading towards the Hydrotaz border.
 
   They slept in trees at the end of their first day’s journey, eating their limited supplies they had brought as provisions.  Kestrel had insisted that they not take much in the way of provender, reasoning that his followers would be able to resupply in Hydrotaz, as well as order supplies to be sent to Oaktown.  He was anxious to reach the city, to see Lucretia and Giardell so that he could hear their thoughts about what was happening in the Eastern Forest.
 
   “Is this really how you expect me to sleep?” Medeina startled Kestrel as she silently dropped down onto the branch where he had laid for the night.  “Don’t you think that a goddess deserves more than this?  Don’t you think the most beautiful elven woman deserves more than this?  Don’t you think the woman who you’re obsessed with deserves more than this?” she asked.
 
   “All elves are used to sleeping this way,” Kestrel observed mildly.  “You’ll want to be able to recollect this as one of the many unusual adventures you’ve experienced, I’m sure,” he grinned at his own cleverness.
 
   “I’ll come up with my own list of unusual adventures, thank you,” the goddess told him, then sprang up off his branch and disappeared in the dark foliage.
 
   The next day they resumed their journey, the column of elves stretching back along the trail behind Kestrel’s lead, as the flock of imps flew overhead.  Kestrel had decided to take his recruits from the Center Trunk force with him, not wanting to leave them subject to hostility from untrusting residents of the Marches.  Lieutenant Pierodot brought up the rear of the column that followed Kestrel, and so the lieutenant was the last to break out of the forest and emerge into the scattered trees of southern Hydrotaz.
 
   The trees gave way to open pastures and cultivated fields, with ripening crops standing in the mid-afternoon sun of an early autumn day.  The column tightened up considerably, as the elves grew uneasy at running through such exposed territory, without trees to instantly climb and escape through.  Kestrel, running in the front of the column, saw a few scattered humans, toiling in their fields, catch sight of the elven column and go sprinting away to seek shelter, mistakenly afraid of a hostile invasion.
 
   Kestrel kept his troops moving, knowing that the speed of the elves would outrun any alarm the humans might raise.  He intended to reach the first village in Hydrotaz, a place he was known and recognized in, and to spend the night there with his troops encamped outside of the village.  The following day would provide enough time for them to reach the capital city of Hydrotaz, where he could engage in the other activities he planned.
 
   He halted his column outside of the village as the sun set in the western sky.  “I’ll take Lady Moorin into the village and secure a room at the inn for her, then I’ll be back here within an hour,” he assured the others.  “Mulberry, would you set your people up for a watch duty, and please send someone with me,” he addressed the imps.
 
   “Pierodot, you’re in charge of setting up the camp,” he directed the young elf officer, then took Medeina by the hand and started walking in towards the village, with Mulberry floating overhead.
 
   “You’ll not have to sleep in a tree or on the ground, my lady,” he told the Moorin look-alike as they entered the village.  “I’ll arrange for a comfortable room for you to spend the night in.  You’ll have a bed instead of a tree limb or the ground,” he told her.
 
   “And you’ll sleep with me?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel stumbled in the road, then windmilled his arms to regain his balance.
 
   “No, I’d, no,” he answered as hastily as he could manage.
 
   “I’ll wait out here for you, friend Kestrel, unless you think there is danger inside,” Mulberry said.
 
   “No, there’s no danger in here,” Kestrel said as they arrived at the entrance to the inn.  “It’s a safe place.”
 
   “But I’ll be all alone in this strange place, among all these strangers,” Medeina challenged him as he opened the door and invited her to enter ahead of him.
 
   “Hello Glaess,” he said to the innkeeper, a man he recognized and had spoken to on the many occasions he had visited the inn, becoming highly recognizable as the only elf that traveled through the village on the way from the Eastern Forest to the capital city.  “I’d like a room for my lady friend to spend the night.
 
   “I know you and what you can do.  You’ll have no troubles here,” Kestrel turned and said in a low voice to Medeina.  “And it will be much more comfortable than sleeping on the ground with us,” he added in a normal tone as he turned back to the innkeeper.
 
   “You’ll not be staying here yourself?” the human asked Kestrel.
 
   “No, I’ve got a large party staying outside the village tonight, and I need to get back to them.  We’re on our way to the capital,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “We’re pretty empty tonight,” Glaess replied.  “I could let you have several beds for next to nothing.  I don’t mind having a house full of elves,” he smiled.
 
   “I’ve got close to fifty,” Kestrel told him, making the man’s smile turn to a blank stare.
 
   “Fifty?  Great goddess!  Fifty?  I couldn’t find room for that many in the whole village.  No wonder you’re staying out of town,” he told Kestrel.  “Why so many?”
 
   “We’re passing through Hydrotaz on our way north,” Kestrel said.  “It’s quicker to travel through your kingdom to get to where we’re going.
 
   “Will you show us the best room for the lady?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “You’re a great beauty, my lady.  Not completely elven, are you?” he asked.  “Does she speak our language?” he turned and asked Kestrel before even giving Medeina a chance to answer.
 
   “I do speak your language, and thank you for the compliment.  Perhaps I will enjoy spending the night here if there are such gallant men around,” she gave a sly smile over her shoulder to Kestrel as she prepared to follow the host up to a room.
 
   The room she was offered was nicer than the rooms that Kestrel had used in the past, larger and with better furnishing.
 
   “You’ll be satisfied to stay here?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Kestrel dear, if you want me to stay here tonight, I shall.  You’ll come back to visit me very first thing in the morning?” she asked.
 
   “I certainly will,” Kestrel pledged. 
 
   “You’ll kiss me goodnight now, won’t you?” Medeina asked, causing the innkeeper to step back out of the room.
 
   “I don’t really think I should,” Kestrel said in a low voice as he bowed his head low towards Medeina.
 
   “Oh, don’t make the innkeeper think you don’t like me,” Medeina challenged him.  “You do like me, don’t you?”
 
   In response, Kestrel poked his head forward and pecked her cheek lightly.
 
   “That’ll do for now,” she said archly, “but a goddess deserves more.”  Then she laughed.  “Thank you for this lovely place to stay tonight Kestrel.   You go back to your elves and imps, and come get me in the morning.  I’ll see you then.”
 
   Kestrel gladly backed out of the room, and joined the innkeeper in the hallway.  “Here,” he pulled a small gold coin out of the purse on his belt.  “Will this pay for the room?” he asked.
 
   “This will pay for a month in the room, my lord,” the man said with bulging eyes as they returned to the front desk.  “I don’t have enough in my purse to give you the change you’re due.”
 
   “Keep it, and I’ll stay here again sometime,” Kestrel said complacently, hoping to keep the innkeeper as an ally for any future trips Kestrel would take through the village.  “I’ll be back in the morning to fetch the lady for our trip to the palace tomorrow,” he said, and then he exited the inn, and saw the dark shadow of Mulberry swoop down next to him in the empty village street.
 
   “Did the innkeeper agree to keep the lady?  Did the lady agree to stay here?” Mulberry asked immediately.
 
   “Everything seems to be settled,” Kestrel gladly informed the imp as he began to run back to the campsite on the edge of town.  “She is going to be a handful,” he blurted out.
 
   “I think you are correct, Kestrel-wrangler,” Mulberry concurred.  “Good luck.  Not many mortals are able to handle gods for very long, I suspect.  But perhaps you can be the first.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel said wryly.
 
   They soon arrived back at the camp site, where the elves had a group on patrol around the perimeter of the campsite, while within the camp, elves sat quietly talking to one another, or were milling aimlessly around their space.  Something seemed out-of-the-ordinary about the camp, and Kestrel stood surveying the scene, feeling a strange sense that something was not proper about the camp.  It struck him after ten seconds, as his elven vision picked Pierodot approaching him.
 
   Kestrel could see the newly-recruited officer in the dark, and he had a momentary flash of recollection of other camps, traveling with armies of humans.  Those campsites had always been populated with fires, providing illumination, cooking resources, and sometimes heat.  But the campsite of the elves and imps had no fires.  The elves had packed food that required no cooking, and their vision was so good that they needed no fires to provide light.  He grinned and shook his head at the realization of the simple difference between the two races that made such a striking difference.
 
   “Is her ladyship staying in the village among the humans?” the lieutenant asked.  “Will she be safe there?”
 
   “I know that she’ll be very safe,” Kestrel said reassuringly.  He almost wished that some human ruffian would provoke her into displaying her power, and he momentarily guffawed aloud as he imagined the shock any assailant would suffer.
 
   “What is it sir?” Pierodot asked.
 
   “Nothing, nothing at all.  So how are we settling in?” he asked.
 
   “Everyone wants to serve on watch duty.  It’s hard to turn so many of them down, but we don’t need that many guards,” Pierodot explained.
 
   “We don’t need that many guards,” Kestrel agreed.  “We’re not in any danger here.  Are they all that worried about the humans?”
 
   “No, no, it’s not that.  They aren’t worried; it’s just that they don’t have any trees to sleep in, or beds, and it seems so unnatural to sleep on the ground,” the lieutenant explained.  “No one’s going to get any sleep, and they’re all going to be tired tomorrow when we start running again.”
 
   “They’ll only have to sleep on the ground for a few days, and then we’ll be back in the forest up north,” Kestrel said to reassure the young guard.
 
   “We’re going all the way up to the Northern Forest?” Pierodot asked.
 
   “No, just north, to a forest, the northern part of the Eastern Forest,” Kestrel corrected.  The majority of elves in the Eastern Forest had no real idea about the geography of the lands around them just as he had known nothing prior to being plucked from obscurity and made into a spy and more.
 
   “We’ll get off to an early start tomorrow,” Kestrel decided.  “We can start before sunrise and reach the city in the early afternoon.”
 
   And so they followed his plan.  None of the elves were displeased with the early departure.  Their first night in the open, on the ground, was unsettling, making them eager to be on their way.  Kestrel led the way into the quiet village, where the troop of elves and imps waited outside the inn while Kestrel quietly entered and stole up to Medeina’s room.
 
   When he opened the door, the bed was empty, and he stood in the darkness looking around the room.  He looked left, then right, then heard a voice on the left.
 
   “Are we ready to leave?” the goddess asked.  She was standing in the middle of the room, dressed and apparently ready to depart.  And she was older, noticeably older in appearance.
 
   “Where were you?” he asked. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Here and there,” she answered mysteriously.  “These humans are so interesting to observe.  And yes, I’m fine, just a little tired from being away from the wilderness.”
 
   “How is it?” Kestrel paused, trying to grasp something obvious that had eluded him until then.  “How is it that you have powers to travel around and change shape and do godly things, while our own gods are confined in what they can do right now?” he asked.
 
   “Confined?  What do you mean?  Are they under attack?  I thought you told me while we were traveling in my world that you had gone to fight the Viathins and set captive gods free in that world.  Are there more captives here?” she asked intently.  She stared at him with eyes that seemed to drill into his mind.
 
   He felt trapped by her stare, and closed his eyes to set himself free.  “No, not captive like that.  In our land, our sun had a problem during the spring – it grew red spots, and it interrupted the imps and the gods,” he explained, and then talked about what the effects of the Rishiare Estelle had been.
 
   “This is fascinating,” Medeina said minutes later, as Kestrel’s story wore down.  “Let’s go join your restive friends outside and get moving.  You can tell me more as we travel.”
 
   Kestrel didn’t question how she knew about the state of his troop in the streets, but he led her out of the inn.  “This is it,” he called hoarsely.  “Let’s go to the human city, and arrange for supplies to be sent to the Marches.  Tomorrow we can be on our way north and head back to the forest.”
 
   There was a wave of approving noises at his last words, and the column started traveling west towards Hydrotaz.
 
   Medeina ran alongside Kestrel as they left the confines of the village and began pacing through the open countryside.  “I am not as strong here as I would be at home, because my strength comes from the wilderness of my land; but neither am I subject to the changes of your sun.  I will suffer if I stay away from the wilderness too long, but not because your sun is throwing a tantrum.
 
   “And you, your powers here remain, despite the sun,” she pointed out.  
 
   “I’m trying to learn how to use my powers,” Kestrel answered.  “I don’t think I was using them very effectively before I went into the other world.”  He had found Krusima’s brief instruction on the application of his energy to be instructive; he had thought about ways to make his energy usage more effective ever since.  “I may have less power now than I did before, in the land of the Skyes, but I know how to use the power better,” he reflected.
 
   “I miss talking to the goddesses,” Kestrel admitted.  “I’ll be glad when the Rishiare Estelle ends, and I can hear Kai and Kere again.”
 
   They ran on as the sunrise in the east occurred behind them, and early-rising residents of Hydrotaz were startled to see the column of elves passing through the countryside.  By late morning they were nearing the more populated section of the country, approaching the capital city.
 
   There were more people starting to stare at them without running away, Kestrel observed, and he called a halt to the column’s advance just before they entered a small town.
 
   “Everyone try to stay calm and don’t do anything to provoke the humans in the town,” he warned.  “Mulberry, would you put patrols up to watch for trouble?  Let me know if it looks like there’s any danger of trouble or attack.”
 
   “Odare will give trouble to those who want to cause trouble,” the imp said combatively, making her companion raise her hands above her head in clinched fists.
 
   “No, we don’t need to give trouble,” Kestrel cautioned.  “We just need to get to the capital so that I can talk to the princess, and let her know why we’re here.”
 
   “What if they do something to provoke us?” an elfin voice asked.
 
   “Tell me – immediately,” Kestrel instructed.  “Don’t do anything else.”
 
   There were murmurs of unease, but no protests, so he started the column moving forward again.
 
   “You’re going to war, but you’re trying to be a person of peace,” Medeina commented as they trotted between the first buildings that lined the road.  Kestrel heard her words, but he did not look at her as his head swiveled from side to side, looking for signs of trouble.
 
   They reached the center of the community, and Kestrel noted men standing atop the roofs of the shops and houses.  He suddenly knew with certainty that there was going to be trouble, and he began to reach for his power.  As he did, a man atop a building fired an arrow towards the center of confined mass of running elves.
 
   A shout arose from the trapped men and women of the column, just as Medeina raised her hand and pointed at the flying arrow.  A burst of light traveled from her finger to the arrow, and the shaft of the projectile vanished in a bright flash, and then a cloud of fine ashes, while the arrow head dropped to the ground.
 
   As he watched Medeina’s protective action, Kestrel pulled his energy into the world, and put it into action, creating a protective tunnel of blue light that arched up and over the elves in the roadway, blocking all threats from above.  “Keep going, keep running!” he shouted.  “You’re safe now.”  He had provided instant protection for them, enough to get them out of the center of the town, and he felt proud of his accomplishment, as well as thankful for Medeina’s help.
 
   Medeina reached out and grabbed his hand.  He felt her power enter him, a flood of overwhelming strength and control, a sensation that passed through him while subjugating him, as her power enhanced his own and flowed through him to bolster the protective canopy he projected.  The blue tunnel suddenly stretched itself forward, extending in front of his eyes to reach the boundaries of the town, and then even going beyond that to assure that no elf would be harmed, anywhere along the passage.
 
   “Thank you, my lady,” he said warmly.
 
   “As I said, you seem to want to go to war, yet you go to lengths to protect the peace.  It is most unusual, but I respect you for such actions," the goddess told him.
 
   They both turned as they heard harsh sounds behind them, and the view backward towards the center of the village revealed that a shower of arrows were being fired down at the elves from a half dozen locations.  The arrows streaked downward, but as they hit the blue shield of Kestrel and Medeina’s energy, they disappeared in small, bright explosions, while the elves beneath looked cautiously upward at the noisy destruction taking place above their heads.
 
   Kestrel screeched to a stop, as he whirled around to face the attack taking place in the village.
 
   “Stop it!” he shouted, and his emotions ran so strongly that his energy amplified his voice, making his command thunder down the street, rattling the windows of the buildings in the settlement.
 
   He paused, surprised by the unexpected results.
 
   “Shall I help you?” Medeina asked.  “I can kill the attackers for you.
 
   “I do not like this place; this is like the places Decimindion controls.  I would much rather return to the wilderness, or help this place return to wilderness,” she stated emphatically.
 
   “No,” Kestrel said sharply.  “We don’t have to kill them.”
 
   He thought of the maneuver he had used in his battle against the Kovell.  The monster of mist in the land of the Skyes had attacked him in a cave; Kestrel had defended himself by erecting a dome of energy as a shield, just like the shield that was protecting the elves.
 
   The imps were plummeting downward towards the humans, coming to the rescue of their elven allies.
 
   “Mulberry, Killcen, Odare, Acanthus!  Stop!  Let me take care of this,” he shouted.
 
   There were six targets here instead of one – six human archers instead of one Kovell.  But Kestrel felt he could control his power sufficiently to do what he intended.  He closed his eyes, and flipped the energy shield, letting it splinter into six large sheets of glowing power that flew up, flipped around, and enveloped the six archers Kestrel had seen attacking his followers.  The enclosures rose into the air, bubbles carrying their captives with them above the streets and houses, and causing the men inside to shout in alarm, as people watching from windows along the way started to scream.
 
   The bubbles with their fearful cargo floated down towards Kestrel, as the elves in his traveling column came to a halt, bunching up close to him, astonishment in their eyes.
 
   “You will not attack my people,” Kestrel spoke in a voice that was no longer amplified, but still loud, as he addressed the six shocked men who he held in his power.  “We are not here to attack you, or any people in Hydrotaz.  Do not do my people any harm.  Do you understand?” he asked.
 
   The men inside the blue globes gaped in silence.
 
   “Do you understand?” Kestrel repeated the question, bouncing the balls with the men inside, knocking them off their feet.
 
   “Yes, my lord,” all the men said in fearful tones.
 
   “Then you are released,” Kestrel said, as he allowed the demonstration of power to dissolve, leaving the men to tumble to the ground.  “Move the column out and keep going.  I’ll catch up,” Kestrel told the leaders of his squad, switching back to the elven language.  He felt tired from his use of the energy, despite the assistance that Medeina had supplied.
 
   The astonished elves readily and silently complied, reforming into a column as they resumed their travel to the west, quickly leaving Kestrel and Medeina standing alone in the road, holding hands still, as they looked at the six humans who were paralyzed with fear and shock.  Once Kestrel saw that his fellow elves and their accompanying imps were beyond the town, he spoke again.
 
   “We’ll leave now.  When we return, we won’t be your enemy, so don’t try to attack again, for if you do, there will be consequences,” Kestrel warned the human attackers, and the townspeople who watched.
 
   He and Medeina began jogging out of the town to the sounds of shouting people and running boots clattering upon the cobblestones echoed loudly in the town.
 
   “You handled that well, you think?” Medeina asked as they left the turmoil behind.
 
   “As well as I could, I guess,” Kestrel replied, looking at the distant tail of the running line of elves.
 
   “I thought that having different races and different deities would make for excitement and engagement and stimulation,” the goddess said thoughtfully, “since you all live side-by-side and share this world anyway.  I did not think it would lead to conflict and hostility that is so unnecessary,” she said sadly.
 
   “I believe that it does not have to lead to conflict,” Kestrel assured her.  He squeezed her hand, then released his grip on her.  “I hope we can change that, if we learn more about one another.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Two hours later the column approached the walls of Hydrotaz.
 
   “Let’s stop here, and see if they come out to us,” Kestrel mused.  He had originally planned to simply enter the city, to the extent that he had thought at all about his arrival in Hydrotaz’s eponymous capital city, but the elves’ experience in the nameless small town had changed his mind.  Some humans weren’t as open-minded as he had lured himself into believing they all would be, and he didn’t want to fight his way through the city to reach the palace.
 
   “Can I leave you here to protect the troops while I go into the city alone?” he asked Medeina.
 
   “Hey, don’t step in that!” he suddenly shouted to one of the troops, who was walking about in the roadside pasture where the elves were awaiting Kestrel’s next set of orders.  “That’s horse manure,” he explained.
 
   “My word!  Horses make that much?  Was it a sick animal?  How big are those things?” his elven follower asked, as he held his foot in midair over the pile of droppings that were directly in front of him.
 
   “Shall I protect your troops from stepping in scat?” Medeina asked archly.  “I’m just a simple female elf; how can I protect these people?” she asked.
 
   “Sir, we’re being approached,” one of the guards reported.
 
   Kestrel looked up the road, and saw that a large platoon of soldiers were issuing forth from the city gate.
 
   “It looks like Ferris is leading the troops,” Kestrel spoke to himself.
 
   “That is someone you know?” one of the other elves asked.
 
   “He is.  He is a human, but a good man.  I will explain our mission to him, and all will be well,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “You did not tell all that you know about Ferris,” Medeina said softly.  “He has not always done things that were good for elves,” she said, as she sorted through the memories she had seen in Kestrel’s soul.
 
   “No,” he agreed.  “But that was a different time, under different circumstances, before he ever met an elf.  Things are different now,” he said confidently.
 
   Killcen,” he called loudly, and waited for the imp to descend from where the small blue beings had been floating above.
 
   “Yes General Kestrel sir?” the imp addressed him.
 
   “Would you invite the members of your party to come down close, so that they may be seen by the humans?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Do you think there will be trouble?  I do not recollect that we have ever been around the humans of this city,” Killcen queried.  Nonetheless he looked upward, and waved, so that the troop in the sky dropped down to communicate.
 
   “Kestrel friend wishes for us to be seen,” he said when his fellows were gathered around.
 
   “For our great beauty?” Odare asked.  “He wishes for us to dazzle these humans?”
 
   “It’s because of our tremendous wit.  We will charm and sooth these hostile humans with our words alone,” Acanthus suggested.
 
   “No, it must because of our fierce, warlike disposition,” Mulberry asserted.
 
   “He has not told me what purpose he expects us to fulfill,” Killcen replied.
 
   “I want you to be seen,” Kestrel tried to calm the situation.  He knew that he had never traveled with the imps to Hydrotaz, and the appearance of his allies would be a wonder to those Hydrotaz soldiers and citizens who had never seen the flighty beings.  “The only humans from Hydrotaz who have seen you are the merchants who saw you at the mushroom market, correct?” he asked, knowing that reminding the imps of the mushroom market would distract their attention.
 
   “Ah, that’s right; I saw some of them when I bought a large gray plate with speckles on the bottom.  Do you remember that one?” Killcen asked Odare as the humans marched nearer.
 
   “I remember when Kestrel had a special omelet prepared for me for breakfast,” Mulberry said in a tone that was mock solicitously, causing the others to look back and forth from her to Kestrel with slitted, suspicious eyes.
 
   The imps were an engaging and energetic group, friends, allies, and confidantes who he trusted and loved, yet at that moment Kestrel particularly wished they had their traveling abilities intact so that he could travel with them all to the healing spring, and lay them in the waters for an enjoyable, silent soaking.
 
   Ferris and his squad were reaching the area of the elves and imps, slowing as they stepped onto the road surface nearest the elves’ location.  Kestrel waved at his own folks, then turned and walked towards the human squad.  The soldiers there were fewer in number than Kestrel’s own squad, but far more than Ferris truly needed if he was simply coming out to visit Kestrel socially.  And there were undoubtedly many others watching from the walls of the city.
 
   “My lord Kestrel, it’s good to see you.  It’s been too long,” Ferris told Kestrel, accents of genuine friendliness in his voice.
 
   “I’ve missed seeing you, and Greysen, and her highness,” Kestrel replied with a smile.  Medeina was walking beside him, he belatedly realized.
 
   “My lord!” another voice among the humans spoke, and Kestrel realized that it was Mitchell, one of the guardsmen he had met – been chased by before the man’s conversion from the Viathin influence.  “My lord,” Mitchell repeated.  “That’s her!  That’s the woman that turned into a monster, a Viathin!  I’ll never forget that.  She was a great beauty, and suddenly and right in Kai’s own temple, the goddess changed her from a beauty to a monster, a horror!”
 
   Kestrel recollected the terrible day, the moment when he had felt his stomach turn with fear and pain and loathing.  He had traveled hundreds of miles with Moorin, rescuing her from kidnapping, only to see Kai reveal that the figure he had protected and loved had actually been a Viathin in disguise.
 
   “This is the same beauty, Moorin, the daughter of a nobleman from the Northern Forest,” Kestrel explained awkwardly.
 
   “The real one?” Mitchell asked unnecessarily.
 
   Kestrel hesitated to answer, knowing that the Moorin beside was not the real one, but was only another impostor, another traveling companion to remind him that the hundreds of miles and months he had spent traveling with, in pursuit of, or longing for Moorin were time that had been futilely invested.  Moorin had followed her own heart, not his.  The companion he was with, Medeina, was not Moorin, though she looked like her, but on this occasion, he knew the goddess was at least an imposter from the very beginning, and she was friendly, or at least seemed to be.
 
   “I’m no Viathin, if that’s what you’re asking,” Medeina spoke for herself, using the deep, throaty voice of Moorin, a sound that sent warm chills down Kestrel’s spine.  “My blood’s not that dark oily vile liquid that’s poisoned the world; I’ve got good, red elven blood in my veins.”  There was a trace of heat in her voice as she spoke her piece.
 
   “My man Mitchell’s not doubting you, my lady; he’s just commenting, speaking up, when perhaps he could have left the speaking parts to his officers and betters,” Ferris said, before he turned and gave Mitchell a withering look that made the guardsman lower his chin to his chest.
 
   “You’ve brought quite an entourage,” Ferris said, speaking to the point of concern.
 
   “We wish to pass through Hydrotaz, on our way from one part of the Eastern Forest to another,” Kestrel explained.  “With her highness’s permission, we’ll spend the night here, then head north tomorrow, and enter the mountains north of Trace as quickly as our legs allow.”
 
                 Ferris smiled broadly, and stretched his hand forth to grip Kestrel’s.  “I knew there’ll be no trouble, once I saw it was you, but some folks were a bit concerned about a large force of elves showing up in the middle of the principality.  Old ways of thinking die hard.”
 
   “We noticed,” Kestrel said wryly.  “You’ll probably hear reports trailing behind us about some of our encounters along the way to get this far.
 
   “No one was hurt – not seriously, anyway,” Kestrel clarified.  He gave a grin, and Ferris grinned back.
 
   “We appreciate your concern for the health of our people.  So what are your plans for this evening?” the human leader asked.
 
   “I’d like to make sure my people and I are fed,” Kestrel replied.  “And housed, if possible,” he added in a hopeful voice.  “And I’d like to purchase food stuffs and supplies to be shipped to my manor in Oaktown, if that can be arranged.  Enough to feed my folks back home,” he explained.
 
   “And if the ambassador is present, I’d like to speak with her as well,” he added a last point.
 
   “I’m sure she’s aware something’s happening, from all the scurrying around in the city when the watch reported a large band of elves approaching.  I’m surprised she’s not here herself already.  Something’s been troubling her in recent months – we haven’t seen much of her at court,” Ferris addressed the last topic first.
 
   “As for the merchants, they’ll do business with you, no doubt, and if you’ve got any of those pearls with you, so much the better.  And for tonight, we’ll have to show you to a set of barracks that have been empty since the Graylee forces left them, but they’re sound and safe.  My folks will show you the way, and then perhaps you can come to the palace for dinner this evening, you and your companion?” Ferris nodded towards Medeina.
 
   “That would be charming, my lord, thank you,” Medeina answered first.
 
   “Let me send some folks in right now to set things in motion, and to give folks time to prepare for the spectacle.  You’ll be bringing them as well?” Ferris pointed up at the imps who floated watchfully overhead.  “We’ve never seen the like of them.  Heard of them, but never seen them.”
 
   Ferris spoke momentarily to Mitchell, who took a pair of other men with him and ran back towards the city gates.
 
   “The imps are my allies, and have been throughout the campaigns against the Viathins.  And now they’re my allies once again.  They’re also good for Hydrotaz,” Kestrel stated.  “They’re the ones who find all those pearls that are so appreciated here.”
 
   “Perhaps they should set up their own trading house and embassy here,” Ferris joked.  He motioned for Kestrel to proceed towards the city.
 
   “I will go into the city.  The humans say they will prepare a place for us to stay tonight,” Kestrel turned and addressed his followers.
 
   They were uneasy at the thought of being left alone without him, he could tell.
 
   “Would you stay here with the elves and comfort them, give them a translator if they need one, until I return?” he asked Medeina.
 
   “I did not come to your world to have to work, Kestrel dear,” the disguised goddess replied.  “I wish to go into this city of this human race to see it.  But if you promise that I will be able to enter it soon, I will stay here to watch over your flock.”
 
   “Thank you, I won’t be gone long,” Kestrel promised.
 
   “Lieutenant, you’re in charge,” Kestrel told Pierodot.
 
   “Killcen,” he called.  “Would you send a pair of imps with me, so that we may send messages if needed?” he asked the imps.
 
   “Of course, Kestrel friend,” Killcen agreed, and so, moments later, when he began to walk down the road, Kestrel felt comfortable that all arrangements had been made to attend to the needs of the elves who had taken the uncomfortable step of following him into a human land.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   “Is it him?  What’s he doing with all those other elves?  Are those imps and sprites?” Kestrel heard the questions following in his wake as he walked through the streets of Hydrotaz in the company of Ferris and a pair of guards.  The rest of Ferris’s patrol had been dismissed once they reached the gate of the city, while Ferris and Kestrel strolled freely and relaxed, beginning to chit chat as their situation defused.
 
   “The princess is well?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “She’s radiant,” Ferris replied with a smile.
 
   “So good as that?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I’ll let her tell you her own news,” the leader of the palace guard answered, and would say no more on the topic.
 
   “Here’s the market; do you want to start haggling over food shipments, or do you want to go to the palace first?  I’m sure her highness would be very appreciative of hearing the reason for your visit,” Ferris advised as they passed by the wide square where traders were busy peddling their wares.
 
   “If we could pass by the embassy on our way to the palace, I can ask Lucretia to join us,” Kestrel suggested, “and we can come back here on our way to lead my followers in to the city.”
 
   “You’re quite the celebrity, you know,” Ferris commented as people continued to turn and stare at Kestrel and his imp companions.  “You’ll probably be expected to visit the temple too, you know.”
 
   Kestrel looked at Ferris with a quizzical look upon his face.
 
   “The goddess, of course – Kai,” Ferris added, as if that explained his comment.
 
   “She isn’t responding – none of the gods are responding, you know.  Since you created the statute in the temple and have such close relations with Kai, you’ll be expected to go to the temple and bring her spirit back.  That’s why so many people are pleased to see you – an elf in Hydrotaz,” Ferris spelled out his thoughts.
 
   “The goddess – all the gods – has troubles right now because of the Rishiare Estelle,” Kestrel explained.  “The red spots on the sun.  It will last for a year, the imps told me.  Until it ends next spring, there’s not much we can do to reach the gods, or for them to reach us,” Kestrel added.
 
   Ferris looked at him with a troubled look, but said no more until they reached a building that Kestrel belatedly recognized.
 
   “It’s the embassy!” he said in delight.
 
   “Make your visit here quick, and invite her Excellency to join us at the palace, to speed things up,” Ferris suggested.
 
   “I will,” Kestrel promised.  “Wait right here.”  He went to the guarded gate of the embassy and knocked firmly on the reinforced wooden door.
 
   After a pause, a slot opened, and a pair of eyes looked out at him.
 
   “I’m here to see the ambassador, Lucretia,” Kestrel spoke in elvish.
 
   “We’re not accepting any visitors,” a male voice answered in elvish as well.  “You’ll need to leave now,” he said, then shut the viewing slot.
 
   Kestrel waited for a moment, as he contemplated the best way to handle the refusal.
 
   “Mulberry, Odare,” he called, and waited for his two imp companions to descend down to him.
 
   “Would you go up and look in the windows to find Lucretia, and tell her Kestrel is here?” he asked.
 
   “It is unusual for you to be refused by the elven women you crave, is it?” Odare asked.
 
   “I haven’t been refused,” Kestrel said warmly.  “And Lucretia is a friend, not a woman I crave.  She’s a friend, and a good fighter, a warrior in her own right.  I trust her to do well at whatever she does.  And I could use her help and advice.”
 
   “You almost sound sincere,” Mulberry said, lightly digging an elbow into Odare’s ribs.  “Is she not pretty?”
 
   “Yes, she’s pretty!” Kestrel answered in exasperation.  “The first time I saw her I wondered who was lucky enough to be her mate; she was a perfect elf – slender, cool, beautiful features, composed.”
 
   The door in front of him suddenly clicked, then swung open, and Lucretia stood in front of him, grinning broadly.  “That’s exactly the impression I always wanted to make – I’m glad it succeeded at least once!” she smiled, then she and Kestrel embraced warmly.
 
   “I haven’t seen you in the longest time, and I’ve needed to see you – we all have.  Where have you been?  Is everything okay?  Well, of course I know it’s not,” Lucretia asked as the pair held each other at arm’s length and studied one another.  “There’s something different about you.”
 
   “I’m on my way to the palace to see Princess Yulia.  Can you join me there?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Are you in a hurry or something?” Lucretia laughed.
 
   “I am,” Kestrel said apologetically.  “I’ve got a couple of score of elves nervously waiting outside of town, and I need to run these errands.  Come to the palace,” he instructed, as he released his grip on her and stepped away.
 
   “I will.  I’ll be there soon,” Lucretia agreed with raised eyebrows.  Kestrel stepped away, and she closed the door.
 
   “That one is a beauty, I see,” Mulberry said.  “I’ve not met her before.”
 
   “I have,” Odare bragged.  “Once, at the healing spring I believe.”
 
   They rejoined Ferris, and resumed the journey to the palace.
 
   Inside the palace a few minutes later, Kestrel was pleased to see Greyson, Ferris’s son, waiting for them.
 
   “Kestrel, it’s been a long time!” the boy exclaimed as Kestrel warmly shook his hand.  Greysen had entered a growth spurt it seemed, for Kestrel looked back and forth between him and his father, unable to detect which was taller.
 
   “Still growing, I see,” Kestrel laughed, making Ferris wince.
 
   “We’ll take you to see the princess immediately,” Greysen told Kestrel, motioning towards where a pair of guards held a door open.
 
   “Lucretia should be here soon as well.  Would you send her to join us, please?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Kestrel!  What a happy day!” the princess claimed as she bounded off her throne and down to the floor of the small presentation chamber where Kestrel found her listening to advisors.
 
   “Everyone’s dismissed,” Yulia said over her shoulder as she ran down to Kestrel.  “We’ll resume this tomorrow.
 
   “And tell the chef to prepare a feast!” she added.
 
   “I’ve got a few friends here with me,” Kestrel told Yulia as they embraced in a hug.
 
   “So I see!” she said, looking up at the imps that floated near the high ceiling of the room.  Mulberry was floating on her back, looking upward at the murals that were painted across the ceiling.
 
   “Bring them to dinner as well,” Yulia said
 
   “There are about sixty of us,” Kestrel grinned over her shoulder as he informed her.
 
   “Good heavens!  Have you brought your own traveling carnival?” Yulia stepped back to look at him.
 
   “I’ve brought a small army; I’m going to war,” Kestrel answered, deciding to tell her the truth.  He’d wait to see if Lucretia arrived before he’d tell the whole story, he hoped, so that he’d only have to tell it once.  “Ferris is supposed to take me to look at some barracks where we can spend the night.”
 
   “Tell me about this.  You’re not at war with me, are you?” she asked in a serious tone.  “Have we done something wrong?”
 
   “Oh my princess, no, never.  You could never do anything wrong in my eyes,” Kestrel laughed.  “It’s an elven civil war, I’m afraid.  But let’s wait until Lucretia arrives and then we can tell the story together; there’s a great deal I don’t know myself.”
 
   “How are things with you?” he asked.
 
   “I’m engaged!” Yulia’s face brightened into a radiant smile.  “Philip has proposed!”
 
   “That’s so wonderful!” Kestrel beamed.
 
   “We’ll be married next spring, when the weather warms and travel is easier.  You’ll join us, won’t you?  You have to – you’re the guest of honor!  You introduced us, after all,” Yulia was insistent, her eyes sparkling as she unconsciously tugged emphatically on Kestrel’s sleeve with each word.
 
   There was a pronouncement at the door, and Lucretia arrived.  She was elegantly dressed in rich clothes, a velvet gown the likes of which Kestrel had never seen an elven maiden wear before.  It was appropriate for a court appearance, Kestrel surmised, but Lucretia’s heavy breathing – evidence of her hurried run to reach the palace – was momentarily at odds with the appearance.
 
   “Your elf lord has brought an army of elves to Hydrotaz!” Yulia cried as she saw Lucretia.  “Why didn’t you tell me there was trouble in your homeland?  What can I do to help?”
 
   “Let us go with Ferris to find accommodations for my elves, and then we can talk about everything at dinner tonight,” Kestrel suggested.  “I don’t want to keep them waiting in the field outside the city too long.”
 
   “Go on,” Yulia pouted to Kestrel.  “Call my advisors back,” she turned and told a page.  “We’ll talk at dinner.  And have the commissary prepare food for all of Kestrel’s people,” she called loudly as Kestrel, Ferris, Greysen, and Lucretia left the hall.
 
   “Tell me what’s happening,” Lucretia said urgently.
 
   “In a moment,” Kestrel promised.
 
   “Here are the barracks,” Ferris said minutes later, as they stood in the doorway of an empty room, full of rope bunks and discarded furniture.
 
   “This will do for the night, if you can provide some bedding to soften the bunks,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “I’ll have it delivered,” Ferris agreed. “Can you find your way out of the palace to return to your squad while I go take care of matters here?” he asked.
 
   Minutes later, Kestrel and Lucretia were walking together through the streets of the city, on their way to the gate and to the elves who waited outside the city.
 
   “Where have you been?  We’ve needed you for a long time.  It may almost be too late,” Lucretia told him as she hooked her arm through his and walked closely beside him.
 
   “I had a long journey, an assignment that took me away from the Inner Seas.  I just got back a few days ago, and found the Marches under a hostile occupation by the forces from Center Trunk,” Kestrel said.  “I’ve chased all the guards from Center Trunk out of the Marches, and now I’m going north to help my friends who I think are up there.”
 
   “It’s a mess Kestrel, a terrible situation.  My stomach and my heart are tied up in knots over all the trouble Princess Elwean has created,” Lucretia moaned.  “I wish I could see Giardell one more time,” she added.
 
   “Why can’t you?” Kestrel asked alertly, knowing from her tone that there was some serious problem.
 
   “He’s being held prisoner at Center Trunk.  He was there carrying messages from here when the princess staged her coup against her father, and he’s been in prison ever since.  I received a message recalling me from my post, but I haven’t gone for fear of what they’ll do to him, and me,” Lucretia told him in a low voice as they walked past the marketplace.  “I want to go, to see him again, but I know we’ll just end up both being imprisoned or worse.”
 
   “What makes you think there’s anyone in the north you need to help?” Lucretia asked.
 
   “Some of the prisoners we captured in the Marches told us that several folks fled from Center Trunk and went to Firheng.  And a couple of my people went there too.  Plus, I don’t think the garrison there would be likely to surrender, or easy to conquer,” he explained.
 
   “I need to order supplies from here to have them shipped to Oaktown,” Kestrel told Lucretia as they left the market square and approached the gate in the city wall.  “I’ll have to come back here tomorrow and make arrangements for shipments to be sent to home; the Center Trunk forces stripped us bare of food, and we’re going to need additional supplies to make it through.”
 
   They walked past the temple to Kai, and Kestrel glanced up.  “I need to go there too,” he said softly.
 
   “Are the gods mad at us?” Lucretia asked.  “The people say they don’t answer prayers or touch dreams any more.
 
   “Oh heavens!” she said suddenly, coming to a complete stop, and stopping Kestrel as well.   “Was it you?  Did you upset the gods so much they stopped talking to us?”
 
   “No, I went on a mission to save two of them!” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Two of who?” Lucretia asked, confused.
 
   “The gods – I rescued two of the gods – Krusima of the humans and Morph from the elves.  They got caught by the Viathin god in another world,” he told her.
 
   She stared at him, cocked her head, stared further, then shook her head.  “Tell me later.  I don’t want to try to understand right now.  Let’s go find your elves and bring them into the city.”  She promptly turned and started walking again.
 
   They strolled rapidly without talking, until they left the city and walked outside the walls.
 
   “Imps!” Lucretia called Mulberry and Odare down.
 
   “Did Kestrel really rescue a pair of gods?” she asked.
 
   “This woman is smart enough to question Kestrel-wooer’s stories,” Odare said to Mulberry.
 
   “We did not actually go on the trip with him, but we were supposed to.  We were separated by the Rishiare Estelle.  But he told us that we were going to go save gods who were caught by the evil monsters’ god,” Mulberry told Kestrel.
 
   “So while you were right to question such a preposterous story from such a roguish charmer, we think there is merit to what he says,” Odare said.
 
   “But always feel free to ask us to check up upon this elf before he woos you too well,” Mulberry said.
 
   “I’m not wooing her!” Kestrel protested.
 
   “Didn’t you tell them how desirable I was?” Lucretia batted her eyes as she asked him.  “I’m sure I heard you say that.”
 
   “You did describe her very vividly,” Odare told Kestrel.  “I thought I saw the desire in your eyes at the mere memory of her.”
 
   “Here’s our group,” Kestrel pointedly turned and gestured towards the group of elves they were approaching.  A heavy traffic of humans were gawking from the road, observing the elves who stood huddled together.
 
   “Odare!” Killcen called.  “They’ve returned,” he told the crowd of elves and imps.
 
   “Welcome back, my lord,” Pierodot said.  “And welcome my lady,” he told Lucretia.
 
   “This is the ambassador of the Eastern Forest, Lucretia, a former member of the guard,” Kestrel introduced.
 
   “Lucretia, this is Lady Moorin, my friend,” Kestrel said awkwardly.
 
   “Moorin?” Lucretia asked alertly.  “Like the one Moorin you chased over the seas and the mountains and the valleys?”
 
   “Actually,” Medeina spoke before Kestrel could formulate an answer to the awkward question, “I’ve been chasing after him.  He’s bringing me along to show me the world.”  She smiled brilliantly.
 
   “It appears everything is going well,” Kestrel commented, anxious to avoid the dangerous subject.  “Tell the troops to fall into column, and we’ll go to our home for the evening.”
 
   “Inside the humans’ city, my lord?” Pierodot asked nervously.
 
   “Yes, and they’ll prepare a meal for us as well,” Kestrel confirmed.  “You can follow me, and I’ll take care of everything.”
 
   The elves formed up in their column, with Lucretia in the rear to provide translation if needed.  Kestrel led them to the road, where the human traffic scattered to put space around the elves.
 
   Kestrel led them at a stately pace along the road, and then through the city gate, past the guards who had observed him enter earlier with Ferris, and among the crowds of humans who were startled to discover the quiet invasion of their city.  He held his powers just below the surface, ready to employ them at any instant to prevent harm befalling any of his followers.
 
   Three blocks into the city he met Ferris.  “I’ve come to provide an escort,” he gestured to a dozen uniformed guards.  “To make everything easier.”
 
   The trip to the empty barracks near the palace took only ten minutes, and the elves sighed in relief when they left the busy human city streets and entered the relative isolation of the barracks yard.
 
   “Her highness would like to come visit your people, if she may,” Ferris told Kestrel, as the elves and their human escorts looked curiously at one another.
 
   “Please bring her; that would be a delight and an honor,” Kestrel said.
 
   “We’ll have your food delivered, and the princess will be by soon afterwards,” Ferris assured Kestrel.
 
   The elves relaxed once the humans were gone, and they set about unpacking and relaxing inside their accommodations for the night.  A wagon of food soon arrived, and soon thereafter, a flourish of horns announced the arrival of Yulia.
 
   “Makes me wish our own princess would come out and visit her elves once in a while,” Kestrel overheard one elf mutter to another as they lined up to receive Yulia.  Her escort of guards came in, and then Yulia arrived.  She walked down the line, Kestrel by her side translating, saying pleasantries to each of the elves she saw, and waving up to the imps overhead.
 
   “This is a great beauty,” Yulia said to Kestrel when they reached Moorin.
 
   “Thank you, your highness,” Medeina spoke for herself, surprising the princess who had not expected her words to be understood.
 
   After the visit, Kestrel, Lucretia, and Medeina were invited to join the princess for a dinner with members of her court.
 
   “This will be delightful; thank you, Kestrel,” Medeina told him as they strolled through the palace.  “It’s interesting to see that elves and humans fight sometimes and don’t other times.”
 
   “When did you see humans and elves fighting?” Lucretia asked.
 
   “While we were running here, the humans in one city attacked us,” Medeina said matter-of-factly.
 
   “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Yulia said apologetically.  “Were many of your people injured?” she looked from Medeina to Kestrel.
 
   “None.  None at all,” Medeina said.  “Kestrel protected them all.”
 
   Ferris and a member of the court looked at her expectantly, waiting for some further explanation.
 
   “You know – he has powers.  He created a shield that covered them all, then he flew the attackers down to the ground and lectured them,” she addressed them.
 
   “He is the favorite of the goddess,” spoke up Kaana, the chief priestess of Kai.  “It’s not surprising that if she’s going to lend her powers to anyone these days, it would naturally be Kestrel.  Have you forgotten that statue he created?”
 
   “Did the goddess give you protection? We haven’t seen a sign of her in months,” a minister who sat nearby spoke up.
 
   “The goddess and the other gods have some trouble right now,” Kestrel explained.  “The imps explained it to me.  A few months ago the sun had a bright flash, and then grew the red spots on its face,” he saw the others around him nod in remembrance.  “The imps call that Rishiare Estelle, and they say that it lasts for a year.  It disrupts the world in a way that makes it difficult for the gods to act or communicate with us.
 
   “I believe that when it ends, everything will go back to normal,” he said.  “We all just have to wait until next spring.”
 
   After the meal, Kestrel, Medeina, and Lucretia walked slowly back towards the barracks where the elves and the imps had remained.  They all spoke in elvish, safe from being overheard by humans.
 
   “What do you plan to do, Kestrel?” Lucretia asked.
 
   “We’ll go north, skirt around the foothills of the Water Mountains, and arrive at Firheng.  If they need help, we ‘ll provide it,” he said calmly.
 
   “And what are you going to do about the real problem?  The princess has become a tyrant,” Lucretia pressed the point.
 
   “We’ll go to Center Trunk,” Kestrel said firmly.  “We’ll set free the ones who are imprisoned, and we’ll make the princess cease.  I don’t know yet what we’ll find, but we’ll make it all better.”
 
   They reached the barracks entrance, and saw that the elves inside were playing catch with the imps, throwing objects the length of the long, open barracks as they called the names of imps who flew forward to catch the targets before they hit the floor.  There was laughter and frivolity that warmed Kestrel’s heart.
 
   “I’m going to walk Lucretia to her embassy,” Kestrel told Medeina.  “I’ll be back soon,” he promised.
 
   “You’ll kiss me good bye, won’t you?” the goddess in disguise asked in a quavering, timid voice.
 
   Kestrel saw the studied neutrality on Lucretia’s face, then he leaned over and kissed Medeina lightly on the lips.
 
   “I’ll wait up for you,” the goddess further played the role of patient lover, as Kestrel and Lucretia walked away.
 
   The two were completely quiet for two minutes.  Neither said a word as they walked across the palace grounds, until Kestrel finally spoke.
 
   “It isn’t what it seems.  That’s all I can say right now,” he said emphatically.
 
   “I’m not asking any questions,” Lucretia said firmly.  “Who you, or how you, or what you do – it’s not my business.”
 
   “Really, it’s just not like it appears,” Kestrel felt flustered and confused, but didn’t know how to rectify the misunderstanding without breaking his promise not to reveal the goddess’s identity.
 
   “So, can you help me with the shipments of supplies from Hydrotaz to Oaktown?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” she answered.  “I’ll help any way I can.”
 
   “The shippers are going to need a translator to accompany them through the Eastern Forest to Oaktown, and then back.  Can you do that?”
 
   “I’ll do it,” she firmly agreed.  “But you have to do something for me.”
 
   “Anything,” Kestrel instantly said, sincerely.
 
   “Bring Giardell back to me safe and sound,” Lucretia put her hand in his and squeezed it as they walked.
 
   “Do you want to come in and talk?” she asked as they reached the door to the embassy.  “Since you seem to not want to be with your companion.”
 
   “No, I’m going to go to the temple,” Kestrel blurted out.
 
   “That’s why you walked me home!” Lucretia lightly slugged his shoulder.  “You didn’t worry about my safety.  You just wanted an excuse to go see your goddess’s temple.”
 
   “I wanted to be with you, of course,” Kestrel protested.  “I meant what I said about the first time I saw you!” he grinned.  “I remember what a blessing it turned out to be when you saw me with Dewberry, and we went to the shrubbery together.”
 
   “And got pulled out by Sylvan’s guards together!” Lucretia laughed.  “We had about five seconds of romance before they found us.”  The door behind her clicked open.
 
   “Go along.  Go see your goddess statue.  If anyone can get a response from her, it’s you, I’m sure.  Come see me in the morning when you go to the market, and we can make arrangements for transporting your supplies to Oaktown,” Lucretia told him.  She pressed the door open, then leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the nose.  “There, now go!” she laughed, and she disappeared inside the embassy.
 
   Kestrel waited only a second, then turned and walked back along the street, hurrying towards the temple to Kai.  He wanted to see the statue of the goddess, the statue that was a reminder of how much the goddess loved her followers – its very appearance spoke of affection and a maternal desire to protect and nurture.  And it was a reminder of how much he loved the goddess, and wanted her to be strong and beloved.
 
   He entered the dark doorway of the temple.  Inside there were only a few lanterns lit to provide minimal illumination, and only a pair of moving shadows to indicate that anyone else was even in the building.   Kestrel moved into the sanctuary, where the upper half of the statue was nearly lost in the shadows.  He stood in the center of the stone arched entry and looked at the flowing lines of the statue.  It was astonishing in its beauty, even with the shoulders and head hidden in the dark, and Kestrel felt suddenly moved to tears just by the sight of what was dimly visible.  It did show how extraordinary Kai was, and the sight both rocked him and comforted him as he realized that the creation of the statue had originated within his own soul, and been borne to completion by the powers within him.
 
   He focused, and let his energy arise, making his hand glow brightly, so brightly that it filled the chamber with illumination, and brought the marble face of the goddess’s statue into view.  She was as lovely as he believed.  Happier, with the sight of the goddess available for the first time in many months, he walked over to the statue, hopping over the barrier around her feet, and he placed his glowing hand upon the cool, smooth surface of the ankle.
 
   Thank you, my beloved, he heard the dulcet tones of Kai’s voice weakly echo in his head.
 
   “My goddess, is that truly you?” he asked in breathless wonderment.
 
   Can you doubt who I am?  No mortal knows me or loves me better than you, sweet Kestrel, she answered.
 
   “I am so happy to hear your voice!” Kestrel cried.  “I miss you so much.”  His cheeks were wet with tears.
 
   Just a few months more, my dear, just a few months more, she counseled.  This inconvenience happens from time to time, but then it passes.
 
   She seemed very philosophical about the effect of the Rishiare Estelle, and Kestrel reflected that the eternal goddess had experienced it many time before.
 
   You did so well, Kestrel.  I have seen that Krusima is back in our realm, her voice whispered in his awareness.
 
   “We killed the god of the Viathins; really killed it this time,” Kestrel told her.  “And Krusima and Morph are free.  I sent them back here, with others from my party.  Do you know if the others made it safely?  Are they headed to their homes?” he asked.
 
   I cannot tell while the Rishiare Estelle exists.  I am strained to talk to you now, dear champion.  Please know that I must warn you, he did not hear her voice any longer.
 
   Three times, she faded back into his awareness.
 
   “What?  What is the warning?  What happens three times?” he asked eagerly.
 
   There was silence.  He stood and waited for several seconds, but no further words came forth.
 
   Upset by the incomplete end of the conversation with the goddess, he let the glow from his hand fade, then turned and left the temple.  He strolled silently through the evening, and returned to the barracks in the palace.
 
   “What have you been up to?” Medeina asked suspiciously.  “There’s something about you.
 
   “You’ve seen another deity!” she screeched, making all heads in the barracks turn to look at the couple.
 
   “I did,” Kestrel freely admitted.  “For a little while.  I went to her temple and we were able to talk.”
 
   “You should have taken me,” Medeina said in a quieter voice.
 
   “It was a personal moment,” Kestrel replied defensively.
 
   “A personal moment with a goddess?” Medeina asked suspiciously.
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel confirmed.  “I’m very close to her.”
 
   “What did this goddess tell you?” Medeina asked, as the others in the barracks went back to their own conversations and activities.
 
   “I couldn’t be sure.  She tried to warn me about something, but the Rishiare Estelle interfered,” he said.
 
   They spoke no more, and soon thereafter, the residents of the barracks settled in to sleep for the night, with a guard of elves and imps watching over all.
 
   The next morning began with an early awakening by the imps.
 
   “We’ve spent enough time here, friend Kestrel,” Odare told Kestrel as she sat on his shoulder and tickled his ear.  “We wish to move on.”
 
   Kestrel awoke groggily, and looked around, at where the imps were awakening several of the elves.  A faint glow of sunlight was visible through the windows, showing the start of the new day.
 
   Minutes later he led the column of elves out of the palace, and through the awakening streets of Hydrotaz, startling passersby as they went to the elven embassy, when Kestrel pounded on the door until Lucretia herself opened it.
 
   “What in the name of the trees and the leaves are you doing here this early?” she asked crossly.
 
   “The imps wanted us to start early.  We’re going to go to the market to see if any vendors are there.  Come join us when you can,” he told her, then led the quiet group away from the embassy and on to the next stop of their itinerary.
 
   “Everyone unload your purses,” Kestrel called out hoarsely when he had all his followers gathered around him in one corner of the public square where the vendors were setting up their stalls.  Elf after elf, one by one they came past him and emptied out the portion of gold and silver each had carried.  The riches that had been recovered from Kestrel’s manor had been divvied up among the numerous carriers, and taken over the road to Hydrotaz in multiple small quantities, to be reassembled at last so that Kestrel could buy the quantities of supplies needed in Oaktown and the Marches.
 
   He was glad Lucretia would be willing to accompany the supplies to the Eastern Forest.  Not only would the shippers need translation services to carry out their delivery, but the elves on the receiving end would require some amount of direction on how to cook using the human food stuffs.
 
   “What are all those elves doing in the city?” Kestrel heard one of the merchant’s workers ask another as the sky overhead continued to brighten.
 
   “Elves?  What about the imps?” another one asked in equal amazement.
 
   Kestrel invited his people to follow him, and they all walked over to the space where the merchant and his employees were setting up their display of goods.  
 
   “Do you ship goods for buyers?” Kestrel asked the dumbfounded trio who stood openmouthed in amazement.
 
   Kestrel spent over an hour simply convincing the first merchant that he truly wanted goods shipped to the Eastern Forest.  When Lucretia arrived, he immediately sent her to the palace to awaken Ferris and bring him to the market as a testimonial to the legitimacy of the request.  The crowd in the market square was at first uneasy about the presence of the large group of elves, then grew accustomed and came to adopt a festive atmosphere as Ferris and a small squad of palace guards provided reassurance to the populace that the elves were a safe intrusion into the fabric of the city.  After that first merchant was persuaded to send wagonloads of goods – with Lucretia’s accompaniment and a small squad of Hydrotaz soldiers to provide security, other merchants slowly agreed to make shipments as well.
 
   Kestrel found that the merchants charged far more than he had expected to pay, and by midday he ceased his efforts to procure supplies, his mobile treasury nearly depleted by his purchases.
 
   “We bought enough to take care of folks back in the Marches,” he told Lucretia, as the whole group started to walk back through the streets to the palace.  “But I would have liked to have bought more.”
 
   “The harvest will be underway in just a couple of weeks,” Lucretia reminded him.  “The acorns and hickory nuts will come down soon; walnuts are already starting to fall, I imagine.  They’ll do fine,” she comforted him.
 
   “Are we going out of the human city now?” Odare swooped down to ask on behalf of the imp contingent.  “We wish to leave this place and move out into the countryside.  The sooner we thrash the bad elves on your behalf, the sooner we can return to Blackfriars.”
 
   Kestrel looked over at Lucretia.  “Would you lead the troop out of the city and onto the road going to Trace?  As soon as I say farewell to Yulia I’ll be on my way to catch up.”
 
   “Kestrel, you woke me up early, and now you’re sending me out of the city?” the ambassador replied in mock indignation.
 
   “Yes, I’ll take them out of the city.  I’ll see you there, soon?” her last word was a question.
 
   “I hope so.  I shouldn’t take long in the palace,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “We shouldn’t take long,” Medeina corrected him.  “I’ll go to court with my dear Kestrel, of course.”
 
   “Dear?” Lucretia mouthed the word silently to Kestrel, as she stood behind Medeina’s back.
 
   He shrugged, and then departed with his human escort and his disguised goddess companion, on his way to the palace.
 
   “You were going to sneak out!” Yulia declared in simulated outrage.
 
   “The imps were impatient with our extended stay in the barracks,” Kestrel replied mildly.
 
   “His visit to the market made several merchants very happy,” Ferris reported.  “It was good for everyone that he went.”
 
   “You’ll provide some token escort to the merchants’ wagons,” Kestrel told Yulia.  “Ferris agreed to make the merchants feel secure.
 
   “But I must be off; my troops are waiting north of town.  And your merchants have left me with virtually no money to spend anyway,” he told the princess.
 
   “I hope you and your lovely companion will arrive back in the spring in plenty of time to enjoy the city before the wedding.  The merchants would love to see you again!” Yulia laughed before she hugged Kestrel and shook hands with Medeina.
 
   An hour later Kestrel was back with his group of warriors, Lucretia was returning to the city, and the advance on Firheng resumed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Kestrel and his warriors ran across the roads of Hydrotaz for the next three days.  They stayed out of small cities and towns, and ran through villages without stopping.  He wanted to avoid any situations that might lead to renewed conflict, and so he kept running at the elven speeds that traveled faster than any human messages or warnings of elves could travel.
 
   He led his people to the east before they reached Trace, and cut across the countryside, where the settlements grew smaller and sparser as they approached the boundaries of the nation.  They were approaching an angled extension of Hydrotaz, where the human rule met the Eastern Forest of the elves and the wilderness of the Water Mountains.  A day after passing Trace they ran past the last farmstead they would see, and continued on through a landscape that grew more rolling and more heavily forested as they progressed.
 
   And Medeina grew more youthful in appearance once again, as she returned to the habitat that better resembled her own home wilderness.  The elves in his entourage noticed, and at one stop, Pierodot approached Kestrel to mention the comments among his troop.
 
   “It must just be the light in the forest here that makes her look more beautiful,” Kestrel tried to explain away the change.  He noticed it himself though, and felt his heartstrings tugged by the semblance of Moorin and the reminder of Putienne.
 
   The speed of their travel slowed in the unmarked terrain of the mountain foothills.  Kestrel led them along game trails, and sent the imps out in the lead to provide scouting reports on trails that would take them northeast.  A full day of heavy rain further slowed their travel, as the paths grew slippery, the elves grew muddy, and the creeks and rills flowed full of water across their way.
 
   When Kestrel judged they had gone far enough north, he turned the group to the east, and another day took them out of the foothills and into a more gently rolling terrain.  The rains ceased, and the group stopped to dry out and spend the night in a level spot in the northern part of the Eastern Forest.
 
   Kestrel looked around, where various items of clothing were hung from tree branches, drying and dripping their accumulated moisture.
 
   “Mulberry, would you send some scouts out to find the direction to Firheng, and see if there is a battle going on in the area?” he asked.
 
   “How far are we from this place?” the imp asked.
 
   “I think about a half day’s run away,” Kestrel estimated.
 
   “We will do our job,” Mulberry assured him, then sprinted upward and called the other imps together.  Moments later, pairs of imps went buzzing off in multiple directions to the east, northeast, and southeast.  An hour later, the first pair returned, reporting nothing visible.
 
   Several minutes later another team from the northeast returned and reported no signs of any settlements more than a few cabins in the woods.
 
   Shortly after their arrival, the last two teams of imps came flying in together, coming from the southeastern direction.
 
   “We found the city,” Killcen reported.
 
   “And we found an army approaching them,” Odare revealed.
 
   “The city already has an army around it; it is under siege,” Killcen added.
 
   “The army that is approaching is larger; they’ll be able to attack the city successfully, it appears likely,” Odare one-upped Killcen.
 
   “How long will it take us to reach the city?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Three hours,” Killcen answered.
 
   “Three and a half,” Odare corrected him.
 
   “How long will it take the other army to reach the city?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Half a day,” Odare replied.
 
   “Approximately,” Killcen agreed after a pause, wanting to be more precise, but unable to frame a better answer.
 
   “Both the armies – the one besieging now and the one approaching – are larger than the force you have here, Kestrel general,” Killcen reported.
 
   “Everyone, prepare your gear!” Kestrel turned and called loudly to the assembled elves.  “We’ll move out in fifteen minutes.  We’re heading into battle,” he added, setting the camp abuzz with activity.
 
   In just a few minutes, the elves were prepared to go, and lined up in their marching column.
 
   “Lead the way and tell us when we get close,” Kestrel told the imps, then set the whole party in motion.  They began to run through the damp forest, Kestrel setting a faster pace than before as he hurried his rescue party towards Firheng, where he expected to find his friends.
 
   “Odare!” he called after two hours of running.  “Odare!”
 
   “What is it, Kestrel?  Are you now – in the middle of this jaunt towards death-defying adventure – stricken with love for my beauty?” the imp called as she swooped down low beside him.
 
   “They don’t take you very seriously, do they?” Medeina asked. 
 
   “They give the impression of irreverence, but they are loyal and faithful, ferocious and fierce in battle,” Kestrel told her.
 
   “If I received such treatment from my woodlands inhabitants, I think I would banish them,” Medeina muttered.
 
   “Odare,” Kestrel spoke to the imp.  “You’ve met my friends in Firheng before.
 
   “Go to Casimo’s office, and let them know a force is coming to help.  Tell them about the other forces coming as well, and ask for their advice on how to coordinate our attack to help them,” he instructed.
 
   “And take some scouts with you, to tell the fighters in Firheng what is happening around them.”
 
   “We will do as you say, but do not let me miss any of the battle,” Odare said firmly.
 
   “We will save a portion of the battlefield for you,” Kestrel promised solemnly.  “We’ll ask the other side not to fight until you arrive.”
 
   “That is my true Kestrel-friend!” the imp said brightly, before she flew off.  She gathered together half the imps, and Kestrel watched through the bare canopy of nearly leafless tree branches as the squadron of imps arrowed ahead of the running elves.  The emptying branches would be both a help and a hindrance in the upcoming battle.  Kestrel had expected that his forces would have to ambush the larger force besieging Firheng, but without the protective cover of leaves upon the trees, a stealthy arrival among the tree limbs upon the flanks of the Center Trunk forces would not be possible.
 
   He ran for five more minutes, then excitedly turned to Medeina, as a new idea entered his thoughts.
 
   “My lady!” he spoke.
 
   “Kestrel, what is it?” she asked with a slightly amused expression on her face.
 
   “The trees – you know the wilderness.  Could we make the trees sprout leaves?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Right now?  They’ve just dropped their leaves,” the goddess pointed out.
 
   “I know.  But the leaves could hide our positions, so the other army wouldn’t know we were approaching – it would let us sneak up on them,” he spoke earnestly.
 
   “It would be bad for the trees – very bad.  They would suffer all through the winter and in the spring time.  We can’t do that,” she told him severely.
 
   Kestrel sighed in dejection.
 
   “But we could make fog,” she said a moment later.
 
   “That would hide your movements, wouldn’t it?” Medeina asked.
 
   “It would!” Kestrel agreed.  “That would be perfect.
 
   “Do you know how to make fog?” he asked.  “I don’t,” he admitted.
 
   “Of course.  It’s a simple thing, with heat and moisture.  I’ll show you when we get close,” the goddess told him as she reached out and patted him on the cheek, then laughed.
 
   Just a little while later, Odare came flying in to meet him.  “I have spoken to the ones you know, Casimo and Belinda-enchanter.  They are most happy to hear of your arrival!
 
   “They say that you should attack the ones who are on the south side of the city; attack them from behind.  The elves inside the city will come out through a gate and attack them as well, and that way you will be able to break the siege for a little while, and your forces will be able to enter the city and join the garrison there.  They are very unhappy to hear of the new army coming from the other direction,” she told Kestrel.
 
   “Casimo said that after you join them and they talk to you, they can decide whether to abandon the city or not,” the imp added.
 
   Kestrel nodded gravely, with pursed lips.  If the commander of the Firheng base was prepared to talk about abandoning the city, then the situation must be desperate for his friends.  As he thought of Putienne and Remy, as well as Hampus, and the other refugees who had flocked to Firheng and joined Arlen, Casimo, Belinda, and the others at the base there, a set determination to save them overtook Kestrel.
 
   His pace began to increase.  “How long until we reach the south side of the city?” Kestrel asked Odare.
 
   “Just fifteen more minutes,” she said.
 
   “Can we start producing the fog now?” Kestrel asked Medeina.
 
   “It takes a little time, so perhaps we should,” the replica of Moorin agreed.  She reached out and grasped Kestrel’s hand.  As she did so, he felt an energetic mixing of their powers.
 
   “First, think of air, warm air, all around the city,” Medeina intoned as they ran.  Kestrel felt her thoughts leading him to focus on the concept of the air, particularly air that carried a great deal of humidity.
 
   “Draw moisture up from the ground,” she murmured gently.  The recent rains had left the loamy soil of the forest saturated with water, and Kestrel followed her lead in making the dampness rise up into the air, increasing the saturation, while no breezes blew through the region.
 
   All around them the air suddenly catalyzed into a soupy fog, going from high visibility to thick mists in a matter of two seconds, causing the elves behind them to gasp.
 
   “It’s alright!” Kestrel shouted back.  “This will protect us so that we are not seen as we arrive at the battlefield.
 
   “Everyone prepare your weapons,” he said in a lower voice.
 
   Over the next few minutes, he outlined the plan, to attack those who besieged the city, then to break through and enter the city.  
 
   “You are just moments away,” Mulberry told him as she flew erratically towards him through the fog.
 
   “This fog does not even reach the tops of the trees, but it is nonetheless impossible to see through,” she told him.  “It is hard to track your movements.”
 
   “Column, form a line,” Kestrel ordered, causing his elven followers to fan out to the left and right of him.  Some drew bows and arrows, ready to fire into the fog, while others held knives in their hands.
 
   Moments later they crossed among the rearmost of the Center Trunk guards who were encircling Firheng, and they began to battle.
 
   “Drive them to the sides!  Open a hole in the middle,” Kestrel shouted out directions.  He had chosen to use his staff as his weapon of choice.  His knife could hardly be thrown at adversaries who he saw when they were less than ten feet away from him.
 
   “Stay behind me,” he ordered Medeina as he moved ahead of her and swung his staff at the head of the first opponent he faced.
 
   The attack from his forces was unanticipated by the Center Trunk encampment they fell upon, and panic became the predominant initial reaction, as shouts and the clash of weapons unnerved the elves who had camped outside the rebellious city.  Numerous elves were killed in the initial minutes of the battle, as the fog made the direction of the attack and the size of the force uncertain.  The Center Trunk guards imagined a larger, deadlier foe than existed; they began to panic and to run wildly, seeking safety, crashing into one another as they tried to stumble out of the path of the unseen attackers.
 
   Kestrel’s people moved effectively for several minutes, and then Kestrel heard the sound of another conflict taking place in the distance.
 
   “That must be the Firheng forces fighting their way out from the city walls,” he told Medeina.
 
   “Oaktown!  Forces from Oaktown, close in on me!” he shouted to give direction to his followers.
 
   “Oaktown!” he called out again and again, as he directed his own progress towards the sounds of battle in front of him.
 
   “We can release the fog now,” Kestrel asked Medeina.  “How do we do that?”
 
   “A breeze – we just create a breeze to blow the fog away.  First though, we have to reduce the moisture,” she responded.  Medeina placed her hand on his shoulder, and he felt their energies combine once again.
 
   Here, she spoke directly to his soul, use this power this way to make the moisture sink back into the soil, she showed him.  It felt as though he was using his power to wring the air around him, to cause the tiny particles of foggy moisture to accrete, grow larger and heavier and settle down towards the ground.
 
   Now, the breeze, Medeina led him to a different use of his powers, adding hers as they stirred the atmosphere all around them, causing movement that Kestrel immediately felt on the skin of his body.
 
   “Oaktown!” Kestrel heard a voice call, an echo of his earlier cry.
 
   “This way, Oaktown.  Into the city walls, Oaktown!  Kestrel, join us!” the voice called, as the fog dissipated.
 
   Kestrel’s view was extending.  Objects nearby were sharpening into identities – trees, bushes, battling elves.  The white walls of fog further away were becoming patches of darkness and light.
 
   Kestrel saw one of his followers battling two elves from Center Trunk, and he tossed Lucretia at one of the opponents.
 
   There was a large, dark, moving mass off to his right, and Kestrel pivoted to prepare for battle.
 
   The mass changed as it drew closer, becoming figures, walking close to one another, and then the figures became elves, and Kestrel recognized Casimo, leading the arrival of the forces from inside Firheng.
 
   “Oaktown, into Firheng – now!” Kestrel called loudly, as he started walking towards Casimo.
 
   “Lucretia, return!” he said, and felt the knife strike his hand moments later.
 
   “Casimo!” Kestrel called.  He looked around the battlefield, and saw his forces converging on his location.   “These are our people, Casimo!” he called.
 
   “Kestrel friend, the other army is very close,” Mulberry came swooping down to report.  “They are only a few minutes away,” she warned.
 
   “Come along!  Come join us in Fortress Firheng!” Casimo said as he engulfed Kestrel in a tight embrace.  “What a welcome arrival of an ally!”
 
   Kestrel looked around, and saw that all his elves were within sight, none of them significantly wounded.
 
   “Lead us in,” Kestrel told Casimo, and the whole group began an orderly retreat back to the walls of Firheng as the last tatters of fog were swept away by the late afternoon breeze.
 
   Once inside the walls of the city, Kestrel felt a tingling sensation.  He grinned as he anticipated the cause.
 
   “Putienne is here.  Where is she?” he asked
 
   “What do I sense about you?” Medeina asked.
 
   “Putty?” Kestrel called aloud, turning his head to examine the inhabitants of the city who were closest to the heavily fortified gate.
 
   “Kestrel!” he heard a faint voice call.
 
   Kestrel caught sight of a surging force moving through the crowd, as milling people were pressed aside and jostled out of the way of an unseen force that was moving directly towards him.  As the disruption drew closer, he could see flashes of the girl, when openings in the crowd allowed momentary glimpses, and he started to move in her direction as well.
 
   “My lord?” Casimo asked momentarily, but his call was lost to Kestrel’s attention as he and Putienne closed in upon one another, and finally broke past the last vendor’s stall that separated them, and embraced in a full body hug, as Kestrel squeezed Putienne tightly, lifting her off her feet and possessing her like she was a work of art that he never intended to let out of his clutches again.
 
   “Oh Putty,” he murmured softly.  “How have you been?  Has anyone hurt you?  Are you here with Remy?  Is he treating you well?” all his concerns for her flowed out into a stream of questions.
 
   “Kestrel, oh Kestrel, I’m so sorry I wasn’t with you!  Were you able to carry out your mission?  I’m so glad to see you!” she told him.
 
   Kestrel lowered her to her feet, and the two of them stood holding hands, staring at one another, studying for clues about what each had experienced during their unexpected, prolonged absence from each other.
 
   “Remy took good care of me,” she said.  “When the elves from Center Trunk came and started throwing people in jail and taking over everything, they tried to arrest him, but I turned into a yeti and set him free, then we started running to Firheng.  He said he heard you say once it was a good place with good people, so we came up here, and we’ve been here ever since.
 
   “How were the mountains?” she asked.
 
   “The mountains were no problem,” he fudged.  “But it was a long journey without you.”
 
   “I never want to leave you again!” Putty declared.  “We’ll stay together from now on – you and me and Remy.  We’ll fight this war and win it, then we’ll go back to Oaktown and live happily ever after!”
 
   “We’ll take this one step at a time,” Kestrel grinned gently.  The fact that Remy had been elevated to become one of their permanent partners was surprising, but didn’t warrant questioning immediately.
 
   “Kestrel?” Medeina’s voice distracted him.  He felt her hand reach out to touch his shoulder.  “Ah,” she said softly.  “You did this yourself?”
 
   “Who is this, Kestrel?” Putienne asked.
 
   “Kestrel!” Remy belatedly broke through the crowd.  “Now I know we can win, if Kestrel’s here!” the boy said.
 
   “Whoa!  Who’s this?  Putty’s mom?” he asked, eyeing Medeina.
 
   “Young man!  I am hardly old enough to be her mother.  Perhaps her slightly older sister,” the goddess said in an offended tone of voice.
 
   “Who is she, Kestrel?” Putienne repeated.  “She’s lovely!”
 
   “This is my friend, Moorin,” Kestrel stammered.
 
   “The two look so much alike!” Casimo said in astonishment.  “They must be related.”
 
   “Distantly,” Medeina said with aplomb.
 
   “Kestrel warrior, the new army is arriving,” Mulberry came swooping down to inform him.
 
   “Let’s go up to the top of the walls, to have a look,” Casimo suggested, “and we’ll bring you up to speed about the situation.”
 
   “Can you arrange bunks for my people first?” Kestrel asked.  “I want to get them settled; we’ve been traveling for a week to get here.”
 
   “It’s impressive that you made it all the way here without trouble.  Did you face many attacks along the way?” Casimo asked.  He turned and motioned for someone to approach.
 
   “We only were attacked once, outside Hydrotaz City,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Hydrotaz?” Casimo asked in confusion.
 
   “We came through the human lands so we wouldn’t be seen by Center Trunk’s forces,” Kestrel explained.  “Plus, I had another reason to go through Hydrotaz; I had to order supplies shipped to Oaktown.”
 
   “You carry out trade with the humans?” Casimo asked in astonishment.  “Aren’t you the reformer now!”
 
   “Kestrel!” Belinda came in response to Casimo’s request for assistance with housing the new arrivals, and she flew into Kestrel’s arms, bustling past both Putienne and Medeina, the two surprised by the robust kiss Kestrel and the elven administrator shared.
 
   “What a sight for sore eyes,” Belinda said.  “Ranor will be delighted to know you’re here!”
 
   “Belinda, release Kestrel for the moment.  He’s brought all these newcomers.  Would you arrange housing and meals for them while I show Kestrel up to the walls and we can talk about tactics in the coming battle?”
 
   “Of course,” she said instantly, releasing Kestrel.  She turned from him.  “Oaktown newcomers, come with me,” she called loudly.  “This way to food and beds!”  She started walking briskly.
 
   “Go on – follow her!”  Kestrel told the elves from Oaktown, as they looked to him.  “She’ll take care of you, and I’ll find you later,” he promised them.  He turned to follow Casimo, and found that Putty and Remy and Medeina all followed along in his wake.
 
   “Your allies, they are very useful!” Casimo said enthusiastically.  He motioned to the imps who were flying at a high altitude over the city and the surrounding region, watching the movements of the Center Trunk forces.
 
   They reached the top of the city walls just as the sun reached the western horizon.
 
   To the west, the distant rise of the Water Mountains provided an uneven horizon for the glowing red and yellow disk of the sun to rest upon.  To the east, long shadows from Firheng’s city walls stretched across the tops of the forest trees that were the front of the endless browns, yellows, reds and empty tree limbs that stretched to the end of their vision.
 
   “We’ve been able to send scavengers out to gather food and nuts up to now,” Casimo explained as the group stood at the battlements and looked out.  Putienne came and shouldered her way alongside Kestrel; he reached his hand out and grabbed a firm hold of hers, their fingers interlocking, and bringing them both a measure of comfort.
 
   “With these new forces arriving, I doubt we’ll have much more opportunity for that,” Casimo continued to talk.  “We can’t stay here much longer, I’m afraid, even with your forces here to help.
 
   “There are too many of them, and we aren’t going to be able to withstand a continual siege.  If they start coming in to try to breach the walls, we won’t be able to hold them off more than a time or two,” he confided.  “I expect we’ll have to extract ourselves from the city and head north to Estone to find refuge.”
 
   “Killcen!” Kestrel called upward.  The group on the wall watched as one of the imps came swooping down towards them.
 
   “How large was the new army that just arrived?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “It is very big, friend Kestrel,” the imp answered as he arrived.  “The tail is still marching in.  It is probably two times the size of the army that was here before,” he gave the discouraging assessment.
 
   As he spoke, a volley of arrows suddenly emerged from the trees outside the city, and too late, Kestrel recognized that several archers had stealthily climbed up along the tree trunks and slowly raised an entire squad into the branches.
 
   He raised both his arms in a sweeping motion that projected a wide blue shield in front of the group upon the battlements, just three seconds before the arrows struck the shield with a series of dull clunks, and then fell straight down to the ground outside the walls.
 
   A series of shout and exclamations rose from both the inside and the outside of the city, while Kestrel held the shield in place, mindful of how to do so without wearing himself down too quickly, thanks to the instructions Medeina had given him during their journey.
 
   “Extraordinary!” Casimo said.
 
   “I knew he could do that!” Putienne said proudly.  “He’s done it before to help save me.”
 
   “My word Kestrel, what is that about?  What else can you do?” Casimo asked.
 
   “I’ve learned a few things over the years,” Kestrel said modestly.  “I’ve been favored by the gods.”
 
   “Nicely put,” Medeina murmured.
 
   “I hadn’t realized how large the force would be from Center Trunk,” Kestrel said.
 
   “This must be everything they have,” Casimo responded.  “We’ve got several men here who came from Center Trunk to join us.  We’ll have to ask them.
 
   “Let’s go see them now,” he suggested.  He turned and started climbing back down the stairs, followed by the others.  Kestrel went last, and he negligently waved a hand to dissolve his protective shield as he left the ramparts.
 
   The group traveled through the crowded city streets to the guard base, where they assembled in Casimo’s office, walking through the familiar space of Belinda’s office to get there.  Casimo sent a pair of runners out to bring in others to join them, and he offered a basket of fruit for the new arrivals to enjoy.
 
   “Thank you,” Remy promptly said as he was the first to grab an apple.
 
   Minutes later footsteps sounded in the hallway, and Belinda returned.  “Your people are all settling into the same set of rooms you used to live in,” she told Kestrel.  “It’s a bit crowded, but we’ll have no more than four to a room.”
 
   “They’re up off the ground, the way elves should be,” Kestrel said appreciatively.  “And they know each other pretty well after traveling together so long.  Anything has to be better than sleeping on the ground in a human country!  I don’t think they got much rest a night or two during our travels here.”
 
   The door opened, and Hampus came bounding into the room, giving Kestrel a joyful, backslapping hug as the two reunited.  “When I heard Kestrel was here, I knew we were going to win!” he told the others.  “You should have seen him fight the monster that hounded us during our trip to Kirevee!”
 
   “I see there’s no need to introduce you to the consort-presumptive, the could-have-been royalty who is our highest ranking nobleman,” Casimo said drily to Kestrel.
 
   “No, Hampus, and Putty and I traveled a long way together last year,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “And we traveled a long way together too, though we didn’t take very long,” Captain Lim said from the doorway.  “We ran from Oaktown to Center Trunk together,” he explained to the others.  He entered the room and shook Kestrel’s hand vigorously.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” Casimo said.  “We’ve just received word that a large new force has arrived from Center Trunk, possibly twice as large as the forces that were already here assaulting us.  Could Center Trunk have that much force, and what else might they have?” he asked.
 
   “That must be two thirds of everything the palace has,” Lim said thoughtfully.  “That plus the forces they sent down to occupy Oaktown and the Marches would mean they’ve emptied out the barracks and don’t even have anyone left to patrol the borders or protect the palace, other than token forces.”
 
   “They don’t have any forces left in the Marches,” Kestrel reported with a grim smile.  “We scoured them out and left a home guard in place around Oaktown and the villages,” he explained.  “They were sent on their way back to Center Trunk; they should be there by now.”
 
   “The princess will be furious over having her army defeated, especially by you,” Hampus said.  “She’ll send them back, or she’ll send this army to the Marches after the battle here.”
 
   “Unless they don’t win here,” Kestrel answered.  “We need to develop a plan to win this battle.
 
   “Would anyone from Estone come to assist us?” he asked Casimo.
 
   “I don’t think the Doge would send his men to fight against elves in the forest, especially not for rebels who are fighting against the royal princess’s forces,” the elf commander replied.
 
   Kestrel tried to imagine what tactics could best be employed.
 
   “Where’s Arlen?” he suddenly asked, as he realized that the purple-eyed tutor on fighting and conflict wasn’t in the room.  His advice would be useful, Kestrel was sure.
 
   “He disappeared,” Belinda said quietly.
 
   “We think he slipped out of the city just after the siege started,” Casimo explained.  “He was here one night, and then gone the next morning, about a month ago.  We never learned what happened.”
 
   Kestrel fell silent, stunned by the apparent cowardice of the tutor he had learned so much from.  Arlen had taught him every aspect of fighting like a human, had been a powerful tower of strength, and Kestrel could not imagine such an elf fleeing to leave his friends abandoned.
 
   “Well,” he said after a long pause, “will they be likely to attack tonight?  Have they launched night attacks so far?”
 
   “Only once, the first night they arrived, and they learned not to try that again,” Casimo said grimly.
 
   “We’ll think of something, now that you’re here,” Putienne told him confidently.
 
   “Let’s take Kestrel and his friend to the mess hall for some dinner,” Belinda suggested.  “There’s going to be time to develop a strategy later.”
 
   Heads nodded around the room, and the group emerged from the office to join the other inhabitants of the isolated Firheng who were eating their meals as well.   After the meal, the group drifted apart, with promises to get together in the morning to talk, leaving Kestrel with Medeina, Putienne, and Remy.
 
   “They look so much alike,” the boy marveled again, as the four of them sat around a table in the nearly empty dining hall.
 
   “Do we?  Do you think so?  She’s so beautiful,” Putienne said sincerely.
 
   “And so are you,” Remy told her, blushing as he spoke.
 
   “Tell us how spirits are here in Firheng,” Kestrel suggested.
 
   “These people believe they can fight anyone,” Remy spoke up quickly.  “And they don’t much care for Center Trunk anyway, it seems.  They think they should have more freedom to do the things they’re used to doing, like trading with the humans from Estone.  It’s like you wanting Oaktown to trade with Hydrotaz,” the boy marveled.
 
   “It shows it can work, doesn’t it?” Kestrel prodded him.
 
   “We saw that it can work.  I guess they saw it too, didn’t they?” Remy agreed.
 
   They all went to bed soon after that, their first night reunited.  Putienne insisted that Kestrel take a room close to hers, forcing a shuffling of accommodations so that Medeina and Remy could also remain close to the two enchanted friends.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   “While you and I were in the Northern Forest, two strange elves showed up at the palace,” Hampus explained to Kestrel the next morning over breakfast.  He was telling Kestrel an amazing story that was little-known outside the palace at Center Trunk. 
 
   Kestrel had arisen early, and walked through the familiar streets of Firheng, remembering the days of his own early training there, when he’d been newly plucked from an obscure, nearly normal life.  He’d been sent to Firheng by Colonel Silvan, the spymaster of the elves.  Kestrel had been trained by Casimo, Arlen, Artur, and even Belinda, taught to fight and act like a human in preparation for the spy missions Silvan had envisioned.  The training had prepared him for Silvan’s purposes admirably, and in addition, had prepared him to become the agent of the gods, as Kai and Kere had jointly relied on him to bridge the alienation between the races while he led the ultimately successful effort to repel the invasion of the parasitic Viathin race.
 
   After his stroll, he had entered the crowded commissary.  The many refugees who had fled to Firheng were already rising from their cramped quarters and opening the new day with breakfast.  It was there that Kestrel had met Hampus and Captain Lim, two prominent escapees from Center Trunk.  Hampus had begun to relate his tale of flying from his fiancée, the princess Elwean.
 
   “These elves spoke with an accent, different from the accents we heard in the Northern Forest,” Hampus said.  “They presented artifacts they said they brought from the remains of my companions on the trip into the unknown east.
 
   “I saw the things they brought, and they looked genuine to me.  They had Gaylon’s bow, and Chowdor’s knife, and other personal effects, so I believe they had come from the place in the foreign mountains where disaster wiped our group out,” Hampus reported.
 
   “They told stories of coming from a distant land of elves on the other side of the mountains, far from the Inner Seas.  They said it was a different civilization from ours.  They told Center Trunk how wonderful everything was in their lands, and Elwean believed everything they said.  It all sounded wonderful to her, so much calmer than things seemed in the Eastern Forest.
 
   “She’s never forgotten being kidnapped from the palace and nearly killed, you know, before you saved her,” Hampus said.
 
   “These strangers were named Pollux and Castor,” Lim reported.  “They said their nation had a very strong ruler, who made all the decisions and controlled the whole nation to make it work properly.”
 
   “That appealed to Elwean, and so she began to listen to their advice.  By the time I returned to Center Trunk after our trip, she had already displaced her father, putting him in exile as she seized control.  Miskel and others were held captive, taken as hostages, or killed,” Hampus said.  “And the more I argued against such actions, the colder she grew.   I saw the way Pollux and Castor studied me, and I knew I had to run for my life finally.
 
   “I’d learned so much here, and you held Firheng in such high esteem, I decided to escape here, since there was no word of you returning to Oaktown.  And since then, things have gotten worse.  The princess declared you a traitor and seized your lands, you know?” Hampus asked.
 
   “I’ve been to Oaktown since I returned, and Center Trunk no longer has control of the lands in the Marches,” Kestrel assured Hampus.
 
   “So what happens now?” Lim asked.
 
   There was an eruption of shouts and screams in the large open room at the end nearest the open doors.  The elves at Kestrel’s table stood to see what the problem was, and as they did, a voice shouted “Aha!”
 
   “There he is!” an unidentifiable imp’s voice rang out, and a trio of small blue bodies came soaring just below the ceiling, passing above a wave of turning heads and craning necks as Mulberry led Acanthus and a companion towards Kestrel.
 
   “I told you he would be here feeding himself, giving no thought to the starving imps who have done so much to keep him alive!” she pronounced.
 
   “But we already ate breakfast,” Acanthus protested.
 
   “Shhh,” Mulberry admonished him angrily.  “You don’t need to say that, yet.”
 
   “Would you like to say hello to your old traveling companion, Hampus?” Kestrel asked the imps mildly.
 
   “It’s good to see you again!” Hampus said grandly, bowing to the imps.  He reached up and surprised Mulberry by taking her hand and pressing it to his lips.
 
   “How courteous,” the imp giggled.  “Kestrel, take lessons.”
 
   “You’re welcome to join our breakfast,” Kestrel told the imps.  A crowd was gathering around them, for none of the ordinary elven inhabitants and refugees had ever seen an imp before.
 
   “No, we were sent to fetch you to the wall.  Odare took the early patrol this morning, and spotted something curious that we thought you should see,” Acanthus replied.
 
   “We’ll be happy to join you,” Kestrel motioned to Lim and Hampus to follow as he left the table and began to follow the imps out of the room.
 
   Both Putienne and Medeina joined the group as they walked through the city streets. Kestrel looked at the two of them, and realized that seeing them made him think not of Moorin, but instead reminded him of Lark, and he wondered if the Uniontown noblewoman had reached her home yet.  Whenever the battles in the Eastern Forest ended, he felt the desire to carry out his promise to join her in Uniontown and fight on behalf of her father.
 
   “Up here,” the imps called as they reached the interior of the city wall.  Kestrel and his companions climbed the ladders quickly, and came to stand between a pair of guard posts that were watching the besieging forces outside the city.
 
   “What is it?” Kestrel asked as he looked out over the forest outside the city.
 
   “Over there,” Odare replied as she came gliding to meet the new arrivals.  She pointed to the left, and Kestrel saw a thin column of smoke rising from within the forest.
 
   “It is unusual for elves to start a fire in the forest,” Kestrel agreed.  It was not extraordinary, but it was unusual, although in the cool autumn weather, it was plausible.
 
   “They shot arrows at me!” Odare said indignantly.  “I was high in the sky, and they shot many arrows to chase me away from seeing what they were doing.”
 
   “What were they doing?” Hampus immediately asked.
 
   “They were hammering boards together to make a big table, or door, or something,” Odare answered.  “I saw that much.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem like something they’d need to hide,” Lim mused.
 
   “No, and they shouldn’t have shot at me!” Odare said indignantly.
 
   “We’ll keep an eye in that direction, to see if anything happens,” Kestrel said.  “Would you go find Casimo and inform him of what we heard?” he asked the former Center Trunk officer, who obligingly left the ramparts on his mission.
 
   Minutes later, Casimo arrived atop the wall, and joined them in staring out at the forest.  The column of smoke thinned, then ended, leaving no indication of anything out of the ordinary.
 
   “I’d like to plan a raid this evening,” Casimo told Kestrel.  “With your abilities, I’d like for you to participate.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?” Kestrel asked eagerly.
 
   “If your friends would consent to help,” the commander gestured towards the imps, “I’d like to know where the Center Trunk supply depots are.  Tonight, I’d like to visit one and seize as much of its contents as possible.  That will let us withstand the siege longer into the winter, and will hurt their spirits out there,” he explained.
 
   “I’d be delighted to join!” Kestrel said enthusiastically.  “Let me notify the imps to start looking for the supply dump locations,” he said.
 
   “Of course we can do that,” Killcen replied when Kestrel explained the request.  “And we can create a diversion too, so that the forces in the woods look in the wrong direction.” 
 
   “Excellent suggestion,” Casimo said approvingly.
 
   “Something is happening,” one of the imps said, pointing to the left.  He immediately launched himself into the air to investigate.
 
   There was movement evident on the ground in the direction of the earlier fire.  As they watched, they saw that several elves were carrying a pair of large flat platforms, big enough for a dozen elves to stand on.  Others were behind them carrying barrels.
 
   “What do you make of that?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Those barrels, they feel…unusual,” Medeina spoke softly to Kestrel, her lips close to his ear.  “Use your senses to feel them,” she placed a hand on his shoulder once again, and intertwined her powers with his, then extended their joint senses out into the world.
 
   Feel the discord? she asked.
 
   Kestrel closed his eyes, and focused on a sense of awareness that was not quite like any of the usual senses.  There was an uneasiness, something that seemed delicately balanced between multiple forms of discord.
 
   What is it? he asked.
 
   I cannot say, but I do not think it is good, she replied.  Be prepared.
 
    “What’s happening?” Putienne asked.  “Your eyes are closed.  Are you okay?”
 
   Kestrel opened his eyes, and saw Putienne looking at him, her eyes flicking back and forth from his eyes to Medeina’s familiarly-lodged hand on his shoulder.  There was a look of mild annoyance on her face.
 
   “I’m not sure what’s happening,” Kestrel answered.  “Let’s watch to see what they do.”
 
   The observers saw the column of bearers reach the edge of the forest, while a large group of soldiers filled the space behind them.  Those carrying the large wooden boards wrestled them into position so that the two were side by side, held atop the raised arms of their bearers.  The elves carrying the barrels filed forward and gathered together beneath the wooden platforms, and then the whole procession started forward.
 
   “The flat pieces are shields,” Casimo declared.  “We can’t hit them with arrows now,” he said as the slow-moving group approached the town wall.
 
   “Why should we?” Lim asked.  “They aren’t doing anything, except carrying barrels.”
 
   “Why would they do that?” Putienne asked.
 
   “Maybe it’s a gift?” Hampus suggested.  “That doesn’t make any sense,” he discounted his own idea.
 
   The Center Trunk forces approached, and a couple of archers atop the wall futilely shot arrows at them, but the shafts did no harm, and the arrows quickly ceased.
 
   When they reached the walls, the platforms pressed up against the structures, and remained in place.
 
   “What are they doing?” Medeina asked softly.
 
   The Firheng observers heard a few muffled noises from below, as if the barrels were being stacked, and then moments later they saw a puff of smoke arise from beneath the wooden shields.  The two flat shields suddenly departed from their position against the wall, rushing back towards the forest, away from the city.
 
   The elves atop the walls watched the flight of the barrel carriers, then looked down and observed that a long string atop the barrels was burning brightly.
 
   “Kestrel,” Medeina said urgently, “that is a bad thing.  Something bad is going to happen.”
 
   “What?  What should I do?” Kestrel asked, feeling both anxious and skeptical.  He focused inward, and took the initial steps to grasp his energy, if it should come to be needed.
 
   As he did the burning string grew shorter and shorter, then reached its end, and disappeared, leaving all the elves atop the wall with nothing to stare at – for a pair of seconds only – before a tremendous eruption suddenly began to take place, blinding and deafening all.  The wall shook violently, throwing Kestrel and his party from their feet, before it began to collapse beneath the terrified group.
 
   Kestrel threw his power out blindly, creating a protective bubble large enough to surround and protect all of his friends, as the wall dissolved beneath them and a gout of stones and timbers went flying in the air all around them.  They all lay in scrambled positions, suspended in the air by Kestrel’s enclosure, as the wall structure collapsed beneath them.  There was smoke and dust billowing wildly from the destructive explosion, so that Kestrel could see nothing beyond his immediate surroundings as he propped himself up on his elbows, relying on the glowing floor of power that was now the only thing supporting him.
 
   There was a sudden sound, a pair of cracking contacts, as arrows appeared out of the smoke and struck his shield, imprinting small green damaged spots where they struck and bounced off.  More such impacts followed, and then Kestrel faintly heard shouts and cries of pain from others outside of the protected bubble.
 
   “Put us down, Kestrel,” he faintly heard Medeina.  He turned and saw that she had crawled over next to him.  She reached out and grabbed his arm.
 
   Put us down, her voice sounded clearly in his soul.  Set us down gently.  Can you?
 
   He looked around, still wild-eyed, then focused on making his cocoon softly settle down atop the rubble of the destroyed wall, as arrows continued to strike his shield.
 
   They reached the unlevel crown of the pile, and settled down, as the ruins of the wall shifted under the new weight he deposited.
 
   Now, make your shield spread out left and right, higher, just on the side the arrows are coming from, Medeina instructed him, and he felt and comprehended the concept, as she fed instructions to him. 
 
   Kestrel obediently followed her directions, and the glowing blue protection morphed from a bubble into a wide, high wall, whose edges disappeared in the thinning clouds of the dust in the air.
 
   Casimo was standing, he saw, and shouting wildly, though Kestrel could not hear his words.
 
   Here, Medeina said, and she raised her own hand with a flourish.  Suddenly Kestrel was bombarded with noises.  He heard shouts and cries; he heard a steady hail of arrows striking his shield, as he felt the stress of their damage to the shield; he heard Casimo’s shouted orders for men to defend the breach; and, he heard the cracking, groaning noise of the wall debris still settling into place.
 
   Putienne was injured he saw.  He broke free from Medeina’s grip and stumbled over to where she lay bleeding.
 
   “Putty, are you alright?” he asked as he reached her and took one of her hands in his.
 
   “I’m okay – I’m just a little bumped,” she answered, as she raised her free hand to the cut on her forehead.
 
   The cacophonous sound of the arrows striking his shield suddenly ceased.
 
   “They’re coming to attack!” Casimo shouted.  The dust and smoke were thinner now, and Kestrel could see a wide wave of elven bodies emerging from the forest, and running towards the destroyed defensive wall of the city.
 
   Angered, by the sight of Putienne’s injury, Kestrel focused his will on the shield he was maintaining, and he pressed it outward, away from the city.  The blue wall swept forward like a fast-moving broom, and as it stuck the oncoming attackers, it knocked them to the ground, or threw them backwards.
 
   There were shouts and screams from the elves who had unexpectedly been switched from attackers to victims, but Kestrel ignored the shouts, and forced his wall against the front of the forest, snapping off branches, uprooting trees, and causing more havoc among the Center Trunk army.
 
   “That’s enough, Kestrel,” Medeina gripped his shoulder firmly.  “Don’t hurt the forest needlessly,” she said sternly, and Kestrel felt his connection to his energy severed instantly, making the deadly blue shield evaporate. 
 
   “Thank you, my lord,” Casimo shouted gratefully.  “You’ve turned them back.”
 
   “This time, and I’ll do it again if they try that again,” Kestrel growled.
 
   “What was that?  Do they have some sorcerer or strange demigod of their own?” he turned to ask Medeina.
 
   “It is not a power drawn from the gods, I can tell you that,” Medeina told him.  “It is different; it felt limited.  It is something that those elves have made for themselves.”
 
   “It didn’t feel limited!” Kestrel exclaimed.  “That explosion shook the whole city!  I felt the ground tremble beneath my feet!”
 
   “Kestrel friend,” Odare came dropping down from the hazy sky.  “Acanthus and Killcen were injured in that eruption.  Pieces of the wall flew up and struck them.”
 
   “Where are they now?” Kestrel asked.  “Are they badly hurt?”
 
   “Their injuries are not great; they are resting atop that building,” Odare motioned into the city.  “We were unprepared for the great explosion the other elves created.”
 
   “So were we,” Kestrel confessed.
 
   “They will try to do something like that again,” Odare said on a matter-of-fact-tone.  “We’ll know what to expect next time.”
 
   “You think they can do that again?” Medeina asked alertly.
 
   “They have many more of those barrels stored at one of their supply depots,” the imp answered.
 
   “Could you lead us to it?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Capture one of the barrels so that I may study it,” Medeina told him.
 
   “I’ll plan to capture them all,” he answered.
 
   “No!” Medeina spoke sharply.
 
   Kestrel stared at her, taken aback by her commanding voice, and unwilling to forego the chance to seize the explosive barrels and use them for his own purposes.
 
   “When you reach them, take one, and explode all the others right where you find them.  Destroy them,” she told him.
 
   He exhaled noisily, and capitulated.
 
   “As you wish,” he agreed.
 
   “I want to study one to see what it is, and then you shall destroy it as well,” she assured him.
 
   Casimo had stumbled over to join them.  “If you’re going to raid their supplies, can you plunder some supplies to help us as well?” he asked.
 
   “Let’s go make plans for a raid,” Kestrel suggested.  “Do Killcen and Acanthus need any help?” he asked Odare.
 
   “Can some elves carry them to an infirmary?” Odare asked.  “They will not like that, but they will not fly right while they are unsteady.  They will be fine after they rest for a bit.
 
   “Oh, how I wish we could go to the healing spring!” she said mournfully.
 
   “As do I,” agreed Kestrel, as he watched Remy scramble up the debris pile to reach Putienne’s side.  Kestrel felt a sense of relief when he saw the boy comfort the lovely girl with an arm around her shoulders.
 
   The group climbed downward, after Casimo shouted orders for extra archers and watchmen to be placed on both sides of the opening in the city walls, to protect against any further attempts to exploit the breach, though such an effort seemed unlikely following Kestrel’s decisive rout of the previous attempt.
 
   They gathered in Casimo’s office, several minutes later.  A number of officers were invited to the meeting to plan the sortie out against the Center Trunk forces.  Odare provided directions to the location of the mysterious exploding barrels and other supplies, and a midnight departure was agreed to.  Kestrel was to lead the group of three dozen elves onto the woods.
 
   The Center Trunk forces outside the city seemed stunned by the unexpected use of magical power against them, and their spirit seemed broken by having such a clear victory snatched away and turned into defeat so quickly and thoroughly.  The Firheng forces made no effort to fire at the Center Trunk soldiers who spent the afternoon recovering the dead and injured from the field of battle.
 
   Kestrel sat and ruminated on the destruction he had so quickly inflicted upon the Center Trunk forces while he was angry over the injury to Putienne.
 
   “Don’t punish yourself,” Medeina told him.
 
   “I shouldn’t have hurt so many elves,” Kestrel said.  “I didn’t have to; we would have been safe with much less damage done, but I was too angry to be reasonable,” he said.
 
   “Don’t stew over it.  Just learn from it, and don’t make the same mistake again,” she comforted him.  “You’re a good being Kestrel and you’ll learn to do better.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   That night, Casimo launched a small raiding party of imps to draw the attention of the Center Trunk forces on the west side of Firheng, then sent the imps out again to noisily do the same thing on the south side of the city.  Soon after that, Kestrel’s force slipped out the east side of the city, and ran at full speed towards the west of Firheng.
 
   They ran through the swath of forest that Kestrel had cleared earlier in the day, following the directions that Odare had provided.  His force slipped in among the trees and separated into two different groups.  Each group slowed their pace, and walked through the enemy encampment as though they were at home, and drew no attention until they reached the supply depot that was their target.
 
   “Are you ready for the shift change?” one of Kestrel’s companions approached the guards on duty at the storage site and deceptively asked.
 
   “But we’re only half way through our shift,” one of the guards protested.
 
   His companion elbowed him into silence.
 
   “Because of the battle today, the shift rotation got changed,” the elf from Firheng explained.
 
   And with that, the duped Center Trunk guards happily left the supplies and returned to their tents for what they expected to be a good night’s sleep.
 
   Once the guards were gone, the second set of elves from Firheng filtered into the supply depot, one at a time.  They selected the supplies they wanted to steal, and one by one, they took bags of goods out of the storage piles, then wandered away, in the direction of the walls of Firheng.
 
   The last group to come was a pair of guards, who grunted as they lifted one of the barrels that Medeina wished to examine.
 
   “Is this safe to carry?” they asked Kestrel as they lugged it past him in the shadows, where he stayed and watched the pilfering of the supplies.
 
   “As long as you don’t let it catch on fire,” he assured them.  “Just take it close to the city, and we’ll get it inside the walls after all the excitement gets underway,” he dismissed them, then went and dismissed the two elves who had posed as guards during the robbery.
 
   That done, he stood and stared at the pile of barrels that remained, more than twice as many as had blown up the section of the city wall.  Medeina had directed him on how to ignite the barrels, but he knew he had to put a considerable distance between them and himself.  As close as he stood to them while he considered them, he knew he would be obliterated by the explosion.  He continued to stand nonetheless, struck by the perception he had as he was close to the presence of the contents of the barrels.
 
   The material within the barrels wasn’t truly evil, and yet somehow it was.  He could not resolve the uneasiness he felt from the juxtaposition of the sensations that the barrels emitted.
 
   “You there – who are you?” a voice called from the darkness around in the quiet camp.
 
   Kestrel turned his head, and saw a pair of elves on patrol.  They had come up behind him, surprising him.
 
   “I’m just walking around; I couldn’t sleep,” he tried to assure them.  He didn’t want to start a confrontation yet; the other Firheng elves needed more time to make their journeys to the rendezvous location, so that they’d all be in position to return to the city once chaos broke loose, after Kestrel exploded the cache of barrels around him.
 
   “I’ll go back to my tent now,” he added, and started to walk away.
 
   “Stop,” one voice said, and there was a whispered conversation.  “His ears,” Kestrel heard the words uttered softly.
 
   “What’s your name?” one of the guards asked.
 
   “Halibue,” Kestrel uttered the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “What kind of a name is that?” one of them asked.  There was a rustle, and then a twang, and Kestrel knew an arrow was speeding towards him.  He threw up his hands and created his blue shield.  It provided the protection he needed, just in time, as half the arrow was already within his space – the shaft of the arrow was sliced in half by the creation of the blue sphere of energy, and the head tumbled forward, striking Kestrel but not piercing him.
 
   But the creation of the shield, while it saved him from the arrow, created a greater problem, and Kestrel recognized it as it began to develop before his eyes, and all around him.
 
   The energy shield touched several of the barrels he was not supposed to explode until after he had gotten far away from them.  His energy though, created multiple combustions, and Kestrel experienced multiple impacts from the beginning of a huge conflagration.  He saw blinding flashes, and heard the beginning of the greatest explosive sound ever known in the Eastern Forest.  His body felt the first wave of death starting to expand from the terrible explosions.
 
   I need help, a part of his soul though in a split fraction of a second before he was totally consumed by the fireball that was forming.  His body began to absorb fatal damages from the forces and flying debris that were all around him.  He lapsed into immediate unconsciousness as he was overwhelmed with pain and damage.
 
   A few fragments of thoughts drifted through his soul – he needed Alicia’s comforting hands, tending the wounds that were embedding themselves on all sides of his body; he needed a soft kiss on the cheek from Lark.
 
   He needed to escape.  He needed to go to the healing spring.
 
   And with that his powers suddenly carried out an extraordinary action, as they grabbed him and transported him, giving him the gift of the imps, the sprites, and the gods, letting him jump between places and dimensions, to carry him to the healing spring, where he was unconsciously deposited in his customary spot among the submerged rocks that were covered with the warm waters of the spring.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Kestrel lay upon the stones for two days in an unconscious state, as the waters of the spring healed his battered body.  The burns and lacerations and bruises were washed with the energy of the warm waters, and he slumbered through the process of his body’s revitalization.  The burned and ripped rags of his clothes clung to him, and his enchanted knife remained belted to his hip.
 
   When he awoke in the middle of the evening, two days after his miraculous arrival, he still felt the aches and the pains of his experience.
 
   He relaxed as he felt the familiar waters flowing over him, then opened his eyes in shock at the realization of where he was.
 
   “Stillwater?  Odare?  Mulberry?  Dewberry?” he called without expectations of answers, but simply out of habit, for he’d always been a visitor at the spring in the company of one of his small friends.
 
   “Kere?” he called as well.
 
   I hear you, my battered son, the goddess’s voice was weak, but clear.
 
   “Kere?  Mother goddess?   Can you speak to me?” he asked in astonishment.
 
   No, the voice replied.
 
   I can – you are at my spring, my healing spring, are you not?  This place, perhaps alone in all the world during the Rishiare Estelle, is a place where I can reach and touch you, she answered.
 
   Your father is back, I sense.  I have had some contact with him, as best we are able during these limiting circumstances.  I believe he has been changed by his experience, at least for a little while.  And he says nothing but the best – with pride – about you, she informed him.
 
   You did so well to make that journey, and to do all that you did.  You did even better to return, she added.
 
   “I was with Wren – she’s a marvel,” Kestrel told the goddess.  He slowly climbed off the stones and waded across the spring.
 
   “And Stuart was a good leader.  Have they all made it back safely?” Kestrel asked.
 
   Morph said that all were on their ways to their respective homes, directly or indirectly, the goddess said.
 
   Kestrel heaved himself up out of the water, and sat on the bank.
 
   It takes effort to reach you Kestrel, Kere said, and her voice was fainter.
 
   You have a hope, perhaps a dream, her voice told him.  Beware, the single word was spoken, and then there was silence.
 
   “My goddess?  Kere?  What is it?  Beware what danger?” he asked frantically.
 
   Three times, she answered
 
   “Kai said three times too!  What is it?” Kestrel asked.  He rose to his feet and stood, looking up into the stars of the clear autumn evening.  He waited but received no answer.
 
   After long minutes of silence, he closed his eyes.  “Thank you Kere; I loved to hear your voice again.  I’ll talk to you every day when the Rishiare Estelle is over, I promise!” he spoke loudly.
 
   Kestrel was sure that Kere smiled, and he smiled too, happy that he had heard from the elven goddess of fate, heard that his father, Morph – the god of speed – was back, and heard that his companions from the trip to the world of the Skyes were on their ways to their homes.  He hoped they all had safe trips, and he hoped he could see them all soon.  The adventure in the Eastern Forest had already taken many days that he had not expected, and he knew more time would be needed to put an end to the inexplicable tyranny that prevailed.
 
   He wanted to fulfill his promise to return to Uniontown.  The only way to meet that promise was to finish the work in the Eastern Forest as quickly as possible, he decided, and that meant he needed to return to Firheng.
 
   He didn’t know how he had gotten to the healing spring.  The imps could not have brought him, nor could the gods have delivered him.  But he looked at the injuries that were still evident on his body, and he remembered the beginning of the explosion that had taken place around him, one that would have been larger and more powerful that the one that had wrecked the walls of Firheng.  He was lucky to be alive, and to be at the healing spring, however he had been transported.
 
   He jogged to the end of the spring, pressed his way through the bushes and empty branches of the underbrush, and then started running along the trail that led to the nearest village.
 
   Minutes later, he stopped in the center of the village, the place he had visited once – long, long ago.  The evening air was growing colder, and he felt hungry, after having not eaten for however long it had been.
 
   He stood not far from the front door of the inn in the town, the inn where he had first met Kere, in her guise as an elderly woman, and where he’d taken Dewberry after rescuing her from the wolf that had attacked her at the healing spring.  He’d made the innkeeper look like a fool, he smiled as he recollected the comedy of errors of the sprite’s appearances and disappearances that had baffled the innkeeper.
 
   There was nothing to be lost by entering the inn and asking for charity, Kestrel decided.  He approached the door, found it unlocked, and opened it, thankful to feel the relative warmth inside the shelter.
 
   The innkeeper – the very one Kestrel recollected – was banking the fire in the public room fireplace, and he looked up at the sound of a new arrival.
 
   “Who’s there?  It’s late to be arriving,” he said, standing up and holding onto a metal rod he used to meddle with the coals and ashes.
 
   “I’m just looking for shelter, and food if you have any to spare.  I have no money,” Kestrel said immediately.
 
   “Another charity case?” the innkeeper asked.  He walked towards Kestrel, the poker held as though it could be a weapon.  Kestrel placed his hand on the door handle behind his back, ready to leave rather than get into a fight.
 
   “These trash from Center Trunk are going to make me go broke, with all the folks they’re driving from their homes,” he said, and he laid the poker on a table he passed as he turned towards the kitchen.
 
   “Come with me.  I expect there’s some bread back here.  It may be dry, though,” he said.
 
   The innkeeper reached the kitchen door.  “Be quiet; the drudge is sleeping here tonight,” he said hoarsely.
 
   He looked at Kestrel again in the darkness of the unlit space, then stopped before he pressed the door open.
 
   “You’re familiar,” he said.
 
   “Those ears!” he exclaimed, ignoring his own admonishment   “I know you!  You’ve been here before!  Made quite a ruckus,” he remembered. 
 
   “So you’re on the wrong side of Center Trunk?” he asked.  “That’s not surprising, saying nothing against you, of course,” the elf said apologetically.  “Here, have some bread,” he opened the kitchen door and led Kestrel into the work space.  He silently picked up the heel of a loaf of acorn bread, which he tossed to Kestrel, then he found half a cooked squash and handed it to Kestrel as well, before motioning him out of the kitchen.
 
   “I’m going to Firheng,” Kestrel explained himself when they were back in the dining room.
 
   “I’ve seen others pass through here on their way there,” the innkeeper told Kestrel as they sat at a table.  “Folks seem to think they can resist the princess’s forces up there.”
 
   “I think they can,” Kestrel agreed.  He took a bite of the bread and chewed it.
 
   “You may be right,” the other replied.  He stood up.  “There are no rooms.  You can sleep here, by the fire; I’ll put another log on it for you.
 
   “You’d best be gone early.  There’s a regular patrol that stops in here every midmorning, and you don’t want to meet them, I’m sure,” he said, then fetched a piece of wood to add to the fire he’d been ready to bank just a few minutes earlier.
 
   “Good night to you, and safe travels,” he said, then he left the dining room and headed up the stairs.
 
      Kestrel hungrily ate the food the innkeeper had generously given him, then stretched out atop a table.  He was on his way, back to Firheng.  He had no idea what he would find – a triumphant city, a Center Trunk army that had conquered the rebels, or perhaps both sides had been decimated by the explosion he had ignited.  The situation was certain to be different from what he had left, of that much he was sure.
 
   He left early the next morning, as soon as the sun rose.  He crept along in the trees behind the village homes, staying out of sight until he cleared the boundaries of the settlement.  At that point he angled onto the northern trail out of the nameless village and started running.  Another night of sleep, his body given the opportunity to continue to heal as the waters of the spring had promoted, made him feel stronger and freer of pain.
 
   He spent three days wandering among the paths, trails, and roads of the Eastern Forest, always angling towards Firheng.  He avoided patrols, but only at infrequent times, as few guards seemed to be out and about in the kingdom of the elves.  He slept in trees, and ate any food he could find, which included pilfering from a kitchen in a village one evening when he was desperate for something to eat. 
 
   He finally reached Firheng in the middle of a morning, and stopped to observe the changed circumstances.  The walls of the small city were further damaged than he had last seen them, as the massive explosion had torn another chunk of the masonry and timbers away.
 
   Kestrel paid little attention to the conditions of the city walls though, because he was astonished by the ferocious conflict taking place on the western side of the city, outside the walls.  The Center Trunk forces were heavily concentrated there, fighting a deadly battle against a new army that appeared to have come out of the Water Mountains – an army of gnomes!
 
   Kestrel climbed a tall tree, one whose branches had been largely stripped away by the force of the explosion on the east side of the city, and he observed the dynamics of the battle.  The gnomes were arranged in a wide, half circle front that sandwiched the Center Trunk army between gnomes and the city walls.  The guards from the city were atop their walls, firing arrows when they judged that their opponents had come within range.
 
   Stunned by the unpredictable battle, Kestrel ran towards Firheng, among the damaged trees of the forest, then across the open space closest to the walls.
 
   “Kestrel!” he heard his name called, and turned to see Putienne running towards him.  A thin trail of black dust hung in the air as she passed over the burned remnants of the forest, and her feet and lower legs were growing dark from the ashes she stirred up.
 
   “Putienne!” his heart felt lighter at the sight of the girl.
 
   “Kestrel!  I knew you were alive!” she shouted as she drew closer.
 
   He started running towards her, and the two of them embraced.  “I told them you weren’t dead!  Moorin believed me, but no one else did,” she told him as they hugged one another tightly.  “I saw you running through the forest just now.”
 
   “What’s happening?  Why are there gnomes attacking?” Kestrel asked her.
 
   “We don’t know.  They just appeared right after dawn this morning.  The Center Trunk army hasn’t been very active since you blew them up, and now this new attack has happened,” she told him.
 
   ”I missed you,” he spontaneously said, looking at her and grinning.
 
   “I missed you too, but not as much as before,” she told him.  “Do you mind?”
 
   “No, I understand,” he answered.  “Let’s go find Casimo on the walls and see what he thinks,” Kestrel led her by the hand, and the two ran across the city to the western wall.
 
   “Kestrel!” Casimo shouted in delight.  “First our rescuers arrive this morning, and now you return from the dead!”
 
   “I wasn’t dead,” Kestrel said absentmindedly, as he looked out over the battlefield below.  The Center Trunk forces were clearly losing; it was only a matter of time before their chance to escape would be cut off by the gnomes who were methodically moving to extend their lines in a tighter and tighter circle.
 
   “Where did they come from?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Arlen brought them.  That’s apparently why he slipped out of the city, was to go get help,” Casimo answered.  “I saw him once, conversing with some of the gnomes in the trees.
 
   “They’re extraordinary – look at the way they throw!” the commander commented.
 
   Kestrel thought back to Arlen, and his mysterious purple eyes.  The Firheng instructor had never explained his eye color to Kestrel, and Kestrel had remained uninformed about the meaning of the purple eyes until he had spent his own time living among the Water Mountain elves during one winter.  The eye color was a mark of respect and authority that was not granted lightly, and the high esteem that Arlen was apparently held in by the gnomes had enabled him to persuade the Water Mountain race to take the unprecedented step of going to war.
 
    “Look!  They’re starting to pull back,” Hampus said to Casimo as he ran across the ramparts to join the Firheng leader.  “Kestrel!  You’re alive!” he shouted as his attention was diverted.
 
   His observation was correct.  The Center Trunk leaders had concluded that they needed to escape while they could, and they were disengaging from the gnomes, flowing around the north and south sides of Firheng to reposition themselves on the east side, in the ruins of the forest that had been destroyed by the great explosion.
 
   Kestrel spent time with all of his friends inside Firheng, greeting them all while the besieged city watched the dramatic change in circumstances take place around it over the course of the day.
 
   “Kestrel friend, where have you been?  How did you survive?” Mulberry asked as the imps all came to see him, leaving their scouting duties behind as they greeted him.
 
   “I made myself travel to the healing spring, somehow!” Kestrel told the imps around him, drawing squeals.
 
   “How can you do so if we can’t?” Acanthus asked.
 
   “Kestrel cheater, why didn’t you take us with you?” Odare demanded.
 
   “I don’t even know how I took myself,” Kestrel explained.  “I was at the start of the explosion, and then I woke up in the spring water.”
 
   “But we want to go there, and we can’t!  It’s just not fair!” Odare said.  “And now the first day of winter arrives tomorrow, and even if Rishiare Estelle were to end, we still wouldn’t be able to go there.”
 
   “I spoke to Kere.  She told me that all my friends made it safely back from the other world.  That means that Stillwater is out there somewhere,” Kestrel tried to redirect the conversation.
 
   “He isn’t at the healing spring, is he?” Odare asked suspiciously.  “Because it wouldn’t be fair if he got to go on the adventure with you in the other world, and got to be at the healing spring too!”
 
   “No, Stillwater was not at the healing spring,” Kestrel assured her.  “He’s probably with Wren, wherever they are now.”
 
   “That’s not fair either!” Odare further protested.  “Lady Wren friend is fun!  You’re just being a stick in the mud, not sharing the healing spring with us.   Hmph!” she harrumphed, and flew back into the air to resume watching the battle outside the city walls.
 
   Kestrel shook his head, then traded a small smile with Killcen.
 
   “They are leaving!” Odare flew back to report an hour later, pointedly giving the information to Putienne instead of Kestrel.
 
   “Who’s leaving?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Tell Stillwater’s friend that the Center Trunk forces are retreating back towards where they came from, and the gnomes are returning towards the mountains – grumpy gnomes,” the imp opined.
 
   “Both armies are leaving?” Hampus asked, as he stood with Kestrel atop the wall.
 
   “Yes, that is what I said,” Odare affirmed.
 
   “I’m going to go see Arlen and the gnomes,” Kestrel said.  “I’ll be back.”  He took off running down the steps from the wall and then through the city streets, and out into the forest beyond the walls.
 
   “Arlen!  Friends!” he called in the language of the gnomes.  He couldn’t see any movement, and was afraid the gnomes were already beyond his reach.  He redoubled his efforts, and shouted again.  “Friend gnomes, wait!”
 
   A hurled rock struck a glancing blow on his shoulder, knocking him to the ground.  He struck the layer of dead leaves under the trees, rolled over, and immediately lit up his protective blue energy shield.  He rose to his feet, grimacing as he grabbed his wounded shoulder.
 
   “I called you friends – I did no harm!” he shouted.  “What foolishness is this, attacking someone who speaks your language?”
 
   He walked forward, looking in all directions for any sign of the gnomes, his feelings for them no longer as warm as they had been.
 
   “Kestrel?” a voice called.
 
   He stopped, and saw Arlen drop down from a tree branch overhead, and trot towards him.  “By the roots of the great elm – it is Kestrel!” Arlen shouted exuberantly in elvish.
 
   “I’ll drop my shield if you promise I won’t be attacked,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Hold – he is a friend!  He has the eyes of Amethysaquina,” Arlen shouted over his shoulder, as the two of them came face to face.
 
   There was silence, and Arlen nodded.  Kestrel released his use of his energy, and as soon as the shield disappeared, Arlen rushed in and embraced him, making Kestrel wince from the pressure on his tender shoulder.
 
   “When did you get here?” Arlen asked.  “And are you still doing such things as you’re doing?” he waved his hand in a vague motion in the air.
 
   A pair of gnomes appeared in the distant woods, and cautiously stepped forward.  As they hesitantly approached, Arlen waved them forward.
 
   “Come and see – look at his eyes.  Listen to him speak in your own language,” Arlen urged, as a few other gnomes stepped into the open further away.
 
   “We apologize for harming you, great lord,” one of the gnomes spoke to Kestrel.
 
   “I accept the apology.  I know you have just finished a great battle, and tempers are still hot,” he replied.
 
   “You truly do have the purple eyes of our people.  Are you the elf visitor we heard about two years ago?” the other gnome asked.  “Are you the one who killed the yeti and saved two boys?”
 
   “That was me,” Kestrel confirmed.  “I lived in the village of Yeowan,” he named the tribal chieftain of his gnomish home.
 
   “I came to find Arlen, and to thank all of you for rescuing our city.  Your battle has chased away our attackers.  We would welcome you to come and receive our thanks in the city,” he said.
 
   “Your kindness is appreciated, but we must hurry back to the mountains.  With winter on the doorstep, we do not wish to be caught away from home before the snows arrive.  We have come here only because of the great favor we owed to Arlen, and now our debt is paid,” the gnomes said.
 
   “You are welcome to come see us any time you wish to return and enjoy the beauty of the life we live, or if you want to go out to hunt for any of the other yeti that haunt our lands,” the leading gnome grinned.  He and his companion bowed to Kestrel, then bowed to Arlen, and turned, then trotted away.
 
   “I’ll come with you,” Arlen told Kestrel.  “I was going to part ways with them soon anyway.  They were honorable enough to come and fight at the start of winter, and I couldn’t ask for more than that.”
 
   The two of them turned and started walking back towards Firheng.
 
   “What did you do for the gnomes to make them owe you such a favor?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “There was a time when I was young, believe it or not,” Arlen gave Kestrel a twisted grin.
 
   “I find it hard to believe,” Kestrel mocked him.
 
   “Yet it was true.  Even Silvan was young, or younger, back then, when you and Alicia were still babies wearing diapers in the forest,” Arlen assured him.
 
   “I was sent out on my first solo mission, to try to travel through the mountains and be disguised enough in Green Water to spend the night among the humans there,” he explained.   “I had my horse, and some make up, and a knit hat, and everything we could think of – short of surgery – to make me look human.”
 
   Kestrel thought of Green Water with a shudder.  It was a lawless border town – according to the maps it was part of Estone, but out on the mountain frontier, where miners shipped their products out to the world, there little contact with the government in Estone, there were few rules that were obeyed.  Kestrel had gone there, and through the power of the gods, he’d set a pair of enslaved elves free – and he’d been hunted by Green Water criminals afterwards.
 
   “On my way to Green Water I came across an ambush.  A group of miners had found a group of gnomes who were sick while on a trading mission to Estone, and they pounced on the gnomes, attacking them savagely.
 
   “When I heard the shouts and screams, I got off my horse and went by tree limbs to the site.  It looked horrible, and unjust, so I started firing arrows at the miners, before one of them threw a knife that struck my leg and knocked me off the branch,” Arlen said.
 
   “More than half the miners were dead, but a few were alive, and angry, and they started attacking me, leaving the gnomes alone in their drunkenness, so that one of the gnomes rose up and started stoning them all, driving the humans away.  By that point, I was in worse shape than the gnomes, but they appreciated my efforts to help them.  So they retrieved my horse, strapped me in the saddle, and carried me with them as they returned to their villages.
 
   “I spent half a year with the gnomes, healing at first, then spending the winter with them.  In the spring time I took their goods for them to Green Water, where I sold them, and I took the things I traded for back to the village for the gnomes.  They made me a part of the village, and I was given the sacred water from the spring in the cave, same as you were.
 
   “When I finally returned to Firheng the next summer, they had given up hope on me, so it was a real surprise.  I was sent out again to make the solo mission to Green Water, and I went to the gnomes first, to help them with trading again, and journeyed back with them after the trading.  I’ve gone to help my village every year now for twenty summers,” he finished his story.
 
   “And it came in handy for my other home, with the elves,” Arlen said.  “I was able to bring together the largest united army of gnomes in memory, and it seems to have helped, although now that you’re here, Firheng probably didn’t need us at all.”
 
   “They certainly needed you,” Kestrel assured his friend.
 
   “I’ve been gone for a few days,” he said.
 
   “Gone?”  Arlen asked in a puzzled tone.  “You were here and then you left?  What’s that mean?”
 
   They were approaching the city walls of Firheng.
 
   “Let’s go inside and talk it all over with everyone else, and decide what to do next,” Kestrel suggested, and so they did.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The conference took place in Casimo’s office shortly after Kestrel and Arlen entered the city.  There was no longer any danger to the city.  The Center Trunk army was gone.  
 
   “You should see the scene of the explosion,” Hampus said.  “There’s the tangle of damaged trees and debris that didn’t burn.  That debris surrounds a ring of damaged, charred tree trunks that surrounded a vast open circle, blackened and with an awful, lingering odor.  There’s a crater in the center, a, deep wide crater.”
 
   Kestrel thought about the scene of the explosion, as it had been in the moments before he had lost consciousness.  The forest had held numerous troops camping in the area, and it pained Kestrel to think of how many elves had died immediately when the blast had occurred. 
 
   “The city was shaken awake,” Belinda said.
 
   “There was a tremendous explosion,” Casimo began.  “It shattered most of the windows in the city.  Everyone rushed to the walls to see what was happening, but between the darkness and the smoke there was no telling what the situation was, other than that we were not under attack.
 
   “Several minutes later, most of the men from your raid managed to bring their booty into the city.  We waited through the whole night for you or others to return, or for an attack, or for anything, but nothing happened.
 
   “In the morning, when the smoke cleared away and the sun came up, we saw the Center Trunk forces running around in confusion.  And still you never came back.  We sent a delegation out under a white flag to ask about you, but there was no one who would meet with our emissary – they told him to go back in the city,” Casimo continued.
 
   “Everyone saw the destruction, and they were sure the siege was over,” Putty told him.  
 
   “And then you brought your gnome army,” Lim spoke up, looking at Arlen.  “And now folks think the whole war is over.  Some people are already starting to leave Firheng this morning, to go back to wherever they came from originally.”
 
   “But we’ve stayed here.  I was waiting for you to return, and Remy was waiting for me,” Putienne told Kestrel with a mischievous smile.
 
   “Kestrel, tell us what happened to you,” Medeina suddenly appeared in the room, relief evident on her face.  “I was afraid I was going to be trapped here without you to help me return home.”
 
   Kestrel proceeded to recite the story of the ignition and his awakening in the healing spring.  He mentioned his brief conversation with Kere, though he did not reveal her warning that had faded away at the end.
 
   “I plan to go to Center Trunk,” Kestrel said.  “I want to find my friends who are there, and set them free, and I want to tell the princess to stop this tyranny.”
 
   “We’ll send as many men as we can with you,” Casimo assured Kestrel.
 
   “I won’t take many.  We won’t need many.  We’re not going to fight a battle or win with bows and arrows.  This is going to be the imps and me and just a few others,” he looked over at Medeina, “using our abilities to go to the palace to put an end to this madness.”
 
   “You’ll take Remy and me,” Putienne declared.
 
   “Of course,” Kestrel agreed.  “And Moorin, and Lim and Hampus,” he listed his chosen companions.
 
   The next day, Kestrel directed his Oaktown forces back home, instructing them to march south through the Eastern Forest on their way home, instead of swinging into the human lands of Hydrotaz once again.
 
   Once he saw them on their way, Kestrel and his company set off with a dozen guards to accompany them on the road towards Center Trunk.  They passed through villages along the road, and learned a great deal about the effect of the great explosion on the Center Trunk army. 
 
   At every village along the way, they heard reports of desertions, of guards who slipped away from the army to return to their home villages and former ways of life.  There were biers in the tree branches along the way, where the injured who had died were prepared for their final passage.
 
   The reports of the villagers described an army who had lost a great many warriors in the explosion, including most of the senior officers.  The few officers who were left had unilaterally gathered up their forces to take them back to Center Trunk after concluding they did not have the numbers – or the will – to continue the siege of Firheng, especially after the intervention of the gnomes.
 
   Along the way, Medeina spoke to Kestrel.
 
   “I saw the barrel that didn’t get destroyed in your great explosion,” she told him.  “The contents were extremely dangerous, and extremely troubling.  Those who created it took elements from the earth, and combined them in a way nature never intended.   They made ordinary things very dangerous.  It could happen again, over and over again, Kestrel.  You must stop these mad creators, or your world will be blown apart.
 
   “I am ready to return to my own world,” she told him.  “I’ve seen enough now to know that there can be too much excitement, too much chaos.  Your world is a challenging place for your gods to manage, especially at times like this, when they cannot intervene to protect it.”
 
   “Will you wait until I finish my work in Center Trunk, before you leave?” Kestrel asked.  He’d come to appreciate the lessons the disguised goddess had shared with him about how to use and apply his powers.
 
   “I will go with you.  I have to, you know.  It will take both of us working together to reopen the door between our worlds so that I can go home,” she told him.
 
   Five days after departing from Firheng, Kestrel and his friends spent the night in a village inn located just outside of Center Trunk.  For Remy, the next day promised to bring the excitement of entering the great capitol of the elven kingdom for the first time.
 
   “Will we see lots of people?  Will we see the palace?” he asked Kestrel as the group sat at a table and ate dinner.
 
   “If Kestrel wants us to see the palace, we’ll see the palace,” Captain Lim replied.
 
   “We’ll see what type of opposition we face when we enter the city,” Kestrel explained.  “And we’ll go to the guard base first, to find out if there are reasonable elves we can talk to there.”
 
   “I have several in mind I think we should approach,” Lim told him.  “Most of the ones I went through training with are reasonable.”
 
   The next morning Kestrel left his escort of Firheng guards behind at the inn, and walked into the sullen and virtually empty city with Remy and Putienne, Hampus and Lim, and Medeina.  The imps flew high overhead.
 
   The streets of Center Trunk were familiar to Lim and Hampus, and to Kestrel as well.
 
   “I want to see if Alicia is alright,” Kestrel announced as they approached the entrance to the guard base.  He looked at the sentries who were positioned at the entrance.  “How do we get in?” he asked.
 
   “Find a quiet, lonely place, and we’ll get in,” Medeina assured him.  They pivoted and walked away from the entrance, and along the side walls of the base until they came to an empty spot with no witnesses.
 
   “Here,” she took Kestrel’s hand in hers and pressed them both against the stony wall.  There was a blue glow, as Kestrel sensed her directions, and he responded.  The wall dissolved away silently, into nothingness.
 
   “That is extraordinary!” Hampus murmured.  “You seem to have increased your powers tremendously since we traveled over the mountains.”
 
   “I never would have forced you to run all the way from Oaktown to Center Trunk if I had known that you could do such things,” Lim commented, as they easily walked into the base.
 
   “Lim, you take the group to some place safe,” he directed, as he motioned for the imps to join them.
 
   “Odare,” he said when the small blue figure dropped down.  “I want you to watch these friends and tell me where they are.  I’m going to go check on someone else here to make sure they’re alright.”
 
   “Is the someone else you plan to visit a pretty doctor, Kestrel friendly visitor?” the blue imp laughed.  “Is it Alicia doctor friend?”
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel admitted.  “I will go see if the doctor friend is at her home and is okay.”
 
   “There is someone you know on this base?” Hampus asked.  “An old friend?”
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel said,  “an old friend,” he agreed softly.  “Keep an eye on them Odare, and let me know where they are when I signal you.”
 
   He left his friends, confident in his ability to protect himself with the powers that Medeina was teaching him to control and wield more effectively.  He had few worries about being intercepted or prevented from doing what he intended while in Center Trunk.  But first he wanted to see Alicia.
 
   He was still drawn to her, he admitted to himself.  She was so strongly embedded in his memories that he had to see her, to check on her, to make sure she was safe and whole.  He took discreet shortcuts through the base, and arrived at the door to her building without notice.
 
   There were no guards at the door, but there had been virtually no guards or others around the base as Kestrel strolled over to Alicia’s building, he realized.  Or was it really Silvan’s building, he asked himself in an aside.
 
   He stepped into the relative warmth of the building interior.  The hallway was dismayingly shabby in appearance, with little evidence of care or habitation, he saw with alarm.  Alicia’s rooms were abandoned.  Most of her belongings and tools were still present, haphazardly spread around, but covered in dust.
 
   Kestrel held his breath, as he considered the implications of Alicia’s disappearance.
 
   She had either fled, or she had been taken captive.  If she had fled, where would she have gone, he asked himself.  She hadn’t been in Firheng; he would have found out if she was.  Where else could she have fled – Oaktown, to see him, he wondered wistfully.  It seemed unlikely, he told himself.
 
   If that was the case, she was probably a captive.
 
   Kestrel felt new anger welling up in his being.  The thought of Alicia being a captive, along with Whyte and Miskel, and doubtless countless other innocent elves, kindled his distaste for injustice.
 
   He was ready.  He had come to Center Trunk to set his friends free, and to confront the princess.
 
   The others who had come from Firheng with him were safe for the time being.
 
   And on the spur of the moment, Kestrel decided he was going to go to the palace.  He would go alone to the dungeon cells, to set his friends free.  He would go confront the princess, and force her to stop her actions.  He would order the two trouble-making strangers to leave the Eastern Forest, and never return.
 
   He walked out of the building where his career as an elven spy had started.  He wasn’t going to use disguises, or dissemble, or hide any actions in any way.  He was going to be straightforward and open.  He had learned that he had powers, and he had learned how to use them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Kestrel paused, and carefully called upon his powers to create his protective shield before he left the building.  He did not want to be too evident in his approach to the palace.  He delicately controlled the amount of energy he used, shrinking his shield, and reducing its bright blue glow to a subtle luminosity.
 
   When he stepped out of the shadow of the building into the full daylight, the shield virtually ceased to be visible at all.  Satisfied that he would arouse no attention prematurely, he pulled his hood up to cover his ears and shadow his face, then started walking towards the main gate of the base, on the quickest route towards the palace.
 
   “Where are you going?” a guard at the gate asked.  “Where’s your pass?” the elf called at Kestrel as he hurried past the guard shack.
 
   “I’ve been called to the palace, to look at the prisoners in the dungeon,” Kestrel said.  “I don’t like the sound of this.”
 
   “I wouldn’t either,” the guard sympathized.  “Good luck.  The palace is a place I’m staying away from as much as I can, these days.”
 
   “I don’t have any choice,” Kestrel said.
 
   He kept on walking, with no further question from the guard at the gate.  Kestrel noticed that the streets were only lightly traveled, and when he turned a corner around a tall building, he saw that the air near the palace was smoky, with a greasy, unpleasant smelling odor present.
 
   Near the palace gates he stopped; there was a battle taking place, as a group of elven soldiers were attacking the walls and closed gates of the palace grounds.  The smoke he had seen earlier was climbing from a fire somewhere on the grounds of the palace.
 
   The walls were only lightly defended, but the defenders had the advantage of the higher positions, and were wreaking terrible damage upon the attackers.
 
   There was no explanation for the battle, no way to tell who was fighting for what, or why.
 
   Kestrel approached the doorway of the only shop on the street that didn’t have shutters pulled closed.  The storeowner stood in the doorway with a large knife, defending his property.
 
   “Come no closer,” the elf told Kestrel.  “What are you, a human?” he asked, pointing his knife towards Kestrel’s still cloaked head.  “I see those ears and those eyes.”
 
   “I’m an elf.  What do you know about what’s going on here?” he demanded.
 
   “Where are you from?  Don’t you know?” the suspicious shopkeeper questioned him.
 
   “I just got here from Firheng,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Firheng?  That’s where all this started.   Are you part of the army?  This is the army from Firheng, fighting against the palace,” the shopkeeper waved his hand at the street battle.
 
   “They apparently got beat pretty badly up there.  Which side were you on?  The army’s?” the elf asked Kestrel.
 
   “No, I was inside the city, on the other side of the attack,” he explained.
 
   “Well, after you and your friends beat the army so badly, they came back here to tell the princess what a bad idea it was to fight up there.   Or at least the ones that stayed in the army and came back decided to do that – there wasn’t much of an army left when they got back to Center Trunk.  The leaders went in to tell the princess what had happened,” the story teller explained.
 
   “After hearing how her guards down in Oaktown got thrown out, she wasn’t in a mood to hear she lost another part of her kingdom, and she didn’t like the way the officers were talking,” he continued.
 
   “So what happened?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “See that smoke?” the shop keeper pointed to the column of dark smoke.
 
   “That.  She killed them.  Had them burned at the stake as a lesson, the way those two easterners told her to.  Now the rest of the army’s fighting to get in and get revenge, but they’re not doing so well,” the man pointed at the dismal battle again.
 
   “Kestrel!  What are you doing?” a voice called from behind him.  He turned in surprise, and saw that Lim and all the others were approaching, guided by the imps who flew in front of them.
 
   “Got some friends too, do you?  Are they from Firheng?  They don’t look like humans, except the two pretty ones – are they mother and daughter, or sisters?” the shopkeeper asked Kestrel.
 
   “Great trees and lightning!  What’s that?” he shouted, as a swarm of imps came dropping down out of the sky to arrive at Kestrel’s location, just as the reset of his entourage arrived.
 
   “Well Kestrel?” Hampus asked as they joined him in front of the shop.
 
   “I found out that Alicia is gone.  I’m going in there to set her free – her and everyone else.  The princess is burning the officers from the army that attacked Firheng,” he told the others grimly.
 
   “Burning?  That’s revolting!” Hampus said angrily.  “We’re going in with you.  I know the palace layout.  Get us in there now.”
 
   “Medeina, can we help those guards?” he asked, pointing to the desperate guards who were not giving up their attack on the palace, despite their losses.
 
   “Who’s Medeina?” Remy asked.
 
   “I am,” the goddess said simply.  “Here, do this,” she placed her hand on Kestrel’s, then projected a thought into him consciousness.
 
   “But your name is Moorin,” Putienne protested.
 
   “Ah,” Kestrel said, as he examined the goddess’s plan.  She showed him the concept and the way to make his energy serve as a shield for the entire force of soldiers who were desperately shooting up at the protected palace guards atop the palace walls.  The protection was like a vast umbrella, larger than he had ever created before, but she showed how to even out the use of his energy to make it uniformly strong, not strong enough to resist all the missiles that flew down from the ramparts, but powerful enough to slow them to a non-lethal speed.
 
   “Now,” he released his own personal shield, and formed the new one, a brightly glowing level of energy in the air, even with the top of the palace walls.
 
   There were shouts of surprise from the war zone around the palace.
 
   “And what if we?” he suggested to Medeina, showing her an image of the energy bridge that Morph had created in the land of Skyes.  He imagined such a bridge structure of energy built into his protective shield, leading from the window of a nearby building, over to the palace walls.
 
   “What’s happening?” Hampus asked.
 
   “Yes,” she agreed.  She gave him a boost of energy, a share of her own powers that flowed easily into his own.
 
   “Let’s go enter the palace,” Kestrel said to the others.  “Thanks for the information,” he told the shopkeeper, before he began to trot along the street.
 
   “Captain!  Captain Lim!” a pair of voices called from the forces on the street.
 
   “What is this?” they pointed upward, as a set of arrows from the palace dropped feebly to the ground after penetrating the protective shield.
 
   “Do you know them?” Kestrel asked, as he stood in front of an empty building facing the palace.
 
   “They were in one of my squads.  They’re good soldiers, forced to follow orders,” Lim said.
 
   “Bring them with us; we’re going into the palace now,” Kestrel told him, as he stopped and pushed a door open.
 
   “This way, fall in,” Lim spoke in the crisp tones of an officer, as he and the others followed Kestrel and Medeina into the building.
 
   Inside, a woman holding an infant screamed, but Kestrel only asked where the stairs were, then followed her pointing finger and led his troop upstairs.
 
   Moments later, Kestrel stepped out onto the blue floor in the sky, the translucent protective shield that had ended the slaughter of the elves below.  One of the guards on the ramparts shot at him as he exited the window frame, leaving the warmth of the house and returning to the cool winter air.
 
   Kestrel raised his hand and deflected the arrow away as he raised the shield in front of him quickly, then lowered it again as he threw Lucretia at the archer.
 
   “Follow in Kestrel’s footsteps,” he heard Medeina say from behind him as he advanced across the bridge he had reinforced in the midst of the shield.  
 
   “Lucretia, return,” he called as the guard who had shot at him fell forward and toppled over the wall with a knife in his chest.
 
   Many of the other guards inside the palace were fleeing from the sight of the new set of invaders who were magically crossing over the air to reach the top of the palace wall.  Kestrel paused and looked behind himself, where he saw that numerous soldiers from the street below were seizing on the opportunity to enter the palace by the extraordinary new route that had opened up.
 
   As he watched, he saw one of the new followers step to the side, and start to fall, only to be hauled back onto the beam by the elf following him.
 
   Sobered by the incident, the others in the group watched ever step Kestrel took, and placed their feet as nearly in the same locations as possible.  The remaining guards atop the walls, astonished and fearful of the strange force they faced and seemingly could not defeat, deserted their posts at last, running from the approaching invasion of the palace grounds.
 
   Kestrel smiled in thankfulness at the sight of the fleeing opposition.  He had no wish to use his power against other elves, especially those who might simply be following orders in defending the palace.  And he was starting to feel the beginning hints of weariness from the extended use of his powers.   He reached the top of the palace wall, the walkways empty, and he hopped down, handed Medeina down, then stepped aside as the others crowded onto the ramparts as well.  When all were safely delivered, he looked back at the blue platform that spread across the open space above the street, and he released his use of his energies, causing the shield to wither away.
 
   Lim took the lead and ran down the stairs, his troops, Kestrel, and his friends all following quickly.  They started moving rapidly through the palace grounds, as Kestrel called to Lim, “We need to find the prisoners in the cells and release them first.”  Kestrel wanted reassurance that Alicia was not being mistreated.
 
   At a crossroads on the palace grounds, Kestrel was taken aback by Lim’s decision to go right, when Kestrel expected to turn left, to journey to the prison cells where he had found Alicia held before, and liberated her.
 
   “They have a special set of prison cells, one they created after the new advisors from the east arrived,” Lim explained, and he led towards an ordinary-looking storage shed set among the working buildings of the palace operations.  When he pulled open a large door, a trio of startled guards took one look at the new arrivals, then ran through a door and down a dark set of stairs.
 
   “Hurry!  Before they do any harm to the prisoners!” one of Lim’s soldiers shouted, and the whole group rushed forward, Kestrel and Medeina moving into the lead, as they leapt over crates of stored goods and ran past stacks of barrels to get to the stairs.
 
   The stonewalled passage down was dark, and Medeina created a green glow around herself as she followed directly behind Kestrel going down the stairs.  They heard shouts from the level below as they descended, causing Kestrel to recklessly plunge down the steps, then bounce off a wall at the bottom and redirect his momentum to strike a wooden door forcefully.  The door frame splintered and the door burst open.
 
   Beyond the door, Kestrel was the first of his group into the underground detention area, where a number of cells were poorly lit by smoky lanterns hung from ceiling hooks.  The space was filled with screams and shouts, as a number of guards with knives were entering multiple cells at once, bearing down on the prisoners and seeking to take their lives.
 
   There were too many of them for Kestrel to rush around, stopping each and every attack, he saw instantly.  His eyes picked out Alicia backing into a corner of one distant cell, while Whyte tried to block the opening of the door to his own cell, and other prison rooms showed prisoners whose lives were just seconds away from ending.
 
   Unbidden, a memory came to Kestrel a remembrance of an event, and his action, in Kirevee during the previous summer.  It was the only way he imagined he could protect all of his threatened friends at once.
 
   The others from his group were thundering down the steps, but he paid no attention as he prepared to exercise his powers immediately.
 
   “Kestrel, what are you doing?” Medeina asked as she sensed him beginning to call upon his abilities.
 
   He didn’t answer, but raised his hands, then fired forth streams of glaringly bright gray energy, while he pointed fingers in each of the cells, waving his hands and sending his powers flowing across every occupant of every room, friend and foe alike.  As the energy struck them, they became petrified, frozen into stone statutes that carried out no further attacks.
 
   The drain on his powers was significant, and weakened him further, after the heavy use of energy at the battle in front of the palace walls.  He slowly crumpled, falling to his knees, while Putienne cried out in fear.
 
   Medeina placed her hand on his shoulder, then spoke aloud to him.  “That was interesting, and perhaps the only thing to do.  Wisely done, Kestrel, though you could have saved yourself some energy by doing it properly.”
 
   “Who are you?  What do you know about him and his powers?” Remy asked.
 
   “She is,” Kestrel started to say, when the entire room shook violently, as a rush of exploding noise preceded by a split second the arrival of upheaving tremors in the floor of the underground chamber.  A cloud of dust and smoke shot down into the prison from the stairwell, laced with debris that struck the assembled rescuers like shrapnel.
 
   Kestrel nearly planted his face in the dust as the floor shook him from his kneeling position, while many others were knocked to the ground.  He watched as one of the stone prison guard figures toppled over and shattered into fragments.
 
   A rush of debris – large chunks of rock, pebbles, and dust – came pouring from the staircase, blocking any thought of passage back to the storage space above.
 
   Several of the lanterns were extinguished by the gust of sulphurous smoke that blasted into the prison area, so that the lighting in the dusty atmosphere was mostly the green light of Medeina’s glow, adding to the ghastliness of the scene.
 
   “Those barrels!” Medeina shouted angrily.  “We ran right by them.  Do you know what they were?  More of the evil mixture we faced in Firheng!  It is blasphemous to use the elements of the earth in such a wicked, destructive way!”
 
   “How do we get out of here?” Hampus asked.  “Is there another way to leave?”  He looked at Lim’s guards who had led the way to the new prison.
 
   “We don’t know.  I knew they took prisoners into this building, but I was never in here,” one of them said after looking at Lim.
 
   “Too bad they can’t talk,” another guard motioned over to the petrified figures in the closest cell.
 
   “They can,” Kestrel said calmly.  “I’ll be able to return them to flesh, after I rest a bit and recover.”
 
   “Here Kestrel, let me help you up,” Putienne said, stepping over next to him.  She lifted him gently, helping him to his feet, after which he dusted himself off.
 
   “There is a way to remove all this debris,” Medeina told Kestrel.  “But it will take both of us working together.”
 
   “Who is she really, my lord?” Remy repeated his earlier question.
 
   “She is a visitor, and my guest,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “There’s no point in hiding this anymore, dear,” Medeina spoke up.  “The child knows I am more than I’ve seemed, and I long to return to my own shape, anyway.”  And as she finished speaking, her body shimmered, and she shifted into her Parstole shape.
 
   Medeina’s change produced a round of shouts and drawn knives, as the elves in the prison – other than Kestrel – were shocked by both the change, and the strange new form their companion took.
 
   The shouts from the group rose in pitch a second later, and the members of the squad began to scramble away as Putienne responded to Medeina’s metamorphosis by changing herself into her yeti form, ready to attack the frightening new appearance of the red being.
 
   “A changeling!” the goddess gasped in surprise.
 
   Putty charged towards the new form of Medeina, and the red goddess raised her hands to deliver a strike of her power.
 
   “No! Stop!” Kestrel shouted, and despite his weakened state, he was spurred by fear of the harm the two would do to each other, and he threw up a blue shield between the two protagonists.
 
   Putty charged into the shield, and rebounded with a yelp as a sharp shock of energy sparked upon her contact, while at the same time Medeina shot a bolt of energy that struck the shield and was absorbed by it.
 
   “Don’t fight each other,” Kestrel gasped, and he collapsed again, re-weakened by his hasty use of power.
 
   “Kestrel!” Medeina called and she slipped around the end of the blue shield to reach him.
 
   Putienne transformed back into her human form, and swept across the floor to Kestrel’s side as well.
 
   “It’s good to see the two of you together peacefully,” he said with a wisp of a smile, as he rubbed his hand across his head.
 
   The two women glared at one another, but said nothing.
 
   “Help me to my feet,” he instructed, and each of them lifted him under an arm.
 
   “Now, take me to Alicia and Miskel,” he requested.  “We’ll see if either of them knows of another way out of this tunnel.”
 
   “Which one first?” Medeina asked.
 
   “He will choose the female doctor lover first,” Mulberry spoke to the other imps.
 
   Kestrel looked up near the low ceiling and grinned at his blue friend.
 
   “Let’s go to Alicia first,” he laughed.
 
   The doctor was a statute in her cell, her attacker approaching her with his knife held in his hand high over his head, frozen in place before he could plunge it down into his victim.  She was huddled down in a corner, arms held above her as protection from the attack that had not yet fallen upon her.
 
   Kestrel knelt next to her hard, stone body, thanks to the help of the two women assisting him, each of them still holding his shoulders.
 
   The effort to reverse the petrification was a subtler use of power than the process had been to change Alicia’s flesh into stone in the first place.  He placed a hand on the crown of her head, and began to release a weak stream of his energy into his target.
 
   This way, Medeina silently instructed him, showing him once again how to improve the use of his powers.
 
   Thank you, he replied, as he followed her direction.
 
   “What are you two doing?” Putienne asked in an accusing voice, her eyes narrowed.  “I heard you talking to each other, but you didn’t move your lips!”
 
   She is in contact with you, and she is a very sensitive being, highly attuned to you, Medeina communicated.
 
   Putty, we can communicate like  this when we are touching, that is all.  Medeina has such great powers that it is possible, Kestrel tried to calmly explain.
 
   “Will you marry her?  Are you two so close?” Putienne asked.
 
   Medeina laughed out loud, then answered.  “Marry?  No, no, no, no,” she spoke in a staccato fashion.
 
   “He is much more amenable to you, and you to him, as evidenced by your ability to detect our communications.  But there is a bride waiting for him, in a land far away, and once he faces his three challenges, he will find her prepared to go to the altar with him,” Medeina spoke.
 
   “Now, stop embarrassing and distracting the boy, and let him focus on his duty at hand,” Medeina admonished Putty.
 
   “Who is she?” the girl asked Kestrel in a mournful wail.
 
   “She’s a visitor from another land, one of the lands I came through when I returned to the Inner Seas a few weeks ago, after beating the Viathins,” Kestrel admitted part of the truth, without revealing that Medeina was actually a divinity.
 
   “And when this adventure is done, our friend Kestrel will take me back home,” Medeina added.  “Now Kestrel, get along with your work here,” she admonished him.
 
   He scowled at her, then turned and faced Alicia once again, and resumed working to restore her to flesh, using his power in a more subtle, organic manner than he had before, in compliance with Medeina’s directions.  Alicia’s skin color slowly turned a warmer shade, and her hair dissolved from a hard stone mass into pliant individual strands beneath the palm of his hand, while he could see the texture of her skin grow soft and warm.  Her eyes took on color seconds later, and she suddenly gasped, then swiveled her head and stared at Kestrel, terror still evident in her eyes.
 
   “What?” she shouted.
 
   “Kestrel!” she screamed next, before he moved his arms to engulf her in an embrace.
 
   “You’re okay; you’re safe,” he told her.  “We’re here now and you’re not under attack.”
 
   “Kestrel!” she repeated, breathless with shock.  “I was going to be killed, and now,” she left the rest of her sentence unfinished, then reached up cautiously and pressed a fingertip against the stone figure of her interrupted attacker, as the threatening statue hovered over her.
 
   “You did this?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   “He did, all on his own,” Medeina spoke.
 
   Alicia’s eyes shifted from the statue to Medeina, and grew wide, then shifted to Kestrel.
 
   “This?” she couldn’t form a suitable question.
 
   “This is my companion, Medeina,” Kestrel rocked back, bumping Medeina and Putienne back as he opened a space for Alicia to stand.  He struggled to his own feet, and offered a hand to Alicia, who grabbed it and nearly pulled the weakened hero down as she stood up, then embraced him tightly.
 
   “Thank you, thank you,” she told him, as she looked over his shoulder at the strange scene beyond – the dusty air, the dim light, the others who stood outside the cell.
 
   “What’s happening Kestrel?” she asked quietly.
 
   “We came to the prison to rescue you and the others who are held here.  We’re here from Firheng,” he told her.
 
   “But you’re from Oaktown,” she protested.
 
   “I and some of my people went up to Firheng to help the post there when the princess attacked.  We won, and now we’ve come to Center Trunk to put an end to this tyranny.  But first, I wanted to set you free,” he explained.
 
   “We need to go.  I’ve got to see Silvic,” she said suddenly.  “I haven’t seen him in a month, since they put me in here.  I left him with a friend when I realized they were going to take me.”
 
   “We need to get out of here, but the princess’s forces blew up the building above.  The staircase is blocked,” Kestrel revealed.  “Is there another way out?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know where,” Alicia answered immediately.
 
   Putienne sputtered in disappointment.
 
   “I couldn’t see the far end of the tunnel from my cell door, and I was never allowed to leave the cell,” Alicia said, looking at the lovely girl.
 
   “Lim, send some men down to look around the prison tunnel for signs of other ways to leave,” Kestrel called over his shoulder.
 
   “We’ll reunite you with Silvic soon, don’t worry,” Kestrel comforted Alicia.
 
   “I never do have to worry when you’re around, unless it’s to worry about all the excitement you add to life,” she gently laughed.
 
   “Let’s go restore Elder Miskel,” Kestrel said to the others.   He turned away from Alicia, and Putienne quickly grabbed his arm to stead him.
 
   “Who is your friend?” Alicia asked.
 
   “This is Putienne.  She’s my ward,” Kestrel replied, as they started to leave the cell.
 
   “What about him?” Putienne asked as they left the still-stone guard in place over the spot where Alicia had cowered.  She placed her hand in Kestrel’s.
 
   “We don’t have time to set the murderers free,” Kestrel answered.  “Or the energy,” he added.
 
   “Here is the lovely one!” Killcen shouted as Alicia emerged.
 
   “Welcome doctor friend!” Odare spoke, as she swooped over to hug Alicia tightly.
 
   “The beautiful doctor lady has often been an intimate friend of Kestrel dear,” the imp told Medeina.
 
   “Not intimate!” Alicia quickly corrected.
 
   “Haven’t we often brought Kestrel prowler to your bedroom?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “And haven’t we often carried you to the healing spring, where you and Kestrel have shed your clothes to swim together?” Killcen immediately followed.
 
   “Plus, don’t you often give Kestrel friend copious amounts of ale or wine to dull his judgment and senses?” Acanthus added.
 
   “Now hold on!” Alicia said sharply.  “You are making this all sound much worse than it is.  We are simply a surgeon and a patient.”
 
   “Really?” Odare asked, as she came and sat on Alicia’s shoulder, while the elves of Lim’s squad watch the drama unfold.
 
   “Is that why Kestrel insisted he restore you to flesh first, before the others?” Medeina asked.
 
   “This is silly,” Kestrel spoke up.  “Of course I love Alicia deeply,” he spoke up.  He felt Putty’s hand tighten its grip on his.  “She has saved my life time after time after time!  I have been cut and stabbed and beaten and tortured, and she has saved me and put me back together.  I’ve got more scars that I can count in places where Alicia has stitched me together.
 
   “Now, let me go revive the Elder, so that we can get out of here,” he squeezed Putty’s hand in response, and led her with him into Miskel’s cell.  Using the method that Medeina had implanted in his consciousness, he watched as the officer’s flesh transformed from stone to warm softness.
 
   “This is a passing strange dream,” Miskel said, after his eyes wandered around the inside of the cell, looking at the frozen guard, Kestrel and Putienne.  
 
   “This is no dream, my lord,” Kestrel replied.  “We’ve come to rescue you, and to ask you to help us get out of here.”
 
   Miskel left the cell, as Lim’s men returned from the dark end of the prison tunnel.
 
   “There is a door down there, but it’s sealed shut – wouldn’t budge an inch,” they reported as they looked nervously at the red Medeina.
 
   “You say this is no dream?” Miskel asked, as he too looked at the unique horned figure.
 
   “Medeina, would you go down and open the door?” Kestrel asked.  “The rest of you go with her.  Putienne, would you and my lord Miskel stay with me?  We’ll find the prisoners we want to convert back to life to take with us,” he explained.
 
   They revived Whyte, who was astonished by the appearance of his master from Oaktown in the dungeon of Center Trunk, and they revived two others who Miskel knew were political prisoners as well.  Kestrel found Giardell, and restored him to flesh, allowing for a warm reunion of the two.  Kestrel knew that Lucretia would be happy to have her companion return to Hydrotaz, safe and sound.  There was an awkward reunion between Giardell and Alicia, one that Kestrel had not anticipated until it happened, and he belatedly remembered the former relationship, a disastrous one, that the two had shared.
 
   Kestrel was so overdrawn, his energy levels so weakened, that he leaned on Putienne’s shoulder as they walked to meet the others, who stood waiting by an open door, from which a long, dark tunnel extended to an unknown end.
 
   “I need to rest,” Kestrel told Medeina, and then he passed out.
 
   “Let me check on him,” Alicia said, kneeling next to where Putty gently laid him on the ground.
 
   “There’s nothing for you to check on,” Medeina said.  “It’s not a physical problem.  He’s just overused his powers.  He needs to sleep and recharge.
 
   “Putienne, you should assume your other form and carry him,” she said, “and we will move forward so that we can get out of this tunnel and return to the fresh air above ground once again.  After he awakens he can tell us what to do next.”
 
   They walked along the tunnel, lit by the strange green glow in the air that Medeina maintained.  The air was fresher, without the dust and smoke of the explosion that had trapped them.  Their journey was only ten minutes long before they came to a set of stairs that rose up to a trap door in a storeroom in the palace.
 
   “Go find out where we are, and report back,” Lim told a pair of his guards, and sent them out of the room while the others remained nervously watching Putty’s hairy form as she cradled the unconscious Kestrel in her arms.
 
   Ten minutes passed before the patrol returned.
 
   “We’re near a large ballroom,” the leader of the patrol told Lim, as Miskel listened.
 
   “What color was the ballroom?” the Elder asked.
 
   “It’s purple.  It’s hard to tell a lot because it’s night outside and there aren’t many lanterns or candles lit around this part of the palace,” the guard answered.
 
   “We’re in the administrative wing of the palace,” Miskel told the others.
 
   “Is there a kitchen near the ballroom?” Remy asked.
 
   “There is.  Every ballroom has a kitchen,” the high-ranking officer replied.
 
   “Can we go get some food?  I’m hungry,” the youth asked Lim.
 
   “That’s a good idea,” the youthful officer replied.  “Let’s send scouts out to make sure the path is clear.”
 
   “We are the obvious choice to be scouts,” Odare spoke up.  “Follow us,” she said as the imps all congregated at the doorway, then exited from the storeroom.
 
   The band of invaders obediently followed the imps, who flew through the dark hallways looking for signs of danger, and led them to the empty kitchen in a matter of minutes.
 
   Putienne set Kestrel down to rest on a pile of pillows taken from the ballroom, then transformed back into her elven self, and smiled at Remy.  “What can you find to eat?” she asked.
 
   The group spent the night in the kitchen, gorging on the food they found, then resting quietly until just after dawn.
 
   A tremendous explosion shocked them awake just as the sun started to rise in the east.  The walls trembled, and dust dropped from the mortar joints.  Kestrel woke with a start, and found the red Medeina stooping over him.
 
   “They’re doing it again!” she hissed.  “You have to stop this.  It hurts to feel the elements of the earth tortured into such actions.”
 
   He sat up and looked around, as Miskel cautiously approached.
 
   “Where are we?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “We’re in the palace, in a ballroom in the administrative wing,” Miskel answered.
 
   Kestrel stood up, as Medeina placed her hand on his arm.
 
   “How quickly can we get to the princess’s quarters?” he asked.
 
   “Ten minutes if the way is clear,” the Elder answered.
 
   “Odare, Acanthus, Killcen,” Kestrel called.
 
   “What, and you don’t call me, your favorite, and the one who watches over you the most?” Mulberry asked shrilly, as she and the other three imps dropped down to answer Kestrel’s call.
 
   “I still remember when we were in the cold weather atop the mountain, following the gnome to the cave at the top,” Kestrel replied to Mulberry.  “You climbed inside my shirt to share my body warmth.  It was very,” he paused dramatically, “intimate.”
 
   “Kestrel schemer, you make it sound different from what it was!” Mulberry protested.
 
   “Where did she ride on you?  Where did she put her hands?” Acanthus asked.
 
   “This is not the topic.  Why did you call us over here?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “The imps are still the same interesting allies I remember them being,” Giardell said wryly.
 
   Another explosion on the palace grounds sounded.
 
   “We need to get to the princess and her supporters, to stop all the violence,” Kestrel told the imps.  “Elder Miskel will give you directions on where to go to lead us towards the princess’s quarters.  Let him explain,” Kestrel turned the impromptu briefing over to the officer.
 
   Miskel looked up at the imps as he explained the hallways and open gardens they would travel through on the way to the residential wing of the palace, then looked at Kestrel when his explanation was finished.
 
   “Lim, are your people ready to go?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “We will go as soon as you tell us to,” the officer replied.
 
   Kestrel looked at Miskel.  “Take the lead sir,” he motioned.
 
   They left the kitchen and trotted down a hallway in the gray light of the early morning.  As they turned a corner they saw red flames through a window, a fire burning somewhere on the grounds of the palace.
 
   “Out this door,” Miskel called to the imps, as they left the hall and cut across a garden.
 
   The garden was a symmetrically planted pattern of shrubs and flowers, with paths that meandered across in curving lanes.
 
   “Kestrel!  Look out!” Odare shouted as the group reached the middle of the garden.  “There is an elf in the corner!” she pointed off to the side, where an elf sprang up and ran into the palace through an open window.
 
   One of Lim’s men raised a bow and shot an arrow that glanced off the window frame as the stranger ducked inside.
 
   “Let him go,” Miskel said.  “We’ve been seen, and we’ll have to hurry more quickly now,” he told the others.  He started to motion to keep advancing, when Medeina spoke up.
 
   “This feels bad!  There will be another explosion here!” she warned.
 
   “Run for the building!” Kestrel shouted.
 
   The whole squad broke into a full sprint across the garden – trampling bushes and flowers as they cut a straight line towards their intended door, but only half of them had entered the next wing of the palace when the explosion in the garden took place.
 
   It was smaller than the explosions they had experienced at Firheng, but the thunderous bang was accompanied by flying debris and heat that struck the backs of the last elves through the door, and sprayed broken glass from the nearby windows onto several others.
 
   “How is everyone?” Kestrel asked as the members of the group slowly picked themselves up and patted or held themselves according to their injuries.
 
   “We have to keep going if we’re going to stop the princess before she finds out we’re coming,” Miskel told Kestrel.
 
   Alicia, can you stay here and look after the injured?” Kestrel asked the doctor.
 
   “Treat them with what?  We don’t have any supplies,” she protested.  “Go on,” she conceded a second later.  “There don’t appear to be any serious threats, but Giardell can stay and guard us.”
 
   “Lim, you and your men stay here to protect Alicia and the wounded, along with Giardell,” Kestrel told the officer.  “The rest of us will keep going.”  He wanted to provide as much society around the two estranged lovers, to prevent any awkward moments, and he wanted to reduce the number of bodies he might have to protect in the upcoming confrontation he expected.
 
   Kestrel looked at Remy and Putienne.  “Putty, maybe you should turn to your other form,” he suggested.
 
   “If there’s to be a fight, it makes sense,” she agreed, and shimmered momentarily as her identity changed.
 
   “Lead on,” Kestrel told Miskel and the imps.
 
   The smaller group of Kestrel and Medeina, Remy and Putienne, and Hampus and Miskel followed the imps through the hallways.
 
   “Kestrel, stop.  There are guards posted around the next corner,” Odare warned them a minute later.
 
   “We can go this way,” Miskel replied, motioning towards a servants’ hallway.  He slowed down as he caught his breath.  “I’m not as spry as I used to be,” he smiled at the others as he opened the door.
 
   “At the end of the hall, check the door on the right,” he directed the imps, who went flying ahead as the elves crowded into the dim interior hall.
 
   Seconds later the swiftly-moving invaders heard a scream and a squawk, then saw the imps approach them in a tight formation.
 
   “Acanthus was grazed by an arrow!” Killcen said excitedly.  “The guards saw us when we opened the door.”
 
   “Are you badly hurt?” Kestrel asked Acanthus, who was supported by two imps flying on either side of him.  “Where were you hurt?”
 
   “It’s alright; I’ll be okay,” Acanthus answered, his complexion changing from a pale blue to a ruddy purple.
 
   “They might as well know,” Mulberry said.  “The arrow sliced right across his bum!  His pants have a bloody red streak now.”
 
   “What I wouldn’t give for a visit to the healing spring now,” Acanthus moaned.
 
   There was another explosion, a small one at the beginning of the hallway they were in; the ceiling behind them collapsed, preventing any hope of returning the way they had come.
 
   “They must have an unlimited supply of this deviltry!” Medeina cried.
 
   “Which direction do we need to go?” she asked Miskel.
 
   “Out ahead, to the right, and then left again,” he answered.
 
   “That way?” she pointed at an angle.
 
   “Approximately, yes,” the officer agreed.
 
   “Kestrel, fight fire with fire,” Medeina ordered.  “Knock down this wall so that we can go where we need to go.”  She took his hand in hers, then placed it firmly on the wall of the hallway, transmitting her directions to him silently.
 
   A moment later the wall crumbled away beneath their hand, leaving a gaping hole for the group to travel through.  “That wasn’t as loud as their explosions,” Remy protested.
 
   “We’ll leave the noises to them,” Kestrel laughed, as the group passed from the servants’ corridor into an adjoining room.  They crossed the room and opened a door.
 
   Outside in the hallway they came out directly behind a group of guards prepared to ambush them.  Kestrel quietly raised a blue power shield across the width of the hallway, and his squad was twenty yards on its way towards its goal before the ambushers realized their quarry was eluding them.  A volley of arrows struck Kestrel’s weak shield and penetrated it, but were so slowed by the force that they dropped to the polished floor of the palace hallway immediately.
 
   “There’s a squad of soldiers in the lobby ahead,” Killcen reported as Kestrel’s group continued to move.
 
   “We’re almost to the personal residence,” Miskel told Kestrel.  “Can you cut holes through this wall and the next one?” he asked.
 
   Kestrel placed his hand on the wall, as Medeina had shown him, and the marble cladding crumbled.  “Killcen, call all your imps to follow us,” Kestrel told his friend.
 
   The walked into the next room, an office that was empty of workers.
 
   “Through that wall, and we’ll be in the small ballroom of the residential wing,” Miskel advised as he pointed across the room.  The group moved around the furniture and reached the far side, where Kestrel placed his hand on the wall and caused it to dissolve.
 
   An arrow struck the edge of the wall and caromed away as soon as Kestrel created their newest shortcut.  He quickly created a blue energy shield on the outside of the hole, then stepped through to see what the situation was.
 
   “Is there another way to go?” he heard Remy ask Miskel.
 
   “No, this is where we have to pass through,” the officer answered.
 
   Kestrel saw quartets of guards poised at each of three doorways that entered the room, and all had arrows notched on their bows.  At some unheard command they released their shots in a volley that struck his shield simultaneously, making the blue glow weaken to yellow and green in spots.
 
   The guardsmen fired another volley of arrows as the rest of Kestrel’s companions stepped through the opening, and he poured more of his energy into strengthening the shield.
 
   One set of defenders slipped out of the room, while the others kept shooting.
 
   “Kestrel, I feel it again,” Medeina warned him.  “There’s about to be another explosion!”
 
   The other two sets of attackers suddenly fled the room as well.
 
   Kestrel reached within himself and drew upon extra reservoirs of energy, strengthening his protective shield, then reached out and grasped Medeina’s hand.  Without asking, he plunged his hunger into her as well, and pulled upon her energy, adding it to the field he hoped would protect them all.
 
   Her energy was unfiltered, unprepared to be shared, and he felt a jolt of over-reaction as he accepted the raw power and then extended it into his field.  Her energy was overwhelming – different from his in both its magnitude, and the nature of its source, and he barely grasped onto sanity by his fingertips, trying to maintain his identity and his control as the power coursed through him.
 
   The room suddenly erupted with the explosion of another cache of the barrels of powder.  Fragments of stone and wood hurtled through the air, striking the blue dome around Kestrel’s group, and bounding off without causing harm.  The floor on which they stood buckled, and they all fell to their knees, then fell downward as the floor beneath them collapsed, and sent them teetering onto the rubble below.  
 
   Smoke and dust filled the air and dimmed their view, while the walls and the ceiling overhead collapsed down upon Kestrel’s shield. 
 
   Kestrel felt the strain upon his shield, and he felt the dangerous instability of his reach for Medeina’s power.  He felt his ankle badly twisted by the fall onto the debris.  The shield started to shift from blue to green as the stress of the debris overhead mounted, and further debris fell.
 
   “You fool!” Medeina gasped aloud.
 
   You cannot handle my energy without my guidance.  Here, change your orientation, the goddess directed.  Become active with the energy, not passive.  Treat it as if you are generating it by your own will, she directed.
 
   Do it now! She told him urgently, as the shield shifted further from green to yellow, and began to grow orange.
 
   You must accept that you create the energy – it is yours to control and master.  Now, control it, take this energy from me and add it to your own, she said.  He felt her manipulate her own energy strength, reducing what he received from her, but feeling it come in a smoother flow.
 
   He did as she told him.  He looked upon the energy as something that he had to master, not something that mastered him in its unpredictable appearance.  He seized it with his strongest willpower, then blended Medeina’s energy in, and spread the newly constituted effort evenly across the tenuous dome that was protecting them from being crushed.
 
   The orange shifted immediately to yellow, then green, then blue, then became a glowing purple brilliance, that pressed upwards, and dislodged the debris overhead, allowing light to shine down upon the small band once again.
 
   Kestrel focused on the rise of the shield, and pressed it higher, making more of the debris tumble away, creating a wide access to the crumbled floor above.
 
   Nicely done, Medeina praised him gently.
 
   “How is everyone?” Kestrel asked.
 
   Putty roared with anger, while she held Remy shielded within her shaggy hug.
 
   “I’m okay, thanks to Putienne,” the boy said.
 
   “Just scrapes, amazingly,” Miskel said.
 
   “We are okay, Kestrel shielder – we are ready to get revenge for this attack!” Mulberry spoke for the imps.
 
   “Putty, put Remy up topside, then help the rest of us up,” Kestrel spoke to the yeti, as he released his hold on the power.  The shield evaporated away, and portions of the debris around them tumbled into gaps as the stones and bricks and timbers resettled once again.
 
   “Mulberry, would your people go see what’s around us – threats or opportunities?” Kestrel called up as Putty hoisted Remy up, then turned to help him return to the remnant of the floor of the room they had been attacked in.
 
   Remy helped pull Kestrel up onto a large, flat slab of flooring, then the boy helped the others up as well, while Kestrel hobbled out of the way on his painful ankle.
 
   “They’re destroying the palace just to kill us!” Miskel said angrily.
 
   “That is just the mentality of Castor and Pollux,” Hampus said.  “They have no qualms about destroying anything in order to get something they want; they brainwashed Elwean into thinking as they do.”
 
   “Where would they be likely to be now?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “It depends.  They obviously know the palace is under attack if they’ve prepared these explosions to fight against invaders,” Hampus mused.  “If they think they’ve beaten us and held on to power, they’ll be in the small throne room, probably plotting their revenge against survivors of the uprising.  But,” he paused for a moment, “if they still think they’re going to lose, they may head to the gates to try to escape to their secure place.”
 
   “Where’s their secure place?” Kestrel began to ask.  “Never mind,” he cut off his own question.  “Let’s just find them and put an end to this.  That explosion was meant to kill, so they must think we’re dead now.  We’ll head to the small throne room,” he decided.
 
   Miskel gave directions to the imps on the new destination, and how to get there, allowing the flyers to go out in a new direction.  The rest of the group, bound to travel across the unsteady ruins of the floor of the palace room, slowly picked their way out, Kestrel coming last as his sprained ankle hobbled him.
 
   “We did not enter, but we heard much shouting going on in the room you told us to check,” Odare returned to report.
 
   “It’s this way,” Miskel pointed down a hall, and the small band walked at Kestrel’s restrained gait, until they faced an ornate pair of doors, outside of which several of the imps hovered anxiously.  Numerous shouts and cries could be heard in the room.
 
   “We’ll go in.  Stay close to the door,” Kestrel instructed.  Medeina reached out and took his hand.  “Thank you,” he said gratefully.  He meant to thank her both for the gesture, one which they both knew meant that he would be able to share her power, but he also meant to thank her for her advice while they had been buried in the rubble.  She had given him the insight into the power that he needed to begin to truly control it, to understand it, and to call it forth.
 
   Kestrel pressed a door open with a firm shove, then immediately caused his protective shield to blossom forth as he and the others entered the room.
 
   The ballroom was a shambles.  Several bodies of dead elves lay scattered about on the floor, while Princess Elwean, and two elves Kestrel had never seen before stood on a small balcony that looked down upon the scene. There were a number of guards who held prisoners firmly, captives who were apparently about to be executed.
 
   “You said they were dead!” Elwean screamed at her two companions on the balcony.  “You meddler!  I despise you!” she turned to Kestrel as she screamed further.  “If you had come to the palace as consort, I would have made you happy.  Now, you’ve ruined our nation with your human sympathies.  We know you plan to bring humans here to kill us all!
 
   “I’m lucky Castor and Pollux made me realize the evil you had planned.  We have the weapons to defeat your filthy human friends,” her voice rose to a shrill scream, out of control, as her face grew red with emotion.
 
   “We will kill them now,” one of the two replied.  “Leave at once,” he ordered, and his partner ushered Elwean out of the door, the princess screaming as she was pulled through a door and out of sight.
 
   “This rich land will not fall under the control of the likes of you,” the remaining of the two identical elves said, “you with your monsters,” he indicated Medeina and Putienne with a dismissive wave of his hands. 
 
   “We have plans,” he continued calmly.  All of those on the floor of the ballroom, the captives and their guards, as well as Kestrel’s band of rescuers, all looked up at him.
 
   “And the first of those plans is to finally rid the Eastern Forest of you,” he said.  He raised a candle that had been hidden behind the balcony railing, then tilted it to touch something else behind the railing, and quickly fled.
 
   “It’s another explosive!” Medeina warned.  “Protect us, Kestrel!” she urged, as she slipped her hand into his and opened her abilities to him.
 
   He created his glowing shield once again, then inverted it, making it a large, shallow cup that was open on one side, the side facing away from the ballroom.  The elves in the room – captors and prisoners alike – started scrambling futilely away from the balcony site.
 
   Kestrel closed his eyes as he tried to create more of his own energy, as well as relying upon Medeina’s power.  He transferred it all into his shield, just as the explosion began with a flash and a loud clap.  The curves of Kestrel’s shield directed the force of the blast away from the ballroom.  As everyone in the space fell to the ground from the tremendous vibrations, the wall behind the balcony disappeared, as did the ceiling overhead, another portion of the palace destroyed by the princess’s willingness to listen to the outsiders’ promptings to use force to hold onto power.
 
   “Is everyone okay?” Kestrel asked as he held onto Medeina’s hand tightly.  He needed her support to hold himself up as he felt drained by the effort to divert the blast away.  The blue shield flicked out of existence as he released his power.
 
   “Kill him!” one of the guards in the room shouted, and a trio of guards released their prisoners to focus on attacking Kestrel, while others fled from the room, and yet others stood frozen indecisively in place.
 
   Putty gave a loud roar, calling herself to the attention of the oncoming attackers.  She ran out at them, her yeti fur standing on end, her eyes blazing with fury, and she launched her own strike against the first two attackers who were within her reach; one great paw swiped across the chests of both elves, deflecting their knives and hurtling them backwards forcefully.
 
   They fell to the ground, and the third attacker instantly ducked away from Putienne as she turned to face him.
 
   Remy picked up an abandoned bow, and notched an arrow on the string, then pointed it out at the crowd.
 
   “All of you in the uniform of the palace, lie down at once!” Miskel commanded.
 
   The guards still in the room froze, then many lay down, while a few bolted out of nearby doors.
 
   “Remy, go cut the bonds of those who were prisoners,” Miskel told the boy, who put down his bow and pulled out his knife, then went around among the newly-saved elves, who disarmed their former captors, while expressing gratitude to Remy.
 
   “Miskel, take a group of our new friends, and take Putty, to go see if you can catch up to the princess and her friends,” Kestrel suggested.  He felt too weary to take up an immediate pursuit himself.
 
   “Be careful,” Medeina said.  “They have a great deal of this terrible powder, it seems.”
 
   “Not too much more, my lady,” one of the former prisoners hesitantly spoke to Medeina.  “They sent most of what they had up to the fight with Firheng.  They may have just used up the last of what they kept here.”  He looked at her closely, watching to see if his words had offended the strange red being that stood amid the ruins of the palace.
 
   Miskel and Putienne departed with a half dozen elves escorting them, and several imps, as Kestrel and Medeina watched them go.  Remy timidly took command of the other freed prisoners, who put the newly-captive palace guards to work, respectfully moving all the bodies of the dead into a tidy arrangement in one corner of the room.
 
   “Are there other prisoners we should go set free?” Kestrel asked one of the overseers.
 
   “There are many still down in the dungeon below the palace,” the elf answered.
 
   One of the imps who had gone with Miskel returned with news.
 
   “The twin who lit the barrels of explosive didn’t get far enough away before Kestrel directed the power of the explosion directly at him – we found his dead body,” the blue being reported.  “But the princess and the other elf escaped from the palace and disappeared.”
 
   “We’ll send patrols around the city to find them,” Kestrel said.  “Go bring Putienne and Miskel and the others back here,” he directed.  “Mulberry, you go back to where we left Alicia and the wounded ones, and tell them it’s safe to come here to join us as well – we think the battle is over for now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   The next day, Kestrel and Hampus and Miskel were in charge of organizing the palace and the city.  The princess was nowhere to be found, while rumor reported that she and the surviving twin from the east had fled from Center Trunk, disappearing into the forest wilderness east of the city.
 
   Large swathes of the palace were in ruins, the guard was split between those who tried to maintain loyalty to the princess, and those who were relieved that the princess was no longer ruling in such a cruel and erratic manner.  Kestrel sparingly used his powers to demonstrate that everyone needed to submit to a new order in the palace.  He and his allies slowly used his energy, and the frightening appearances of Putienne as a yeti and Medeina as a Parstole to intimidate the opposition, until it became clear that an overwhelming majority of those in the palace and the city were happy to see the princess removed from the throne.
 
   Lim gathered together those guards who he knew were trustworthy and reliable, forming the core of a force that brought stability to the city.  Messengers went forth to the outer regions of the Eastern Forest to report the change in regime.  Giardell went on his way, back to Hydrotaz, to inform Lucretia of all that had happened; Kestrel knew that the ambassador would inform the palace of the appropriate news, once she finished celebrating Giardell’s return.
 
   They could not find the king in captivity anywhere, and his location was a mystery.  The princess had sent him into exile, but no one knew or was saying where, so Hampus remained in charge in his absence.
 
   Several days later, the situation in Center Trunk was calm enough that Kestrel and the rest of the Oaktown contingent were ready to return to their southern home.  The winter was nearly halfway passed, and the sunshine was relatively warm, making the journey through the forest a pleasant proposition.
 
   They left the palace in the hands of Hampus as the regent responsible for the nation, with Miskel strongly supporting him.  It was ironic, Kestrel reflected, that the elf who had only recently married the princess, and then fled from her, was the one who now sat on the throne bringing stability.
 
   One element of their time in Center Trunk both amazed and troubled Kestrel, so much so that his mind dwelt upon it while they trotted along the southbound forest ways.
 
   Upon gaining control of the palace and the city, Miskel and Hampus had questioned every elf who was reported to have followed Elwean and her twin guides in their descent into tyranny.  They had asked questions about three issues in particular – where did Elwean flee to; where was the king held hostage, and who knew how to create the explosive powder that had wrought so much horrific destruction throughout the palace and the Eastern Forest.
 
   They had found no clues to lead them to Elwean, though she and the surviving eastern twin were reported to have fled the city entirely, and gone into the forest to the east.
 
   Nor had they found any trace of where the king had been spirited away to.  His whereabouts were a mystery, thus leading to Hampus’s service as Lord Protector until the king could be found.
 
   But they had traced down a dozen elves who had been put in charge of acquiring the elements of the explosive powder, and had blended them together to produce the quantities that were used so horrifically.
 
   “What do we do with them?” Hampus had asked.  “We don’t want to allow them to produce more of it, to destroy more of the kingdom.”
 
   “Kill them.  Kill them all,” Miskel said grimly.  “Kill their knowledge and end this plague before it spreads.”
 
   “No,” Hampus had replied.  “That feels like murder.”
 
   “It’s protection against more explosions,” Miskel had replied.
 
   “There is another way,” Medeina had interjected.  “Kestrel and I can take care of this problem for you.”
 
   And they had.
 
   Which had troubled Kestrel.
 
   “You mean we can make them forget?” Kestrel had asked, after Medeina had pulled him aside and explained her proposition.  “How do we do that?”
 
   Like this, Medeina had replied silently, communicating with him by holding his hand and projecting her thoughts into his mind.  We go in to them and erase the memories.
 
   How do we pick out the things we want them to forget? Kestrel had asked.
 
   We cannot be so precise.  But we can wipe away all their memories from the past few months, she had replied.
 
   Will they forget everything from the time we pick? Kestrel had asked.
 
   Yes, everything, both the good and the bad, the red goddess had answered.
 
   But they won’t be the same people without the same memories, Kestrel had protested.  What if they had some good memories?
 
   They’ll still be alive.  If we don’t do this, the only way to rid the land of this horrible infection, this knowledge of evil power, is to kill them, she replied.
 
   And that had convinced him, ultimately.  Having gods and goddesses who used extraordinary powers was disturbing and disruptive in the world, but there were only a few divinities – or semi-divinities, such as himself – to use their powers.  But if elves – and humans or imps or gnomes – could indiscriminately use the destructive power of the explosive powder, the whole world would be thrown into chaos and turmoil.  Destruction would become far more common that construction, and the quality of life would diminish.  It was better to do away with the introduction of such a power, even if a few individuals were changed, possibly harmed.
 
   Subsequently, he had gone with the Parstole goddess, whose appearance so unnerved the elves who met her, and together the two of them had laid hands upon their victims, and wiped away all their memories of the past several months.  With that accomplished, the dazed elves had been allowed to live on.
 
   But Kestrel had been troubled.  If he had been the ruler in Hampus’s place, what would he have done, he asked himself.  Would he have exiled the elves, kept them locked up in a special prison somewhere, captives for the rest of their lives?  Execution would have been more humane, he thought.  But to turn them into someone they would not have been troubled him.  He wondered if any of them had had new lovers, or children born, or lost a loved one in the year that had been wiped away.
 
   He decided that he was glad that he had not been the one to make the final decision to allow them to live with altered memories.  He hoped that Hampus rested more easily with the decision than he did. 
 
   “You chose not to be the new king,” Medeina spoke to him as they left the city on the morning of their departure, Kestrel’s fellow elves around them and the imps flying overhead.
 
   “No one ever specifically asked me to be king,” he equivocated.  Both Hampus and Miskel had, at different times, come to him and asked him to take charge of the palace, but he had refused.  He had no desire to rule, and he felt the urgent need to avoid being tied down in the city for an unknown, but lengthy, engagement.  Not only did the burden of making mortal decisions trouble him, but he wanted to expeditiously escort Medeina back to the portal in Cedar Gully, and then finally, finally begin the journey west to Uniontown.
 
   He feared that he would be too late – that the civil war in Uniontown would have found its end, and the Duke Listay, along with his daughter Lark, would have lost the war – perhaps have lost more, even their lives.
 
   “You’re not trying to play word games with me, are you?” the goddess asked.  “You know better than that.”
 
   “I didn’t want to be king here.  I want to go see Lark, and help her father,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “You made me realize I can have more control over my powers,” he changed the subject.
 
   “It comes from you, from within you.  There are limits of course, because you are mortal.  But the boundaries have not been reached, except when you have done the most extraordinary things,” the goddess told him.
 
   Kestrel trotted along in silence, thinking about her comment.  If he could learn to call upon and control his powers as fully as Medeina suggested, he would be able to do extraordinary things.  He would focus and practice and learn, he promised himself.
 
   The group traveled for the next three days, and reached Oaktown with a spontaneous parade that celebrated their return.  Putienne and Remy disappeared immediately to check on the status of all the favorite places in the manor, to see how they had been treated by the Center Trunk occupants.
 
   “Tomorrow, you will take me back to the passage to my own land,” Medeina told Kestrel.  Her appearance in the guise of a Parstole created quite a stir in the household.
 
   “It won’t be a long journey,” Kestrel told her.   “I’ll miss having you here.”
 
   “You will and you won’t,” the goddess corrected him.  “I am going to miss seeing you though, young godling.  You have much potential and a good heart.  I hope it stays that way.
 
   “But I am anxious to return to the company of my wilderness – the animals and the plants and the special places.  I have missed them greatly.  There is too much going on in this world of yours.  I’m sorry I didn’t meet your goddesses, but it is time for me to return nonetheless.  I feel it,” she said.
 
   The next morning, the pair of them slipped out of the Oaktown manor early, and ran to Cedar Gully.  They created a stir in the village as the red visage of the goddess casually passed through the settlement in the company of the Warden of the Marches, and entered the haunted house on the edge of town.  Minutes later, when Kestrel came back out, alone, there was even more gossip.  Kestrel refused to reveal much of what had happened in the house, or what the fate of the strange red being was, creating further rumors and legends about the haunted house, and assuring that no one would ever live within it again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Kestrel sent the contingent of imps home the next morning, with many heartfelt farewells.
 
   “As soon as the Rishiare Estelle ends, we will get together,” Kestrel had assured his friends.
 
   “And we will have mushroom markets?” Odare had asked.
 
   “As many as we can, as early in the season as we can,” Kestrel had promised.  “You deserve them.”
 
   “That is only true,” Mulberry agreed.  “But Kestrel, you must not fall in love and get married before we see you again,” she admonished him.
 
   “I won’t, I assure you,” he answered solemnly.
 
   Energized by Kestrel’s promise of mushrooms, the imps departed from the manor house in a buoyant mood.
 
   And suddenly, life was close to being what it was supposed to be.  It was mid-winter in the southern reaches of the Eastern Forest.  The sunlight shone down through the empty tree branches, and the elves stayed warm either by staying inside, or working briskly out-of-doors.  Thanks to the arrangements with the humans of Hydrotaz, there was sufficient food for the habitants to remain fed.
 
   Whyte was determined to settle back into domestic control of the manor and the village, as though society had not been completely disrupted.  Only a few hours after Kestrel saw the imps off, his steward came to talk to him.
 
   “I understand you’ll not be staying with us very long,” the staff leader came to speak to Kestrel.  
 
   “That is correct.  If things can work smoothly here without me – as I’m sure they can, now that you’re back – I’ll plan to leave tomorrow, on a long trip,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “Will you ever choose to come live in your home, my lord?  I’m sure we’d all love to have you take up residence here, both because we appreciate having you here, and because it would mean that the world had achieved relative peace, and didn’t have to rely on you to go off to start or stop some war.”
 
   “Whyte, I’d love to stay here, and after my part in this war in Uniontown comes to close, I will be back here, and not have to leave again, expect to visit Merea, and my friends,” he referred to his daughter, who lived with her mother in distant Seafare.  “So you’ll have time to come to wish that I was out of the house and out from underfoot.  You’ll be glad to see me start up visits to all our villages and small communities again!”
 
   “I know those elves will be happy to see you out visiting among them,” Whyte said.  “So what can we do to help prepare you for your journey, and when will you leave?”
 
   “I will plan to leave tomorrow,” Kestrel answered.  “I’ll need very little – a bow and arrow, some coins, a bit of food to start the journey.”
 
   “We’ll have it all prepared, you can be assured,” the steward confidently said, and the next morning the full kit was waiting for Kestrel in the kitchen when he entered in the morning.
 
   “Do you feel certain that I should not go with you?” Putienne asked anxiously.
 
   “I feel certain,” Kestrel replied with more confidence than he felt.  He did not wish to separate from the yeti-changeling once again; their time together on the campaign through the Eastern Forest had re-strengthened the bonds between them.  But Kestrel felt that his adventures on Uniontown would be better enabled without the lovely girl at his side, especially as he sought to pursue a relationship with Lark, once he had done all he could to assist her father.
 
   And Kestrel sensed that he should allow the girl to continue to develop her own social skills.  She was handling Remy quite competently, he noted, as he watched the Oaktown manor urchin readily fetch and serve the lovely girl, while guiding her around the village.  With her ability to shift shapes, Kestrel felt confident that Putty would be able to handle any situation as she needed to.
 
   “And I’ll feel better, knowing that you are here to protect the manor,” he said, truthfully.
 
   “That’s so sweet!” she unexpectedly transformed into her yeti shape, then hugged Kestrel in an enveloping embrace.
 
   Soon thereafter, Kestrel was on his way, running out of Oaktown and on his way along the first leg of the journey, the trip to Hydrotaz.  He looked forward to seeing Lucretia and Giardell together again, and seeing Yulia and the others in the palace.  From Hydrotaz, he hoped to embark on a ship that would carry him to Lakeview, the Inner Seas kingdom closest to Uniontown.  Lakeview had been under the sway of Uniontown when the Viathins had ruled the land, and Kestrel had passed through the city.  He had met Hierodule there, and her sister Hye, then known as Hiram.  They had been companions on a perilous journey, one that had ended with the two sisters choosing to live among the southern elves in the wilderness beyond Uniontown, in the land where Moorin had become the queen of the elves, the Tyndall Shail for Lake, their ruling prince, the Tyndell Span.
 
   He shook off those memories, the painful dwelling of his heart and his mind, the remembrance of the extraordinary elven beauty he had pursued, and rescued, guided and known, and been tricked into believing he knew – the beauty whose flawless blending of human and elven traits had been recreated in Medeina and Putienne.
 
   A long day’s trip took him to the human village where Glaess the innkeeper now knew him.
 
   “You’re not bringing an army of elves through the country, are you?” the man had asked when Kestrel appeared.
 
   “No, I’m traveling alone this time,” Kestrel had assured him.
 
   “They still talk about you and those elves and that magic you used, up to West Flat Hill,” the innkeeper referred to the small city that had launched an unsuccessful assault upon Kestrel’s forces.  Through assistance from Medeina, Kestrel had successfully defended his force from harm.  Now, he reflected, as he climbed the stairs to his room at the inn, he understood his powers and how to use them much better, thanks to instructions he had received from Medeina, and he’d be able to defend such a force on his own.
 
   In the middle of the next day he arrived at the embassy in Hydrotaz, and was quickly admitted to see Lucretia.
 
   “Kestrel!  Giardell has such extraordinary stories!” she gushed, as the three of them sat together.  Kestrel greedily ate the lunch she provided, the two of them having eaten earlier.  “You can do extraordinary things now it seems?  Like the gods?” she asked curiously.
 
   “I’ve learned to control some powers,” he agreed.  “But not quite like the gods.  They would overpower me.”  He thought about his brief godhead among the Skyes, when he had imprisoned the Kovell, and been able to recreate the original elements of creation.  It had been an extraordinary effort, one that far surpassed him now.  While a god would be able to do something like that, but he could not delve into such powerful currents with his present abilities.
 
   “What happened to the princess?  Did you hear any more?” Lucretia asked.
 
   “The rumors are that she and the surviving stranger may have fled all the way back to his unknown land in the east.  They were seen going through the villages towards the frontier,” he passed along the last he had heard.  “Hampus told me that once they have things settled down around the kingdom, they’ll send patrols out towards the east to start to watch for her potential return.”
 
   “So he ends up ruling the country, and he’s on the lookout for his finance, who’s the rightful heir to the throne, and on the run?” Giardell phrased things nicely.
 
   “And based on what she was doing, he’ll be a much better ruler than she was, at least until they find the king, if they do find him,” Kestrel said carefully.
 
   “They’ll find him, surely?” Lucretia asked.
 
   “There are guards who reported seeing him in different spots,” Kestrel said.  “Miskel has his best folks tracking the king down, so that he can return to the throne.  I don’t know what happens after that; the Eastern Forest will face a succession problem before much longer.”
 
   “There shouldn’t be a succession problem here,” Lucretia said slyly, causing Kestrel to cock his head and look at her inquisitively.
 
   “Yulia and Philip have announced a wedding date!” she explained.  “They’ll be married on the day of the summer’s first full moon.
 
   “I know you’ll come back over for that,” she said.
 
   Kestrel looked up at the ceiling as he tried to estimate his upcoming calendar.
 
   “Actually, I’m on my way to Uniontown right now,” he said.  “But I’ll do everything I can to be back here by then.  That’s more than three months away.”
 
   Three months.  In three months, the year of the Rishiare Estelle would be over.  The imps would be traveling once again.  Assuming that he hadn’t alienated his blue friends somehow, they would certainly carry him from Uniontown to Hydrotaz for the wedding.
 
   “Uniontown?  Haven’t you had enough of that place?  There can’t be any pleasant memories there,” Lucretia protested.
 
   “I have a friend, and her father needs help,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Her father?  Her?  Are you in love with another human already?  What happened to that beautiful mixed race girl you were here with?” Lucretia asked.
 
   “She’s gone,” Kestrel said.  “She was just visiting, and she went home.
 
   “And I’m not in love with ‘another human girl’.  I’m simply going to help her father.  I was with some of his guards, and his daughter, on my last adventure, and they need help,” Kestrel said with dignity.  
 
   “If anyone can help someone in a tight place, it’s clearly you,” Giardell said complacently.  “Have I told you about the glowing energy he uses?” the guard asked Lucretia.
 
   “Blue, glowing, powerful – yes, you brag about him every day,” she said with glib dismissiveness.  “So, shall we get you down to the palace to say hello to Yulia before you ship out of the port?” she asked Kestrel.
 
   The three of them walked through the city streets, the sight of elves no longer the out-of-the-ordinary sight it had for so long been in Hydrotaz.  They were admitted at the palace gates, and Kestrel was soon reunited with the ruler of Hydrotaz, Princess Yulia.
 
   “There is peace in the Eastern Forest?” she asked after greeting Kestrel.  
 
   “All seems secure and comfortable once again.  Thank you for the privilege of passing through your land – it helped us a great deal,” he told her.
 
   “I hope you will be available on my wedding day; has Lucretia already told you?” Yulia gave a girlish smile as she mentioned her wedding day.
 
   “Philip is a very lucky man,” Kestrel said.  “I will certainly make every effort to return by then.  I expect the imps will help me if needed, even,” he assured the bride-to-be.
 
   “Return?” she asked alertly.
 
   “Our hero is going to Uniontown, to meddle in affairs there,” Lucretia spoke up.  “He hopes to ship out from your port straight away.”
 
   “We need stability in Uniontown; the reports of the civil war are upsetting,” Yulia replied, “If they can restore order and end the civil war, then we’ll finally feel like the last problems created by the Viathins are over.
 
   “Greysen will accompany you to the docks to find a ship, and give the royal seal of approval to carrying you,” she told Kestrel, as she waved one of her young protégés over to join them.
 
   “We’ll save a room for you in the palace for the wedding, so be sure to be here!” she told him sternly, then laughed with sparkling eyes.  Greysen arrived, and Kestrel said his farewells to Yulia, Lucretia and Giardell, then followed his young friend through the city, down to the gritty area around the docks, where they went up and down, looking for ships bound for Lakeview.  Two were outward bound that night, and one agreed to take a passenger, as a favor to the palace.  By nightfall, Kestrel was at sea.
 
   The journey by ship was seven uneventful days.  Kestrel spoke little with the crew, except one morning spent in reminiscences over the sea monsters that had formerly inhabited the Inner Seas, especially in the vicinity of Lakeview.  The crew members had heard stories of the period when the sea monsters had inhabited Last Sea in particular, though they’d never seen any.  Kestrel’s discreet stories of the monsters that had attacked the ships he’d been on had enthralled his listeners.
 
   The journey went through the East Sea, where Hydrotaz was located, and passed through the Great Junction, where all four of the Inner Seas intertwined, before passing into the Last Sea.  The winds blew strongly in their faces, forcing the ship to tack back and forth until the wind changed after the vessel had been stalled for two days in the Junction, and then they made good progress towards the Lakeview docks.  They arrived in the middle of the night, and anchored off the port until the next morning, when the pilot from the harbor brought their ship into a dock.
 
   “Good luck, sir elf,” the captain told Kestrel as he prepared to step off the ship with his small collection of belongings – a knapsack, his knife, and a walking staff.  The captain was pleased to see the elf leave his ship; he’d never have accepted Kestrel as a passenger had there not been a palace representative firmly making the request for the journey.
 
   Kestrel nodded his thanks, then pulled his cowl up over his head and departed, sliding around the stevedores and merchants who populated the docks so that he could get into Lakeview City and start to engage in the purpose of his quest.  
 
   Lakeview was the Inner Sea kingdom that had been first conquered by Uniontown when the Viathins had gained control of humans and started their quest for control of the lands.  Lakeview had shared the closest ties of any Inner Sea land with Uniontown before the conquest, and now seemed likely to have good sources of information that Kestrel could rely on to learn what to anticipate in Uniontown.
 
   He had almost devised a momentary plan when he had seen Alicia in Center Trunk – he had considered asking her to change his ears and eyebrows surgically, as she had done so many times before.  An appearance as a human would give him a much easier trip to Uniontown, and allow him easier interaction with the humans of that land.  But he decided not to follow through, for many reasons – pride and practicality, the realization that most humans from the western end of the Inner Seas were less prejudiced against elves that the eastern humans were, and his desire to be himself, known for who he was.
 
   But as he walked away from the docks, he prudently kept his cowl up and his face down.  He headed south through the city, and stopped once to look at the ruins of the Viathin temple.   He had met Hierodule at that temple, and had taken her, initially against her will, away from her life there.  He had no desire to enter the black building, and so he continued on further south.
 
   He saw the riverside docks, where shallow draft shipping along the Gamble River transferred cargo that traveled to or from Uniontown.  He was not far from the slums where he and Hierodule had fought the leader of a criminal gang, when they had sought to rescue Hiram, the woman who pretended to be a man, Hierodule’s sister whose real name was Hye.
 
   Kestrel passed through the noisome section of the city, and as he reached the southern edges, he stopped at a market where he began to shop for supplies.  His journey to Uniontown would take at least four days he reckoned.
 
   Some of the vendors he bought from said nothing to him – they merely asked for coins, and took their payment.  Others looked at him inquisitively, or even spoke up.
 
   “Your ears, they are not usual,” one woman selling hardboiled eggs commented.
 
   “No, they’re not,” Kestrel agreed.  “The other elves made fun of them because I’m one quarter human.”  That answer made her look at him blankly, and so he moved on.
 
   “What goods come up from Uniontown these days?” he asked another vendor, a one-legged man who had claimed to be a former river sailor.
 
   “No goods, except for some of the people,” the man selling dried fish had replied.  “They have so much trouble down there now that coal and timber and people are about the only things that ship up here anymore.  The people are mostly just trying to get away from trouble – some of them are hardworkers, but others are just cowards.”
 
   “How’s the civil war going?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “It’s a mess, and it just gets messier.  Fields is going to win, but the others won’t admit it,” the merchant said, his eyes looking past Kestrel to search for other potential customers.
 
   “How is Duke Listay doing?” Kestrel asked while trying to seem unconcerned.
 
   “You’re a follower of his?  You’re the elf they all talked about?” the man’s eyes swung around to sharply examine Kestrel’s face.
 
   “I am an acquaintance,” Kestrel replied.  “And I know his chief guard, a good man.  I owe him a favor.”  He wasn’t going to reveal too much to this merchant, he decided.
 
   “What have you heard?” he asked.
 
   “Duke Listay is alive, and no longer involved in the fight for the throne,” the crippled man replied.
 
   “Why?” Kestrel asked, astonished.
 
   “Because Fields holds his daughter, and intends to marry her.   Listay can’t do anything to endanger his daughter.”
 
   “Lark?” Kestrel’s voice rose in pitch as he responded with shock.  “Fields is going to marry Lark?”
 
   “He caught her trying to return to her father.  She’d been out on some adventure, and he took her captive, her and a few guards,” the merchant said.  “So now she’s his to have and to hold.”
 
   “Excuse me,” he said brusquely to Kestrel as another customer approached.
 
   Kestrel walked away from the booth, stunned by the revelation.
 
   There was a silver lining to the story, if it was true.  At least Kestrel knew that his companions had survived their own return to the land of the Inner Seas, and had found a path from their portal to Uniontown.  Wren and Stillwater had made the return as well, he was happy to believe.
 
   His mission had just grown more complicated.  He was no longer going to Uniontown to fight on behalf of Duke Listay, as a favor for Lark, and to try to understand if there was a relationship between Lark and himself.  Now he had changed his mission; he was going to Uniontown to rescue Lark.  And along with that, he expected he would help her father.
 
   With his face set in a grim expression, he began jogging through the city streets, headed south.  He passed through the gates in the city walls, where the walls were damaged and still unrepaired from the harm Uniontown had inflicted years earlier during its conquest of the city.  It was mid-day, and the road that ran along the Gamble River was open to him, ready to carry him all the way to Uniontown at the point where the Dangueax River joined the Gamble.
 
   Kestrel passed by the outskirts of Lakeview’s settlements, and then came to the bridge that carried an eastern road over the river.  It housed a settlement of homeless people who lived on the shore beneath its abutment.  He passed by the turn off to the bridge, and continued south on the road, drawing near to the massive jumble of large stones within which he had hidden with Hierodule and Hiram, during a battle with the Viathins.
 
   Kestrel skirted around the stones, mindful of the men who lived within the maze of passages that wove through the stones, and after that, he flung back his hood to enjoy better vision, and began running in his true elven manner, speedily leaving all the other human travelers along the road amazed at his passage.  He ran until sunset, then climbed into a tree in an orchard.  He was hardly hidden among the bare branches, but he was fifty yards off the road and satisfied that no one would spot him in the dark of night.
 
   At the beginning of dawn he awoke, chilly from the night in the elements, and started running again.  Dark clouds moved in during the day, and a heavy rain began to fall shortly after noon.  He passed through the ruins of a deserted village, and took shelter in an abandoned barn, while he stood in the doorway and looked out at the weather, the rain falling in sheets, at first, then dwindling to a heavy mist that steadily soaked the ground with chill water.
 
   Despite his hopes, the hours passed slowly while the cold drizzle continued.  Kestrel grew frustrated, then impatient, and finally decided to run through the rain anyway.  He pulled his hood tight around his already wet hair, and burst out of the barn to return to the road.  His third step landed on a slippery patch of wet clay, and he fell hard to the ground.
 
   “Oh Kere!” he swore softly, as he lay in the puddle and rolled over onto his back, clutching his injured right arm with his left hand.  The pain was intense, and he recollected the fall he had taken back so long ago, in the Eastern Forest, while he had been entering into his first great adventure.  He slowly sat up, then rolled into position to rise, and began to slowly jog, holding his arm tightly against his chest, trying to minimize the nauseating pain he felt.
 
   He ran slowly through the rain in the dim, cloudy light, continuing to move south.  He saw no one else on the road as he ran, and by nightfall he knew he needed to find someplace to rest and recover – he needed a dry spot.  He was shivering in addition to feeling the throbbing pain in his arm, and the sight of a light not far off the road, as the sun set in the west, drew him towards what he hoped would be a dry shelter.
 
   Several minutes later he found he was on the outskirts of an estate, where several buildings surrounded a large chateau.  As he stood in the shadows of a grove of trees and studied the scene, he saw a man with a lantern exit from a large door in one building, and return to the chateau.  The building the man left behind was dark, and the size of the door made Kestrel guess it was a barn.
 
   He stumbled through the darkness, as the rain began to fall more heavily, and he struggled his way into the building.
 
   The odor made it evident that he was in a barn.  He smelled horses and hay and manure.  A horse nickered inquisitively as Kestrel stumbled past its stall, and he reached out with his hand to pat the animal’s head while he passed by.  The interior of the barn was nearly pitch black, but Kestrel’s keen elven vision spotted a pile of hay bales in a corner, and he wandered over to the hay, then carefully lowered himself down to the ground, and let out a sigh of relief.
 
   He was out of the rain, and out of the wind.  He sneezed violently.  His clothes were sopping wet.  Kestrel held his painful right arm in his lap, and awkwardly used his left hand to pull his boots off, then his pants.  He wrangled his cowl off after several efforts, and finally pulled his shirt up over his good arm, then gingerly slid it down the wounded arm, and threw it up over a bale of straw, so that it could join the other pieces of clothing in drying out.  Naked, he squirmed back into a narrow opening between the bales, curled up, and fell into a feverish sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Kestrel found it difficult to awaken.  When he did, it was pain that goaded him back into a muddled awareness.  He might have screamed, but he couldn’t be sure.
 
   When he opened his eyes, he looked up and saw a ceiling overhead, while a man – a human man – stood over him.
 
   “So you’re coming around finally, are you?” the man spoke to Kestrel, his hands gently touching the injured arm, that Kestrel suddenly realized was tied down, immobilized.  Kestrel looked around wildly, straining to move the arm, at a loss to understand his situation.  He remembered that he was cold and sick and injured, in a barn, but nothing else came to mind.
 
   “You’ve been here for three days, you know.  Hardly eaten a thing, even though her ladyship has told us to feed you with nourishment that you need, even though the larder won’t have hardly enough for the staff after the next tribute payment,” the man breezily chattered.
 
   “Where am I?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “What’s that you say?  Using those elven words on me?  They don’t do you any good, even though they sound downright musical,” the man told Kestrel.
 
   Kestrel paused and switched gears mentally.  He focused, then spoke in the human tongue.
 
   “I don’t know where I am, or how I got here,” Kestrel spoke.
 
   “You are in the home of the Marquess Thuringa, after you helped yourself to spending a night in her stables.  Your clothes are over in that cupboard,” the man added with a smirk.  “You apparently didn’t need them, since the groom reported you weren’t wearing any when he found you unconscious on the floor of the stable.”
 
   Kestrel tried to figure out the references; none of the man’s comments made much sense.
 
   “I’m,” he tried to think about where he was.  He had run, he knew.  “I’m in Lakeview?” he asked.
 
   “No, you’re in the northern region of Uniontown, or it would be if there was a king to rule over the land,” the man replied to Kestrel, his comments descending into muttering as he finished his answer.
 
   The king of Uniontown, or the lack of a king.  Suddenly the issues made sense and snapped into focus for Kestrel.  He remembered why he had begun traveling towards Uniontown, to see Lark, and to help her father.  And Lark, he had been told, had been taken captive.
 
   He needed to go.  He had to be on his way to find Lark and set her free.
 
   “Can you untie this to set me free?” he asked the man.  “I appreciate your care.  Thank you for taking me in and tending me.  I have to be on my way.”
 
   “Well, let me talk to her ladyship about whether to release you or not right now,” his caretaker replied.  “I’ll be right back,” he promised, then slipped out of the room.
 
   Kestrel looked around the room.  It was bright, with high ceilings, a comfortable room, and there was a small fire burning in a fireplace, there to keep him warm.  The humans of the estate had taken steps to care for him, he realized.  He would have to be sure to express his gratitude to them.
 
   He reached across his body with his right hand, and began trying to untie the straps around his left arm, to set himself free.  There were splints as well, keeping it even more immobilized.  The ties were tighter that he expected, and he was still in the middle of his efforts when the door opened and his caretaker returned, accompanied by a heavyset human woman.
 
   She had glossy dark hair, and was old enough to be his mother, though not elderly.
 
   “Stop your worrying at that strap,” she said as she walked in and saw what he was attempting.  “Marlin, set the boy free,” she directed the servant.
 
   “Thank you, my lady,” Kestrel replied, as the man came over and began to untie his straps.
 
   “Thank you for the care,” he added.
 
   “You were very ill when Gaster found you in the barn.  I had you brought in immediately.  Heavens, an elf found in Thuringa!  It’s a wonder.  If I could tell anyone they’d be amazed,” she told Kestrel.
 
   He tested the motion in his arm.  It was stiff – beyond the way the splints held it straightened, and painful.  If he had access to the healing spring, he could make the problem go away in a few days, he regretfully told himself.  There was a way to send himself to the spring, but he didn’t understand it – when he had done it before, his subconscious had taken over and done it without his volition or awareness.  The healing spring was not an option until the imps could travel once again.
 
   He sat up, and realized that he had a sheet spread over him, but no other clothing.   He felt his cheeks grow warm.
 
   “My lady, I am on my way to Uniontown.  I fell and hurt my arm in a rainstorm and I caught a cold, so I thank you very much for your care, and I wish I could offer you some token of my thanks, but I have little to offer now,” he said.  “I’ll just take my things and be on my way, and trouble you no more, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Gracious, you should rest for another day.  You’re just getting out of bed.  Stay here and rest,” she urged.
 
   “It’d be better if he left before Fields’s forces came to collect their tribute,” Marlin spoke in a low voice.
 
   “Oh, they won’t come search the house room by room,” she responded.  “What’s so urgent that you want to go out in the winter on a long journey?” she asked Kestrel.
 
   “I have to meet a friend,” he said evasively.
 
   “Who’s that, Duke Listay?” Marlin cackled.  “Are you the elf who’s coming to help him win the war?”
 
   The man and the noblewoman smiled at the joke, as Kestrel stared at them in disbelief.  The merchant in Lakeview had referred to his arrival as well; somehow, the thought of Kestrel arriving to help Listay had become common knowledge, and a public joke.
 
   “No,” Kestrel said softly.  “That may be someone else.
 
   “I need to be on my way.  If you’ll hand me my clothes, I’ll be out of your way in just a few minutes,” he pointed towards the garments that were in the corner of the room.
 
   “So be it, sir elf.  I hope your journey is a safe one, and you find the friend you seek,” the lady said, taking Kestrel’s hint.  “I’ll leave you to your privacy.”  She turned and left the room.
 
   “Your clothes are there; your other things are still in the stables,” Marlin told him, as Kestrel jumped across the room and hastily pulled his pants on, then his boots.  Marlin helped him with the shirt over his head and his splinted, painful arm, then the hooded cape.
 
   “I’ll show you to the stables,” the man offered, and he led Kestrel through the manor house to the barn yard behind the house.  “We’ll go this way,” he said, and led Kestrel through the blustery but sunny morning to the stables building.
 
   Kestrel started to collect his pack and his staff, when there was a clatter in the yard.
 
   “Oh,” Marlin said softly, as he stood by the door waiting for Kestrel.  “That’s not good.”
 
   “What is it?” Kestrel asked without real curiosity.  He was focused on resuming his journey, and thinking about how effective he was going to be in battle with an injured arm.  He knew that his vastly enhanced control over his powers would be little affected, but when the time came to use a bow and arrow, he’d be useless until his arm healed, which felt as though it was several days away at best.
 
   “Fields’s men are here early,” Marlin said.  “They’re here to get the tribute.  Let’s get you out of here now.  We’ll go out the back way,” the man said, pointing and starting to lead the way down between a row of stalls.
 
   Kestrel followed him to the back of the barn, where Marlin slid a latch and opened a door.  “Go straight out back, and hide in the woods.  I’ll come get you after they’re gone,” he told Kestrel.
 
   “Why?  What’s happening?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “There’s no time to explain,” Marlin hissed.  There came a banging sound at the front of the barn.  “Go!” the man said urgently, then he closed the door and left Kestrel alone.
 
   Stunned by the unexpected turn of events, Kestrel ran awkwardly to the trees behind the estate, then stopped there, and leaned against a tree trunk, trying to make sense of what was happening.  Fields was the opponent who was fighting Duke Listay in pursuit of being crowned as the new king of the land; he was the man who allegedly had Lark held captive, with intent to make her his bride; and he was apparently levying tribute demands upon the lesser nobles of the land.
 
   Kestrel heard a shout and a scream from the estate.  He turned and ran back to the door he had just escaped through, then pulled the latch open.  The interior of the barn was bright, as the large doors at the manor-side of the building were open, and he could see men carrying goods out of the barn.
 
   “What’s that?  Who opened a door in the back?” a voice called harshly.
 
   Kestrel abruptly closed the door and stood outside the barn.
 
   There was another cry from the far side of the barn, trouble of some kind clearly taking place, and now, Kestrel feared, he might be part of the problem.
 
   He darted to the side and around the corner of the barn, then crept along the exterior to the front corner.   He crouched low, then looked around at the open space between all the buildings.
 
   A dozen men and horses were scattered about, and a wagon without drivers stood at rest.  A few crates and barrels were loaded on the wagon, the apparent tribute that the estate was making to Fields’ forces.
 
   Marlin knelt in the center of the yard, while a man stood over him, a sword pressed against the servant’s neck.
 
   “Who was it?  Where is he?” the man with the sword roared.  “Tell me or this slave loses his life.”
 
   “It’s me,” Kestrel called.  He stood and stepped out into the open, just as he heard a shout behind him, from guards who had circled around the barn looking for him.
 
   “What do we have here?  A spy?  An assassin?  Why did you try to hide him?” the swordsman demanded loudly.
 
   The Marquise was standing next to the door of the manor.  “He was just a traveler who stopped here,” she said.
 
   “Come over here – now!” the man roared at Kestrel.
 
   Kestrel did three things.  He flipped his hood up, knowing that it was a futile gesture to hide his identity at that point in the confrontation.  Then he reached for the energy within himself, preparing to use it at any second for whatever might come.  Finally, he began a slow walk over to the center of the yard, where he saw Marlin’s pale face was drenched in sweat as his life was threatened.
 
   “Faster!  Move faster, you miserable cur!” the swordsman shouted.  The other members of the hostile force were watching passively, while a pair of servants stood still watching the unfolding drama.
 
   “You two, get back to work!  We’re taking those supplies no matter what, so load the wagon!” the leader of Fields’s forces roared.
 
   “What do we have here?” the man asked as Kestrel approached him.  “An injured traveler who just happens to be here when we arrive, and tries to hide?  Why did you try to hide him?” the swordsman directed his question to Marlin, as he kept his eyes on Kestrel, studying him from top to bottom.
 
   “We just wanted to help him on his way,” Marlin said feebly.
 
   “Where are your manners, traveler?  Don’t you know to remove your hood and kneel in the presence of your superiors?” the man asked Kestrel.  “Kneel!” he repeated the word in a roar.
 
   “Let this man go.  He’s done nothing wrong,” Kestrel said, remaining on his feet, defiant.
 
   “I make the decisions here; you do not.  You do not give the orders.  Now kneel, or his head comes off right now,” the man spoke in a low, intense voice.
 
   “Please,” Marlin whispered desperately.
 
   “And pull your hood back!” the swordsman snapped additionally.
 
   Kestrel dropped to his knees, then reached up to the top of his hood.  His hand stopped there, as Kestrel prepared to release his power.  He was going to protect Marlin first, before anything else, and he had his energy prepared to form a protective shield around the servant, a shield that would cling to the man’s skin, keeping the sword blade’s edge from doing any harm.
 
   He pulled the hood down, revealing his eyebrows and ears, and stared straight at the man who was in charge.
 
   “Bloody waters!  He’s an elf!” the swordsman burst out laughing.  He pulled his sword back from Marlin, just as Kestrel prepared to release his power.  “It’s Listay’s fabulous rescuer, come to save the world, broken arm and all!” the man laughed, and the others around the yard took their cue from him, starting to laugh as well.
 
   “So were you the Destroyer who killed all the Viathins?” the man mocked Kestrel.  “We could stand to have them around again, to bring some order to Uniontown.
 
   “I hate elves.  You’re all just a waste of space,” the man continued.  “Say good bye, elf, because your time has come!”  He raised his sword, then slashed it down at Kestrel’s face.
 
   In the moment that his arm’s momentum began to swing towards Kestrel, Kestrel pulled out Lucretia, and flicked the knife upward at the man, while he also simultaneously released his energy, using it to create a small shield around himself instead of Marlin.  The blue glow suddenly lit up the barn yard, making the people shout and gasp in surprise, while the attacker released his sword as he clutched at the knife that pierced his chest.  The sword fell on top of Kestrel’s shield, then slid down the outside of the shield and lay in the dirt of the yard.
 
   “Good heavens, it’s the Destroyer!” one of Fields’s men screamed.
 
   Two of the men spurred their horses and started to ride off, while three others threw knives, and another pair fired arrows, all of which bounced off Kestrel’s shield.
 
   “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel called as he stood.  He threw the knife at one of the disappearing horsemen, and wished that he had brought a bow and arrows with him after all.  He picked up the sword that his former adversary had dropped.
 
   “Go get in the house, Marlin, and take the lady with you,” he told the shaking servant who still knelt on the ground.  The man looked at him and jumped up, then sprinted towards the door of the house.  As he did, a bowman fired an arrow at him, but Kestrel extended his shield to his right, and intercepted the shaft before it struck its target.
 
   Grimly, he pointed a finger at the bowman and fired a shaft of energy that struck the man in the chest, knocking him off his horse as it set fire to the front of his cape.
 
   ‘Lucretia, return,” Kestrel called, and he walked towards the center of the barn yard, caught his knife, then threw it again at the other horseman who had tried to flee.
 
   “Everyone, off your horses now,” he ordered.
 
   Three of the guards immediately started to dismount, but another one spurred his horse directly towards Kestrel in an attempt to ride him down.  Kestrel raised his blue shield, then lowered it again, delicately timing it so that the horse’s head passed safely, but the rider was flattened against the shield and thrown backwards off the horse.
 
   There was a twang of an arrow, and Kestrel felt a terrible pressure in his back, as an arrow struck him in the shoulder blade; the shaft hit directly on his bone, then miraculously glanced away, leaving a bloody score across Kestrel’s flesh.  He turned, and fired a number of bolts of his blue energy at the men behind him, striking them all dead.
 
   He fell to his knees again, and looked at the half dozen of Fields’ men who remained alive.
 
   “I’ll either have your complete surrender right now, or I’ll kill you,” he told them, as he grimaced in pain.  “Which will it be?  Lie face down in the dirt if you surrender,” he ordered.
 
   None of the men hesitated, as they all quickly assumed a prone position in the yard.
 
   “Marlin!” Kestrel shouted.  “Marlin!”  He felt too battered to do much more on his own.  His shoulder was in terrible pain, and his arm was hot agony.  He felt the stress of having used his energies so intensely in such a short period of time.  “Lucretia!” he called the knife to return again.
 
   “My lord?” the trembling house servant approached him as he knelt in the dirt.
 
   “Go take their weapons – all their weapons, every weapon any one of them has, and bring all the weapons to me,” Kestrel told the man.  Marlin was a middle-aged man of slight build, a man with only a fringe of hair around his scalp, and a demeanor that was timid.  The warlike assignment was one that the man was ill-suited for, but Kestrel had no one else to appoint.
 
   Marlin took five trips back and forth, but eventually placed the pile of weapons next to Kestrel.  “Help me stand up,” Kestrel told him, and Marlin placed his arm carefully around Kestrel to help raise him to his feet.
 
   “Now, all of you stand up, get in the wagon, and drive out to the road.  When you get there, go north.  I want you to leave Uniontown, and never come back.  Never send word of what happened here.  Never make contact with Duke Fields, or any of his people.  Do you understand?” he asked in a serious tone.
 
   The men all nodded their heads.
 
   “I will let you live, if you never reveal what has just happened.  Now, get in the wagon, and go,” he urged.  The men scrambled across the yard and climbed aboard the partially-filled vehicle.  One of them picked up the reins and flicked them energetically, setting the horses in motion.  The wagon rattled its way out of the yard and around the corner of the elegant manor house.
 
   “Marlin, go make sure they headed north.  If they went south, come back and tell me,” Kestrel instructed the man who he leaned on.
 
   “Will you be okay without me here?” Marlin asked fretfully.
 
   “I’ve got my staff to lean on,” Kestrel assured him.  “You just hurry out there and make sure those ruffians are following directions,” he ordered.
 
   Marlin untangled himself and took off running, as Kestrel propped himself up with his walking staff.
 
   “Sir lord,” the lady of the chateau, the Marquise Thuringa called.  “Let us help you, sir lord elf.”  She motioned to a pair of house maids, who looked at her with startled expressions, then ran from their observation point on the kitchen step to help Kestrel slowly hobble into the house.
 
   “Let us help you back up to the bedroom and put you to bed there,” the Marquise suggested.
 
   “Is there a doctor in the area who can look at my wound?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Not a proper doctor,” the Marquise replied.  “The war has upset everything in society.”
 
   “There’s the village woman,” one of the maids spoke up.
 
   The Marquise gave the girl a withering look.
 
   “I just need someone to look at my back, where the arrow struck me,” Kestrel said.  “And maybe look at my arm as well.”
 
   The pain and the excitement were catching up with him.  He felt a sudden dizziness come over him.
 
   “Sir lord elf, are you alright?  You look pale?” he heard one of the maids say, and then he heard nothing more, as he passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   When Kestrel awoke, one of the maids was sitting demurely in a chair in his bedroom.  She was knitting material, but looked up when he stirred, then set her knitting aside.
 
   “Sir lord elf, are you feeling alright?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel had his eyes open, and he was looking around the room.  He was back in the same room he had healed in before.  There was a heavy piece of linen wrapped around his shoulder, and his arm was in a fresh splint.
 
   “How long have I been here?” he asked, looking up at the girl’s face as she stood next to his bed.
 
   “Just the one day, don’t you know,” the maid answered.  “You were injured yesterday, when you chased those raiders from Duke Fields away.
 
   “We had a bit of a feast yesterday to celebrate.  They left more than half the tribute food behind, much more than half,” she said.  “We won’t go hungry this spring!
 
   “Unless they come back,” she added soberly after a moment’s reflection.
 
   “You’ll just have to tell them you already paid the tribute,” Kestrel grinned at the girl.
 
   “They won’t know, will they?” she asked in wonderment.
 
   “They’ll know they didn’t get it, but you can say that their collectors took it and ran,” Kestrel agreed.  “That’s if they send any more out to collect.  With any luck, maybe we can prevent Duke Fields from doing that.”
 
   “Are you really the Destroyer?” the girl leaned in closer and asked.  “That’s what most of the household staff says.  You’ve got the purple eyes, and all that,” her voice trailed off with the anxious question.
 
   “I never called myself that,” Kestrel said evasively.
 
   “Here now girl, you leave him alone.  Let him rest,” Marlin’s voice called from the doorway.
 
   The girl straightened up, and winked silently at Kestrel, then went to her seat and picked up her knitting.
 
   “He just woke up a moment ago,” she said, then she bustled out the door past Marlin, who entered the room.
 
   “Well, we did it.  Those scoundrels turned north and went flying up the river road yesterday,” Marlin announced.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” he asked in a less self-important tone, one that conveyed real concern.
 
   “I do feel better,” Kestrel agreed.  His shoulder was sore, but not agonizingly, and his arm felt marginally better than it had the day before.  He was healing up.  “Whoever tended me did a good job.”
 
   “The kitchen help went to the village and brought the local midwife in to look at you,” Marlin sounded embarrassed as he announced the midwife’s title.  “She was pretty impressed by having an elf as a patient to tend.”
 
   “I’d like to get on the road south.  I still need to make my appointment with my friend,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Let me bring her ladyship in to talk to you,” Marlin replied, and he disappeared down the hall.
 
   Kestrel cautiously raised himself to a sitting position, and was pleased to find that he remained dressed below the waist in this occasion, so he was not as embarrassed when Marquise Thuringa appeared two minutes later.
 
   “You wish to head to Uniontown, already, despite your injuries?” she asked as she stood in the doorway.
 
   “I do,” Kestrel nodded.
 
   “You are the Destroyer?” the lady asked him.
 
   “That is what I have been called in Uniontown,” he acknowledged.
 
   “You are going to meet a friend you say, but the rumors said that you would come to help Duke Listay.  Why are you here?” she grilled him intently.
 
   “I met the Duke’s daughter, Lark, some months ago, and I promised her that I would help her father,” Kestrel answered.  “Now I hear that she is captive to Duke Fields.
 
   “I am on my way to rescue her, and to help her father,” he saw no reason to hide that truth from the lady.
 
   “What are your intentions towards the Duke’s daughter?” Thuringa asked cautiously.
 
   “I,” Kestrel paused, not ready for the probing question.  “I don’t know.  It depends on her.  It remains to be seen.”  He didn’t know how to answer.
 
   The Marquise smiled gently.  “I can help you go to Uniontown without trouble along the way, but I ask that you do a favor for me in return,” she said.
 
   Kestrel sat in momentary silence, digesting the surprising statement.
 
   “My husband, the Marquis, is being held as a hostage of Count Grilt, an ally of Duke Fields,” she explained.
 
   “And you want me to set him free?  I certainly will try, if I can,” Kestrel assured her.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” she replied.  “But I can provide a way for you to travel to Uniontown comfortably, and discreetly,” she told him.
 
   “Now that I know your intentions are set upon Listay’s daughter, I would offer to make an arrangement for you to travel to Uniontown with Langravine Gail, the young widow of Langrave Charles, from the estate next to ours,” she explained.
 
   “You can go as her bodyguard.  She has a powerful aunt in the city she can stay with.  You’ll be able to go to the city comfortably, and you’ll have someone who can go about and ask questions for you.  And Gail will have someone to protect her – goodness, I know you can protect her from anything or anyone!” the noblewoman told him.
 
   “Why is she going to the city?” Kestrel asked, curious.  The proposal made sense to him, but he wanted to know more.
 
   “She’s just about to end her mourning year, and the poor thing deserves a chance to leave her estate and see people. She’s young enough that she needs to put her dead husband behind her and live her life going forward as best she can, considering,” Thuringa answered hesitantly.   “Her aunt is her estate trustee, and has summoned her to Uniontown to sign papers regarding the estate, provided she can find safe passage.
 
   “She can move about the city with her aunt, and find out where my husband is, as well as find out where your lovely Lark is,” she pointed out.  “She’ll be your eyes and ears, without you going out in public.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Kestrel made the snap decision.  “If she doesn’t mind having an elf travel with her, I’ll go.  It’s up to her.  Otherwise, I’m going to go on my own as quickly as possible.”
 
   “You just sit back and take it easy.  I’ll go jot a note and send it right over to her estate.  We’ll have an answer by tonight or tomorrow,” the woman told him soothingly.  “She won’t mind an elf, considering,” her voice trailed off.
 
   “Marlin!” she shouted for her house servant.  “Marlin, put your running boots on!  I have an urgent mission for you,” she called loudly, as she turned from Kestrel’s door way, and then disappeared down the hall.
 
   Minutes later, she was back in his room and walked over to his window.  “Come here and look,” she pointed through the window.  “There goes Marlin, delivering my note to the young lady.”  Kestrel looked out the window, and saw the man gingerly stepping through the muddy pasture that lay southeast of the estate manor.
 
   “He’ll be back with the reply in no time,” she said confidently.
 
   He did in fact return that evening, not long after nightfall.
 
   “She says she’ll be ready to go tomorrow!” Thuringa told Kestrel as the two of them sat in a parlor near a fireplace.  Marlin stood nearby after having directly delivered the reply note to the Marquise.
 
   “I told her that Kestrel was a fearless fighter, and a great sorcerer,” Marlin said supportively.  “I told her she’d be completely safe if she traveled with him.”
 
   “I told her many encouraging things too,” Thuringa confirmed.  “Well, first thing in the morning, we’ll have Coplin take the carriage over to her estate and fetch her back here, then you can climb on board and the two of you will be off,” she declared.  “That worked out so well.
 
   “And the carriage will be in Uniontown to carry the Marquise directly back here as soon as you rescue him!”  She was pleased with the plan she had developed.  “Now, you go upstairs and get a good night’s sleep,” she ordered Kestrel.
 
   He followed her command, and went upstairs, but it took a long time for him to fall soundly asleep, as he felt the pain of his injuries, and imagined the things to come ahead in the next few days.  He was on his way to Uniontown, and he felt it with a surety he hadn’t felt before.  Marquise Thuringa was providing him with a means of reaching Uniontown that seemed perfectly suited for him – it provided a comfortable means for him to rest and heal while he traveled speedily upon the carriage, and it gave him the cover of the Langravine to gather information in the city.  The Marquise had done him a huge favor, though he had already done her a huge favor by stopping the forces from Duke Fields from confiscating her goods, and he promised to do another even more important favor by rescuing her husband from his captivity.
 
   “Kestrel, wake up my lord,” he suddenly heard Marlin speaking.  He opened his eyes and found that dawn’s light was growing, the day was breaking, and the sleep he hadn’t realized he had fallen into was ending.  “The coach is pulling out now,” the butler said, to the background sound of a carriage and horses traveling away.  “They’ll be back in an hour or so with,” he paused, and cleared his throat, “with the young lady,” he said.
 
   “Now pack up and come on down to the kitchen to eat one of Cook’s omelets – you won’t get it’s like anywhere between here and the city,” he said, then left the room.
 
   Minutes later, Kestrel stepped down into the kitchen, and found a hearty meal on a plate, waiting for his arrival.  He ate the meal, then took his belongings and sat by the door, waiting for the carriage to return.  Within half an hour, the sound of the carriage approached the manor.
 
   The lady of the manor joined him at the door, along with Marlin.
 
   “Marlin, you strap his pack on the back,” Thuringa ordered.  “Kestrel, you climb up on the box and ride with the driver today, to keep a look out for trouble.  Gail will ride in the carriage.
 
   “When you arrive at your stop tonight, probably at the inn at Northporte,” she looked at Coplin, the carriage driver, to emphasize her expectation, “I want you to give this note to Gail,” she handed an envelope to Kestrel.
 
   “Now climb up there,” she insisted, and Kestrel obediently, though awkwardly stepped up and sat upon the bench atop the front of the carriage.  He heard Thuringa open the coach door, and speak in a low voice to the occupant, then close the door.
 
   “Safe travels,” she called.  Coplin took the hint and hitched the reins, setting the pair of horses in stride, and the carriage jerked into motion.
 
   “Good bye and take care.  We look forward to hearing news of your success!” the lady called from the front of the chateau as the carriage pulled away.  The driver sent it rumbling up the esplanade that extended to the river road, and five minutes later they were on the road, heading due south along the eastern shore of the Gamble River.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   The day was uneventful.  Kestrel was curious about his traveling partner, but they didn’t stop all day long, and Kestrel chose to stay atop the carriage, his eyes examining the others travelers and the terrain around them, always looking for trouble.  He kept his hood up to hide his elven identity.
 
   “You’ll not see much trouble this far north,” Coplin told him in the mid-morning.  The driver was a taciturn man who said little.  “It’s when we get closer to Uniontown that things get lawless, or so I hear.”
 
   They rode on for the rest of the day, saying little.  The landscape was new to Kestrel, for on his previous trip south to Uniontown he’d been a rower onboard a ship that had paddled up-river from Lakeview to Uniontown.
 
   That evening, they reached their destination at Northporte, a quaint village that seemed stable, if not prosperous, and Coplin guided the carriage up to the door, where a groom took the reins.
 
   “My instructions are that you and the lady are to wait out here until I can get inside and make room arrangements for the two of you,” Coplin turned and said to Kestrel.  Without further explanation he slid down to the ground, murmured something to the groom with the horses, then was gone inside the inn.
 
   Kestrel sat in mild surprise at the choreography that Marquise Thuringa had arranged for the trip.  With a shrug, he pulled out the note she had given him, the note that he was supposed to give to the unseen passenger inside the carriage.  Rather that waste the time he had to wait on Coplin, he stepped down to the running board and knocked on the carriage door.
 
   “Yes?” a pleasant voice answered.
 
   “It’s me, Kestrel.  We’re at the inn in Northeporte, and Coplin’s gone in to arrange rooms,” Kestrel said.  “May I come into the carriage?”
 
   “I’d rather that you didn’t,” the voice immediately replied.  “I feel very uncomfortable at the moment,” she added awkwardly seconds later, in an attempt to reduce the sting of the rejection.  “I have a note for you though,” she said in a more forlorn tone.  The window opened a crack, and an envelope slid out towards Kestrel.
 
   He could see nothing in the dim interior of the carriage, other than a white-gloved hand holding an envelope.
 
   “And I have a note to give to you as well,” he told her.  He pulled the envelope from her fingers as he slid his own into its place; it sat there slackly for a moment, then her fingers gripped it and pulled it into the interior of the coach, and the window closed.
 
   It was peculiar, Kestrel thought, as he held his hood over his head and climbed up into his seat on the driver’s bench.  The light outside the inn was dim, but his elven vision was sufficient for him to decide to open the note the passenger below had given him.
 
   He unfolded the paper and read:
 
    
 
   Dear Lord Kestrel,
 
   You are so kind to watch after our sweet Gail, I know that as you get to know her you’ll forgive me for the little trick I’ve pulled to put the two of you together.  You’ve most likely seen her by now, and know of her disfigurement; believe, me once you get to know her, you’ll forget all about it, except when you are looking directly at her, of course.
 
   She was fortunate to have met the Margrave Charles, who had been blinded in a hunting accident just a few months before the two of them met.  Since he never saw her, he had no objection to her appearance, but simply doted on her great and sweet personality.
 
   Her aunt will compensate you for providing safe passage to the girl, I assure you, and for the embarrassment of being seen in public with her.
 
   I so look forward to seeing my husband again.  Thank you for your pledge to set him free.
 
   You are a great hero to Uniontown’s citizens, even if you are an elf,
 
   Most elegantly yours,
 
   The Lady Marquise Thuringa
 
    
 
   It was the most peculiar letter Kestrel had ever read.  He sat in the dim light of the inn’s lantern, staring at the paper without seeing it.  What in the world it meant was beyond his comprehension.  Thuringa had spoken of the Langravine in the most kindly tones the day before, yet now there were references to disfigurement so profound that apparently only a blind man would attend to her.
 
   And she sat just a few feet away.  In a matter of moments, she would have to leave the protection of the cart and walk into the inn.  Kestrel was astonished at the thought, and perversely curious to see her.
 
   “My lord?” Coplin’s voice startled him, and he turned quickly.
 
   “Here, my lord,” Coplin handed a heavy metal key up to him.  “I’ve got a room for you,” the man spoke in a low voice as he stepped up close to Kestrel.  “You can go into the inn and go to your room – it’s up on the third floor, away from everyone else.  The stairs are straight ahead – just go in through the doors and straight ahead, fast like, so that no one gets a good look at you.  Keep your hood up and all,” the man hinted.
 
   Coplin was concerned about people seeing him!  Kestrel realized with a start that as much as Thuringa had worried about Lady Gail’s looks, the coach driver was at least as worried about Kestrel’s appearance.
 
   “Should I help the lady up to her room?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “She, uh,” Coplin froze, unable to answer, and Kestrel hopped down from the seat, then rapped on the carriage door.
 
   “My lady, Langravine Gail, can I help see you to your room?” Kestrel called through the wooden partition.
 
   There was silence.
 
   “Do you have the key to her room?” Kestrel asked Coplin.
 
   “I do, my lord, but, is this wise?” the man asked.
 
   The handle to the carriage door jiggled, and they both turned to stare at it.
 
   “Give me the key,” Kestrel spoke in a stage whisper to the driver.  “Where’s her room?”
 
   “Next to yours, on the upper floor,” the man whispered back.
 
   The door opened outward, toward Kestrel and Coplin, forcing them to step back.
 
   Kestrel felt an irresistible fascination, both a fear and a compulsion.  He wanted badly to see the disfigured woman.  A movement caught his eye, and she emerged from the carriage.
 
   Her head was tremendously large!  It was extraordinarily large, he thought for a second, and then he saw that she wore a hat, and had a veil that completely enveloped her head – the hat, her hair, her face, her neck were all hidden by the layers of gauzy material that circled around her head.
 
   She stepped down towards the ground, and Kestrel extended his hand to offer her a grip for balance.  Her small hand reached out to grasp his, and she placed her feet on the ground.  Her face tilted upwards towards his, and he heard a gasp inside the dense material, before her hand loosened its grip.
 
   “Let me show you to your room,” he said, holding his hand still in place a moment more after she had released it.  He held up his other hand to display the key he held.
 
   “Coplin, would you bring the bags up to the third floor for the lady?” Kestrel asked politely, then he turned without waiting for an answer, and stepped over to the door to open it wide, and wait for Lady Gail to step through.
 
   She stood hesitantly at the edge of the carriage for a moment, then stepped forward, and entered the inn lobby, with Kestrel right behind her.
 
   There was a bustling business present in the inn, people coming and going between a sitting room on one side and a dining room on the other.
 
   “Move along,” Kestrel urged quietly.  “The stairs are straight ahead.  He reached a hand up to tug the front of his hood down lower over his face, and held his hand in place to cast shadows over his purple eyes.
 
   The woman in front of him began to walk forward, and Kestrel followed closely behind.
 
   They only needed to take a dozen steps to reach the stairs, and Kestrel counted them as his feet moved behind Gail’s.
 
   The short crossing seemed routine during steps one through ten, but at step eleven, a large man suddenly crossed in front of Gail, a wine glass in his hand.
 
   “What do we have here, a walking laundry order?  Or has the gentleman ordered a secret floozy for his room for the evening?” the man asked loudly.
 
   “After you serve the coward behind you, come down and take care of me too,” he told Gail as he stopped immediately next to her.
 
   Her steps faltered, then picked up, and she took the next step, then reached for the bannister and began to climb the stairs.
 
   “What’s the matter, miserable man?  Hiding behind your bought woman?” the drunkard gave Kestrel a vicious shove in the back that sent him sprawling forward.  Kestrel’s hands fell onto the heels of Gail as she started to climb the steps in front of him, and she screamed as she fell forward, while Kestrel landed on the stairs next to her.  His injured arm began to burn with the sting of new stress inflicted upon it.
 
   The crowd around the scene grew silent.
 
   Kestrel flipped over onto his back and sprang up, momentarily ready to fight the inebriated bully.
 
   “No, my lord,” he heard Gail’s voice behind him.
 
   A few voices began to laugh.
 
   “That’s it, let the girl talk you out of fighting,” the drunkard said.
 
   Kestrel closed his eyes.  It was unbearable.  The humiliation, and the puffed-up bravery of the drunkard were insufferable.
 
   “Here’s the lady’s luggage, my lord,” Coplin spoke up as he entered the hallway from the stable side door.
 
   Kestrel opened his eyes, saw the servant, looking uncertainly around at the scene.
 
   Kestrel reached out and took the bags from Coplin.  “Good night.  I’ll see you in the morning,” he said to the driver, then turned and stepped onto the bottom tread of the stairway.  He painfully lifted his own bag over his good shoulder, then lifted the lady’s bag with his uninjured arm, and carefully offered the open hand to Langravine Gail, helping her up from her prone posture on the steps.
 
   “Good bye, chicken little man.  Go upstairs with your harlot,” the drunkard bellowed at Kestrel, followed by a round of jeers from the audience.
 
   Kestrel shook his head, his anger suddenly evaporated into mere distaste.
 
   Gail began to climb the steps again, and Kestrel rose up them behind her.  The flight of stars turned at a landing to double back, and rose out of sight of the public rooms below.
 
   Kestrel and Gail climbed silently up to the second floor.  Each step jolted his injuries, and he longed to reach the end of the climb.
 
   “We go up one more,” Kestrel announced upward, and Gail obediently stepped up onto the less ornate stairs that rose to the third floor.
 
   The third floor was only a landing, and there were only two rooms available off the landing.
 
   “I can’t see a thing,” Gail said softly in the darkness.
 
   Kestrel stepped around her, his keener vision adequate to see the keyholes.  He plunged first one key, then the other into the door on the right, and pushed it open.
 
   “Here’s your room, my lady.  I’ll lay your bag over here on the table,” he told her as he stepped into the space.
 
   “How can you see?” she asked.  “It’s pitch dark.”
 
   Kestrel placed her bag on the floor, then turned his body to shield his hand from her sight, and touched his fingertip to this thumb, just as Krusima had shown him; he flared a momentary spark of fire against the wick of the candle that sat on the table.  The wick immediately caught the flame, and he extinguished his light.
 
   “There’s light for you,” he stood and turned and looked at her.
 
   She was still all wrapped in her veils, but a lock of red hair had slipped through the veils, presumably when she had fallen on the steps after Kestrel had clipped her heels.  The hair was the same deep auburn red that was not uncommon among elves – though blond and silver tints were most typical of elven hair, shades of red were ordinary, as were brown and black, and an occasional rare blue.  Kestrel felt a spark of comfort – if she had hair like an elf, then she couldn’t be completely hideous, he told himself.
 
   “How did you?” she started to ask, then stopped, and she stepped aside from the door.
 
   “Thank you, that will be all.  I’ll see you in the morning,” she told him.
 
   He was dismissed.  He readily understood that he was invited to leave her room.  With a brief bow, he stepped past her, out of the room, and sidestepped next door to his own room.  He jiggled his key into the lock, then opened his door, and carried his own pack into his room.  Although the room was dark, he had no need to light a candle, so he sat down on his narrow bed, and pulled off his boots.
 
   He felt a strong wave of nostalgia sweep over him, a wish that he was sleeping in a tree in a forest on a warm summer’s night.  The small, cold bed in the human building in the hostile nation held little appeal to him.
 
   “Oh Kai and Kere, I wish you were here to tell me that this is the right thing to do, that it will all be worth the trouble,” he said softly, as he removed his cape and laid down on the bed, hoping for quick and restful sleep.
 
   Slumber came uneasily for him though, as his mind wandered and wondered, and his pains grew and receded.  What could be the terrible deformity of the girl next door, he wondered.  He grew sleepier as he spent long minutes trying to fathom the mystery, and he began to fall asleep finally, as he wondered if perhaps the oddity was not under her veils at all, but somewhere else on her body.  She had stood straight when she walked, so she wasn’t a hunchback, his mind fuzzily told him.
 
   Perhaps the voluminous skirts she wore hid an improbable third leg, he conjectured sleepily.  He could imagine the sounds she’d make if she used three legs to walk or run about, he told himself, trying to imagine the rhythm of a three-legged pace, as he somewhat heard a clumping noise on the stairs outside his room.  There was the jiggle of a door knob turning, and he tried to understand what it had to do with the three legs.
 
   “Sir Kestrel?” he heard a woman’s voice call softly, and he sensed that he needed to be more aware of the world around him.
 
   There was a sudden scream, a loud one.  “No, stop, please!” a woman shouted, and Kestrel sat upright, awake and confused.
 
   “Oh, you’re hurting me,” the woman cried, and then Kestrel heard the crack of a slap, and he jumped out of bed and strode to the door.  With a quick pull the door flew open, and he wheeled around the wall between the rooms to look through an open doorway into the room of the Langravine Gail, where he saw a struggle underway.
 
   Kestrel took a step into the room, then leapt up into the air and sprang across the room to land on the back of the assailant, who had both hands busy trying to pin the young woman down on her bed.  Kestrel wrapped his arms around the neck of the man and pulled his head backwards as he tried to throttle him; his broken arm was in agony and weakened by the effort, while his shoulder was inflamed as well.
 
   The man gave an angry roar and a gasp, then released the lady and reached back over his head as he rose up off the bed.  One of his hands grabbed a hold of Kestrel’s ear, while the other began to pinch Kestrel’s neck for a moment, before it gave a shove that pried Kestrel loose and knocked him to the floor.  He hit the floor hard, and his head struck the leg of a table.
 
   “Little puppy, suddenly brave, are you?” the man said in a gravelly voice, and Kestrel knew he was the man they had encountered when they entered the inn.  “I’ll take care of you now, and your lady next,” the man said as he reached for his knife.
 
   Kestrel reached up, as he tried to shake his head, but felt a terrible pain from where he had struck the table leg.  He focused all his attention of the attacker, who suddenly seemed to be moving in slow motion as he began to plunge his knife blade down into Kestrel’s midsection.
 
   Without further thought, Kestrel instinctively reacted, and released a bolt of energy from his fingers, a bright flash of grayish light that struck the attacker, and instantly petrified him, turning him to a stone figure, whose wickedly pointed stone knife point hovered just inches above Kestrel’s chest.
 
   “Are you alright?” Kestrel asked Gail.  He turned his head to look at her, and saw the look of astonishment on her beautiful features, and then he passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Kestrel woke up lying on the floor, with dim red light beginning to filter in through the window of his bedroom.  His head throbbed with pain from where he had whacked it against the furniture.  The statute of the attacker was gone, no longer claustrophobically hanging over him.
 
   Slowly and carefully, Kestrel sat up, one hand on the back of his head.  His injured arm was red and swollen, he noted as he pressed it against his chest.  His head hurt and his shoulder as well.  His hand that held his head came away with fingers that were sticky from damp blood in his hair.
 
   He gasped as he suddenly remembered all that had happened, and then realized where he was.  He was no longer in the room of the noblewoman he had sought to protect – he was sleeping on the floor of his own room, and the Langravine Gail was lying asleep atop of his bed!
 
   Kestrel carefully and silently rose to one knee, then examined the woman whose eyes were still shut with sleep.  She was wearing a white shift, one that left her arms bare as it hung from her shoulders to her knees.  Her long, dark red hair was unbound, and spread upon the thin pillow in a luxuriant field that stood out in brilliant contrast.  She had no third leg, Kestrel noted, only two legs that were so nicely muscled they could have been the limbs of an elven runner.
 
   He noted a blanket folded at the foot of the bed, and he rose to his feet, then used his one good hand to unfold the blanket, and gently pulled it across the girl, to cover her from the chilly late winter air that seeped into the room.
 
   “Thank you,” she said sleepily, without opening her eyes, and she gave a little purring sigh.
 
   A moment later her eyes opened wide, and she looked at him.  She pressed the blanket against her torso as she sat up, her eyes always studying him.
 
   “I couldn’t stay in that room with him over there,” she said.
 
   “What did you do to him?  How did you do that?” she asked.
 
   “Oh my word!  You’re truly an elf!” her voice rose in shock.
 
   “I am, my lady, partly, but I mean you no harm,” he said.  “I was only traveling to Uniontown, and our paths have crossed,” he apologized and tried to explain.
 
   “You’re not, I don’t,” the woman stuttered.  “I know you mean no harm,” she said at last.  “Thank you for saving me from that man last night.”
 
   “What did you do to him?” she asked again.  She stared at him in fascination.
 
   “I turned him to stone.  I have powers that allow me to do special things,” he tried to generalize.
 
   “You’ve got such beautiful purple eyes.  You’re the legend they all talk about, the one everyone is afraid of, aren’t you – the elf with purple eyes!  What is it they call you?” she asked.
 
   “The Destroyer,” he answered wearily.  “That’s not what I call myself.”
 
   “Oh,” was all the lady said.  
 
   They sat there in their respective positions for a full minute of silence, looking at one another.
 
   “You’re hurt, badly.  What can I do for you?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel considered.
 
   “When Coplin comes up, would you ask him to send an ewer of hot water up from the kitchen, so I can clean this blood out of my hair,” Kestrel replied after a moment.
 
   “I can go downstairs and get the water; we don’t have to wait for Coplin,” she said indignantly.   She looked down at herself, hiding behind the blanket Kestrel had provided, and she blushed.
 
   “I’ll just have to go next door and get dressed,” she added.
 
   “The, man,” she began to inquire.
 
   “He’ll still be stone.  He’ll remain that way until I release him, if I ever do,” Kestrel replied.
 
   Her eyes widened.  “You’ve got powers, just like the Viathins used to have,” she said in awe.
 
   “That’s not the comparison I’d want to tell,” he replied with a wince.
 
   “Oh, of course,” Gail said.  She stood up, then went to the door.  “I’ll be right back,” she told Kestrel, then she slipped out, and was gone.
 
   No sooner did she leave than Kestrel heard steps on the staircase, and Coplin appeared a moment later.
 
   “My lord, will you be ready to leave soon?” the coach driver asked doubtfully as he stood in the doorway and looked at the disheveled Kestrel.
 
   “I’ve had a bit of a tumble, Coplin.  Would you go to the kitchen and fetch a pitcher of hot water, and a cloth?” Kestrel requested.
 
   “Certainly, and I’ll tell the stables we’ll be late leaving today too,” the man said obediently, then left the landing and clomped back down the stairs.
 
   There was a sound on the landing.  “Was that Coplin?” Gail’s muffled voice came around the corner.
 
   “It was.  He said he’d bring the water up for me, so you don’t have to trouble yourself,” Kestrel said, as he leaned forward, his forehead resting on one hand whose arm was propped against his knee, while the other hand held the back of his head.  His eyes closed as he let himself begin to drift back to sleep.
 
   He heard a noise on the landing sometime later, and then after that, he slowly rose back to consciousness when he felt warm water on the back of his head, tiny rivulets running down his neck and down his back.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Gail’s voice spoke from behind him.  “I’ll have to take your shirt off of you or it’ll be soaked.  Will that be okay?  Would you prefer that I ask Coplin to do this, for your modesty’s sake?” she asked.
 
   “No, I’m sure you’ll be gentle,” Kestrel said dreamily as he awoke.  He thought of the times he had bathed at the healing spring with the imps and the sprites and so many others – modesty had diminished as a concern.  “Just be careful of my arm and shoulder,” he warned, as he felt her tug at his sleeves.
 
   She gently slid the cloth away.
 
   “Oh my, Sir Kestrel,” she said softly.  “You’ve got another wicked wound on your back too, and your arm is a mess.  You should be in a bed somewhere with a nurse watching over you,” she said as her fingers gently and tentatively probed at his various injuries.
 
   “I’m far from home, my lady,” he said simply.
 
   Without further talk, she dipped a cloth in the warm water and began to gently clean his hair and then his back, then she swabbed his neck and shoulders as well, before the water grew cool.
 
   “Perhaps we should stay here for another day, to let you recover,” Gail suggested.
 
   “No,” Kestrel protested.  He was more awake after the bath.  “Thank you for your care,” he told her as he struggled to his feet.  He picked up his shirt and carefully pulled it onto his body, then sat and struggled with his boots.
 
   “I’ll go finish dressing myself,” Gail said suddenly.  She had been staring at him, he realized, doing nothing else, before she spoke, and then she left the room in a rush.
 
   Kestrel made slow progress with his boots, and then his cape.  He carefully picked up his pack, then opened the door and stepped out on the landing.  He turned and knocked on the other room’s door, and it immediately opened.  Langravine Gail stood in the doorway, and her luggage was behind her.  She was veiled once again, completely covered from head to toe.
 
   Kestrel motioned for her to proceed, then he awkwardly lifted her bag, and carried it down to the lobby.
 
   Coplin was sitting in the dining room with two other men, each of them smoking a pipe and drinking a pot of ale, when the coach driver looked up and saw his passengers shockingly ready to depart.  He shot up from his seat like a cork released from a bottle of ale, and hustled over to see Gail and Kestrel.
 
   “Are you thinking of traveling today after all?” he asked anxiously.  “I thought you looked as though you needed a day to rest,” he told Kestrel.
 
   “The fresh air will do me good, and I can sleep on the carriage,” Kestrel assured the man.
 
   “You’ll sleep in the carriage,” Gail said assertively.  “You’ll ride in the carriage with me and rest.  There’s plenty of space for you in the cabin.
 
   “You’ll go around and fetch the coach immediately?” she asked Coplin.
 
   The man looked regretfully over his shoulder.  His two companions at the table held their heads low, not making eye contact, as his unfinished pot of ale sat alluringly on the table.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” he said woefully.  He turned and walked back through the dining room, stopping to gulp a large portion of his ale, then walking on through the back door on his way to the stables.
 
   Kestrel picked up the bags, and took them to the door, where he and Gail stood waiting for the arrival of the coach.
 
   “Have you heard from Kras?” one of the men at the table said to the other.  “He disappeared around midnight, and said he had a little errand to run.  I haven’t seen him since.”
 
   “Nor have I,” the other man said.  “I thought he was going up the stairs,” he began, then he glanced over at the waiting figures by the door, and his voice dropped much lower, so that even Kestrel’s hearing could not interpret his words.
 
   The sounds of the coach arrived in the front of the inn disrupted his efforts to overhear the conversation, and a moment later, Coplin opened the door, letting a cool breeze enter from the outside.  It was not a bitterly cold wind, Kestrel noted, but more of a promise that winter was fading and the spring time was not far away.
 
   Coplin picked up the bags and carried them to the carriage, as he led his passengers to their ride.
 
   “You’ll ride in here with me,” Gail said firmly to Kestrel.
 
   He silently nodded his agreement as he held the door open and offered his hand to assist Gail into the compartment, then followed her in, and sat across from her on the cushioned seat, as Coplin shut the door behind them.  The coach gave a jerk a moment later, and their journey resumed.
 
   Kestrel sat quietly, his eyes closed, the aches and pains in his body commanding his attention, as his chin dropped to rest on his chest.  Langravine Gail was silent as well, and the sound of the horses’ hooves along with the turning of the wheels were the only sounds they heard, until their driver began to quietly sing a tuneless tavern song, one whose lyrics proved to be inappropriate to be sung in the company of a lady.
 
   Kestrel felt his cheeks grow red as he tried to ignore the colorful descriptions of the ladies who lived in a town called Plucktree.
 
   He opened his eyes and raised his head to look at his companion, who remained inscrutably unfathomable within her layers of veils.
 
   “Perhaps I should go ride up front again,” he suggested. 
 
   “No,” Gail said immediately.  “Why don’t you talk to me instead?” she asked.  “Unless you’d rather not,” she hastily added.
 
   “Why?” Kestrel started to ask the question that was foremost on his mind, then stopped, afraid it was impertinent.
 
   “Yes?  Why what?” the lady prompted him.
 
   “I had a note from the Marquise, telling me that,” he paused, “you,” he paused again, “had a disfigurement,” he spit out the end of his statement.  “I’ve seen you, I apologize, and I saw nothing but a beautiful woman.
 
   “What was the purpose of the note?” he asked.  “Do you know?”
 
   Gail was silent, and Kestrel apologized again.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked,” he said.  “Please forgive me, and pretend I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Gail asked after a moment, emotion clear in her voice.
 
   “Please forgive me,” Kestrel said in a low voice.  He regretted the wall that he sensed he had raised with his thoughtless question.  “I think I’ll go sit up front now.”
 
   The Langravine made no protest, so after a polite moment, Kestrel opened the window and called up to Coplin, telling him to stop.
 
   The singing stopped, and then the carriage did as well.  Without another word, Kestrel climbed out, then up to the bench, next to the surprised coachman, and their journey resumed.
 
   They rode through a handful of villages during the course of the day, as Kestrel fitfully slumbered in his seat, his hood pulled forward to cover his face as much as possible.
 
   Kestrel awoke in the late afternoon, as Coplin pulled into an inn in a small city.
 
   “We won’t be able to get to a better place before nightfall,” he explained to Kestrel.  “We started too late this morning,” he explained.
 
   Kestrel climbed down without comment, as a stablehand came to hold the reins.
 
   “You’ll bring the bags to our rooms,” he commented as he started to open the compartment door.
 
   “I’ll need to go in to get the rooms first, my lord,” Coplin reminded him.
 
   “Oh, yes, of course,” Kestrel replied, as he looked into the compartment and saw Gail’s figure.  “You heard?” he asked her.
 
   “Sir Kestrel?” she replied.  “Would you join me please?” she motioned to the seat he had vacated earlier.
 
   Kestrel shrugged and sighed, realizing he was likely to be about to receive a reprimand, but he climbed in and shut the door nonetheless.
 
   “You are an elf?” Gail asked in a low voice.
 
   Kestrel looked at her in confusion in the dim interior.
 
   “I am, my lady.  You know that I am, mostly,” he replied.
 
   “Do elves see colors, the same way that regular people do?” she asked.
 
   He looked at her in confusion.
 
   “I ask because I do not know!” she said apologetically.  “I know nothing at all of your people, and it occurred to me that your question earlier was sincere, that you simply could not see.”
 
   “See what?” Kestrel wondered if the blow to his head had addled his comprehension.  The conversation made no sense at all.
 
   “Exactly!” Gail replied triumphantly.  “You cannot see.  You were not being hurtful before.”
 
   “I do not follow your thoughts at all,” Kestrel admitted.
 
   “My hair,” Gail placed a hand on the outside of her veils.
 
   “It’s long, and thick, and red,” Kestrel said cautiously.
 
   “You do see it then!” Gail’s voice rose to a shriek of indignation.
 
   The door opened suddenly, and Coplin appeared.  “Your rooms will be ready shortly.  There’s a parlor where you can wait inside by the fire,” he informed them.
 
   Kestrel climbed out, and offered his hand to assist Gail, who ignored his hand as she lowered herself to the paving stones, then strode inside.
 
   Coplin stared at Kestrel, who shrugged and walked inside as well.  A maid was leading Gail upstairs in the nearly empty building, and Kestrel followed.
 
   They sat in silence in the parlor, Kestrel convinced that there was no rational thing he could say that would make a conversation a success.  Minutes later, the maid returned, and reported that their rooms were ready, then led them to adjoining rooms at the end of the hall.  Coplin followed with their bags, and moments later, they were in their separate spaces.
 
   Kestrel took off his cape and hood, then pulled a chair over by the room’s window and sat down to watch the people and traffic that passed by the inn.  They were often lightly dressed, he noticed, more evidence that winter was no longer a heavy burden on their lives.  One couple that passed by looked up at the inn and pointed, causing him to withdraw from sight, not wanting his elven features to be seen.  He lay down on his bed and rested, until Coplin knocked on both doors after sunset.
 
   “I’ve had dinner sent to the parlor for the two of you,” he reported.  Kestrel smelled alcohol as the man spoke.
 
   Kestrel re-donned his cowl, then walked in silence down the hall, just in front of Gail.
 
   The table was set, and a serving maid stood waiting for them.
 
   “You’re dismissed,” Gail told the girl, seeing all the food set at the table.  The girl looked at Kestrel in surprise, but he only nodded his concurrence, and she slipped out of the parlor.
 
   Gail unwrapped her veils deliberately, then looked at Kestrel confrontationally as she set her accouterments aside.  He held a chair out for her, and with a confused look, she accepted the gesture and sat.
 
   “Your appetite won’t be affected by the sight of my hair?” she asked him.
 
   He looked at her in surprise, trying to judge what trick was waiting to trip him up.
 
   “Your hair is lovely,” he said after a moment’s consideration.  He pulled his own hood back, and offered her the platter of sliced meat.
 
   “Why are you doing it?  Why are you being so mean?  The Marquise’s note said you were really nice for an elf,” she chided him.
 
   “I am not being mean.  I’m being polite and kind and complimentary,” he shot back.  “You just seem determined to find fault with me.  And elves are regular people, by the way,” he added, her earlier comment still grating on his nerves.
 
   “Polite?  The way you keep mentioning my red hair?” she shot back heatedly, nearing rising from her seat in her agitation.
 
   Kestrel felt his head throbbing in pain.
 
   “Your hair’s just as red as any elven maiden’s hair might be.  There’s nothing wrong with that,” he said as he rubbed his forehead.
 
   Gail was silent.  After several seconds, Kestrel opened his eyes and looked at her.
 
   “Elves have red hair too?” she asked uncertainly.  “You don’t think it’s awful?  No elves think it’s a disfigurement?”
 
   Kestrel stared at her in astonishment.
 
   “That’s your disfigurement?  Your red hair is what the note referred to?” he asked in disbelief.  “People in Uniontown don’t like red hair?”
 
   “No, of course not.  It means a person is rude and violent and uncouth.  And it looks so awful!” Gail replied.
 
   “What?  Who told you that?” Kestrel asked in astonishment.  He tried to comb his memories, thinking of the human societies he had visited, trying to recollect redheads he had seen out among the humans.  “Do all humans hold such superstitions?” he asked scornfully.  He could not think of redheads he had seen in Estone or Graylee or elsewhere, but he didn’t remember any prejudiced statements against redheads either.
 
   “Well, of course they do, don’t they?” she said firmly.  “I haven’t been anywhere outside Uniontown to know,” she admitted. 
 
   “Well, I don’t think it’s ugly,” Kestrel stated.  “It’s quite striking,” he told her.
 
   She lifted one of her tresses in front of her face to stare at it, then refocused her eyes beyond her hair, to look at Kestrel.  “It almost makes me want to be an elf!” she laughed, then abruptly grew serious.  “Not that there’s anything wrong with elves, I’m sure.  I’ve never met one, ‘til now.
 
   “Are they all like you?  Where do elves live?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel smiled at her ignorance.  Human societies were so different from one another – some knew elves, some didn’t: some disliked elves, some didn’t care.
 
   “Our food is growing cold,” he told her.  “Let’s eat.”
 
   She looked at him uncertainly, but when he began to serve himself food with an unconcerned air, she followed his lead.  After three bites, she put her fork down.
 
     “The Marquise’s note said that you would travel with me to Uniontown and protect me along the way, but it didn’t say why you were going there,” she stated.  “What reason would draw a powerful elf like you to a city in such turmoil?”
 
   “I have been through Uniontown before,” Kestrel told her.  “I’m going back to help a friend.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you,” Gail said with a smile.  “You’ve come a long way?”
 
   “All the way from the Eastern Forest,” Kestrel confirmed.  “I’ve been traveling for a fortnight.”
 
   “What’s your home like?” the lady quizzed him.  She took the wine bottle on the table and boldly poured a small amount for herself.  “Would you like some?” she asked Kestrel.
 
   “Yes, please,” he said, momentarily remembering the night that he and Margo and Picco had shared wine and a piece of chocolate cake as they sat together on the floor of a room in an inn, not too different from the one he was in at the moment.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Gail asked as she saw his smile while she poured the wine.
 
   “I was just remembering another time I drank wine,” Kestrel told her.
 
   “So tell me about your home,” she repeated.
 
   “There are lots of trees, tall trees, and many small villages, but only one large city, and it’s not so large as Uniontown,” he told her.
 
   “What about your house?  What does it look like?” she narrowed the scope of her question as she sipped the wine.
 
   “It’s nice, and large,” Kestrel replied.  “I’ve only lived there a couple of years, and I’ve mostly been traveling in that time, so I haven’t spent much time there.  It’s in the southern part of the Forest, not too far from one of the human lands.  We’re starting to trade with the humans, as a matter of fact,” he told her.
 
   “Why do you do so much traveling?” she asked him.
 
   Kestrel picked up his wine glass, as he considered how to answer the question.  He took a sip of the red liquid, then answered.
 
   “I’m asked to.  Different things happen, and different things need to be fixed.  I know how to work with elves and how to work with humans, and even how to work with gnomes, so I can work on some things that not many other people can,” he chose his words carefully.
 
   “And what about those powers, that thing you did to the man in the hotel?  Is that why you get chosen to do things?  You can do things that no one else can?” she pressed him.
 
   “I’m still learning how to do those things, how to control that power.  That wasn’t really something I expected up until the last year or so,” he told her.
 
   “Can anyone do things like you?” Gail took another sip, then picked up a bite of beef.
 
   “No, not many,” Kestrel told her.  “Enough about me.  What about you?” he asked as he took a drink of wine.  His glass was empty, he found to his surprise.  He poured more for himself, then more for her.
 
   “I was born to a very good family from the south, but I had this red hair,” she smoothed her tresses.  “My mom used to dye it black every day, for a long time.  But one day when I was a teenager, I was swimming in a river with friends, and the dye washed away, for some reason.
 
   “After that, everything changed.  Only one of my friends would still see me.  I spent most of my time inside our house, away from everyone.
 
   “The only good thing was that I didn’t have to submit to having my hair dyed every day,” she smiled bleakly.
 
   “It’s ridiculous!” Kestrel burst out.  “Your hair is fine – it’s beautiful.  You’re beautiful.  There should be men beating down your door seeking your hand.”
 
   She laughed a small laugh.  “That’s not the world I live in,” she said.
 
   “My mother was despondent, but fate intervened, and she matched me up with a blind man, Charles, the Margrave of Lower Willstrom,” she finished her glass of wine.  Kestrel poured more.  “He was a very kind man, and he didn’t care what color my hair was.
 
   “My mother was so happy when I got married.   There were so many troubles in the world, with the Viathins, well, you know about that,” she told him, as he chewed on a piece of bread.  “So to have something work out made her happy.
 
   “But then she passed away, and then Charles passed away, and my aunt in Uniontown more or less runs my life, it seems.  But she seems to be doing a good job.  She says I have ‘prospects’ and so I’m on my way to see her,” Gail explained.
 
   “Prospects means a suitor?” Kestrel asked cautiously.
 
   Gail lowered her eyes, then looked up.  “I believe it does,” she agreed.
 
   Kestrel thought.  If anyone asked him, would he be able to say he had prospects, or would he simply say he had an acquaintance.  He looked forward to seeing Lark to find out.
 
   They lapsed into silence then as they ate their meal.
 
   “So how did you get those powers?” Gail asked again a few minutes later.  “You never explained.”
 
   “My father was a god,” Kestrel let it slip, under the influence of the wine.
 
   She stared at him, open-mouthed.
 
   “Don’t tell anyone!” he added.  “I didn’t mean to tell.  I just said it before I thought.”
 
   “Your father is a god?  An elven god?” Gail asked in shock.  “Have you met him?”
 
   “Only recently,” Kestrel told her.
 
   “You’ve met a god?” she was completely baffled by the revelation.
 
   Kestrel stared at her.  He sensed that the truth of his relationship with multiple gods was beyond her capacity to comprehend.
 
   “Please, keep this quiet.  Most people don’t believe it,” he told her.
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
   “Come in,” Gail said without thinking.
 
   The serving girl opened the door.  “Is there anything you need?” She asked, then stared in confusion as she saw her two customers – a red head and an elf.
 
   “Switch me again!” she muttered, then shut the door.
 
   “Oh dear!” Gail said.  “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It’s not a problem,” Kestrel said complacently.  “But perhaps we should head up to our rooms.”  He felt the mellow glow of the wine, and didn’t foresee any problems because an innkeeping maid had seen him as an elf or Gail as a redhead.
 
   Gail placed her hat back on her head and began to wrap her veils around it, as Kestrel stood up.  There was a sound at the door, and he pulled his hood up over his head for prudence’s sake.
 
   “What’s going on in here?” a man’s voice asked gruffly.  Kestrel turned, and saw a pair of men standing in the open doorway, with the serving girl in their shadows in the hallway behind.
 
   “We’re just finishing dinner,” Kestrel said.  “The meal was good, thank you.”
 
   “What kind of people are you?  We run a respectable place here!” the man who spoke was clearly not satisfied with Kestrel’s answer.
 
   “We’re not hungry people now,” Kestrel sensed that trouble was not going to be avoided.  The man seemed determined to be confrontational.
 
   “We’re on our way up to our rooms now,” he added, hoping to see the encounter come to an end.
 
   “There’re not rooms for you.  We don’t want your kind here; there’s enough problems in the world without being known as the place where the likes of you stay.  You’ll need to pack up and move out, immediately,” the man delivered an ultimatum.
 
   “My lord,” Gail spoke up, her veiling complete, “it’s so late now, we’ll not have a good passage to any other lodging.  Won’t you please reconsider?”
 
   “No reconsidering.  Now get out, or I’ll have your things thrown out,” he said.
 
   Kestrel was incensed at the injustice of the situation.
 
   He stepped closer to the man, and saw him raise the cudgel he held in his hand, as the second man stepped apart and changed his grip on his cudgel as well.
 
   Kestrel had no sword, no staff, no bow – only his wonderful, enchanted knife.  And he had his powers. 
 
   “Look at me,” Kestrel said.  He pulled his hood down, exposing his ears and his eyes.  “Look closely – do you know who I am?” 
 
   He called on his powers, and caused a glowing blue shield to appear in front of him, then formed a blue energy sword in his hand.
 
   The girl in the hallway screamed.  The main antagonist swung his cudgel mightily at Kestrel’s shield, but the blow ineffectively bounced off.   The other man swung his wooden club at Kestrel’s unprotected side, but the elf swung his glowing sword and sliced the cudgel cleanly into two pieces.
 
   “I am not here to do you any harm, but I will,” Kestrel said in the most menacing voice he could muster.  He saw the fear on the faces of the two men.  “I would like to sleep peacefully in this inn tonight, but we can do otherwise if you insist.
 
   “What is your choice?” he asked.
 
   “Gods above, it’s the Destroyer,” one of the men spoke in a fearful voice.
 
   “Will you allow this lady and me to have a quiet night, and peaceful departure, or will we do battle?” Kestrel was ready to fight the men.  He felt no patience with prejudice and foolish behavior.
 
   “Yes, my lord,” the first man replied.  “As you wish.”
 
   “And apologize to the lady,” Kestrel added as an afterthought.
 
   Both the men bowed to Gail immediately.  “We are sorry for the trouble, my lady,” they both said.
 
   “Now, leave us.  We’ll go unescorted to our rooms, and we’re not to be disturbed,” Kestrel decided to put the scene to an end.
 
   The men scrambled up from their lowly positions, and disappeared down the hall, behind the fast-treading feet of the serving girl.
 
   “Oh my lord!” Gail’s breath exploded outward.  “I don’t know whether to be jubilant, or embarrassed,” she said.
 
   Kestrel held the door open, and the Langravine walked through.
 
   “What will they do in the morning?” she asked him as he joined her in the hallway.
 
   “I worry about what they’ll do tonight,” he answered.
 
   She turned her head to look at him fearfully.  “Do you believe that someone might attack our rooms while we sleep tonight?  Are we safe?  Should we have Coplin drive us away right now?”
 
   “No,” Kestrel told her as they walked down the hall.  They could hear distant murmurs from the stairwell, but nothing nearby.  “You go to your room and go to sleep; don’t worry.  I’ll stay awake on guard.”
 
   “But then you’ll be exhausted!” Gail protested.
 
   “I can sleep in the carriage tomorrow,” he brushed her protest aside.
 
   “This isn’t fair!” she didn’t want to accept his sacrifice.
 
   “It’s not important,” he assured her as they reached the door to her room.  “You go to sleep now; I’ll get some sleep tomorrow,” he assured her.  He settled into a spot on the floor of the hall outside her room, once her door closed, and he pulled his hood down; he had no reason to hide his appearance any longer, and the hood diminished his field of vision.
 
   Other people cautiously walked at the distant end of the hallway as Kestrel sat and watched over the course of the evening.  He let his imagination go free to think about the world outside the walls, where so many of his friends had lived their lives without interruption while he had journeyed through the southern wilderness, the land of the Skyes, and then fought the war in the Eastern Forest.
 
   He thought of his daughter, Merea, living in Seafare with her mother, undoubtedly bigger than when he had seen her last, perhaps even walking on her own.  In another year or so she would perhaps be old enough to visit him in the Eastern Forest, if Picco would allow.  He thought she would, especially if the travel took place courtesy of the imps.
 
   And perhaps Kestrel would have a mate, Lark, to introduce to Merea.  It was quite a dream of domestic bliss he envisioned – a quiet life in Oaktown, the manor restored and comfortable, journeys out to villages of the Marches to visit and heal the residents.
 
   “My lord?” he heard a voice, and looked up to see Coplin standing over him.  He must have closed his eyes, and dozed during the evening.
 
   “I recommend we leave now, my lord,” the coachman said.  “There’s bad talk in the kitchen, and we can outrun the trouble if we go as fast as we can.”
 
   Kestrel rose to his feet.  “Go get the coach ready, and I’ll wake the lady.”
 
   He turned to the door and knocked, as Coplin walked rapidly away.  There was no answer, so he knocked again.  “My lady?  Langravine?” he called.
 
   There was no answer, so he rattled the doorknob, then opened it cautiously.  The room was chilly.  The window was open, he realized.  And Gail’s bed was empty.
 
   Kestrel ran to the window and looked out.  There was an alleyway outside, and no sign of Gail or anyone else.
 
   Anger erupted in Kestrel’s soul.  He turned away from the window, and returned to the hall.  He called his power to the fore, grasping a ball of glowing blue energy in his hand as he strode down the hall.  He thundered down the hall, and passed through the empty dining room to get to the kitchen, where a cook was preparing the morning bread.
 
   “Where is she?” Kestrel shouted.
 
   “My lord?  Great gods, an elf!” the man shouted in astonishment.
 
   “My friend was taken from her room – where is she?” Kestrel shouted.
 
   “I don’t know,” the man looked fearfully at the glowing ball in Kestrel’s hand.
 
   “Who does?” Kestrel asked, taking a step closer to him.
 
   “The innkeeper, my lord!” the cook replied immediately.
 
   “Where?  Where is he?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “His room is in the back,” the cook said.
 
   Kestrel turned and left the kitchen.  He heard the sound of the coach pulling around to the front of the inn as he turned towards a back hallway.  He saw a pair of doors, then heard a muffled noise behind one.  Without hesitation, he pushed the door open, and saw two men and two women bent over a table, where a woman was struggling, her head obscured by the others surrounding her.
 
   “Where is Gail?” Kestrel stormed.
 
   “Kestrel!” her voice called out in panic from the far end of the table.
 
   Kestrel felt his anger slip beyond his control.  He took his glowing ball of energy and hurled it at the floor of the room, in the vicinity of the feet of the people who were torturing Gail.  The bright energy flowed like a liquid across the floor beneath the people, and then, as Kestrel raised his hands up into the air, the blue glow flew upward, lifting the foursome in a quick burst that made them scream as they were instantly pinned against the ceiling of the chamber.
 
   “Oh Kestrel!” Gail cried as she sat up.
 
   Kestrel stared at her.  Shears sat on the table beside her head, dropped by their user, and a few long strands of hair from one side of her head lay on the table top, clipped away from her scalp.
 
   Kestrel rushed over to her.  He grabbed her hands and pulled her into an upright position.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked anxiously, as he looked her over, looking for any signs of other injury that might have been inflicted on her.
 
   “Oh Kestrel, they came and grabbed me and took me!” she was angry, not scared, he was glad to see.  “They were going to shave all the red hair off me, even my eyebrows, they told me.  Look at what they’ve done!” she picked up one of the tresses of hair.
 
   “The carriage is out front.  Go get your things and climb in.  Go now,” Kestrel told her, gently pulling her to the edge of the table.
 
   “What about you?” Gail asked, staring at him as her feet touched the floor.
 
   “I’ll be along in a little bit,” Kestrel looked up at the people who were plastered against the ceiling, pinned so tightly they could barely move.  They squirmed frantically, to little avail.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Gail asked.
 
   “You go,” Kestrel said gently.  “Go,” he gave her a gentle push.
 
   “Don’t, don’t do anything wrong,” she told him.  “Please Kestrel.  I don’t want to think of you like that.”
 
   “Go now – hurry.  This will be fine,” he assured her.  “And grab my bag from my room too.”
 
   She stared at him intently, then ran out the door, heedless of her unveiled visibility.  Kestrel heard her feet hit the stairs and go running up, then he turned and looked up at the others in the room.
 
   “What you have done is wrong, and you need to learn.  I will teach you a lesson,” he told them.  He motioned with his hands, and the blue boundary began to slowly drop downward.
 
   “All of you on your knees,” Kestrel ordered when they touched the floor.
 
   “You are bullies, and monsters, and you do not deserve to live,” he told them sternly.
 
   “My lord, Great Destroyer, spare us please.  We did no real harm to the girl.  We weren’t going to hurt her,” the innkeeper beseeched.
 
   Kestrel raised his hand, and pointed it at the group.  He heard the sound of Gail as she thundered down the stairs, then ran to the door.
 
   “I will not harm you,” Kestrel agreed.  “I’ll merely let you learn the wrong you’ve been doing.  You and every resident of this village will learn how wrong it is to mistreat a person because of their looks.
 
   “Here,” he clapped his hands together, not entirely sure of what he was doing, but following his intuition that it would work.  There was a blindingly bright flash of light that exploded out from his hands in a wave.  The bright light filled the room, then flew unhindered through the walls and into the rest of the inn.  It continued to expand out in a matter of seconds, and flew across the entire settlement, leaving every occupant blinking blindly for several seconds.
 
   He reached over and picked up several strands of the long red hair that remained on the table.  He wrapped it around his finger, then put the tress in his pocket.
 
   “Now,” Kestrel said to the four in the back room, as he started to walk away.  “Now you’ll see what a mistake you made by attacking the Langravine.”  He passed through the doorway of the room and into the hall, his victims still temporarily blinded by the eruption of power.
 
   “Take us out of here, Coplin,” he called up to the driver on the bench as he opened the door to the passenger compartment, then climbed in.
 
   Gail looked at him uncertainly, as he grimly settled into his seat.  The coach suddenly gave a start, Gail dropped backwards as Kestrel lurched forward, and then a distant wailing arose from the interior of the inn they were leaving.
 
   Kestrel felt Gail’s eyes examining him intensely.  He felt weary – tired of the battle, tired of the prejudice, physically tired from the night of so little sleep.  He slouched back into a corner.
 
   “I didn’t hurt them,” he said as he pulled his hood up over his head to shield his eyes and his face.
 
   “At least, I didn’t physically hurt them, I don’t feel,” he added.
 
   “What did you do?” Gail asked.
 
   “I gave them all red hair,” he smiled to himself.  “Everyone who lives in the town.  They’ve all got red hair.  They’ll all have red hair for the rest of their lives.”
 
   Gail was silent, then she gave a low chortle, then she gave a loud, infectious laugh.
 
   “That is perfect!  I could kiss you, if I weren’t on my way to perhaps be engaged,” she told him.
 
   “And I would gladly accept your kiss if I weren’t on the way to perhaps meet my future wife,” he replied.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “You’re going to be engaged, you say?” Kestrel asked a moment later.  The girl’s statement was more affirmative than her words the night before.  Given what he’d seen and learned about the Uniontown prejudice against Gail’s auburn hair, the stronger claim of an engagement was surprising.
 
   “My aunt has really summoned me to the city to make arrangements for an engagement,” Gail said.  “I was sworn to secrecy, so I haven’t said anything.  I shouldn’t have told you just now; I should have just said ‘prospects’ again.”
 
   “Are you looking forward to the engagement?” Kestrel asked cautiously.
 
   “I look forward to not being isolated and alone in a house in the country.   Is that so bad?  Do you know what it’s like to be an outcast?” the young noblewoman asked passionately.
 
   “I’ve got some idea, but probably not like you do,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “I wish you all the best,” Kestrel told her with a touch of formality.  Based on what he had heard, he had come to the quick conclusion that she was a girl who would forever be unmarried, despite her earlier marriage, unless her aunt found another blind nobleman.  Her news made him feel a different sense of how to think of her, in some inexplicable way.
 
   “You’re going to meet your fiancé?” Gail turned the tables.
 
   “Well, that was exaggerating,” Kestrel said.  “I’m on my way to help a girl, someone I was on a journey with.  I promised that I’d come to Uniontown to help her family.  I hope she’ll still want to see me,” he said with a touch of false modesty.
 
   “Who wouldn’t want to have you around?” Gail gushed.  “You’ve got powers greater than any of the sorcerers still in the war.  You’re kind and courageous.  You’ve got a sense of humor.  And you’re good looking, in an elven kind of way.”
 
   She stopped, worried that she had overshot the mark and been too warm in her compliments.
 
   “Will we be in Uniontown today?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I think so,” Gail equivocated.  “I haven’t made the trip many times, but I think we’ll be in the city by dinner time.”
 
   Kestrel slumped down further, exhausted, and feeling the pain from his injuries once again.  He fell into an uneasy sleep, and only awoke in the mid-afternoon, when he felt the carriage come to a stop.
 
   He opened his eyes, momentarily confused, and saw that his companion had re-donned her hat and veils.
 
   “What’s happening?” he asked, sitting up straight in his seat.
 
   “We’re in the outer portion of Uniontown.  I asked Coplin to stop so that I could refresh myself.  We should be at my aunt’s city home in less than an hour,” Gail told Kestrel.
 
   “Would you,” she paused, and Kestrel sensed she was trying to be delicate, “would you like to change into some cleaner clothes?
 
   “I want to introduce you to my aunt, of course,” she added immediately.  “And I just wanted you to make the best impression you can, if you have any other clothes.  If you don’t them don’t worry at all.  With all that you’ve done to get me here safely, she will be eternally grateful.”
 
   “My lady, I’m sorry, but over my travels I’ve not had any better clothes than these,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Nothing to worry about,” Gail said cheerily.  She opened the door.  “I’ll be back shortly,” she promised, then departed.
 
   The air felt comfortable outside, the warmest he’d felt since returning to the land of the Inner Seas, and he stepped out of the carriage.  
 
   “Coplin,” he called up to the driver, who was caught covertly taking a drink from a jug.  The man hastily put the jug under his seat and wiped his mouth as he turned towards Kestrel.
 
   “Yes, my Lord Destroyer?” he replied.
 
   “Don’t, don’t call me that,” Kestrel said.  “People will get the wrong idea.
 
   “Coplin, do you think my clothes are presentable for meeting Lady Gail’s aunt?”
 
   “With a certainty, my lord,” the man said expansively.
 
   Gail returned from the shop she had entered, and Kestrel held the carriage door open for her to enter before the carriage resumed its journey.
 
   “Will you be able to have dinner with us tonight, Kestrel?  Where are you going to spend the night?” Gail asked, as the sounds of the city surrounded them, the carts and the calls and the other evidence of commerce.
 
   “I’m not sure I should have dinner with you.  I’m not well dressed,” Kestrel confessed the sudden doubts he felt.  He remembered his time in Graylee, when the clothes one wore had determined how one was embraced by the wealthy and noble classes.
 
   “You’re fine!” Gail assured him.  “I know she won’t look at your clothes at all, once she sees those ears and those eyes of yours.  And when I tell her how you saved me, she’ll be positively adoring.  With this spot of shaved scalp to show what I nearly suffered, she’ll beg you to stay for dinner.
 
   “Where did you say you’ll spend the night?” she repeated the earlier question.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Kestrel answered.  “I’ve been so focused on coming to Uniontown that I hadn’t thought about how to pursue my goals once I got here.”
 
   “You know where your friend is, don’t you?” she tried to pin him down.
 
   “I don’t, not yet.  She’s being held captive.  The Marquise had suggested that you might be able to help me find out where she is,” Kestrel answered.  He wished he had brought the topic up earlier, instead of now, at virtually the last second, when he felt as though he appeared unprepared.
 
   “Of course,” Gail seemed eager to help.  “As soon as we get settled in, we’ll ask my aunt what she knows, and how to find out more.  You’ll have to spend the night with us now, so she can help you.
 
   “And then tomorrow, you’ll just go and rescue her, and that will be that!” Gail said brightly, making Kestrel laugh.
 
   “If only it were likely to be as simple as that,” he replied.
 
   The carriage slowed, and the sounds of the cobblestones changed, while the city noises descended in volume.  Gail pulled aside the curtain to look out.  “It’s the palace,” she announced.  “We’re home.”
 
   Kestrel busily sat up straight and tried to smooth over the appearance of his clothes.  “Did you say ‘the Palace’?” he questioned his companion.
 
   “Not ‘The’ palace,” Gail assured him.  “I just refer to Aunt Tyle’s home as a palace because it’s so large,” she assured Kestrel.
 
   The carriage came to a stop, and before Kestrel could open the door, a servant on the outside pulled it open.
 
   “Langravine, your aunt will be delighted to see you,” the man said pleasantly as Gail stepped out.
 
   “Well, what’s this?” his voice held a trace of poorly concealed surprise as Kestrel stepped down behind her.  He had his hood raised over his head, and he looked about curiously once his feet were planted on the ground.  He was in front of a large, noble home, one that reminded him of the estates of the nobility of Graylee, or Kirevee, except that Gail’s aunt’s estate had only a small park around it to buffer it from the intruding noise and prying eyes of the surrounding city. 
 
   “He is my protector, Reb,” Gail asserted.  “The Marquise Thuringa provided him to me.  He’s a nobleman from one of the northern lands,” she dissembled.
 
   “He’s welcome to join us, of course,” the footman smoothly responded.  “Won’t you both please follow me to the summer parlor?”
 
   “It’s called the summer parlor because of the sunny scene painted on the ceiling,” Gail informed Kestrel as they followed the servant through the imposing main door.
 
   They reached the parlor a minute later, where they were left alone with the doors open, with a platter of bread and fruit and cheese on a side table.
 
   “Would you prepare plates for us?” Gail asked Kestrel, as she began to unwrap her veils. “Aunt Tyle will want a sliced apple, the white bread, and the white cheese, finely sliced,” she informed Kestrel.
 
   He cocked an eye brow at the precise instructions.  “And what would you like, my lady?” he intoned a mock formality.
 
   “The Langravine will have a pear, and the blue cheese,” a deep voice intoned from the doorway.
 
   Kestrel turned and saw a tall, elderly woman, dressed all in black, very thin, with a face that was deeply lined, her deep set eyes a pair of reflected sparks in the shadow beneath her brow.
 
   “Gail, what are you doing?” the woman asked immediately.  She stepped into the room and shut the door behind herself.
 
   “I wanted to show you what happened,” she said.  “And I wanted to breath fresh air,” she added as the last turn of the veil came around, freeing her, as her other hand pulled her hat off.
 
   “Oh my,” the Duchess said as she observed the hair that was missing from Gail’s right temple.
 
   “Villagers were going to shave my head completely, but Kestrel saved me,” Gail explained.
 
   “And who is this ‘Kestrel’?” Tyle asked skeptically, turning to look at Kestrel.
 
   “You have a title, don’t you Kestrel?” Gail asked.
 
   “The Warden of the Marches, ma’am,” Kestrel replied, as he bowed.
 
   “Show her who you are,” Gail prompted with a slight smile.
 
   Kestrel responded, raising his hands, and pulling his hood back.
 
   The Duchess gave a sharp intake of breath.  “Step closer,” she said peremptorily.
 
   “You have another title, don’t you?” she asked.
 
   “In Uniontown I do,” he agreed.
 
   “You are the Destroyer,” she stated.
 
   “So I’m called,” he admitted.
 
   “You’ve ruined our nation,” she spit out the words.
 
   Kestrel stood for a moment, surprised by the accusation.
 
   “I saved the world,” he responded.  “The people of Uniontown ruined their own kingdom.”
 
   The duchess was silent.  “Perhaps you are right,” she said reflectively.
 
   There was silence in the room.
 
   “What a pair – a redheaded monster and an elven horror – traveling together!  How rich!” she cackled.
 
   “Did you destroy the village that attacked my niece?” she asked.
 
   “He did better than that,” Gail spoke up.  “He gave them all red hair!”
 
   The Duchess stared at Kestrel.
 
   “Quite a sense of humor you have,” she laughed.
 
   “You can truly do such things?” she asked.  “Never mind – I’ve heard the myths about your battle at the mountain lake.
 
   “So why are you here?  Have you come back to finish destroying our nation?” she asked grimly.  “Are you going to challenge Fields’ Triplets?”
 
   “He’s here to help a friend, a girl,” Gail spoke up.
 
   “Ah, even the great monster has a soft heart,” the Duchess said.  “I’ll be interested to learn more.  I hope you’ll stay here and share dinner with us?” she asked.
 
   “I’ve asked him to spend the night here.  He doesn’t have a home here,” Gail spoke up.
 
   “The Destroyer as our house guest,” the Duchess smiled.  “We’ll be the most popular and most feared home in the city, ranking up there with Fields’s castle and the palace.”
 
   “Would you prefer I stay elsewhere?  I don’t mean to put you in any danger,” Kestrel replied.  “I can go elsewhere,” he said.  He wondered if Duke Listay was in the city, and whether Stuart was with him.
 
   “No, my powerful friend.  You’ve protected my niece, and I owe you hospitality for that.  And there’s no harm in shaking up the way people look at us; it may put me on a more advantageous position as we negotiate a new marriage for Gail.  I’m sure it will, as a matter of fact,” she mused.
 
   “Oh Kestrel, I didn’t think of that, truly.  I had no idea,” Gail spoke up, mortified.
 
   “And besides, right now, no one knows you’re here, do they?” Tyle asked.  “I’m sure good-hearted Gail did not know or consider that you might be a bargaining chip as I tied down a husband for her.  I know our best candidate might be moved by the thought.
 
   “Now, let me send you to your rooms, so that you may refresh yourselves before dinner,” the Duchess took a step back and opened the door. “You might wish to keep your identity hidden from the servants for a bit more time,” she suggested to Kestrel.
 
   He took the hint and raised his hood.  “You’ll help me to find someone I’m looking for?” he asked.  “I am happy to help you help Gail, but I’m here for my own purposes,” he said, as a servant entered.
 
   “Of course,” the duchess agreed.  “Lead our guest to the garden cottage,” she told the servant.
 
   The man was staring at Gail in a state of horrified fascination.
 
   “Hrant!” the Duchess said sharply.
 
   “My apologies.  The garden cottage, right away,” he tore his eyes away from the redheaded noblewoman.  “Follow me please,” he said, and turned from the room.
 
   Kestrel bowed to the Duchess and discreetly waved to Gail, then left the room.
 
   The two of them walked and turned a number of hallway corners, then entered a small garden where bushes and ornamental trees were beginning to show swelling buds and a hint of new greenery as winter waned away.  A large brick wall surrounded the garden, and built into a corner away from the house was a cozily built cottage.
 
   “It may be a bit noisy here; the city’s on just the other side of the wall,” Hrant warned Kestrel as he opened the door.  “Your bags will be delivered shortly,” he added, then departed.
 
   Kestrel stepped inside, and examined his residence as he considered the garden around it.  The walls were high by human standards, but with his elven heritage and the trees around it, there was no impediment to his opportunity to slip out of the estate and explore the city, he thought with a grin.
 
   There were four rooms in the small building, he found, as he strolled around.  He took off his hooded cowl, and draped it over a chair, then sat down and removed his boots, then sighed with relief, glad to be more comfortable after a long day of travel.
 
   He heard a sound in the front room, and stood up.  “Hello?” he called, as he pulled Lucretia from its sheath.
 
   “It’s just Gargery,” a wavering woman’s voice called.
 
   Cautiously, Kestrel looked through the doorway, and saw a small elderly woman standing just inside the front door.
 
   “How can I help you?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I’m here to help you,” she replied.  She held up a bolt of cloth and a measuring tape.
 
   “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” he said.
 
   “The Duchess sent me and told me you need a new wardrobe,” the woman said.  “I’m here to measure you, then go back to the manor to sew up a couple of outfits for you.  ‘Take his existing clothes and burn them, too,’ she told me,” the woman added.
 
   Her eyes were wandering the room, Kestrel noticed.  He stepped into the room, and her head belatedly turned in his direction.
 
   “Ah, there you are,” she said.  “I don’t see so well as my eyes have aged.  I’m nearly blind as a bat,” she laughed.  “But I’ve made clothes for more than sixty years.  I dressed the Duchess when she was a young lady, and made her the most fashionable belle of many a ball!
 
   “Now, get over here and let me take your measurements,” she snapped.
 
   Kestrel slid his knife back into its sheath on his hip, and walked over to the woman, who proceeded to apply her measuring tape to him immediately.
 
   “You’re a slender fellow, aren’t you?” she said as she worked around him.  “Don’t want to get any wrestling matches, do you, unless they’re with the fairer sex?” she chortled at her own wit.
 
   “Well, about average height, and slender – it won’t take much material to work up some clothes for you.  We’ll have them for dinner tomorrow.  Do you like bright colors?  Want to stand out at the dances?” she asked.
 
   “No, that’s okay, I don’t need to stand out,” he laughed.
 
   “Already know what pretty eye you want to catch, do you?” Gargery shrewdly asked.
 
   “I know a couple that I don’t want to notice me so much,” he was enjoying the verbal fencing with the wise old woman.
 
   “You’re smarter than the average man, I’ll give you that,” she rubbed his shoulder approvingly.  “Now show me to the door, and send me on my way,” she told him.  He obliged her by taking her to the door and even walking her along the garden path back towards the house.
 
   “This is fine young master,” she told him.  “I’ve walked these grounds for more than fifty years; I know the rest of the way,” and she tottered alone up the path, while Kestrel returned to his cabin.
 
   He rested in the cabin for the next hour, glad to have the opportunity to relax, as his wounds continued to produce a dull ache.
 
   A servant came to knock on his door as the sun was setting, informing him that dinner was ready.  Kestrel put on his cloak and raised the hood, then followed the man through the garden and the house to a small dining room.  Gail and the duchess were already seated, and the dishes of food sat on a side table, steam rising from many of them.
 
   As soon as Kestrel entered the room, the servant stepped out and closed the door, leaving the three nobles together, alone.   Gail immediately, began to unwrap her veils.
 
   “Gail, will you serve us?” the duchess asked, as Kestrel sat down.
 
   “You said your mother dyed your hair when you were younger.  Why don’t you do that any longer?” Kestrel blurted out the question he had thought about during his rest in his cottage.
 
   “There are no members of the nobility that do not know of her disability,” the Duchess replied.  “They all know the color is false when they see it, and she is scorned and mocked, despite her royal lineage,” Tyle answered.
 
   “Royal?” Kestrel looked at the women in astonishment.
 
   “Absolutely!  Did you not tell him?” the Duchess turned to look at Gail as she carried a pair of dishes to the table.
 
   “The girl is too modest,” The old woman muttered.  “When you put on your spectacular little display in the royal audience hall over a year ago, the king whose stage you invaded happened to be my first cousin.  His grandfather and mine were the same man, the king two generations past.   
 
   “Gail’s royal blood is one of her attributes, along with the substantial dowry I’m pledging.  Her potential husbands look upon her as a way to solidify their own claims to the empty throne.  Since neither my cousin nor I had any children, she would be the closest available heir, if females were allowed to inherit the throne.
 
   “And I was there in the audience when you pulled your stunt and stole the captive girl from the stage.  She was a beautiful being.  What ever became of her; I’ve always wondered.  I’d assumed you’d saved her for yourself, but that’s apparently not the case?”  the Duchess asked.
 
   Gail was studying him intently, he saw, awaiting his answer, and he felt a sudden sense of confusion.
 
   “Her name is Moorin,” he answered, “and she is now the queen of the southern elves.”
 
   “You’re not a southern elf, are you?” Gail asked as she carried more dishes over, and began to serve portions on their plates.
 
   “No, I’m mostly an Eastern Elf, and partly human,” he answered.
 
   The girl served the rest of the courses on their plates, then was seated.
 
   “So tell me about this mission of yours,” Tyle said, as Kestrel placed his first bite of food in his mouth.
 
   He hurriedly chewed and swallowed.  “A friend of mine was on a journey with me, and asked me to help her father in the battles that are going on in Uniontown,” he explained.  “We became separated, and I had another duty I had to fulfill first, in the Eastern Forest.
 
   “That’s done, so I’ve come here to help her.  And I’ve heard that she’s being held captive by one of her father’s rivals, so I’ve come to set her free.”
 
   The Duchess was watching him keenly, chewing a bite of food thoughtfully as he spoke. 
 
   “This friend, her father wouldn’t happen to be Duke Listay, would it?” she asked.
 
   “It is,” Kestrel confirmed.
 
   “And his rival wouldn’t happen to be Duke Fields, would it?” she probed again.
 
   “Yes,” He answered simply.
 
   “And the friend in question would be that spunky fireball daughter of the Duke, Lark?” Tyle asked.
 
   “Oh!” Gail spoke up. ‘She’s my friend, the one I told you about.  When my real hair color was revealed, she stayed true to me!”
 
   “And it just so happens that her brother Lucius is the leading candidate to take the hand of Gail in marriage,” the Duchess informed them both.
 
   “This is too perfect!  You’ll be here to save Lark, then help put Fields in his place, and raise Listay to the throne,” the Duchess’s eyes were looking off into the distance as she put together the elements of a plan.
 
   “Absolutely perfect.  The gods must be directing things to work out for us,” she said with a smile at Gail.  “Now, the only thing we need to do is figure out how to help you defeat the Triplets, and everything will be aligned for success.”  
 
   “Who are the Triplets?” Kestrel asked curiously.
 
   “I’m not sure if they are a ‘who’ or a ‘what’,” the Duchess said.
 
   “They’re like something from another world,” Gail said with a shudder.
 
   Kestrel felt the hair on the back of his neck rise at the phrase.
 
   “They are a brother and two sisters, identical, and filled with power.  Their parents mysteriously came down the river from the unknown lands south of the mountains.  They each had small powers, and they arrived just before the Viathins arrived.  The triplets were born here.  They have powers, much stronger than their parents’ powers were.
 
   “They learned by watching the Viathins, and became stronger,” the Duchess explained, and Kestrel thought about how his own powers had dramatically improved when Krusima and Morph and Medeina had instructed him.
 
   “But what is extraordinary is that they can share powers, and they can’t be killed,” she said.
 
   Kestrel looked at her blankly.  “What does that mean?” he asked.
 
   “When they are together, they give one another their abilities,” she said.  “And if you try to kill one of them, one of the others can bring her back to life.
 
   “They support Fields, and he always keeps one of them safe, while the other two go out and do his work for him,  they’re not reliable in some ways, and I think Fields will rue the day he began to rely on them.  They’re so young they’re impulsive and unpredictable,” she said.
 
   “How old are they?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Younger than Gail.  Perhaps fifteen,” she guessed.
 
   “No one is a match for Fields with them using their abilities against his enemies,” she told him.
 
   “They helped Fields capture your, friend, Lark,” Tyle said.  “There was something strange about that, but nobody knows exactly what.”
 
   “And where is Lark held?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Ah, ah, not so fast, my young guest,” The Duchess wagged a finger at him.  “We’ll give you the information you need, all in good time.  You don’t need to be out gallivanting around too soon, before you should.”
 
   They ate in silence for a few minutes after that, then Kestrel listened politely as the two women chatted about friends and family and conditions at the estate where Gail had lived in the north.
 
   When the meal was over, Gail rewrapped the veil around her head, then Kestrel raised his own hood and opened the door to call the servants back in.
 
   “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said to the Duchess, as a servant waited to escort him back to his spot in the garden. 
 
   “Thank you for escorting the young lady back to me, young hero,” the Duchess replied.  Kestrel smiled and waved to Gail, and departed the room.
 
   “So there are battles in the streets of Uniontown?” he asked his escort as they walked through the mansion hallways.
 
   “Some sir, but only in a few places,” the servant replied.
 
   “Any near here?” Kestrel probed.
 
   “We’re just a half mile from the home of Duke Listay,” his leader said.
 
   “Is it easy to find?” Kestrel wanted to know.
 
   “Just outside the wall from your cottage, the market road runs straight south past Listay’s place,” the other man said as they reached the path to the cottage.
 
   “I know the way from here,” Kestrel assured him, and walked alone, back to his temporary quarters.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Kestrel rested in his room for several hours, sleeping on and off, as he deliberated over what he should do.  When he awoke in the quiet hours of the dead of night, he made the decision that he knew in his heart he had made long ago.  He got up, got dressed, put on his knife and his bow, then left.  He climbed a tree, jumped to the top of the wall easily, then dropped to the street outside the garden, and looked around.  He looked up at the visible stars to get his bearings, then started trotting south.
 
   He was going to go see where the home of Duke Listay was.  He wasn’t going to make contact.  He wasn’t going to engage in any activity.  He wasn’t going to find his way to Fields’s place.  He was simply going to go see where Listay lived, so that he would know the home and its neighborhood, in preparation for when the time came for him to go there.
 
   The road he traveled was a wide city street, wide enough to carry three wagons abreast, Kestrel reckoned.  He stayed near the side that was in deepest shadows, seeking no attention.  He looked down the cross streets and alleys as he went, wary of anyone else who might be roaming about with ill intent in the dead of night.
 
   The further he went, the more shadowy figures he noticed, moving along the side streets and the alleys, when he happened to catch glimpses of them.  They were moving in groups of one and twos, and they were going in the same direction that he was going.
 
   He was alert to trouble, and intuitively sensed that something was not right.  When he saw an opportunity, he climbed up onto the roof of a short building that fronted the street, and from there he found opportunities to climb higher roofs, so that by the time he got to the fortified block that was Listay’s residence in the city, he was four stories above the street.
 
   Beneath him he saw that the shadows and the alleys held three score men who all waited in silence as they faced Listay’s base, and he knew that an attack was about to occur.  Listay had men on watch, some on the roof, some at the windows that were still not boarded closed, and those men could see the impending assault as well.  They held bows ready to fire as they stood tensely at their posts, but they were outnumbered, Kestrel observed.
 
   The assault began with a silent display of power, as a wave of arrows was launched upward from the street at the defenders who were visible.  As soon as those arrows struck the fort, a score of the men in the streets ran forward, carrying a battering ram, and they began to attack the main door into Listay’s residence.
 
   A bright yellow shield of power sprang into existence above the batterers, protecting them from the arrows of Listay’s defenders.  The shield had to be the work of one of the Triplets, Kestrel thought to himself.
 
   The magical protection was angled to provide protection from the defenders in Listay’s building, but Kestrel had an unobstructed field to shoot at the rear of the attackers.  He pulled his bow off his shoulder as the battering ram struck the door for the first time, and he began to fire arrows from his dark perch while the attackers were backing up.
 
   His elven arrows struck with unimpeded deadliness, swiftly downing the men along the ram, so that the assault halted in confusion.  The living men, under fire as they watched their companions falling to the unseen defender, dropped the weapon, and ran for the safety of the alleys.
 
   The yellow shield flickered out of existence, while Kestrel threw his bow back over his shoulder and began to scramble away from his perch.  He didn’t know where the Triplets were located in the dark battle zone, but he knew that the angle of his arrow shots had to have given his location away.  He ran and leapt across an alleyway opening, his injury causing him to clear the gap with little margin for comfort.  As he landed and rolled on the adjacent roof, a shower of balls of yellow energy flew up from the street below and caused a series of explosions that set the roof on fire.  People in the building started screaming, and Kestrel saw that disaster was about to fall on innocent victims.
 
   He called his powers forth, then reached across the city to the river, and he began to swirl the cold dark waters near the docks, causing the fluid to rotate, turning faster and faster and faster, then he began to lift the water.  The liquid rose, slowly and ponderously, a column beginning to ascend in the darkness, unseen on the empty docks.
 
   The water was heavy, a greater load than Kestrel had anticipated, and he was unaware as he fell to his knees and focused all his attention on calling more energy forth to boost his efforts; he remembered what Medeina had taught him about how to generate the power, and he used the knowledge. A bright blue loop of energy began to blossom in the sky, setting the city aglow as the path for the water became evident, and the river water began rise faster, following the glowing parabola that rose steeply, reached a towering peak, and then the water fell downward, plunging back to earth in a matter of seconds as gravity pulled it to where Kestrel wanted it.
 
   The water struck the rooftop, and extinguished the fire in the first seconds that the gallons of chilly liquid sucked the energy out of the fire.  Kestrel exerted his powers, and shifted his target, moving the water spout’s terminus away from the roof, and towards the alleyway filled with Fields’s men.  There was a chorus of screams, as the heavy water struck the tightly-packed men, breaking bones, knocking men about effortlessly.
 
   Kestrel released his powers focused on the river, ceasing the uptake of additional water from the river, while he moved the target of the already incoming torrent.  He washed away men in the other streets, completely disassembling the midnight assault force.  The last buckets of water finished their flight across the city, and the deluge finally came to a close.  Listay’s fortress was saved from attack, as the ghostly blue glowing rainbow of the water’s path hung over the city, a demonstrable symbol of Kestrel’s successful defeat of the secretive attack.
 
   There was a scream of outrage from somewhere nearby.  “Who are you!” a girl’s voice screamed in hateful frustration.  “I’m going to kill you!”
 
   Kestrel grinned.  The threat was an irresistible challenge.  He was lying on his back, he realized, looking up at the sky, where his blue path still glowed.  He reached a hand upward, and squeezed his last ounces of available energy out, sending them upward to the glowing line, and rearranging the line to spell out a challenge that hung over the city, a challenge and an announcement, a taunt to the Triplets – The Destroyer Returns was writ large overhead, telling the city.
 
   Kestrel dropped his hand, and closed his eyes.  There was momentary silence, and then a number of screams rose from the streets, as his defeated foe saw his boastful announcement.
 
   He lay and listened to the shouts, and the turmoil in the streets, as the neighborhood reacted to the attack, the fire, the flood, and the exchange of powers.  Kestrel rested, as Fields’s men withdrew, those that could, carrying the injured and dead as they slunk away, defeated unexpectedly.
 
   When silence returned, Kestrel wearily rose to his feet, and walked across the rooftop.  There was a staircase that led down into the interior of the building, and he gladly took the route down, less taxing than jumping across roofs.  He reached the street, and looked cautiously around, then wearily began to walk back to the estate of the Duchess Tyle.  He pulled his hood high over his head to keep his identity concealed, and walked unmolested all the way back to the high garden wall he had climbed at the beginning of his adventure.
 
   He was too tired and sore to jump back over the wall.  There was no convenient tree to climb.  Kestrel gave a sigh of disgust.  The sky was growing gray, and he realized that dawn was about to break.  He walked around the corner, along the street, and then around the next corner, to finally reach the front gate that he had ridden through in a carriage the day before.
 
   The gates were shut, and there were no staff in sight to provide entry.  Kestrel slumped down to sit on the ground, his back against the wall.  He laid his bow across his legs, checked his hood once again to make sure his identity was concealed, then sat quietly and rested.  He watched the buildings across the street grow brighter, and shadows emerged as the sun rose.  Sounds rattled around, as the neighborhood came to life, and the working people of the city began to go about their business.
 
   “Did you see it?” he heard a wagoner ask his co-worker, as they drove past him.  “The Destroyer is back in the city!  He told the whole city – wrote it in the sky!”
 
   Kestrel didn’t hear the companion’s response as the wagon moved on, but he felt pleased that his message was seen.  It was a stroke of fortune that he had checked on Listay’s facility at the moment that Fields had launched an attack, and he wondered at the fate that had been so fortunate, and so revealing.  He’d seen the power of the Triplets in action, and saw that they had formidable power.  He’d be cautious of them, given what he’d seen, and he was thankful for the advance notice he’d been given of their ability. 
 
   “You, move along,” a voice broke into his thoughts.  He looked up, and saw that one of the Duchess’s servants had emerged through the gates to chase him away; they didn’t tolerate loiterers apparently.
 
   “I’m a guest here.  My name is Kestrel, and I arrived with the Langravine yesterday.  I went out on the town, last night, and couldn’t get back,” he explained.
 
   “Move along.  We don’t need storytellers,” the man said in a bored tome.
 
   “I’m telling the truth,” Kestrel said.  He reached into his pocket, and pulled out the rolled up locket of hair he had taken from the scene of the attack on Gail the day before.
 
   “Here, send this in to the Langravine, and tell her Kestrel is here,” he said wearily as he rose to his feet.  He handed the token in the man’s hand.  “And I want that back,” he said ominously.
 
   The man stared down at Kestrel, who responded by pulling his hood back partially, revealing his purple eyes.  “I’d really like to return to the manor quickly,” he added, as the servant’s eyes widened at the sight of Kestrel’s purple eyes.
 
   “Come in now, my lord,” the man dropped the twirled circlet of hair back on Kestrel’s palm.  He stepped back to the gate and motioned for Kestrel to enter.
 
   “My thanks,” Kestrel muttered, as he passed the man and heard the gates close behind him.
 
   “I’ll be moving to Duke Listay’s soon, maybe today,” Kestrel told the servant, mindful that his identity would make any location he chose a target to be attacked.  He walked on, and circled around the exterior of the home to reach the garden in the back.  His cottage stood in its quiet solitude when he reached it, and he gave a sigh of relief when he closed the door behind himself, back, exhausted, and ready to fall into his bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   “You’ve missed breakfast, my lord,” Kestrel heard a voice roust him from his deep sleep.  “Her ladyship wishes to speak to you immediately.”
 
   Kestrel opened his eyes.  A servant stood directly over him, looking down with concern in his expression, and perhaps a warning.  “It’s past noon already; you must be famished.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Kestrel replied.  He closed his eyes and rolled over to relax for a few minutes more.  “Tell her ladyship I’ll be along in a few minutes.  I’m sure she can wait.”
 
   He thought he heard a regretful sigh from the servant, but he couldn’t be sure, for the Duchess spoke clearly, immediately.
 
   “Her Ladyship expects to speak with you directly.  I’ll wait for you in your parlor.  Put some clothes on, and come to me,” her voice commanded.
 
   Kestrel’s eyes popped open, wide, and he looked to see her turning from his doorway.
 
   He looked up, and the servant’s eyes darted to the side, then the man left him as well.
 
   Kestrel was sprawled atop his covers in only his underthings, he realized, and blushed.  He looked over in the direction the servant’s eyes had indicated, and saw a pile of clothing, new clothing.
 
    He looked towards the doorway, then crossed over to the clothing, and selected an outfit of a deep blue cowl, over a blue pair of pants and shirt.  They all fit to perfection, and felt soft and comfortable as he slipped them on.  He pulled his boots on, then ran his fingers through his hair, and left his room.
 
   The Duchess sat alone in the front room of the cottage, while the shadow of her servant was visible through the window.
 
   “There are tremors running through the city today.  People are packing up and fleeing in fear.  You made quite an impression last night.  I would be proud of your flair, if I weren’t disappointed in your disobedience,” she told him forthrightly.
 
   He felt his face turn red in embarrassment.  “I didn’t set out to do anything.  I was out in the city, going to see where Duke Listay stayed, and I happened to be there when the attack began.  I promised Lark that I would help her father, and I didn’t think that a night time sneak attack, especially one that was aided by magic, should be allowed to succeed,” Kestrel explained.  “I really didn’t do that much,” he tried to play down his efforts, even though he had drained himself to the uttermost degree.
 
   “You killed a score of Fields’s best fighters; you defeated a carefully planned attack; and you made the Triplets look weak and ineffective.  You singlehandedly turned the chess board upside down in the battle for the crown, and you say you didn’t do much.  Gods help us when you decide to exert yourself,” she said.
 
   “You can’t stay here now,” she told him, standing up.  “I can’t allow your presence here to endanger Gail or the others.”
 
   “I know,” Kestrel readily agreed.  “I decided the same thing.  I’ll go to Duke Listay and see if he’ll allow me to stay with him.”
 
   “Of course he will!” the Duchess snorted.  “The man will throw himself at your feet to have you stay, and to have the city know.
 
   “I’ll help you, subtly.  I’ll have to slow down the negotiations over Gail’s engagement to Lucius.  That can’t be seen to happen too quickly after your abrupt arrival.  Besides, I’ll have to wait to see if you survive the battle with the Triplets – I‘m not sure what the balance will be in that battle.  They’ll be focused on you, exclusively.  Fields is furious over the battle last night, but he’ll be even more furious because he can’t control his juvenile muscle while they seek revenge,” she said.
 
   “May I say farewell to Gail?” Kestrel asked.  “I’d like to see her before I go.”
 
   “Of course, foolish elf,” the Duchess seemed to almost smile.  “Gather your things and come with me.
 
   “The girl will be sorry to see you leave.  She was looking forward to having you stay longer, I can tell,” the woman said as she stood and walked to the door.  She directed the servant to go ahead to alert the Langravine of their approach, while she and Kestrel walked at a more stately pace.  By the time they reached the house and entered one of the parlors, Gail was waiting for them, her veils removed and her face anxious.
 
   “Are you alright?  Were you hurt last night?” she anxiously asked Kestrel.
 
   “Not hurt, just exhausted,” he admitted to her as the two of them came to stand very close to one another.  “It took a lot to move that river water,” he told her.
 
   “I saw it!  I saw the glow out the window!  I couldn’t read the words because they were too far away, but I knew it had to be you!” Gail told him eagerly.
 
   “I’m going to leave now,” he felt compelled to tell her, and it came out abruptly.  He watched the crestfallen look on her face at the news.
 
   “But if the Duchess allows, I’ll hope to be allowed to come visit, or meet you somewhere,” he told her.
 
   “You won’t put this on my shoulders,” the noblewoman rebutted.  “I’m not the one who went out to so spectacularly announce a new round of warfare.
 
   “We’ll see if there’s a safe means of communicating, and if so, it will happen.  If not, it’ll be for Gail’s own good,” she said sternly.
 
   Kestrel took the young noblewoman’s hands in his own for a moment, squeezed them, and smiled at her.  He had enjoyed their time together, from the mysterious first moments when the Marquise Thuringa had misled them about one another.
 
   “Thank you for your hospitality,” he told the Duchess.
 
   “You be careful young elf.  You have a great deal of fate riding on your shoulders now.  I hope it all works out for the best – for your sake, and for Uniontown’s,” she said in a kindly tone, then watched him leave the parlor.
 
   “Kestrel, here!” he heard his name called minutes later, as he walked towards the front gate, ready to leave.  Gail came running after him, carrying a cloth sack.  “This is some lunch food, since you didn’t eat anything today,” she told him through her light veil as they stood on the front lawn.
 
   “I’ve got to go back in.  Good luck, Kestrel,” she called, then turned and ran back to the house.
 
   Kestrel smiled at her concern, and he reached in the sack to pull out a slice of bread, which he ate as he left the estate and started walking towards the home of Duke Listay.  His hood was made large, and deep, and dark, made heavy and spacious enough to hide his features well, so that he walked through the Uniontown neighborhood without concern in the middle of the day.  When he approached the streets that were close to Listay’s fortified mansion, he found that everything was still wet, puddles were rampant reminders of the water that had been poured down upon the fire and the fighters in the middle of the night.  Urchins of the street were trying to catch small fish in one particularly deep puddle, he saw.
 
   Listay’s fortress was dark, even during the daytime.  Two men stood outside the main door, watching the traffic on the street, and other men were visible inside the building, watching the two outside, as well as everywhere else.
 
   Kestrel slowed down, and held his hands out away from his body to show that he was reaching for no weapon, as he started to walk towards the men who stood on the steps to the door.
 
   “Stop right there, and come no closer.  You’re not welcome here,” one of the men said loudly when Kestrel was a dozen yards away.
 
   “I think I will be,” Kestrel replied, but he stopped in his tracks.  “I am a friend of Stuart and Gates, and the Lady Lark.  I wish to offer my services to Duke Listay,” Kestrel announced.
 
   The men looked at him with disinterest, then one of them spit on the steps.  “Go away, or we’ll have you thrown down the road,” the speaker threatened.
 
   “Is Stuart here?  I heard that Lark was captive to Fields.  I’d like to help set her free.  And I’d like to hear Stuart’s description of their return from the world of the Skyes,” Kestrel tried to remain calm and neutral.  He could reveal himself and gain entry if he chose, but he preferred to stay discreet if possible.
 
   “You talk too much.  Go away,” the second guard said. 
 
   “Stuart would be happy to hear that Kestrel has returned.   Is he here?” Kestrel asked.   “I’d like to know that he made it back safe and sound.”
 
   The first guard took out his knife and threw it at Kestrel’s feet, in an effort to scare him away.  Instead, Kestrel launched a bolt of blue energy that grabbed hold of the knife in midair and pulled it into his own grip.
 
   The men on the steps stared in astonishment, while Kestrel saw new faces suddenly staring out of the fortress windows at him.
 
   “You dropped this,” Kestrel said, holding the knife out in front of his body.  “It was a drop, wasn’t it?”
 
   The door burst open, and Gates stood at the top of the steps.
 
   “My lord!” he called.  “Lord Kestrel!” he shouted loudly, then rushed down the stairs between the two guards and embraced Kestrel in a tight grip.
 
   “You’re back!  Of course I knew you were back after that show you put on last night!  But to see you!  This is the best news we’ve had in a year!” he said exuberantly.
 
   “I’d like to come in,” Kestrel told his companion from the long strange trip through the land of the Skyes.
 
   “The Duke’s not here at the moment, but come in, come in, of course!  I’ll vouch for him,” the armsman said as he turned to speak to the sentries.
 
   “That’s not wise,” said the guard who had thrown the knife at Kestrel.
 
   “It’s wiser than throwing a knife at the son of a god,” Gates said.  He put his arm around Kestrel, and led him inside the building’s thick stone walls.
 
   “That’s the irony of the attack last night.  Fields and the Duke were in a peace arrangement, as long as Fields holds the hostages.  He chose to break that truce last night; not only did he not win, thanks to your heroics, but he wouldn’t have won anyway, because the Duke had slipped out of town during the day to check on one of his estates.
 
   “So now, we’re not held to keeping the peace, and we’ve got you here to help us break it, eh?” the man smiled as he  led Kestrel through an open gateway to an interior garden.  A fountain bubbled water in the cool air, as bare plants and small evergreens softened the dark stone walls around the space.
 
   “I want to see Lark,” Kestrel said.  “I plan to set her free.  Where can I find her?”
 
   Gates grinned at him.  “That’s the spirit!
 
   “They’re held in Fields’s central block,” he informed Kestrel as they stood in the garden.
 
   “What are the chances of getting in there?” Kestrel asked.  
 
   “For you, pretty good.  The Triplets don’t often go there.  Fields keeps one of them with him or working for him, keeps one of them safe in the dungeon, and lets one of them go out to play.  The central block is more of a working place than a visiting place,” Gates said.
 
   “Can you lead me there tonight?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I will,” Gates agreed.  “We’ll go there to take a look at it.  When the Duke returns later this week, we can receive his approval to set them free.
 
   “Now let me show you around,” the guard told Kestrel, as he left the garden area and started on a tour of the facility.
 
   Kestrel kept silent.  He didn’t plan to agree to wait for the Duke’s return.  He might or might not go to Lark’s rescue sooner rather than later, but it wouldn’t be because he was waiting for Listay’s blessing.  If he thought he could pull off the daring attack, he would do so.
 
   They took an extensive tour of the great, solid building for the next hour, before Kestrel asked to be shown to a room of his own.  Gates complied, leading him to a tower suite of small rooms.
 
   “Take your pick; they’re all the same, and they’re empty these days,” the guide said.
 
   “I’ll take the one in the corner,” Kestrel decided.  He was interested in have a view in two directions.
 
   There was a sound of boots on the tower stairs, and a trio of guards appeared.
 
   “Gates, we know that you’re in command while the Duke and Stuart are away, but we don’t see the good of bringing a stranger into the House and showing him all around.  That’s asking for trouble,” one of the guards stated the case.
 
   “It’s bringing in the end to our troubles,” Gates answered.  “Don’t you know who this is?”  He waited through moments of silence, then reached over and pulled Kestrel’s hood down.  “This is the Destroyer.  This is the force that stopped the assault by the Triplets last night.  This is the man who saved Stuart and the duchess and me in the mountains, and took us to another land!”
 
   The men looked back and forth from Kestrel to Gates, uncertain of how to rebut the claim.
 
   “Perhaps it’s too dark for them to see,” Kestrel said.  The windows were small slits, designed with defense in mind, and they let little light into the interior.  He raised a hand over his head, and held the palm open, then produced a small ball of energy for illumination, one of the simplest and first actions he had figured out when his powers had begun to emerge.  The ball of light floated upward, and slowly circled around the room, casting a cool blue glow upon the scene.
 
   “Tonight, he’s going to go look at Fields’s block, to get some ideas about how to save the duchess and the others again,” Gates said, as the men watched the glowing light, standing with their jaws hanging open.
 
   “Now, you blockheads get back downstairs and watch the door,” Gates said, and the men hurriedly departed.
 
   “Who else is held captive with Lark?” Kestrel asked curiously.  “You said we’d set the others free as well.”
 
   “Why, the others,” Gates sputtered.  “That wild cat cousin of yours and the imp,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “What?” Kestrel’s voice rose in astonishment.  “Wren and Stillwater are being held captive?  How did that happen?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “I thought you knew they were here.  Isn’t that why you’ve come to Uniontown?” Gates asked.
 
   “I promised Lark that I’d come to fight for her father,” Kestrel replied.  “I told her so when we were still in the land of the Skyes.
 
   “I didn’t know that Wren and Stillwater were here too.  I thought they’d gone back to their own homes,” Kestrel said.  “I’ve never known what happened to you after we separated at the gateway.”
 
   “We came out in a sinkhole in a valley to the east of Uniontown.  It was in the wilderness between Granary, Southern Shore, and Uniontown.  So this was the first place we headed towards, and Fields’s people found us, curse the luck.
 
   “Your cousin, Wren, she was all for fighting to the end, but we were outnumbered too badly, both Stuart and I agreed.  So they surrounded us and escorted us back here to Uniontown, which took a week, and made us captive in their fortress.  That’s where they trapped the imp; he flew in to talk to Wren – I think the two of them were still plotting to fight their way out when Fields’s people caught him in a net,” Gates explained.  “They let Stuart and me go free to carry their blasted message that Fields would marry Lark, and he’d kill her if Duke Listay kept fighting for the crown.
 
   “So we’ve been frozen into inaction ever since,” he concluded.
 
   “What about the gods?  What did they do when you returned?” Kestrel asked anxiously.
 
   “They evaporated.  Just as soon as we were out in the open air, after we climbed up out of the sinkhole, they turned into vapor and dissolved,” Gates answered.
 
   “Better days are coming.  The Rishiare Estelle will end in just a couple of more months, and they’ll return to our lives,” Kestrel told the man, though he was speaking to himself as well.  He hoped that the return of the power of the gods would be enough to return the world to normal, so that threats like sorcerer-triplets would no longer upset the balance of power.  Of course, he realized, he was himself a force that affected the balance of power, but he had done so in the past with the cooperation of and on behalf of the gods.  That made everything different, he decided.
 
   “Let’s go get a bite of food to eat, and then take a tour of the city,” Gates suggested to Kestrel.
 
   “Let me unpack and rest for a bit, then I’ll join you,” Kestrel agreed.  Gates left, and Kestrel sat down to rest and catch his breath, and consider what he would do.
 
   He was tired and edgy and uncertain.  Over the course of his journey to Uniontown, he had never imagined that there would be sorcerers present to oppose him as a real threat.  He had always presumed that he would be able to walk into Uniontown as a demigod and impose his will to help Lark and her father, then sweep the girl off her feet.  Life wasn’t proving to be so easy.
 
   The battle the night before had worn him out.  Even after a long morning of catching up on his sleep, he knew he wasn’t at his best level of energy.   Tonight would not be the night to launch an attack, he told himself – he’d only tour the city, discover the location of the prison where Lark and Wren and Stillwater were held, and then begin to plan his next step.
 
   He went downstairs without his pack or his bow, feeling better just by being free of his luggage.  Gates was waiting for him in a sitting area at the bottom of the stairs, and the two of them walked down to a small canteen, where they ate and talked, before leaving at sunset.
 
   “This is our way out,” Gates said, as they dropped down a stairwell and crossed in a tunnel beneath the city street.  “We leave through other houses in the area, so that no one watching can see how many are in the house defending it,” he explained.  They exited through a door that entered an alley, and began walking through the city.
 
   The journey to Fields’s fortified site took twenty minutes, as Gates led Kestrel through the streets.  They stopped at a corner a block away from the building.  “There’ll be guards watching everyone that passes by, so we won’t be able to stop when we approach it,” Gates explained.  “Look it over carefully.”
 
   They then proceeded down the street, as Kestrel looked at the building and the surroundings, trying to judge how to enter the building.  It was similar to the neighborhood around the urban fortress of Duke Listay – few ground level entrances, stout walls, small windows high above the ground.
 
   When they had passed it by, Kestrel turned to Gates.  “Where are the prisoners held?” he asked.
 
   “Up at the top, in the tower,” the man replied.   “You’d have to fight your way all the way up through their folks.  Even for you, that would probably give the Triplets time enough to respond and get here to fight you.”
 
   “It’ll take some planning, that’s all,” Kestrel said nonchalantly.  He thought he had a plan that would work perfectly for the rescue of the captives, those captives in particular.  They walked back to the Listay fortress, and settled in for the evening.  Kestrel sat with the other guards in the courtyard, around a fire that provided warmth, and listened to them share memories of battles on behalf of the Duke, and better times.  He went to bed, and slept soundly in his room in the upper reaches of the fortress.
 
   The next day he was asked to serve guard duty in the morning, and in the afternoon he decided to pay a visit during his free time.
 
   “I’m here to visit the Duchess, and the Langravine,” he told the gatekeeper at the home of Duchess Tyle.  He pulled his hood back to make sure his identity was seen.
 
   He was shown into a parlor, and within minutes, the Duchess and Gail were present to welcome him.
 
   “How is your new dwelling?” the duchess asked him.
 
   “Not as luxurious as your garden dwelling was,” Kestrel replied courteously.  “But it is safer for everyone involved for me to not stay here,” he admitted.
 
   “Guess who I saw today?” Gail burst out excitedly, removing her veils as the servants withdrew from the room.
 
   “Who?” Kestrel obliged by asking.
 
   “You didn’t even try to guess,” the young noblewoman protested.  “You’re spoiling my fun.
 
   “But I’ll tell you anyway.  I saw your friend Lark,” she informed him, then watched the spark of interest that lit up his eyes.
 
   “Where?  Was she alone?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I went to the fortress where Duke Fields is keeping her, and asked to be allowed to visit,” Gail said nonchalantly.
 
   “I was as furious with her when I found out afterwards as I was with you yesterday,” the duchess interjected, shaking her head.
 
   “I went there first thing this morning, while I had my courage up,” Gail continued.  “And they let me in, then led me up stairs – oh so many stairs! – to the rooms where Lark is kept.  And I met your cousin too!  She is so exotically beautiful,” the Langravine complimented Wren.
 
   “I never thought about that very much,” Kestrel replied, caught off-guard by the description of Wren as beautiful.  “She’s one of the best fighters I’ve ever known, though.”
 
   “Lord Kestrel,” the duchess said reprovingly.
 
   “Well, it’s true,” he answered stubbornly.  “But what’s important is that both the girls are safe and unharmed.  What did they have to say to you?”
 
   “They are bored and mad about being held captive,” Gail said.  “And they talked about you, a great deal.
 
   “You are an incredible hero!” she gushed.  “The things they told me about you are unbelievable.  I told them what you did for me in that village,” she went on.  “Your cousin laughed and laughed and laughed.  Lark didn’t think it was funny, but she thought it was poetic justice.”
 
   “I’m glad they are well.  And they’re being treated well?” he asked.
 
   “Wren said the food is boring.  Lark said it’s just what they have to put up with,” Gail answered.
 
   “My friend, Stillwater, the imp – did you see him?” Kestrel wanted to pump as much information out of the redheaded girl as possible.
 
   “Lark mentioned the other prisoner, and Wren said that it was unfair that he was treated the way he was.  But I didn’t see him,” Gail replied, leaving him unsatisfied.  He sat in silence, wondering where Stillwater was.  If – or when, he corrected his own silent scheming – he went on a rescue mission, he was determined to set Stillwater free along with the girls.
 
   “He’s an imp,” Kestrel succinctly explained.
 
   “Nonsense – those are fairy tale creatures,” the duchess replied.
 
   “They are bright and loyal and funny and brave warriors.  They are small but undaunted.  They are crafty and fun-loving,” Kestrel rattled off adjectives.  “But they are not fairy tales – they are real.  Their kingdom is adjacent to my own estate.  I’ve been accompanied by imps on practically every adventure I’ve been on.
 
   “We held markets in the spring time last year, so that our elves could sell mushrooms to the imps, and the imps paid for them with pearls, then I sold the pearls to the humans from Hydrotaz,” he smiled as he remembered the new economy that had sprung up in his corner of the Inner Seas.
 
   “They’re small, and blue, and they fly, and when the sun is acting right, they can appear and disappear at will,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Just wait – when the sun is better, they’ll be the best thing we could ask for, other than the return of the gods,” he had rattled on and on.
 
   “Lark said that your father is a god,” Gail said tentatively.
 
   The duchess gave a start, and half rose from her seat momentarily.  Her movement caught Kestrel’s eye, and she sat back down.
 
   “The imps may be true,” she picked her words carefully.  “But the idea of a god having a mortal child – that’s an exaggeration, surely,” she tried to sound confident, but her uncertainty bled through.
 
   “Lark told no tales, none that Gail’s repeated,” Kestrel decided to admit the truth.  “My father is Morph, an elven god, as I told Gail before.
 
   “She probably told you that the four of us plus others traveled to another land to set free my father and Krusima,” he spoke to Gail.
 
   “Lark did.  She told such extraordinary tales about you; she declares that there’s no one else in the world like you!” Gail’s eyes were shining.  “She wrote a note, and asked me to give it to you!” the girl exclaimed.  She stood suddenly.  “It’s upstairs.  I’ll go get it now,” she spoke, then strode purposefully across the room and opened the parlor door to run her errand.
 
   A maid in the hall gave a shriek, and Gail slammed the door shut.
 
   “I forgot to put on my veil,” she explained in embarrassment.  “You two treat me like I’m a normal person, and for a moment I believed it.”  She reclaimed her veil, wrapped it around her head, then left the room.
 
   “Kestrel,” the duchess spoke as soon as the door closed.  “Tell me the truth, while the girl is gone.”
 
   “It’s all true.  I’ve lived an extraordinary life so far,” he told her earnestly.
 
   “And even as great as you are, you’ve been a friend to this ugly niece of mine.  Why?” Tyle leaned forward to ask.
 
   “She’s not ugly to me, you must remember,” Kestrel corrected her in a kindly tone.  “And she’s a good person.  She deserves to have a friend.  I hope that when you arrange her next marriage, Lucius or whoever is as kind as she deserves.  You tell them I’ll protect her if they hurt her!” he smiled as he made the mock threat.
 
   “You’re a hard person to figure out,” Tyle told him.
 
   “Not really,” Kestrel replied, just as the parlor door opened, and Gail returned.
 
   “Here’s her note,” the Langravine handed over a small square of folded paper.
 
   “And here’s a gift I thought might be useful,” she next handed him a small box, one that covered her palm and stuck out slightly.
 
   “Child!  Giving a gift to a strange man!” the duchess called out.
 
   “He can use it, dear aunt,” Gail replied earnestly, though she blushed.  “And he’s practically already engaged to Lark.  And he has been very good to me – it’s just a small token.”
 
   Kestrel wanted to read Lark’s note, see what words she had to share with him, but he resisted the desire to open the note and read it while standing in front of the others.  Instead, he tucked it away for later, and opened the small box, then looked at the contents.
 
   He lifted out a small hinged item that he realized was a pair of glasses, only the lenses were dark, he saw.  He opened them up and looked at them curiously.
 
   “They were going to be a gift for my husband.  I had them created, but they weren’t delivered before he passed,” Gail said.
 
   “I thought you might like to have them, so that they would hide your purple eyes from people,” she explained.
 
   Kestrel looked at her as she spoke.
 
   “I think your eyes are pretty,” she hastened to tell him.
 
   “Child!” the duchess intervened.
 
   “But I know that everyone is afraid of the Destroyer, and if they see your eyes, they’ll know who you are immediately,” Gail explained.  “The glass was made dark to hide Charles’s eyes, but you can see through it from the inside, at least in the day time.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel said in a kindly tone.  He placed the glasses on his face experimentally.  He could see through the glasses, it was true.  The details of everything around him were masked, but general outlines were clear.  The glasses would make a suitable means of covering his eyes.
 
   “Oh,” he suddenly added.  “Did you hear anything about where Fields is keeping the Marquis, the captive husband of the Marquise?”
 
   “Count Grilt, one of Fields’s allies, holds Thuringa in an estate on the edge of town.  There are several lesser nobles, especially from the countryside, being held there.  That’s where Fields has all the tribute he collects delivered,” the duchess spoke up.  “The circumstances are reported to be unpleasant for the country gentlemen.”
 
   “Well, I should be going,” Kestrel said.  “I’ve imposed on you long enough, but I hope I’ll be able to return again soon.”
 
   “But you just got here!  You can’t leave already,” Gail protested.
 
   “What shall we call you?  How should we address the son of a god, to bid him farewell?” Tyle asked.
 
   “You should call me Kestrel,” he replied.  “My lady, thank you for your hospitality.”
 
   He turned to Gail, and raised her hand to his lips.  “Thank you for delivering news about Lark and Wren.  I appreciate your kindness very much.  I am in your debt.  And thank you for the glasses as well,” he added, then turned and left the parlor, to walk back to the fortress of Duke Listay.
 
   He wore his dark glasses as he walked along the street, then took them off to enter the fortress.  He made perfunctory greetings to those he saw, as he rushed up the stairs to his new room, then took out the note from Lark, and sat on his bed to read it.
 
    
 
   Dear Kestrel,
 
   My heart was filled with joy for the first time in a long time today, when Gail arrived and announced that you were in Uniontown, pledging to assist my father and me.
 
   You are the one man I believe can make a difference in my life.  The news of your arrival is something that I have dreamed of and looked forward to for weeks.  And now you are here!
 
   Please be careful.  Be prudent – take care that the Triplets do not catch you.  I believe that you, the greatest warrior and most powerful mortal I’ve ever known, can defeat them, but it will be a dangerous battle.
 
   Wren and I will be ready when you arrive.  We will fight with you, and escape with you.  We are looking forward to the day when we see you again.
 
   Give Gail our thanks, and let her carry your plans back here to us.
 
   With the greatest affection,
 
   Lark
 
    
 
   It was a warm and friendly note, one that left him inspired and mostly satisfied.
 
   Lark had said little about her conditions, but neither had Gail said much about them, so Kestrel assumed that the chamber of her captivity was adequate.
 
   He should have sent a note, he realized.  He should have left a note, or at least a message with Gail to deliver to Lark on his behalf.  He sat for long moments, wondering if he should return to the estate of the Duchess Tyle, just for the purpose of writing a note, but at last wavered in his decision, and sat on his bed, imagining the conversation he would have with Lark, the embraces and even kisses.  It would be a great joy to see her at last, after all he had gone through – the battles in the Eastern Forest, the tutelage in the proper use of power by Medeina, the trip from the east to the west.
 
   “Ready for some dinner?” Gates poked his head in the doorway, and Kestrel realized that the room had grown dim, as the sun had moved lower in the western sky.
 
   Kestrel accompanied his companion down to the dining hall.
 
   “I promised a woman in the northern countryside that I’d rescue her husband,” Kestrel told Gates as they sat down.
 
   “Oh,” Gates answered politely, focused on his food more than the conversation.
 
   “I’m told that he’s being held at the estate of Count Grilt, in the countryside.  It’s where Fields receives all the supplies he extorts from the country nobility,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “I’ve heard that too,” Gates agreed.
 
   “I’m going to go there tonight and set the hostages free,” Kestrel informed his companion.
 
   Gates stopped eating and looked at Kestrel.  “What did you say?” he asked.
 
   “I’m going to go to Grilt’s estate, and set Thuringa free, along with any other hostage that’s held there,” Kestrel said.  “With what I have in mind, I could use some help, if you could spare a few men for a few days.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?” Gates had turned to look at Kestrel, his attention engaged by the talk of an attack.  Kestrel discussed his thoughts, and the two of them spoke at length about carrying out the assault.
 
   They waited an hour, then recruited a dozen men.
 
   “We’re leaving the fort with light defenses,” Gates pointed out.
 
   “Everyone knows the Destroyer has joined us,” one of the participants in the raid pointed out.  “No one will try to attack while he’s defending us, not even the Triplets.”
 
   There were nodding heads, and agreement that the speedy spread of the news that the Destroyer had joined with Listay would be protection itself from assault, and the raiding party prepared to depart.
 
   They left the fortress through the tunnel under the street, then climbed up into the house across the way.  As they prepared to exit through the alleyway door, there was a tremendous explosion, and the sky lit up.
 
   “It’s an attack!” Gates shouted.  “Everyone back to tunnel, now!”
 
   “It’s a set up!” one of the soldiers shouted in reply.  “He tricked us out of the fort so that it would fall!”
 
   Kestrel caused himself to blaze forth in blue light, both to demonstrate his powers, and to protect himself from any sudden sword thrust in the close corners.
 
   “Nonsense!” he said heatedly.  “They’re just trying to catch us off-guard, when they think we’d not expect an attack.
 
   “A pair of you go out and start shooting at them from behind.  The rest go back to the fortress.  I’ll go challenge the Triplets,” he said, as he swung the door open and departed.
 
   “Good luck Kestrel!” he heard Gates call out as he ran from the hidden exit.
 
   There was shouting and chaos in the streets nearby.  He heard the sounds of the conflict, and he felt anxious as he rounded a corner and got his first view of the battle in the street.  He heard a pair of Listay’s men run by him, as they took up positions to pick off the assailants from the rear.
 
   Kestrel paid little attention to them though, as he looked at the strange glowing formation in from of him.  There was a girl standing inside a pink bubble, stationed in the street outside one corner of Listay’s fortified home.  The girl was firing blasts of energy at the building’s stone walls, blowing away fragments with each shot.
 
   A glowing rope of power hung in the air, extending from her position and running in front of Kestrel, going down the street to the farther corner, where a boy stood underneath a glowing red dome, also shooting energy at the corner of the building where he stood.  And another glowing rope of power extended further, away from him and past the corner of the building to a location out of Kestrel’s sight, where presumably the third Triplet was standing and attacking the building as well.
 
   The three were sharing their power, defending themselves as they attacked in unison, and all three were out on the attack, despite what Kestrel had been told, that one of them always remained in a safe place.
 
   He doused his own energy, fading his protective shield into darkness so that he could stand unobserved as he tried to develop a plan to attack the Triplets.
 
   The boy was linked to both of the others; he seemed to be the linchpin to their ability to share power, Kestrel concluded.  Which meant that the boy in the middle needed to be the first target Kestrel attacked, to try to sever the link among the three of them, so that he could then focus on trying to defeat them one by one.  At the least, he hoped to be able to wound them enough to drive them away and foil the attack on the fort.
 
   Kestrel pulled his bow off his back, and set two arrows to the string.  He aimed at the boy, not worried about hitting him precisely, but wanting to use the arrows to deliver a powerful attack.  He called his powers forth, and held them at the ready, then released the arrows.
 
   As the two shafts flew towards the sorcerer, their paths began to diverge, and the distance between them widened from inches to feet.  At the same time, Kestrel recollected the lesson Krusima had given him on how to focus his energy by creating an arc.  At the time of the lesson it had been a matter of using his two fingertips as the poles whose gap the energy had leapt across; this time, it was to be the two arrows that would channel the flow of energy.
 
   He sent powerful streams of energy flying after the arrows, following in the paths of the two arrows.  Just as the heads of the arrows struck the glowing red dome, Kestrel’s energy reached the fletchings, while the head of the arrow began to incinerate in the energy of the dome.
 
   The blue energy passed through the arrow, protecting it from burning, and then the blue power began trying to arc through the space between the two arrows.  The red dome immediately began to sizzle loudly, and angry streaks of blue energy vied with the surface of the red dome, coursing outward from the two suspended arrows with a writhing, continuous network of tentacles.  Kestrel could feel his power attempting to arc, to complete its circuit, and he could feel how nearly successful the effort was, as the sparking snakes reached towards one another, again and again, almost, but not quite, touching.
 
   The boy inside screamed.   “I need more power!” he shouted as loudly as possible.  “Help!” there was a note of panic in his voice.
 
   Kestrel felt resistance building, as the sisters responded by sharing their own power with him.  Kestrel glanced over his shoulder, and saw that the girl who was visible to him had hardly any dome about her at all – only a faint half-circle – as she diverted all of her energy to helping her brother resist Kestrel’s attack.
 
   The blue stains atop the red dome retreated back towards their respective arrows of origin.
 
   Kestrel did not want to lose.  He did not want to fail to defend Duke Listay’s home, and he did not want to fail to defeat the Triplets in his first match against their combined power.  He closed his eyes and sought to find more power of his own, enough energy to regain the upper hand.
 
   He felt the ground beneath his knees, unaware that his legs had buckled as he diverted more of his own power – everything he could find to take from his own body to throw at the sorcerer – but he felt his efforts strengthen.  The power from the two arrows was spreading more widely once again, sparking and popping and yearning to complete the circuit of energy that Kestrel expected to disable the Triplets.
 
   There was a loud explosion, and Kestrel felt his energy recoil back on him.  He opened his eyes and saw a brilliant flare of light that rose forty feet in the air.  A concussive wave of air struck him and knocked him over, pushing him back into the alleyway shadows, and he lay there in a dazed state.  There were sounds.   He heard feet running in the street, running towards him.  He rolled over and crawled into the shadows, behind empty wooden crates, then leaned against the wall, his head filled with pain.
 
   As he watched, a girl stumbled up to the mouth of the alley.  It had to be the sorceress he had seen.  She was undefended, and he wished he felt able to attack her, but his energy was thoroughly depleted.  She was in better shape than he was, still able to stand and move around, but as he watched, she bent over, her hands resting on her knees to prop her up.
 
   “I thought he went this way, but I don’t see him,” she spoke loudly, as she straightened up.  She placed her hand over her head, and released a small pink ball of light that illuminated the alleyway faintly.
 
   “I see something,” she puffed the words out as she looked at Kestrel’s wooden crates.
 
   He remembered Lucretia, his wonderful knife, able to do the work to defend him as he sat unable to defend himself.  His hand reached to his hip, pulled the knife free, and weakly flung it at the girl.
 
   The knife was true to its mission, its enchanted powers undiminished by Kestrel’s’ weakness, and it flew directly at the girl, striking her in her unprotected chest.
 
   Kestrel saw the eyes widen in her young face, and he felt a moment of regret, a question of whether he should have attacked someone so young.
 
   “Help me,” the girl croaked harshly.
 
   She fell to her knees, one hand out stretched to her left, and a sudden, weak red beam of energy appeared from down the street.  It touched her fingertips, and raised her back to her feet.  She turned, and woodenly walked away, from beyond Kestrel’s sight as she left the mouth of the alley.
 
   “Lucretia,” he called softly, and the knife came flying back to his hand.  He grasped it, and let his hand rest in his lap, as he closed his eyes and passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Kestrel awoke before dawn.  He heard distant sounds, coming from the parts of the alley further from the battle scene around Listay’s fort; no sounds came from the direction of the fort itself.
 
   His head was throbbing, his stomach was tense, and his muscles ached from the stressful contest.  He rose, his hand hanging onto the crates, and stumbled out into the street.  The air still stank faintly of fire, and there were two dead warriors lying untended in the street, arrows in their backs.  They were Fields’s men, Kestrel hoped, killed by the archers who had stayed outside the fort to fight the battle in the mortal way of flesh instead of power.
 
   Kestrel walked to his right, and rounded the corner of the building where the sorcerer who he had attacked had stood.  The paving stones were fused together and darkened, while the corner of the fortress was cracked and crumbled, a pile of stone chips lying heaped on the street.
 
   Kestrel rounded the corner and walked slowly to the main entrance.  He looked up, and saw no one standing on guard, so he climbed the steps unsteadily, pounded briefly on the door, then slumped down and sat on the steps.
 
   Moments passed, then he heard the door open and murmured sounds.  Hands suddenly reached down and lifted him, then pulled him into the hall, and the door was shut.
 
   “He is alive!” one voice exulted.
 
   “He doesn’t look very much alive,” another said.
 
   “Take him up to his room and we’ll let him rest,” Gates’s voice spoke.  Kestrel opened his eyes and looked at his friend.
 
   “We survived?” he asked.  “Did we have many losses?”
 
   “Just a couple of men.  But we got you back – that’s important.  You hurt the Triplets pretty badly, it sounds like, and that counts as a victory,” Gates told him.  “Take him upstairs and put him in bed,” the man directed the others, and they lifted him and carried him up to his room where he fell soundly asleep.
 
   When he awoke, it was late afternoon, and he felt a terrible headache still overwhelming his ability to think.  “Do we have any willow bark tea?” he asked the first man he met as he went downstairs.
 
   The man led him to ask two others, but none of them knew of any such medical supplies, though they all congratulated him on the victory against the Triplets.  “That’ll set Fields back a long way, having his sorcerers knocked down,” one man said.
 
   “I’m going to go visit a friend, someone who might have something for my headache,” Kestrel decided, as his fingers massaged his temples.  He went to his room and donned the dark glasses Gail had given him, then left the fortress through the underground passage one again, and walked slowly down the market road to the home of Duchess Tyle.
 
   “I’d like to see the Duchess,” Kestrel told the staff member at the gate.  He lowered his glasses to reveal his eyes once again, and was immediately admitted.
 
   “Kestrel, what brings you to visit us?” Tyle asked as she entered the parlor.
 
   “I have a headache, and I hoped that you might have some willow bark tea I could drink,” he got directly to the point.
 
   “Have a seat,” she told him, then she left the room momentarily.
 
   “You’ll have a pot in just a few minutes,” she said, as she took a seat.
 
   “There’s quite a bit of talk about you and some events last night,” she told him.  “People in the city believe that you and the Triplets do a great deal of damage to one another in a battle.”
 
   “I’ve got a headache,” Kestrel smiled wanly.  “I don’t know what the Triplets suffered.  I thought I did some damage to them, but then I saw one walk away,” his smile faded as he recollected the horror he had felt at the sight of the young sorceress walking away, Lucretia’s hilt sticking out of her chest.
 
   “People said that only one of the Triplets walked into his enclave.  The other two must have been carried in, and that is something extraordinary, I’ll tell you,” the duchess conveyed her sense that he had done more than any other.
 
   “But they can resuscitate one another with their powers?” Kestrel asked, recollecting what he had heard.
 
   “So I’m told, but it may not be quick.  And in the meantime, here you are, already up and walking around,” she pointed out.
 
   A maid entered the room with a tray, and placed it quietly on the table next to Kestrel, then glided out of the room.
 
   “Would you like to stay and have dinner with us, since the meal time is not far away?” Tyle asked, as Kestrel poured a cup of the stoutly steeped tea.
 
   He took a sip, puckered up at the bitterly astringent taste, then took a long drink.
 
   “Thank you.  I’d like to have dinner with you,” he agreed.
 
   The duchess left the room to tell the staff to set another place.  As she returned to the parlor, Gail came bursting in.
 
   “Oh Kestrel!  It’s so good to see you!” She ran over to him and gave him an unexpected hug, then backed off in embarrassment.
 
   “I heard that Fields’s people are telling everyone that the Triplets managed to defeat you last night.  But here you are, looking fresh as a flower!” she told him brightly.
 
   “Perhaps you exaggerate?” the duchess asked archly.  “Go freshen yourself; Kestrel is going to stay and have dinner with us,” she instructed Gail, who obediently left.
 
   Minutes later, Kestrel escorted Tyle into a dining room, where the food was present once again, as was Gail.  As soon as they entered, the doors were closed, and Gail removed her veils, then served portions of the food as they began to eat.
 
   “We had lunch with friends today,” Gail told Kestrel.  “They all know you’re in the city of course.  They talked about you the whole time.  Aunt wouldn’t let me tell them that we knew you,” she pouted.
 
   “The less said, the better, child,” the duchess re-emphasized.  “At least for now.”
 
   “I’m sure the Duchess is correct,” Kestrel concurred.
 
   The three held a nice conversation, and Kestrel realized as the meal ended that his headache had diminished substantially.
 
   “Thank you,” he said to the duchess as they rose from the table.  Gail rewound the veil around her head, and then the door opened to allow them to return to the parlor.
 
   “I should probably return to Listay’s fort,” Kestrel said as he stood in the parlor doorway.  He had enjoyed the company of the two women, and he felt reluctant to leave the comfort and elegance of the duchess’s home for the Spartan surroundings of Listay’s fortress.
 
   “You should stay and have another cup of tea, for your headache,” Gail spoke up.
 
   “Perhaps you should take some more tea,” the duchess agreed.  Kestrel was easily persuaded, and so they sat and enjoyed more time in the parlor, Gail unveiling again once the tea had been served, and they talked about Uniontown society, such as it was in the time of the turmoil, and as Duchess Tyle remembered it had been before the Viathins arrives.
 
   Much later, Kestrel finally spoke when the conversation lagged.  “I should be going.  I’m sure we’re all tired, and ready for bed.  Thank you for such a wonderful evening, for the meal, and for the tea.”
 
   “Kestrel, it’s hard to imagine that you are the son of a god.  You certainly seem much too down-to-earth; almost human, so to speak.  And you look tired; if you’d like to spend the night in the garden cottage tonight, you should do so, and then slip away in the morning,” the duchess told him.
 
   Kestrel didn’t hesitate to accept the offer.
 
   “I’ll just have a servant take some things out to the cottage for you,” she told him.
 
   “Let me carry them,” Gail spoke up.  “I can walk out with Kestrel and carry them to the cottage with him.”
 
   “I suppose there’s no harm in that,” the duchess agreed thoughtfully, and so, a few minutes later, Gail carried an armful of sheets and blankets into the garden.
 
   “Here, let me carry those for you,” Kestrel immediately said, relieving her of the burden.
 
   “Watch out for that root in the walkway,” he warned a moment later as they walked through the dark garden.
 
   “How can you see that?  I can hardly see my own hands,” Gail declared as she stepped over the obstruction.
 
   “Elves have better vision than humans,” Kestrel explained.
 
   They reached the cottage, and Gail opened the door for Kestrel, who went in and started a fire, while the Langravine unwound her veils once again, then sat in the front room by the fire, while Kestrel prepared his bedding.
 
   “Is it hard to sleep out here in this cottage?” Gail asked him when he returned and joined her in the front room.
 
   “I’ve grown used to sleeping in human ways,” Kestrel assured her.  “And the bed is very comfortable.”
 
   “Are elven ways of sleeping different from human ways?” she asked, curiously.
 
   “Elves like to sleep up high, in upper floors of buildings, or up in trees, the way we used to always sleep a long time ago.  I still sleep in trees sometimes when traveling,” he explained.
 
   “Could we run away?” Gail asked him, awakening him abruptly from his state of growing drowsiness.
 
   “Could you take me to the Eastern Forest, and introduce me to some nice elf who won’t mind my red hair?” she asked.
 
   He felt a pang of sadness at the thought of the girl’s unhappiness.  She had done nothing to deserve such treatment and isolation.  He thought of the treatment he had received in the past – shunned by elves for not looking elven enough, and discriminated against by humans for having elven characteristics.  The surgeries he had endured had treated the problem in part, and the magic ring that Kai had given him at one time had been another answer, another way to change his outward appearance to conform to the demands of the societies he had traveled through.
 
   “What if?” he began to ask, then checked himself.  There did seem to be an answer to the girl’s problem, one that seemed simple.  It was so simple he wondered why he hadn’t considered it before, and he paused to try to find some logical reason to not solve the problem.
 
   “What if what?” she asked wistfully.
 
   “What if I turned your hair black, instead of red?  Truly black, not a dye?  Like I turned those villagers into redheads?” he asked as he stood up.
 
   Her eyes grew great and round.  “Kestrel, you’re not teasing me, are you?” she asked in a tremulous voice.
 
   “No,” he said.  He stepped towards her, and held out his hand, then helped her rise to her feet.
 
   “I think you look lovely, just the way you are,” he told her.  He placed one hand on the top of her head.  “But what matters is that the rest of the Uniontown world sees your beauty, so let me open the window and let them see you,” he said, then he released a careful measure of his power into her scalp, and watched her hair metamorphose from the roots outward to the ends of the strands.  Her eyebrows darkened as well, and then he took his hand away.
 
   “There’s no mirror here in the cottage, but you have no more red hair,” he told her with a smile, though he felt an internal regret at the change in the girl.
 
   Her hands fluttered, and she stared at him intently.  “Really?  Really really?” she asked.
 
   “Go on, go inside the manor and look at yourself,” he told her.  He bent and picked up her veils, then tossed them into a corner of the cottage room.  “You don’t need that anymore.  You’re free to go about the way all the other young ladies do.”
 
   “Oh Kestrel,” her eyes teared up, and she began to cry.
 
   “Go on,” he said gently, he went to the door and opened it.  “You go to the manor now.  I’ll see you again in a few days, unless you have so many beaus coming to call on you that you can’t make time for me,” he grinned at her confusion.  She walked towards him, stopped, then left the cottage and started to run towards the manor.
 
   “Watch out for that tree root!” Kestrel called, and he watched her flee back to her aunt’s house.
 
   He hoped she would be happy, and he hoped her aunt would be pleased.  He suddenly felt that he was dirty, that he had done something improper, and he no longer wanted to stay in the cottage where he had performed the immoral deed.  He picked up his belongings, put out the fire, then left the cottage, tired as he felt, climbed the tree and went over the wall, then slowly walked down the nighttime street to the Listay fortress, then he entered the offsite building that used the under-the-road tunnel, passed through security and went to bed on the hard mattress in the room at the top of the tower.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Kestrel awoke the next morning to the sounds of greetings from his doorway.
 
   “Were you here all night?  We came looking for you, and didn’t find you,” he heard Stuart’s voice and sat up groggily.
 
   “You’re back!” he exclaimed after a second’s consideration.
 
   “And you’re back too!” the Duke’s head guardsman grinned.
 
   Kestrel rose from his bed and the two men embraced roughly, delighted to see one another.
 
   “And so you’ve made some new legends in Uniontown it sounds like,” Stuart said when they released one another.  “Come down and see the man and let him welcome you himself.”
 
   Kestrel pulled on clothes and boots, then gladly descended the stairway to the main floor of the fortress.
 
   “Whatever possessed you to take a room so high anyway?” Stuart asked.
 
   “Just an elvish prejudice.  We like higher places,” Kestrel answered.  There were more men in the building than he’d seen so far, and he realized that Stuart and the Duke must have traveled with a heavy guard.
 
   “The Duke’s in the dinner hall.  He’ll be happy to see you,” Stuart said.  “It’s good to see you with us lad,” he added impulsively.  “Now I know the gods are on our side, if they’re sending their own son to help us!” he spoke as they walked down the hall.
 
   “Well, they didn’t exactly send me,” Kestrel said.  “I came on my own.  I promised Lark.”
 
   “I know, lad, I know,” Stuart reassured him as they entered the hall.
 
   “My lord, look who I found sleeping up in the tower,” Stuart called loudly.
 
   A man stood from his seat at a table in the middle of the room, and the boisterous conversations occurring throughout the space ceased, as all heads turned.
 
   The duke looked different, Kestrel thought.  There were heavier lines in his face, and more gray in his goatee than Kestrel remembered.  But the eyes that stared at him were warm and friendly.
 
   “You look different, older and wiser perhaps,” the Duke said.  “Not to mention the pointed ears,” he smiled.  “But you still look like the honorable, trustworthy fellow I saw in the palace all those months ago.
 
   “Step over here and let me see you.  After all that Stuart and Gates have told me about you, I expect you to be twenty feet tall and glowing with fire,” the nobleman said.
 
   “Bow to him, show your fealty,” Stuart said softly as they approached the duke, the men in the room shuffling aside to make room for them.  The formalization of the alliance of their Duke and the fabled Destroyer was a moment they all believed would be historic.
 
   Kestrel reached an open space in front of the duke, then obeyed Stuart’s suggestion, bowing down on one knee to the man.
 
   “Stand up,” Listay said.  “No son of a god really needs to kneel to me.
 
   “I’m full of joy to have you within my walls, and thankful for all that I hear you’ve done already, while we’ve been out inspecting our other properties,” he spoke.  “So tell me, what is it that brings you here to help us?”
 
   Kestrel turned faintly pink.  “Lark made me promise to come help you,” he answered in a low voice.  “When we were in the other land, she asked if I would come to Uniontown to help you, and I said I would.
 
   “Since then, I’ve also promised the Marquise Thuringa that I’d set her husband free from Fields’s captivity.  And I’ve also promised myself that I’ll go to set Lark and the other prisoners there free as well.”
 
   “Is that all?” Listay said mildly.  “Just a quick list of things to check off, and then you’ll be done?” his expression was serious for two seconds, then switched to a laughing countenance, and the men around him laughed as well.
 
   “We’ve not thought about going to cut off Fields’s ransom supplies from Grilt’s place, have we?” the duke asked the men around him.
 
   “That’s what Kestrel was taking us to do last night when the Triplets launched their attack,” Gates spoke up.  “I think it’ll rattle Fields, especially coming when his fearful Triplets are out of service, while the Destroyer is still wreaking havoc.”
 
   “I think there’s a better way to describe our young friend’s activity than havoc,” the duke grinned.  “Shall we call it ‘doing good works’?”
 
   “I’m all for sending the raid to Grilt’s place.  He’s always been a stain on the name of nobility,” the duke said.  “When would you propose to do this?”
 
   “Tonight, after nightfall,” Kestrel said.
 
   “That’ll be good.  It gives me the day to catch up on things.  Lucius,” he motioned, and his son stepped over from a nearby crowded table, “and I have a social visit to make today, so it’ll allow us to clean up and prepare to have some important conversations.”
 
   Lucius smiled at Kestrel.  “I remember you saving our lives,” the young man said.  He was familiar to Kestrel.  Just like Lark, he had grown older since the last time Kestrel had seen him, but he was still recognizable.
 
   “Have a seat, eat some warm food, and rest during the day.  We’ll plan to join you on your mission tonight,” the duke told Kestrel.  He stood up and walked up to Kestrel, shook his hand firmly as they stood together, then left the room with a small entourage following him.
 
   Men gathered around Kestrel, as he went to get a plate of food, patting him on the back, making him wince as they pounded the still injured shoulder blade that he hoped would be healed someday soon.  He ate the food and replied to the compliments and questions of the men in the room, then he went back up to the tower to relax.
 
   He had seen Lucius.  The boy was one of the suitors that Duchess Tyle was considering as a new husband for Gail.  Kestrel told himself he’d have to speak to the boy about what a good person Gail was, and how much she deserved to be honored.  Of course, after Kestrel had changed her hair color, she might find that Lucius and all the others could figure out her merits on their own.
 
   And if, somehow, all the stars aligned properly, Lucius might marry Gail, while Kestrel might marry Lark, and he and Gail would end up as brother and sister-in-law, or something similar.  The thought made him softly laugh out loud.
 
   He rested as he napped throughout the day, then casually strolled around the fort, visiting portions that he hadn’t seen before.  By early evening he felt in better physical shape than he had been in many days, and he was eager to go with the others to raid the country estate where Thuringa and the others were kept.  It would be a significant blow to Fields’s reputation, as would Kestrel’s next planned raid to set Lark and Wren and Stillwater free.
 
   But what he could do for Duke Listay beyond those two steps was less certain in his mind, as he contemplated the danger of trying to face the Triplets again, when they were likely to be better prepared to fight him.
 
   Listay and Lucius, along with Gates and a dozen guards, were involved in the attack on Grilt’s estate.  The attack was quick and easy.  The only guards there to protect the estate were men used to beating unarmed prisoners, not fighting against trained men-of-war, and Kestrel used few of his powers to assist the uneven battle in the middle of the night.  Afterwards, each of the newly liberated captive noblemen was given a wagon that was loaded with supplies, and they were sent on their ways back to their own homes, with one of Listay’s guards assigned to ride with them and provide security on their journeys.
 
   As they walked back to Listay’s fortress, the duke strode over to Kestrel’s side.
 
   “We discovered an extraordinary miracle today, my friend,” he said.
 
   Kestrel looked at him.  “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “We visited the home of the Duchess Tyle,” the duke began, making Kestrel laugh softly.
 
   “I don’t need to say any more, do I?” Listay asked in the darkness.
 
   “About what, my lord?” Kestrel asked in a mocking tone.
 
   “Very good, very good.   So you approve of her, do you?” the nobleman asked.
 
   “She is a wonderful person.  She deserves to be treated like royalty,” Kestrel answered.  “I’d be very sorry to hear that anyone had hurt her.”
 
   “I’ll pass that along to Lucius,” Listay said. 
 
   “He’d do well to remember,” Kestrel said without humor.
 
   “And what about the man who Lark chooses?” Listay asked.  
 
   “The same, of course.  She deserves to be treated with respect,” Kestrel said, and they walked the rest of the way quietly, reaching their home just shortly before dawn.
 
   Kestrel slept soundly until noon, when he was awoken by one of Listay’s guard’s knocking on the door of his tower room.
 
   The man handed Kestrel a small, folded slip of paper.  “This was just delivered for you,” the guard told him.
 
   Kestrel opened the note quickly, and found a woman’s neat handwriting within.
 
    
 
   My Lord Kestrel,
 
    
 
   The Duchess Tyle requests the pleasure of discreetly meeting you at the Three Orchids restaurant at noon, in the private room on the south side.
 
    
 
   Humbly Yours,
 
    
 
   Tyle
 
    
 
   “What time is it?” Kestrel asked, as he hastily pulled his clothes on and ran to the front entrance of the fortress.
 
   “Nearly noon,” he was told.
 
   “Is there a restaurant named the Three Orchids in the vicinity?  How do I get there?” Kestrel pressed the questions quickly.
 
   “It’s about a mile away, inland, towards the temple of Kai,” the guard at the door informed him.  Kestrel slipped on his dark glasses, slipped out the door, and started immediately running with his elven speed to reach the restaurant in a timely fashion.  He ran through the regular daily traffic, slipping around and dodging among the carts and vendors and travelers who filled the streets of Uniontown on a day when the sky was blue and the sun made it feel as warm as a day in spring.  He left a wake of startled observers who were baffled by the unnaturally fast man with the hood and glasses who passed them by.
 
   When he was a block away from the restaurant he slowed to a typical walking pace, and sauntered up to the door of an elegant establishment, one that he was surprised to see had survived the turmoil of the Viathin occupation and the subsequent civil war in Uniontown.  The waiter showed him to a closed door, and Kestrel knocked, then was told to enter.
 
   Inside, he found the Duchess was sitting alone, at a table set for two.  He felt a momentary pang of disappointment; he had hoped and expected to find that Gail was along for the meal as well, but he hid his disappointment as he took Tyle’s hand.
 
   “You were expecting someone else?” she shrewdly asked.
 
   “I wanted to speak to you privately,” she said without waiting for an answer.  She took her seat, and he took his, then they began to eat from the meal that waited.
 
   “The change you made to Gail’s appearance – is it permanent?” the duchess asked.
 
   “As permanent as her hair will be, until it turns gray,” Kestrel said with a smile.
 
   “You did her a great favor, an enormous favor you know,” Tyle said.
 
   “I wanted to set her free,” Kestrel said earnestly.  “Free from fear and ridicule and isolation.  She shouldn’t have to live the way she does, just because of her hair color.”
 
   “She is in heaven.  She is flaunting her hair right now.  You may know that we received visitors yesterday,” the duchess said.
 
   “Duke Listay and his son?” Kestrel confirmed.
 
   “Indeed.   They were quite taken with her appearance.  She will also have other suitors now, I’m sure, if people believe that the hair color is real, and not a dye,” the noblewoman explained.  “That’s why I had to ask.”
 
   “I think the red hair was lovely,” Kestrel told her.  “I miss that.”
 
   “She would laugh to hear you say so,” Tyle said reflexively, “though I wonder if deep down she doesn’t feel the same.”
 
   “Gail is very disappointed that you left so quickly.  She wanted to thank you again.  She wanted me to thank you that very night.  After she awoke me to display her change, she dragged me to the cottage, only to find that you were gone,” the duchess said.  “Why did you leave?”
 
   “I felt sad,” Kestrel answered.  “It shouldn’t have been needed.  But it was the only way to make her happy that I knew.”
 
   Their conversation turned to other topics.
 
   “Duke Fields is reported to be extraordinarily angry, and very fearful as well,” Tyle told Kestrel.  “You’ve beaten the Triplets.”
 
   “I managed to battle them to a draw,” Kestrel corrected.  “I didn’t win.”
 
   “They aren’t of much use to Fields until they recover,” Tyle observed.  “While you’re out and about already.  That scares him, I understand.  And with good reason, it seems.
 
   “So are you going to put Duke Listay on the throne?” she asked Kestrel.
 
   He sat silently for a moment.  “I’m going to set my friends free,” he answered.  “And what happens after that depends on,” he paused, not quite ready to admit that his further actions would depend on what Lark had to say to him.  “I’ll support the Duke and help even the fight against the Triplets,” he answered.  “And we’ll see beyond that.”
 
   “Well, the hour has passed, and I’m sure you have other miracles to perform,” the noble lady told Kestrel.  She stood, and he stood as well.
 
   “I expect you’ll stop by to visit us again soon,” she told him.
 
   “Absolutely, my lady.” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “Tell that Duke of yours to bring you along the next time he brings his son,” she added with a smile.
 
   Kestrel smiled back, then bowed and left the room and the restaurant.  The duchess’s carriage was patiently waiting for her out in the street, and Kestrel waved at it as he put his glasses back on, with his hood up, and casually walked back to the home of Duke Listay.  It was a warm day, with the sunshine bringing many people out to enjoy the change from winter.  Kestrel took his time as he strolled back through the city, observing the happiness on people’s faces, even in a city that had known conflict for so long.  It made him content to know that he had taken on the task of coming to Uniontown, and had hopes of bringing a more peaceful life to the people eventually.
 
   That afternoon he asked to speak to the duke, and was shown into a study where the nobleman and his son were going over papers with several staff members.
 
   “I’d like to go set Lark free tonight,” Kestrel announced.
 
   “We’ll put a raiding party together for you!” Lucius spoke up eagerly.
 
   “How many men will you need?” the Duke asked in a more cautious tone.
 
   “One,” Kestrel said simply.
 
   The room stared at him dumbly.
 
   “This will be a stealthy raid.  I plan to steal the captives out from under Fields’s nose, not fight for them,” Kestrel announced.  “Stuart or Gates will be enough for me.”
 
   “I’ll go with the pup,” Stuart spoke up.  “Gates can take a turn staying home.”
 
   “He’ll be perfect for this,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “What’ll we do?” the guardsman asked.
 
   “Let it be a surprise,” Kestrel grinned.  “It’ll be like old times.”
 
   He said no more, and remained in the fortress until after nightfall.  “Let’s start now, and go slowly,” Kestrel said to Stuart as he looked up at the nearly full moon overhead.  “I’d like for the moon to set or be behind clouds when we reach Fields’s base.”
 
   They walked slowly, passing the ancient temple of Kai on their way.
 
   “Has it been restored since the Viathins were driven out?” Kestrel asked about the building.
 
   “It was cleaned out, but that’s all,” Stuart grunted.
 
   “That’s too bad.  When all of this is over, maybe we can do something to bring the goddess back here,” the elf said as he stood in front of the closed doors.
 
   “You know we won’t have the gods back for a while, none of the gods,” Stuart reminded him.
 
   “I know,” Kestrel agreed.  “But it should only be a few more weeks at most until the year of the Rishiare Estelle ends, and then the gods can come among us again.
 
   “And a good thing it’ll be to have their help if the Triplets are still at large,” he added.
 
   They continued on, and reached the vicinity of Fields’s fort not long after.
 
   “We need to get to a rooftop,” Kestrel said.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Stuart asked.  “You might as well tell me now.”
 
   “Do you remember the bridge in the sky that Morph made, that we walked across for hours?” Kestrel asked.  “I’m going to create one just like it, and we’re going to walk over to the roof of Fields’s fort.  The prisoners are supposed to be held up in the top rooms, so we can quietly spirit them away and no one will know until the morning, when they’ll be safely back with us.”
 
   “You make it sound so easy,” Stuart said dryly.  “I don’t remember that any of us were particularly fond of that bridge in the first place.  Are you going to be able to put a handrail on your bridge at least?” he asked.
 
   Kestrel laughed at the notion.
 
   “I’m serious,” Stuart said emphatically.
 
   Kestrel cocked his head and looked at the man, then decided that he did truly mean it.  He was a human, Kestrel remembered, unused to running along tree branches.
 
   “I think I can make a railing,” he agreed.
 
   They turned and found an empty building, then walked through the dark interior and climbed the stairs up to the roof top.  Kestrel led the way to climb up onto an adjacent, higher roof, which allowed them to gain a clear view of the roof of Fields’s building.  Down below Kestrel saw that there were sentries on patrol in the streets around the building.  Two windows in the floor below the roof were lit, and Kestrel guessed that the prisoners, at least Lark and Wren, were held there.  It would be the first place they would go when they reached the roof of the building.
 
   He took a breath and released it then crouched down as he focused on the distance from the parapet of the roof to the parapet on Fields’s roof.  He concentrated on removing the glow of his energy – it had to be dark and unseen from the ground.  When he released it, the energy shot across the open space and reached the target, then sat firmly in place, suspended in the air.  Kestrel unconsciously raised his hands and slowly spread them apart as he focused on widening the beam, turning it into a plank they could step on.  With that finished, he focused once more, and pushed his hand outward, palm open, shooting the handrail above the walkway and locking it in place.
 
   Kestrel rubbed his face, glad to have the chore complete.  He stood and looked down, then up, then down again.  The moon was unobscured and still high in the sky, casting bright light across the city.  But none of the guards appeared to be looking upward, and he and Stuart were dressed in dark clothes anyway.
 
   “Let’s go find our friends,” Kestrel said hoarsely, and he stepped up onto the barely visible dark bridge above the street.
 
   The magical plank was spongy, not as sturdy as Morph’s bridge had been.  Kestrel cautiously placed his second foot on the plank as well, then stood carefully still.  As he stood, the lights went out in the rooms he expected to visit.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Stuart whispered.
 
   “Nothing,” Kestrel said quickly he stepped forward quickly, then ran lightly across the springy bridge, feeling the surface vibrate beneath his weight.
 
   Stuart ran after him, gripping the rail tightly as he crossed the street chasm.
 
   “Can’t you make it better?” he asked as soon as he stepped into the roof of Fields’ fortress.
 
   “It got us over here, didn’t it?” Kestrel asked.  “Now,” he looked around, and saw a doorway.  “That must be the stairs down.
 
   “You stay at the top, while I go down and find the girls.  Shout if there’s trouble,” Kestrel briefly instructed.  Stuart held his sword competently as he followed Kestrel to the door.
 
   “Good luck,” he offered the wish to Kestrel, who slowly opened the door and peered down into the steep, dark staircase.
 
   Kestrel’s elven vision saw no signs of movement or danger, and he lightly stepped down into the enclosure, and disappeared from Stuart’s weaker human eyesight.   The stairs led to another door, where Kestrel heard no sounds or movement.  He once again opened a door, then stepped into darkness.  It was a hallway, a small, closed space, more suited for servants to walk in than the members of a noble household, Kestrel thought as he walked in the direction of the rooms that had been lit.
 
   There were a row of doors on the outward side of the hallway, rooms that had windows looking out at the street.
 
   Kestrel wasn’t sure which rooms had contained the lights that went out, and he hesitated to open any, for fear of raising an alarm.  He pressed his head against one door that he thought had the right location to have been occupied, and he listened intently.  There was someone breathing in the room, but nothing more was evident within.  It was a chance he felt he needed to take; if it was one of the captives, it was good – if it was one of Fields’s people, he could quickly overcome them.
 
   He slowly lifted the latch, and gently pressed the door open.
 
   “Oh no you don’t, you filthy assailant!” an angry woman’s voice sounded behind him, and a wooden mallet struck him in the temple, knocking him out of the doorway and onto the floor of the hall.
 
   He shook his head as he reached for his power and threw a glowing blue shield over himself while grabbing for his knife at the same time.
 
   He looked up, in the hallway that was now brightly illuminated by the light from his shield, and he suddenly grinned.  He released his hold on his powers, and put his knife away, then held his hand up.
 
   “The least you can do is help me to my feet,” he told his cousin, who stood in bewilderment.
 
   Kestrel?” she asked.  She started to extend her hand, then realized it still held the wooden club she had used to knock him down.  She switched hands, then grabbed his, and pulled him up to his feet, and into a rough embrace.
 
   “Heavens above!  Kestrel!” she said softly.  “Kestrel!  You’re alive!  You’re here!
 
   “Are you okay?  Have you seen Creata?” she asked.
 
   “I haven’t seen him since I returned.  We’ll talk soon – I’m here to set you free!” he said.  “Is this Lark’s room?” he asked.
 
   “Let me go get her,” he said.  “Stuart is up on the roof.  Where is Stillwater held?” he asked.
 
   “They keep the imp down in the dungeon – can you believe it?  Isn’t that nasty of them?” she replied.
 
   Kestrel frowned as he put his hand on the latch to Lark’s door; he was eager to get inside and see her.
 
   “How many are in here?  Can we go down and set him free?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “How strong are you with that power?” she asked doubtfully.
 
   “I’m strong,” he replied.  “Do the Triplets stay here?”
 
   “Who’s out there?” Lark’s cautious voice floated out of her room.
 
   “If they’re here, I haven’t heard them in two days,” Wren answered.
 
   “Wait here,” Kestrel ended the whispered conversation with that command, then pressed the door open and stepped into the room.
 
   “Lark?  It’s me, Kestrel.  I’ve come to Uniontown for you,” he said gently.  He could see her sitting on a small mattress, looking towards the door.
 
   “Who?  Kestrel?  Kestrel!” the girl leapt out of her bed and ran to him, then embraced him and kissed him soundly. 
 
   “Kestrel!  I heard you were in Uniontown!  A girl named Gail told me!” Lark told him as the two of them squeezed one another tightly.
 
   “We have to go,” Kestrel said urgently.  “Get ready; we’re going to sneak out of here and return to your father,” he told her.
 
   “Oh Kestrel!” he heard the emotion in her voice.  “Just a moment,” her arms slipped away from him, and she began to slip clothes over her sleeping apparel.
 
   She stood and gave him another hug, before the three of them crept back up to the roof and had a silent, happy reunion with Stuart.
 
   “You two go across the bridge and go back home,” Kestrel told Stuart and Lark.  “We’re going to go find Stillwater.”
 
   “We’ll all go find him,” Stuart proposed.
 
   “No, I’ll have trouble protecting all of us, especially if the Triplets are here,” Kestrel answered.  “Hopefully, Wren and I can sneak most of the way through the building to find him, then rejoin you at the Duke’s place,” Kestrel directed.
 
   “I hated crossing that bridge,” Lark said impulsively.  She looked from the dark object back to Kestrel.  “Thank you!” and she gave him another impulsive hug, making him grin.
 
   “Let’s take you home, my duchess,” Stuart said.  He shook Kestrel’s hand, then began walking across the passage to freedom, with Lark following behind.
 
   “Okay,” Wren said, as soon as the two escapees reached the far roof, “what’s your plan from here?”
 
   “I don’t have a plan.  I just came to set everyone free,” Kestrel answered as they descended back to the sleeping rooms.  “Do you know your way around this place?”
 
   “A little.   They haven’t let us walk around on our own, but we’ve been escorted around most of it.  The staircase is this way,” she pointed.   They walked to a door, and opened it to reveal a dimly lit stairway.
 
   “This goes down to the main floor.  The stairs to the basement cells are in a separate place,” Wren explained.
 
   “How many men does Fields have in here?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “There are usually scores of them,” Wren answered.
 
   “I remember one time I had an invisibility potion that Kere gave me,” Kestrel said, thinking hard about how to pass undetected through the building below.  “I wish I had that.”
 
   “Darkness!” Wren said suddenly.  “It’ll be like being invisible.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “You’ve got close to elven vision, and my vision is better than the humans’,” she explained.  “If we can put out the torches as we pass them, and walk in darkness, the humans won’t be able to see us,” she answered.
 
   “We’ll do better than that,” Kestrel said with satisfaction.  He took a moment to gather his energy, and to shape it to carry out his wish, then released it, sending feathery threads of power before him, to hunt through the air of the building, seeking out each and every flame that existed, and dousing them.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said.
 
   They started to descend, and saw the various flickering spots of light below them disappear, as men expressed surprise and dismay at each lit position in the building.
 
   “We have to hurry,” Kestrel said.  “They’ll figure this out quickly, and know something is happening.”
 
   They threw caution away and ran clattering down the stairs in the darkness, brushing past surprised guards along the way.  They reached the main floor, and Wren careened to the right, Kestrel immediately behind her.
 
   “Here,” she barely breathed the words in Kestrel’s ear so that he could hardly hear her over the sounds of confusion that surrounded them, “these are the stairs down to the basement.”
 
   She opened the door slightly, then slid through the opening and started down.
 
   “I can’t see at all.  You take the lead, or provide a little light,” she told him, in the pitch black stairwell.
 
   Kestrel agreed that the absolute lack of any source of light, indirect, direct, reflected, or otherwise, foiled even his vision.  He paused a few moments and created a tiny spark of blue light that jumped downward, and he sent it down until it reached the floor below, then he moved it sideways around a corner and stopped it, so that it lit the basement beyond, without revealing their own arrival directly.
 
   The sounds of scuffling and soft voices rose from the basement space as the blue light hovered in the air.  “Are there guards down here?” Kestrel asked as they reached the bottom of the steps.
 
   “There should be,” his cousin said noncommittally.
 
   “We’ll find out,” Kestrel said softly.  He pulled his knife free and stepped into the hall.
 
   There was no sign of a guard, only a long, narrow passage with doors on either side.
 
   “Stillwater is down this way,” Wren tugged on his sleeve, pointing to the right.
 
   “Stillwater?” Kestrel asked.  “Friend Stillwater?  Do you have any mushrooms?” he called softly after they passed the first few doors.
 
   “I feel like a mushroom down here in this darkness.  Who calls?” Kestrel recognized the clear, high voice of the imp.
 
   Kestrel stood in front of the cell the voice had come from, then reached with his hand and opened it, using his power to cause the bolt to dissolve.
 
   “Who calls indeed?” Kestrel replied.  “Two of your favorite elves, that’s who.”
 
   “Kestrel friend!” the imp screamed the name loudly and launched himself at Kestrel, embracing him with a death grip.  “You are alive and well!  The world is a better place,” he pronounced.  “We are all lucky to have you as our friend.”
 
   “Stillwater,” Wren said in a sad tone, “don’t go too far overboard.”
 
   “Let’s get out of here quickly,” Kestrel said.
 
   “What about us?” a voice called from another cell nearby.
 
   Kestrel looked at Stillwater, and the imp shrugged.  “I shouldn’t be held captive, so perhaps neither should they.”
 
   “You two go up to the top of the staircase and wait for me,” Kestrel told Wren and Stillwater.  “I’ll open the doors of the others.” He watched them obey immediately, as he walked down the hall, and began to open doors, placing his hand and releasing powers upon each door latch.
 
   “We’re going to escape. It will be dangerous, so you can stay or go as you wish,” he told them as a half dozen men fell in line behind him.  He led them up the stairs.
 
   “There’s a light up here Kestrel.  We can see something,” Wren told Kestrel as he reached the top of the stairs.
 
   “How close are we to the front door?” he asked.  He wasn’t sure if his fire suppression powers had faded away, or if the power of the Triplets was in play.  In either event, he was starting to feel tired.  Though he had expended no great amount of power, except when he had created the bridge, he had done enough other things to begin to feel weary.  He didn’t want to use his energy for many more actions, if he could avoid it.
 
   “Thirty yards?” she guessed.
 
   “That should be easier than trying to reach the roof,” he said.  “We’ll go straight to the door, out the door, and then everyone goes where they want to go,” he told the freed prisoners behind him.  He watched and saw their heads nod uncertainly in the dim stairwell.  He lowered the brightness of his floating illumination to make it even dimmer, less conspicuous to Fields’s men, and he lowered it to the floor level, then proceeded to tap Wren’s shoulder in an unspoken signal to advance.
 
   She went first, followed by Kestrel, with Stillwater flying over his head, and the other prisoners trailing along.
 
   Wren turned a corner, turned another, and began to trot.  There was reflected light ahead, but she moved on with sureness, as the passageway they were in gave way to a large lobby, in which Kestrel saw a half dozen men.  He raised his hand and fired a bolt of bright blue energy at the main door, then another at the frame on the right, and one more to demolish the debris hanging above the new opening, all in a matter of moments.
 
   The guardsmen in the lobby swore and screamed as they were knocked to the ground by the explosion, but Wren trotted on, her hands and arms in front of her head for protection as debris showered outward upon her.
 
   “Stop right there!” a woman’s voice screamed.
 
   Kestrel instinctively threw a blue shield around his followers.  He stopped and turned, then saw a glowing red figure standing on the second floor landing of the stairs that climbed the wall along the side of the lobby.
 
   “Everyone move slowly towards the door,” Kestrel told his people.  “Wren, take my sword,” he instructed his cousin, his eyes not looking as he watched the Triplet above.  He felt Wren’s hands on his hip momentarily, then she pulled the sword free, as he backed towards the door and the rest of the escapees clustered around him.
 
   “Stop!  I said stop!” the Triplet said, and she fired a bolt of her energy at Kestrel’s shield, striking it and splattering away, but weakening it nonetheless.
 
   “We’re done here, and we’ve done no one any harm,” Kestrel replied.  “We’ll be gone and you can live in peace.”
 
   “Peace!?  After what you did to my brother and my sister?” the girl shrieked.  She fired three bolts of power at Kestrel, each weakening his shield slightly more, but none breaking through.
 
   The rest of Kestrel’s group was running, but he heard the sound of swords clashing, and turned to see that Fields’s guards were closing in on Wren and the others as they ran away from him and left the protective power of his shield.
 
   He looked up at the female Triplet, dropped his shield, and fired a bolt of his own energy at her, causing her to duck away as he made the landing beneath her feet crumble and fall.
 
   He turned then and fired shots of Fields’s guards, striking three of them and knocking them to the ground, while causing the rest of them to flee for safety.  He turned back and saw that the Triplet girl was rising to her feet, and he threw his shield back up to protect himself, but felt it flicker and wink into and out of effectiveness as he reached the end of his powers momentarily.
 
   The girl fired a bolt of energy that struck his thin protection, lost some of its venom, but carried on through and struck him fully in the chest and head, instilling terrible pain and making him stumble backwards then fall.
 
   “Kestrel!” he heard Wren call as he began to lapse into unconsciousness.
 
   “Die now you pig!” he heard the Triplet scream with almost incoherent rage.  His fingers groped for his knife, found the handle, then tossed the weapon up in the air, as he hoped that it carried out its mission.  
 
   The pain was overwhelming; he beat futilely at the flames on his flesh, then he heard the Triplet scream in pain.  “This isn’t over yet!  I’ll find you, and I’ll use you!” she screamed.
 
   And then he passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Kestrel awoke in a subdued room, where he slept alone in a comfortable bed.  He felt terrible pain on his face and chest.  He looked down and saw thick layers of gauze across his chest, then realized that he felt them on his face as well, covering his chin and mouth and cheeks.
 
   He reached up with his hands, though the skin on his arms exploded it pain, to the point that he ceased trying to bend the arms, and returned them to their straight, prone positions atop the bed covers.
 
   “Hello?” He hoarsely called.
 
   “Kestrel?” he heard a voice, then Gates entered the room and walked quietly over to the side of his bed.
 
   “It’s good to see you awake, my friend,” Gates said.  “You take it easy and rest and heal now.
 
   “What can I do for you?” the guard asked.
 
   “I’m thirsty,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Here, open your mouth,” Gates told him.  He raised a straw to Kestrel’s lips, and poured a dribble of water from a glass into the other end of the straw, moistening Kestrel’s mouth.
 
   “What’s happened to me?” Kestrel asked after he swallowed the drink.
 
   “You rescued the young duchess and those friends of yours, and you made a mess of Fields’s fortress, and you defeated the last of the Triplets,” Gates told him.  “There’s plenty to be proud of there.
 
   “And you got burned pretty badly doing it.  You’ve been here three days sleeping, partly because the apothecary gave you some syrups to keep you sleeping,” he explained.  “You need to rest up and heal.  The Duke hopes you’ll be better in time to attend his coronation,” the guard said.
 
   “Coronation?” Kestrel asked.  He felt dreadful pain starting to overtake his awareness, focusing his attention on his discomfort.
 
   “Fields has fled the city.  Grilt has been placed in custody by Duke Listay.  The other nobles and merchants are all asking him to accept the crown and become the king.  He’s going to call a convocation of the nobles and priests to make an official declaration of his ascension to the throne next month, after spring time officially arrives,” Gates explained.
 
   He stopped, as there was a sound at the door.
 
   “Is he awake?” a woman’s voice asked.  Gail came into Kestrel’s field of vision, her hair still thick and black.
 
   “We’ve just been talking for a couple of minutes.  He just woke up,” Gates explained.
 
   “He needs to sleep,” she said.  She expertly picked up the straw Gates had put down, and placed the end in Kestrel’s mouth, then picked up a dark green glass bottle, and tilted it carefully to deliver a stream of thick, sticky sweet liquid that Kestrel almost gagged on as he swallowed it.
 
   “I’m sorry, Kestrel,” she said.  “I should have dosed you before I left the room,” she apologized.
 
   Kestrel felt the pain dissipate, as a wooly sense of disengagement overtook him.
 
   “You look nice, Gail,” he said with a dreamy smile, and then he fell asleep.
 
   Kestrel awoke again a week later, to find Stillwater floating near a window.
 
   “His eyes are open,” the imp announced.   “Welcome to the world of the living, friend warrior,” the blue figure said as he floated over to a position above Kestrel.
 
   There seemed to be less pain than he had felt before, Kestrel decided.
 
   “Stillwater, how are you, my friend?” he asked.
 
   “I am free from the prison.  I am able to fly about in the open air and sunlight every day.  I get to visit you as much as I like, and the people of this place prepare good food for me, Kestrel friend, so I am as good as an imp can be who is waiting for the end of the Rishiare Estelle,” the imp chatted.
 
   “Are we close to the end of the red sun?” Kestrel asked, closing his eyes and relaxing as his head sunk back into the pillows.  The pain was still extreme after all, he realized.
 
   “Every day is a little closer,” Stillwater said philosophically.  “And when that last day comes and goes, and we can come and go as we please, do you know where you and I shall go?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “The healing spring,” they said simultaneously, and grinned at one another.
 
   “I thought I heard voices in here,” Gail appeared suddenly.  “You shouldn’t be awake,” she said as she glided over to Kestrel’s bedside.  Her hair was still black, and worn untied or restrained, a luxuriant spread across her shoulders.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Kestrel asked, puzzled.
 
   “Watching you, though not very well, apparently,” she said as she sat in a chair.  She picked up the straw Kestrel had seen before, and placed it on his lips, then poured a gentle stream of the liquid in the green bottle into his mouth.
 
   “Do you come here often?” Kestrel asked.  The medicine began to make his tongue feel thick, and slow.
 
   “Whenever I can, to see the great hero,” she smiled at him.  “My great hero, who has made my life so much better,” she told him, then leaned over and kissed his forehead.  “Now go to sleep,” she said, and he did.
 
   When he awoke again, there was a man he did not know, who had a pair of scissors, and was cutting away the bandages across his chest.  Leaning over the physician’s shoulder, Kestrel saw Duke Listay, Lark, Wren and Gail, while Stillwater hovered overhead.
 
   “Welcome back, young warrior,” the man with the scissors said abstractly, as he began to peel away bandages.  Kestrel lay silently, looking up at the expressions on the faces of his friends.  There were grimaces, he noted.
 
   “It has healed very well, considering how badly burned his flesh was,” the doctor said, satisfied that his medicine had done its duty.  “There is no sign of infection.”
 
   “Those scars, will they heal?” Lark asked.
 
   “They will fade quite a bit,” the doctor said.  “They’ll never go away, but they will improve somewhat.”  He picked up the scissors again.  “Let’s see the rest of our progress,” he said, and he began to snip the cotton that wrapped around Kestrel’s jaws.
 
   The man snipped away the gauze, then placed his scissors down, and Kestrel saw the anticipation on the faces of those above.  He felt their anticipation, their tension, seeping into his own psyche, as he wondered what had happened, how long he had laid unconscious, and whether he had healed from his injuries at all.
 
   He remembered the girl, the Triplet who had been left and had attacked.  She had shot her energy at him and hit him, just before he had unleashed Lucretia against her.  The attack was the last thing he remembered.
 
   And now he was discovering the consequences, such as they were.  They were injuries to his body, but his body would heal.  He was in pain, but the pain would fade as he healed.
 
   The doctor stopped his delicate snipping, then lifted first one piece of gauze away, then another and another.
 
   “It’s as good as medicine can provide,” the doctor said, but the look Kestrel saw in the eyes of the observers told him that it wasn’t pretty.  Lark’s eyes were cringing with disturbance, while Listay’s eyes looked thoughtful, and Gail’s eyes looked sympathetic.
 
   “What changes will there be from here?” Listay asked.
 
   “It’s like the chest; the scars will fade.  There’s some swelling that will go down as well,” the doctor told him.
 
   “Until he can go to the healing spring,” Wren said confidently.  “Then he’ll be good as new.”
 
   “And all the pretty girls will want to pamper him again, as they always seem to,” Stillwater affirmed.  “The Rishiare Estelle should end within the next few weeks, and I will call an army of imps to carry our hero away to be healed.”
 
   Lark turned away, and Wren turned with her.  The doctor picked up the gauze and carried it away, while Gail moved to the bedside and gingerly placed her hand in Kestrel’s.
 
   “It could be worse,” she told him.  “You could have red hair.”
 
   She was trying to lighten his mood, he realized, and he appreciated the effort.
 
   “It doesn’t bother me, really,” he told her.  He squeezed her hand gently to emphasize his message.
 
   “What can we do to help?” the Duke asked the doctor.  “What do you need?  I’ll send my men anywhere to retrieve any remedy you need.”
 
   “There is nothing else I can do,” the doctor said matter-of-factly.  “The Destroyer suffered terrible injuries, but he has survived.  For a being with his abilities, appearances are of little consequences, really,” the doctor waxed philosophically.   “After all, look at how we tolerated the Viathins among us for so many years.
 
   “Good day to you all,” he said, picking up a leather satchel.  “And you too young hero, as well.  Thank you for all that you’ve done to make Uniontown a better place.”  With that comment and tip of his hat, he went out the door and out of sight.
 
   “May I look in a mirror?” Kestrel asked quietly, after the doctor was gone and an uncomfortable silence filled the room.
 
   “There are none here in the cottage,” Gail told him.
 
   “We’re in the cottage?  Your aunt’s cottage?” he asked in surprise.  He had thought he was in some airy chamber of Duke Listay’s home.
 
   “It’s what you asked for,” Wren told him, coming over closer to him.  “When you finished the fight at Fields’s fortress, you were lying in the street, burnt, bloody, and nearly incoherent.  You kept mentioning Duchess Tyle and Gail, so some of the other freed prisoners and us brought you here.  Fields’s men weren’t following or fighting.  Seeing you destroy another of their Triplets, put the fear in them, let me tell you!  They were deserting in droves.”
 
   “How long have I been here?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “About two weeks,” the Duke answered.  “You’ve been kept heavily sedated to allow you to heal.  When the doctor first saw you, he said you wouldn’t live, but we told him that wasn’t the right answer.”
 
   Kestrel tried to grasp all that they told him.
 
   “What of Fields and the Triplets now?” he asked.
 
   “Fields is fled,” the Duke said.  “He took his people he had left and he went east to his stronghold out on the plains.  He doesn’t have many loyal men left, and no one speaks up for him publically or privately.  When the new king is chosen, there’ll be time to deal with him.”
 
   “And the Triplets?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “The one you fought last, when you rescued Lark,” he looked over at his daughter, who stood looking out a window, “is still here, but the other two are gone.”
 
   “What do you mean, gone?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “We can’t find them, or any trace of them,” the Duke replied.
 
   “What does the captive one say?” Kestrel asked.
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “She’s not dead or alive,” Lark spoke from her spot.  “She doesn’t talk.”
 
   Kestrel looked at the Duke, puzzled.
 
   “She is not alive, or dead, just as Lark said.  Her flesh is cool, not warm; her heart doesn’t beat.  But she doesn’t change; she just lies still.  Is it something you’d understand?”
 
   “I’ll go examine her when I feel better,” Kestrel said.  He suddenly felt very tired.
 
   “I’d like to rest now,” he said.
 
   “Of course,” the Duke said.  “And we have affairs to attend to as well, now that we know you’re on the mend.”
 
   Lark came back to his bedside, and took his hand as she looked at him with warmth now evident.  “Thank you for rescuing me.  I haven’t even told you that yet.  I’ll come back tomorrow to talk to you.  I want to find out what you did after we parted in the land of the Skyes.”
 
   “There’s a lot to tell,” Kestrel said.
 
   “I’ll be ready for a long story.  You rest easy, my hero,” she said fondly. Her father put his arm around her shoulders.  “Are the rest of you coming now too?”
 
   “I’ll stay with Kestrel for a little while more,” Wren said.
 
   “As will I,” Stillwater quickly agreed.
 
   “And I’ll run to Aunt Tyle’s house in a little while,” Gail joined with the other two.
 
   Kestrel watched the Duke and his daughter depart, then he closed his eyes.
 
   “How bad is it?” he asked quietly.
 
   “I think my red hair was worse,” Gail responded.
 
   Kestrel smiled.  “Then I must be very handsome.”
 
   She smiled back, leaned over, and pecked his forehead, then picked up the now-familiar straw and bottle of green syrup.  She gave him a dose, and he quickly fell asleep.
 
   The next day, Lark came back in the middle of the morning.  Stillwater and Wren were with Kestrel at the time, and he ended up giving them his story of what happened after their group departed from the land of the Skyes, telling them of the battle with the Kovell, the black mist, and then his journey with Medeina through her land.
 
   He enraptured them with his stories of the battle for the Eastern Forest.  Stillwater and Wren were familiar with his Oaktown and Firheng venues, and all three of them were astonished by the news of the exploding powder that the twins had used as a deadly weapon.
 
   “So she taught you more about how to use your powers?” Wren asked keenly.  Though Kestrel had not expressed himself so bluntly, she understood his meaning.  “Medeina spent all that time with you showing you how to be more powerful?”
 
   “She showed me how to be more effective with what I have,” he tried to summarize his experience with the itinerant goddess.
 
   “We’re going to a ball tonight!” Lark blurted out.
 
   Kestrel looked at the women in surprise.
 
   “There hasn’t been a ball in years, not since the first years the Viathins started to arrive,” Gail said.  “I’ve never been to one before.  My aunt says that young women think about them too much.”
 
   “Wren’s been to balls; she’s the one who’ll tell us what to do,” Lark said confidently.
 
   Kestrel laughed at the notion of his warlike cousin being the model of decorum at a ball, but he stopped snickering when she shook a fist at him.
 
   In the afternoon, the girls left, and Stuart came to sit with him.   With the guardsman and Stillwater as his only companions, Kestrel was easily able to persuade them to allow him to rise from his bed and walk about for the first time.   His legs were startlingly weak, after numerous days in bed, and he found that the walk from his room, out of the cottage, to a bench in the garden of Duchess Tyle, was enough to tire him.  He sat with Stuart and Stillwater in the garden, enjoying the warm sunlight that filtered down through bare but budding branches, and listening to birds singing mating songs of spring.
 
   “Has the first day of spring arrived?” he asked Stillwater.
 
   “Next week, friend Kestrel!” the imp replied gaily.  “And not too long thereafter, the Rishiare Estelle should start to fade away, and life will be better!  We will travel as we want, and eat mushrooms, and see other imps again!”
 
   Kestrel smiled at his friend’s enthusiasm.
 
   “What is happening with Duke Listay, now that Fields is gone?” Kestrel asked Stuart.
 
   “He’s everyone’s presumed new king,” the guard said.  “There’s lots of maneuvering and scheming going on.
 
   “The old lady here,” he motioned to Tyle’s mansion, “is playing a pretty shrewd game bargaining for marrying her niece to Lucius,” he referred to Listay’s son.  “The old lady and the duke enjoy sparring with one another in the negotiations.  If she were younger, I think the duke would bargain to marry her instead of his son marrying her niece!” the man laughed, and Kestrel laughed with him, trying to imagine the formidable duchess as an object of romance.
 
   “How bad do I look?” Kestrel asked Stuart.
 
   “I’ve been through battles, and I’ve seen ugly things, things no man wants to see.  So I’m hardened.  You’re not pretty, but you’re alive,” the guard told him candidly.  “You shouldn’t go out a lot,” he added a warning.  “Folks will be upset.”
 
   Kestrel nodded his head.  He raised his hand and finally did what he had considered doing for over a day; he transformed a patch of air into a reflective sheet of energy, and looked at his slightly distorted image in the mirror in front of him.
 
   There were mottled patches of red and brown and pink across his chest, shoulders, neck and jaw.  The skin was puckered in many places, stretched tight and shiny in others.  It was unpleasant, he knew.  But the healing spring would provide the remedy he needed, he also knew.
 
   With a wave of the same outstretched hand, he made the mirror dissolve.
 
   “My lord,” Stuart said, “it’s extraordinary!  I’m surprised no one’s suggested that we make you the king!”
 
   Kestrel laughed.  “What a title that would be – King Destroyer!  I don’t think it would create much comfort, would it?”
 
   “No,” Stuart agreed.  Minutes later, after sitting and talking quietly, he helped walk Kestrel around the garden for several minutes to exercise his legs, then took him back into the cottage.
 
   That evening, shortly after sunset, Kestrel and Stillwater were sitting together in the cottage parlor, alone, when there was a knock at the door, and then a pair of servants arrived with large trays, followed by the Duchess Tyle.
 
   “Since my niece has left me for the evening, I thought I’d see if you gentlemen would allow me to dine with you,” she said.
 
   The servants proceeded to lay out three settings at the table, averting their eyes from Kestrel as much as possible, and then exited, leaving the three to enjoy their meal.
 
   “These girls, this whole generation, have never had such a thing as a ball to dance at,” Tyle said.  “Thank you Kestrel, for giving them the chance to have such a thing.
 
   “Thank you for giving us all a chance to have a normal society again,” she told him.
 
   The conversation turned to the garden in the spring time, and the flowers that would bloom in the coming days and weeks.
 
   Kestrel grew stronger every day thereafter, walking in the garden for exercise.  He remained in seclusion on the Duchess’s property, his location known to only his small circle of friends in Uniontown.
 
   Wren announced that she was going to leave, to return to Seafare to reunite with Creata.  “I hope I’ve made him suffer with desperate longing,” she joking told Kestrel.  “But the truth is, I long to see him.”  She caught a berth aboard a riverboat the next day, with assurances from Duke Listay that she would always be welcome to return to Uniontown as a noble member of his own household.
 
   “When will I see you again?” she asked Kestrel.
 
   “It’s hard to say,” he shrugged.  “There’s so much going on here, Lark and I seldom have time to talk seriously.  I’ll want to go back to the Eastern Forest when the imps are able to travel again, and then return here, I imagine.”  He thought the scenario seemed realistic and likely, and so he parted with Wren in good spirits on both their accounts.
 
   Lark came to walk with him every day, once in the morning and once in the afternoon, talking with him about all that was going on in Uniontown’s newly burgeoning social scene, and some of what was happening in the political scene as well.  Her father’s ascension to the throne was widely assumed, leaving her and Lucius in position to have to represent him at many places, and to be looked upon and called upon to provide a pseudo-royal presence on many occasions.  She grew so busy that she soon cut her visits with him back to only one per day.
 
   Gail visited him every day as well, strolling from the manor to his cottage at all times of day to spend time with him.  She was walking with him on the afternoon when Stillwater came swooping down in front of them, so fast, so close, and so unexpectedly, that Gail clutched tightly at Kestrel’s shirt in surprise.
 
   “It is now Spring!” the imp pronounced dramatically.  “I just felt it!  Spring is here!
 
   “If the Rishiare Estelle were not in place, we would be flying to the healing spring right now!” he crowed.
 
   “Not much longer, Kestrel joy-giver!  How many imps can you put in the spring at once?” he laughed 
 
   Kestrel burst out laughing as well.  “Let us count down the days, and when it comes, we will go to Oaktown to pack a picnic basket so that I can remain at the spring around the clock.  I know the imps and sprites will come in shifts and waves to enjoy the water.”
 
   Stillwater flew off exuberantly, and Kestrel explained the healing spring to Gail with relish.
 
   “We’ll take you there someday,” he promised.
 
   Not long afterwards, a day came when Lark did not arrive to visit.  Gail later explained that the princess-in-waiting had been requested to join an important noble family at their estate.
 
   Lark stopped by for lunch the following day to apologize in person for her absence.  “This family is the most important landholder on the west bank of the river,” she explained.  “Lucius is very good friends with the heir, and so they wanted to meet me as well.
 
   “It was a lovely time at their estate, but I’m sorry I didn’t see you,” she leaned down to kiss the top of his head.  They spoke for a bit more, until she had to leave for another event.
 
   The duchess came to see him the following day, the first time she had visited him since their dinner.
 
   “The city has grown calm, but the gossip remains centered on the question of where is the Destroyer and where did the Triplets go,” she told him as they strolled along a path in the garden.  The ferns had sprouted luxuriant new fronds, and flowers were blooming from the honeysuckle bushes
 
   “I know where the Destroyer is of course, and it takes all that I have to refrain from laughing at my friends as they guess this or that or the other,” she told him.  “But I’m curious to know what you did with the Triplets.”
 
   “My lady,” Kestrel protested vehemently.  “I’ve done nothing with the Triplets.  I’ve not seen them since the battle with the girl that did this to me,” he gestured towards the scars across his upper body.  “What happened to her?”
 
   “Her body was gone one morning, disappeared from the morgue where it had been kept.  No one knows what happened to it, and all assumed that you had taken it,” she assured him.
 
   He shook his head, contemplating the strange disappearance of an undead sorceress, but reached no conclusions.
 
   Gail came to have dinner with him that night.  “Don’t you have a ball or dance to go to?” he asked.
 
   “I begged off,” she said easily, but Kestrel could see that her eyes were troubled.
 
   “You’re kind to spend so much time with me,” he complimented her.  “Look at how much Lark has to do in society.”
 
   “She,” Gail began, then stopped.  “After all the time you spent with me while my hair was red and I was unfit for view, I owe you a hundred dinners and visits,” she told him.  
 
   “You know,” Kestrel spoke reflectively, “I don’t really mind not seeing many other people.  This is calm and peaceful, and gives me time to relax and think.  Maybe being banished isn’t so bad.   Once the Rishiare Estelle is over and I can travel to the healing spring, maybe I won’t have these scars healed, just so I can continue to be isolated.”
 
   “Do you truly believe that this spring of yours can heal those scars?  That seems impossible, Kestrel dear,” she told him.  “The doctor thought you were lucky to have lived at all; it seems impossible to imagine those being healed after such severe damage.
 
   “Not that I really even notice any more,” she added hastily.
 
   The next morning, Gail arrived in mid-morning, her eyes looking reddened and bloodshot.
 
   “Kestrel, are you available for Lark to come see you?” the girl asked in a tremulous voice.
 
   “Of course, of course.  What a silly thing to ask,” Kestrel grinned at the girl.
 
   “She’ll be here to speak to you in a minute,” Gail said, then fled from the cottage with undue haste.
 
   A minute later, Lark entered the cottage parlor, and stood standing by the door.  She was pale, and nervous.
 
   “My lord Kestrel,” she began in a formal tone, one that sent a chill down Kestrel’s spine.
 
   “With your injury and appearance so greatly altered, I find that I admire you no less.  But the role that I am going to have to carry out will be one of constantly living in the public eye, and you will not be able to join me.
 
   “You are truly a great hero, one who has saved multiple worlds from destruction.  And you’ve saved me personally many times,” she said in a softer tone.
 
   “I’m sorry Kestrel.  I’m really sorry,” she began to grow teary-eyed.
 
   “Are you telling me that you’re leaving me because of the way I look?” Kestrel asked incredulously.  “I’ll look completely different in just another month or so,” he told her.  
 
   “The only reason I came to Uniontown in the first place was because of you.  I thought you had feelings for me,” he said emotionally.
 
   “Kestrel, I did.  I still do.  I’m very fond of you.  But you can’t be a prince when you can’t ever go out into the public with me,” she told him.  She rushed over and awkwardly hugged him, as he refused to return the embrace, then she stepped back.
 
   “I have to go.  But we will still be friends, good friends, I hope.  Good bye, Kestrel,” she told him, tears running down her face, and she went out the door.
 
   Kestrel stood in the cottage, stunned by the revelation.  He had not expected it, had not foreseen it at all.
 
   “Kestrel, may I come in?” Gail stood at the still open door, studying him.
 
   “I’d prefer to be alone, please,” he told her.
 
   “I understand,” she said sympathetically.  “Please send for me – send Stillwater to come fetch me if you want to talk to someone or just have a friend in the room.”
 
   “Thank you, I will,” he answered leadenly, without any intention of speaking to her or anyone about the sudden disappointment.
 
   Gail sighed and slowly turned away.  “I’m so sorry it happened like this, Kestrel,” she said with her back to him.  “You deserve so much better,” she added, then walked away.
 
   “Stillwater,” Kestrel called loudly a few minutes later, after the shock of Lark’s announcement wore away.  The imp came flying down from the roof of the manor, where he often sat to watch the people of the city.
 
   “Stillwater, I think it’s time to leave Uniontown,” he spoke to the imp.  He walked out and sat on a bench.  The spring time air was warm and the sun was shining.
 
   “The Rishiare Estelle will end within the fortnight, Kestrel wounded heart.  Should we not stay here until the terrible limits of travel come to an end?” the imp asked.
 
   “I would like to start the journey on foot, and then we can travel by the other ways when the times allow,” Kestrel rebutted.  “I do not wish to be here any longer.  I have no joy here.”
 
   “I am ready to go whenever you are,” Stillwater loyally said.
 
   “Thank you, my friend,” Kestrel said gratefully.  “I’ll pack my things,” he explained, and went into the cottage.  Minutes later, he emerged with his pack, his walking staff, and his pack slung over his shoulder
 
   “We will bid farewell?” Stillwater asked tentatively.
 
   “Yes, we owe the duchess thanks for her hospitality,” Kestrel agreed.  He pulled his hood up, and clutched it closed to cover the scars on his lower face, as he and Stillwater proceeded to the manor house and startled the servants by inquiring for the duchess.
 
   Tyle met him in a parlor five minutes later, a sad expression on her face.
 
   “It is time for us to return to our home,” Kestrel announced to the duchess.  “We owe you a debt of thanks for your generosity and kindness,” Kestrel told her.
 
   “You do not have to leave this home for any reason, my lord,” the duchess replied softly.  “This may be your home away from home for as long as you want.
 
   “Gail spoke to me this morning, and I hope you do not move hastily for the wrong reasons,” she counseled.  “Stay a few more days, and let your spirits heal.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel replied immediately, “but it is time.  We are ready.”
 
   “Please allow me to call Gail, and let her tell you farewell too,” the duchess conceded.  “She would be heartbroken to miss you.”
 
   Kestrel nodded, and the duchess sent a servant to fetch Gail, who arrived immediately.
 
   “You called, Aunt?” the girl said obediently.  “Oh, Kestrel!” she was startled to see him as she entered the room.
 
   “His lordship is leaving us, Gail,” the duchess said.  “He is ready to return home, but he specifically asked to see you and say farewell,” the duchess said.
 
   “Kestrel?  You’re leaving us?”  Gail’s voice quivered.
 
   He felt a pang of remorse at causing pain to the girl.
 
   “It’s time for Stillwater and I to start our journey,” Kestrel told her.  He walked over and held her hands.  “Thank you for your care and devotion and friendship.  I feel extremely lucky to have met you.  Marquise Thuringa did me the greatest favor in the world when she placed us in the carriage together.”
 
   “Kestrel, Uniontown won’t be the same without you here,” Gail protested.  “Please don’t go!”
 
   “He’s ready, child,“ the duchess spoke up.  “Bid him thanks, and go tell the cook to pack a sack of food for him to eat.
 
   “Shall I have a carriage brought around for you?” she asked.
 
   “No, thank you,” Kestrel grinned.  “I may be out of shape, but I still have elven legs.  I’ll run my way back to fitness,” he said firmly.
 
   Gail started to cry.  She removed her hands from Kestrel’s.  “Good bye,” she said the words between tears, then turned and fled the room.
 
   “Still Kestrel the heart breaker,” Stillwater said after moments of awkward silence.  A moment later, a servant appeared with a sack that he handed to Kestrel.
 
   “Thank you again, my lady,” Kestrel said, feeling miserable about Gail’s unhappy exit.
 
   “Kestrel, come back some day and visit again,” the duchess answered, with warmth and sincerity.  She gave him a sad smile, and then he and Stillwater were on their way.
 
   “We are leaving good friends behind, are we not, friend Kestrel?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “We are,” Kestrel agreed.  “We are fortunate to have friends behind us and friends before us.  Just think of what we will find when we reunite with those we have not seen in such a long time.”
 
    He ran at his fastest rate, which was slightly slower than he had accomplished before his long period of recuperation, and he grew winded sooner than usual.  He slowed to a walk to catch his breath, but otherwise he exceeded the speed of the others on the Uniontown highway to Lakeview.
 
   The two of them traveled for days.  They passed through the village of redheaded people, but Kestrel did not stop to discover how they all had adjusted to their new features, though he observed that the few people he saw in the streets of the village wore hats and cowls to cover their heads, even though spring time warmth had removed the need for any such articles.
 
   Kestrel ate his food provided by the duchess’s larder, sharing a breakfast and an evening meal with Stillwater, as they spent their nights in the countryside, in trees if Kestrel could find any at all. He wished to avoid people; he didn’t want to display his scars, or even his elven features.  He just ran along the road, interacted with no one but the imp who flew overhead, and let his soul slowly begin to heal from the pain of Lark’s unexpected rejection.
 
   Stillwater watched the sun anxiously, noting to Kestrel several times each day that the red spots on the sun seemed duller and smaller than they had before.  Kestrel thought the imp was engaging in wishful thinking.
 
   Then, early on a cloudy day when the two of them were not far outside of Lakeview, Kestrel heard a distant whoop shouted overhead.  He placed his hand above his eyes to shade them from the sunlight that did filter through the clouds, and he observed a tiny blue speck that gyrated wildly overhead, doing barrel rolls and somersaults and loops.  Then, suddenly, there were multiple blue dots – three, then five, then too many to count.  They were flying and maneuvering and passing one another with a speed and vigor he could not follow.
 
   The imps were traveling once again!  He realized that Stillwater had been joined by a host of fellow imps, members of his race who he had not seen in a year.  They all were celebrating – not only celebrating the reunion, but celebrating the restoration of their ability to travel.  They had regained the ability that they considered a birthright.
 
   The blue figures in the sky drew close to one another for two long breaths, and then suddenly began to grow in size.  They were diving down towards him, Kestrel realized, diving with an amazing speed, coming so fast he was afraid they would be unable to stop and would crash into the ground.
 
   Kestrel broke to his right, off the road, getting away from the other travelers who walked or rode on their way to or from Lakeview.  He didn’t want any of them to be bothered by the imminent arrival of the flock of imps.
 
   He looked upwards over his shoulder, and saw Dewberry, Acanthus, Jonson, Mulberry, Killcen, and all the others he had known and traveled with.  They were rapidly drawing closer, their voices distinguishable just seconds before they reached him and circled around him.  He was buffeted, knocked off balance, left spinning and stumbling and then was pressed upon on all sides by imps, and their travel began.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   As he had known they would, the imps carried him to the shore of the healing spring.  The air was slightly cooler than it had been in Lakeview, but the sun was shining brightly, and the warm water of the spring created a warmth in the surroundings that was comfortable.
 
   Kestrel noticed none of this for the first minute he was at the spring.  He was pummeled, hugged, kissed, pinched, and otherwise subject to the affections of his imp companions.
 
   “We travel, Kestrel-friend!  Is it not wonderful!” he heard more than one imp say.
 
   The physical display of affection and happiness dwindled away suddenly, and Kestrel was able to sit up.
 
   “So, are you ready to take me back to my home now?” he asked innocently.  A fresh round of pummeling began, as the imps swarmed him and shouted at him in mock anger.
 
   “Kestrel friend has had his heart broken by a human girl again,” Stillwater loudly announced to the others.  “And at the same time, he broke the heart of a different human girl.
 
   “His actions are still perhaps misguided by the strange play of affections,” the imp solemnly offered.
 
   “My memory seems to be fading,” Kestrel replied.  “I cannot remember what purpose there is in coming to this spring.  Perhaps I should leave.”
 
   The imps proceeded to pummel him again, pressing him backwards towards the edge of the water.
 
   “I recollect now,” he cried in surrender.  “But I see no imps preparing themselves for immersion in the spring.”
 
   His companions leapt into the air and crossed the stream to the usual bank where Kestrel delivered them to the water, and they began to carelessly shed their clothing.
 
   Kestrel quickly pulled his own clothes and belongings off, then dove into the warm water of the spring.  It felt wonderful and energizing.  He stroked deep down into the bottom of the pool, letting the water flow along every inch of skin he had, then he surfaced, feeling as though he had been ritually cleansed, and proceeded over to where the imps impatiently waited.
 
   “My faithful friend Stillwater,” Kestrel called.
 
   “I know that any one of you, had you been with me, would have served just as faithfully as this imp has.  His loyalty is a credit to all of you,” Kestrel pronounced, as he held his friend over the water.  “And so I give him the first touch of the water and the first dreams since the end of the Rishiare Estelle.”  He promptly lowered the small blue body into the spring, and laid him atop the shallow, sandy bottom of the cove.
 
   He proceeded then to pick up imps and lay them in the water as quickly as he could, until, after a few minutes, he discovered that Dewberry remained as the last imp on land.
 
   “Kestrel friend, what troubles you?” she asked sincerely.  “I see the pain in your heart, coming out through the expressions in your eyes sometimes.”
 
   “I thought there was a woman who was the right one for me to perhaps love and marry,” Kestrel answered.  “But after I went to her and helped her, and was hurt doing it,” he waved his hands along the length of his scars, “she did not find me to be the right person for her, just because of my appearance.
 
   “And there is another girl who is the friend of Lark, the first girl, and she is very kind to me, even though I have these scars, and even though she is destined to marry Lark’s brother.”
 
   “Kestrel, how many times have you fallen in love with some girl you met in your adventures?”  Dewberry asked.  She placed her small hands on either side of his face and stared at him fondly.  “You want to love someone.  There is a perfect person out there for you; don’t rush towards her – let fate bring you two together in the proper time and proper place.”
 
   “How will I know?  This felt like the proper person,” Kestrel said, though as he said it, he began to wonder what made him so determined to believe that Lark was the perfect person for him.
 
   “That is something I cannot answer.  Now, rest your heart and put me in the water.  Then, when we all awaken, I’ll introduce you to my son, the new heir to the throne,” she said.  She leaned forward and kissed the tip of his nose, and he lowered her into the water, immediately adjacent to Jonson.
 
   Kestrel gave a sigh, then turned and swam through the waters of the spring, back to the bank of smooth stones that he always rested on in the spring water, usually in the company of someone else.  He was back in the Eastern Forest, he belatedly realized.
 
   He slumped down into the water, letting it flow and soak liberally on as much of his chest and neck and jaw as he could manage, to help speed the healing process on the injured skin.
 
   He was back in the Eastern Forest.  He was relatively close to home.  He hoped that Hampus and Miskel were successful in their governance of the Forest so far.  He hoped that the recovery was underway in the Marches, that Whyte was ably running the manor and the community and the mushroom marketplace – he would have to ask the imps about it when they awoke.
 
   He was able to call upon them to travel again, he grinned at the realization.  He could go to Seafare and see Merea and Picco.  He could go to the Northern Forest, or Firheng, or anywhere he could persuade the imps to take him, and he knew that with their exuberance over the restoration of their travel abilities, they would be eager to travel anywhere and everywhere.
 
   The water was warm and relaxing, so much so that he easily closed his eyes and began to waver between sleepiness and wakefulness.
 
   “Well this is a fine thing – the Rishiare Estelle is finally at an end, and what’s the first thing you do?  Is it call upon the goddesses who have meant so much to you?  No, you come splashing and cavorting about with your little blue friends,” Kere was sitting in the water next to him; he suddenly woke with a start and realization.
 
   He opened his eyes and turned his head, to see the grandmotherly-appearing goddess stretched out on the rocks as well, soaking in the water beside him.
 
   Kestrel felt an upwelling of affection, and some guilt.  He was happy to see the goddess, after the long year of virtually no contact with her.   And he felt the truth of her comment, that he had not called to her when the ability to reach her once again had been restored.
 
   “My goddess,” he sat up straight, then awkwardly tried to maneuver so that he could bow to her, but she would have none of it, reaching out a hand to grab his shoulder and hold him still.
 
   “Lay back down, Kestrel,” she said, as she also lay back among the stones.
 
   He accepted the advice, realizing that the goddess was there to chat with him, not to be worshipped.  He felt pleased and honored, taking her arrival as a sign that she had sought his company out.
 
   “So you set your father free, and you worked with him to defeat the Viathins.  You came back here and you fought against the eastern heresy on behalf of the Eastern Forest.  And now you’re just back from fighting among the humans,” she summed up what she knew.
 
   “You need to stop trying to save the world, Kestrel,” she told him.
 
   “The world needs to stop having so many emergencies,” Kestrel said in a relaxed tone, his eyes closed once again as he lay back.  “Do you always have some mortal that the gods send rushing around from problem to problem trying to set things right?”
 
   “We haven’t had a string of disasters like this since the formation,” Kere said thoughtfully, “now that you bring it up.
 
   “And that father of yours is taking credit, says he produced the heroic son that is so vital to the Inner Seas.  I thought Tamson was going to take out his frustrations on Morph, but of course he could never catch him,” Kere laughed lightly at the memory.  “We were all growing short-tempered from the effects of the Rishiare Estelle.
 
   “Thank goodness we’re free again!” she sounded exuberant, so much so that Kestrel opened one eye to look at her.  She was youthful-looking, a glorious beauty, forgetting to maintain her grandmotherly appearance as she thought about the other gods.  It was, Kestrel thought, perhaps another sign of how comfortable she had grown in his company, treating him as more of a contemporary than a subject.
 
   “Kestrel, I want you to know that the waters of the healing spring have some limits, and treating the worst of the damage from the sorceress’s fire is beyond those limits.  Much of your damage will heal, the natural burns, but the spot where the deadly energy directly struck you will remain marked.  It’s a small spot, there’s no reason to worry about it.  But I just want you to know that it will remain in place,” she explained.
 
   “I must be moving on – I haven’t been in the Eastern Forest for a year now, and there are so many things I need to do, but I wanted to see you first.  Even if you hadn’t been here at my spring, I would have come to see you.  Farewell, and start to enjoy life.  As far as I know, there are no more emergencies due to be fixed,” she told him.
 
   “For a while,” she added, and then she disappeared.
 
   Kestrel laid back and closed his eyes again.  He rested and smiled at the goddess’s visit, then concluded that the time had come to awaken his imps and return to Oaktown.
 
   “Has it been a week already?” Jonson asked as he shook off his dreamy state, moments after Kestrel had withdrawn him from the water.
 
   “Why yes, it’s been a full week,” Kestrel said mockingly, as he lifted other imps out of the water.
 
   “We’ll come back here tomorrow, won’t we?” Mulberry asked plaintively as she pulled her blouse over her head.
 
   “We will certainly come back here tomorrow, if there are any volunteers to carry me here,” Kestrel said mildly.
 
   “Pick me, Kestrel friend,” Acanthus shouted.
 
   “I’ll carry you, Kestrel the wise,” Killcen chimed in.
 
   “I’ll let you hold my baby,” Dewberry offered.
 
   “There seems to be enough interest,” Kestrel said.  “Shall we return to Oaktown?” he asked as he placed the last of the sleeping imps on the grass.
 
   A quartet of imps swarmed around him, and he felt the familiar displacement begin, as they took him from the healing spring and carried him to his office in Oaktown. 
 
   “You’ll call us when it’s time?” Mulberry asked anxiously.
 
   “I will call you, be sure.  I’ll need time in the morning to check on the arrangements for the mushroom market,” he commented.
 
   The mention of the market set off an explosive round of comments.
 
   “We made arrangements for a first mushroom market,” Jonson spoke, as those around him began to exclaim to one another.
 
   “But the messages took a week to travel from Blackfriars to Oaktown and back again.  It was a terrible way to make arrangements,” the imp king complained.
 
   “But it was better than not doing it,” Dewberry added complacently.
 
   “Especially when one has a pregnant wife,” Killcen chimed in.
 
   “And of course, making the trip to the market and back required another week,” Jonson vented further.
 
   “But now?” Kestrel questioned.
 
   “Ah, yes,” Jonson agreed with a smile, “but now the old ways have returned, and we can travel as our god intended, so we can attend a market in the proper fashion.”
 
   “Let us take good Kestrel home to his land, and then go to Blackfriars to hear Stillwater’s stories of his adventures and of Kestrel’s latest love interest,” Odare spoke up.
 
   “There may not be enough time for all of that,” Dewberry said, as she floated over to Kestrel.  She hugged him around the neck.  “I tease you because I love you, Kestrel great heart,” she consoled him, as other imps also embraced him before they left, and then he was nearly alone in Oaktown.
 
   He arrived in his office, which was empty, and had its door closed, three small blue bodies still with him.
 
   “Remember, tomorrow at midday – call us for the healing spring,” Dewberry said as she floated away from him.
 
   “And make plans for the mushrooms,” Acanthus added.
 
   “Farewell,” Odare piped, and then the imps were gone.
 
   Kestrel put his belongings down, then walked to the doors that led outside, to the manor’s garden.  He stood in the doorway feeling a sense of profound satisfaction.  Even if he never saw Lark again, even if he never met the woman who would be his wife, he had a home in Oaktown, a manor that he had truly come to think of as a place to return to for comfort.
 
   He saw a movement in the garden, where springtime was nurturing the growth of light green, new leaves on many plants, softening the winter features of the garden.  The movement was Putienne, he was glad to see.  The girl was walking through the garden, plucking blossoms from the daffodils and other early blooming flowers near the path.  She suddenly stopped, and raised her head alertly, then looked around sharply, until she spotted Kestrel at the doorway.
 
   She took flight, bounding towards him with a graceful speed that he admired.  He opened the door and stepped out, just in time to encounter her embrace.
 
   “Kestrel, you’re back!  You’re back!  What happened to you?  Are you okay?” she asked as she looked at his scars with concern.
 
   “I was wounded in a battle a few weeks ago, but the injuries are healing, and I’ve just returned from a visit to the healing spring,” he told her.  “And now I’m here; home at last, again.
 
   “How are you?  How have things been since you returned?” he asked.
 
   “Things are wonderful.   Remy is so funny and smart.  I can tell Whyte likes him, but he always claims he has to keep an extra set of eyes on Remy, and that’s the job he gave to me,” she giggled as she explained.
 
   “Why don’t you go tell cook to prepare something good for lunch, and I’ll be in the kitchen after I clean up.  I want to hear all about how you keep an eye on Remy while you’re picking flowers in the garden, and I want to hear about all that everyone’s doing to fix the damages done during the occupation,” he told her, and watched her merrily skip away to inform the others that he had returned.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Kestrel’s midday meal in the kitchen at his Oaktown manor turned into a long interview, one that seemed to last for hours as he alternately answered and asked questions from the staff, Putienne, Whyte, Remy, and even one of his two traveling nurse sisters, Parisse.
 
   His scars were the subject of much crying and sympathy, causing him to explain over and over again that he was in no pain any longer, and would be at the healing spring often to treat the remnants of the wounds.  He also discussed numerous matters with them all, learning of the work being done to restore the village and the manor and the other parts of the Marches that had been harmed by the invaders from Center Trunk.
 
   “We’ll need to acquire as many mushrooms as we can for ourselves,” he told Bernie the cook.  “That way you can dry them and we’ll have enough to last all year when our imp friends come to visit.
 
   “I’ll do it for you sir, not for those flying blue rascals,” the cook grudgingly agreed.
 
   The conversation continued on regarding re-establishing the mushroom market, given the restoration of the imps’ ability to travel so easily.  And from there it segued to a discussion about trading with Hydrotaz’s humans as well.  Whyte reluctantly agreed that the humans would have the materials needed for reconstructing damaged structures in the Eastern Marches more quickly.  As a result, they agreed that after the first mushroom market put the imps’ gold into the pockets of the elves in Oaktown, the humans would be invited to attend the following markets, to help provide supplies that would speed up the work of the elves who were rebuilding their homes and villages.
 
   The impromptu staff meetings ended in the early evening, and Kestrel followed it by strolling through the village with Remy, listening to the boy’s endless observations about the village and the manor and the recovery from the civil war of the elves.
 
   Kestrel awoke the next morning, eager to return to the healing spring with the imps.  After breakfast, he went about the manor collecting water skins to fill and bring back from the spring, then by mid-morning, he was ready to go.
 
   He wondered if the imps would mind an early start to the healing spring expedition.
 
   “Dewberry,” he started to chant his invitation, but the queen of the imps arrived instantly, holding a blue bundle of baby imp in her arms.
 
   “Here is our son, Weaton,” she proudly announced, turning as she floated so that Kestrel could see the face of the sleeping baby.  “He is beautiful, is he not?” she asked.
 
   “Almost as beautiful as the child that you and I could have had together, if I had succumbed to your feminine wiles,” Kestrel glibly replied.
 
   “Kestrel truth-changer!” Dewberry replied, aghast.  “You know that it was you who was forlornly chasing after me!”
 
   “Perhaps my memory is fuzzy,” he capitulated.  “But your baby is very beautiful.  He must make you and Jonson very happy.”
 
   “Perhaps too happy,” Dewberry admitted.  “Jonson wants to have many more now.  I have told him that we will have them less often than his mother did – he has many, many brothers and sisters!”
 
   “Now, I will take Weaton back to his nursery, if you are ready to go to the spring?” she asked.
 
   “I am ready,” he affirmed.
 
   Dewberry disappeared, and within moments, other imps began to appear, including many that Kestrel did not recognize.
 
   “We were not told there was a visit to the magical waters during yesterday!” one exclaimed indignantly.  “Will you allow us to join today’s trip to the spring?”
 
   “If you carry me there, you will be placed in the water,” Kestrel told them, and was promptly swarmed by the eager imps as he picked up his supply of empty water skins, and then was carried to the bank of the spring by a dozen imps, along with a dozen others who swarmed along with them.  As Kestrel started depositing them in the water, Dewberry and his usual cast of familiar imps arrived and chastised him.
 
   “Kestrel unfaithful!” Dewberry scolded.  “Will you come to the spring with just anyone?”
 
   “I did today,” he said.  “And now I will put everyone in the water who is ready.”
 
   The scolding ended as the dry imps hurried to prepare to be placed in the water, and minutes later, Kestrel was the one person awake at the spring, as a carpet of imps lay across the shallow parts of the watery body.  He paddled over to his own usual spot and began to soak in the water, hopeful that his scars would quickly start to heal from the effects of the spring’s powers.
 
   He lay back in the water and thought about all that had happened in the Eastern Forest before he left.  The people of Oaktown and the Marches had proven to be resilient, able to overcome the troubles caused by the Princess’s lust for power.  Kestrel hoped that Hampus was doing well in Center Trunk, and he vowed to go up to the capitol city soon to visit his friend.
 
   And then he thought about Lark, even though he had tried hard to not think about her.  If he had been in her place, would he have made the same decision she had made?  He told himself firmly that he would not.  But he also told himself that he  wasn’t in as precarious a position as she was, trying to help her father secure the throne peacefully.  He hoped that Gail would console the girl, and he hoped that Lark would help console Gail as well – together, Lark and Lucius, who he presumed would marry Gail, could give her friendship and family that she lacked.
 
   As his thoughts lazily coursed through his mind, the day passed, and by mid-afternoon he decided that it was time to awaken the imps and return home; he filled the numerous water skins he had brought to the spring, then crossed the pool to the imps’ location.  He woke Jonson first.
 
   “What lovely dreams,” the king of the imps said.  “I was just dreaming of Dewberry with a dozen babies all around her!” 
 
   “I don’t think you should share that with her,” Kestrel cautioned.  “I do want to let you know that in ten days we will have our first mushroom market, and I hope all the imps will bring their appetites.”
 
   “We will, of course,” Jonson said merrily.  “All except Stillwater, that is.  He’s a villain!” the king added darkly.
 
   “Stillwater?  A villain?  Absolutely not!” Kestrel replied stoutly, defending his reliable companion.  He was shocked by the allegation.
 
   “You do not know how disloyal he has been,” Jonson told Kestrel, who was so absorbed by the claim that he had unconsciously ceased lifting the other imps from the water.  “Stillwater eats from his own private mushroom patch, and he will not tell us where it is.  But many of our people have smelled mushrooms on his breath.”
 
   “Ah,” Kestrel smothered a smile, for he instantly knew where Stillwater was likely to have gone to find mushrooms.  The imp had spotted an unusual, non-seasonal patch of the fabled gray plate mushrooms in the mountains south of Uniontown.  He had been so distracted by his amazing good fortune that he had lost track of Kestrel at the time.
 
   “He might know of some scattered mushrooms, but you will have the last laugh when you have bushels of mushrooms all at once from the market,” Kestrel tried to console the monarch.
 
   “That’s true,” the king replied sagely.  “Now revive the rest of our friends so that we can go back to Blackfriars.  I should recall the prison sentence I pronounced upon Stillwater for his treachery.”
 
   Kestrel resumed his work lifting the scores of other imps from the spring waters, and several minutes later, after he strapped the water skins of healing water over his shoulders, he was transported back to Oaktown.
 
   Over the next week, Kestrel held to a similar daily routine of visiting the spring with some company of imps for part of the day, filling water skins, and also spending time discussing the reconstruction of his domain, learning what was needed and useful.  He noted with surprise one day that as he sat with Putienne and talked with her, he had no reminders of Moorin, no thoughts of the lovely elven noblewoman who he had been infatuated with.  Even Putienne’s identical resemblance to Moorin no longer triggered any memories of the romance that had not been fulfilled.  
 
   He smiled a wistful smile, glad that the association had at last receded to the back of his thoughts.
 
   “What are you smiling about?” Putienne asked, as he stared off into space, paying no attention to her comments about what plants he should grow in his garden.
 
   “I was just daydreaming, sorry,” he gently excused himself, and they went on with their plans for his garden.
 
   By the morning of the first mushroom market, Kestrel’s scars had virtually disappeared.  Only a single, circular mark the size of an apple remained on his shoulder, the spot where the Triplet’s sorcery energy had directly struck him.  The other scars had turned to fresh and supple skin, indistinguishable from the rest of his appearance, and the remaining spot was a bright pink circle, but a circle without any pain, other than the emotional pain of knowing that Lark had rejected him because of the appearance of his scars.
 
   “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry!” Kestrel called, and within moments, the queen of the imps hovered beside him, standing in the open center of the Oaktown public square, where hordes of elves stood and sat with their carefully collected harvests of mushrooms.
 
   “Kestrel provider of deliciousness, are your wonderful elves ready for us to arrive?” the queen asked anxiously.
 
   “All are ready,”  Kestrel theatrically waved his hands in the air.  “Bring your people to the market.”
 
   There was a two second pause, and then there were dozens  of imps chattering loudly as they hovered in the air above the square.  And then there was chaos, as the bargaining and sales began.
 
   Kestrel quickly retreated to the sidelines, and stood where Whyte was sitting at a table, ready to collect the fees from the successful sellers as they finished their trading and left the square.
 
   “We’ll be well-served to have the new money we’ll raise today,” Whyte told Kestrel.  “After the theft by the Center Trunk forces, and then all that you spent in the battle against them, the treasury has grown quite slim.”
 
   “Don’t count on holding on to too much of these funds.  I’ll need to take some to Hydrotaz to buy some items and invite their merchants to come to the next few markets as well,” Kestrel counseled. 
 
   “Well, I suppose we don’t have to have a lot in the treasury, I just feel better when we do,” Whyte said philosophically.
 
   They watched as the sales unfolded for the next hour, the supply of mushrooms greater than it had been at previous markets.  Because the season was early, the fungi were growing plentifully, and the elves more clearly understood how voracious the imps’ appetites were.  But at the end of the hour, when the trays and tables of mushrooms were emptied, there were still a few, unlucky imps left in the air overhead who had failed to procure the quantities of mushrooms they wanted.
 
   A line of vendors waited at the table to pay their fees to Whyte, who benignly smiled upon them all, as they deposited gold and silver coins, and piles of pearls that rolled wildly around the table top until Whyte swept them into a leather sack.
 
   “There you are, my lord,” Whyte said complacently when the last of the sellers left the table.  He motioned to the three heavy bags that sat on the tabletop, full of the new wealth collected from the market.
 
   The next morning, Kestrel left the Oaktown manor early in the morning, carrying small bags of wealth in his pack, and he began running towards Hydrotaz.
 
   He ran through the forest and then through the human-inhabited lands of Hydrotaz for two days, staying in his usual inn, where he was recognized and accepted after his many visits to the location.
 
   When he reached the city of Hydrotaz though, he kept his hood pulled up and his head bowed while he tried to remain inconspicuous on his way to see Lucretia at the elven embassy.
 
   Not there.  Come see me first, a voice spoke in his head, and Kestrel stopped in his tracks in the middle of the street, touched by the contact.
 
   Kai had spoken to him, called him to come see her.  She meant at her temple, he knew instinctively.  The human goddess who had directed his steps so dramatically over the course of his adventures was speaking to him for the first time since the end of the Rishiare Estelle, and he felt a joy in his heart at the contact.
 
   He started to turn, as another pedestrian bumped into him, a result of his sudden stop in the flow of traffic, with a series of quick apologies he maneuvered his way onto a different street and headed towards the temple of Kai.
 
   He knew that was where she expected him to go.  It was where he expected to go to see her, to experience her in the closest manner possible.  He wove among the people and he slipped into the doors of the temple, then lowered his hood in a token of respect.
 
   “My lord,” a priest immediately recognized the elven features that had entered the temple.  Kestrel was a highly honored guest because of his role as the celebrated creator of the famous sculpture in the temple.
 
   “Welcome, my lord,” the priest said.  “I didn’t know we were expecting you to visit.”
 
   “The goddess called me,” Kestrel said casually.  He knew it was boasting, but the look of worshipful rapture on the priest’s face made it worthwhile.  He smiled at the man, then passed by him, into the inner sanctum of the temple, where a few lanterns and candles created a dim, otherworldly atmosphere.
 
   There were other worshippers in the temple, scattered around.  Most were kneeling around the railing that surrounded the sculpture.
 
   Over here Kestrel, in the alcove, the voice sounded within him again.  He looked around and saw a woman wearing a white cape and hood, beckoning to him, then walked towards her.
 
   She stood and pulled her hood back when he arrived, and he instinctively bowed to her, then looked up at her from his knees.  She was stunningly beautiful, a face that conveyed love and hope and confidence.  She looked exactly to him as the statute in the temple portrayed her.  His magic had created a statute that beautifully appeared to every worshipper as they imagined her to be.  He fleetingly wondered if there was a real, true appearance to the goddess, or if mortals could only see what she wanted them to see.
 
   “I am all images,” she spoke aloud, then motioned for him to arise.
 
   “Here,” she motioned to a bench that was pressed against the dim wall of the alcove.  “Sit with me and talk.”
 
   They sat together, and Kestrel again felt an astonished sense of unreal privilege, that he was allowed to sit with a goddess.  Even though he had spent many moments together with her, had been rescued by her and had fought on her behalf, he still found her to be an overwhelming presence.
 
   “You have done so well, Kestrel,” she told him.  “It is astonishing to see what you have become, in such a short period of time.
 
   “You’ve succeeded in the most difficult tasks.  Thank you, my son,” she told him.
 
   “It’s been, an honor,” he grasped for words.  His trials had been tests and challenges, but he wanted to say something polite.
 
   The goddess smiled at him.
 
   “You’ve grown quite a bit in your abilities,” she said.  “Your teachers had given you some effective lessons, even that exotic goddess you brought to our world.  How important was she to you?” Kai asked.
 
   Her tone was deceptively gentle, but Kestrel sensed a sharpness to the question.
 
   “She was only a visitor.  She came because she thought her world was boring, but she left because ours is too exciting,” he answered.
 
   “Let her remain in her world and tend to her own people,” Kai said firmly.  “You belong to us, not to her.
 
   “Though she was right, our world has been perhaps too exciting in recent years,” the goddess told him.  “And it shall be exciting again in the future, but for now, dear Kestrel, thanks largely to your great efforts, it is a time of smaller excitements, not bad ones either, and all of us are glad.
 
   “We all will help you, should you need our help.  Call on us,” she affectionately counseled him.
 
   “Even Krusima?” Kestrel asked, partly in gest, partly in seriousness.  The human god had seemed less than thankful towards Kestrel by the end of their travels together in the land of the Skyes.
 
   “Certainly.  I will make sure that Krusima is among your supporters,” Kai said firmly.  She smiled then at Kestrel.  “Now, go about the city and learn some surprising news,” she told him.   “Enjoy life, Kestrel.  Your goddess commands you.”
 
   And then she disappeared, leaving Kestrel alone in the alcove, the white statute glowing in the center of the temple nearby.
 
   He sat and replayed the conversation from his memories, trying to decipher the goddess’s words for anything profound she might have told him.  There was nothing profound, he decided.  Just some affectionate praise, and the happy news that no new large excitements were going to disrupt life.
 
   He stood up, then left the sanctum.
 
   “Well, will you speak to the goddess soon?” asked the same priest he had spoken to earlier.
 
   “I just did,” Kestrel answered.  “She said there are no new big exciting things to worry about,” he  reported, then left the man, pulled his hood up, and walked out of the temple.  He started walking among the streets again, and several minutes later he arrived at the gate to the embassy.
 
   “Is Lucretia here?” he asked the guard.
 
   The elf looked at his features and build, then opened the gate to allow him in.
 
   “She’ll be glad to see you,” the elf told him.  “Do you know your way around inside?”
 
   “I’ve been here before,” Kestrel agreed, and he went into the embassy.
 
   “Lucretia, I’m glad to see you doing some work,” he said as he stepped through the doorway of the embassy office, where Lucretia and Giardell were writing a report.
 
   “Here’s the very acorn the squirrel wanted!” Giardell said.
 
   “We were just talking about you five minutes ago,” Lucretia told him as she stood and came around the corner of the desk to hug him.
 
   “Nobody knew where you were.  Where have you been?  We’ve been told to look for you,” she asked as she stepped back from him.
 
   “I’ve been in Oaktown the past couple of weeks,” Kestrel replied.  He thought about the recent conversation with Kai, in which she had told him there would not be any bad, exciting events taking place.  Why else would anyone want to look for him, he asked himself.
 
   “It’s your cousin, Wren,” Giardell said.
 
   Kestrel looked over at the elven guard in alarm.  “What’s wrong with Wren?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong,” Lucretia laughed.  “At least, she and Creata don’t think so.
 
   “They’re getting married, in a month!” Giardell exclaimed.
 
   “And nobody knew where to find you to invite you,” Lucretia explained.
 
   “Wren is getting married?  In a wedding?” Kestrel was momentarily befuddled.   He knew of course that his cousin and Creata were engaged, but he had never actually imagined Wren being in a wedding ceremony.
 
   His two hosts laughed.  “They’re going to be married in Seafare, since Creata is stationed there.  Ruelin has insisted they use the palace for the wedding,” Lucretia told him.  “Come sit down with us and have a drink, so we can tell you all about it.”
 
   They walked to a parlor and sat to talk about the news that the embassy had to share.  “We received the news from Yulia, who was told to pass it along to the Eastern Forest.  All the other guests were apparently pretty easy to find, but you don’t stay in one place long enough for anyone to know how to find you.”
 
   “Wren’s getting married to Creata in Seafare in a month,” Kestrel repeated.
 
   “All your human friends will apparently be there – the royals and nobles from Graylee, for example,” Giardell told him.
 
   “Wren has sent invitations to Firheng, so there may be some elves there as well,” Lucretia said.
 
   Kestrel sat in bemused silence, reflecting on the pending marriage.  It called to mind his own lack of a relationship, something reinforced as he looked at Lucretia and Giardell sitting side-by-side on a sofa.
 
   “So, why have you left Oaktown to come here?” Lucretia asked, and the conversation veered off into more mundane topics of trade and rebuilding, which led to Kestrel’s questions about the state of the Eastern Forest.
 
   “Well, they got through the winter pretty well,” Giardell told him, referring to Hampus and his advisors.  “The princess has apparently completely left the Eastern Forest and gone east; no one knows if she’ll ever try to come back.
 
   “So now there are questions about who should be the ruler of the nation,” he said.
 
   “Hampus says not to worry about that, but just to focus on rebuilding the damaged places and heal the wounds first,” Lucretia told him.  “Miskel agrees, and so do most others, but a few disagree.
 
   “They think someone like you should be placed on the throne,” she told him.
 
   “Not someone like you; they specifically say they want you, and only you,” Giardell clarified.
 
   “What?  No!  Not me,” Kestrel vehemently denied interest in the kingship.  “I don’t want to be king.  Besides, can you imagine how half the court would react if an elf with human blood took the throne?” he laughed bitterly.
 
   “Well, you better go to Center Trunk and publically renounce any interest in the crown then,” Giardell advised.
 
   “Or better yet, pronounce your support or Hampus, if you think he’s fit.  That’ll make life easier for him,” Lucretia added.
 
   “As soon as I finish things here and return to Oaktown, I’ll take a trip to Center Trunk,” he promised.
 
   “Let’s go fit you into the princess’s schedule, so that she can talk to you about attending Wren’s wedding,” Lucretia proposed.  “And then of course, we’ll want to hear her plans for her own wedding coming up not too long after Wren’s.
 
   “It’s a flurry of weddings!” she chirped.
 
   “Who will be next?” Kestrel asked with a sideways look at Giardell.  Lucretia blushed faintly, but neither of them said anything, and after a moment, Kestrel stood.
 
   “Let’s go to the palace,” he proposed.
 
   Minutes later they all left the embassy and walked to the palace, with easy admission, and a quick entrance to a small parlor, where Yulia soon came to see them.
 
   “Kestrel!  You’re back!  You haven’t brought another invading army of elves, have you?” she asked with a smile.  “There was quite a commotion over your little sojourn through the countryside.”
 
   “I won’t bring any more elves to Hydrotaz for military purposes,” Kestrel pledged with mock solemnity.
 
   “But, I would like to invite some Hydrotaz humans to come to Oaktown to sell materials we can use for rebuilding our homes and villages,” he told her, and went on to explain the planned markets with the imps.
 
   “So your elves will buy from our humans while the imps buy from you?  Like the market you tested last year?” Yulia asked.
 
   “Like it, except our folks really need construction materials this time, so your merchants will see much more demand,” Kestrel assured her.
 
   “Ferris will be able to work out the details with you after we’re done here.  Now, on to the important things.  Your cousin is getting married!  I’ll leave here in a fortnight to go to Graylee, then travel with Philip to the wedding.  Would you like to travel with us?” she asked eagerly.  “We’d love to have you along.”
 
   Kestrel paused a moment, as he tried to calculate the time he needed to return to Oaktown, then go to Center Trunk, then return to Hydrotaz.  He saw the disappointment emerge on Yulia’s face as the seconds stretched out.
 
   “Of course,” he said immediately.  He’d need to rely on the imps for his travels, but after his series of visits to the healing spring with them, he expected to be in their good graces.  “We’ll have a marvelous time.”
 
   “I’m so glad you’ll go with us.  I’m so glad you’re here!” Yulia gushed.  “We received the request to pass along the invitation to you, as the humans closest to your home, and I wasn’t sure about whether you were there, or if we could make an uninvited foray into the Eastern Forest without setting off a ruckus.”
 
   “You mean like I nearly did by bringing my troops into your nation?” Kestrel grinned.
 
   “I was trying to be delicate,” Yulia said primly.  “And we can possibly learn a thing or two by attending Wren’s wedding.  You know, Philip and I will be married just two months after Wren and Creata, in Graylee.  We’d like for you to be in our wedding party, Kestrel,” she said earnestly.  “I suppose Philip is supposed to ask you instead of me, but I’ve seen you first.  You did so much for each of us, and we owe you so much!”
 
   He smiled politely, while his thoughts drifted for just a moment to consider Lark.  He had done a great deal for her too, but she had not felt such gratitude, he thought to himself.
 
   “I’m sure you have other things to do,” Lucretia said politely, recognizing that they had barged in on Yulia’s schedule of appointments.  “We’ll go find Ferris to make arrangements for your traders to go to Kestrel’s market.”
 
   They all parted on friendly terms, with promises to see one another, and then went about their other tasks.  The elves returned to the embassy by dinner time, after a friendly conversation with Ferris and Greyson, and the next day Kestrel began the return journey to Oaktown.  He slept in a tree in the forest that night, and thought of a conversation he’d had once with Gail, explaining that elves slept in trees.  He wondered how the girl was doing in Uniontown, and he hoped that her aunt had successfully completed negotiations for Gail to be engaged to Lucius. He drifted off to sleep hoping that Lucius was good enough for Gail, and thought no further thoughts that night.
 
   When he arrived back at Oaktown the next morning, Kestrel quickly asked Whyte about rumors of trouble in Center Trunk.  The steward confirmed that there was some talk of dissatisfaction with the regency of the former princess’s fiancé, though he knew little else.
 
   The next morning, Kestrel summoned the imps, and after bargaining that involved both a promised trip to the healing spring and a promised delivery of a few covert mushrooms, he was taken to the outskirts of Center Trunk, and left with a promise of return when needed.  He went into the city to see Alicia.
 
   There was a note on the door of her former rooms, telling that she had moved to a different part of the city, one that Kestrel quickly walked to.  He found a cheerful office, where a pair of patients waited for visits with the doctor, and he took his place in the line to wait for an interview as well.
 
   “It was time for me to start over fresh,” she told him several minutes later, after she consulted with the other patients ahead of him, then had a joyful reunion with him.
 
   “I’ve left the palace and the guard behind to start over,” she told him as they sat down where she could keep an eye on the unsteadily tottering Silvic.  “This is a chance to start a new life, to raise Silvic, and to serve my patients.  I’m happy now,” she told him.
 
   Kestrel smiled at her, pleased with the genuine contentment he sensed in her.
 
   “So, what can you tell me about how Hampus is doing?” he asked her.
 
   “I think he’s doing fine, and my patients,” she seemed to serve in a neighborhood of ordinary elves, not the nobility, Kestrel had noted, “seem satisfied with what they hear about him.
 
   “But a few nobles who were favored by the princess, and who were corrupt, are unhappy, and raising a fuss,” she told Kestrel.
 
   “Lucretia told me I should come to Center Trunk to declare my support for Hampus,” he explained.
 
   “She’s right.  Especially if you’re a glowing blue blaze of godlike powers when you speak on his behalf.  Maybe you could turn a few of the nobles into statues,” she spoke.
 
   “You’re mocking me now,” he accused.
 
   She smiled at him.  “You have a certain reputation to live up to now.
 
   “And to think,” she mused, “I was able to practically seduce you as a naïve, gullible boy from the country just a few years ago.  Where did that boy go?” she asked.
 
   “He left at about the same time I became a spy,” he answered.
 
   “That’s too bad; I liked him,” Alicia said softly.  “But I like the new you too – the strong and resilient and self-reliant elf who’s a leader.”
 
   They sat in awkward silence momentarily, then the sound of a new patient entering the front parlor. 
 
   “I better go to the palace,” Kestrel announced as he stood.  “Good luck with your medical practice.”
 
   “Come back and visit me the next time you come to Center Trunk,” Alicia said wistfully.
 
   “I will,” Kestrel promised, and then he was gone from the clinic, and on his way through the city streets to the palace.
 
   At the gate to the palace, he saw that much damage to the structures on the ground still remain unrepaired.  The guards at gates were veterans of the battle to take control of the city, and they immediately recognized Kestrel’s unique features.
 
   “Come in!  His lordship will be happy to see you here!” they told him, waving him into the palace grounds, and giving him directions to where Hampus had established his court amid the ruins.  Kestrel wandered over to the armory where Hampus was supposed to be located, and found him with Elder Miskel, going over supply lists.  They dropped their work when they saw Kestrel enter their large, open room.
 
   After several minutes of back-slapping, hugging, and cheery small talk, they sat down together at a table.
 
   “What brings you here to see us?” Miskel asked.  “Is there some new war about to break out somewhere?”
 
   Kestrel thought about the promises of calm that the goddesses had given him.  “None that I know of.  None that will affect us in the days ahead,” he answered.  “I came to see if I can help for a day or two.  Lucretia said that you have some resistance to your efforts to restore order, and I thought that I might help.”
 
   “What do you have in mind?” Hampus asked.  “We could use anything!  Everything is a challenge; having enough food until the harvest come in, getting the palace and other buildings restored, treating the injuries and the illnesses.  And trying to refill the royal treasury – Elwean emptied it out while she reigned; there’s nothing but a few coppers for us to spend.”
 
   “And your nobles are being very helpful?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Is that what Lucretia mentioned?” Hampus asked.  “Well,” he immediately continued on, “there are some that are, and some that are not.”
 
   The conversation continued on, and turned to questions about what Kestrel could do to help his friend calm the uneasy waters of Center Trunk.  The result was that Kestrel became a part-time commuter, traveling with the imps every day to spend some time in Oaktown, some time in Center Trunk, and some time at the healing spring.  He let the imps enjoy daily baths in the magical waters, and he carried numerous water skins of the healing water to Alicia and the other physicians of Center Trunk, helping to ease some of the pain and disability in the city.
 
   He modestly applied his own powers to help with some of the repairs to the buildings in Center Trunk, lifting large stones and slabs so that the workmen could carry out their chores of lesser repairs.  He even contributed some of the wealth that his own domain received from the mushroom market, so that Hampus could pay his soldiers.  
 
   Most importantly, in some ways, he publically declared his support for Hampus to become the new ruling monarch of the Eastern Forest.  The dissidents in the capitol quieted down after that.
 
   With the problems in Center Trunk much reduced after a few days, Kestrel also spent time making sure that the human traders had a peaceful trip from Hydrotaz to Oaktown, when they came for the mushroom market with the imps.  Though there were few translators available, gestures and other simplified bartering tools allowed all the participants in the market to finish it with satisfaction.
 
   So it was that Kestrel came to the date he was pledged to return to Hydrotaz so that he could journey with Yulia’s company of travelers who were going to proceed to Graylee, and then sail together to Seafare.
 
   “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” Kestrel called in the mid-morning.
 
   “Stillwater, today is the day to begin the journey to see our companion Wren get married,” Kestrel told the imp.  It occurred to him that he hadn’t advised Stillwater of the impending event previously, even though Stillwater and Wren had been companions on the long journey to defeat the Viathins in the land of the Skyes.
 
   “What?  The greatest warrior is going to be wed?  Is it still to your human friend, or has she found a bear or yeti to provide a more challenging match?” the imp asked.
 
   “She still is engaged to the human from Graylee, Creata,” Kestrel said mildly.  He silently agreed with Stillwater’s presumption that Wren’s temperament was one that would challenge most companions, but he had seen Creata enough to know that the easy-going nobleman managed to soften Wren to a reasonable degree when they were together.
 
   “They will get along well as a loving couple, as long as you and I can find adventures for Wren to go on from time to time,” Kestrel told the imp.
 
   “We can wait a little while to have more adventures, can’t we, Kestrel impatience?” Stillwater asked plaintively.
 
   “We can wait,” Kestrel agreed.  “But I need to meet the humans of Hydrotaz today, so that I can journey with them to Seafare.”
 
   “When will the wedding be?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “In about a fortnight, I think,” Kestrel answered.  “I didn’t receive an actual invitation directly, so I don’t know many details,” he said.
 
   “Are you sure you are truly invited?” Stillwater asked.  “Am I not invited?  Perhaps neither of us is invited?” the imp posed the suggestion.
 
   “You think we should go to Seafare ourselves, to directly discover whether we will be guests or not?” Kestrel realized what Stillwater was suggesting.
 
   “If that is what you want to do, we will,” Stillwater affirmed instantly.  He paused, and moments later, Odare and Killcen arrived.
 
   “We shall take Kestrel to see cousin Wren mighty blade,” Stillwater informed the other two arrivals.  “There is a rumor that she is to be married, and Kestrel frets that he has no invitation.”
 
   “I do not fret,” Kestrel replied quickly.
 
   “Do not feel defensive, Kestrel wallflower,” Odare spoke up.  “Not all elves can be as engaging and personable as Wren charmer is.  She could almost be an imp, her personality is so wonderful!”
 
   “We will take Kestrel to Seafare,” Stillwater pronounced.  “Shall we go?” he asked as the imps collapsed upon Kestrel, and spirited him away from his Oaktown office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   The group entered the gray nothingness of transit, and moments later exited it, as they arrived in Seafare.
 
   They arrived in the palace nursery, where Picco happened to be rocking her and Kestrel’s daughter, Merea to sleep.
 
   When the collection of imp and elf travelers arrived unexpectedly in front of her, she gave a little shriek, which woke her daughter from her nap, and set the child to crying.
 
   “Oh Kestrel, welcome!” Picco cried in surprise.  “But look what you’ve done,” she added in exasperation as she held the baby up.
 
   “We didn’t mean to waken the baby,” he protested, feeling guilty.
 
   “We thought you would like to play the throw-the-baby-game,” Odare said enthusiastically, hovering down close to the whimpering child.
 
   “No!” Picco said loudly, causing Merea to cry more loudly, before she quieted as she looked curiously at the blue imp that hovered nearby.  
 
   “Picco, it’s grand to see you,” Kestrel said.  He approached the woman and knelt over her to envelope both her and the baby in a hug.  He’d not seen them since he’d begun the first stages of his trip towards the land of the Skyes.  Much had happened in his life since then, while Merea had grown in a visible manner since then.
 
   “There will be no baby-tossing games,” she said firmly.  She awkwardly rose from the chair, then extended an open arm to hug Kestrel, the child sandwiched between the two of them.
 
   “Where have you been?” she asked as she released her hold around his neck.  “Wren has been back here for weeks.  She’s getting married!”
 
   “See, everyone knows about the wedding except us!” Killcen said angrily.  “We try to befriend the humans, and this is how they return the favor.”
 
   “Perhaps if we pull a few pranks at the wedding, they will remember to invite us next time,” Odare suggested.
 
   “Such as buckets of water on the bride?” Killcen suggested.
 
   “Or perhaps grease on the stairs,” Stillwater offered.
 
   “We could put ink in the drinking goblets,” Odare added.
 
   “Or we could go find out if Wren wants to invite you, but doesn’t know how to reach you,” Kestrel cut them off, seeing the horrified expression on Picco’s face.
 
   “They were just teasing, of course,” he told the wife of the prince of Seafare.
 
   “May I take Merea with me?” he asked.
 
   “You’re not going to throw her, are you?” Picco clutched the child protectively.
 
   “Not very far,” Kestrel teased, and watched Picco’s grip on the baby tighten.
 
   “No, of course not. We won’t throw her at all,” he placated her.
 
   “Do you know where you’re going?” Picco asked, as she held the baby out for Kestrel to take.
 
   He gathered the bundle in, and kissed the top of the baby’s head.  “No, not really,” he told her.
 
   “Let me lead you there,” Picco insisted.  She swept past Kestrel and the hovering imps, as she walked directly to the door, then left the room as she strode down the hall.
 
   Kestrel and the imps followed, drawing gasps of surprise from the people along the route who were astonished to see the strangers.
 
   “This is Wren’s suite here,” Picco swept her hand in front of a door.  “Let me go tell her you’re here.”
 
   “Can’t we go introduce ourselves?” Odare asked.  “Wren wouldn’t mind, after all we’ve been through,” and so saying, the imp floated up and flew through the open transom above the door, quickly followed by the other two imps.
 
   “I might as well join them,” Kestrel reasoned out loud.  He carried Merea in one hand as he opened the door with his other hand, and entered the suite.
 
   Wren was in the center of the room, laughing, as the three imps circled around her, chattering at her and roundly lambasting her for leaving them off the list of guests.
 
   “Oh, now look what you’ve done!” she told them.
 
   “I was going to send invitations to you secretly, without telling Kestrel.  But now you’ve gone and mucked that all up,” she complained.
 
   “Oh, Kestrel,” she affected to suddenly notice him.  “What are you doing in Seafare?”
 
   “We heard there’s a wedding, so we came to find out the details,” he replied as he carried Merea towards her.
 
   She looked at him with a solemn expression, as the imps ceased moving and became stationary, and he had a moment of doubt, a mental question of whether she might have truly intended not to invite him and the imps to her wedding.
 
   “You demi-god scoundrel!” she laughed suddenly, then opened her arms and hugged him and his daughter together.  “You look good,” she added, rubbing her fingertips across the skin that had previously been scarred from the battle in Uniontown.
 
   “Yes, there’s to be a wedding in two weeks’ time.  I hope all of you can keep yourselves occupied and out of trouble for that long,” she said.
 
   “We’re not here for the wedding, yet,” Odare said.  “We just wanted to make sure we’re invited.”
 
   “Well of course you’re invited.  It’s just very difficult for humans to deliver invitations to elves and imps,” she explained.
 
   “Perhaps if the wedding wasn’t happening so hastily,” Kestrel suggested.
 
   “It’s not that hasty!” Wren protested, lightly punching his shoulder.  “I’ve been back here for weeks.  Creata said we just had to do it, immediately, before the next world-ending emergency came along, and so we set a date.
 
   “Simple as that,” she told him.  “And don’t you tell anyone anything else otherwise!”
 
   “All of you are invited,” she turned to the imps.  “And you’ll need to invite Acanthus, and Mulberry, Dewberry and the king.  All the imps who have been part of the battles I’ve been in,” she told them.
 
   “Can you tell us what day and time?” Odare inquired.
 
   “Two weeks from tomorrow,” Wren said instantly.  Kestrel wondered if a clock in her mind was constantly counting down towards the wedding time.  “Midway between noon and sunset.”
 
   “Thank you for your graciousness,” Stillwater said.  “We’ll stop bothering you now.
 
   “Kestrel friend, would you please stop playing with the baby and prepare to go now?” the imp asked.
 
   “But she’s so cute, and I haven’t seen her in months,” Kestrel protested.
 
   “Perhaps you should bring her with us back to Oaktown,” Odare offered.
 
   “Can you imagine what Picco would say?” Kestrel laughed.  “She’s send the entire Seafare army and navy to get her back.”
 
   “And they’d come back with my daughter, you bet,” Picco spoke from behind him, having entered the room without his realization.  The baby started at the sound of her mother’s voice, and Kestrel regretfully turned her back over to Picco.
 
   “We now know what we need to know.  You may expect to see us here on the day of your wedding.  We prefer mushroom cakes,” Killcen explained.
 
   “And you’ll bring Lark as your guest?” Wren asked Kestrel.
 
   “Actually,” Kestrel faltered, “I haven’t seen Lark in a few weeks.  I returned to Oaktown after I defeated the last of the Triplets.”
 
   “Oh, we sent an invitation to Lark in Uniontown, and I thought that was where you had heard about the wedding,” Wren spoke less certainly than usual, suddenly aware that she had raised an awkward topic.
 
   “No,” Kestrel decided to tell the story, to get it out in the open.  But he’d tell it as briefly as possible.
 
   “You saw my scars,” he spoke to Wren, with a gesture.  “Lark thought that my appearance would not be suitable for the needs of supporting her father.”
 
   “You look perfectly fine!” Picco exclaimed.  “What was she talking about?”
 
   “Kestrel was in a battle against a sorceress – magic against magic.  He had some nasty burns that left some scars all over his face,” Wren explained.
 
   “He looked pretty bad, worse than usual,” she said.
 
   “He looks perfectly fine,” Picco protested.  “He needs a haircut, of course,” she added, making Kestrel momentarily touch his fingers to his hair.
 
   “He’s undoubtedly been to his fabled healing spring.  Haven’t you, Kestrel?” Wren asked.
 
   “For many days,” he agreed.  “There’s still a small bit of scar that the spring water can’t heal, on my shoulder.”
 
   “Didn’t she know the scars would heal?” Picco asked.
 
   “It wasn’t as obvious to her.  She’s not really ever been away from Uniontown, except when she went to the land of the Skyes with Kestrel and I, so she may not grasp the extraordinary things that are possible,” Wren shrugged.
 
   “I’m sorry, Kestrel,” she turned to her cousin.
 
   “It’s past,” he said.  “I’ve got lots of things to do, to keep me busy.
 
   “She told me I wasn’t right for her, so I left, and that’s that,” he said.  “Her dad may be the king of Uniontown by now.”
 
   “Do you know what they call Kestrel in Uniontown?” Wren changed the topic.  “He’s called the Destroyer!”
 
   “That sounds appropriate,” Odare chirped.  “Kestrel, the destroyer of women’s hearts.”
 
   “But he’s so sweet!” Picco protested.  “That’s a ridiculous name!”
 
   Odare snorted.
 
   “I think it’s time for us to go,” Kestrel said.  “I need to get back to Oaktown, and then to Hydrotaz.  I’m going to travel here with Yulia and Philip,” he explained.
 
   “That will be fun!” Pico said enthusiastically.  “They’re getting married soon too, you know.”
 
   “I know,” Kestrel smiled.  “I imagine we’ll all get together for that wedding too.”
 
   “And there will be imps there as well!” Odare announced.  “We will be practically a part of the human culture.”
 
   “We had better go, before she gets carried away,” Stillwater said.
 
   “Good bye ladies.  It was a pleasure to visit, and to see you well.  We’ll be back,” Kestrel promised, as the imps closed in on him and spirited him back to Oaktown.
 
   “Will you wait a few minutes while I pack, then carry me to Hydrotaz?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Were you informed that we were going to carry the great one around on so many missions today?” Killcen asked Stillwater.
 
   “I wasn’t even aware we were invited to a wedding until an hour ago,” Stillwater protested.
 
   “And now you’re going to two weddings among humans, without even performing any pranks,” Kestrel spoke up.  “Now, let me rush around a bit, and I’ll be ready to go.”
 
   He hurriedly packed a few belongings, and acquired several gold and silver coins from Whyte.  “I’ll come back for a visit in a few days to do whatever you need,” he told the steward, and then he was back at the patio outside his room, where the imps waited.  Moments later he was back in the elven embassy in Hydrotaz, then on his way to the palace.
 
   “You’re late!” Greyson told him when he was admitted to the palace.  “Yulia has her entourage sitting astride their horses, ready to depart without you.”
 
   “Is there a horse for me?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Yes, the gray one right next to the princess,” the boy informed him, as they trotted towards the gates near the stables.
 
   “Kestrel!” Ferris was holding the horse’s reins as the gates began to open.  “He’s here, your majesty,” the officer called to the princess, who sat astride a horse just a few feet away as Ferris spotted Kestrel arriving.
 
   She turned and saw Kestrel, her expression one of both relief and exasperation.
 
   “My lord elf!  We thought we would have to leave you behind,” she said.  “I’m most happy you’ll be able to join us.”
 
   Kestrel quickly secured his belongings to the saddle, then climbed aboard.
 
   “I’d hate to miss the chance to ride with the nobles of my neighbor, Hydrotaz,” he grinned at the princess.
 
   The procession left the palace under sunny skies, a dozen and a half nobles and servants on horseback, with a dozen more horses carrying provisions and goods.  They traveled on the main road between the two kingdoms.  Kestrel spoke with Yulia from time to time, but her attention was much sought after by the nobles in the group, few of whom Kestrel knew, so he often rode alone, without conversation, enjoying the relaxation and the chance to indulge in quiet reflection.
 
   As they rode, clouds began to move across the sky from the west, growing darker and drifting lower as the group continued to ride.
 
   “They know who you are, of course,” Yulia rode up close, starting a conversation.
 
   “Beg pardon, your majesty?” he said.
 
   “My nobles; they know who you are, and they’re talking about you.  The countess with the blue hood even claims to have gone to the temple when you were in your religious ecstasy; she says she saw you building the statute of Kai.”
 
   “But?” Kestrel sensed there was something the princess wanted to say.
 
   “But you’re an elf, and they are comfortable with one another, and still a little unsteady in the world after watching their nation be conquered and subjugated, so they don’t know if they have anything to say to you,” Yulia explained.
 
   As she finished, the first scattered, fat raindrops started to fall among the riders.
 
   “Shall I give them something to talk about?” Kestrel asked with a crooked grin.
 
   He raised his hand theatrically over his head, then whirled it around.  At the same time he called upon his powers and released them as a wide shield overhead, an umbrella that spread across the circumference of their group, intercepting the increasing number of rain drops while casting its cool blue glow across the surrounding countryside.
 
   “My lady!” one of the courtiers cried out is astonishment. 
 
   “No, this is courtesy of his lordship,” Yulia responded.
 
   After that display of power, the members of the group exhibited two behaviors.  The larger part of them were disconcerted by the power of the elf lord, and shied away from him.  But a few felt drawn to discover more, and began to talk to him and ride along with him as they traveled for the next few days on the way to Graylee.
 
   Kestrel used his powers to provide light for the camp in the morning and the evening, and he left the group one evening to fly away with the imps on a trip to visit both Oaktown and the healing spring, then returned to the Hydrotaz camp with water skins full of healing water.
 
   To those who were saddle sore or otherwise uncomfortable, Kestrel offered his water for quick relief, and he made more converts. By the last night on the road, when the group stayed at a hotel in a small Graylee city not far from the capitol city, Kestrel was invited by several of the nobles to join them for dinner in the common room.
 
   He gladly sat in the public room and ate with Yulia, her nobles, and their guards, watching over a mixture of other travelers and Graylee residents also enjoying the hospitality of the inn.
 
   “What’s the elf doing with you?” one inebriated local man shouted from the bar at the end of the dining room.
 
   “He’s eating dinner,” a young count shouted back.
 
   “Put him outside to eat with the animals,” another drunkard spouted.
 
   “He’s practically eating with animals now if he’s this close to you,” another nobleman replied.
 
   Kestrel tried to calm the Hydrotaz noblemen down, telling them not to worry or to let the hecklers stir up any trouble.
 
   “They can’t be allowed to throw insults at you, not when you could probably beat them both with just your magic,” one of the other Hydrotaz noblemen protested.
 
   “That’s why we ignore them, because we know we could beat then anytime,” Kestrel tried to counsel.
 
   “You are the friend of our princess, and of their own ruler!” the young count protested.  “They should give you thanks instead of insults.”
 
   At that point a mug of ale was flung at Kestrel.  It crashed into his shoulder, splashing him in ale, and drawing a raucous round of cheers.
 
   Kestrel stood up, and began to glow blue, hushing the crowd instantly.
 
   “Does the man who threw this want to say who he is?” Kestrel asked, holding the mug as he climbed off his bench and stalked towards the suddenly frightened hooligans.  A volley of mugs flew at him from several of the incredulous men, but Kestrel raised a shield that blocked all their efforts.
 
   “All of you, out of the inn, now,” Kestrel ordered.  There was a scramble, and he pursued them outside.
 
   “Being an elf is an honor; let’s see if you can live up to it!” he shouted.  He pointed his finger at the men as they scattered and ran, then fired bolts of blue energy at each of them, knocking them into the dusty road.
 
   When they arose, each of them had exaggeratedly pointed ears and arched eyebrows, caricatures of elves.  They did not see the changes in themselves at first, and so only rose from the road and kept running, heading to the safety they hoped to find in their homes.
 
   “That was ironic,” a voice behind him said.  He turned to see one of the noble ladies had followed him out of the inn.  She was the countess that Yulia had pointed out to him on the first day of travels, the one who claimed to have seen him in action creating the statue of Kai at the temple in Hydrotaz.  Despite her declared familiarity with him, she had not made any effort to speak to him during the trip, until that moment.
 
   He grinned at her.  “I did something similar once near Uniontown,” he told her, remembering the village of redheaded residents he had created.
 
   “They’ll learn something from this; how long will it last?” she asked.
 
   “I only created the effect to last for a day or two.  Some of them will learn a little.  Some of them will just keep finding someone to hate,” he shrugged.
 
   “My name is Aster,” she introduced herself.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, and to see you’re humane enough not to punish those who deserve worse treatment,” she told him.
 
   “I’ve seen you before this, of course,” she added.
 
   “At the temple, I’m told,” Kestrel replied politely.  He wondered why she was squinting as she spoke to him, then belatedly realized that he was still glowing with a bright blue light.  He dowsed the glow, returning the exterior of the inn to night time darkness.
 
   “Oh my, that’s a difference,” she said.  “Now I can’t see a thing!”
 
   “Here,” Kestrel reached out and took her hand.  “Let’s go back in and join the others.”
 
   Her fingers closed tightly around his, and he led her a few steps back to the door of the inn, then opened it, and followed her into the building.
 
   “Is everything okay?” one of the Hydrotaz noblemen asked.
 
   “He made them all look like elves!” Aster said loudly.  The room was silent for a moment, then burst into laughter and groans, as even the local occupants appreciated the humor of the gesture.  The rest of the meal was eaten with a buzz in the room but no further violence, and there were no activities at the inn that night.
 
   “I’m mostly a follower of Shaish,” Aster told Kestrel the next morning, as they rode next to one another on the entry into Graylee city.  He chose to ride with his hood up, not wishing to draw any attention away from Yulia as she entered the city where she was destined to be wed to the ruler.
 
   “But that morning I decided to look in on Kai’s temple, because I was curious to see what reconstruction had taken place so far.  And I saw all this dust flying in the air around the statue, with no workmen present, then stones would rise and set themselves in place, and finally I saw you, standing with your head thrown back and your eyes closed, your arms raised up in the air – an elf in a human temple,” she told him.  “I thought it was fascinating – I stayed all morning watching you work, then I had to go.
 
   “You’re not like most elves, are you?” she asked.
 
   He turned his head to grin at her.  “No, I don’t think I am.
 
   “See that road?” he pointed to an elegant side street.  “I lived there with Philip, before he was the prince, and his sister, and their two friends.  They thought I was a human back then.”
 
   “You looked like a human?” she asked in astonishment.
 
   “I’m partly human to begin with,” he told her.  “To most elves I don’t look like a full elf.
 
   “And this is the promenade, where the fashionable young nobles walk up and down the street and socialize and shop during the summer,” he pointed out as they continued to advance into the city.
 
   “We don’t have anything like that in Hydrotaz,” Aster pouted.
 
   “You aren’t as ancient a city as Graylee, where they used to be an imperial capital.  And they’re a larger city here too,” Kestrel offered his observations.  “Perhaps after the wedding, when we return, you can take a stroll on the promenade and enjoy it.”
 
   “Let’s do that!” she said enthusiastically, just before a flourish of trumpets sounded from the front of their group.
 
   Kestrel looked up and saw that Philip and a group of his guard members were waiting in ceremonial dignity to welcome the arrival of their neighboring sovereign, who also happened to be his fiancée.
 
   Kestrel watched from the back of the Hydrotaz entourage as Philip and Yulia spent minutes in a formal exchange of greetings on behalf of their two countries, then hugged and kissed to enthusiastic applause from the watching crowd.
 
   “Let us go to the palace and spend the evening at banquet, before we depart tomorrow for our journey to Seafare,” Philip proclaimed loudly.  “We will welcome all our guests there.”  He turned his horse, and the enlarged group rode to the palace.
 
   They entered the palace, riding through gates that Kestrel had entered many times before.  He thought of the times he had been at the palace in opposition to the former prince, Namber, times he had fought, hidden, been captive, and escaped.  It was Philip’s palace now, he told himself, a better place, and he shook off the haunting memories while they rode through the grounds.
 
   Each member of Yulia’s party was led to a separate room to spend the night, and Kestrel only put his hood down when he was in the privacy of his own room.  “You’ll have two hours until the reception begins, my lord,” the servant who was his guide had told him when he had been led to the room.  “I’ll be back to fetch you then.”
 
   Kestrel lay on his bed and relaxed.  He looked forward to seeing Philip again, though the setting would be too public and formal for real conversation.  He thought about the trip from Hydrotaz, and the simple pleasure he had enjoyed in riding a horse again; it was a human practice, one he had often considered trying to introduce to the Eastern Forest, despite the elvish prejudice against horseback riding.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and he realized with a start that he had dozed on the comfortable bed until it was time to arrive at the reception.  He jumped out of bed and raised his hood, then accompanied the servant to a small room where the other members of the Hydrotaz delegation awaited.
 
   Yulia was led from the room, and Kestrel heard her loudly introduced to the reception attendees, and greeted with thunderous applause.  After a prolonged round of clapping died down, the next pair of members of the Hydrotaz visitors were introduced, and every minute afterwards, a new pair of visitors were led to the door and introduced to the crowd.
 
   Countess Aster maneuvered her way around the waiting room to stand with Kestrel at the back of the room.  “I’d enjoy being introduced with you, if you don’t mind,” the serious-eyed woman requested, and Kestrel only shrugged his acquiescence.
 
   They were the last pair to be introduced.   “What names?” the palace servant asked as they approached the small stage at the top of a short flight of stairs.
 
   “The Duchess Aster of Tyraz, and the Warden of the Marches of the Eastern Forest, Kestrel,” the duchess glibly answered before Kestrel could even open his mouth.
 
   The servant nodded, and motioned for them to step forward.  Aster reached up and pulled Kestrel’s hood down, then linked her arm through his, and they stood together as the names were announced.
 
   A round of clapping began, then stopped, dropping off instantly to only a few pairs of inattentive hands, as the reception attendees looked up at the elf who was standing among them.
 
   “Kestrel!  Kestrel’s back!” a voice shouted.
 
   “Three cheers for Kestrel!” someone on the other side of the room shouted, and the room broke into jubilant greeting of the elf who had fought so hard on their behalf during their civil war and the war against the Viathins.
 
   “Yulia!  You didn’t tell me you were bringing Kestrel!” he heard Philip laughingly chide his future mate as Kestrel and Aster started to descend the stairs.  Philip took Yulia by the hand and led her over to the foot of the stairs to meet his elven friend as he and Aster reached the floor.
 
   The two couples met in a group embrace, Aster caught up in the affectionate reunion of Philip and Kestrel and Yulia.  
 
   “I thought you’d enjoy having a friendly elf along for the journey,” Yulia laughed, as she kissed Philip’s cheek.
 
   “And who is your fetching companion, Kestrel?” Philip asked as they separated.
 
   “This is the Countess Aster, who I just met on the trip from Hydrotaz,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “Well, go about and meet your friends who are here, just as delighted to see you as I am,” Philip said.  “We’ll have several days to talk while we sail east.”
 
   Kestrel left the royal couple, Aster staying in his tow, and he circulated around the room, receiving a warm welcome from several of the veterans of the civil war that had brought Philip to the throne, all of whom remembered Kestrel’s work to defeat the Viathins, in both his human and his elven guises.
 
   By the end of the evening, Kestrel’s face was in a continual smile, delighted with the friendly reception by so many people, people who didn’t consider his extraordinary powers as part of his attraction.
 
   “I’m ready to go upstairs to bed,” he told Aster.
 
   “I’ll go with you,” she quickly said.
 
   “Upstairs, I mean,” she blushed.  “I’m ready to go upstairs as well.”
 
   Kestrel walked her to her room.  “It’s funny, isn’t, that you’re such a hero to these people of Graylee, but not the ones we saw last night?” the countess asked when they stood outside her door.
 
   “It’s one of the things that makes the world interesting,” she told him.
 
   “That’s one word for it,” he gently agreed.  “You get a good night’s sleep, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”  He held her hand for a moment, then left her to return to his own room.
 
   As he went to sleep that night, his thoughts turned to Aster, wondering why she had spent so much time with him.  He found no conclusion, and soon fell asleep in the cozy bed in the palace at Graylee.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   The next morning they departed from Graylee in the hours after breakfast, a relatively early start for a royal party, Kestrel thought.
 
   The weather was cloudy, and Kestrel was prepared to provide shelter if needed, but the rains held off all day long, as they rode through the city to the docks, then climbed on board a pair of ships that carried them on the journey through the Mountain Sea, then the Last Sea, and finally into the broad river that connected the Inner Seas to the Great Sea in the east.  They were on board their ships for seven days, until they reached the docks at Seafare.  During the journey, Aster pursued Kestrel to the point that he took to hiding in his tiny cabin.
 
   A royal greeting party of Ruelin and Picco, and including Creata and Wren arrived at the docks as the horses and gear were being unloaded from the ships.  The party of nobles quickly left their ships to step onto land to receive their welcome by the Seafare hosts.
 
   Philip was welcomed first, and his lifelong friendship with Creata and Picco provided an easy and warm greeting, then allowed him to introduce Yulia as his own fiancée.
 
   “Kestrel come up here!” Philip called, and Kestrel was next to be welcomed back to Seafare.
 
   “Where are all your imp companions?” Wren asked after they hugged, as Aster once again came to join him.
 
   “They’ll be here in time for the ceremony, and the party afterwards,” Kestrel promised with a grin, “especially if you serve mushrooms for the entrée.”
 
   “And is this your guest?” Wren asked.  “Another conquest to add to your list?”
 
   “No,” Kestrel said in some confusion.  “This is the Duchess Aster, a guest of Princess Yulia,” he nodded his head towards the Hydrotaz sovereign.
 
   “Who will be your guest then?” Creata asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” Kestrel bluntly asked.
 
   “You’re entitled to bring a guest of your own, your companion at the wedding and reception, and anything else you wish to attend, of course,” Creata explained patiently.
 
   “I can be your guest,” Aster chimed.  “I’d be happy to; I’d hate to see you be alone.”
 
   “Let me think about it,” Kestrel said thoughtfully, though he had someone immediately in mind to be his escort.
 
   “You ungrateful, weak, cur!” Aster hissed in a voice that was full of venom.  Creata and the others in the vicinity looked at Aster first, then Kestrel, in surprise.
 
   “I have practically thrown myself at you, though I’m better than you, superior to you, stronger and shrewder than you,” she told him, her face raised to his, her eyes blazing.  “I want one thing from you, and if you aren’t going to give it me the easy way, I’ll do it the difficult way.”  She slapped his chest vigorously, then stepped back from him, as the surrounding crowd began to back slightly away, making space around the confrontation that was unfolding.
 
   Kestrel simply looked at the woman in astonishment, then in horror, as her appearance began to change.  She grew shorter and thinner, and her features morphed into a completely different face, one that was familiar, though he couldn’t place it.
 
   “Kestrel, great gods!” Wren screamed.  “It’s one of the Triplets!”
 
   Kestrel stared in astonishment, as he realized that the face was the face of the girl he had fought when he’d been at Fields’s fortress, helping Wren and Lark to escape.
 
   The figure of the girl shimmered, then suddenly widened, and in an inexplicable manner, turned into three figures, all three of the Triplets, alive, and spreading apart, grinning as the encircled Kestrel, while the crowd on the dock screamed and scrambled.
 
   “You won’t fight them alone!” Wren screamed, as she pulled a small, ceremonial knife from her bodice and dove at the original female figure.
 
   The woman turned casually and fired a bolt of energy at Wren, stopping her in midair, then throwing her backwards forcefully.  Kestrel’s cousin collapsed in a motionless heap.
 
   “Stillwater!  Mulberry! Odare!” Kestrel screamed.  “Imps!  Come help me!”
 
   The Triplets turned to look at him, and a moment later, Stillwater arrived in the air.
 
   “Stillwater!  It’s Wren, she’s injured.  Take her to the healing spring, then carry Alicia there as well!”  he shouted the order, then fired a series of bolts of power at the three Triplets to draw their attention, and distract them from the hurried rescue mission.   The other two imps arrived, looks of alarm on their faces.
 
   The Triplets looked at him, and each of them fired bolts of their own power at Kestrel, who threw a circular wall of energy up in a protective tube that surrounded him, and absorbed the impacts of the blasts, while fading from his pure sapphire blue to a sicklier green color under the duress of the assault.
 
   The imps dove at Wren and threw their bodies on her, then disappeared.
 
   Kestrel redirected his power, and created three constraining tubes, one around each of the sorcerers that had diabolically appeared.
 
   The original sorceress, the leader of the three, laughed, as she caused herself to shine with a brilliant glow that caused the observers to squint their eyes, until her glow blossomed in a brilliant flash, then faded away, revealing that Kestrel’s container had been evaporated.  The other two did the same thing, freeing themselves, and the four powerful beings stood alone on the dock, eyeing one another.
 
   “Why are you here?” Kestrel asked.  “Leave these people alone.  They have nothing to do with you.”
 
   “You care for them, do you?” the second sorceress asked with a sneer.
 
   She looked over at where Yulia and Philip stood with a group of retainers, then raised her hand and fired a bolt of energy at the noble humans.
 
   Kestrel raised a shield to protect his friends, deflecting the shot of light up into the sky.
 
   The male Triplet took advantage of Kestrel’s distraction to fire a bolt at Kestrel, striking him in the leg, and knocking him to the ground in an explosion of fire.
 
   “Kestrel!” Picco screamed in terror.
 
   A wave of imps suddenly appeared in the air, and dove at the three attackers, diving at them while carrying long, deadly spears.
 
   Kestrel raised his head, while his hands grasped his shattered leg, and he raised his hand to fire weak bolts of his own energy at two of the Triplets, the second girl and the boy, striking them both while they prepared to fire their own energy at the imps.
 
   The original sorceress though was unimpeded, and raised a sheet of green fire in the air, one that singed the diving imps as they struck it, killing some and injuring others.
 
   “Stop!” Kestrel shouted.  He raised himself to one knee, wisps of smoke rising from his charred clothes.  “Why are you here?  Why are you doing this?” he shouted.
 
   The standing Triplet looked at him, as her two companions lay on the ground, victims of Kestrel’s unblocked attacks.
 
   “I am here for you,” she said with a malicious grin.
 
   “Then kill me if you can, but don’t harm all these innocent people!” Kestrel protested.
 
   “I don’t want to kill you, simple fool,” the sorceress said.  She motioned towards her two fallen siblings, who woodenly arose to their feet, their eyes vacant, then walked towards her.
 
   “I want to mate with you,” she told him.
 
   He slumped slightly, unable to believe what he had heard.  He watched as the two wounded Triplets reached the unharmed one, and stood on either side of her.  She put her arms out wide, as though embracing them around their shoulders, and then absorbed the other two back into herself, in a process that sent shudders through the shocked Kestrel.
 
   She began to walk towards Kestrel, and he felt paralyzed as she suddenly emitted a cone of energy that struck every inch of his surface.  He struggled against the force that constrained him, willing himself to find a way to move, to protect himself.
 
   With a mighty effort he willed his energy to erupt outward, to produce a protective shell around his body, so that he could move.
 
   “I can crush you, you know,” she said as she approached him.  “Or I could kill all of them,” she waved her arm around at the assembled humans who were watching the clash.  “But all I want is to mate with you, to have your child, one that will bring together a mixture of your abilities and mine.  That child will be the ultimate mortal, able to rule all others, and to challenge the gods themselves!” she exulted.
 
   There was a loud crack of thunder, and a flash of lightening, then a sudden, instantaneous appearance by Kai, who stood on the dock, as tall in person as she was in Kestrel’s statue, an imposing figure that towered over the scene.
 
   “You may not threaten my acolyte,” Kai said in a deep voice, one that the listeners felt as much as they heard.  “Kestrel is safe from your threats.  This is our land, not yours.
 
   “Leave this land now, and never return.  The gods of the Inner Seas forbid you to invade our realm with your evil magic,” Kai spoke.  She pointed a finger at the defiant sorceress, then released a large sphere of energy, one that was an angry orange in color.  The globe flew at the sorceress and enveloped her, as she screamed in a hateful tone.
 
   “You can’t keep us away, now that I know what your land offers!  We’ll be back!” she shouted, as the orange globe suddenly lifted off the ground, carrying the sorceress away as it rocketed and disappeared in the southern sky.
 
   “You, imps!  Take your friend to Kere’s bath, now,” Kai spoke to the startled imps that floated above the ground, at nearly eye level with her.
 
   “Will he be okay?” Picco asked.
 
   “Is Wren going to be okay?” Creata asked at nearly the same time.
 
   “I’ll be fine; the healing spring will take care of this,” Kestrel said through gritted teeth, in pain, but speaking with assurance.  “I’ll send word about Wren as soon as I can,” he added in Creata’s direction.
 
   “Thank you goddess,” he spoke the last words as the imps descended around him, and then they disappeared from the shocked dockside scene.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   The imps dropped Kestrel gently on the shore, next to the waters of the healing spring.
 
   He looked up and saw that Alicia was in the water, kneeling next to where Wren lay in the shallow cove that Kestrel always used to give the imps their time in the water.
 
   “Thank you, friends,” he said to the imps who released him, Mulberry, Odare, and another he did not know.
 
   “We are glad to help you, Kestrel wounded friend.  We are sorry that you were beaten by the terrible monster woman,” Mulberry said.
 
   “The imps who fell – can the waters help them?” Kestrel asked.  He swung his legs around and dropped them into the water, feeling relief as the warm water of the spring gently lapped up over his injury.
 
   “We will see if they are still alive,” Odare said, and she disappeared.
 
   “Kestrel, what happened?” Alicia asked.  “Are you hurt too?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  How is Wren?” he asked.
 
   “She’s in grave condition,” Alicia told him, making his heart drop.  “But with the healing water to help her, I think she’s going to survive.”
 
   Kestrel slipped deeper into the water, then struggled across the pool, and dragged himself up to where Alicia knelt over the unconscious form of Kestrel’s cousin.
 
   Wren’s torso was a blackened injury that spread across her chest and stomach.  The clothes were burned away, or hung in tatters, while her skin was badly burnt.
 
   “She’s lucky to be unconscious,” Alicia said softly.
 
   “What happened?  Did you two get into a fight?” Alicia asked with a straight face.
 
   “No!” Kestrel exclaimed.  “We were in Seafare, and we were attacked by a sorceress, the Triplets,” he said.
 
   “A sorceress?  Three of them?” Alicia asked in astonishment.
 
   “Three of them, or maybe one – I don’t know.  She was one person, then she was three, then she was one, then Kai saved me,” Kestrel blurted out.
 
   Alicia looked at him with piercing eyes.  “Did you hit your head?” she asked.
 
   “No! Maybe, I don’t know,” Kestrel mumbled.  He sat down in the water, his leg extended.
 
   “Stillwater,” he called.
 
   The imp was hovering nearby, and came to him immediately.
 
   “What do you need, Kestrel friend?” the imp asked.
 
   “Would you go back to Seafare and tell Creata that Wren will be okay?  She needs to stay here to rest and heal for, how long?” he directed the question to Alicia.
 
   “With the healing water, I think she should be ready to leave in two days, and fully healed in less than a fortnight,” the doctor judged.
 
   “I do not speak the humans’ language, Kestrel,” Stillwater pointed out.
 
   “Sticks and thorns!” Kestrel cursed.   “Who does?”
 
   “Your friend Putienne – did you not teach her both languages?” the imp asked immediately.
 
   “Yes!” Kestrel exclaimed.  “Go to Oaktown; ask her to come with you here immediately.  And tell her to pack to stay away for several days,” Kestrel advised.  “Thank you for the reminder, Stillwater.”
 
   “Behind every elf hero, perhaps there is an imp?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “Undoubtedly,” Kestrel agreed with a tight grin, as the imps disappeared.
 
   There were only the three elves left at the spring: Alicia, Wren, and Kestrel.  Kestrel lay back in the water and closed his eyes, then tried to understand what had happened, how the persistently attentive human noblewoman had turned out to be one of the Triplets, and one who had unfathomably been stalking him, seeing him as a mating partner that would produce desirable offspring.  Although he had never been tempted by Aster’s availability, he still shuddered at the notion.
 
   “Kestrel, we have a visitor,” Alicia spoke in a strained voice.
 
   He opened his eyes and looked, at where Kere was striding towards them.  The goddess was walking atop the water of the stream as she approached, and there was a look of determination on her face.
 
   “You’ll heal, I see,” Kere stated as she arrived atop the pool, and stood just a pair of paces away.  Alicia’s hands were trembling, he saw, and he reached out to hold them in one of his own.  The doctor grasped his hand and clinched it tightly.
 
    “And your cousin very nearly did not survive.  She called this damage down upon herself because she jumped into the fight to help you,” Kere stated.
 
   “I know.  I feel badly,” Kestrel answered.  “I’m so unspeakably glad she’s going to live.”
 
   “Do you realize what happened?” Kere asked.
 
   “The Triplets attacked,” Kestrel said simply.  That seemed to be what had happened; he was curious to learn how the goddess would describe it.
 
   “This is another problematic result of the Rishiare Estelle,” Kere answered.  “While the troublesome sunspots disrupted our natural order, the gods of the Inner Seas could not reach to our world, as you know.
 
   “And so, these problems from outside the Inner Seas were able to penetrate, and seek to wreak their havoc among our people.  First there were the elves from the East, who brought their perversions of the natural elements, and who would have brought worse, if you hadn’t chased them away,” she explained.
 
   “And these sorcerers who came up the Gamble River from the south, from the lands beyond the mountains south of Uniontown.  The Triplets, as you know them, are the offspring of a breeding program.  The humans in those far off southern lands have been seeking to create a race of sorcerers with greater powers; they have no gods, and they seek to raise some of their own.  The pair that came up the river with the Triplets were the parents of the Triplets, a pair who had some weak powers of their own.  Their children inherited the power from each, and then the family observed and learned from the Viathins.”
 
   “Were there three Triplets, or just one?” Kestrel asked in confusion, glad to seek an explanation.
 
   “Only one was born.  In their mother’s womb there had been three, but the stronger had absorbed the other two fetuses, yet they remained alive as separate entities within her.  They developed the extraordinary ability to live as individuals or as a single entity, and sustained each other by doing so.
 
   “Kai was kind to only expel them; I would have killed them on the spot,” Kere said savagely.  “And think what might have resulted if Kestrel had been father to their children.”
 
   “Kestrel?  What did you do?” Alicia asked in shock, her hand instantly separated from his.
 
   “Nothing!  I did nothing!  The Triplet suggested that, but nothing ever, ever happened, I promise,” he said emphatically.
 
   “I believe you, young Kestrel,” Kere told him.  “Your imp friends are about to return, so I will leave you now.  Take care and heal quickly,” she told him, then finally flashed a warm smile at him, before she vanished.
 
   A fraction of a second later, the imps deposited Putienne next to the pool.  The girl was carrying a bag that appeared to be hastily stuffed with belongings.
 
   “Kestrel, what’s happening?” she asked, then shrieked as she saw the mass of bloody red flesh that his leg had been blasted to, as it soaked in the water of the spring.  She turned and saw Alicia, and saw Wren’s damaged body in the water as well.
 
   “Did you two fight each other?” she asked.  She dropped her bag and stepped into the water, then bent low and hugged him.  He felt a sense of comfort and peace as they touched, a reminder of the closeness of their relationship.
 
   “We were both injured by a sorceress, but Kai drove the sorceress away.  Listen, Wren is going to be okay.  She needs to rest here in the healing spring water for a few days, but she’s also supposed to be married is less than two weeks.
 
   “Since you can speak the human language, would you let the imps carry you back to Seafare, to tell her fiancé and the other humans there that she’s going to be okay?  She’s not going to die; she just needs time to heal,” he repeated the message.
 
   “I don’t speak human language so well, since I’ve been in Oaktown for so long,” Putienne protested.
 
   “They’ll understand you.  I’d go myself, but I need to heal my own leg for a day or so,” Kestrel explained, and he quickly talked the girl into taking the assignment.
 
   “I’ll come join you in Seafare tomorrow, and you can be my guest at the wedding,” Kestrel said.   She departed with the imps, who promised to remain with her, and Kestrel sighed, satisfied that the task had been carried out.
 
   “There’s not much more I can do for the two of you right now,” Alicia told Kestrel, swinging around to face him instead of Wren.  “If your friends the imps will provide a ride, I’d like to go back to attend to my own clients for a bit, then come back here to spend the night with the two of you.  I’ll bring a change of clothes for each of you, if you’d like, and something to eat.”
 
   Kestrel agreed, and called the imps, who obediently carried their friend the doctor away, leaving Kestrel alone with the unconscious Wren.
 
   “You silly girl,” Kestrel said softly, looking at his cousin.  “You should know better than to try to fight a sorceress with a knife.  I’m glad the lesson didn’t cost you your life.”  He closed his eyes and lay back in the warm water, then fell into a gentle slumber until Alicia returned shortly before nightfall, a number of empty water skins draped over her shoulders and bags of fresh clothes in her hands.
 
   Kestrel sent an imp to Seafare to make sure that Putienne had lodgings in the city, and then ate a quiet dinner with Alicia, providing a weak ball of light overhead as illumination for their meal.
 
   The next morning, Wren awoke, in pain but in good spirits.
 
   “Creata better show some sincere joy when I return,” she said as she lay in the water.
 
   “And some real fear about making you mad, now that he’s seen you’ll attack a sorceress,” Kestrel added.
 
   “If I could move, I’d punch you,” she told him.
 
   “Since we are both in your healing spring, I assume we are going to live?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel proceeded to recount the story of the rest of the battle with the Triplets, and explained some of the extraordinary things the goddesses had said and done afterwards.
 
   “When can Creata come here?  When can I go back to Seafare?” Wren asked after shaking her head in amazement over the disclosures.
 
   “You should remain here at the spring for at least two more days,” Alicia said firmly.  “And then bed rest for a week after that.”
 
   “I don’t have time for all that!” Wren exploded.  “I’ve got a wedding to run!”  She winced in pain from the effort.
 
   “You don’t think Creata can do it, with some help from Picco and others?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Picco can get it done, but Creata would let the staff make all the decisions and spend all the money,” she protested.
 
   Kestrel called Stillwater to the spring, and they made arrangements for a flow of messages and visitors to reach from Wren to Seafare.
 
   “Wren warrior has been a good friend, and deserves our help,” Stillwater said placidly.  “Your friend Picco wishes to speak with you,” he added to Kestrel.
 
   “I’m allowed to go now, aren’t I?” Kestrel asked Alicia.
 
   “Oh Kestrel, you should stay here, but I know I’m not going to keep you,” the woman answered in a resigned tone.  “Put on the clean clothes I gave you,” she told him.  “And stay here for half an hour more to watch Wren, while I ask the imps to take me home to check on Silvic and his nanny.”
 
   Kestrel was back at Seafare an hour later, delivered to the nursery once again, only to find the room was vacant.  He grabbed a pole to use as a makeshift walking staff, and began to hobble through the halls of the palace, drawing startled looks until a servant led him to a parlor where Picco and Creata were at work on wedding planning matters.
 
   “Kestrel!  So good to see you!  How is Wren?” Creata immediately greeted him.
 
   “Good news – she’s crabby,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “So she’s on her way to recovery?” Creata asked.  “When can I see her?”
 
   “I suspect she’ll be back here by tomorrow night,” Kestrel guessed, “although the doctor would like to keep her in the spring longer.”
 
   “We need her help,” Creata said, as Picco walked over to Kestrel and gave him a gentle hug, careful of his leg.
 
   “Will it heal properly?” she asked about his injury.
 
   “It will, although it will probably leave a scar,” he answered, thinking about the scar on his chest from his previous injury caused by the sorceress’s fire.
 
   “As is so often the case when dealing with women,” Creata spoke in a mock tragic voice.
 
   “Very interesting, brother dear.  I’ll be sure to pass that observation along to your future bride,” Picco observed, making Creata wince.
 
   “Kestrel, your messenger friend, Putienne, as we’ve discussed before, still looks exactly like Moorin, the former fiancée of my husband, and an old flame of yours, as I recollect,” Picco said archly.
 
   “Are you still infatuated with your lost elven beauty?” Picco asked sympathetically.
 
   “No,” Kestrel said immediately, and he knew it was true.
 
   And so the arrangements for the wedding proceeded.  Wren did return the next day, though bedridden for several days following, and Kestrel and Putienne enjoyed the freedom to wander about the palace, and the city of Seafare, as the warm days of late spring offered pleasant weather.  They played with Kestrel’s daughter Merea, visited Orren and Raines, their companions from an earlier adventure, when they had traveled through the northern lands of the Inner Seas kingdoms, and enjoyed reminiscing about those days, as well as hearing about the life that the two humans established together as they started over in Seafare.
 
   A week after Kestrel’s arrival in Seafare, an unknown ship moored at the docks of the city, and word was sent to the palace that Uniontown had sent a party to attend as representatives of the newly crowned king, Listay.
 
   “Come along, Kestrel, since you’re familiar with this group, and tell us who we have,” Prince Ruelin invited Kestrel to join his group that left the palace to welcome the new guests for the wedding.  Kestrel and Putienne rode together on horseback, and carried Merea with them to the docks.  Kestrel stood immediately behind Ruelin as the guests appeared on the deck of the ship and descended to the dock to be welcomed.
 
   “That is Lucius, the king’s son,” Kestrel told the ruler of Seafare, when the first member of the party appeared.  “He’s a good person, as far as I’ve seen.”
 
   “And that,” he paused as Lark appeared next.  She was dressed in elegant clothes, and walked with a confident poise that made her appear older and more mature than Kestrel expected.  “That is his sister, the king’s only other child, Lark.”
 
   “She’s a lovely girl,” Ruelin commented, though Kestrel chose not to reply.
 
   “That is Gates, probably the number two commander of the king’s guard,” Kestrel overcame his unsettled state at seeing Lark to continue the introductions.
 
   “And that is Gail, a noblewoman, probably the betrothed of Lucius,” Kestrel smiled as he named the fourth person to appear.  “She is of royal blood.”
 
   “They’ve sent us quite a contingent.  They must be eager to establish relations with the other kingdoms,” Ruelin suggested, as he began to walk forward to see the arrivals.
 
   He welcomed the four guests, as servants brought their luggage to the dock, and called them each by name.
 
   “Your knowledge is impressive,” Lucius commented.
 
   “I had an advantage,” Ruelin admitted.  “Kestrel, come forth.”
 
   “Kestrel?” Kestrel heard his own name repeated in a voice with a rising inflection, Gail’s voice.
 
   He stepped out from behind Ruelin, Putienne’s hand on his arm, as he carried Merea, and he saw his Uniontown acquaintances standing together, elegantly dressed in their clothes for presentation to the sovereign of Seafare.
 
   “Lad?  Look at you, as good as new, with such a beauty on your arm!” Gates said with heartfelt energy.  “We missed seeing you when you left.”
 
   “Gates, good to see you; have you had to fight any more battles since I left?” Kestrel asked the guard with a grin.
 
   “No, not a one.  You took all the fun out of town when you left; there weren’t any fights left,” the guard laughed back.
 
   “Maybe that’s why I left,” Kestrel answered, though his eyes flickered for a moment to Lark, then back to the guard.
 
   “My lord Kestrel, it’s good to see you again,” Lucius broke in.  Without formality or reserve the heir to the crown stepped forward and firmly grasped Kestrel’s hand.
 
   “This is the man, or elf, or great one – say what you will – who stepped into the fray and saved Uniontown, and saved me and my sister personally.  You’ve got a good man working for you,” the young man told Ruelin.
 
   “He doesn’t work for me,” Ruelin replied, pleased by the attention.  “He’s a friend and a guest, here for the wedding as well.”
 
   “Wren’s his cousin, after all,” Lark said as she stepped in.  She hesitantly offered her hand to Kestrel, then smiled with relief as he took it warmly.
 
   “You look well, Lark, very elegant,” he complimented her.
 
   “Kestrel, you look better that I ever imagined you would,” she replied.  “There’s not a sign of scars left.  You’re the same handsome Kestrel you were before you fought the Triplets.”
 
   “The same Triplets you fought here?” Ruelin asked.
 
   “The Triplets came here?” Lucius asked in astonishment.
 
   “They did, but Kestrel fought them, then the goddess Kai came and banished them from the Inner Seas.  Lord, what a battle – right here on the docks!  Kestrel did things I couldn’t comprehend,” the prince replied.
 
   “I’ll be glad if I never have to fight them again; I pray that I never will,” Kestrel spoke up.
 
   “Gail,” he turned his attention to the fourth member of the Uniontown contingent.  “You still are a sight for sore eyes,” he leaned into her and hugged her lightly, as he saw the sincere smile of pleasure on her face, while Merea was momentarily pressed between the two of them.
 
   “What lovely child is this?  Is this yours?” Gail asked.
 
   “This is my daughter, Merea,” Kestrel confirmed.  “She lives here in Seafare,” he abruptly stopped from saying more, not wanting to mention anything awkward in front of Ruelin.  “And this is my ward, Putienne, who lives in the Eastern Forest with me,” he reached back and pulled his companion forward.
 
   “What a beautiful creature!” Lucius spoke up.  “You are an extraordinary beauty,” he told Putty directly.
 
   “Thank you,” she said modestly.  “Kestrel gave me great beauty when he changed me.”
 
   Lucius cocked his head in confusion at the comment, and Kestrel gave a lopsided grin.
 
   “What does she mean, Kestrel?” Gail asked.  “How did you change her?”
 
   “Would you like to show them your other appearance?” Kestrel asked.  The greeting at the dock was turning into something unexpected, but he saw no harm in the demonstration, if Putienne was willing to reveal her other nature.
 
   “Do you mind?” he asked Ruelin.
 
   “No,” the prince answered simply, amused by what he knew was about to happen.  “I look forward to the revelation.”
 
   Kestrel arched his eyebrows at Putty, who smiled, then morphed into a yeti, virtually adult and mature, larger than when Kestrel had first met her many months earlier.
 
   Lark and Gail shrieked, while Gates pulled his sword and protectively leapt in front of them.  Merea clapped her hands in glee at the sudden change beside her, and reached out to grab a handful of Putienne’s fur.
 
   The monster shrank back into her womanly form, smiling demurely.
 
   “Blazes!” Gate swore.  “How can a man be lured into a quiet moment with such a woman, then try to fight with that?  It’s not fair!”
 
   “What did you have in mind to do with the woman?” Gail asked innocently, as she winked at Kestrel.
 
   “Well, you know, dinner and such,” the guard snapped, as he shoved his blade back into its sheath.
 
   “Shall we all go up to the palace?” Ruelin suggested.  The group started walking, the guests borrowing horses that Ruelin’s staff had brought down, and Lark ended up riding next to Kestrel and Putienne.
 
   “How is your father?” Kestrel asked politely as they started in motion.
 
   “He’s doing very well, staying very busy, trying to please as many people as possible,” she answered.  “He hasn’t moved into the palace yet, but he plans to do so before the end of the summer.  He and Stuart are evaluating how to defend it and protect it – it was picked over a bit while there has been no king, although there is a palace guard that Stuart is training to his standards.”
 
   “I’m sorry you left so abruptly,” she told him, glancing at Putienne as if she wished the girl wasn’t there, so that they might speak more privately.  “The whole city was upset when the rumor went out that the Destroyer had left.”
 
   “They called you the Destroyer?” Putienne asked.
 
   “For some reason,” Kestrel confirmed.  “I don’t know why.”
 
   Lark laughed heartily.  “The entire city was scared whenever they heard there was someone with purple eyes in the area.  Everyone except Duchess Tyle – she was very fond of you.  She told my father’s emissaries so repeatedly.  You got me into hot water by leaving,“ she said in a lower voice.
 
   They reached the gates of the palace, and entered the front square, where Kestrel hopped down, and helped Lark descend from her horse, then he watched as she and the other Uniontown guests followed Ruelin into his palace.
 
   “They seem like nice people,” Putienne said, as the two of them started walking their horse back to the stables.
 
   “They are,” Kestrel agreed.  “Lark and Gates were with Wren and I on our journey through the land of the Skyes, and I saw them all again in Uniontown not too long ago, of course,” he added.  “And I met Gail too, and stayed with her and her aunt when I was there.”
 
   They left their horse in the hands of a stable boy, then returned to their rooms in the palace.  As they did, they noticed a knot of servants gathered in the hallway, speaking in hushed tones, with worried expressions on their faces.
 
   “Is there a problem?” Kestrel asked politely.
 
   “Nothing for you to worry about, my lord,” one maid answered after a second of glances and silence.
 
   “There aren’t enough rooms for the new guests.  We hadn’t expected them, and we’re a room short,” a butler replied.  “But we’ll find an answer, don’t you worry.”
 
   “You can use my room,” Putienne spoke up.  “I can move in with Kestrel; we wouldn’t mind.”
 
   She looked at Kestrel to appeal to him.  He was startled, but saw no harm.  “Yes, it would be fine,” he agreed.
 
   The servants looked at one another.  One coughed, and then spoke.  “If your graces are sure you don’t mind, that would make this all ever so easy.  Your rooms are right next to the others we have for these new guests,” she said.
 
   “I’ll go gather my things together,” Putienne immediately said, and she and Kestrel walked down the hall.
 
   “That was nice of you,” Kestrel commented.
 
   “I wanted to help the servants; they’re nice people.  And this helps your friends from Uniontown too,” she replied.
 
   Later, after they had moved and rearranged their belongings, they prepared to go to dinner.  They walked to Wren’s room, and accompanied her on the walk to the dining room, set for an elegant meal.
 
   “So the wedding is the day after tomorrow?” Lark asked Kestrel at the table, as they sat side-by-side.
 
   “It is, in the afternoon, at the temple of Kai,” he agreed.
 
   “Would you take us there tomorrow, to show it to us?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel agreed, and they continued to talk throughout the rest of the meal, after making their plans to meet in the morning.
 
   That night as they went to bed in their shared room, Kestrel and Putienne talked before falling asleep, him on a pallet on the floor and her on the mattress.
 
   “You know Lark well?” she asked.  “You two talked and laughed a great deal.”
 
   “We spent a lot of time together when we were in the land of the Skyes, and we talked about the journey we made with the gods.  She still thinks Krusima is a powerful god, while I think he spends too much time thinking about himself.  A god should care more for his worshippers, I think,” Kestrel explained.
 
   The next morning, Kestrel met Lark and Gail after breakfast, and the three of them walked to the Seafare temple to Kai, and talked further along the way, the ice completely broken among them, all subjects open to discussion.
 
   “My father and brother both expect me to be married to Lucius’s friend Carmon, the son of a count,” Lark relayed.  “Carmon is a pleasant man, but he doesn’t have much knowledge of the world.  His parents kept him secluded away in the countryside while the Viathins ruled the land.  He’s not like you, with all that you’ve seen and done and learned.
 
   “And he’s certainly not the son of a god!” she added.  “I don’t think I’ll see him again after we return from this trip.”
 
   Kestrel walked along in silence, listening.
 
   “They were telling me to visit Carmon, right at the time that I told you we shouldn’t be a public couple,” she explained.  “I wish I wouldn’t have listened to them.  You were so popular in the city; you still are very popular.  There are even some paintings of you now!”
 
   “Some of the street children write ‘Destroyer’ graffiti,” Gail added with a smile.
 
   “I hope we can be good friends,” Lark told him, putting her hand on his arm.
 
   “Of course we can,” Kestrel agreed, touched by the confession.
 
   “You should come back to Uniontown to see us all again soon,” Lark told him.
 
   “You could stay at my aunt’s cottage again,” Gail offered.
 
   “After the last of the spring markets are done in a few weeks, I think I could come see you,” Kestrel felt his heart rate increase slightly at the thought of returning to Uniontown, healed and healthy, the imps available to transport him, no Triplets or threats present, and Lark not committed to her brother’s friend Carmon.
 
   “I’ll plan to come for a visit.  Please ask your aunt if she’ll let me stay with her again,” Kestrel asked Gail.
 
   They walked along happily, toured the temple, and ate lunch at a restaurant in the city, then strolled back to the palace.  
 
   Kestrel met Lucius and Gates in the armory later, and the three sparred at sword practice until a servant notified them that dinner would be served soon.
 
   “I spoke to Lark about coming back to Uniontown to visit later this spring,” Kestrel told the other two as they walked through the palace grounds.
 
   “We’d be delighted to have you visit!” Gates exclaimed in delight.
 
   “Father would welcome the chance to honor you at court,” Lucius agreed.
 
   “I’d enjoy the chance to see you all, and to visit with Lark again in Uniontown,” Kestrel admitted.  “She says there are lots of balls to go to and dance at.”
 
   They chatted on, before separating to clean up before dinner.
 
   That night was Wren and Creata’s last night before their wedding.  Kestrel and Putienne joined the couple, along with Philip and Yulia, and Picco and Ruelin for a quiet dinner, as they reminisced about their various meetings and adventures together.
 
   “The Uniontown folks say the most amazing things about you Kestrel!” Yulia said.  “They talk about your battles in Uniontown, and they say that your father is a god!”
 
   “It’s true,” Wren affirmed, as she recounted part of the tale of their adventures among the Skyes, astonishing those who had not heard the stories before.
 
   The next day the population of the palace moved en masse to the temple for the wedding, and watched with delight as Creata and Wren were wed.  The city was astonished by the presence of the imps who attended, a large wing of them hovering in the air over the proceedings, extraordinarily out of the ordinary for a human event.  The line to greet the newlyweds was a long one, and Kestrel stood with Putienne, patiently waiting for their chance to greet the happy couple.
 
   “We’ll head to Estone in the fall to meet my parents, Kestrel.  You’ll come on the journey with us, won’t you?” Wren asked.
 
   “It’ll be a pleasure,” Kestrel agreed.  He looked forward to the opportunity to meet Wren’s parents, relatives he had never known.
 
   The next morning, a knock before sunrise awakened Kestrel and Putienne.
 
   “Kestrel, can we take a walk?” Gail whispered loudly through the door.  Kestrel pulled on clothes, and joined the young noble woman as she led him out to the garden of the palace.
 
   “I have a note to deliver to you, from Lark,” she told him when they left the palace and strolled through the shrubbery.  She handed him the folded piece of paper, then looked up at him.
 
   “It’s been so good to see you again, Kestrel,” she said quietly.  “I still owe you more than you can realize for what you did for me, for your support and friendship.”  She looked at him with shining eyes, then suddenly put her hands behind his head, and pulled his face down to hers as she kissed him thoroughly.
 
   “I’m sorry, excuse me,” she said after a moment of breathless silence following the end of the kiss.  “I have to go now,” she blurted the words free, then turned and fled, leaving a bewildered Kestrel standing alone.
 
   He walked through the garden to a bench, then sat down as the sunlight grew brighter, and tried to make sense of the inexplicable turn of events.  When the sun’s rays grew bright enough, he tore open the envelope, and found two folded sheets of paper inside.  The first one he opened was the letter from Lark, its contents a surprise.
 
    
 
   Dear Kestrel,
 
    
 
   I have found that seeing you has rekindled so many fond memories of the times we have spent together.  In the past few days I have laughed at the recollections of my anger towards you when we first met, in the southern mountains, as we tried to escape from the Viathin’s guards, and I am glad that you overlooked my temper tantrum to help rescue us.
 
   The things you did for my father in Uniontown helped him to gain the throne, and they kept him alive in the first place.  Again, I owe you the utmost gratitude.
 
   Lucius has learned of our conversations, and he overheard me speaking about you to Gail.  He is not pleased that I hold you in such high esteem; his loyalty to Carmon is a higher priority for him than my happiness.  As a result, we are leaving at the crack of dawn, to sail back to Uniontown immediately.
 
   I will not see you again here in Seafare, but I want you to know how wonderful these days with you have been, how fun and handsome and noble you are.  I hope to see you again, someday soon,
 
    
 
   Lovingly yours,
 
    
 
   Lark
 
    
 
   He sat and read the note through a second time.  Lark was as much as telling him he could woo her to be his own wife, he realized.  The message was wonderful, up to the point that it mentioned she was being forced to leave Seafare immediately.  He stood up, and wondered if he could intercept the Uniontown contingent before they departed.  There was hope, he told himself, and he started running towards the docks, dodging servants in the palace, then sprinted through the streets of the city, and finally maneuvering among the freight and stevedores on the docks to find the spot where the Uniontown ship had berthed.
 
   The ship was gone.  It had already cleared its slip and left the harbor, meaning that Lark was no longer in Seafare.  Kestrel patted his pocket, feeling the flat sheet of paper that was Lark’s note.  She was gone, and it would be his responsibility to go to Uniontown to see her, as he had promised.  Lucius was mistaken if he thought that he could prevent Kestrel from pursing the relationship and wooing Lark; and from all that Kestrel had heard the Uniontown folks say, Kestrel as the Destroyer would bring more credibility and popularity to Listay’s regime than the family friend that Lucius preferred.
 
   Kestrel grinned to himself, turned as he arrived at his conclusion, and began to walk back to the palace.  He reached into his pocket and pulled Lark’s note out, and found the unread, still-folded second note with it.  He opened it, and saw that the handwriting was different, a neater, smaller script that he began to read as he walked.
 
    
 
   Dear Kestrel,
 
    
 
   I was heartbroken when you left Uniontown, and seeing you again has been the best thing to happen since that day.  Seeing you with so many friends who love and respect you tells me that you are as good with all people as you were with me.  My aunt will be thrilled to know that your scars are healed and that you are in good health.  Please come visit again, to let her and I see you and enjoy your companionship once again. We miss you a great deal – you brought such energy to our lives.  When I am engaged to Lucius, I know that Aunt Tyle will mention that you should be invited to our wedding!
 
    
 
   Take good care of yourself until we meet again,
 
    
 
   Gail
 
    
 
   Gail’s note was as sweet-natured as the girl herself, and he smiled tenderly over the words from the girl all the way back to the palace.
 
   “Who was at the door?” Putienne asked when he returned to the room.  She was awake and dressed, ready to go to breakfast.
 
   They talked over breakfast, joining Yulia in the special dining room set aside for the wedding guests, and relived the beauty of the wedding ceremony the day before, then the conversation turned to other topics, and Kestrel explained in sketchy details some of the dynamics behind the sudden departure of the Uniontown guests.
 
   “We’ll leave tomorrow Kestrel.  Will you and Putienne be riding back with us?” Yulia asked.
 
   Kestrel looked at Putienne.  He had kept her away from the Eastern Forest for several days, since calling her unexpectedly to the healing spring.  Remy would be missing her, he was sure.
 
   “May we ride with them, Kestrel?  It would be so much fun to spend time with your human friends,” Putienne spoke up immediately.
 
   Kestrel looked at Yulia.  “If you have room for us onboard the ship to Graylee, we’ll journey with you,” he concurred.
 
   Putienne’s unexpected request led to the long, leisurely trip back to Graylee, and then the overland ride back to Hydrotaz, where Kestrel and Putienne said farewell to Yulia in her palace, before leaving for the embassy, to spend the night with Lucretia and Giardell.
 
   “And so we’ll see you again in a few weeks?” Yulia asked with sparkling eyes.  “For my wedding to Philip?”
 
   “Of course!” Kestrel laughed.
 
   “Oh Kestrel, will I be allowed to attend?” Putienne asked eagerly.
 
   “Of course; you’re invited too.  We need to give all the young knights of Philip’s court another exotic beauty to swoon over,” Yulia assured her.
 
   With Putienne’s social calendar attended to, she and Kestrel bid farewell to Yulia, then went to the embassy, and spent the night there, providing a travelogue to Lucretia and Giardell.  The following morning, they ran back to the Eastern Forest, and resumed their normal lives.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Remy was extremely happy to see Putienne’s return, and extremely put out by her long absence.
 
   “Couldn’t you have just flown back with the imps?” he asked petulantly, just minutes after she and Kestrel arrived back at the manor.
 
   “I could have, I suppose, but I didn’t.  It was more fun to meet and watch all those people.  Humans are a little different from elves; I find it fascinating just to watch them,” she explained patiently.  “But it’s fun to be back here with you now,” she mollified him slightly.  “What do you want to do?”
 
   “Let’s go hunting for mushrooms,” he answered eagerly.  “There will be another market in two days, so we need to find a big batch.”  And the two of them left without further conversation.
 
   “We’re glad to have you back, my lord,” Whyte told Kestrel.  “We didn’t have a translator at the last market, so things were a bit awkward at times.”
 
   Kestrel and his steward went over the management of the estate.  The next day the human traders from Hydrotaz arrived, and were pleased to have Kestrel translate for them, with a successful market held the following day.  Although the weather was stormy, Kestrel projected a glowing blue energy roof above the entire square where the market was held, allowing all the buyers and sellers to carry out their business in comfort, to their amazement, adding the story of the market to the increasing lore about Oaktown and the Marches as the most extraordinary place in the Inner Seas.
 
   Kestrel went to the healing spring with the imps on a regular basis, filling water skins with the magical waters to be used for improving the health of the communities in his domain, while granting the imps the pleasure of soaking in the waters.
 
   “I don’t know if I should go to Uniontown right now,” Kestrel told Stillwater during one early trip to the spring.  He explained the complicated issues related to Lark and himself.
 
   “You should perhaps not go there too quickly, though if you want to go, we will carry you, of course,” the imp said.
 
   “You say you will travel to the human cities soon?” Stillwater asked.  “Perhaps you should make such a journey, then simply go on from there to Uniontown.  That way you can be there soon, but not so soon that you look like you’re kept on the Lark girl’s leash to be pulled in.”
 
   A month later, Kestrel and Putienne left Oaktown again, to run to Hydrotaz for another wedding.  They intended to run to Hydrotaz, then accompany the bridal party to Graylee, where the wedding would be held.  From there, the imps would bring Putienne back to Oaktown, while Kestrel would take Stillwater’s advice and go to Uniontown, where he hoped to be received as a returning hero and a potential suitor for Lark.
 
   Kestrel and Putienne ran to Hydrotaz, spending the first night of their journey at the village inn where Kestrel was a known and welcome visitor after so many visits.  They each carried several water skins from the healing spring, water that Kestrel intended to offer as a unique wedding gift that would bring comfort to the newlyweds.
 
   The following morning they arrived in Hydrotaz, and paid a visit to the Eastern Forest embassy.
 
   “Things are going better in Center Trunk,” Giardell reported.  “Hampus is receiving more cooperation since your visit, and the reconstruction is keeping everyone employed.”
 
   After the friendly visit, Kestrel and Putienne, along with Lucretia and Giardell, all went to the palace, where they ate dinner with Ferris and Graysen.
 
   “Her highness is too high strung right now to be a good dinner companion,” Greyson explained politely.  “Every conversation is a checklist of the last fifty things that have been done to prepare for the wedding!”
 
   “Things will calm down after the wedding is over; at least, that’s our prayer,” Ferris told them with a grin.
 
   “We sent troops to the estate of countess Aster, by the way.  The real countess was still there, and had no idea that someone had used her name and pretended to be her,” Greyson told Kestrel.
 
   That night, unable to sleep, Kestrel left the palace and went to Kai’s temple to seek comfort and guidance.  He had spent much of the journey in unspoken turmoil, debating whether he had waited too long to go to Uniontown to seek a reunion with Lark.  He thought about the joyous time the two of them had spent together in Seafare, and felt certain that they would enjoy a better time together in Uniontown than their last spell together had been in Lark’s home city.
 
   “Help me please to know that I am handling this right,” he prayed softly as he knelt at the railing that surrounded Kai’s statute.
 
   A hooded man came and knelt next to him, to Kestrel’s annoyance.  The temple was otherwise empty in the middle of the night, and the man could have picked any spot yards away from Kestrel’s quiet meditation.
 
   “I think you are handling things properly,” the man whispered.  He reached up, pulled his hood back and turned to look at Kestrel, who reacted in shock.
 
   It was his father, Morph.  The elven god was inside the temple to the human goddess.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Kestrel hissed, his tone a mixture of disbelief, curiosity, and disapproval.
 
   “I’m here as a father, to counsel you,” Morph said placidly.  “Don’t worry, Kai doesn’t mind me being here.  She finds me entertaining, and useful from time to time.
 
   “I was just saying that you don’t need to rush to Uniontown.  This is the right pace for you to tread.  You’ll find the journey can lead to the perfect outcome for you, Kestrel, if you don’t try to run too fast,” the god said.
 
   “That’s ironic, coming from you,” Kestrel told his father, still unnerved by the god’s sudden appearance.
 
   “Touché,” Morph smiled gently.  “But it is the truth nonetheless.  Go on to Uniontown after your event in Graylee, but don’t go too fast, and don’t be upset by what appears to have gone wrong.  There will be a time when it may look bleak, but if you just listen to your heart, be gracious – as you always are – and do what seems right, we’ll all vouch for you,” Morph told him, and then disappeared.
 
   Kestrel slumped forward, leaning on the railing, as he felt complete confusion engulf his soul.  He was confused by the message, confused by the messenger, and confused by the place of delivery.  He knelt in silence, waiting for clarification to come – either from his own intuition, or from Morph, or from Kai – from anywhere, but no further enlightenment descended upon him, so after a few minutes he rose to his feet and walked back to the palace and returned to his bedroom, where he eventually found uneasy slumbers overcome his cascading thoughts.
 
   The next morning, his eyes carrying dark bags, he joined the rest of the sizable Hydrotaz cortege in riding through the gates of the palace and then through the city, in a company that was more colorful and chivalrous than any large group Kestrel had ever ridden with.  He watched in amusement as many of the young men of the court who were a part of the entourage carefully approached Putienne, riding alongside her to chat with her, or even sing to her, but always picking the side of her that was furthest from him.
 
   The journey became more interesting the following day, when thunderstorms rose in the western sky ahead of the parade of riders, and Yulia herself rode back to Kestrel’s location to personally ask him if he could protect the colorful retinue from the wind and the rain that approached.
 
   “For you, my princess, I will endeavor to do my best,” he bowed in his saddle with a grin, then began to consider the task.  Protection from the rain was simple, but protection from the wind was another matter; his shields had always allowed air to flow through, and he didn’t figure out a solution, a way to alter his use of energy to provide the needed protection until after a few bonnets had been blown off the heads of the ladies of the court.
 
   He strained to maintain the protection, for the shield against the western wind required more energy than his usual shield.  He decided to end his protection against the wind after the front of the storm had passed by, and merely kept the entourage dry for the rest of the day.
 
   After his display of glowing blue power, the next day a trio of Yulia’s ladies at court rode alongside him, and he soon found Putienne’s amused eyes watching him awkwardly handle the flirtatious give-and-take that the courtiers were so practiced at.  Though it shouldn’t have, the unexpected exposure of countess Aster as a sorceress had made Kestrel unusually skittish about meeting new human noblewomen.
 
   Philip and a regiment of his palace guard, resplendent in colorful, ceremonial uniforms, were waiting for Yulia at the border between their two nations, and escorted them to a planned campsite for the evening, replete with large tents already pitched, and an orchestra that played tunes for dancing by the light of the cooking fires and lanterns.  It was a beautiful spectacle, and Kestrel retreated away from the dance floor to stand among the guards and staff, safe from notice by the ladies of the court, as he watched Yulia and Philip and Putienne all dance through the night.  
 
   The next day the whole group rode together into Graylee city, and Kestrel created a glowing blue tunnel of energy over the main boulevard of the city, and he added glowing jewels to the tops of the towers of the palace, making the city residents cheer and applaud.  During the next three days, Kestrel took Putienne around the city, incidentally showing off her beauty to the residents of Graylee, and correcting the confusion of the servants from the palace who had seen the Viathin that had been an imitation of Moorin during Kestrel’s earlier period in the city.
 
   He introduced Putty to Margo, when she arrived to join in the celebration of her brother’s marriage.
 
   “Huff doesn’t like to come to Graylee.  The city’s too big and the people are too worldly, he says,” Margo tried to explain why she had traveled without her husband.  She blushed as she told Kestrel the story though, and he wondered whether there was some other truth behind the arrival of the woman and her two small children.  “This is the first time I’ve come to the palace since Philip became king,” she said, leading to explanations for Putienne about the times they had been on the palace grounds as prisoners, set free through Kestrel’s heroics.
 
   Later on the same day that Margo arrived, a Uniontown vessel arrived at the docks.  Upon hearing the news, Kestrel excused himself from the parlor where he and the others were visiting, and he hurried down to the docks, without regard for exposing himself as an elf among the common people of Graylee in the streets; for them, the appearance of an elf was still an extremely unusual sight.  Despite the occasional disparaging comments he heard, he arrived at the docks and stood behind the welcoming contingent of officials waiting for the passengers to disembark.
 
   Lucius appeared first, standing on deck waiting for the others in his party to appear.  Moments later, after several bearers carrying luggage appeared, Gail also arrived on the deck, and the two of them began to descend the walk to the dock.  Halfway down, Gail spotted Kestrel; she waved energetically, then stopped and blushed, and lowered her hand to place it on Lucius’s arm as they walked down to the dock as Kestrel pressed his way forward to greet them.
 
   “Kestrel, thank you for greeting us!” Lucius laughed.  “Are you at every great event in the Inner Seas kingdoms?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve been at a lot of them lately, and fortunately they’ve all been celebrations,” Kestrel agreed warmly.
 
   “You’ll have to come to Uniontown in another month for the next celebration,” Lucius spoke energetically, as Gail stood quietly, her eyes on Kestrel.
 
   “Gail and I are going to be married!  The negotiations with Duchess Tyle are done and agreed to, and we can celebrate the beginning of starting a new dynasty,” Lucius said proudly.
 
   Gail’s eyes were clouded, but after a moment she spoke.  “Thank you for everything you’ve done Kestrel.  I would still be living on the estate in the country without your help.  And now I’m able to travel the world, to get out and see new places and meet such extraordinary people.”
 
   “And be married once again,” Lucius pointed out.
 
   “The even better news,” he added, as they began to walk towards the Graylee palace, “is that it will be a double wedding.  Lark is going to marry Carmon at the same time.”
 
   He saw the surprise on Kestrel face, a shock that Kestrel couldn’t hide.
 
   “We didn’t bring Lark on this trip, just to make sure she didn’t see you and start to have doubts once again,” he grinned, and slapped Kestrel on the back.  “Carmon’s family pledged to give her a palace of her very own in the country, and she was thrilled with the offer, so she accepted his proposal.
 
   “But I was afraid that if she saw you again here at this wedding, she’d change her mind again, like she almost did after seeing you in Seafare.  Fortunately, I don’t have to worry about Gail being so flighty,” he smiled and squeezed the hand of his own fiancée.
 
   After a moment of silence, Kestrel found his voice.  “I wish you all the very best.  You’re all good people, though I can’t call Lark flighty after I saw her stand up so well in the battles against the Viathins.”
 
   “She’s not flighty,” Lucius graciously agreed, and they spoke no more until they and their escort reached the palace, where Kestrel introduced them to Philip and Yulia once again.  Kestrel parted from the Uniontown guests for the rest of the day, and spent the evening in the armory, practicing his work with the sword and the staff, trying to wear himself out so that he’d be too tired to care or think about the announced weddings in Uniontown.
 
   The following day, the couples from Seafare arrived as well, and that night there was a large banquet of all the attending leaders of the Inner Seas nations.  The elves of the Northern Forest did not attend, for they had few ties to the traditionally anti-elf nation of Graylee, leaving Wren and Putienne and Kestrel as the only participants displaying elven heritage.
 
   Picco had brought Merea along, and Kestrel took his daughter the next day, touring Graylee with the baby and Putienne as they visited more of the places Kestrel remembered around the city.  He took them to the home that Philip’s family had occupied when Kestrel had first visited Graylee, and introduced the remaining staff member there to Putienne and to Merea.  The servants adored the baby, the offspring of Picco and Kestrel, who were both former favorite residents of the house, and they showered the visitors with food and favors until it was time to return to the palace.
 
   That night was the last before the wedding, and Kestrel took Picco to the small dinner that Philip held.  The five friends who had lived in the house together – Philip and Margo, Creata and Picco, and Kestrel – were joined in the small dining room atop a tower by their chosen companions – Yulia, Wren, and Ruelin.  Kestrel and Margo were paired together, and Kestrel thought wistfully about the days long past, when his heart would have been aflutter with the intimacy of being Margo’s dinner companion.
 
   The conversation was filled with memories of moments Kestrel had lived through.  Yulia told of Kestrel’s arrival to rescue her and Greyson from the Yellow Palace, just before her execution, when she had slugged him in confusion after he carried her to freedom, making the group laugh.
 
   Margo recollected the berserk attack Kestrel had launched on the occupants of her home, when he had been invisible as he had avenged the murder of her parents, while Philip told of Kestrel rescuing the group from that very palace.
 
   It was a warm-hearted evening, and they all parted in good spirits, relaxed before the memorable wedding that was to take place the next day.  Kestrel walked Margo to her room, and stood talking with her for several minutes.
 
   “I took Putienne and Merea to your family house in the city,” he told her as they talked further about the past.
 
   “There was a time when I think that may have been the happiest period of my life.  We were all such good friends,” Margo sighed.  She stepped up and kissed Kestrel’s cheek.  “Good night Kestrel.  It’s so good to see you again,” she ended the intimate moment, and turned into her room.
 
   Kestrel wished that he and Putienne had shared a room, so that he could talk to her about the embrace of warm memories, but she was in her own room in the spacious Graylee palace, so he slept alone that night, and dreamed about the past.
 
   The next day was full of ceremonies, and Kestrel took Putienne with him to the events at the temples to Growelf and Kai, and then they returned to the palace for the wedding itself in the afternoon.
 
   “You’ve had fun with all your friends, haven’t you?” Putienne asked Kestrel as they sat close to one another in the crowded ballroom where the wedding was to be performed.
 
   “I have.  They’re all moving forward with their lives, and it’s been heartwarming to watch,” he said.
 
   “Will it be heartwarming to watch my wedding too?” Putienne asked.
 
   Kestrel coughed and choked at the unexpected question.
 
   “Who, um, who are you going to marry?” he asked cautiously.
 
   “Well, I think I have two choices,” Putienne answered.  “I can go up into the wilderness and find a nice yeti to be my mate, or I can wait for Remy to ask me to marry him.  After seeing these weddings, I think I’d like for him to hurry though.”
 
   “He’ll find the courage in his own time,” Kestrel told her.  “And when he does, I’ll do something nice for your wedding, like this,” he told her, as he spotted Yulia and Philip at the doorway, ready to enter the ceremony together and walk down the aisle.  “Watch,” he instructed.
 
   Kestrel closed his eyes, and broadcast his energy upward to the ceiling, making it glow in a vibrant yellow color, then he extended the energy down the walls, making them glow in green.  The floor suddenly turned his own natural blue color, and the mixture of colors and lights made the attendees gasp in wonder.
 
   “Kestrel!  Thank you!” Yulia’s voice called out musically, as she and Philip entered the enchanted setting.  They proceeded to reach the priests, who carried out the ceremony that united the couple as man and wife.
 
   “Kestrel, you made the wedding brilliant!” Ruelin told him later, as they milled about together with the other attendees, in the reception where the Philip and Yulia were greeting and thanking their guests.  
 
   “Thank you Kestrel!  That will make them remember our wedding for the rest of their lives,” Philip told him soon after.  Others also came to express their admiration and to ask for further demonstrations of light tricks, and Kestrel went to bed that night tired and worn out from interacting with so many individuals.
 
   Kestrel walked around the palace one last time the following morning, before he and Putienne left the palace and the city to return home.  The rest of the Hydrotaz delegation was staying in Graylee for two more days, but Kestrel felt ready to leave, to return to Oaktown to rest and become enmeshed in the activities of his own community once again.  And to have the chance to no longer see Lucius and Gail and be reminded of the upsetting news they had delivered.
 
   During his walk, Kestrel chanced upon Gail, who sat in a chair in a lobby where two halls intersected.  It was the first time he had chanced upon the girl since they had met at the docks, the first time he had run into her without Lucius by her side.
 
   “Kestrel, it was a wonderful treat you provided at the wedding yesterday,” she said as she hastily stood to greet him.
 
   “I always want to help my friends,” Kestrel said with genuine feeling.
 
   “You were a big help to me,” she repeated her comments from when they met.
 
   “That’s because you’re a friend,” he told her with a smile.
 
   “You’re so nice Kestrel.  I can’t believe you’re not the one standing up before the crowd getting married,” she replied.
 
   “Well, that opportunity doesn’t seem to be coming to me anytime soon,” he said awkwardly.
 
   “I’m sorry, that was a thoughtless thing for me to say.  I just know that if Lark saw you, she’d change her mind again,” Gail said earnestly.  “It’s just that her father is king, and she thinks that is important, and so does Lucius.  And someday he’ll be king, and he cares about that a lot.”
 
   “It is important to some people, I suppose,” Kestrel affected nonchalance, thinking of the opportunity he had experienced to have been king of the Eastern Forest.
 
   “Not to me!” Gail cried.  “I don’t care if I live in a palace or not.  I just want to be married to someone who loves me, someone who I can love.”
 
   “Ah, there you are,” Lucius interrupted them as he opened a door and stepped into the adjoining hall.
 
   “I was just saying goodbye to Gail,” Kestrel told the crown prince of Uniontown.  “Putienne and I are leaving this morning to return to the Eastern Forest.”
 
   “We’ll be sorry to see you go, but we’ll see you again in four weeks, at our wedding, won’t we?” Lucius asked.  “Just four weeks from today.  It will be at the palace.”
 
   “I may not be able to,” Kestrel replied slowly.  “I’ve been away from home a great deal, and there’s a long list of things that need done.”
 
   “I’ll miss you,” Gail said in a low voice.
 
   “Let me consult with the others when I get home,” Kestrel equivocated.  “Perhaps there’s a way.”
 
   “Well, whether we see you or not, we’re thankful for all you’ve done.  The lives of the people of Uniontown are better because you helped us,” Lucius spoke in a fervent voice.
 
   Kestrel nodded his acknowledgement, bowed briefly, and then left the couple as he returned to his room to pack and prepare.
 
   Kestrel and Putienne ran across the Graylee countryside without incident, then crossed Hydrotaz, and reached Oaktown less than a week after leaving Philip’s palace.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Kestrel was in Oaktown in time to attend the last mushroom market of the season.  
 
   “We’ve made quite a bit of money, and so have the Hydrotaz human traders,” Whyte told Kestrel as they watched the market transactions take place.
 
   Putienne sat next to Remy as he sold his mushrooms and hoarded his stack of pearls that he had received as payment from the imps.  She gave Kestrel a knowing smile as she held the young trader’s hand beneath the table, making him smile broadly.
 
   “Will we be able to help finish the repairs of the damage the Center Trunk forces inflicted?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Not completely this year, but few will be able to tell.  Next year we certainly will,” Whyte said confidently.
 
   “It’s good to have you back, and all these travels of yours complete,” he added complacently.
 
   “Well, there may be one more trip this month,” Kestrel cautiously informed.  He wasn’t completely certain that he intended to keep his promise to go to the weddings in Uniontown, and he had vowed to himself that if he did, he would rely on the imps to carry him in and out as quickly and painlessly as possible.
 
   “Really, sir?” Whyte implied disapproval.
 
   “It may not happen,” Kestrel reassured him and they didn’t discuss it again.  Kestrel instead focused on spending time with the elves of the Marches.  He traveled with Parisse to visit and treat the residents of the small villages in the region, and he helped oversee the work of humans who came to repair and restore damaged structures.
 
   Kestrel carefully watched as Putienne and Remy maintained their relationship, the boy desperate to cement his role as the lovely girl’s favorite, but not sure how to do so.  Putienne displayed patience, and Kestrel concluded that nature would run its course in due time between the two.
 
   And at last, the night before the Uniontown weddings were to occur, Kestrel decided he would make the obligatory trip, just to show that he was magnanimous enough to do so.  He wrote a brief note explaining his departure to Whyte, and placed it on his desk as he summoned the imps.
 
   “Stillwater,” he called, then repeated the imp’s name.
 
   “Kestrel friend, I’ve not heard from you in some time,” the blue being appeared above his patio in response to his call.  “Have you decided you wish to go to the healing spring?” he asked hopefully.
 
   “I have decided to go to Uniontown, to attend a wedding,” Kestrel answered.  “And I would be happy to go to the healing spring tomorrow night, after the wedding is over.”
 
   “Tomorrow is acceptable,” Stillwater said philosophically.  “Let me call others.”
 
   Odare and Mulberry appeared on the other side of Kestrel.  “This Lark girl is going to be married?” Odare asked.
 
   “And she should have given her heart to you?” Mulberry questioned.
 
   “Are we going to cause mischief?  Shall we pull pranks?  Would you like for us to drop buckets of water on the bride during the wedding?” Odare giggled.
 
   “Yes, that’s a splendid idea,” Kestrel said calmly.
 
   All three of the sprites ceased their aimless floating and looked sharply at Kestrel.
 
   “Really?” Mulberry said in a small voice.
 
   “Lark girl has been our friend, Kestrel dear,” Stillwater pointed out tentatively.
 
   “Of course not,” Kestrel grinned.  “We aren’t going to really do anything.  You’re simply going to take me to Uniontown.  I’ll watch the weddings, and then we’ll go to the healing spring,” Kestrel explained.  “Please just take me to the estate of Duchess Tyle,” Kestrel asked.
 
   “We shall go,” Stillwater affirmed, and the three imps closed in around Kestrel, wafting him away from the dark patio.  After moments of gray transport, they arrived at the front door to the duchess’s mansion, as the red sun of the westerly location still hovered above the horizon.
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel told the imps.  “I will call you tomorrow for the return trip.”
 
   “To the springs?” Mulberry confirmed.
 
   “To the springs,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   The door opened just as the imps vanished from sight, and a servant stood at the door, unfazed by the appearance of blue imps and a purple-eyed elf.  “Welcome back, my lord Destroyer,” he said in a formal tone.  “How may I help you?”
 
   “I wish to see her ladyship,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “The Duchess is currently at a wedding dinner.  Would you care to wait for her here?” the man offered, and he held the door open.
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel appreciated the man’s offer.  “I’d like to go to the cottage.  Will you inform me when she returns?” he asked.
 
   “Certainly.  I presume you know the way?” the man said without a trace of irony, knowing that Kestrel had lived in the cottage for weeks.
 
   Kestrel smiled and walked past the man, through the manor, with a pause in the kitchen as a cook offered him a warm slice of sweet bread, and then through the gloamy dim of the canopy-covered garden, to reach the cottage where he felt so at home.
 
   Kestrel sat on the garden bench nearest the cottage as night fell and the birds in the garden softened their songs and chatter.  He eventually saw a candle come through the garden paths towards him, then stood in surprise as the Duchess appeared alone.
 
   “Welcome home,” the tall, straight-backed elderly lady said to him in a soft voice.  “I’m glad you’ve chosen to come see us; I presume you’re here for the wedding?”
 
   “I am,” Kestrel agreed.  He choked on the thought of mouthing platitudes, but the old-fashioned courtesy of the duchess demanded politeness.  “I look forward to seeing the happy couples married.”
 
   “I don’t know that happiness was the objective in these matches, though it’s a nice dream,” she again spoke softly.  “Shall we attend the event together then?  You won’t mind being seen in the company of an old lady?” she smiled.
 
   “The honor would be mine,” Kestrel said, and he was sincere.  He had come to respect the noblewoman’s demeanor and manners, and her standing in the society of Uniontown.  She was offering him a place of respect by allowing him to sit with her.
 
   “I will see you in the morning for breakfast,” she informed him.  He bowed to the duchess, then watched her walk back towards her manor until she was out of sight in the garden.
 
   Being with the duchess at the wedding would be the least unpleasant way to attend, Kestrel reflected.  He would have enjoyed being in the company of Gates or Stuart, but they would both undoubtedly be actively engaged in the arrangements and celebration of the double wedding of the two women who Kestrel found desirable.
 
   He turned to enter the cabin, and stopped, reacting with shock to the thought that had just passed through his consciousness.  He did find both Lark and Gail to be desirable.  He’d thought of Gail as someone to protect, and then as the ward of the duchess, and as a friend as well.   But now he realized the truth, that her sweet personality, shaped perhaps by her experiences as an outsider, like him in many ways, made her entirely compatible.  He had laughed with her and been able to talk with her easily, without reserve.   She was, to his eyes, a beautiful woman, especially even more so with the red hair that Uniontown despised.  Gail was bright, and loyal, and tactful.  And she had kissed him once, on the night in the garden in Seafare, a kiss whose memory tasted fresh and revitalizing.
 
   And yet she would be married in less than a day, married to the heir to the throne, in front of the aunt she was so obedient to, in front of all of Uniontown society, which she had become reintegrated into, to her delight.  She was not destined to bring happiness to him.
 
   A tear trickled down Kestrel’s cheek, as he stepped forward and opened the door to the cottage.  Why hadn’t he recognized and understood the happiness that Gail could have brought him, he wondered.
 
   Minutes later, he lay down in his bed, ruminating on the missed opportunity.  There was a soft knock at the door, and he sat up in surprise.
 
   “Kestrel?” Gail’s voice sounded on the other side of the door, speaking softly.
 
   “Kestrel, I just heard you were here.  Are you awake?” she asked in a stage whisper.
 
   Kestrel froze with indecision.  He wanted to run to the door, to open it.  He wanted to see her, to invite her in.  He wanted to hold her hands, to tell her that he had just realized that he loved her.
 
   His confession of love would be a disaster, he knew.  Gail would, at best, sympathetically and kindly reject him.  At worst, she would tell him the truth, that he was being self-centered and destructive by revealing his love for her on the day before her wedding.
 
   “Kestrel?” there was one more whispered request for his attention, a request he decided he could not answer, and then he heard the faint scuttle of feet walking down the garden path, away from his cottage.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   Gail’s nighttime visit went unmentioned the next morning at breakfast.  Kestrel arrived at the table to find the duchess and Gail both seated, and he made his greetings before sitting down.
 
   “It’s nice to see you again, Kestrel,” Gail spoke with a hint of formality behind her slight smile.
 
   “The Lord Destroyer has agreed to be my partner at the wedding festivities today,” Tyle told Gail as Kestrel took his seat.
 
   “The two of us should make a formidable couple, shouldn’t we?” she asked without smiling.
 
   “The very walls of the palace will quake with fear,” Gail replied demurely.
 
   Kestrel smiled at the exaggeration.
 
   “Tell us about your first visit to the palace, won’t you Lord Destroyer?” Gail asked as she took a bite of a breakfast pastry.
 
   “Yes, we’ve heard versions of the story circulate around the city forever,” the duchess agreed.  “It would be most entertaining to hear your perspective.”
 
   Kestrel thought about the long-ago adventure, one of the most audacious actions he had ever taken, when he had run through the midst of the Viathins and the Uniontown court and guards to grab Moorin off of the stage, to rescue her from the literal grasp of the late king of the nation.
 
   “I thought I was in love with Moorin,” he began, and he reconstructed the adventure, beginning with his invasion of the Viathin temple, and finishing with the storm of deadly black energy he had unleashed.
 
   “I saved Moorin, but it was the most evil period of my life, dealing with the strength of the Viathins right in the heart of their domain in the Inner Seas,” he finished up soberly, many minutes later.
 
   He realized that neither of the ladies had touched their breakfasts, as they had sat and listened, engrossed by the tale he had told.
 
   “I can’t imagine that anyone else could have come out of that experience alive, let alone with such a wonderful heart!” Gail spoke enthusiastically, forgetting her need for decorum on her wedding day.
 
   “I had a lot of friends who cared for me and loved me,” Kestrel answered.  “And their love helped me stay who I am.”
 
   “Love is so important,” Gail agreed.
 
   “Perhaps it is, more so than the schemers and plotters at court realize,” Tyle said quietly.
 
   The rest of the breakfast lasted only a few minutes, before Gail was called away to begin the preparations for the wedding ceremony.
 
   Kestrel stood when she stood, and he carefully took her hand in his, acutely aware of the warmth of her flesh.  
 
   “I’ll see you again at the palace, at the wedding,” she said as their eyes locked on one another.
 
   “You’ll be the center of all attention, including mine,” he said awkwardly.  “I know you’ll be beautiful.”
 
   And then Gail was gone, and Kestrel found that Duchess Tyle was studying him with a penetrating gaze.
 
   Kestrel returned to the garden after breakfast, then hopped over the wall and walked about the streets of the city, not disguising his appearance, eliciting stares and shouts as he visited the sites he knew and remembered around Uniontown.  He returned to the manor and climbed over the wall to return to his cottage, where he cleaned himself up, and then presented himself in the manor to await the duchess and their departure.
 
   “We’ll take a carriage, if you don’t mind.  My old bones don’t fancy a long walk, the way you youngsters do,” the duchess told him when she joined him in the parlor.  They walked to the door and entered the waiting coach, then silently rode through the city streets to the palace.  The roads around the palace were thronged with other carriages and hangers-on, so that their approach was slow until they reached the gates to the palace and entered.
 
   The duchess exited the carriage first, politely received by the staff of the palace and watched by the other attendees who were arriving, most of them less-exulted than the lady who was a relative of both the past and present royal families.
 
   Then Kestrel poked his elven head out of the carriage, and stepped down, to a moment of silent astonishment, then a loud hubbub of chatter and scuffling movement.
 
   “The Destroyer!” he heard the title repeated from all directions.  The duchess placed her hand on his arm, to remind him to escort her, and she leaned over.
 
   “You’re going to be more memorable than the wedding itself,” she told him, making them both smile, before he took the lead and walked her into the palace.
 
   “You’ll find our surroundings familiar,” Tyle told him as they strolled through the busy hallways of the palace, the people around them giving them a wide berth.
 
   The halls did indeed look familiar, and when they reached the grand doors that provided entrance to the ballroom for the wedding, Kestrel belatedly recognized his location.  It was the same ballroom he had spoken about that morning at breakfast, the great audience hall where he had stolen Moorin from captivity and set her free.
 
   “We’ll be taken to the front of course,” Tyle spoke softly, as several ushers flocked around them, eager to look at the legendary elf up close, under peaceful circumstances.
 
   The two of them were walked up the long aisle towards the front of the ballroom, where seats nearly encircled a low platform that was covered in white and blue lace.  Tyle and Kestrel, quickly called the Duchess and the Destroyer, were seated in the second row, with a clear view of the scene prepared for the wedding ceremony.
 
   Other attendees were thronging into the room, while Kestrel and Tyle sat quietly.  Kestrel watched the room fill completely,  then heard a flourish of horns, and Listay, now the king of Uniontown, came walking up the center aisle alone, wearing splendid robes and a golden crown.  As he reached the front of the room he recognized Kestrel, stopped, and held out a hand to kindly touch Kestrel on the shoulder.  Smiling, the king then turned and took a seat in the front row on the opposite side of the aisle.
 
   The trumpets flourished again, a softer refrain this time, and the two grooms and two brides walked onto the platform, coming from the left and the right respectively.  They stood facing one another for several long moments, only a few feet away from Kestrel, and he studied their faces closely.
 
   He did not recognize one of the grooms, Carmon, he presumed, as he saw the men in a three-quarters profile angle.  The boy looked nervous, pale and dour.  Lucius stood next to him, and in contrast he looked comfortable and confident, with a smile as he circumspectly glanced out at the closest members of the audience.
 
   Kestrel was looking nearly directly at the brides in contrast to his angled view of the grooms.  Lark wore a gown that was lovely, one that managed to capture her spirited energy, and enhanced it.  She looked mostly happy, though her eyes were not shining.  She too looked at the audience, and when she recognized Kestrel he saw her face grow pale.
 
   Gail was already pale, looking drawn, but resolute.  She wore a gown that was completely black, and it clung to her body and accentuated her womanliness in a way that Kestrel had never noticed before.
 
   Gail also spotted him, and he saw her eyes grow moist, shining brightly as a tear started to brim.  She waved her fingers ever so slightly at him.
 
   As she did, a priest appeared on the stage, emerging from a curtain that hung behind the platform.
 
   Kestrel raised his hand slightly and waved back.
 
   “Today we will follow the dictates of Growelf for convening a wedding, and shall hew the brides to the grooms in marriage that shall last eternally, through all that life conveys,” the priest began to recite the words of the ceremony.
 
   “You came to this room once and set a lovely girl free, didn’t you tell us?” Tyle spoke to Kestrel in the softest of tones, her lips barely moving.
 
   “These unions shall be permanent, and shall bind the women to obey the wishes of their husbands,” the priest spoke in a powerful voice, one that penetrated to the far corners of the audience hall.
 
   “You could do it again,” Tyle said, “if you really believe that love is part of marriage.”
 
   Her words astonished him, and they snapped some element of self-restrain within him.
 
   Kestrel stood up, and the priest looked up in surprise at the unexpected motion taking place so close to the wedding platform.
 
   “I ask that one of these marriages not be complete,” Kestrel spoke loudly.
 
   All eyes were on him, and he realized he had reacted to Tyle’s prompting without consciously preparing to.
 
   “Kestrel, you’re so sweet,” Lark spoke.  She took a step forward.
 
   “This is not allowed,” the priest said.  “No mortal may interrupt the holy ceremony that has been sanctioned by the Temple of Growelf.”
 
   There was a loud rumble of thunder in the sky above the palace.
 
   “I don’t remember any clouds,” Kestrel heard someone in the audience whisper.
 
   “I am here to speak to Gail, to ask her if she will accept my hand in marriage,” Kestrel felt the words well up, and he blurted them out.  They weren’t elegant words, nothing poetic or expressive of the love that had revealed itself to him the previous night.
 
   “This is outrageous!” Lucius spoke loudly.
 
   “Gates, Stuart, take our friend out of the hall!” he ordered.
 
   Kestrel saw movement in the front corners, and realized that the two guards were posted to watch over the ceremony.  He saw the two men glance at each other, then look at him.
 
   “Begging your pardon, my young lord, but you’re asking us to handle the Destroyer, the friend who saved our lives countless times, as well as your own?” Stuart asked.  Another rumble of thunder broke in the sky above, making the walls and floor vibrate.
 
   “Stop!” Gail wailed the word, adding to the extraordinary drama that was unfolding.  “I thank you my lord,” she turned to Kestrel, and took a step towards him.  “I do love you Kestrel, but my aunt placed all her efforts into this marriage; I owe it to her to carry out her wishes,” the girl was crying.
 
   Tyle suddenly stood next to Kestrel.  “I have never put much weight in love as an important part of marriage, not for people who have roles to play in society, and not for important times when dynasties must be secured and the throne strengthened,” the duchess said.
 
   “But you two youngsters,” she placed her hand on Kestrel’s shoulder, “have made me think that perhaps love can be part of a marriage,” she said, making a wave of murmurs run back through the crowd.  “If you want to marry this elf, you should,” she said.
 
   There was a brilliant flash of light on the wedding platform, one that made everyone on the hall jump or shriek in surprise, and when the glowing light diminished, Kestrel saw that it was Growelf himself, the human god of fire, glowing with a bright red halo, standing just a few feet away from his head priest.
 
   “By all the flames I’ve ever ignited, Kestrel may be an elf, but he’s done more for the humans of the Inner Seas than any human I’ve ever seen.  If he wants to marry this girl, he ought to be allowed to marry her,” the god growled.
 
   There was another flash of light, and the audience shrieked again, as a towering Kai appeared, a warm golden glow illuminating her.  “If the girl wants to marry our Kestrel, nothing and nobody in this hall should stop her.  Let the girl have a say in the matter, Growelf dear,” the goddess told her husband.
 
   Another brilliant flash occurred, and Krusima stood glowering at the scene.  “The boy did more than he had to.  He deserves whatever he can get.  I say they ought to be married.”
 
   Kere suddenly arrived.  “I’ve never seen a marriage that made more sense, if you’ll pardon me adding my opinion here in these human lands.  The lad is one of my own, a very special one at that.”
 
   There was a sudden crackling, ripping sound, and a pillar of stone erupted upward out of the platform, a pillar that had a face, and rudimentary arms – Corrant, the god of the gnomes.  “There aren’t more than a handful of outsiders who know how to speak the language of my people, and even fewer of them who enjoy my folks, and our occasionally rough ways.  He’s even gone through the Garrant Spark, and whole generations of gnomes have lived without suffering that.  Girl, you’ll not find a sturdier mate to spend your life with.”
 
   Women were fainting, and men were fleeing from the remarkable convergence of deities that were congregating in Uniontown on Kestrel’s behalf.
 
   A streak of light bolted down the central aisle, and Kestrel felt a faint breeze, as his father joined the collection of gods.
 
   “You’ll not find a father-in-law better able to do his duties than having me to watch over Kestrel for you,” Morph told Gail, strolling over right next to the astonished girl.  “You’ve got to see the sense of marrying my son.”
 
   “Gail,” Kestrel spoke again, stepping out into the aisle, and towards the platform where the gods stood loosely arrayed in a semicircle around the wedding ceremony.
 
   “Kestrel, will you marry me?” the girl cried.  She dropped the bouquet of flowers she held, and leapt away from the side of the shocked Lark.  Gail took three running steps then practically dove at Kestrel, who caught her in his arms, and hugged her tight.
 
   “Yes,” he said softly, his lips pressed directly against Gail’s ear so that she could hear him over the vast roar of voices in the auditorium.  “Yes, I’ll marry you.  Right now, as a matter of fact.”
 
   “You know where to go,” he heard Kai tell him.  He looked at the smiling goddess, and nodded his head.
 
   “Stillwater!” he shouted.  “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry!” 
 
   “We’ll see you there,” Morph told Kestrel, and then he was gone in a streak of yellow light.  The other gods suddenly disappeared, popping out of existence one by one, leaving the priest and three of the four members of the wedding party standing alone, knees quaking, on the platform.
 
   The imps appeared overhead, and another wave of shrill exclamations swept through the hall.
 
   “I’m getting married!” Kestrel shouted to the two blue observers.  “Can you take me to Kai’s temple in Hydrotaz?”
 
   “Married?  Married? I have not approved of this!” Dewberry exclaimed.
 
   “Married to the nice one!  Good for you, Kestrel full-heart!!” Stillwater laughed.  He paused momentarily, and suddenly a dozen imps that he had called arrived in the ballroom air.
 
   “Married?  To this one?” Odare asked, as a fair of imps came swooping down to fly past Kestrel and the astonished Gail, examining her as they circled around.
 
   “Today?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “Where?” Killcen enquired.
 
   “At Kai’s temple in Hydrotaz,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Hydrotaz?”  Gail asked in surprise.  “How long will it take us to get there?”
 
   “No time at all,” Acanthus answered.
 
   “Bring the duchess as well,” Kestrel nodded his head towards Tyle, as imps suddenly surrounded him and Gail, who was still held in his embrace.
 
   “We must go find all his friends,” Kestrel heard an unidentified imp say, as many blue bodies pressed against him.
 
   Then the transition began.  The world turned gray, Kestrel felt the surprise shiver in Gail’s body, as they waited for the journey to end.
 
   “Oh heavens!” she breathlessly said when they arrived at the temple.  There were a number of ordinary worshippers there, and Kestrel imagined that for the rest of their lives they would remember the day they just happened to be at Kai’s temple.
 
   The duchess appeared a second later.  “Great powers!  What has Gail gotten herself into?” the elderly lady said, her face pale.
 
   A second later, Alicia appeared, holding her baby in her arms.  “Kestrel!  What’s going on?  The imps said I had to come immediately, and I didn’t need my tools.”
 
   “I’m getting married!” Kestrel shouted.  “This is Gail, from Uniontown,” he explained.
 
   “Here,” a deep voice thundered from overhead, and the statue of Kai made grating sounds as the stones shifted and the goddess stooped down, then offered one of her great, pale marble hands, the palm held open to reveal a golden ring within.  “This will allow your bride to understand the elven language, at least until she comes to learn your words and ways.”
 
   “Thank you, my goddess,” Kestrel said with gratitude, not having considered the language issue.  He lifted the ring from the statue’s hand, then placed in on Gail’s finger, as she stared in wonder.
 
   “We heard all the stories about you, Kestrel,” the duchess said, staring at the moving statue in wonder as it rose to return to its original pose, “but to live in your world is almost more than my heart can bear!”
 
   A trio of elves appeared from the Northern Forest, Lucretia and Ripken and Aurelia.  “Why have you summoned us, Kestrel?” Ripken asked.
 
   Kere was suddenly standing with the elves.  “I told the imps to come and get you,” the goddess replied.  “Kestrel is about to be married, and I thought you would enjoy participating.”
 
   And so it went for the next half hour, imps kept arriving, bringing humans and elves from all across the Inner Seas, Picco and Ruelin, Hampus, Whyte, Putienne, Philip and Yulia, Lucretia and Giardell, dozens of people – elves and gnomes and humans – whose lives had been intertwined with Kestrel’s, while the gods who had appeared in Uniontown arrived in Kai’s temple as well.
 
   “If he had just made a temple half as nice as this for me in the first place, we all could have avoided a great deal of trouble,” Krusima grumbled loudly as the gods lined up in front of the railing around the statue.
 
   The essence of Kai detached herself from the statue, shrinking down as a wispy figure until she was the size of a mortal human, then solid and material, standing next to Kere, in her grandmotherly form.
 
   “We will perform the ceremony jointly,” the two goddesses pronounced, everyone miraculously able to understand the languages they spoke.
 
   “There’s just one thing I’d like to do, with my bride’s permission,” Kestrel spoke up, drawing looks of surprise from both Kai and Kere.
 
   “There was something about Gail that she changed once, or that I changed for her, not because it was bad, but because it was foolishly disliked by the people on Uniontown,” Kestrel said.  “If Gail has no objection, I’d like to undo that now, to let her true beauty be seen by all as it should be seen.”
 
   The girl turned a radiant smile towards him.  “If you see no shame in being married to me as I have always been, I would welcome the change,” she told him tenderly.
 
   Kestrel placed his hands on either side of her head, then closed his eyes and focused his energy, before causing a wave of rich, deep auburn color to swiftly rise from the roots of Gail’s hair to the end of every strand.  He removed his hands when finished, then opened his eyes, leaned forward, and kissed her forehead.
 
   “You are so beautiful,” he told her, before they both turned towards the pair of goddesses, who smiled and carried on with their ceremony.
 
   “You, Gail, will have to be a strong woman, one who is able to corral your husband before he goes off on crusades.  You will have to teach him to set priorities, to remember to always come home, and yet to stay true to his nature of a good heart and noble intentions.  You have the love and the heart and the charisma to teach and to lead him in the right direction.  Will you promise to do these things?” the goddesses asked.
 
   “I will always try!” she promised eagerly.
 
   “You Kestrel, will have to remember that you will now have forever and always someone waiting at home, someone who delights in seeing you, and a family that will be raised depending on you as their father.  You must not cease to spread your great powers and good intentions, but will simply have to harness them more effectively, as you and Gail travel together through life.
 
   “Will you faithfully remember to give Gail first place in your heart?” they asked him.
 
   “Always and forever!” he said cheerfully.  It suddenly struck him that he was getting married, really truly married, and he felt his knees grow weak.
 
   “Kestrel?” Morph spoke up.  “Kestrel, pay attention.  Are you feeling alright?  You look pale.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Kestrel gave a wan smile.  He looked at his father, then looked at the goddesses, then looked at Gail.  “I’m more than fine,” he said.  “I’m the luckiest man in the world today!”
 
   “Far luckier than the crown prince of Uniontown,” Duchess Tyle spoke up.
 
   “Well Kestrel?” Kai said.
 
   “Well Kestrel?” Gail repeated.
 
   “What?  Well what?” he asked.
 
   “Aren’t you going to kiss me, and declare me to be your wife?” Gail asked.  She leaned slightly towards him, and rose up on the toes of her feet.
 
   Kestrel leaned forward, and gently placed his lips against Gail’s, a soft tender kiss that lasted for a second, until she wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and pulled him into a more passionate buss, one that left him breathless.
 
   The multitudes of imps that flew overhead suddenly broke into song, singing a rousing chorus whose words made Kestrel blush as he held Gail’s hand and looked up towards the ceiling.
 
   “That is our traditional wedding song!” Stillwater told Kestrel as he swooped down to explain the song.  “We have never sung it for anyone but our own people until now!”
 
   “Thank you!” Gail spoke up.  “It was an honor, and an inspiration!”
 
   Kestrel looked around in amazement as the crowd broke into cheers.
 
   “Now, we all need to give our newly married couple time to have a honeymoon,” Kai spoke up, quieting the crowd immediately.
 
   “Good friend imps, will you proceed to deliver all these guests back to their homes?” she asked.
 
   The guests immediately crowded around Kestrel and Gail eager to congratulate them on their happy surprise, and as a line formed, the imps started gathering around those who finished their turns speaking to the newlyweds, giving all the guests a chance to greet them.
 
   Hours later, the last guests disappeared.  The gods had all silently vanished during the dispersal of the guests, and Kestrel and Gail found themselves alone with only a handful of imps.
 
   “Are you ready to go on your honeymoon?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “Honeymoon?” Kestrel asked in surprise.
 
   “We have spoken among ourselves, and we have decided there is a perfect place for you to spend your first evening as a married couple,” the imp explained.   Odare suddenly laughed aloud, grinned, and vanished.
 
   “She will go gather the basket, and meet us at the wonderful location,” Killcen said.
 
   Kestrel had a sudden suspicion, but could ask no questions before the imps gathered around him and Gail, who wrapped their arms around each other, and were carried into the nothingness that existed between places when the imps traveled.
 
   And then they were in a wooded glen, bright stars visible overhead, and murmuring water flowing through a deep pool of spring water.
 
   “What could be better for you than the waters of the healing spring?” Mulberry archly asked.
 
   Odare arrived, carrying a large wicker basket.  “This is from your own kitchen, selected by your friends, who hope you enjoy your night here,” she said as she strained to hold the heavily-laden basket.  She lowered it to the ground, as the imps all began to undress.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” Gail asked in astonishment, as Kestrel easily lifted his friends and laid them into the shallow waters.
 
   “This water makes the imps fall asleep, and they remain asleep, deep in wonderful dreams, until they are lifted from the water,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “Well, they’ve set an interesting example,” Gail said.  “Let’s take our clothes off too, and see if we have any dreams tonight,” she looked alluringly at Kestrel, then began to unbutton her dress.
 
   “I think that’s the perfect idea,” Kestrel grinned.  “Let me help you,” he said, and they began their honeymoon, a perfect couple who had not even planned to wed each other just hours earlier.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



If you’re interested by other stories by Jeff Quyle, consider reading his earlier work, the ten volume Ingenairii Series, which follows the life of Alec the Healer.  The sample below is from the first novel of the series, Visions of Power:
 
    
 
   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 your 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.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Jeff Quyle has also written the Alchemy’s Apprentice Series, a four book chronicle of the adventures of Marco, a boy who whose life as an ordinary apprentice is thrown into unimaginable realms by extraordinary events.  The sample below is from the first novel in the series, The Gorgon’s Blood Solution:
 
    
 
    
 
   He let his mind roam along many paths of imagination, but often the paths all seemed to come to the same imaginative destination, one that invariably involved the lovely Constance from the dressmakers shop.  He managed to be her hero, to save her from any number of threatening circumstances in his fantasies – he rescued her from thugs, he saved her from drowning in a canal, he pulled her from a burning building.  Each rescue led to a heartwarming embrace and confession of mutual affection and attraction.
 
   And so he fell asleep, his wine mostly undrunk, his mind falling further away from the emotions of the day.
 
   He awoke in the dark, and sat up, startled.  His lantern had burned up all its oil, and something had awakened him suddenly.
 
   As Marco tried to collect his wits he heard a noise, the sound of a ship gently striking the pier, and he realized that it was just such a sound that had awoken him.  That meant that two ships had arrived late in the evening, which was an unheard-of occurrence.
 
   As he sat puzzling over the strange circumstances, he heard a third ship bump into position, and then the distant sound of a fourth ship, arriving at a different pier.  Completely perplexed, he fumbled about and managed to strike a new light, and set his lantern burning again with more oil added to its tank.
 
   There was no reason for four ships to come into the harbor in the middle of the night.  The fishermen hadn’t left yet for the morning catch, he presumed, and the shippers and traders didn’t try to navigate in the dark.  He stood up, and uncertainly shuffled towards his blanketed doorway, his skin of wine unconsciously grasped in one hand.
 
   He heard the thump of many pairs of boots and bare feet, gently treading somewhere over his head.  People were walking overhead, a great many people.  Marco could not imagine who could be coming to the docks to meet the unusual arriving boats, nor could he imagine what large group of people could be disembarking from a small fleet of boats in the middle of the night.  He felt a sudden premonition of something bad happening, and he reached down to pick up the rusty knife that he kept in the room, an imagined piece of defense that he had relied on for a sliver of peace of mind when he had first started sleeping in the room.
 
   With one hand holding the wine skin and the other hand holding the knife, he cautiously pressed the blanket slightly to one side and sidled out of the room.  He let the blanket swing back shut behind him, trapping the faint rays of the lantern inside the room, and he let his eyes adjust to the darkness, while his ears better heard the unmuffled noises of the people overhead.
 
   He heard softly whispered words, and at first he thought the impact of the wine was filling his ears with wool, because he could make no sense of the words he heard.  The he realized with a shock that people overhead were speaking a foreign language, a sibilant shushing sound that was vaguely familiar, but bone-chilling in its import.
 
   It was a raid!  The Lion City was being raided!  Marco had heard old housewives warnings about the Corsairs who would come to the city and take away bad children; it was a frightening tool used to coerce children into obedience, but it had its basis in a historical reality.  There had been Corsair raids in the distance past in the port city, at a time within the living memory of the older residents of the city.
 
   And now they were back!  The Corsairs were in the city, on a mission to quickly grab riches and captives.   The goods would travel back to the raiders’ home cities in the far east, the homes and markets along the southern shore of the great sea, while the captives would become slaves.  There were a handful of people in the city who were said to be former slaves, people who had regained their freedom by whatever means – a handful of such people.  They told terrible stories of the fates they had suffered, and the worse fates that had befallen others who had been swept away from their homes, in other places that had been raided.
 
   Marco felt himself actually quaking with fear, as he realized how close he was to an unfolding disaster.  He was trapped directly beneath the raiders, with no way to get out to go alert the town of the danger that was arriving at the waterfront.  If anything, he was in danger of being caught himself, if any curious Corsairs were to decide to explore the empty spaces beneath the docks.
 
   He needed to go back into his room, blow out his lamp, and wait for the raid to finish, he concluded.  He couldn’t get out of the waterfront to either run away or raise a warning, so he needed to sit silently, let time pass, and let the Corsairs to go on their way when they finished grabbing all the plunder they could lay their hands on.  And then The Lion City would, like Marco himself, crawl out of its state of shock and assess the damage that had been done.
 
   Algornia’s shop wasn’t likely to suffer any troubles, Marco suddenly thought, as his mind skittered around various aspects of the raid.  The shop wasn’t particularly close to the docks, so it wasn’t going to be an easy, early target.  Nor was it particularly inviting-looking from the outside; it had a musty appearance in Marco’s eyes – he had always secretly wished his master would improve the exterior of the shop to make it look more inviting, exotic, and mysteriously alluring.  As it stood, there was nothing about the plain dark exterior that would be likely to catch the eyes of the Corsairs and invite them to imagine wealthy plunder within.
 
   He thought about what the raiders were likely to visit.  There were warehouses adjacent to the docks; those would be easy and obvious targets, though he didn’t know how much actual value would be contained among all the ordinary and everyday inventory of wool or other mundane commodities.  There were also a number of large, well-furnished houses not far past the warehouses, the homes to the families of the traders who profited from their fleets going in and out of the city’s harbor.  Those houses were likely to be extensively ransacked, Marco guessed.  And then there was just random chance as to what was inviting enough and close enough to draw the attention of the Corsairs, depending on how long they planned to stay in the city and loot it, certainly not more than a few hours he assumed.
 
   Marco fumbled with his hand behind him, the hand that held the knife. He found the edge of the blanket without looking, as his head continued to face directly upwards, looking at the dark underside of the pier where the Corsairs were walking.  Just as he got ready to duck into his room, a bright flash of yellow light lit up the entire area.  He could see the posts and the beams and the structures that all existed around his room, as the reflected dim yellow light penetrated down to where even sunlight never reached in the shadows beneath the dock.
 
   The footsteps overhead momentarily faltered, but then resumed their movement, though they were growing less dense.  Presumably most of the raiders had actually left the pier, Marco guessed.
 
   The light dimmed within seconds, but remained at a low level, equal to the light of a sunny day down where Marco stood in the damp underside of the dockyards.  He released the blanket, and stood.  The light was astonishing, and frightening, especially coming as it did in conjunction with the Corsairs.  Marco couldn’t imagine what they could have done to create such illumination; there was no heat, or crackling sound to indicate a huge fire burning.
 
   As the number of footsteps continued to dwindle, Marco decided he needed to see what was happening overhead.  He gently reached into the room and placed his wineskin within.  He then searched around in the dim light, looking for the most discrete and indirect way he could travel to avoid detection, and set out.  He walked along the top of a beam, then jumped over to another one, and made his way to the edge of the pier, where empty space stood between him and the next pier over, which jutted out from the shoreside docks just as his pier did.  The gap between the two piers was close to twenty yards, wide enough for a ship to tie up at each pier, side-by-side as they conducted their exchange of goods.
 
   He was on the side of the pier away from the Corsair ships, though he could see their dark bulk on the other side of the pier he was climbing on.  He climbed up a piling, getting a painful splinter in his finger from the rough wood, and getting smeared with waterproof pitch that was intended to protect the wood from the seawater.  When he was just below the level of the pier he stopped.  Overhead he could see a light yellow dome.  It was high overhead, perhaps fifty or sixty feet above the surface of the pier.  He heard no sounds of anyone walking or moving in the vicinity of where he had arisen, so he stuck his head up cautiously, and looked around.
 
   There were three viscous-looking ships moored to the pier he clung to, and he saw a fourth ship tied to the next pier.   The ships had a clearly war-like appearance, with shields raised along parts of their sides, and weapons visibly stacked on their decks.  But Marco took little real notice of the ships as his eyes focused on a score of men who loitered on the pier, just yards away from him, towards the city end of the pier.  The men were all dressed in dark clothes, many wearing chainmail, some wearing helmets; neither item was customarily seen in The Lion City.  They men all held weapons – swords, pikes and axes, and they stood together in a circle.  Their deep voices rumbled in the unknown language, and Marco crouched down slightly as he studied the situation.
 
   Nearly all the rest of the people Marco had heard walking overhead were gone.  There were a few fleet shadows moving on the land adjacent to the piers, but apparently most of the invaders had entered the city already.  There were distant sounds of shouts and screams, just a few, and Marco would have presumed they were part of the festivities taking place had it not been for what he was witnessing, which made him suspect there was a more sinister cause to the noise.  The drunkenness and festive activity would help the Corsairs in their assault though, Marco realized.  Few people would be alert and ready to fight back – the emptiness of the docks and the lack of guards were testament to that; and many people would take shouts and noise for granted at first, until disaster suddenly sprang upon them.
 
   Marco stood and watched for several minutes, as the group of Corsairs on the pier held a long conversation, one in which most of them seemed to listen to a speech by a man dressed in a gown, one who stood out from the others in that regard.  He pointed upward from time to time, and made gestures, as Marco watched without understanding.
 
   Marco ducked his head back below the surface of the pier, and sat down on the crossbeam he had stood upon, trying to comprehend what he should do next. It was implausible to imagine that he could do anything in such circumstances, he realized. The only thing he could do was go back to his room and hide; wait for the few hours it would take for the terrible raid to end, then return to the city and find out what had happened. 
 
   Just as he reached his logical conclusion, he heard a scream, a much louder, closer scream than he had heard previously. The scream was not from some distant part of the city – it sounded so close that Marco believed it came from the end of the pier. He cautiously raised his head again to examine the scene.
 
   All but one member of the group of men on the pier had migrated down to the end of the pier, down where it met the docks. They remained on the inside of the extraordinary yellow dome, as did Marco and the ships and a portion of the harbor’s waters. The city was outside the dome, and a group of Corsairs in the city mingled on the outside of the dome. The solitary Corsair who remained in the middle of the pier – the one who had been speaking to the earlier group – raised his arms, and spoke words that were harsh, different from the sibilant sounds of the language the Corsairs had used to that point.
 
   The man’s voices grew shriller, and his hands came together, then parted slowly, and as they did, Marco’s attention was diverted.  A gateway within the yellow dome was lifting – the color difference disappeared at the end of the pier by the dockside, and the Corsairs from the city came bustling through the opening onto the pier, carrying heaps of riches and goods they had stolen.  And carrying people as well.
 
   There were more than a half dozen people, mostly women, being carried out along the pier towards Marco.  The men who carried them, and the men who carried the other booty, broke apart into small groups, and went to locations convenient to the three different ships that were tied to the pier.  Goods and captives were placed down in heaps, and the screaming captives were roughly handled as they were laid down and bound with stout ropes.  Marco felt his throat tighten and his heart drop as he watched the young women being mistreated, then left in place as the Corsairs left them behind and returned to the city to gather more goods.
 
   The solitary man on the pier watched the others leave – other than those who remained inside the dome, at the end of the pier – and then he repeated his incantations and gestures, and the yellow dome slid back down to the ground, sealing the pier and the ships off once again.  Marco watched in stunned fear; that man, that very man – the one closest to him – was a sorcerer.  The man was wielding incredible powers.  Marco didn’t understand what the yellow dome was supposed to do, but he did know that it inspired fear and awe in him – awe of the unfathomable power and awe of the man who could control it.
 
   There was a ruckus at the end of the pier, and Marco turned to see that a group of the local gendarmes of the city had arrived at the dock.  Their identity was not in doubt – they wore the same colorful, extravagant uniforms they wore when they walked about on patrol through the city.  In Marco’s opinion they had no real role in the city other than to try to look pretty to impress girls who they flirted with as they walked by on the streets.   They certainly never seemed to prevent or avenge any crimes that Marco saw.
 
   Yet now, for the first time ever, he saw them spring into action.  They rushed at the end of the pier, coming to fight the invaders, seeking to set the captives free and to regain the looted treasures.
 
   The purpose of the dome became evident; when the gendarmes reached the yellow shield they were unable to penetrate it.  They stood and shouted and pounded and gestured on the outside of the dome, while the score of Corsairs on the inside of the dome stood insolently watching them, making no move to battle, only offering obscene gestures.
 
   Marco watched the stand-off for several minutes, when suddenly a group of the raiding Corsairs returned with more plunder from the city.  The Corsairs dropped their booty and began to fiercely attack the gendarmes from the city side.  Then, as the city’s defenders turned to fight the new arrivals, the sorcerer made a motion and spoke some words.  The dome lifted, and the Corsairs inside the dome stormed out, pinning the gendarmes between the two hostile forces as weapons swung viciously on all sides of the melee.
 
   The result was a horrific slaughter of the city’s defenders, as they were rapidly cut down.  Marco turned away as the last men were butchered, then looked up again at the sound and feel of men stepping onto the pier.  More piles of plunder and captives appeared at various spots in front of the Corsair ships, and more value was stacked alongside what already existed as the Corsairs left their second round of rewards behind after a few minutes, and went out into the city again for a third round of looting.
 
   Marco looked at the extravagant piles of valuables that were stacked up on the side of the pier across from him.  His eyes widened in astonishment as he recognized Angelica lying tied up and battered atop a pile of silver and gold dishes and goblets.  The girl was crying hysterically, her face reddened, her dress ripped, a dark bruise starting to form on her visible arm, where a sleeve had been ripped off her expensive gown.
 
   As he looked at her, he realized that he might be able to set her free.  It would be minutes before the Corsairs would return again.  They surely would not miss one captive among the many they had strewn about the pier, he told himself.  But what would he be able to do with her after he set her free?  Could he even really set her free at all, or would the solitary sorcerer observe his efforts, and turn his deadly powers upon Marco?
 
   Carefully, Marco descended beneath the pier, and slowly picked his steps along the beams and around the posts as he tried to convince himself that there was a reasonable chance he could set Angelica free, without endangering her or himself.  When he reached the edge of the pier, he had only a few narrow inches of space available to climb up between the pier and the Corsair ship that was tied there, rocking gently in place on the harbor waters.
 
   He crouched, steeling himself for making his move, his dangerous move, then cautiously raised his head up over the surface of the pier.
 
   Valuable treasures were piled up just inches in front of him, practically ready to spill off the edge of the pier into the water below.  And on top of the glinting metal, Marco was startled to see a girl’s face, much closer that he had expected Angelica to appear.  A pair of wide-set light gray eyes stared at him in startled fear, and at his appearance the girl began to scream.
 
   Marco instantly ducked his head, and realized he was trembling with fear.  He took several deep breaths, preparing to go back beneath the pier, when he realized the screaming had ceased. After several seconds, he slowly raised his head again, and saw the eyes staring at him, calmer now, squinting and calculating as they watched him raise up.
 
   “You’re the boy from the alchemy shop; what are you doing here?” the girl asked.
 
   “I came here to set Angelica free,” he answered.  He raised his head slightly, trying to look up over the girl and the pile of plunder, anxious about where the sorcerer was.
 
   The girl said something, but he paid no attention as he saw that Angelica was behind the girl, and above her, while the sorcerer still stood many yards away, staring at the dock-end of the pier, his back to the spot where Marco was squatting.
 
   “I said, ‘You don’t plan to rescue me?’” the girl repeated, the words registering in Marco’s brain this time as he ascertained that he was momentarily safe from detection by the Corsair sorcerer.
 
   She was the servant girl, Marco realized.  When he had fallen to the ground outside the door of Algornia’s shop, there had been three witnesses to his awkward moment: the Countess Haubertine, Angelica, and the servant girl behind them.  This was that same girl, still with Angelica, under circumstances that now were dire, not privileged.
 
   Marco raised his rusty knife and slowly pushed it forward towards the heavy rope that bound the girl’s wrists.  Her eyes, followed the progress of his weapon, and she pressed her hands forwards, closer to Marco, as she intuitively understood what he was about to do.
 
   The rope was tough.   His first slice left no mark on it, and Marco adjusted, pressing harder, so that the girl’s hands scooted backwards momentarily, before she pressed back, increasing the pressure, and spreading her wrists apart, to improve the tension in the rope.  Marco’s next slice left a light mark, as several strands of the rope split apart, exposing the unsullied fibers on the interior of the knife.
 
   After that it was just a matter of patient work, taking several minutes.  Marco felt trickles of sweat nervously running down his back, down his ribcage, down his neck – everywhere he could sweat, it seemed he did sweat, until the moment came when the ropes parted, and the girl shook her wrists free.
 
   “Cut the rope on my legs,” she said, wiggling her lower limbs towards him.
 
   There was a sound at the end of the dock, and Marco saw that the other Corsairs were returning to the dome.  The sorcerer was making motions to raise the edge and let the plunderers return.
 
   “There’s not time,” he whispered frantically.  “Here just climb down here, while I get Angelica.”
 
   He reached for her still-bound legs and pulled them towards himself, so that her feet dangled in the air beside him.  “Now, drop down and stand on this beam,” he told her as he guided her feet down, then reached up and hugged her torso as her feet circled and dropped, trying desperately to find the elusive beam.
 
   “Okay,” she said a moment later, her hands holding onto him.
 
   The boards of the pier rumbled, as the Corsairs started to return with their stolen goods.
 
   Marco ducked down, and grabbed her shoulder to pull her down out of sight as well; there wasn’t time to rescue Angelica after all, at least not until the Corsairs left the pier again, if they left again.
 
   They both sat down on the beam, and Marco wordlessly reached down with his knife to begin to saw at her remaining ankle shackles, sawing doggedly even as they heard footsteps directly overhead, and the sound of goods being dumped above them.  Marco stopped, and looked up at the servant girl’s face, their eyes locked in mutual fear as they waited, waited for something – for her absence to be noted, for the Corsairs to begin to move goods from the pier to the deck of the ship, for someone to suddenly swing a wicked blade downward at them – waiting for any fatal disaster.
 
   They held their breaths, and heard Angelica give a pair of muffled screams, provoked by some unknown indignity, then there was the sound of the Corsairs’ feet beginning to move down the pier once again, leaving their goods behind as they went forth to violate the city once again.
 
   “I’m going to go try to get Angelica,” Marco whispered to the girl next to him.  “Just stay here and stay quiet,” he told her without even looking at her, as he prepared to risk everything and climb up onto the pier.
 
   He raised his head up to evaluate the distance to Angelica, to see if it was as far from the edge of the pier as he suspected.  He was downcast to see that it was – he would have to climb completely up onto the surface of the pier to set the lovely girl from the noble family free, though he would at least be hidden behind the mounting pile of stolen goods that sat beneath and around Angelica.
 
   Marco cautiously crawled up along the backside of the loot, watching the sorcerer, who was occupied with lowering the yellow dome as the raiders went back out into the city.  
 
   “Angelica, don’t say anything.  I’m going to cut your ropes and set you free,” he whispered to the girl from behind her, as she lay facing outward towards the pier.
 
   “Who are you?  Are you a friend?” Angelica whispered back.
 
   “Yes,” Marco answered.  He stretched his hand around in front of her as he leaned atop her, and began to slowly saw the knife blade against the rope around her wrists.  He wished the knife were sharper, and cursed the fact that he had always settled for having the dull, rusty blade, never having expected to ever really use the weapon for any purpose since he had found it in his room on his first discovery of the refuge.
 
   He saw the sorcerer finish his magical functions, and he froze in place, not moving a muscle.
 
   “Hurry up!” Angelica hissed at him.
 
   The sorcerer started to turn, and Marco ducked down behind Angelica, leaving her wrist bindings only partway cut.
 
   ‘Where are you going?  Don’t leave me!” Angelica’s voice rose.
 
   “Ssshhhh!” Marco told her.  “I’m right here.”  He watched the sorcerer turn and walk towards them.  “I’ll start cutting the ropes around your feet,” he comforted her as he squirmed down the length of her body and began to cut the ropes in the back of her ankles.
 
   “Don’t leave me.  Please set me free,” Angelica repeated.
 
   Marco said nothing.  He kept vigorously sawing away at the back of the ropes at the girl’s feet.  He switched hands after several minutes, and gave a small cheer a minute later as the last fibers were broken.
 
   “Don’t move yet,” he whispered as he moved back up to Angelica’s torso.   He checked on the sorcerer; the man was standing closer to them, but facing away, watching a small battle take place on the dock as the Corsair’s rear guard fended off a group of townspeople who were on the attack.  If the city was fighting back, then the Corsairs wouldn’t be able to continue pillaging much longer, Marco suspected; he needed to get the girls to safety quickly.
 
   Carefully, he stretched himself over Angelica and began to cut at the ropes on her wrists, his face just inches from hers as he vigorously sawed.  He switched hands to maintain the force of the cut, then switched again, and saw quickening progress as he reached the soft core of the rope, and the fibers parted with relative ease.
 
   “As soon as we finish, you roll over and we’ll climb down under the pier,” Marco breathed to Angelica.  “There’s a hiding place down there that should be safe.”
 
   “Can’t you get us off the pier, up to the castle or someplace safe?” Angelica whispered back.
 
   Marco felt the last fibers part; and the sorcerer was turned away still.  He backed away from the girl and towards the edge of the pier, so that his feet immediately hung over the edge.
 
   “Roll down here; follow me,” he said, as he dangled his feet down.  He felt the servant girl grab them and guide them directly to the beam, making his descent easier.  “Here!  Quickly!” he urged Angelica.  “Just roll!” he warned her as she started to rise up to a sitting position.
 
   She glanced down at him, startled by the urgency in his voice, then slid down to the edge of the pier, and allowed him to guide her over the edge.  As she lowered her head, he heard the tread of footsteps approaching.
 
   “Hurry!” he urged, panic rising.  “Follow me!  Stay on the beams and watch your footing!” he warned, then awkwardly brushed past the nameless servant girl and began to lead the two freed captives under the pier towards his cubby.  There was a short barked phrase, and then a murmuring voice near where the two girls had previously laid, and Marco worried that the sorcerer had detected the disappearance of the captives, though how he could miss two girls when there were so many others was difficult for Macro to fathom.
 
   There was a sudden flash of light behind them, making Angelica give a startled squeak, but Marco kept on moving as quickly as he could, then dropped down a level to just above the water to reduce their visibility further; he stopped there to listen for pursuit, but heard none.  He began to lead again, and so led the two girls back to the blanketed doorway a minute later.
 
   He struck the flint and steel to light the lamp, then ushered the girls into the room.
 
   “What is this place?  Who are you?  Are we safe?” Angelica burst out the soft-voiced questions.
 
   “You’re the boy from the alchemist shop,” the servant said.  “Thank you for rescuing us.
 
   “I thought we were on our way to a horrible fate,” she said, and Angelica shuddered.
 
   “Your name is Marco,” she added.  “I heard the alchemist call you that,” she told the other two as they both looked at her in surprise.
 
   “Are we safe here?” Angelica repeated.  
 
   “If we stay quiet, and don’t let any light escape out the doorway, I don’t think they can find us,” Marco said reassuringly.
 
   “What’s happening?  Why are you here?” the servant asked.
 
   “This is my room,” Marco stammered.  “I come here to relax, or sleep.  I came here tonight, and then the Corsairs came, and I had to stay – there was no getting away.”
 
   “Why weren’t you out at the festival?” the servant asked.
 
   “Could you go back up there?” Angelica asked at the same time.
 
   “Back up there?  To where the Corsairs are?” Marco asked in confusion.
 
   “They took all my family’s riches.  We won’t have anything left; we’ll be poverty-stricken,” Angelica answered.  “If you could just go grab a few things back, we’d have something to live on.”
 
   “The Corsairs are up there,” Marco answered, unable to believe the beautiful girl would ask such a favor of him.
 
   She leaned towards him, her eyes intently staring into his.  He looked at her, and saw that her torn gown gaped open, showing a wide swath of her flesh.  It was less revealing than the models had so casually displayed during the afternoon, yet it also seemed nonetheless much more seductive because it wasn’t meant to be seen.
 
   He swiftly shifted his eyes back up to her face.
 
   “Please do this for me,” she asked.  She reached her hand out and clasped his.  “I will be in your debt forever.”
 
   Marco swallowed.
 
   “Let me go see what they’re doing,” he said at length, as he thought.  If no one was looking, he could easily reach up over the edge of the dock and pull a few items down to bring back to Angelica.
 
   “Don’t make any noise,” he cautioned as he stood up.  “Don’t open this blanket for any reason.”
 
   “Be careful,” Angelica told him, looking at him with a grateful expression on her face.
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