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Safe Journey

Adjusting

Sha picked her way though the over-grown grass.  This wasn’t really what she was expecting.  At a small distance she could see Echal, on horseback and fighting two stone giants at once.  The horse charged away and Echal loosed an arrow over one shoulder as he circled around for another pass.  She paused for a moment to watch. Was this Echal the hero, or was this his sub conscious keeping him humble by overwhelming him?   She felt a little guilty peeking in on his dream like this but they really didn’t have a better way to talk to him, considering he was halfway across the kingdom at the moment.  She had to stifle a laugh when his bowstring broke, and his sword slipped from his fingers as he drew it.  Good to know that all of his recent success hadn’t gone to his head.  She stepped forward and covered the distance between them in one step.  Then she waved a hand, and the giants were gone.
Echal whirled his horse and looked down at her. “Who... Sha? Is that you?  When did you grow up?  What are you doing here?”
It was Sha’s turn to blush.  “This is how I see me so this is how I appear in dreams.”  She shrugged. “You of all people know that I’m not that gawky preteen my body seems stuck in.”  She felt her anger rise.  It shouldn’t her brother had never treated her like a child, still it was a sore subject with her and in the dream world a lot of the subconscious leaks out and emotion control can be difficult.  “I would have thought you would have gotten enough of this in your day job.”  she motioned around to where the giants had been.
Echal finally realizing it was only a dream shook his head and climbed down off of the horse.  “More than I would have wanted, but we made it.  Only lost one man, and that was as much his stupidity as our inability or reaction time.”  His face was grim for a moment before his mind cleared and he grinned at her.  “Our poor Pavel didn’t stand a chance if this is how you haunted his dreams.”  He pointed to her and smiled.
Her imaged flickered back to the Elven child for a moment and then solidified back as the mature woman.  “You will not speculate on such things or I will leave you with a nightmare before I go!  So give me your report in somewhat less lunk head way oh brother of mine?”
Echal recognized that tone.  Teasing had gone on far enough.  Besides, Sha was a powerful Tzadi and dream or not being turned into a frog was no fun.  “Well, we’ve made it as you’ve figured out.  Everyone more or less healthy, which is surprising considering the attacks against us kept getting more sophisticated and larger, then plateaued and finally have trailed.”  He shrugs.  “I keep waiting for the other shoe to fall.”
She was frowning and fidgeting with a lock of her hair as he gave her the news.  “How about the Spire?  Is it opening to you?”
Echal chuckled a bit.  “I’m not like you. I can’t go day and night.  I still need some sleep.  Still, each barrier seems to fall easily enough as I master each new concept.  For now, the novices are kept busy trying to make the Spire livable over the long term. Still it won’t be too many more weeks and my progress will slow, as I begin to teach others.” 
Sha nodded. “Speaking of sleep,”  she waved a hand and the rough area turned into a finely mown lawn with a well-manicured garden in the slight distance.  “You do need to get some, and I need to get back to work.  Be safe my brother and watch over the others for me.”
She just heard him say “Always” as the scene faded from her mind and she sat up, back in the bedroom she shared with Pavel.  She was fully awake and listening to him snore.
Mother Knows Best

Sha slips quietly out of bed, being careful not to wake the sleeping Pavel.  She waits for a moment just watching him.  He always makes her smile.  So big and yet so gentle with her, and so tenderhearted that it amazes her at how vicious he can become in a fight.  She considers a moment touching his dreams, but decides she needs to get back to work. 
The long adult sized gown that she wore to bed with him, that only fit because the illusion spell was working, now falls off her narrow shoulders and pools at her feet.  She hates that she is trapped in this body that will age only about a third as fast as a human’s would.  Even her little sister Esta looks older just because she’s half human.  There are advantages to being an elf she knows, but right now she just feels the downside a bit too keenly.  She trudged over to the fine oak table where her normal robes were laid out, as she dressed she thought about Echal and what he must be learning each day at the Red Spire.  She wanted to improve her studies, but there just wasn’t a good opportunity here in the Dutchy of Mirron.  No matter how comfortable it was, opulent even by her prior standards, she was feeling stifled here.   Echal’s father the Duke had treated her as he would a beloved daughter and her mother, while feeling guilt over what she saw as a lost childhood, was trying to make the best of it.  She had no legitimate reason to feel this sad, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that these newly found familial responsibilities were going to strangle her.
Sha made her way though the darkened halls with these thoughts swirling around in her mind.  She made it to the door of the room she had taken as her study and was surprised to see light coming from under the door.  Sha drew in her concentration and readied a spell as she opened the door quickly.  To her surprise, it was her mother sitting calmly at one of the tables reading from one of the books they had picked up in the Red Spire.  “Oh!” Sha said as she let out a long sigh.
Feylynn smiled at her warmly. “I didn’t mean to startle you.  I don’t sleep either.”  she said with a noncommital shrug.   “Thought maybe we could spend some time catching up, or working together on a project...” she trailed off.
Sha closed the door behind her and just walked over and hugged her mother.  Elves, especially of elves of Feylynn’s station were typically more formal, so this was a surprise to her.  She only hesitated a moment before returning her daughter’s hug.  “Mother, I know this isn’t easy for you.  Honestly, this hasn’t been easy for any of us.  We’re together now and have all the time in the world.  We can talk, or work, though without Pavel we do more hindering of each other than helping.”  She released the larger elf and moved around to look her in the eye.  “The past is done, present is what it is, and the future is whatever we choose to make of it.  Guilt, regret, or even just simple disappointment, don’t work toward a better future.”
Feylynn looked down, she couldn’t deny the child’s reasoning; she also still couldn’t quite forgive herself.  “There is just so much of your history and culture you have missed.  I so wish to share them with you.  Had things been different, you would still have so many of those things in your future. I could still be there for you.”  She hesitated a moment. “I mean you’ll still attend your first Elven ball one day, but we won’t be giggling about which suitors to pick from.  Oh, I love your Pavel. He’s a treasure as humans go, much as my Evan has been.  It just wasn’t what I thought your future held.” 
Sha melted a little.  She didn’t want what her mother wanted for her, but she wished she could of at least given her mother the memories she so craved.  “There’s still Esta.”
Feylynn’s expression changed.  “Oh Esta will have a wondrous life, but it won’t be an elven one.  The aristocratic families that would welcome you would not be so for her.  She would find her options limited in an elven society.  She and Galan will have full and abundant lives among the humans and will share a special connection with the elves, but they would never be fully accepted.”
Sha’s brow wrinkled in consternation. “Then why would I want anything to do with them?”
Feylynn answered as if it were obvious, “Because you’re Elven.  How can you not take your rightful place among our people?”
Sha shook her head. “Anyone who would reject my brother and sister, and any children I may one day have with Pavel, aren’t my people.”
Feylynn looked shocked, and a bit horrified. “But, but, of course they are your people they just aren’t Esta and Galan’s.  They will be polite but they must maintain the Elven bloodlines.”
Sha shook her head. “I’ll go and I’ll meet them if you talk Evan into it, but I have no desire to live among them.  Especially now.”
Feylynn’s face closed down behind the high Elven formality.  “Give it time, you may find that you see things differently over the years.  In the meantime, let’s start a little project together.  Maybe a gift for Pavel?”
Sha wanted to dig her heels in harder but she also didn’t want to be rude to her mother, who despite all that had happened, she believed truly did love her and want what was best for her.  “What do you have in mind?”




Brothers

Pavel and Galan had left the estates only an hour before and were approaching the walls of the Dutchy’s primary mercantile center.  Hamarrhiem, was a small city of a little over ten thousand people all enclosed behind a formidable wall enclosing over six hundred and forty acres.  The neat rows of stone and cob houses lined wide paved avenues.  Pavel was surprised many much larger cities didn’t have paved streets, but these were almost smooth and all of one continuous piece.  Pavel was marveling at it as they rode up to the gates. 
Galan smiled. “Papa told me that his grandfather had made some bargain with the White Spire for the roads in this town.  Said when he was just a child forty Tzadi showed up and in one day they turned the mud roads into stone.”  Galan shook his head. “I don’t understand how they did it but it sure is nice.”
Pavel grunted.  “Now that I know what they did, I could do it too.”
Galan glanced at him sideways. “Don’t suppose you’d be willing to do the road into town?”
Pavel laughed at him. “Don’t suppose you’d be willing to carry this horse I’m riding back home do you?”
“Oh, I guess I never thought of that.”
Pavel shrugged. “Magic can do many wondrous things, little brother, but there is always a cost.  With forty Tzadi, it wouldn’t be too bad, but as a one man road laying crew?  I’ll pass.”
Galan thought for a moment, “So if you had unlimited power available to you?”
Pavel snorted. “Now you sound like Echal!”
Galan laughed lightly. “Stop calling me dirty names.”
The gate guards recognized them and passed them on through.  Truth is, they had heard about some of Pavel’s exploits and were sufficiently happy the big man was on their side.
The first stop was the tanners.  If they were making a trip to the Elven lands later this season as Feylynn wanted, Pavel was going to make damn sure Galan was outfitted for it.  His last stone giant hide should be done and there was more than enough for some quality leathers for Galan and a new harness to let Sha ride easier on his back when needed.
Promises

Feylynn was enjoying her nights working with Sha.  Teaching her and learning from her, it was a bit of a surprise, but her tiny daughter really was an accomplished Tzadi. If she could only get her to embrace her Elven heritage before presenting her to her grandmother, she thought with a cringe. 
Feylynn took a deep breath, it could have been much worse.  After all, she’s essentially going through what the humans call adolescence with the powers of a Tzadi more than twice her age.  She could be hurling fire balls every time she feels slighted.  With this minorly amusing thought in mind, she set off to find Evan.  His delaying would have to stop.
Evan was found out in the courtyard. He had tables set up end to end and long scrolls of technical drawings strewn out on them.  Around him stood the heads of six local guilds and they all red faced and appeared to be deep into an argument.  She approached quietly to see if she could discern the trouble.
The guild master of the carpenters was waving his hands around, “Sure it would be great to have boards cut that fast but what do I do with the men in the saw pits?  Do we just leave their families to starve?”
The slightly rounder and certainly more bald guild master for the loggers stepped forward, “Great to have boards that fast, how on earth does he expect me to get logs to them if they can cut one log every half hour?  I can barely fell one tree much less get loaded and transported every half hour!  Where do you expect to get your logs from?   This idea of yours is madness?”
Evan shook his head. “Why not put the saw pit men in the forest cutting down trees?”
The guild leaders looked at him aghast and said in unison, “But they’re not of the Logging guild, ” as if that explained everything.
Feylynn wasn’t sure if she was acting to save the men from Evan’s building wrath, or if she was saving Evan from the building stroke he was quickly working his way toward, but either way she decided to intervene.  She drew in her will and cast forth the illusion.  From the middle of the crowd of men a flower grew and grew, and soon this huge daisy covered the area as a shade tree.  “Ah so much better.  I don’t know how you stand it, standing out here cawing like seagulls in the hot sun, until you smell like day old fish.”  She shakes her head.  The shade cooling the temperature significantly.  “You Gentlemen, really must excuse me. I need to reclaim my husband for a time.”   She says as she takes his arm.
Evan shakes his head. “Damn you fools, figure this out while I’m gone or I will settle it for you when I get back.  I’ll make sure the only one happy with it is me, if you make me do it.”
With that he walked away leading Feylynn.  With just a little gentle twist of her will, the oversized daisy uprooted and walked with them keeping them both in the shade.
When they were out of earshot, Evan let loose with a deep rumbling chuckle.  “I love it when you do that.”  He sighed. “I can yell and scream all day and they know from my character that I am not planning to lead a charge down main street.  You make a flower grow and they all worry what else the great and powerful Tzadi may do if they do not placate her.”
Feylynn smiled at him.  “I’m glad it makes your life a little easier.  However, it is about to get a lot harder if you do not stop delaying my passage with the children back to my father.”
 
Evan winced.  “I know it feels hot as blazes out there right now but in the as we speak the snowpack in the mountains is closing passes and making travel impossible.”  He held up his hands, ward off her angry attack.  “In the spring, once the travel is safer, of course you may all go.  I don’t think I can afford to leave here.” He looked around frustrated, “there is just so much to do.”
“Spring?  You promise?”  She asked with an eyebrow raised. 
“Yes. as soon as it is reasonably safe to travel,”  he vowed.
She kissed him on the cheek and smiled. “I love you.”
He chuckled. “I know and believe it or not. I’m delaying you because I love you and know what some of those mountain roads are like.”  Then he turned back to the milling crowd of guild masters, “Ok, do we have some workable ideas, or would you rather we move this discussion to a new tax plan?”  he called as he got with in earshot.
Feylynn wasn’t happy about waiting but maybe it gave her a little more time with Shadrea to alter her perceptions.
Striking While the Iron is Hot

Ivor was more than happy to assist, but he was surprised they got such a late start.  It was almost midmorning by the time the small army pulled up in front of the cluster of guild halls.  Galan just grinned when he asked him.  “Anticipation is my ally.”  Was all he said. 
Essentially functioning as Angvar’s lieutenant for this little operation, Ivor figured that little of it was really any of his business.  They started with the smiths guild, that were crying about providing a circular blade. 
Galan calmly listened to the first round of excuses and then held up his hand for silence.  He turned to the young journeyman smith standing beside him. “Robert Smith, you’ve heard what they said.  What say you?”  The young smith looked like he was facing an execution.  “Remember, you work for me, not the guild.  Give me your professional opinion.”
“M’lord a round saw blade is a challenging piece.  If it will be spinning as the Guild Master described, then keeping it balanced and firmly locked in place at the center are both serious concerns.”  He took a deep breath, “I fear I must also report that all the time spent explaining why it couldn’t be done, could have been used to create one or more prototypes to figure out how to do it.  This shouldn’t be more than a two-week project.”  He hung his head and said no more.
“Ah ha!  I knew it!”  Galan slammed his walking stick on the table with a loud crack. 
“M’Lord, you can’t possibly take the word of this barely trained....”  The lead guild master started but Galan cut him off.
“Oh but I can, and I do.  Sir Angvar, you will detail a guard to take the guild masters of the smiths guild into house arrest, and detail such guard on each as to make certain they stay there.  My father can determine what their fate shall be, but I will not allow them to continue to stall his projects.”  He rounded on the senior master craftsmen there. “You are hereby temporarily promoted to guild masters and charged with meeting the Duke, my father’s deadlines.  If you hope for these promotions to be made permanent, do not fail in your duty.” Angvar rounded up the apoplectic guild masters.   As he was moving them toward the door of the guildhall, Galan called out to him.  “Report back here once that is done, and send word to the cabinet makers guild that they are next on my list.  Hell have them report here. I might as well set up court right here as I suspect few will be using this hall today.  Our smiths’ have other concerns.”
Ivor was shocked.  Still as he heard Angvar begin telling the captives a story about duty, a roasted crow, and a shit sandwich, it all started to come into focus and Ivor was much more impressed with his future brother-in-law than he has suspected he would be.




Life Lessons

Winter Faire’s Eve

Pavel wished his father could be joining them on this trip.  Without Evan, Jayan, Savon, or even Echal, this would fall on his shoulders.  Galan would help but Galan was still fairly young.  Pavel chuckled to himself a bit, they were growing closer now that they had lived together for so long. Pavel was working on improving Galan’s martial training and occasionally trying to distract him with some of the local girls in Hamarrheim.  Sara had been sent off with a private tutor to help her gain the language and the customs.  Feylynn rode off to visit her often, but the rest were told that her visitors were limited as her training was intense.  Pavel hoped she was happy, and that this wasn’t Feylynn living out her dream for the girl rather than what Sara wanted but he was willing to give it a little time to see. 
Winter Faire in the town of Hamarrheim was a great time of the year.  The cold was real but not overwhelming.  Snow lay heavy about and sleighs and sledges plowed through the city streets.  Taverns and Public Houses were doing a bustling business and flooding the city streets with the smells of roasted spiced meat pies with every fanning of the opening and closing door.  The big event was tonight at the Duke’s residence, but for now he was driving the sleigh for waves of the family each making trips into town to pick up that special gift or memento for family and loved ones.  His stone giant doublet for his father was in his quarters already as well as the matching one for Duke Evan.  The glass figurine that he had put the continual light stone in for his mother was there as well but for Sha, well Sha didn’t do surprises well, so he had hollowed out one of the stones of their wall and hidden her gift in there.  He’s still a bit surprised she hasn’t found it yet.
He was just getting ready to take another sip of the mulled spiced mead when he saw a familiar face approaching.  The face was all that was familiar, oh poor Galan, you’re going to be so crushed tonight.  Sara approached the sleigh her deep red velvet cloak wrapped tightly around her and the plush white trim fur practically glowing against her coffee-colored skin.  He was glad he hadn’t taken the drink yet. Wearing it would be embarrassing. 
“Pavel!!” she called out, waving.  Her escorts looked sharp and dangerous in their matching livery.  They did not wave nor did they break ranks.  Feylynn it seems had spared no expense, if this was to be her coming out party then come out she would.  “I’ve missed everyone so much!”  Her verbal skills have dramatically improved. 
“I’ve been wondering about you too.  How are you enjoying school?”  Pavel asks with a smile.
Sara wrinkles up her face. “It is very, how do you say.... Um hard work.  I am learning so much and so much more to learn.  I will be done and joining everyone again this summer.”
“Well, enjoy this break and be sure to save a dance for Galan, you’ve been all he’s talked about since you’ve been away.”
Sara waves and smiles. “Of course I will.”  As she heads off to complete her errands in town.
Pavel grunted, there he had done what he could for the young man, from here he is on his own.
Hangovers Hurt More Than They Used To.

Duke Evan Mirron had survived cavalry charges, a dragon attack, being lost on an alien world and thirty years of being in the thickest fighting of every major war for King and Country, but last night and the subsequent consumption of way too much barley wine may finally be his match.  He just groaned as Feylynn came into the room. 
“Are you ready to let me heal you?”  She asked in an exasperated tone.  He vaguely remembered her offering last night and him shrugging it off.  “In the morning light, things aren’t so bad.  Both young men are going to live and rumor has it that it wasn’t Galan’s fault as was first reported.”   She walks over and lays a hand on his forehead and the other on the base of the skull.  It feels like lightening flies out the top of his head and then fire runs over every inch of his skin as the impurities raced through his body to erupt out of his skin.  Feylynn moved one hand to the top of his head and a few seconds later he was feeling better.  “You still need a bath,” she said as she pulled back from him.
Evan’s voice rumbled hoarsely from his throat. “So you say Galan didn’t start it?”
Feylynn sighed. “Well, not without a lot, and I mean a lot of help.  According to Sara, the boys had taken to fighting over her “like dogs over a bone” as she put it.  She says Galan was the only one who was actually concerned for her, rather than just showing up the others.”  Evan winced.  “So yes Galan struck the first blow, but it was in her defense as they had gotten rather aggressive in their decision to possess her.  At which point Galan did strike the one holding her, and demanded satisfaction.  Drink had let good judgement falter at this point and they turned on him.  He struck one through the thigh and yes he used his pistol on the second one.  The noise of the pistol was enough to make them decide they wanted to go, but it was also enough to bring Pavel and Sha.  When a Tzadi doesn’t want you to leave, you don’t leave.”  She shrugged. 
Evan shook his head. “My heir fighting with what will be his vassals openly at Winter Faire’s ball?  There is no way this ends well.”
Feylynn smiled at him. “It would have been worse if he wasn’t winning when the whole thing ended.” 
Evan snorted, then stopped for a second and looked at her grinning.  “You, My love, are a gem!  That’s exactly what we will do.”  He jumped to his feet and grabbed for his clothes.
Feylynn stopped him. “Wash first, prove how brilliant I am after.” 
Evan sniffed and wrinkled his nose. “Eh, yeah probably best.  Besides better to let them all sweat for a bit.”  I quickly kissed her cheek as he ran off to the water closet.
Feylynn just shook her head. She wasn’t sure what he was up to, but it was good to see him happy again.  Besides, if he was this sure he had a handle on things, it was likely to be entertaining.
Court

Galan was physically feeling better thanks to a visit from Sha that morning.  He just wasn’t sure how his father would react.  These actions have consequences, but looking back over it he wasn’t sure what more he could have done.   So it was to his great relief that his father had already heard Sara’s side of the story when he came to grill Galan. 
As the questioning was wrapping up, Duke Mirron rounded on his son one more time and fixed him eye to eye, “You swear on your family name, that you had ordered them to stop?”
“Yes, Father. I did.”
“And further more than when challenged to the duel, the boy with the sword wound, accepted?” 
“Yes Father, he said he would make a runt like me regret those words, and drew his blade.”  Galan’s face was flush with shame warring with anger even now.
“That’s when you stuck him?”
“Yes.  The rest of them charged at that point, which is why I shot Rolf.  It bought me time to prepare for the rest.”  Galan looked down at his feet.
The old duke sighed.  “You and I are going to have a long talk after this, but this wasn’t your fault and while I won’t say that you did no wrong, you weren’t in the wrong.”  He stood up.   “Hold your head high, we’re going to clean this mess up once and for all.”
The duke entered the great hall with Galan at his side.  Arrayed in front of his dais was the full collection of his vassals.  As well as the six young men engaged in the altercation.  The two wounded youths on stretchers.  The faces of the parents of the boys were all angry.  The other vassals merely looked a bit annoyed to have been held over for this matter.  The only calm face in the crowd was Jayan.   The duke looked them over and then shook his head.  “I wanted to come in here demanding justice.  It seems that six young louts were accosting a guest at my party.  A member of my own household no less.”
The youth with the bandaged leg spoke up. “He challenged me to a duel your Grace.”
“Silence!” The duke roared and there was silence as the echoes died down. ”We will get to that young Angvar.  We’ll get to that in good time.  I am speaking of the Lady Sara."
All the faces around the room went confused except for Jayan.  Who calmly unwrapped the bundle he was holding and showed to all the ripped sleeve of the gown all had seen Sara wearing last night.  “Please Jayan, pass it around, let my vassals see the evidence with their own eyes.”  the duke instructed him.
As the gown was being passed around the look on the faces of the boys and their parents went from confused to very pale.  The duke looked at the parents. “Is this how you teach your sons to woo a noble woman?  A guest in my home?  My own foster daughter no less?”
The chorus of “Of course not, your Grace” rang out from all the parents who were now very concerned for their sons.
“The lady Sara convinced me that what I had in mind was not justice.  She said she could not swear to it when the sleeve was ripped, who did it or that it might not have happened when they were pulling her out of the way to go after Galan.”  The sigh from the parents of the boys was almost audible.  “For their various offenses against Lady Sara, I remand them to your discipline.  This will not happen again.”  All around heads were nodding.  Parents were grateful to have their young sons spared and other vassals approving of the measured response.  “Now as to the greater offenses.”  The duke paused, letting the tension build again.  He walked down off of the dais and stood before each young man in turn, gazing into his eyes and taking his measure.  “By both Sara and Galan’s account, when questioned separately, I understand that a command to release Sara was given twice by my heir to the sons of my vassals and was ignored.”  The heads of the young men dropped.  “Well?!?”  he barked in the tone learned in long years spent on battlefields across the lands.
Finally, it was Angvar who spoke up, “I can’t say for certain your Grace, the wine has made my memory uncertain.”
“I see, can anyone here gain say their testimony?”  He scanned the full crowd. 
“Angvar, you are your father’s heir are you not?”  The duke asked him directly.
“For now, your Grace,”  Angvar responded dejectedly.
A small chuckle ran around the back of the gathered crowd but a very small chuckle.
“Ah, I see the issue now dawns on you.  Your father has been a loyal friend and vassal for most of my adult life.  I cannot have you in a vendetta against my heir.  So, while I will remand your compatriots to the instruction and correction of their fathers, you will be assigned to Galan as his personal batman.  We will see if over the next year the wounds can be mended and if you can indeed be as loyal a friend to him, as your father has been to me.  What say you?”
Angvar’s father finally found his words, “Your wisdom is...”
Evan raised a hand to cut him off. “For this he must speak for himself.  Only he can accept the ruling or challenge it.”
Angvar’s head dropped, he couldn’t meet the Duke’s eye.  “My father speaks truth, this is wisdom, and justice.  I am as my family has always been, at your service.”
The duke stepped back up on to the dais. “Then it is so judged.   You are all dismissed.  Angvar, my step daughter will further heal you and you may return home to pack such things as you will want or need for your new duties.  Be back in one week, as there is a long trip in your future.”




Preparing to Leave

Preparations

Duke Mirron may have seen this as a punishment for Galan but for Sha it was so much relief.  Oh, it meant some of her project priorities would need to shift, but she really was eager to get back out into the world.  Even with the several week delay at both Voivode’s Rest and Beit Alon, it would at least be new things to see and maybe learn from. 
Mother had been working with her on Elven magic and it was interesting but without some way to test it in the real world...  She had been working on an idea for the trip but finishing before they left would mean pushing damn hard.  Esta had the spark, but she didn’t have the training to be of much use, and Mother was busy with the Duke and it didn’t seem fair to drag her away from him before they were to be gone so long.  
She sat down at the desk in her workshop and began to plan.  She and Pavel each could put three full measures of energy into the project per day and she could put one more while he slept, and they need a total of thirty-five measures to bring her creation to life... That means they could get it done before they left, just barely, if she starts tonight and maybe talks her mother into one or two assists with power requirements.  Maybe even a bit of help tonight when she gets here...
Sha was already up and gathering her supplies.  She was rattling around in the gardener’s shed for four large pots and rounding up enough guards to carry them for her.  She was out in the stables next waking the poor stable boy who looked at her like she had lost her mind when she told him she needed wheel barrows full of horse manure brought inside of all places!  She almost giggled in a most undignified manner at his bewildered expression. 
By the time Sha made it back to her workshop, her mother was directing traffic with only a slightly raised eyebrow.  “Lovely evening Sha, deciding to do a bit of late night gardening?”  She asks with only a trace of exasperation.
Sha just shook her head. “New project and time is short if I want to have it ready to go with us.”  She stopped long enough to direct her dragooned work force a little then thank them all and pack them out the door before they could knock over anything and ruin other projects still in the works.  She smiled at her mother. “I’m going to make Pavel a new mount.  One that will make him much better at his job, which should make me better at mine.”
“What on earth do you have in mind?  Have you been visiting Echal’s dreams again?”
Sha laughed. “Oh yeah about that, with all the excitement I haven’t had a chance to tell anyone.  That’s the other reason we need this.  As soon as our visit with the elves is done, I at least need to head for the Red Spire.  It seems our Catrin is going to need my services soon.”  She grinned at her mother and promised the details after they got this project at least started.  “This however was not one of Echal’s ideas, though now that I think of it, he’ll want to know how I did it.”
Feylynn had calmly started to fill the planters and set the acorns as Sha spoke, “So a new mount?”
Sha grinned. “Yeah, kind of like my snake jewelry, only grown from four oak trees carefully woven together as they grow.  I figure a little magical shaping and some quick grow... Also brought these grape vine cuttings from the vineyard.  They should be able to be sprouted and woven as muscles are around the bone.  Use that handy plant joining spell you showed me last week, we should have us quite the impressive beasty.”
Feylynn’s eyes opened a bit wider as she realized exactly what her daughter had in mind.  “Doesn’t require food or sleep and is both stronger and custom-built for the task.  I’d say that is quite the mount.”  She smiles slyly, “Should be an impressive way to meet your people when they will be wondering if your time among the humans has weakened you?”
Sha shrugs, “I know that is important to you, and yes it will be a useful side effect, but this really is all about keeping us alive if the road gets as rough as it has in the past.”
Feylynn smiled. “My lovely daughter, we’re visiting the Elven kingdoms, not carving our way through the wilds of the goblin kin infested frontiers.”
Sha shrugs as she plants the last of the vines around the acorns. “This trip maybe.”
Standing up, she gathers in her will and casts creativity spells to boost her sculpting skills and an eye for aesthetics and then looks to Feylynn.  “Care to help me with some plant growth spells?  For this to work, I have to be the one who does all the shaping but anyone can supply the energy to speed up the growth.”
“Of course, dear, I’ll be happy to help as much as I can.”
Bury the Hatchet

Angvar had only this morning made it back to the Duke’s estates.  He was shown up to his room and was unpacking the gear he wouldn’t be taking on the trip.  He looked at the room they assigned him.  It wasn’t what he was used to as his father’s heir, but compared to his days training with Sir Alexander, Barron of Holf, this was quite posh.  He knew he wouldn’t be spending much time here before they left.  He was glad his leg was fully healed.  That little elf girl really knew her stuff, he’s seen wounds like that take months to heal and often enough never came out right.  He, on the other hand, barely had a scar.
Speaking of scars, he really hoped he hadn’t left too big of a rift between himself and Galan.  His father had made it abundantly clear, as if the Duke himself had not, that his future and that of the family were intricately tied to the relationship he could maintain with Galan.  Ah well Angvar thought to himself, I’ll just learn to suck it up and deal.  I created this mess and now, it’s mine to deal with for the family’s sake.  Though the more he thought about it, as punishments go, getting a trip to the capital and a tour of the Elven lands didn’t seem too bad.  Even if it meant he would have to eat his pride and make things right with Galan.
Just as he was thinking this, there came a knock from the door that he had been told was adjoining Galan’s apartments. ‘Hm, speak of the devil.’  He would have to face this so no better time than now.  He walked over and opened the door. “M’lord?”
 
Galan just held his hand up. “Easy.  I’m just checking to see if you’re getting settled in ok.”
“Yes, M’lord, everything is quite fine.”   Angvar said formally.
Galan laughed. “And if it wasn’t, I’d be the last person you would complain to.”  he held his hand up to stop the protests.  “I’m assuming your father gave you an ass chewing similar enough to the one I received from the duke.”  He watched as Angvar nodded, watching him warily.  “Well, I’m not here to make this hard on you.  Oh, you’ve got a job to do, and I expect it done, because it needs to be done.  I just don’t want you to think I am punishing you.” 
Galan shrugged before continuing.  “You weren’t intentionally committing treason and both you and I know it.  Yeah, Papa knows it too.  We were both drunker than we should have been in public, and you were making more progress than I was comfortable with,” he sighed at the admission, “with a girl I’ve dreamed about my whole life.” 
Galan shook his head in embarrassment. “You blew your shot, by the way, which makes this easier for me.  Of course at the same time, I all but blew mine too. The only reason I’m not in the same spot as you is that she has known me all of her life.”  He stopped and ran his hand through his hair.  “Enough about the Lady Sara.  She will make what decisions she and my mother cook up for her.”
“M’lord I am deeply sorry that I did not obey your order.”  Angvar said.
Galan actually even believed that he meant it.  “Well, it won’t happen again.  Not after the ass chewing I got from the Duke.  He said if I ever believe you or any vassal to be committing treason in truth, and I hesitate to kill them on the spot, he would disinherit me as unfit to be the next Duke.”
Angvar looked glum, “M’lord that is pretty much exactly the message my father gave me.  Traitors have no place in our family.”
Galan grinned at him. “Glad to hear it.  Now how about you call me Galan like a trusted confident rather than a servant and let’s try to pull some gain out of the mess we’ve both made of this situation?”
Angvar grinned. “We’ll M’lord, er, Galan.  Look at it this way, as punishments go a few weeks in the capital and a tour of the Elven lands isn’t a bad option.”
Galan chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll be glad to be on the road again.  I learned on our trip here that I enjoy doing things more than I like being stuck in one spot.”
Angvar chuckled. “Beats tax collection any day of the week.”
“Well then, while my father is back to handle the Dutchy, may he live forever, let us go see what we can of the world.”
Koloss

Galan was excited.  Finally, they were going to get underway.  He would have rather made this trip with his father than his overprotective mother, but still three days of easy travel and they would be in the capital city.  He would undoubtedly attend court and who knows what else he could find.  They would live there for nearly a full month.
He carried his kit out to the courtyard to load up and nearly drew his sword from the shock of seeing it for the first time.  Larger than any three horses he had ever seen, this... Words failed him.  It had the sleek lines of a fine racing horse, but the clawed feet and tail of a lizard.  It was tall enough that he could almost walk under its belly by only ducking a little bit, and easily six feet across its barrel-like chest.  Its broad head supported a large mouth with row upon row of barbed thorn teeth.  That doesn’t even include the long fangs protruding from the upper jaw like the cave lions and the large curved horn on its nose was more vicious looking.
Pavel waved to him from the back of the great beast.  “How do you like Koloss?  He’s my new ride.”
“Hell and Damnation Pavel that thing is a monster!”  Galan grinned up at him.  “When do I get mine?”
“What he said.”  came his father’s voice from behind him.
Pavel shrugged. “You’ll have to talk to the ladies. I couldn’t do this on my own.  Pretty impressive though isn’t it?”
The duke had turned to look at Feylynn. “I meant it.  Where’s mine?”  he smiled at her.
“We can work on one for you when we return.  Pavel and Sha need it now.  Besides it was all her idea, I just agreed to help out with a couple of technical issues.  This might make you happy to see me return.”
In an uncharacteristic show of public affection, the duke just pulled her close and held her for a long moment.  “I wish you didn’t have to go.  I understand how important it is to you and, well seeing that monster, I at least feel more comfortable with your safety on the road.” he chuckled.
Galan was shocked to realize that it wasn’t just a big solid creature but that it had a cargo hold inside that big barrel of a body.  Pavel and Sha were loading in supplies and equipment that seemed to be enough for a much larger trip.  He was just about to question Pavel about it when Angvar arrived and got his first view of Koloss.  Galan grinned. He sincerely hoped his face hadn’t looked like that a moment ago but suspected that it probably had.  “Come Angvar, those of us who aren’t married to powerful tzadi must make do with horses like normal mortals.”
Angvar drew up alongside him and in a low whisper, “To think when they showed up to back you in that hallway it was Pavel I feared.” 
Galan grinned. “Oh no, my sister is far more dangerous.  Don’t ever let her tiny size fool you.  I’ll fight Pavel any day of the week before I’d cross her.”




Travel Travails

The longest journey starts with the first step

Pavel took point.  Koloss was much faster than the slower walking horses.  With Sha inside riding in the hastily strung hammock, he imagined that he must look tiny up on such a great beast.  They had offered Feylynn the option to ride with Sha, but she wanted her coach. She said that while riding Koloss was impressive; it wasn’t dignified enough for a Dutchess.  Pavel thought that the Duke might have different ideas. 
It was a cold morning and while well insulated with his armor and cloak, Pavel still looked forward to their first stop.  Barron and Baroness Jayen and Jan had been granted a small keep only about a day’s easy ride from Duke Mirron’s residence.  Still with things being what they are, and winter travel to consider he hadn’t seen his parents since the now infamous winter faire night.  He hadn’t even gotten much time to spend with them them either.  Da had spent most of the time with the Duke’s minister of trade.  Mamma had spent some time with them, but she and Sha had gotten all caught up in Catrin’s news and updates about Echal.  He was really looking forward to seeing what Da thought about Koloss. 
He was so deep in these thoughts that he had missed the earlier signs.  Sure enough, now in sight he could see a small troop of the king’s calvary approaching.  Upon seeing him, the cavalry unit moves into formation, blocking the road and a lone rider approaches closer.  Once he is within shouting distance, Pavel can hear “Ho, stranger.  What manner of beast is this?”
“I am Pavel Smith, Guardian of Tzadi Shadrea Andola of the Mists.  You will stand aside.”  Pavel called down to the man.
Sha from inside sighed.  “Are you picking a fight because you’re bored?”
Pavel chuckled. “Nah. It won’t come to that. If it does, we’ll just charge through them and see if they can keep up with us.  Let them chase us right to Da’s door and give him a good story to tell his friends.”
The little cavalry officer shouts back up, “Dismount that we may confirm your story.”
“So now I am a liar? Little man, go get your commander.  Have him approach to something less than shouting distance or if your fear grips you so strongly, run away.  I will not waste much more of my day on you.”  Pavel quietly ordered Koloss ahead slowly.
Moments later a man in high polish armor approaches.  The young smith’s son who lived in Pavel’s memory was impressed.  The armor was good work and screamed of wealth and power.  The older more mature Guardian saw the haughty sneer on his face and contempt in his eye and wanted desperately to twist him just for sport.  Ah, well let fate decide Pavel thought.  “I have introduced myself, to whom and I speaking?”
From below, Pavel could hear Sha. “Whom?  I didn’t know you knew that word much less how to use it.”
Pavel fights a smile that threatens to break out on his face.  He will never need worry about becoming too full of himself as long as he has Sha.  The little man’s face becomes red and his eyes twitch.  “I am Colonel Sir Allard Jeffers of His Majesties 3rd Calvary and you sir, will step down and give an accounting for what it is you are doing here.”
That almost did it, but Pavel was generally an agreeable sort, even if a bit gruff at times.  “I am scouting for the Dutchess Mirron’s party, who are traveling to the capital. You can wait patiently with me here and I will introduce you so that you can play honor guard, or you can show yourself to be a threat to them and I’ll have to resolve that.  You’ve already shown your willingness to interfere in the affairs of the tzadi, will you also disrupt the Dutchess’s trip?”
The colonel was livid.  He wasn’t used to anyone resisting.  When you had a full troop of the King’s Calvary backing your orders, people obeyed.  Who was this clown to be conjuring tzadi and duchesses out of thin air?  So without thinking on it too much, Colonel Jeffers made his decision to bring down this threat to his command.
He spun and rode off to his men at a high rate of speed.  Pavel watched him go amused.  “Sha, strap in m’love things are probably going to get bumpy.”  he chuckled.  Sure enough, as soon as the man reached his lines he wheeled, and they charged.  Pavel charged too. 
The oncoming lancers had their lances lowered and were charging in as if they were trying to rout out entrenched infantry.  Infantry doesn’t charging back at them nor does it suddenly jump in the air a few feet in front of the lances and with the help of a levitation spell, sail at head height over the formation dismounting dozens of men, before landing gracefully on the other side.
Pavel set off at a comfortable run.  Long before he reached his father’s keep, he would need to slow if he didn’t want to actually lose them.
Boys will be boys

Feylynn started to notice an inordinate amount of cavalry men dismounted by the roadside.  Either their mounts had bolted, or they were too injured to sit the saddle properly.  Oh, lightly injured in each case, but enough that risking taking a tumble from the saddle and doing serious injury to themselves was foolish. 
By the time her count reached thirty men, she called for Galan.  “What is going on?”
Galan grinned from ear to ear. “Pavel is getting all the fun.  It seems their commander insulted Pavel, and he decided to test Koloss.  You should have seen the looks on their faces when they recognized the Duke’s arms on the carriage door.  Seems Pavel tried to tell them he was our advanced scout, but the Colonel in charge didn’t want to believe him.  So Pavel has been playing.”
Despite her better judgment, Feylynn got out and started helping the wounded.  Oh, they didn’t stop so much as just slow way down and pick up the walking wounded as well.  She did not see the humor in it that Galan did.  Still she supposed there was value in testing their equipment, and as she questioned the troops, she was patching up they generally agreed that it was their Colonel’s choice to attack.  Still this meant she would not be able to visit with Jan as long as she would have liked. They weren’t going to make it to the keep before nearly sun down.
The healed soldiers were lined up on either side of the carriage giving a foot honor guard as most had lost their horses. Angvar was beside himself that he missed all the excitement.  Still, this was amusing.  If this was any indication of how the trip was going to go, it would be a real adventure. 
They approached the keep’s portcullis Feylynn noted that there were only about thirty or forty men left to the unfortunate colonel.  She simply pulled up and waited for the gate to be lifted, and then they drove in without a single word to the milling troops.  Galan couldn’t help but grin as he saw what had to be the infamous colonel looking quite sick as he recognized the arms of Duke Mirron emblazoned on the carriage’s doors.
Once in side and the gate lowered back in place, Feylynn found herself angry with Pavel and Sha.  She knew Pavel wouldn’t have let it go this far if Sha hadn’t willingly gone along.  This was just chaos for chaos’s sake.  She didn’t feel any better about it when she saw Jayan standing there to greet them and laughing and joking about it with Galan and Angvar. 
“Your Excellency, our children seem to have been misbehaving and caused quite a bit of trouble.  I would have been here sooner but I’ve spent the last four hours collecting and caring for wounded soldiers littered all about the countryside!”  Her usual formal reserve was starting to fray around the edges and the irritation was starting to show.
Jayen’s smile faded as he had seen this look on Jan’s face many a time and recognized a woman pushed nearly too far.  “Um, your Grace, our children have been teaching a most ill-mannered officer in the King’s calvary an important lesson.  Maybe they went a little too far with it, but let’s get you inside.  I think a warm brandy with Jan in front of her fire might be just the thing after your long trek.”  He kissed her hand and gently guided her toward the main door to the keep.  Once her attention was shifted that direction, he caught Pavel’s eye and with a jerk of his head indicated the troops still milling in front of the gates.  The obvious unstated command was, you broke it, now you fix it. As he escorted the duchess into the keep.
Galan grinned at Pavel. “Come on, I’ve had some recent experience with patching up misunderstandings.”  Angvar laughed right on cue.  “Let’s go see if we can salvage something with the Colonel.” 
Angvar clapped Pavel familiarly on the shoulder. “Yeah me too, I’ll help him to see how much better crow tastes than the shit sandwich he’s made for himself.”


Dinner

Esta had been listening to mamma complain to Jan about the antics of Pavel and Sha.  It was kinda funny but mamma wasn’t amused. Jan was a little better because she hadn’t been in the cold and wet for the last six hours.  Still, they both seemed worried that their children would so casually court disaster by picking a fight with a full troop of experienced calvary.  As Esta saw it the calvary troops were lucky, it wasn’t actually a fight.
She was still surprised when dinner was called and the Colonel and two of his Lieutenants were at the table mumbling shame faced apologies and thanks for the loan of the stables for billeting for the night. 
Pavel waved his hand. “Ah, that’s nothing, no reason for the men to suffer needlessly in the cold.  You irked me and so I goaded you.  Our admittedly petty dispute is no reason they should suffer.  Besides...”
Feylynn cut him off. “Not suffer?  Tell that to the young men I spent the afternoon patching up!”
Pavel started to say something, but the colonel was faster.  “Your Grace, please let me express again my gratitude for your care of my men.  Their injuries, however, were just part of their duty.  Do not blame your son-in-law for those.  He gave my men some of the best most realistic and challenging training exercises we’ve had since the war ended, and no one died.  While I will confess to not seeing it this way a few short hours ago, your young Sir Angvar has a remarkable way of putting things into perspective.”
Sha flashed a surprised look at Angvar but he and Galan only had a slightly ironic smile to show.  Make of that what you will, she thought.
Esta kind of lost track of the conversation by then.  The food was being served and Aunt Jan’s cook was the best.  She noticed that the young blond lieutenant kept smiling at her.  She still wasn’t quite sure she was ready to deal with all the headaches that boys bring, especially after all of Sara’s adventures on Winter Faire’s eve, but someone like him might not be too bad.  He seemed nice.  It was a shame Pavel had to be so hard on them all.




Voivoed’s Rest

Departure

It was early when they found themselves gathered again in the courtyard.  Esta was glad of her Elven blood that didn’t require much in the way of sleep.  Unlike the humans all of whom seemed drained and worn thin.  Ok, not Pavel or Jayen as they were both like little kids playing with a new toy.  Though she supposed for them Koloss very much was like a toy.  Lt. Daniels looked tired as he went about his work but whenever he noticed her looking his way, his smile did not seem tired at all.  She felt her cheeks getting flush again as she realized she was staring at him again.  She pulled back into the coach’s darkened interior drawing the curtains and focusing in on the magical training exercises her mother and Sha had taught her.  Surely magic should be enough for a girl, and the warm smiles of cavalry officers should be the farthest thing from her mind.  Yet she found her concentration ruined, and the temptation to just peek past the curtain was too great.   She was actually glad when Feylynn joined her in the wagon and the journey began again.
Travel was bumpy and uncomfortable.  The worst though was the hours of tedium.  Esta was just in the middle of a daydream about a long ride in the countryside with a certain calvary officer when she heard cheering outside.  She pulled back the curtain and saw the village they were traveling through was lined with the townspeople.  The outriders that the colonel had sent ahead of them had passed stories of Koloss and in village after village it was like a series of tiny parades.  It became so entertaining that she hardly realized the time had passed as they pulled in to an inn in a modest-sized town where they had planned to stop for the evening. 
Esta’s feet had barely made contact with the ground before she noticed a sharp dressed young noble approaching her mother. 
“Your Grace, please.  The Count my father, requests you do us the honor of staying at Estrella-fosca.  The manor house will be more comfortable than the inn, and it is less than an hour’s ride. We will easily be able to make it before sunset.”  The young man was not wearing armor, but he was armed and well dressed.  Esta supposed he could pass for cute in a bit of a scruffy way.  The problem was the beard. He was trying to wear a beard before his body was ready to grow a proper one.  Instead, there were just these lightly furred patches that were more of a mockery of a beard than a beard.  Still Esta supposed it also made him more approachable.  She decided that overall she liked the effect, and she wondered to herself when that became an issue.
She couldn’t spend long wondering because everyone was soon hustled back up for travel, and it was off to the count’s residence.






Estrella-fosca

Sha would have been happy at the inn but when traveling through a noble’s land, and he invites you to stay, you stay.  The manor house was old.  Oh, not the Great Spires’ old but it was at least a thousand years or more.  The walls are all of one kind of stone, a rather odd dull stone.  Flat gray and completely smooth without getting shiny.  Tzadi could move stone to this shape, but this shows signs of being worked with tools. 
The manor house isn’t the size of any house, nor are many castles as large, at least to be all on one floor.  Sha couldn’t guess at the original purpose of the structure.  Huge rituals, or shelter for a medium-sized town during a siege?   One hundred and fifty paces to a side and completely empty, with a roof that seemed to form right out of the walls and span the whole distance with no supporting pillars or load-bearing walls.  The whole interior was lit by skylights of frosted glass that scattered the light throughout the whole of the structure.  All the walls, and rooms that had been added in the generations since fell a little more than a pace short of the ceiling so that they can still get the light.  The whole thing impressed upon Sha again just how much the ancients knew, and how much had been lost, found again and lost again.  The civilized lands were covered with such ruins, repurposed by those who couldn’t hope to build what they’ve found, she could only assume the orc and goblin infested wilds were the same.
Still the young noble was right about one thing, her rooms were much more comfortable than those at the inn would have been, here there were even large bathing pools, carefully maintained by a gaggle of servants.  After two days riding in the belly of Koloss, a warm bath was most welcome.
Penny for your thoughts

Galan and Angvar were a little sore from the saddle after two days of riding after months of relative leisure.  Still it wasn’t enough to keep them in their rooms when they were at a new place with new people to meet.  They made their way to the library.  An impressive collection of over two hundred beautifully illuminated manuscripts carefully collected over several lifetimes lined the shelves along one wall.  Subjects covered everything from history and combat tactics, to illustrated herbals, and even an alchemists personal journal.  Angvar made a mental note to let Sha know it was here.  With her healing abilities, it was always good to keep her happy with you.
Galan had moved on to a large game board in the middle of the room.  Set up for five players, it seemed the goal was to capture the fifth player’s stronghold in the middle of the board.  He was studying the intricately carved pieces when a young girl of maybe ten or twelve years entered the library.  She smiled and when she did; it was as if her bright green eyes lit up the whole of the room.  She turned that gaze up Galan. “You play Zaxmat?”
Galan couldn’t help but smile in return. The love of the game was obvious in the way she said it.  “Eh, no.  Looks interesting though.”
“I must teach you sometime.  My brothers will rarely play if I’m playing.  Daddy says it is because they are sore losers.”  She giggled, turned her smile on to Angvar. “Have you ever played Zaxmat?”
Angvar grinned at her. “Once or twice, but I was never much good.”
She snorted in a most unladylike way. “That’s what we all say when trying to talk someone into playing.”
Angvar and Galan both barked a laugh.  She shook her head. “After dinner maybe.  Daddy,” she stopped and took a deep breath and her voice changed, “The Count my father asked me to gather you in the dining room as dinner will soon be served.”  She made a slight face then seriously asked, “How was that?  He’s been after me to act more like a proper lady, and less like,” again her voice changed and they could hear her father saying it, “a village tavern wench” she grinned knowing her impersonation was dead on.
Again both men barked a deep belly laugh.  Galan held out his arm. “Thank you for the invitation gracious lady.  May I escort you?”   Again her eyes twinkled with barely restrained mischief as she took his arm.
“Why thank you ever so kindly good and noble knight.”  The sarcasm wasn’t bitter or even directed at him, it was just that she saw no need for formality and engaged in it only to appease her father.
Galan grinned wickedly back at her, and then turned to Angvar, “Come, come my faithful servant, let’s not keep our noble hosts waiting.”
Angvar trailed behind shaking his head and chuckling. 
Galan asked in the haughty tone, “May I have the honor of M’lady’s name?”
Nearing the end of her patience with this game she giggled, “My name is Penrhydd, but since I like you and that is a mouthful, you can just call me Penny like everyone else.” she says as they enter the great dining area to find everyone else already there and seated.  Galan releases Penny and with murmured apologies takes the seat left open for him. 
Dinner was over and Galan and Angvar were headed back to their rooms when Angvar whispers, “That Penny is sure a fire cracker.  Kid is charismatic as anything I’ve ever seen, in a couple of years she will have some poor guy all wrapped up, not knowing if he’s coming or going.”
Galan snorted. “Yeah, lucky devil.”
Angvar just chuckled in agreement.
Finally

Sha was glad to be on their way.  Oh, the Count was most hospitable, and the bath was most welcome but she wanted to make it to Voivode’s Rest.  She hadn’t ever made it to the capitol before and she was fairly certain if she could make the right contacts she might be able to find some long sought after books there.   Maybe she could just ask Harder, he probably had copies stashed somewhere.
This last leg of the journey she was riding atop Koloss wrapped up warm in Pavel’s cloak.  The villages were closer together here, and it was almost like one long parade.  Waving to the crowds and viewing the countryside, beautiful, even deep in the grip of winter.  So it was with a gasp as she saw Voivode’s Rest looming on the horizon. She could see it nearly a full hour before they reached the gates.  The gates were huge, and the walls were easily ten paces high and over twenty paces in width.  Gates were multiple tons of aged lumber reinforced with massive steel straps.  Pavel told her that from conversations with another smith back in his days as a simple smith’s son, that the gates could move only because of carefully balanced counter weights on complex pulley system in the walls themselves.  Even Archive was not as big as the city of Voivode’s Rest.  Here they would stay in the castle proper as true guests of the king.  She found that she had missed Harder over the last few months.  Traveling with them every day since they found him trapped in the Red Spire, he really had become literally part of the family. 
So it was as Harder himself greeted them, she found it actually a great joy to show Koloss to him.  They had to be careful, because of the covert way they had substituted Harder for old King Oliver, it would not do to appear to chummy in public. The secret is so closely held that even Galan and Esta have been spared the details.  Once the prying eyes of the public were gone though, she looked forward to hearing how things were doing for him.  She smiled, oh yeah, and he hasn’t had word yet, that he’s about to become a big brother.  She almost lost her composure and giggled openly at that thought.
Man About Town

Galan and Angvar were up early the next morning, and out of the castle before most were awake.  This was their chance to explore.  The city was bustling and business was thriving despite the cold.  They found shops run by craftsmen for every imaginable trinket and toy a young man could desire.  They found taverns that catered to young nobility and rich merchants.  Many of these doubled as brothels.  Still a bit shy with the other there, neither man more than sampled the food and drink and soaked up the atmosphere of forbidden fruits dangling temptingly before them.
So it was that frustrated and a little drunk, both men tumbled back into the streets.  They had managed to get turned around and found themselves in a less savory area to town.  Angvar was the first to notice that something might be wrong.  “Galan, we’re being followed.”
“What?”  Galan asked starting to turn around. 
Angvar stopped him. “Don’t look. You could trigger something before we’re ready.  We’ve picked up a tail.”
“Hm, you want to turn and attack, or think we should try to lose them first?”  Galan asked.
“Never know how many of them there really are, better we should try to slip out.”  Angvar whispered as he pointed broadly at a shop and steered Galan toward it.  They entered and realized too late that the shop was a woman’s clothiers.  Not the kind of place they should have picked. Galan looked at Angvar, who just shrugged.  Galan rolled his eyes and followed Angvar through the shop past the protesting shop keeper and into the alley behind. 
They started toward one end to work back to the next street over and that’s when they saw three hulking thugs coming down the side alley toward them.  They turned and started back the other way when they saw three more on the other side.  “Damn, six to two, I would have liked better odds,”  Angvar said.
Galan grunted. “Better than I had on Winter faire’s eve.”
“Point, but no Pavel and Sha here to help either.”  Angvar said glumly. 
Galan grinned. “Well, that’s not exactly true.  Sha gave me a little something just in case...” he said, fumbling into the pocket hidden in his codpiece.  He pulled a small gem stone and hefted it in his hand.  “Which three should we fight?”
“They aren’t going to let us pick.”  Angvar said.
“I’m not planning to ask.  You had your chance to pick, so now I am.” With that he threw the gem at the oncoming thugs bouncing it harmlessly off the chest of the big one in the middle.  The big thug started to laugh, and then panic, as a full sized pissed off cave bear began to grow out of the ground at his feet.
Galan had already turned and was rushing the three that had been coming up behind them.  Angvar was rooted to his spot for only a fraction of a second while he watched the large bear grab the man in a bear hug and bite down on his skull.  Mayhem ensued as Galan’s sabre blocked his first target’s cudgel, neatly removing three fingers of the right hand.  The other two were closing in when the screams of their partner in crime and the triumphant roar of the bear froze them in their tracks.  That was all the delay Angvar needed to whip his dagger at the nearer of the two, it was a clean throw and down went the thug with a messy spray of arterial blood from the neck wound.  Galan on the return stroke of his sabre cut a long strike across the would be mugger’s broad chest. 
The two men on the bear’s side had completely different reactions to the shock of the attack.  One goon simply had his eyes roll back in his head as he collapsed unconscious.  It probably saved his life.  The other decides that running is the better option.  It isn’t.  The bear seeing someone run by instinct gives chase.  Bears run faster than people do.
On Galan’s side of the fight the two still remaining decide to run as well.  They leave their dying comrade bleeding out in the mud they ran.  Galan let them go.  He glanced down at the man choking in his own blood.  He casually picked up the dagger, tossed it to Angvar.  “Let’s get out of here before the guard arrives and we need to explain ourselves to the guard. ”
They were well and left alone that day.  Angvar did not know if the credit was due their fighting skills or simply that they decided to stop for directions and they back to the safer side of town as soon as possible.




More Hints

Harder’s Memoir

Sha left her meeting with Harder a little preoccupied.  She had always suspected that Harder was hiding something or biding his time to act on his own behalf, but this last meeting confused her.  He seems to be regaining his humanity in a way she had not expected.  It’s long been theorized that the soul out of a body changes and warps, much as the soul in a sick body can often break under that strain.  Returning him to a healthy body may be helping bring him back to a healthy mind and soul.  She looked down again at the fairly substantial little book.  He called it his memoir.  His history for the nine hundred years before he went mad and nearly burned down half of the known world.  What he remembers of the dark years, and his subsequent imprisonment.  Last, he has included recent events from his perspective.   With what he warned her were frank and very personal revelations about where his life is now and what is ahead. 
She can still hear his voice take on the almost hollow tone it had when he was disembodied as he told her, “I no longer seek vengeance.  I have finally let it go.  Our new family, the one forged in the loneliness of my prison, that saw me returned to rightful station and granted me a wholeness of mind and body, this family will be my joy and my purpose as we strive to restore this shattered world.”  She shivered.  Oh, she was happy he was on their side and she was even happy that he was finding happiness.  It’s just that he seems so convinced that deception was everywhere.  Utterly convinced that most of what we think we know about our world is an outright lie or a severe twisting of the truth at best.  In a normal man, she would dismiss it as the ravings of a madman, but Harder wasn’t mad.  Nor was he a fool.  He had been around and seen and done more than any ten people.  He had managed to outlive even the elves.  Timelines like he is envisioning, are just beyond her comprehension.  Sure she knows that ten thousand years means, but to truly grasp what can happen over ten thousand years, that’s just a bit much to wrap one’s head around.
She quietly settled back into the little apartment she shared with Pavel.  She conjured a small light about a finger’s width in front of the page.  She had learned from long experience that this would allow her to read without waking up Pavel.  She sat there unmoving except to turn the page until she noticed the gray light out of the window, announcing dawn would soon upon them.






Tea with the Monster

Feylynn was sitting in her apartments in front of the fire trying to concentrate on an alchemical text and failing.  She couldn’t stop her mind racing.  She had sat privately with Harder Mclaughlinkor the Butcher of Ellendale.  They had tea.  She knew her stepson Echal had adopted Harder and trusted him to be the new if hidden King of NoVas.  She had traveled with him for weeks, but he had animated an orc corpse then.  He had looked the monster her history studies had made him out to be.  Today, he was in a living human body.  He was not brooding nor in torment.  Today she had tea with an intelligent, capable man who treated her with all the respect and consideration a step mother could ask for.   She was ready for Harder to be a lot of things, but charming and considerate, was never considered. 
His hints that there was some great darkness gnawing at the roots of the Elven family tree, she first took for bias against the elves who had taken part in the war against him in her grandfather’s day.   As they spoke more, she became more and more convinced that, right or wrong, he was genuinely interested in righting wrongs, rather than pursuing ancient grievances.  Still, he had to be mistaken.  Elves were a gracious and strong people who embraced light and beauty.   Her people had their flaws, but where could evil possibly hide among them?  It would have to show.  Wouldn’t it?  It was that uncertainty that kept her thoughts a jumble. 
She could still hear him saying, “In my recent studies, I have come to believe that the world is much older than we’ve been led to believe.  Civilization has cycled from flower to dust, time, and time again.  Each of the powers seems to have their secrets.  We’ve discovered and are uncovering those of the Tzadi and the White Spire.  Echal is learning those of the Red Spire now.  Yet there is much we don’t know.  Is it just the natural greed and desire for power that leads to holding these secrets so diligently?  Or is there something deeper and more sinister pulling the strings of each of the great powers making civilization brittle and crumble?  We can build it up again.  I know we can.  It won’t work though, if there is a hidden darkness that we allow to corrupt what we build.  Be vigilant.  Keep your eye open. For the sake of us all, if it is there, we cannot afford to miss it.”
He was so intense; it has left her doubting what she has known her whole long life.   Feylynn is uncomfortable with doubts.
Dreams

Pavel woke with a start.  It was only a dream.   He felt his head thump back heavily on the pillow.  The bed is warm and he can feel sleep reaching up to claim him again when he realizes, a trip to the water closet is a must.  Out of the warm bed and into the cool air of the apartment, he is moving quickly but spares Sha an embarrassed grin as he hears her giggles.  Her giggles do nothing to help him with his current predicament.  It was only the building pain in his bladder and the cool of the air that finally allowed him to manage without creating a real mess.
Since he was up and in the water closet anyway, he pulled the stopper from the warm water feed to the great tub and stepped in to rinse off.   Over the flowing water he hears the door opening.  “Ah, you’re drawing me a bath.”  An equally naked and smiling Sha says as she slips in the small room.  Without the illusion ring, she’s not the stunning beauty in full flush of sexual maturity that she is when she joins him in his bed.  Her definitely more childlike and under developed body is not repulsive to him, he just can’t help feeling a bit guilty.  It’s still Sha, and he loves her.  He knows he must be more careful with her in this form as he doesn’t wish to ever hurt her, but all of that flashes through his mind for only a moment before he squashes it firmly down, and responds to his beloved wife.  “Well sexy, I wasn’t planning on doing anything more than rinsing off, but you scrub my back, I’ll scrub yours.”  She giggled and slipped into the flowing water with him.  After plugging the drain of the large tub they splashed in the falling water.
Later as she is contentedly soaking in the tub with him, he asks, “Can you tell if someone has been sending me dreams?”
He feels her stiffen, “Yes, Hold on.”  She slides eel like up over his broad chest and straddling him she concentrates.  He realizes he’s holding his breath.  Those dreams are fine if they are just dreams, but if someone is trying to manipulate him, he needs to know.  Sha slumps a little, then smiles down at him.  “All clear, the only one besides me who’s sent you dreams seems to be Echal.”
He let out the breath he had been holding.  “Oh, ok that’s good.  I know about Echal, he always seems to come in like he’s barging into a room without knocking.  With you it is sometimes hard to tell if it is you coming in a dream or if I’m just dreaming about you.  This dream last night was kind of like that.  I was having a nightmare, our trip to see your Elven relations was a running disaster.  If it’s just the normal concerns about meeting new people, then that’s fine but if someone was trying to sabotage that meeting...”  He trailed off thinking of what that might mean.
Sha spent only a moment thinking of who would want that herself before she firmly took his bald head in her hands and made him look her in the eye.  “They’ll love you, because I love you, or I don’t need them.  Understand?”
Pavel laughed. “You know it doesn’t always work out that way, love?”
Sha shook her head. “Shh.  I love you.”  Then, with a wicked grin, she slid up his chest. “Now you love me.  No more arguments.”


What else could a man do?
Maps

Galan had decided to spend the next couple of days exploring the King’s map room.  Angvar wanted to head back to the brothel, but he figured Galan was probably right this would be more useful long term and have less of a chance at having to fight their way out.  Newer maps were great for this trip, but for looking at the path they had taken last year, he would need more than was easily available.
The old man in charge of the map room grumbled about them, but once he checked with the seneschal he grudgingly granted his guest more access.  Galan and Angvar were pouring over piles of dusty parchment when a clear high-pitched voice called to them at just over a whisper.  “M’lords.   M’lords.”  Once she saw she had their attention, she put her fingers to her lips for quiet.  She looked around and saw the old man at the other end of the long room putting away maps they had requested earlier.  “He must not know that I told you about them.   Ask him for the latest cache of maps found in last year’s renovation of the guard towers.”   She ducked back between the racks of maps as the old man approached.
Angvar looked at Galan.  Galan shrugged. “Why not?”  Angvar cleared his throat.  “We will also need the maps found while renovating the guard towers.”
The old man looked as if Angvar had asked for the crown jewels.  “I’m sorry M’lord.  I know that Seneschal Gregor said ‘all due assistance’ but those maps are old and fragile.  Even unrolling them could damage them.  I will certainly need more than ‘all due assistance’ to justify that.”  He looked around the room in an effort to see who may have told us of their existence.
Galan spoke up. “Angvar, please fetch my mother.  Perhaps the command of Tzadi Dutchess Mirron will be enough to get you that authority.”
The old man cringed, but didn’t change his stance.  I waited patiently while Angvar went for Feylynn. 
Time stretched on, and Galen began to wonder if he had overplayed his hand.  Still, he waited and worked through the maps he did have access to.  Then, over an hour later, mamma did walk through the map room doors,  with the King himself on her arm.  The old man stammered and stuttered as royal commands were issued to have the maps brought forth.  I didn’t see Angvar.  They brought the maps up in these amazing water tight cases.  Once opened the maps that were brought out were printed on the thinnest material I could ever imagine.  Yellowed with time they were still transparent.  Amazed, Galen looked up and noticed Angvar standing by the map racks with the young woman who had clued them in to this treasure. 
“Your Majesty, may I request an assistant from your map room staff to assist as we try to assess this find?”  Galen asked.
“Certainly we must make sure this knowledge is preserved.”  He said with a smile.
Galen pointed to Angvar. “Why don’t you bring that one over here, she’s as good as any.” 
The old man spluttered a bit more, “M’lord my granddaughter is a fine apprentice, but she has only two years of experience.  Surely someone with more knowledge?”
The King smiled. “Granddaughter, Myron?  I would say that should make her the perfect person to convey my wishes to your staff that all efforts are made to make these maps available to be copied so that the originals may be preserved and the information made available for use.” 
Angvar smiled.  The young woman purely beamed.  Galan thought she was pretty enough, even though she wouldn’t be to his taste.  By the look in Angvar’s eye though, he felt fairly certain she already had suitor enough.
Galan looked over at her as she drew up to the table. “So what do we call you?”
She smiled. “My name is Sophia, M’lord.”
The King was still trying to focus his eyes on the maps.  “The detail is so fine, and there appears to be writing but it’s too small to be certain.  Yes, this is important.  Tzadi Feylynn, please assist your son in whatever way he might need.  These may have been created in the early days of the keep.  I do not recognize the material used in the maps or for their case.  This is a magnificent find.”  and just like that he was off to attend to other matters.




Growing Up

Changes

Esta was really not happy with this trip. Oh, she had been shopping and got a beautiful new dress, and even a little jewelry.  She found that she really had no one to play with. Galan was too busy working on the maps project.  Sha was too busy working on the Pavel project as she called it.  Her mother wasn’t one to play, and all the children in the castle either treated her like a noble and wouldn’t just have fun, or thought she was too old to play their games. 
She still enjoyed her dolls and playing with other children, but if she wasn’t going to find true acceptance among them, maybe it was time to think about growing up.  She really wasn’t sure that she wanted to do that, but sitting here alone except for the servants in her mother’s apartments wasn’t any fun either. 
The magic lessons were fun, but Mamma insisted no more than two hours a day. She was actually getting pretty good too.  She could make glow rocks which would stay lit for days, and she could light a candle or even a fire in the hearth without any tools.  She could also do boring but practical stuff like make any water safe to drink and find any kind of plant you want.  She was no great Tzadi, but it was still fun to learn and play.  So after those two hours were done, usually right after breakfast, she was back to long boring days.
She had tried spending some time with the older girls watching the soldiers train.  Ok some of them were cute, and she even understood the butterflies that the other girls were talking about but it seemed like such a silly thing to waste a whole day on. 
So it was that she found herself trying to read the latest book she had pulled from the King’s extensive collection, ok the story was interesting enough but whoever wrote it down just was the worst.  He would spend pages talking about a rock or a leaf but when something interesting like a fight would happen, he would just list the wounded and the dead with no story behind it.  Her mind had wandered from the book's pages yet again when she heard the secret panel in the wall click and slowly open.  A boy about thirteen or maybe fourteen backs into the room and all but closes the door with his ear up to the crack.  She can’t see his face but he’s scruffy and dirty like he’d been crawling through dusty passages behind the walls.    She gathers up her will and waits for him to turn around. 
Sure enough, once he is certain that whoever is trailing him has passed him by he turns around.  Esta let loose the spell she had been holding and just like she would light the fireplace she blasted the gout of flame directly into his face.  Fortunately, the spell wasn’t really designed to be a weapon and only severely singed his eyebrows, and of course got his full attention.  “Who are you and what are you doing sneaking into my mother’s apartments?  You better answer me or so help me, I’ll burn the flesh right off your face!”  Esta bluffed.
The young man jumped back and banged his head on the wall behind him.  With his eyes watering and the smell of singed hair fresh in his nostrils, he could only assume he had intruded on a dragon.  “Please don’t burn my face off!  I’m not here to hurt anyone I just wanted to get away!”  He was talking fast and on the point of blubbering.  Still Esta thought he was holding up fairly well considering she knew his eyes weren’t quite working yet.
“Who are you?   Start with that and maybe I’ll even help you get away.”
“I am Ivor, son of Bjorn the Fair Haired.  I’ve been given as an exchange of hostages for the Alorn Kingdom, and I was just trying to get a day off from my tutors.”  Blinking furiously he was starting to get his eyesight back.  Esta saw his eyes focus and his jaw drop. “You’re not a dragon.  You’re beautiful!”
Esta raised her hands again as if she were casting another spell.
Ivor’s hands went up to shield his face.  “Hey, hey, that’s no way to respond to a compliment.”
“It is when strange men are sneaking into my room.” She said levelly.
“Oh, but I’ve already explained that!  Enough with the face melting, already.  I’ve only got the one such as it is, and I kinda need it.”
She couldn’t help it, he made her giggle.  Then he smiled at her and through the dust and the soot she could see a reasonably handsome young man.  Maybe fourteen or fifteen a little peach fuzz attempt at a beard and sand colored hair.  What really caught her attention was the most amazing violet colored eyes.  They were a shade she had never seen before.
When Ivor heard her giggle, he knew he was mostly out of the danger zone.  With women one could never be certain, but he flashed her his most winning smile and hoped for the best.
Esta shook her head, he was too much.  “Go, the water closet is that way. Clean up and we’ll see what we’re going to do with you after that.”
Eureka!

Sophia had not expected things to go like this when she told the young nobles about the new find.  She just had hoped to get a little better look at them than she had been allowed to see so far.  Instead, now all eyes are on her.  The king himself knows her name and sends advisors to her each day for progress reports. 
The other thing is Angvar.  She hadn’t ever really thought about men who were out of her station.  Why hope for something that you can’t have.  Then there is Angvar.  He is so supportive of her.  He was the first one to ever have faith in her.  He thinks she is smart.  She recommended sandwiching the fragile maps between glass panes, and he shows up the next morning with two panes of glass and tests it. She mentions a magnifying lens; he shows up with a master lens grinder.  He actually values what she thinks, which is ironic, because he also runs his hands under her dress and caresses her though her shift, removing any capacity she may have for coherent thinking. 
Funny thing is he actually came up with the solution for reading the maps. She smiles at the memory, well we came up with it.  She was spending the evening with him in his apartments.  He had managed to talk her out of her dress and she was sitting just in her shift.  She passed between him and the fire, highlighting her silhouette.  He stopped her and while he was teasing her and tracing her lines with his fingers, he suddenly stopped and told her she was brilliant.  Then gave her full credit for the idea of back lighting the transparent maps.  She had to admit that she was the one who thought about showing them on the wall after noticing what the ceiling looked like. 
Looking at his sleeping form lying next to her, she started to cry.  These last two weeks had been the best of her life, but she knew it wouldn’t last.  He was his father’s heir, there is no way they would allow him to marry her.  All too soon he would be off to follow his life, and she would be back to hers.  It wasn’t fair; she knew he cared for her. She also knew that it wouldn’t matter.  He would have his life, and she would have her memories.  It didn’t seem enough.
The Ivor Situation

Esta was getting ready for a nap.  Over the last couple of weeks she had found the solution to her boredom problem and his name was Ivor.  Yes, it was silly, but his stories were all funny and once cleaned up, he was cute in a scruffy half grown way. He was excited to just be with her.  Oh like every guy, he was always happiest when snuggled up in their private spot on the roof wrapped in his cloak exploring what a romantic relationship could be, but they also just enjoyed talking.  I mean about everything.  He told her about how is Fay mother, abandoned him to his father.  She told him about growing up in the Ohio Valley.  He shared with her the story of how his father got his name, Allorn’s have such harsh humor.  She told him about how she was just kind of baggage for her family.  Galan was training to be the next Duke, and Echal had barely stuck around at all before he ran off to the Red Spire.  Even Sha, who was with them now, was so busy with Pavel and being the great Tzadi that she really didn’t have time for Esta.  Even mamma was so concerned with trying to make up time with Sha, that she hadn’t even noticed that Esta had been sneaking out every evening to spend time with Ivor.
Her afternoon naps had become necessary after staying up most of the night with Ivor.  She had no idea how he was managing his studies and still spending every evening with her.  She had barely gotten settled when her mother and Sha showed up.  
“Sleepy head, time to get up, we need you,”  Sha called out in a singsong  tone.
“What’s wrong?”  Esta asked, she couldn’t think of why they would need her.
Feylynn swoops in and feels her forehead.  “Nothing is wrong, but we’re about to do some casting and it will be a good experience for you to see it done, and we can use the extra energy.  Are you not feeling well?”
Esta considers for a moment claiming to be sick but she knows Mamma will just create some foul tasting medicine for her.  “No Mamma, it just has been a habit I’ve gotten in to.”
“Ok then, let’s get going.  Pavel is already pulling together what we need.  Get dressed, sleepyhead.”  Feylynn was bustling around helping her daughter to get dressed.
Panic

Feylynn returned to her apartments early in the morning.  She had planned to get a quick change of clothing and then see how much Galan had managed to get copied over.  The maps were in amazing detail.  Making allowance for erosion over the time span involved, the maps are more accurate than anything possible without very power intensive spells.
She passed Esta’s room and decided to peek in.  The bed was empty.  That was odd.  She checked the water closet, and then with the servants, still no luck.  She started to feel the panic set in, her baby was so innocent and trusting, nearly anyone could have taken advantage of that.  She hesitated only a moment before gathering in her will and casting a location spell.  She found her immediately.  She let out a sigh.  What was she doing in that area of the old fortress?  As far as Feylynn knew it was mostly abandoned.  She looked around for a moment and then noticed the panel to the passage way was left cracked open.  She opened the door and followed the well-worn path through the dust, and she continued to climb up and it wound it’s way up more stairs and she came out onto a small balcony area and there was Esta.  Feylynn’s heart soared for a moment and then sunk as she realized she wasn’t alone.
Feylynn saw red, she gathered her will and focused that rage as she yanked the young man up into the air with a levitation spell.  She swings him out over the balcony rail. 
Ivor wakes up in mid air hanging over a twenty story drop.  He wets himself.  He starts to babble an excuse but Feylynn is having none of it.  She lowers the power of the levitation spell, causing him to plummet downward. 
Esta is finally awake and terrified, “Mamma!”
Feylynn reasserts the levitation spell at the last moment, dropping him only about six feet into the snow bank below. “That should cool him off!  As for you, young lady!”  She turns on Esta who has run to the rail of the balcony to check on Ivor.  “What do you think you are doing sneaking out in the middle of the night to cavort with some boy?”
“We weren’t cavorting!  He’s been my only friend while we were here!  You can’t just do that!  You didn’t even talk to me.” she said, grabbing his cloak and dashing for the passage.
Feylynn followed, and the argument continued and got worse. 




Roads Become Passable

What Did I Do?

Angvar had gotten word that the roads had cleared and Feylynn was in a hurry to continue the journey.  He was excited about seeing more of the world, but he really didn’t want to leave Soph behind.  Of course she had heard as well and instead of spending more time with him she seemed to be avoiding him. 
He asked Galan what he did wrong and Galan just shrugged, “Women, who can ever figure out what they are thinking?”
While Angvar agreed, it wasn’t really much help for him.  He finally tracked her down in the map room where he knew she would be and he knew she couldn’t just make an excuse to go away.  “Soph!”  he called out as she turned to walk away.  He ran to catch up to her. “Soph, stop, please.”  She stopped but didn’t turn around. 
Angvar looked around, there were two other people in the large room. He really wanted some privacy for this.  “Excuse me.”  He said his voice sounding very loud in the quiet room.  “Can I have a moment, please?”  He gestured toward the door.  They both looked to Sophia, and she nodded.
When they were gone Angvar sighed, “Soph, can’t you even look at me?  What did I do?”
She couldn’t help it the tears flowed, “No I can look at you” she sobbed.  “It hurts too much!”
Angvar spun her around and knelt before her, “Soph, don’t cry.  What ever I did, I’m sorry.  I never want to hurt you!”
She took a deep breath and composed herself. “You can’t help it.  You have to go.  You will go on your fantastic adventure and I’ll go back to my life here.  The dream of the last month will go away.  I knew it had to happen, but it hurts too much right now to think about it.”
Angvar stood and wrapped his arms around her.  “Shh, shh.  I know, I’m going to miss you too, but I’ll be back before long.”
She pulled away so she could look him in the eye. “And then what?  Time to go again?”
Angvar shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be forever.”
“Doesn’t it?  You are your father’s heir, you will not be marrying for love.  You will marry for political position and family security.  I am certain they have been considering your options since you were conceived.”
Angvar stopped stunned.  “You would want to marry me?  Give up the capitol and your maps and be the baroness of a small rural barony?”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what I want, that isn’t the world we live in.  It isn’t even a choice and there is no sense pretending that it is.  The most we could hope for is that I would leave to be your mistress, and as much as I want to beg you for that...” she sighed, “it just isn’t practical.  There is no path forward for us, and that hurts so bad every time I look at you.”
Angvar held her close. “We have tonight if you want it.  I leave in the morning.  Don’t resign yourself to any fate yet.  I still have a say over how my life will be. You’ll see.”
Facing the Music

Ivor once changed and warmed up decided that he had made a big mess of things and needed to set them right.  So the first thing he did was found his tutors and fessed up.  What followed was humiliation, wrapped in embarrassment, coated with depression.  He could still hear Sage Ryan’s mocking laughter. 
“Let me get this straight. You decide to just sneak off with a Tzadi’s youngest daughter...” 
Sage Sarl cut him off. “No, no, you always miss the details, Elven Tzadi, and a Dutchess no less.”
Ryan shook his head and laughed a deep belly laugh.  “Right, Elven Tzadi of the nobility.  Our scruffy young Allorn here spirits her away in the night like some rival chief daughter and then wants to know how to make it right.”  The laughter continued and Ivor’s spirits sunk to new lows.  “Boy, there is no way to make this right.  Had you tried to do it the right way in the first place, you would have been told that and not risked being turned into a toad.”
It is why he was so surprised the next day when they told him that proper letters of introduction had been sent to the Dutchess.
Sage Sarl smiled kindly at him. “What?  You thought because we had our fun at your expense yesterday as punishment for your misdeeds that we wouldn’t seek to help you in your quest?  What do you take us for?  Now you wait for your invitation.”
Days passed and Ivor thought he would lose his mind, til one day a message arrived that the Dutchess would see him.  He whooped for joy.
Sage Ryan grinned. “Never seen a man so happy to go to his own execution.”
Ivor hesitated and read the invitation.  Safe passage was implied but not expressly stated, still this was his one chance to fix things before they spiraled even further out of control.
At the appointed time a scrubbed and neatly dressed Ivor knocked upon the outer door of the apartment.  The servants greeted him at the door and invited him in.  Nervously he followed the older woman into the sitting room of the comfortable apartment.  Seated beside her mother was Esta.  His heart leapt into his throat. She flashed him a nervous smile.
He finally tore his eyes from her to focus back on the Tzadi Dutchess Feylynn.  He bowed as he had been taught, “Thank you, Your Grace for agreeing to see me.”
In a toneless voice she replied, “When the seneschal of Voivode’s Rest personally sends a letter of introduction, it is usually considered polite to respond.”  She watched as his eyes widened.  He didn’t know who had sent it to her, that means he has friends here working hard on his behalf.  That speaks better for him than she was apt to believe before it arrived.
He nods his head, letting that statement pass since he didn’t have a good answer for it.  “I want to apologize for my behavior to date.  I should have approached this in the proper manner before.  Not to excuse my actions but it just sort of happened and by the time you found us, we, I had more or less accepted the situation as normal.  I would still very much like to visit Esta if I may.”
He saw Esta cringe slightly.  Feylynn however sighed, “You are not forgiven for your misdeeds, however...” she said louder to override Esta’s burgeoning protest.  “My forgiveness must be earned by good behavior showing a true change of the heart.  So that you may exhibit this proper behavior you may meet with my daughter for two hours each day, properly chaperoned, and during normal visiting times.” She let this sink in and watched the relief in his young face.  “This will begin when we return, for we leave in the morning.  Esta will return to you your cloak, and you will have five minutes to say your goodbyes.” 
With that she stood and started to leave the room, but hesitated.  “Do not make me regret this, or you most certainly will.”
Once she was gone Esta handed him back his cloak.  “I’m sorry Mamma is being so insufferable about this.”
He stopped her with a raised hand.  “Shh, don’t think like that.  She loves you and wants to protect you.  We tried this our way and made a mess of it.  Let’s try it hers.  Still, I will be studying the maps, so if I need to, I can carry you off back to my people.  He winked at her.”  She couldn’t help it she giggled.  She thought the crazy fool was probably just far enough gone to actually try it.
Her mother walked back into the room signaling that time was up.  She raised up on her toes and kissed him on his cheek.  “I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you more.” he said, and Feylynn’s eyes rolled back in her head.
Just like that, he was out in the hall wondering what he was supposed to do now.
The Road to Beit Alon

Pavel was a bit surprised to find that Koloss had a new rider on this leg of the trip. It seems that Esta needed some time with Sha.  He didn’t ask, Sha would tell him if it was important.  He could tell Feylynn was not happy about it though. 
Traveling through civilized lands was fairly easy.  Their time in Voivode’s Rest had made the King’s troops very familiar with Koloss and they really had no surprises as they progressed.  The weather had improved and with it all of their spirits.  One night at an inn and two more at local nobles residents and they found themselves reaching the last human town on the border of the Elven lands. 
Beit Alon was not like other human towns.   Here the houses were built in around, and even up in the branches of magnificent oaks that were reported to be over a thousand years old.  The main industry of the town was wild gathered herbs, barrels, and charcoal.  The sleepy town wasn’t big enough for an actual inn, so Feylynn and Esta rented a small room at the town’s only boarding house. Pavel and Sha were staying in Koloss enjoying some much needed alone time. Galan, Angvar, and the coachmen were in tents by the small stream watching the horses. 
They were only here for about a week but honestly that was a week longer than anyone needed to see the whole of the town.  Still Galan and Angvar got in some quality fishing by the little stream as they waited for word that the passes were clear.
Wild Enough

After two days of fishing, Angvar and Galan were ready to do some more exploring.  This area was still fairly civilized, so it wasn’t likely they would run into goblin kin or anything too dangerous.  The elves kept their side of the border fairly secure and humans, even untrained farmers and woodsmen, could usually keep dangerous animals to a minimum.
Perhaps this is what gave him the false sense of security that led him into the ambush. Having separated from Angvar so that they could each follow a different tributary of the little stream a ways Galan was completely alone when he felt the impact that drove him from the saddle. 
Rolling to a kneeling position out of instinct, Galan found himself staring at his attacker.  The size of a large dog, the great winged beast had landed.  Its large sharpened beak let loose a shriek of triumph.  Galan realizes the scaley beast had mistaken him and his horse for one creature and thinks it has mortally wounded them.  Bad plan, he draws his pistol and takes aim.  The creature seeing him move turns to finish him off.  The pistol roars and the creature loses its balance as it was struck hard in the chest.  Unfortunately for Galan the chest area is covered with thick scales and the bullet does little real damage.
With the creature off of its feet, Galan seeks his chance to leap on it.  He drives his dagger deep in one eye but is batted away by the heavy leathery wing.  The creature turns, and Galan thinks it may be running but instead he sees the large barbed tail whipping toward him.  He managed to block but the poison sack still opens and he finds himself coated with the thick yellow ichor. 
It’s too late to remove the cloak and armor the poison has already begun to soak down and contact his skin.  He makes a dive for the creature’s head again grabbing his dagger that is still protruding from its left eye.  He twists the blade and hears the beast scream again, but he can also feel the strength draining from him as the poison seeps into his bloodstream.  He twists the blade savagely with the last of his strength and can feel the death throes beginning as he looses consciousness.
Never a Dull Moment

Sha was reading an herbal tome picked up in Voivode’s Rest when Angvar comes racing into camp with her naked half frozen brother draped over his saddle.  “Wyvern poison.” he gasps before he too falls from the saddle. 
Seems he managed to wash most of the poison off of Galan, at the price of dosing himself.  Screaming at the top of her lungs for Pavel and the coach men she carefully wraps her cloak around and under Angvar’s arms to form a type of sling.  Pavel is swinging down from Koloss at a speed that doesn’t approach safe.   “What’s happened?”
She is kneeling by Galan infusing him with strength to keep fighting the poison’s effects.  “Drag Angvar to the stream and let it run over him.  Let the water wash him, touch nothing but my cloak.  Keep him there until you’re worried he will either drown or freeze.”  Pavel didn’t hesitate, but dragged the young man unceremoniously over the rugged terrain and into the frigid waters.
She had sent the senior coachman running for her mother and Esta, before this was over she would need them both.  The younger coachman was in a panic but she put him to work getting water on to boil and preparing what ever blankets he could find.  These next few hours were going to be telling.




Entering the Elven Lands

New Boots

Angvar had been the first to recover, having gotten the lightest dose.  He had taken Pavel back to the young wyvern carcass and helped to recover Galan’s equipment and skin out the wyvern.  The leathery wings were the easiest to prepare so the local tanner and cobbler could have a new pair of boots made for both Angvar and Galan by the time Galan woke to need them. 
The rest of the hide would take longer to properly finish off, so arrangements were made to collect it on the way back.  Galan was to have a long road to recovery of more than a week, but fortunately Koloss could allow him to rest in relative comfort while still not falling behind in their schedule. 
Angvar thought the greater concern was Feylynn.  She wasn’t looking well.  The strain of this trip was showing, and he found himself spending a little extra time each evening just making sure she had what she needed.  Galan would be fine, but the fright he had given his mother might take a lot longer to mend.
It hurts, I must be alive.

Galan opened his eyes.  The light hurt.  Closing them hurt too, felt like sand was scraping over his eyeballs.  With a groan he tried to wipe at his eyes but his hands felt too heavy to lift.  He was just about lash out in frustration when he felt a cool cloth descend on his eyes and a soft voice he didn’t recognize reassuring him.
“Stay still.  You have rheum on your eyelids that still hold the toxin.  Rest for a moment and I’ll clear it away.  Shh...” the soft voice was relaxing.  “You’re going to be ok, but you took a big dose of the venom, the juvenile wyvern have a more potent venom than the adults and it looks like you ruptured the whole venom sack.”  She kept slowly cleaning away the gunk from his eyes as she spoke soothingly to him.  “Killed it too, all on your own, and with only that little knife.  Elven warriors would expect songs to be sung over such deeds.”
Galan’s throat was on fire but still he couldn’t help a derisive laugh. “Still needed rescuing though.”  His tongue was thick making his voice sound harsh and his words slurred.
The cloth on his eyes quit moving for a moment and just felt cool and a wet, a welcome relief from the burning of a few moments ago.  He felt the horn spout of a wine skin touch his lips.  “Just a sip,”  the voice said as he felt the burning liquid scalding the inside of his mouth and throat, it was like a liquid fire that cleaned away all the slime and grit.  Just as fast as it came it went away, and he found himself trying to rise to get more of the liquid.  The voice scolded him in an amused tone. “I said just a sip.  Medicine is not to be drunk for thirst.  Give the medicine a moment more to coat your throat, and once your eyes are clear, we can see about some watered wine.”  The whole time skilled hands were carefully ungluing his eyelids.  “There, now you should be able to open your eyes.”
Galan gave it a try, and the light was still painful but it wasn’t the same kind of pain.  His eyes adjusted and he realized it was actually rather dark.  He was lying on a makeshift cot in his mother’s coach.  The voice belonged to a beautiful Elven woman, not much older than he.  He felt his brain kick him, Elven woman, means she’s eighty if she’s a day.  Even living with the consequences of his Elven blood on his own apparent age every day of his life, he still found it hard to judge elves.  A situation the elves themselves are probably quite content with.  Her honey colored hair and large pale blue eyes, could have had her passing for Feylynn’s daughter. 
She gave Galan another sip, this time of watered spiced wine. He found after a moment he could speak without pain. “If I’m in the coach, Mama’s where?”
“Don’t you worry about her.  She’s on my horse Dappel, he’s a super intuitive mount that not only will carry her but should have her relaxed and back in touch with the land before we reach home.”  She was beaming with pride, happiness?  “When I heard that my aunt Feylynn was finally coming home after so long away, I completed my training two weeks early just so I could be on the honor guard to see her home.”
Galan tried to sit up but, but the lights exploded behind his eyes as he nearly passed out.  Finally, after a moment as breath returned to him, “What do I call you?” he croaked.
The light amusement returned to the voice.  “Shh, go back to sleep.  You need your rest.  I need to let your mother know you’ve woken again.  Next time you wake, you can call me Aelah.”  Her hand brushed coolly across his forehead as she said this, and he found his eyes too heavy to remain open.
Making Camp

Feylynn was ever so glad of the honor guard of six Elven warriors.  Seeing Aelah again and almost grown had been good for her.  She had missed time with her own people.  Just riding in the open air with them, catching up on the major events of the last thirty years had been a balm to her soul after the stark terror Galan’s injuries had brought on.  Aelah was right, a ride in the sun had done a world of good for her.  She was disappointed when her honor guard told her it was forbidden to go to the Green Spire.  They could see it off in the distance not more than a couple of miles, but we’re allowed any closer.  She wasn’t buying the “unsafe” argument at all, sure it worked to keep kids out of an old barn, but the Green Spire wasn’t something that deteriorated with age. 
She could tell by the look in Sha’s eye that it would not stop her, so she was happy for the excuse of Galan recovering consciousness to ask to camp early. The elves looked surprised, but with her subtle nod toward the human coachmen and Angvar, they agreed with suppressed mirth. 
As the tents were set up and food put out, she noticed a change in Sha’s behavior.  She was playing childish games with Esta and acting appropriately for an elven child of her appearance.  Feylynn would normally have been concerned as this would go against everything she would be seeking to prove to her grandfather, but she realized the young tzadi was showing the guile that had been their hallmark from old.  If she was seen as a child by this honor guard, she would be ignored as a child by them as well.  So it was as night fell.  Feylynn checking on Galan in the coach and tucking Esta in with Sha in Koloss. 
Aelah raised an eyebrow. “Sha sleeps?”
Feylynn chuckles, “No, Sha casts Dream Sender, and invades her foster brother's dreams.  It’s how she visits with Echal.  They work on puzzles he’s up against at the Red Spire.”
Aelah’s eyes widen. “I wouldn’t have thought of using it that way.  The Red Spire?  So it has really been found after all of this time?”
Feylynn smiles back to her. “Why would you have thought of it, elves don’t dream?  Besides even the humans rarely use it like this because they need their sleep.   Oh, it’s a little rough on Echal some nights I’m certain but you know how much help it can be to have a new set of eyes on a problem.  Sha does have four years of training in the White Spire, for humans that is almost enough to stand for the test.”
At this point, Pavel joined them around the fire, and the conversation turned toward the subject of male tzadi among the elves.
Green Spire

Since the elves had met them just on their side of the border, Sha had been running a scam.  She had been showing the other elves exactly what they wanted to see.  Harder’s misgivings aside, Sha had noticed that they were inclined to discount her, so why not let them?  Sure enough, they thought they could just post something as historic as the Green Spire off limits and that would suffice.  She didn’t know what they were hiding, but she knew no other good reason to keep them away. 
She was just trying to come up with a good excuse to stop for the evening when her mother of all people provided the perfect excuse.  Still getting away would not be easy.   She could pretend to go to bed, the elves would know better, but it was easy enough to claim she was visiting Echal.   She began casting some basic enchantments she might need tonight.  Nothing fancy but enough to get her past the camp guard. 
Covering two miles of hard terrain didn’t concern her.  Not being seen by Elven rangers on guard duty, that was a whole different problem all its own.  Aelah would still be nursing Galan, and the Captain would feel duty bound to attend on her mother.  That left four rangers and four cardinal directions.  She would need a distraction.
Sure enough, she could count on her mother.  Feylynn arrived to ‘tuck them in’ and she lent her energy to that of Pavel and a reasonable arsenal was assembled for tonight’s adventures.   She waited for everyone to settle into the routine.  Elves didn’t get sleepy on duty but they, like guards of every race, do get bored.   So it was some amusement that she conjured a rabbit and a fox.  She tied a small light stone around the neck of the rabbit and released it.  Then one around the next of the fox and released it to chase the rabbit.  The lights were no more powerful than a candle but in the dark of a late spring night, it created quite the show.
She waited until she heard the bird calls of the rangers signaling to each other to investigate.  She then summoned a flying mount, in this case a giant bat.  She was a little concerned because she had never seen a bat big enough to ride.  Oh, she’d seen plenty of normal bats and even one big enough it could carry away small rodents, but her casting worked for there before her appeared the form of a large bat with a functional saddle on its back. 
She climbed aboard and the bat was airborne.  She didn’t know if she went unseen, but there were no arrows loosed in her wake and she had given them plenty to stay busy with for the next few critical minutes.  Up and away, she could easily see the Spire she was aiming for.  She took a little extra time to memorize landmarks of the forest, she would need those on the return trip.  That is if everyone is not already screaming at each other because of what they found.
Crossing the great forest over the treetops was certainly the preferred method of travel.  A few short minutes later, the bat was silently descending to the top of the Green Spire.  Sha smiled as she looked around.  To appear as such a needle point from the ground, it was surprisingly spacious here at the top.  Obviously designed for flying mounts, there was a clear patch of roof twenty paces square and a small raised box with a door that would lead one below.  
Sha grinned at her luck.  The door was only tied shut.  Meant to be proof against flying creatures taking up residence, not a real deterrent to the average nosy tzadi   So she quickly cut through and was in to explore. 
Soon she understood why there was no more effort to keep her out. There was nothing here.  Oh, it was patterned off the same design as the Red Spire and what she had seen of the White Spire, yet it was completely empty.  No, she knew she wouldn’t have time to explore every room and every chamber, but after two hours of diligent effort she had become convinced.  Even the great pieces of machinery that had been molded into the very floor of the spire were gone, leaving only empty space and scarred floors.  Great rows of bookshelves in the library standing empty.  Even the great kettles and tools in the kitchens were gone.  It was far more empty than the Red Spire was.   The Red Spire gave the feel of being hastily yet lovingly shut down for the hope of a better day to reopen.  Standing here in the Great Assembly area of the Green Spire, it just feels abandoned and looted.
The flight back to camp with the dawn breaking over the forest should have been breathtakingly beautiful to Sha, yet she barely noticed.  All she could think of was the loss of that knowledge.  It was a crime against the civilized world. 
She didn’t bother to hide her return.  The great bat landing beside Koloss brought two of the rangers running.  She slid off the great beast's back and absently waved the small golden whistle at it, releasing the spell and the creature faded to mist.  Both rangers halted their approach and with looks of surprise headed back to their posts.
Seeing her mother, the tears overwhelmed her.  “It’s empty.  It’s all gone.  All of that knowledge has been lost or stolen.”
Her mother gave her a comforting hug, but the Captain was not so sympathetic.
“Where have you been?!” he demanded.
She just clung to her mother, the sobs not yet under control.
“Answer me, you went to the forbidden Spire, didn’t you?”  He was now starting to yell.  “You were told that it was off limits.”
Sha spun on him. “I am Tzadi!  You will not presume to set my limits!”  and in a final release of all the irritation and pain and loss she had been trying to come to grips with, she levitated him.  He rose high up into the branches of the great tree, and there she found a branch that was properly shaped and she slipped the branch under his belt and left him dangling there.




Home Looks Different

Unsettling Revelations

The rest of the trip was a lot less cordial.  The Captain’s manner was formal and brusk.  The nursing services of Aelah had been revoked, leaving Feylynn riding in the coach with a recovering Galan.  Galan smiled weakly at the story as Feylynn told him.
“He’s lucky she was in a good mood.” he said with a painful chuckle.
Feylynn shook her head, “It might cause us some trouble, but it shouldn’t be anything your father and I can’t get her out of.”
Galan groaned as they went over a particularly jarring section of road, “Mamma, you know I love you, and you know that I wouldn’t say anything to hurt you, but... “he had a brief coughing fit.   “You don’t yet realize how dangerous Sha and especially Echal are.  They are my family and I love them, but I would never willingly cross either of them, they have wells of strength that I may never have.  If they have a problem with Sha, trust me, it will end up being their problem.”
Feylynn looked a little surprised to hear her son talk like this.  “Galan, your half brother and sisters are not monsters!”
Galan smiled weakly. “Oh no, certainly not.  Saved my life they have on more than one occasion, just that they put on the show of the dutiful son and daughter for you and pappa.  They treat me and Esta more like one of their own, like they do Pavel or Catrin.  I know the story of freeing Jayan and Jan.  I know what they had planned had they not found you and pappa.  Never underestimate them.”
Feylynn looked a little worried as she considered his words and considered the family member that Galan didn’t take into account.  He assumed Harder was off doing his own thing; he didn’t realize that Harder had an army at his disposal and would be more than willing to bring it into Elven lands if Echal gave him the ok.  She wiped the sweat from her son’s brow.  “Shh.. You sleep now, no more of this talk.   By tomorrow evening most of the poison will be gone and we can do some healing.  Maybe get you up strong enough to ride your own mount into the city.”
Galan just smiled at her and realized she was right sleep sounded so good right then.
Aelfhiem

Galan was feeling much stronger.  Healing last night as camp was made, and then more this morning before they set out had him feeling much more like his old self as they approached the gates of Aelfheim gleaming in the late morning sun.  The city was amazing.  Small buildings poking out among the treetops.  Whole buildings hanging from branches the width and thickness of a garden path.  Even the walls that the gates were set in were living trees the thickness of his thigh, woven vine like into a heavy wicker style hedge around the town more than thirty feet high. 
The guards at the large silvery gates saluted their honor guard and eyed the human members of the party with curiosity.  Galan noticed that they seemed to give him more scrutiny than Angvar or the coachmen.  Pavel seemed to stop their hearts, or Galan grinned maybe it was Koloss.  Arrangements were made, and Koloss settled down to wait for them just outside of the gate.  Galan grinned as they rode off to where his grandfather had a town home, Koloss had already started gathering quite the crowd of gawkers. 
They dismounted in front of a large tree that appeared to be wrapped in silk.  The ‘house’ was a complex series of hanging tents that gave the tree the look of being caterpillar infested.  The effect was actually quite stunning Galan thought.  He would still prefer something more solid but there was no denying the elegant beauty of a house made in this way.
The doors ‘unfolded’ in a way that looked remarkably like a flower blossoming.  Out came a mature elf and his wife, looking late thirties in human years, Galan did the rough calculation, that made them likely over five hundred years old.  There was no denying the family resemblance, he was about to meet his maternal grandparents for the first time.
Their greetings toward mother were warm but formal.  Almost as if they had not spent the better part of thirty years away.  To Sha, they were doting, if a little over the top, much as one would over act for a young child trying to be seen in an adult situation.  It was not unwelcoming, it just lacked the same intensity that he would get from his father when he was home once again after this trip. Or he would feel for Echal when they make a trip back to the Dutchy.  Maybe it is just a racial or cultural difference it just seemed somehow artificial to Galan. 
Galan was then presented to his grandfather.  For Galan it seemed awkward.  The older elf said nothing unfriendly nor even out of place, but the whole affair seemed to Galan more like the arrival of a needed skilled journeyman might get from the Master Craftsmen at the guildhall in his new city.  All assurances of welcome, and offers of letters of introduction to the proper societies and brotherhoods among Elven society, but nothing of a personal nature, not even an invitation for even one personal ‘getting to know you’ event.  Galan can’t say that he was hurt by the lack, yet it was certainly not what he was expecting.  Certainly not the way he had seen many human grandparents behave.  Poor Esta looked as if she might cry at any moment, and everyone pretended not to notice.  It was so much so toward the end that Galan took his sister’s hand to offer her reassurance.
Angvar was doing his best to look like a rock and hoping no one actually spoke to him.  They didn’t.  Nor did they more than exchange pleasantries with Pavel.  A fact that was not lost on him. 
Still, they had rooms assigned, and there would be the formal welcome home banquet this evening.  Galan nodded to Angvar to grab the baggage and decided to make the best of this very disconcerting situation.
Charges

After dinner, Feylynn was spending some time with her parents.  She, too, had noticed a distance growing between them.  Not just her, but between her mother and father as well.  She thought maybe some time remembering old times could remove that distance that had crept in. 
That wasn’t likely to happen though, as her father had obviously had something on his mind this afternoon.  He started with, “Feylynn, it is so good to have you home, and I hate to ruin it with troubles, but it seems Shadrea has gotten herself in to some trouble with the Crown.  What do you know of the incident with Ranger Captain Elyon Ryden of Sylven Deep?”
Feylynn sighed. “Sha decided to investigate the Green Spire.  She was disappointed with its condition.  The Captain took it as an offense to his authority and began to aggressively chastise her.”  She hesitated for a moment. “Sha’s reaction may have been more aggressive than was called for. She was distraught and his actions were not helpful.  She didn’t harm him in any way.”
Her mother spoke up. “Of course she didn’t hurt him, she’s just a child.  Still, she has enough powers to cause him embarrassment in front of his Rangers.  Could she maybe apologize to him?  We could probably get everything dropped if she were just willing to...”
Feylynn laughed. “Oh Mother, I am sorry.  I don’t mean to make light of your suggestion and feel free to offer it to Sha yourself.   I won’t.  She is not a child anymore, much to my shame.  She has had to grow up so fast, but she has, and I will not take that away from her.  She’s a grown woman and a Tzadi in her own right...”
Her father interrupted,  “See this is what I am talking about, you’re encouraging her.  She is a child not a tzadi.   She hasn’t been through the tests, even  as such things are judged in the human world...”  he caught his breath. 
Feylynn started to respond but her mother picked up from there. “She is a child, and she needs discipline.  She has too close a relationship to that, what is his name, Pavel yes to that over grown human of hers.  It just isn’t decent.”
Feylynn felt the fire flare up in her face. “Pavel is her husband.  Yes!” she asserted to their looks of shock and outrage.  “I would not have had it so, but I was not here to stop it.  He is a good man and completely devoted to her protection, and he has earned any respect you can give him for protecting her when none of us could.  As to the test, I was hoping to arrange that while we were here.  If that is your only objection to claiming the title of Tzadi that is due her, arrange your damnable test!”
Her mother opened her mouth and then closed it.  Her father let out a long sigh, “If that is what you want, then I can make the arrangement.  She takes the test like any other elf, nothing other than she takes in with her, and no Pavel, this she must do alone.”
Feylynn felt a thin dangerous smile cross her face, even after arriving in Koloss, they doubted her.   “Oh, I would have it no other way.  She will be ready.”
Her mother looked horrified, “Feylynn!  You know that some few of the candidates never return?  I was worried sick for you during your test!”
Feylynn turned on her mother, “I know it well.  I took the test, Mother.  She is far more ready for it than I was.”
Her father shook his head. “On your head be it.  I will try to get them to agree to this insane request.”
Again that thin smile returned,  “You could always mention that my husband is likely to arrive with a human army to be certain any trial was fair should it go that far.  You do  remember the General Duke Mirron?”  she waited as her father looked a bit sick.  “I would also hate to imaging what her foster brother Echal would arrange.”
Her mother was weeping openly now. “Have you been among them so long that you would threaten your own people?”
“To protect your daughter, wouldn’t you?”
Her father grunted, “Not when I could just swat her backside and tell her to respect her elders.”
This time Feylynn found the laugh was real and genuine.  “You’re welcome to try that approach as well father, for either of us.” she said as she left them there.  If Sha was to be ready, there was much work to be done.


A Date is Set

Pavel had been working round the clock to help her prepare spell stones and scrolls ahead of the test ever since he heard she would be taking it.  He wasn’t happy about not going, but he could still give her an edge.  Tonight while he slept he knew she would meet with Echal.  If anyone could help her have a general strategy going into this, his brother was the one. 
He drew up short as the servant approached and asked them all to assemble in the library.   Pavel considered not going in protest, but he didn’t want to miss the chance to help if he were needed. 
He saw them all gathered in the library and a high elf in formal robes stood before Feylynn.
“As her legal guardian, you must sign these before they can administer the test.  M’Lady are you so certain you wish this for your young daughter?”
Feylynn snatched the papers from his hand, signing each one. “She will test as I tested.  She will succeed as I succeeded, and she will finally get her due respect from her people.  It is shameful that the humans can give her respect that her own people would deny.”
Her father stepped forward, giving her a deep frown.  “It is settled.  Shadrea will attend to her father tomorrow, and after the customary ten days of preparation will undergo the ordeal of the Tzadi.”
Pavel noticed the house was a very subdued place after the official left.  He didn’t care; he was too busy helping her create spell stone arrow heads.




What We Think We Know

Father

The elders escorted Feylynn and Shadrea into a large old grove.  The ring of the twenty one sacred trees were arranged around the perimeter of the summoning circle.  The youngest of the elders led them to the center of the circle.  “You will call to the spirit of your loved one and they will answer.  Do not waste your brief time asking about the other side, they aren’t permitted to answer.  You may ask of others who’ve joined the Eternal Unity, but the answers you get may not satisfy.  This is because they each have experience in the Eternal Unity that are both together and at the same time separate.  If you wish to know about another relative, we suggest you summon them at another time.  The door may only be held open for a few moments.  It is recommended you do not waste them.”  With that, the elder elf retreated to his assigned spot in the summoning circle.
Sha looked up at her mother, but when she got no response, they began to ceremony.  As the small offerings began to burn in the basin at the center of the circle, the elders took up their chanting.  After long moments, a blue-white light bright as a bolt of lightening erupts from the last smoldering remnants in the offering bowl and as their eyes recover from the display, they can see the ethereal form of a handsome Elven man in his prime years.
Feylynn gasped. “Aldus!”.  The word escaping her throat in a hoarse whisper.
The elf smiled at her. “My beautiful Feylynn.  I am so glad you escaped.  Please, my love do not let my passing cause you pain. I am with my fathers in the Eternal Unity.  Enjoy your life. Know that I love you.”
Tears were on Feylynn’s cheeks. “I’ve brought our daughter.  You would be so proud.  Already she has accomplished things no Tzadi in living memory has even tried.”
The image knelt before Sha and looked her in the eye.  “I love you my daughter and will always be proud of you.”  He leans in to lightly kiss her cheek and whispers.  “For the love of your mother, find Eber Hawthorn”.   As he’s pulling away from the kiss.  “My time is short and I feel the pull to return. Just remember that I will love you always. ”
The image faded and the elders around the edge of the circle slump, their energy visibly spent.  Each took his own path away, leaving them alone in the grove.  Sha just held her mother as Feylynn mourned the loss of a man she loved deeply. Jayen Smith was all the father a woman could ask for, but she still keenly felt the emptiness in her life for Aldus the Elven hero who sacrificed his life to get she and her mother to safety so she could have this life.   The unique loss of a father she would never know.
It wasn’t until they left the grove and were much of the way home that Sha revealed to her mother what was said.  Feylynn’s eyes widened in surprise.  “Eber Hawthorn has been dead since we were children.  Why would he send you looking for a dead man?”
Sha shrugged, “Maybe he left something for us by the grave?”
Feylynn shook her head, “I don’t want this distracting you before your big test.”
Sha smiled at her. “Mother, you know I won’t be able to focus on anything until I at least look in on this.  Besides, we can go while Pavel is sleeping.”
“You know Pavel will not be happy about us going to the potter's field without him for protection.”
“Potter's field?” Sha asked her nose scrunching up in thought.
“Yeah, ol’ Eber Hawthorn found himself on the wrong side of the Crown.  The Elders declared him apostate and denied him proper funeral rites.”  Feylynn shook her head.  “I always thought such things petty.”
Sha shrugged. “We’ll take Galan and Angvar, let Pavel get his rest.  Should also do them good to get out of the house and come back home sober.”
Potter’s Field at Night

Galan was putting on a brave face on it but the truth was his hand hadn’t left the hidden pouch on the underside of his surcoat where his pistol lay, heavy, deadly and comforting.  The dark cutting into his vision was bad enough, but they were approaching what was one of only three large stone mausoleums at the far end of the field.  The central chamber lay open and upon entering the large cool room with a dramatic and intricately in laid floor panel.     His skin crawled when Sha identified the pattern as a summonsing circle. 
A raspy voice called out  “Shadrea Andolla?”  Galan spun drawing his pistol out of reflex.  What he saw made his blood run cold instead.  There was a shadowy apparition of what he presumed must have once been a man.
Sha waved Galan down with a frustrated frown,   “Eber?  Eber Hawthorn?”
The apparition let out a long wheezing sigh. “I was. Aldus Andolla sends his love.”
Feylynn looked at the creature with a withering look.  “You knew my husband.”
The apparition shook its head.  “Not in life.  I conjure the recent dead. Try to get a look behind the curtain.  When I summoned him, he turned the tables on me.  Compelled me to save and carry messages for him.  Third stone from the left and seven layers up from the ground.  You will find the message you.  Beware it isn’t an easy story to hear.  He could not give details as there are magical geas to prevent it, the Eternal Unity isn’t what we’ve been promised. “
Feylynn scoffed, “It was built under zones of truth, they couldn’t lie about any of it!”
The apparition gave a choking wheeze that Shadrea recognized after a moment was a bitter laugh.  “It’s all about properly worded statements that are factually accurate, yet wholly misleading.  Read the letter, make up your own mind.  I’ve been searching for the truth for longer than I can remember.  I turned myself into the wretched creature you see before you just so I could have time to find the answers before either the Eternal Unity claimed me as well, or the millstone of time ground me under.”
Sha pulled out the stone, and there behind it was an oiled leather envelope with a parchment letter in it.  Sha read the letter with tears welling up in her eyes.  She barely knew the man, yet he had sacrificed himself for her, and she couldn’t even imagine the cost he must have paid to get this much of a warning out.  “He wants me to ask you about your first mission supporting his Ranger squad?”  she asks of Feylynn.
Feylynn’s flush was clear even in the crypt's gloom.  “We swore never to speak of it.  It’s your father, all right.”
Sha was curious but only nodded.  Galan started to ask, but then thought better of it seeing the look on his mother’s face.  “He says clearly that the Eternal Unity is not what it seems.  He says not to worry about him, there is nothing that can be done now, but for each of us to find another way.  Either go back to the wheel and take your chances with rebirth or find a way to live on, but not to join him in Eternal Unity.”  she shook her head and handed her mother the letter.
Eber shook all over. “I have kept my word.  Depart from me.  The presence of the living is a trial for one such as I.”
They departed in silent contemplation the whole way home.


Test Morning

Feylynn was worried.  Anything could happen in the test.  She knew Sha was prepared and Sha had consulted to Echal.  Pavel had made several new and clever low power devices that they say Echal called force multipliers.  She had even visited Evan’s dreams last night asking him about it.  He just chuckled when he was told what they had cooked up.
She put on the brave face and rode with Sha and Pavel to the Elven Sacred Grove of the Tzadi.  The trees soared over head casting the small testing pavilion in golden and green light.  Thirteen Elven Tzadi from each of the primary schools was on had to witness and administer the test.  Sha looked so small lugging the large travois behind her. 
Ranger Captain Elyon Ryden was also present.  He approached Sha before the test began.  “I am still willing to accept an apology. There is no reason for you to risk your life on this before you’re ready.”  His tone and face were both completely earnest. 
Feylynn saw Sha’s jaw clench.  “Ranger Captain Elyon Ryden, I do apologize for chastising your impertinence so publicly before your troops.  I should have done so in private.  Nothing alters the fact I must take the test. I have been past ready for it, delaying more at this point serves no one.”   Just like that, she turned from him and took her position before the great portal.
A tall elderly Elven woman who had to be eight hundred if she were a day called out in a surprisingly strong voice.  “Shadrea Andola of the Mists, you have been selected for the test of the Tzadi.  Your guardian has authorized you to take this test, but no one may force you.  Do you accept testing with all that it entails?”
Sha’s face quirks in an ironic grin. “I accept the test so long as you’ll accept the results.”
Feylynn heard Pavel’s low growling chuckle off to the side.  She wished she could muster the same confidence.  Sha was ready she told herself, but she knew what a grueling and life altering experience the test could be.  Too much could go wrong to ever be over confident.  Still she felt herself suppressing a smile at the sour face made by the older woman.
In a formal phrasing, the observing elves raised their hands, and the portal formed.  With one voice they proclaimed, “Only what you take with you.  Return Tzadi or not at all.”
Feylynn felt a shiver go up her spine, remembering those words all those years ago.  She smiled as she saw Sha turn blow a kiss to both her and Pavel before struggling to pull the travois through the gate.
Pavel asked her, “So how long before she comes back?”
Feylynn shook her head. “Time works different in the test.  I was in for over twelve hours, yet my parents said it was only a few minutes.”
Minutes drug on to hours, and the sun was getting low in the sky.  Feylynn was beside herself with worry.  Many of the Tzadi had come over to sit with her for comfort.  Pavel just growled at them, not to give up on her so easily. 
The sun had nearly set when the portal flared up and a tiny figure appeared.  Feylynn was in shock.  When she had returned from her ordeal, she was ragged and coated with mud and muck.  Sha was clean and while looking worn was far from looking haggard and distraught.   Feylynn looked a little closer and gasped along with everyone else.  Pavel was demanding to know what everyone was so excited about, and she wanted to tell him, yet she could not find her own voice.  The forelock of Shadrea’s long golden blond hair had turned bright polished copper red.
She managed to keep Pavel from rushing the circle before the conclusion of the ceremony.
The sour old elf who had led them for her departure came forward again now that she had returned.  “Welcome back, Tzadi.  You have completed the testing.  The final challenge requires a vow, so that the Tzadi may understand sacrifice.  What is your vow?”
Sha spoke up in a loud but obviously tired voice.  “I made no vow.  I defeated it.”
Another gasp went around all gathered.  This time one of disbelief.  “That is not possible.  Tzadi have made the vow for all of living memory! ”
Sha’s voice when flat, “I tried to bring signs, but they vanished as I crossed the portal, leaving in their place only this.”  She held up the medallion worked through with gold and silver and copper with a large green stone.  “I claim my prize and my right for rest.  If you wish the story of my test, you may ask my golem, it is well known they cannot lie.”  She turned and raced into Pavel’s arms, who had the forethought to open his arms a little wider that Feylynn should join them




Arch Tzadi

After the Test

Sha held out her arm and the snake golem climbed down and took center stage.  In a raspy voice, it began the tale.
We went through the portal, and Sha used a scroll to create a mount to carry her gear.  Not just any mount but a full war elephant.  The goblin tribe attacked, but a war elephant wasn’t much concerned.  It did take enough damage that it did not last long afterward and a new smaller swifter mount was created.  The load was heavy on the small riding horse, but it was less of a target than the elephant.  So that when the Orc tribe challenged but a few illusion spells allowed for a quick escape without having to fight. 
The spell expired and Shadrea followed the plan to rest and cast.  With an entombment spell, safe place was created for the replenishment of arms used during the previous day.  We returned to the surface and continued on until nightfall.   Creating a rock walkway over the swamp area, was exhausting but only used less than a third of the power stone reserve, besides turning the muck into rock around a gator was usually less costly than fighting it. 
The sheer clifts presented the next challenge but as it was getting dark, Shadrea created a new winged mount, a giant bat.  This allowed rapid movement over the plains while cloaked in darkness.  Shadrea sat down in a small village that was besieged by bandits.  Despite being on her own test Shadrea spent two days assisting the villagers in driving off the attack.  A quick rest in the village to recharge, and we were in flight again.  This time on a fine hawk. 
Day time flying proved to be risky as a mated pair of wyvern decided we would make an effective lunch.  We lost the hawk in the combat but managed to secure the venom sack of two wyvern.  Shadrea again used entomb to rest and concentrate the venom into a more potent poison.
By the dawn of the fourth day, we found ourselves on the edge of a vast forest.  Off in the distance, deep into the forest was the largest tree either of us had ever seen.  It had to be our destination.  Instead of flying directly to it, Shadrea stashed her supplies and made a scout in covertly.  Twice we had to fight off packs of carnivorous apes.  Twice we had to rest to recover energy.  Finally, we could see the tree, and the great wyrm green dragon coiled around its base guarding the portal.  Shadrea retreated and secured a protected camp.  Unable to contact Echal as she had hoped, she instead began to work through solutions to the dragon problem. 
Finally, a decision was reached and using a last mount spell, we dove headlong into the forest with no effort at stealth.  The fight was intense and Shadrea used up most of the magic she had brought with her, but had held her own strength in reserve.  As we approached the great dragon, it spoke.
“Ah little tzadi, you’ve returned.”
“You knew I was here?” Shadrea asked allowing the shock to color her words.
“Of course, you all come here eventually.  Are you ready to make your bargain?”
Shadrea stepped out where he could see her, her bow with me as the arrow notched and ready.  “Surrender now and live?”
The ground shook as the dragon laughed, “Oh arrogant tzadi, that will cost you.”
“I’m supposed to fear you because you’ve got a little case of bad breath?” Shadrea taunted.
The dragon, unaccustomed to being taunted, decided to show her the power of his breath weapon.  Shadrea had been hoping for just this.  As the dragon was opening, its mouth to attack, she activated the spell to increase time in her localized area.  Everything else slowed down.  The open mouth yawned wide and she could see the green and yellow cloud forming.  Taking aim with her bow, she shot me though that forming cloud and deep into the dragon’s throat.  The seeds and spell arrows I was carrying activated and began the plant growth, as I sliced through the windpipe and made my way down toward the lungs. 
I cut though the soft tissue of the lungs and wrapped my bladed coils around the aorta of the great dragon.  The golem came apart showing its segments and the razor like blades along each segment.  The dragon was finding it very difficult to breathe with a small forest of briars growing rapidly in its throat.  I managed to cut through the aorta.  The gush of blood nearly ripped me away.  The heart was pounding very fast for a creature of that size because of its inability to breathe.  The aorta healed itself, and again I severed it.  Twice more it healed and twice more I severed it before it lay still.
Sha looked over to the assembled Tzadi who were all looking a little sick.  “I still had a very lethal breath weapon coming at me.  Fortunately, due to the time dilation, it was coming very slowly.  Still far too large to escape.  I activated entombment one more time and sat there for several minutes before daring to return to the surface.  My plan had worked though.  My golem had prevailed.  I spent the next two days trying to carve into the dragon. Finding it was actually female I settled on its unlaid eggs as my trophy.  Unfortunately, as I went though the portal, they disappeared.  Now you know the full story.”  She held her hand down and the brass serpent coiled gently up her arm and resumed its place looking for all the world like an innocuous piece of jewelry.
Pavel looked to Feylynn who was also hovering between being sick with relief and pride, but she nodded at him.  He stepped forward and picked Sha up in his arms.  She looked so small and fragile beside his bulk.  “This testing is done?”  He worded it as a question, but his body language and the set of his face let all know that it has better be.  After long moments, he turned and carried her out.  “She will require rest and food.”
The ride back to the Elven city was quiet. Sha just wanted to be with Pavel and not think about how badly that could have gone.
Koloss

Pavel insisted that they spend the night in Koloss.  Despite all the protests that she was safe now, Pavel was taking no chances.  He was exhausted, she was exhausted, an unsleeping guard on the level of Koloss was exactly what he needed to remain sane. 
Galan, Angvar, and Esta had been camping in Koloss while they were taking the test.  They were so excited for Sha that there wasn’t even any grumbling when they were pushed out to set up tents even after dark.  They had just settled in when there was a light knock on the hatch.  “What?”  Pavel called out more gruffly than he intended. 
“It’s just Esta.  I brought up some bedding we found in the city.  For a people that don’t sleep, these elves sure know about soft sheets and warm blankets.”  Pavel opened the hatch and there she was smiling down at him and dumping blankets on them. 
After the last of the blankets were sent down, she leaned over and gave him a butterfly kiss on his bald head.  “Take good care of my sister.  Let her know that we’re all damn  proud of her.”
Pavel chuckled as he closed the hatch.  Sha had already grabbed the blankets and built her own cacoon.  Pavel just shook his head and wished that she could sleep.  Instead, he just pulled her in close and before he realized it was snoring loudly.
Normally, Sha found that irritating, but tonight she simply was happy for the reassurance that he was right there and she wasn’t alone.
Reflection

Sha lay there warm and dry and safe.  Elves may not sleep but they do have a meditation that refreshes and rejuvenates.  Sha had been moving from crisis to crisis since since Winter Fair.  Even before that, if you count unraveling the secrets of the White Spire.  Now the Green Spire is empty and rumors, ok more than rumors of an elven dark secret, Echal’s secret adoption and counter coup.  She rolled over and Pavel’s beard tickled her nose.  She made the decision.  She would return to the Duke’s with the others, but she wouldn’t stay.  She and Pavel were going to Echal’s to help with the baby.  After all the dark secrets and close calls, it would do her some good to see fresh new life.   
The Green Spire was supposed to be dedicated to discovering the mysteries of life.  To see it empty and looted seemed just to poignant a reminder of the general decay cycle the world found itself in.  Pavel mumbled in his sleep and turned to cuddle her.  Sha couldn’t help but smile.  She was far too tired to cast the illusion that would let her be with him as she so wanted to be right now, but she decided to settle for joining him in his restless dreams and turning them into a very good shared memory for them both.  She smiled as the spell took effect and she heard his breathing level out and the outside world faded for her as well.
Disruption

Esta got up in the early morning.  Dressed in the new Elven gown that she and her grandmother had picked out for her.  She opened the tent flap and drew back inside in shock.  “Galan!  Wake up!”
Galan grumbled, “Sun’s barely up.  Go back to sleep.”
“No, damn it wake up half of the Elven city is outside!”
Angvar was up, swearing and reaching for his sword.  Galan too was on his feet, pistol dropping into the deep side pockets he had sewn into his breeches.  They tumbled out the front tent flap to see nearly two hundred people, some thirty yards away just standing there waiting.
Galan pulled on his boots and was shrugging into a shirt as he approached the only familiar face, Ranger Captain Elyon Ryden.  Esta listened carefully and she could barely hear them at that distance. 
Galan quirked an eyebrow, “Captain?  What is all of this?”
The captain actually gave a formal bow to Galan.  “We’re here to see the Arch Tzadi.  I have an apology to make. These others each have their own business. “
Galan nodded. “Go light on that apology, she’s already going to be hard enough to live with.”  He smiled broadly to show it was a joke.  The Captain didn’t laugh.
Galan returned to the tent.  He looked at Esta and shook his head bewildered, then just shrugged.
Esta knew her brother wouldn’t listen to her but Angvar didn’t want to risk making another mistake, she could talk him into it.  “Angvar, Mother should be here if Sha is going to meet all of these people for who knows what purpose.”
Right on cue Galan responds, “She’s an adult now, and an Arch Tzadi, whatever that means but I think it means she probably doesn’t need Mamma to hold her hand anymore.”
Esta just gave Angvar the look, it was enough to overcome his reluctance.  “I’ll saddle your horse too.” he said as he left the tent.  She just smiled sweetly at Galan and he snorted and finished getting dressed.
Angvar helped her into the saddle, and she couldn’t help but think that for a friend of Galan, he was polite and helpful.  Too bad Galan couldn’t learn that trick.  She was just contemplating the general nuisance that is brothers, when she realized they were at her grandparents' house, but that the house was empty.
Esta came back to Angvar distraught.  “Mamma and everyone was summoned to the Mayors Manor.  They’ve been there since early this morning.” 
Angvar shrugged, “Well the Mayor’s place is just across town.  Let’s head that way.”
Esta was mounting up as she looked over at him. “We can’t just barge in.”
Angvar shrugged again. “We’ll talk to the guards.  If they won’t be reasonable, then we’ll go back to Sha.  She has a way of making people see reason.”  He grinned at her. 
Esta just rolled her eyes.  She knew this wasn’t something they were just going to bluff their way through.






Local Celebrity

Sha was comfortably resting in Pavel’s dreams when Koloss rumbled.  Damn it Galan says they have company.  A lot of it.  She woke Pavel, and they started to dress for whatever this new situation would bring.  Pavel hesitated only a moment before deciding to shrug into at least the chain mail.  Plates would be a bit much if combat wasn’t likely but being somewhat armored just in case seemed only prudent.  Even in the shadow of Koloss. 
Sha was frustrated none of her magical items would have had time to recharge if she needed them.  She had only one remaining power stone with not much left in it and her own personal reserves.  Still she didn’t expect a fight but this many people, well anything was possible.
She was surprised to see that Galan hadn’t been idle.  He had set up a reasonable sun shade and even put tea on to boil.  It wasn’t much, as hospitality was measured, but it wasn’t as if they had been expecting to entertain.  Sha descended and took the seat Galan had thoughtfully provided, and as Pavel was taking up his place behind her, she looked to Galan who signaled he was just as clueless.  She sighed, and he motioned for the first man in line Captain Ryden, to approach.
Sha didn’t really understand why it meant so much to her, but it did, the Ranger Captain’s apology was sincere as was his offer for any help he could provide.  She had gained an ally almost by accident, and one of no small ability.  She hadn’t recognized his clan, but Mother said it was large and well respected among the Rangers. 
The others for the most part just wanted to meet the new Arch Tzadi.  It seems that word of her testing had spread and they wanted to see the child prodigy.  They were polite gawkers for the most part.  She had one heckler who called it all a fraud. She created an alligator much like those in her test.  She last saw him running for his life amid the taunts and jeers of his fellow townsmen.  Pavel smiled, “Are you going to let it eat him, m’love?”
Sha shook her head. “No I’ve already canceled the spell.  Still someone may want to check on him to be sure the gator didn’t get a bite or two of him first.”  She smiled as one of the people standing nearby volunteered.
It surprised her when she saw the numbers not actually dwindling but growing. So when Esta and Angvar came riding back into camp as if their hair was on fire, she was duly alarmed.  Galan met them as she kept up the show for the crowds that just kept increasing. 




Homeward Bound

National Treasure

Esta dropped out of the saddle at close to a run.  “Galan, pack up.  Grandmother said to pack everything we could carry into Koloss and head straight for Beit Alon.  She said all speed and no stopping to camp.”
Galan stopped. “What about Mamma?” 
Angvar put his hand on her shoulder.  “Relax, go talk to Pavel.  I’ve got this.”
Esta looked relieved and dashed off to let Pavel know.  Galan rounded on him, “What is going on?”
Angvar shook his head.  “They’ve decided to declare Shadrea a national treasure or some such.  Basically putting her in the biggest most gilded cage they can find.”  Angvar watched Galan face move from incredulous to shocked amazement.
“Are they nuts?”  He asked still shaking his head. “Don’t they know how she will respond to that?”
Angvar shook his head. “They think it is some great honor.  Listen, we don’t have much time.  This is the plan.  We all load up in Koloss and make a run for Beit Alon.  Sha hides, and creates the giant bat tonight and heads directly for Voivode’s Rest.” Angvar grinned, “That’s right buddy we’re the distraction.  They don’t really want us, so even if they can catch us and with Koloss that is far from a certainty, they have no reason to hold us if Sha is already gone.  Same goes for your mother. Besides, she already had them pissing their pants when she mentioned the human army that would come for her.”  Angvar shrugged. “Sounds like a solid plan to me, but you’re the boss here. What do you say?” 
Galan growled.  “I don’t like leaving her behind but she’s right.  They don’t want us or her, they want their hooks into Sha.  Greater fools because of it too, don’t they know what a mess she would make making her displeasure known?”  He shuddered. “Not to mention what Pappa and Echal would do?”  It was a rhetorical question.   It didn’t matter if they knew or not, this was his chance to help them not find out the hard way.  “Ok, have Pavel wrap Sha up in a blanket and carry her behind Koloss, let her do her thing, and then wrap Esta in that  same  blanket and be seen carrying her into Koloss.  Hurry about it, this needs to happen quick or they will be on us.” 
Angvar went off to get things started, while Galan went to sell the plan to Sha.






Border Run

Pavel and Galan took turns directing Koloss, but it turned out that Elven cavalry had no better plan for what to do about a Koloss than human cavalry had the first time they faced it.  This time team Koloss wasn’t slowing down to keep them in range to continue the game, this time it was an all out charge for the border. 
Tzadi on wyvern back finally managed to overtake them.  Koloss wasn’t up for six wyvern, at least not without severe damage.  Damage that only Sha could heal.  The Tzadi were very polite, considering that they were stopping the party.  Well, until they found out that they had been duped and that Shadrea was already gone, and likely back to the King in Voivode’s Rest. 
Galan grinned up at the aged Tzadi with the red stripe in her hair. “Be glad it worked out this way.  This is your chance to release us, do what it right, and avoid my father and brother descending on this place like a pestilence.”
The Tzadi were angry to have been distracted from their goal so easily, but orders were to convince the Arch Tzadi to return.  Not start a war with the humans.   As quickly as they had arrived, they were gone.
Galan shrugged and put Koloss into a long-legged lope toward the border.   Beit Alon was reached late on the second day.   Pavel received word shortly there after that Sha was safe and in the capital. 
They spent the next two days shopping for gifts for those back home and telling their stories in the pub.  Pavel was on edge wanting to get back to Sha but she was safe and didn’t want him to leave without waiting for Feylynn to catch up. 
Esta was looking at a pair of hair combs that the local tanner’s son had made from the wyvern bones.  She wouldn’t wear them but she thought maybe they would make a good gift for Sara.  She was missing Sara.  When they were back home, she still hadn’t quite gotten used to this being home yet, Sara had been her friend and confidant. Almost like having a big sister.  She wished she could talk to Sara about Ivor.  Still she put the combs down and decided on fine wyvern skin belt for Ivor. 
Galan picked up the combs and added them to his small pile.  “Those will look good on you Galan.”  Esta teased him.
Galan shrugged. “I figure I’ll need a gift eventually, and since these were made from my wyvern...” 
Esta giggled. “Planning ahead.  You’re starting to sound like Echal.”
Pavel grunted, “Planning ahead is what saved your sister.  Maybe you should think more about it.”
Esta made a face, “Plan for what?  Mamma is going to keep me home until I’m old and gray.  She thinks I’m a baby just because an elven child would still be a baby.”
Galan grinned. “Yeah, we’re not making it easy on her, especially after Sha.  Still, it won’t be as bad as you think.  Maybe we can come up with an excuse for you to stay in Voivode’s Rest for an extra couple of weeks.  Angvar wouldn’t mind staying a bit longer and escorting you home.”
Angvar just grinned.  His gifts were smaller, he didn’t have the same budget that Duke Mirron’s children had, yet he still made sure the Elven silk under dress he bought for Sophia was packed before their mad dash from the Elven lands.
Comparing Notes

It felt a little weird having a midnight snack with the King of NoVas in his private study, but Sha realized that if she was going to keep looking into things like this, she would need help.  Harder, despite the younger body he wore now, was older than her Elven grandfather, and like Eber Hawthorn, Harder would be around for a long time to come.   
“So that’s what Eber Hawthorn said, I don’t know if it means anything to you or not?”  She watched him for any sign that he knew more than he was telling.
Harder just let out a long sigh and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  “I had always suspected that the Elven ‘deal’ was a bit too good to be true.  Death and time don’t like to be cheated, and the price is often more than it is worth.”  She could see the strain of him remembering all the time isolated in the red tower.  “Still it was old when I was young. I don’t know how to help you with it.”  He yawned.  “Sorry, this body still needs sleep and don’t let anyone fool you, a king’s days are long.”
“I can let you sleep if you need it.  I’ll still probably be here for at least a week until the others catch up.”  She knew about exhaustion.  She may not need sleep but she had been pushed to her limits in the testing and she just really wanted a week curled up with Pavel and no demands placed on either of them.
“I’ll need it soon.  This is important though and thank you for including me.  In a very odd way, we are family.  I didn’t realize how much my views of that would change when your brother first proposed it.”  She could hear the honest surprise in his voice.
“It may have been the spells, or more likely it was just a reconnection with humanity after so many years of hurt and loss, or who knows maybe a combination of factors.  Any way that it happened, I am happy to call you family.”
He smiled. “Not many get to hear that from an elven Arch Tzadi.” he teased.
She sighed. “I don’t know how long it is going to take me to adjust my thinking to that.  This red stripe in my hair, at all odds with my youth, will cause me all sorts of indignation I’m sure.  Still it was good to watch their smug faces melt into shock as the reality set in for them.”  She was grinning wickedly now.
Harder barked a laugh. “I’m sure it was.  All joking aside, what is next for you?”
She shrugged. “I’m needed at the Red Spire soon, as a new family member is due.”  She enjoyed Harder’s smile at that comment.  It was hard for her to reconcile this charming man across from her with the terror of the history books.  Yet as Echal said, had she been where he was, she may have behaved no better.  “After that, Pavel and I may take some time for independent study.”
“Ah, is that what they are calling it these days?” 
She flushed slightly. “Funny, that too.  All this running around has really cut in to my alone time with him, and he’s been so understanding.  We deserve some time together, too.”
“True.”
“Same for Mother and the Duke.  I think she’s got some idea that she’s going to try to reconstruct the information from the Green Spire.  It should be a quiet pursuit that leaves her plenty of time to spend running Galan and Esta’s lives.”
He smiled again. “And leave yours alone?”  She just nodded trying not to let it show just how bad she had been chaffing under the maternal watch during the last few weeks.  “Speaking of Esta.  I’m told there is a certain young man she has fixated on?’
Sha giggled. “Mother has some ideas about that too, and most of them involve him being a frog.”
Harder chuckled and yawned again.  “I think I’ll handle that issue for you, but after I’ve had some sleep. Make yourself at home, my kingdom is your kingdom and all of that.”  He said as he was standing and stretching. 
“Sleep well, Your Majesty.”  She teased him as he stumbled toward the hidden passage that would take him back to his room.  She decided to spend a bit more time looking over the new maps he had been looking at when she arrived.  Maybe she could find a good spot for her and Pavel to hide for a few years of quiet.
Toward a New Life

Leaving the Elven lands and her parents behind was difficult for Feylynn.  She had always assumed she would return home after her husband had passed.  This, however, might be her last time in this place that she had always viewed as home. 
Elven society, she had always considered to be the peak of culture and sophistication.  Even more so after her long sojourn among the humans, but in returning after her absence, she could see the cracks that must have always been there. She could see the, well, corruption was probably the wrong word, but the time-worn imperfections that left her with the feeling of frailty.  Elves viewed themselves as protectors of the natural world, as being vibrant and growing as much as the living world around them.  Instead, she now saw them as static, trying to maintain an ‘ideal’ in a complex and dynamic system.  It was almost as if they were trying to hold a child at the ‘perfect age’ rather than adapting with the child’s growth and seeking only to guide and shape that growth into a productive and responsible maturity. 
These thoughts were heavy and depressing, and alone in her carriage she couldn’t escape them.  Her own challenges with raising children came to mind like dark clouds.  Shadrea being forced to mature way too early and growing beyond all reason into those responsibilities that were thrust unfairly upon her.  It was a source of great pride, yet the unfairness of it weighed heavily on Feylynn’s mind.  Esta seemed determined to follow, at least to the limits of her talents.  Oh, she would never be tzadi, like Pavel she had the talent only to a much lesser degree.  Feylynn stopped herself that wasn’t fair, Esta could be a tzadi, just not for another thirty years of study. 
She shook her head, Esta didn’t want to be a tzadi.  Esta didn’t even really want to have a political marriage and end up a queen somewhere.  She was perfectly happy with her retched Alorn.  From a noble family, according to Harder, but that hardly meant anything with the Alorn.  Might as well say the cleanest pig in the trough. 
After a moment she relented, she knew that wasn’t fair.  The Alorn had their nobility; they were just a little less class conscious than most other peoples.  A smile crept across her face, remembering her noble Duke all excited and muddy planting his vineyard outside of their little homestead.  Perhaps a little allowance could be made for those cultures who didn’t value class so highly.  Her time in that other world had changed her as well, and she knew it. 
Esta had grown up there, she would have ideas a class that the semi nomadic Alorn would be comfortable with.  Still no reason to let that grubby savage paw her on the balcony, Feylynn thought with a flash of indignation.  It passed quickly enough as she thought again of her Duke pouring his grief at losing his wife and having to abandon his son into tilling the earth and building their home, and in doing so rebuilding himself.  Yes allowance would have to be made, or Esta’s rebellion would make Shadrea’s look mild.  She didn’t have to like it, but she would make sure she was still there to provide guidance not enforce stasis.  Life wouldn’t be held in stasis, nature was just too powerful for that.






As You Sow

Realization

Sha was shocked to see her mother’s condition when she arrived.  Gone was the confident and assertive tzadi and duchess who knew how the world worked and demanded it to work for her.  Instead, her mother seemed to have aged.  Or not aged exactly but assumed the frailty that comes with age.  The woman who got out of the carriage at Voivode’s Rest was quieter and seemed worn and exhausted to the point of collapse.  Much as the testing had taken its toll on Sha, this had also been a testing for Feylynn.  Sha realized only now how much this trip had upended all the things her mother had seen as important in life. 
Sha had never really had these aspirations for herself, so didn’t find herself disappointed with the outcome.  Her mother, on the other hand, Sha realized, was deep in what was likely to be a crisis of world view.  From here she would need to redefine much of what it means to be herself.   Sha remembered having to do something very similar when she was still a novice in the White Spire.  Everything ripped away and a blank canvas all around her.  She smiled, ok not completely blank. Pavel was always near.  She decided to make her mother a bit of a project once they headed for home.  Slow the trip down and help her mother’s fresh wounds get a moment to heal.
That would all need to wait.  First she needed time to heal her own wounds, she thought as she ran across the open courtyard throwing herself into Pavel’s waiting arms.   She inhaled deeply, just taking in the scent of him, and let it all out with a contented sigh.  Healing first, then renewing and rebuilding.  Time may be a millstone but life could be more abundant than ever could be ground down.  She needed more understanding of what had happened to this world and why, but life was the key to the question of time.  Time was ever degrading, while life was ever renewing.  Time for some renewal with her family after the trials of this trip.
Flowers and Frustration

Ivor found himself outside of Feylynn’s apartments.  He was pacing back and forth, practicing what he would say.  His hands were slimy with sweat and he couldn’t think of anything to say that didn’t have the little traitor who lived in the back of his head howling with laughter and scorn.  He shifted the bundle of flowers from one hand to the next and was just about to knock on the door when he felt a heavy hand fall on his shoulder. 
Ivor jumped and Pavel lifted him on to the toes of his feet.  “Ya don’t do no good lurking out here.” he grumbled as he opened the door and drug Ivor inside.  Feylynn’s brow furrowed as she saw Pavel holding Ivor.  “I found this miscreant lurking outside your door.”
“I wasn’t lurking!”  Ivor protested.  “Just hadn’t had the chance to knock yet.”
Pavel let him go with a chuckle. “If it takes you that long to knock on a door boy, people will think you are a simpleton.” 
Esta was already up and running toward Ivor.  Feylynn wanted to maintain a stern manner, but the situation really was just too amusing.  She felt a small smile break out. “Be nice, Pavel.  This young man is still on probation with me and he was likely just trying to think of a way not to end his days as a frog.”
Esta gave them both a serious look, “Are you ok?  Sometimes that half giant, mutant brother-in-law of mine, doesn’t remember that the rest of us are just regular ol’ humans.”
Ivor tried to pull together what was left of his dignity.  “Tis all right, m’girl.  I’m not made of glass.  He just got the drop on me tis all.”
Pavel’s deep rumbling chuckle may have conveyed his thoughts, but he made no further comment to them.   Instead, he looked to Feylynn.  “The King is asking if you will attend him at your earliest convenience.  He’s out in the west gardens.”  He hesitated when he saw her eyeing the young couple who were doing their level best to be invisible to anyone else in the room.  “Go ahead.  I’ll keep an eye on the miscreant.”
Feylynn smiled at him, “Thank you Pavel.  I think I should go see what His Majesty is up to this morning.”
Pavel sighed as she closed the door behind her. “I’m getting a snack in the kitchen.  I should be there for better than an hour.”
They both looked at him in shock. 
Pavel just grinned.  “People tried to keep me, and Sha apart too.”  His face lost all trace of amusement, “But if you hurt her, I will rip your arms off.”  with that he too walked into the other room and closed the door behind him.
Esta smiled coyly, “I think I’m starting to see what she sees in him.  The flowers are beautiful.”
Ivor just seizes his chance and takes her in a tight embrace kissing her as if her lips contained the antidote to all the misery in his fractured world. 
As he again manages to regain control over the raging hormones of youth, he manages to come up for air.  He looks her in her eyes and says, “I don’t ever want to be without you again.”
Esta knew this was foolishness because she was leaving any day to return home, but it sounded so good to hear him say it that she just let herself believe it, if only for a short while.
So it was that when Pavel returned, they were cuddled together on the sofa.  Oh, it wasn’t much beyond what a reasonable chaperone would allow for a young couple courting but enough that he cleared his throat in the doorway and allowed them a moment to reposition. 
“Your mother will likely be back soon.  It would not do for my reputation for her to see you two as anything less that proper.”
Esta smiled over at Pavel.  “Thank you.  We needed this.” 
Pavel was about to respond when the door flew open and in came Feylynn looking irked.  “Everything ok?”  Pavel asked.
“Were you in on this too, Pavel?” she asked.
“Um, in on what?”  Pavel responded, confused.
“It seems, His Majesty,”  sarcasm dripping from her voice at the title, “has decided that I need more duties on my plate.  Ivor your visiting hour is up.”  she said in a tone that would invite no negotiation.
“Ok Mamma, but I’ve got to get his gift first.”  Esta said as she bolted for her small room off to the side.
Ivor stood there and tried to look invisible, while Pavel went over in his head what he and Harder had discussed.  Nothing he could think of would have brought about this reaction from her.
Esta returned, eyes sparkling she knelt in front of Ivor and placed the heavy wyvern belt around his waist.  She drew it through the ring buckle and as she cinched the long end of the belt tight; she gave him a wicked little smile and tugged on it suggestively. 
From the other side of the room she could hear, “That is enough young lady.”
The look in Ivor’s eye was reward enough though.  A quick, nearly chaste kiss, and he was out the door.
“Esta, what was that!”  Feylynn asked a bit more gruffly than she had intended.
Esta rolled her eyes, “Harmless mamma, harmless.”


A Walk in the Garden

Feylynn met with Harder while he was walking in the garden.  She watched him for a moment as he took time to smell the flowers and touch the rough-hewn stone walls.  “Your Majesty.”  She greeted him.
Harder smiled and motioned to his courtiers who had been pressing him about a new canal route they wanted the crown to pay for. They backed away reluctantly.  “Ah, Dutchess Mirron, will you walk with me for a moment?”
“Certainly, Your Majesty.”  She said joining him on the narrow path.
“Physical sensation.”  he said as if it answered all questions.
“I don’t follow.”
“Physical sensation is such an amazing gift.  I have had years beyond thinking that lacked such a small and vital thing.  Living things touch, taste, smell...  I don’t know if that was what your first husband meant or if there was something deeper but living has a quality to it beyond a simple intellect and existence without it that... Well you do forget it in time, and the world seems so much more gray because of it.”  he walked along with her in silence for a moment.  When he spoke again he was on the verge of laughter. “I remember the first time I stubbed my toe after regaining sensation.  The pain was blinding but the whole time I was cackling like a madman, it felt so good to FEEL again that even the pain was welcome.”
“I can’t imagine what that must have been like.  I’ve wondered about the incorporeal spirits that about in our world, if they experience the beauty of their homes as much as we do walking in their forests and lonely plains, but I never considered physical sensation as a key difference.”
“Oh, but it certainly is!  Maybe not for all of them, but for those who’ve had it and lost it...” he hesitated collecting his thoughts, “at least for myself anyway, it affected the way I saw the world.  That is why when Sha told me that you were considering reconstituting the Green Spire, I decided to help.”
“You know that was just an idea.  I hadn’t really decided to do it?”  She glanced sideways, trying to read his face.  “The elves won’t give the Spire back.  They threw an absolute fit when Sha snuck off to see it.”
Harder shrugged. “It’s not about the Spire, it is about the lost or hidden knowledge.  It is about a renewal of purpose for humanity, and possibly the elves as well, given time.”
“I can’t very well deny you, and it was a longer term project I have considered...” she trailed off.
Harder decided this was his opportunity to strike while the iron was hottest. “Good, then it is resolved.  I’ve made some funds available for the project.  Nothing large enough to attract notice, but enough to provide for a small library and I have the perfect librarian for you.  Young Sophia Sein, from my map room. I believe you met her on your trip out?  Anyway, I have it on good authority that she would jump at the opportunity to be your personal secretary.  I’ll issue the orders.”
“I don’t need another project child Harder, my own daughters are more than keeping me in gray hair.”
He couldn’t help it he actually laughed out loud. “That is why we foster our children out for apprenticeships and find them mentors.  Children don’t want to listen to parents, but desperately crave guidance.  She will be a big help to you, and you can help form her into an important woman in our kingdom, without all the baggage that comes from being a family.”
Feylynn frowned. “I’d never taken the time to consider that.”
Now he was ready to drop the bigger second shoe.  “I also think that the Duke needs a new protege.  Galan seems to be doing very well, and I have a certain Alorn who needs more guidance than his current tutors can give.”
“Oh, no! It’s bad enough to see her mooning over him during our brief visits!”
“Feylynn, this was in part Sha’s idea.  She knows that her situation was very hard on you, and that you’re trying too hard to make up for it with Esta.  This will keep the young man with her, rather than scheming how to ride off with her, and give both you and the Duke an opportunity to gage the quality of man he can become.  Even to shape it, should that be what is required.  When I told you he was from a prominent family among the Alorn, this was true.  He could easily find himself one of their seventy elders in his maturity.  I wish for him to be favorable to NoVas, as a gift to my son, and yours.  Humans do not need another war amongst ourselves, every time we go that way, the wilds grow and our civilization shrinks.”
Feylynn did not like her future being decided like this.  Especially wasn’t comfortable with Sha and Harder discussing her in this way. Still there was reason in his words.  “I’ll make the effort.  You are becoming a good king for us, even if you and my daughter are being meddlesome busy bodies.”
Again he laughed. “Too many years of mistakes to learn from.  Hopefully, this is a chance to atone.”




Capital Moments

Opportunities

Soph ran as fast as her legs would carry her up to Angvar’s room.  She meant to knock, really she did, but she was just too excited to give him the good news.  It was her second step past the door when she realized her mistake. 
Angvar stood behind a small table where he had been polishing boots.  She saw his eyes widen as he twisted his body at the last minute, sending the heavy dagger to whang against the hard stone wall scant feet from her head.  He had recovered his balance and was rushing to hold her, his panic still not subsided. 
As he clutched her to him the realization of what nearly happened came crashing down on her and she broke down in sobs. 
“Shh... Shh... It’s ok. I’ve got you.”  his voice rough with emotion.  “I’ve got you and it’s going to be ok.” They stood there swaying together, each trying to process the near disaster.  “In my life, my love, assassins are a real concern.   Please don’t ever scare me like that again.  I couldn’t live with myself if I had hurt you.”
Sniffling and eyes red, she looked up, “I...  I... just never....”
He forced a smile for her sake and kissed her on the forehead.  “I know.  I know.  I am sorry I scared you.  Hey, no more crying.  I have something to make it up to you.”
Her emotions were still pulling in a dozen different directions, she had never been in a situation where her very life was threatened.  Still, he said he had something for her!  He had thought about her on his adventure and brought her something.  She looked up. “Oh?”
“I’d meant to come find you after I was done with work.” he said, gesturing to the table of boots and equipment he had been working on.  “Since you’re here, maybe we can do this early.”  He smiled and pulled away from her long enough to get to his pack.  He pulls out a package wrapped in the finest paper that Soph had ever seen.  It was almost see through and of a delicate shade of green, tied up with a ribbon of what had to be Elven silk.  She nearly fainted, even that little ribbon would cost her several week's wages to buy from one of the local merchants.  His eyes were shining in anticipation as he hands it to her.
She carefully unwrapped the package, the wrapping is nice enough to be a gift in itself.  Just as she’s thinking about what she can make from the paper she felt the silk beneath it and her hands tremble and she dropped the wrappings.  There in her trembling hands, spilling out of its neat folds to hang there before her is a beautiful Elven silk under dress.  The dress will drop to mid-thigh and the tiny hints of sleeves are more of a ruffle than a sleeve, and it is like trying to hold a cloud it is so soft and slippery.  She can’t help it she’s crying again.  “It’s beautiful.”
“You’re beautiful.  Try it on.”  He urged. 
Any thought of shyness was gone, she began undoing the laces of her corset and fumbling with the ties of her skirt.  Angvar just sat down to enjoy the show.  She realized he was watching her with the look of a starving man sitting down to a feast; she didn’t care.  He had thought of her, even with all the wonders of the elves he had thought of her and spent a fortune to bring some of that wonder to her.  She shivered as the silk fell over her body, forming and clinging but just so lightly that it felt like a caress itself.  Feeling truly sexy for the first time in a long time, she struck a pose.  
He pounced on her.  Took her in his arms and spun her around the room.  She didn’t want this to ever end.  He had just laid her on the bed and was struggling with his own tunic when the door banged open again.
“Angvar, Mother said...” and he stopped three steps into the room as he noticed Soph scrambling under the blanket.  He turned abruptly so as not to see.  “I see you’re busy.  The door wasn’t locked.”
Angvar face reddened.  “I know.  Ah... Sophia is well covered M’Lord.  Please have a seat and let us know what you need.”
Galan cautiously turned around, “Sorry to interrupt.  Mother said you could bring a plus one to the banquet tonight if you wanted.  I just wanted to let you know.”
Soph was recovering from her momentary embarrassment.  “I see you don’t throw daggers at him when he walks in.”
Angvar did laugh at this, “Galan has lived with his father his whole life, he knows by instinct to let me hear his voice before the door is even half open.  Had I not been so... er... distracted at the moment he came in I might have been able to give him some warning.”
Galan raised and eyebrow, “Throw a knife at me?”
Angvar explained what had happened.  Galan just nodded, “Yes, there will doubtless be several things as she crosses class boundaries.  Perhaps I should send Shadrea by to help coach her for the banquet, unless you’re planning to be busy then.”  He grinned at them both. 
Soph blushed and Angvar gave him a meaningful look. “I would appreciate any help that Sha was willing to give.” he said flatly.
“Well, then, my presence here isn’t needed.  I’m off.  Just make sure my kit is ready for tonight, and I’ll send Sha by in say and an hour or so to help with Soph?”
“When ever she is willing.”  Angvar said.  Making demands of a pint-sized arch tzadi was not something he planned to do.
As Galan left, Angvar bolted the door behind him.  Soph was stretched out upon the bed, smiling at him.  “In all the excitement, I forgot to tell you my news.”
“Oh, and what is that?”  he asked pulling his tunic over his head.
“I lost my job here in Voivoed’s Rest.  My new assignment will have me attached to the Dutchess of Mirron, as a personal assistant.”  She grinned at him.
“You’re coming home?  This is amazing news!”  he said jumping on the bed.  





First Court Event as a Lady


Esta wasn’t exactly sure what had come over mamma but she liked it, well mostly anyway.  Mamma was fussing over every fold of the dress and every curl.  Advice was pouring out so fast that Esta couldn’t really make heads or tails of it all.  
“… events are as much political as social.  Anyone talking to you is talking to your whole family.  Maybe they really are interested in you, and maybe they have a case being decided by the Duke.   It is less common here in the Capital than it would be back home in the Dutchy but you still need to think about it.”  She barely even took a breath as she re-tucked the pleat in Esta’s overgown and continued on.  “Yes, Ivor will be there, but so will many other young men.  Do not let any one of them monopolise all of your time, as this is as much political as social you must be seen to engage with everyone.  Also, don’t play them off of each other.  Men, well boys especially at this age, are easy to manipulate into competing with each other for a woman’s attention.  Don’t do that.  Ok it’s fun, but unless you want to start duels and blood feuds, or at best make a few life long enemies of those who came out too obviously the looser, just don’t do it.  Remember Sara’s first big event at winter faire...”
Mamma kept on with her lecture but Esta couldn’t see why she was making such a big deal of this.  Esta had been to these events before.  Yes, always as an unannounced child, but it wasn’t her first State event.  Mamma pulled out the dangling earrings and with a small spell, they began to softly glow.  Esta grinned, nothing like having your own fairy godmother to help you get ready.
With the finishing touches in place, mamma turned her around to the full-length mirror.  The Elven silk pooled at her feet a dark maroon and faded slowly to a light pink at her shoulders.  This wasn’t a child’s gown either.  In shock Esta noticed how it curved and clung to her hips and gathered in at her waist, before rising in fine straps up behind her neck.  She saw the small necklace hanging in the miraculous new cleavage.  She actually had cleavage, she realized in shock.  At first she thought it was mamma using an illusion, but no it was just the cut of the gown.  With the glowing ear rings highlighting the underside of her intricately braided hair, she looked as if she had a crown of light.  
She realized with a shock, “I’m actually beautiful."  Some of what mamma had warned about made a bit more sense now.  Ivor was going to go into shock, she thought with a wicked grin.  “Oh, mamma!  You’re wonderful!”
Feylynn watched her little wild flower blossom, not just in reality but also in her own eyes.  This was what she had missed with Shadrea. This was what being a mother was, getting to shepherd your daughter in her first steps of becoming a woman.  Feylynn wiped a small tear from her eye.  “You are absolutely beautiful, my daughter.  Just remember what I’ve said and enjoy yourself.”





Be Home by Midnight


Sha showed up to Angvar’s room late in the evening. She carried with her a small case.  “One make over coming up, Angvar go annoy my brother.  We will not be getting ready with you drooling in the corner.”  
Angvar grinned broadly and bowed and exaggerated bow, “As you command, Arch Tzadi.”
Sha gave him a very undignified snort.  
Angvar stopped at the door for a moment. “Sha, thank you very much.”
“Yes, yes, I’m wonderful, I know.”  she said in an exaggerated tone.  “Now get, so we can get ready.”
She listened to hear the bolt slide closed after he left.
“Now, lets talk!  How bad do you want to stop his heart?”  Sha asked with a grin.
Soph blushed until she could feel the tip of her ears burning.  “Let’s try not to make it fatal. I’ll work on that tonight.”
Now it was Sha’s turn to laugh out loud.  “It’s a deal!  Let’s start with the gown, we’re just going to create one magically as it is the only option this late in the game.”
Soph started to giggle, and Sha quirked her eyebrow at the girl.  “Sorry, I just couldn’t help but wonder if I needed to be home by midnight like in the stories?”
Sha grinned. “Funny, and no, these will all last for as long as it is in contact with human skin.  If it comes off, it goes poof.  Think about that before you let young Angvar sweet talk you into anything too adventurous.”  
Soph’s eyes widened. “Oh, yeah, that could be really bad.”
Both girls broke down into giggles, but after a few minutes, Sha got control of the situation.  “This is fun, but time is still short.  I have to create you a gown, and one for myself, and that’s going to be exhausting, so I’ll want an hour to recover before we have to be there.  Let’s get started...”

The Big Night


Pavel adjusted his tunic, he really hated these formal affairs.  Oh, the blacksmith’s son who lived in the back of his mind, couldn’t help but be impressed that he was actually there, but everything else about it was a pain.  He was just grumbling for the second time tonight about how uncomfortable his tunic was when the ladies decided to join them.  
Pavel had his own jaw drop.  Sha was lovely as ever, but she seemed to have worked her magic on all of them.  Little Esta was suddenly all grown up, and Sophia the mousey little librarian had bloomed into a sophisticated rose.  He remembered most of these people at their scruffiest, on the run at home, and facing goblinoid armies.  Damn but they cleaned up nice.
Angvar and Ivor were both speechless.  OK, it took each of them a moment to remember to breathe.  Even Galan who’s duty it was to be his mother’s escort on these occasions when his father was unavailable was rather impressed with effect his entourage was likely to have on the room.  Recovering his wits, he broke out in a wide smile.  “This is what I’m talking about!”  He
held his arm out for his mother, as they all looked at him a little odd.  “Let’s go show them all what sets out Dutchy apart from all the others.  You ladies look phenomenal!.”
Angvar and Ivor finally recovered their wits and gained control of the drool, enough to remember their manners and the compliments began to flow.  As the leather-lunged majordomo announced them into the reception area, the milling crowd quieted and the collective impact of their arrival was noticeable.  Galan grinned. ‘Yeah, that’s right people.  We have arrived.’ he thought, and was gratified to see, the people were taking note.  This would be fun...





Preparing to Return Home


Shopping for People


Sha and Pavel set out for the mercantile district early in the morning.  Fancy parties and State dinners are all well and good but if the Red and Green Spires were going to be meaningful to the Kingdom, and mankind as a whole, then they would need students.  Even those with barely recognizable talent could be trained to their limits.  They would be in demand by the guilds as a practical alternative to hiring a tzadi away from their more important work. Not that the work of the guilds wasn’t important, they make life as we’ve come to know it possible.  Still, it isn’t the same as the work tzadi do to advance knowledge and protect the people.
With Pavel’s experience, they start at the smith’s guild hall.  The guild masters are all there, very respectful of the pint-sized Elven arch tzadi, the request for the meeting had come from the crown itself after all, but Pavel could see that they thought they were just humoring her.  Pavel was ready to step in if things didn’t improve, but he wanted to see how Sha would handle it .   
“Gentlemen, you are all masters at your trade, and have years of experience doing things a certain way.”  She smiled at them all.  “My stepfather, the Duke of Mirron, as you may have heard has been shaking things up just a little in our Dutchy.” she hesitated to let the uneasy shuffling die down.  “I’m not here to upend your lives as much early on.   What I am here for is to test your apprentices who are ready to become journeymen.  A certain number of them, unknown to me at this time, I will be buying out their apprenticeships.”
A large balding man with an enormous pot belly leaned forward and squinted to see her better. “What ever for, M’Lady?”
Pavel knew Sha could handle this, but he also had a pretty good idea as to how they would react.  So he began to unobtrusively strip off some armor.  He had a feeling that a demonstration was going to be needed.
“It had recently become known to us that men can study to be tzadi as well.”  She let the gasps die down.  “It has also become known to us that while even those with the ability to touch the power few have the ability to become full tzadi.  My foster brother, has recovered the Red Spire.” again a moment while they all adjusted to having the rumors confirmed.  “These young men, and women for some of the other guilds, will be taken to the Red Spire, where they will be trained up to the limits of their abilities.  They will serve the Spire for a time to repay their training, and will then be free to return as Saeti, and Journeymen in whatever trade they came from.”
One of the other Master Smiths hesitantly came forward, he was a wiry man with a gray beard that jutted out from his chin, “Again M’lady, and meaning no  disrespect, whatever for?”
Pavel interrupted at this point, “Sha, allow me.”  He stepped forward, “I am Pavel Smithson, on a forge until my fifteenth year.”  He says by way of introduction.  “Send someone for a bucket of cooling sand and forming clay!”  he began to roll up his sleeves.  Seeing the iron burns and the large ropes of muscles, each man there knew his earlier statement to be truth.  The scar on the side of his head and the comfort with which he carried that over sized axe of his, also made his words not to be ignored.  
Pot belly, as Pavel thought of him, gave the order and in a few minutes he was pouring water from the pitcher on the table into the sand bucket and adding the clay.   The thick, sloppy mixture was then poured out on the table and the Master Smith’s drew back so it did not run on them.   “What is the meaning of this!”  Wire chin squawked.
Pavel’s gravely voice barely rose above a whisper. “One question at a time, damn it.  You wanted to know what a Saeti could do, and I’m going to show you!”  he continued rolling out muddy mess until it was all about the thickness of belt leather.  He wiped his hands and pulled his own belt knife and started to trace out brackets and even a full set of horseshoes.   The Guild Masters were looking at him like he had gone mad.  Then Pavel gathered in his will and focused it.  The Guild Masters let out a collective cry as the mud turned before their eyes to a fine stone, and then in just a few more seconds into a soft black iron.  Pavel let them recover as he tossed a part to each of them to inspect.  
He sat down the sweat dripping from his forehead and running like a river down his back.  “Not all of them will be able to do this much, others considerably more. I’ll want at least the horse shoes back. They still need hardened and annealed but as you can see they’ll work.”
Pure bedlam broke out.  Demands as to how they expect them to eat when a man can pull iron work out of the dirt.  Pavel gestured to Sha to let them go on for a bit.  Once the objections started to repeat themselves, he made the sign of a wolf at her.  She just shook her head slightly, her lover’s love of the dramatic would get the better of them one day.  Still today was not that day, and they needed to regain control of this setting. She drew in her will and called forth the great dire wolf they had seen on the plains by Red Spire. The reaction in the room to a seven hundred pound wolf appearing in their midsts and settling at the tiny arch tzadi’s feet was exactly as Pavel imagined.  She had to fight back gales of laughter and instead settled for an only slightly unfriendly smile.   “Gentlemen.  Remember me?”

She, and well the wolf, had their complete and undivided attention.  “You had asked me how you were going to do this?  May I suggest quickly?  I request it, your king requires it, and Gundred here hasn’t eaten this morning.”  she said as sweetly as if she were asking to borrow a cup of sugar.
Pavel was getting his wind back after the exertion of the demonstration.  He was pulling his armor back on and fastening it into place.  “Oh, and while you’re at it, send word to the Cabinet Maker’s Guild, as we will be going there next, and it would be ever so tiresome to have to repeat this demonstration at each location.”
“Of course M’Lord!” Pot belly said in a shaky voice as he was all too glad to have an excuse not to be in the room.

Alone Time


Galan found himself with time on his hands and a little money in his pocket.  Angvar was preoccupied, and Galan wished him well.  His mother and the King were going over plans for the semi-covert Green Spire mission.  Pavel was escorting Sha to recruit for Echal, and even Esta was let loose to run with Ivor, on the sole condition that they always be in public view so that no one could have an excuse for defamatory rumor. 
So it was he finds himself back on the town.  It doesn’t take him long to find his way back to the little brothel that he and Angvar had found.  With no one to be the wiser, he steps in much more boldly than before.   The proprietress smiled kindly at him. “Back, I see.  What happened to your friend?”  She asked in a tone that was an odd mix of motherly care and leering suggestion. It was out of Galan’s frame of reference.  
“Oh, you remember?”  Galan said surprised and thinking about heading back to the door.
“Course I remember, two young noblemen come in, stay for several drinks and then leave together.  My girls were starting to wonder if you two just wanted a room together.”  She said it in the tone of a friendly tease not a lethal insult and Galan tried to let it pass
but he was blushing until his ears burned.  He stammered for a moment, trying to think of what to say when the matronly woman abruptly hugged him into her cleavage laughing.  “Och, lad it’s not that bad.  The girls were just having a bit o’fun.”  She pulls back to look him in the eye. “We’re just glad to have you back.  Can I get you a drink, or would you like to maybe meet a couple of the girls?”
The cleavage had been remarkably good, even considering that this woman was old enough to be his mother.  OK, not as old as his mother, he thought with a giddy mental laugh.  Trying to battle the fog of embarrassment and uncertainty and even the first stirrings of desire, “He found companionship at court.  I thought I’d come see about a bit of companionship myself.”  Then he realized how that could be taken, “Not that we were ever like that, I mean I’m not, and I assume he’s not.”  
He continued babbling and the proprietress finally understood.  “First time is it deary?”
Again, Galan’s face burned. “Well, not exactly.”
“Ah, I see.  Well, part of the problem in a place like this, there is just so much to see, and girls to do that a young man can get distracted.  You just go up to the first door on your right.” she said pointing at the stairs.  “Make yourself comfortable and leave the rest of the evening to me.  Just one thing before you go...”
Galan turned to look at her with an uncomprehending look, and then it hit him.  These were working girls and they expected to get paid.  His face showed the moment recognition reached him and the madam smiled, with her hand still out.  He pulled from his pouch two golden crowns.   It was more than he would usually spend for an evening but this was a special occasion.
Galan entered the small room, it had a bed and was furnished much as most women’s dressing rooms.  His mother’s and sisters' rooms were similar enough to this.  He pulled off the heavy out wear to be comfortable, draped his sword belt on one chair and spun around reaching for his knife as the door unexpectedly opened.  In came an attractive young woman with a pitcher and basin.  Galan was a bit disappointed.  Oh, it wasn’t that she was ugly it was just that compared to the others.  Still, he was determined to get his experience...
She giggled as he took the basin from her and carried it to the table.  She began to loosen the ties for his tunic. “I think you misunderstand.  I am here to get you ready. Your companions will be arriving soon after.”
Galan face reddened again.  He started to stammer, but she just put a finger to his lips. “You are beautiful.  I envy those who are coming later.  Let’s not worry about that right now, and let’s get you clean and relaxed for a good evening.”
Galan finally just settled back in and learned to enjoy being catered to.   The sponge bath, that included a happy ending he was pretty sure wasn’t supposed to be part of the package, and he was nearly drifting off to sleep when the two young women that were to be his companionship arrived.  
Galan was pretty certain he had died, because things his good just didn’t happen in this world.

Angvar to the Rescue

Angvar was sleeping better than he had in months.  Soph was curled up under his left arm and the thick stone walls kept it dark and quiet.  So it took him a bit to respond to the near frantic knocking at his door.
He slipped out from under Soph and whispered, “Shh, you sleep.  Duty calls, I’ll be back when I can.”
He wraps in the blanket and opens the door.  Feylynn is standing in the hall and he can see her distress.  “Angvar, I’m sorry to wake you, but Galan is not in his room.  The servants said he went into the city earlier and it’s well past midnight and he hasn’t returned.”
Angvar blinked and tried to force the fog from his mind.  “Uh  Your Grace, I don’t know. Wait, I might have an idea, but you really should let me check it out.  Don’t worry, I’ll bring him home safe.  Can you please let the stables know I’ll need our horses saddled, while I get dressed?”
“Thank you Angvar, I don’t know what could possibly keep him so long.  I’ve been so busy, I’m afraid I wasn’t keeping as close an eye on him as I should.” The worried look never leaving her face.
“We met some friends in town when we were here last time.”  He lied.  “I bet he’s with them and just hasn’t realized the time.”
Angvar was fairly certain he knew exactly where Galan was, he would have been back himself had things worked out differently with Sophia.  He found the place fairly easily and tied the horses up out front.  The door was still open, but he heard the tired voice of the madam. “Sorry about the door, but we’re closed.  Be happy to entertain you tomorrow.”
Angvar smiled. “Not here for your wares, but if my friend is sleeping off visit, he’s been missed at the castle.”
The madam came in to the foyer and greeted him.  “Ah, the young friend who found companionship at court, welcome back to the Mounted Night.  Yes, he’s had quite the evening.  You can go up, it’s the door on the right.  I’m fairly certain we’ll see him again.” she just chuckled to herself as she moved over to finish cleaning the bar.
Angvar grinned. This would be amusing.  He didn’t blame Galan, this was in his plans until Soph changed them all.  Still, he bet this was not how he had planned to end the evening. He knocked on the door, “M’Lord” he called out softly. “Her Grace has missed your presence at the Castle.”  
He chuckled to himself as he heard Galan swear and was that two feminine voices telling him to come back, he’d paid for the night.  He could hear Galan banging around trying to get dressed in the dark.  “On my way.”  Was all he heard loud enough to be sure what was going on. 
Angvar went back down to the horses, wouldn’t do to have to walk back because the horses were stolen.  Galan stumbled down the stairs.  Exchanged pleasantries with the madam and stumbled out into the night.  Angvar was there with his horse.  Galan was glad not to have to walk back.  Between the wine and the marathon indulgences he wasn’t sure he would have had the energy to have made it back on foot. 
As they were heading back, Galan sighed and asked, “How bad is it?  How much does she know?”
“I told her we had met some friends, and you were probably there.  So when we get back, you hit the shower, and I’ll let her know you’re safe.  By the time she gets to your apartment, you can be cleaned up and ready to greet her.”
Galan shook his head to clear the fog.  “Thanks Angvar, you’re the best.”
“You know at some point, you’re going to have to tell me. How was it?”
Galan just got a big stupid sappy grin, “How do you think it was?” and he let loose with a big belly laugh.  “Let’s just say I now understand what all the fuss is about.”
Angvar laughed, he wasn’t overly experienced but Soph wasn’t his first dalliance.  Still, Galan must have had one hell of a night.

  Growing Pains


Galan took off at a jog for his apartment.  A quick shower and clean clothes, and he would be ready for his mother to arrive.  He was practicing excuses as he opened the door and saw her sitting in his chair waiting on him.  His heart stopped first at the shock of being caught and then with recognition of the look on her face.  
She caught him up in a firm hug.  Galan returned the hug feeling truly guilty.  After all the dangers of this trip, him almost dying to the wyvern poison, the stress of Sha’s testing, and then having to practically flee the country to get home.  This was more than he should have put her through.  “Mamma, I’m fine.  Just got busy having fun and time got away from me.  I settled in and fell asleep.” All strictly true.  Just avoid details he thought to himself when he heard her sniff.
Damn, caught, caught by that blood hound nose of hers.  Papa used to swear she could sniff out a rock in a windstorm.  Sure enough, it didn’t take her long to put two and two together. 
“Galan, where were you?”  she asked point blank.
“Mamma I was in town.  I met some people and things just went long and I fell asleep.”  Still all true, maybe she would let it go at that.
“Galan, what was her name?”  She wasn’t going to let it go.
“Mamma, don’t ask questions you don’t really want to know.”  He tried, hoping she would realize she didn’t want the answer either.
“Galan, why won’t you tell me?”
“Because knowing isn’t going to help you.  It is likely to upset you, and for no good reason.”  He decided to be blunt.  If she asked again, he would answer her.
“Galan, these kinds of things can be dangerous.  Not just because of scandal...” 
He cut her off.  “Mamma, this was a decision I made.  While I’m not going to go around shouting it to the world, I am not going to cower from it either.  This trip was about an education, and tonight I added to mine.  Details won’t make this any easier for you.”
To his surprise, she only nodded.  “You really should get some sleep.  I suspect you need it.”
“Thank you.”  He breathed a sigh of relief and began to strip off his tunic as she headed for the door.  Before she reached the door, he called out.  “Mamma, I love you, and I am very sorry that I worried you.”
She turned to say something but then saw the multiple scratches on his back and couldn’t speak.  She opened the door and croaked out a hoarse. “I love you too, my son.” and left.
Feylynn made a decision right then and there that this was something his father was going to have to deal with, as she couldn’t. Keeping track of Esta and Sha were bad enough. 





The Journey Home


Estrella-fosca


The first leg of the journey from Voivoed’s Rest was less exciting.  Less stressful as well.  The villagers were all excited to see Koloss again and waved to the carriage that she shared with Esta and now Soph.  Ivor had fallen in with Galan and Angvar as if he had always been one of the crew.  She marveled again at how adaptive the young were to changes like this.  Oh, the boys teased him mercilessly but no more so than they did each other, and he seemed to join right in.  She would never understand why young men always found it necessary to be so abrasive and caustic to each other, but it seemed to work for them.  
After seeing the Red Spire students shoe horned into the town’s one small inn, arriving in Estrella-Fosca was a welcome part of the journey.  She enjoyed the amenities of such a nice house after having grown accustomed to the luxuries of Voivoed’s Rest.  Staying at an inn, no matter how nice would have been a big step down.   
So it was that after a real bath, and a fine dinner, she found herself in the game room with the lord and lady of the manor, watching the children as they sat for a game of Zaxmat.  Feylynn was a bit surprised when Galan chose to gift the wyvern hair combs to Penny as a thank you gift for their hospitality.  Penny immediately put them in and though out the game would fiddle with them as she thought her way through the moves.  
The game was old when her father was young, oh from time to time rule modifications and even variations in configuration developed but this board seemed to be a very old one.   The point of the game was to be the last one standing on the ‘mountain’ or the central square.  The game was designed for five players, one for each side of the board and one for the central square.  The one who started ‘on the mountain’ was at a slight disadvantage as all four opponents could attack at once.  However, as the one holding the ‘high ground’, that player had more freedom of movement, as long as they stayed on the high ground.
Around the table were, Esta, with Ivor on her right flank, and Galan on her left, with Angvar opposite.  Penny, as the more experienced player by all accounts, volunteered to take the high ground at the start and the disadvantages that came with it.  Feylynn was enjoying some more mature conversation but as the game progressed and the trash talk became intense, the adults found themselves spending more time watching the game.  
Esta was eliminated rather quickly by Galan.  Despite a very credible rescue attempt by Ivor.  Unfortunately, that weakened him enough that Angvar (with Soph’s coaching) finished him off.  Leaving only Angvar and Galan to try to unseat young Penny.  Penny would taunt them and tease them as they tried different strategies.  Feylynn found her a complete delight.  Her skill at the game was obvious each time one of the young men would try to lead an assault on her mountain. Each time she took losses but bled each of them more.  Finally, in a last ditch effort to at least make it up off of the ‘plain’ Angvar committed to an all out assault, and Penny finished him off for it. 
Galan and Penny faced off, and suddenly Penny’s strategy changed.  She went full defensive and was drawing the game out.  Galan had more pieces than she did, but he couldn’t assault her position without taking massive losses.  Finally, Penny spoke up. “It’s just us left.  I propose an end to the war.  Marry me and combine the armies and we’ll live in peace.”
Galan blinked, and her father said, “That’s not in the rules of the game.”
Her mother simply shared a private smile with Feylynn.
Galan taunted, “Are you afraid I’ll win?”
Penny’s face darkened, and she fixed her eyes on him directly.  “This is how much I fear your winning.” she toppled her own king in the universal sign of surrender.  “You win now.  We could have both won, think on that.”  
Galan was just shy of blubbering; he did not understand what he had done wrong.  Penny stood and stormed off out of the room.  Esta and Soph both started to giggle.  
“What?  What did I say?”  Galan asked still confused.
“Way to go dear brother, you’re such a charmer.”  Esta laughed and would say no more.

Sophia just did her best to look innocent. 
Galan decided to turn in.  Feylynn decided she needed to spend a bit more time learning about their hosts.
Sisters

Penny was lying on her bed crying.  He couldn’t see past the child to see the woman she was becoming.  It couldn’t have hurt more if he had patted her head and told her she was cute.  She would show him!  She just had no idea how.
She jumped when there was a knock on her door.  She sniffled a bit and hoped they would go away.  The knock came again, and this time she heard Esta’s voice.  “Penny, let us in.  I know he can be a jerk, but we just want to talk.”
She sighed, they weren’t going away and if they kept knocking, it would draw more attention and the last thing she needed tonight was another big scene.  She dried her eyes, and just as the knock started again, she opened the door to find Esta and Sha waiting for her.  She was nearly knocked over as Esta hugged her.  It should be weird but honestly it just felt good.  
Sha pushed them both in and closed the door.  “Esta let the poor girl breathe, crying time is over.  Time to find out what we’re going to do.”
Esta stood back from Penny.  Penny caught her breath and was a bit surprised to see Esta had tears in her eyes too.  “Boys can just be such clueless dummies.” Esta said and crossed her arms in a sympathy pout.  
Sha just snorted in a very unladylike fashion.  “They aren’t cruel, they just don’t think beyond the moment.  Be happy about that, it makes them easier to live with.  Keep them fed, laid, and feeling generally good about how their life is going, and they will do pretty much whatever you want.  Most of the time they really just don’t care as long as those things are taken care of.”  She shook her head, “Oh don’t try to mess with the things they think are important, their honor, duty, or politics.”  she waved her hand as if fanning away the unimportant things.  “Who really cares about those things, anyway.”
Penny sniffled, “I care.”
Esta sighed, “Sure you care about them, as they affect him, but you don’t really care about the specifics as long as he’s happy and the family is safe.  Do you?”
Penny thought about it, she had always paid attention to stuff that most girls her age didn’t bother with, but now that she thought about it more, she really did only care about it as it affected her family.  “I suppose not.”
Sha grinned. “See, I told you we could help.”  She waited for Penny to give her the smile that said that tears were over and the real talk could begin.  “He sees you as a kid.”  Sha said it bluntly and with no sugar coating.  “I know a little about what that is like.”  Penny giggled, but her face was filled with sympathy.
“Pavel doesn’t see you as a child.”  
Sha chuckled. “No, but I didn’t give him any other choice.  I’ve known Pavel since I WAS a child.”  she shrugged.  “And I cheat.” Again blunt and without apology.  “I might be willing to help you cheat too.”  Penny’s eyes glittered with hope.  “I just need to know why.  What do you want from my baby brother?  Is it  just attention, or is it more?”
Penny sighed and flopped down on her bed.  She shook her head. “I don’t know.  He was so nice to me last time, and yeah I had some daydreams about what it could be like.  He’s cute, and for all the practical reasons, he’s a good catch.”  She shrugged.  “I thought anyone who could be that nice to a little girl might make a good husband and father.”  Her face contorted. “Then he comes back and turns in to Sir Blockhead.”  The anger rising again as she bit out the last words.
Sha sighed. “Oh, he’s had a few life experiences that has him thinking he’s all grown up now.”  Esta looked at her surprised.  Sha shook her head. “No, we’re not discussing it now.  It’s his life and something one just has to work out for themselves, but it can easily explain the change Penny noticed, and luckily it is usually temporary.  More or less.”
Esta shrugged. “Well, I don’t know about all of that, but he is struggling to be seen as an adult with Mamma.  And I know a little bit about that problem. It can make you do crazy things to prove you aren’t crazy.”
Penny sighed. “Yeah, been learning that one myself.”
Sha shook her head. “You two have no idea what it has taken to get people to take me seriously.  Still unless I miss my guess, Mamma is talking to your parents about those ‘practical reasons’ you mentioned.  She has her own reasons for seeing this as a way to stuff a jinn back in its lamp.  She’s wrong, which is why I need to know what YOU want from my baby brother.”
Penny’s face turned pensive, then with determination she looked Sha right in the eye, “I want him to notice me, really notice me and consider me as a possibility, long enough for us to decide if we want more.”
Sha grinned. “Oh little sister,  we can do that!”

Parting is Such Sweet Sorrow


Galan felt bad for what he said to Penny last night.  He still thought they were trash talking like they had been all night.  She suddenly switched to being more serious than he understood.  She might have a crush on him, mamma had said.  He should be flattered but mostly he just thought of her as a really good kid who shouldn’t have a guest in her home make her feel bad.  He had been hoping to talk to her after breakfast, but she wasn’t there.    He hadn’t seen her all morning.  He really didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye and trying to make it right.  
Ivor was bringing around the horses and Esta was as ever at his side.  Galan smiled, Ivor seemed like an all right guy. Esta sure seemed happy.  Pappa would man him up just fine.  He thought about how Pappa would react to Ivor and grinned.  He wasn’t sure he felt any sympathy for the boy, more of an unworthy anticipation of the show.  It really wasn’t like him, but this was his kid sister after all.
Angvar took the reins of his and Galan’s horse and started to lead them over when he just stopped dead in his tracks.  Esta gave Ivor a little jab in his ribs to cure his staring problem.  Galan had no such help.  His brain was not quite functioning.  He saw this vision walking toward him, sixteen or maybe seventeen, in an elven silk gown of pale yellow, cut low over full cleavage and high on the hip exposing long beautiful legs.  Finally it hit him, he couldn’t miss it but this couldn’t be,  he gasped, “Penny?”
The vision just smiled and moved to within inches of him.  “I didn’t want you to leave without saying goodbye.”  she said as casually as if nothing were out of the ordinary.   “I’ve decided to give you some time to reconsider my offer from last night.”  She leans forward and kisses him passionately.  Galan’s eyes bulge and his heart races.  His body reacts as quickly as only a man in his late teens can.  Then just as suddenly she’s gone.   Or not gone he realizes, she has just shrunk back into the skinny twelve-year-old from last night.  “Just don’t take too long to think.  The world can change quickly.”  She turns and walks toward her house.  Over her shoulder she calls back to him. “Until we meet again.”
Galan is just standing there like lightning had struck.  Ivor and Angvar are both trying to hide their amusement.   Sha looks smug, which just confirmed his suspicions.  The collection of parents seeing the Dutchess to her coach are the only ones more shocked than Galan.
Galan shook his head as he was offered the reins to his horse.  This was going to be a long trip.





Anticipation of Home


The Road


Sophia had watched the interplay between Penny and Galan was quiet amusement.  Feylynn was daunting.  Watching her taken by surprise with the children’s machinations was very humanizing.   Sophia could see her own mom under such circumstances, ok maybe not, she didn’t have the mystical  talents of Feylynn’s family but then again her mother didn’t possess any magic not possessed by all mothers.  That innate ability to detect a stolen cookie, or to know with certainty when a child is up from a nap and just hasn’t let anyone else know.
Sophia smiled, at least it made the Dutchess a little less forbidding to work with, which was good because after seven hours inside of this cramped coach with her and Esta.  She needed to be able to give the Dutchess every benefit of the doubt she could.  Oh, the Dutchess wasn’t impossible; she had just had a very rough trip and Esta and Soph were feeling the brunt of it.  Feylynn’s life was changing in ways that she wasn’t wanting to deal with, and it made her surly and demanding.  Soph wondered,  and not for the first time, if maybe she had made a mistake.
Soph looked out the window and was disappointed she couldn’t see Angvar and the boys. They must be riding just a bit ahead or behind.  She really couldn’t blame them, this carriage was slow.  Not that she wanted it to go any faster, the bumps in the road were jarring enough.
“So can you see him?”  Feylynn asks with only a slight smile to her lips.
Sophia sighed, “No.  Do you  miss the Duke?”  She gasped. “I’m sorry, that was none of my business.”
Feylynn laughed a brittle little laugh. “No, it isn’t.  Yes, I do.  More than you can imagine.”  She let out a long sigh that bordered too closely on a sob for both Soph and Esta’s comfort.  “You two are in the midst of your passionate fire of infatuation and the first blush of love.  When you’ve been together for decades and have children and a life together, and learn to depend on the other person the same way you trust your legs to carry you when you walk...  Yes, I will be very happy to be home.”
Esta and Soph looked at each other, both were speechless.  Esta took advantage of the next bump in the road to propel herself across the small cabin of the coach and on the bench beside her mother.  She hugged herself in close. “I love you, mamma.”
Because of her upbringing among the high-born elves, Feylynn usually found such intimacy disquieting.  Today, with that former world in tatters in her mind, she just clung to her daughter and enjoyed the moment.

Soph looked out the window so as not to pry on their moment.  She lost herself in her own thoughts of home left, and home yet to come.  Of Angvar in pot bellied middle age, with children and maybe even grandchildren.  The road to that place seemed long, yet as her own mother had warned her, it would seem just the blink of an eye.
Civilized Lands

Sha told Pavel that they needed to make it there well before the rest of the troop.  “Mamma and Da won’t want to be surprised with the small army tagging along.   Bad enough we brought them a cavalry troop last time.”
Pavel was chuckling at the memory.  “I don’t think Da minded too much, at least once your Mother got there and calmed everything down.”
Sha smiled to herself at the memory as well, “Trust me Mamma minded.  She takes her duties as hostess very seriously.  She will at least want to feed these folks well.  While they may still end up in the same loft, just because of how many there are, she’ll also want time for the grooms and stable boys to make it presentable.”
Pavel’s smile faded.  Yeah, mamma would have his hide if he caught her by surprise again.  “Good point.  Hang on, we’re picking up the pace.”
The warm spring day was good weather for riding, if he wasn’t wearing all of this armor.  Even stripped down to minimums it was too hot.  Still it was a nice day to be out on the open road.  Pavel was looking forward to the trip to the Red Spire. He had missed Echal and Catrin, and while he wanted to give Sha time with her mother after their long separation, he missed being his own man.  Able to decide his future with only he and Sha to worry about.   
Oh, he knew he would still be tied up in the important events his family had thoroughly entangled themselves in for decades to come, at least he would be able to steal Sha away for a weekend or two just living out of Koloss, and exploring the wilds.  He didn’t really want to settle down so much as just not have a pre-planned agenda every day.  This trip had plenty of twists and wasn’t boring but it also wasn’t what he wanted to see.  The elves hadn’t really impressed him, and even Voivoed’s Rest wasn’t more than a comfortable place to rest.  Oh, the access to shops and equipment was nice, but he really wanted to produce his own custom gear.  For that he wanted Echal.  He was sure Echal wouldn’t have the time to do the work himself, but Echal always had the best ideas for what to make.
While he was lost in thought, he heard a noise behind him and turned in his saddle to see the hatch opening and Sha coming up to join him in the open air.  “Got too stuffy in there. This breeze is much better. “
Pavel smiled back. “We’re almost there.”  He turned back to look down the road and barked a laugh.  “Unless my eyes are going too, that’s Da right there on horseback riding toward us.”
Sha squinted. “Pavel, he looks like he’s running from something.” the alarm in her voice rising.  
Pavel grunted. “One way to find out.  Hold on.”  and with a casual word to Koloss they were covering the ground between them at an amazing clip.  Then just over the small rise, they saw what Jayen was fleeing.  There were six dire wolves, each the size of an ox, and they were baring down on the lone rider.  “Sha, a distraction would be nice.”
Sha froze.  What could she do that would help Daddy?  Think damn it!  Arch Tzadi my ass the treasonous little voice in the back of her mind taunted. Sha didn’t have time for self doubt, so she began drawing in her will, snatched up the power stone and concentrated.  The casting time seemed like an eternity as the wolves bore down on the man who raised her from infancy.  Finally, as the magic released a wyvern appeared already in flight and landed upon the lead wolf.
The wolves seeing the new threat broke off their attack and made for the nearest tree cover.  The wyvern had stung two, and dug its talons in deep to the skull of a third before they made it cover.  
“Nicely done, m’love.  Grab a fresh power stone and join me on the ground.  I want to send Koloss hunting.”  Pavel was grinning madly and motioning to her with his outstretched hand.  
Sha quickly switched up stones and scrambled up out of the hold as Koloss came to a stop long enough for them both to dismount.  Pavel patted his polished oak flank, “Flush them out boy, let the wyvern have them!”
Koloss bounded off at lightning speed as Jayen was riding up.  “Glad to see you two!”
Sha ran over to the side of his horse and hugged him tightly about one leg.  Pavel just grinned up at his father. “Looked like you could use some help.”
The older man pulled his helmet off, the sweat running down his face.  He took a deep breath of the warm early afternoon air, just enjoying being alive.  “I wasn’t sure I would make it out of that one.”  He said with a sigh, as he reached down to pat Sha’s hair.
“What are they doing this deep into civilized lands?”  Pavel asked.
Gently disentangling himself from Sha, Jayen slowly dismounted.  “We got word last week orcs had attacked that the outpost of the Brotherhood.  Without them guarding the pass, all sorts of beasties have been ravaging the neighbors.”  He wipes the sweat from his face and blinks his eyes to clear them.  “We were on our way to lend a hand, when this pack of dire wolves surprised us.”
Sha looks up at him, “Us?”
Jayen just grins and points back up the road.  Just cresting the small rise and kicking up and incredible cloud of dust as they came was Colonel Jeffers and his entire cavalry troop, hell bent for leather.  “Kinda got split up, and I was hoping they would arrive before the wolves were finished with me.”  His grin doesn’t fade but his eyes show his understanding that it wouldn’t have happened that way.
Pavel waves to the Colonel as they pull up.  “They’re in the woods.  Koloss is hunting, oh and the wyvern in the air is ours as well.”  
The colonel nearly fell from his saddle in his haste to make it to Jayen.  “Your Excellence!  You’re alive!”
Jayen just chuckled, “Aye, and well.  Just a bit winded.  Can I get you to detail some of your men for an honor guard for the Dutchess?  Unless I miss my guess they aren’t far behind?”  He looks at Pavel.
Pavel grunts. “About that, yes they should be about two or maybe three hours up the road.  Yes, a guard would do well.  We were riding ahead to let you and mamma know that we’re bringing company again.”  He looked at the colonel only reddened slightly at the memory.  “‘They’re not defenseless.  Galan, Angvar, and Ivor are all there, and the Dutchess isn’t exactly harmless.”  Jayen snorted a laugh.   “Though with Koloss occupied for the next little bit, and no knowing what else made it through the gap...”   He trailed off for a moment then remembered, “Oh and Colonel, if you can spare a dispatch rider, can you let my mother know to expect about thirty people long about sundown?”  He grinned at Jayen. “Don’t think I’d live down doing that to her twice.”
The colonel just nodded. “At once.  You’re Excellency, I will also pass word on to the Duke that his family is safe and on their way home, and we will be delayed just over a day joining him.”
Jayen nodded. “Can’t be helped, and he has a big enough force as it is.  We shouldn’t be overly missed for just a day.”

Dinner and a Show


The young blonde Lieutenant showed up as they were stopped for the afternoon meal.  At first she nearly panicked.  Her family was all spread out again where she couldn’t help them and ravenous monsters from the wastes beyond had broken into the valley.   She took a deep breath, a dragon couldn’t stop Sha, and she had Pavel and Koloss.  The duke was out riding into combat, but he had a whole army at his back, not that she didn’t wish she could be there as well.  Esta and Galan were the least able to defend themselves, as well as all the commoners that they had in tow with them for this trip.  She was where she needed to be, but damn it, the chaos of this horrible trip was following her home.  She stopped and realized that this was her home.  The love of her life and her children were here.  Here she was wanted and needed.  Sha had been right if the elves won’t embrace all of her family, who needs them.   Eventually she would write to her father, offering them to join her.  She knew that they would never come to stay, but maybe for a hundred years or so, long enough to be a part of their grandchildren’s lives?  Only time would tell.

Speaking of grandchildren, she thought that young lieutenant is being just a bit too forward with Esta.  If he wasn’t careful, Ivor was going to make a point of it soon.  More drama she just didn’t need.   Maybe, just maybe if she could make it to Jan’s before this all blew up...
She no sooner thought the thought than she heard a commotion outside of the coach.   Sure enough, Ivor and the young officer were showing off their horsemanship skills for Soph and Esta.  She started to put an end to it but hesitated wondering if she was letting her own worries rob the young of their fun.  In that moment’s self doubt, the gathered crowd got a quick lesson that Feylynn could have told them would happen. NoVasian calvary officers were beyond excellent horsemen, but Alorns were born to it.  Ivor had just ridden at a full run, hanging from the side of his horse using only his legs, retrieved an arrow from the ground, and made it back upright in the saddle in time to put the same arrow into the improvised target.   The young cavalry officer lost his grip half way to the seated position and fell.  Feylynn heard the bones crack from where she sat. 
It was going to be such a long day.  Sha evicted Soph from the carriage and in went the officer on his stretcher.  Ivor looked near to protests but a meaningful look from Feylynn settles any protestations he might have.  Feylynn looks over to Esta. “His back is broken.  I’ll need Sha and Pavel to heal him completely, but you’re going to keep him alive until then.  Men act foolishly whenever there is a young woman who fails to send the right signals immediately.  You’re going to learn how to share strength, it will make his pain your pain too, but it will keep him alive until he can be restored.  Think hard on this the next time you return a smile, just to be the center of attention.”
Esta was crying, Feylynn didn’t care. After Sara last Winter Faire, and the Ivor situation, and Galan’s adventures in Voivoed’s Rest, and the stress of Sha’s relationship with Pavel, which scarily enough seemed the most mature, she was done.   These children were going to learn to be responsible with this rush of new hormones.  Either from friendly adult guidance or they were going to be made to feel the pain their bad decisions caused.  She wished she were with Evan; he needed her help smashing things, and she really needed to smash something right now.





A Quarrelsome House

Observations


Angvar straddled a wooden bench outside of the stables.  He leaned back upon the wall and held Soph close to him, his cloak enfolded over them both in the cool of the night.  He could feel her tension, even with her back to him, her body language screamed stress.  He leaned forward to kiss her shoulder at the base of her neck.  She twisted her head to stop him.  “What’s wrong m’love?”
“I don’t know.”  She sighed.  
Angvar had a feeling that she did know, but that she didn’t want to talk about it.  He also knew that bottling it up, wouldn’t be good.  “Ah come on now, beautiful.  You know that ‘I don’t know’ isn’t an answer.”
“It’s the only one I’ve got.”
He laughed gently.  “You’re stiff as a board, and you don’t want me to make you feel better, so what is it?  If you were a wine barrel under this much pressure, you would have split by now.”
“Can’t you just hold me?”
He kissed the side of her hair and pulled her in tight. “For now.  It won’t be any better though until you let out some of that pressure.”
They sat there for a few minutes, each in their own thoughts, until out of the blue she says to him, “Love hurts too much.”
He felt his heart drop, and his brain spun up trying to think of what he had done wrong.  He came up blank.  “Wha... What did I do?  Have I hurt you in some way?  I’m sorry I didn’t mean to do it?”
She let out a long sigh. “Not you.  For once you’ve been wonderful.”
He hesitated a moment trying to make sense of that statement but she continued before he could decide if he needed to be offended.
“It’s everyone else!”  she whined plaintively.  “What was Barron Jayen thinking?  They could have killed him.  Jan was right to be pissed.”
Angvar let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, “Oh that.  She’s just scared. That Colonel needs kicked for bringing that up at dinner like that.”
“You’re damn right she’s scared.  What if Koloss hadn’t been there?  Jan would have been a widow!  Men are such fools.”  She could feel her anger rising and tried to get a grip on it.
“My sweet lover, he was mounted and armored.  The rest of the troop was dismounted and disorganized.  Had he not drawn off the wolves as he did, twenty men could have died before they got the better of those beasts.”
“You’re missing the point!  That wouldn’t give Jan her husband or Pavel his father back!”  Her voice rising.
“Shh... Easy Soph.”   He squeezed her tight.  “You’re right, of course.  That is what it means to be a noble.  It’s not all  castles and banquets.  Sometimes you’ve got to put your needs second for those of the people who’ve sworn loyalty and fealty to you.  It’s a price we all know since shortly after birth that we may be called upon to pay.  It was a lesson Galan helped me with last Winter Faire, and it has served me well since.  It brought me to you.”
She wasn’t about to be comforted this easily, “I still say you’re all crazy to take such risks but ok, ok, ‘Duty’ “her tone anything but reverent and respectful for the word, “but that nonsense between Ivor, Esta, and Lt. Smiles a Lot!”
Angvar laughed loudly at that.  “Oh, are you telling me you never had boys try to compete for your attention before?  I don’t believe it.”
“My family are scribes!  Men try to outsmart each other to impress us, not get their fool back broken by acting like an idiot on a horse!”  she turned to look at him.
“Whooo, I got lucky then.  If I’d have had to compete like that, I’d have been in trouble.  Give me the horse any day.”
She couldn’t help it, she giggled and hit him on the chest.   “Stop it.  You’re not stupid, and you shouldn’t pretend to be.”  She let out a long sigh.  Laughing had felt good, and the pressure felt less. “All of these people are hurting only because they love the other so much.  I guess I just worry because I love you.” 
Angvar gave her a lingering kiss.  “Love isn’t all bad.  I wasn’t able to get a room to myself tonight, but Galan pointed out a nice little balcony that  would be a great place to sleep out under the stars...”

Healing


Pavel saw the young cavalry officer stretched out on the table.  Esta looked almost as bad as he did.  Seems that riding a carriage over rough roads when badly wounded isn’t conducive to healing.  
Sha washed her hands and cut away the clothes to get to the affected area.  After twenty minutes or so of poking and prodding as he variously cried out in pain or seemed to feel nothing she just shook her head.  “The back is broken.  He won’t make it without magical intervention.  It’ll take all four of us and little better than an hour to complete.”    She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.   “At that point we have a choice.  We can spend an additional two hours and he’ll  walk out of here good as new, or we can let nature take its course and he’ll  be recovered enough to return to duty in two months.”
Feylynn frowned.  “We have to restore him.”
Pavel grinned. “Oh, he’ll recover just fine mother. Sha is just asking if we let the lesson sink in good and solid?  Maybe with Esta sticking around to help with emptying his bed pans?”  Esta said nothing, anything she would say would only make it worse and after the torture of this afternoon, she just didn’t have the strength to object.
“Give him some poppy milk.  To help cut back on the amount of energy we use, I’m going to open him up and line things up manually.”   Sha motioned toward the quietly groaning man as she reached for the surgical kit she carried with her.  “Esta, watch what I do, but never do anything like this yourself, unless he is already dead if you don’t.  Your magic isn’t enough to more than barely stabilize them after.  Only a full Tzadi should try this, but sometimes desperation rules the day, and it won’t hurt you to have seen it done.”
“While we’re waiting on the poppy milk to do it’s part, this isn’t a spell I know.”  She tapped her head, “I have it stored, same as if I had the book in front of me, but we’re going to need to do this as a ritual.”
They all grunted, except for Esta.   “What does that mean?”
Feylynn spoke up,  “Remember we talked about how you can try any spell you can read, but the less you know about the spells that led to its development the more likely you are to fail?”  Esta nodded.  “Well, by using this ritual, that you’ll get to learn tonight, it takes a lot longer to cast, but you don’t have a great a chance at failure.  Most very complicated spells are done this way, as learning all the precursor spells to the proper level is time consuming.  Unless of course you plan to specialize in it.”  She shrugs, “Normally we would also need a written copy of the spell, but with Shadrea’s perfect recall...”   again just a shrug as she begins to lay out the ritual area and teaching Esta as she goes.
It was a long evening but by the time supper was served, the young man was sitting up on his own and could return to duty.  
Sha caught Esta before she made it out the door.  “If Ivor is the one?”  she held her hand up to forestall any answer.  “If he is your choice, don’t make him question it.  You owe him an apology.” and just like that she was gone.

Something's Never Change


Jayen had seen this all before.  The stewing anger hiding the stark terror.  He didn’t have the heart to admit to her how close it really had been.  So he made light of the whole thing as much as he could and waited for evening.  
Evening arrived, and they were finally alone in their room.  She was brushing out her hair with a vigor and a violence that, in his youth had worried him.  Now, almost thirty years later he knew this sign.  He was ready for what was coming.  
Jan never disappointed on this level.  She started in and let him have it.  She vented her rage on him, even throwing her brush at him at one point.  Jayen never raised his voice.  He just let her get the mad out.  He knew from all of those years that the anger wasn’t dangerous; it was the fear it hid that could break her.  
After about a half an hour, he started to worry a bit.  This was a lot of anger, more than he had ever seen since the night that gave them Pavel.  Just like that night though, the anger finally emptied, and the tears began to flow.  This was the sign Jayan had been waiting for.  
“It’s ok m’love.  I’m all here and in one piece.  Shhh...” he wrapped his arms around her.  “We’re all safe and sound.  I’m not going anywhere.”  He just held her while she cried and eventually he could feel the shudders subside as she emptied out the fear as well.  
With a gentle kiss, he swept her up in his arms.  The back of his mind realized this had gotten harder over the last few years, but he crushed that thought down, as he carried her to their bed.  What youthful exuberance and passion, age had stolen from him, had been replaced by wisdom and knowledge of his wife and her need for release of the tension caused by stark terror.  He just concentrated on giving her this outlet and replacing all the terror with security and as much hope for the future as he could manage.  
“I’m going nowhere m’love.  We have grandchildren due soon.”  he whispered in her ear. 
She finally let go with a genuine laugh. “When did we get old enough for grandchildren?”
His chuckle rumbled deep in his chest. “Yeah, kinda snuck up on us, didn’t it?”

He just held her there until he could hear her breathing change, then he let sleep claim him too.  It had been a very stressful day.
Sleepless

Feylynn was enjoying the quiet of the library while the house was asleep.  The problem is that it gives too much time to think.  She worried for Evan.  Sure he had a whole army at his back, but she knew she could do things that even an army could accomplish. 
Even not being completely sure where his camp is, she knows with an owl’s night vision she could find it by morning.  She  didn’t want to abandon the others, but she had been so ready to see him again.  She just so wanted this trip done.  This trip had taken so much from her, and she was so tired of being alone.  Elves of Feylynn’s class weren’t given to overt displays of emotion, but late in the night's quiet her heart broke and the tears flowed.  In the privacy of those early morning hours, she was able to plumb the depths of her despair.  
As the sun rose, her tears dried, and the decision was made. She would see her family home.  Then immediately join the Duke.  They had fought side by side for more decades than she cared to count.  They had been with each other as they buried their first spouses.  They had raised a family together, and she wasn’t about to leave him to face this on his own. 





Home


The Borderline


Galan saw Koloss waiting for them at the Dutchy’s boundary line.  He hadn’t really come to think of the Dutchy as ‘home’ yet but it was the first sign that the trip was over.  He wasn’t completely certain how he felt about that.  On the one hand, it would be good to not be ‘camping’ in strange places every few days or weeks.  On the other hand, he had felt himself grow over this trip.  His grandfather’s contacts had shown him things about his Elven side that he hadn’t really understood.  Surviving the wyvern brought both a confidence in his abilities as well as a stark reminder of their limitations.  
He concluded, as they caught up to Koloss, that it was good to be home.  He needed time to put down roots here and make this home, but the next trip.  There would be a next trip.  He would go as his own man, and not under the skirts of his mother.  Only then could he really grow to the next stage.  Perhaps Angvar would choose to ride along, or perhaps he should take another liegeman, after all bounds built with Angvar over this trip, would be well advised to be built with others, if he was going to one day be the Duke.
He wondered a bit why they were all waiting at the border like this but as soon as the carriage stopped; he figured it out.   Feylynn called them all together and with a quick kiss for Galan and Esta she started issuing orders.  “Galan Mirron, as your Father’s heir, this duty falls on you.  Get this caravan back and oversee my secretary as she gets these people settled in until we return.”  she said with a meaningful look to Sophia.  “My duty is at my Duke’s side.  Yours is to take care of his people until our return.”
Galan knew he should be more serious but he couldn’t help himself.  “What happened to Koloss not being dignified enough for a Dutchess?”  he grinned.  
She frowned at him. “Who said anything about Koloss?”  She closed her eyes and her hands made a few short movements, and then out of the sky came a spine tingling war cry and a giant golden eagle, with a wingspan seven paces wide, landed only three steps from her, complete with riding tackle.  “This is a mount fit for an elven Tzadi going to war!”  Her eyes blazed and Galan felt himself cringe slightly.  At least now he knew where Sha got it from. This was a side to his mother he hadn’t ever really seen.
She looks over to him. “You have your orders, make us proud.”  She climbed up on to the small saddle on the great eagle’s back.  Then, looking over to Pavel atop the mighty Koloss, “try to keep up.”   Then with a mighty lurch the great bird was climbing ever higher in the sky.
Beside him Angvar let out a low whistle. “To think I was worried about Pavel.”
Galan grinned.  Then in a loud voice, “You heard her folks, we’ve still got a way to go.  Saddle up!”

Sitting in the Big Seat


Galan had been home not yet a full week, and he already was missing the road.  With the duke gone to seal the gap, he found all the advisors with all of their various agendas descended on him.  For the first couple of days he was able to simply put them off, as he was settling Sha’s minions and finding Sophia a place to set up to carry on his mother’s projects.  This was day five though and business needed attending to.  
So it was that he found himself listening to squabbling guild heads explaining to him how his father’s plans weren’t going to work.  They were missing deadlines and seemed to have every excuse in the world prepared for each question he could think of to ask.   Two hours into this and they had quit even talking to him and had devolved into arguing with each other.  He didn’t know how his father tolerated this; he didn’t remember ever seeing this side of being a duke before.   He knew saw mills could work and that they would make industry much more productive, but he had been a kid living outside of town.  He had no concept of how to make it work and didn’t even know enough about the trades to know if the excuses were real or just excuses.  He finally gave up and just dismissed everyone for the day.  He had the sinking feeling that this was exactly what they had been hoping for.  
He spent that evening brooding over dinner.  The others tried to help but honestly they knew as little about the practical side of the trades as he did.  It was little Esta who sparked the idea.  She said it was too bad you couldn’t just put a spell on them to know if they were saying the truth.  Galan started to grin and hit his hand on the table.  “Esta, you’re a genius!”
“Whoa, there Galan.  I’m not Mother. I can barely cast little spells, nothing of that magnitude!”
“You don’t have to.  I suppose we could try to fake that but I think I have a better idea.”  He was chuckling to himself now.  “Angvar, I need you to round up about ten of the guardsmen.”  He waved him off, “I know it’s mostly old men and boys who couldn’t go with the Duke, but that’s just fine for what I have in mind.  We’re not starting a war with our own industrial base after all, just reminding them that at the end of the day they do in fact work for us.  Matter of fact, if a couple of the weapons masters could be there, that would be even better.  This is about teaching, and they have an exquisite way of making their points.”  he let loose with an evil chuckle and turn to Sophia,  “Soph, I know you’re busy getting things set up but I desperately need your help this evening.  Go find me the most experienced of each of the tradesmen we have in Sha’s trainees.  I may not know enough about it to know when I’m having smoke blown up my skirts but I bet they do.”  He was rubbing his hands together excitedly at this point.  “Esta send out a message to each of the guild halls, that they will be having a spot inspection, by yours truly in the morning. I’m coming to see for myself.  I want the guild masters and next layer down of master craftsmen to attend.  Get me the messages and I’ll put my seal to it, this is not a request.”  He finally turned to his dinner, even cold it tasted better now.  “Oh yes, we’re going to shake things up and see what falls out.  They should be damn happy to have father back when I’m done.”
Angvar looked a little concerned.  “Are you sure you want to do this? I mean the Duke should be back soon.”
Galan’s eyes were glittering with excitement.  “Oh yes, I’m sure.  Remember your conversation with one Colonel Jeffers?  Yeah, brush off that speech. You may be giving it several times tomorrow.”
Angvar just whistled, “You got it, boss.”
Galan found he got the first truly peaceful nights sleep in several days.

Reunion


Sealing the gap wasn’t nearly as difficult as he had feared.  The Brotherhood’s troops had arrived in a timely manner and with as many hands as they had restoring the fortress and its defenses wasn’t nearly the job it would have been for his men alone.  It was good to have Feylynn back.  She was trying not to burden him, but he could tell the trip had taken its toll on her.  He knew she would settle in, in a couple  of  days and give him the full story as they had more alone time in his tent over the evenings.  
He hated cutting Koloss loose as it was as useful for moving timbers and earth as it was in a fight, but Sha and Pavel had a duty of their own.  He was so proud of them, and all that they had accomplished over this short trip.  Sha had come into her own, and the ever steady and vigilant Pavel had proven himself worthy of his tzadi’s trust.  
Getting Echal’s news, even this much later than the others brought the expected joy and anticipation.  With the way their lives were going the child might well be walking before either side could make it for a real visit, but at least Sha would be with him.  
Speaking of Sha, he asked her to have his new ‘protege’ dispatched out to join them.   Better to get to know this young man sooner rather than later if Feylynn was right about Esta’s plans for him.  He shook his head, it seemed like just yesterday dolls and hair ribbons were her biggest concerns.  They grew up so fast.  He supposed that was what Feylynn was fretting about.  She needed some quiet time, and soon as they got home he would see to it that they got some.

The Duke’s Return


Sophia had done her level best to have everything ready from her side.  The problem was, Feylynn didn’t know what she wanted yet, so there was little she could do other than what she was trained in, maps.  She spent the time drawing out an eighty acre complex just a half mile east and slightly up the slope of Hamarrheim.  Word had reached them last night that the Duke’s party would arrive today.  She was nervous about what Feylynn would think of her efforts so far but she had accomplished but it would be good to have people who could give direction again.  She really hoped she hadn’t overstepped her bounds when she had Esta begin screenings like the ones Sha did back in Voivoed’s Rest.  They had another six candidates who all met the requirements and even two young farmer’s sons that she thought they might retain for their project.   If their school was to be dedicated to life studies, having experienced farm hands to assist only seemed wise.
Sophia was thinking all of this while standing with Angvar, Galan, and the whole crew waiting for the Duke’s party to make the last couple of miles.  She consoled herself that at least Sha liked what she had done.  Sha didn’t want to give up the two farm boys but had conceded that her mother would probably have use for them.  Angvar just leaned towards her where their hands were hidden by his body and the folds of her skirt and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.  Silly that it helped as much as it did, but with just that little gesture she felt much of the anxiety flow out of her.  She had done what she could, and that would just have to be good enough.  
She looked over at poor Galan and wished she could give him a hug and relieve his stress.  He should be proud of what he had accomplished.  The projects were all back on schedule and the saw mill blades were done.  She hoped the Duke would recognize his efforts.  She thought, ‘speak of the devil’, for no sooner had she completed those thoughts than the winding snake of the marching army came into sight.  At the head was the Duke and Dutchess, riding together and to Soph’s relief the Dutchess seemed more relaxed than she had ever seen her. 
Galan stepped forward to greet his father as a groom came up for the reigns.  The duke embraced him and then held him out at arms' length for a long stern look.  She could see Ivor trying to subtly sign to Galan to relax but Galan held by his father’s critical eye was oblivious.  “I heard you had some issues with having your commands obeyed while I was away.”
Galan returned his gaze unflinching.  “No, your Grace, several others had and issue.  I have resolved it for them.”  
The duke’s laughter boomed out, “That you did!  You will have  to give me a full report soon, but for now, your mother and I have made a very long trip and are taking two days to recover.  I expect you can keep things running just fine for just a bit longer?”
Galan was a bit shocked at the full unqualified show of support just grinned back and nodded. 
“Good!  Maybe after, you’ve earned some down time of your own?  Maybe a hunting week at the Challet?”
Galan just grinned a bit ruefully this time.  “Do you want me to release the Guild Masters?”
The duke shrugged. “Oh, eventually.  Let’s leave them to sweat for a couple of days, knowing I’m back and that they weren’t immediately freed.  Should be good for making the lesson stick.”
Soph approached the Dutchess but before she could say anything the Dutchess just smiled at her, “Thank you for helping with Sha’s project.   As much as I want to see your ideas, I need a couple of days to rest.  You should too.  Time is the enemy but you’re looking worn, and part of life is health, to hold back time, we need to take some time.  Rest, you’ll need it when we get started in full.”
Soph didn’t know what to say, so she just smiled back. “Thank you, your Grace.”





The Real Work Begins


Reflections


Evan sat alone in his study.  He had so missed this place over all of those years in exile.  He remembered when this was his grandfather’s study and short of a summons, completely off limits.  He remembered when it was his father’s study and so long as he was seen and not heard; they tolerated his presence.   The weight of all the critical decisions that had been made in this room settled around him like a warm comforting blanket.  The smell of the leather-bound tombs and the oil polished mahogany bookshelves and the bee’s wax of the candles calmed him and gave him confidence.  The silence away from all the demands on his time and attention gave him peace and an opportunity to think, to plan, act rather than be continually reactive.  He rubbed his eyes for a moment and then took a deep sniff of the comforting smells and then let it out with a long sigh.  
Mind renewed, it was time to get back to work.  He pulled out the list he had been compiling all day on various scraps of paper and even a sample plank given to him as a demonstration of the new sawmill’s quality, or lack thereof at the moment, but still more comely than if it were hacked out with an adz.  With some thought he began to arrange and then rearrange the various notes.  Trying to prioritize subjects and make sure each received the attention it needed and deserved.  One day he promised himself he would show Galan this, but not tonight.  Tonight Galan was getting his much deserved down time.
When he finally arrived at an acceptable ranking, he smiled and began to contentedly copy them out in a list form, and then each of again on little cards that attached to the top of what he called “Job Boxes”. 


Box one: Dutchy industrialization
Thanks to Galan’s decisive leadership, that project was well and truly on its way.  He smiled to himself as he made notes for this project.  He was sparing in praise for Galan in the effort to keep the young man teachable, but privately, the pride he felt at his heir being up for the task was full and overflowing.  He stopped there, reserving the rest of his thoughts for the Galan box when he came to it. 


Box two: Strong Family
This job would never be complete.  As an ongoing project, he lowered its priority somewhat, more to accommodate the necessary pacing than importance.  Feylynn was hurting probably the most she had been since losing her first husband and having to send Shadrea off to be protected.   Whatever was going on in the Elven lands had affected her deeply.  Her children maturing at human speed was also hard on her.  Galan and Esta were both of the age where finding spouses and beginning families of their own was only natural.  Probably would have started even sooner without their mother’s natural biases and their rather secluded childhood.  Galan was just sewing his wild oats, and as long as it didn’t get out of hand or become complicated by producing children, Evan couldn’t judge him too harshly.  Remembering his own first forays into manhood.  Ivor was a young idiot, but no more so than any young man his age.  He came from a respectable family and with Evan’s firm guidance may well make a good husband for Esta, assuming that the cultural issues could be accommodated one way or the other.  Perhaps just explaining the situation to Esta would be enough to remove the whole problem, but he wasn’t certain of that.  She was awfully protective of the young lout.  Shadrea seemed happy, and if only her body was as mature as her mind, he had little doubt that she and Pavel would provide the next set of grandchildren to dote on.  

The subject of grandchildren brought him around to Echal.  He barely knew his oldest son.  He respected that as a man with duties and responsibilities, Echal couldn’t spend years healing the breach and making up for lost time.  Still Evan couldn’t help feel a sadness for the lost opportunities and a duty to the young man and his beautiful and deadly bride.  Perhaps next spring he could make some time to leave Galan in charge and pay them a visit.  Meet the newest member of the family.  He sat for a long moment considering just what could be done for Echal when he eventually realized he was just dwelling on that which could not be changed at the moment and decided to move on to more pressing matters.

Box three: Harder’s Visit
Feylynn’s meetings with the man had gone far to ameliorate his concerns.  Harder was determined to be a good king, and as such he was probably one of the best decisions Echal ever made.  Still the man was working on a millennia old problem that we didn’t even have all the pieces that the ancients had.  Great magical working were almost never done anymore, not on the scale of the ancients.  What good were they were going to be against problems even the ancients with all of their power were impotent to solve?  Still, this was another box that spending too much time on was counter productive.  Better to see what Harder, and he was sure Echal was involved in this mess too, had cooked up. 

Box four: The Green Spire
While this was mostly Feylynn’s project, it would be in his lands and so all the attention it would draw would bring scrutiny on his lands and his people.  For the most part this was good.  He trusted Feylynn as he did few others in this world.  She wouldn’t let it get out of hand if she could help it, but, and here he couldn’t help but chuckle, our children have proven it isn’t always under her control.  He would offer the Brotherhood of the Well space for a small chapterhouse nearby.  It would provide additional security in the event of surprises and also provide unemployment relief for young men who would have been doing the job that the machines will now be doing.  

Box five: Transportation System
If his family were going to be spread all over his world, and if his Dutchy would become the production heart of the Kingdom, then he would have to improve the transportation and communication system.  Comparing the NoVasian method of sending a message with the admittedly limited service options of the postal service in the Ohio Valley was shameful for his Kingdom.  This might be something to discuss with Harder on his visit.  What Harder won’t be too keen for is the expense of expanding the canal systems to include Hamarrheim and Lillen Tell.  Still if they were going to move out of the backwater.  Not being on the river had always limited the Dutch’s importance in the political and economic landscape of the Kingdom. It was always and only the prestige born of the martial prowess of the Duke’s personal household that had made them a force never to be ignored. He wanted more than that for Galan and his heirs.

Box Six: Natural Sciences Academy
Evan put quotes around the phrase as he wrote it in English.  This was a concept purely foreign to his world as far as he knew.  Still the gathering and employment of sages, for the express purpose of methodic study of the natural world.  He had seen with his own eyes the improvements to daily life that such study would bring.  It would take time to make his people aware of what this even was much less get them to trust it or understand its limits.  Most would likely see it as another place for Tzadi to train, and while tzadi would likely benefit from study there, it is really for helping everyone to improve their skills and knowledge of this world we live in. 
Box Seven: Extreme long-term goals
The Brotherhood of the Well have from ancient times defended the borders to the wilds, as they seem to steadily shrink each generation.  They are not enough.  There has to be an economic driver to get people to be willing to risk the very real possibility of ending their days as orc shat.

Evan put the boxes on a shelf and returned to his desk.  There he started a long letter to Echal.  Sha would be able to deliver it for him soon.  His son was soon to be a father, he really should hear from his father before that happens.
Elven Elegance and Human Ingenuity

Soph was excited.  Feylynn loved her idea of a living wall hedge and even helped with some ideas that Sophia didn’t even know were possible.  Feylynn had told her that it was similar to how they constructed Koloss.  It was a little disappointing to have all the work she had done on the interior just swept away, but she had to admit, the new design was bordering on the magical.  Canals that doubled as irrigation ditches, laid out as protective runes scarred into the very earth itself.  Important buildings at each of the main compass points and tents used as seasonal gathering areas and classrooms.  The barrier between the student and the subject being studied just a thin fabric.   The spaces between buildings laid out in terraced food forests.  The grandeur boggled the two young farm hands, and they were exuberant in their willingness to be a part of the project.   
They were talking about their grandsons seeing the final project and how they envied them that, but the pride they would have knowing their family was a part of it, when Feylynn interrupted them.  
“Not at all.  While with just myself, Esta, and you two providing the power for this, it will indeed take a couple of years, I expect to be ready to take students before Rolf here can grow a real beard.”  She winked at him and tugged at the fine fuzz just starting to appear at his chin.
Rolf’s face went red all the way to his ears.  He was not accustomed to a Dutchess speaking to him, much less so casually and with such familiarity.  He looked down and couldn’t meet her eyes but the grin on his face showed the degree to which he was enjoying the extra attention.  
“Your Grace, how?  We know the trees will take a generation to grow in.”  Rolf said with a stuttering hesitation in his voice.
Soph was so happy to hear Feylynn’s light laughter, it was good to see so much of the stress of the trip having seemed to fall away.  “Magic my boy.  You knew that we are making a school for magic, much like the White Spire, didn’t you?”  Feylynn was having fun teasing the young man, but she understood his frame of reference.  When he looked up at her with doubt as if he were afraid she was just teasing him, she laughed again.  “You’re here to learn to be Saeti.   While not powerful enough to become full Tzadi, you will be learning to do magic, my boys.  Coaxing a tree to grow the way it already wants to grow, will be no feat too great for the likes of you in just a very few weeks.”  She was grinning as she left them to contemplate what she had said. 
Soph could swear she was humming as she left.
Parting is Such Sweet Sorrow

Shadrea was torn this morning.  Domestic life in the Dutchy was chaffing on her, and she wanted to get back on the road.  She was going to miss her mother in ways she never would have imagined.  Leaving Galan and Esta would be hard as well.  In this short time they had truly become little siblings, annoying habits and petty squabbling and all. She grinned realizing how much she was missing Echal for much the same reason. 
Ah but to have her and Pavel out from under everyone’s watchful judging eyes.  Just to be herself again, not a daughter, or arch tzadi, or doorway to the duke, would be amazing.  Since Sara was back from her school now and ready to join them, the recruits from the Dutchy had been integrated with those from Voivoed’s Rest and even a cavalry escort had been arranged, there was nothing to hold them here.  Nothing except the old duke asking for just another day.  He really was charming.  She could see how he could win her mother over so thoroughly.   She and Pavel had spent yesterday evening with him visiting places from his childhood there in the Dutchy.  At one point he had turned to them.
“You know that you don’t have to go?  This is your home if you want it.  You will always have a place here.”  He looked as if wanted to beg them not to go but wasn’t willing to hold them back from their destinies just for his own desire to keep them.
She had almost cried as she hugged him, “You’ve been a good father to us for the time we’ve been here and you and your kindness are with us where ever we make our home.  Echal needs me.  Your first grandchild needs me.  If you ever need us, you have only to send for us.”
So it was time to go, and after seeing everyone off, she pulled her mother aside for a lingering good by.
“Seems I need to return sooner than planned.” Sha said with a smirk.
“Hopefully, I haven’t told him yet. If all goes well some time late next spring, though with humans in the mix it is harder to be certain.”  she just smiled.  “You just take care and  don’t worry about us.   We’ll see you when the time is right.”





The Adventure Begins Again

Lessons Learned


Something was wrong at the very heart of the world.  Corruption of the White Spire, corruption of the elves, and entropy was on the march.  Feylynn knew in her bones that the millstone of time was grinding away at the fabric of the world.  One only had to look at the ruins of past ages to see that much understanding was lost.  Harder had said that civilization had cycles.  He said he had found out that there were multiple cycles over the history of the world, when he came for his visit.  Evan had brooded for two days after his departure.  Evan didn’t understand this in the same way Feylynn did.  Evan was a warrior and a protector, and she loved that about him.  It was his calling in life.  He viewed his industrialization project as a way to protect his people.   Feylynn saw it as a way to grow.  To grow faster than time could wear down.  
Man can’t protect himself from time.  Time will always have its way in the end.  The secret is a new life.  To constantly be renewing so that time could never completely wear away the last of you.  This was the only way to balance the mill stone of time.  It was the corrosive force of corruption that tilted the balance toward time.  Corruption ate away from within, while time ground from without. Corruption weakened civilization and caused wars.  She wasn’t against war; she knew that the opposite of war was usually not peace but rather slavery or death.  She just mourned its cost.  War didn’t just cost in the hear and now.  Every resource lost to the war was a resource that couldn’t be used to rebuild the ravages of time.  Everyman killed loses not just him, but the generations he would have produced, and theirs.  Life was more powerful than time, but corruption weakened it.  
Corruption weakened it just by its own nature, but also by the resources it used up to fight corruption.  The vast tribes of goblin kin that roamed the vast wilds were the perfect example.   Time had ground all civilization out of them.  Fighting them would weaken the civilized lands too much in their current downward spiral.  Not fighting them would allow the corruption to spread.  There would be more wilderness outposts over run.  More incursions of monsters into the civilized lands.  If Harder was right and there were multiple cycles of destruction, recovery, and destruction, then each cycle must have weakened.  As each cycle wound down, there would be fewer and fewer resources to begin building again.  Elves of her grandparents' generation would have understood this instinctually, and those of her parents' generation would have learned it from birth.  Somehow, an understanding of the fragility of civilized society was lost now.  They had forgotten.  Just like a spinning top loses momentum over time and must crash down, so to will societies and cultures.  What happens when there is no hand to set it spinning again?  Will elves, and men, dwarves, and even the fae themselves, all find themselves scratching in the muck among the goblin kin?  With no one to show them the way back out and no resources to pull themselves out. 
Not on her watch.  Fortunately, she was not alone. She had an elven Arch Tzadi she could count on, and the Master of the Red Spire, not to mention  a millennia old tzadi litch king, and one day she would need to visit Eber again.  
She was making these plans for assembling her allies when Evan walked in to their bedroom.  She could see him limping slightly, favoring an old wound from his youth before she had come into her full healing abilities.  He looked worn to her eyes.  She knew exactly how to bring the spring back to his step.  She put aside the greater problems; they didn’t happen over the course of a year and they wouldn’t be fixed that soon either.  She would be tied here for the next twenty years anyway, nurturing her family and building her resources.  This fight was too important to lose.  
She joined Evan on the large bed that they shared, at least until he went to sleep.  As she curled up next to him, she kissed him gently on the forehead.  “I’ve waited to be certain before I got your hopes up.”  She started.  Gently taking his large calloused hand in hers, she lay it on her stomach.  “M’love I’ve touched her mind. Our youngest daughter is very excited to meet you.”
Evan blinked, and his brain sorted out what was said for a second, and he let out a joyous war whoop.  “Oh, I’m so old to be doing toddlers again!” he laughed.  
She laughed and kissed him. “Suppose you should have thought of that before welcoming me home like you did.”
He chuckled again.  “Oh, I am so very excited to meet her too.”  he had both hands on her stomach that was still not showing. 
She sighed, “Well I’m glad you’re pleased.  You know what the one good thing about being in my condition is?”  She took his hands in hers.
He looked at her unsure of where she was going with this. “I’m certain you will tell me.”
She smiled. “We don’t have to worry about me getting pregnant.”  and she pulled his arms up and around her.
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