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   Wren was bringing up the rear of the squad, when she gave a scream as she fell to the ground.
 
   All the others in front of her instantly turned, and saw an extraordinary sight; a blackness was crawling along the floor of the cave from behind them, and a tendril of it wrapped itself around one of Wren’s feet.  It appeared to be insubstantial, but as she kicked her foot wildly it remained attached to her, and tiny wisps continued to climb up along her leg.
 
   “It hurts!  It’s attacking me!”  she said as she ineffectively sliced her sword at it.  The blade passed through the dark shadow without inflicting any visible damage.
 
   “The torch!” Gates shouted, taking the handle of their torch from the man who held it.  He bravely dashed forward and thrust the flaming end of the brand directly into the larger body of darkness behind Wren, which was still approaching slowly along the floor.
 
   In reaction, the black mist sent a new tendril of its insubstantial-self shooting out towards his feet, and as it made contact he was jerked down too, sending the torch to roll back along the floor after he dropped it.
 
   “It’s alive!  It’s going to eat my soul!” Gates shouted in terror.
 
   Shocked by the horror unfolding before him, Kestrel desperately reached for the energy within himself, and called it to come to him.
 
   He found it and sensed that it was present, but his ability to grasp it was tenuous – something seemed to create a barrier that he could hardly surmount.  With great focus, he managed to pull a weak thread of the energy out, and focused it in his hand, then threw it as a blue ball of energy directly into the black mist.
 
   The energy landed inside the mist, and then the mist closed over it, hiding it from view, foretelling that Kestrel’s attack had been fruitless.
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   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.
 
                 Kestrel had gone through a grueling series of adventures in his battles, and his travels had taken him across more nations than any other elf of the Eastern Forest had ever traveled.  He was able to make the journeys in part because he was part-human himself, and able to be made to look human, unlike the typical full-blooded elves of the forest, who looked down upon his racial ambivalence.
 
                 He also succeeded because of his fortunate friendship with the sprites and imps.  Both races had been reclusive to the point of seeming mythical, but a chance occurrence caused Kestrel to perform a favor for the royal family, and a rare and deep friendship developed, placing the particular talents of the imps at the call of Kestrel. 
 
                 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 his adventures continue.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “I plan to leave tomorrow,” Kestrel announced at dinner.
 
   “Tomorrow?  Don’t you think we should have more advance notice?” Creata asked in alarm.  “I’d appreciate more time to prepare for my betrothed’s departure.”
 
   “I’m certain that you’ve been more than able to declare your love for her these past few days, brother dear,” Picco said.
 
   Even Putienne’s face was creased with a smile; though she was sometimes unsure about human society and humor, she understood the sarcasm of Picco’s comment.  Creata had extravagantly pronounced his devotion to Wren’s welfare, and repeatedly offered to accompany the small band of war-bound travelers, all of whom were actually very satisfied to hear Kestrel finally, publically declare their departure date.  No one doubted that Creata had filled Wren’s ears with his assurances that he was devoted to her, and his offer to join them in order to protect her from any assault.  Considering that Wren was acknowledged to be a better fighter than Creata, the offer was considered sweet, and irrelevant.
 
   They all felt a thrill of excitement at the prospect of finally leaving Seafare to begin their divinely-ordained journey, dangerous though it was expected to be.
 
   The three who were prepared to leave were the much-loved Wren, her cousin Kestrel, and his friend and ward, Putienne.  All three appeared to be of mixed elven and human heritage, but the similarities were not as great as they seemed.
 
   Wren was a superbly skilled combatant, mostly human, with a strong elven heritage evident.  She had left her home in the human nation of Estone to become a fighting spy for the elves of the Eastern Forest.  Her sense of superior fighting skills and rebellion against authority had made her a difficult student at the elven training camp at Firheng.  Only Kestrel’s timely arrival there had prevented her from being rejected from the training program.  And even in Kestrel’s company, she had at first been inclined to challenge him, instead of saving her hostility for the expected human targets.
 
   Putienne appeared to be a younger girl, one still in adolescence, a beautiful girl who was half human and half elf.  In fact, she was a considerably different being.  Through the use of Kestrel’s great magical powers, she had been transformed from her original self, a large, young yeti monster of the Water Mountains.  A ring given to her by the human goddess Kai endowed Putty with the ability to easily and quickly change her shape from human-elf to yeti.
 
   The ring was a still-new gift whose novelty had not yet disappeared, and Putienne had taken great delight in shocking the palace guard by momentarily appearing as a yeti, then hiding around a corner and returning to her smaller form.
 
   Her appearance was an exact, though younger, duplicate image of Moorin, a renowned human-elven beauty.  Kestrel had sculpted the look Putienne wore, unintentionally imprinted the look of the woman he had pursued and unsuccessfully wooed.  She was striking to look at, and a promise of greater beauty soon to bloom, but she was also a reminder to Kestrel of the obsession he had felt for the true Moorin, before she had decided to marry the prince of the southern elves.  Yet the magically imprinted friendship between Kestrel and Putty was so strong, the painful resemblance of the girl could not shake his affection for her or his devotion to her.
 
   Kestrel himself was the most elven in appearance of the three adventurers.  He was one quarter human heritage, one quarter elven heritage, and extraordinarily enough, one half elven deity heritage.  His father was the elven god of speed, Morph.  Kestrel had never known Morph or felt any unmistakable blessing from his father, though he was able to run at elven speeds in excess of what his partial-human heritage should have allowed.
 
   He had been given the use of divine energy lent to him by various elven and human gods and goddesses, and the use of those energies had sparked his own latent powers.  He was still struggling to understand how to control and manipulate his newly-discovered abilities, and he fervently hoped that he would understand them well enough to meet the difficult challenges he expected to arise in his path. 
 
   The three adventurers were to be accompanied by a party of ten imps.  The race of imps had entered into an unprecedented alliance with Kestrel personally, it seemed, after Kestrel had struck up an unlikely friendship with their queen, Dewberry.  Kestrel’s titled domain in the lands of the Eastern elves was adjacent to the kingdom of the imps, and during his short term as the Warden of the Marches, he had established trade and friendship between elves, imps, and humans such as had never been seen before.
 
    A pair of the imps were floating in the air of the royal dining room in the palace at Seafare, where the Kestrel had made his pronouncement about the pending departure.  The imps had decided to assign a pair of their party to be with Kestrel at all times, ready to call the rest of their company to join when their services were needed.
 
   “We will have our squad ready at the appointed time,” declared Odare, the senior imp in the room, a feisty personality who never failed to confront Kestrel with outrageous banter whenever the two of them verbally bantered.  Her companion was an imp new to Kestrel, one who Kestrel had not previously served with.
 
   “And so, has your love life grown so settled and boring that you choose to leave Blackfriars and accompany me once again?” Kestrel asked Odare.  She had just rejoined him that week; Odare had not been part of the group of imps that had traveled with him all summer during his long trek along the backbone of the Water Mountain chain, though she had been assigned to be part of his personal guard unit during the more perilous wartime duty of the previous year.
 
   “Absence makes the heart grow fonder, I could say, Kestrel-antagonizer, though perhaps I find that turns out to not be the case when returning to serve your needs,” she answered, and discreetly stuck her tongue out at him.
 
   “And Killcen shall be serving with us in any case,” she added primly, referring to her fellow imp guard with whom she had developed a budding relationship.
 
   “So you need no ship at your service?” Ruelin, the prince of Seafare asked politely.
 
   “We have the imps to provide transportation to a spot that puts us hundreds of miles closer to our objective,” Kestrel affirmed what they all knew.  “Thank you, but we’ll be ready to go without a visit to the docks.”
 
   “Who have you sent to scout out our destination, Kestrel friend?” Odare asked.
 
   Kestrel looked at the imp blankly.
 
   “Kestrel!” Wren chastised him.  “Since you know where we’re going, surely you’ve sent a scout to make sure the site is safe and secure.”
 
   “Let’s discuss this further after dinner,” Kestrel said sheepishly.
 
   The meal progressed enjoyably, and after it ended, Kestrel and Odare conferred in a corner, regarding a scouting inspection of their destination in the south.
 
   “I’ll go look at the place of sorrow,” she told her larger companion as they bowed their heads together and spoke.
 
   Kestrel sympathetically rubbed her back.  The two of them had been together the previous winter in the field outside the cave, among the denuded ruins of the Southern Forest.  One of their companions, the imp Canyon, had been tragically killed by a mistaken ambush launched by the southern elves against Kestrel’s group 
 
   “We’ll remember our friend,” Kestrel commiserated with her.  “And be careful,” he added.
 
   “Of course, Kestrel-friend,” she smiled, then disappeared.
 
   “Did you send her, just like that?” Wren asked, coming over to the corner.
 
   “She’s on her way.  She’ll be back in just a few moments, I imagine,” Kestrel answered reassuringly.
 
   Odare did return as he finished his comment.  “There are no beings there, Kestrel leader.  The hillside and the cave hold nothing but mice and birds.”
 
   “Thank you Odare.  We’ll check again in the morning to make sure no one arrives overnight,” Kestrel said.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go spend some time with Merea,” he bid farewell to the two, and hurried through the halls of the Seafare palace.
 
   “Kestrel,” he heard Putienne call his name as he passed an intersecting hall.  He looked and saw the girl standing in close proximity to one of the court pages, and he halted.
 
   “This is Gilbert,” she introduced the boy to Kestrel.  “He’s invited me to go to the candy shop on the town square with him.  May I go?”  The girl asked with an unintentional display of the genuine sweetness that constituted her personality, and which came across so clearly in her human-elf form.
 
   “You won’t be out late?” Kestrel asked, focusing his gaze on the nervous boy.
 
   “No sir,” the boy said earnestly.
 
   “And you’ll come see me in my room when you get back?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Yes, Kestrel dear,” Putienne answered.
 
   “Go and have a good time,” Kestrel granted the request with a smile.
 
   The boy exhaled in audible relief, as the two of them turned and hurried down the hall.
 
   “Odare,” Kestrel called immediately.
 
   “Yes, Kestrel friend?” the imp answered moments later as she appeared in the hallway crossing.  A passing maid gave a brief shriek of surprise as the small blue personage popped into view.
 
   “I think some of the folks here may be happy to see us go,” Kestrel laughed.
 
   “My friend, would you do a favor for me?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I always do.  Always.  Do you even need to ask?” The imp answered acerbically.
 
   “This is slightly different,” Kestrel replied.  “Young Putienne is going on a date with a boy.  Would you fly overhead and keep an eye on them?” he asked.
 
   “Kestrel!” the imp replied in shock.  “Let the girl have some privacy.”
 
   “But she’s so young,” Kestrel said worriedly.
 
   “And she has fangs, claws, and impenetrable hide when she wants to, Kestrel-worrier,” Odare contradicted him.  “Plus, I think there is a certain reputation that goes with being your protégé, and she will be handled with appropriate care,” the imp comforted him.
 
   “Go on and play with your other daughter, and have no worries about this one,” she told him in a sweet tone.
 
   The imp was right, Kestrel conceded, and he went on his way to the nursery, Odare now accompanying him.
 
   Picco, the mother of his daughter, and the princess of Seafare, was already in the nursery, tenderly rocking the baby.
 
   “May we have a turn playing with her, Picco-mother?” Odare asked when they entered the room.
 
   “Odare, how do you play with the baby?” Picco asked.  She turned the baby around and watched Merea grin a toothless smile as she spotted the imp.
 
   Kestrel winced in anticipation of Picco’s pending reaction to discovering the game that Odare and he and Merea had developed in their time together, a game he was sure the imp was about to reveal to the baby’s mother.
 
   “Watch!” Odare blithely told Picco.  “Come on, Kestrel,” she urged, as Merea gave an awkward clap of joy.
 
   Kestrel silently sighed, and took the baby from her mother.
 
   “Do you need to go anywhere to do anything else?” he hopefully asked Picco.
 
   “Kestrel,” Picco growled, wrinkles forming on her forehead.  “No, I specifically made arrangements to be here with you and Merea,” she told him.  “Which Ruelin wasn’t completely happy about, but he understood you’d be leaving tomorrow,” her voice trailed off.
 
   “Ready Odare?” Kestrel asked.  It was too late to hope for a reprieve.  He held Merea in his arms and laughed with her, as she anticipated what was to come, and then he threw her high into the air, ten feet above his head in the majestically-ceilinged palatial nursery, and watched as Odare swooped to catch her at the apex of her flight, then gently descend with the laughing baby held securely.
 
   The imp returned the baby to her father.
 
   “Kestrel,” Picco spoke in a low, deadly voice.  “How many times have you used our daughter to play fetch with the imp?”
 
   “Oh, not that many, really,” Kestrel stuttered.
 
   “But we did this for an hour yesterday,” Odare protested.  “Show her the long throw we did.”
 
   “No!” Picco said sharply.  “I don’t need to see the ‘long throw’,” she nipped the proposal in the bud.
 
   Merea raised her hands in the air with a sudden squeal of delighted demand for another flight.
 
   “You’ve ruined her for us,” Picco scolded Kestrel.  She gave a sigh, and sat back down in her rocker.  “Now she’ll want to be tossed about all the time.
 
   “Go ahead and play your game tonight,” she conceded.  “And make two promises to me.”
 
   “Sure, absolutely,” Kestrel gave a small grunt as he answered, as he launched the laughing baby into the air again.
 
   “Promise me there will be no baby-tossing games when you two get back,” Picco said, as her eyes intently watched the imp in the air intercept her flying child. 
 
   “I promise,” Kestrel said sincerely.
 
   “And promise me you’ll come back safe and sound,” Picco added earnestly.  “I had a few glimpses of you in Graylee after the prince’s henchmen beat you, and I know you think you’re indestructible – but you’re not!  So take good care of yourself.
 
   “You take good care of him Odare,” she instructed the imp, as her daughter was handed back in preparation for the next flight.
 
   “We’re rather fond of him too, Picco-mother,” Odare said with false diffidence, as she looped through the air to catch the laughing baby once again.  “Without him, we would have no one to arrange our mushroom markets, you know,” she laughed, then kissed Kestrel’s cheek as she returned his daughter once again.
 
   Kestrel laughed, then sat on the floor next to Picco’s chair, and turned Merea loose to crawl on the floor as he pretended for a moment that they were a real family living together.  They talked of the little things in life until Merea grew visibly sleepy.  Kestrel kissed the baby farewell, then handed her back to Picco, and left the nursery to return to his own room, with Odare behind him.
 
   “Kestrel?” Putty called as she knocked and opened his door moments after his return.  “I’m back,” she announced.
 
   “I had a wonderful time,” she said.  “The sweets were wonderful, and Gilbert was fun to talk to.”
 
   “Did he treat you nicely?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I think so.  What do you mean?” the girl asked, puzzled.
 
   “He, treated you,” Kestrel stopped, at a loss for words.  “Like a friend,” he finished.
 
   “Yes,” Putty answered definitively.
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning?” she asked.  “And you promise I’ll be able to wear my other skin?” she sought confirmation.  Kestrel had assured her previously that in the wilderness of the southern mountains she could assume her yeti form
 
   “Absolutely!” he agreed, and watched her leave his room.
 
   “Good night, Odare,” he told the imp, as he snuffed out the candle in his room, and went to bed in Seafare for the last night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   The travelers and their friends assembled in the garden of the palace early the next morning.  The travelers, now including the full contingent of imps assigned to the journey, carried light packs of limited supplies for their initial foray into the southern lands.  Kestrel expected that the imps would provide a means of easy resupply as they needed, and he wanted to travel as fast and light as possible.  He knew what speed Wren and Putienne were capable of, and he was pleased with the prospect for their swift trip ahead.    
 
   “Take the imps to our destination and make sure there is no trouble waiting for us,” he told Stillwater.  “Odare went last night and she reports that the site was peaceful.”
 
   “I have already heard her report,” the leader of the imp contingent answered with equanimity.  “We will go now to confirm that all remains calm,” he informed Kestrel, and all the imps disappeared from the air over the garden, as the humans of Seafare stood and watched.
 
   Kestrel carried a purse with a few gold coins, and a few pearls; the coins were the result of a trade he had conducted in the city.  He had been astonished by the profitability of his encounter with a Seafare jewelry trader during his visit to the city.
 
   As a result of that meeting a few nights earlier, the imps had helped him fetch a small chest of pearls from his Oaktown treasury, and he had discovered that the jewels were even more highly coveted in Seafare than they had been in Hydrotaz or Graylee.  He’d sold a substantial number, arranged for many others to be woven into a necklace that would be a future princely gift for Merea, and given more to Creata to do the same for Wren.
 
   He didn’t anticipate there would be opportunities to spend the wealth in the wilderness, but he felt the coins made him slightly more prepared for dealing with some of the unexpected problems that might arise.
 
   “Our landing place remains empty, Kestrel friend,” Stillwater reported as the imps reappeared.
 
   “Good bye, Creata,” Wren gave her fiancée a final hug and kiss. 
 
   A chorus of farewells broke out, and then the imps surrounded the travelers to carry the trio away, and the group disappeared from Seafare.
 
   The impact of revisiting the campsite in the former Southern Forest was immediate.  As soon as the imps carried Kestrel to the site, his eyes took in the fateful place where so much had happened, and he remembered the pitched battle he had fought there.
 
   The hillside was greener than he remembered from the previous fall, as was to be expected.  But the new greenery had grown rampantly, and young trees appeared to have achieved three or four years’ growth in the span of a few months.  The growth was a welcome legacy of the wonderful, healthy, and wholesome energy and rain Kestrel had unleashed when he had created the powerful transformative waters that had wiped out the Viathins.
 
   He saw the spot where Canyon had been killed, and he also saw the fragmented stones on the hillside, where he had expended deadly energy killing the southern elves.  He had been driven to that use of excessive violence by the spirit of the Viathin energy that had possessed him at the time.  His eyes had been black, as his spirit had been while he fought off the possession by the evil energy within him.
 
   But above those sights, he saw the hidden entrance to the cave.  In that cave, Hierodule had given birth to a son, to a little boy who had been named Canyon in honor of the imp who had died in the battle there.  It had been a moment of happiness that had softened the pain of the imp’s death.
 
   “Let’s go visit the cave,” Kestrel indicated to the others.  He started walking up the hillside.
 
   There was a roar behind him, and he whirled to see that Putty had returned to her native form as a yeti, and was celebrating her joy by roaring and stretching.  He turned back around and smiled, then continued up the hill.
 
   “Why visit a cave?” Wren asked as she caught up with him.
 
   “Just because,” Kestrel replied.  “I know it’s here, and I remember a little baby boy who was born here.  He’s still alive today, as far as I know.”
 
   Kestrel had considered the prospect that his group might run into the small band of southern elves.  He might see Hierodule and her sister Hye.  He might see Moorin.
 
   But if they did not run into the elves by happenstance, he told himself, he would not lead his group out of their way to find the elves.  He would not deviate from his trip’s objective just to find Moorin once again.
 
   He reached the hidden entrance to the cave, and twisted around behind the stone that obscured it from view.  Even if they did not run into the southern elves, he certainly intended to try to find the gnomes of the Western Mountains.  He would see friends among the gnomes – Greta and Hansen, among others – and he was sure to receive a warm welcome as a survivor of the unusual Garrant Spark that had helped sustain him and take him to victory over Ashcrayss.
 
   But most of all, he wanted the gnomes to provide a guide that could lead his band across the Dangueax River, on the path to the isolated lake where the fortunes of men and elves and imps and Viathins had been reversed, and now were apparently reversed again.
 
   “What is this place?” Putty asked.  She had resumed her non-yeti shape to speak to him.
 
   “It’s a cave where I camped with elves last year when we were running away from the Uniontown forces,” he said.  He looked at the spot where Canyon had been born, and then at the spot where he and Moorin had laid side-by-side.
 
   “There’s nothing else to see,” he said, turning away from the entry, leaving the others to scratch their heads at his quick examination and hasty dismissal of the site.
 
   “Stillwater, we’re going to go south by southwest from here, staying in the mountains.  Would you send scouts out in that direction to make sure the paths are safe?” he asked.
 
   “And if you see any gnomes, they will be friends.  Tell me and let me talk to them,” he directed.
 
   “You have plans?” Mulberry asked.  “Who knew?  When did you mean to tell us this?”
 
   “I hate to spoil the surprise,” he grinned at the imp.
 
   “And don’t forget, Stillwater,” he shouted a reminder, “We’ve got three elves running now, so the pace will be fast.”
 
   They started running, Putty once again a yeti.  The pace was fast, but easy for all of them.  Though they were in the Western Mountains, the terrain was not as rough as the Water Mountains had been, and the flying imps scouted out the best routes, allowing the earthbound runners to make good time.
 
   “So Kestrel,” Wren pulled up almost alongside him to speak as they loped through the mountains.  “What does this ring of mine do, the one that you said came from Kai?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Kestrel admitted.  He had wondered the same thing, then forgotten about the ring as he prepared to depart.
 
   “Did you give me the broken one, and save the good one for your lovely young yeti protégé?” she asked.  “Or did you expect her to always look like the one who got away?”
 
   “I think they both can do the same thing,” Kestrel said, stung by the barb.  “You just haven’t used yours to stop being a monster!” he laughed, then sprinted ahead to narrowly avoid Wren’s vicious punch.
 
   They traveled through the mountains for two days, leaving the regenerating Southern Forest behind as they traveled in the direction of the dwarves.  At noon of the second day, Stillwater’s scouts reported signs of a gnomish patrol on the path ahead.  Kestrel plumed the depths of his memory to find his rudimentary fragments of the language of the gnomes, and he prepared himself to greet his no-longer-so-distant friends.
 
   The meeting began on an unpromising note.  “Let your guards take positions high in the air,” Kestrel insisted to a resistant Stillwater, as they approached the spot where the gnomes were known to be stationed.
 
   “How can we guard you if we are not close enough to protect you?” Stillwater complained.
 
   “I’ll need no protection from the gnomes,” Kestrel said.  “I have their own purple eyes,” he explained as he motioned carelessly towards his face.
 
   “You better keep those purple eyes open and watch out for trouble then, because we won’t be close enough to help you if they are not as hospitable as you seem to think,” Stillwater refused to concede the argument.  “Gnomes can be a touchy people.  I don’t know how you managed to work your way into the good graces of two sets of them,” he spoke in a way that clearly showed he resented Kestrel’s unwarranted success in gaining the trust of the reclusive race, one that had historically bickered with the imps during their rare interactions. 
 
   Kestrel’s expectations of mutual trust proved to be less realistic  than he had expected.  The imps had flown high above the tree canopy, and the three elves had slowed from a run to a walk, as they traveled in a tight cluster through the forest of the gnomes.
 
   “Look out!” Putienne called, as she spotted a large rock hurtling towards them from the canopy of the tree branches spread overhead.  She dove forward into Kestrel and Wren, spreading her arms wide to grab them as she flew through the air, and changing form at the same time.  Her arms lengthened as they reached, and her skin became hide, so that she turned into a living shield, able to absorb the impact of the first stone thrown with deadly intent by one of the gnomes.
 
   “This is not right!” Kestrel said angrily as he lay on the ground, upset by the ambush the gnomes had sprung.
 
   He raised a blue dome of protective energy overhead, then struggled out from beneath Putty’s weight, and looked around angrily.  A few of the gnomes were visible, he recognized, spread around in a series of spots that surrounded the visitors.
 
   The gnomes were stunned by the unexpected reactions of their targets – a female elf who had changed into a yeti, and then a male elf who had raised the energies of some otherworldly being.  No gnomes made any sounds; none moved a muscle for several seconds.
 
   “All at once – bombard them!” the patrol leader ordered, and a heavy hail of stones came raining down upon the three entities who stood safely inside Kestrel’s dome, as heavy stones struck and bounced off his shield, doing no harm, other than where they created a nuisance as some of the spent missiles piled up across the path, falling and tumbling along the dome’s perimeter.
 
   “What is this attack for?” Kestrel thundered in the language of the gnomes.
 
   The rock-throwing ceased, as the gnomes received yet another shock in hearing their own language spoken by one of the intruders.
 
   “Why do you come to our land during this season?” a voice called.
 
   “We know where they all are, Kestrel-friend,” another voice, Stillwater’s voice, called from overhead, speaking in the common language of the elves and the imps.  “Shall we defeat them for you?”
 
   “Stillwater, I think we may need their help.  Better to not attack them if we don’t need to, and right now we don’t need to,” Kestrel shouted loudly in response.  “Just hold your positions.”
 
   “What voices are those?  Do you bring demons?” the gnome asked.
 
   “We bring our allies, the imps of the Swampy Morass,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Silly, frivolous beings,” the unseen voice growled.  “You cannot be anyone of serious note to have such childish allies.”
 
   “Do you call the Garrant Spark a childish role?” Kestrel asked in a biting tone.  “Do you call Corrant’s blessing a frivolous boon?”
 
   The gnome was silent once again.
 
   “Kestrel,” Wren tugged at his sleeve.
 
   “Just a minute,” he focused on the activity around them.
 
   “Kestrel-gravel voice,” Stillwater conveyed his own distaste for the gnomes and their language, “one of the gnomes seeks to run away, perhaps to bring reinforcements.  Shall we hunt him down?”
 
   “Wait a moment,” Kestrel instructed.
 
   “Does your companion leave you because he is afraid, or because you send him as a herald to proclaim my return?” Kestrel asked the gnome.  “Did you send him to announce Kestrel to Hansen and Greta?”
 
   “Larch,” another voice called from a different direction, and one of the gnomes suddenly emerged from a hiding place in the foliage.  He dropped a pair of throwing stones to demonstrate that he had disarmed.
 
   “Listen to this accented stranger.  He is Kestrel, or so close it does not matter.  He must be the monster-destroyer.  Call off this talk-talk, and let us escort him to the village,” the visible gnome said.
 
   “You can return to your other shape,” Kestrel told Putty.  “And you can put down your bow,” he advised Wren, who stood with an arrow notched and ready to fire.
 
   “Allow the gnome to depart without attack,” Kestrel spoke to Stillwater, avoiding another potential provocation to battle.
 
   The gnome who had broken from the discipline of the patrol by stepping out into view proved to be persuasive, for two more gnomes suddenly appeared and dropped their stones, just as Putty transformed herself.
 
   “Shall I trust you?” Kestrel called.  “Shall I release my shield and be able to parlay without attack?”
 
   “You are safe from our attack,” the gnome patrol leader’s voice was forlorn, but he too released his stones that he held.  “We shall accompany you to the village, and submit to the judgment of the elders.  We will travel safely to the village together.”
 
   “Be ready,” Kestrel called to the imps.  “You can come down now.  We have a truce, and I will release my shield,” he explained.
 
   Kestrel ceased the straining effort of holding the protective dome over his companions and himself, then waited for three silent seconds in the forest, before a gnome suddenly stepped out into the open and dropped its stony arsenal.  Another and another also appeared and released their deadly projectiles.
 
   “That is all of us,” the gnome leader said.  “We will not attack you.  We will walk in peace with you to the village, and confirm that you are who you say you are.”
 
   The groups came together warily, and then began to travel together – but separately – along the trail for an hour, until they reached an approaching squad of more gnomes and leaders who had been sent from the village in response to the hurried messenger’s warning.
 
   “This one claims to be Kestrel, the one who killed the evil god,” the patrol leader who accompanied Kestrel reported to the leader of the larger group of gnomes who blocked their way from traveling any further towards the gnome’s village.  The meeting was tense.  Kestrel observed how close Wren’s hand was to her knife, and he knew that Putty was ready to shift her shape in a fraction of a second.
 
   “I have the eyes of the gnomes of the Water Mountains.  I have drunken the water of the springs at Amethysaquina, the village where I lived,” he stated.  The gnomes from the village did not respond, but stood silently.
 
   The moment remained tense, and Kestrel was about to raise his protective dome of energy once more, when the leader of the waiting group spoke.
 
   “We have heard of you.  You may pass through our territory on the way to the lands of Proetec’s people,” he referred to Hansen’s father, a leader of that village.
 
   “I thought this was their area,” Kestrel said in confusion, remembering the journey he had made when he had last traveled through the region.
 
   “They acquired much prestige and power because of their assistance to you in your great quest, and so they were granted permission to move to a further land, one that is more remote and bountiful.  They left us as the ones to watch over the elves, when we moved our clans into this area after they departed.  We’ve told the elves that they must learn to return to living off the land themselves, that we will not coddle them the way Proetec and the elders of his village did.  This is why we were trying to chase you away,” Kestrel’s escort spoke rapidly, seeming to explain to the other gnome leader as much as to Kestrel, and Kestrel wondered what cultural tensions were simmering below the surface in the encounter.  The gnomes were known to be an insular race, one that preferred to live in isolation.  Proetec’s interracial kindness to the elves had apparently not set well among some of his fellow gnomes.
 
   Kestrel had experienced the gnomish insularity personally, but he had managed to break through the reserve of the Water Mountains gnomes by rescuing two young boys and killing a yeti.  His feats had been so extraordinary and kind-hearted that the gnomes of the north had taken him in, and let him virtually live as one of them.  The intervention of the god of the gnomes, Corrant, as well as his participation in the Garrant Spark, had likewise given him access to the isolated people of Proetec’s village.
 
   With his familiarity with the gnomes, Kestrel knew that the kindness Proetec’s people had shown  to the southern elves was the more notable part of the issue, moreso than the fact that he was now not being automatically offered full hospitality.  This group of gnomes he had fallen in with was only acting as gnomes were expected to act, not in an overly hostile manner, though the initial stones thrown at his group had been more aggressive than he would have expected.
 
   “We thank you for the right to pass through your lands,” he said after he considered the matter.  “If you will give us directions, we will move on, for we have urgent matters ahead of us.”
 
   “What can be urgent to the killer of the evil god?” the gnome asked in a neutral voice.
 
   “We fear,” Kestrel paused and sighed, “we fear that the evil god has stayed alive.  In the place beyond our lands, the place it and its evil monster came from, a part of the god remained alive, and now it may be coming back.  We wish to work with Proetec’s people to find if there is a way to stop it once again.”
 
   There was a murmur of gasps and moans through the small crowd of gnomes.
 
   “What’s wrong, Kestrel?” Putienne asked.
 
   “I’ve just told them that the god of the Viathins is still alive,” he answered.
 
   “We will send a guide to take you to Proetec’s village,” the gnome leader spoke.  “Come with us to our village, and we will make arrangements for your journey.”
 
   “Is it a long journey?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “The new lands they live in are two days away, over a high mountain range.  It may be better for us to send a messenger to them, telling them that you have arrived and are waiting for them,” the gnome replied, after a brief consultation with one of his comrades.
 
    “Is everything alright with your parley, friend-Kestrel?” Stillwater called from overhead.
 
   “These gnomes are not the gnomes I want to see, but they have said they will give us a guide to go to the village of the other gnomes,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “What’s the difference?  Aren’t they all the same?” Odare asked sarcastically.
 
   “Coming from the imp who gets mad at humans who call her a sprite, I think that is unnecessary,” Kestrel shouted up at her.
 
   “Kestrel-confuser, there is a difference!” she shouted back.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, as all the gnomes watched the interchange that they did not understand.
 
   “We are different!  We just are!  They are all the same,” Odare answered.
 
   “I know some of them very well, and other not so well; they are not all the same.  The gnomes of Proetec’s village were kind enough to help the southern elves when their forest was destroyed; perhaps these gnomes would not have been so kind,” Kestrel made his point.
 
   “Not all elves are the same, Odare-dear,” Killcen joined the conversation.  “Kestrel-friend was kind to Queen Dewberry, while other elves might not have been so kind.”
 
   “You make a good point, Killcen-beloved, though you did not have to say it where Kestrel-ears can hear,” Odare conceded.  “We will discuss this later,” she said pointedly, and Kestrel could imagine that if he had been able to see Killcen, he would have seen the imp wince in anticipation of that promised conversation.
 
   “What words do your flying birds use?” the gnome asked.
 
   There was no point in trying to translate the conversations from one group to another, Kestrel concluded.
 
   “We wish to go to the village of Proetec ourselves,” he said instead.  “We will not mind climbing the high mountains to see our friends, including my friends who were in the Garrant Spark with me.  And then we will ask them to lead us to the lake across the river, where we fought the great battle last year.”
 
   The eyes of the gnomes nearest Kestrel widened at his comment.
 
   “We will send a guide to take you through the mountains, but be forewarned it may be treacherous for your companions.  Are you sure you wish to do this?” the gnome leader asked.
 
   Kestrel didn’t hesitate.  After having just completed his journey through the Water Mountains, and with Wren and Putienne each being as rugged as they were, he had no doubt that the group was more capable than the gnome gave them credit for.  “We will certainly go, and the sooner, the better, for I wish to hurry,” he asserted.
 
   “Then let us be off,” the gnome turned, raised his fists over his head and crossed them as a signal to the other gnomes in the group, and all were set in motion.
 
   “So what is going to happen, Kestrel?” Wren demanded information.
 
   “My friends, Hansen and Greta, live in a village with Hansen’s father, Proetec.  The whole village has moved to a new location that is farther away, apparently higher in the mountains.  These gnomes are going to set a guide to lead us to that village, which is a couple of days away,” he explained, as Stillwater came hovering down into close proximity to hear the details.
 
   “We will journey with you friend-Kestrel, but we do not fly so well when the mountains are so very, very high.  The air is thin, the temperatures are so cold, and it makes us move slower,” Stillwater explained.  “Except for Killcen, who can cuddle with Odare, that is,” he raised his voice, and caused a smattering of impish giggles to float down from the imps who floated above the canopy of tree limbs overhead, as they began to walk along the trail.
 
   “Kestrel,” Wren spoke to him.
 
   “Yes?” he answered his cousin.
 
   “They are speaking their language, correct?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, obviously,” he answered, puzzled by the question.
 
   “I can understand them, and I don’t understand the gnomish language,” Wren said, as Kestrel turned and stared at her.
 
   “How can that be?  How much did you understand?  Which words?” he asked.
 
   “Everything they said – I understood it all,” she replied.
 
   “That’s crazy.  I haven’t heard of anything like that ever, at least not since,” he paused, as he recollected his journey to rescue Jonson and Dewberry from the Viathins, when he had been in the land of the Albanuns.  He had received a gift from Growelf, a ruby stud that had been placed in his ear to provide universal translation abilities.
 
   “Since what?” Wren asked.
 
   “Perhaps it’s your ring from Kai,” he said thoughtfully.  “It may make you understand all languages,” he ventured a guess.
 
   “That’s impossible!  What an extraordinary gift!” Wren marveled.
 
   “She’s an extraordinary goddess,” Kestrel replied with a smile.
 
   They walked for two more hours, and arrived at a gnomish village in the early afternoon.  It looked familiar to Kestrel, who suspected it was the same village he had visited before – just occupied by a different set of inhabitants.
 
   “We will arrange for you to leave us tomorrow,” the gnome leader said.  “In the meantime, our people will gather supplies for the trip.  
 
   “We will place you in a cabin for your comfort,” he said and pointed down a path that Kestrel knew led to an isolated single cabin.
 
   Just then the imps came swooping down towards Kestrel, Wren, and Putienne, as the tree canopy was disrupted by the village setting, and there was an outburst of shouts and a flock of pointed fingers that rose to indicate their arrival among the astonished residents of the village.
 
   “We should have brought Creata along,” Kestrel said in a sly aside to Wren.
 
   “Really?  Why?” she asked skeptically, as one who realistically knew the limitations of her fiancé’s ability to fight and battle.
 
   “Because the cabin they’re sending us to is the honeymoon cabin,” he grinned, then stepped back as his cousin swung her fist in a half-hearted effort to punish him.
 
   “I know the way there,” Kestrel told the gnomes.  “We’ll go and unpack and relax.  Thank you for your hospitality,” he told those who were close-by, though most of them continued to look upward at the low-flying imps.
 
   “We will send a messenger for you when supper is ready,” the gnome leader said, then he turned his attention to a messenger who waited on him.
 
   With a shrug, Kestrel motioned to Wren and Putty, and the three of them and the imps started down the narrow path that wound through the woods to the honeymoon cabin.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   They settled into the small cabin, whose door was unlocked, and whose interior was sparsely furnished.
 
   “I’ll sleep in the bed,” Putienne volunteered.
 
   “We were going to fight about it otherwise,” she spoke up in response to Kestrel’s startled glance, “so I just decided to take the bed and avoid the fight.”
 
   Kestrel waggled his head in concurrence with the practicality of his friend, then sat on a stool and removed his boots.   His feet felt delighted to be free of the confinement, and he felt contented as he opened his pack and started to unpack some of the items he carried.  One of the first things he found was one of the sets of pipes he had prepared in Seafare; they were gnomish pipes, modeled after the musical instrument the gnomes in the Water Mountains had used so wonderfully to entertain themselves during the long cold winter in the mountains.
 
   He experimentally placed the pipes to his mouth and blew an off-key note, then adjusted, and began to slowly pick out a tune he had learned from Greta, a different gnome maiden named Greta than the one he was on his way to meet.
 
   “What in the name of the glades of the Eastern Forest has possessed you?” Wren asked from where she sat in a corner of the cabin, also unpacking her supplies and growing comfortable.
 
   “I made these pipes while I was in Seafare, and I planned to give a set to the gnomes here as a gift,” he answered.  “These are like the pipes the gnomes in the Water Mountains use.”
 
   “They sound nice,” Putienne said from where she lay back upon the bed, her feet hanging over the edge of the short mattress.
 
   “You might think that because you’re from the Water Mountains,” Wren said, “so maybe it’s born into you to like them.”
 
   “Is that true?” Putty asked Kestrel.
 
   He smiled, and shook his head ‘no’, then resumed playing, trying to recall the tune that Greta had first taught him on the pipes when he had taken lessons from her.
 
   “If you’re going to play, at least play something that we,” Wren started to speak, then glanced at Putienne, “or at least I, can recognize.”
 
   Kestrel smiled.  “This is an elvish song, Putty,” he explained, and then he began to pick his way through the notes of a traditional elvish dancing song, a lively tune that was often danced to under the full moon of the summer skies.
 
   The imps all settled down into positions around the interior of the cabin, Mulberry laying on the floor with her head in Kestrel’s lap, while others picked spots where they were comfortable.
 
   “Do you know our music?” she asked, and she began to hum a tune.
 
   “Hum it again,” Kestrel suggested, then slowly tried to recreate the song.
 
   “Perhaps your many battles have harmed your ears?” Acanthus suggested, after wincing from a series of misplayed notes.
 
   “No, I can do this,” Kestrel insisted.  “Hum the tune again, Mulberry.”
 
   “Is this the village where you had that ceremony?  What did you call it?” Wren asked.
 
   “It was the Garrant Spark,” Kestrel answered.  “And yes, this is the village where it happened.”
 
   “Can you show us where it was?  I remember you made it sound dramatic,” his cousin said, standing up.
 
   Kestrel looked at the pipes in his hand, then looked at his cousin, where he saw the ghost of a smile on her face, a hint of what her motive was.
 
   “Yes, absolutely,” he answered.  “I can play these some more when we get back,” he said with a grin at Wren, who winced.
 
   Mulberry’s head rose from his lap, and Kestrel stood up, as the others in the cabin also began to move about.
 
   “Kestrel friend,” Stillwater spoke up as he floated in front of a window, “perhaps you should look at this.”
 
   Kestrel ambled over, and saw to his surprise that a dozen gnome maidens were squatting around the small opening outside the cabin.  He opened the door and stepped out.
 
   “Where did the music come from?” one of the gnomes asked.
 
   “I played it.  I have a set of pipes,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “It is much like our music, or some of it was,” another gnome said.  “We enjoyed it.”
 
   “I will play more after we return from our walk,” Kestrel said, with a meaningful glance at Wren.  “We’re going to take a stroll, but I would like to play with you, if you would bring your pipes later.”
 
   With agreement from the gnomes, Kestrel led Wren and Putienne back to the village, as the imps floated overhead.  They stopped in the center of the village, drawing stares, as Kestrel tried to recollect the location of the canyon he had entered for the Garrant Spark ceremony.  After a moment’s hesitation, he turned right, and they left the village again, following a path that soon descended into a shallow, narrow canyon, one that was darkened by the tree branches that spanned its width.
 
   “What stinks?” Putienne asked, as the smell of sulfur assailed their senses.
 
   A flame jetted out of a small hole in the dark shale walls of the canyon at that moment, and Wren swore in surprise.  “Tamson’s fists knock me down!” she shouted.
 
   “What does that mean?” Putienne asked.
 
   “She was scared,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “Surprised, not scared.  Who wouldn’t be surprised by fire coming out of the ground?” Wren corrected Kestrel combatively.
 
   “If you had properly enjoyed the soothing music of the pipes, you would be more relaxed and less jumpy,” he answered primly, drawing a threatening fist from his cousin as he continued to step downward along the sinking trail.
 
   They reached the bottom of the canyon, and came to the round sinkhole in the bed of the canyon, where the dark water within reflected nothing from above as the visitors stood and looked down into the water.
 
   “What happened here?” Putienne asked.
 
   “Pain,” Kestrel whispered.  “Terrible pain.  It was a test.  There was pain, and then cooperation to end the pain, and a bond to overcome the challenge.
 
   “The Garrant Spark made the two gnomes and I unified, and stronger, and able to feel one another.   We needed every advantage possible,” he added.  “And in the end we succeeded, because Corrant made it possible for us through the Garrant Spark.”
 
   The stones around them suddenly glowed.
 
   “What is this, Kestrel friend?  Shall we take you to safety?” Stillwater asked as the imps immediately descended and surrounded the elves, ready to take them to a different location.
 
   “Gnome-friend,” a deep voice spoke.
 
   “Wait,” Kestrel told the imps.  “It’s Corrant, the god of the gnomes.
 
   “My lord,” he spoke loudly, raising his head and calling out to the canyon around them.
 
   “Kestrel, beware,” the voice of the god sounded from all directions.  “You and your companions will enter a quest with great danger; protect my child who will journey with you.  I know that you are resourceful for one who is not of my people, but you must beware that all that you encounter will not be what it seems.”
 
   The voice ended, and the walls grew dull.
 
   “But my lord,” Kestrel called.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your great sacrifice will take a toll on you, but it will also save you,” the voice echoed hollowly, as the last of the glow faded away, and the small group stood in solemn shock at the bottom of the canyon.  There was a splash and a ripple across the surface of the dark water, and no other sound.
 
   “What do we do?” Putienne whispered.
 
   “We go back up out of this canyon,” Kestrel answered just a decibel more loudly.  He revealed the words of the gnomes’ god to those in the group who did not speak the language, then, after the loose translation he led his party back to the surface above.  He wanted time to walk and to think and to overcome the sense of fearful dread that the god’s warning had planted within his soul.  Everything the god had said had been vague, useless for trying to avoid any specific threat or trouble; yet it all was troubling, a prophetic statement that challenging and threatening times were ahead, and that Kestrel would have to make some unhappy choice – sacrifice something that would be painful.
 
   He shuddered involuntarily as he reached the top of the canyon trail, and he turned to look back down, as Wren and Putty came up beside him.
 
   “We’ll be with you,” Wren said comfortingly, as Putty wrapped her arm around his back and laid her head on his shoulder; the two close friends comforted him, and he smiled gently.
 
   “A god of the gnomes may be a god, but he is still only of the gnomes,” Killcen spoke up.  “There cannot be anything that your great abilities and ours cannot overcome,” the imp said.
 
   The ground rattled and quaked, and the elves held onto one another for support as they swayed from the tremor.
 
   “Perhaps we shall not say such things in the god’s own lands,” Stillwater said mildly once the movement had ended.
 
   Kestrel led the troubled group back to the village, and when they arrived, they found a dozen gnomish maidens waiting for Kestrel, all holding their pipes.
 
   “Will you teach us the music you played?” one of them, bolder than the others, asked.  “We ask for music only,” she clarified firmly.  Kestrel stifled a smile as he recollected the subtle meaning that a maiden’s pipe music implied in a courting relationship.
 
   “Let’s go down to the cabin and we can play music there.  I left my pipes there,” Kestrel reported.
 
   The gnomish girls began to giggle.
 
   “You want to take all of us to the honeymoon cabin?” one of them laughed.
 
   Kestrel blushed.  “I will go get my pipes and bring them back.  You wait here for me,” he changed his plan, then led his friends back to the cabin, as Wren translated the exchange for the others.
 
   “So you’re going to go socialize with all the gnome girls, Kestrel-rogue?” Mulberry asked as they walked down to the cabin and he explained his plan.
 
   “I’m only going to play music with them,” Kestrel replied firmly, as he picked up his musical instrument.  “The rest of you can wait here and relax, or come up to the village and listen to the beautiful music,” he told them, then opened the door, stood at the threshold, and saw no one move to join him.
 
   “I’ll go up on my own,” he said in as dignified a voice as he could, then left the cabin and returned to the village.
 
   He and the gnome musicians played their music for the next few hours, until the sun started to set.  Kestrel played the two tunes he could remember from the Water Mountain gnomes, songs that the southern gnomes enjoyed for their similarity of style and taste to the music they played in their southern homes.  Kestrel managed to slowly convert a few human and elven musical pieces to the pipes as well, but the gnomes only found them to be mildly interesting in an academic way.
 
   The smell of savory cooking meat began to pervade the village, and Kestrel finally stopped the musical gathering to follow his nose.  He and a pair of gnome maidens who followed him found a whole deer being roasted over a deep stone basin full of glowing embers, as men and women prepared various other dishes for the evening feast.
 
   Pleased to see the generous meal, Kestrel returned to the cabin, where only a pair of imps were present with Putienne and Wren.
 
   “The others went home to visit,” Stillwater said abashedly, not anticipating Kestrel’s return.
 
   “There’s no problem with that,” Kestrel said.  In the excitement of the arrival at the familiar village, he hadn’t considered the possibility of traveling away from the gnomes through the expedience of the imps’ abilities.  He could return to his own home at Oaktown later that night, he realized, and wondered if there were any issues he should address there.
 
   “The food for the meal here is almost ready,” he added.  “We can go up soon and eat with our hosts.”
 
   Putienne immediately rose from where she lay on the bed, and Wren put down the bow whose strings she had been tightening.
 
   The imps who were away returned moments later, so that Kestrel led his full contingent back to the village.  Upon their arrival they were greeted with a rousing fanfare played on a dozen sets of maidens’ pipes.
 
   “You arranged this, didn’t you?” Wren asked Kestrel in a low voice as they stood and listened to the pipes drone through the music.
 
   “I wish that I did,” he grinned, and then the flourish ended, and they joined with the village inhabitants as they all went to the site of the roasted meat, and enjoyed a great community feast.
 
   “In the morning,” the leader of the village elders addressed Kestrel as the last bites of food were consumed, “we will send a guide with you to make your way to the village of Proetec.  You will need to leave early, so I cannot advise you to spend the night with the maidens, practicing music,” he smiled indulgently at Kestrel.
 
   “The maidens would wear me out with all their music, and my own friends would be tired of our efforts,” Kestrel agreed.  “We will make plans to make music some other time.”
 
   “Perhaps when you return,” the elder said.
 
   “Perhaps then,” Kestrel agreed with a smile, though he did not know if he would ever return to that village.
 
   “Thank you all for your hospitality.  The imps and the elves are here as your friends and guests, and we appreciate the great kindness you have shown, especially for sharing your beautiful young maidens,” he spoke to the group.  “We hope that the things we do will make you proud,” he added to polite applause and nodding heads.
 
   “Let us go back to our cabin,” he turned to his friends and spoke.  They looked at him with puzzled expressions, all but Wren, making him realize that he had forgotten to switch languages.  He gave a rueful laugh, then changed back to his elven language, letting the others know that it was time to return to the cabin.
 
   “Friends,” he spoke to them all, “I know we just got here, but since the imps have demonstrated that they can flit home and back here so easily,” there was a stirring among the imps, “I wonder if we all might go to our homes for this night, and then come back here early in the morning to resume our trip?”
 
   “Kestrel-surprise?  Do you jest?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “I do not.  There are enough beds in my home at Oaktown for all of us to sleep there, while all of you may return to your own homes in Blackfriars, and our hosts the gnomes need never know that we were gone,” he answered.
 
   “We’ll go to your home?” Putienne asked.  “Where I was before?”
 
   “You’ve taken the girl to your home before?” Wren asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Stop it!” Kestrel said.  “She was a yeti when we went there before.”
 
   The imps began to close in around them.
 
   “Away we go, Kestrel-friend,” Acanthus said, and then the entire group left the gnome honeymoon cabin empty and dark for the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   It was late in the evening when they arrived at the manor in Oaktown.
 
   “Thank you friends,” Kestrel told the imps.  “I’ll call you when we’re ready to return in the morning,” he told them.  There was a flurry of farewells spoken as the imps flickered away, and then the three elven adventurers were left alone, in Kestrel’s own chambers, he realized.
 
   “Let’s go to the kitchen.  There’s always someone awake there,” he suggested to Wren and Putienne.  He opened the door and led them through the dim hallways to the kitchen, where Remy and a chamber maid were sitting close together, sharing a piece of cake at a small table.
 
   “My lord!” Remy stuttered, surprised by Kestrel’s unexpected entrance.  “Cook said I could have this,” he added quickly as he gestured towards the cake.
 
   “Remy, it’s good to see you and your friend,” Kestrel replied.  “We’ve just arrived for the night, and I don’t doubt your right to share the cake with your pretty friend,” he made the silent girl blush.  “Are there rooms where my friends can spend the night?  We just want to get a good night’s sleep, and then we’ll be gone in the morning.”
 
   “Right down the hall from your own room, my lord,” Remy replied, as he belated rose to his feet and stood at attention.  “Would you or your friends like anything to eat?  I know where cook hid the rest of the cake.”
 
   “No, we just had a big meal with the gnomes,” Putty spoke up.
 
   “Gnomes?  Did you say gnomes?” Remy asked.  “Have we met before?  You seem familiar, sort of, but not exactly,” he turned his attention to Putty, studying the half-elven girl closely.
 
   “This is Putienne.  The last time she was here, she was a yeti,” Kestrel answered.  “So you’ve met her before.”
 
   “She’s not a yeti now!” Remy said, speaking with wide eyes.
 
   “Ouch!” he barked a second later as the chambermaid kicked his shin.
 
   “Let us show you the way to your rooms,” he said.  He lit a candle and placed it in a lantern, then led the way back down the hall they had walked along from Kestrel’s room.
 
   “This room and this room are the best for the guests,” he opened two doors across the hall from Kestrel’s room.
 
   “They have fresh linens,” the girl beside him spoke up for the first time.  “I just cleaned them myself yesterday.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel told the pair of youngsters.  “You go back to your cake and have a good time.
 
   “Ladies, you each get a good night’s sleep, and I’ll see you in the morning,” Kestrel told Wren and Putty, as he hugged them both and watch them gratefully go into their respective rooms.
 
   “Did you come with imps?   Were you really with gnomes?” Remy asked Kestrel quietly as the two of them stood in his own doorway a moment later.
 
   “Yes and yes.  We were with the gnomes for dinner, and we’ll go back to see them again tomorrow,” Kestrel answered.  “But we may be back here again some night soon,” he added.
 
   “Now, good night Remy,” Kestrel told his companion.  As he closed his door, he heard Remy and the chamber maid walking down the hall.
 
   “He told me they were with gnomes.  Of course they used our imps to travel.  I’ve done that myself – traveled with the imps – a time or two when I been helping his lordship.  It’s quite an experience, let me tell you,” Remy spoke in a worldly tone to impress his young friend as they went on their own way, and Kestrel smiled as the door closed.
 
   He pulled off his boots laid back in his bed, and felt happy to spend a night back in his Oaktown manor, even if it was only a few short hours stolen from his journey.
 
   He awoke with a start as a gentle tapping on his shoulder ended his sound sleep.
 
   “Kestrel, a man wanted to come in your room, but I scared him away,” Putienne told him, as she sat down beside him.
 
   “What man?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “An elf, with hair that sticks out,” she motioned with her hands to indicate a man with bushy hair.  “It was white hair.  I heard him in the hall, and I saw him at your door, but I turned back into a yeti and scared him away.”
 
   Presumably Whyte had intended to see Kestrel, only to be interrupted by a yeti, he grinned as he visualized the scene.
 
   “Thank you for protecting me,” he straightened his smile and thanked his friend.  He sat up and yawned as he stretched.
 
   “You go wake Wren up and then go to the kitchen and eat some breakfast.  I’ll go try to find out who wanted in here,” he said to the girl, then pushed himself up out of bed.
 
   “You were looking for me?” he said to the steward a few minutes later, when he found the man in his office.
 
   “That is a formidable protector you have,” Whyte told Kestrel in a calm voice.  The two of them shook hands warmly, then sat and went over several pages of notes and questions Whyte had written down concerning a number of topics of estate management.
 
   “And send a bag of pearls to Commander Casimo in Firheng,” Kestrel instructed.  “Tell him to send them to Castona, the trader in Estone, and have two necklaces made with the pearls,” he instructed.  “Then have Castona ship the pearls to the palace in Kirevee in the Northern Forest, to the attention of the Princess Aurelia, with a note directing one necklace to be a wedding gift to her, and the other as a gift to her friend Lucretia.”
 
   “Lucretia, the worldly friend who visited here with you during one of your recent jaunts?” Whyte asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “The very same,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “I better go find the ladies and return to the southern mountains,” he said after several minutes of further conversation about other matters at Oaktown.  “I don’t want to be late for today’s activities.”
 
   “You’re a remarkable individual sir,” Whyte commented.  He began to walk with Kestrel back towards the kitchen.  “I hope you’ll be able to spend some time here in the Eastern Forest helping with our own governance someday soon.”
 
   “I hope that better times are on their way without me,” Kestrel told him, thinking of Hampus, who was likely to have reached Center Trunk already with his treaty and report about the Northern Elves.
 
   “Let us hope so,” Whyte said as they entered the kitchen.  Wren and Putienne sat at a small table, eating breakfast, as Wren picked out the roasted crickets from her meal and laid them at the side of the plate.
 
   “I insisted they should eat in the dining room, being your lordship’s guests and all, but they wouldn’t listen to me,” the cook complained.  “So here they are, sitting where they shouldn’t.”
 
   Kestrel picked one of Wren’s discarded crickets from the edge of her plate and ate it.  “You’ll have to forgive them this time.  I am constantly trying to teach them to be better,” he sympathized with the servant, then quickly stepped out of Wren’s reach. 
 
   “Let me grab some breakfast as well, and then we’ll call the imps.  Are there any supplies you think we need to take back with us?” Kestrel spoke to the two women at the table.
 
   “I’m sorry I scared you,” Putty said to Whyte.  “I just wanted Kestrel to have more sleep,” she explained.
 
   “That was very considerate of you,” the steward answered graciously.
 
   “I don’t know of anything,” Wren answered Kestrel’s question.  “We’re going to be climbing higher mountains?” she asked.
 
   “That’s what the gnomes say,” Kestrel agreed, as he began to eat a piece of toast, then grabbed a loaf of bread and stuffed it in his pack.
 
   “But the imps can just bring us back here at any time if we need anything?” she asked further.
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Kestrel affirmed.  “It’s going to be traveling in a style I’ve never considered before.
 
   “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called the commander of his impish squad.
 
   A pair of seconds passed, and then the entire group of imps appeared in the space near the kitchen ceiling.
 
   “Kestrel-friend, you should have the grease cleaned from the top of these shelves,” Odare commented, making the cook’s face turn bright red.
 
   “All in good time, imp inspector,” Kestrel nonchalantly replied.  “Are all of you in good spirits this morning?”
 
   “We are indeed, lord Kestrel,” Killcen replied.  “But we expected you to call us much earlier, at sunrise.”
 
   “We are in the east, and the sun rises earlier here than it does in the southern mountains,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “How can that be?” the cook asked.  “The sun rises in the morning everywhere, doesn’t it?”
 
   Kestrel started to answer, then paused.  “Perhaps,” he decided the point wasn’t one worth explaining.
 
   “At any rate, we’re all ready to go, if your squad will do us the honors,” Kestrel spoke to Stillwater as he hastily grabbed a pair of carrots from the counter, while the cook watched with lips pursed in silent disapproval.
 
   “I won’t take anything else this morning, I promise,” Kestrel grinned at the man, as the imps descended, and then the whole group departed from the Eastern Forest, passed through the suspended grayness of the nether regions, and returned to the cabin in the land of the gnomes, where a faint pink light shone through the windows.
 
   “Sunrise is just happening,” Wren said with satisfaction.
 
   There was a quiet knock on the door.
 
   “Come in,” Kestrel called in gnomish, and a trio of gnomes entered the small room.
 
   “It’s good to see everyone up and ready so early,” the village leader commented.  “This young gnome is going to be your trail master.  His name is Bradstree.”
 
   “Good morning Bradstree, and thank you for your service,” Kestrel said politely, bowing to the newly introduced gnome.  He appeared to be slender by the standards of the gnomes, but was so covered in layers of clothing that his real shape was impossible to determine.
 
   “Will they go dressed like that?” Bradstree asked the village elder.
 
   “They will start out that way.  It will be your duty to know when to turn them back,” the elder gnome said.
 
   “Let’s get going,” Wren spoke up, using the gnomes’ own language, impatient to be moving.
 
   “We did not know that you spoke the words of our people!” the second elder said in surprise.
 
   “I’ve only learned it recently,” Wren replied.
 
   And with that, the group trailed out of the cabin, into the darkness of the forest, where the light from the sunrise was only beginning to penetrate.  They strolled up the path to the village, and in the center of the village, where a few men and women were already beginning to carry out chores, the elders bid them farewell.
 
   “The journey is treacherous; do not hesitate to come back before conditions become too bad,” they warned the travelers.
 
   And with that, Bradstree led the way south, out of the village and back into the forested slopes that surrounded the gnomes’ enclave.
 
   The forest grew brighter as the morning grew older, allowing the elves and the imps to see their surroundings more clearly while they journeyed behind the silent gnome who was their guide.  The route was in a direction Kestrel had not traveled when he had made his Garrant Spark quest with Hansen and Greta, so he was unfamiliar with the landscape they passed through.
 
   It was stony – rockier than the path they had walked when they had approached the village of the gnomes.  The stones were large, weathered upthrusts of the bones of the mountains, dripping with moss and ferns and green, softened edges, and the terrain grew more rugged, though the path they were on managed to follow the contours with a relatively moderate degree of incline, so that the walking elves – and of course the floating imps – felt no great complaint about the difficulty of their morning trip.
 
   Bradstree called a halt in the early afternoon, near where a small brook came splashing down the mountainside.  The travelers all began to eat food from their supplies, as Kestrel took the loaf of acorn bread he had confiscated that morning in Oaktown, and split it three ways with Putienne and Wren.
 
   The gnome looked at them closely.  “That looks fresh,” he spoke, one of the first things he had said to them all day.
 
   “It is.  Would you like some?” Wren asked.
 
   Bradstree looked puzzled, then shook his head and dismissed the matter from his attention.
 
   “What will the journey be like this afternoon?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “We’ll have an easy way for another hour, then we start to climb for the rest of the day.  We’ll need to hurry if we want to get to the sheltering caves before sunset.  It’s the only reasonable place to plan to spend the night up there,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Let’s get going then,” Kestrel said.  “We can eat while we walk.”
 
   Bradstree grunted and then stood and began traveling once again.
 
   The next hour was a similar steady climb, as he had said, and then the challenge of the mountains’ steeper slopes began.
 
   The path began to grow steep, and the travelers soon found that they had panoramic views looking down on the land they had just traversed.   They could see the rolling forest terrain they had come across, all spread out to the north of them, while to the east and the west they could see a range of mountains, the abrupt beginning of the front they were climbing.  And they could see that it rose high, far higher than the level they were observing from.
 
   “I understand a little better why the gnomes were trying to scare us away from this trip,” Wren said to Kestrel as they continued to climb, their path snaking along the contours of an outthrust of the mountain they were on.
 
   “We need to keep going, and hurry,” Bradstree called back to the others.  “The sun will set in a few hours, and we have a long climb still ahead of us.”
 
   He set the speed at a steady, unflinching pace, and the elves followed without complaint, until late in the afternoon.
 
   “It’s getting cooler,” Putienne observed as their path swung into a dark canyon where they were in deep shadow.
 
   “And the air is getting thinner too,” Stillwater chimed in as he swooped down close to Kestrel.  “My people are not enjoying this.”
 
   “Send them home,” Kestrel said suddenly.
 
   “What?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “As long as one or two of you are with us, able to call the others, there’s no reason for everyone to make this climb.  
 
   “The same goes for us,” he added.   “Would either of you like to go back to Oaktown, or to Seafare?” he looked at Wren as they strode up the mountainside.   “The imps can carry you there now.  As long as one of us gets to the cave at the top, we’ll be fine.”
 
   “Creata would be surprised to see me return,” Wren said thoughtfully.
 
   “Would you be safe in this place with only a few imps to guard you?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “There is no threat here, no dangers that I see, except from growing tired in the thin air,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Would that boy at your home, Remy, be able to show me the land around your home?” Putty suddenly asked.
 
   Kestrel’s eyes widened in surprise at the question, and at the unspoken implications he read into the question.
 
   “Remy would be delighted to take you on a tour of Oaktown, I’m sure,” he answered.  “Bradstree,” he spoke loudly to gain the gnome’s attention, “we’d like to stop for five minutes.”
 
   “Wren, I’ll send imps to pick you up in the morning,” he told his cousin.  “You go surprise Creata and have a good evening.
 
   “Putienne, you and I will go to Oaktown, and ask Remy to give you a tour, then I’ll come back here and finish traveling with Bradstree.”
 
   “Stillwater, would your people make these travel arrangements for us?” Kestrel asked.  “We’ll be grateful for this chance to have the luxury of making such trips,” he said.
 
   “Of course, friend Kestrel,” Stillwater replied.  The imps began to descend and close around the travelers.
 
   “I’ll be back in five minutes,” Kestrel told Bradstree, and the hastily arranged exodus began.
 
   “Good bye Kestrel and Putienne!  I’ll see you tomorrow,” Wren called just before she disappeared from view.
 
   “What is happening?” Bradstree asked in astonishment.
 
   “Five minutes,” Kestrel answered, as he was swarmed by imps, and then he too was gone from the mountainside, and returned to his study in Oaktown.
 
   “Stillwater, I’ll only need an escort back to the mountainside in a few minutes, and then your people will be free for the rest of the day,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Remy!” he called loudly as he opened the door of his study, with Putienne following closely behind him.  He started walking towards his bedroom as he called for the boy.
 
   “My lord?” Whyte’s voice sounded down the hallway.  Moments later, the steward appeared from a doorway.  “Is everything alright, my lord?”
 
   “We’ve decided to handle our expedition a little differently this time, Whyte.  I’d like Remy to provide guide services to Putienne today, to show her around the manor and the village and the lands nearby,” Kestrel answered as he opened his door and led his impromptu entourage inside.
 
   “I know he’ll behave in the most gentleman-like manner, of course,” Kestrel said.  “And I expect I’ll be back home tonight as well, perhaps with another guest.”  He reached into a closet and pulled out a fur cape, one that he thought would protect him from the mountaintop chill.
 
   “That’s quite a busy agenda, my lord,” Whyte responded.  “I’m sure Remy will behave appropriately, and the young lady will have no complaints,” he said.
 
   “Thank you Whyte.  Good bye, Putty, you have a good day,” he leaned over and kissed the girl’s cheek, as the imps quickly surrounded him once again, and then he returned to the chilly mountainside, where the confounded gnome was sitting on a fallen tree trunk.
 
   “I’m ready to go,” he told Bradstree.
 
   “What about the others?” the gnome asked.
 
   “We’ll see them later,” Kestrel replied.  “I didn’t see any reason for all of us to have to make this journey.”
 
   “But that’s not fair!” Bradstree protested.  “We’re going to do all the work, and they’ll get to the village of Proetec without doing anything!”
 
   “They’re enjoying themselves, and that’s okay with me,” Kestrel said.  “They’re friends, and they are not taking advantage of us – we’re taking care of them.
 
   “Let’s move on, and we’ll find things aren’t so bad at the end of the day,” he added.
 
   “”Is everything alright?” Stillwater asked.  “If so, we’ll go our own ways now.”
 
   “You may go,” Kestrel smiled at his friend.  “I’ll call you this evening when Bradstree and I have finished our journey, and perhaps we’ll go to the healing spring on our way home,” he offered a bonus to the imps for their services.
 
   “We’ll come back the instant you call!” Stillwater agreed, and then the remaining imps disappeared, except for Mulberry.
 
   “I’ll stay with you, to keep you out of trouble, if you don’t mind,” the imp told Kestrel, as he looked at her with a puzzled expression.
 
   “Really, Kestrel-friend, I just want to keep an eye on you, to make sure you don’t have any problems,” she said in an exasperated tone.  “And to make sure you don’t break the hearts of any random female forest creatures you might run into and try to strike up a relationship with!” she added with a laugh.
 
   “Let’s go, Bradstree,” Kestrel spoke in gnomish to his guide, and they started walking up the path.
 
   “I want you to go someplace warm if this gets too troublesome for you,” Kestrel told Mulberry.
 
   “And I’m glad you have remained,” he added sincerely.  For all the teasing that the imp aimed at Kestrel, he knew that she, and all of the others, were faithful to him, and had complete confidence in any decision he made.
 
   Their route climbed a steep rise, gaining hundreds of feet in altitude in the next hour, and even the elven calf and thigh muscles Kestrel relied on began to ache and burn from exertion, while the air grew colder.  The effort reminded Kestrel of his run from Oaktown to Center Trunk while accompanied by Captain Lim and a squad of guards just a few weeks earlier, and he made himself continue to lift and move his feet forward and upward.
 
   He glanced up at Mulberry, who was flying very low, nearly even with the top of his head, and he realized that she was fading from blue to gray in the increasingly harsh conditions.
 
   “Mulberry friend, you should go to a warm place.  I don’t want you to suffer,” he told her.
 
   “May I come inside your cape and ride with you?” she asked with chattering teeth.
 
   “I think a warm spot in Blackfriars would be more delightful for you, but I would be happy to have you stay with me if you want to snuggle up.  Just be careful where you put your hands, or I’ll tell Acanthus!” he answered immediately.
 
   Mulberry dove down, then rose up along his back, and poked her head out of the back of his neck hole, her hands wrapped around his shoulders as she clung to him.
 
   “I’ll be the mature one in this matter, and ignore your baseless comments,” she said loftily, “especially since you feel so warm!”
 
   Kestrel laughed, and continued to climb, relieved that the trail hit a short stretch of level progress, where he didn’t have to fight gravity so strenuously.
 
   “Let’s stop and rest, Bradstree,” he called out, and halted to breathe deeply, his hands on his hips.
 
   “We can rest for a little while; we’ve made good progress,” the gnome agreed.  “But we don’t want to have to try to climb very much after dark.  The trail is too treacherous, and we want to reach that cave.”
 
   “Let’s move on then,” Kestrel said, breathing heavily, and they began to walk once again.
 
   Over the next hour the sun began to sink farther and farther towards the western horizon.  Kestrel continued to climb, struggling and slowing down as the air grew thinner and the temperatures grew colder.  They entered a region of cold clammy, fog, and Kestrel could barely keep his eyes on Bradstree’s heels as the fog and the growing darkness reduced visibility to nearly nothing.
 
   “We’ll have to stop here,” Bradstree said half an hour later, abruptly ceasing his climb at a point where the path was slightly sheltered as it ran through a small grove of stunted trees.  The sun was nearly down, and the chill was growing more pronounced.  Kestrel was thankful to have Mulberry riding silently on his back, the warmth of her body pressed against his torso.
 
   The fog was clearing away, but bitter winds were starting to blow, whistling through the trees around them.
 
   “How much further to the cave?” Kestrel asked, raising his voice to be heard over the noisy breeze.
 
   “We’d need at least another hour, but we can’t see, so it might as well be forever.  We aren’t going to try to climb this trail in the dark,” he said adamantly.
 
   “Why do we stop?  What does the gnome say?” Mulberry asked.
 
   Kestrel quickly translated.
 
   “Kestrel-friend, can you make light for us to see by?  Can you make a great glow?” Mulberry’s voice floated from behind him as she considered the news.
 
   “Perhaps,” he murmured.  The idea had not occurred to him, his mind befuddled by the thin air and the day of heavy exertion.
 
   He focused his attention on the need for light, and he thought of the glowing blue dome he had used to protect himself in the recent spate of battles he had waged. 
 
   The dome suddenly flashed into bright existence all around them, and Bradstree yelped in fear.
 
   “Is that enough light to see the trail?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “This is your doing?   You can make this glow?” the gnome asked in wonder, looking at Kestrel with respect for the first time in the day.
 
   “This is my doing, but I will not be able to do it forever,” Kestrel replied.  “If you think you can see enough, then start walking, and let’s try to reach your cave.”
 
   “I’ll try to do my best,” Bradstree replied, and he faced back towards the trail and started to slowly climb once again.
 
   They made slow progress as they could only see a few feet beyond the border of Kestrel’s glowing dome, but Kestrel was happier to walk slowly as night fell completely and the wind grew from a nuisance to a problem.  The trail left the trees and was exposed to the open elements.  Small pellets of ice intermittently began to pelt them, and made the stony trail grow slippery and dangerous.
 
   “Should we just stop and go home now, Kestrel-warmer?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “Should we give up for the night?” Kestrel asked Bradstree in turn.  He was willing to be transported to the warm waters of the healing spring immediately, and didn’t need much persuasion to make the transition.
 
   “It should only be a hundred yards away,” the gnome replied.  “I don’t want to give up now,” and so they crept ahead at their plodding, careful pace, Kestrel also feeling that the victory of reaching the cave was worth just a few more yards.
 
   And then they entered a passage with stony walls on both sides of the trail.  The wind blew straight through the passage, directly into their faces, forcing them to walk with their eyes mostly shut, until Bradstree gave a sudden whooping shout.
 
   “Here it is!  Turn left into here,” he spoke loudly over the sound of the wind.
 
   Kestrel peeked forward and saw the guide disappear into an irregular dark spot in the side of the passage, and he followed him in.
 
   There was immediate, blessed relief from the painful wind and the pelting ice.  Kestrel wiped his hand across his face to scrape away the deposited frosty coating, and exhaled  wearily.  They had reached the cave, and were safe from the night on the mountain.
 
   The gnome gave a sigh of relief.
 
   “It’s still cold, but at least there’s not sleet and wind,” Bradstree said.
 
   “Let’s go someplace better,” Kestrel suggested.
 
   “There is no place better.  This is as good as it gets.  If we’re lucky, in the morning the sky will be clear, and we’ll be able to crest the ridge to start down into the valley where Proetec’s people live,” Bradstree answered.
 
   “There is a better place – a place that is warm and comfortable.  The imps can take us there tonight, and bring us back here in the morning to resume our journey,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Mulberry, will you call the others to come and carry us to the healing spring – me and the gnome?” Kestrel asked in elvish.
 
   “Why would I want to let those flutterers carry me someplace?  How do I know they won’t drop me?” Bradstree asked, revealing once again the enduring distrust that existed between the two races.
 
   “They won’t – they’ve never dropped me,” Kestrel assured him, as several imps appeared in the cave.
 
   “This is unpleasant, Kestrel-winter-bringer,” Killcen complained as soon as he arrived at the cave with the other imps.
 
   “That is why I have asked you to come here, to take us away to the healing spring, and then to Oaktown afterwards,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “Mulberry mentioned a trip to the healing spring, but I do not see her – where is she?” Killcen asked.
 
   “I’m right here, loyally serving our elf-friend,” Mulberry’s muffled voice sounded from behind him.  “I’m ready and waiting to carry our friend someplace warm!” she added.
 
   The imps began to descend around Kestrel.
 
   “Bradstree, trust me, and allow the imps to bring you with me.  We will discuss this later.  I am sure your village elders would not want you to leave me alone on the journey,” he cajoled the gnome.
 
   “This does not seem to fit what you say, but I will go with you for now, and we will discuss it later,” the gnome grudgingly agreed.
 
   The imps surrounded the two, and they vanished from the frozen cave as they were transported through the empty dimension that the imps used.  Moments later they landed on the banks of the healing spring, where the imps immediately began to prepare themselves for immersion in the water.
 
   “I never want to do that again!” Bradstree spoke loudly as soon as the imps ungrappled from him.  “I thought I was going to suffocate!” he exclaimed.
 
   “Why are they undressing?!” he asked immediately afterwards as he observed the imps.
 
   “The way the imps travel will never get comfortable, but it is always the fastest way to travel,” Kestrel answered.
 
   He picked up an imp and laid him in the water.  “Mulberry, where are you?” he called.  “You’ve earned the opportunity to enter the water quickly.”
 
   “You still even feel cold!” he told her as he lifted her towards the water. 
 
   “Your flesh did not warm me up as much as you would like for all females to believe!” she laughed, then fell asleep as she entered the water.
 
   “The imps fall asleep in this water,” Kestrel explained to Bradstree, as he continued to lift and soak them.  “We’ll get in the water too, but we will not sleep.”
 
   Minutes later, his labors done, Kestrel removed his own clothes, even though his pants were already soaked from standing in the shallow water.
 
   “Come on, get in.  The water feels wonderful – it heals,” Kestrel urged.  “You might as well get in – we’re going to be here until the imps awaken.  And the water is warm.”
 
   “Where are we?” Bradstree asked with a note of curiosity.
 
   “We’re in the Eastern Forest, the home of elves who live here, far across the Inner Seas from your home,” Kestrel answered.  “If we were to walk back to your village, it would take at least a month, probably much longer.”
 
   “And these imps have traveled here just that fast?” the gnome asked, as he sat down and began to pull his boots off, while Kestrel lazily floated in the water.
 
   “It is the way they travel from place to place, and they are good enough to carry me around as well,” Kestrel answered.  “They have tremendous abilities.”
 
   “This is hot!” Bradstree exclaimed as he stepped into the water.
 
   “You’ll get used to it.  It’s better than sitting in an ice cave,” Kestrel told him.
 
   “Why are the imps sleeping in the water?” Bradstree asked as he slowly stepped forward.
 
   “The water makes them fall asleep and dream wonderful dreams.  It makes them happy.  We can relax over here, on these rocks,” Kestrel swam over to his usual resting place and laid back, finally feeling warmth penetrate deep into his body as it drove out the last of the chill from the mountaintop.
 
   Bradstree floundered through the pool and reached the rocks, then lay in the spring water as well.
 
   “The village elders would say I am lazy if they saw this,” he told Kestrel in a serious whisper after several moments of silence.  “They do not believe in enjoying and resting like this, I think.”
 
   “If they had faced spending the night in the cave at the top of the mountain, they would approve of this,” Kestrel said reassuringly.
 
   “Perhaps you are correct,” Bradstree mused.
 
   They sat in silence after that, while Kestrel watched low clouds go sliding rapidly across the sky, offering no threat of rain, but cutting off the view of the stars above.
 
   “It’s time to get going,” he said after enough time had passed to let the imps enjoy the waters.
 
   “Back to the mountain?” the gnome asked with a hint of a plaintive note.
 
   “No, we’ll go to my home to sleep tonight, and then we’ll all go back to the mountain cave in the morning and hike down to my friends’ village,” Kestrel clarified.
 
   “This will be unlike any journey I’ll ever take over the mountains,” Bradstree mused, as Kestrel pulled imps out of the water, then got dressed.
 
   The group left the spring and arrived in Kestrel’s darkened study, where Putienne and Remy were sitting on a couch together, laughing when the imp-carried travelers appeared.
 
   “My lord, welcome,” Remy nearly barked the greeting out hastily as he leapt up from the couch to stand apart from Putty, who giggled.
 
   “We were just waiting for your arrival,” Remy hastily added.
 
   “Without any candles or lanterns?” Kestrel asked archly.
 
   “I was going to say we should go home for the night, but now I think we should stay to watch Kestrel-father figure handle this,” Odare told the other imps.
 
   “You’re dismissed,” Kestrel told the imps.  “I’ll call you in the morning,” he assured them.
 
   “Remy, you’ll take our guest,” Kestrel began to say.
 
   “He’s…what is he?” Remy asked in astonishment, noticing Bradstree for the first time.
 
   “This is Bradstree, a gnome.  He is my guest tonight,” Kestrel said.  “Remy, take him to a guest room for the night, then come back here.”
 
   Bradstree, follow the boy to your room for the night,” Kestrel threw out one more set of directions.  He was suddenly exhausted once again, feeling the effects of the mountain-climbing day return as the energy from the spring faded away.
 
   “Putty, you go to your room and lock the door,” he said finally, as the others all began to move.
 
   She looked at him with a puzzled look.
 
   “Oh, just go to bed, and sleep well.  Tomorrow you’ll have to tell me all about your day with Remy,” he said in a tired voice as he squeezed her shoulder affectionately, and watched her leave.  That left him alone, the only person in the office, and he shook his head to think that not long before he had been in danger of frostbite on a mountaintop in the high peaks of the southern mountains.
 
   Remy came running down the hall, his footsteps clearly audible, then he paused before he entered the office again in a slow and casual manner.
 
   “The gnome is in his room, my lord,” the elven boy told Kestrel.  “He said something to me, but I don’t know what he said.”
 
   “Did you take good care of Putienne today?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Remy answered enthusiastically.  “We did all kinds of things!”
 
   “You were a proper gentleman to her, I’m sure,” Kestrel kept his expression neutral.
 
   “Oh yes sir, absolutely, my lord, sir,” Remy stuttered over the words of affirmation.
 
   “Good; that’s what I’d expect.  She’s very, very important to me, you know,” Kestrel told the youth.  “Now go to your room and go to sleep,” he ordered the young servant, and patted the boy’s shoulder as they left the office.
 
   He was dead tired, ready to fall asleep on his feet, he decided, but he stopped at Bradstree’s door anyway.
 
   “Do you need anything?” he asked.
 
   “Just tell the boy thank you for leading me here,” the gnome said.
 
   “I’ll wake you in the morning for breakfast,” Kestrel told him, and two minutes later he was lying on his own bed, snoring soundly.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   A yeti was standing beside Kestrel’s bed when he awoke the next morning.
 
   “Putty!” he grinned, happy to see the creature in its natural form, not just because he wanted to discourage Remy’s interest in Putienne, but also because he simply enjoyed the sight of the friendly, furry face.
 
   “I can never scare you!” she pouted as she morphed back into her girlish form.  “Is it time to get up?”
 
   There was sunlight coming in the window, Kestrel saw.  “Yes, it’s time to get up.  Go to the kitchen and see if breakfast is ready.  I’ll go get our guest and join you there, then we’ll go back to the mountain.”
 
   “Can I just stay here and be with Remy while you climb the mountain again today, just like yesterday?” she asked hopefully.
 
   “No,” Kestrel replied instantly.  “I’d like for you to be with me, and see the mountain scenery,” he added after a moment.
 
   “Okay,” she seemed unfazed by his response, and left the room.
 
   Kestrel rose and dressed, then woke Bradstree, and  they walked to the kitchen.
 
   “How many people live here?” the gnome asked as they walked the halls.
 
   “I don’t know,” Kestrel admitted, trying to add up the number of servants who resided in the manor.  “Maybe more than a dozen?” he guessed.
 
   “So few people in so much space?  Did many of your elves die?” Bradstree asked incredulously.
 
   “Well, no.  It’s just not meant to have lots of elves living here together,” Kestrel answered defensively, even as he wondered about how he would have viewed the manor just a few years earlier, before he had been exposed to so many palaces and mansions, and come to take so much for granted.  He was reminded that he needed to think further about how to help the elves around him, in Oaktown and the villages nearby.  And he would think about it, he promised himself, once he finished carrying out his current duties on behalf of the gods.
 
   They entered the kitchen, when Putienne sat at a table with a sleepy-looking Remy.  She was eating toast, and the kitchen was rich with the aromas of food cooking for their breakfast.
 
   “Bernie,” Kestrel said to the cook, “are there any mushrooms left?”
 
   “Sir, begging your pardon, but those voracious imps of your ate up more mushrooms than I’ve ever seen  picked in all my years.  There are a few dried ones in the cellar, but not thanks to those imps you’re such good friends with, cute and interesting as they are,” the cook responded with a burst of long-suppressed aggravation.
 
   “I understand,” Kestrel said as he smothered a smile.  “Could you get a few of those mushrooms and prepare a small omelet for breakfast?”
 
   “It’ll be done in just a second, my lord,” Bernie said.
 
   Kestrel and Bradstree sat down to eat, as Remy overtly studied the gnome, the only member of his race ever to be seen in Oaktown.
 
   “They’re different from us,” he finally said, as Bradstree focused on the food that was offered for breakfast, rejecting the acorns while eating the bacon and roasted tubers.
 
   “On the outside, but not so much on the inside,” Kestrel told the boy.  “I lived in a village of gnomes one winter.  They saved my life.” 
 
   “They’re good people; they just don’t mix with other races very often,” he explained.
 
   “Nobody mixes with others the way that you do, my lord,” Remy replied.  “Folks just can’t get over how easily you go from imps to elves to humans for anything you want!”
 
   “Speaking of imps,” Kestrel said, as he saw Bernie the cook finishing the omelet Kestrel had requested, “Mulberry, Mulberry, Mulberry,” he chanted softly.
 
   There was a long pause, and then the imp appeared, still pulling a heavy blouse down over her head as she arrived.
 
   “Must we start so early, Kestrel-sleep-depriver?” she asked crossly.  “Why did you call me first, after all I went through yesterday with you?”
 
   “Because,” Kestrel answered, as the omelet plate was placed in front of him,  “I thought you might enjoy having this special breakfast as my thanks for your friendship yesterday,” he said as he waved his hand over the plate.
 
   “Kestrel-dearest!” Mulberry’s eyes widened, and her face lit up with delight.  “You may call me any time of any morning you have any thing you wish to say…or share!” she laughed, then sat in his lap and began to greedily eat the food in front of him.
 
   “Hurry up and eat that, so I can call the others and they won’t know what you got – we’ll both be in trouble if that happens,” Kestrel urged his friend.
 
   “I am hurrying!” Mulberry said with a mouth full of food, fragments of egg spraying forth.
 
   “Stillwater,” Kestrel called, moments later, as the last bite of food left the plate.  “Stillwater, Stillwater,” he repeated, and then he picked Mulberry up to remove her from his lap and released her in the air next to him, watching her float away.
 
   “Kestrel lord, are you ready to begin our frigid adventure again?” the imp squad leader asked as he appeared.  He cut the sentence off abruptly, and sniffed the air, his head swiveling from side to side, then his eyes settled on Mulberry and he gave her a hard stare, while Bradstree sat and stared in confoundment at the sudden appearance of the imp.
 
   “I confess!  I confess!” she shouted loudly.  “I spent the entire night here making passionate love to the elf-friend!”  She floated next to Kestrel and began to tenderly stroke his hair.
 
   “Mulberry!” Kestrel spoke up, surprised by the dishonest confession.
 
   “He will ask no more questions, Kestrel-beloved, be assured,” Mulberry said calmly, as she watched Stillwater’s face grow bright purple.
 
   “Shall I call the others?” Stillwater changed the topic.
 
   “Would you send some imps to find Wren, and bring her here to join us?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “While they get her, we’ll get ready to return to the mountain,” he added.  He looked at Bradstree and Putienne, who were eating their food and watching.  “Let’s get ready to leave in a few minutes,” he said in both travelers’ languages.  “Go get something warm to wear,” he told the girl as Stillwater departed, on his way to assist in fetching Wren from Seafare.
 
   Three minutes later the kitchen staff and Remy looked on with bemusement as the manor kitchen became the embarkation point for the arriving members of the mountain climbing expedition.
 
   Wren arrived in the midst of a trio of imps.
 
   “It’s awfully early, you know,” she commented to Kestrel.  “The sun’s barely up in Seafare.”
 
   “Do you have a cloak or anything warm to wear?” Kestrel asked in return.  “It’s pretty cold up on the mountaintop.”
 
   “Why do you need us on the mountaintop anyway?” she asked pettily.  “Couldn’t you just go back up there with the imps and the gnome and climb down to the warmth, then fetch Putty and me?”
 
   “If we’re going up there, you’re going up there,” Acanthus firmly answered, settling the question.
 
   “Are you prepared to return to the cave?” Kestrel asked Bradstree.
 
   “With all of these travelers?  Where were they on the way up?  It doesn’t seem fair to let them just climb down the easy side of the mountain,” the gnome groused.
 
   “The sooner we get there and start climbing, the sooner we’ll be done,” Kestrel replied philosophically.
 
   The imps closed in around them all.
 
   “Good bye, my lord,” the kitchen workers all called to Kestrel.
 
   “Good bye Putty.  Come back soon,” Remy said.  “Good bye lord Kestrel, too,” he added.
 
   And then the journey commenced, as the mixed crew left the kitchen.
 
   “Do you suppose there’s anywhere else in the Eastern Forest that sees the things we see?” Bernie the cook asked.
 
   “There’s no place in the all the lands of the entire Inner Seas that sees what we see!” Remy exclaimed.
 
   The travelers missed the conversation as they felt the suspension of sensation while the imps carried them to the heights of the southern mountains, and there were bursts of exclamations as they all arrived in the frigid conditions of the chilly cave.
 
   “Kestrel!  Why are we here?” Wren asked in annoyance.
 
   Because the imps have to know a place to go there, and so far this is the closest place the imps know to Proetec’s village,” Kestrel replied calmly.  He looked at the entrance to the cave, where a pink sky hinted at the arrival of sunrise.  “Let’s get going.”
 
   He motioned for Bradstree to lead the way, then he paused to tuck Putty’s cape around her neck more firmly.  As he did, she suddenly laughed.
 
   “Here, father-friend, give this to cousin Wren,” she told him as she undid his work and removed her fur.
 
   “But you need it!” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Wren needs it much more than I do,” Putienne answered as she handed the cape to Kestrel, and then suddenly morphed into a yeti, with a shaggy fur coat, intact and warm.
 
   Bradstree turned to discover the commotion behind him as he reached the entrance to the cave, they shouted in terror and bolted out into the breaking dawn as he observed the large monster in the cave behind him, while Wren started to laugh.
 
   “Let’s go catch our gnome,” she said to Kestrel, taking Putty’s discarded wrap from him and throwing it around herself as she passed him and headed towards the door.
 
   The imps fluttered out the cavern entrance, and Kestrel followed behind Wren and Putty as they all stepped out of the cave and made a quick journey through the short passage that opened to reveal the heights of the mountain range.  The sun was rising to their left, and there was no wind blowing.  The air was cold, but fresh and clear, so that they could see the mountains that stretched out for miles in either direction.  And directly ahead of them, spread out below them, was a large, green valley, a heavily forested low plateau that was ringed by mountains.  Closer to them they could see Bradstree scampering down the trail that descended on the southern front of their mountain, the trail that would take them to the isolated gnomish village they were intent on reaching.
 
   “Bradstree!” Kestrel bellowed loudly.
 
   “Stop!  Wait!  There’s no danger!” he shouted as he stood next to Putty.
 
   The gnome did stop, already a hundred yards ahead of them.  He looked at them warily, and it took fifteen minutes of cautious approach and constant conversation to persuade him to let them catch up to him.
 
   “Can you blame me?” he spoke with uncharacteristic fervor.  “I turned around and a monster was there.”
 
   After a round of assurances, the imps spoke up.  “Can we just get moving?” Odare asked, and the whole squad set in motion, descending the steep path rapidly, but not rapidly enough for half the imps, who promised to meet the group in the warmer climate below, and went plunging down through the atmosphere faster than Kestrel had ever seen them fly before.
 
   An hour later the temperatures were noticeably warmer, and two hours after that, Bradstree called a halt.   Kestrel was thankful – climbing downward had caused chaffing in unusual parts of his boots, and he felt blisters starting to emerge.
 
   “They’ve seen us,” Bradstree said.
 
   “Who?” Wren asked.
 
   “The villagers – they keep a watch on the trail.  They flashed a light a few minutes ago.  It’s a shiny crystal that reflects the sun.  Someone will meet us further down the trail.  I’m sure they don’t understand what they’re seeing,” he laughed with mirth at the thought of how the assorted group of imps, elves, and a yeti would look from afar.
 
   The resumed their descent, and before midday they reached a leveling off of the trail, where the path was less angled, without switchbacks, and there they were met by Hansen himself.
 
   “I heard there was an elf coming, and I knew it had to be you!” the gnome said ebulliently as he hugged Kestrel tightly.
 
   “It’s so good to see you!” Kestrel replied.  “How’s Greta?”
 
   “You’ll see her soon.  She’s at the village.  I didn’t want to make her climb all the way up here, since she’s expecting our first child,” Hansen said without a pause.
 
   “You’re expecting?  Great news!” Kestrel thumped his friend’s back in joy.
 
   We’re very happy,” Hansen agreed.
 
   “You seem comfortable having a monster with you?” he changed the subject, looking at Putty as he spoke.
 
   Kestrel turned to the yeti, and switched languages.  “You can return to your other shape now, dear.  The weather here is not cold, and you will not frighten our friends if you look like a pretty elven girl,” he told her.
 
   Putienne made the instantaneous change to her other form, and Hansen’s eyes bulged in shock.
 
   “Putienne is a shape-changer now,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “She is pretty as an elf, by your standards?” Hansen asked, eyeing the girl.
 
   Wren snickered before Kestrel answered.  “She is considered young still, but very beautiful,” Kestrel confirmed.
 
   “And are you handsome, to other elves?” Hansen’s curiosity came out into the open.
 
   Wren burst out in laughter.
 
   “I am about average,” Kestrel answered, abashed by the question.
 
   “This is a passing strange group of visitors you are receiving,” Bradstree spoke up.  “Your village will be an interesting place.  I hope you enjoy them.  For my part, I will return to my own village now; with some luck, I can get over the top of the mountain and start back down the other side before night falls.”
 
   “You are leaving us?” Kestrel asked in surprise.
 
   “My duty was to be your guide, and now that you are with this gnome you know, you can easily make your way to the village of Proetec,” Bradstree answered.  “I am anxious to return home to my family.
 
   “I will have an interesting story to tell them,” he smiled finally, and Kestrel smiled back.
 
   “Safe travels to you,” Kestrel told him, echoed by the others, including the imps, as they watched him reverse course and start climbing back towards the mountain heights to the north.
 
   “How was your guide?” Hansen asked when Bradstree was at a distance.  “His village is not a friendly place – the people there are not open to new ideas, usually.”
 
   “We exposed him to many new ideas!” Wren laughed.  “He may not be welcomed back home.”
 
   “Shall we go down to the friendly village now?” Hansen asked.  “Follow me,” he said, and they began to walk through the forests that turned the valley into a green and verdant home for his people.
 
   They journeyed for half a day more, and arrived at the village in the late afternoon.
 
   “Look at who you have found!” Hansen’s father Proetec exclaimed when Kestrel’s assorted group entered the village clearing.  The journey had been pleasant, walking among the peaceful trees of the temperate plateau between the mountain chains.
 
   The village erupted in activity as the group of elves and imps entered the settlement.  The houses all looked new and fresh, built with recently cut trees and stones that had been excavated.  The residents came streaming out of their homes as the sounds of the welcome spread.  The gnomes were astonished to see the imps, who had not accompanied Kestrel during his first visit to see them in their old village, and they were intrigued to see the two elven maidens who accompanied him as well.
 
   All in all, the residents were pleased to see Kestrel.  All but one.
 
   An elderly crone of a gnome sat on a split tree trunk bench in front of her small house, and watched the cavalcade go by.
 
   “I don’t know why you’re so blasted happy to see him,” she spoke loudly to Proetec.  “Do you remember the last time we suffered a visit from him?
 
   “He dragged your son away from his honeymoon.  He brought stories of terrible things to come.  He went through the Garrant Spark that no one in our life time has gone through,” she recited a litany of complaints.
 
   “I’ll wager you he’s not here just to visit and say hello.  Odds are pretty fair that he’s here because he needs something from us,” she said directly to Proetec.  “”Go on and ask him – see if this is just social.”
 
   “Brunhil, you’re always seeing the worst in the world,” the village leader said.
 
   “Kestrel, you’re not here to ask anything, are you?  Tell her,” he urged.
 
   “I am actually here for a reason,” Kestrel said.  “And I do need your help.”
 
   The crowd around them grew suddenly quiet, and Brunhil grinned a smug, toothless smirk.
 
   “The Viathins are returning to our land.  The water skin that we put over the mountain lake last year, when we were on the Garrant Spark, has somehow stopped working.  I am told to go back to the lake and find a way to shut off the Viathins again.  And I need the help of your village – I need a guide to show me the way to get to the mountain lake,” he explained.
 
   “That doesn’t sound bad.  Ask him if there’s more,” Brunhil shouted from her seat.
 
   Kestrel sighed, as all eyes turned from him to her to him again.  The crowd was still friendly, but no longer ebullient.
 
   “There is more.  The Viathins’ god,” Kestrel paused.  “I thought I had killed him, but a part of his spirit survived somehow, in another land where some of his worshipers stayed.  He has stayed alive and grown stronger.  He has kidnapped a god of the humans,” Kestrel waited as the crowd gasped, “And he has also taken an elven god.
 
   “He is using their powers, and he is coming back to the lands of the Inner Seas to resume his destruction and murder here.  I have to go to the other places, and try to set our gods free, and find a way to fight.”
 
   There was unsettled murmuring, a sound that was growing in volume.
 
   “Do not worry.  Wren is my cousin, and the best warrior I know among the elves,” Kestrel told the crowd.  “And Putienne is more ferocious than you would ever guess.  And the imps,” he motioned his hand over his head, “are going with me as well.
 
   “I only need a guide to take me to the lake where we left the water skin, if your people will help me,” he finished up.  He had not expected to have to make his plea for assistance so quickly.  It had not been prepared or rehearsed, and he knew it was not polished, but it had been the truth, and from his heart, and he trusted the people of the village to make the right decision.
 
   “Well, at least the elf is honest,” Brunhil harrumphed.
 
   “Let him tell his story, but let him unpack and wash up first, for Corrant’s sake,” she scolded Proetec and the crowd.  “Take him and his group to the guest house now.”
 
   “That’s what we were going to do before you stopped us!” Hansen protested, and then the whole entourage resumed its stroll down the center of the town.
 
   “Here’s where Greta and I live,” Hansen pointed out as they veered towards a house on the outskirts of the settlement.
 
   “Is that who I think it is?” a voice floated out of the home, and then a very pregnant-appearing gnome stepped through the door.
 
   “Did you need any further proof that Kestrel-tomcat has been among these gnomes?” Odare asked the other imps, who had flown quietly overhead up to that point.
 
   The whole flock broke into laughter, and all eyes among the gnomes looked up at the chortling imps.
 
   “They are pleased to see how healthy this little mother looks,” Wren quickly explained to the gnomes, even as she tried unsuccessfully to hide her own broad smile after hearing Odare’s quip.
 
   Kestrel ignored the comments, and stepped forward to hug Greta.   Through the Garrant Spark they had been united with one another and with Hansen as well, and together they had tracked Hansen down after he had been taken prisoner by the Uniontown forces in the mountains.  They were close friends, and the affection they felt for each other was genuine.
 
   “Look at you!” Kestrel laughed as he released his hug and held Greta at arm’s length.  “Do you know if it is a boy or a girl?” he asked.
 
   “we have done all the things the old mothers of the village tell us to do, and half the time they say boy, and half the time they say girl!” she giggled.  “There is no telling.”
 
   “There will be soon enough,” Kestrel consoled her.   “And whether it’s a girl or a boy, or one of each, you’ll make it happy to have such a great mom!” he told her.  “No other gnome has ever been able to claim both parents were part of a Garrant Spark, after all!”
 
   They laughed together, then Kestrel and the others were shown to their cabin, a clean, two room structure, where they were told to unpack their burdens and relax while the village hastily prepared a meal to celebrate their arrival.
 
   “Will we really spend the night here, Kestrel friend, or will you take us to the healing spring this evening again?” Mulberry asked.
 
   “These are my friends,” Kestrel began.
 
   “Even the grumpy one, Brunhil?” Wren asked archly.
 
   “And so I would like to spend time with them tonight, and probably tomorrow too,” he ignored Wren, and observed the forlorn faces of the imps as he spoke.  “But that does not mean we will not go to the spring, after the meal, after the talk is over,” he added, and watched the faces light up.
 
   Wren and Putienne were whispering feverishly, he noted.
 
   “Kestrel,” Wren spoke up.  “Often, a guest will offer some type of gift to their host.  Putienne has offered to go back to Oaktown – if the imps will carry her there – and ask the cook to prepare some treats to share with your gnome friends.”
 
   There was a twinkle in Wren’s eye, and a desperate, pleading look in Putienne’s, Kestrel noted.
 
   Kestrel was sure that Putty would bring some type of tasty treat back, and he suspected that she would manage to see Remy as well while she was at the Oaktown manor.
 
   “I think it sounds like a good idea.  You’ll have to ask the imps if they’ll carry you, of course,” he replied to the young girl.
 
   Her eyes immediately turned from his face to look up towards the dozen imps near the ceiling, floating effortlessly.
 
   “Putienne-sweet-friend,” Acanthus spoke up, “I will help carry you to the home of Kestrel.”
 
   “I will go too,” Killcen added.
 
   “Then so will I,” Odare included herself in the expedition.
 
   “Three imps – that’s what you needed.  You’re free to go,” Wren told the girl, who jumped up and stood in expectation of instantaneous transportation.
 
   “Thank you, Kestrel.  I’ll tell everyone you said hello,” she waved at him as the imps dropped down around her.
 
   “Be good!” Kestrel said, just as she disappeared.
 
   “She’ll be fine, Kestrel.  She can protect herself, you know,” Wren told him, coming over to put her arm around his shoulder to comfort him.  “Come on, let’s go for a walk and forget about your little personal obsession for a while.”
 
   “I know she’ll be safe,” Kestrel agreed.  “You’re all free to go anywhere you want,” he told the imps, looking up as he let Wren guide him towards the door of the cabin.  “I’ll call you when we need you,” he told them, and then he and Wren left the cabin on foot, as the entire squad of imps, except for Stillwater, all vanished.
 
   “I’ll accompany you two, if you don’t mind,” the imp said as he swooped down through the door frame and exited the building.
 
   “Come along, Stillwater,” Wren welcomed him.
 
   “You don’t want to go see Creata?” Kestrel asked, as they turned and followed a trail that led out of the village, and into the wilderness of the forested plateau.
 
   “No, I’ll wait until after the dinner with the gnomes tonight, then go back to see him again.  He’ll be delighted, naturally,” she said breezily.
 
   As they both started to laugh, there was a sudden shock of bright light in the sky, a powerful, penetrating flash whose brilliance was so extraordinary, so stunning, that both Kestrel and Wren felt their senses overload with the energy that poured down upon them, and they stumbled to the ground.
 
   “Kestrel?  Kestrel, what happened?” Wren called out, fear evident in her voice.  She was blinking her eyes rapidly, and she was blind.
 
   Kestrel groaned aloud.
 
   “Kestrel?  Are you alright?” Wren was on her hands and knees, crawling in the direction of the groaning sound.
 
   “Wren, what happened?” he asked.  “Wren, I can’t see,” he said aloud, then felt her hand reach out to his arm.
 
   “There, is that you?” she asked, their hands slid towards one another, and clasped each other tightly.  “I can’t see either,” she said, with anguish in her voice.
 
   “What happened, Kestrel?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  I can’t imagine,” he replied.
 
   “Stillwater?” Kestrel called.  “Are you here, Stillwater?” he asked.
 
   “I can see a little now, I think,” Wren spoke up.  “I’m starting to see light and dark.”
 
   “Stillwater?” Kestrel called again, but heard no answer.
 
   They both began to rapidly recover their vision, and when they did, they saw that Stillwater was unconscious, tangled in the tree limbs overhead.  Kestrel climbed up to retrieve the imp and carried him down.
 
   As they both continued to experience improvement in their vision, they hurriedly carried their friend back to their cabin, even as they saw numerous gnomes scurrying around the village in a panic, reacting to the same bright light.
 
   “Mulberry, Mulberry, Mulberry!” Kestrel called, as Wren straightened Stillwater’s limbs while he lay unconscious on the bed.  “Odare?” he then called.  “Killcen? Acanthus?  Dewberry?” his voice faded into hopelessness as no imps responded to his calls.
 
   They heard a knock on the door, and Wren hurried over.  “Are you alright?  Do you know what happened?” Hansen asked as soon as she opened the door.
 
   “No, we don’t know.  We were walking in the woods and got knocked down.  Is everyone okay?” she asked.
 
   “Hansen!” a gnome woman ran up.  “It’s Greta; she going into labor!”
 
   The two rushed away, and Wren hurried back over to Kestrel’s side.
 
   At that moment, Stillwater groaned.
 
   “Oh, I have a skin of water from the healing spring!” Kestrel recollected.  He retrieved the water, and soaked a cloth in it, then gently rubbed the wet cloth on Stillwater’s face, causing the imp to pass out again.
 
   “Great!” Wren exclaimed, seeing Stillwater once again unconscious.
 
   “Let’s go outside,” Kestrel suggested.  “Let’s look around.”
 
   They left the cabin, and once they were outside, both immediately looked up at the sun.
 
   “Wren, do you see what I see?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Kestrel, what is it?  What does it mean?” his cousin responded, as they both stared at the sun through slitted eyes.
 
    The sun was speckled with large spots of red, a bloody disfiguring of the bright face they had never known to change before.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   “Kestrel, it’s frightening,” Wren said, as she stared at the disturbing visage of the sun.  “I’ve never known anything like this.”
 
   “Do you remember,” Kestrel grasped for the details of a time in the past.  “Do you remember when I was pulled into Reulin’s body while the imps were carrying me?
 
   “That was because the sun was doing strange things,” Kestrel explained.  “That’s what the imps told me.  The sun’s energy can change, it can make it difficult for them to travel the way they do.
 
   “When Stillwater wakes up, maybe he can tell us if this is like that was.”
 
   They looked around at the gnomes.  The residents of the village were no longer running hither and yon in panic, but there were few of them who left their shelters now.  Greta gave a sudden cry from the cabin nearby, caught in the epic experience of giving birth.
 
   “Take the water skin from the healing spring over and see if they can use it to help her,” Kestrel told Wren.
 
   “Maybe you should take it,” Wren replied, as they entered their cabin.  “You know her better than I do.”
 
   A panicked look spread across Kestrel’s face.  “I can’t go in there!” he exclaimed.
 
   “Why not?” Wren asked.
 
   “Because, you know, she’s,” he stopped as he groped for words to express the embarrassment he feared lurked in the birthing room, a place he was sure no man was welcome to visit.
 
   “Oh, you baby!” Wren said.  She snatched the water skin energetically.  “Don’t go anywhere,” she chided him, as she swept away from him and out the door to go to assist the child birth taking place nearby.
 
   Kestrel watched her go, both relieved and embarrassed that he was not on his way.
 
   Instead, he went and sat by Stillwater.  “Mulberry, Mulberry, Mulberry,” he called hopefully, praying that the imps would still be able to move through the ether after the strange solar experience.
 
   There was no response, as he sat and waited.  “Dewberry?” he called.  “Jonson?”
 
   He sighed in disappointment.  He hadn’t expected to receive a response, but he had hoped.
 
   “Kestrel lord?” Stillwater spoke in a faint voice.
 
   “Stillwater?  How are you?” Kestrel replied instantly, looking at the imp closely.  His small blue friend was pale, but his eyes were open.
 
   “My head hurts; where are we?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “In the village of the gnomes.  There was a great flash of light – so great that Wren and I were blind for a few moments, and knocked down.  You were knocked from the sky, unconscious,” Kestrel explained.  “And now there are red spots on the sun!”
 
   “Red spots?  Are you sure?  Large spots, or is the whole sun covered in red?” Stillwater asked intently.
 
   “Spots – not the whole sun,” Kestrel answered.  “I tried to call the other imps, but none have answered.”
 
   “I don’t think,” Stillwater paused, “well, let me look at the sun myself before I say more.”
 
   “Where is the other one, the warrior elf?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “Wren has taken the skin of water from the healing spring over to Greta.  The gnome maiden is giving birth right now,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “Ah.  You did not want to go help with the labor?” the imp asked.
 
   Kestrel looked, and saw the grin on Stillwater’s face.  The imp’s color was improving as well, he saw.
 
   “I thought that you would be better than me at helping with the delivery, since you could fly high to stay out of the way,” Kestrel returned the joke.
 
   “Perhaps we should both stay out of the way,” Stillwater said, as he sat up. He took a deep breath, then pushed himself up with his hands and began to float upward.  “Let us go examine this unhappy sun in the sky,” he suggested.
 
   Kestrel followed him out of the cabin, and they stopped to study the sun.  It was starting to set in the western sky, dropping lower towards the horizon.
 
   “Oh Kestrel lord, this is a problem,” Stillwater said softly.  “I am going to fly high to try to see better,” he explained, and then he immediately began to rise into the sky.  His shape grew smaller, then became a dot in the sky, and he still rose further, until even Kestrel’s elven vision could no longer see him.
 
   Kestrel stood with his neck craned, looking upward, when he suddenly heard an infant’s cry, a squalling sound, coming from the house where Greta laid in her labors.  He smiled in relief; the child was born, and with the healing water available, Kestrel was sure that mother and child would be fine.
 
   Other gnomes came out into the street, a few women, drawn by the sound of the newborn, and they gathered together near the door of the cabin, awaiting news that they could cheer on such a frightening day.
 
   “Kestrel friend,” Hansen approached him.  “Do you know what this is that has happened to the sun?”
 
   “I do not,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “My regrets, Kestrel companion, but because of this, we have not prepared the meal we wanted to for you and your friends,” Hansen apologized.
 
   “”Do not worry about such things now, my friend,” Kestrel reassured the gnome.  “You have more important things to worry about.  You should go see your wife and baby now – your family is more important than a meal for us.”
 
   “Thank you for understanding, Kestrel.  I’ll talk to you soon,” Hansen said, and then he walked rapidly away.
 
   Kestrel looked up, and saw a small blue dot above, an indication that Stillwater was returning.
 
   There was another soft cry from the newborn baby, but Kestrel paid no attention as he focused his eyes on tracing the path of Stillwater’s flight back to the village, and seconds later the imp came to a stop in the air in front of Kestrel.  He was panting heavily, and once again a pale blue color.
 
   “It appears to be as I feared,” Stillwater told Kestrel.  “It is Rishiare Estelle, the blood sun, a change in the sun that occurs once every one hundred years.  My grandfather saw the last one, and told me about it.”
 
   “What makes it happen?  What does it do?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “It just happens; no one knows why.  That’s like asking why spring follows winter.  But it does many things,” Stillwater answered.  “It is like the sun troubles we had last year.  It makes our travels difficult.  More than difficult, actually – it is impossible for us to go the way we want to.  And we cannot communicate with one another either.  Everything is cut off.”
 
   Kestrel felt a sinking sensation of fear.  His stomach churned, and his throat tightened.  Putienne was in Oaktown, impossibly far away.
 
   “How long will it last?” he asked, fearing to hear the answer.
 
   “It lasts for a year,” Stillwater said quietly.
 
   “You said ‘a year’?” Kestrel choked on his answer.  “But Putienne is in Oaktown.”
 
   “And all the other imps for our squad are back home,” Stillwater added.  “It changes everything.”
 
   “Kestrel,” Wren’s voice called from Greta’s home, “come see!”
 
   Ashen and concerned, Kestrel turned.  “There’s nothing we can do to change it?” he asked.
 
   “The gods themselves cannot change this, Kestrel friend,” Stillwater replied.
 
   Shocked, Kestrel strolled over to the door of the cabin, where a small crowd of gnome women were also waiting.   Hansen stepped in front of Wren, and displayed two rotund babies, one held in each of his arms.
 
   “Twins!” Wren declared.  “A boy and a girl, and Greta is doing fine.”
 
   The women at the door crowded close, oohing and ahhing as they examined the children.
 
   After minutes of exhibiting the babies, Hansen took the babies back into see Greta, as the midwife and her assistant came out.  Wren came over to join Kestrel and Stillwater.
 
   “It’s good to see you up, my friend,” she immediately said to the imp.  “Are you recovered?”
 
   “I will be better after I rest, but  am better already,” Stillwater replied.
 
   “Wren, Stillwater knows what happened.  He said it happens once every hundred years.  No imps can come here now, and he can’t leave.  He cannot communicate with the others.   Putty can’t come back,” Kestrel felt his eyes grow moist as he described the consequences.
 
   “But we presume they all are safe, don’t we?” Wren asked.
 
   “Yes, certainly.  They left here much earlier than the arrival of the Rishiare Estelle,” Stillwater agreed.  “So I am sure that the elf-girl-yeti is safely at Kestrel’s home.  And the imps who were with her – Killcen, Odare, Acanthus – they are all good friends.  If they are still with her, they will protect her.”
 
   “Of course,” Kestrel agreed.  “But I will miss her,” he felt the power of the friendship energy with the yeti girl, which he had created himself, the energy that bonded the two of them together, overcoming the hostility that the yeti Putienne might have felt towards him.
 
   “What are our plans now, Kestrel-friend?” Stillwater asked.
 
   Kestrel opened his mouth to speak, then stopped.  He felt an urge to go back to Oaktown to see Putienne, but he knew that was not the course he had to follow.  He had to go on with the mission to disrupt the return of the Viathins, and then attempt to rescue the captive gods.  But he would have to do it without the formidable fighting power of a yeti, and without the many advantages that could be delivered by a squad of imps.  
 
   He did still have Wren, who was as fine a warrior as he knew, and he had Stillwater, still a reliable, competent, capable imp.
 
   “We will go on.  We will ask for a guide from the gnomes, and we will find our way to the lake where the Viathins are returning to our land,” Kestrel answered.  “We will still do what we are supposed to do.  And when we are done, we’ll all go about our lives.
 
   “Does that sound right?” he asked the other two.
 
   “Absolutely,” Wren said.
 
   “There can be no other way,” Stillwater agreed.  “I just want to know that we will be back before the mushroom season begins, so that I can be at Oaktown with you when the gray plates are served!”
 
   Kestrel smiled.
 
   “That’s what I want to see!” Wren said.  “Well done Stillwater.
 
   “What should we do for some food for dinner?” she asked Kestrel.  “I suppose the big feast is no longer an option?”
 
   “It is not,” he affirmed.  He looked over at where the last of the women outside Hansen’s home were leaving.  “Let’s go bother the new father and hear his advice.”
 
   “Oh heavens, there’s still plenty of food; it’s down at the other end of town.  They had already started roasting a goat, so go eat to your heart’s content,” Hansen said, a foolish grin on his face as he held one tiny baby while Greta lay in bed holding the other.
 
   “We just can’t arrange the music and dancing and stories we wanted to share with you to celebrate your presence,” he said.  “Go get the rest of your friends and go eat some food.  I’ll be down later to fetch some for Greta,” he added.
 
   “We no longer have any others,” Kestrel told him, making the smile disappear.  “They had all traveled the way that imps do and they were away when the sun went bright.  Now they cannot come back – the sun has disrupted their ways of traveling,” he summarized.
 
   After giving assurances that they believed everyone was fine, the three visitors left the cabin of the young family.  The sun was low on the horizon, red in color naturally, beyond the stains that marred its face, and the whole village was cast in a lurid color as Kestrel and company went in search of the roast meat for their dinner.
 
   “What kind of plan do you have now?  None?” Wren asked minutes later, when they sat on a bench and ate greasy chunks of goat meat cut from the large, roasting carcass.
 
   “We will talk to the village leaders in the morning, and ask for them to appoint a guide,” he said simply.  “And then we will go on our way.”  
 
   He thought of Putienne, alone in Oaktown without him.  By that time she was surely aware that she could not return.  She either was with imps who told her, or none had appeared to carry her back to the gnome village.  She was probably as upset by the separation as he was, he suspected.
 
   “Let’s go back to our cabin,” he told the others.  He wiped his hands on the bench as he stood, then led the way back to the cabin.  They set no watch, and eventually, each of them quietly mulling their turbulent thoughts, they fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Kestrel was the second to awaken in the morning.
 
   “Get up lazy head,” Wren prodded his shoulder.  “Let’s go see if there’s any meat left on that goat carcass for breakfast.”
 
   Kestrel sat up, and called for Stillwater, who was floating up at the peak of the ceiling.
 
   The three companions strolled through the morning streets, as gnomes passed them on their ways about their duties, under the red tint of the rising sun.
 
   The coals of the fire beneath the goat were cold, but Wren and the others casually plucked bits of meat to start their day, then sat and talked.
 
   “We need to wait until it’s an appropriate time to find the village elders,” Kestrel said.
 
   “We should go see Greta and Hansen,” Wren advised.
 
   Her suggestion seemed agreeable to them all, so they walked back through the village and knocked on the door.  A cheerful-looking Hansen opened it and invited them in.
 
   Greta had moved from the bed to a chair, one that had blankets and pillows providing cushioning.  She sat upright, her two infants each suckling at her bosom, and she smiled happily at the sight of her visitors.
 
   “They slept all the night through,” she reported happily.
 
   The visitors sat and listened to the young parents describe in exacting detail the events of their first evening with children.
 
   “So, tell us about what you’re up to,” Greta said at length.
 
   “We hope the village elders will appoint a guide today to lead us on the path back to the lake in the mountains, to shut off the Viathins,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Let me take you to my father, to remind him of your request,” Hansen said.
 
   “You will not be the guide,” Greta said to her husband in a forceful tone.  “If I can’t go, you can’t go, though I don’t think I ever want to see that place again.  I’ll never forget how wonderful it was when the gods appeared, but it was so frightening before that, with the monsters all around and their god fighting Kestrel!  It was a horrible time!” she exclaimed.
 
   Hansen stood.  “It was frightening, but perhaps this time will not be such a trial for Kestrel and his companions, I hope.  Let me lead them to the elders,” he said, and after a kiss for each member of his family, he took the travelers out into the village.
 
   The conversation with Hansen’s father Proetec was surprisingly short.  He led them to another gnome’s home, and the two conversed briefly.  “We know who should be your guide,” they told Kestrel.
 
   “One of our hunters is a restless youth, a gnome who wants to do more and go further than the others as we explore this quiet valley we have moved into.  He left early yesterday morning to go hunting alone, and when he returns, we will appoint him to be your guide,” Proetec told them.
 
   “Will we be able to leave today?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Woven will not want to waste any time,” Proetec replied humorously.  “We’ll have to force him to take time to learn where you actually want to go.  Hansen and Greta can recount the route you took from our old village, so that Woven will know where to go.”
 
   “Is he reliable?” Wren asked bluntly.
 
   “Yes, you’ll find him to be an effective guide.  He will know how to find the best route, and will make it as quick as possible,” Proetec assured them.  “Go relax and wait, and we will call you when he returns.”
 
   The two elves translated the conversation for Stillwater as they walked back to their cabin.  “These gnomes in this village seem better than the race as a whole,” Stillwater said philosophically.  “Perhaps this new guide will be adequate company.  It doesn’t trouble me of course, since I don’t speak their language,” he dismissed any concerns about traveling with Woven.  “I am going to fly about the valley to see what the terrain is like in the east,” he announced.  “I’ll return at midday.”  And then he floated away.
 
   “Is this going to work, Kestrel?” Wren asked, once Stillwater was gone.  “There's just the two of us now, plus the imp.”
 
   “There must be a way to make it work,” Kestrel replied.  “We'll have to make it work. This is important; I know better than I did last time that this will make all the difference in the lives of everyone around the Inner Seas. Creata, Margo, Putienne, everyone we know and care about is in danger if we don't stop the Viathins from returning.”
 
   “And what about rescuing the gods?" Wren asked.  “Is that important too?"
 
   "One thing at a time,” Kestrel answered. He was less sure that his tiny group, reduced in size and ability, could carry out that fantastic goal.  He believed they would get to the lake and be able to restore the waterskin that inoculated the waters against the Viathins, but the second task seemed a greater distance beyond.
 
   The two cousins had little to do while they waited, and so they talked about their friends. 
 
   “Creata tells a story about the first time he met you.  He said you seemed to be some kind of supernatural being the way you dropped out of a tree and killed a band of robbers!” Wren told Kestrel.
 
   “I was lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time,” Kestrel commented modestly.  “They weren’t very good robbers.”
 
   “And you just happened to meet the next prince of Graylee, his beautiful sister, the future princess of Seafare, and her brother the Duke of the East Shoreline,” Wren spoke.  “Doesn’t that seem like more than luck?  Look at all that it led to!  The gods make things happen for you Kestrel.”
 
   “Really, it’s the goddesses more than the gods,” he laughed, dismissing her comment, although he knew she was correct, that he had been maneuvered over and over again into situations where his actions had made a difference in some way.
 
   He thought of the goddesses, and he wondered what they thought of the bloody sun, the Rishiare Estelle.  They must not have planned for it, he suspected, and Stillwater had implied that even the divine beings would be inconvenienced by it.
 
   They sat in silence after that, each thinking about luck and fate.  Kestrel began to pray silently, calling upon the goddesses.
 
   Kere, please tell me that we can do this, he prayed simply.
 
   Kai, do you know what we face?  We are fewer in number – please help us when we need you, he fervently prayed a second prayer to the other goddess he knew so well, and he hoped that the prayers got through the effects of the bloody sun.
 
   A knock on the door of their cabin startled both of them out of their reverie.  “Kestrel?  You are summoned to meet your guide,” a voice called. Wren and Kestrel looked at one another, then stood up and went to the door.
 
   A gnome waited for them, a mature man, not the youthful guide they were expecting to travel with.  “Come with me, please,” he said politely, then began to walk through the village.
 
   “Here I come,” a voice called from above, in the elvish language, not gnomish, and Stillwater swooped down in his return to the village.  “It is a beautiful valley they occupy; there are pools and a waterfall that remind me a little of the healing spring,” he said with an air of wistfulness.
 
   “We’re going to meet our guide,” Kestrel told the imp as they walked along.
 
   Moments later, they reached the meeting hall.
 
   “I’ll wait outside, Kestrel friend,” Stillwater said.  “I don’t like being trapped in these cramped buildings the gnomes make.”
 
   Kestrel and Wren murmured their understanding, then opened the door and entered the relatively large, public building, where they met Woven, their newly appointed guide. 
 
   “I suppose you can keep up with me?” the brash gnome said as soon as they walked into the meeting room.  “I hear elves have some speed, but you’ll be on unfamiliar terrain, while I know the mountains around here,” he boasted.
 
   Woven had a florid face.  It was bright, bright red – too red to just be sunburn, and Kestrel averted his eyes to keep from staring at the gnome’s unusual appearance.
 
   “Have you spoken to Hansen and Greta about the route we need to take?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I heard him talk about it once when he was trying to make a big deal about some ceremony he was in with some elf,” Woven said dismissively.  “I know the landmarks – if his story was true then there’s no problem finding the way.”
 
   “Of course his story was true,” Kestrel snapped.
 
   “Really?  All that magical hocus pocus?  Rocks are real.  Mountains are real.  Trees are real.  But magic?  Gods from monsters?  I don’t believe in them any more than I believe in imps!” Woven’s assertions drew rolling eyes even from Proetec and the other elders.
 
   “Stillwater?  Would you come in here please?” Kestrel called loudly.  He felt compelled to puncture the inflated ego of the foolish young gnome.
 
   “What do you believe in?” Kestrel asked as Stillwater entered the room.   Kestrel motioned for the imp to come settle into a spot between himself and Wren.
 
   He wanted to make a point.  After the unnerving appearance and disastrous consequences of the Rishiare Estelle, Kestrel felt uneasy and fragile himself; he didn’t need to face the boorish behavior of his assigned guide.
 
   He focused inward, found the power, the power that he hadn’t used in what seemed like a long time, and he channeled it into the world.  He made a glowing dome appear around himself and his friends – the simplest, most visible manifestation of energy he had learned to master.
 
   “Kestrel, you don’t have to do this,” Wren whispered.
 
   “What’s happening?” Stillwater asked.  “Are we under attack?”
 
   “”What do you believe in, Woven?” Kestrel asked in gnomish.  “Do you believe in imps?  Do you believe in magic?
 
   “I hope you believe in Hansen’s honesty, because I do.  He’s my friend, and I trust him,” Kestrel nearly barked the words out.  “I trust him more than I do you.”
 
   And with that sudden verbal slap in the face delivered to Woven, Kestrel felt his built-up tension release.  He closed his eyes, and let the power fade away, causing the blue dome to dissolve, and the glow in the room to dim away.
 
   “Holy Corrant!” someone in the room swore explosively.
 
   Woven’s bright red face was a ghastly, greenish pink color.
 
   “Great leader,” a voice said shakily, and Kestrel realized it was Proetec.  “We had no idea of your powers, great one.  Please forgive us if we have offended you.”
 
   “You have not offended me,” Kestrel said immediately.  “I just want to make sure Woven understands that there is a big, dangerous world out there, and he knows very little about it, or about Hansen if he thinks he can cast doubt on my friend’s honesty.
 
   “Woven, are we going to make this trip without your bluster, or should I ask for another guide?” Kestrel asked.  “Is there someone who knows the mountains better than Woven does?” he asked the council members.
 
   “No,” Woven said immediately.  “No one knows the mountains better than I do.  I will go ask Hansen right now what path he took, and then we will leave, and I will lead you myself, on the right path,” the chastened young hunter said.  Without waiting for approval or acknowledgement, he darted out of the meeting place.
 
   A number of conversations sprang up among the gnomes.
 
   “Will he be back, or did you scare him off?” Wren asked Kestrel.
 
   “He will be back,” one of the elders spoke up, answering her question.  “He wants so badly to make this trip that he will return quickly, especially after the powerful one has challenged him,” the gnome nodded towards Kestrel.
 
   “You were formidable in your demonstration,” Proetec said.  “We did not realize you had such abilities.”
 
   “It was a hasty step on Kestrel’s part, but perhaps effective,” Wren spoke up.
 
   “It was effective, I assure you.  And he’ll be ready to go the moment he returns.  What do you need to do to prepare for the start of your trip?” the gnome asked.
 
   Within a half an hour, they were at the edge of the village, stopped to turn and wave to their hosts.  “We will make good time, and reach your goal faster than you could imagine!” Woven told them as they departed.  He was still self-assured, convinced that he would overcome the poor first impression and prove to be an infallible guide.
 
   That afternoon they walked at a rapid pace.  Woven led them without conversation, following paths that wound eastward through the valley the village occupied, until they reached the end of the valley and began to climb upward, into a chain of mountains that appeared to be much less formidable than those that Bradstree had taken them over to reach the village.  They crested the first mountain as the red sun began to approach the horizon, and in the shadows and red tones that were cast to the east, Kestrel saw no greater peaks that would challenge them significantly.
 
   “Should we stop for the night soon?” Wren asked at the point where the trail started to descend down into a valley.
 
   “I know these trails well enough to walk them in the night, with a blindfold on,” Woven assured her.
 
   “I don’t,” she answered quickly.  “And I don’t want to walk in the dark.”
 
   “There’s a spot on the far hillside with a cave where we can camp,” Woven answered.  “We can get there just at sunset if we hurry.”
 
   He proved to be right.  The small group halted as the sun dropped below the horizon, at a spot where a cave opened into the side of the gully they were climbing.
 
   “We can go in quite a ways,” Woven said confidently, as he led his group into the cavern, where a modest-sized chamber provided a cool, comfortable shelter for the evening.
 
   Having led his three clients to the cave for a first night’s stopping point, the gnome seemed to feel that he had established his credibility as a guide, and he took aggressive charge of the group the next day, while remaining slightly respectful of Kestrel’s demonstrated powers.  The path he led them on went due east.  “We’ll have to turn north eventually,” he told the others.
 
   “Will we have to climb over the tall range of mountains like we did when we came to your village?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “If we go far enough east, we’ll reach the Dangeaux River, and we won’t have to ascend higher – the river canyon cuts right through the mountains,” Woven answered.
 
   The longer they hiked, the further they got from Woven’s usual territory, and they wandered into a region where he could only try to spot the landmarks that Hansen had described for him as he worked to take them to the northeast.  A wrong turn on the fourth day of the journey left them trapped at the end of a box canyon, until Stillwater flew high over the terrain and recommended a way to climb out along a game trail.  After that, the gnome and the imp conversed regularly during the day, using a translator – usually Wren – to facilitate their discussions about the terrain and the features ahead.
 
   “Your gnomish is better than it was a few days ago, but that’s only an improvement above atrocious,” Wren told Kestrel.  “Plus, not only is your grammar bad, but you have that northern gnome accent from the Water Mountains,” she upbraided him.  “It’s no wonder Woven prefers me as a translator.”
 
   Kestrel harrumphed but gave no other answer.  He knew that he had picked up a rough version of the language of the gnomes when he had lived Amethysaquina, and he had not tried to polish or improve it since then. 
 
   The next day Stillwater confirmed that he had spotted a large river canyon not far ahead, the Dangueax River, a landmark on the way to the lake where their mission awaited them.  The river provided the easiest way to turn north and go through the mountains without having to surmount the high altitude peaks that had been so unpleasant to cross on their way to the gnomish village in the valley.
 
   “We just need to go a couple of days along the river and then we’ll find a way to cross it,” Woven explained, when they came to the top of the river gorge in the mid-afternoon.
 
   And so they walked along the river gorge, appreciative of the spectacular view they had of the distant river that flowed far below, whitewater frequently visible as the river rushed over rocks and rapids while it cut its path through the mountains.  At the end of the following day Woven announced they had reached the crossing place.
 
   “Hansen said that you elves can shoot an arrow with a rope across the gorge and we can use they rope as a bridge,” Woven spoke in a tone that seemed to doubt the tactic.
 
   “That’s just how we did it last time,” Kestrel agreed, recollecting the Garrant Spark journey he had made with Greta and Hansen.  “We just need to make sure none of us fall into the river the way Greta did.”
 
   “She fell into the river?  From up here?  And lived?” Wren sounded amazed.
 
   “She did,” Kestrel agreed.  “But I’d prefer than none of us try to repeat that feat,” he said, as he remembered his rash decision to dive into the river after Greta to save her, and the long journey that had entailed.
 
   “You have a rope, I presume?” Kestrel asked Woven, as he took his bow off his shoulder.
 
   “I’m sure you have in mind to let me shoot this arrow, since you know I’m a better shot,” Wren said calmly.
 
   “Oh, please stop dreaming!” Kestrel said indignantly.  Woven handed him the rope that the gnome had pulled from his pack of supplies, and Kestrel calmly attached it to his arrow, then aimed at a tree on the opposite side of the gorge, and fired.  He had adjusted for the weight of the line, and the arrow arched high as it started its flight, then began to sink, and came down into the tree trunk at an angle.
 
   “Stillwater, would you fly over there and make sure the arrow and the rope are secure on that side?” Kestrel asked the imp.
 
   “In a flash, Kestrel friend,” the small blue warrior replied, and he flew over the gorge to tighten the rope by looping it around a tree branch.
 
   Wren crossed the thin bridge first, tiptoeing across with a precision of step that was dainty, a more feminine motion than Kestrel was used to seeing from his swaggering cousin.  Though she was three-quarters human in heritage, she handled the rope-crossing as easily as any elf.
 
   Woven crossed next, swinging from below the rope, each powerful arm grasping the rope and carrying his body forward with sure-handed grips that were faster than Wren’s quick jaunt had been.
 
   And then Kestrel started to cross the rope, and disaster unexpectedly arose.  Steps before he reached the halfway point, a pair of bugs randomly flew into his face.  One struck him in the eye, while the other insect flew into his nose at the same time.  Kestrel’s head shot back and his hands slapped at his face, he started to lose his balance, and then he erupted in a violent sneeze that caused him to tip too far forward, and he plummeted towards the river.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   “Kestrel!” he vaguely heard Wren scream as he swung his arms wildly in the air.
 
   He felt something strike him from beneath, and he realized that Stillwater was valiantly trying to break his fall, trying to slow him down before he struck the surface of the river.
 
   Stillwater gave him one mighty shove in midair, pressing him towards one side, and then Kestrel hit the water, and dropped deep beneath the rapidly moving surface of the chilly stream.
 
   He inhaled a mouthful of water as his head struck the sandy bottom of the river bed, and then he rose to the surface, tumbling forward into the current.  He felt Stillwater grab the back of his collar, holding his head up above the waterline.
 
   “Kestrel, brace yourself!” the imp shouted, and Kestrel instinctively thrust his arms out in front of himself, just in time to fend off a collision with a large rock in the middle of the river bed.  He swept past the rock as Stillwater released his hold on him, and the beleaguered elf caught sight of a tree trunk snag ahead, one with bare roots extending out to the sides of the trunk, and he grabbed one of the wooden handles as he was carried past the tree.
 
   Kestrel rolled inward towards the trunk as the water pulled at him and then he managed to drag himself up out of the water.  He collapsed on top of the tree, coughing up river water and panting prodigiously as he tried to recover from the shock and the effort of his unexpected plunge.
 
   “Are you okay, Kestrel swimmer?” Stillwater asked as he came to rest on the tree trunk in front of Kestrel.
 
   “I’m catching my breath,” the waterlogged elf answered.  He felt a weight on his back and realized that his pack had remained securely on him, but had filled with water.  His staff and his bow were gone, and so was Lucretia, his knife, all jarred loose by the tumultuous fall into the river.
 
   Kestrel slowly sat up, and drained the water from his pack, as he looked up at the top of the gorge.  The heads of his two companions were faintly visible, peering down at him where he sat in the shadows at the bottom of the canyon.  He waved his arm at them, then watched as they vigorously waved in return.
 
   “Would you go tell them I’m okay?” Kestrel asked Stillwater.  He watched the imp immediately fly aloft, and then he turned to look down river at the path that awaited him.  The river ahead was a long stretch of rapids, one which he hoped ended in a calm pool of water.  He planned to catch his breath before he started to run atop the water down river, in search of a ravine that would allow him to ascend back up to the top of the gorge so that he could rejoin his friends.  He and Greta had had a very similar experience the last time they had attempted to cross the Dangueax River; at that time they had relied on the extraordinary ability of the Garrant Spark to allow them to track and find Hansen.  This time Kestrel would have the extremely helpful ability of Stillwater to act as a messenger, he was relatively pleased to note, since he was in a position of being separated from his trail once again.
 
   He saw his staff lodged between two stones not far ahead of him, and he was thankful to see it.  The staff would be a useful tool when he found a ravine and started to climb upward.
 
   Stillwater descended back down towards him.  “They wish to know what your plans are, and Wren-feisty-one wishes for me to tell you that you’re a clumsy oaf,” the small blue being reported nonchalantly. 
 
   “Tell them I’d like for them to join me down here, and I’d like Wren to take the fast way down,” Kestrel grinned.  “Or perhaps you should tell them that I will find a ravine I can climb upward, so that I will rejoin them on top of the gorge.  There should be some game trails, and after a ways we’ll be able to find a road that I’ve been on up there, a road that leads directly to the lake,” he added.  “I’m going to go down river in the meantime and get my staff,” he told the imp.  Stillwater flew off once again, as Kestrel took a deep breath, then leapt off the tree and started sprinting down the river, alternately stepping atop the water and atop the stones of the rapids as he aimed for the location of his staff.  He abruptly came to a halt atop one of the stones that held the staff in place, then knelt, breathing heavily, as he wrenched the wooden staff out of the tight crevasse in which it sat.
 
   He was glad to have the staff back – it made him feel a little better.  He didn’t have his bow, and he suddenly recollected that he didn’t have his knife – his hip was bare of any weapon.  He wanted more armament than just the reliable staff.
 
   “Lucretia, come,” he called.  He held his hand out, and he rotated his head, trying to find what location the weapon would approach from.  He saw a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye, and as he turned his head back, he felt the handle of his knife firmly land in the palm of his hand.  His fingers instinctively curled around and closed upon the knife – just that quickly he was rearmed with the wonderful, returnable, enchanted knife, the weapon that he had created himself.
 
   Kestrel looked up at the top of the gorge.  There was no sight of the heads of his companions.  They had apparently already left and started walking inland.  There was no need for such a hurry on their part, Kestrel told himself.  His climb up out of the river canyon was going to take many long hours, he knew.
 
   Kestrel slid the knife into his belt, then turned and looked down river, searching for a breach in the sheer stone walls of the gorge.  He needed an opening to climb up towards the top of the canyon, but there was no such opportunity visible in the short straight stretch of river he could see.  Resigned to a possible long journey, Kestrel jumped forward and started running atop the water of the river, alternately stepping on white foaming water and then slick wet rocks that jutted up in numerous locations, as he cut through the inside of a curve in the river’s course and gained a view of the further river valley.
 
   He saw three things immediately, and came to a screeching stop as the panorama of the new view opened up.  He saw a place where the river disappeared from view, apparently because it descended over a waterfall.  He heard the deeper-throated sound of rushing water that confirmed a waterfall awaited him.  Immediately in front of the waterfall he saw his bow and quiver of arrows, snagged on a tree branch that extended out into the water from where it was jammed against a stone.  And beyond the waterfall he saw a valley opening on the east side of the river, the opportunity he wanted to start climbing upward out of his shadowed location.
 
   He wanted his bow.  He had his staff and he had his knife – if he retrieved the bow he’d have his whole arsenal of weapons complete again, a comforting thought as he approached the nameless mountain lake where the waterskin needed to be fixed to provide the protection against the Viathins.  He ran towards the western riverbank, then as he reached the top edge of the waterfall, he veered sharply to the right, and ran parallel to the falling stream on his left.  He looked down and saw that the river’s waters plummeted twenty feet, and crashed upon a pile of jagged rocks, foaming wildly.
 
   Kestrel stopped his gaping as he bent low and snatched up the bow and quiver of arrows he sought, then crossed further to the east and ran up onto the narrow shelf of stone and mud and debris that rested between the river’s edge and the foot of the towering cliff.  He placed both arms out in front of himself as a cushion to prevent crashing into the wall at full speed, then spun around, stopped, and considered how to advance.
 
   There was a jumble of stones alongside the waterfall, a place he could carefully climb down.  He checked the soundness of his bow, then slung it over his shoulder and hopped gingerly down to the lower bed of the river, and minutes later he reached the open mouth of the valley he set as his next goal.
 
   He suddenly wondered where Stillwater was.  He wanted to stay in touch with the imp, to maintain his opportunity to reconnect with Wren and Woven.
 
   “Stillwater!” he shouted, repeatedly, his voice sounding puny to his own ears as the waterfall continued its eternal roar, but within five minutes he saw the small blue being come flying towards him.
 
   “Kestrel friend!” Stillwater said excitedly, speaking first.  “This is a magical place!  I found a spot where the gray plate mushrooms grow!
 
   “I was flying up and saw a small dell in the side of the cliff, and many mushrooms were growing there!”  Stillwater’s voice rose two octaves as he spoke.  “Now, at this time of year!  We can have mushrooms all year round!”
 
   “Stillwater, that’s great,” Kestrel said.  “But it’s not what’s important right now.
 
   “I’m going to start climbing up this gully.  I want you to go tell Wren and Woven where I’ll be tomorrow morning, and we’ll try to meet again.”
 
   “Where will you be?” Stillwater asked.  “Close to the mushrooms?”
 
   “At the top of this gully, wherever it rises to,” Kestrel replied curtly, feeling growing frustration at the imp’s lack of focus, the distraction by the anomalous mushroom patch.
 
   “I will go follow the gully up, and then I will go find our partners,” Stillwater suddenly, succinctly summarized just what Kestrel wanted him to do.
 
   “Thank you,” the elf smiled gratefully.  He looked up at the dribble of water that emerged from the gully, and then he crossed his walking staff behind a pair of stones, and pulled himself upward into the gully, starting his climb out of the treacherous river bottom.  Stillwater flew off, and Kestrel found himself alone.
 
   He remembered the previous time he had made such a climb, when he and Greta had risen out of the river, honed in – through the Garrant Spark – on their reunion with Hansen.  He wished he had that Garrant Spark connection to his companions now, the unerring ability to know what direction they were in.  It would be a comfort, though he did not doubt the ability of Stillwater to provide communication between the two parts of the team.
 
   The shady gully was growing darker, as the sun set in the west, its light long absent from the spot where Kestrel was climbing.  He tried to hurry his climb, to make as much progress as possible before the darkness grew too dense for even his elven vision to penetrate.  He grabbed onto bushes and trees to help pull himself along, and continued until one bush he pulled became uprooted.  He fell backwards into the rill of water in the middle of the gully, soaking his pants once again, just as they were drying out from his immersion in the river.
 
   Kestrel said one curse word, looked at the offending bush that had betrayed him in the soft earth, then gave a whoop of joy, as he saw that a nest of crickets had been exposed by the opening of the roots and the decaying leaves that had covered them.  His hands swooped in and grabbed a multitude of the insects, and he had a momentary sense of appreciation for Stillwater’s excitement over the mushrooms.
 
   It was time to quit traveling for the night, he decided.  He ate the trove of crickets he could find, then he climbed into a tree and settled in for the night.  He closed his eyes, and opened his mind and soul to prayers, wishing that he could communicate with the goddesses who had given him so much direction, advice, and assistance.  There was no response, and he fell asleep feeling a deeper loneliness.
 
   Kestrel awoke before sunrise, and he sat up in his tree limb perch, listening to the chorus of birds that were greeting the pending dawn; springtime was further advanced in the southern mountains, and he heard a nest full of baby birds calling for breakfast.  He slid down from the tree, and cautiously started to pick a path upwards, moving slowly in the murky darkness at the bottom of the steep ravine that sliced downward.
 
   Within a half hour there was dim light starting to penetrate the shadows around Kestrel, helping him to move more quickly, and an hour after that he was able to see into the distance, to see that there was no end in sight when he looked upward at the trail before him.  He sighed as he examined the path ahead, then continued to climb.  His walking staff was a valuable tool, helping him pull himself, brace himself, and stabilize himself, even more than it had been when he had been traveling through the Water Mountains with Hampus.  That memory made him wonder how Hampus was, how he had been received in Center Trunk, and when he would marry Princess Elwean.  And the musing about Center Trunk soon sent his mind meandering towards Oaktown and Putienne; he was desperate to hear something, anything, about the girl.
 
   And so, distracted by such thoughts and longings, he climbed upward.  By mid-afternoon he found that the grade of the ravine was lessening considerably, and he was able to move faster, at a pace that started to approach the speed he wanted.  He wondered where Stillwater was, and where Wren and Woven were.  He was, he suddenly comprehended, on the side of the river he needed to be on, on the side closest to the mountain lake that was his goal; before long he would be on the road towards the lake, and he would need to be watchful for signs of the Viathins that were returning to the lands of the Inner Seas.
 
   Kestrel reached ground that was nearly level, and he walked in the very headwaters of his gully, at a place where it was merely a knee-high swale among the tall trees of the mountain lands, when he heard the not-too-distant sound of weapons, shouts, and conflict.
 
   He stopped and strained his ears, trying to hear better, to understand and detect what was happening.  The noises were still too faint however, so he started running in the direction of the battle, anxious to get closer and find out what was happening.
 
   Kestrel had visions of Wren and Woven beset by Viathins, and he was fearful of the harm they might suffer without his abilities to protect them.  He dodged among stones and trees and crevasses, drawing closer to the battle noises, and then he heard a sound that made him screech to a stop – a human voice, or at least a voice shouting in the human tongue.
 
   He was very close to the battle, and he heard humans shouting commands and oaths and pleas.  They were on the defensive it sounded like, and he was astonished at the discovery.  He drew closer to the sounds, sounds that were on the move, from an apparently running-battle.  Kestrel looked at the trees around him, a mixture of deciduous and pine trees, and then leapt up into a chestnut tree and started jumping from tree branch to tree branch, approaching the battle from above, circling around troublesome pine trees and their prickly needles while he made progress towards the scene of the conflict.
 
   He climbed into the branches of a particularly tall and august oak tree and ascended higher into the limbs, then found that he had a view of the battle at last.  A force of a score of soldiers, dressed in the red colors that Uniontown had sported during its days of dominion under the Viathins, were attacking a smaller force, a group that wore yellow and green, and which was trying to retreat in an orderly fashion as they suffered the pressure of near envelopment by their attackers.  They were on an unusually wide road for such a desolate region, the road that Kestrel was sure must be the one he had traveled upon in his previous journey to the lake.
 
   It was not his fight, but it was not a fair fight, and it did have forces who might be potential allies against the resurgent Viathins.  Without a moment’s further hesitation, Kestrel slid his staff down across two branches, then pulled his bow and quiver of arrows off his shoulder, and began to fire a hasty rain of bolts down at the attacking forces.  He aimed at the soldiers who were attacking the victims on the side closest to him, trying to open up an escape route for the green and yellow forces, one that would let them escape into the woods on his side of the road.
 
   His shots were unerringly accurate, and a half dozen of the presumptive Uniontown forces fell in a nearly simultaneous motion, making both sides of the battle pause momentarily.  Kestrel had picked out the commander of the red forces, and he threw Lucretia at the officer, then fired another pair of arrows at the attackers.
 
   He saw one of the yellow and green men point upward at his position in the oak tree, showing that he’d been spotted.  The red forces were in disarray, not yet aware of where the attack was coming from, and the victims of the attack took advantage of the confusion and fear in the attackers – they broke towards Kestrel, running as a group through the open left side.
 
   Kestrel began to drop rapidly, hopping down from one broad branch of the oak tree to another, trying to reach the ground to rendezvous with the fighters he had adopted as allies for the moment.
 
   “Lucretia, return,” he called as he descended.
 
   The yellow and green forces were nearly beneath him as he took the last jump down, so that he landed on the soft forest loam between two of the men, and then raised his hand to grab the arriving knife just as he landed.
 
   “Good lord, you’re a savior,” one of the warriors said.  “Whoever you are.  Do you have a place we can retreat to?  Where are the rest of your men?”
 
   “I’ve got no place to retreat to – I’m just a traveler passing through,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Great heavens, he’s an elf!” someone said, and Kestrel realized he had not spoken in the human language.
 
   “My apologies,” Kestrel said.  There was the noise of pursuit coming from the road.  “I was heading the same way you were, shall we return to the road and head for safety?” 
 
   “Gates, Hermes, take the strong flank; let’s head to the stranger’s safe place,” a man spoke, giving orders crisply, the obvious leader of the group.  The warriors instantly obeyed with a discipline that Kestrel admired, and he fell in among them as they started to curve to their right, circling back to the road.
 
   They evaded their pursuers and reached the road, then started jogging forward to open up a safe space.  “I’ll join you in a minute,” Kestrel told the man next to him, then he reversed course and started to run back to the scene of the battle.  He reached it just a minute later, easily spotting the dead and wounded men who still lay where they fell in the road; Kestrel retrieved his arrows from the bodies, then started running at full speed back to find his new companions.
 
   “Look at the bugger run!” he heard one of the yellow and green fighters say to another as Kestrel loped back into the group.
 
   “How far are we going to reach your place?” the leader of the green and yellow fighters asked him.
 
   Kestrel turned to the man, and happened to make eye contact with the fighter closest to him.  He stopped before he answered, shocked to discover that the fighter was a female.  And then he realized he recognized the girl’s face – he had seen her before.
 
   She stared at him, and suddenly her hand shot up to his face, delivering an open-handed slap that was vicious and effective, knocking his head back as it made his cheek sting.
 
   “What did you do that for?” Kestrel shouted.  He rubbed his cheek, then realized that the other fighters had stopped moving, and were gathered around him.
 
   “I remember you Hiram!” the girl said heatedly.  “You with your pretty purple eyes!  You didn’t look like an elf when we met before, but you had those purple eyes.
 
   “You nearly got us killed in the palace at Uniontown,” she said heatedly.
 
   “The duke!” Kestrel blurted out.  “You’re the daughter of Duke Listay!”  Her face was nearly the same – thinner than it had been, and her hair was cut extremely short, and she had grown taller.  She was dressed like a man, in the same uniform as the men around her.  She had appeared close to still being a little girl when Kestrel had encountered her before, he recollected.  Now she appeared to be a young woman, and a pretty one at that.
 
   “Of course I am,” she answered.  “And after you attacked the stage and stole the hostage, the Viathins and the king were outraged.
 
   “If Stuart here hadn’t gotten us out of the palace before the alarm was raised, we would have been killed,” she said.
 
   “He was fighting the good fight, my lady.  Your father himself even said so,” Stuart said. 
 
   “He said so later,” she corrected him.  “He wasn’t so forgiving while we were running out of the palace gate.”
 
   “I’ve saved your life twice now, three times if you count the fact that I killed all the Viathins with the protective water,” Kestrel replied.  “So let’s keep the count in order.”
 
   There was a shout down the road, as one of the red soldiers caught sight of them.
 
   “We need to go.  We’ll discuss this later,” Stuart said.  “Which way do we need to go?” he asked Kestrel for direction.
 
   “Go up the road,” Kestrel nodded.  “Stillwater!” he shouted.  “Stillwater, Stillwater!” he repeated.
 
   “What was that?” Stuart asked, as the group of men started moving.
 
   “I was calling for my friend,” Kestrel answered.  “I got separated from the others in my group, and I need to get back together with them.”
 
   “We’ll keep going until we meet them,” Stuart told Kestrel, and they fell silent as the small squad trotted south along the mountain road.
 
   Kestrel’s eyes looked upward at the heavens, searching for signs of Stillwater.  He expected the imp to find him at any moment, and he hoped that Wren and Woven would be close by.  Helping the humans might turn out to be a problem, he realized, as the red forces were likely to keep hunting and fighting until the battle was decisively settled.  Kestrel didn’t have time to get enmeshed in the fight going on, when he expected to have problems of his own ahead, involving any Viathins that might be at or near the lake.
 
   “Company halt!” someone shouted from the front of the group, and then a man cried in pain, as he was struck by an arrow.
 
   Kestrel looked ahead, and saw that a large squad of more men in red were positioned in a line across the road, and a movement in the woods showed him that the forces of Duke Listay were being flanked.  The men in the woods unleashed a volley of arrows, and in a panicked reaction, Kestrel waved his arm through the air over his head, and called upon the powers he held to erect a protective blue dome over all the yellow and green forces.
 
   His shield abruptly sprang into existence, and as it did, the volley of arrows struck it and bounced away.
 
   “What in blazes is that?” one of the men in green and yellow screamed.
 
   “Our friend has saved us, Gates,” Stuart answered, as Kestrel pulled his knife out of his belt and threw it at one of the wooded archers.  The squad to the north was forming up as they pursued Listay’s forces, while the force that had intercepted them from the south also formed a line, boxing Kestrel’s party into place.
 
   “You really were the Destroyer, weren’t you?” Stuart asked Kestrel softly.
 
   “I never called myself that,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “What do we do now?” Gates asked.
 
   “If you’ve got these mighty powers, destroy our enemies – set us free,” the girl commanded.
 
   “Lady Lark, allow the great one to work his own magic,” Stuart advised.
 
   Kestrel tuned their chatter out as he tried to decide what to do.  He was growing adept at using his powers for defense, but he was uncertain about his ability to use the energy effectively in a battle.  He turned to face the forces that had originally been fighting and chasing Listay’s men from the north, but as he did, he heard one of his fellow defenders scream in a tone that conveyed real fear.
 
   Kestrel spun around, and felt his own heart skip a beat.  One of the soldiers in the southern squad had stepped forward from the rest of the fighting force, and as Kestrel watched, the man underwent a horrifying metamorphosis; his uniform shredded as he began to swell up, and his skin darkened, while his nose and mouth thrust forward and his ears and hair disappeared.  In only seconds of time, the soldier had changed into a Viathin, one of the walking, evolved, dangerous forms of the monsters.
 
   “We might have known that you’d come down here, trying to stir up trouble again, meddling where you don’t belong,” the monster said to Kestrel.  It continued to stride forward, as Kestrel maneuvered his way around and among the others inside his dome, so that he was closest to the monster, facing it directly as it approached.
 
   “Why did you come back to our world?  You know that death awaits you here, death for you and for that depraved god you worship,” Kestrel spoke loudly.  “If you and all your kind will turn and run and leave us now, I will not kill you.”
 
   ‘Why should we leave when we’ve discovered the key to winning the battle so that we can stay here?  This is the ripest land we’ve ever found, one that will feed us well, for a long time, and let us rebuild our strength to recover from the terrible damage you inflicted on us,” the Viathin was very close to Kestrel now, only paces away.  The rest of the Uniontown squad had cautiously walked towards Kestrel as well, though several yards behind the monster.
 
   “Your foolish gods – so jealous of one another, so reckless in their actions – they gave us the opportunity to come back.  Ashcrayss was a pathetic shell, barely existant in the next land, until Krusima came through the portal and fell into our trap,” the Viathin told Kestrel.  “All because he wanted to find more worshippers, to match your precious goddess and the statute you created for her.
 
   “And then the foolish elven god came through, curious to the point of foolishness, just as Ashcrayss was learning how to siphon power away from Krusima.  Thereafter, Ashcrayss persuaded Krusima to move the water skin aside, so that our people could return, such of us as were left after your genocide of our race here!” the Viathin’s voice rose to a shout of violent anger.  As he ended his scream at Kestrel, just a few feet away from the elf, the Viathin raised his hands and pointed at Kestrel, then unleashed a brilliant bolt of red energy that struck Kestrel’s protective dome and deflected upward.
 
   The monster roared in rage and fired another shot of power, one that spread out as it struck the dome, red fragments flying evenly in all directions, and causing the blue dome to turn green where the impact occurred.  The Viathin struck again, and the whole dome turned greenish, then yellow, and Kestrel felt the damage to his edifice feed back into his own soul, making him stagger backwards.  Two of the men in the group grabbed his arms to hold him upright.
 
   “Are you okay, my lord?” Gates asked.
 
   “Tell your men to get ready to fight,” Kestrel answered.  “When my shield fails, we’ll have to fight our way out of here.”
 
   He focused all his attention on the power he held, willing more of his energy to strengthen the shield, and he saw it grow a shade bluer in response.
 
   “You’re at your limit, while I am not,” the Viathin said.  “I’ll destroy your shield, and then take you back to be Ashcrayss’s plaything for a time.  He’ll enjoy that.
 
   “You will not enjoy it,” the monster told Kestrel, then it flung another bolt of red energy at Kestrel and the overwhelming attack made his shield begin to dissolve.
 
   Kestrel flinched, and fell to his knees, then stared at the monster, just in time to see an arrow suddenly emerge out of the front of its neck, and then another one point out of its chest.
 
   “Or maybe you won’t!” Kestrel heard Wren shout defiantly.  “Kestrel, get your men out of there – go south!” she shouted, speaking in elvish.
 
   “Go south,” Kestrel told Gates, staggering back up to his feet, as he ceased maintaining his shield.  As Kestrel and the humans looked south, two of the red-cloaked men there fell to the ground suddenly, struck by large rocks that hit them violently.
 
   One of Wren’s arrows struck another of the southern guards.  “Go!  Start running south!” Kestrel shouted.  He threw Lucretia towards one of the men in the southern squad as well, then turned as he pulled his bow off his shoulder, and started firing arrows at the men who were advancing from the north, trying to hold off the pursuit.
 
   “Kestrel, come on!” Wren shouted, as she dropped down from her tree limb and landed near him.
 
   He turned and fired an arrow over the yellow and green men to strike down another of the other Uniontown squad members who were still on the southern front.  Then he started to run.
 
   “Thank you,” he told Wren as the two of them gained ground on the others.  “I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through that battle,” he said.  “That monster was strong.”
 
   “Stillwater lost track of you when he went mushroom hunting again this morning.  He finally found you just in time for us to improvise a way to rescue you.  And it looks like you needed it,” she observed, “judging from the monster, not to mention that bruise on your cheek.”
 
   The line of escapees struck the remaining members of the red squad who were stretched across the southern road, and the sound of sword play broke loose.  Stillwater suddenly dove down out of the sky, holding a sharpened stick, and speared a Uniontown warrior in the shoulder, then flew upward, leaving his weapon embedded in the screaming man’s flesh.
 
   Woven was firing stones with his gnomish strength and accuracy, knocking men unconscious, while Wren and Kestrel wielded their staffs alongside the humans.
 
   “We’re through!  They’re running!” one of the humans shouted, as the Uniontown forces disengaged and ran into the forest on either side of the road.
 
   “Go south!  We have to go south,” Kestrel said urgently to Stuart.
 
   “My lady, I recommend we do as he suggests,” Stuart said to Lark, who held a sword, but had remained out of the conflict.
 
   “We’ll go along with him for now,” the girl agreed.
 
   “Form up in square, the lady in the center.  Move forward in good order,” Stuart shouted out.
 
   “We’ll hold the next attack off,” Kestrel said, motioning towards Wren and himself, “then we’ll catch up.”
 
   Stuart nodded, and the humans departed.
 
   Woven came trotting forward, passing through the humans without concern, as Kestrel and Wren plucked arrows out of the fallen soldiers around them.  Stillwater came floating down as well, and the group of intrepid travelers were reunited for the first time since crossing the Dangueax River.
 
   “My greatest apologies, friend Kestrel,” Stillwater spoke abjectly.  “I am so sorry that I did not track you this morning.  I did not realize there were such enemies awaiting us already over here,” he said.  Kestrel could see that the imp was nearly in tears, so riven with guilt was he.
 
   “Don’t worry, Stillwater, my good friend,” Kestrel said.  He looked at the cautiously approaching Uniontown forces in red.  They were within range of his bow.
 
   He nodded to Wren, and they both notched arrows, which they let fly at their opponents, while Woven heaved a pair of fist-sized rocks as well.
 
   “Go get another stick to use as a spear,” Kestrel advised Stillwater.  
 
   A volley of arrows was unleashed by the Uniontown army, and the three terrestrial travelers began to back up.  Kestrel threw Lucretia at one of the advancing men, then he and Wren and Woven began to trot away.
 
   “Lucretia, return,” he said a few seconds later.
 
   “What are your plans for the humans?” Wren asked in gnomish as they moved along, the Duke’s forces coming back into sight while the three of them rounded a curve in the road.
 
   “There’s no plan.  I just discovered them fighting and losing to a bigger force, so I tried to help.   It turns out I’ve met some of them before, in Uniontown, when I rescued Moorin,” He said.  “The girl is a Duke’s daughter, and the others are her guards.”
 
   “There you go, another pretty human for you to woo,” Wren said in elvish as they rejoined the squad under Stuart’s command.  “Though she might be a tad young for you.”
 
   “And slightly disinclined to like me,” Kestrel laughed.  “She’s the one who slapped this on my cheek,” he pointed at the bruise Wren had noticed earlier.
 
   “Do you think being slapped is funny?” Lark asked, hearing his laughter as she saw Kestrel’s motion to his cheek, though she didn’t understand the elvish the two cousins spoke.
 
   “I wasn’t talking to you,” he answered, not wanting to get drawn into a fight with the girl in the midst of their flight.
 
   “What manner of journey are you on, that you have gnomes and elves and even a sprite together?” Stuart asked.
 
   “He’s an imp, not a sprite,” Kestrel corrected the man.  “We’re trying to correct the problem the monster mentioned back at our battle – we want to restore the water skin, the device that should have kept the Viathins from returning to our land after they were all killed last winter,” he explained.  “And tell us, why is a nobleman’s child out here in the wilderness with a light escort?”
 
   “I’m not a child!” Lark exclaimed.
 
   “We were part of a larger group, escorting her ladyship to her father’s mountain keep for safety, but we were ambushed and forced far west,” Stuart answered.  “We thought we would be able to work our way back east through the mountains, but we just got pushed farther and farther southwest.”
 
   “How is the duke?” Kestrel asked cautiously.  He’d met the man only briefly while in the royal palace in Uniontown, but in the short minutes they’d been together, Kestrel had instinctively liked the man.  He had seemed fair, and seemed like a natural leader – he’d been better than Kestrel had expected to find amidst the evil in Uniontown.
 
   “He’s fighting a losing battle,” Stuart’s voice was lower, as he tried to keep his words from Lark’s ears.
 
   “Why?  What’s happening?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “After the monsters all died, there was a complete lack of authority in Uniontown.  The king was taken prisoner by Duke Fields, who wanted the crown for himself.  Duke Listay tried to set the king free, and another nobleman declared himself to be the king.  Since then it’s been chaos.  The duke and his son have been trying to protect the Listay interests, and the duke decided to put his daughter someplace safe,” the armsman explained.
 
   “Safe from a couple of young noble bucks at the court that were sniffing around her, with her encouragement,” a voice in the squad anonymously said.
 
   Lark scowled, Stuart grinned, and Kestrel realized there was truth to the humor.
 
   “And then things started getting darker once again, as these creatures started creeping back into the city, spreading their evil, reviving the red coats that everyone had put away or burned,” Hermes spoke up, one of the other guards Kestrel vaguely remembered.
 
   “I have to follow this road,” Kestrel told the humans.  He felt impulsively compelled to explain to them what he had his partners were doing.  “This road leads to the lake where the Viathins enter our world.  I hope to restore the enchanted water skin there that makes the waters poisonous to them again, so that no more will come to our world.
 
   “Then, perhaps your lives will be safer,” he said.
 
   “How far is it to the lake?” Stuart asked.
 
   “Perhaps a day and a half,” Kestrel judged.
 
   “And may we travel with you?” the guardsman asked.
 
   “No,” Lark said emphatically.  “We don’t need to travel with him.”
 
   “Kestrel, the men in red are infiltrating the forest on the west side of the road,” Stillwater said, floating back down to join the conversation after having scouted the location of the enemy.
 
   “Stillwater, on my last journey here we found that we could climb up to the east and cut a loop off the road’s length.  It was rugged country,” he looked around at the others, “but it’s a way to get off the road and out of sight.
 
   “Will you go see if that’s possible again?” Kestrel asked.  “And in the meantime, I suggest we all fade into the forest on the east side of the road to get out of sight.”
 
   “Stuart, we should reverse course and go back towards my father’s mining castle,” Lark countered.  “As the ranking noble person here, I command it to happen.  We’ll be safer without him drawing trouble to us.”
 
   “What are they arguing about?” Woven asked Wren.  He had been unable to follow any of the conversation.
 
   They heard noises coming up the road.  “Everyone into the forest,” Stuart commanded his squad.  “For now, my lady,” he tried to pacify Lark by saying.  “We need to stay alive long enough to figure out how to get back to your father’s holdings.  It’s not going to be easy from here.
 
   “You’ve seen the good these warriors are capable of in battle,” he urged her to accept the alliance with Kestrel’s group.  “We just need to get a bit of breathing space, and then we’ll take you to safety.”
 
   The men in Stuart’s squad obligingly filtered out of sight and moved back among the trees, as did Kestrel and his group.
 
   “What was the argument about?” Woven repeated his question.
 
   “The human woman has met Kestrel before, apparently, and she does not like him.  She wants them to go a different way,” Wren said succinctly.  “She is the daughter of an important village chief, and wants her way.”
 
   “Cannot they see that you and I are reliable, even if Kestrel isn’t?” Woven asked.
 
   “Give them time,” Wren counseled.
 
   “What language do they speak?” Stuart asked Kestrel.  “It sounds different from the language that she and you were speaking earlier.”
 
   “That is the language of the gnomes; she and I were speaking  in elvish earlier,” Kestrel answered.  The two had settled in not far off the road, watching it to see whether they would be immediately pursued.
 
   “She knows three languages – those of gnomes, elves, and humans?  She is a scholar and a warrior?” Stuart asked, impressed.
 
   Kestrel choked momentarily, amused at the idea of Wren being called a scholar.  “Yes, she is,” he simply agreed.  There was a flash of red on the road, and both men focused intently.
 
   Despite the losses that the Uniontown forces had suffered, the surviving members of the two Uniontown units had apparently joined together, and over a score of men passed along the stretch of road that the forest observers could see.  Some ventured a few steps into the forest and peered inward, but they did not penetrate far towards Kestrel’s location.
 
   There was a sudden shout from the road, and the Uniontown forces ducked as Stillwater swooped low over them and speared one of them with a stick, then flew north above the road.  The entire force in red turned and started running north in pursuit of the imp, so that the search moved away from the small band hidden in the forest.
 
   “Bless you Stillwater!” Kestrel exclaimed softly.
 
   “Your companion has given us some breathing room,” Stuart said.
 
   “So does that mean we can go on our own way now?” Lark asked as she crept up behind the other two.
 
   “Why don’t you wait until Stillwater returns and gives us a report on what he sees in the vicinity?” Kestrel suggested, as he saw the hesitation in Stuart’s eyes.  The man was a canny warrior, and Kestrel saw that he clearly felt reluctance to take his small band out to try to independently fight its way towards Listay’s palace through such hostile territory.  “There may be some information he can provide that will help you.”
 
   Stuart looked at Kestrel gratefully.  “He’s right; let’s wait until the imp returns,” Stuart said.  “In the meantime, I’ll go check on our men,” he spoke as he stood up and walked away, leaving Lark and Kestrel alone, looking at one another.
 
   “Your father seemed like a good man when I met him,” Kestrel told her after an awkward silence.  “I hope he does well.”
 
   “Thank you,” Lark said shortly.  “He is good.  He just doesn’t understand that I’m growing up,” she answered.
 
   “You still look young,” Kestrel blurted out as he studied her.  “Not as young as when I first saw you, but he’s a father, after all, and sees her younger.” 
 
   Kestrel thought of Mastrin, who had been his commander in Elmheng.  It seemed so long ago after so many adventures in the intervening months and years; but Mastrin had been father to Cheryl, and Kestrel had always been acutely aware of the commander’s eyes watching Kestrel whenever he’d been with the pretty daughter.
 
   “You don’t look any older than me!” Lark shot back.  “Well, not much older,” she lamely amended her statement.
 
   “He’s not as old as he is foolish,” Wren said, arriving and rescuing Kestrel from the conversation.
 
   Stillwater came swooping down through the tree limbs and landed right next to Lark, startling the girl so that she edged sideways, until she bumped into Kestrel.  She immediately adjusted herself away from the elf, and into an uncomfortable pose midway between the two foreign travelers.
 
   “There are many small patrols to the south,” Stillwater reported.  “There are only one or two to the north right now, and this road does switch back and reverse course once it starts to climb the mountainside,” he gave more information.
 
   “What is the terrain like between here and reaching the road up above?” Wren asked.
 
   “Rough, but passable, I believe,” Stillwater answered.
 
   “That’s what I remember too, from my last trip this way,” Kestrel agreed.  “Would we cut off the loop and avoid the patrols going that way?” he asked the imp.
 
   “You’ll avoid one patrol definitely,” Stillwater agreed.  “The one I just waylaid will soon reverse course and come back south searching for you, and probably alert the other patrol as well.”
 
   “So if we’re going to go, we’d best do it quickly?” Wren asked.
 
   “Would you all speak so that I understand?” Lark burst out heatedly.  “Stop keeping secrets!  I’m the daughter of the duke, and entitled to know!”
 
   “And I’m the Warden of the Marches of the Eastern Forest, and Wren is engaged to the Duke of the Eastern Seashore of Graylee,” Kestrel snapped at the girl, “so your title puts you at exactly the bottom of the order here.  We’re speaking in the language the imp speaks – if you don’t know it, that’s your problem, not ours.”
 
   The girl’s eyes widened in surprise at Kestrel’s tone and her cheeks flushed, but she remained silent.
 
   “I’ll go tell Stuart we’re moving up the mountain,” Kestrel did switch to the human language as he spoke to Wren.  “You go inform Woven.” He pressed away from the group before the human girl could object, and found Stuart examining a wound in the shoulder of one of the human guards.
 
   “Here, give him a small drink of this and drip a little of it on his wound; it’s water from a healing spring,” Kestrel said, handing his water skin over to Stuart as he peered at the open wound.
 
   “We’re going to go straight up the mountainside to reach the road up above some of the Uniontown patrols,” he said.  “We’re going to move out quickly.”
 
   “The imp’s given you a report?  What’s the road like heading back south?” the squad leader asked.
 
   “Many small patrols,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “It’ll be difficult to penetrate?” Stuart asked.
 
   “That’s my guess,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “And how is the road to the north, where you’re going?” Stuart wanted more information.
 
   “Fewer patrols,” Kestrel told him.
 
   “Can we go north with you?” Stuart asked.
 
   “You can,” Kestrel agreed.  He hesitated, then concluded he had to tell Stuart more.
 
   “I don’t know how my journey ends; it may not be good,” he said.  “You heard the Viathin’s claim that Krusima is captive?” he asked.
 
   “It’s nonsense,” Gates spoke up.
 
   “Sadly, it’s true.  There’s a cave up at the lake that leads to a different world, and that’s where Krusima and Morph – an elven god – are being held captive.  I’m going to that world to rescue the gods,” Kestrel said.
 
   “The elf is bloody insane,” the wounded man said as he took a drink from the skin full of water from the healing spring.
 
   “You’re going through a cave to another world?” Stuart asked doubtfully.
 
   “That’s how the Viathins got here.  They find the paths between worlds, they’re like parasites – they just go from world to world, ravaging and sucking life away, and leaving the lands empty and desolate.  They travel through these paths.  I thought I had killed them all and sealed off their path to our world, but they’re back now, as your nation has seen,” Kestrel explained.  “And two gods are captive; I must go rescue them if I can.”
 
   “The elf is crazy,” someone in the squad said.
 
   “Say what you will, I know what I am here to do.  We’re going to go on our way now,” Kestrel said resolutely.  He sensed that the humans were not going to join him, and he felt disappointed; he liked Stuart, and he wanted the extra fighting capability that the forces of Duke Listay would provide.
 
   “Wren, Woven, Stillwater,” he called, then watched them all approach him.
 
   “It’s time to be on our way,” he said as they approached.  Lark was still at the spot where Kestrel had left her, standing alone.
 
   “We’ll not be joining you,” Stuart told him, as he took the water skin of healing water and handed it back to Kestrel.  “Good luck; we’ll take our chances trying to go through the mountains and find our way to the Duke’s mines and palace.
 
   “My lady,” he called, summoning Lark to join the group.
 
   “These travelers are going to be on their way now; we’ll try to find our way back to your father’s castle,” Stuart told the young duchess.
 
   Lark smiled, then spoke.  “Thank you for your assistance,” she said to Kestrel.  She held her hand out and shook his, then did the same with Wren.  “Good luck in your journey,” she said.
 
   “Perhaps we’ll meet again, some day,” Wren said.  “Good luck to you as well.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Kestrel said, and the foursome moved eastward, through the small band of green and yellow-clad guards, receiving murmured thanks and pats on their shoulders as they departed.  They went for forty yards, then Kestrel looked back over his shoulder.  Stuart was speaking to his closely-gathered group, while Lark was staring at Kestrel’s departed group.
 
   “What just happened?” Woven asked.
 
   “We’re going separate ways,” Kestrel answered.  “We’re going to go to the lake to carry out our mission.  The humans are going to try to sneak back to their lands where they’ll be safe.”
 
   “Will they make it?” Woven asked.
 
   Kestrel sighed.  “I doubt it,” he admitted.
 
   “Will we make it?” Woven wanted to know.
 
   “I think we will.  I think we’ll get to the lake and then we’ll see what happens.”  Kestrel was worried that the Viathins now knew he was in the vicinity of the lake.  His battle with the monster on the road had clearly announced his presence; his best hope for success was to now speed towards the lake and try to reach it before the Viathins managed to send defenders in such force that he would be stymied, but he left his concerns unspoken.
 
   The group moved steadily up the stony terrain of the mountain.  Woven was naturally at home among the stones and slopes and trees, while Stillwater flew just above the trees, or among their branches.  Kestrel and Wren climbed and jumped and occasionally went up through the trees as they continually ascended. 
 
   By late afternoon they reached the road, where it was looped back and headed north, climbing up the mountain reaches surrounding the lake.  “I’ll go scout the road ahead,” Stillwater announced, and he took off into the air, flying out of sight as he gathered information.
 
   The others in the group all sat down to rest. 
 
   “What happens to me?  When do I go home?” Woven asked.
 
   Kestrel looked at the gnome, a terrible feeling in his gut.
 
   “Woven, it’s too late for you to go home now,” Kestrel said.  “Once we fought the Viathins and started the combat and chase, you became cut off from the way home.”  Kestrel hadn’t considered the gnome’s plight, and he felt a terrible guilt.
 
   “I’m going to stay with you?  How long and how far?” Woven asked.  His face was calm, but unreadable.
 
   “Probably all the way to the end,” Kestrel said.  “Your best option is to go with us when we go into the cave, to rescue the gods on the other side, in the other place.
 
   “Corrant would approve,” Kestrel threw out his best answer.  He believed it was likely that the god of the gnomes would approve; Corrant had shown favor and given assistance to Kestrel, and was a god who seemed to understand the need to work with others, even as he kept his people largely isolated.
 
   “Is this what the village elders assigned me to do?” Woven asked.
 
   “Probably not,” Kestrel admitted.  “I think we thought you would be able to come home, but that was before we were discovered by the Viathins.  Now it will be difficult for you to get back to the river without being caught.
 
   “And I would value your continued help,” he added.  “You’re a good person to have fighting on our side.”
 
   Woven grinned.  “Well, if this is about fighting and being a hero, then I’ll stay with you as long as you need.”  And that settled the issue.
 
   Stillwater came gliding into the small glen where the three sat resting.  “There is no one on the road for miles.  The way is completely clear.”
 
   “Let’s make as much progress as we can before the sun sets,” Wren said, and they began jogging along the road as it provided a means of smooth progress towards their goal.  When the sun finally set and the moon rose in the east, they decided to keep going, and did continue until nearly midnight.
 
   “It’s time to get some rest,” Kestrel said, “and we can have a bite to eat.  We won’t have far to go tomorrow morning until we reach the lake.”
 
   “We’ll establish a watch duty tonight, won’t we?” Wren asked.
 
   The four partners settled into a spot behind boulders piled among the trees that lined the road.
 
   “What is this lake like, Kestrel?” Wren asked.  “What will we see?”
 
   “It’s the Lake in the Sky,” Kestrel answered.  He went on to describe it physically.  “It’s a long, slender lake, set between two arms of the mountain.  From one end it releases a waterfall, and that water flows down to the Dangueax River, and then to Uniontown and beyond.  Along one side there is a road along the shoreline, and at the far end of the lake there is a stream of water that pours into it from a cave in the mountainside.
 
   “There was a waterskin above the cave, and it poured its water into the water of the lake.  It is an enchanted skin, one that does not ever grow empty.  Its water is poison to the Viathins, and it removes their influence over other people,” he explained.
 
   “The cave is a portal to another world.  The Viathins came through that cave to get to our world, and they went out of that cave to get to another world.  After we figure out how to fix some problem with the water skin, we’ll go into the cave – we’ll visit the other world, and we’ll find where our gods are held captive, so that we can set them free,” Kestrel reported the full strategy they were expected to follow.
 
   “Now,” he told Wren.  “You explain all of that to Woven,” he said, then he and Stillwater listened as the girl translated Kestrel’s story  for the gnome.
 
   “What is this other world like?” Woven asked Kestrel.
 
   “I don’t know yet,” the elf admitted.  “I’ve been to two other worlds, but not this one.  There must be something there, people of some kind, if the Viathins have managed to live there.”  And with that unenlightening answer, they settled in to a quiet rest, each of them taking a watch turn during the night, as they awaited the coming of the morning and the next great challenge in their quest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Kestrel had the last shift of guard duty for the small camp, and he sat both pensive and anxious, waiting for the arrival of the dawn.  Ironically, the dawn came earlier than he realized, as a heavy blanket of dark clouds moved over the tops of the mountains, cutting off the evidence of sunrise.  Wren arose and came to sit next to him in the dark.  
 
   “It feels like it should be morning,” she said as they sat in the darkness.
 
   “It is morning,” Stillwater’s falsetto voice piped up.  “The sunlight cannot yet reach us through the clouds and the shadows of the mountains.”
 
   “Let’s have a bite to eat, and then see if there’s enough light to return to the road,” Kestrel said.   They awoke Woven, then had a meager bite of food from their supplies, and stumbled out to the road, as Stillwater flew ahead to search for possible dangers.
 
   Kestrel led the others cautiously up the road as they waited for Stillwater; they crept cautiously along the edge of the dusty track, and watched as light slowly became present, changing the darkness to murkiness.  They encountered no Viathins or danger, but after only a few minutes, the air grew misty, then a light rain began to fall.  The road grew muddy, and their feet grew heavy with clinging mud on the bottom of their boots.
 
   By the time they stopped to scrape the mud free, the rain had become a heavy downpour.
 
   “Where’s Stillwater now, do you suppose?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “He may have trouble finding us in this rain,” Wren suggested.
 
   There was a peculiar ripping noise in the forest, making them all pause.
 
   “Ouch!” Wren exclaimed.
 
   Kestrel looked at her, and as he did, a streak of whiteness dropped beside him.  He felt a sharp blow to his shoulder, and Woven stepped off the road and up against a tree trunk.
 
   “It’s hail!” Wren said, as she stepped next to Woven, and was joined by Kestrel.
 
   The few small hailstones quickly became a torrential bombardment of heavy white objects that fell indiscriminately to the ground.  All three of them felt the pain of being hit by the high velocity hailstones.
 
   “Kestrel, we can’t take much more of this; where can we go for protection?” Wren shouted, as they cowered down beneath the painful shower.
 
   In response, Kestrel looked around; there was little he could see in the conditions.  He knew that they had to do something.  There was an option, one that he feared to exercise, but the conditions seemed to demand it.  He raised a partial shield with his energy, a small blue roof above them that protected the trio from further harm as it glowed with a warm blue light.
 
   Kestrel knew that the Viathins might very well see or detect his presence because of the energy he used, but there was no choice.
 
   “Thank you, great one,” Woven gasped, as he rolled over on the ground, groaning as he did so.  The hail stones continued to fall, egg-sized and even larger, covering the ground in an uneven layer of white iciness.
 
   There was a sudden thump on the energy roof Kestrel held overhead, and they looked up, then Wren shrieked.
 
   A bloody and unconscious Stillwater lay atop the glowing blue roof.
 
   Kestrel immediately ceased the projection of the roof, letting Stillwater and hailstones fall down among his companions once again.  Wren caught the imp as he fell, and Kestrel immediately re-erected the protective shield, while Wren gently laid Stillwater on the ground.
 
   “I saw your blue light, and I knew where to go for safety,” the imp briefly awoke and gasped, then passed out again.
 
   Kestrel immediately pulled his water skin of healing water off his shoulder, and dribbled some of the water into Stillwater’s mouth.  “Help me get him undressed,” Kestrel said as he began to remove the imp’s clothing.
 
   “Why are you doing that?” Woven asked loudly, to be heard over the noise of the hail.
 
   “I’m going to bathe him in more of the healing water,” Kestrel answered.  He soaked Stillwater’s tunic in healing water, then rubbed it across his body, looking for the emerging bruises to give particular attention to.
 
   “Here, do you have any sore spots?” Kestrel asked the other two.  “We ought to use this while it’s still damp,” and all three took turns bathing their hail-caused wounds with the spring water.
 
   The hail suddenly began to lighten, and within another two minutes there was only a heavy rain falling, as the dark clouds rolled away and left the travelers in a foggy forest.  Kestrel, Wren, and Woven squatted beneath the protection of his blue roof, and watched the rain fall around them.
 
   “Let’s try to find someplace with a little more shelter to it,” Kestrel suggested after several minutes of silence.  “Stillwater’s going to sleep for a while, and we all could use some time to recover.”
 
   They stood, and Kestrel picked up Stillwater to carry him as they began to seek a better site, but as they did, they all heard the sound of a voice, speaking in the foggy wildness nearby.
 
   Kestrel instantly doused the glowing blue protection over their heads, and the rain began to fall down upon them.
 
   “What was that?” Wren asked in a whisper.
 
   “You go to the edge of the road and see if you can see anything,” Kestrel answered.  “Woven, you go part way with her, so she’ll be able to see you to know how to get back here.  I’ll stay with Stillwater.”
 
   Wren and Woven removed their packs and laid them at Kestrel’s feet, then walked into the fog, growing invisible after only a few steps.
 
   Kestrel pulled his knife free and held it in his hand, ready to throw it at the first sign of visible trouble.  He heard another sound, and realized that the voice was a Viathin, a low rumbling voice that was indistinct.  There was a sudden sound, a grunt and a shout, then a brief conflict, followed by silence.
 
   Kestrel set Stillwater down carefully, then stepped forward through the fog – every tree that appeared seemed momentarily to be an opponent, but no real opponents materialized after a score of steps.
 
   “Woven!” Kestrel called in a loud whisper.  “Woven!  Wren!” he tried to locate his companions.
 
   “Kestrel, is that you?” Wren called hoarsely.
 
   “I’m here,” he answered.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “Just a second,” Wren answered.  “Okay, say something; let us find you,” she said.
 
   “I’m here, in the woods, off the road,” he answered, and moments later he saw Wren and Woven appear.  Wren’s knife was still in her hand, its blade dark with blood.
 
   “There were two Viathins walking down the road,” Wren explained.  “So we ambushed them, then hid the bodies in the trees on the other side of the road.”
 
   “Were they alone?  Are you sure?” Kestrel asked cautiously.   Two fewer Viathins was a bit of good news, knowing that there shouldn’t be many of the monsters available to return to the land of the Inner Seas after the waters of Decimindion had wiped out all those in the lands less than a year prior.  Yet he didn’t want the two monsters to be missed, to alert others to his presence so close to the lake.
 
   “There’s no one else on the road,” Wren affirmed, her voice raising to nearly a normal level.
 
   “Let’s return to Stillwater then,” Kestrel said as he turned, and they began to walk back through the rainy forest, searching for the unconscious imp they had left behind if the fog.
 
   They spread out on a line to carry out their search in the woods, and finally found him, as the rain and the fog both began to dissipate.  The imp still slept soundly, as Kestrel picked him up, and they walked deeper into the forest, climbing up a slope, then stopping where several boulders and stony slabs formed a small shelter they could huddle into.
 
   “It’s not yet midday,” Woven said after a long silence.  “Will we still try to reach the lake today?”
 
   “Stillwater will need some more time to heal and rest,” Kestrel answered.  “Let’s wait until mid-afternoon to make that decision.”
 
   “I’m going to try to find some fresh food then,” Woven said, and he stepped out of the slippery hiding spot to forage for something to eat before Kestrel could say anything.
 
   “Is everything going to work?” Wren asked, switching to the elvish language.
 
   The language of his home felt comfortable, relaxing, and Kestrel felt grateful to Wren for making the switch.
 
   “It may be harder, or it may still be simple,” Kestrel answered.  “We’ll just have to reach the lake and see.  I appreciate your help, whichever way it ends up,” he told her.
 
   “Help?” she said gruffly.  “I’m the main fighter here.  Sure you’ve got an enchanted knife, god-like powers, and familiarity with the terrain, but I feel like you’re the one helping me.
 
   “We’re going to end up just fine,” she laughed.  “We’ll save this world, save the gods, and you’ll meet some pretty creature who you’ll fall in love with all over again.
 
   “I’m glad our story will have a happy ending,” Kestrel said.  They looked at one another and laughed, then sat together quietly and pondered their future.
 
   Woven returned two hours later.  “Do you like shadow ferns?” he asked.  “I found a patch of them and ate my fill.  It’s not far away.”
 
   Stillwater moaned before the humans could answer, and all eyes turned to the imp.  He blinked his own eyes, stared vacantly upward, then focused on his companions who were watching him.  “Where are we?” he asked, and then listened as Kestrel and Wren explained what had happened that morning.
 
   “I feel good,” Stillwater said, flexing his arms.  “The water from the healing spring does marvelous things.  Are we going to carry out our mission now?”
 
   Kestrel looked around at the faces that were watching him. Even Woven seemed to sense that the question had been asked.  Kestrel nodded.  “Yes, let’s see if we can get to the lake and carry out our duty.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   The members of the squad collected their belongings, then began to angle down the slope of the mountainside to return to the road.
 
   “I forgot to tell you that I saw the lake!” Stillwater said as he flew low, under the tree limbs and alongside his companions.  “We should be there in less than an hour.”
 
   “Go ahead and scout out the situation on the road and around the lake,” Kestrel said, as Wren relayed Stillwater’s report to Woven.
 
   The imp sped away as the others remained bound to the surface of the mountain, and climbed determinedly forward.  They reached the edge of the road minutes later, and looked carefully in both directions, then started walking up the slope, towards their destination.
 
   “Here comes the imp,” Woven said five minutes later, shading his eyes to look up in the sky.
 
   They all waited for Stillwater’s report on the situation at the lake, but instead of descending to reach them, he flew high overhead, and disappeared behind them.
 
   “That can’t be a good sign,” Wren said ominously, voicing the concern they all felt.  They unconsciously increased the pace of their walk up the road, looking constantly over their shoulder for some sign behind them – either the approach of Stillwater or the approach of something else.
 
   “Here he comes,” Wren said softly, looking back to see Stillwater flying low and fast in his approach.
 
   “There is trouble ahead and trouble behind,” Stillwater told them as he arrived among them.  “There are two of the monsters ahead at the lake; one is walking like a person, and one is in the water like the monster lizards we fought at first in the Swampy Morass,” the imp said.
 
   “Just the two?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Yes, ahead.  But behind there are a score of humans, wearing the red uniforms coming up the road, probably only half an hour behind us,” Stillwater added.
 
   “And they have captives.  They caught the other humans, the ones you were fighting with yesterday,” he said.
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad,” Kestrel moaned as he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach.  He respected Stuart and the others.  They had been good fighters, and the duke’s daughter had not been kind to him, but had been a spirited girl.
 
   “If we hurry,” he said thoughtfully, trying to create a plan, “if we can get the water skin reset in place and the water flowing again to destroy the Viathins and their influence, that might set the Uniontown soldiers free from the Viathins, so that they’d set Duke Listay’s men free.”
 
   “We will need to hurry then,” Stillwater said.  “The lake is long and looks difficult to climb around.”
 
   Kestrel thought the observation was odd, but decided not to waste time asking more.  The group turned instead and started jogging along the road for several minutes, until they reached the last sharp turn, and then the road opened up on the scene that Kestrel had been traveling to see for so many miles.  The waterfall and the lake and the cave-fed spring of water were all visible, just as they had looked when Kestrel had last seen them.
 
   But the roadway that hugged the lake’s shoreline, the route that Kestrel had expected to race along to reach the spring, the road was gone, covered by a large landslide that had fallen down from the mountain arm above and dropped huge heaps of stone and debris that reached into the water of the lake, leaving no access to the far end.
 
   “There was a road over there!” Kestrel whispered, as he and his friends crouched in the trees on the edge of the road.  “I need to get down to that end of the lake,” he explained, looking at the terrain around the lake, and seeing no easy path.
 
   “There are the monsters,” Stillwater pointed out, calling the others’ attention to where a two-legged Viathin was crouched down conversing with one that was in the water.
 
   “I’m going to run over the water to towards the spring at the other end,” Kestrel told the others.  “When the walking Viathin watches me, you can shoot it with an arrow, or a rock,” he told the other two.
 
   “What about the one in the water?” Woven asked.
 
   “When I make Decimindion’s water return to the lake, the monster will be killed,” Kestrel answered.  “I just have to run past it.”
 
   “We have to go quickly,” Stillwater warned.  “The Uniontown forces are close.”
 
   “Wait until I hit the water running, then shoot the monster,” Kestrel said.  He flashed a quick grin at the others, then suddenly stepped out into the open, jogging sedately towards the end of the lake.  He crossed half the distance of the open plaza space before the Viathins noticed, and upon noticing him, the monster in the water gave a tremendous bellow, a resounding roar of anger that reverberated off the mountainsides and echoed away into the distance.
 
   The monster that was on the land rose to its feet and started to run towards Kestrel, while the Viathin in the lake began to swim along the shoreline in his direction.  As Kestrel approached the shoreline he suddenly broke into a full sprint, racing across the last yards of the stony surface to pick up speed.   His acceleration caught both the monsters by surprise, and they both belatedly began to try to narrow the gap that Kestrel was seeking to widen.
 
   Kestrel approached the edge of the water, the beautiful blue water that was now a grayish-blue as it reflected the cloudy sky above.  As his feet left the ground he heard the faint twang of Wren’s bowstring.  His feet touched the water and he began to speed across the surface of the lake, while the monster on the land suddenly gasped behind Kestrel, and then the Viathin in the water gave another bellow of anger.
 
   The lake was a long body of water, one that stretched hundreds of yards in length, and Kestrel knew that he could not outsprint the Viathin the entire distance he needed to cover.  The bank on his right was the rough and uninviting remains of the road that had followed the shore; it offered few places he could quickly climb away from the water to gain safety from the monster that was in pursuit of him.
 
   The left shore had a few small sandy coves he could run towards, and he began to veer in that direction.  As he did, he heard a distant bellow, a roar from a Viathin other than the one that was chasing him, and he cut abruptly towards the shore line, as he waved his arm to signal for Stillwater to approach him.  The new Viathin had appeared sooner than Kestrel had expected.
 
   “Stillwater!  Tell them to start climbing to the far end of the lake; tell them to follow me to the cave.  And tell them to hurry!” Kestrel instructed the imp as his feet touched the ground, then carried him up the steep banks out of the reach of the Viathin that was only a few yards behind him.  He was starting to gasp for breath, but he needed to reach his goal, and the sound of an answering Viathin drove him to fear that he had less time than he had expected.   He scrambled along the shoreline, the Viathin shadowing him in the water, staying even with him as his progress was slowed by the uneven terrain he climbed over.
 
   Kestrel reached another spot where a small sandy beach offered re-entry to the water’s surface.  He stopped and took a deep breath, ready to resume his water-top sprint.  He looked up, and saw that Wren and Woven were climbing along the shoreline; they were not easy to spot as they moved in and out among the stones and tree trunks along the shady western side of the lake.  He thought that sheltering them in the distant cave, along with his own people, was their best chance for survival until the enchanted water did its work.
 
   He took a leap, and pulled his feet up as he passed over the waterborne monster, which lunged upward in a futile attempt to snag him in midair.  The monster fell back into the water with a loud splash, and Kestrel started sprinting again, 
 
   He heard a shout, and saw that Uniontown soldiers, wearing the red tunics he so despised, were coming into view, bringing with them a half dozen captives in the green and yellow uniforms of Duke Listay.  Kestrel continued on in his journey, then heard the splashing of the Viathin in the water, again starting to close the lead Kestrel held, so he again headed for the closest shoreline he thought he could climb up, and jumped up onto the stones there, again just a few feet ahead of the Viathin’s arrival.
 
   He staggered backwards and leaned against a stone as he panted.   Stillwater came swooping down towards him, as the monster in the water snapped futilely at him, unable to rise up to where he stood, momentarily secure, though still a hundred feet away from the cave and the flowing spring.  He stared intently at the top of the cave and saw to his relief that the water skin still sat there, its spout pointed upright so that its contents did not release into the lake.
 
   “Kestrel-water walker, there are more soldiers coming up the road behind these, and a great monster comes with them!” the imp reported.
 
   Kestrel pulled his knife free and threw it at the Viathin that was trying once again to heave up out of the water at him; the blade slid into the reptile’s chest, and the creature bellowed and thrashed wildly as it fell back into the lake, turning the water cloudy with the dark stain of its blood.
 
   “Go get a stick and see if you can distract those guards around the captives,” Kestrel told the imp, who immediately departed, while Kestrel began to climb towards his goal.
 
   “Lucretia, return,” he called as he climbed and panted.
 
   “Wren and Woven,” he called in the language of the gnomes, “when Stillwater distracts the guards, see if you can kill enough of them to help the captives escape,” Kestrel directed.  “There are more Uniontown forces coming,” he added.
 
   Wren gave a silent nod.  She and Woven were not far away from him now, only a few dozen yards of stony mountainside separated them.  The distance from them to the emerging forces was long, but within Wren’s range, Kestrel was confident.
 
   Kestrel’s knife reached his hand, and suddenly Stillwater screamed as he flew down at the unprepared back side of the Uniontown guards.  He stuck his crude spear in one of the guards, then flew straight up and back in the direction he had come from, drawing the attention of all the guards in red.  Wren shot an arrow, as Woven heaved one of the plentiful stones nearby, then they each released a second weapon, while Kestrel threw his knife at one of the captors as well.
 
   There were numerous shouts of pain, and the captives seemed to instinctively understand what was happening.  Stuart threw his shoulder at one of the guards, knocking the man down, and two of his supporters followed suit.  Stillwater returned to combat with his second spear and harmed another guard, so that the green and yellow suddenly outnumbered the red forces that closely guarded them.
 
   “Come this way!” Kestrel shouted.  “There are more guards coming up the road!  Come to us!” he called.
 
   Lark bent and took a sword from a dead guard, then began attacking one of the living guards.
 
   “Lucretia, return!” Kestrel called.  He realized abruptly that he hadn’t moved, that he still needed to get to the water skin, and he began climbing once again.  He stopped to catch the returning knife, saw that the captives were beginning to break free, and he threw the knife again, at one Uniontown soldier who stood in the way of the successful escape.
 
   Kestrel began climbing again, looking over at the battle from time to time.  Wren’s arrows and Woven’s stone were holding the soldiers back, as the yellow and green captives broke free and began to scramble up onto the jagged rocks that Wren and Woven had climbed over.  The Uniontown soldiers began to retreat out of range of their attackers, then – once they were safe – they pulled their own bows free and began to shoot arrows at Listay’s people, who were slowly climbing and picking a way across the rock slide.
 
   One man went down with an arrow in his back, and more of the shafts began to fly perilously close to the escapees.  Kestrel was nearly to the water skin, just a few feet away, but he felt compelled to pause his efforts momentarily to attempt to help Stuart and the others.  With a sharp intake of breath, he focused his energy, then projected it towards the escaping men and their young ward.  Kestrel created a blue disk of energy, a protective shield to block arrows headed towards the yellow and green clad squad – it was a strain to project the energy at such a distance away from his own position, but he managed to put it in place and hold it there, moving it forward as the climbers hurried towards Woven and Wren.
 
   He watched as Wren moved closer to the approaching party, and starting firing her arrows to drive the Uniontown forces further back.  Woven joined her, and began to loft a heavy barrage of the readily available stones he could reach, breaking the attackers so that Listay’s small surviving squad was safe from attack.  Kestrel watched as the escapees reached Wren and Woven, and embraced emotionally.
 
   They were safe from attack, and he gladly ceased his efforts to shield them, cutting off the blue energy that protected them.  They were scrambling closer to him and to the cave, and it was heartening to see the survivors keeping up with Wren and Woven as they all climbed towards him and the sanctuary the cave could give them all.  Once the battle at the lake was over, they could go their separate ways.
 
   Stuart was in the lead, and Lark was close behind him, followed by a pair of men Kestrel did not know, and them Hermes and Gates.  Kestrel didn’t know where Stuart’s forces would go beyond the lake, but at least the group had managed to stay alive.
 
   Kestrel came out of his reverie as he realized he still needed to finish his task with the water skin.  He crawled up over the last pile of stony rubble, and reached up to grab hold of the water skin, which lay in a shallow cavity in the stone, its spout pointed up towards the sky, with no flow of water issuing forth.  He felt a sense of peace descend upon him as he held the skin and tipped it up, so that water started to flow from its spout once again, pouring down upon his shirt and his arms and his hands, running down his pants, cold and energetic and purifying.
 
   The water felt good, and he felt attuned to it, more aware of its qualities and its unique power.  The energy within his own soul, the power that had come alive within him, recognized and responded to the energy in the waterskin.  It reminded him of his experience in the healing spring, when he had felt and drawn upon the power of the spring water to enable him to fight the projection of the resurrected Ashcrayss that had sought to destroy him.
 
   “Kestrel!  Is that it?” Wren asked as the rest of the motley force arrived.  They were twenty feet below him, on a narrow shelf of level stone that provided a path to the cave.  “Can you kill the Viathins now?” she asked.
 
   The moment Kestrel heard her last syllable, a bright flash appeared at the far end of the lake, and a bolt of energy struck Hermes, the last person in the line that was approaching Kestrel.  There was a loud explosion and the first sound of a scream of pain as the man was struck by the red energy and bent over, then tumbled head first into the lake below.
 
   Kestrel reflexively threw up an energy shield, one that protected the people below as well as himself.  Another bolt flew at them, and struck the shield, knocking Kestrel backwards and making the shield turn from blue to green.
 
   He looked at the far end of the lake and saw that among the bodies of the Uniontown forces that had been killed or wounded, there was an arriving influx of more, fresh soldiers.  And leading them, standing at the shore line and looking at Kestrel, was a Viathin, a huge monster, one that stood on two legs, but towered over its human minions, standing at least three times as tall as any of them.
 
   It fired another blow at Kestrel, again striking his shield, and causing damage to it.
 
   “Get in the cave, all of you, now!” Kestrel shouted urgently.
 
   “But,” Stuart started to say.
 
   “Now!  While we’re still alive!” Kestrel screamed.
 
   He raised the waterskin higher over his own head and poured its contents down upon himself again, then held it high with one hand, letting his energy recharge from its enchanted flow, as he simultaneously opened the skin of water from the healing spring and drank from it, to further enable him to carry out his mission.
 
   The shield of power grew brighter, and its color changed, moving through the spectrum of infinite shades to return to the pure, sapphire blue that was Kestrel’s own energy, and there it stayed.  The Viathin fired another bolt, and his shield absorbed the damage, as Kestrel felt only minimal pain in response.
 
   The others in his party were making their way into the cave, disappearing from his sight as they travelled below him.
 
   “Stillwater!” he shouted, just before the Viathin discharged two bolts of power that struck at him simultaneously.  One hit his shield and splattered as it harmed but did not penetrate the shield, but the other shot struck the rocky mountain face just outside his shield, and it sent a shower of sharp rock shards flying in all directions, including several that struck Kestrel all along his right side, making him fall down in pain, and making his shield falter, its color fading back to green once again.
 
   “Kestrel fighter, are you alright?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “Are they all in the cave yet?” Kestrel asked in return as he stood erect again, slightly bent as he favored his now-wounded right leg.
 
   “All but you and I,” Stillwater answered.
 
   Another bolt of red energy shot at them, and struck Kestrel’s shield, causing renewed damage, so that parts turned yellow and orange, and holes began to appear in it.
 
   “We must go, Kestrel,” Stillwater said urgently.
 
   Kestrel finally set the water skin in place above the cave opening, then tilted it more sharply forward, so that a steady stream of its water began to flow, falling down through empty air and into the larger falling stream of water that issued forth from the cave.
 
   “Watch this, Stillwater,” Kestrel said expectantly.  He was ready to observe the catalysis that the water would bring, the wave of changing, purifying, protecting power that would sweep forth from the water skin and spread throughout the lands of the Inner Seas.  It had been a glowing, bright, visible phenomenon the last time, and he longed to see it once again.
 
   Nothing happened.  The water trickled downward, disappearing into the waters of the lake.
 
   Another bolt of energy shot at Kestrel.  It shattered the last remnants of his shield, bouncing off his disintegrating fragment of protection and striking the mountainside above Kestrel.  The elf was thrown backwards, and struck his head against a stone behind him, making him see stars in the sky momentarily.
 
   “Kestrel friend!  Kestrel!  Get up!” Stillwater stood on his chest trying to pull his head upward.  “The monster is coming this way!  We must join the others in the cave!”
 
   Kestrel raised his head, and saw that the monster was striding through the water, picking its steps carefully so that it stepped upon shallow bars and raised ledges below the surface of the lake.  The lake waters retained their placid, dark state, without any sign of the change that Kestrel had counted on, as the monster forged a path through its heart.
 
   The monster raised its hand as he stood in the middle of the lake, and it fired another bolt of energy at Kestrel’s location.  Stillwater flew straight up into the air, and Kestrel grabbed the water skin as he rolled forward and dove into the lake below.  His body sliced down through the lake’s water, then he rose again to the surface, feeling battered by the heavy barrage of attacks he had suffered.  There was a rumbling noise above, and Kestrel looked up to see that the successive attacks had loosened the side of the mountain, and that large boulders of stone were starting to tumble down from high above, the beginnings of a landslide that was falling directly towards where he treaded water at the end of the lake.
 
   Corrant would be angry, Kestrel thought, to see the Viathin damaging one of his mountains, dislodging the stones that comprised the gnomish god’s home and identity.  Corrant would do something to seek revenge, he was sure.
 
   And then he remembered – he remembered how Corrant had given him the key to unleash the greater power of the water skin of Decimindion.  It had been Corrant who had known the trigger that was needed to ignite the energy in the water skin, so that it burst forth across all the lands, traveling through all the waters.  Corrant had planted the secret in Kestrel’s mind, deep in the back, hidden from the enemy, and hidden from Kestrel himself until he had needed the knowledge and been in a position to use it the last time he had been at the lake.
 
   It required the application of a spark of divine energy, the power of the gods, to ignite the water skin into spreading its power through all the waters.
 
   “Stillwater, here!” Kestrel held the water skin above his head as he treaded water in the lake.
 
   “Take this and wait for me in the cave!” Kestrel told the imp as he swooped down and grabbed the water skin.
 
   Kestrel stroked over to the wall beside the cavern, and painfully climbed up to the entrance.  Pebbles and small stones were beginning to rush down, falling in front of the cave as the landslide above gathered both momentum and material on its way down to the lake.  Inside the mouth of the cave, Kestrel rose up on his knees; he was vaguely aware of the others in the cave, further behind him, watching him as he took the water skin back from Stillwater, and held it above his head again, straight upward with both hands.
 
   The Viathin was coming closer, so close now that its image filled the view from the mouth of the cave, where Kestrel knelt in the cavern’s issuing stream, the skin held high, as its small trickle of water dribbled steadily down.  And then Kestrel closed his eyes, and focused on his energy within, and compelled the strained and battered power to come forth, to rise up through his hands and to enter the water skin, so that it could issue forth with the changed and energized water.
 
   There was a burst of musical sound, and the cavern was filled with a bright new light.  Kestrel looked up and saw that his forearms and hands were glowing; while he watched, the water skin took on the same glow, a warm, bluish golden glow.  The water skin grew brighter and brighter, while the stones falling in front of the cave grew larger and more numerous, and the Viathin came closer.
 
   Then, suddenly, the water coming out of the skin gushed forth in a more powerful stream, and carried the container’s glow – Kestrel’s own glow – with it as it entered the water that was leaving the cavern.  All that water from the skin and in the stream took on the glow as it swept over the lip of the cave and disappeared as it fell into the lake.  The Viathin outside gave a terrible scream, a noise that was part anger, part fear, part sorrow, as it saw the bright line of water, the wave of renewed salvation for the Inner Seas, come sailing towards it.
 
   The front line of the water struck the monster, and kept on going past, on its way to the far end of the lake, and then down the turbulent mountain stream to the Dangueax River, from which it would run towards the Inner Seas, just as it had done the winter before.
 
   And in the meantime, the Viathin in front of them took on the same colorful energetic glow for only a moment, then it collapsed and expanded wildly once, and it followed that a split second later by collapsing into the lake, and triggering a huge explosion of water, a fountain of millions of gallons of the now-innoculative lake-water that flew up into the sky, so that some of it came down immediately as a shower on all the people and terrain around the lake, while more of the water rose higher up into the sky, to seed the passing clouds and to prepare to return to earth as protective, widespread rain.
 
   The rising of the fountain began, and suddenly the whole mountainside outside the cave seemed to slide down into the lake, cutting off the view those inside the cave had, plunging them into total darkness, and signaling that there would be no exit from that end of the cave.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Kestrel toppled forward, exhausted by the discharge of his energy.  He felt the water from the stream in the cave running around him as it headed towards the vast mound of stone and dirt that had fallen in front of the cave entrance, as a choking cloud of dust billowed into the cave.
 
   “Kestrel!” Wren screamed.  “Kestrel, are you alright?” she shouted, and he heard the splashing sounds of the others moving towards him in the dark space.
 
   “He propped himself up on his hands and knees.  “I’m here,” he shouted back, making his head hurt more.  “I’m here,” he repeated more softly.
 
   The splashing came closer, and then someone’s hands were on him, helping to lift him to his feet.
 
   “That was extraordinary, lad,” Stuart said, as he held Kestrel erect.  “You’re no ordinary elf, are you?  Did you really just kill that monster?”
 
   “And hopefully all the others as well,” Kestrel answered, then coughed.  He paused to catch his breath in the dusty air.  “The water should go through all the lands of the Inner Seas and kill all the Viathins, and set all the humans and elves and others free from their influence.”
 
   “But the people who are just naturally evil will still be evil, won’t they?” Lark asked, with a hint of accusation in her voice.  “You haven’t solved all the world’s problems.  Duke Fields is still ambitious and greedy,” she said.
 
   “My lady, the lad never claimed to do everything that’s impossible,” Gates said gently from somewhere in the darkness.  “But he did something impossible anyway – we’re here to talk because he saved us again.  We owe him thanks for our freedom and lives,” the man said, and Stuart squeezed Kestrel’s shoulder appreciatively.
 
   There was a silent pause.  “True enough,” Lark said.  “My thanks to you Sir Kestrel, for your actions and your heroism.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Wren asked in elvish.
 
   “There is only one direction to go, the way that I would choose to go anyway,” Kestrel said, speaking in the human tongue.  
 
   “I had thought that you’d be able to return on your own way from here, but now,” he paused.  “The way out of this cave to return to the Inner Seas is sealed, so we’ll have to follow this passage to find the way to the next world, and then perhaps from there we can find our way back to our own world through some other route, once our mission is complete.”
 
   “We don’t want to go on your mission!” Lark exclaimed.
 
   “What about Hermes?  We left him out there; he might still be alive; he might need help,” another voice spoke up in the darkness of the cave.
 
   Kestrel wished he could see the faces of his companions to read their reactions.  Stuart released his grip on Kestrel just then, and Kestrel felt himself droop slightly, momentarily, at the loss of the man’s support.
 
   “A large part of the mountain just fell down in front of us,” Kestrel said.  He felt the water in the cave stream starting to rise, climbing up to his ankles as it found its exit blocked by debris.  “Even if I had my full strength right now – and I don’t – I couldn’t move those stones, and neither can you.”
 
   “What is this other way out?” Stuart asked.  His tone was reasonable as he sought information.  “You said you were going to go rescue gods?” he remembered their conversation the last time the two groups parted.
 
   “I was told by Kere – the goddess herself – that she believed Krusima and Morph were being held captive by the god of the Viathins in another land that can be reached through this cave,” Kestrel explained.  “So if we go through this cave, we will perhaps find the gods, and be able to set them free.  And with their help, I hope we can find a way to return to our world.  There must be another way,” he said fervently.
 
   “What makes you so sure there is another way?” Wren asked.
 
   “I’ve been through a different cave, up in the Water Mountains, that was a portal just like this, except it connected to Albanun, a different world, one the Viathins had eaten up before they started to come here,” he answered.  “And it had other portals that led to other lands, so I hope we can find the way to come back through that other portal.”
 
   “The Water Mountains are a long way from Uniontown,” Lark said dismissively.
 
   “Once we get back to the Inner Seas, especially with the gods we rescue, there will be no problem returning you to Uniontown,” Kestrel said confidently.
 
   “It all sounds easy the way you explain it,” Gates said.
 
   “I doubt that it will be easy,” Kestrel answered immediately.  “If gods are held captive somewhere, it can’t be an easy place to go.  But if we can find them and set them free, we’ll have their powers to help us, and the god of the Viathins will be weaker without the powers he steals from our gods.”
 
   “How can we go anywhere when we can’t even see how to get out of here?” Lark asked.
 
   “Let me recover,” Kestrel said.  “And I’ll be able to make some light for us.”  He fumbled for the stopper to the water skin of healing spring water.  The skin was less than half full, he realized.
 
   “Wren, would you explain to Woven and Stillwater what we just discussed?” he asked, then took a limited sip of the water from the skin, and sealed it closed again.
 
   Wren began to speak in gnomish, telling Woven what the discussion had covered.  She turned to speaking the language of the elves and the imps to tell Stillwater next, while some of the humans murmured softly, and Kestrel stood, relaxed, waiting and hoping that he had enough energy available to create illumination for the group.
 
   The water was rising higher within the cave now, he comprehended.  It was up over his ankles and rising upon his calves.  He didn’t know if it would find a path amidst the rubble that would allow it to resume falling into the lake outside, but he didn’t want to wait any longer to find out.
 
   He focused on the place where he found power inside himself, and commanded it to come forth, to make his hand a glowing torch they could rely on to find their path.
 
   His hand obediently began to glow, with a weak blue light at first, but a glow that strengthened as he raised his hand into the air, until it struck the ceiling of the cave not far above the top of his head.
 
   The light was sufficient.  The blue glow tinted the surroundings, making them seem colder, and his companions, who he could once again observe, seemed to look harsher because of the color.  He saw immediately that the cavern had a low ceiling; Kestrel was tall for an elf, and some of the humans were  slightly taller, they all instinctively ducked their heads to maintain clearance from the rugged stones that were only two or three inches above the tops of their heads.
 
   “You’re a marvel,” Stuart said appreciatively.  “We’re ready to go, I believe.  Is there anything else before we go, my lady?” he turned and asked Lark deferentially.
 
   “The gnome and the imp, they do not understand our tongue?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel shook his head no.
 
   Do you trust the two of them?” she asked another question.
 
   “With my life,” Kestrel said immediately.  “More than I trust you,” he added, feeling insulted on behalf of his companions.
 
   “Well said,” Wren said softly in elvish, as a flinty look came over Lark’s face.
 
   “We’ll all trust one another my lady, I’m sure,” Stuart said smoothly, then casting an appealing look over his shoulder at Kestrel.
 
   “That we will,” Kestrel agreed, wanting to get along with the warrior.  He reminded Kestrel of Ferris of Hydrotaz, the no-nonsense retainer who had been loyal to his nation during troubled times, and had helped Princess Yulia take control of the throne after the coup of the Uniontown forces.  Kestrel respected Ferris, and he respected Stuart as well.
 
   “I’ll take the lead,” Stuart suggested, “and you follow with your light, and then the duchess after you,” he proposed.
 
   “Let’s let the imp go ahead of us,” Kestrel offered a suggestion.  “He’s fast and observant, and he’ll be a good scout.  He’s the one who let me know you were in trouble when I found you fighting on the road a few days ago.”
 
   “A prudent call,” Stuart agreed, and Kestrel motioned for Stillwater to take the lead, as the others began to prepare to move out.
 
   “Wren, you take the anchor,” Kestrel told his cousin.
 
   “Really?” Gates asked.
 
   “You saw those arrows she shot to drive the red forces away from us, didn’t you?” Stuart asked.
 
   “Aye, you’re right,” Gates agreed.
 
   And with that they started plunging into the depths of the mountain, following the waterway that snaked back into the stony core of the mountain that had watched their hard-fought battle at the lake.
 
   “I do not like this place, Kestrel-friend,” Stillwater said as he flew away then flew back.  “I know that the passage the king and queen and the others took was like this, but it is not natural for an imp to be kept unwillingly in such a constricted space.
 
   “I understand my friend, and I hope the passage leads us quickly to a space that is more open.  We’ll all enjoy seeing the sky again,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   They walked on for a long stretch of multiple hours, as the cavern route twisted and rose slightly, but always carried water along its floor.  The first interruption in their trip came when the ceiling suddenly rose abruptly away from them, and the new, larger cavern hall provided multiple exits for them to ponder using.
 
   The water for the now smaller stream came sparkling down a narrow waterfall from an upper chamber, and as it dimly reflected the light from Kestrel’s hand, the room appeared to be alive with small, furtive movements upon the walls.
 
   “Which way do we go now?” Wren asked as she was the last to enter the chamber, and joined the others in standing under the domed ceiling.
 
   “There are three ways to go,” Kestrel said.  “We can send Stillwater to scout along one, and Woven should feel at home scouting along another,” he suggested.
 
   “I’ll go out the third way,” Gates volunteered.
 
   “I’ll stay here and keep my hand lit up so you can see which way to return.  Don’t go farther than you feel comfortable,” Kestrel counseled.  “Be careful,” he warned, as the three scouts departed.  Stillwater flew up and over the waterfall to explore the upper chamber, while Woven and Gates went left and right into passages that would hopefully lead to an escape from the cave.
 
   And the rest of the group stood loosely together for several seconds, then began to put space between themselves.
 
   “I’m sorry about losing Hermes,” Kestrel said to one of the human guards who had not wandered far away.  “I met him when I passed through Uniontown last winter.”
 
   “He remembered you too,” the guard said.  “He always talked about the arrows you shot during Fields’s street ambush.  Said he never saw such fine shooting – didn’t think it was possible for a mortal to shoot that well.  I suppose he was right after all,” the man reflected.
 
   They stood together, discussing arrows and fletchings for several minutes, until the duke’s daughter called the man over.  Kestrel remained in the center of the chamber, his hand glowing, and he felt himself growing tired from the constant use of the energy.  He squatted down to rest, looking idly at the ground, thinking that he wished a cricket would crawl into view to provide a snack.
 
   There was a slight noise, and he looked up in time to see Stillwater arrive back in the chamber.  “The water comes out of a hole in the wall at the end of that cavern.  I couldn’t go any further,” the imp explained. 
 
   “What do we do now?” Lark asked, walking up. “What does the imp say?”
 
   “Stillwater says that cave goes nowhere,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Then we wait for the others to return,” Stuart said. “We need to stay together.” 
 
   After several more minutes of anxious waiting, Gates returned. “I went as far as I could in the dark,” he said, “and I came to a dead-end, so I turned around and came back.”
 
   “That leaves only the gnome still out. Should we go after him now, if his is the only route that can take us to freedom?” Lark asked.
 
   Kestrel looked at Wren and Stuart; he had been thinking the same thought, as a way to reunite and advance more quickly. "I say we do it," he agreed.
 
   “What, you finally will accept something I say?”  The duke's daughter mocked him. “That can't have been easy.”
 
   Kestrel shrugged his shoulders, as Stuart started moving towards the cavern Woven had disappeared in.
 
   "We go to follow the gnome," Wren told Stillwater.
 
   "If it gets me out of this place faster, I will follow a gnome." The imp vowed with attempted humor.
 
   And so they left the chamber with the spacious roof and the waterfall behind, and re-entered a narrow passageway once again, walking single file.  It was a dry cavern, one that felt dusty as opposed to the humid and musty air they had breathed in the other cave with the stream.
 
   The passage began to rise after only a few minutes, a long steep slope that left them slightly winded as they traveled.
 
   "How far did the gnome go?” one of the men asked after several more minutes. "Did we pass him, or miss another tunnel?"
 
   "There's been no other tunnel," Kestrel replied. "It's just," he paused, as he felt a peculiar twisting sensation, a momentary feeling of uneasiness, while the light from his hand flickered and grew momentarily dim.
 
   "What is it Kestrel?" Wren asked.
 
   "A boundary," he replied as he abruptly stopped walking, causing Lark to bump against him.
 
   "Careful!" She warned. "Give some notice."
 
   "Did you feel it?" Kestrel asked. He repeated the question for Stillwater.
 
   "I just felt us cross the boundary between worlds," he exclaimed. "I think we're heading towards the other land in this cave!"
 
   "I didn't feel anything," Stuart replied, "but I believe you'd know better than I would."
 
   “I think we’re in the other world.  It could be very different from our own.  I went to the world of the Albanuns looking for the imps and sprites who went in search of the way to defeat the Viathins,” he told them all.  “That land had two suns.”
 
   “Would the gnome have gone all the way into the other land?” Gates asked.
 
   “We’ll find out when we meet him,” Kestrel shrugged, and they resumed their journey forward.
 
   Minutes later, Kestrel called a halt.
 
   “Why are we stopping, Kestrel?” Wren called from the back of the line.
 
   He took a deep breath, and let the light from his hand grow dimmer.   “The light feels like it is taking more energy from me,” he answered.  “I need to rest; I need to let the light go out for a while.”
 
   “Why don’t we all have a seat and rest?” Stuart suggested.  “You’ve carried that light for a long time,” he said sympathetically.
 
   Kestrel leaned against the wall and slid down to the floor, then released his use of the power and darkness descended over the group.
 
   “How long must we sit here like this?” Lark asked.
 
   “Until Kestrel feels ready to move again,” Wren snapped.
 
   “You will address me as ‘your ladyship’,” Lark promptly replied.
 
   “Everyone be quiet – did you hear something?” Stuart asked.  Everyone held their breath and became immediately silent, straining their ears for some sound, any sound.
 
   They heard a faint shuffling sound, one that carried a regular, slow rhythm to its actions.
 
   “Is it the gnome?” Stuart faintly breathed the question.
 
   “It has to be,” Wren answered, only slightly less quietly.
 
   “I’ll go light up the cave away from everyone else, so that you can see,” Kestrel said, grunting as he stood up.  He felt sure that the sound was Woven on his return, but he carefully pulled his enchanted knife Lucretia free from his belt just in case of trouble.
 
   He stealthily crept towards the source of the sound, and when he had put a few steps between himself and the others he stopped and waited for the approaching noise to get close, listening to it creep closer.  At last, he held his hand at arm’s length in front of himself, then called on the power within himself – finding it still difficult to grasp the power easily – and he made his hand flicker into a bright source of light, still blue, but now carrying a slightly greenish tinge.
 
   And there in front of him stood Woven, as the gnome’s eyes widened, then squinted with the unexpected illumination.
 
   “Who’s there?” the gnome demanded immediately, staring into and blinded by the light that flared out of the darkness.
 
   “It’s me, Woven,” Kestrel answered in gnomish, lowering the intensity of his light.  “Welcome back.”
 
   “I’m not all the way back to the group, am I?  That’s impossible,” Woven answered.
 
   “No,” Kestrel answered as he examined the gnome.  He was confident that it was his companion who had rejoined them.  “We came forward to catch up to you.  The other caves didn’t go anywhere.”
 
   “You came a long way,” Kestrel said, raising his hand over his head as a way to spread his light more widely and show the full scene of their other companions behind Kestrel.
 
   “I just kept going until I found something to report,” the gnome said nonchalantly.
 
   “And I did find something,” he added after a pregnant pause.  “The walls ahead are smooth; they’ve been cut and worked by someone.”
 
   “That’s a sign – we must be coming to the end of the cave,” Kestrel answered thankfully.
 
   “And the beginning of something else,” Wren said, coming up behind him.  “We’ll see what that something is.”
 
   She turned and went over to the others to translate Woven’s findings, making the humans eager and re-energized to move on.
 
   “I’ll do anything to finally be able to fly out in the open sky again,” Stillwater said longingly, and the group started moving forward with renewed speed.
 
   In half an hour they came to the threshold of the smoothed walls, and with Kestrel’s light available, they all stopped to examine the work that had been done to the light gray stones that surrounded them.  The walls were finely done, almost polished with an unblemished surface, and only a few steps down the passageway they came upon a wall bracket that contained an unlit torch.
 
   “Does anyone have a flint and steel to light the torch?” Kestrel asked.  He felt the a growing effort needed to maintain his light, as though his energy was faltering, a problem he attributed to the long length of time he had spent generating the light, on top of having survived the brutal battle with the Viathin at the lake.
 
   Stuart motioned to one of his guards, and the man quickly lit the torch to produce a flickering and smoky new source of light, as Kestrel immediately released his grasp on the power, then gave a sigh of relief.
 
   “Sorry, that was wearing on me,” he apologized in response to the quizzical looks.
 
   “We appreciate you carrying the burden of lighting our way, my friend,” Stuart told him warmly, bringing a smile to Kestrel’s face.
 
   The floor of the passage was just as finely done as the walls, allowing them to step surely and swiftly along their way, until they came to a location where the walls and floor were marred by a wide fissure, one that they stepped over.  A chilly breeze – even colder than the ambient air of the cave – issued forth from the fissure, and Kestrel felt a sense of something unpleasant nearby.
 
   “Let’s be on our way,” he suggested after they had stopped for a momentary examination of the fissure, and the blackened edges around them.
 
   “It looks like a fire or explosion happened here, doesn’t it?” Woven asked as they began to move on.  “It’s very unusual.”
 
   They followed the passage, and minutes later it started to angle upward.  “We must be approaching the surface!” Lark said joyfully.
 
   “I hope so,” Wren agreed.
 
   And that’s when the attack fell upon them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Wren was bringing up the rear of the squad, when she gave a scream as she fell to the ground.
 
   All the others in front of her instantly turned, and saw an extraordinary sight; a blackness was crawling along the floor of the cave from behind them, and a tendril of it wrapped itself around one of Wren’s feet.  It appeared to be insubstantial, but as she kicked her foot wildly it remained attached to her, and tiny wisps continued to climb up along her leg.
 
   “It hurts!  It’s attacking me!”  she said as she ineffectively sliced her sword at it.  The blade passed through the dark shadow without inflicting any visible damage.
 
   “The torch!” Gates shouted, taking the handle of their torch from the man who held it.  He bravely dashed forward and thrust the flaming end of the brand directly into the larger body of darkness behind Wren, which was still approaching slowly along the floor.
 
   In reaction, the black mist sent a new tendril of its insubstantial-self shooting out towards his feet, and as it made contact he was jerked down too, sending the torch to roll back along the floor after he dropped it.
 
   “It’s alive!  It’s going to eat my soul!” Gates shouted in terror.
 
   Shocked by the horror unfolding before him, Kestrel desperately reached for the energy within himself, and called it to come to him.
 
   He found it and sensed that it was present, but his ability to grasp it was tenuous – something seemed to create a barrier that he could hardly surmount.  With great focus, he managed to pull a weak thread of the energy out, and focused it in his hand, then threw it as a blue ball of energy right at the black mist.
 
   The energy landed inside the mist, and then the mist closed over it, hiding it from view, foretelling that Kestrel’s attack had been fruitless.  But then both Gates and Wren shouted, and the mist was scattered around the cavern as Kestrel’s energy exploded in a small fireball of blue energy, one that momentarily blinded the onlookers.
 
   When their vision cleared, they saw Gates and Wren both rapidly scrambling across the floor, free of their attacker, and at the same time small puffs and fragments of the mist were coalescing together again in the middle of the cave passage.
 
   There was a sibilant whispering sound that chilled Kestrel’s heart as he heard its nonverbal message, a message he could not decipher.
 
   “It says you are a Power, and it did not know,” Wren told him.
 
   “You understand it?” Kestrel asked in astonishment.
 
   “I do,” Wren answered.  “You don’t?”
 
   “It’s the ring from Kai,” Kestrel pointed at her hand.
 
   “It says we are unlike any that have come before.  It only wants one of us – if we give it just one, it will let the rest pass without harm.  It says we seem to be trustworthy, not like the,” she paused, “I think it means the Viathins, we’re not like the Viathins.”
 
   “Tell it we will give it none of companions, but if it goes away, we will not do it further harm,” Kestrel said.  To put proof to his threat, he focused on his power, the weak and reluctant power, and called forth enough to make his hand glow as Wren spoke in a lisping, whispering voice.
 
   As soon as Wren finished, the mist struck at them, and Kestrel threw his energy up into a shield that stretched from one side of the cave to the other, a dim blue protective device that repelled the creature, making it halt its strike and rapidly withdraw backwards.
 
   “Tell it I will turn my shield into a cage and trap it away forever,” Kestrel threatened.  “Tell it we are not like the Viathins, we are here to fight them, so it should just leave us alone.”
 
   Wren spent several seconds speaking in the tongue of the mist once again, then listened to it reply.
 
   “It says that since we are going to fight the Viathins, it will let us pass,” she translated.
 
   Kestrel looked at the mist.
 
   “Everyone start going,” he told the others, who were looking at the two elven kinfolks in astonishment.  “I’ll stay here to hold the shield for a little while more, then I’ll follow you.”
 
   “Be careful, Kestrel,” Stuart commented, then he turned and led the others away, as Wren translated for Stillwater and Woven to explain the situation.  Kestrel listened to the sound of their footsteps grow fainter as they departed, while he watched the horrible mist on the other side of his shield restlessly creep about the floor of the passage, testing every edge of his shield, without ever quite touching the glowing blue power itself.
 
   The mist spoke to him; he heard the sibilant whispering, but he did not understand.  “Go away!” he shouted.  “Go back to your hole and leave us alone!”   He wanted the mist to leave, not just because of the threat it directly presented, but also because beads of sweat were starting to form on his forehead as he strained to maintain his control of the elusive power he was using.
 
   The others had moved far enough away that he realized he could no longer hear their footsteps, and when he turned to look over his shoulder, he could no longer see the glow of the torch they carried.
 
   He needed to go, to rejoin them, and to hopefully escape from the mist and from the need to maintain the protective shield.  Kestrel held his shield in place, as the monster on the other side tried to speak to him again, while Kestrel began to slowly back away from the shield.  Step by step he put space between himself and his protection, until the stress of holding the shield at such a distance became too much burden to withstand, and then he pulled the shield in towards himself, letting it slide away from the misty entity beyond.
 
   The intangible threat grew still as the shield suddenly retreated, and it grew less visible as the glow of the shield separated from it.  Then to Kestrel’s surprise and relief, it suddenly turned, uttered one last phrase, and then disappeared, slinking away from him as it returned to the darkness of the passageway from whence it had come.
 
   Kestrel exhaled loudly, then turned as he released his hold on the energy and started running forward, away from the frightening encounter, running through the darkness to catch his friends and return to the comfort of their company.  He saw a faint light ahead, the light that he knew to be the torch they carried, and he redoubled his efforts to catch them, as he did just a minute later.
 
   As soon as he reached them he turned to look over his shoulder to assure himself that the mist had not followed him, and saw to his satisfaction that there was no darker blackness evident.
 
   “What happened Kestrel?” Wren asked.
 
   “It tried to talk to me, and then, when I started to back away, it left, so I ran here,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “Let’s stay together,” he added.  “There may be more things like that, and we don’t want to be separated if they attack.”
 
   “Is that light ahead?” Woven asked at that moment.
 
   Kestrel and Wren both peered forward.  “It does look like it,” Wren agreed.
 
   “We think we see light ahead,” Kestrel told Stillwater.
 
   “Do you want me to go ahead to check?” the imp immediately asked.
 
   “No, stay here with us, and we’ll all go together,” Kestrel answered, as Wren told the humans that there was light ahead.
 
   The whole group jogged forward at a brisk pace, and soon the humans could see the blue light ahead.
 
   “What is it?  Another sorcerer like you?” Lark asked Kestrel as the blue tint to the light became evident.
 
   “I doubt there is another sorcerer quite like Kestrel,” Stuart said affectionately.  “Whether sorcerer is the right phrase or not I’m not sure, but there can’t be many like Kestrel, whatever he is.”
 
   “It’s not a sorcerer,” Kestrel answered as they drew closer, and his keen elven vision better examined the light ahead.  “I think it’s the outside, the world we’re going to.  It looks like a land with a blue sun!” he said in wonder.
 
   “That’s impossible,” Lark said flatly.  “The sun is yellow.”
 
   “I was in a land that had two suns, and one of them was red,” Kestrel contradicted her immediately.
 
   “I believe you,” Wren said supportively.  “I remember Dewberry talking about your adventures there, when you rescued the imps and sprites.”
 
   They all were starting to squint, as the brightness of the light overwhelmed their cavern-dimmed vision, but within another five minutes they reached the threshold of the passage, and stood staring out at the strange landscape before them.
 
   There was a blue sun in the sky, just as Kestrel had predicted.  It was small, with a diameter much less than that of their own land’s yellow sun, perhaps.  It was hard to tell, for the blue sun shone with such a bright, harsh brilliance that they could not stand to look directly at it.  And instead, their attention was immediately drawn to the landscape in front of them, a vast city of buildings, many of them grand, some of them impossibly tall, beyond the likes of any city the people from the Inner Seas had ever even imagined.  Yet the profiles of the tall buildings conveyed an oddness to the eyes of the outland observers, for the windows were short and wide, and spaced so closely on top of one another that they conveyed an impression of interior floors only two or three feet tall.
 
   And the city was nestled in a valley that was fenced on two sides by high hills or low mountains.   The hillsides were green, but there were no trees, only low-growing bushes.
 
   “Great goddess,” one of the humans exclaimed softly.
 
   “Where do we go, Kestrel?” Stuart asked.
 
   Kestrel stood silent, looking from left to right, examining the panorama.  There was nothing to indicate a particular spot was the right one.  There were no movements at all.  The buildings and the streets looked empty, abandoned and forlorn.
 
   “In the other world I visited,” he decided to draw upon his recollections.  “We had to move away from the entrance to the portal before we found anything.  And then we found Viathins, and killed them, and released one of the natives of that land who was the captive of the Viathins.
 
   “Let’s make our way down this trail,” he nodded towards a rocky path between the shrubs on their hillside.  “Have your weapons ready just in case.”
 
   “How will we even talk to anyone we meet here?” Gates asked.  “Is that your job?” he asked Wren.  “You seemed to talk to that thing in the cave.”
 
   “I have a gift from Kai, and it seems to let me understand anyone – the gnomes, the cave creature, I hope whatever comes next,” Wren confirmed.
 
   “A gift from the goddess?  Just like that, you people are blessed by Kai and you’re not even real humans?” Lark asked.
 
   Kestrel stopped in his tracks, and turned, furious at the girl’s comments.  “Not real humans like all the Uniontown fodder the Viathins used to spread death and destruction across the entire Inner Seas?  Is that what you mean?  Maybe Kai just thinks we’re better,” he snapped.
 
   The guards behind Lark drew their weapons.
 
   “Hold everyone, hold,” Stuart said immediately.  “We cannot start fighting among ourselves now.  Both of you put your prejudices away,” he said to Kestrel and Lark, who both stood facing one another, both with chins jutted out aggressively.
 
   “Kestrel,” Stuart said, “take the lead.  Duchess, you and I will walk with Gates in the rear.”
 
   Kestrel felt Wren’s hand on his arm, and he turned.  “We’re all tense,” she said softly in elvish.  “Let’s just do our task.
 
   “Then I’ll slap her for you when we get back to the Inner Seas,” she grinned as they moved to the front of the group.
 
   “It’s not bloody right they can talk in our language and use the other one too,” one of the guards grumbled, as they started walking down the path.
 
   Taking Wren’s advice, Kestrel kept walking, his eyes roving in all directions in search of any movement or sign of trouble.  A small wispy cloud moved rapidly across the sky, moving with a speed Kestrel had never seen such a solitary cloud possess around the Inner Seas, but there was nothing else to note for the half hour they walked down the path.
 
   The city buildings began to rise at some inexplicable boundary; on one side there were shrubs and grasses, and on the other side of the boundary moderately-sized buildings rose from the ground, while the trail immediately broadened out into a city street.  Kestrel stopped abruptly once they were a few steps into the city, and looked up at the buildings that created an ominous atmosphere.
 
   “What is it Kestrel?” Stuart asked.
 
   “It’s just so empty, it frightens me,” Kestrel said.  “Stillwater, would you go fly up and look in some of these windows?  Tell us what you see in the buildings, but don’t get too close,” he asked in elvish.
 
   “I shall explore,” the imp agreed, and he floated straight up over the middle of the street, then maneuvered into position to look into the strange windows.  He edged closer and closer to the windows, causing Kestrel to unconsciously hold his breath, until the imp actually stuck his head inside a window and peered at the interior of the building for several seconds, then withdrew and went to look at a different building.
 
   All the heads of the travelers were craned upward, watching the imp’s cautious movement, until one of the guards suddenly yelped in pain, and slapped at his leg.
 
   Everyone jumped, startled, then looked at the man, who pulled his hand away from his pant leg to reveal a red smear on the palm of his hand and a red stain on his pant leg.
 
   “Must have been some kind of bug bite,” he apologized.
 
   “I haven’t noticed any bugs,” Gates said.
 
   Kestrel’s attention shifted from the man’s minor discomfort to Stillwater’s continuing exploration, and he looked upward again for several seconds.
 
   “Maybe we should get moving,” he said to Wren, without removing his eyes from Stillwater.
 
   “Probably,” she agreed.
 
   “Let’s get going, people,” she said aloud, and she looked around at the streets, gave Kestrel a light shove, and started walking forward.
 
   “Kestrel friend,” Stillwater called down moments later, as he looked down from his overhead location, “there is something moving around the corner behind you,” he pointed to one of the buildings they had passed.
 
   Kestrel and Wren immediately pulled weapons and wheeled around, and the others reacted to their actions by doing the same, as the humans formed a circle around the girl they were assigned to protect.
 
   “What is it Kestrel?” Gates asked.
 
   “Stillwater saw something move behind us,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “It’s the mist, the evil from the cave!” Stillwater screamed, and as he did, the dark shapeless entity flowed around the corner and swiftly approached them.
 
   In a panic, Kestrel reached for his powers, but found that he could manage to produce nothing – there was no contact between his will and his ability.  He felt his powers, but they felt as though they were being diverted or shielded away, as though there was another greater power that called his energy away from him, instead of letting it answer his demands.
 
   “Tell it to stop or I’ll kill it!” he told Wren, stepping forward in a threatening manner, hoping to bluff the monster away from an attack.
 
   His cousin spoke in the shushing, slippery syllables of the language of the mist, and the creature stopped, then paused, before it began to speak in return, as all the members of the group stood tensely.
 
   “It lies,” Wren hissed.
 
   “What did it say?” Stuart asked.
 
   “It said that Kestrel has no powers here, not in daytime, probably not even at night,” she answered.
 
   “I have no powers – I have them but I can’t use them,” Kestrel corrected himself as he admitted that the monster was correct.  “I tried to use them just now, and I can’t!”
 
   “What does it want?” Kestrel asked Wren.
 
   She whispered and rattled his question to the mist, then listened to the reply.
 
   Then she stood still, and Kestrel saw her eyes narrow in suspicion.
 
   “It says it wants to help us,” she said in disbelief.  She spoke to the monster again, and listened to its response, then the group watched as it suddenly darted into a nearby door way and disappeared from view.
 
   “It says,” Wren had unconsciously dropped into a defensive crouch, but she straightened her back and stood upright as she spoke, “it says it is the enemy of the Viathins too, and if we can kill them, it will help us.  But for now, it cannot stand the sun, so it has left.
 
   “It says we will see it again,” she warned.
 
   Kestrel translated for Woven and then Stillwater, as the others looked around uneasily.
 
   “Why don’t your powers work?” Lark asked Kestrel.  “It seems like we could really use them now.”
 
   “It’s not by choice,” Kestrel answered.  “I’d like to have them.  I don’t understand it myself,” he admitted.
 
   “Let’s move on,” he said.
 
   “And stay away from the doors and windows; watch out for any place that smoke could come out of,” Stuart added.
 
   The group proceeded to advance through the city, staying in the center of the largest boulevards, and maintaining a direction towards the far side of the city, though they did not know where they would go from there.
 
   The strange blue sun sank into the sky, the sky that must be the west for the strange land, and as it settled down towards the hills behind the travelers, it began to turn from blue to green, casting long shadows by the tall buildings, and spreading an unhealthy green pallor over all the lands.  The squad of travelers from the Inner Seas moved forward, and as they came to the eastern edge of the abandoned city, they found that it ended as abruptly as it had begun, with an unseen boundary beyond which there were no buildings whatsoever.
 
   As they reached the boundary, three things happened.
 
   First they slowed down.
 
   “What do we do now?” Gates asked.  “Are we going to go out into the wilderness at night?” he asked.
 
   “I think I’d rather be out there than in the city with that mist when the night falls,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “I agree with Kestrel,” Stuart agreed, and so they started out into the scrubby desert.
 
   After only a score of steps, one of the human guards suddenly fell to the ground with a cry of pain, and frantically grabbed at his leg.  He was the guard who had suffered the bloody insect bite upon their arrival in the land of the blue sun, and he held his leg at the spot that had suffered the bite.  That unseen bug, Kestrel momentarily thought, was the only living thing they had encountered in the new land, other than the frightening mist creature.
 
   The man screamed again.
 
   “Jaxom, what is it?” Gates asked with concern, kneeling next to the man, and pulling his trouser leg up to look at the injury.
 
   “The pain!  That bug bite – something’s happening,” the guard said, then gave another scream.  Gates grabbed the man’s arms to support him, then suddenly fell back away from the man, falling and sitting on the ground as he stared in horror.
 
   The angry red spot of the insect bite was terribly swollen, and the man’s flesh moved rapidly and sickeningly.  The center of the wound suddenly erupted outward, and a swarm of black insects spewed out into the air.  They were small black flies, making loud buzzing sounds as they rose into the air.
 
   The others in the group gasped in startled horror, as the man with the terrible wound whimpered, but then the insects began to settle back onto the man, landing on any portion of exposed flesh, and as they did they bit him.
 
   The man cried out in agony, while the others gagged in horror.  Each insect seemed to immediately begin to suck copious amounts of blood from their victim, visibly swelling instantly as they gorged themselves.
 
   Lark reacted first, pulling out her small belt knife, an ornamental weapon that Kestrel had not seen her wield, and she began to stab and slice at the insects.  Some were knocked loose, while others were popped or sliced open, creating multiple small bloody explosions; as they were attacked, the insects gave out high-pitched shrieks of distress.  Gates saw what the duchess was doing, and he followed her lead, attacking other insects on Jaxom.
 
   The sounds of the attacks and the deaths of the insects provoked the rest of the flying creatures to rise off their victim, and rise into the air above the party of travelers, a cloud that circled and buzzed in the air.
 
   Jaxom lay on the ground, his eyes closed.
 
   Kestrel reached for his energy desperately, instinctively, despite the failure he had suffered earlier in the afternoon.  He felt the power inside him, and – just as the sun set behind the hills – he felt the barrier that separated him from the power seem to materially wane, so that he could weakly reach through it.
 
   Kestrel grasped the power, and focused every ounce of effort he could call, so that he pulled the power into his grasp, and pulled it out into the world, then erected his glowing blue shield over himself and his party.
 
   One of the insects dove suddenly down at the travelers below, but as it struck the energy dome it exploded, while the weak dome suffered a green spotting that did not return to blue.  Another dove at the same spot, and it too died, but the green spot turned yellow.  Two more of the insects dove at the dome, and other portions of the fragile protective shield also began to weaken.
 
   Kestrel fell to his knees as he focused solely on the shield, trying to maintain it, praying for any help he could have to allow him to have access to the power within him.  He knew that the insects were numerous enough to soon be able to break through his scant protection.
 
   I hear you.  I hear your prayer, friend, a voice whispered.
 
   Kestrel imagined he felt a boost in his ability to utilize his powers, and the dome did strengthen.  The yellow spots turned green, and the green spots turned blue.
 
   “You can do it Kestrel!” Wren said.
 
   “Instead of keeping them out, what if you wrapped your power around the biters, and threw them away from us?” Woven asked.
 
   “Woven!  That could work!  We have nothing to lose at this point,” Kestrel said as he remained on his knees, one hand also on the ground to hold him up as he focused on power.
 
   Even talking to the gnome disrupted his concentration, and he felt the energy shield start to weaken.  He closed his eyes to visualize the results he expected to achieve, then flipped his energy, letting the edges rise up instantaneously and then curl around to close in upon themselves, forming a closed ball of blue light, with the swarm of insects trapped inside.  And then he hurled the ball away, sending it soaring high in the air in the direction of the setting sun, a blue point of light in the sky, that grew smaller and then disappeared from view.
 
   “Well done, Kestrel!” Stuart said, looking up to watch the threat disappear.  He turned around to look at Kestrel, then gasped at what he saw.  Kestrel had passed out, his energies totally drained by the effort to defeat the unlikely threat.
 
   Stuart and Wren and Woven all dropped to their knees to check on their unconscious companion, while Lark and Gates and the other human guard all gathered around the man who had suffered the attack by the insects.
 
   “He’s dead,” Lark said with tears in her eyes.  “Jaxom is dead.  I remember when I was a little girl, he’d always give me a sugar treat when my mother and father weren’t looking.  He was a good man, and a reliable Uniontown man.
 
   “I hate this place already, for having killed him,” she hissed with emotion.
 
   “How is the heroic elf?” Gates asked, rising from the dead man’s body, and turning to look over the shoulder of the other group.
 
   “Beware!” Stillwater warned as he dove down from high above them.  “The shadow is coming from the city, moving towards you.”
 
   “Take positions in a circle around the ones on the ground,” Stuart commanded.  “My duchess, you get in the center with Kestrel.  Wren, you take the front spot, since you can speak to it.”
 
   The shadows in the deepening green nightfall were dense, but the approaching darkness was visible against the less dense darkness around it, and they all watched with wary eyes as it arrived at a spot in front of them, then paused in its motions and began to speak.
 
   Wren listened closely, then stood silent.
 
   “It says,” she hesitated, but spoke, “it says we are not safe out here,” she translated.
 
   There was a sudden roaring growl, far off in the distance.  The sound frightened them all, for they all recognized what it was – the sound of a Viathin venting its hatred.
 
   The mist spoke to them again.
 
   “That was the reaction of the Viathins; they responded to seeing Kestrel’s blue sphere of power fly in the sky.  They know we are here now,” the mist says.  “They know Kestrel is here.
 
   “The mist says it can help us hide,” she said.
 
   “What’s wrong with Kestrel?” Lark asked.
 
   “I do not know,” Wren answered.  “He doesn’t seem to be able to use his powers here.”  She looked up at Stillwater, and spoke to him.  “Do you know why Kestrel’s powers are weakened?”
 
   “I think it is the sun here,” Stillwater answered.  “Just like back in our world, the sun can change, and affect the imps and sprites, I think that this blue sun must have an effect on Kestrel.  His powers are blue, just like the sun, and so far he can only use his energy when he is not in direct light.  Maybe the blue sun’s rays absorb or interfere with his powers.”
 
   Wren translated the imp’s hypothesis to the others.
 
   “So in the blue light he’s just like us?” Lark asked, from where she still knelt by the body of the dead guardsman.
 
   “No, he’s not like you,” Wren said quietly.
 
   The creature began to hiss and shush again, causing Wren to focus on it.  The sky was growing dark as the sun completed its departure, letting the sky overhead fill with extraordinary clusters of stars and nebulae that glowed yellow and red and blue with such brightness that faint shadows fell on the ground.
 
   “The mist says we must hurry; the Viathins will come soon,” she explained.
 
   “Where will it take us?” Stuart asked cautiously.
 
   “Where do we want to go?” Wren translated its question to answer the question.
 
   “Tell it,” Stuart said.  “Tell it we are here to set our own gods free, and to kill the god of the Viathins, and then go home.  Let it know we do not plan to stay here.”
 
   Wren spoke again with the sibilant sounds that twisted and exercised her tongue.
 
   The mist squeaked once, then sat silently, its edges restlessly rolling down beneath itself, and welling up again within its center, making it appear to be a constantly erupting volcano.  After a pause, it whispered.
 
   “It says it knows where the captive gods are.  It can help us to go there,” she said.
 
   They heard another Viathin roar, closer than before, though not uncomfortably close.
 
   “How can it lead us?  What route?  Will we be safe?” Stuart quizzed.
 
   Wren curtly nodded her head as she listened to his questions, then turned and repeated them in the language of the mist.  It replied, and she turned to the others.
 
   “The captive gods are in a prison in another city.  There are caves and canyons that will take us there, but it will be two days journey.  The way will be dangerous, but if we trust it, it will deliver us inside the gates of the city,” Wren said.
 
   “And we must promise not to help any other gods,” she added.  She spoke to the mist, and it responded, its cloudy substance moving with greater agitation.  “We absolutely must not help any other gods, or it will punish us for betraying it.
 
   “It says it will hunt and slay Kestrel,” she said solemnly.
 
   The Viathins roared again, and a responding roar came from the other side of them, out in the desert wilderness they had planned to travel through.
 
   “We have no choice,” Gates said.
 
   “What does it get out of this deal?” Stuart asked.  “Why is it helping us?”
 
   Wren translated again.  “It says Ashcrayss and the Viathins are killing the world.  Soon there will be nothing left.  They have taken the water, they are taking the lives, soon they will consume everything, unless our gods can kill Ashcrayss,” she gave the answer of the mist.
 
   “That is just how Kestrel has described the other worlds that he saw the Viathins plunder,” Wren added.
 
   “My lady,” Stuart looked at Lark, “I recommend that we accept this unholy offer of help, and we follow this creature to some place of safety, and then to the place where the gods are held captive.
 
   “Kestrel will know the rest of what we need to do when he awakens,” Stuart asserted.
 
   “We’ll do it,” Lark agreed.
 
   “Let me talk to my companions to see if they also agree,” Wren spoke up, and she began to speak in the language of the gnomes, explaining the proposal to Woven, as the mist moved back and forth across the road like an impatient child.
 
   “We cannot trust this thing, but we have no choice,” Woven replied, and Stillwater had a similar answer after Wren told him.  “But I hate the thought of going into caves again,” he added.
 
   “Woven, you pick up Kestrel and carry him,” Wren told her gnome companion.
 
   “We’re ready to go,” she told the others, then told the mist.
 
   “We have to bring Jaxom’s body with us,” Lark said, as the humans gathered together.
 
   “My lady, it will be a heavy burden to carry for two days,” Stuart spoke up.
 
   “He was my body guard, and I will not allow him to be left behind like this,” Lark said heatedly.
 
   With a sigh and a gesture, Stuart signaled for the other guard to bring the dead man along, and as the mist started to move back towards the city, the small group began to follow along.
 
   “Why are there so few Viathins around here?” Wren asked the mist as they heard one roar up in the high hills beyond the city.
 
   “They only come here to use the cave that you arrived from.  There are not many of them, and they do not like this city otherwise,” the mist answered.  “They are afraid of me; I have killed a few of them.”
 
   “They may stop using the cave soon,” Wren said.  “Kestrel closed the other end in our world, so they will no longer be able to use this passage between the worlds.”
 
   “He is a great power?” the mist asked.
 
   “He is,” Wren answered.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Lark asked as they trudged back towards the town.
 
   “The mist asked if Kestrel is a great power in our land,” Wren told her.  “I said that he is.”
 
   “He is, and we didn’t even know about him, really,” the girl agreed in a pleasanter tone than Wren had expected.  “Except the Viathins spoke of ‘The Destroyer’ like some kind of mythical adversary, but I expected The Destroyer to be so much more frightening.”
 
   The group crossed the boundary again and re-entered the city.  They stalked along the broad central road in the path of the mist, until it turned aside at a particular building and entered the low door.
 
   “Stop,” Stuart said, “Wren you wait and stay with the duchess, in case anything happens, I want you to be with her to translate, and take care of her.  I’ll go in first,” and so saying, he drew his sword, then stooped very low and entered the dark building.  The guard carrying the body of his companion grunted as he also stooped low, finding the burden to be an awkward one to maneuver with.  Stillwater flew in, then Woven dragged Kestrel behind him, and the two females entered last.
 
   The interior of the building was completely dark, and they all moved at an extremely slow pace, until there was a shout from the front.  Moments later, Stuart’s voice drifted back, “Watch out for these steps going down,” he warned.
 
   After half an hour of travel, they were only a little beyond the bottom of the stairs, and Wren called out to the mist in the front of the group.  “Why is this so slow?” she asked.
 
   “We are waiting on the pace of all of you.  I would be much farther along if I traveled alone,” the mist told her.
 
   “Stuart, why are our people so slow?” she called forward.
 
   “It’s because of me,” the guard interrupted.  “I can’t do more than spare one hand to drag Jaxom along, and it’s slow going,” he explained.
 
   “Lark,” Wren spoke up, deliberately choosing not to use a title.
 
   “I know,” the nobleman’s daughter answered.   “We have to go faster, but it seems so cold to leave a friend here, where he’ll have no burial or respect.”
 
   “You can respect his memory, and honor him in the afterlife,” Wren answered.
 
   “Leave him, and move on,” Lark’s voice was emotional as she gave the command.
 
   “Woven, how are you doing?  Any signs of Kestrel awakening?” Wren asked a few minutes later, as they all began to crawl along at a faster pace.
 
   “He’s not said or done anything so far,” Woven answered.
 
   “We’ll want to take a break sometime,” Wren called forward to the mist.  “Will there be a good place to do that?”
 
   “We can go farther, and reach a canyon before the great light in the sky arrives,” the mist answered.  “You can rest there.  We must go faster though,” it added.
 
   Wren passed the information along to the others, and listened to the groans as they heard the news, but they continued on with their journey.
 
   It was long and slow and grueling, as the various races from the Inner Seas moved through the low-ceilinged passages of the land of the blue sun, but after painful hours they reached a spot where the mist began to hiss and seethe.
 
   “It says we can stop here to rest.  The sun will come up soon, and then we can walk through the canyon to the next set of caves,” Wren told them all.
 
   There were groans of relief as all the members of the group settled down onto the ground.  As they did, the mist spoke to Wren briefly.
 
   “It says it is going to its home, but it will be back tonight to lead us through the canyon and beyond,” Wren explained.  “It is going to pass among us – you will feel it pass by, but it will do you no harm,” she warned, and even before her last words were uttered she heard a series of murmurs and moans, then felt the icy touch of the mist for only a moment, before it passed by.
 
   “Is it gone?” Stuart asked after several seconds.
 
   “It went past me, and I’m last,” Wren confirmed.
 
   “Everyone put your hands up over your heads,” Stuart said.  “Does anyone feel the ceiling still?” he asked.
 
   “No,” Gates said.  They heard his clothing and the articles he carried rustle.  “I’m standing, and I still can’t touch it.”
 
   The others immediately stood as well, while Wren translated the news to the others.
 
   “I’ll see how high this place is,” Stillwater immediately volunteered in the darkness.  “Perhaps it is fifteen feet high,” he reported just seconds later.  “That is so little, yet now it seems like so much.”
 
   Wren passed that information along as well, including the imp’s philosophical reasoning, as she heard the sounds of all of them stretching and removing the various items they carried.
 
   Minutes later, as the humans spoke among themselves and Wren spoke to Woven, they all stopped, at a nearly simultaneous moment, as they realized that light was beginning to infiltrate their chamber.
 
   “It is the rise of the blue sun,” Gates spoke first.  “There’s the entrance to the cave,” he said as the bright end of their chamber revealed the access to the outdoors.
 
   “We’ll go look at it, to see what is out there,” Gates said, motioning to the other guard.
 
   “If they are going out, I’ll be their scout,” Stillwater hastily volunteered as he noted the movements towards the door in the growing light.
 
   “I’ll translate for you,” Wren said, also moving with them, and soon Kestrel’s body lay unattended in the cavern chamber as the rest of the squad went around a bend in the passage, and up a slope to find a small opening in a cliffside, one that looked out upon a narrow canyon.
 
   The walls of the canyon were steep and high.  At the bottom of the canyon there was a small pool of water that snaked along the curves of the canyon floor, with bushes and short trees growing bushier and taller than any plants the travelers had seen up to that point on their journey in the land of the blue sun.
 
   There were no signs of animals or life other than the plants.
 
   “I’m going to go down to the water,” Gates said.
 
   “We’ll all go,” Wren said, “except me.  I’ll stay here and watch over Kestrel.”
 
   “You can go; I’ll watch him,” Lark unexpectedly offered.  “If there’s a battle or a need to speak, you can do those things better than I can.”
 
   “I’ll stay with her ladyship,” Gates said.
 
   “No Gates, there’s no need to guard me here.  Go see what this world has,” Lark insisted.  She crouched back down into the cavern entrance, and motioned for them all to go.
 
   The eyes of the remaining guards all exchanged glances, then Stuart gave a nod and started to lead the way down the narrow trail that wove among the irregular features of the cliff.  Satisfied that the group was on its way, Lark re-entered the cavern, and wended her way back to the chamber where Kestrel still lay motionless.  She knelt down beside him, and began to remove the various articles he carried, trying to make him more comfortable.
 
   “I hope you awaken soon,” she said softly.  “We need your strength.
 
   “I remember the first time I saw you, standing in the street of Uniontown.  I happened to be looking directly at you when you pulled your bow off your shoulder and started firing arrows as calmly as if you were picking flowers in a garden.  I was clinging to my brother, Lister, and I thought we were going to be taken prisoner,” she said as she gently straightened the front of Kestrel’s shirt.
 
   “And your eyes were so beautiful; even if Stuart was frightened by them, I thought they were gorgeous – they made me want to go live with gnomes so I could have purple eyes too,” she told him, and she reached her hand up from his shirt to his face, then she stroked his hair back off his forehead.
 
   She seemed to touch some responsive part of him, either by her touch or her voice, for he moaned down in the base of his throat.  Lark immediately removed her hand from his face, and scooted back several inches from him.  He moaned again, and the second time the sound was more indicative of pain than of awakening.
 
   “Kestrel,” she said, less gently than she had just moments before, “Kestrel, are you alright?”
 
   “Wren?” he asked in dazed confusion.
 
   “No, not Wren,” the duchess replied.
 
   “Putty?” he still did not know where he was.
 
   “It’s me, Duchess Lark,” the girl clarified, with a touch of asperity in her voice.
 
   “Oh,” Kestrel sighed.  He opened his eyes and looked up.  He looked at the girl, then looked around the dark chamber.  In the darkness he saw two tiny sparks, the brightness of the outside daylight, reflecting off her eyes.  “Where are we?”
 
   Lark proceeded to tell him where they were, and how they traveled there.
 
   “The monster of mist is helping us?” he asked.  “Is my waterskin close by?” he asked seconds later, before Lark even had a chance to answer.
 
   “I have a terrible headache,” Kestrel said.  “Would you pass the waterskin to me?”  he had made no effort to rise from his prone position.
 
   Lark squinted in the darkness, located the skin she had removed from Kestrel earlier, and pulled it closer.
 
   “Open your mouth,” she commanded, as she held the skin above his head, then tipped it and poured a large gulp into his mouth.
 
   He placed his hand up to prevent her from pouring more.  “That’s enough, thank you.
 
   “You say the others are outside?” Kestrel asked her.  “Why aren’t you there?”
 
   “We thought someone should stay with you,” Lark said, “and they told me to, since the others could fight better if there were problems,” she fibbed, caught off-guard by the direct question.  She didn’t want to admit that she had volunteered to be with him.
 
   “Can you help me sit up?” he asked, and reached up to hold on to Lark’s hands as she strained to pull him up.
 
   “It’s so hard for me to use my energy,” he tried to apologize.  “It really wore me out.”
 
   “Wren says the imp thinks that the blue sun might be interfering with your powers,” Lark told him.  He released his hold on her hands as he straightened up. 
 
   “How would that be?” he asked.
 
   “The imp says that since the energy you use is usually blue, like the shields you create, maybe the blue sunlight can do something to them,” she understood little else of Wren’s translation of Stillwater’s theory.
 
   Kestrel rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “It might be,” he allowed.  “Shall we go out and look for everyone?” he suggested.  “You lead the way.”   He appreciated the girl’s kindness in staying with him, but he was anxious to see Wren and learn what was happening from the perspective of her honest and battle-tested judgment.
 
   When the pair turned the curve and climbed up to the opening, Kestrel squinted against the bright light of the rising sun.  The brilliant blue disk was finally cresting the lip of the canyon, so that its direct rays began to penetrate down into the lower reaches of the canyon.  Blinking through the brightness of the warming day, Kestrel saw the other members of their party peacefully examining the shorelines of the small blue waterway below.
 
   Stillwater was floating through the air above the land-bound members of the party, but when he spotted Kestrel he swooped low to announce his discovery, then shot up into the air and came to a stop directly in front of the recovered elf.
 
   “Are you well, Kestrel-warrior?” he asked.
 
   “I’m better, thank you, Stillwater.  I had some water from the healing spring, and I expect I’ll only get better.  How goes our journey so far?” he asked.
 
   “It is troubling, Lord Kestrel,” Stillwater answered.  “We are in a place we do not know, fighting an enemy that is strong, relying on an ally we do not trust.  But we have you and Lady Wren, so I know we will win!” he added on an upbeat note.
 
   “We will win,” Kestrel agreed with a smile.  He saw that the terrestrial members of the group were climbing up to return to the cavern chamber.  With a wave, Kestrel re-entered the cave, followed by Stillwater, while Lark waited outside for the others.  Minutes later the rest of the group entered the cool, dim cave, and gathered around Kestrel, who told them all how he felt.
 
   “What are our supplies like?” he asked as they all sat and talked.
 
   “We have what our group had with us,” Wren answered.  “The former prisoners weren’t carrying anything.”
 
   “If everyone else is as hungry as I am, we ought to give everyone at least a couple of bites of food,” Kestrel suggested, and he saw the nodding heads around him.  Wren spoke to Woven, and the two of them offered portions of their slim food stocks to everyone in the space.
 
   “So we just wait for the mist to come back?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “That is all we know to do,” Stuart agreed.  “Is the imp correct, that your powers do not work because of the blue sunlight?”
 
   Kestrel looked up at Stillwater.  “The imps have troubles with their travels because of the sun, and strange things can happen,” he thought momentarily of his habitation in the body of Prince Ruelin, an exchange precipitated by spots on the sun and its fluctuating energy.  “And we lost most of our party because the red spots on the sun cut our companions off from us,” he thought then of Putienne, and felt a pang of remorse that he had not thought of the girl a great deal since the dangerous pace of their journey had accelerated.  “So we know that the sun can affect us; I do not know any more than that for sure,” he said.
 
   “Has,” he hesitated, “has there been anyone else here besides the mist?  Have you seen any of the people who made the buildings or lived in this land?”  He remembered the voice he thought he had heard while he had been fighting to secure his shield against the murderous insects.
 
   The others in the party looked at one another, and he knew that there was no one else who had heard anything.  “Never mind,” he told them.  “I just wondered.”
 
   And so they all grew sleepy.  The long journey throughout the night began to show its impact, and Kestrel offered to take the first shift of the watch while the others fell asleep.
 
   He watched them all settle into their selected spots, the humans close to one another, Woven by himself, and Stillwater settling in next to Wren.  Kestrel crept backwards in the cave, as the tunnel rapidly narrowed, and the ceiling dramatically lowered, giving him an idea of the uncomfortable confines his partners had traveled through, and Woven had pulled him through during the night.  There was no sense of the presence of the mist, and for that he was thankful.  They were in a difficult situation, he knew.  They had few supplies in a hostile environment, with a dangerous ally, and they faced a formidable foe.  Kestrel shook his head, knowing that the odds were long against them; everything had seemed so much easier back when they had planned in the lands of the Inner Seas.
 
   He backed up, turned, and went back to the entrance of the cavern, feeling the warmer air of the outside flowing into the front chamber of the cave.  He lay down and stared out at the top of the canyon wall on the opposite side across from his small cave opening.  The sun was high overhead, indicating midday, letting him know that the others would have a few hours of time to rest and recover before they began their next trek behind the guidance of the frightening mist.
 
   A movement caught his eye, and he saw a pair of Viathins appear at the top of the canyon.  They peered intently down into the depths of the depression, and Kestrel ceased all movement, not even daring to breath.  The Viathins remained in place for a long time, and Kestrel grew worried, even more so when they began to walk slowly along the top of the precipice, their heads looking in all directions.
 
   He could not call upon his powers to kill them, nor would it be a good idea had it been possible, for it might call attention to their absence, and they seemed to communicate the stress of death to one another over long distances, he recollected.  But he longed for some weapon to offer protection if they or others happened to approach the cave.
 
   He cautiously inched backwards, then sprinted back into the chamber where the others were sleeping, and he grabbed his bow and arrow, along with his knife, and crept back into place at the cave entry, and laid back down with the lowest profile he could create.  As he watched, the Viathins strolled further along, coming to a spot directly across from the cave, so close that Kestrel could almost imagine he heard their voices rumbling as they spoke to one another.  And around their ankles and calves he realized there was movement too, some dark group of objects that followed the Viathins, something that he could not identify as anything he was familiar with.
 
   The Viathins were within easy range of his bow.  He could fire his arrow at one and then throw his knife at the other, and the threat would be at an end, for the moment.  But the two specific monsters he watched posed no great threat to him and his friends – they were only incidental to the greater problem.
 
   As the time crept on, so did the Viathins; they moved from beyond the spot across from the cavern and eventually turned away from the canyon altogether, disappearing two hours later after walking a long stretch of the canyon rim.  With a sigh of relief, Kestrel rolled over to go return his bow and arrow to the chamber with the sleepers, and he was startled to discover that Stuart was squatting nearby awake and observing him.
 
   “What was it?” the man asked.
 
   “A pair of Viathins; they walked a good length of the canyon rim, studying it closely, but I don’t think they saw the cave,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “The mist says that they saw that ball full of murderous bugs you flung away, and that they know that you’re here,” Stuart told him.
 
   “That’s what Lady Lark told me,” Kestrel confirmed.
 
   “The poor young lady is suffering trauma and danger like no one in her family ever has,” Stuart said, stroking his goatee as he spoke.  “I’ve served three generations of them now.
 
   “Be kind to her Kestrel, please, for me,” the warrior asked.  “She may or may not have much time left to live her life, but I’d like for her to spend it no more upset than necessary.  Don’t antagonize her – she’s really just a little girl in many ways, although her body is growing up faster than her father would like.  Her mother just died in a fire a year ago, so she’s fragile; she’s not sure about a lot of things right now.”
 
   “I’ll be kind to her, as much as the situation allows,” Kestrel agreed.  “I appreciated her taking care of me when I awoke this morning,” he said.  “We can get along.”
 
   “Good,” Stuart said.  “I was sure you could,” he grinned.   “I know you can handle much bigger problems than this.
 
   “The duke would be devastated if he never got his little girl back – he dotes on her,” Stuart said.  “What do you think the odds are that he’ll get to see her celebrate her next birthday?”
 
   “If it’s tomorrow,” Kestrel answered, “probably not good.  But a few days beyond that, I’m still hopeful,” he said.  “We have this guide who seems to be leading us right to where we want to go, and if we can set our gods free to fight Ashcrayss, then our real challenge will be finding a way to get home.  So don’t worry about your duchess yet.  You’ll get to see her and her father have a happy time together, I’m sure,” he spoke as heartily as he could, wanting to buoy the spirits of the veteran warrior.
 
   “I’m glad you think it’ll be that easy,” Stuart said, and he yawned.
 
   “You go back to get some more rest, Kestrel told him.  “I’ll keep watch here; I slept all night while you were traveling.”
 
   Stuart gave a wave, then turned and disappeared back into the cavern, leaving Kestrel alone in the front of the cavern once again.
 
   He hoped he had convinced Stuart that there was hope for their mission.  The veteran warrior probably had seen through Kestrel’s false bravado, but Kestrel had wanted to comfort the man about the chances the group could succeed.  Kestrel had doubts – he felt hopelessly enmeshed in uncertainty, with no way to know what to do or worst of all, what to expect.  He wanted to plan and anticipate and be able to develop contingency plans, but the lack of information his group possessed prevented him from doing any more than reacting.
 
   Krusima, he prayed softly, we are coming to find you and set you free.  Be ready my lord, and know that we will need you, he whispered the prayer, a desperate plea on behalf of his group.
 
   Morph, he prayed to the other captive god, we are in this forsaken world, coming to find you, so that we may set you free.  We will fight the Viathins, and take you home, he promised his putative father.
 
   Kestrel, I hear you.  Come to me, a tinny voice faintly sounded in his soul.  Kestrel waited for further communication, but none came.  He prayed for further communication, but none was forthcoming, and so he stopped.
 
   He wondered again about the faint voice he had heard the day before.  He had almost dismissed it as his imagination, but the response of this new voice convinced him that the first voice had been real.
 
   He shook his head.  They were more uncertainties, but at least they were not negative uncertainties, he was happy to say.  The quality of the light in the cave changed as the sun moved across the canyon and disappeared.  There were no sounds from the sleepers, and Kestrel felt bored as he sat alone.
 
   He moved back over to the entrance of the cave to look out again, and as he did, a Viathin poked its head into the cave entrance, in such a simultaneous motion that their two heads banged against one another and they both fell backwards, Kestrel giving a startled shout as the Viathin roared.  Kestrel’s hand flew to his belt and flipped his knife at the monster.
 
   He scrambled backwards like a crab, and pulled his bow and an arrow up into position.  “Wren!” he shouted.  “Stuart!” he added, then held his bow in front of him as he backed towards the entrance.
 
   Another Viathin leapt into the entry, and Kestrel released his arrow in unaimed panic, striking the monster in the shoulder.  It roared in pain as its momentum carried it forward despite the superficial wound.
 
   “Lucretia!” Kestrel called his knife as he threw his bow at the face of the Viathin and scrambled backwards, his hand reaching behind him to find his staff, while the creature swatted his bow aside and charged at him.
 
   An arrow suddenly appeared in the Viathin’s chest, and Kestrel’s knife arrived in his hand at the same time.  Kestrel flipped the knife at the monster, a moment before it crashed into him, bowling him over and down onto the hard stone floor of the cave, crushed by the weight of the dead monster that landed atop him.
 
   “Kestrel!” Wren screamed.  “Kestrel, by the names of the gods you better not be dead or I’ll kill you myself!” she threatened as she and Stuart heaved against the Viathin carcass and pushed it off him.
 
   “It looks like the Viathin almost saved you the trouble of having to kill him,” Stuart said dryly as they looked down at where Kestrel lay on his back.
 
   “What happened?” Wren asked, as the other members of the party came stumbling out of the sleeping chamber.
 
   “There were a pair of Viathins on top of the canyon rim earlier, looking down, but they went away, I thought,” Kestrel answered, “except they didn’t.”
 
   There was a scrambling noise outside the cave mouth, causing Kestrel to sit up and hastily pull his knife out of the dead monster beside him.
 
   “There were just the two Viathins?” Stuart whispered.
 
   “That’s all I saw earlier,” Kestrel confirmed.  He stood up and held his knife in front of him as he stepped towards the entry, then he stopped just inside the shadows of the cave and hesitated, as he felt Wren and Stuart directly behind him.
 
   “Let me go first,” Stillwater said softly then shot over Kestrel’s shoulder and out the door in a blue blur that seemed too swift to be ambushed.  Kestrel watched, startled at first, then glad to see the imp fly freely through and then away from the cavern entrance, out into the open air beyond.
 
   He watched as Stillwater swooped out of sight, then returned slowly, floating casually towards the entry and slowly surveying the area in the vicinity of the cave.
 
   “Kestrel-friend, come out and look at this,” he called.  “And bring Wren the talker too,” he added.
 
   “Wren the talker – I like that title,” Kestrel said as he ducked his head to exit from the cave.  He felt a violent thrust from behind as Wren followed and shoved him forcefully.  As he stepped out, he lost his balance from her push, and he stepped wildly around on the narrow ledge in front of the cave, before he tiptoed off to the side with exaggerated motions and regained his balance.
 
   “What are you clowning at?” Wren asked as she followed him out.  “Oh, I see,” she added, as she stopped, then stepped in a peculiar fashion to the side, and was followed by Stuart.
 
   “They were following the Viathins, I think,” Kestrel said as he squatted down and looked at the large black disks that were outside the cave.  Some were sitting tightly against the ground, while others were scuttling about with great energy on their multiple sets of legs.  Each was approximately a yard wide, and they made a chittering noise that Kestrel thought sounded like insects back on earth.
 
   “Are they dangerous?” Stuart asked, his head poked out of the cave.
 
   “Ask them if they’re dangerous,” Kestrel told his cousin, “since Kai’s gift makes you Wren-talker,” he grinned.
 
   The woman made a rude gesture, then listened intently to the sounds of the black disks.  “They say they feel free!” she said.
 
   “They were under the influence of the Viathins, their minds controlled by the predators, just the way men in the Inner Seas were,” Kestrel said.  “It was the same way in Albanun and with the Parstoles.  When we killed the masters, we set them free.
 
   “Tell them the Viathins are dead, and that we killed them,” Kestrel said.
 
   Wren gave him an indecipherable look, then she too squatted down, and began to issue forth a strange stream of noises, pausing occasionally to find the shape of her mouth that would allow her to utter the proper statement.  As she spoke, all the black disks began to move towards her, and surrounded her as they silently listened to her words.
 
   Upon her finish, several of the beings began to answer, then stopped, and one took up the task of responding.  Kestrel listened intently, as Wren conversed with the newly-freed creatures.  She gave a short response, and listened to a long response.  She looked at Kestrel momentarily, as if about to speak to him, then started talking to the black disks again, and as she spoke, the creatures began to jostle and move about, clicking quietly among themselves as her comments excited them.
 
   “They want to help us!” she said, her eyes sparkling.  “They welcome us as enemies of the Viathins.”
 
   “How,” Stuart asked in a puzzled tone of voice, “how can these things help us?”
 
   “I told them we came to rescue our captive gods, and they said they know where they are; they can take us right to them,” Wren answered.
 
   There was a suddenly roaring scream from a distant Viathin, and the disks all hunkered down, shivering dismally.
 
   The one who had spoken to Wren began to clatter at her urgently.
 
   “We need to go now, before the evil masters come, it says.  They will come to find their dead companions, and all will be lost,” she translated.
 
   “What about the mist creature?” Kestrel asked.  “Shouldn’t we wait for it to come join us?”
 
   The disks began to move, a long line of them starting to move single-file down the trail towards the bottom of the canyon.
 
   “I’d rather travel with these things than that mist monster,” Stuart said, and Kestrel saw Wren nod in agreement.
 
   “I’ll tell them to wait a moment for us,” Wren spoke up, and she chittered and clacked her request, bringing the retreating column to a halt.  The members of the group came pouring out of the cavern entrance, as Kestrel explained what was happening to Stillwater, and then to Woven, once they started descending down the trail.
 
   There were a dozen of the black scuttling creatures, and they moved with surprisingly swift speed, as their legs paced rapidly and surely along the inclined path.  The humans and the others walked rapidly to keep up with them while they hurried to the bottom of the canyon, then started following the slender pool of water forward.  The water ended in a short distance, and one of the creatures spoke to Wren as they passed it by.
 
   “There used to be water all over the surface of the land, rivers of water, it says, but the Viathins have dried the streams and the lakes up, and made many things die.  The creatures are sad that there are not more places with water like this,” she told the others as they hurried along the dry waterway.  They continued in the shady canyon bottom, as the sun started to set and the shadows grew darker, until the disks turned sharply and began to travel up a narrow arroyo that pointed them towards the green sunset.
 
   As they walked rapidly in the increasing darkness, Wren gave a murmur of surprise.
 
   “What is it?” Stuart asked.
 
   “They’re going into that crack,” Wren answered, pointing low to the ground, where the disks were disappearing from sight in a very low cave.
 
   She dropped to her hands and knees and chittered into the darkness, then moved back as one of the disks came shuffling back out, a patch of blackness against the less dark sandy soil.  The creature spoke, and Wren responded.  The creature spoke rapidly, and Wren gave a short reply, before a last exchange, and then the creature spoke.
 
   “It said the ceiling in this cave is as high as the sky, but I don’t know how they would know,” wren explained.  “It also said that the Viathins are coming, and they must get into the cave so they won’t be controlled by the monsters.  And it finally said that this is the only way to sneak into the place where our gods are held captive.”
 
   All the members of the party from the Inner Seas looked at one another, not sure how to respond, as Kestrel quietly explained to Woven.
 
   “I’ll go first,” the gnome immediately said, as he dropped down and disappeared into the darkness.
 
   “I presume we have to go down into that place,” Stillwater said with a heavy sigh.
 
   “We do,” Kestrel agreed, as Wren began to belly crawl into the cave entrance as well.
 
   There was the sound of a pair of Viathins roaring somewhere in the main canyon, and then a scream of Viathin pain.  The humans instantly all dropped down and entered the cave, each immediately following the feet of the one before them as they hurried into the stony portal.
 
   “After you,” Kestrel said politely to Stillwater, and he watched the imp fly down and disappear.  With a deep breath, and a prayer that there were few caves left in the challenging adventure, he dropped down too, and began to tediously crawl at the tail end of the parade under the canyon walls.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Kestrel listened for the sound of the crawlers in front of him, and steadily moved forward across the sandy floor of the cave.  He stopped from time to time to reach upward, to see if there was a ceiling within reach, and every time he was disappointed to find that there was no more clearance than there had been at the entrance.
 
   He heard the crawling sounds of his companions, the noises of weapons and supplies banging off stones and dragging through sand.  He also heard occasional faint sounds of the black disks, chittering to one another at the front of the line.
 
   The journey was painful.  Kestrel felt sand chaffing him along the entire length of his body as grains of the sand penetrated his clothes and rubbed against his flesh.  He longed for a chance to stand up, but there was no chance; the cave only went onward, never growing taller.
 
   He felt relief when he heard Lark call suddenly and loudly, “Can we stop, please?”
 
   All the humans did stop, as did Stillwater and Kestrel behind them.  There was an exchange of chittering sounds, noises that Kestrel supposed were an exchange between Wren and the disks.
 
   “What’s the problem?” Wren asked.
 
   “I need a little time,” Lark said hesitantly.
 
   “To rest?” Kestrel asked, immediately guessing what the girl needed.
 
   “No,” she answered.
 
   “To eat a snack?” he guessed purposefully wrongly again.
 
   “No,” Lark snapped.
 
   “To adjust your clothes?” he couldn’t help wanting to provoke her.
 
   “Stop it!” she shouted.  “You know why, now stop.”  He heard her rustling sounds as she removed her various items that she carried, and then she rolled off to the side, it seemed.
 
   Lark grunted and cried out once.  “Stupid rock!” she said, and then was quiet for a long moment.
 
   “Hey!” she said soon after that.  “There’s no ceiling here; I can stand up!”
 
   “Where are you, my lady?” both Gates and Stuart asked simultaneously.
 
   “I rolled to my right.  Come over here.  This is the best thing in the world!  Better than eating honey on toasted bread!” she said.
 
   All of the off-world travelers immediately began moving right, as Kestrel told Woven and Stillwater about the discovery, and seconds later the whole group was exulting in the pleasure of being vertical once again.  The cavern was filled with a set of new sounds, as the disks all moved over to the right, clacking and commenting to one another.
 
   “There’s no telling how far we’ll be able to go upright,” Stuart said.
 
   Kestrel had been wondering the same thing, as well as wondering if he had access to his energy at night, in the cave, without great strain.  “Let me try something,” he grunted, as he focused internally, finding his power and grasping it with some difficulty, but not the terrible strain he had felt before.
 
   The cave suddenly came alive as light poured forth from the hand Kestrel held over his head.  The disks all began to clack and click wildly and to scurry for cover, while Lark shrieked and hastily pulled her pants up to her waist.
 
   “You could have given some warning of this!” she shouted at Kestrel.
 
   “My apologies, my lady,” he said mildly.   He was looking up at the high ceiling overhead, an enormous space above a relatively narrow passage in which they stood.
 
   Wren was kneeling and communicating with the guides, explaining things and calling them back to the scene.  Several came crawling back, coming to circle around Kestrel, awed by the light he produced.
 
   “They want to know how you do that,” Wren explained.
 
   “Tell them that this is the power from our gods,” Kestrel answered.  “Ask them,” he paused, thinking suddenly of Rabaske of Albanun, the goddess who had been so weakened by the loss of worshippers.  “Ask them who their god is, or if they have many gods.”
 
   Wren had an exchange with one of the disks.
 
   “He says they had a god, but not many of them know their god.  It was silly to pay attention to such things, they thought,” she reported.
 
   “But gods can have powers to help.  Tell them how our goddess has done so much to help us defeat the Viathins,” Kestrel urged.  “And given us powers,” he added.
 
   Wren conversed further.
 
   “Tullamore,” Wren said, “the creatures say their god was Tullamore, but they think he’s dead now.”
 
   “Did the Viathins tear down his temples?” Kestrel asked, prompting Wren to translate the question, after which the creatures discussed the issue among themselves.
 
   “They aren’t really sure.  Not many of them worshipped or went to temple; that was an old-fashioned thing to do,” Wren said.
 
   “Ask them to pray to him now,” Kestrel suggested.  “Tell them how important it is to speak to their god and ask for his help.  We are fighting against the god of the Viathins, to help our own gods.  Prayers can help.”
 
   Wren nodded her head, then began to speak in the clicking language of the disks, a comment that stretched on and on and on and became a conversation.  When it ended, Wren started to stand, just as the entire group of black animals began to raise a loud ruckus, all of them simultaneously conversing loudly, so that Lark placed her hands over her ears for several seconds, before the noise began to diminish, then quickly end.
 
   One of them spoke to Wren, who grinned, the answered.
 
   “He said they prayed loudly to help him hear better,” she explained.
 
   I did hear, my friend, a voice whispered to Kestrel.  I will help you if I can.
 
   He felt a thrill of excitement at the communication from the otherworldly deity.  They needed help desperately, and it was encouraging to find it coming from unexpected directions.
 
   “Thank them; tell them their god is pleased,” Kestrel acknowledged.  “Then find out how much longer we will travel.
 
   There was another conversation, as Lark edged past the others in the narrow passage, then passed Kestrel to go into an isolated portion of the cave.  “None of you look,” she said sternly as she retreated into the darkness behind Kestrel, giving him a particularly hard stare as she passed.
 
   Minutes later there was a parade of the men into the empty cavern spaces as well, as Wren finished her conversation with the natives.
 
   “They say we have another day to get to the prison where the gods are held.  It will be about the middle of the day,” she said.
 
   “They say we can go to the prison, then wait until nightfall tomorrow to attack,” she added.
 
   “That sounds like a reasonable plan,” Kestrel said.  He felt himself growing tired from the use of his powers as he strained to keep a light illuminating the cavern space.
 
   “Except for the fact that we have little left in the way of supplies.  You might ask them if they have supplies enough for themselves, or for us,” Stuart spoke up.  “We’ve got hardly any water left.”
 
   Wren began speaking to the creatures’ spokesman again, and at the end of the conversation she stood up shaking her head.
 
   “We won’t eat what they eat, that’s all I’m going to say,” she told the others.  “And they need water, but not as much as we do.  They can get some from the air.”
 
   “We should have filled water skins at that pool of water,” Stuart berated himself.
 
   I will help you, the voice of the god of the disks, Tullamore, said.  And then you will help my people.
 
   Hold your water skin high over your head, the god spoke softly to Kestrel. He did as directed.
 
   Use your powers – focus all of your energy on the water.
 
   “It’s special water, my lord,” Kestrel said softly.  “From a spring in my own world, with enchantments and powers.”
 
   We will make it more special, the god told him.  It will be special right away – it will defeat the Viathins now, and it will be special in the future, if we can succeed in your quest.
 
   Kestrel took the skin of water from the healing spring, and raised it over his head.
 
   “What are you doing, Kestrel?” asked Lark, who was standing closest to him. 
 
   Open the spout, let the water flow out, and focus your energy on the water, Tullamore said.
 
   “There isn’t much water.  We need it.  I don’t want to waste it,” Kestrel said.
 
   Call my children around, and tell them to touch you, then pour out the water as I have instructed, the god insisted.  His voice was still weak, but there was a new resolve in it.
 
   “Wren,” Kestrel called, still holding the water aloft, “tell the creatures to come around me, and to touch me.”  He said it in a soft voice.
 
   “What are you going to do Kestrel?” she asked.
 
   “I am going to obey their god.  He is talking to me,” Kestrel said.  He felt his energy starting to dwindle, and he reduced the amount of light that glowed from his hand as he waited to carry out Tullamore’s command, while Wren spoke to the disks.
 
   “There is a god, talking to you – right now?” Lark asked skeptically.  “I didn’t hear it.  Did you hear it?” she turned to Stuart.
 
   As she did, the disks came crawling over to Kestrel, surrounding him and pressing up against him.  He could feel their feet squirming across the tops of his boots, pressing against him.
 
   Now, pour, the god commanded.
 
   Kestrel tipped the water skin, and the water began to dribble out, falling in beads towards the floor.  As it did, Kestrel focused his energy from his hand into the water within the skin.  The light in the cavern altered, coming not from his hand any longer, but beaming out from the open spout of the water skin, and the water that poured out with it, a glowing cascade of watery drops which seemed to descend in slow motion as they wafted downward.
 
   “You’re wasting our water,” Lark said in a breathless voice, her stress at the loss of the liquid offset by the beauty of the sight of the glowing water, and the sense that something sacred was occurring.
 
   The drops poured out, and as they fell on the disks, the animals stopped moving.  They too began to glow, momentarily, one or two at a time, the light in the cavern shifting around as first one on the right glowed, and then a pair on the left.  
 
   Kestrel continued to hold the skin aloft, and the last drops of the nearly empty skin  flowed out and splashed off the carapaces of the natives of the land, and then the only light left was the energy glow that shone out of the spout.
 
   For a long moment Kestrel wondered what had happened.  He wondered if he had just squandered the water they would need to drink, if not to heal.
 
   Have faith, the voice told him.
 
   And then the skin grew heavier, and water began to dribble out again.  The skin itself began to glow, and the powerful energy of the glow extended down into the flesh of Kestrel’s hands and forearms.  The steady stream of water came out of the skin, but the skin grew heavier instead of lighter, and the water that poured forth grew more abundant.  Kestrel felt his whole body react to the power that flowed into the water skin, energy that seemed to seep in from the air on all sides of him, and be absorbed in him and in the water skin.
 
   “What is happening?” Stuart asked, as the glow of the skin and the water faded, so that only Kestrel’s hands glowed.
 
   “It’s Tullamore,” Kestrel said solemnly.  He lowered the water skin. Down to his chest, and offered it to Lark.  “Here, have this drink, and remember that he is on our side.”
 
   She took the skin from him, her eyes staring at his face the whole time, and she swallowed a long pull from the skin, then passed it to Gates, who also took a drink, and passed it on.  The skin went around in silence, a solemn, ceremonial sharing of the water, a mute testimony to the power of the divine act that they had seen carried out.
 
   “It will never be empty,” Kestrel said.  “It’s just like the skin of Decimindion, which always flows with water to drive away the influence of the Viathins.”
 
   He could sense that the energy of Tullamore was fading away.  His own momentary sense of power grew weaker, returning to the tenuous state he had felt before.  The disk creatures began to stir and speak to one another, as they crawled off of Kestrel and communed with one another.
 
   “You really did hear a god speak to you,” Lark stated.  “I’m sorry I didn’t believe.”
 
   Kestrel accepted the returning skin from her and took a drink of his own, then closed the stopper and re-slung it over his shoulder.
 
   “Tell the creatures to go on, and tell them we’ll travel where we can stand up for as long as we can,” Kestrel told Wren.
 
   She began to pass the directions along.  She listened to them respond, and began to cough and choke, then spoke again.  Afterwards, she turned to the others, who were growing less visible as the residual glow in Kestrel’s hands continued to diminish.
 
   “They said you must be a favorite of the god,” she told Kestrel.  “I told them their god took pity on you.
 
   “They will lead, and we will have to tell them if the ceiling drops down or if they go away from the passages that we can walk in,” Wren explained.  “And you’ll have to keep providing some light for us to see, so we don’t walk into a wall.
 
   “Remember, you’ll have time to rest after we reach the end of the trip,” she comforted her cousin.
 
   And so they started the last part of their journey, re-energized by the extraordinary event they had witnessed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Hours later, the disks called a halt to the journey, and the travelers ceased crawling through the low-ceilinged passage.  The spaces with walking height had only lasted for an hour, before the trail they followed deviated from the high passages, and the humans, gnome, elves, and imp had returned to crawling.
 
   They were resting in a cavern where they could sit up.  Their guides told them that it was immediately adjacent to dungeons in a castle that the Viathins had taken possession of.  The Viathins had savagely altered the architecture of the castle to create spaces in which they could walk upright.  Hidden among the ruins and debris of the Viathin destruction there existed an unnoticed opening that connected to the cavern passages the rescue party rested in.
 
   Kestrel felt a hopefulness about the planned prison adventure, buoyed by the intervention of Tullamore, his exercise of powers, and the inspiration that had blossomed in the black disk creatures as a result of witnessing the divine blessing of the water skin.  Wren and the disks had spoken during the course of the rest of the journey through the caves, and during breaks.  She was sitting near Kestrel, talking to Stuart, telling him the things she had learned.
 
   “They are called the Skyes, and there used to be very many of them, but nearly all are gone now, killed by the Viathins either directly, or when they drained away the water and the vitality of the whole land,” Wren explained.  “And they like heights.  They like tall buildings, they like looking up at the sky, they are jealous of us because we seem so close to the heavens.
 
   “They told me they lost touch with their god because their whole society was really more focused on trying to reach the sky,” she added.  “There are old temples that no one goes to anymore; the Viathins have taken them over and use them as temples to their god.  They make a great many sacrifices of the Skyes in the temples.”
 
   “Kestrel,” Lark spoke up as Wren finished her narrative, “when this is over, and the gods are free, and we go back to our own world, what will you do?” she asked.
 
   “I,” he paused, considering a question he had pushed out of consideration since Kai’s charge to him had grown so dangerous and all-consuming, “I’ll go home to Oaktown and enjoy a peaceful life, I hope,” he answered.
 
   “Would you come to Uniontown, to help my father?” Lark asked earnestly.  They had no light, as Kestrel rested from the stress of trying to use his powers, but as he sat in the darkness, he clearly detected the emotion in the girl’s voice.
 
   “He could use your help.  Your powers would make a huge difference for him,” she said.
 
   Kestrel remembered his encounter with Duke Listay.  In a palace that had been a center of evil and cruelty, the duke had been honorable and decent in his dealing with Kestrel.   He had seemed like a man of both intelligence and morals.
 
   “Perhaps,” Kestrel said in a neutral tone.  He really had no desire to commit to another violent adventure in Uniontown; he simply wanted to complete the task at hand, and to return to Oaktown, to see Putty and Whyte and Remy, and to do mundane things like visiting all the villages of his domain in the Marches, as he had intended to.
 
   “I’ll want to go home, but perhaps afterwards,” he told the young duchess.
 
   “It may be too late if you wait too long,” Lark said.
 
   “Let’s take all of this one step at a time,” Kestrel told her, avoiding commitment.  “We’ll fight the next battle for the gods, and then figure out what comes next.”
 
   “The lad is fighting a good battle now, young duchess,” Stuart told her.  “Let him focus on this, and then you’ll be able to charm him later,” he told the girl.
 
   “I don’t want to charm him, I just want him to help my father,” she responded immediately.  “I can charm anyone I want when we get back to Uniontown and the war comes to an end.  I’ll be back in court someday and then folks will see how charming I am,” she spoke with a seriousness and determination that made Kestrel glad the darkness prevented her from seeing the grin on his face, although his heart was moved.
 
   Time passed further in the darkness, as all were settled in, resting.  Kestrel dozed, until the Skyes began to increase their activity, speaking to one another as the sounds of their moving feet softly shushed through the cavern.
 
   “It’s time to go,” Wren said in a quiet, controlled voice.
 
   “Let me take the lead,” Kestrel said.  “Wren you and Woven come right behind me, and Stillwater too.  Stuart you and your men will guard our back side, and protect the duchess.
 
   “The Skyes are going to lead us directly to the place where the gods are held?” he asked Wren.  “Make sure they understand we need places we can stand up in.”
 
   Kestrel crawled past the others, and approached the spot where he heard Wren speaking to the Skyes.
 
   “They understand, but they make no promises about the ceiling height, and they are concerned that the Viathins may regain control of them, once they are spotted,” Wren’s voice sounded in the darkness.  “They’re really very nice creatures; they think as a group and they work as a group,” she commented.
 
   “Tell them to lead on,” he said as he passed Wren.
 
   The Skyes began to move, and Kestrel began to crawl along behind them.  He felt tired of caverns and closed in spaces, and he hoped that there would never be another cave he would have to enter again, unless it was the very end of the journey home to Oaktown.  The path they followed was a straight one, but after several minutes the surface they crawled upon grew rough, as they began to climb upon rubble, and their path began to dodge and turn among the large and small stone fragments that both blocked and shaped their path.
 
   Kestrel suffered a number of bumps and scraps as he made contact unexpectedly.  He whispered his findings back to Wren at first, to warn her of the unpredictable trail.
 
   “I hear you cursing,” she whispered back.  “I can tell when you hit something.”
 
   The minutes of their journey passed, until the floor below Kestrel’s hands and knees suddenly became smooth.  The Skyes in front of him momentarily commented on the new surface to one another, just before Kestrel heard the small sounds of their feet suddenly dispersing in several directions.
 
   One clacking voice spoke briefly,
 
   “This is the dungeon; they’ll lead us to the prison cells,” Wren said softly to Kestrel.
 
   “We can stand up?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Try, and tell us what happens,” Wren snickered in his ear.
 
   He harrumphed, then raised his hand cautiously, and as it struck no ceiling above, he rose to a crouch, then stood.  “There’s standing room,” he whispered back.
 
   “Stillwater,” he called in elvish.
 
   “Kestrel friend?” the imp replied from very nearby.
 
   “Come ride on my shoulder, so that you can go scout quickly if we need you to,” Kestrel whispered.  He heard all the Skyes starting to move in one direction, and knew it was time to make the dangerous move onto the territory of the Viathins.  They were about to potentially expose themselves to the enemy, in a place where they would be outnumbered and overpowered, he feared.
 
   “Here, take this water skin,” he fumbled the now-enchanted water skin and pressed it against Stillwater’s hands when he felt the imp take a seat on his shoulder.  “If we run into any Viathins, pour the water on them,” Kestrel explained.
 
   “I will do it, Kestrel friend,” Stillwater replied.
 
   Cautiously, holding his staff out in front of him like a blind man’s cane, Kestrel began to walk along behind the sound of the Skyes, wishing desperately that he could safely raise some light to illuminate their path.  The Skyes came to a stop, and spoke softly, just as Kestrel’s staff bumped into an unknown object.
 
   “This is a door, and there is a hallway, and stairs, on the other side,” Wren told Kestrel.
 
   He reached out to the dark space in front of him, and felt his fingers brush across a cold, rough-surfaced metal slab.  He let his hand swing to the left searching for a handle, then he swept back to the right, and found a latch.  It was a heavy, awkward mechanism, and he needed both hands to open the door, which pulled inward.
 
   The Skyes went ahead of him through the portal, and he proceeded to press his staff ahead of him once more.   After only a dozen steps he stopped abruptly, as he heard the Skyes start to bounce and strike and clatter physically.
 
   “Is that how they go down stairs?” Kestrel whispered to Wren.
 
   “They didn’t discuss their methods with me,” she whispered gently.  “But they knew it was coming.   They said so.”
 
   Kestrel tapped his staff on the floor and found the first step.  “This is the first step down,” he whispered backwards, as he carefully lowered his foot and found the tread.  He tried to quietly, cautiously stride down the steps, listening to the people behind him each shuffle onto the downward flight and begin to descend.
 
   At last he reached a floor level below, and he discovered that his elven eyes could detect a glimmer of light, something that was gray instead of black, not far in the distance ahead.  A pair of Skyes spoke to one another momentarily, and the only other sound was the scuffling of the feet of the others descending the steps.
 
   “Do you see the light up ahead?” Kestrel whispered to Stillwater.
 
   “I do Kestrel friend.  Let me creep along the ceiling ahead of you to see what it is,” the imp proposed, and then he departed from Kestrel’s shoulder without waiting for an answer.
 
   “Be careful,” Kestrel said softly.  He began to advance, sensing that the others were crowding behind him at the foot of the stairs.  His staff continued to sweep and probe for obstacles, but the floor was clear of any problems, and he slowly approached the grayness, which grew more distinct, changing and defining itself to show that it was a doorway beyond which was a dimly lit room.
 
   Kestrel pressed his back against the wall of the passage as he approached the doorway.  Though the amount of light was very little, to his sight-starved eyes it seemed like a midday illumination, and he feared that those potentially beyond the opening might see him approach.  He turned his head to look, and saw that his companions were likewise against the wall, minimizing their profile.
 
   Stillwater was nowhere in sight, until Kestrel saw a bump of dark profile pass against the ceiling of the doorway and then disappear into the top region of the other chamber beyond.
 
   When he was within a few feet of the doorway, Kestrel stopped.  From his vantage point he could see a small slice of the room.  There was an unseen source of light, and a dark wall with three heavy doors that were shut.  Kestrel stepped forward, and pulled his knife loose.  He wished Stillwater would have returned with information, but he felt too nervous to wait.  He pressed forward, his staff held in one hand and his knife in the other.
 
   At the doorway he stopped and looked into the next chamber.  It was a roughly round room.  The doors he had seen from his vantage point were set along one side of the circle, with other doors beside them.  In the center of the room an empty podium rose.  And across from the first set of doors, off to his right, were a separate pair of doors.
 
   The two doors set off by themselves glowed with a lurid orange color.  There was no evidence of guards in the room.
 
   The Skyes were gathered at the doorway with Kestrel; he leaned back to Wren.
 
   “Is this where the gods are held?” he asked.  “Behind those glowing doors?”
 
   She spoke to the creatures, then listened to the response.
 
   “Yes, they say the prisoners are there.  They are very afraid; they say they feel Viathins trying to control them,” Wren said.  “They don’t understand why they are not under their influence.”
 
   “Tell them that the water their god touched is protecting them, so that they will have free will,” Kestrel explained.  “And ask how close the Viathins are.”
 
   She held a further dialog, then spoke to Kestrel.  “The Viathins are very near, but they don’t know where.”
 
   “We’re going into the next chamber, and I’ll try to set the gods free,” Kestrel whispered.  “Be ready for anything.”
 
   He looked into the room, but did not see Stillwater anywhere.  He looked up, and realized that the high ceiling was crosshatched with numerous beams, creating pockets of dark shadows.  Stillwater was up among them systematically moving from one set of shadows to another, examining the ceiling.  The imp apparently saw nothing threatening in the room, Kestrel concluded.
 
   He entered the room, and as he started walking towards the glowing doors, it suddenly struck him that he was about to meet his father.  He had heard Kere reveal who his father was only a few months before, in a time and a place that seemed so far distant he barely remembered them.  But he did remember the shocking revelation that his father was a divinity, the elven god Morph.
 
   And now he was about to meet Morph – he was ironically about to meet the god by rescuing him.  There was great irony.  Kestrel had never known the god to pay any particular attention to him, nor had he ever prayed to Morph seeking favors and assistance.  Kestrel had ignored Morph as a god, just as Morph had ignored him as a child.  After Kere’s revelation, Kestrel had felt anger, bewilderment, and disbelief as he had grown to accept the notion of Morph as his father.  Now he would be in a position to rescue his desperate father, if he could manage to carry out the risky rescue, though it remained to be seen whether Kestrel could actually open the cells that appeared sealed with unknown power.
 
   What would he say, or hear, Kestrel wondered.
 
   He reached the first of the two doors, and stood before it, a part of him examining the door and the glowing energy, while another part continued to turn over the question of the reunion with his father – what he should say, what he should do, what he should anticipate.
 
   A steely, rasping noise sounded behind him, and he turned from his bemused trance to see that the doors on the far side of the room were all opening, and a dozen Viathins came bursting out of the doorways.  They seized his companions, who had gathered in a semi-circle to watch him, then one of the Viathins stepped forth, pointed its clawed hand at Kestrel, and shot forth a beam of red light that struck him and paralyzed him in place as it inflicted terrible pain upon him.  
 
   “You are persistent,” the Viathin spoke.  “Even Ashcrayss doubted that you would be able to penetrate to this place.  But I knew that you had killed my brother priest at the high lake, using a resourcefulness and an assortment of allies that allowed you to over-achieve, so I did not doubt that you might manage to surprise us all again, and I waited for your arrival.
 
   “With your capture,” the Viathin began to speak, and it put an increased twist into the beam of energy that held Kestrel in stasis, so that the pain Kestrel suffered increased.  “We have no further enemies left to stop our advance.”
 
   “And all these fools who chose to join you will pay the ultimate price for falling under your control,” the monster said.
 
   It nodded at the Viathin that held the human guard captive, and with a sudden thrust, the bulky reptilian captor slide its sword through the man’s chest, making him give a momentary shout, then a moan and a sigh, as he slumped limply from the grasp of the Viathin, dead.
 
   “No!” Lark screamed.  With surprising force, she raised her booted foot and kicked it against the shin of the monster that held her, then she butted her head backwards, striking the Viathin in the chest, and she managed to break free from the surprised captor.
 
   Another Viathin swiped a paw at her, but she ducked low beneath the fruitless effort, and threw herself down at the body of her murdered comrade.
 
   The Viathin priest bellowed in dismay, and released his painful beam that was holding Kestrel in place, while he swung his arm around to point it at Lark.  Kestrel fell to his knees, weakened by the painful attack, but also bolstered by the unexpected bravery and resourcefulness of the young duchess.  He didn’t want to see her murdered, and he felt an adrenaline burst that triggered a flood of his own energies to burst forth, overcoming his pain and weariness, overcoming the barriers of the blue sun that shone somewhere far overhead, even overcoming the emotional turmoil that he had been embroiled in as he had approached his father.
 
   Kestrel pointed his own left hand at Lark, and emitted a brilliant blue beam of energy that formed a shield in front of her.  His timing was a fraction of a second ahead of the action of the Viathin, and his shield was intact as the monster’s red beam of light struck it and splattered apart.
 
   With his right hand Kestrel shot another beam of his energy at the Viathin priest, causing it to fly backwards and strike the wall behind it with great force.   The Viathin’s energy beam abruptly ceased, and the monster slumped down against the wall, momentarily stunned by the impact of Kestrel’s attack.
 
   And then there was a warlike cry from the dark shadows above the conflict in the dungeon, and Stillwater swooped down, spraying and shaking the water skin of enchanted waters in all directions, squirting the powerful liquid upon all the inhabitants of the room – Viathins, Skyes, humans, elves and the gnome.
 
   As the water struck the Viathins, they all cried out in dreadful pain, filling the room with a bellowing cacophony of noise.  Their hides began to release wisps of steam from the places where the water had touched them, then, in ones and twos, they fell to their knees, or toppled over onto the ground, dead.
 
   “Stillwater!” Kestrel shouted, still on his knees.  “You are the hero of the day!  You wonderful imp you!” he cried.
 
   Stuart rushed over to Lark; she lay prone on the ground, breathing in short, gasping breathes as she recovered from the shocking events.  Gates joined him, and the two of them placed their hands behind the girl’s back to gently help her sit up.
 
   “Kestrel, how do you feel?” Woven asked, as he stepped onto, then over, a pair of Viathin corpses to reach his kneeling companion.
 
   “Help me up, please,” Kestrel said.   As Woven’s strong arms lifted him to his feet, Kestrel looked over and saw that Wren was deep in conversation with the Skyes, explaining what had happened.  She glanced at him, caught his eye, and smiled a brilliant smile, as she continued to retell the events.
 
   “Now, the question is, can we manage to set the captives free,” Kestrel told Woven.  He turned from the triumphant scene to face towards the challenge of the two doors that were still sealed shut with powerful forces.
 
   He still felt the surge of ability that had enabled him to overcome the Viathin priest he had faced, and he held onto the link to that energy that resided within him, hoping that it would provide the power he would need to unlock the sealed cells before him.  Facing the two doors, not knowing which captive god was behind which door, and suddenly remembering again that one of the gods was his father, Kestrel felt a growing nervousness as he chose the right hand door to be his first target.
 
   He called his blue energy forth, and focused it in his hand, then walked up to the sealed door and studied it intently, then cautiously pressed his hand towards the orange field around the closed panel.  He felt a growing tension as his hand drew nearer, and a crackling hiss developed, then grew more prominent as the space between his palm and the door panel shrank.  Sparks began to fly out of the closing gap, and Kestrel paused, his palm just a fraction of an inch away from the door.  He took a deep breath, feeling the way that the orange power tried to repel his hand – the orange sensed the nature of his goal, and it hardened its own energy to prevent entry.
 
   Kestrel plunged his hand forward recklessly, and the direct collision of the two energies produced an explosion that sent Kestrel flying backwards.  He struck Woven, who was standing close behind him, and tumbled the gnome down, while he flipped backwards and then landed on his back on the floor behind the gnome.
 
   He had lost his connection to his energy; he could tell that immediately as he lay on his back looking up at the dark ceiling.
 
   Stillwater floated into view.  “Are you okay, Kestrel acrobat?” he asked.
 
   “I am not as okay as I would like to be, Stillwater friend,” he answered.
 
   “Kestrel, are you okay?” Wren asked as well as she came over and knelt beside him.
 
   “Nothing feels broken,” he told her, as he pressed himself up into a sitting position.
 
   He looked around the room.  The trio of humans were looking at him, breaking their mourning of their fallen companion.
 
   The passage to the stairs they had descended remained open, a yawning opportunity for trouble to sweep down upon them, he saw.  “Can you ask the Skyes to watch the stairs to make sure no Viathins come down and trap us here?” he asked his cousin.
 
   He looked over his shoulder at the door that had won the first round of their contest.  It’s color was faded, he was sure, evidence that the contact between the two of them had not harmed only him alone.
 
   Wren began conversing, as Kestrel stepped up to the door again.  He called on his powers; they came again, but more hesitantly, as though his unconscious fear of more pain inhibited their release.  There had to be a way to overcome the energy lock he faced, and he stood silent, trying to analyze the possible ways he could undo the powerful barrier.
 
   His deep thought was interrupted when he heard a loud clattering behind him, and he turned, annoyed by the disturbance.  A few quick steps took him to the doorway, and he looked into the passage, where he saw an unexpected spectacle at the end of the short passage.  At the foot of the steps he saw the Skyes, climbing up upon the backs of one another, forming ramps that allowed them to climb up the treads of the stairs, as Wren stood over them offering sounds that might have been encouragement, or direction – Kestrel had no idea.  As each of them climbed and plopped itself atop one of its companions, their shells clicked loudly, the noise that had caught Kestrel’s attention
 
   She looked up and caught his eye, and saw the quizzical expression on his face.
 
   “This is how they climb stairs,” she said.  “It’s not their favorite thing to do, but they want to help the team, so they’re going up to the top of the stairs, and if anyone comes, they’ll roll down and alert us.”
 
   “They, they are good partners,” Kestrel said in bemusement.  He turned and went back to the glowing doorway, his focus split by the difficult problem of opening the door as well as the ingenuity of the Skyes, who had realized they could climb atop one another to overcome their problem.  It made sense, and he admired them for thinking beyond the limitations of their short stature.
 
   Could the concept work for him, in facing his problem, he suddenly wondered?  Did he have to only see the door as the way to enter the room, or could he go around it, as the Skyes had worked around and over their problem?
 
   Kestrel stepped back and looked at the solid stone wall that the door was set in.  The wall was undoubtedly sturdy, and thick, but it was unlikely to be able to withstand his efforts to blast his way through it with his energy.  And it was unlikely to strike back – the wall seemed much less likely to knock him across the room the way the powerful energy seal on the door had.
 
   Kestrel focused the energy in his hand, then focused it further, into a single finger, compressing and squeezing his power to the point that it would be a powerful tool, like water pouring out of a hose, with something akin to pressure.
 
   He placed his finger against the cool stone wall just inches away from the glowing door frame, then closed his eyes, and let his power erupt through his finger.  The narrow beam of energy struck the stone, and sparks and fragments of rock started flying away, as Kestrel felt his hand pushed back from the wall by the resistance his energy beam encountered.  Kestrel wrapped his left hand around his right to hold it in place, then leaned forward into the effort, and watched as a deep gorge began to appear in the wall.
 
   He was carving deeply into the stone wall, and he ran his finger slowly upward, then stood on his toes and carved across the top of the wall above the door, before starting to burn his way down the other side of the door.  The flow of energy that he was using was the fullest use of his capacity – there was no more he could offer if needed, and he felt weariness beginning to set in, though he hadn’t even finished the first of the two doors.
 
   He reached the floor, the end of the stone-cutting he needed to accomplish, and stopped firing his energy into the wall, then knelt silently, resting, bone-weary.  This was only the first of two doors he had to open, and it was not even opened yet, he reminded himself.
 
   “Are you feeling okay, Kestrel?” Lark had come up behind him, and was solicitous in her tone.
 
   “Yes, I am; I’m just resting before I figure out what to do next,” he told her, not looking over his shoulder as he hung his head.
 
   “Thank you for saving my life,” the young woman said.
 
   “I’m glad I could.  I’m sorry about your loss,” he told her, raising his head and looking back at the body of the dead guard.
 
   “Thank you.  He was a good man, one of the guards my father trusted most.  So many of them are getting killed in the battles we face, and I don’t know the new ones he has to hire.  It’s a sad thing to see,” she rambled through her answer, melancholy and reflective.
 
   “What do you plan to do now?” Woven stepped up and spoke as he examined the stone carving.
 
   “Well,” Kestrel said with a weak smile, “I think that if I try to touch the energy shield with my own energy, and there’s an explosion like there was before, then maybe the door will be knocked down.”
 
   “And you’ll be thrown across the room again?” the gnome asked.  “That plan sounds like it has some problems,” he said.
 
   “It’s the best I have,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Well, I can at least stand behind you and catch you before you fly too far,” Woven offered, as Kestrel rose to his feet.
 
   Kestrel nodded his head, then stood in front of the door and called his energy forth once more.  It was difficult to reach the power once again, as he grew weary from his efforts and fearful of the burst of pain he knew he was going to suffer.  His hand began to blaze, and he gave a sigh, then shut his eyes, and pressed his hand forward towards the glowing door that had become his obsession.
 
   As soon as the two fields of energy made contact, the same results occurred as had happened before.  There was an explosive reaction, and Kestrel flew backwards, where he made an abrupt stop as he struck the solidly planted gnome.
 
   The air in the underground chamber was full of stone dust, and more importantly, the glowing orange door lay on the ground amid a pile of rubble.  It had fallen inward, into the cell beyond, and its orange glow continued to shine, filling the dusty space with a strangely haunting ambience.
 
   Kestrel stared at the gaping hole in the wall, which suddenly grew dark, as a brawny figure stepped over the rubble and crossed the threshold.
 
   “It’s Kestrel, isn’t it?” Krusima asked.  “Nice work cutting the stone; I appreciate seeing good stone work, you know.
 
   “Thanks for the rescue, sorry about the dream I sent; that wasn’t my finest decision.  What do we plan to do next?  How are you going to get my powers back for me?” the god asked.
 
   “Holy lord!” Kestrel heard one of the humans behind him gasp.  “It really is the god!”
 
   Kestrel removed himself from Woven’s grasp, then promptly knelt to the god, who stepped forward into the chamber, an imposing figure.  Krusima spotted the dead Viathins that lay on the floor.  “Looks like you had a bit of work to get this far.”  The god was sure of himself; even in his departure from a prison cell, he exuded confidence and commanded the attention of all the others in the room.
 
   “Great lord, we have come through adventures beyond our imagination,” Gates said worshipfully.
 
                 “How long until we’re under attack again?  I could stand to have my powers back – I’d take care of any battle myself!” Krusima exclaimed.  “Have you released your father yet?” his attention seemed to jump around as he adjusted to being freed from his cell.
 
   “No, that’s the next thing I’ll do,” Kestrel answered.  “I just needed to rest my powers a bit before I try to cut his door out of the wall,” he explained.
 
   “Morph’s not that large.  Save yourself some trouble and cut a smaller hole, and come use the wall between my cell and his – it’s thinner; it’ll be easier to cut,” the human god explained.
 
   “Let me go in and find the best spot.  Come in,” Krusima said, motioning towards Kestrel as he plunged back into the cell he had just been released from.
 
   “Kestrel!” Stuart stepped forward and grabbed the elf’s arm before he could follow Krusima.  “Did I just hear the great lord say that we’re going to rescue your father?” he asked.
 
   Kestrel looked at the man.  His face looked stunned; even all the events of the past several extraordinary hours had failed to produce the expression of shock that Kestrel now saw on the warrior’s face.
 
   But there wasn’t time to discuss it, nor did Kestrel know how he would have discussed it, what he could have said that would capture all the emotions swirling around in his soul.  Without a word of response, only a curt nod, Kestrel pulled loose and followed Krusima into the small, stony cell that had held him captive.
 
   The god already stood in the room, and was pointing at the wall.  “There, start cutting the stone right there,” he directed.
 
   Kestrel searched in his soul, looking for any means of finding additional energy he could use to cut through the stone, to help him achieve the task ahead.  There was nothing extra in him – he was going to drain himself completely, he realized.  But the conditions demanded such action, and so he focused his energy once again, then pressed his finger to the stone, and began to slice his way into the wall.
 
   “Stop!  Stop!” Krusima shouted.  “Do you want to kill yourself?  What are you doing, wasting all that power?
 
   “Here, do this,” Krusima said.
 
   He reached over and formed Kestrel’s finger and thumb into an ‘O’ shape, with a small gap between their tips.
 
   “Now, release just a little of your energy from each of them,” Krusima told him, as the god pressed his hand against the wall.
 
   Kestrel sent his energy flowing though the two digits, and watched the result with slitted eyes, not sure what to expect.
 
   The energy reached the gap between the two fingertips as it flowed into the opening from each side.  As the two streams of power met, they produced a blindingly bright fusion, and as Kestrel held the open spot against the wall, a fine stone dust flew out in all directions, while he effortlessly cut a deep, narrow slice through the stone, faster than Kestrel’s previous effort.  The new technique required less physical action on Kestrel’s part, as well as less of a draw on his divine powers.
 
   He looked at Krusima in wonder, then grinned, as he rapidly sliced a tall oval in the stone wall, then ceased his efforts.
 
   And suddenly, amid the pleasure of the discovery of a more efficient way to tap his powers, and amid the celebration of reaching his goal, and amid the exhaustion and uncertainty of the long grueling journey to reach that point, Kestrel realized that he faced an important emotional interaction.  He was about to meet his father.
 
   The stone oval in the wall shook.  Krusima reached over with a brawny arm and shoved at the piece that had been cut free, and it toppled away, leaving an opening, through which stepped Morph, the elven god of speed, and Kestrel’s long unknown father.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   No appearance could have been imagined that would have been more elf-like that the figure of Morph, coming through the opening.  He was whippet-thin, lean, and muscular and with a face of angular planes.  His shape was the very definition of an elf, the archetype from which all others had been reproduced as less-perfect copies, it seemed.
 
   He entered the new cell and stood, surveying his surroundings.  He saw Krusima and nodded in recognition, then turned slightly and saw Kestrel.  Immediate recognition crossed his face, then gladness, and a following unspoken sadness, an acknowledgement of something he had failed to perform.
 
   “Kestrel, you are a great hero to make such a treacherous journey here.  We owe you our thanks for the freedom you’ve given us.  And I owe you more than that, without doubt.  We must talk, after circumstances allow.  What plans do you have for us now?” the elven god asked.
 
   “My lord, I was sent to set the two of you free, as I was commanded to do by Kai,” Kestrel said.
 
   “Bless her eternal soul,” Krusima said.  “Your favorite goddess, and one you’ve accomplished a good deal for.”
 
   “But my thought was that if we could set both of you free, we would still have to confront Ashcrayss, to recover the powers I understand he has stolen from you,” Kestrel spoke in a faltering voice, unnerved by the displeased expression on Krusima’s face.
 
   “Oh lord!” Wren spoke peeking into the cell.  “It truly is our god!”
 
   “Which of my friends is this?” Morph asked Kestrel.
 
   “This is my cousin, Wren, the daughter of my mother’s sister,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “I see some resemblance,” Morph observed.  “You are a most lovely subject.”
 
   “Morph – focus!” Krusima snapped.  “The boy is right; we’ll have to confront Ashcrayss.  If we don’t, he’ll still have our powers, and our world will crumble and die, as will we.”
 
   Kestrel started to move towards Wren, and out into the larger chamber.
 
   “Where are you going?” Morph asked.
 
   “My partners are out there.  We need to discuss our plans with them,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Discuss?” Krusima asked in a chilly tone.
 
   “Their lives are at stake, and this was not their quest in the beginning, but they have been faithful and helpful throughout the challenges we have faced,” Kestrel tried to keep his voice humble.  “They deserve to know what their future may hold.”
 
   “Listen to the boy,” Morph told the human god.
 
   Wren stepped back out of the way as Kestrel came through the jagged door opening in the cell, and he saw that all the others in the party were staring in astonishment.
 
   “Kestrel friend, Wren dear tells that the elf-god is your father; is this truth?” Stillwater asked as he floated down next to Kestrel.
 
   “It is truth, Stillwater hero,” Kestrel confirmed.
 
   The three living humans suddenly fell to their knees as the two deities appeared.
 
   “Tell them to get up,” Woven growled.  “Deities that get put in prison are hardly worth worshipping.  Corrant would never fall victim to anything like this.”
 
   “We are going to help our gods fight against the Viathins’ god, and then they will help us return to our own land,” Kestrel soothed his companion.
 
   “My subjects, thank you for coming on this long journey to rescue us,” Krusima told the humans.  “Your way here has not been easy, I’m told, and it will not get easier yet, until we make our way to the temple where Ashcrayss receives the sacrifices and listens to the worship that restores his strength.
 
   “We will have a perilous journey to reach the temple, but it will not take more than half a day,” he told the assembled group.  “What weapons do you bring?” he asked.
 
   “My lord, we brought Kestrel,” Lark said.  “He has been our greatest weapon.  But these two stout warriors have used swords, and the elven girl has used her arrows and staff, and the gnome has thrown stones that were as deadly as arrows.  Even the imp has been an important warrior.  It was he who killed all of these dead Viathins,” she praised the imp.
 
   “That is truly an extraordinary claim for one of the little ones, who seldom do more than cause mischief and mayhem,” Krusima replied skeptically.
 
   “Stillwater is a fierce and faithful warrior,” Kestrel agreed with Lark.  “The girl tells the truth when she says he was the one who saved us from the trap laid for us down here.”
 
   “Even the unexpected can contribute,” Morph said.  “We must be prepared to look for and accept assistance from any unusual source.  And we may have to make sacrifices that we do not expect, painful though they seem, for the good of all.
 
   “Now, tell us of the way out, Krusima,” Morph said.  “I was brought here directly, as soon as I passed into this land and was caught by Ashcrayss.  I do not know any ways but the path to the cell,” he gestured towards the prison cells they had just been freed from.
 
   There was a sudden, alarmingly loud clattering noise, a din that filled the prison chamber with sharp, staccato knocks and clacks, as a number of Skyes suddenly came tumbling down the stairs and into the room.
 
   That’s the alarm!” Stuart said, grabbing a spear away from one of the dead Viathin guards.  “We’re trapped down here.”
 
   “Kestrel can provide an escape,” Krusima said confidently.
 
   “I can?” Kestrel asked, startled by the god’s assertion.
 
   “I’m not totally stripped of abilities, you know,” Krusima snapped.  “I can sense that there is another portion of the dungeon behind that wall over there,” he pointed across the chamber.  “I suggest you open a way for us to pass through it and then I’ll lead our way out.”
 
   Kestrel turned and stumbled over a Viathin corpse.  He was prevented from falling on his face by a timely catch made by Gates, whose strong arms grabbed Kestrel’s to keep him upright.
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel grinned.
 
   “No, thank you, my lord, for your work,” the guard told him in return.
 
   Kestrel nodded as he straightened, then hurried to the designated wall.  He circled his fingers to create the loop with the small gap, then placed his fingers by the wall, and generated the flow of power that produced the powerful arc whose energy sliced into the rocky wall.  Kestrel had no doubt that he would quickly find the chambers beyond, as promised by Krusima.
 
   “Stillwater,” he called, “bring your water skin over here,” he told the imp.  “When this opens up, I don’t know what will be on the other side.  If you see any Viathins, spray them at once,” he ordered, as his finger continued to create the brilliant spark that cut away the stone.
 
   There were shouts on the stairs, and Kestrel heard Wren calling the Skyes to come join the retreat as he finished his cut.  Krusima pressed Kestrel aside and pressed against the cutout stone, so that it toppled inward, revealing darkness within.
 
   Stillwater sprayed his water into the new opening, and after a moment without reaction from any potential ambush beyond, he flew into the new chamber.
 
   “There appears to be no one within,” he announced, poking his head back out to address the others.  “And there is a staircase leading up.”
 
   “Morph, take the lead,” Krusima ordered, and there was a momentary flash of speed as the elven god exercised his strength and bounded across the room and through the new door that Kestrel had created.  “My people, go next,” Krusima motioned to the humans, who came hurrying across the room.  Lark gave Kestrel a piercing stare as she passed him, but said nothing as she followed Gates, with Stuart right behind her.
 
   The Skyes were rushing across the room towards the door, as Krusima looked at them with a dismissive expression.
 
   “Will they be able to slow the Viathins down at all?” he asked.
 
   “They won’t have to,” Wren said stoutly.  “They’re coming with us.  They’ve done a great deal to get us here to save you.”  She said something to the Skyes in their own language, and they all moved more quickly.
 
   “The enemy comes, Kestrel,” Woven said from his post by the door to the stairs.
 
   “Are all the Skyes out?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “The last one just made it,” the gnome announced.
 
   Kestrel waved, and a blue shield appeared across the doorway, making Woven jump back with its sudden appearance. 
 
   “That will hold them temporarily,” Kestrel said.  “Now come and join us,” he told the gnome.
 
   The Skyes were climbing up and over the low lip of wall that Kestrel had not cut free, and he reminded himself he would have to be sure to remember to cut to the floor next time, if there was a next time.
 
   Krusima stepped through, interrupting the Skyes, and Wren followed.  Woven went too, and Kestrel saw Viathins arrive at his glowing gateway.  They stopped, glanced in through the transparent energy shield to see his new escape route, and a pair of them started running up the steps to spread the warning that the direction of the chase had changed.
 
   The chamber was empty, except for those Viathins that had descended the stairs and not gone back up.  A small mob of the creatures stood outside Kestrel’s glowing blue shield, watching, shouting and bellowing angrily.  Kestrel started to back out of the chamber, placing one foot through the passageway, watching the stymied Viathins, when a sudden thought, a possible tactical advantage struck him, and he stopped.
 
   Kestrel stepped back fully into the chamber, back towards the Viathins.  His friends were making their escape, and he would have to catch up to them, but first he wanted to reduce and delay the Viathin pursuit.  The stymied guards grew more agitated at the sight of Kestrel coming towards them, and he let his shield slide slightly towards him, giving the Viathins the chance to inch closer, and to believe that his power was weakening, as indeed it truly was – though not as much as he wanted the Viathins to believe.
 
   Kestrel stepped back towards the escape route again. And as he did, he released his grasp of his energy, letting the protective shield completely disappear, and allowing the bottled-up mob to explode forth, rushing towards him with complete disregard for anything but the opportunity to seize him.  As the score of large creatures rushed towards him, Kestrel re-established his energy shield directly in front of his own position, then extended the side walls in a curving, stretching form that grew into a circular cage which entrapped the squad of Viathins.
 
   The monsters howled even more loudly, if possible, in response to their entrapment.  Kestrel casually circled around their cage to the door they had entered through, and used his waning supply of energy to collapse the ceiling of the doorway.  Despite having the efficient new method Krusima had taught him, Kestrel found the job to be difficult as he tried to both maintain the cage and collapse the ceiling at the same time.
 
   He walked around to the passage way he would depart through, and collapsed it as well, once he had stepped into the next room.  He gasped in tired satisfaction then, as he released his hold on the power that had caged the Viathins in place, and he leaned against the wall of the dark chamber.
 
   “Kestrel, are you abandoning us?” a voice suddenly sounded, and then a small light flared up, revealing Morph standing at the foot of a staircase on the far side of the dungeon room.
 
   “We went quite a ways upwards before anyone knew you hadn’t come with us,” the elven god said.  “I thought I was the natural choice to zip down here to find you.”
 
   “I just trapped twenty Viathins in the chamber behind us,” Kestrel answered.  “I thought that would help reduce the pursuit later.”
 
   “Well played,” Morph told Kestrel.  “Your cousin, Wren, she does remind me of your mother.  She has the same elven cheekbones within that otherwise human face.  I’m sure that Wren can smile in happier times, but I’m just as sure she could never have a smile as sweet and pure as your mother’s was.
 
   “That’s what drew me to her, that infectious smile she shared in her happiest times,” Morph said.  “We’d spend time together and she’d want to race me – me!” the god grinned gently at the recollection.  “She knew she couldn’t win, but she would make me race her anyway; I’d run backwards –  not so that I could show her up – but so that I could watch her laugh while she ran, her hair streaming out in the wind, glimmers of wind tears emerging from the corners of her eyes, and always that smile!”
 
   Morph was silent for a moment, and Kestrel was too, torn by the narrative.  He felt some part of him object to the god discussing his mother, but a greater part of him reveled in the intimate portrait, of both his mother and his father, a trove of details that exposed them to him for the first time.
 
   “She wanted to raise you as an elf, she told me firmly,” Morph went on, “A normal, regular elf, and she asked me to stay away.”  His face lost the gentle happiness that had radiated from it when he has spoken about Kestrel’s mother.  “And I complied.  This has happened a time or two before, and I agreed that you would be better off not knowing of your unique parentage, especially since there was no way to know whether or not you would inherit abilities or not.
 
   “But your poor mother couldn’t truly raise you as a ‘regular’ elf, since she had not been raised that way herself, and with her human heritage and yours, there was not going to be any opportunity to be ‘regular’ in the Eastern Forest society,” the god went on.  “She had been raised by her own elven mother and human father, up in the borderlands between the Forest and Estone, about where Wren was brought up.
 
   “So I have watched you and admired you, and I’ve gone about my own life and duties too, of course,” his father said.
 
   “But there’s no doubt that all you’ve achieved, all you’ve demonstrated, and most importantly the way, the way you’ve lived your life, show that if anything, you’re growing up very well;  you’d make a better god than I would, young Kestrel,” Morph laughed.  “Your mother was a good influence on you.
 
   “Now, let’s go catch up with the others,” Morph said.  “Here, take my hand and you’ll have my speed.”
 
   Kestrel stepped over, his mind swirling with reactions to the many things Morph had revealed, but those things drained away from his mind the second Morph grabbed his hand and the two of them started sprinting up the stairs.  Their speed was extraordinary; Kestrel had been jealous of the full-blooded elves in the Eastern Forest in the past, who had been able to sprint in an all-out state that had always beaten him in any race.  When he had managed to endure the long race from Oaktown to Center Trunk with Captain Lim, he had been inordinately proud of himself, though that had been a distance run, not a sprint.
 
   Now though, as Morph took him and pulled him along, Kestrel felt an energy unlike any before.  It coursed through his legs, making them thrust and push and rise at a rate vastly in excess of anything he had ever experienced, far faster than he knew any living elf had ever run.  They bounded up the stairway in what seemed to Kestrel to only be a dozen steps, then entered a long corridor in which it seemed the tips of Kestrel’s toes barely touched the floor before he was twenty feet further down the dark hall.
 
   Morph moved with an unerring sense of direction, and began to slow down abruptly, still in the nearly complete darkness, just as Kestrel recognized that the slight glow ahead was Krusima providing a bare amount of illumination to the rest of their party.  Kestrel felt his father’s finger loosen their grip on his hand, and a second later, as they separated, Morph was suddenly a dozen yards past him, as Kestrel momentarily stumbled upon the return to his own frame of traveling speed.
 
   He hurried to catch up to the others, and found himself stepping carefully around the Skyes to catch up to the last person in the line, who was Wren.
 
   “What was going on back there?” she asked as Kestrel arrived.
 
   “There were several Viathins, and I trapped them in the prison chamber so that they won’t pursue us,” he answered.  “And then Morph pulled me up here at his speed!”
 
   “Almost my speed,” the god’s voice echoed back to them from his spot at the front of the line with Krusima.  “Maybe when this is over and we’re back in the Eastern Forest and I have my full powers back we’ll see if you can handle my full speed.”
 
   “Ssshh,” Krusima growled.  “We’re sneaking through enemy territory.”
 
   “Do you have any idea of where we’re going?” Kestrel asked Wren in a whisper.
 
   “No, he hasn’t said anything, other than he told Morph to go get you; he said we were going to need you,” Wren answered just as quietly.
 
   Her report made Kestrel feel uneasy.
 
   “Where is Stillwater?” he asked.
 
   “Krusima sent the imp up ahead to scout and report back,” Wren answered.
 
   “I’m going to go find out more,” Kestrel told his cousin, and he started moving past the others to reach the front.
 
   He heard the humans murmur something as he passed them, but he continued on, and reached Krusima and Morph, just as they came to a stop at a cavern crossroads, where three passages led away from the chamber they stopped in.
 
   “Which way to go?” Krusima asked, seeming to speak to himself more than the others.
 
   “We could ask the Skyes,” Kestrel suggested.
 
   “The who?  Oh the natives?  Those bugs?” the human god said dismissively.
 
   “Without their help, we never would have been able to find a way to rescue you,” Kestrel stood up for the strange race.  He had been impressed by the steadiness they seemed to display, and he felt a loyalty to them after traveling with them on the trip.
 
   “It can’t hurt to ask,” Morph pointed out.
 
   “Go see what they say,” Krusima growled his consent, and Kestrel went jogging back to Wren, to ask her to question the Skyes about their location and route.
 
   Wren and Kestrel and one of the Skyes went forward to where Krusima waited.
 
   “Where is it you wish to go, my lord?” Wren asked.
 
   There is a high tower, which provides a view over a great distance,” the god explained.  “From the chamber at the top of the tower, one can see a mighty temple, with a high steeple.  There is a great canyon before the temple, and a long bridge that stretches to the temple.”
 
   “Are there insects?” Stuart asked.
 
   Krusima looked at him in surprise.
 
   “My lord, one of our men was killed by a swarm of insects.  We traveled by tunnel and cave to reach you in part to stay away from those murderous killers,” Stuart explained deferentially.
 
   “You can surely have Kestrel do something about a few bugs,” Krusima brushed the issue aside.
 
   “Not in the daylight, my lord,” Kestrel spoke up.  Morph and Krusima both turned their heads to examine him following his unexpected comment.
 
   “This land has a blue sun, with blue sunlight, and we think that it perhaps suppresses my powers.  At night, and underground, I have some powers, but not so in the daylight here, at least not so far.  Even at best I have less than I had at home,” Kestrel tried to explain.
 
   “”It may not be daylight outside,” he added.  “I might be able to do something.  When we get to a window we can tell.”
 
   The Skye clattered inquisitively.
 
   “Do you still want directions from them, my lord?” Wren asked respectfully.
 
   “I suppose we better find the way to a window, to see if our reluctant hero has sunlight or starlight awaiting him,” Krusima replied.  “Find the nearest one.”
 
   Wren and the Skye spoke quickly.  “Go to the right, then up more stairs and through a door,” she reported.
 
   They set out once again, following the directions, while Kestrel found increasing resistance to the use of his power to maintain his illumination from his glowing hand.
 
   “It must be daylight outside,” Kestrel finally said.  “I’m already losing the ability to reach my energy,” he told the others as they reached the top of the staircase.  His light was dim, sputtering, on the verge of extinguishing, and he knew he would soon have to let it go out.
 
   So you’re telling us that if we need for you to use your powers, you’ll be unable to do so until nightfall?” Krusima asked.
 
   “Yes,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “What good are you then?” the human god snapped.
 
   “At this point, I’m still better than you,” Kestrel answered without thinking.
 
   Krusima’s face was covered in an instant scowl.  
 
   “My lord,” Stuart interjected, “you say there is a tower we could climb to see the surrounding terrain?  Perhaps we should go there and see what our route is going to be.”
 
   Kestrel heard the last of the Skyes reach the place where the impromptu conference had occurred, as the small creatures finished their laborious climb up the long staircase they had ascended.
 
   “Yes, let’s move there, and we’ll wait for the appropriate time to go on,” Krusima glanced briefly at Kestrel, then asked Wren to translate the new need for directions.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Several minutes later, Kestrel stood at the foot of the stairs, holding his staff and his knife ready, as he, Lark, and the Skyes waited for the others to return.  The Skyes had led the group to the Tower, an unguarded edifice, where a circular staircase disappeared above their heads as it wound its way to the chamber that Krusima said was in the top of the structure.  The stairway was illuminated by a window that was just out of sight around a curve, providing both light by which Kestrel could see his surroundings, as well as evidence that the harsh blue sun was up in the sky, lighting the world and diminishing Kestrel’s powers.
 
   Climbing the stairs had not seemed necessary for the Skyes, and Kestrel had volunteered to remain behind to guard the bottom of the stairs, and to keep the Skyes company, though he admitted that his conversation with them would be very limited.  Lark had surprised him – and Stuart – as she volunteered to stay at the base of the steps as well.
 
   They listened to the rest of their companions climb the steps, as Lark sat a few treads above the floor where the Skyes were all quietly congregated, and where Kestrel stood, leaning on his staff.  He felt weary; he did not know how many hours had passed in their course of their adventure, but he had used his energy liberally, and the strain was playing on his body.  He longed for a chance to sleep, and he let his mind mentally wander as it considered the best places he could go – his own bed in Oaktown, the hot waters of the healing spring, even the bed in the guest room he had occupied while staying at Creata and Picco’s house in Graylee, where he had felt so comfortable in the guise of a human friend of the young nobles of the princedom.
 
   He heard Lark’s steps as he vacantly stared at the Skyes, and then he flinched in surprise as he felt her hands on his shoulders, kneading his muscles.
 
   “You look tense,” she said in a sympathetic tone, “my lord,” she added awkwardly.
 
   “I imagine we all are tense, after all we’ve been through,” Kestrel responded.  He wasn’t sure he actually enjoyed the girl’s efforts to massage his back, but he didn’t want to offend her by stopping her.
 
   “We had no idea you were the son of a god,” Lark told him.  “No wonder you’re able to do everything you want, and achieve the impossible.  You are the greatest hero of the Inner Seas.”
 
   “You might say that, and I might even think it, but most others would disagree.  I’m sure Wren would laugh at the notion,” he replied.
 
   “Your cousin says that you’re the greatest warrior and leader she’s ever seen or heard of,” the girl responded.  “When we talk about you, she is your biggest fan.”
 
   Kestrel mulled over the unlikely notion that Wren would have complimented him.
 
   Lark noisily took in a deep breath, just behind his head.  “If you would come to Uniontown with us, when this is over, and help my father, I would do anything you ask to repay you,” she spit the words out rapidly, in a rush of nervous energy.
 
   “I’ve heard his men speak when they thought I wasn’t awake, or didn’t know I was around.  They say that Duke Fields has more men and is going to win eventually.  My father needs something to give him an advantage,” she spoke with great emotion, her attention no longer focused on her hands, so that her fingers were painfully digging into the muscles along Kestrel’s shoulders.  “If you don’t come help us, I’m afraid my father will be killed, and my brother too,” she began to cry, and her hands left their clutching of Kestrel’s shoulders to cover her face.
 
   Before Kestrel could awkwardly turn around, the Skyes all began clacking wildly, and as he looked down, he saw them taking their positions to begin climbing the stairs.
 
   “Go upstairs, Lark, and tell the others there’s trouble down here,” Kestrel stared at the passage in front of him as he craned his neck backwards to direct his words towards the girl behind him.
 
   “What are you going to do?” she asked.
 
   “I’m going to stay here to see what happens,” he began, before the sound of a distance Viathin bellow came echoing up the cavern passage, “and I need to give the Skyes time to start climbing the stairs,” he explained.  “You go now, and I’ll be up soon.”
 
   “Be careful Kestrel,” she said, and he heard her boots climb up a half dozen steps, then turn, and come back down.  She wordlessly leaned over his shoulder and kissed his cheek, then ran back up the stairs and kept going.
 
   Kestrel stood in astonishment, momentarily unaware of the sounds of the Skyes climbing atop one another to climb the stairs.
 
   An arrow suddenly flew at him from the darkness of the passageway and nicked his hip, then struck the stone wall beside him, and ricocheted downward to weakly strike his booted foot.
 
   Kestrel crouched and pulled his knife, waiting for some sign of the approaching attacker.  The Skyes were rapidly climbing, as the last of them reached the top of the first step, turned, and pulled up the two that had provided the steps for it to climb upon.  He saw a flash of some metal ornament gleam dimly down the hallway and he threw his knife at the target.
 
   He had his staff held at an angle in front of him, hopeful that it might miraculously deflect other arrows that might appear out of the darkness, and he wished with all his soul that the Skyes would hurry so that he could start to retreat upwards around the curving staircase, out of the line of fire of the Viathins.
 
   An anguished shout sounded from the darkness, and Kestrel called for his knife to return.  He rose one tread up the staircase, and caught his knife as it returned.
 
   He heard the whisper of an arrow in the darkness, and instinctively threw himself to his left, in time to avoid another arrow that struck the steps and then clattered back down.  The Skyes climbed another step, giving Kestrel the chance to climb up one step too, almost to the point of starting to see the potential for some protection from the curvation of the thick column of stone in the center of the tower.
 
   The next thing Kestrel knew, there was a screaming wall of Viathins charging at him from the darkness, five wide in the vanguard as they rushed at him with swords swinging wildly.  He flipped his knife forward at one, then began using his staff in a desperate battle to defend himself from the other blades that tried to take his life.
 
   The Skyes squealed and seemed to find some way to quicken their pace, allowing Kestrel to begin to back his way up the steps one tread every few seconds, while he continually flipped the ends of his staff left and right, up and down, occasionally thrusting the end of the staff into the face of a Viathin to knock the monster back, which created a short-lived moment of relief as the falling creature pulled two or three fellows with it.
 
   “Lucretia!” he shouted, and when the knife returned he flung it into the face of a Viathin that was so close Kestrel could feel its breath.  The staircase narrowed, cutting the number of enemies that he faced at any moment, but the battle continued to drag on, as he slowly retreated.
 
   His arms began to grow weary, and the blades of the monsters began to find his flesh with regularity, nicking him in his thighs and ribs so that his shirt and pants grew red.  Kestrel knew that his advantage of being on the high ground of the stairs was slipping away in his growing weakness and tiredness.  The sun was setting, and he thought about the gloomy conditions he would suffer by falling in battle as night fell.   The weak beams of light that fell into the staircase through the window were a deep green, about to become black.
 
   And then he realized that the darkness meant that his powers might be within reach.  He reached inside himself and found the power available, and a moment later he threw a shield up across the staircase, then let himself slump to the stony steps and lay in dazed pain, watching the enraged monsters foam and snarl at him from a distance of only a few feet.
 
   “Kestrel friend!” Stillwater’s voice called abruptly, and the imp came zipping down to land next to Kestrel.  “Are you okay?  Oh, Stillwater, what a foolish question!” the imp chided himself.  “Can you hold your great magical protection while I go get help for you?” he asked Kestrel.
 
   “You go, Stillwater, and I will be fine until you and the others return,” Kestrel gasped.
 
   “I go!” the imp trumpeted, and he launched himself up the steps with a reckless abandon, while Kestrel was heartened and sat up straighter.
 
   Within a minute Stillwater was back, holding the waterskin of enchanted protection that Tullamore had presented to them.
 
   “Release the shield, and let me spray them away,” the imp shouted to Kestrel.
 
   Kestrel looked up and saw that Stillwater had the spout open, and he was in position to begin his assault.  With relief, Kestrel released his use of the power to create the shield, and the Viathins began to roar in exultation as they prepared to rush forward, only to begin to scream as the water from the sacred skin started spraying out upon them, making them scream in pain and fall backwards, smoking holes in their hides evidence of the power of Stillwater’s weapon.
 
   “Kestrel!” Stuart and Woven each called in their languages as they came running down the stairs to assist him.
 
   “You’re a mess, my lord,” Stuart said, looking in shock at Kestrel’s bloody attire.
 
   “Here,” Woven reached for and took Kestrel’s staff, then leaned it against the wall before he positioned himself behind Kestrel and lifted him beneath his arms.  He nodded to Stuart to grab Kestrel’s feet.
 
   Stillwater was satisfied that he had chased the Viathins back far down the stairwell, and he turned his water skin towards Kestrel, then proceeded to spray a liberal amount up and down the elf’s body in hope of treating his cuts as well as rinsing some of the gruesome blood away, while the stymied Viathins howled and screamed from not far away.
 
   “That’s a good idea; the duchess would have conniptions if she saw what a mess you’d made of yourself,” Stuart said as he grabbed Kestrel’s staff and then grabbed his feet.
 
   It suddenly occurred to Kestrel that his three rescuers came from three different races with three different languages, and none of them knew how to talk to the others.  All things considered, he felt lucky to be receiving such effective treatment from them, he concluded.
 
   Minutes later they reached the top chamber, just as the Skyes were also arriving.
 
   “We found him lying down, ready to go to sleep, I think,” Stuart joked as they laid Kestrel flat on the floor of the room at the top of the tower.  The walls and the floor gave a sudden faint vibration as the others gathered around him.
 
   “Good lord, Kestrel!” Wren said as she knelt next to him.  “Couldn’t you have just run away?  We could have helped you if you’d gotten up here.”
 
   “The Skyes weren’t going to be so fast,” Kestrel answered.
 
   “Ah,” she said softly, then turned and began to speak to the natives in their own language.  There was another faint vibration in the stone around them.
 
   “What do we do now?” Stuart asked.
 
   “We’ve seen what we needed to; we know where we have to go,” Krusima answered.  “It’s time to start on our way,” he said as he motioned out the window.
 
   Kestrel stood up, then wobbled slightly as the tower vibrated again.
 
   “What is that feeling?” he asked.
 
   “I will go look,” Stillwater said, and he darted down the stairs.
 
   Kestrel looked out the window, and saw the dark landscape that stretched out far below.  The shades of gray and black were illuminated only by dim hints of green from the last of the sunset, and by the few small points of light that were Viathins moving about in the landscape.  Off in the distance a collection of pinpoints of light were stationary.
 
   “Is that the temple we have to get to?” he asked pointing, as the tower vibrated again, more vigorously.
 
   “It is,” Morph agreed from where he stood next to Kestrel.
 
   “They are knocking the tower down!” Stillwater shouted as he flew up the stairway and re-entered the chamber.  “They have great, giant Viathins with sledges, and they’re knocking stones out of the walls one by one.
 
   “They shot arrows at me so that I couldn’t get close enough to spray the good water on them,” he told the others.
 
   Kestrel and Wren began to translate the gist of the message to the humans and to Woven.
 
   “We’ll have to fight our way down to stop them,” Krusima growled.
 
   “No, there may be a better way,” Morph said, looking at the human god, then at Kestrel.
 
   “What could be better than a battle?” Krusima asked scornfully.
 
   “A clever escape that makes the Viathins think we are dead, so they will not harass us on our way through the temple,” Morph retorted.  The humans were hanging on to every word the two gods spoke, Kestrel suddenly noticed, as was Stillwater, and Woven too for that matter.  The races shared no language in common, yet they all seemed to understand the speech of the gods, and as he thought about it, he realized they had all understood the gods in the previous conversations as well.
 
   “What do you have in mind?” Krusima asked, in a tone that indicated he could be persuaded.
 
   “It will require a painful sacrifice from Kestrel,” Morph answered.
 
   “What sacrifice?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “You are my son, and your powers are a successor of my own powers.  I can take your energy from you, and use it to re-ignite a greater portion of my own, and with that, I can create a bridge in the sky that will allow us all to run from here to the temple,” Morph explained.
 
   “You want to take my powers from me?” Kestrel asked incredulously.
 
   “He’s not doing it for himself – he’s doing it to save you, you and all your companions!” Krusima thundered at Kestrel.  “Restoring his power is the only way we are going to live on to escape and be victorious!  Now don’t be a stubborn mortal!”
 
   “Your powers will grow back – this is not a permanent robbery,” Morph answered in a gentler tone.  “I will drain you of your powers in order to have enough to start a portion of my own, but then you will begin to start regenerating your energy over time.”
 
   The tower shuddered again, this time in a more noticeable fashion, so that everyone’s feet staggered momentarily.
 
   “Alright,” Kestrel said reluctantly.  “Take my powers to save us.”
 
   “Give me your hands,” Morph said.
 
   “Thank you, Kestrel,” Stuart patted him on the back.
 
   Kestrel reached out his hands, holding them for his father to take them.
 
   The elven god grabbed hold of each hand tightly, then locked his eyes on Kestrel’s.  “Here we go,” he said softly.
 
   And Kestrel felt a wrenching pain begin.
 
   Somewhere deep within him, he felt an explosive reaction occur, as Morph delved into his soul and found his source of power.  An incredible withdrawal of energy began, and it seemed to not only take away his power, but it threatened to pull the very core of his identity with it as well.  He felt his memories become dislodged and jarred by the force of the activity that was pillaging the center of his identity.  He suddenly understood that in some way, the power he held had always been a part of his sense of who he was, even long before he had ever had a glimmer of recognition of his potential.
 
   The pain was mental, it was spiritual, and it was physical.  He realized he was crying, and he vaguely felt the tears streaming down his cheeks.  He felt Morph within him, and he felt a sense of the overwhelming eternal life the god had maintained, a vast reservoir of experience and knowledge.  Morph was full of humor and laughter and skittish pranks, yet there was depth and a solid foundation beneath those elements, and it overwhelmed any ability Kestrel had to plumb those depths during his fleeting exposure to his father’s hidden substance.
 
   The pain went on, and then suddenly it was over.  Kestrel opened his eyes, and saw that he was lying on the ground once again, Morph’s hands still holding his, as Wren and Lark both knelt over him and Stillwater hovered above.
 
   “Did it work?” he heard Krusima’s voice impatiently ask.
 
   “Oh by Mother Moon and Father Tree, it worked!  I feel it!” Morph answered.  “It’s not like it was before my powers were stolen, but I can do things once again!” he crowed.
 
   “Perhaps I should attempt to regain my powers too, to help in the battle,” Krusima mused.
 
   “The boy isn’t in any shape to go through that again,” Morph immediately answered.  “And it only worked because he is my son, and our powers are compatible.”
 
   “Here, this is what we’ll do,” he leapt lightly up onto the ledge of the window that faced the temple’s twinkling lights.  He waved a hand, and then stepped off the ledge, making the others in the chamber gasp in momentary fright.
 
   The building shivered once again, and dust fell down from the mortared cracks overhead.
 
   “What are you doing?” Krusima asked impatiently.
 
   “I’ve created a bridge in the air, a black bridge that cannot be seen at night from the ground, and it leads all the way to the temple.  We’ll just walk through the air over to the temple while they think we’re trapped in this soon-to-be-destroyed tower,” he explained.
 
   “Here, climb up here,” he gestured to Krusima.  “Lead us to the temple.”
 
   The human god scowled, but obediently climbed up onto the window ledge, then hesitantly stepped out on to the difficult-to-see bridge, a narrow span without rails or protection.
 
   “It truly works; perhaps you’re not as unreliable as the other gods say you are,” he joked.
 
   The tower shuddered again.
 
   “Everyone get on the bridge as quickly as possible,” Morph directed, “and walk carefully.”
 
   Stuart jumped up, then helped Lark climb up onto the bridge.  Gates went next, then Woven.
 
   “Help me,” Wren grunted, before she started to click and speak in the language of the Skyes, while lifting one of the creatures up onto the bridge.
 
   Kestrel stooped and also picked up one of the surprisingly heavy creatures, then pushed it onto the bridge, as the other members of the troop started to cautiously walk away from the tower, on their furtive journey to the temple they hoped to invade.
 
   Five minutes later, the last of the Skyes were on the black energy bridge.  Stillwater hovered in the air outside of the window.  “Come along Kestrel friend and Wren,” he urged.
 
   The tower reverberated with a sharp cracking sound, and shuddered precipitously.
 
   “Hurry!” the imp urged.
 
   Kestrel and Wren jumped up on the ledge together, then Kestrel motioned for Wren to step out in front onto the dark, black bridge, and then he stepped on behind her.  For Kestrel, who had been raised in the elven culture of climbing and traveling among trees branches, the prospect of walking at a height along a narrow bridge at night was only mildly intimidating.  Wren had been raised with much less integration into elven culture and customs, and so she stood staring at the distant lights ahead.  The dark Skyes were invisible in night, and the rest of the travelers were out of sight as well.
 
   “This looks like a challenge,” she mumbled as the two of them stood together.
 
   “Let’s start moving,” Kestrel suggested, and he took the lead as they stepped out onto the three foot wide path.
 
   “I’ll follow you,” Wren said, “but don’t go too fast.”
 
   They began to walk along, when they heard another loud crack, one that wasn’t a single sound.  It began as a crack, then turned into a grinding sound that became a rumble.  A gray, billowing cloud of dust roiled upward with dramatic speed, and the tower began to shudder, then start to tip and tumble in the direction of Kestrel and Wren.
 
   “Come on!  Run!” Kestrel shouted.  He reached back and grabbed his cousin’s hand, then began to pull her away from the tilting tower as quickly as she could follow.
 
   “Slow down, Kestrel!” she called, as they began to plunge forward into the darkness.
 
   A piece of roofing tile flew past them, and the billowing dust from the demolition below rose up to engulf them.  A shower of pebbles rained upon them, but they continued to run away from the tower.  Large chunks of masonry struck the magical power of the bridge and produced bright flashes of light that were smothered by the clouds of dust.
 
   “Kestrel!” Wren screamed, as Kestrel felt her hand wrenched away from his.
 
   He spun around and began to swing his staff outward, to offer the girl something to grab hold of, only to see to his horror that she was already teetering over the edge of the bridge and beginning to plunge downwards.  He felt his arm muscles strain as he altered the course of his staff and sent it downward towards Wren.
 
   Her feet fell off the bridge, and she started to disappear, just as his staff reached her.  Her right hand grasped the wooden pole as the small hooks built into the end of the weapon snagged the material in her sleeve.
 
   “Hold on!” Kestrel shouted, just before he felt her full weight come to bear on the staff, and nearly wrench it out of his hands.  He fell flat on the surface of the bridge, feeling stones fly and strike him liberally.  Wren was completely below the bridge, and to his horror, Kestrel realized that he was sliding off the narrow surface, unable to stop himself from following her down into the unseen depths.
 
   And then he felt hands on his shoulder, securing him in place.  “You’ll be okay now,” Morph told him, as the god adjusted his position and reached over to lift up the desperate Wren and return her to the bridge.
 
   “Oh my God!” Wren cried as her feet touched the bridge surface.  The last of the rubble from the tower had passed beyond them as the ruins collapsed down to the ground, and they stood amid the chocking dust.
 
   “I hope I am,” Morph said playfully.  “Now we know we won’t be seen with all this dust to hide us.  Come along and catch up; it won’t take you long,” he informed them, then disappeared once more into the cloud.
 
   “Well,” Kestrel said, “it’ll be easier on the rest of the trip, I’m sure,” he said as he turned to start walking forward.
 
   “You better make that a promise!” Wren told him, and they began trotting carefully forward until they reached the end of the parade of Skyes.  Minutes later they emerged from the dust that swirled in the air in the aftermath of the tower’s collapse, and saw the long distance they had to travel to reach the lights of the temple at the end of the bridge.
 
   “It’ll take all night,” Wren exclaimed.
 
   They could faintly see the backs of the others as they walked, and Stillwater came floating back to join them.  “I do not think the humans like this bridge, but their god is speaking to them roughly, and they move on,” he told the two elves.  He floated up and down the length of the procession, and also dropped down closer to the ground to observe any Viathin activity below.
 
   “There are no signs that anyone is watching or following us on the ground,” the imp reported three hours after they had left the tower.  The temple was visibly closer, and Wren began to express belief that they would actually reach their goal intact and alive.
 
   An hour later, Morph sent Stillwater ahead to scout out their arrival at the temple, to make sure there would be no guards waiting to ambush the group.  Kestrel and Wren cautiously moved forward among the group, carefully passing others on the narrow beam as they approached the walls of the temple, so that the two warrior elves could be in the forefront of any confrontation that might break out.
 
   “It’s good to see you lad,” Stuart said as they passed him.  “When we get back to Uniontown we’ll sit down and drink all night long to tell these stories to the other lads in the Duke’s guard, and no matter how drunk we make them, they won’t believe a fraction of our tale,” he grinned.
 
   “Not stories about magical bridges that are miles long,” Gates agreed.
 
   “And we do want you to come back to Uniontown with us,” Lark added emphatically.  “I want you on our side with us.”
 
   “What was that about?” Wren whispered moments later when she and Kestrel moved on past the humans and then past the gnome.
 
   “Lark says her father needs extra fighters to help him survive the civil war in Uniontown, and she wants me to help,” he replied.
 
   “Is that all she wants?” Wren asked with a knowing inflection in her tone.
 
   “Of course,” Kestrel snapped.  “She’s just a child, you know,” he told Wren.
 
   “A child who’s only a couple of years younger than you and me, you mean,” Wren corrected him.
 
   Kestrel said no more, knowing that Wren was right.
 
   Stillwater returned a moment later, sparing him the need to respond.
 
   “There is no sign of trouble ahead,” the imp told the two gods, as Kestrel and Wren listened closely.
 
   “Is the roof flat?” Krusima asked.
 
   “There is a gable, and a closed door,” Stillwater answered.
 
   “Morph, you go ahead with your boy and secure the door; the rest of us will come along,” Krusima said peremptorily.
 
   Morph appeared ready to protest against Krusima’s command, but Kestrel stepped forward abruptly, driven by a shove in the back from Wren.  Momentarily distracted by the movement, Morph looked at Kestrel, then spoke.
 
   “We’ll go do the tough work,” Morph shot back, beckoning to Kestrel.  “You bring your folks along as quickly as you can.”
 
   Krusima scowled once again, as Kestrel and Morph moved past the others.  Morph began to sprint, and Kestrel ran behind, catching up with his father when they reached the end of the bridge.  They faced a short climb up an angled gable roof to reach a large, dark window, one that was shuttered closed.
 
   “I’ll run up and open the window, so that you can come up and stand guard while I see what’s inside,” Morph directed, then he sprinted noiselessly up the slate roof without awaiting an answer.  Kestrel watched in the dim light as the god’s fingers shook the frame of the shutter so rapidly that its latch vibrated open, and then Morph’s figure was gone from view.
 
   Kestrel scampered up the steep slope, then dove into the window.  The roof had been slick, and he knew that others would need help to climb it.  He rose to his feet and looked around inside the temple, marveling that once again the small band from the Inner Seas had managed to reach another extraordinary milestone on their journey.
 
   He looked around.  The room was a long narrow one, dark with a glimmer of light at the opposite end.  Morph was out of sight, but a noise outside the window made him turn to look.  The rest of the party was arriving at the end of the magic bridge.  Kestrel leaned out the window as Gates came up the angled roof first, and he helped pull the man into the attic chamber.  Lark came next, and Kestrel helped pull her up as well, conscious of the feel of her hands in his as he lifted her to the window.
 
   “Kestrel, come down and help us lift the Skyes,” Wren called hoarsely as she stood at the foot of the gable, a Skye pressed partway up the rood.
 
   In response, Kestrel reached down with his staff and hooked the end around one of the legs of the creature, then pulled it upwards, and worked with Gates to lift it into the attic.  They repeated the maneuver several times, Kestrel’s arms tiring, until the entire cadre of the natives were inside the temple, clicking and clacking among themselves.  Krusima entered the room without assistance, just as Morph returned.
 
   “There is a hallway, and a set of stairs, and then a balcony that circles around and looks down on the ceremonial hall of the temple,” the elven god explained.  “There are several guards there right now.” 
 
   Woven climbed up, helped as Kestrel extended his staff to provide assistance, and then Wren came in, and Stillwater hovered just outside the window.
 
   “I think I know that place you speak of,” Krusima said.
 
   “It’s the spot where they stole my powers,” Morph said in an emotional voice.
 
   “I know the place you speak of too; it’s where I was robbed as well,” Krusima answered.  “I’ll go see it and be back.”  He moved down the hall, and he and Morph exited together.
 
   “What do the rest of us do?” Lark asked.
 
   “We wait for the gods,” Wren said, “same as we always do, except for Kestrel, who makes them wait for him,” she laughed softly.
 
   Kestrel grinned in the dark, while Wren began to translate for the Skyes, telling them of the gods’ plans.
 
   The group remained in the dark attic hallway for several minutes, as the air grew stuffy within, then the door opened suddenly, making all the occupants raise their weapons hastily, as dim light and a fresh breeze entered around the shadows of the two returning gods.
 
   “We have a plan,” Krusima said.  “It will be dangerous for all, but moreso for some,” he looked at Kestrel and Wren.  “We overheard the guards talking, and there is to be a ritual sacrifice of some of the local natives as a ceremony to honor Ashcrayss; it will begin soon.
 
   “We need two types of distractions to allow Morph and I to get close to Ashcrayss,” he continued.  “We want some of your natives to be down on the ground floor.”
 
   “They are immune to control by the Viathins because of the water you put on them, correct?” Morph asked.
 
   “That’s right,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “The Viathins will become concerned when they find they cannot control these natives, and so there will be confusion and distraction taking place,” Krusima explained.  “Then, we want Kestrel and Wren to begin to attack the Viathins from up here, in the balcony, to draw guards away from Ashcrayss.
 
   “They will counterattack, and you will face danger,” he acknowledged.  “But we will then come out of hiding near the throne, and make contact with Ashcrayss.  Morph will use the powers his boy has given him to force the terrible god to restore our powers to us, and then we will find the way to return to our own land.”
 
   Wren and Kestrel’s eyes met.  “Will our positions be defensible?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Not for long,” Morph admitted.  “We will have to act fast if we’re going to protect you.  But we will try our best.”
 
   “We’ll do our part, and we’ll count on your help,” Wren said.
 
   “Let us help to ambush any attackers against the elves,” Stuart spoke up.
 
   “The elves are better equipped to fight and escape than you are,” Krusima said bluntly.  “Perhaps the gnome could help you distract the counterattack though,” he mused, as he looked at Woven.
 
   “I certainly will help these humans,” Woven agreed, having understood the words of the god, if not the words of the humans.
 
   “Follow us,” Morph said, stepping out of the attic hall.   The others began to troop after him, and the two gods led the way for the various parties to be covertly located where they were needed.  The humans and Woven were first shown to a shadowy alcove in the upper floors of the temple.
 
   “From here you can see which way an attack will go towards our archers, and you can distract the Viathins, then flee back there,” Krusima instructed Stuart and the others, as he pointed at the passageway in the back of the alcove.  
 
   The front of the alcove looked across a large open area, one that had a circular, narrow track, a balcony and walkway of sorts.  From that walkway, one could see down to the floor of the temple chamber that was far below.
 
   “You wait here,” Krusima instructed the quartet assigned there, then led the way around the curving catwalk.  “This will be your spot,” Krusima told Wren.
 
   “Look down there,” he pointed at the floor below.  As they looked, the keen elven eyes of Wren and Kestrel picked out the lurid details of the worship space.  There was a large, luxurious throne at one end, golden in hue, and a pair of steps below it.  Towards the center of the worship space there was an open fire pit, where flames burned, releasing a narrow, oily plume of smoke.  In front of the fire pit was a large, flat table, on which rested a number of wicked-looking blades.
 
   Two rows of pews ran along either side of the fire pit and table, and a large, ornate door was closed at the opposite end of the chamber from the throne.  Torches burned atop stands that circled around the walls of the room, and a dozen Viathin guards stood at attention in pairs spread around the circular walls.
 
   “Come along, Kestrel,” Krusima called as he began to move to the next spot.
 
   “Wait!” Wren called softly.
 
   The others turned in surprise.
 
   “Tell me what the Skyes are supposed to do, so I can give them directions now, and send them on their way,” she told the gods.
 
   “There,” Krusima pointed at the doors that sat at the opposite end of the oval room from the throne.  “I want them to create a diversion there, the first diversion.  Then when the guards start to react to it, you and Kestrel will start killing the guards that react, drawing attention further away from Ashcrayss.  That’s when we will launch our ambush,” the god explained.  “How soon can they be down there and ready to go, once the evil one is in place?”
 
   Wren knelt and spoke to the Skyes, pausing as several of them approached the edge of the walkway and peered down at the floor below.  They conversed with one another for several seconds, until interrupted by the sound of a deep-toned gong.
 
   The doors opened and a dark light flooded into the room.  The Viathin guards all knelt at their various stations, and then pure darkness moved into the room, a bulky absence of light that crossed the floor between the doors and the throne.  It paused in front of the throne, either shapeless, or simply too absolutely black for a shape to be discerned.  Then, without a pause or transition, the blackness was replaced by Ashcrayss sitting on the throne.
 
   The monster god of the monster race was smaller than when Kestrel had seen him as a dragon flying above the lake in the mountains.  He did not appear to have the wings that had carried him through the air as he had attacked Kestrel so brutally.  But he was still oversized, still covered in scales, still possessed of a snout filled with numerous teeth.
 
   “We have to hurry,” Morph interrupted Kestrel’s mesmerized examination of the evil god below.
 
   Kestrel looked up; Krusima was starting to walk away on the catwalk, while the Skyes were parading along behind one another going in the opposite direction.  Kestrel looked at Wren, who was watching the Skyes, tears brimming in her eyes.  He reached over to squeeze her arm.
 
   “They know they’re going to die, but they’re willing to make the sacrifice.  They told me thank you for being their friend, and bringing them to this great victory,” she turned her head to look into Kestrel’s eyes, her sentimentality catching him off-guard.
 
   “Hurry along, Kestrel,” Morph urged from further along the catwalk.
 
   “You take care – you’re not going to be a sacrifice,” Kestrel told his cousin as he impulsively hugged her tight.  “I’ll see you when we’re done here, and we’ll go back home together.”
 
   “I’ll count on it,” she said softly, forcing a smile.
 
   Then Kestrel turned and ran down the catwalk to catch up with the gods.
 
   “Stillwater,” he called softly.
 
   “Yes, Kestrel friend?” the imp floated down to his shoulder.
 
   “When the fighting starts, and things get dangerous, I want you to go protect Wren.   Make sure nothing happens to her,” Kestrel ordered.  “I can take care of myself, you know, but she may need help.”
 
   “I will do as you say, my lord,” Stillwater answered.  “I do not wish to see either of you harmed, nor any of the others in our party.”
 
   Here Kestrel,” Krusima said as Kestrel walked up to the spot where the two gods stood at the gloomy darkness of the catwalk.  “This is your spot.  When things start breaking loose, you just kill every Viathin you can.  Once we take our powers back from Ashcrayss and destroy him, there will be no further trouble.”
 
   The gods began to walk away, on their way to their own part of the dangerous scheme.  Morph stopped and turned.  “Good luck Kestrel, and be careful,” his father told him with a smile, and then he turned away again and followed Krusima around the curve of the catwalk to another catwalk that led into the gloomy darkness of the temple’s upper floors.
 
   And then Kestrel was alone.
 
   He vaguely saw Wren standing nearly halfway around the catwalk, and he thought he detected Stillwater, already in place in the darkly shaded spaced above the partly-elven girl, ready to offer her help.  Kestrel looked down at the floor of the temple’s inner sanctum below, where he saw a trio of Viathins enter the room and approach the throne of their god.
 
   Kestrel stood alone, and knew that he was in a dire situation.  Though he had told Stillwater that he could take care of himself, the fact was that he could not grasp his powers – he had not recovered them after being drained of energy by Morph.  Kestrel had an enchanted knife, and he had a few arrows left with his bow, and he had a staff and plenty of battle experience, but he had no great ability – no energy or power with which he would be able to protect himself.
 
   His mind wandered to thinking about Putienne, and he imagined her as a yeti, standing with her thick, resistant hide beside him, fending off attacks and defeating foes in close combat.  And then he thought of her as the half-elf beauty he had last seen her as, the girl whose friendship with him was imprinted by a divine spark.
 
   There was a noise below, and Kestrel turned his attention down, hastily pulling his bow off his shoulder as he did, expecting to see the first stage of the assault begin with the Skyes entering the room.  Instead, he saw that the Viathins were reporting to Ashcrayss, and he listened intently to the faint words from below.
 
   “The enemy has been destroyed, my lord,” Kestrel heard one of the monsters report.  “They were trapped in the top of a tower, and we toppled it to the ground, killing all of the invaders and their filthy little assistants.”
 
   “That pleases me,” Ashcrayss slowly rumbled.  “What of the way to return to their world?  How will we begin to plunder the softness and delicious richness of their lands?”
 
   “The way to the lake remains sealed, and we cannot force it open from the inside of the cave.  We will have to use an army of slaves from that land to open it from the outside,” another Viathin answered slowly.  “But there are other ways to return to that land to resume our conquest,” he added hastily to forestall Ashcrayss’s displeasure.
 
   “But in the meantime we cannot build our strength by consuming the Inner Seas,” Ashcrayss said with anger.
 
   “There is another way to that land, a direct connection, and we are working to develop it.  The portal is some distance from here, and its outlet in the Inner Seas is on an island.  You may wish to move your temple in this land to be closer to the new portal,” the Viathin answered.
 
   “And what of the third portal you have found?” Ashcrayss asked.
 
   Before his Viathin followers could answer, there was some occurrence that Kestrel could not hear that made all the occupants of the temple chamber turn their heads.  It was the arrival of the Skyes, Kestrel realized.  They were throwing themselves into the fray, making the sacrifice of being the first fodder the Viathins and Ashcrayss would consume in the battle that was about to erupt.
 
   Kestrel’s heart filled with emotion at the thought of the Skyes, and he was goaded by the memory of the tears he had seen brimming in Wren’s eyes.  He put his staff down, pulled out a arrow from his nearly empty quiver, and fired the first shot at one of the Viathin guards near the door to the chamber.
 
   The monster fell with the arrow in his chest, and pandemonium broke out in the chamber.  Kestrel pulled his knife and threw it at the other guard closest to the door, then fired another arrow at a third Viathin guard.
 
   “Lucretia, return!” he called, and he held out his hand to capture the returning weapon.
 
   Just as his fingers closed around the haft of the knife, a paralyzing ray of energy shot forth from Ashcrayss’s clawed hand and struck Kestrel, enveloping him in a dark red halo of energy.  The beam stayed locked upon him as it lifted him off the catwalk and lowered him to the table by the firepit.
 
   He felt a horrible sense of needles stabbing every inch of his skin as long as the ray held him in its control.  When he was above the firepit, and the energy ray ceased, he dropped several feet to the flat surface of the heavy stone table and landed in a heap, then lay there gasping in pain.  A trio of angry Viathin guards came rushing over to Kestrel, and raised their spears threateningly.
 
   “Stop!” Ashcrayss bellowed.  “Let me see this foolish mortal.  I thought we had killed all the invaders.”
 
   As he spoke, there was a sudden noise at the door, and the Skyes came scuttling in through the open door; he realized that he had started his actions too fast.  He had misinterpreted the movement of the Viathins, and his hastiness had upset the schedule of the whole planned ambush.  Whatever happened henceforth, it would not go as planned.
 
   “What are they doing here?  Someone put them under control,” one of the Viathins spoke.
 
   “They do not respond!” another Viathin said a second later.
 
   Four Skyes suddenly stacked themselves atop one another, then lifted one of their company up onto the table top where Kestrel laid, recovering from his pain.
 
   He saw a guard raise a spear to skewer the Skye, then an arrow from Wren streaked down and struck the monster in the throat, making it slowly topple over.
 
   “Another?” Ashcrayss bellowed.  He stood up from his throne.  “Send guards up there!”
 
   From his standing vantage, Ashcrayss glared at Kestrel’s location, suddenly recognized him, then screamed in fury.  “It is the Destroyer, the un-expected foe!  How did it come to be here?  You said it was dead!” he shouted at the Viathins that had reported to him, and he shot a bolt of his energy at one of them, killing his subject.
 
   Kestrel saw the distraction in the posture of the guards who menaced him, and he released Lucretia, flipping the knife at one of the two remaining guards who stood next to his table, and then he rolled off the sticky surface, and fell to the floor atop one of the dead Viathins.
 
   A quartet of the Viathins had left the room to pursue Wren.  One Viathin stood across the table from Kestrel and lunged at him as he tried to stand up, supporting himself with his staff.  Another arrow from Wren struck the Viathin, and there was a new roar of anger from the guards going after Wren up on the catwalk, a sound that changed to panic as the human ambush was unleashed on the unsuspecting monsters.
 
   Other guards on the temple floor began to run towards Kestrel, moving away from where their god stood, as Kestrel pulled his knife free and threw it again, then helped the Skye on the table return to the floor, setting off a fervent conclave of clattering chatter among the creatures in the temple.
 
   And at that point, Ashcrayss bellowed in rage, and unleashed his fiery stream of red energy once again, capturing Kestrel, and raising him off the floor and into the air, encased in a burning shell of inescapable, torturous energy.  He pulled Kestrel closer, and looked at him, then released a stream of angry epithets.
 
   “You, Kestrel the meddler, Kestrel the destroyer, Kestrel the filthy part-elf, part-human, all trouble,” Ashcrayss sneered.  “You thought you won, but I have survived – I don’t know how you did, but your time is over now!” and with that angry shout, the Viathin god made his energy around Kestrel start to squeeze him tighter.
 
   “No!” a new voice said in a profoundly quiet but penetrating voice.  A bright yellow shield appeared in front of Kestrel, severing the reach of Ashcrayss’s ray, so that Kestrel’s pain was removed, and he dropped to the floor.
 
   A glowing yellow circle floated down to the floor, and Kestrel realized that it was a Skye, or like a Skye, one that was standing upright on its side instead of its feet.  And it was large, and it was glowing.  It was Tullamore, the god of the Skyes, still alive, revitalized by the worship of the Skyes who had been part of the rescue party, the Skyes in the temple chamber at that moment.
 
   “Your dominion here is coming to an end,” Tullamore said.
 
   “Your life itself is at an end,” Morph added, stepping out from behind the throne, surprising Ashcrayss.
 
   “What is this?  All my weak and vanquished foes together?” the reptilian god laughed harshly.
 
   Krusima stepped out on the other side of the throne.  “I am hardly vanquished if I and my people are here!” he said.
 
   With that distraction drawing Ashcrayss’s attention, Morph reached out and pointed at Ashcrayss, creating a feeble stream of green light that struck the monstrous god in the side of the head, using every bit of power the hobbled elven god could muster.
 
   “What is this?” Ashcrayss sneered.
 
   “And what is this?” Tullamore repeated the question, unleashing a stream of his own equally feeble yellow energy to strike Ashcrayss in the same spot.  The combination of the two powers seemed to multiply their effectiveness, making Ashcrayss squirm.
 
   “You shall die for this!” he shouted.
 
   “Not if you die first!” Kestrel shouted in response; he found an unknown and untapped means to touch his own limited powers, and he added a stream of his blue energy to the assault.
 
   When the blue energy struck the yellow and the green energies, they all flared outward in a corona of intense brightness as they fed each other and harmonized their powers, so that suddenly Ashcrayss screamed with pain and horror.
 
   “Release the powers you took from us!” Morph shouted.  He began to walk back and forth, always keeping his hand pointed and his energy directed at Ashcrayss.  “End this assault, end the ravaging of others.  We want our powers back!”  and with that he stopped his pacing, held out his other hand, and pulled thin air towards himself as though he were grabbing an invisible handle that hung in the air in front of him.
 
   In response to his gesture, an explosion of green energy flew away from Ashcrayss in a wave, leaving him and flying towards Morph, while causing Ashcrayss to shrink in size.  The green power struck Morph and staggered him back a step as he absorbed the energy.  He grinned in delight, then clawed the air again, and a burst of yellow light was wrenched from Ashcrayss’s suddenly shrunken body, and flew towards Tullamore, entering the god of the Skyes and brightening his glow instantly, giving substance to the image that stood in front of and protected Kestrel, while Ashcrayss shriveled once more from the withdrawal of power.
 
   Morph triumphantly grabbed the air again, and a bundle of brown energy flew out and merged into Krusima.
 
   “At last!” the human god crowed in a loud, triumphant voice, as Ashcrayss shrunk again, shriveling down to the size of a raccoon.
 
   “No, I am a god!” a tinny voice issued forth from the small cretin on the throne.
 
   Krusima reached over and raised a mighty, glowing fist, then smashed it down on top of the remnant of the Viathin god, and when he did, a devastating wave of pure white energy exploded out in all directions.  Krusima, Morph, and Tullamore were all in immediate proximity to the death of the god, and each of them absorbed a portion of the energy.   Kestrel, standing a dozen steps behind Tullamore, felt the energy strike him, and he felt his own feeble energy flare up in response to the infusion of new power.
 
   The Viathin guards still on the floor of the temple all fell, and smoke began to rise from their flesh, while the stone walls around the exterior of the room were pitted and jarred loose by the force, as mortar between stones was pulverized to dust.
 
   Kestrel was knocked to his feet again, stunned by both the force of the energy and the profundity of what had happened.  A god had been truly killed, once again, but it seemed this time to be true death for the evil divinity.  It was an extraordinary event, and even amidst the feelings of pain and confusion and dizziness, beneath the quivering sense of power that took residence in his body, he felt the shock of a god dying.
 
   He was glowing, he saw.  He raised his hand and looked at it, and saw a blue glow emanating from his flesh.  He felt the energy that had been liberated from Ashcrayss still within him.  He looked up and saw Tullamore, glowing brightly as well, giving off rays of yellow light, while Morph was emitting rays of a soft green glow, and Krusima stood triumphant, his arms raised over his head, his size swollen to twice what it had been before.  He too had a glow, a brown miasma that seemed to hang upon him, glowing, not obscuring the view of the victorious god.
 
   Kestrel tried to rise, and found it surprisingly easy.  He thought about getting up, and his weight seemed to disappear, allowing him to float up to his feet.  It was extraordinary.  He looked up at the catwalk far above, and saw no sign of Wren, or the humans.
 
   The Skyes were circling around at an extraordinary speed, moving in an aimless way towards Tullamore, and he saw that they gathered together at the feet of their god.  “Great Father, we know you, we love you.  Thank you for your power!” they repeated over and over again.
 
   “I am glad to be back with you, my friends,” he replied, and he let his yellow glow shine directly downward onto the Skyes, illuminating them.  “Let us leave this terrible place and seek a place of greater beauty.”
 
   “Wren?  Stillwater?” Kestrel called.  “Where are you?” he shouted, and he heard his voice reverberate off the ceiling of the chamber far overhead.
 
   “Kestrel?” he heard Woven’s voice call from someplace in the distance.
 
   “My people – come to me, my people!” Krusima bellowed loudly.
 
   Tullamore began to walk towards the door, his parade of followers dutifully lining up behind him.
 
   “Welcome to the great family; you deserve the elevation,” he told Kestrel as he passed.  “I will look forward to working with you; I am going to need your help.”
 
   “My lord,” Stuart called, as he led his group of fighters into the chamber from a small side door Kestrel had not noticed.  Wren and Woven were with the humans, and Stillwater continued to hover over Wren, Kestrel was happy to see.
 
   “I am myself once again, Stuart, Gates, Lark,” he spoke in a voice that seemed to reverberate.  “And I’m ready to lead you back to our own lands now that we’ve accomplished all that I had hoped to do here.  Thank you, thank you for all your sacrifice and help.”
 
   “Kestrel, are you,…why,…. You’re glowing,” Wren stuttered as she broke away from the humans to approach Kestrel.
 
   “I don’t know why,” Kestrel replied.  “I’m glad to see you alive,” he added.
 
   “We’re all lucky to be alive,” Wren said, “After you started the battle too soon!”
 
   “We do not care about that, for we all are alive now!” Stillwater replied.
 
   “Is the evil god dead?” Woven asked in his own language.
 
   “He is, isn’t he?” Kestrel asked Morph, who walked over to join the group.  “Ashcrayss is really dead?  I thought he was once before.”
 
   “He is truly dead.  This time there are no worshippers in another land who are left to keep his rapacious spirit alive.  He cannot recover from this; he is dead and gone, and his race will soon be extinct,” Morph said assuredly.  “Unless you would like to become the new god of the Viathins?” he asked Kestrel with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   “What an awful thought!” Kestrel said as he made a face.
 
   “But maybe you could turn them all into nice, peaceful creatures.  You’d be their god after all.  You might as well find someone to be a god to, and I don’t want you taking any of my elven followers from me,” Morph told him.
 
   “What are you talking about, my lord?” Wren asked.
 
   Morph suddenly sprinted away, and ran a series of laps around the perimeter of the chamber, moving so fast that he was only a blur of shining green light, and then he was back in position.  “That felt good!” he laughed.
 
   “Do you see Kestrel’s glow?” he asked Wren.  “Your cousin was struck by the expulsion of Ashcrayss’s original energy, the material that made him a god.  As Krusima killed the evil one, the vitality, the creative essence of divinity was expelled from him.  It struck Krusima, and myself, and Tullamore of the Skyes; we all are divinities already, and so we absorbed it.  We already had received our powers back from Ashcrayss, so it was of little consequence to us.
 
   “And some of the Viathins here on the floor,” he swept his hand towards the charred bodies that lay about the room, illuminated by the glow coming from the gods and Kestrel, “they received the divine power as well, but as mortals, they could not withstand its power, and they were killed.”
 
   “And what about Kestrel friend?” Stillwater asked slowly, staring at Kestrel as he enunciated each word distinctly.  “He is still alive.”
 
   “Kestrel was not a mortal,” Morph answered.  The humans were coming over to him, leaving Krusima as they heard and were intrigued by the tale Morph was spinning.  “He is a demigod – my son.  And so he was able to withstand the effects of the energy, and interestingly, he seems to have actually absorbed it and adjusted to it.”
 
   “So what does that mean?” Kestrel asked, astonished by the details of the throne room battle that had occurred so violently and quickly.
 
   “It means that, in a sense, you are a divinity, a god,” Morph said, and he stopped speaking to listen to the reactions of the others, all of who could understand his speech, despite their different races.
 
   “Kestrel god is a god?” Stillwater asked in glee.  “Wait until I tell Odare this!  She will no longer be able to play her little pranks upon a god.  You’ll protect me as well, won’t you Kestrel god?” the imp asked.
 
   “A god?” Wren asked scornfully.  “Kestrel’s a nice–enough cousin, and the second best archer in the family, but certainly not a god!”
 
   Kestrel stared at his glowing hands in astonishment, the thought of divinity something so unthinkable that he could not comprehend it.
 
   “Kestrel, use your energy to open things up in here; lift the ceiling off this temple,” Morph said casually.
 
   Kestrel stared up at the ceiling, large and lost in shadows far above, then looked incredulously over at Morph.
 
   “Go on, you can do this now.  There are a few serious caveats we can discuss in a minute, but why don’t you go ahead and demonstrate your new ability?” his father urged.
 
   “You really mean it?  You think I have the power to remove the ceiling?” Kestrel asked.   He could ask about something objective like moving the roof off the building, but he couldn’t even force his tongue to ask the question of whether he was a god or not.
 
   “I know that you do; you are shining with a luminosity greater than some purely divine beings I’ve known,” Morph said.  He suddenly circled around the room in a split second.  “That feels so refreshing!” he laughed as he returned to his spot near Kestrel.  “Now do your task.  Brighten this dismal place up.”
 
   Kestrel looked up at the ceiling, studying it wishfully, knowing that such a test was far beyond anything he had ever done.  As he looked, he was suddenly aware of the construction of the roof, the beams that held it up, the attachments to the supporting wall, the weak spots and the other elements of design.  He saw the easiest way to lift it, and he suddenly knew that above the roof, the wind was blowing with moderate speed.  He could lift one side, and let the wind flow under it and into it with force, aiding the removal of the structure.
 
   He felt his arms over his head, and realized that he had unknowingly raised them, and that his glowing fingers were pointing at the roof.  He closed his eyes.  Please Kai and Kere, make this possible, he momentarily let his heart pray, and then he released the energy within himself.
 
   The power flared up in his hands, and a series of bolts of his blue light sprayed around the ceiling, brilliantly illuminating the high reaches of the structure as each bolt struck a portion of the ceiling’s attachments to the walls, creating explosive noises that caused his friends to clap their hands over their ears.  And then he altered the energy flow, and he began to raise one side of the newly detached ceiling.  The structure was heavy, incredibly heavy, causing him to sink to his knees as he directed all the attention and force he had straight up.
 
   The chamber was filled with the sounds of wood and stone moving, adjusting to the new stresses, or the release of stress, as the ceiling began to twist and rise.  The room sudden grew bright, as a crescent of light grew along the rising edge of the roof, while Kestrel felt a breeze blow into the chamber, taking away the stench of death and burnt flesh.
 
   The roof caught a stronger wind and it started to rise rapidly.  Seeing his opportunity, Kestrel shifted his power and increased it further, to push the downward edge of the roof structure upwards into the wind as well, and then the breeze caught it fully, and made it all slide downwind.  The sky above was unimaginably bright and blue, and the roof began to disappear, rising and sliding as Kestrel pressed his hands upward, palms open to the sky, and completed the impossible task his father had given him.
 
   He released his power, and heard the sound of chaotic destruction, as the flying roof crashed down onto the wings of the temple somewhere down wind.  Kestrel let his hands fall, and he head drooped forward as well.  He was exhausted.  He was pleased and astonished, but moreso he was tired and ready to rest.
 
   “Did you give the boy some assistance?” he heard Krusima ask.  It was an unfair question, Kestrel thought.  Whether Morph had or hadn’t given him help, Kestrel knew that the vast majority of the achievement was through his efforts alone.
 
   “Help him?  Why would I help him?  Here he is standing right next to us, and who does he pray to for help?  Kai and Kere!  They can’t even hear him, or reach him,” Morph said indignantly.  “No, he did that all on his own.”
 
   “Impressive for a first effort,” Krusima grudgingly acknow-ledged.  “Now, how do we find our way back home?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Stuart came over and placed a hand on Kestrel’s arm, lifting him to his feet.
 
   “You really were the Destroyer, and more,” Stuart said as Kestrel rose to his feet.  “You’ve not only finished the job, but become a god as well!”
 
   “Don’t make him think you’re going to build a temple to him!” Wren cautioned.  “He already thinks he knows everything there is to know about temples himself!”
 
   “Is that right, Krusima?” Morph took a sly dig at his fellow god, making the god of the earth and stone scowl.
 
   “There will be no purpose for temples to the elven boy; tell them Morph,” Krusima grumbled.
 
   “Kestrel’s absorption of the divine energy is unique; he will only retain his divinity if he remains in this land where he acquired it,” Morph said, looking squarely at Kestrel as he spoke.  “If he leaves this place to return to the Inner Seas, or to go to any other land, his divinity will wither away, because it is not a part of his permanent being.  It has only been superimposed over his own level of power here.  So you will not worship Kestrel in the lands of the Inner Seas, ever.”
 
   Krusima smirked.
 
   “You mean I am really a god?” Kestrel asked, so shocked by the further revelation of limitations that he finally admitted to the audacious claim of divinity.  “But only here with the Skyes?
 
   “I can’t go home with you?”
 
   “You can come home, but not as a divine being.  Not as an immortal.  Not with the greater powers and abilities that you have now,” Morph replied.
 
   “I’d just return to having the same powers I had when I started?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Perhaps – we do not know.  This is unusual and unpredictable,” Morph told him.  “Don’t fret over this right now.  There are days ahead to think about it and understand it.”
 
   “And so, let’s be on our way to find the way home,” Krusima said again.  He began to lead the way out of the dismal chamber, heading out the door that Tullamore and the Skyes had already exited through.
 
   “Come along my lord, won’t you?” Lark asked Kestrel, as she started to follow Gates, who was behind Krusima.  Kestrel was still standing in place, trying to comprehend the astonishment that enveloped him.
 
   “And turn down the glow,” Wren added as she walked by.
 
   Kestrel laughed softly, then looked at Lark.  “Will this make my cousin happier?” he asked, then he focused on the energy that was streaming through him, ingrained within his flesh; he pulled it inward and gathered it together, creating an internal well of energetic gravity that gradually drained the light away, and returned him to his normal appearance.
 
   “Oh Kestrel god, how extraordinary!” Lark said worshipfully.
 
   Kestrel reached out and grabbed both shoulders of the girl, then gave her a sudden shake, shocking her.
 
   “Don’t you start thinking of me any differently than you did before!” he said angrily.  “I am still the very same boy you’ve known for all these days we’ve been together.  This goes away when we get back to the Inner Seas.”
 
   “No, it’s different now, my lord,” Lark said, wide-eyed.  “The gods have acknowledged that you are a god as well.”  She spun out of his grasp and walked up to take a position by Gates, as they left the room.
 
   Stillwater and Woven had trailed behind, and joined with Kestrel.  “The imps always thought you were special anyway, god-Kestrel, so this is no great change.  I’m not sure you’ll be treated any better actually – I think we rely on you and treat you as well as we treat our own god anyway,” he told Kestrel as they floated towards the door.  “Especially if you continue to deliver the mushroom market!”
 
   The two laughed as they left the room, and saw the others walking down a dim, high-ceilinged hallway.  Five minutes later, the whole party assembled in an open courtyard in front of the main gate of the temple.  They looked down a dusty road that led away from the temple, out into the untamed wilderness of the countryside, and they saw a distance procession of Viathins, fleeing helter-skelter from the temple, raising a cloud of dust as they ran.
 
   “There is no place for them to find shelter,” Tullamore spoke.  He had dropped down into the posture of his people, a large table-sized circular being who nonetheless stood nearly as tall as Kestrel’s waist.  “They will go out into the wilderness and die soon enough.”
 
   “And Kestrel killed the ones in our land as well,” Stuart said.  “So there should be no more left to worry about?”
 
   “Where is the way back to our world?” Krusima asked.  “I have trouble sensing the path.”
 
   “Kestrel destroyed that when we were being chased,” Wren spoke up.  “The cavern entrance is covered in a rockslide.”
 
   “There is another way,” Tullamore replied.  “The journey there will take a little time, a couple of days at most.”
 
   “Let us be on our way,” Krusima said.  “I am anxious to return to my land and my worshippers.”
 
   “Allow me to arrange for a feast along the way to feed your people,” Tullamore answered.
 
   He turned to the Skyes and began to speak.  With his new abilities and divine powers, Kestrel found that he understood the conversation of clacks and clicks and subtle sounds.
 
   “At the large rock with the spire, I will order a meal that the friends can eat.  We will make it food of soft, fresh plants.  Tell others of our race to bring your own food stuff for those of you who will accompany them.  I will rejoin you on the journey,” Tullamore told one of the Skyes.  “Start leading them now towards Valley of Two Rivers.”
 
   “We will not feed them our finest delicacies?” the Skye asked.
 
   “Their tastes are different.  They will appreciate the food I request,” Tullamore assured his follower.  “Now make it happen,” the god said, and he disappeared.
 
   “My god has directed me to lead you,” the Skye said to Wren.  “Tell your legs to follow me,” he instructed.  “Let us begin the steps,” he added to the other Skyes, and then promptly turned and began walking along the same road the Viathins had used.
 
   “Stillwater,” Kestrel called the imp, “would you share the water skin with us all?  I’m thirsty, and I imagine the others are as well,” he said.
 
   “Here, Kestrel divine,” Stillwater tossed the water skin with the enchanted water to him, and Kestrel passed it to Woven after he took his own drink.
 
   The travelers shared the water as they started walking, refreshing them all, and easing some of the residual terror they had all felt from the confrontation in the temple.
 
   Kestrel walked along silently, alternatively exploring his power and then considering its ramifications. He thought about the fleeing Viathins and magically heard their distant words echoing on the wind, as they cursed their fallen god and one another as well.
 
   He felt the rays of the hot blue sun falling on the baked soil, and he felt the pain of the land, injured by the rapacious appetite of the Viathins. The land cried for relief and moisture, and he wondered how such a damaged environment could support its people.
 
   Poor Skyes, he thought to himself. Poor Tullamore, facing so many needs among his people.
 
   Kestrel momentarily considered what he might do for the god and his newly liberated people, liberated from slaughter by the Viathins, but now subject to the aftermath of the monsters’ deliberate misrule.
 
   His thoughts wandered as Tullamore rejoined the group, and he wondered what he would do among his own people, how he would exercise divine powers among the people of Oaktown and the Marches if he were somehow able to take his new power with him.  Would he make the trees grow taller, and the sun shine at day, while the rains came at night?  Could he make mushrooms grow year-round?
 
   Could he make the plants here among the Skyes grow, he wondered, and as they walked along he focused on the bushes that lined the road, and began to cause many of them to grow prodigiously, sending their roots deep into the soil to find hidden pockets of nutrients.
 
   “Is that you doing that?” Lark asked accusingly, and Kestrel belated realized that the others were studying the plants that shivered and sprouted upward as they walked past.
 
   He nodded yes.
 
   “They aren’t going to last if they get too big,” Lark scolded him.  “There isn’t enough water for them.”
 
   “Kestrel is causing no harm; we’ll produce more water soon to take care of all the plants in the land,” Tullamore spoke up in Kestrel’s defense.  Kestrel remained quiet, but smiled beatifically at Lark, who responded by sticking her tongue out at him, then turning to walk with Stuart.
 
   Her gesture brought a smile to Kestrel’s face; it was a sign that the girl was not so intimidated by his new powers that she feared or worshipped him after all.
 
   They walked on through the rest of the afternoon while Kestrel allowed his mind to wander about among reality and possibility.  At points, some Skyes left the group to walk off in various directions, and as evening started to fall, they came to a spot where a number of Skyes had arrived and arranged the meal for the guests.
 
   A collection of leaves and berries were laid upon a cloth, and the travelers were invited to eat and relax.  As they did, the sky turned green overhead while the blue sun began to set.  All the travelers sat or lay peacefully, relaxing in individual solitude.  Kestrel grew restless, and stood up, to walk around and explore the surrounding landscape.
 
   They were at a flat spot not far below the peak of a small hill, at the apex of which a stone obelisk rose straight upward.  Kestrel hiked around to the far side of the hill to find a trail up to the top, and as he passed the darkening landscape he decided to restore his powerful glow in order to see the trail features.
 
   His light flickered into existence instantly, showing him the way to walk onward.  Around a corner of the trail he found a smooth round deep depression in the stone by the path, and signs that a spring had once filled the small pool with water that had then flowed out and down in a streambed that dropped down the side of the hill in what Kestrel imagined had once been a pleasantly babbling brook. 
 
   “Stillwater,” he called, struck by an idea.  “Stillwater, Stillwater,” he repeated his request, and he bent his energy towards the imp, to give him the energy needed to transport through space.
 
   The imp appeared moments later.  “This is like the way the world should be!” the small blue figure said with a smile.  “I heard your call and I traveled!”
 
   “Did you bring the water skin?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “It is here,” Stillwater answered, handing the skin to Kestrel.
 
   “Thank you,” Kestrel said absent-mindedly as he took the skin, then stepped across the rocky hillside boulders and positioned the water skin above the pothole in the stone below.  He opened the plug, and a steady flow of water began to immediately fall into the large tub.
 
   “What does this do?” Stillwater asked as he watched Kestrel observe with satisfaction the water splash about in the bottom of the catchment, collecting and rising in depth.
 
   “This lets us walk up to the top of the hill, then walk back to the camp site and tell the ladies that we have a bath tub they can use to wash and cleanse themselves.  It’s been a long time since we’ve seen a bath tub, and I’m sure they won’t mind a chance to soak and relax,” Kestrel explained.  He turned and continued his climb, accompanied by the imp.
 
   “Does it feel different to be a god, Kestrel divine?” Stillwater asked after just a few steps.
 
   “I’m not a god, Stillwater,” Kestrel answered.  “I have more power than before, but I don’t think I’m really a god,” he announced the conclusion he had arrived at during his long afternoon of walking and thinking.  “I don’t have worshippers, and I don’t have a special thing I do better than anything else, like speed or stones or water or sounds,” he explained.
 
   “Perhaps you are correct,” the imp said doubtfully, and then said no more as they reached the top of the hill, and looked out at the panorama that spread in all directions.  Kestrel saw a glow down on one side of the hill, the location of their camp, he was sure.  The travelers had built no fire, and so he presumed the light came from a glowing god.
 
   As he watched, the light started moving rapidly, and it began to climb up the side of the hill, rising towards the top.  He watched for only moments, before the light reached the summit and was revealed to be Tullamore.
 
   “You’ll excuse us for a moment’s conversation, small friend,” the Skye god suggested to Stillwater.
 
   “Certainly great lord,” the imp replied.
 
   “Go tell the girls about the bathtub we’re filling for them, and accompany them to the water if they so choose,” Kestrel suggested.
 
   Tullamore waited until Stillwater was gone.
 
   “How may I help you, my lord?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I come to ask a favor,” the native god of the land replied.  “I ask that you stay here with us when your friends leave tomorrow evening.”
 
   “What?  Me stay here?” Kestrel felt dumbfounded by the request.
 
   “Your powers are what I need to revive my land, to save my people.  If you will help me and work with me, for a short time only, we can keep this land from dying.  Hundreds of thousands of my people will live on, but only if you will be my partner.  And when our work is done, I will gladly show you the way to return to your land.  And you will be a god here in the meantime, in every way,” Tullamore told Kestrel.
 
   “I want to go home,” Kestrel replied slowly.  “I want to see a yellow sun and see Putienne, and my other friends too,” he added.  “I want to see my own home again; and I don’t need to be a god to be happy.”
 
   “I understand,” Tullamore answered in words that were spoken just as slowly and thoughtfully.  “You are already a hero here for helping to lead this mighty expedition that has ended the Viathin occupation in our land.
 
   “Without your help, we will die out slowly, but we will be free when we pass into history.  I thank you for giving my people their freedom back,” Tullamore said in a voice filled with dignity and sadness.  The god turned, and strolled away from Kestrel, heading back down the sloping path that Kestrel had climbed to reach the top of the hill.
 
   Kestrel felt his eyes begin to tear up.  He had admired the bravery of the Skyes who had been partners in the quest to battle the Viathins, and he wanted them to enjoy and flourish during their regained freedom.  He wanted to help them, but he also wanted to return home.  He had been gone from Oaktown for months, and he missed the place that was growing to be home.  Even more, he missed Putienne; the enchantment-driven bond of friendship he shared with the yeti-turned-girl continued to reside in his soul, making him restless, with a longing to be close to the girl once again.  
 
   He would even consider going to Uniontown eventually to help Lark’s father, as the girl had asked him to.  If Stuart and the forces of Duke Listay needed help in their civil war, Kestrel felt a debt of kinship to assist them too, once he saw his own home.
 
   The last traces of the blue sun dropped away from the night time sky, and Kestrel began to walk down the trail, back to camp, still glowing without even realizing it.  He heard voices as he turned around a corner of the trail, and he came upon Lark and Wren, both sitting by the pothole pool of water that was fed by the waterskin he had propped above it.  The pool was already full, and water was trickling out, running down the bed of the stream that had existed when the land had enjoyed a wetter climate.
 
   The two girls were undressed, sitting on the edge of the pool with their feet dangling in the water.  At Kestrel’s approach they had raised their shirts in front of themselves.
 
   “Kestrel!” Wren called cheerfully.  “This is very nice, thank you.”
 
   “But it’s also cold,” Lark added.  “Can you be a kind and gentle god, and warm this for us?”
 
   Kestrel grinned at his two companions, then looked at the stony surroundings.  He focused his attention on the rocks across from the girls, and made the stones start to glow red.  The water closest to the stones began to steam.  Pleased with his success, Kestrel closed his eyes and focused on stirring the water, mixing it thoroughly so that his friends would be able to indulge in a bath with uniform temperatures throughout.
 
   “Ah!  That feels wonderful,” Wren murmured as the newly warmed water began to flow around her feet.
 
   Kestrel stood and smiled at the girls, pleased that he had been able to provide the small luxury of a warm bath for them.  The burbling sound of the water skin’s flow falling into the pool continued to provide a relaxing background sound, and the situation seemed as relaxing as possible.
 
   “Well?” Wren asked, one elven eyebrow arched.
 
   Kestrel looked at her inquisitively.
 
   “Are you just going to stand there and watch us and wait for us to slip naked into the pool, or are you going to be a gentleman god and turn your back?” she asked.
 
   Kestrel blushed, and turned around.  He heard the water ripple as the girls slid into the small pool.
 
   “Thank you, my lord,” Lark said with a tone that conveyed formality, and with that, the night seemed different to him.
 
   “I’ll leave you two to enjoy yourselves,” Kestrel said, and he walked on down the path.  The others were at the site where they had eaten, and he sat, diminished his glow, and spoke softly with his companions until the two bathers returned sometime later.
 
   “The water was starting to get cold,” Wren explained why they had left the pool.
 
   “And our fingers were all wrinkled,” Lark added with a laugh.  “That felt so wonderful, my lord,” she said to Kestrel, again speaking in a formal tone.
 
   They went to sleep that night, exhausted after the long days of journey and battle, no watch set to guard them, for there were no predators to fear any longer.
 
   As he lay drowsing in the darkness, curled up in his cloak, Kestrel heard a faint voice speaking to him.  My lord Kestrel, please keep my father and brother safe, and protect them.  We thank you for your kindness.  Guard us all and bring us safe travels, amen.
 
   She was praying to him, and he was hearing it!  He sat up abruptly and looked around.
 
   “No!” he spoke aloud.
 
   The heads of the others who were laying down rose in alarm.
 
   “What is it my lord?  Is there a problem?” Stuart asked.
 
   “Kestrel, what troubles you?” Morph asked from his spot.
 
   “It’s Lark.  She’s praying to me,” Kestrel said.  “I’m not that kind of god; she shouldn’t pray to me!”
 
   “You heard my prayer?” Lark asked as she sat up.  “I only prayed in my own heart!  You are truly a god to hear such a prayer, Kestrel.  Won’t you please help us, help my father?  Come back with us and use your powers for him?”  She rose to her feet and walked over to him, then knelt next to him as she spoke.
 
   Kestrel saw the plea that was writ large across her face, the desperation she felt to help her father.  A part of him wanted to help her, but a part also wanted to help Tullamore, and most of all, the greatest part wanted to go home and restart his own life.  There were so many requests for his time and efforts, and so little time for himself.
 
   He started to reply, to tell her no, when he saw Tullamore not far behind her, the girl and the god, the two comrades who had asked him to help.  They both had worthy causes, and lives that seemed to depend on his engagement.  He realized that despite all he had given already – from taking Hampus on his journey, to exterminating the Viathins around the Inner Seas, to setting Krusima and Morph free – he still could not find it in his heart to say ‘no’ to his companions.
 
   “I will not go back to the Inner Seas with you,” Kestrel told Lark.  Her hand shot out and smacked the side of his face viciously, rocking his head back.
 
   “I hate you!” she screamed.
 
   “I will stay here to help Tullamore,” Kestrel said evenly, wanting to rub his cheek, but refusing to give Lark the satisfaction of seeing his pain.  “And when that is done, I will come to Uniontown to help your father.”
 
   Lark looked at him with a wide-eyed stare.  “Do you mean it?  Really?” she asked.   She clutched her hands together in front of her, in a gesture of pleading.
 
   “If you promise not to pray to me anymore,” Kestrel replied.
 
   “I won’t!” she answered fervently.
 
   “And if you promise not to slap me anymore,” Kestrel added.
 
   “Oh Kestrel, I’m so sorry,” she tentatively reached a hand out towards his cheek, then stopped before she touched him.
 
   “This is all delightful, I’m sure,” Krusima said.  “A new god learning how to handle his worshippers.  It’s a refreshing approach to take, to forbid them to worship you.”
 
   “She’s not a worshipper; she a girl, just a girl,” Kestrel said in exasperation.  He looked from Krusima to Lark, and saw the hurt in her eyes from being described as ‘just a girl’.  She rose from his side, and hurried back to her sleeping spot.
 
   After moments of silence that were free of drama, the others in the camp laid their heads back down and tried to return to sleep.
 
   I’m sorry, Kestrel carefully directed his thoughts towards Lark, hoping to diminish the girl’s hurt feelings.  It was an experiment on his part to see if he could make his thoughts be heard by another.  I didn’t mean for that to sound the way it came out.  You’re more than ‘just a girl’, he said.  You’re brave and loyal and reliable.
 
   Are you talking to a puppy or a girl? He heard the tart retort, but was shocked that it came from Wren’s voice.  Those are hardly the words a man should use to woo a girl – try words like loving and kind and pretty, especially pretty, his cousin told him, the tones of a wicked grin embedded in her thoughts.
 
   I’m sorry, my mistake, he replied silently, embarrassed.  Wren would remember his mistake, and he would hear about it again in the future, he was sure.
 
   Kestrel waited several seconds while he tried to figure out his mistake in projecting his thoughts.  He focused again on Lark, and the memory he had of the feel of her prayer, then he cautiously redirected a comment.
 
   Lark, can you hear me? He asked
 
   Go away, the girl’s voice sounded petulantly.
 
   That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it, he told her accusingly.  I’ve seen you go through all the challenges of this journey, and I know you’re more than just any girl.  You’re brave and faithful, he told her, and he thought of Wren’s sarcastic comments, and you’re pretty as well, he added.  He could say it with a straight face; she was a pretty girl, he admitted, and if anything, the rigors of their long trip seemed to have given her face more character and strength as some of the youthful fullness was replaced with sharper features.  He held his breath, waiting to hear any response she might make, any reaction to his awkward and spontaneous effort to compliment her appropriately.
 
   There was no answer from Lark, and after several long seconds, Kestrel gave up and finally fell asleep, wondering if he had mishandled the exchange.
 
   The next day the group traveled across the countryside to reach the gate that would provide access to the lands of the Inner Seas.
 
   “You really plan for us to stay here to help the god of the Skyes?” Wren asked Kestrel as they trudged down a hill in a large valley where two dry river beds came together.
 
   “No, just me.  I want you and everyone else to go back home.  I’ll need for you to make sure Woven and Stillwater can get back to their own homes; the humans can hopefully take care of themselves without a great deal of help,” Kestrel told the girl.  “There will be no more fighting here, so you wouldn’t have any fun staying behind any longer,” he told her with a grin.
 
   “I could give you a fight, god or no god,” she growled in mock anger.  “But it would be nice to see Creata again.  I’m sure he misses me!”
 
   “We’ll come back to this place,” Tullamore told Kestrel as they crossed the bottom of the wide valley an hour later, “after your friends are all safely on their way.  Thank you for agreeing to stay here longer; you’ll make it possible for the race of my followers to live on into the future.”  The god’s voice carried a profound sense of gratitude.
 
   A short time later, Gates suddenly slapped the middle of his back.
 
   “Kinst!” Tullamore said instantly, causing the Skyes to begin clacking to one another rapidly.
 
   “The Kinst are attacking!  Cover or die!” they said as they all stopped walking and pulled their legs in tightly against their bodies, reducing the amount of vulnerable tissue they exposed.
 
   “No,” Tullamore said calmly, “this is not going to happen.  We will remove this pestilence from the land once again.”  The god reached out one of its legs towards Gates, as the man pulled his bloody hand away from the wound in his back.
 
   As soon as Tullamore touched Gates, his body glowed with a yellow color.  He looked at the god in surprise, then screamed loudly once.  There was a fearful fleshy, retching-like noise, and a mass of white, twisting and turning, slimy material floated out of Gates’s back.  The mass was contained within the same yellow glow that Gates had been surrounded by, and Tullamore’s glow left the man, surrounding only the infection as the god moved it through the air, the others in the party hastily moving away from it in terror, while Gates knelt in pain.
 
   “This nest shall be a threat no more,” the god calmly said, and then he sent the glowing mass rocketing upwards into the sky, so high that it disappeared from the sight of even Kestrel’s vision.  There was a sudden bright flare of light, and a few seconds later a distant clap of thunder reached them.
 
   “Please tend to you man,” Tullamore addressed Krusima.  “My apologies for the small harm I caused, but time was of the essence, and there was no time to explain.”
 
   “Stillwater,” Kestrel called, “bring the water skin to treat Gates,” he conveyed.
 
   “The man is a human.  He is mine to tend to,” Krusima immediately challenged Kestrel.  “Why do you think you’re the one to treat him?”  Stillwater, who had started to respond, froze in place, looking inquiringly at Kestrel
 
   “I think he won’t care who treats him, he just needs to be treated,” Kestrel answered.  He was torn between wondering whether he had truly breached some godly protocol or whether Krusima’s fragile ego had simply over-reacted. 
 
   “Heal him quickly, to reduce his pain,” Kestrel urged.  “If you don’t, I will,” he said bluntly, deciding to risk a confrontation.  He shook his head slightly at Stillwater, preventing the imp from getting too close to Gates too quickly
 
   “I shall heal him as I choose.  Even in this weakened state, I can do this much for a loyal follower,” Krusima spoke in an abrupt manner, but he nonetheless strolled over to Gates and laid a hand on the man, held it there for a second, then released him.
 
   “Thank you, my lord,” Gates said to Krusima.
 
   Thank you, my lord, Lark prayed silently to Kestrel, for your good intentions.
 
   The journey resumed without further comment.
 
   After a continued walk up the hills on the far side of the valley, the Skyes led them up a path to a low cave entrance.
 
   “This is where you must go,” Tullamore said.
 
   “Down there?  Are we going to have to crawl forever again?” Lark asked.
 
   “The cave is larger inside,” Krusima answered.  “I’ll meet you in there,” he said, and then disappeared.
 
   “That’s how a god works!” Wren told Kestrel, digging her elbow into his ribs as they stood side by side.  “No self-respecting god will get down on his knees and crawl around!”
 
   Kestrel shrugged off her jibe, and when his turn came, he ducked down to crawl behind the others.  He noted that Morph also inconspicuously disappeared from the group as they began to crawl.  The cave was dark, and Kestrel instinctively began to glow.  After twenty yards the ceiling rose dramatically, and he saw his companions rising to their feet, as the height of the chamber was revealed by his illumination.
 
   “Having a glowing god is so useful,” Woven spoke.  The gnome had been unusually quiet since the events in the Viathin temple had unfolded, and Kestrel was glad to hear him speak.
 
   “Perhaps you should suggest that to Corrant, the next time you pray to him,” Kestrel answered.  The gnomish god was one with a gentle core, despite the rough exterior he projected, and Kestrel thought the divinity would find humor in a suggestion for such an improvement from one of his followers.  The two both grinned at the thought, then turned to follow, as Tullamore and the Skyes led the way deeper into the interior of the cavern.
 
   Morph and Krusima suddenly appeared.
 
   “Where will this take us in our own land?” Morph asked.
 
   “It is a place near an ocean,” Tullamore replied.  “I remember smelling scents of salt water that sometimes wafted through the air of the passage.  It was back in the days when our own land had oceans and flowing water as well.
 
   “But I do not know enough about your land to tell you where the water is,” he added.
 
   “Once we’re back, we’re back!” Krusima crowed.  “My worshippers will be pleased!  I’ll reward them with gifts and blessings throughout the day and night, so that they know they can count on me and worship me.”
 
   Will you make sure all my friends get to where they need to go, safely? Kestrel silently asked Morph.
 
   I will, of course.  What assistance do you imagine they need? his father asked.
 
   Woven comes from the southern gnomes, and knows no other languages to speak to the peoples he might encounter, Kestrel explained.  Stillwater and all the imps cannot travel between places, because there is a Rishiare Estelle, a bloody sun in the sky.
 
   “A bloody sun?” Morph asked aloud.  “We’ve not had one of those in a few years.  They’re a dratted nuisance.”
 
   “A bloody sun?” Krusima asked, hearing the comment.  “Who says there’s a bloody sun?”
 
   “We all saw it before we left,” Kestrel replied.  “It limits some of the abilities of the imps,” he nodded towards Stillwater.
 
   “And of the gods as well, even,” Morph added.
 
   “And if you don’t know where you’ll come out in the Inner Seas, the duchess and her men are in a hurry to return to Uniontown to fight for her father,” Kestrel completed his list of concerns.  “Wren will take care of herself, of course,” he added with a straight face.   He watched the surprise that was the first expression she showed, followed by outrage, and then humor.
 
   “When we come out of this cave back home, we’ll be sure to tell everyone nearby that the next one they see coming through is a Viathin in disguise, to be hunted down immediately,” she warned him.
 
   They walked on, and after a long stretch of a stony passage, the floor titled abruptly upward, like a ramp rising to a different floor.  The cave turned sharply to the left as well, and as the leaders of the group went through the curve, Krusima gave a triumphant shout.
 
   “I feel it!  I feel the threshold!  We’ve reached the edge of our own land at last!  I’ll never go anywhere else looking for followers!” he crowed.
 
   “You must stop here, if you are truly committed to holding onto your powers to help my people,” Tullamore told Kestrel.  “Beyond this you will return to the sphere of your own land, and your divine power will disappear.”
 
   Kestrel halted in his position near the end of the procession.  He hadn’t expected such an abrupt ending to the journey together with his friends.  He had tried to prepare for it with his conversations, but he hadn’t thought that it would strike so quickly.
 
   “Wren!” he called ahead.
 
   His cousin stopped and turned to look at him inquiringly.
 
   “I have to stop here,” he said.
 
   The others in the group ceased to move forward as well, all except Krusima.
 
   “He’ll be fine.  We’ll see him all too soon, back on his own schedule, making hay with Kai all over again,” the human god spoke in a belittling tone.
 
   “Kestrel, right now?” Wren asked.  She walked back towards him.
 
   “Is there anything you need?  Anything I can do before we part?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head helplessly.  “I wouldn’t know what to say.  You’re sure you’ll be back soon?” she asked.  “The duchess is counting on seeing you.”
 
   “Shall I stay here with you, Kestrel lord?” Stillwater asked.
 
   “You, more than anyone, deserve a chance to finally be on the road back to your home,” Kestrel told the imp fondly.  “You’ve been on this entire journey with me, from the days when we traveled through the Water Mountains to the visit to Kiravee, to all of this.  Go home my friend, and tell the imps I’ll be back someday to share some mushrooms with them!”
 
   “But leave the water skin behind, please,” Tullamore spoke up.  Stillwater held up the skin uncertainly.  Kestrel had not thought of the skin since Stillwater had retrieved it from the impromptu bath tub the night before.
 
   “That water skin is the key to restoring life to our world,” the Skye god pronounced.  “Take it please, Kestrel,” he said as Stillwater held the skin towards Kestrel.
 
   “My lord,” Lark approached him.   “Thank you for protecting us, and for promising to return to us.
 
   “I want to apologize,” she said in a suddenly hurried speech pattern.  “I told you once that you were not a real human.  I know now that whether that was right or wrong isn’t important.  You’re a good person, period, to do all that you’ve done.  To have such power as you have, and to make the promises and commitments that you make, shows the goodness that you are.”
 
   She leaned forward, placed her hands on his shoulders suddenly, and kissed him on the cheek, then backed away, blushing.
 
   Kestrel felt his skin seemingly burn where her lips had touched him, and he wanted to seize the moment, to kiss her in return, but already the next member of the party was pressing forward to say farewell.
 
   “My lord,” Stuart spoke next.  “You’re a great one.  If you return to us, it’ll be better than a score of new heroes coming to join the Duke.  I just want you to know I’d be honored to fight by your side, or for you, as the case may be.”
 
   “This grows maudlin,” Krusima complained.  “Our world awaits us.”
 
   “Farewell, my lord,” Woven grasped Kestrel’s hand and shook it firmly.
 
   Morph stepped up to Kestrel and grasped both of his hands silently.  He said no words, but he projected his thoughts through their contact.  He was thankful, and appreciative, and not just for the act of being rescued.   There was an acknowledgement of his relationship to Kestrel, and a host of emotions – sympathy, understanding, still a portion of regret and anger, but now a sense of something that was not quite closeness, and not quite a feeling of familial love, but an affectionate acceptance that the two of them shared a bond.  With a smile, the god stepped away and rejoined the others who were edging down the passageway, eager to head home.
 
   “I’ll wait here while you escort them,” Kestrel told Tullamore.
 
   “I shall go no further either,” the Skye’s god told him.  “They have two healthy gods of their own for the short journey ahead.  They’ll not need us along.”
 
   The humans, imp, gnome, and elvish travelers turned and began to walk away behind Morph and Krusima.
 
   I will await your return, and we shall converse, Morph told him silently.
 
   I look forward to that, Kestrel replied.  And then they were soon gone, out of sight down the passage, on their way back to the world where they belonged.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Kestrel stood in place as the friends from his long journey disappeared, and he remained in place as the Skyes turned and began to travel back to the entryway that would return them to the surface of their parched land.  He felt extremely lonely, acutely away that he no longer had Wren or Stillwater, two very close friends and companions, to talk to or commiserate with.  He no longer had the sturdy presence of Woven, or the comradeship of Stuart and Gates, men who knew and excelled in battle.
 
   Lark was no longer with him, the girl who was a nuisance and immature, but also passionate and wonderfully loyal to those she cared about.  And she was a pretty girl; her hair had been cut short when their groups had first encountered each other in the mountains south of Uniontown, making her look even younger than Kestrel believed she was, but during the extended period of their travels together her hair had grown longer, giving her an appearance of maturity.
 
   He missed them all.
 
   The Skyes were well on their way back to the cavern entrance, and so Kestrel took one last look into the empty passageway to the Inner Seas, then began walking in the middle of his own circle of illumination to catch up with his new companions.  Kestrel walked slowly as he let his mind wander and wool-gather, considering how the return to the Inner Seas would fare.  He knew it would depend on two crucial issues: the location of their portal, and the steadiness of Morph.
 
   The location of the portal at the Inner Seas end was unpredictable.  The two portals Kestrel knew of were widely separated – the one at the lake in the mountains that was now blocked was hundreds of miles away from the portal in the Water Mountains that had led to the land of the Albanuns.  The third portal could be as widely distant from both, or it might be clustered near one of them.  The humans wanted, and would feel they needed, a location close to Uniontown, so that they might quickly return to the Duke Listay.  Kestrel’s mind detoured to wonder what the Duke would think when he was suddenly confronted with the return of his daughter and two trusted lieutenants; Kestrel had never considered how the duke must have felt during all the weeks that Lark and Stuart and Gates had disappeared from their domain.
 
   The second issue that Kestrel paused to think about was the hope that Morph would lend his powers and support to make sure that all the companions had safe trips home from the portal.  Kestrel discounted any value that Krusima might provide – the human god clearly was going to focus immediately on his own selfish satisfaction, leaving no crumb of attention for the others.  Morph had promised to help them, but he was an elven god who would have to deal with humans, a gnome, and an imp, among others, in a time of the Rishiare Estelle.  And Kestrel was not convinced that Morph was a particularly steadfast divinity, despite the leadership and reliability he had shown in the land of the Skyes.
 
   Please Kai and Kere, help them all, he prayed, then laughed as he realized the ludicrousness of the idea that he was virtually a divine being himself, yet he was saying prayers to other goddesses, in another land, hoping they would cover the shortcomings of yet other gods.
 
   He was far behind Tullamore and the Skyes, he suddenly realized as he awoke from his walking reverie.  He saw, not far ahead, the spot where the cavern ceiling dropped precipitously.  He was nearly out of the cavern, and this time, he told himself, he was going to use the same method of traveling that Morph and Krusima had used, rather than crawling and adding another layer of dusty filth to his already tattered clothing.
 
   And that’s when the attack began.
 
   Kestrel had a sudden sense of danger, and then of hatred.  He began to turn in alarm, when he felt pain and fear suddenly permeate his very being.  His legs became wooden and cold, losing all sensation and causing him to topple to the ground.  His energy began to drain away, and the glow that he emanated began to fade.
 
   Kestrel rolled over and looked down at his feet, to see a darkness enveloping them.
 
   “You left me, and you lied to me, and you are working for my enemies,” the black mist hissed.
 
   It was the strange, frightening, dangerous mist that he and his fellow travelers had met before, the mist that had guided them, but been no friend.
 
   The pain in his left foot grew intense, and Kestrel instinctively pointed at the mist as he released a bolt of his power.  The energy shot down at the mist, and passed through it with no seeming impact, as the bright streak of Kestrel’s power flew across the chamber and shattered the stony wall on the far side.
 
   But despite its apparent harmless passage, the power did injure the mist, for it recoiled away from Kestrel, circling itself into a whirling cylinder of darkness that rotated and throbbed just a few feet away.
 
   “You are different!” the mist shrieked.  “You should not have such power!”
 
   Kestrel tried to stand, to prepare himself to face another attack, but his wounded foot would not bear his weight.  He rose to his knees, and as the mist launched itself at him, he waved his arms and threw up a shield around himself.  The mist struck the blue glow and moaned in pain as it withdrew to  heal itself.
 
   “I am different,” Kestrel finally spoke, to agree with the creature.  He lifted his blue dome and flipped it quickly, trapping the mist with it, then sealing it off into an energy shell that enveloped the mist.
 
   “You cannot maintain this for very long,” the mist said confidently.  “ And when you weaken and this puny shell falters, I will spring loose and I will overwhelm you.” Its voice had turned into a snarl.
 
   “Not necessarily,” Kestrel replied, dropping back down into a sitting position as he rested and considered a way to defeat the misty entity.
 
   He didn’t understand the mist as an entity, how it could live without a body.  But he could imagine a way to permanently defeat it.  He formed in his mind the image of a fiery explosion, then pulled the vision apart into two elemental causes.  They were the primordial elements of the universe’s origins; from them had come the combinations that had resulted in all energy and matter.  It was an abstract Exercise, yet it revealed lessons he hadn’t considered.
 
   He studied his vision.  Satisfied that it was possible to re-create the long-lost material, he used his divine powers to turn his imaginary vision of the two floating balls of the raw energy elements into reality, then enclosed each with a cover, similar to the shield he relied on to encase the mist, though stronger, far stronger, than the casing around the mist.
 
   He took a deep breath, paused and considered.  Despite his newly enhanced powers, doing so many things while feeling the pain in his foot was stretching his abilities beyond endurance, and the task he had in mind was going to make it even harder.
 
   He studied the two balls of elemental energy, two containers with such volatile contents that he felt the impact of the churning, pure potential power.  The glow of the two containers was an alluring temptation; he felt the desire to open the two containers and allow the contents to flow into himself.
 
   And maintaining the strength of the two small containers that held the elements was a tremendous use of his capacity.  He felt the untamed efforts of the elements seeking to break free, challenging the power he exerted to restrain them.  The energies sought freedom.
 
   “What do you seek to do?” the mist asked suspiciously.
 
   “You’re about to have company,” Kestrel grunted.  He felt his forehead starting to bead with sweat from his exertions.  He began to force the two balls to move towards the caged mist, keeping the two elements widely separated, so that there was no opportunity for an accidental mixing of the two in their current forms, not at too early a moment.
 
   The containers floated as he intended, so that they came to stop at either end of the egg-shaped energy field that contained the dangerous mist.  Kestrel prepared to try his next trick, to momentarily open the mist’s cage simultaneously at each end to allow the two small packages of the elements to slip in, without allowing the mist to slip out.  Once all three were contained within the single sphere, he would release the two elements, and simultaneously strengthen the outer shield.
 
   The result, he expected, would be a cataclysmic explosion inside the container, a reaction of the two pure elements meeting and counteracting one another in an encounter that would be so fierce it would destroy them both, and the mist with them, while staying safely entrapped in his energy shell.  Then, he expected, he could release his energies, and crawl and hobble on his wounded foot to exit from the cave and rejoin the Skyes.  They would be able to tell him about the mist, what it was, and where it came from, after it was destroyed.
 
   Kestrel watched the container around the mist.  He needed to hurry, to engulf the elements of energy within the container quickly, as the stress of multiple actions continued to wear him down.  But he needed a moment when the mist would not be close to either end, so that he would be assured it would not escape through the opening he created for the entry of the elements.  To his annoyance, the mist did not cooperate, as it wildly gyrated and swirled within its cage, frantically testing for any weakness through which it could escape.
 
   There was going to be no perfect time, he decided, and the next, best opportunity would have to suffice.  He saw the chance, and he opened small holes in the ends, as he simultaneously propelled the balls of elements inside the larger container.
 
   To his horror, he saw a tendril of the mist shoot out of the opening on the left, then immediately turn and fly towards him, even as he shut the container and separated the fragment of vapor from the main body.  
 
   Everything happened at once after that.  The mist struck him in the center of his chest, and it unleashed unbearable pain upon him.  He released the containers around the elements, partly according to plan, and partly in panic from the attack he suffered.  Kestrel felt his container around the main body of the mist start to collapse as his focus slipped away.
 
   He felt the psychic foretelling of the mixing of the two elements, and in another hurriedly panicked moment, he projected his body out of the cave and towards the first safe place he could think of, the bottom of the wide, dry valley where Tullamore had rid Gates of the murderous insect infestation.  Kestrel sensed the explosion occurring at the spot he was fleeing, and the mighty power of the elemental annihilation ripping outward, destroying the cavern passage just as he left it behind.  
 
   He sensed that he was still alive, and he thought he saw the blue sun overhead in the sky, just before he blacked out, unconscious from the trauma of the attack by the mist and the exhaustion of his powers and the explosion in the cave.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Kestrel awoke with a start, looking up at a green sky overhead.  He felt a momentary confusion, and a sense of pain and anger, until he remembered that he was in the land of the Skyes, and the green sky overhead meant that it was either dusk or dawn.
 
   ”Kestrel?  Power? Godhead?” a voice spoke nearby, clattering and clicking its words.
 
   He was pleased to hear the voice, and to know that he was not alone.  Then he wanted to snarl with hatred for the odious creature.  Then he berated himself for such a thought, and he felt confused.
 
   He sat up, looked around, and saw that Tullamore was there, with dozens of Skyes sitting in the vicinity, while a pair of Skyes were close to and apparently watching over him.  As he sat up, Tullamore stopped speaking to the crowd, and came over to see him.
 
   “How do you feel, my fearsome, fortunate, unfortunate friend?” the god of the Skyes asked.
 
   “I feel pain,” Kestrel replied.  He studied Tullamore, who he thought of as both a friend and an enemy now.
 
   “You are in perilous danger, Kestrel,” Tullamore said.  “Here, have a drink of this water,” the god advised, as it lifted the waterskin high and suddenly began to pour a stream of liquid down upon Kestrel’s face, drops of it splashing upon his clothes and face, as well as into his open mouth.
 
   He felt indignant at the insulting treatment, and he began to reach for his power, to teach the Skye god a lesson, as he instinctively swallowed the water that fell into his mouth.
 
   Suddenly his mood lightened, and he wondered where his anger had come from.
 
   “Do you feel better?” Tullamore asked.
 
   Kestrel nodded his head.
 
   “Here, take a good drink,” Tullamore advised.  “Drink heartily,” he emphasized, as he dropped the water skin down into Kestrel’s hands.
 
   Puzzled by the advice, Kestrel obediently drank the water.  It tasted good, and it felt extraordinarily refreshing.
 
   “You feel better now, do you?” Tullamore asked, as Kestrel pulled the skin away from his mouth.
 
   “Yes, strangely, much better,” Kestrel agreed.
 
   “You are in mortal danger, Kestrel friend,” Tullamore told him.  “You have been attacked by the Kovell.”
 
   The name triggered an alarm in Kestrel’s soul momentarily.
 
   “The mist,” he said slowly.
 
   “Yes, it is a mist.  A most dangerous entity – a poisoner of souls, a destroyer of love, a killer of all life – it is the worst threat this land ever faced.  I had it sealed away once, in a dark prison cell where it could not reach anyone or do any harm,” Tullamore said, and Kestrel distantly heard a snarl of hatred,
 
   “But in my weakened state, as the Viathins killed my people, destroyed my land, and weakened me, my power was not sufficient to keep the Kovell and the other dangers I had locked away in their cells.  Those dangers have escaped, and you have run into two of them already, the Kovell and the Kinst,” Tullamore said.
 
   “It is imperative that we seek to remove the infection in you; a portion of the Kovell managed to attach itself to you; I can feel its anger and hatred within you.   The water from the skin helps to temporarily tamp it down, but soon it will begin to rise again, to attempt to control you.
 
   “So we must begin to do our work fast, before you start to go through your internal battle once again,” Tullamore explained.
 
   Kestrel looked inside himself.  He closed his eyes, and let his senses penetrate within his own soul.  To his horror he found the fragmentary black vapor intertwined with the elements of his own essence; it had penetrated and clinched a tight grip on his ability to reason and love and react.  The calming energy of the enchanted water from the skin had shrunk the size of the vapor, and made it pull back within itself, but as he observed, Kestrel could see it starting to reassert itself, tiny tendril by tiny tendril.
 
   “Can it be removed?” he asked Tullamore.
 
   “Yes,” the god said hesitantly.  “Eventually.  But it will take some effort, and we must do something else first.”
 
   “What do you want to do first?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “I want to give life back to my people and my world,” Tullamore said simply.  “Come, help me.”
 
   The god turned away from Kestrel and strode back over to the spot where he had stood when he had addressed the crowd of Skyes.  “Come and join me here,” he told Kestrel.
 
   Kestrel stood, and found that his left foot remained injured, still weakened by the attack of the Kovell mist in the cave.  He dragged the foot behind him as he walked over to where Tullamore stood.  The Skyes parted to open a path for him, and all spoke encouragingly as he arrived.
 
   “We thank you, lord Kestrel,” many said.  “We praise you, god of two legs,” others chanted, while others made different comments and references.
 
   “From here,” Tullamore explained, “you can see the two sides of this valley.  This is where two rivers once came together to make a mighty stream that flowed to one of the seas.
 
   “You and I are going to raise a dam across this valley mouth, so that we can start the formation of a might lake behind the dam, and then the water will be able to flow steadily down to the empty sea,” the god continued.
 
   “Where will the water come from?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “That will come later,” his divine companion replied.
 
   “Now, observe,” the many-legged god told Kestrel.  The god pointed a leg at the ground beside himself, and released a stream of energy.  There was a slight trembling of the earth, and then the ground began to furrow upward where he pointed, as the soil and stone on either side of his chosen spot began to push itself towards the center, creating a mound in the center with two depressions on either side.  Tullamore kept his focus concentrated on the single spot, making the mound continue to grow higher and wider, and the crowd watched it continue to grow.  The pile of earth rose above Kestrel’s head, and continued to grow more.  The earth on either side continued to churn, throwing up a cloud of dust, while the mound grew to twice Kestrel’s height, then four times, and it also widened.
 
   Tullamore, Kestrel, and the crowd of Skyes backed away, and continued to back away, as the ditch between them and the mound grew wider, threatening to engulf them all.  After a minute’s work, with a massive pile of rubble thrown together, Tullamore changed his focus slightly, moving it towards the far river bank, and his massive mound of dirt finally began to lengthen.
 
   “I will work my way all the way to the far side of the valley, while you match my efforts going in the opposite direction, to the opposite side of the valley,” Tullamore shouted to Kestrel in order to be heard over the roar of churning dirt.  “We’ll meet back here in the center when our work is done.”
 
   “And then you’ll fill all this valley with water somehow?” Kestrel asked wonderingly.  He looked at the wide and long valley, and tried to comprehend the vast volume of water it would take to create such a lake.  Even a mighty river or two would take weeks to accomplish such a thing, he told himself.  But with a shrug, he pointed his finger at the ground next to the side of Tullamore’s mound, and he compelled the earth to begin to rise and mix and move.
 
   After several long seconds of work, he began to move his working spot, and began to step away from Tullamore.  The two of them began to drift apart, as each focused their energies and their efforts on their diverging tasks.
 
   Kestrel let his mind go blank as he slowly stepped along, a stately pace that provided time for the long mound construction to progress away from the center.  He felt the hot blue sun in the sky overhead, and he slowly began to find his mind wandering as the process of pointing his finger, releasing his power, and walking forward became a mechanical activity.
 
   Why, he asked himself, was the ridiculous god of the bugs telling him what to do?  The idea of a dam, built for non-existent water, was a waste of time, and he wondered if it was meant to be an effort to drain his own powers away, so that he could be overcome and defeated by Tullamore.
 
   “Kestrel with two legs,” a Skye suddenly spoke from behind him, having approached him unheard, “I bring you this, which Lord Tullamore asks you to drink from.”
 
   It was the water skin once again.  Kestrel looked back over his shoulder, and realized that he and Tullamore had separated so far apart that they were no longer within sight of each other.  With his free hand he took the water skin and swallowed a mouthful of the liquid, appreciating the relief it provided from the heat of the blue sun.
 
   His day continued over a long course of building the mound, while being periodically reminded by his Skye companion to drink water.  He finished his construction in the midafternoon, when he reached and climbed over a few foothills before ending the dam and anchoring it in the rising cliff face that defined the valley’s boundary.
 
   As they finished, Kestrel and his Skye companion each turned and started to walk back along the dam.  As they did, they each heard Tullamore speak to them from a distance.
 
   Head up the valley, to the hill that separates the two valleys from each other.  I will meet you there, Tullamore told them.
 
   The pair reached the foot of the hill under the green sky of the sunset, a complete day devoted to their labors.  Upon arrival they found Tullamore and the crowd of the other Skyes already climbing the hill, and they joined the party when they reached the top.
 
   “What happens now?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “You and I must work together to create the flow of water that will fill this new lake,” Tullamore explained.  “We will go up towards the headwaters of that river, and start its flow.  We’ll need to travel for the next two days to reach our goal.”
 
   “And then what?” Kestrel asked.
 
   “Let us wait for that,” Tullamore answered, and said no more on the subject.  He summoned a group of Skyes, who came bearing the same leaf and root foodstuffs that Kestrel had eaten the day before with his friends.  He sat and ate sparingly, as he thought about the fact that all those he had journeyed with were on another world, had spent an entire day in the land of the Inner Seas once again.  He hoped they were safe, and close to reaching their respective homes.  He hoped that Wren would somehow manage to send a message to Putienne, through Stillwater perhaps, to let the girl know that he was still safe, and still thinking of her.
 
   The next two days were grueling ones for Kestrel as the group of travelers trudged up the edge of the dusty, hot valley.  Though Kestrel drank from the water skin constantly, he felt his soul grow weary and tense from the constant besiegement by the fragment of the Kovell that had taken up residence within him.
 
   They stopped their advance on the morning of the third day of the trip.  They had climbed up a steep trail to reach the top of a tall, empty waterfall.  The empty riverway had grown narrow and deep.
 
   “The river here was once a beautiful, fast stream.  There were glaciers in the mountains above us,” Tullamore gestured further up the river valley.
 
   “This is where we will restore water to our land,” Tullamore said.  “Take a deep drink of the water skin,” he directed Kestrel.
 
   Once Kestrel drank his fill, Tullamore spoke again.  “Now, you and I must merge our powers together, to create a field that will create infinity within a limited space.” The god held out one of his legs for Kestrel to hold.
 
   The circumstances seemed odd.  The god had grown suspiciously non-specific in his comments and explanations during the trip, and Kestrel felt uncomfortable.  Yet he knew that his suspicions could be the product of the manipulative parasite inside him, and he continued to hesitate.
 
   “We can bring a world back to life!” Tullamore urged, and he waved his clawed leg gently in invitation.  “Just hold on and trust me.”
 
   Kestrel closed his eyes.  The journey through the strange land had accomplished everything he had set out to do, and more, yet now it seemed to be going off towards something that he could not comprehend.  He had somehow achieved godhead, yet he had also compromised it through falling prey to the Kovell, and he had never sought the divine power in the first place.
 
   He wanted the confusion of the strange blue-sunned world to end.  He wanted to go home.
 
   With resignation he reached out blindly; he felt the mist within him protest, and then he felt his hand make contact with the claw of Tullamore.
 
   There was a jolt of power, and his eyes flew open.
 
   He felt connected to the Skye god, aware of the perception the Skyes had of the world – an awareness of the soil, a closeness to the earth, a need to look upward at everything.  The world was a place that was low, and wide.  Mountains were of little note, debris on the ground was significant.
 
   The memories, the racial memories were abundant, making Kestrel gasp as he experienced them, sorted through them, and patched them together.   He saw the city he and the others had first walked through after leaving the portal; he saw it as it had once been, teeming with Skyes, green with growing plants – a vibrant city of life.
 
   That was what Tullamore remembered, and what the god dreamed of seeing again.  Kestrel realized it was the motivation that Tullamore had, the vision of restoring prosperity and comfort to the dwindling race of Skyes who were left in the desiccated lands that had been liberated from the ravenous Viathins.  The god dreamt of giving a better life to his followers.
 
   Kestrel released his power.   He opened his reservoir of energy, and let it flow outward, into Tullamore, giving it freely to the god to be used in the pursuit of the vision of restoration and renewal.  He felt the god take it, and he felt the god’s gratitude, as his energy and Tullamore’s were brought together, not mixing, but co-locating in the same metaphysical space.  He felt and observed what the god was doing.
 
   The two powers were united, and formed a perfect sphere, one that had distinct but indistinguishable stripes of the energies.  As Kestrel observed, the sphere somehow seemed to turn inside-out, so that all the world was within it, though it still remained the same. 
 
   Then Kestrel observed the water skin rising and slipping into the interior of the sphere, in the space that was not within the world that was within the sphere.  The paradox of the juxtaposition seemed to infuse the water skin with powers that were even more unusual than its eternal abundance.
 
   A Skye took the water skin and lodged it firmly between two rocks, the spout poised to release its flow of water downward into the empty stream channel that disappeared over the falls.  It reminded Kestrel of the water skin he had used at the lake in the mountains of the Inner Seas, a source of healing and life.
 
   “Now Kestrel, I need even more – release every bit of power that you can.  Force the energy out, join me in forcing the power into the water skin,” Tullamore urged, as the Skye that was handling the water skin began working the plug in the spout to release the liquid within.
 
   Kestrel focused.  He looked within himself and pulled the power out.  He yearned for it to release faster, with greater volume, in a way that would feed more and more into the water skin, to do whatever Tullamore intended.  His energy reacted.  He could tell it was a strain, and that there was no way he could deliver anymore, but still he willed it to happen, and it did.
 
   He was buckling from the release of energy, but he could sense that Tullamore was consuming it all, receiving the energy and then compounding it with his own energy, before building it up into a vast reservoir of energy poised around the water skin.
 
   The Skye finally released the plug in the spout.  As the first drop of water began to fall out, Tullamore drove all the gathered power into the skin in a single blast of energy.  The water skin that was in the physically paradoxical state of being both within and outside of the world suddenly began to expel a torrent of water.  Gushing waves of water, more than the skin could possibly hold or release, flew out of the spout in a vast stream that seemed to be the equivalent of the capacity of the entire river bed they stood next to.  The water reached the edge of the precipice, and it thundered over it.  The waterfall that had once been was suddenly back in existence, and the stones that had been dry for so long suddenly began to feel the moisture of a misty cloud once again.
 
   “A job well done,” Tullamore said.  He released his contact with Kestrel, and without the benefit of the contact, Kestrel collapsed to the ground.  The deified elfling felt completely exhausted and drained.  Tullamore had driven him to release more energy than he had thought possible, had provided a more alluring vision than Kestrel had been able to resist.  Now, Kestrel felt so emptied of power he wondered if he would ever be able to generate his energy again.
 
   “You gave everything possible,” Tullamore seemed to read Kestrel’s thoughts as he spoke.  “And the result is well worth it.  This flow of water is not only strong now, but it will grow even greater, so that the lake will fill completely in just a matter of days – all from the use of our powers.
 
   “I can give you a way to strengthen your own powers now, so that you will be able to do great things like this, yet not feel as drained as you feel,” Tullamore continued.   The god gestured in the air, and a tiny golden cube appeared.in the air between them.
 
   “Find your power, all that is left, even the very center that it springs from, and feed it all into this cube,” Tullamore directed.  “This cube will keep it, protect it, and strengthen it, so that your power never collapses or diminishes.  It is a perfect way to increase your strength, and all of your power will be here, in this one safe place.  You will be more godlike forever if you possess this cube.”
 
   Kestrel looked at the glittering cube.  He was still weary from the extraordinary creation of the new fount of water, but he felt the spark within him react positively to the notion of a protected, permanent home.
 
   “How do I do it?” he asked.
 
   “Simply press the cube against your forehead, and send everything into it, all the power you feel,” Tullamore answered.  “It will feel and find and connect with your power, and then finish the process for you.”
 
   The glittering object floated through the air towards Kestrel.  He reached up and grabbed it.  He took a deep breath and steeled himself for the task, then firmly pressed the gold against his forehead.
 
   For the first two seconds, he simply felt the cool chill of the heavy metal.  He felt the small reservoir of energy he still possessed, and he directed a trickle of that power outward, into the cube.  The moment the power found the cube, the cube changed from passive to dynamic.  The energy Kestrel fed it activated it to begin to pull the energy into itself, and it seemed to send tentacles of its hunger upstream to the source of Kestrel’s divine energy.  It felt to Kestrel as though there were a ravenous plant that had suddenly established roots within his soul, as the tentacles multiplied and grew and pursued his energy, pulling away everything they could find within him.  He screamed once in pain and fear, then fell silent as the cube controlled and overwhelmed him.
 
   Kestrel felt the center of his energy being pulled away.  It tumbled roughly through his soul, dislodging and upheaving his core as it went, leaving him with a bewildering mass of revived emotions, relived memories, and forgotten experiences.  He could not tell the difference between what was happening and what he was remembering – what he lived and what he relived seemed to be the same as his soul was torn asunder by the destructive removal of the energy that was buried within him.
 
   And then the trauma ended.  He felt the mass of power flow out of him and into the cube.
 
   Kestrel felt momentary comfort and relief, before a sudden new eruption of chaos occurred.  “I shall go and control it!” the vaporous remnant of the Kovell shrieked.  The unwelcome terror within him suddenly began to move as well.  He felt it unwrap its hold from around his soul, and then it plummeted recklessly and painfully through him as it heedlessly tore its way into the cube, suddenly the undisputed possessor of his energy.
 
   Kestrel lay, paralyzed and stunned, horrified and stricken by all that had happened.  The cube lifted away from him, and he found that he was actually laying on his back on the ground.  He saw the cube spinning and glittering directly above his face, and he thought it looked malicious now, a new home and a new weapon for the Kovell to use to begin to pursue death and destruction and control once more.
 
   And then he heard Tullamore gently laugh.
 
   “This is good,” the god said.  He reached out and grabbed the cube as it floated in the air, then he examined it closely, as Kestrel had an impression that the Kovell was screaming in confusion and frustration.
 
   “This is not really a container for power,” Tullamore said to Kestrel.  “It’s really a prison cell, a place that is an absolute trap.  Anything that enters it can never escape.
 
   “I knew that the Kovell within you would never be dislodged unless it wanted to be; it had seized upon your heart and held you as a hostage, so I needed to trick it into leaving you voluntarily,” the god explained.  “When it saw your energy leave, and it thought it could seize control of the power, it deserted you, expecting to become the commander of your energy.
 
   “Instead, as you see, it is forever removed from the world now, and we all are safer.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” Kestrel asked in astonishment.
 
   “How could I tell you without telling the Kovell?” Tullamore asked.  “I had to keep this all a secret from you in order to keep the monster in the dark.
 
   “And now, you are free of the Kovell.  You have lost your godlike powers, but the abilities that were your own are still yours, and we can plan to move on to find a way to take you back to your own home, after you have a day to rest,” the god told Kestrel.
 
   Kestrel took a deep breath, and considered the outcome of the god’s trickery.  It was probably the best result he could ask for; he was rid of the Kovell, and the cost had only been the divine power that he was going to lose in any event when he left the land of the Skyes.
 
   “I’ll be able to go home now?” he asked.  He suddenly felt very tired.
 
   “As soon as you’re ready, we’ll try to find a way to send you back to your own land,” Tullamore agreed.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘try to find’?” Kestrel asked, as he yawned.  “We’ll just go to the portal.”
 
   “There are no portals left that go directly to your world,” Tullamore answered in a sad voice.  “You’ve closed off both of those.  “We’ll have to go to the one remaining portal that may take you to another world that will then have its own portal to your world.”
 
   That was the last that Kestrel heard, before he fell asleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Kestrel awoke to find that he was sleeping on a bed that rose and fell, giving a slight vibration that spread evenly across his body.  He was looking up at the sparkling night sky.
 
   “Is it an earthquake?” he asked as he sat up.
 
   It was not an earthquake he saw.  It was a moving bed of sorts.  He was lying on the backs of several Skyes who were walking slowly, pressed together to make a continuous surface for him to sleep on.  They were walking along a trail that bordered a wide body of water, and he heard the gentle sound of small waves lapping up against the shoreline next to them.
 
   “There is no earthquake,” Tullamore responded.  He was walking ahead of Kestrel’s carriage.  “We simply wanted to allow you to reach your next destination more quickly, so we have carried you this far along the way.  We’re beside the lake that you and I created with our earthen berm,” he explained.  “My people are very excited to see a body of water; it gives them hope of better days ahead.”
 
   The Skyes were chittering among themselves, and Kestrel realized that he could no longer understand their language.  It demonstrated his loss of divine powers, he reflected sadly.
 
   “I can walk on my own now,” he said, as he swung his legs around and dropped his feet over the edge of the walking Skyes, then stumbled onto the ground and found his pace.
 
   “What did you mean before about some problem with the portals?” he asked Tullamore, remembering the disturbing last conversation before he had passed out.  “What’s the problem that you anticipate?”
 
   “Our world has five portals,” Tullamore said.  “Two led directly to your world, and two lead in the opposite direction among the lands, far off into other realms.  One portal leads somewhere in-between.  With the two portals to your world blocked, we will have to send you through the portal that goes to other worlds, through which you may find another portal that does lead to your world.”
 
   “How,” Kestrel paused and considered the bleak reality that Tullamore offered, “How will I know where the other portals are in the next world?  Wouldn’t it be easier to go dig the old portals open?”  The whole group stopped walking as Kestrel did so, and they stood upon a sandy spot that had been newly turned into a beach along the shore of the lake.  Several of the Skyes took advantage of the stop to walk quickly down to the water; they put their legs into the water and clattered loudly to one another, then started splashing and cavorting.  Without knowing exactly why, Kestrel felt his heart gladdened by the sight of the happy creatures.
 
   “You could spend your whole lifetime digging the stones of the mountains and not clear the portal passage where you fought the Kovell,” Tullamore answered.  “And I do not know the condition of the other portal that you blocked in your own world; would it be any easier?” the god asked.
 
   “No,” Kestrel reflected, remembering the mountainside that had collapsed during the conflict at the cave, and the stream of water that had pooled up within the cave.  “It would not be any easier.”
 
   “Then I can only offer you the following choices: stay here in this land with my people and I, or try the third portal,” Tullamore told him.  “We are only a few hours away from the portal location.  You can decide now, and we will continue to go there, or you can wait and decide later – the portal will always be there.  In the meantime we can go about our duty of preparing the world to come back to life.”
 
   It was no difficult choice for Kestrel.  He understood that the Skyes were a good-hearted race of beings, but they were so alien in nature from himself that there was no reason to stay.  And there were numerous reasons to return, or attempt to return.  There was Oaktown, and Putienne, and Merea, his daughter, and now he found that his promise to Lark to visit and help her father in Uniontown weighed on his mind as an obligation he wished to keep.
 
   “Let’s move on to the portal,” Kestrel decided.  “What do you know about the world on the other side?”
 
   He started walking again, as did Tullamore, and the mob of Skyes came rushing up from the lakeshore, anxious to keep up with their god as he moved through their world.
 
   “I know that there is a god in that world, and I know that they too faced a battle against the Viathins,” the god answered.  “But most of the Viathins went elsewhere after they consumed that world; few of them came directly here.”
 
   Kestrel pondered the report as they moved along.  How many worlds might he have to pass through to find a way back to his own land, he wondered.  Was he doomed to become a wanderer among lands, forever searching, without a map to offer guidance?
 
   By mid-afternoon they reached the entrance to the portal, another cave entrance.
 
   At first, Kestrel didn’t realize how close they were.
 
   “How much further is it?” he asked when they stopped at a large, flat open space along the trail.  They had long before risen above and circled away from the shores of the lake, so that there was no longer any hint of the plentiful water that was flowing back into the world.
 
   “We’re here,” Tullamore answered.
 
   “I don’t see anything,” Kestrel said, standing up straight and looking around in all directions.  “Where is it?”
 
   Tullamore raised one of his many legs and pointed upward.  Kestrel followed the direction and looked up at the side of a mountain that the trail circled around.  It was the tallest peak that he had seen anywhere in the land.
 
   “We have to climb this monster?” he asked.
 
   “Not all of us; only you will go up there,” Tullamore answered.
 
   “How will I find the portal?” Kestrel asked.  “Is there a trail that leads to it?”
 
   “No, there is no trail.  This mountain is a dormant volcano.  It is hollow on the inside.  There is a lake of very hot water inside the emptiness, and there is an island in the lake.  The portal is on the island.  It is the space at the top of the hill on the island.  When you stand at the correct spot, you see a different land, and you step into that land.  That is the portal,” the god told Kestrel.
 
   “And to make this part of the journey easy for you, I will lift you over the mountain and place you on the island,” Tullamore told Kestrel.  “And I will wish you all the luck in the world in your efforts to reach your home.  You deserve success; you have suffered many wounds in our land, but your heart has always been good, and should be rewarded.  I hope that you can quickly reunite with the female of your kind who you love.”
 
   “I will be glad to see Wren again,” Kestrel agreed, thinking that the last comment of the god went slightly astray from the weighty matters he had previously mentioned.
 
   “No not the warrior, the other female, the one who is less like you, the one you are destined to give your heart to.  Good luck in your union with her,” Tullamore said.  “Now, farewell.”
 
   Kestrel started to reply, to protest Tullamore’s misreading, then yelped in surprise, as his feet started to rise from the ground.  The crowd of Skyes took their cue from the words of their god, and began to chatter vocally, a presumptive parting commentary, as Kestrel flew upwards, and rapidly saw the Skyes below dwindle into small dark circles on the landscape.
 
   He momentarily reveled in the feeling of flying, then looked up and saw that he was approaching the top of the mountain.  There was a rim he saw, a relatively flat level of mountaintop, higher than any of the surrounding mountains.  When he reached it, he saw that there was a vast emptiness on the other side.  The rim was the highpoint of a relatively narrow and steep collar of stone.  Inside the collar the interior of the mountain dropped deeply to a turquoise blue lake, in the center of which was the island Tullamore had promised.
 
   Warm as the world of the Skyes was overall, inside the crater the temperature was even higher.  The lake that lay inside was one of the few standing bodies of water Kestrel had seen in the land except for the newly created reservoir.  It was the lake that contributed to the heat inside the crater, Kestrel realized, as Tullamore’s powers lowered him down towards the island.  The water of the lake was very warm, eddying and flowing with warmth.
 
   When Kestrel’s feet touched the ground of the island, he was already sweating profusely in the humid heat.  He looked up at the rocky hillside before him.  It was all that he needed to cross in order to reach the portal that would carry him away from the land of the Skyes.
 
   “Thank you, Tullamore,” he prayed out loud.  “Thank you for bringing me here, and thank you for cleansing the Kovell from my soul.  Good luck to you and your people in restoring your land to prosperity.”
 
   We will always remember your help, Tullamore’s voice replied in his soul.  Good luck in your search.
 
   Why do you think I love Lark? Kestrel asked, focused once again on the god’s assertion that he loved the young duchess of Uniontown.
 
   Your soul and hers are compatible.  You both are passionate for justice and fair play.  You both see one another as attractive.  And yet there are differences that will always keep you dynamic and fresh in your relationship.  I see a future for you and her, once you reach your home, the god told him.  Travel safely, and name a child in memory of my land!
 
   Kestrel felt the god’s smile as he conveyed the last request, and then there was silence.  He stood still, evaluating the reasons the god had listed, wondering if they were true, wondering if simple compatibility was enough to lead to inevitable love with a girl he hardly knew.  Tullamore had named many common things that he claimed Kestrel and Lark shared, and Kestrel considered them valid for himself, and seemingly true about the young noblewoman as well.
 
   It was intriguing, and Kestrel wondered if some part of him had recognized the similarities between the two of them as well.  Although Lark had been unpleasant at times, Kestrel had ultimately chosen to accept her expressions of interest as sincere, and he had agreed to her pleas that he travel to Uniontown to help her father.
 
   She was attractive, he admitted, and then he smiled at the notion that she might consider him to be attractive as well.  She hadn’t seemed to be amenable to his elven features at first, he remembered.
 
   There was a sudden noise above, and a stone became dislodged on the hillside, then rolled down the steep slope, carrying a miniscule landslide of pebbles and dust with it as it reached the edge of the water and came to a stop.  Kestrel realized that he was woolgathering when he needed to be climbing up the hillside, and his thoughts were jarred away from Lark.
 
   With his nimble elven feet and hands, Kestrel worked his way upward, finding toe holds and hand holds among the stones and sparse plants.  There were no game trails, only the natural contours of the hill, but Kestrel climbed with determination, and within minutes reached the gentler slopes of the upper portion of the hill.
 
   The hilltop was unremarkable, except for a small circle of stones that formed a tiny crown.  Kestrel walked up to the edge of the circle, confident that it had to comprise the portal.  He checked his belongings – his knife and his staff and his bow with a nearly empty quiver were all still remarkably intact across the long journey he had pursued.  His pack was nearly empty; the light weight reminded him of how little he had eaten in recent days, and he realized that his clothes felt loose upon his frame.
 
   He was ready to go.  The next step he took would put him into the portal, and he would cross into the next world.  He would be likely to confront a new race, have to rely on a different deity, be unable to speak a different language.  But it was hopefully a step towards home, and well worth all the uncertainty.
 
   He raised a foot and stepped over the short stone ring, into the center of the circle.  And he felt profound disappointment.  Something was wrong!  The view in front of him was exactly the same – he was looking across the top of the island hill, seeing the waves of steamy heat rising from the lake to make the distant wall of the crater seem to waver.  Tullamore had made a mistake!  Or had the god tricked him?  No, he told himself, Tullamore had been honest and faithful; there was no intentional deception, but there was a problem.
 
   He felt his eyes unexpectedly tear up with frustration.  Kestrel turned slightly as he started to step out of the ring, and as he did, he saw a green panorama out of the corner of his eye.  He turned, and saw that a completely different world was visible behind him.  The portal simply pointed in the opposite direction from his entry!
 
   Kestrel laughed at his own mistaken assumption, and his hasty jump to conclusions.
 
   He turned, and to his relief he saw the mouth of a cave, from whose interior he looked out upon a new world.  It was a world with trees, and for that alone he was thankful.  He felt his elven blood react with relief to the sight of tree trunks, leaves, and branches.  He felt a powerful urge to jump out of the portal, to jump out of the cave entrance, and to jump into a tree, to climb to the highest branch, then stick his head through the leaves at the top to feel the sun and the breeze that would feel like home in the Eastern Forest, at least for a moment.
 
   Kestrel looked to the side on each side, and still he saw the dry lands of the Skyes.  Someday, he told himself, Tullamore’s dream would be complete, and there would be enough water in the land to cause rivers to flow, seas to send breaking waves upon their shores, while rains would fall from cloudy skies.  But for Kestrel that experience would not be a dream – it would become his reality back in his own land, much sooner, he was sure.  He stepped forward, and smelled and felt an atmosphere that was cooler, and full of the fragrance of living things.  He turned and looked backwards, but all he saw was the black interior of a cavern behind him.  From that angle, in that world, the portal was invisible.
 
   Kestrel laughed in delight, then stepped out of the cave, into a dappled glen, over which trees along the banks of the depression held branches that arched completely across the sky, blocking any view of the color overhead.  Kestrel went to one of the smooth-skinned trees, climbed up into its branches, then stopped.  He removed his weaponry and stuffed them into a fork in the tree trunk.  With more flexibility and less weight, he ran out onto a branch, and leaped up onto the higher branches of a neighboring tree.  Within two minutes he managed to fulfill his dream, as he pulled aside the tender, green slender branches in the crown of a tree and was able to look up at a blue sky and a yellow sun.
 
   It seemed to bear an uncanny resemblance to the land of the Inner Seas, he thought.  Perhaps Tullamore was wrong, and the portal had deposited him directly back into his own land.  The tree he was in had strange leaves, a shape and a pattern he didn’t recognize, but perhaps there were species of trees he did not know, he told himself.
 
   The sun was low in the sky, whether rising or setting, Kestrel did not know.  With a last breath of the blowing air above the trees, he began to climb down, back to where his supplies were stashed.
 
   And then he realized he didn’t know what to do next.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Kestrel pondered what he could do to find direction in a strange, unknown land.  He could pray to the local god, although not knowing the name of the god seemed to make that unreliable.  He could not imagine that it would be effective though, for what god would hear a prayer that did not contain the god’s name?
 
   He could simply begin to walk out of the vicinity of the portal.   He would be likely to meet a native of the land sooner or later that way.  But the encounter might not turn out to be productive.  He imagined what would happen if an elf walked into parts of Graylee or Hydrotaz even now, when peace nominally reigned between the two races.  An encounter with an alien could certainly result in hostilities.  
 
   Kestrel presumed he still had his own inherent powers, though he did not know for sure.  If so, he would be able to protect himself from attack; if not, he faced likely problems.  To satisfy himself that his powers were still intact, he sat on the tree branch where his weapons were stashed, and called upon the energy that he had come to think of as an integral part of his identity.  The energy flowed, and a blue shield glowed into existence beside him. 
 
   It felt natural and it existed with an easy familiarity.  After his extraordinary experiences among the Skyes, the simple use of his own powers was nothing out of the ordinary.  He had met his father, and been reconciled to the nature of their relationship, making him feel easier about his powers; and he had briefly exercised the greater powers of divinity, making him feel less intimidated by the level of power that he naturally held.  He had come to consider the energy a natural birthright, he realized.
 
   And after his experiences with the power that Ashcrayss had delivered to him, Kestrel felt a greater sense of potential creativity that could be exercised.  He could do more things with his own power, he realized.  It was not strong, but it could be manipulated, it could be focused, it could be made productive in ways he had never thought of; Krusima had shown him that.  He smiled at the thought of doing more with his energy, and then he released the hold he possessed, and his blue shield ceased to glow as it winked out of existence.
 
   “God of this land,” he suddenly did begin to pray anonymously to an unknown deity.   Just minutes earlier he had told himself it made no sense, but now he saw no harm in trying either.  It would cost him nothing.
 
   “God, lord, I am a visitor, a traveler, passing through your land.  I mean no harm, and will try to do no harm.  I seek a way to go among the portals to find my own world.  I pray to you for help and guidance and forbearance.  Will you help me please?”
 
   It was a short prayer, not a flowery one, but it made his point, and did so in a humble way.  He hoped that a god would hear, and would be impressed with the message.
 
   Not long after he expressed his prayerful call for help, he received a reply.  When no immediate answer sounded, Kestrel had gathered up his belongings, then lightly hopped down from branch to branch, to land on the ground at the top of the bank that bordered the portal cave and its gully.  He arranged his belongings, picked a direction at random, and started walking.
 
   That’s the wrong way, a tiny voice said to him.
 
   He stopped and looked around.  “Who said that?” he asked out loud.
 
   “Me,” the small voice replied, from someplace nearby.
 
   Kestrel made a complete circle, as his eyes attempted to pierce every shadow and look behind every bush and tree trunk.
 
   “I’m down here,” the voice explained itself.
 
   On the ground, perhaps fifteen feet away, sat a small animal, something that was a cross between a squirrel and turtle.  The creature’s large green eyes stared at him solemnly.
 
   “I understand you,” Kestrel said out loud.
 
   “And I understand you too.  It’s quite an accomplishment, isn’t it?” the creature mockingly asked.
 
   “How do we understand each other?  Are we in the land of the Inner Seas?  Are you speaking human or elvish or gnomish?” Kestrel asked in bewilderment.  “What are you?”
 
   The creature’s eyes narrowed.  “I’m the one who lives here.  Perhaps good manners suggest you should explain yourself, as the intruder.”
 
   Kestrel looked at the creature in exasperation, then bit his tongue.
 
   “I just arrived through a portal from another world.  I’m lost, and I’ve trying to find a different portal that will take me back to my own world,” he said in a waspish tone.
 
   “You came through the portal in the cave down there?” the creature nodded its head toward the very gully that Kestrel had come through.  “Is the land still under the blue sun?”
 
   “Yes, it is,” Kestrel faltered slightly.  The creature was aware of what he was talking about, to his surprise.
 
   “So you’re just passing through here?  Why not use another portal from that land?  It has several, I believe.  We only have three, well, two and a fraction, really,” the creature was astonishing well informed.
 
   “I just came through this one, and I want to go to the land of the Inner Seas,” Kestrel explained.  The creature might be a good source of information after all.
 
   The creature looked at him with eyes wide open once again.
 
   “You are the traveler Decimindion spoke of,” the creature virtually purred the words.
 
   Kestrel’s eye widened instantly.  “Decimindion?  God of the Parstoles?” he asked.  “Is this his land?”
 
   “No, it’s my land,” the creature said sharply.  “He is only one of the gods here – not the only god.”
 
   “He is the city god,” Kestrel recollected.  “He told me.  The god of the farmers was killed by the Viathins, and the god of the wilderness, was weakened.  Is that you?” he asked the small creature.
 
   “So he did mention me, did he?  How nice of mighty Decimindion,” the animal said.  “But I don’t match up to your vision of what a goddess should be?  Should I look like this?” suddenly the small animal was gone, and in its place stood a female Parstole, with a creamy red skin color, small horns that were barely nubs on her forehead, and a voluptuous figure barely covered by a few strategically strewn tree leaves.  She had a long, long tail that she whisked back and forth with a hypnotic rhythm.
 
   “This is what you want to see, creature from beyond?  Your name is Kestrel, is it not?  You brought back many of the Parstoles that had been carried away as slaves, did you not?” the reshaped goddess took a step towards Kestrel, and he instinctively stepped back away from her advance.
 
   She laughed, and shrunk back to her small creature form.  “This is not so intimidating, is it?” she asked.
 
   “No, it’s not,” Kestrel agreed as he swallowed hard.
 
   “And you are who I think you are?” she asked.
 
   “I am, my lady.  And what is your name?  How shall I address you?” he asked.
 
   “You may call me Medeina, goddess of the wilderness,” she answered.   “What do you think of the wilderness?  Let me examine your heart,” she said calmly.  She reverted to the Parstole form and stepped towards him, then lashed her long tail towards him and curled it around his wrist in a firm, unshakeable grip.
 
   He felt her powers penetrate him and examine him, sorting through his feelings and his memories.
 
   “How extraordinary!” she exclaimed as he felt the examination end.  It had not been painful, but it had been intrusive.  Her tail still held his wrist tightly, and she stepped closer yet to him. 
 
   “Your soul has been written upon as though it were a floodway next to a might river, covered with new layers every time the waters rise.  I feel as though I could dig down through the layers that cover your soul and see the hints of a tale more extraordinary than any ever told before,” Medeina told Kestrel.  “You are unique.” She walked around behind him, holding him in place, and circled around to the other side of him.
 
   “I’ve been through the other portal of your world, the one that leads to the world of the Albanuns.  If I go through it, and then go through the Albanuns’ world, I can reach my home!”
 
   As he said it, he realized it was true.  He knew now that he had a way to get home.  It would take him weeks, but it was a path he had to follow.  He started to cry, and then the goddess wrapped her arms around her, as her tail released his wrist and became a third appendage hugging him, giving him comfort.
 
   “I told you that we have two and a half portals,” she said as she held him.  “You’ve just come through one.  The portal that goes to the Albanuns is far across our land; it would take you over a month to go there.  The third portal, the one that is closed, is only two days away from here.
 
   “It is closed, but it goes directly to your world,” she startled Kestrel by saying.  “And I think you can open it up again.”
 
   He pulled away from her, and looked into her bright red eyes.   As he did, she suddenly transformed back into the small animal, and he found that he was holding her in his arms.  Her wide-eyed look, sudden transformation, and news of the nearness of a portal made his sobs of joy suddenly evolve into laughter.
 
   “You’re a goddess worth loving,” he said to the small animal.
 
   “You might be a worshipper worth keeping; be careful,” the creature laughed.  “Now, turn around; we need to go in the opposite direction.”
 
   And so Kestrel carried his guide for the remainder of the day.  At sunset she showed him which plants were edible, and told him to pick enough for the two of them, as she reverted to her Parstole form and sat with him in the darkness under the trees.  They ate and talked.
 
   “So you were a god, truly divine with powers?” Medeina asked.  “And you gave them up?  You must be angry!”
 
   “I did not give them up the way I expected to,” Kestrel said, remembering the painful ordeal with Tullamore and the Kovell.  “But I did not mind giving them up, in order to leave the land of the Skyes.  I want to return to my own people,” he added softly.  “I want to very much.”
 
   “Ah, but which people?” the red goddess asked.  Kestrel was glad there was not a fire burning, for he imagined the disquiet he would feel if he saw her figure by the wavering illumination of the flames.  “I sense that you are of more than one race.”
 
   “I no longer care,” Kestrel answered truthfully.  “I don’t think I have to adjust to them; it’s the soul of the person that matters, not their skin texture, or the shape of their ears.  They need to adjust to me, to learn to be open-minded.”
 
   “Ah, how extraordinary your world must be for the gods,” Medeina sighed.  “So many races, so many gods, so much activity and worship and dynamics!  We have only one race and two gods here.  Would you like for me to come with you so that I could sample your world’s frivolities?” she asked slyly.
 
   Kestrel was sure she was teasing him, but not completely sure.  “I do not want to take you away from your wilderness,” he answered.  “You seem to be getting stronger since the Viathins were expelled, and I know your wilderness must need you.  I found out how much a world needs a god,” he said, thinking of the chaos that had overtaken the Inner Seas kingdoms when the Viathins had weakened the native gods of the land.
 
   “That’s a pretty speech, but not your real answer, as we both know.  I think you’re just afraid of being seen with me!  Don’t you think I am striking to look at?” she asked, as she raised her hands over her head and stretched her body.
 
   “You are very striking,” Kestrel gulped.  And yet he thought about Lark, the slender human girl, with a physique that was so much more lean and muscular, and then he was surprised to realize that he had paid such attention to her physique when he had seen her and Wren in the temporary bath tub he had created for them, as his memory lingered over the features of the girl.
 
   Medeina laughed at Kestrel, then reverted to her small animal shape.  “I will go inspect my wilderness now,” she told him.  “You go to sleep, and perhaps by this time tomorrow, we will send you back to your own world.”  And with that exciting tease, she waddled away out of his elven sight.
 
   Kestrel slept soundly on the soft loamy soil of the forest, wrapped in his cloak.  He had gone through a long day of stressful travel, and it astonished him to realize that just the night before he had been in the battle with the Kovell, and Tullamore had drained away his divine powers, luring the mist out of his soul.
 
   The next day he awoke to find the small creature sitting upon a rotting log, waiting for him to arise.  “Grab some of those for us to eat, and let’s get going,” Medeina commanded as she gestured at a bush with leafy foliage.  Together the two of them left the campsite, Kestrel carrying Medeina and following her directions as the two of them ate their breakfast.
 
   The terrain was easily passable, with rolling hills and shallow valleys.  There were a few large streams in the land that still had not completely recovered from the assault of the Viathins, and Kestrel delighted Medeina by running atop the water in the largest of them.  As nightfall approached and the sky overhead began to turn red, the small creature left Kestrel’s arms to become the alluring female Parstole once again.  They stopped on the precipice of another stream bed, one with unusually steep and deep banks, and a bed that was mostly sandy soil and weeds.
 
   “The stream here runs mostly underneath the surface, in caves,” Medeina explained.  “When we have rains, as we used to have, the stream would have an abundance of water, and it would come up to the surface and run here for a few days, then sink and disappear into its cave once again.
 
   “And right over here,” she led him down the bank, and around a protruding boulder, to show him a tunnel opening that was wide and broad enough to walk into, “is the entrance to the portal.
 
   “I was afraid that the Viathins would discover it and use it, which would bring more of the filthy monsters into my land, so I closed it over early in the invasion.  A group of them came and examined it, but went no further before Decimindion developed his remedy for the problem,” she explained.
 
   “If you wish, we can open it long enough for you to squeeze through, and be back in your own world once again,” she told him, as they walked into the cave and stood before a wall of stone.
 
   “I would like that very much,” Kestrel said with emotion.  In truth, he found that he was already comfortable with the wilderness goddess, and leaving her would leave a small void; in the short time they had traveled together he had found her to be a delightful figure.  It did not occur to him that simply her ability to shift her shape to virtually resemble an elf, simply by possessing two legs and two arms and facial features he recognized, had warmed his heart to her more than it would ever warm to Tullamore, despite all the good that the round god had done.
 
   “Stand right here, and place your hand on the wall,” Medeina instructed Kestrel.  She stood right behind him, her body pressed up against his, and placed her hand on top of his, sandwiching his hand between hers and the wall.  “Now, when you feel my power rush through your hand, contribute your own energy to it,” she told him.
 
   He felt her body pressed against him, and then he felt her divine energy flow into his hand, and through it, into the cold stones he pressed against.  The energy made his hand feel the texture of the stone, and then he added his own power to it, to help the energy react with the stone.  He felt the two powers, her greater energy and his lesser energy, mingle as they began to interact with structure of the stone wall.  The stone seemed to welcome the energy, as though it were a dry sponge absorbing water; and just like the rehydrating sponge, Kestrel was astonished by how the stone became pliable.
 
   “These are special stones; I treated them to behave this way,” Medeina seemed to read his thoughts and understand his surprise.  
 
   His hand began to sink into the stone, and then the wall began to peel open, creating an orifice that was rounded.  “Go through, now, quickly!” Medeina urged, as the stone they touched slid to the side.
 
   Kestrel raised a knee and stepped into the darkness on the other side of the wall.  Medeina’s fingers were still interwoven with his, pressing firmly against the stone, as he stepped his other foot into the newly exposed chamber.
 
   “There!  You are home,” she smiled triumphantly.  “Good luck, my almost-divine friend.  You know the secret of the wall; come back and visit me some day,” she told him.  “Now, step back,” she commanded.
 
   “Good bye, Medeina, and thank you,” Kestrel answered.  Her fingers squeezed his tightly for just a moment, then she pulled her hand away, and the orifice snapped shut, sliding beneath Kestrel’s unprepared hand.  The last thing he saw was Medeina’s visage, giving him a smile and a broad wink, and then they were separated, and he was in a different world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   He was in his own world!
 
   Kestrel was so stunned by the hasty parting with Medeina that it took a moment for the fact to register.  He was somewhere within reach of the Inner Seas!
 
   Within a few days or weeks he could see people he knew once again.  Possibly within hours he could eat a meal of food he recognized and enjoyed once again.  He could pray to gods he knew once again!
 
   He raised his hand and set it aglow, using the more efficient means of power consumption that Krusima had shown him in the prison where he had set Krusima and Morph free.  He found that the place he had passed into was not a natural place.  There were stone walls whose stones were cut and set in place, and the floor was level.  He cautiously walked forward, away from the blocked portal, and saw a staircase.  With eager but cautious steps, he climbed up the stairs, and found that there were more stone walls and flooring in the structure.
 
   Kestrel saw a faint glimmer down a hallway, and he cautiously walked towards it, then through a door, and he stopped to look around.  He knew exactly where he was.  Precisely.  He’d been there before, and felt glad to be back.  He looked up at the familiar star patterns in the night sky overhead, and saw the crescent moon that he knew so well.
 
   “Thank you Medeina!  Thank you!” he said out loud.
 
   “Hello Mother Kere!  I’m home!” he said that aloud as well.
 
   Kestrel was back home, back in the Eastern Forest.   He was even back in his own domain, in the Marches where he was lord, and held sway.  He was in the little hamlet of Cedar Gully, the remote village of elves he had once visited to treat the victims of a plague.  He had arrived through a portal that came out in the basement of a house that was purported to be haunted.
 
   Life was too good to be true.  He was only a few short hours away from seeing Putienne.  And of course he would see Whyte and Remy and all the others in Oaktown as well.  He’d be able to sleep in his own bed by the next night at the latest, and eat all the foods he craved.  Within a week he could be done with checking on accounts at the manor, could have passed through Hydrotaz, and boarded a ship to take him to Uniontown to help Lark’s father, and to see the girl herself!
 
   Happy beyond expression, Kestrel stepped off the porch of the haunted house, and began his journey home.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Watch for the continuation of Kestrel’s adventures, as he returns home to the Eastern Forest and encounters trouble he never expected to see.
 
    
 
   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 collection of crude floating rafts upon 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.  “l 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 outpace 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,” he turned and shouted across the river as the barges pulled up next to the docks, where a crew of elves 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 frivolous 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 again 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 seem to 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 laying 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 a 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 parts of the story, including 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.
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