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Prelude

The door smashed open, and the armored man lost his balance tumbling into the middle of the Duke's office.  “Your Grace, the Prince is dead!”
General Duke Evan Mirron felt his stomach just fall through the floor.  This was worse news than he had imagined.  With the king on his death bed, and the heir now dead...  This almost assured civil war.  “What happened?”
Still breathing hard, the armored man struggled to his feet.  “Your Grace, it was a hunting accident.  He fell from his horse while hunting with his Alorn hostage, and Duke Volhollar.” 
Duke Mirron closed his eyes, turned his face to the ceiling and was quietly swearing until he realized he had started repeating himself.  He took a deep breath and then turned his attention back to his messenger, “I need to speak to Feylynn and Savon.  I don't want to be king, but I don't want a civil war more.  I need to figure out if I can somehow ride this whole mess out as neutral.”
The soldier saluted and took off at a run. Duke Mirron let out a great sigh.  He wondered if Volhollar had somehow arranged this.  If so he would be making a play for throne.  Duke Oliver would almost certainly make a bid for it as well, his was the most powerful Dutchy in the realm after all.   What he knew for certain was that his Dutchy was not strong enough to withstand a civil war.  They had given so much during his service to the Crown over the last decade that they needed to recover, to heal, before being asked to fight again.  His veterans deserved more than to be ground up, to be used up in a vein attempt to secure power.  Power that would cause him to neglect them even more as greater responsibilities would fall on his shoulders.
The Duke was still going over his maps when Feylynn and a very pregnant Duchess Ferella Mirron joined him his small study.  He smiled sadly at them.  “Ladies,  I am sorry for what I must tell you but fate has once again conspired against us.  The Crown Prince is dead, and King Shar'Aviv's health is unlikely to let him see the end of the month.”  He rubbed his face and sighed.  “We don't have the forces to press my claim, even if I wanted the throne, which I don't.  I want to stay neutral, but they will inevitably pull me in if I assemble my army.  If I don't rally my forces, then we'll be mostly undefended if attacked”
Feylynn shrugged, “They don't have tzadi on their side, you do.”
Duke Mirron shook his head, “Tzadi have to stay out of this.  Oliver will have help from the White Spire if I turn you loose in open warfare.  Your people won't allow that.”  Feylynn cringed.  She didn't want to agree but she knew he was right. 
Duchess Mirron rested her hand on her husband's shoulders, “We'll stay neutral.  We'll take care of our own people.  Let the others fight over the crown if they are that careless.  Your theory about the cycles of civilization and human lands shrinking each time we fight each other is probably right.  If we fight for the crown, we only participate in our long term destruction.”
Duke Mirron took his wife's hand and kissed it.  “We're not fighting for the crown, but for the right to live here in peace.”
Two Days Later...

Savon Franxman arrived at the Duke's Manor house, he was frazzled and hadn't slept in more than thirty hours but he needed to get this report to his Duke.  Feylynn met him in the court yard,  “You look like hell, is the news really that bad?”
Savon just grunted, “Remember the siege at Armod?”
Feylynn reached for him, and cast Share Energy and relieved his fatigue.  Savon just whispered, “Thank you M'lady.  He's in his office?”
Feylynn nodded and started leading him down the cool stone hall.  Savon stepped in to the Duke's study and saw that his Duke hadn't been getting much more sleep either.  “Armies are marching.  They aren't even waiting for the old King to die.  They could be here inside of two days.”
Duke Mirron bowed his head and let out a long rumbling sigh.  “Is your family safe?”
Savon nodded, “Yes Your Grace.  I have them well hidden for the moment.  It is your family that I fear for.”
Duke Mirron smiled at him grimly, “We're going on the move.”  He stood and handed a pile of sealed orders to Savon.  “Hand out these orders, then get some sleep.  I think we should be on the move again in twelve hours.”  He turned to Feylynn, “Faithful tzadi, and friend, go home if you like.  You've served me well but this is a fight I may well lose, I would not drag you down with me.”
Feylynn shook her head, “They won't believe that I'm not carrying out your orders.  Just as they didn't believe you would remain neutral.  Aldus will take my coach and make for the elven border.  It should draw off some heat from the rest of us.”
Savon just nodded and saluted as he turned to leave and hand out orders.  It wasn't fair for a man who had given so much for his king to find himself hunted rather than rewarded.  Still if there was a way out the ol' General would see them through, just has he had many times before. 
The Next Day...

Jayen and Jan were driving the rickety old wagon along a back country track heading toward Archive.   It wasn't that Archive would be safe, but rather that it would be easy to get lost in, and then slip back out.  Their cargo in the back was too precious to be allowed to fall into the hands of the roving armies.  Duke and Duchess Mirron, along with Feylynn and her infant daughter were packed in behind grain sacks. 
Savon was riding advance scout, looking his disreputable best, and blending in with all of the other vagabonds on the road.  All seemed clear, like perhaps the Duke's plans were working and they would all make it, but he knew it never went that easy.






Three Days Later...

In the shadow of the great city of Archive, they were able to get fresh horses and a new wagon, unfortunately they also picked up a tail.
Savon rode ahead, then cut out and around the long way.  Looping back he saw one older man obviously shadowing the wagon.  Savon recognized the pattern, this was a graduate of the same “Boarding School” that Savon himself had trained at.  This man was a professional. 
Glad that he hadn't been recognized for what he was by the pursuer, Savon lay his trap.  The old man made the top of the next rise just as the sun was setting and distorting the shadows.  Savon had been waiting for just this shot for nearly an hour.  He made the most of it.  The cross bow bolt flew straight out of the glare of the sun and into the forehead of the spy.  That one was dead,  but they all knew that when he didn't report back, others would be sent looking for him.  Professionals aren't allowed to just go missing.  It's bad business. 
Worst of all, Ferella Mirron went into labor.  Feylynn was able to cast illusions to keep them sheltered and hidden while young Echal Mirron made his way into this world.  By birthright heir to all he surveyed, but in reality lucky if he sees the next sun rise.
Late that night, despite the deep exhaustion of the near constant magical efforts, Feylynn gasped and called out in grief and despair.  Duke Mirron was at her side, “I've got you!  What is it?  What has happened?”
Through her sobs she managed to gasp, “I felt our bond break, Aldus is dead!” 
One Week Later...

Duke Mirron was wiping the assassin's blood from his blade and looking at the damage.   Feylynn was shattered, and Ferella wasn't healing well after the baby.  Despite what magics Feylynn could spare, the situation didn't seem to be improving. 
This might have been a sole assassin, but he wasn't foolish enough to believe that eventually the roving patrols wouldn't get lucky.  Each attack left them weaker.  This was a losing game, and Duke Mirron knew it.  It was time to hide the children and lead the troops away.  He called Savon and Jayen to him that evening and explained the situation.  Feylynn cried at the thought of being separated from her tiny Shadrea but she knew this was the best chance for them to survive.  Ferella was too weak to protest, but despite the Duke's urging that she go and help raise their son, she wouldn't be parted from him. 
In the morning Jayen and Jan, loaded three small infants into a basket on the back of a pack horse and headed off to find a remote village to begin a new life.  It wasn't the life they planned, but it should be a safe place to sit out the war.  Raise their little family in peace until the Duke and Duchess could return
Savon Franxman, loaded up the wagon and enough coin to sink into the role of  merchant trader.  It would allow him to be out in the world.  Eyes and ears for his Duke and protection of the tiny heir.
Feylynn, Duke and Duchess Mirron cut out due north as if trying to make it over the spine of the world.  They were not quiet.  They flew away on conjured wyvern.  They flew over populated areas to draw pursuit.  Anything to keep the roving bands away from one little basket and it's precious cargo. 
Twelve Days Later...

Jayen viewed the ruins of the smithy.  He knew he didn't have all of the skills he would need but for this tiny town he would suffice.  Hopefully it wouldn't be for long.  With any luck the Duke would rally his army and they could join up.  Or at least he would receive word where to meet them in their exile.  For now though, a smith's life was a good one.  The work was honest and plentiful and the remote village was all a man could hope for to raise a strong family. 
Much was lost to the fog of war...

Fourteen Years Later...
Savon arrives in town much like he had every year since.  This time Jayen could tell it was different.  This time the news wasn't good.  Jayen shooed Echal and Pavel out of the smithy and back to their mother.  “I can see it isn't good.” Jayen said with a sigh.
“Oliver's men have found you.”  He rubbed his hands over his face, “Forgive me but I led them directly here.  They have my daughter.”
Jayen sighed a long sigh.  “You did right.  We fight them better together than you could have alone.  Come, we need to have a long talk with the children.”
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Paradise lost

The Attack

Echal Mirion was sweating more than he ever had in his father's forge, despite the cool early morning air.  This was his plan; if it went wrong, his whole family would pay the price.  He checked his bow hidden between the lead horses of the "stuck" wagon.  It was a special bow of his own design.  Just short of his fourteenth birthday he didn't have the arm strength to master a proper war or even a good hunting bow, so in his fathers forge he crafted a ratcheting mechanism to allow him to pull the bow many times each one adding power to the pull, then with one final release of the mechanism the full power would be sent to the arrow.  He had obsessed over preparing this shot, he knew he wouldn't have time to prepare a second shot before the pursuing soldiers were swarming them.  He wasn't much in an up-close fight; his older brother and father would have to do most of the fighting.  This was his one chance to take the heat off of them and he couldn't miss.

 
Pavel Smith was at the back of the wagon, he wasn't sure his brother's crazy idea would work but they couldn't just run.  Oh despite his impressive size, that would have been his preferred option, but the trader who warned them, instead of setting them all up as he was ordered to do, had his only daughter being held by these bastards.  Pavel wasn't fool enough to want to take on an unknown number of the king's soldiers but he wasn't about to betray a man who took such risks to help them.

 
Beside Pavel was a large burly man in his late forties.  The shoulders of Jayen Smith bulged out past the old breast and back plate that he hadn't worn since his youth.  Giving his best set to Pavel he regretted not spending more time resizing this suit, but he had thought his days of fighting were over.  With the disappearance of General Mirion more than a decade ago now, the raging war of succession always seemed distant to their little mountain village.  This wasn't a forlorn hope, but he had seen too much of battle to believe he wouldn't be mourning the loss of one or more of his little family before the sun set.

 
Tiny Rea, was wrapped in a blanket and sitting on the seat of the wagon.  She was the same age as her brother Echal but as an Elf that meant she was no bigger than a human six-year-old.  She was frustrated, she had no way to help.  Oh, she was smart and a dead shot with her little bow.  A bow that was scant threat to an unarmored man much less a full armored soldier.  Chal had promised to make her a bow like his, but hadn't gotten around to finishing it, so now she was sitting here useless when everyone's life  depended on it.  Still she had one advantage and now was the time for her to use it.  Down the little mountain track, she hears the faint sound of horses and men in rapid pursuit of the wagon.  "They're coming"  she said just loud enough to be heard. 

 
With the warning, all the men started shouting to each other and at each other as if they were trying to dislodge the stuck wagon.  The five armored men pounded up the narrow track, seeing the stranded wagon.  The first two in the ranks let out a war whoop and pushed a head of the remaining three.  Echal was just thinking, so far so good when his heart sank and his blood ran cold. The last man in the file was heavily armored and obviously the patrol's captain.  What froze Echal to the very core of his being was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen in this world was being roughly held in front of the captain.  Wild masses of flame red hair streamed in the breeze framing the porcelain face that was a total mask of rage and anger. 

 
Echal retrieved his bow and readied the arrow.

 
His brother and father each pulled their great bearded axes from the bed of the wagon and retreated one around each side, forcing the soldiers chasing them to split and eventually dismount in an effort to get around the wagon on the narrow road.

 
Echal stood on the traces between the draft horses.  His breath pulled in and caught for only a moment.  There really was no other option he thought as the knife in the free hand of the captain made its way up toward her exposed neck.  Don't take the shot and we can't fight with him threatening her.  Take the shot and miss and his life is over, having the destruction of something so beautiful on his hands would break him.  The only path that led to a future was to stick to the plan.  His aim came up smooth and steady despite the stakes.  His thumb hit the release.  The full strength of the bow smoothly snatched the arrow from his right hand, and he exhaled in a long fervent prayer to any benevolent spirits who would help him that this shot was true.

 
Catrin was held one moment and felt the man holding her go slack the next.  The whistle of the arrow and the screech of the ripping steel were just now impacting on her awareness.  That boy had done it.  Put the arrow through the helm and skull of this beast, who had been whispering the most vile threats to her for the last three days.  She knew she didn't have time to gloat though; she collapsed forward and wrapped her still bound hands in the horse's mane and urged him into a full gallop back down the mountain trail at breakneck speed.

 
Echal was elated but there was no time to celebrate.  Pavel and his father each were fighting for their lives and two more horsemen were coming.  "Rea, Now!"  he shouted and watched as his tiny sister released the break on the wagon.  Far from being stuck, it was set to roll down the mountainside.  The horses realized their danger before their riders and bucked them both to the ground as they bolted.  One soldier was able to land out of the path of the out-of-control wagon, the other wasn't so lucky and was crushed beneath the iron-bound wheels. 

 
Rea had fallen off the wagon seat and into the road.  Over the clamor of battle, you could hear her laughing maniacally at the unfortunate solder under the wagon.  The one who hadn't been crushed under the wagon was attempting to struggle to his feet.  It was short lived as from her camouflaged perch Jan Smith put first one arrow in his ass and then one through his neck.  Echal thought for a moment that no one wanted to mess with his mamma if they were trying to hurt her family.

 
With the wagon coming to an unceremonious rest, Echal, could now see his father finish his fight.  Pavel though was still struggling, his opponent was on his back but try as Pavel might he couldn't force his ax down and in to his enemy. Echal dove for the prone man with his knife out and while the man was occupied, Pavel drove the blade deep into his neck severing both the carotid artery and jugular vein.  The end was mercifully quick. 

 
As he lay there in the little dirt track, trying to catch his breath, he couldn't process what had happened.  The whole fight was all over so quick.  He estimated from the first attack until now wasn't more than two dozen heart beats. Even as fast as his heart was beating now.  Was this what his life was to be now?

 
Before and After

Reunited after the battle the beleaguered family gathers spooked horses and stripping armor and weapons from the fallen.  These can always be resold and if the truth be told, makes anyone who might find the body less able to identify who and what they were.  Savon Franxman the trader comes whistling up the trail, holding his daughter tight and leading a string of packhorses. 

 
Jayen waves to him.  They shake hands and Savon grins. "Neat little ambush your boy cooked up."

 
Jayen just grunts, "Proves he is his father's son.  Remember that time the ol' General had us camped out in that abandoned mine for two weeks just so we could be in position, when he needed us?" 

 
Savon snorts, "Remember?  I still hate being in enclosed spaces.  Still, we both lived to tell the tale, so my thanks to the General wherever he may be."

 
Echal was busy packing a chain shirt for storage on one horse when he heard them reminiscing.  It was still hard to believe that the man he'd always called Da, the village smithy, was once an officer serving with the most famous Novain General in living memory.  Or that the simple trader Savon was his chief supply officer.  I mean if it were true, and he was the great General's son, then trusting him to them made sense, still?  He looked down at his right hand and willed the heavy signet ring back to it.  It fit his hand as if it belonged there, heavy and gold and warm.

 
"It's pretty."  Catrin said softly.

 
Echal jumped, and the ring vanished back into the ethereal pocket dimension where it had rested most of his life, and he never knew it was there.  He looked up to see the red-headed vision from earlier in the fight standing over him. 

 
"I didn't mean to scare you."  she smiled at him.

 
Echal's voice caught in his throat.  He tried to sound cool, but all he managed was a squeak. "I'm not scared!"  Then a quick breath, he found not looking directly at her helped if he could manage it, "I was just foolish to have it out so carelessly."

 
"Is that your father's ring?"  she asked.

 
Echal just nodded.  This whole thing of having a father other than Jayen Smith was new to him.  Oh, he wasn't stupid he looked nothing like his brother Pavel; it was obvious that he and Rea weren't the Smith's natural children but they were his Mamma and Da none the less.  He looked up at her and tried a smile; he was afraid it may have come out looking a bit sick.  "I'm glad you're ok."

 
Catrin broke out in a warm smile that made his toes tingle.  "I am now, thanks to you."  She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.  "Thank you."

 
Echal could feel his face flush and he was feeling a little light-headed.  "It was the only thing I could have done."

 
At that moment seeing his brother getting a bit too much attention, Pavel came jogging up.  "Hey runt, you got that armor packed up yet.  We need to put as much distance between ourselves and this mess as we can."

 
Echal grunted as he picked up the folded shirt and all but threw it at Pavel, who just neatly tucked it under one arm and headed toward the horses.  Not for the first time Echal envied his brother.  Where Echal was all wiry and gangly, Pavel was a mountain of a man at the tender age of sixteen.  Despite all of this though, he noticed Catrin didn't go rushing off after Pavel but stayed to talk with him.

 
His real father, he crushed that thought, Jayden was as real a Da as ever there was.  His father, he amended, hadn't left them destitute.  There were pouches with enough gems in them to buy the little village that he and Rea had grown up in several times over but Da had thought this was safer so with Savon acting as his eyes and ears in the world he settled in to a small village smithy to raise the children of the General, his Elven Tzadi.  While they drew the Usurper's troops off after them.

 
"I'm sorry I got you mixed up in all of this." he waved his hand at their surroundings. 

 
She wrinkles her nose, "You didn't get me into this, my Da did.  When he picked the wrong side in the succession war. If he'd picked your cousin, instead of agreeing with your father to try to stay out of it, I would have grown up in a palace."  she looked wistful for a moment.  "I don't know that I want to live in a palace but it would have been nice to have had the choice."

 
Mamma Smith called out at that point. "Enough talking, more packing.  Time enough to talk once we're underway."

 




The Journey

High Mountain Trails and Cold Camps

Night comes early in the mountains.  To say camp was rustic was a bit of an understatement.  A large square of canvas to cover the ground and a slightly larger square angled to keep the dew off.  No fire, and cold day old biscuits for dinner after a long day of walking.  Little Rea, with her uncanny immunity to sleep, kept watch over the fitful party.  Not that anyone did much sleeping.  The violent events of the morning replayed through each of the young dreaming minds. 
 
After a particularly vivid vision of what could have gone wrong with his shot, Echal wakes to hear Pavel sobbing into Mamma's shoulder and hear the sniffles of Catrin balled up next to her father. The care-free days working the forge seemed so far away. 
 
Dawn came in its due time, but woke no one.  More cold biscuits and a thick slice of ham for breakfast and the day started again.  Rea in her favorite spot in the world high above everyone on Pavel's broad shoulders.  She alone seemed less pensive than those who had tried to sleep.  Somehow it just didn't seem right.
 
The mists were just beginning to thin when our little party began to cross the saddle into the next valley over.  We took a less worn path across a bit rougher ground where we would leave less trace, leading the horses on the uneven ground.  Even forded the river twice to throw off pursuit. 
 
Savon spent a bit of time with Echal on our second day out.  Breaking from the main party, they cut an obvious trail off to one side to confuse pursuit.  Allowing them to get ahead of the rest of the family and do some scouting.  Riding side-by-side Echal attempted to start up a conversation.  "Is Catrin, ok?" Savon just grunted and nodded.  He waited a moment and then tried again, "Thank you for what you did, it was a big risk and..."  he cut off as Savon just gave him an irritated look.  After another moment he tried again, "Did I say something wrong?"
 
Savon rolled his eyes and edged his horse close enough that he could grab Echal by the shoulder and pull him in close.  In a low-pitched voice not quite a whisper, "Boy, this isn't a trip to the local market!  Look."  he roughly turned Echal toward the brush on the side of the trail.  It was broken off and trampled down.  "Goblins been through here not too long ago.  We're riding their trail to throw off pursuit.  Now unless you want to be goblin chow, shut up unless you see something important."
 
Echal was shocked.  He hadn't thought that they might encounter dangers besides what might be coming up from behind.  This obviously wasn't Savon's first time in situations like this.  Echal decided to shut up and pay closer attention to what was happening, maybe he could even learn something. 
 
Things are not always what they seem

Jayen also decided to ride ahead a bit, leaving Pavel to lead the pack horses.  Bringing up the rear Catrin was trying to introduce herself.  "I'm sorry, I don't even know what to call you?"  She smiled at the plump matronly woman who was taking this whole upending of her domestic life in stride with remarkable fatalism.
 
The woman spared a bit of her labored breathing to laugh.  "Oh deary, isn't that just the real question?"  She wiped the sweat from her round face.  "You can call me Jan Smith though she may be getting left behind now too.  Hard to say who I will end up having to be next."  Her face took on an odd nostalgic look as she thought through things.
 
"You sound like this isn't the first time for you, having your whole life uprooted like this?"  Catrin ask wondering what she was getting into with a question like that.
 
The older woman just chuckled a bit. "You could say that.  If things had turned out a bit different, I might even have been your mother."  She giggled a bit at the look on Catrin's face.  "Oh, it's true.  Back then I was Dame Janice of Kolshire."  she got a mischievous smirk at the young girl's surprise.  "There was a large banquet being held in honor of the General.  My father had died on campaign in Avlia so the titles and land passed to me.  It was considered unseemly that an unmarried woman would reign, especially one of my age.  I was just turned sixteen."  Her voice drifted off into memory again.  "Anyway, your father was one of several young men seeking an entry into the peerage.  War hero and from his story with a bit of back room dealings had managed to arrange the seating at the banquet in his favor."  She sighed for a moment.
 
"Oh, how awful!  I can't imagine what that must have been like."  Catrin was searching for words when Jan supplied them for her.
 
"Oh, about like a piece of raw meat thrown in to a pack of hungry dogs.  Don't blame your father he was ever the gentleman the few times we spoke, but Jayen unexpectedly arrived from the front. With honors and titles a plenty, and having turned down land grants, his interest in me was obviously genuine.  He swept me off my feet and they haven't really touched the ground since."  The woman smiled and took a deep breath, "Oh becoming a smith's wife, was an adjustment after what I was accustomed to, but it was a great place to raise children.  Children are worth more than wealth and titles."  She gave the young woman a knowing nod.   "Now we're going to reinvent ourselves again.  Into what?  Who can know?  A lot depends on where we end up I suppose, though Jayen really enjoys being a smith, so we may find ourselves in a not so different situation in a different location.  Doesn't really matter, just keep you kids safe and we always have each other."
 
Catrin was mostly in awe,  Not just of the fact that this woman gave up a life of relative wealth and leisure to raise her family but the whole story was a window into things and events she had never considered.
 
"Story time is over, that flat spot up there is a good place to rest the horses and get some lunch in us all.  Run forward and let Pavel and Rea know the plan."  She shooed the girl off just as easily as dispatching one of her own children on an errand.  Catrin, didn't even realize she had been put off on an errand like a child until she was halfway up the line of horses.
 








Together again, a new urgency

Pavel checked the horses one at a time, readjusting and re-tightening their packs and giving them each a quick brush down.  Rea toddling behind him feeding each a treat and a little special attention.  Catrin helping Jan lay out the basics of a quick lunch. Portions of ready-made food was limited, but they had plenty of raw materials just no time to stop and cook it up.  Catin was looking dubiously at the lite fare when Jan surprised her pulling the last of the salted butter from her saddlebag and dumped in two scoops of flour and began making small balls of a slippery clay like dough.  She then rolled these in the same crushed oats that the horses were eating.  "It's not much, but it fills the stomach and it's not a bad idea you kids get some experience with it."  She smiles sadly, "Jayen and Savon have had long, if long ago experience with such."
 
For only like the dozenth time today, Catrin wondered how much she really knew about the man she had grown up with.  Daddy was far more than he seemed on the surface.
 
As the last of the horses were cared for, Savon and Echal came riding up.  Savon was bleeding from a scalp wound and Echal had a nasty bruise forming on one cheek.  "Where is Jayden?"  Savon called out as they neared the small camp.
 
Jan ran to Echal who protested he was fine but Savon should be looked at.  "He scouted ahead.  Should be back any time." Catrin told her father as she came up to help him out of the saddle.
 
He waved her off, "Mount up. We'll go to him."
 
Jan didn't hesitate but made her way to her mare. "What is it?  Have they found us already?"
 
Savon grunted hurrying his daughter over to her mount.  "Goblin patrol.  I think we got them all but when they don't report back in..."  he trailed off.  "We're not far from Stonedown Mines.  The dwarves patrol that area well enough that we should be ok, but we need to move now!"  and with that he pushed on out ahead of the lines. 
 
Echal readied his bow and set to follow.
 
***
 









Jayen the Warrior

The long pack horse train was making its way back down the mountain to where the trees got thicker and taller, as they rounded one bend they heard the sounds of a battle ahead.  Savon kicked his gelding into a full gallop followed quickly by Pavel after a quick shout to Echal, "Stay, protect ma."
 
Echal hesitated just a moment before his mother waved him onward as she dismounted and began to string her bow.  Echal arrived on the scene just in time to see a pile of bodies scattered around Jayen's feet, but it was obvious the big man was tiring.  Fortunately, Savon and Pavel crashed into the outer ring at full gallop scattering goblins and pieces of goblin as they went.
 
Seeing the reinforcements, the three remaining goblins made a run for it.  Jayen cut one he sought to disengage.  Pavel ran down the second at a full gallop.  Echal was still fifty yards out, but he stood in his stirrups, took aim between the gallops and triggered his bow.  The arrow released from the fingers of his right hand and flew straight into the tree trunk right over the goblin's gnarly head.
 
Savon had wheeled his mount and was coming back for another charge but was on the wrong side of the road.  Jayen was exhausted and dropped to one knee.  This was the opening that Savon had needed. With an awkward left-handed fling of his axe, the weapon tumbled through the air at an odd sidelong angle but still smashes handle first into back of the fleeing goblin's head, knocking it prone and motionless.
 
Echal was vaulting from his horse before it was at a complete stop, stumbling into the exhausted man, searching for wounds.  There were plenty but fortunately all were minor cuts mostly stopped by the armor, and a couple of spots where the ill-fitting armor had taken its own bites.  Echal looked up and nodded reassuringly to Pavel, who was swinging down from his mount at this point.  He looked down at the giant gray dapple that had been his father's horse for as long as either boy could remember.  The left foreleg was shattered just below the knee. 
 
Pavel hesitated only a moment before a mighty swing of his bearded ax ended the gentle beasts suffering.  The blood sprayed from the severed neck staining both Pavel and the ground.  The grief on the young man's face only deepened when Jayen's simple thanks was given, his deep voice harshened by his exertions.  "Thank you, it was necessary, and I am glad to not have been the one to do it."
 
Savon, rested his hand on Jayen's shoulder for a moment and wordlessly began stripping off the horse's saddle and tack.  Then, with his newly recovered ax he violently hacked through the horse's sternum and reached both arms in cut free the heart.  He was wrapping this up when Catrin and Jan, bows at the ready arrived at the top of the little crest with the pack train.
 
Jaden raised on hand to his wife, signaling both that he was ok and that she should wait.  Pushing himself to his feet he looked at his boys. "Clear a path through this mess for the rest.  The ladies don't need to see the worst of it and the horses are going to be skittish enough with the smell of all of this blood and death in the air."
 
As part of the cleanup Echal noticed a golden glint on a goblin's gnarled finger.  It was a small golden ring with a ruby setting.  The only thing of value he had seen on these wretched creatures.  When it wouldn't pull loose on its own, he drew his axe again and removed the finger, prying the ring loose.  He wiped it off the best he could and dropped it into his pouch.  It would make a good gift for his mother, or maybe Rea.  He thought on it a bit more, or maybe Catrin.  He grinned as he remembered the warm feel of her kiss upon him.
 




A Distant City

Dwarves

The rest of the trip to the dwarven lands was a painful blur.  All were tired, many had injuries, and those who didn't had saddle sores.  The small fortress town of Stonedown Mines was a blessed sight that evening.  The dwarves were only too happy to pay the bounty on the goblin heads, and a lowland trader up this far on the mountain was a welcome sight as well. 
 
After a trip to the town baths, a real treat for those raised in a small mountain village, and each taking a turn for Rea to stich up wounds and bandage the hurts.  She had spent more time in the healer's shack learning the herbs and treatment of wounds than any girl her age.  That she was too small to effectively run with the others was part of it but her apparent total lack of need for sleep also made her the perfect choice for the long overnight watches of those who needed it. 
 
Finally, a real meal.  To the younger members surprise, the first item served up was a large roasted horse's heart.  Brought out to the table by Savon himself.   Jayen, nodded his thanks and stood.  "Brave and loyal friend.  Your body becomes our body that your loyal service may be with us always."  and with that he cut strips of the heart for each one at the table. 
 
Catrin having been through this ritual before, knew the heart would be chewy and tough, so she chewed up her bite just enough to get it to slide down with a little wine and was done.  The other young people were at various stages of acquiring her level of experience.  Poor Rea seemed to be having the steepest learning curve.
 
Soon though warm bread arrived and bowls of lentil stew.  Warm food entered recently clean and exhausted bodies and the only one not trying to fall asleep at the table was tiny Rea.  Still, they all made it to the beds before losing consciousness. 
 
***
 






The River

Selling off everything in the city of the dwarves took them an extra day and was making everyone nervous.  Not acting like the merchant caravan they were pretending to be would have been even more obvious.  From here on out, it wasn't so much speed as maintaining cover that would protect them. 
 
In keeping with their new identities, each of the men got a new if very basic armor.  The younger men relied mostly on a few plates strapped over their chain hauberk, this left room to adjust the straps as they continued to grow.  Catrin and Rea were frustrated that they didn't end up with new clothes for this leg of the journey.  Still Rea was a bit impressed with the change the armor made in her brothers.  They looked more like they belonged out in the wider world, not like a couple of escaped apprentices.  Catrin noticed the change too but Pavel really didn't do it for her and while she owed Echal a debt she couldn't repay and respected his character, he was still a kid.  No amount of armor would change that.
 
The small party having converted all of their gear and horses into much lighter gem stones loaded themselves onto a river barge.  They pushed off and watched Stonedown Mines, shrink behind them. 
 
Echal, always obsessed with machinery of any kind, was fascinated by the locks system that dropped them twenty thousand feet to the valley floor below in only twelve stages.  They camped on deck the first night, even though there was a small human village available on the bank.  It was small enough that their passage would be remarked upon and remembered should they ever be questioned.  Jayen and Jan both missed their private bedroom in the cozy home in the village with its real feather bed mattress and wool blankets.  Still the weather had warmed up significantly since they had changed altitude.
 
Day three brought them to a rather sizable mostly human town.  Here they would split up and go separate ways to make themselves harder to track.  It started with Jayen and Jan purchasing a large spacious smithy, large enough for many hired smiths to work from.  Jayen stretched his back, "I've lived small for a long time, with this cover at least my sweet Janice can hire a cook and maybe even a lady's maid.  This way if any of you need to run, no one will think twice of me adding an extra smith to the rotation."
 
"Is that what we'll be doing?"  Asked Pavel.
 
Savon smiled. "No, you're all coming with me to your new lives, or at least your new educations.  No more smithing for you my boy, you're to be entered into training at the Guardians Tower of the Eternal Spire in Archive."
 
Pavel looked as if he had just had a death sentence.  "No not that, those witches use magic to enslave their guardians!"
 
Savon laughed. "You shouldn't believe everything you hear oh gullible one.  Besides, your Tzadi will not be using magic on you; you can trust her.  You've known her all your life."
 
Pavel looked even more confused. "I don't know any of the Tzadi."
 
Savon shook his head. "Well, she's not a Tzadi yet.  Once our little Rea has been tested and accepted though, getting you assigned as her Guardian, should be pretty easy.  You both get the best educations we can give you and if things go well in the war, then it is a good life.  If they go poorly, then you're at least prepared to defend yourselves and each other."
 
Rea's head was spinning she knew her mother was a Tzadi of the elves, but that didn't mean the humans would accept her at the Eternal Tower.  Still a chance to learn like this couldn't be passed up and she would get to stay with Pavel.  A Guardian's surcoat would look splendid on him.  Rea never really played with dolls when she was younger, and now at least emotionally she was too old for such things, but playing dress up on Pavel sounded like oh so much fun.
 
Jayen nodded to his son, "This will give you training on par with what you should have received, had I not gotten involved too directly in politics.  This will allow you and Rea nearly unrestricted access to all levels of society and let you carve out for yourself an amazing life.  Just don't forget to stop in from time to time and commission a new sword or helm, so we can visit."  He smiled sadly at his son and pulled his wife in closer.
 
Echal cleared his throat. "Dare I ask?"
 
Jayen and Savon both grinned at each other, "You boy, are to be an initiate of the Brotherhood of the Well.  Don't look so shocked, you'll not become one of the monks unless you choose to do so but just as Savon, and I did in our time and your father in his you will be a lay protector.  I even know the exact Brother you will study with.  He and he alone of the order can be trusted with your true identity.  He will see to it you are properly instructed in all that I could not teach to this point."
 
"But, Catrin can't be a lay brother, how are we going to find a place for her like you did for Pavel and Rea?"  Echal as getting a sinking feeling they were to be split up and in his first burning stage of puppy love, he couldn't imagine it.
 
Savon, hid his smile well, "Catrin is no affair of yours young man, I have other plans for her.  Perhaps one day when your training is complete, you will see each other.  Who knows?"
 
Catrin just assumed she would travel with her father learning to be a merchant so she said nothing.
 
Jayen put an end to the debate, "Get some rest, tomorrow will be a busy day."
 
***
 
Dress for the job you want

The next day was a long day as promised.  All but Catrin and Savon spent the entire morning getting new clothes.  Fancy clothes.  Only Rea and Janice seemed to be excited about the adventure.  Pavel wasn't thrilled, but he hadn't been thrilled about any part of this plan.  Echal seemed even less so, he expected armor to be uncomfortable but it served a purpose. For as soft as these materials were, there was just so much of them, it was hot especially in the greater heat and humidity in the plains. 
 
Rea on the other hand was just dancing. Even Echal couldn't help but smile.  It was late in the day when they met back up with Savon and Catrin, who had spent the morning buying horses.  Savon rubbed the sweat from his brow. "Echal, you need to say your goodbyes.  I have a messenger from the Brotherhood waiting to take you to Weapons Master Brother S'ven Mirion.  Yes, he's a distant relative but one who was completely loyal to your father.  Mention that to no one.  Your name is now Echal Sone, as far as anyone else is concerned.  You will spend tonight at the Brotherhoods Chancery and leaving before dawn."
 
"Can't we talk about this, I mean it's so soon."  wailed Echal.
 
Janice moved up and hugged him.  "My son, I love you more than you will ever know.  This day had to come.  You need skills to protect yourself and the Brotherhood is where you go to get them.  If I could keep you safe with me, I would.  This is the only way."  She released him. 
 
Jayen stepped up to him next and engulfed him in a bear hug. "You are my son as well as your fathers, and you have made me most proud.  Now go and do your duty, get the skills necessary to protect yourself and those you love against whatever the future may hold for you."  He turned away but the cracking of his voice betrayed the emotion.
 
Pavel came over to his little brother. "Sure you don't want to trade?  Not having witches putting spells on you sounds pretty good to me right now." 
 
Echal laughed and hugged his brother.  "Rea will protect you."  Then looking down at little Rea, "Won't you?" she just dove into him and hugged him close.
 
"I'm going to miss you.  Stay safe."
 
Lastly, he turned to Catrin, "I had hoped to have more time to get to know you."  She just smiled at him.  He reached into his pouch, retrieving the little ruby ring.  Handing it to her. "Don't forget me."
 
"You saved my life, how could I ever forget you?"  She leaned forward and kissed him ever so lightly on the cheek.
 
Reluctantly pulling away, "If we're going to do this, then let be done with it."  Echal croaked his voice filled with the regret of knowing that his whole family would not be together like this again for a long time if ever.
 
***
 








The Spire

Leaving Jayen and Jan behind had been a tear-filled affair for Rea and Pavel.  Savon knew this would be difficult for them but he still managed to get them underway before the sun was more than two hours in the sky.  Travel was easy on the open roads of the plains.  Even with the war of succession underway, travel of the kings highways was maintained by the Brotherhood and their neutrality in these matters was centuries old. 
 
Early on day two of their journey, the Eternal Spire became visible on the horizon, long before the rest of the city.  It was a full day's travel from when they spotted to the of the spire until they stood at the gates of the city.  Archive was the second largest city in the entire Kingdom of Novas.  Home to twenty thousand regular residents and five thousand tourists, students and scholars a day to visit the Great Archive.  Another three thousand residents of the Eternal Spire made for more people than Pavel or Rea had ever seen in one place.
 
Rea presented herself before the hall of testing as Shadrea of Snow Mountain.  A location chosen for its remoteness on the far side of the Elven lands.  It would take a truly remarkable and dedicated agent to confirm her story.  With no reason to doubt her word and the amazing aptitude she displayed in the testing, few questions were likely to be asked.  Pavel, on the other hand faced his future like a man going to the gallows. 
 
As soon as their acceptance was assured, Savon and Catrin headed back through the market.  "Are we going to look for wares for the next leg of our journey or do that in the morning?"  Catrin asked.
 
Savon just shook his head. "We're going to see to your education next."
 
"But Papa, I already am learning how to be a trader, and a good one at that!"  she protested.
 
Savon grinned back at her. "That you are.  There is more to life than trading."
 
"I can't believe you of all people just said that," she teased.
 
"It's true, I've enjoyed my cover as a trader but you need skills that will allow you to make your way in this world no matter what may come.  We'll be there by noon tomorrow.  Until then lets just enjoy this ride, it is the last you and I will have together for some time."  he said with a wistful note in his own voice this time.
 
Catrin couldn't let it go, and they ended up arguing most of the evening.  As promised though before the noon meal the following day, they arrived at a large and opulent plantation.  In the few minutes before they made it to the door, Savon's voice cracked.  "This is the Finishing School.  This will be the hardest years of your life, but it is because I love you so much that I want you to have this experience." 
 
"Papa what's wrong.  It's not too late, we can pick up some new wares and still make the southern markets."
 
Savon helped her down from her horse.  He held her close for a long minute, then nodded to the men who had come out to greet them. 
 
In a  flash Catrin had a bag drawn down over her head and was bound and hauled away, struggling and crying out uselessly as the men took her inside the plantation house. 
 
Savon wept openly as he rode away.
 




New Lives

Echal

Echal clinched his teeth, biting back a scream to a grunting moan as he pulled off the first kid skin glove.  These last few weeks have been pure hell.  He looks at the second glove with dread.  He's bled through the skin and fused the leather to the open blisters just below.  The second glove isn't any easier to remove.  He stares at his swollen cracked and blistered hands and remembers his first night arriving at this forlorn outpost of the Brotherhood deep in the wilderness. 
 
Ushered into the dimly lit private study of Weapons Master S'ven Mirron, Echal felt a bit like he was going before a magistrate.  The old man behind the desk looked as if he could have been any age north of a hundred.  His face scarred and his mannerisms as curt and bluntly efficient as they were solid and sure.  This grizzled veteran looked as if instead of aging like normal people he had just simply had all softness boiled out of him and hardened like Cuir bouilli leather.
 
"So, you're Evan Mirron's son and heir?  I can see him in you, under the ill-mannered village idiot and general reckless stupidity of youth."  The rasping voice pitched low enough that even only a few feet from him Echal had to strain to hear it.  The man stood and walked with a pronounced limp around the edge of the table and took Echal's hands in gnarled boney grip.  "Not the hands of a sluggard, fortunately, but these just won't do.  No one will mistake you for nobility.  The calluses are all wrong.  We will have to resolve that."  He shook his head.  "Call it forth boy, prove your claim."
 
Echal was taken aback by the blunt and quick assessment made of him, but not once did refusing the old man ever cross his mind.  He concentrated for a moment and the heavy ring appeared back on his hand. 
 
S'ven eyed it, as much how it was called from nothingness as its design and grunted.  Slowly with obvious pain, the old man knelt before Echal.  He placed his hands between the boy's hands, "As the son is the Heir and Will of the father, the son's hands for the father's.  I do swear to accept my duty and train the boy trusted to me as his father has willed."  He said with a louder voice.  He gripped the young man's forearms and used them to lever himself back to his feet.  "Put that ring away and don't pull it back out.  It's your life if the wrong person sees it."  He growled.  Then he reached for a pair of kidskin gloves that had been soaking in oil.  "Put these on. Keep them on.  Unless you are alone in your bed, wear them.  I've agreed to do my duty to your father,"  he grinned an evil gap-toothed grin, "and I'm sure before long you will hate me for it.   Until the first time it saves your life, that is."  He wheezed a harsh gasping laugh.  "Yes, we'll carve off that mess you've become and leave only what is fit to be your father's son, but it won't be easy.  Get some rest, you've a long road ahead of you."  he said as he returned to his side of the desk and sits.  "Why are you still here?  Dismissed!"
 
Echal submerged his hands in the bowl of brandy with a hiss, had that really only been weeks ago?
 
***
 
Rea

Rea's eyes were puffy and swollen but that was nothing compared to the burning fire from the small of her back to the back of her knees.  One hundred lashes with a birch switch had her more miserable than she had ever been in her short life.  It wasn't even her fault, if her damn room mate would have just kept her mouth shut no would ever have known she was slipping out each night for independent studies.  Everyone judged her as a child, and no matter how many times she breezed though their 'tests' she was still constrained to learning at the pace of the other girls.  She was seen as a bright and gifted student, but they reserved the higher magics for the older girls.  Ok not 'older' but looked older, in the eyes of the Tzadi teaching them. 
 
She didn't need to sleep, so why make her lay there for eight hours every night bored and listening to the stupid room mate snore.  Of course she fixed that.  She couldn't help but smile to herself, of course that's what brought on the switching.  Still watching the girl's underwear burst into flames in the middle of the dining hall after she had told on Rea was almost worth the pain she was in now.  Letting it be widely known that she was the one to have done it though, that was worth it.  Now no one wanted to room with her, and no one was likely to tattle on her again.  Not for anything that wouldn't get her expelled anyway.
 
She went to what was now her room and only her room, though it did have a guard stationed outside.  She decided to try a new spell she had been reading about in the library.  She didn't know all the spells in the chain that would normally make it easy for her to learn, but she also had something the other girls didn't, with her perfect recall memory, she had access to any book she had only glanced at.  With just a second to call it to mind she could work straight from the spell as if she had the book in front of her.
 
The hardest part was the caster was supposed to be asleep as well, she had to play with it several tries before she realized success.  By the early morning light, she had found her way into Pavel's dreams.
 
***
 
Pavel

Pavel was feeling about as out of place as ever he had.  He was too big to train with the boys his own age, so they had moved him into the advanced class to train with grown men who were his own size but had also been training here longer than he had.  In fact, several of them a lot longer.  He was more bruises than a boy after weeks of this.  He had seen no one from his old life either.  He missed his parents, he even missed Echal and Rea.  Hell, he even missed the forge with its rhythmic ebb and flow.  It was a place where he knew what to do.  Knew what came next.   The trainers had banished anything resembling a schedule.  They often ate meals on horseback even when the chow hall was within sight.  Night watch shifts were picked randomly.  Some times it meant you didn't get picked.  Sometimes you got picked twice the same night just a few scant hours apart. 
 
Even the combat training was screwy thought Pavel as he cleaned the sand out of an open wound on his forearm with a brandy-soaked rag.  This nasty scrape was actually considered a success here.  He took the injury protecting his assigned target from harm.  Fighting for your life is one thing, fighting to protect someone who isn't fighting back but is right there in the middle of the combat, is a whole new animal.  Closing his eyes, praying to whatever benevolent spirits of chance that he not draw guard duty in the night, Pavel drifts off to a fitful sleep. 
 
In the early morning hours, Pavel noticed his dream changing.  He was back home in his smithy.  Sitting snugly by the fire was Rea.  He felt happy again for the first time in weeks.  Shock coursed through him when Rea shrieked with excitement "It worked, I'm really here!"  and then popped out of his head just as fast.  He was being shaken awake.  Seems rather than guard duty, they had all been tasked for a predawn road march. 
 
Stumbling out of bed wondering if it was really her, Pavel stumbled toward his gear.  Horses saddled and packed, and at the ten mile mark by dawn or there would be extra duty for days.
 


 
Catrin

Catrin regained consciousness as painfully as she had lost it.  Her hands bound on the stout oak beam of the horse of pain.  The soft flesh between her legs bruised from long hours on the unyielding beam.  With a moan she forced her weight back up on her arms.  Her shoulders cried out from the abuse but the change in pain brought some relief from pain below.  She had no idea how long she had been like this.  Her throat dry and cracked from thirst, and her body soaked with the sweat of her exertions.  Her eyes managed to focus for a moment on the only possession remaining to her, a small golden ring with its ruby glinting darkly in the dim light.  She thought of the boy who had given it to her, he wouldn't be coming to her rescue this time.  For a fleeting moment she wished he had missed.  Had spared her this suffering, but she quickly smashed that traitorous voice in the back of her fear fogged mind. 
 
The pain in her shoulders eventually grew too great, and she collapsed back down hard on the wooden beam.  Rivers of fire and pain exploded through her body, and she cried out.  She steadied herself trying to find the least painful position until her shoulders could recover enough to relieve this pain, and the cycle could start again.
 
Her desperation was almost too much when something finally changed.  A door opened and a bright light came streaming into the darkened room.  Two men approached and uncovered the sky light letting in the bright noonday sun.  The light was painful after the hours in the darkness.  She sobbed tearlessly as the men unshackled her from the device.  They did not, however, let her go.    Instead, they strapped her by her ankles to a large wooden frame that rushed all the blood to her head.  Her eyes slowly adjusted to the new light in the room, a small rat-faced man in a blood-stained apron was fussing over a table strewn with the most intimidating array of pincers and tongs and knives and devices she couldn't even imagine the purpose of.
 
"What is your name?"  Rat face began.
 
"Please let me go!"  Catrin croaked.
 
A pair of tongs brutally bit down on her thigh, she screamed out.  "You will answer my questions.  What is your name?"
 
This interrogation continued until the sun had moved from directly overhead and was casting long shadows on the wall. Then a woman came in, dressed in an elegant, noble woman's gown. She looked at the shaking sobbing, but surprisingly uninjured Catrin.  "Welcome to the Finishing School.  You've just passed your first exam.  Lesson one is as follows: Do not make mistakes.  Any mistake you make no matter how small or large in our profession can have your life ending in a place much like this one, on a much longer and slower timeline.  Now that I think lesson one has been properly absorbed, they will take you to rest and recover.  No one here wishes you harm."  Rat-faced man began to loosen her shackles.
 
He smiled kindly at her as he helped her to rest comfortably on a low stool.  "I hate it that my introduction to the young women here is always so traumatic.  I'm the gardener.  If you have a preference for a certain type of flowers for your room, please just ask."
 
The woman handed her a small cup of water.  "There's more where this came from, just take it easy at first.  You've been through a lot."
 
Two girls in servants' uniforms came in next and wrapped her in a soft cotton cloak.  "Mia and Savean will help you get your bath and bring food and drink as it is appropriate for you.  Rest in your own bed tonight, and tomorrow we will have a brief meeting before lesson two.  Any questions?"
 
"What is this place?"  Catrin hoarsely croaked.
 
The woman smiled at her. "This is the Finishing School, much like the Boarding School your father attended.  He plans for you to follow in his footsteps becoming a master spy.  Here you will learn all you need of tradecraft, and manipulation to complete missions most would deem impossible."
 
Catrin was stunned.  Her father a spy?  She to learn to be one too?  This was all just too much for her to think about at the moment.  So she was grateful when the girls helped her to stand and led her off to where a steaming bath was drawn and ready for her to soak away the abuses of the last day.
 




War's End

Alarming News

Catrin was on her third mission for the Finishing School.  She had just completed her "Final Test" with the last mission, and this was mostly just to get her some start up capital before leaving the school.  She knew she could always meet up with her father and soon she probably would.  She had forgiven him for his choice of such a harsh profession for her long ago.  She was good at this; her instructors all said she was a natural. Still it was good form to greet her father on equal footing.  The recovery of an emerald necklace for Baroness Harvor that the unlucky Barron had lost in a game of chance with the Comté d' Arroyo is really a fairly petty use of her skills but it is sure to be profitable. 
 
She slipped in the servant's entrance to the Compte's Challet and past the guard who was occupied chatting up the young scullery maid.  Up the stairs on all fours, spread to the edges of each step to avoid squeaks.  Past the guard's barracks and into the Compte's bed chamber.  The strong box with the jewelry and on a solid table along one wall just off to the side of his Ladies dressing table.  Catrin considered picking the lock here but was concerned it would make enough noise to rouse the sleeping couple just a few feet away behind the bed curtains.  Instead, she wrapped the box in undergown that had been set out for the morning and tied it into a neat bundle.  She tied off one end of the rope wrapped around her waist to the stout window frame and dropping a couple of drops of oil on the latch, eased it soundlessly open.  A heart beat later she was lowering the strong box and herself to the ground below.  Slipping soundlessly into the stable so as not to wake the groom sleeping there she, tied off her prize to the saddle of the horse kept ready for the Compte's guard and walked it out into the night air. 
 
She smiled a half a mile from the Challet as she tightened up the saddle for the horse and rode off toward the sleeping village below.  All that was left to do was provide the necklace to the Barroness's man and then dodge the probable assassin who would be sent to clean up her as a loose end.  Perhaps the Barroness would be wise enough to forego the last but it was unlikely.  When she asked about payment, the Barroness had said that the other jewels she could lift should be payment enough.  People who don't want to pay you are all too often willing to pay someone else to shut you up.  She would deal with the Barroness later if that were the case, for now she was more interested in putting some distance between herself and the Compte's lands.  '
 
The Barroness had sent a known agent of hers to meet with Catrin.  This was bad trade craft and Catrin knew it for a clumsy mistake.  Still her part of the mission was complete and the fallout for the Barroness was her own issues and none of Catrin's concern.  As she handed the large armored guard the necklace he grabbed her by the wrist.  "Now just one thing left, shame you sure are a pretty one."  he said as his other hand went for the dagger at his belt.  Catrin was a bit shocked, she expected an assassin, but for the Barroness to think this clumsy oaf could do the job was an insult.  Catrin didn't try to pull away, instead she moved in toward him with a swift flowing movement ducking under the arm and drawing her hair pin with her free hand.  At the new odd angle the guard would have to spin her back around to bring the dagger into action.  Catrin was ready for that and surprised him by going with the pull.  She sunk the tip of her poison laced hair pin, right through the rings of his chainmaille and deep into his chest.  Now it was just a matter of seconds.  Seconds count when a man much larger than you has a blade but Catrin wasn't a defenseless woman, she was a trained agent.  Avoiding increasingly erratic swings from a blade as his pounding heart pushed the poison through more and more of his body was not a real challenge. 
 
Catrin look around as the body collapsed to the city street.  No alarm had been raised. No immediate threat could be detected.  She hesitated only a moment before deciding to put the emerald necklace in the corpse's mouth and leave him there where he would soon be found by the village watchman.  Let the Compte deal with the Baroness if he chose, it would give him a place for his outrage other than Catrin. 
 
So it was on her third night, posing as a traveling merchant that one of her recently hired guards told her of news from the tavern.  Seems the hold outs at Three Rivers Keep had finally been crushed and Duke Oliver would undoubtedly be the new king.  The long war of succession was finally over, and while that was good news, it meant that Duke Oliver would take a renewed interest in Echal and his family. 
 
Leaving orders and money in a letter to the chief of her guards for them to continue on to the shop of one Jayen Smith and to deliver all the goods there.  She bought herself a fresh horse and a spare and began the hard ride toward the frontier outpost her father had told her was the training location of Echal.  This would be her chance to bring warning and in part pay back what he had done for her all of those years ago.  
 
***
 


 


 
A Messenger

Catrin made her way in record time to the small keep.  Telling the guard on duty that she was a courier, with a message from home for Echal Some.  To her surprise, they not only let her in but she found herself waiting for Echal in Weapon's Master S'ven's private office.  The old man was watching her with a calculating eye.  Even with all of her training, she found it disconcerting.  The nearly crippled old weapons master was not some Baroness's henchman.  Even in his current state, should he decide her a threat, she would be in danger.
 
Catrin was about to make small talk to ease the tension when a familiar young man strode confidently into the office.  Catrin felt her entire world skew slightly.  It was Echal, there was no disputing that but gone was the young boy she knew.  In his place was a confident and competent warrior much as she imagined Weapons Master S'ven must have looked in his prime.  The too big features of his face had now assumed their proper proportions.  She would need to look up to see him now, and gone was any trace of the uncertainty she had sensed in him, replaced with a confidence earned taming this wild frontier with its monstrous inhabitants.
 
Echal was reporting in as asked.  It was unusual for the Master to send for him in the middle of the day like this; perhaps the orcs were getting restless again.  He made it most of the way into the room and almost faltered in his salute to Master S'ven as he recognized Catrin sitting there starring oddly at him. 
 
"Catrin!"  He exclaimed and rushed to greet her.  She only just managed to gain her feet before he had her off of them in a great bear hug.  "You look amazing!  What... What are you doing here?"
 
The old man behind the desk coughed politely and with a crooked grin, "At ease, Echal."
 
Echal's face reddened as he realized his broach of protocol.  "My apologies Master S'ven.  Catrin is an old friend whom I have not seen in many years.  I was just overcome with surprise to see her here."
 
He nods and coughed again. "Well It's as I suspected.  She knows?"
 
 
Echal nodded, "Yes Sir, she knows.   It was her father who gave us warning."
 
Catrin recovering from the spin of emotions in seeing him again and of course the exuberance of his greeting finally found her voice, "He can be trusted?"  she asked Echal who looked at her if she asked if water was wet.  "Then I'll give you the message now, the war is over.  You'll no longer be safe here, nor your family.  These hasty identities worked well so long as things were uncertain.  You must leave and soon, to find the others and make what plans you will."
 
The old man nodded sadly.  "My boy, it will sadden me greatly to see you go, but once the King is crowned and official word reaches here, the Brotherhood's neutrality ends.  At that point even I would be duty bound to turn you over, and I don't think this old heart could take that.  Send your friend on, have her wait for you with her spare horse a few miles away.  At dinner tonight you will ask to go home.  I will tell you it will do no good, and to take your anger out on the orcs if you must.  Stride out angry.  Meet up with her and smear blood upon the saddle of your horse. Leave it to return to us.  We will all grieve the loss of Echal Some.  As that will be the official record, none will question deeper from the Brotherhood and both you and I should be safe enough.  I will miss you, but I have done my duty to your father.  You are the man he would have wanted you to be."
 
And just like that, his old life ended and a new one began.
 
***
 


 
Surprise Surprise

Echal mounted up on the spare horse.  "I need to make a stop in the village before we can continue."
 
"OK, but we shouldn't be long and it won't do for you to be seen."  Catrin said.
 
Echal smiled sadly. "It won't take long, and it's important.  Besides, there are things I need to pick up as well."
 
They rode mostly in silence the handful of miles into the village.   It was a small affair, probably not more than three or four hundred souls.  Catrin waited with the horses as Echal approached a small house.  Through the window she could see a very young and very pregnant woman crying as he told her he would leave.  She saw him push a hand full of silver coins into her hand and kiss her once lingeringly and then pick up his baggage and leave.  She thought her heart would break, how could he just leave her like this?  Who was this woman?
 
They rode silently in the dark for several miles until Catrin could no longer hold it in.  "She could have come with us, you know?"
 
Echal lost deep in thought just grunted, "What?  Who?"
 
Catrin was getting angry. "What do you mean who?  I saw her through the window!  You broke her heart!"
 
Echal sighed. "Oh, you saw Elly.  Look, it's not what you think.  The kid isn't mine.  Elly was just a young woman who got herself into the family way.  I took her in, and yeah we had a thing.  I decided long ago that the best way to make sure I didn't bring a child into this world I would have to abandon was to make sure she was already pregnant.  Elly knew this wasn't forever, but she doesn't deserve to be left for questioning should anyone dig too deep."  She could see him shrug in the pale moonlight, "I gave her enough money to get a fresh start in a new town.  Somewhere she can claim to be a war widow and not have everyone know better.  It's better for her this way too, she isn't suited to the life I may have to live."
 
Catrin felt her head spin a bit.  This still didn't seem right but considering, he wasn't acting the lout she had judged him as.
 




Reunion

Well, it worked once.

Echal rented them a suite of rooms at an inn that had obviously seen better days, in an area of town that most would not venture after dark.  Once in the rooms he began his transformation.  His Brotherhood armor and colors were carefully stowed in a wooden chest.  Out comes his custom half plate, this was his own design and built by his own hand in stolen weekends while he wasn't on patrol.  He takes a few moments to buff out a couple of small patches of rust.  He's been preparing for this eventuality for a long time, and from each of his missions in to the mountains he brought back souvenirs which he had turned into custom gear.  A large ettin skin cloak, it's mottled grey color broken only by the intricate tooling pattern that also broke up the eye making the wearer very hard to spot against the stone of the mountains.  He was particularly proud of this cloak; he was the only one of Master S'ven's students to ever single-handedly kill an adult ettin; it earned him no small amount of respect among his sword brothers.  Echal sighed.  He would miss them, but his life was meant to be more than just clearing monsters from the frontier to make it safe for settlers who kept arriving by the dozens, year after year.
 
Catrin had slipped off in her courier guise and made her way across the bridge to the Spire's Quarter.  To her disappointment the Guardians of the Tzadi, weren't as hospitable as the Brotherhood of the Well.  She was forced to wait at the gate for what seemed to her an eternity before they would even send anyone for Pavel.  She couldn't help feeling exposed.  Oh, she knew it was too early for serious agents to be dispatched to seek them out, all of her training assured her that she was as completely anonymous as any of the thousands of other people going about their daily lives in Archive, though, she couldn't shake the sense of urgency that gripped her.
 
Finally Pavel arrived, and the shock on his face as he recognized her was far more obvious than it should have been.  She reminded herself he didn't have her training in these matters.  She met his eye and ever so slightly shook her head.  He seemed to get the message, because as he approached he did not call out her name but rather started by calling her Courier.
 
"Courier, where is the message from?"  He asked loud enough to be heard by the gate guard before approaching close enough for a more private conversation.
 
"Pavel, it's good to see you.  Here."  She handed him a letter with a rather bland 'letter from home' on it.  Keeping her voice pitched low, "The game is up.  We need to get word to Rea, time to go."
 
Pavel sighed. "Can't do it until tonight and will still need another day of planning.  Can you have horses ready for us a mile north of town in two days' time?" 
 
"Two days it is.  Echal is with me.  Don't forget to pay me a silver and be seen doing it, they can't know that I am anything more than a normal courier or they will remember when questioned later.  Read them your note from home, it will give them a story for their own minds when you sneak off."  She pockets the silver piece and as he's walking back to the gate in a louder voice, "Cheap bastard what no tip after I bring it all this way?" 
 
The gate guards are good-naturedly teasing Pavel about this as she disappeared into the crowded street.
 
***
 
Memories and New Realities

Catrin lets herself back into their suite just in time to see Echal putting on the finishing touches of his new look.  She let out a low whistle, "So at least he cleans up nice."  She grinned to take some of the sting out of it.  His face reddened a bit.  "That must have cost a pretty penny, what are you going for young noble or prosperous adventurer?"  she asked noticing the thigh high wyvern skin boots and matching doublet.
 
"This?  This was just a collection of trophies over the last four years.  It cost me plenty, in blood and sweat and even the life of a good sword brother, but for money not much at all."  His eyes went a little unfocused as if reliving a memory of mixed emotions.  "As to noble or adventurer why pick?  Let people assume what they will."
 
Catrin felt a bit guilty for making him uncomfortable about what for him wasn't a costume but rather a story of his life for the years they had been apart.  She came up close to him and rested one hand on the intricately carved bone buttons on the front of his tunic.  "Well, I need to know so I can match my story to yours.  I meant what I said, you do look very impressive."  She went up on her toes and gave him a chaste peck on the cheek.  "Pavel says we have two days to decide.  I don't know how he plans to talk to Rea or how they plan to get away, but he seemed to think it could be done.  We're to meet them a mile north of town with fresh horses in two days' time." 
 
She didn't step back from him, oh she knew she probably should but he smelled of leather, steel, and recently washed man.  She was enjoying being with him.  "So what do you suppose we'll do for the next two days all alone?"  She asked with a little smirk.
 
Echal laughed. "If you would have asked me that four years ago, I would have fainted dead away.  You really are beautiful, but you're not already pregnant and I will not risk having a child to share my danger."  He gently touched her cheek. "Maybe we should just concentrate on getting to know each other again."
 
Catrin slapped his chest and stamped her foot.  "You certainly aren't the boy who rescued me all those years ago.  I was hoping to make you blush!"  she smiled at him and pulled away.  "I wasn't offering anything like that, well not for real.  I haven't been with a man that way.  I mean at the Finishing School they taught us all the art of seduction, but the goal was to have his throat cut or have him drugged long before he could get to that point."  She swept away from him and headed toward the other room of the suite, "I think I'll call for fresh bath water, yours has gotten cold."
 
As she closed the door Echal felt a sadness for her, it had to be a lonely life to learn the arts of love, just as a weapon of war.
 
***
 




Getting to Know Each other

Late in the afternoon of the second day, Catrin calls for Echal from her room.  He opens the adjoining door and his jaw drops.  She is standing in her damp translucent shift with the sun streaming in behind her, displaying the pale skin and wondrous curves beneath.   She pretends that she doesn't notice but a voice in the back of her head is dancing and chanting, 'he likes it, he likes it!' over and over.  She holds out two gowns, one a deep blue velvet, the other a pale green linen.  "I need to know, Nobility or Merchant?"
 
Echal recovers his wits just in time to not say it doesn't matter.  Instead, he just motions to the ring hanging on its chain between her budding breasts.  "I see you kept it." 
 
"Of course, I wear it always.  On my hand when it isn't out of place or on the chain when it might otherwise give me away.  I will never be parted with it; it has too many memories attached to it."  She smiled at him warmly.  "You didn't answer my question."
 
"Oh, uh the green.  Merchants need guards so Pavel and I will not look too out of place and it will draw less attention if we choose to 'save money' by sleeping rough instead of in a village where someone might remember us."  Echal wasn't sure how he kept enough of his brain functioning while his eyes were still memorizing every wondrous curve. 
 
"Good, the green in cooler in this weather.  Now be a dear and help me get into it.  I don't exactly have a ladies' maid."  she said as she casually tossed the blue gown upon the bed and slowly turned and stepped into the green gown.  Every move stretching the already translucent material of her shift against the curves of her back and bottom.
 
Echal remembered that they had taught her how to do this and even knowing didn't lessen its impact.  With a dry throat he stepped up close to her and helped her pull the gown into position.  She smelled amazing.  He lifted her still slightly damp hair, gathering it gently into his right hand, then with a firm grip pulled it back so that her eyes looked up at him.  He just smiled and wordlessly moved it forward over her shoulder.  He began lacing up her dress slowly and carefully, making sure each time to have the back of his hands remain in contact with her.  She leaned back into him her breathing coming faster.  He pulled tight the last lacing, leaned forward and kissed her lingeringly on her neck.  Then abruptly let go and walked back to his room to finish getting ready.  From the other side he called, "Don't take too much longer, we still need to get horses."
 
Catrin was outraged.  How had it gone wrong?  She planned this out carefully.  She would get him all worked up and then string him on a bit.  It wasn't supposed to go the other way!  The fact that she could still feel his hands in her hair wasn't helping her be rational about it either.  Damn him, it wasn't supposed to be like this. 
 
Echal smiled as he heard the door slam.
 
***
 
Leaving Archive

The afternoon passed with Catrin in a snit and Echal pretending not to notice.  Echal also was trying very hard not to let his self-satisfaction show.  She had tried to use her training on him and he had turned the tables.  Oh, he wished it were possible for the situation to be different, he would have enjoyed just surrendering and letting her catch him, but until the future was more secure, those long unfulfilled dreams would just have to remain that way.
 
Two hours after dusk, Pavel came cautiously up the road and was all too excited to see the others waiting right where they had planned.  After a back-breaking hug for Echal, and a more careful one for Catrin, Pavel filled them in. 
 
"Sha will be along soon."  Pavel began.
 
"Sha?"  Echal interrupted him.
 
"Shadrea.  You know your sister."  Pavel snapped frustratedly.  Then hesitated, "Sorry forgot you've not been around for a while.  She started demanding everyone call her Sha after an incident two years ago.  One of the new girls had taken to bullying her because she is so much smaller than all of them.  Said 'Rea' sounded like a symptom of dysentery.  Well Sha wasn't having any of that, and while I don't know the details, the vengeful practical joke has become a bit of a local legend."  Pavel grinned, and then shrugged, "As was the ensuing punishment."   He chuckled, "She says it was worth it."
 
Echal grinned, he remembered Rea's twisted sense of justice and for that matter humor.  "If she says it was worth the punishment, it must have been something on a grand scale."
 
Pavel and Catrin both just grinned at him, "Well as I was saying Sha says escaping the Eternal Spire is possible, but she was fairly confident she could pull it off.  From what I gather, her magic can't make her float, but she can hang the bed sheet out of the window, and as she climbs down, just lower the top end of the sheet so it is carrying her weight and for some reason the spell allows for it.  He laughed.  The first time she snuck out to visit me on my birthday, she scared me to death telling me how she did it."
 
Echal and Catrin both looked startled.  Pavel laughed again. "Sha is a lot more powerful than they give her credit for.  They treat her like a child because of her size and she hides behind that when it serves her purposes but let her fool you, she's a very intelligent woman, and a powerful Tzadi."
 
Just past the second hour, Echal was on watch and noticed the horses start to panic.  Just as he was gathering them to calm them he sees what is driving them wild, a tiny figure is calmly riding on the back of a large black panther.  Recognizing Echal she claps her hands and just like that the panther disappears and she runs over to hug her brother. 
 
"You're here!"  She squealed.  "Oh, but I have missed you so much!"  She gave him a quick kiss on his cheek. 
 
Echal, still in shock over the panther and the affectionate charge of a very excited Rea wasn't able to get out much more than a laugh. 
 
Just as fast as she had come, she was gone.   Pavel hearing the noise had stood and came to where the horses were tied. Rea seeing him took off at a run and nearly flew into his arms.  Catrin was roused at this point and making her way over and both she and Echal were stunned into silence as Pavel was given and returned a very lingering and passionate kiss. 
 
"They will never separate us again!"  Sha said in a determined whisper.
 
Pavel just held her tight. "Never again."  He agreed.
 
For all of his life Pavel had always viewed Rea as an annoying little sister, the shift in this relationship was more than Echal could wrap his mind around. 
 
Sha looked up at Echal and smiled innocently at him, "It's been a long night and I've used up a lot of power escaping from the Spire, can we catch up on the road in the morning?"
 
He managed a very confused, "Um yeah"  before Sha had led Pavel back off to his bedroll.  The sounds coming from it for the next couple of hours had both Echal and Catrin reassessing what they knew about the people they thought they had known all of their lives.
 




Dirty Tricks

Ignorance is Bliss

The ride in to town in the morning felt like a family trip to a village faire.  Despite the knowledge that they would be hunted by the full resources of this kingdom very soon, it didn't seem real on this golden morning.  Catching up on old times.  Sha amazing them all with simple magics when they had the road to themselves. 
 
Pavel explained how despite the strict over watch of both the commanders of the Guardians and the watchful eye of the Tzadi they had spent every evening together for the last two years.  Ever since Sha had learned how to Dream Send.  Catrin having spent the last four years in a similarly strict environment was impressed with her ingenuity.  
 
Pavel looks at his little brother, "Fine ettin cloak you've bought yourself.  It's a wonder you've saved any coin back."
 
Catrin cut in, "I thought so too but he says he killed it himself.  For the wyvern skin as well, though there he claims to have had help.  I suppose I believe him, he had to save his money for his, ah hem, charity work."  Echal shot her a dangerous look, but she just grinned at him.  "Ask him about Elly."
 
Pavel was looking at Echal like he had grown two heads not the ettin. "I want to hear more of this boast about him single-handedly killing an adult ettin!" 
 
Echal shook his head.  "I did kill it by myself and had witnesses before I had to pretend to be dead."  He grinned for a moment. "Ok you want the whole story, the one no one but Master S'ven ever heard?"  Heads were nodding all around. Echal took a deep breath and shifted in his saddle a bit. "Well you see it was like this, I had tracked him back to his cave.  Anyone who's ever hunted ettin will tell you that tracking them isn't the hard part.  I could hear him in there but I knew an ettin's reputation as well, so I took some precautions."  He hesitated negotiating his horse dramatically around an imagined rough patch of road.
 
Pavel had finally had enough. "Well!"
 
Echal grinned knowing his story had hooked them. "Well then, I just made the worlds biggest rabbit snare out of the rope I had in my saddlebags.  I went into the cave very quiet like.  I put an arrow in his backside."  He grinned at them.  "Oh, you should have heard that howl.  All thought of caution went right out of his primitive heads and both of them finally agreed on something for the first time in their life, I would pay for that."   He glanced over at his audience to make sure they were still hooked.  "I ran out of the cave being very careful not to snag on my own snare.  Ran just outside of the range the snare would let him reach me at.  Then readied my axe, ok started to ready my axe truth be told it was bellowing like a stuck boar and charging me just as carelessly.  The snare caught and yanked tight.  I'd only snared one head, but it was enough to completely distract the creature.  While it was trying to figure out what had it and how to make it let go, I ran behind it and took my axe to its large tendon behind the heel.  Needless to say it let out another echoing bellow as that leg collapsed under it, putting even more strain on the snared head.  I ducked in and was able to use my axe to slice both necks very deep."  Echal shrugged nonchalantly, "After that it was just staying out of reach until the beast bled out.  By the time the rest of the hunters reached us I had use the rope snare and my horse to hoist up the monstrous frame and was ready to begin skinning it."  He grinned at them.  "Yeah, I killed it by myself, but I didn't fight its strength. I fought its intelligence."
 
Pavel just scratched his great shaggy beard. "Ever since we were kids, you always found a way to cheat."  Though his big grin said he approved. 
 
Catrin chuckled. "You might have made it through the Finishing School too."
 
Sha said nothing, she never doubted Echal killed the ettin.  She never doubted there was more to it than he told.  He'd been that way since they were kids.  She was just glad to have him and Pavel on her side, and unless she was reading the signs wrong she would have Catrin, for as long as she had Echal.
 
***
 
The Price of Ignorance

Just up the block from the smithy Jayen had purchased all those years ago, Catrin stops everyone.  "Look I'm probably just being paranoid but it is bad trade craft for us all to just walk in there and present ourselves as a ripe target.  Let me go in first and if all is good, I'll signal for the rest of you.   If you don't get my signal, then we know we have a problem.  I'll escape later and meet you back at the campsite from last night."
 
Echal snorted, "You don't give the signal we come in and take the place apart."  Pavel just grunted his support. 
 
Catrin shook her head and turned to Sha. "That's the worst thing they could do.  I'll escape, they can't hold me for long, and it's not like they will kill me if they think that I'll lead them to you, or that you will try to rescue me.  I'm probably worried for nothing but don't let them get stupid if things go wrong."
 
Sha just smiled and shrugged her shoulders. "Men, what can you do?"
 
Catrin grinned at her and slipped into the normal flow of traffic in the street.  When she came back out of the smithy, you could tell things weren't right.  For one, she didn't come straight back to the rest; instead she meandered off as if she were shopping.  Sha was just about to lose the battle of standing on Pavel and Echal when Catrin unexpectedly popped up behind them.  "No tail following me, our arrival must have gone undetected."
 
Sha's face fell, "What's happened to Mamma and Da?"
 
Catrin made a face, "They've been arrested.  Seems there was some typical merchants struggle, and one of your Da's competition decided to have him checked out."  she shrugged.  "They tied him to your home village, and from there getting warrants for his arrest were fairly easy.  Troops have been dispatched to bring them to the capital but haven't arrived yet.  In the meantime, this village being too small for a proper prison, they are being kept at the town guard barracks."
 
Sha looked at her in awe, "You learned all of that since we made it to town?"
 
Catrin got a crooked smile, "It's what I do."
 
Pavel grunted. "So we bust them out!"
 
Echal nodded to his brother. "Of course but there are fifty men in that garrison.  Remember the ettin, let's do this smart."
 
Pavel just growled.  Catrin just winked at Echal. "You come up with a plan.   I'm going to get us some more information and a few supplies."
 
***
 
Fighting Smart

Echal and Pavel had made it to the rooftops across the road from the garrison. The count was fifty-two men, eight grooms and four general servants.  The only reasonable place to be holding prisoners was in the weapons locker at the far end of the barracks.  It was a tough nut to crack for just the four of them, but assuming the roving night guards could be taken down quietly and Rea, Sha, he corrected himself, could handle the sleeping guards in the barracks as she was confident she could do, then they could pull this off.  He hated putting so much on Sha like that but Pavel didn't seem to have any doubts. 
 
Sha and Catrin were back at the wagon, quietly preparing for the night's adventure.  As far as Catrin could tell, Sha was just mumbling for a few minutes and then resting for an hour.  Then she would get up and do it all over again. Catrin on the other hand was focused on the more practical needs of readying the wagon and the pack horses and spare axels and extra provisions.  If this plan worked, they wouldn't want to be seen in any town for a sixty-mile radius.  Taking wagons overland was not undertaken easily and moving mostly at night would only add to the difficulty.  Still it was the only real option. 
 
Echal and Pavel returned in the early afternoon and went over the layout and a quick sketch of the plan.  Then it was time to grab what sleep could be had.  The early  morning assault on the garrison wouldn't leave much room for sleep after.  Echal was glad as his eyes closed that at least Sha wouldn't need sleep.  If nothing else she was a reliable early warning system.
 
***
 
The Great Escape

Echal and Pavel could both watch from opposite roof tops as Catrin moved on the guard at the gate.  He held his breath and waited for the plan to come apart. 
 
Catrin stumbled drunkenly toward the gate guard.  "M'lord... M'lord can you..." she belched. "Can you help me find my inn?"  she slurred at him. 
 
The old unshaven guard sneered at her, "Lookin fer a place to sleep it off eh?"  He looked a little closer and noticed she was an attractive young woman.  He looked around to see if either of the other guards had noted her arrival.  "Well, I suppose you could sleep if off just as well in here." he said almost to himself but with a new leer in his eye.  She allowed him to guide her into the little guard shack and push her to her knees.  "Jest a little sausage to settle the stomach..." he chuckled to himself.  As he dropped his breeches, Catrin came up with her little palm knife, neatly severing his femoral artery.  She quickly stood as the shock of what happened hit him and clutched his head to her breast.  His gasps and cries muffled by the thick folds of her cloak.  He bled out in seconds. 
 
Pulling the light stone Sha had enchanted this afternoon from her pouch sent a clear signal to both Pavel and Echal.  Almost as one two of the three guards on the palisade dropped to the ground clutching an arrow in the throat.  The third guard turned to see what had made the noise, just in time to catch Echal's second arrow in the bridge of his nose.  He let out a gurgle and then crumpled to the ground.  Pavel and Sha were at the gate just as Catrin was removing the bolt.  Quietly they crossed the small courtyard.  The heavy oak barracks door had been left open to the cool night air, but at a signal from Sha, Pavel slammed it closed and leaned hard on it.  Sha took her double handful of wet clay and smashed it into the corner of the door, and then she said a few words as the clay instantly turned to granite locking the door firmly in place.   She staggered to her feet the exhaustion evident and reached her muddy fingers into the waiting pouch.  She spoke word and tossed it into the narrow arrow slit that faced out on to the courtyard. 
 
She waited for the expected chaos to erupt.  Nothing happened.  Her heart dropped; the spell had failed.  Echal came through the gate driving the wagon right up into the courtyard.  From the far arrow slot flew an arrow, taking him high on the left shoulder.  Echal dove from the wagon seat, taking cover behind it.  Sha took a deep breath and pointed through the nearest arrow slot and released the spell.  This time, the effect was immediate. A great roar was heard in the room beyond and soon the sound of screaming dying men.  She sat resting on the ground for a moment, more of her energy reserves spent than she had hoped to spend.  Pavel never hesitated he scooped her up in his arms and headed for the wagon.
 
Echal was also on the move, he was now sprinting toward the weapons locker.  He arrived just in time for Catrin to have made short work of the locking mechanism.  The door opened and Echal saw a wild-eyed and badly bruised Jayen Smith standing between the crumpled form of his wife and the door.  Echal's voice cracked when he saw them. "Da!  It's ok.  We're here to take you away." 
 
Jayen's eyes flashed between Echal and Catrin all covered in blood.  "All the spirts be praised that they sent you." he choked.  "I need help with your Mamma, she can't walk on her own and I can't carry her." 
 
Echal nodded to Catrin who immediately moved to support the limping Jayen and help him to the waiting wagon.  Echal came out carrying the woman who was the only mother he ever knew.  The building anger in Echal was warring with his wisdom.  Experience said stick to the plan, but right now he wanted to burn the whole town to the ground.  After they comfortably settled his mother in the wagon, he settled for releasing all the stables horses and setting the waiting hay alight.  Pavel had already taken the wagon and headed them toward the northern edge of town. 
 
Echal waited just a moment before training and experience took hold of him.  Saying the activation words Sha had given him this afternoon he tossed the stones into the courtyard and rode off to the south.  He could move faster than the wagon let any pursuit follow him, there would be plenty of time to double back to his family as morning wore on.
 
He could hear the roaring even from the edge of town.  Behind him a great black wyvern rose into the air, the now roaring fire illuminating the two figures mounted on its back.  It circled the town once gaining altitude, and then the illusion flew off on its pre-programmed path straight south and west, heading directly for the Alorn border.
 




Wilderness Way

Midmorning Rest

Echal carefully picked his way through the farmer's woodlot.  He was leading his horse and taking the extra time to be certain he wasn't seen nor leave incriminating tracks.  This was the second wood lot he had explored this morning.  Not being able to scout the perfect rendezvous spot ahead of time was making this part more difficult than it needed to be but such was the situation.   His left shoulder was still seeping blood and had gone from numb around day break to more of a burning situation as the day wore on.
 
He slipped through the trees until he spotted the little wagon and the small half camp sheltering quietly by it.  It surprised him to see both Jayen and Pavel sleeping, at least until Sha, without turning around or even raising her voice said to him, "Glad you made it Chal.  Get your horse settled and let me have a look at that arm."
 
Echal was spooked, ok it was still Rea as she had always been but now she seemed to have eyes in the back of her head, and some of the things she pulled off in the raid... Well he was just glad she was on his side.
 
After settling his horse and dumping off his armor and tunic he sat down by the tiny fire she had going in a shallow depression she had made in the ground.  "No look outs?"
 
She frowned as she started looking at the dirty arrow wound. "No need, I've got it handled.  Still, I do owe you and apology for this," she winces as she wipes away the dried blood with some high proof brandy.  "Tried an animal I had only seen the remains of instead of one I was familiar with the living form, so the first spell failed.  It's why I had to cast a different one."  Echal could hear the frustration in her voice.  "Gave them the time they needed to get off this shot." 
 
Echal smiled inwardly; it was just like Rea to shoulder the blame.  "Meh, no plan survives first contact with the enemy.  Fix it up, and we'll call this one a big win."  He grinned to show her he wasn't blaming her.
 
"Oh, I will but you're not going to enjoy this.  One of the chainmaille links was carried into the wound by the arrow.  I either have to fish it out, which will not feel good.  Or, I can slice it open.  Pick the piece out with minimal fishing around, make sure it's clean and stitch it back up.  It will leave you a pretty bad scar."
 
Echal shrugged, wincing as he moved that shoulder.  "Just get me back up and ready to fight if we need to.  No real time to hold back until we've made good our escape."
 
"Shh don't you worry about that.  We'll be fine.   I've had scouts out all morning and no one knows we're here.  I'll brew you a tea for the pain and you can sleep through the worst of it."  She rummaged in her pouch for the herbs.
 
"No, nothing that forces me to sleep.  Might need to be awake if a fight does show up."  His look told her he was going to be stubborn on this one.
 
Instead of arguing with him, she just decided on another option.  In her years working with the village healer, they had taught her a trick that often worked if the patient actually trusted the healer.  "Chal, you need something or you'll cry out as I cut and we risk being found."  He started to argue, but she put her hand on his chest.  "This won't make you sleepy after, but you need to relax and just trust me to fix it.  Can you do that?"
 
Echal chuckled. "Rea you're the best healer I know.  Just do what you've got to do and I'll stay quiet."
 
She ran her tiny hand through his sweat matted hair, "Shh, shh, just listen to the sound of my voice..."  She led him through a short relaxation meditation and then just that quick he was hypnotized.  Working without him in pain and squirming made this so much quicker and safer for all of them.  She brought Echal out of the doze.  "Chal, wake up."
 
He opened his eyes. "Sorry Sis, long night.  You can go ahead and start."  He steeled up his courage to go under the knife.
 
"It's done.  Look."  she nodded toward the shoulder as she cleaned her instruments to be put away.
 
To his amazement the scar was red and angry and obviously new, and the stitches were still in place, but the wound looked to be at least three weeks healed and he could use the shoulder without pain.  "Tzadi, indeed."
 
***
 
Deep In The Wilds

Finally, two full days into the wilds beyond Novian borders, they finally stopped for a real camp.  The forest provided for some decent temporary shelters, at least when a little sweat is applied to it, and having your very own Tzadi to assist makes it even more impressive.  They were even able to divert a small portion of the little stream to run right through the middle of camp delivering fresh water to all and ending in a natural low spot to form a shallow pool. 
 
After the horses were fed and brushed down and staked out for the evening, everyone took turns getting a little bit of the road grime washed away and Jan could start a real dinner.  Oh, simple fare for certain but after cold camps and travel rations for a week, even a few mushrooms in a broth made from dried soup sounded like a feast.  Especially after Sha revealed she had a trick to let them have some fresh bread to go with it.  No one was sure how it worked when she explained it but after she gave up the technical side and just said she could speed up time in an area, they shrugged and went along with it.  Didn't make the bread taste any less heavenly.  Pavel worried about how tired she became doing it, but a few bites of bread made it seem worth it to everyone, including the over protective Pavel.
 
Echal was surprised when Catrin settled in next to him in the evening to eat.  She hadn't said over two words to him all week. She had spent the whole trip riding in the wagon with Jan.  It had seemed strange to him but he figured the few times he had seen them his mom had looked happy, so who was he to butt in.   Catrin smiles as she settles in, leans over and dips her bread in his bowl, stealing a bit of the hot soup. "Hey!  You've got a whole bowl in your hand, and there's more on the fire!"
 
Catrin's eyes just glittered at him in the waning light, and she shrugs, "Yours tastes better."
 
Echal snorted as everyone else seemed to find it hilarious.  He looked around at his little family all whole once again. "You know that they probably won't just let us go?"
 
Jayen stretched and pulled a crumb of bread from his beard and ate it. "Oh, he might.  We hit him pretty hard but then we just left.  He might hope we just stay gone."
 
Pavel raised a dubious eyebrow.  It was Sha who actually made it more plausible.  "I don't know but he might.  It was pretty obvious from what we did that a Tzadi was involved.  I used fairly simple magics, but I put a lot more power into them than anyone of my level of training should have been able to do.  The sisters will assume one of them is aiding us, and will therefore not be in a hurry to aid the king.  We rarely take opposing sides if we can help it.  One of the worst punishments I ever got in the Spire was because I had interfered in the affairs of a Tzadi."  She grinned mischievously, "I sunk her feet in the mud and then turned it to stone so she was stuck there until someone who knew the spell could undo it.  I couldn't sit down properly for a week after the head of novices got through with me, but seeing her standing there screeching but helpless was almost worth it.  I say almost because I never did it again.  Tzadi do not war with Tzadi."  she sounded as if it was said by rote enough times to be a truism.  "Not that it can't happen, but it never happens lightly."
 
Pavel cleared his throat. "What about that time you lit the bully's shift on fire in the dining hall?"
 
Sha grinned wickedly. "She was just another novice.  I think they thought they had sufficiently civilized me after that one, but going after a full sister in such a public way, and using magic to do it...  Well lets just say that was an offence of a different magnitude.  It was the first time they referred to me as a Tzadi though."
 
Jan smiled, she had no problem with discipline being meted out as the sisters saw fit, but she also could read the pride in her daughter's voice in her own accomplishments.
 
Echal grunted, "So the plan is to build a home up here somewhere?"
 
"Why not?"  Catrin rested her head on his shoulder.  "We can still make it in to the markets for the things we need, and besides this way we can at least catch our breath and decide what we should do long term."
 
Echal shrugged. "It's as good as any idea I can come up with tonight.  I'm going to turn in."  He was surprised when without a word Catrin got up and followed him to the little shelter he had built earlier.  Still fully dressed, she climbed in behind him laying her cloak over them both.
 
Wild is Wild

Echal was sleeping the first good sleep he had had in a week.   Catrin was warm and soft and even just curled up against his back brought a comfort.  So it was the third time that Sha hit his foot before he fully roused enough to be able to respond to her.
 
"What?" he croaked his voice barely above a whisper.  Catrin was already up and moving. 
 
"Something is spooking the horses.  Pavel has already gone to check.  He may need your help."
 
Echal grunted and grabbed for his sword.  Not stopping for boots he headed for the horses.  Catrin too was making her way to the area with her bow, she just took a bit of a longer way around so she would have a clear shot at whatever it was without Pavel and Echal in the way.  Sha was over to the wagon rousting her parents as well.
 
Pavel was stumbling through the dark wishing, not for the first time, that he had grabbed boots.  His long bearded axe felt cool and comfortable in his hands.  It reassured him that boots or not, something was going to have a bad day if it was harassing the horses.  He reached the area where the horses were staked out and began to calm them as he surveyed the small clearings edges.  His eyes passed a deep shadow and then were drawn back as it moved. Out into the clearing came the lumbering figure of a great cave bear.  This isn't your normal variety of grizzly bear; this is a two ton shaggy killing machine.  Still Pavel knew that animals usually chose to flee from people, so he moved to where the bear could see him, and raised both of his arms making himself as large as possible, then yelled at the bear.  The cave bear not to be deterred by the smaller man raised up on its hind legs and let out a roar that echoed off the surrounding mountains and reverberated through Pavel's soul.  
 
A lesser man may have run away, likely a fatal mistake.  Pavel instead charged the great beast.  Echal had just made the clearing as Pavel reached the midpoint in his charge.  His heart sank; he couldn't reach his brother before the fateful clash.  If the bear had two threats to consider, he might have retreated.  Catrin too could see what was coming and loosed an arrow, but it was a hasty shot and in the dark missed the bear.  From the low guard, Pavel swung upward with all of his might.  He caught the big bear in the neck, cutting a deep gouge across the mountain of flesh. It wasn't enough.  The bear swung a mighty paw the size of a sapling stump into the young man lifting him from his feet and throwing him to the ground several feet away.  He landed with a dull thud.  The bear tried to roar again but only managed a gurgle.  Echal called a war cry and rushed in between the bear and his fallen brother, only to have the bear rear up to attack again, then lose its footing and collapse.  It tried to rise again, but Echal was swifter, taking advantage of the bear's prone position to sink his sword deep into its heaving chest.  He sprang back out of reach, leaving the blade in place.  The great bear, slowed by blood loss, was unable to connect. It tried to rise again but couldn't, there was another gurgle and it didn't move again. 
 
Echal could hear Catrin calling for Sha and Jan as he sank to his brother's side.  Pavel was still breathing.  Echal felt the weight lift off his chest.  Pavel wasn't moving.  His shoulder was visibly dislocated and two of the claws had gouged deep enough into the side of his bald head that bone was glistening in the moonlight.  Echal felt completely helpless and useless as Catrin pulled him away to make room for the frantic Sha. 
 
The next few heart beats seemed an eternity.  Finally, the silence was broken by a relieved sob from Sha. "He'll be ok Mamma.  He'll be ok." 
 
Echal and Jayen fashioned a quick improvised stretcher and carried the large man back to camp where Sha and Jan could care for him more effectively.  Catrin started to cry, as the adrenaline crashed from her system.  Jayen was just doing his best to stay out of Jan's way as she fretted over her boy.  Only Sha seemed to be confident she could fix this.  Oh, she had tears a plenty but through those tears she kept busy cleaning and stitching wounds and as her energy reserves would allow healing the worst of his hurts.
 
Echal drew Catrin back to their shelter.  There wouldn't be much in the way of sleep tonight but the comfort of holding her there helped them both.
 
By the greying light morning, Sha was asking each for energy.  She would leach it from the healthy and drain it into Pavel as healing.
 
Catrin came running over to give Echal and Jayen the news just as the sun had hit mid day.  "He's awake!  He's sat up and is in a lot of pain, mostly from the shoulder but Jan has already fed him."
 
Jayen grinned, his body coated in blood from the bear they were skinning and butchering.  "Broth of the bear that bit you!  Works every time!" 
 
Echal grinned over at Catrin, dad jokes are dad jokes but they seemed a small concern now that he knew his brother would be ok.
 




Safe Haven

Exploring

The next few days were demanding.  There was a lot of bear meat to cut into strips and dry before it went bad.  Fat to be rendered and a hide to preserve, so they could take it for tanning.  With Pavel out of commission and Sha bound up in his care, the load on the rest was greater.  So it was that scouts had not been sent out, nor the area properly explored for several days.
 
The morning of the fourth day, Pavel was whole enough to travel and some basic scouting was determined to be in order.  Jayen and Pavel would explore down the slope, looking for a good spot for a more permanent camp.  While Echal and Catrin would head further up the slope to see where that bear had made its den.  Unlikely it had anything of value in it but something that showed as little fear of men as the bear had, might have dragged one or two merchant guards back home to snack on.  Weapons and armor still had value if they weren't rusted away to nothing by now.
 
Sha and Jan spent the morning putting the camp back to rights.  They may only spend one night here, but after the general neglect of the last week, it looked more like an orc village than a human camp.  Sha also spent some time speeding up the drying process.  If they really would need to get moving, this meat needed to be ready to be packed away.  Without her giving it the proper nudge, that could take up to a week.  They really didn't want to remain here exposed on the mountainside for that long.  Sure there had been no signs of pursuit but if they remained out in the open like this, the curious kobolds from the next valley were bound to trip over them, eventually. 
 
Pavel and Jayen returned first.  Late in the afternoon they came back to camp and reported that there was no sign of any pursuit from the town, but the only spot down the slope that looked to be a good spot for a home, already had the ruins of a burned out little village on it.  The ruins looked like they had been abandoned for a couple of years, but it had all the earmarks of an orc raid.  Without more people, their little family really couldn't afford to clash with an orc tribe.  Even a small tribe often had thirty warriors and more than a hundred members total.  Something that size could move quickly and would represent an overwhelming force for any frontier family living alone.  They had found the ruins of an old road going up and over the saddle of the mountain right past the small village.  Perhaps further along that road they would find what they needed.
 
The day wore on and while everyone stayed busy with this little chore or that one; it was a good day to relax and recover from what had been a very trying couple of weeks.  It wasn't until the sun was nearly behind the mountain that everyone started to wonder what had happened to Catrin and Jayen.  That they had wanted some alone time was obvious, so no one was surprised that they didn't come straight back, but being gone overnight was not in the plan. 
 
Jayen and Pavel were just in the process of readying some fresh horses to go find them, when the two came racing into camp with big grins on their face.  "We've found it!  You'll never believe!"
 
Unexpected Fortune

Sure enough, both Echal and Jayen were correct.  Echal had found where the bear had been holed up.  It was the start of a dwarven mine.  Oh, long abandoned and from the looks of it abandoned before the bear moved in, but with some repair work to the main gate and massive cleaning of the interior it could be a quite comfortable home for all of them.  There was no way to get the wagon and horses all up there from this side of the mountain, but with Jayen's discovery of the road by the village, well it was two days travel out of the way but with a bit of repair to a washed out bridge the whole family found themselves looking at a beautifully inlaid stone door.  Unfortunately, it was half off of its great hinges and half buried in debris of a decade of seasonal erosion. 
 
The cleaning was almost more work than mining a new home would have been, Pavel thought as he carried in another armload of sage brush. Jan wasn't happy until every inch of the place had felt the cleansing fire.  Lice, and fleas could live on surfaces far longer than people would be willing to camp outside with winter coming on.  This was the only way to make the space livable in a reasonable time. 
 
Echal and Catrin had pitched in for weeks, but Catrin's mind was elsewhere.  She had had no word from her father in months.  Finishing the last project of rehanging the ornate ten ton stone door that took all of their combined efforts and a full team of horses, Echal broke the news to Jayen. He and Catrin would take the wagon and most of the horses back down toward civilization. They would make contact with Savon if possible and pick up enough straw and hay for the horses they were keeping to last the winter. 
 
After just being reunited the thought of splitting up again didn't go over well with Jan but at least this time,  Sha and Catrin had made a schedule.  They would share dreams one night in three so that those at home would not needlessly worry.  Plenty of work left to do, but early one cloudy morning, Echal and Catrin rattled back down the little track that would join the abandoned road to civilization. 
 
Time alone on the road.

They hadn't had much time to talk on the first leg of the journey. Echal had to be scouting ahead as this stretch of road was unfamiliar, and it wouldn't do to stumble into an ambush like a couple of foolish merchants.  Catrin had drove the wagon all day.  She was glad she didn't have to spend this time on horseback, as the wagon was uncomfortable enough. 
 
Nor did dinner bring much in the way of conversation over strips of dried bear and a half a loaf of Mamma Smith's finest bread.  It would have been better this morning fresh from the oven but it was still fairly fresh.  The other half in the morning would probably do better as toast.  Catrin, exhausted just crawls into the bed of the wagon and is almost instantly asleep. 
 
Echal has a bit more time on his hands as he has volunteered for first watch.  He wonders why Catrin was being so grumpy.  He couldn't remember anything they had fought over for the last few days.  He knew he was feeling better since Sha had gotten the hot water bath working the night before they left.  It was an amazing way to relax after all the stresses of getting the old mine put back to useful status.    Wishing he was back there soaking away the miles in the saddle wasn't making it so, but maybe a short walk around the camp will help. 
 
The banked fire doesn't give off much in the way of light, but his eyes had adjusted to the pale light of the crescent moon.  The horses were all calm.  This would probably be an uneventful night.  Then he stopped himself, don't even think like that.  It is the quickest way to have things go south in a hurry.  Still the night wore on as the moon completed its transit over the sky it was getting time to wake Catrin for her shift.  Echal smiled to himself, they were in the woods here all alone... Maybe it was time to help her explore some other things that they can do without risking becoming parents.  So it was with a growing excitement that he climbed into the back of the wagon.  She shifted slightly in her sleep.  He smiles down at her and wraps his hands in his cloak for a few minutes, making sure that his hands aren't cold.  The gently he slips the fingers up under the hem of her gown.  The cool soft flesh of her ankles felt like sparks under his fingers.  As he glides up to her calves, he spends the time massaging with small circles he can hear Catrin's breathing change.  He smiles inwardly and moves slowly up past her knees and she jumps and catches his hands in hers pushing his hands away. 
 
"What?"  Echal asks honestly confused.  They had gone farther than this in their nightly exploring so far.
 
Catrin sighs. "My monthly visitor showed up mid morning."  She watches amusedly as her words register on him.  Men are always so odd about things like this she reflects.  She remembers the first time she was traveling with her father and needed money for the basic supplies.  His reaction was priceless.  Echal was less shocked and more just cursing fate's timing.
 
Echal groaned and banged his head gently on the sidebar of the wagon.  "Ah as ever it's always about the timing." 
 
Catrin got an evil smirk, "Guess all of your pregnant mistresses never had this problem."
 
Echal shook his head and laughed.  "You're not going to let that go, are you?"
 
Catrin chuckled, "Not likely."
 
"Well then, just be glad you get the benefit of my experience.  In the last week or so, when normal entertainments are sometimes uncomfortable..."  He takes up one foot and begins to massage it.  Catin felt her body just explode with relief.  She had had no idea how badly they were cramped until slowly and gently Echal worked each foot joint by joint very deliberately.  As each muscle unclenched and relaxed to its natural state, Catrin could feel the calm warm assurance in the hands that knew exactly what to do.  Gently he kissed the top of the foot he had just finished with and took the other into his hands.
 
Catrin groaned in pleasure. "I'll give you exactly six days to stop that."
 
Echal chuckled and spent the next few minutes just enjoying watching her relax and let the rigors of travel fade away.
 
Catrin hated it but it was her watch, so forcing herself to her feet she kissed Echal longingly.  "You really should sleep, you've only about four hours before it's light enough to travel."
 
Barely had her feet touched the ground before she could hear his soft snoring coming from the wagon bed.  She smiled, as tired as he was, he still took time for her.  She spent a lot of very frustrated hours that watch thinking about how it could be if only he weren't so insistent on not having children until he could be certain he wouldn't have to leave them.   She understood what drove him but life had no guarantees, even for those who weren't in their particular situation. 
 
As she took her last trip around camp, she noticed the grey light in the predawn sky.  She coaxed the fire back to life and put the morning tea on to boil.  Then she got the idea of at least giving him what he had sought to give her last night.  No reason he should miss out on the fun just because timing was bad.
 
Echal was having a great dream.  It took him a moment to wake enough to realize that it wasn't just a dream.  He grinned. "Oh, I see it's going to be a great morning."
 
Her laughter vibrated things making it feel even better.  He just wished he didn't have to take a piss.  Morning wood was a thing all men understood but so was the need to relieve oneself after being asleep all night.  These warring urges made this morning a mix of pleasure and torture.  He certainly didn't want her to stop, but if he lost control of the other, in the middle of this?  That didn't bear thinking on.  He tried to just concentrate on the sensations Catrin was giving him, and focus on getting there as fast as possible.  His bladder kept breaking his concentration, threatening severe retribution for being ignored.  Finally he felt his entire body go rigid and the top of his head felt like it would explode.  Catrin sat up giggling at his reaction, but was almost knocked over as he nearly levitated off of the bed of the wagon and just vaulted over the side.  He landed hard and off balance with his breeches still bunched about his knees, Echal didn't notice.  He just let out another loud groan and released the other build up.
 
Catrin was in shock as he ran from her so abruptly and was beginning to get concerned until she heard him groan and release.  The look on his face was too much; she had a giggle fit.  Echal's face reddened, "Well I didn't want you to stop, but other things were demanding my attention too."  The giggles started again.
 
"Well, since you're up, you can pour me a cup of that tea that should be just about ready."  She just shook her head as she watched him waddling toward the fire trying to pull up his breeches as he went. 
 




Civilization

The Kingdom has Changed

As they approach the borders of the kingdom, they notice that a check point has been placed on the border.  As Catrin pulls the wagon to a stop, it is surrounded by a dozen armed men.  "Welcome to the Kingdom of NoVas.  What is your business here?"
 
"Just coming to do a little trading.  Mostly to pick up supplies before winter makes the mountain passes impassable."  Catrin said calmly.  Echal isn't thrilled with taking on a dozen guardsmen, in the open and without a plan.  His hand went to the new weapon Sha had given him before they left.  He had wanted an opportunity to test it out on this trip but not this soon.  If his plans went right, he would have need of it. 
 
"Long journey for such a pretty girl," the gap-toothed Sergeant leered at her.  "Especially to go unguarded."  He glanced meaningfully over at Echal.
 
Echal felt his face fix with a thin smile, and almost involuntarily his right hand moved toward his sword.  Before anything could escalate beyond the ability to pull it back a younger man in more expensive armor called the grizzled veteran to task.  "Seargeant!  You are not paid to molest travelers on the road!  You WILL collect the King's tax and nothing more!  Is that clear?"
 
"I was jest makin an observation, m'lord," mumbled the Sergeant.
 
"Don't!  Or I will let that young man finish his plan to impale your head with his sword, before I have him shot from the saddle by the crossbowmen."  The younger man met Echal's eye. 
 
Echal grinned for a dangerous moment his hand still flexing slightly, then he nodded.  The young officer had settled the issue, even if not to his complete satisfaction.  "I suppose he isn't free to answer any considerations of..."  Echal hesitated dramatically, "I was going to say honor but that word obviously doesn't apply."  It was the Seargent's turn to become grim. 
 
The young officer grinned, "No M'lord unfortunately any insult to him would be considered a challenge upon the authority of the King and would need be resolved by me."
 
Echal froze for a moment, the young officer didn't know how close he had come to making this a justifiable attack in Echal's mind, but while he would insult the authority of the King any time and any place, he would prefer to do it when the odds were better tipped in his favor.  So instead of issuing the challenge he simply nodded, "Killing  you wouldn't improve the problem."  He stated as flatly as he could.
 
The look on the young officer's face was mostly unreadable but he could tell by the brisk manner he pushed the search and confiscation of the "tax" that the officer's calculation of the situation had altered.
 
As they rode away, Catrin hissed at him. "What are you doing?!  Are you trying to draw attention to yourself?"
 
Echal sighed, "No but the casual assumption that everything would go their way... Well it really grated on me.  These bastards are the reason we are on the run, and they casually oppress anyone they think they can."
 
Catrin shook her head. "It's what occupying armies do.  No one wants to go to mercenaries because of this problem, but unless you have an overwhelming army, everyone eventually resorts to mercenaries.  One thing about mercenaries is they need to be paid, so the tax squeeze starts."  She shook her head.  "You are one man out here.  If you want to challenge for the crown, I will support you.  If you want to live in the frontier, I love our little home.  Don't be a dumb ass and run off starting a one man war, that you cannot hope to win."
 
The rest of the way to town they rode in silence. 
 
After checking themselves into the inn and getting a real night's sleep, Echal pulled her to him and kissed her deeply.  "You are almost right.  I shouldn't start a one-man crusade against a King I care nothing about.  I have a few things to handle here in the lowlands.  Hire some guards to see you through the rest of your circuit.  I will handle these things and meet you before we reach the checkpoint on the way out of NoVas.  My father's life was here, that doesn't mean mine has to be."
 
"Why do I still think you're about to do something stupid?" Catrin asked him her voice barely above a whisper.
 
"Because you worry too much?"  He quipped and kissed her once more before selecting two horses and going his own way.
 
Tying Up Loose Ends

Echal made his way back to the small town that had turned on his parents.  Jayen and Jan may be willing to forget it all but Echal couldn't stand the thought that those who would do such evil to such good people would be allowed to enjoy their ill-gotten gains.  Camping in the surrounding fields, Echal had taken to walking the streets at night.  How many paces from the edge of town to the mayor's house.  How many paces from the smithy to the newly rebuilt garrison.
 
So it was during one scout that he noticed the rival smith returning from the tavern. Settling that score was easy but it wouldn't do to leave it to look like a petty mugging.  Dragging the body back to the front of the smithy he shoved the smith's pouch into his mouth and hung him from the spikes of his own wrought-iron fence. 
 
Slipping in to town the next morning Echal observed with satisfaction the panic-stricken well to do of the town.  Any who may have benefited from Jayen's situation or given testimony against him were all trying to outdo each other in their speed to purchase what guards may be found.  Echal listened to the mayor try to calm the fears of the people.  He asked several people what was going on, what was causing all of this. To a man, each knew a version of the story.  Echal made up his mind how this was going to be put to rights.  He prepared two arrows.  One to do its job, the other with a letter wrapped about it, to set the story straight.  Both a clearing of the smears on Jayen, and a cautionary tale for those who may decide to be unscrupulous when dealing with their neighbors. 
 
That night Echal stalked the city streets again. Again, the chief witness against Jayen, and his hired body guard were found in the morning to be hanging from the smithies wrought-iron fence.  Echal had not even known about him before coming to town.  Adding him to the list was just a necessary step for the finale.
 
On schedule the Mayor was giving his fear not speech.  At a full gallop Echal hit the edge of town, his body wrapped in black burlap flowing behind him like grave clothes.  nearly trampling one guard who couldn't get out of the way fast enough he stood in the stirrups and loose the arrow.  It was several heartbeats before anyone else could realize what was happening the first arrow struck the man down.  The second arrow whistled into the door of the newly rebuilt garrison. 
 
Echal slowed his pace to allow the pursuit to catch up.  Ok to nearly catch up with him.  As he was thundering over the narrow bridge, he drew a small pouch from beneath the burlap cloak.  With a grin, he said the command word and dropped it on the middle of the bridge.  Pursuit closed in as the one of Mother Nature's most terrifying killing machines appeared.  Resting for a moment on the rise of the next rolling hill, Echal smiled with pride as a large gorilla swung a guard by the leg like a club into two mounted guards forced by momentum into the fray.  Echal calmly whistled to himself a casual tune as he rode away at a casual pace.  Back to where he had staked out his spare mount in case things went wrong.
 
Someone Has to Be Responsible

Catrin was angry.  She knew she didn't really have a right to be angry; he was a grown man and could make up his own mind.  Forget that, how dare he get her to fall in love with him and then take off to be reckless as if no one needed him.  She had made it to Archive when news of the attacks in the north reached them.  She had no doubt that it was Echal.  Her contacts even added to the general gossip, seems a letter was delivered as well.  A not so veiled threat to the king to back off or force the confrontation he sought to avoid. 
 
Damn that man, get himself killed before she could strangle him with her own hands.  How was she supposed to not mention this to Sha?  No way she could hide something like this.  Nothing could be done now but complete the task at hand. She had sent word for her father through the guilds message system.  It could still be a couple of weeks before she would hear back, depending on where his travels had taken him.  She hated to admit it, but she was hoping he would appear soon.  If she were to stay in town any longer, she would need to change her cover.  The only real downside to the traveling merchant cover is that it wears thin when forced to hold your position too long. 
 
That night in her dreams, Sha appeared to her as a mature elf of fifty years. Catrin smiled, it is how Sha pictures herself.  Catrin had to admit that if Sha's mental and emotional state were reflected by her physical, it was probably about right. A fifty-year-old elf being the age of adulthood among their people.  She also could see what poor Pavel confronted with this vision each night would have not been able to resist developing romantic ideas.  Catrin mostly considered herself to be straight, but she had to admit, Sha was most enchanting. Part of it might have gratitude, Sha seemed to be just as infuriated with her brother's antics as she was though for different reasons.  Sha seemed to think that the small Tzadi delegation dispatched from the Spire to investigate could be an issue.  Catrin didn't know much about that but if any of the three were as capable as Sha, she didn't want to have to fight them either.
 
On the morning of the second day before she would have to change covers, a familiar voice called out to her in the market.  "I hear you have a good price on mountain Thyme!"    The lanky rider was as raw and sun scorched as ever, it was Yael, her father's most trusted forward scout.  Da would send him in to a town to see if the markets were favorable a few days before the rest of the caravan made it.  She had known Yael since she was a tiny girl.  She felt like a girl again as she ran to him and embraced him. He spun her around as if she was his favorite niece.  "I've got word."  He whispered into her ear as he put her back on her feet.
 
Bringing him back to her wagon, she settled him in with the obligatory tea, as a proper hostess before she began to grill him in earnest.  "I assume you're here because my father got the message?  Where is he?"  She barely took a breath between questions. 
 
Yael started to laugh. "Hold on, settle down.  Yes, he got the message and yes he's on the way as fast as he can manage.  He's been settling up old accounts and saying goodbye to friends for months now.  Seems he's determined that he is going to retire." 
 
"Oh I guess I hadn't thought of that."  I answered. 
 
"He thought if you were going to keep on in the business maybe you could use a good scout?"  Yael looked at her hopefully. 
 
"Oh, I've met someone.  I don't know if I will be continue this or," she smiled at him, "most men like their wives to be home when they get back."
 
Yael grinned at her, "That they do."  He kept smiling in an odd way and finally it really started to get to Catrin.
 
"What?  You know something you're not telling."  she locked eye contact with him.
 
"Not mine to tell,"  Yael objected.
 
"Yael, if you don't tell me I'll drug your tea and leave you to the Tzadi.  You'd make some lonely Tzadi a fine guardian."  She mock threatened him.
 
Yael chuckled good-naturedly, "You'd do that too, wouldn't you?  Always did have to have your own way.  Well, lets just say if your man is as big of a surprise to your Da as what he has for you, I might be glad to be able to be in the next town over."
 
"Yael?  Yael, what do you know?" Now she was getting concerned.  It couldn't be too bad as he still was smiling but the last thing she needed was more shaking of her life.
 
Yael set his empty teacup on the little drop down table.  "I'm here to sign a contract for a market stall and to let you know he wants to travel with you for the next leg of your trip.  He'll be here tomorrow morning, you can ask him then.  Until then you'll just have to be patient."  He gave her an affectionate kiss on the top of her head as he stood up.  "Before you ask, no I won't be drinking anymore of your tea."  He grinned and then headed off.
 




Heading Home

Uh Mom?

Just like clockwork Savon's wagon and assigned packhorse train arrive at the market stall right next to hers. 
 
"Daddy I've missed you."  She whispers fiercely to him as they hug, out behind the wagons and out of site of prying eyes.
 
"I've missed you too!  I've got news for you."  He pulls her out to arm's length.
 
"I want you to meet your new stepmother."  he said nothing else studying her face intently.  He turns back to the covered portion of the wagon and hands down a girl younger than Catrin.  Her skin was almost as white or maybe it was just the coal black hair and almond-shaped eyes that made it seem so.  She was unbelievably tiny in every dimension.  Well, with the obvious exception of the large melon someone had put beneath her gown.  Catrin's attention was drawn back to those eyes, something about them other than the almond shape she had never seen before.  When she finally saw it her hand involuntarily went for her knife.
 
Savon sprang forward between them.  "Easy Catrin.  It's not what you think."
 
"But Da! She's a hedge witch!"  Catrin hissed.
 
"This is true." said a musical voice from behind him.  "Yet I have no hold on your father other than love, and the shared love of our son."  she rested that tiny hand on her oversized belly.  "And our shared love of you, if you will allow it."
 
Savon's voice raised and then calmed, "Catrin!  Focus on me for a moment.  Trust me.  I am under no compulsion.  Hedge Witches are only dangerous if the spirit they merge with is malignant.  I have met Ma Li's spirit; it is kind and giving.  It is a nurturing spirit.  It is why she could not kill her captors who brought her here from the far reaches of the world.  She believes in complete personal pacifism.  She has been my lover for the last two years.  She has never stopped me from working even though she knows some of the uglier side of the work I do, but she won't even swat a fly."
 
"Two years eh?"  Catrin asked eyeing Ma Li. 
 
Savon grinned a bit red faced. "Well I'm sure I haven't been introduced to your every dalliance either."
 
Catrin shook her head. "Sadly perhaps you have.  Speaking of which, he's been up to some damn dangerous tricks.  I think I would have heard if they had caught him yet but... Daddy why are men always so stupid?" she almost wailed.
 
From behind Savon the musical voice spoke up, "Too much Yang honored daughter."
 
Catrin turned to her. "Look Molly or whoever you are.  I'm willing to try to make this whole thing work because my Daddy seems to really be smitten by you.  Just stop with the 'honored daughter' bit. I doubt you are even as old as I am?"  She looked between the girl and her father and back again.
 
Savon shook his head. "You're about the same age.  It's hard to know for certain because of the way Ma Li's people reckon time.  Oh yeah, and 'honorable daughter' was not meant to make you feel inferior, it is just how they talk.  It grows on you in time.  Now there is business to be done if we're going to catch up with this hellion of yours and get him back to Jan so she can settle him down."
 


 
The Trip Home

Catrin was soaking in her bath.  Too much to think about, so she just let the warm water carry her away.  Her own mother had passed when she was very young and she really didn't remember her.  She knew other women had shared her father's bed over the years but he always had kept such dalliances discrete.  Sharing her Daddy with this new woman, and a hedge witch at that? 
 
Even if she could wrap her head around all of that, what about Echal?  Was he ok?  Was he going to stop this recklessness?  Would his threat to the King work, or just bring greater retribution?  It really was too much.
 
Ma Li was soaking in a tub only two doors down from Catrin.  She was serene; she would serve her new husband and become his cherished bride.  Honorable daughter would be won over in the end, or she would endure for the sake of Savon who had rescued her from a life of enduring.  Her Ma'el, the bonded spirit that shared her existence, radiated warmth to her.  She knew the truth of their symbiotic relationship.  The Ma'el fed on her love and her service for those who needed her, and in return it healed her hurts and gave her strength and power to better serve.  It was a selfless life, that found meaning in others.  She was content.
 
Savon was off buying books.   Not just any books, he was after history and naturalist works.  He also spared a huge budget for occult works and scholars of the world that lay beyond what a man could see.  Savon knew from talking to Catrin that they would have a long winter cooped up in a glorified cave.  He wanted to use that time for their next move.  Echal was a brilliant tactician as his father was, proof that they were still hunting for both of them.  The problem is that he is still angry.  Angry young men do foolish things if wise heads are not around to distract them to more productive pursuits.  With the right tales of ancient glory, perhaps he can persuade him to exhaust his energy in the stricken lands or even the frontier clearing monsters and making way to settle new people.  Anything would be better than letting him waste his life with petty vengeances.
 
So it was that two loaded wagons and a spare train of fresh horses left the gates of Archive in the early morning light.  They figured with any luck they could make it to the inns in Somners Falls by sunset.  If Echal had left any of Somners Falls still standing.  The stories were all over the road as they approached the town and each one growing in the telling.  The last one they heard had a black-robed man on a flying horse killing the mayor and thirty guards in broad daylight.
 
Far from destroyed, Somner's Falls was in fact packed to the rafters with troops.  It seems that they had been filing in for days.  With no easy place to stop for the night, the small caravan pushed on and camped cold as the last gray of twilight made travel foolish. 
 
Catrin sat on second watch keeping a weary eye out for any sign of trouble.  With all the Kings soldiers in the area most of the ordinary bandits would have found easier pickings else where but given that they were a small caravan without visible guards, even soldiers could be a problem if their officers weren't watching too closely.  So when the horses started to make noise she slipped off of the wagon seat where she was taking her watch and was headed back to wake her father, when she heard a familiar whistle.  Sure enough, along came a freshly washed and shaven Echal.  Looking more like he had spent the time at an inn rather than living rough in the fields surrounding the town. 
 
She hugged him tightly. "You bastard, don't you ever scare me like that again."
 
He softly chuckled. "Why whatever do you mean?"
 
She wasn't in the mood for his jokes; she drove her thumb deep into the pressure point in his armpit where the armor didn't quite cover.  He let out a grunt of pain and pulled back from her to protect himself.  "OK, ok..." he gasped.  "You don't need to worry about me. I'm fine.  I told you I'd be ready to leave when you are, and here I am." He pulled her back in an embrace carefully positing himself so he was not as easy a target.  "It's all ok.  I'm sorry I worried you."
 
They didn't get a lot of guarding done the rest of the evening but Echal assured her he had already scouted as far as anything was likely to come in the time before daybreak.  They didn't do any sleeping either.
 
Good to Be Home

The check point was more professional as they approached.  Taxes gathered and no sign of the smarmy sergeant.  The young officer also was sporting a large bruise on one side of his head but otherwise appeared more in charge than before without the older man undercutting his authority. 
 
Taxes were still heavy but once paid, the whole party was waved on about their business.  It wasn't until they were out of earshot that Echal started laughing.  "What is it?"  Catrin finally asked him.
 
Echal shrugged. "Oh, I was just thinking of the story that young officer must have told those men to get them in line. I took an evening and settled things up with that sergeant.  Bad apples like him can spoil discipline quickly and become a real problem.  As I finished with him, though I ran into the poor officer.  I almost finished him too, but I recognized him and spared him.  I bet that isn't how the story was told though."  He laughed again.  "Good for him, he needed something to get control over that band of rabble.  Maybe he can even make them into troops."
 
The rest of the ride passed easily.  When ever Catrin would start to lecture Echal, he would ask her a question about her new mother.  It seemed that for the moment at least she was more angry about that situation than determined to browbeat him into settling down.
 
Echal figured that as long as they weren't hunted, that he wouldn't attack the town or the King's guard again.  He wouldn't say that the score was settled but Catrin was right about one thing.  His father wouldn't want him fighting just for the sake of fighting.  It would need to be to replace the King, or he should give it up.  He didn't want to be King.  He was enjoying his life as it was too much to lust after the illusion of power.  Kingship was certainly that, an illusion.  The King only got what he wanted until someone strong enough told him no.  With as many strong groups and forces in the world as there are, it was still more rule by consensus than not.  At least for most kings.  Very few were the cult of personality needed to truly "ride history" rather than just be along for the ride.
 
Maybe he would do some exploring.  Savon has mentioned a couple of places he had heard of that might be just the ticket.  Who knows what a man might find in places long abandoned by men.  The ancient ones made some amazing things.  Just look at the almost other worldly grace of the Eternal Spire.  Some of the details Sha had told him about it, made him wish they would admit men in so he could see it with his own eyes and not just through her illusions.
 
He was lost in thought as they approached the turnoff to the little track that lead up to their home when Echal noticed a long black trail of smoke rising into the air from right where home should be.  In a moment of panic he threw the traces to Catrin and vaulted off of the seat of the still moving wagon.  He noticed as he was untying his horse's lead from the back of the wagon, that Savon was jumping down and doing the same for his.  A moment to tighten the cinch and he was up in the saddle.  He considered for a fleeting moment stopping for armor but that was a fight at his home and every moment could count. 
 
He was just spurring his mount into a dead run as he caught from the side of his vision, Savon falling into formation on his left.  The ride seemed to take forever though honestly it was probably not more than five minutes.  Each moment though brought his heart into his throat fear of what was happening that he could do nothing about.
 
Finally he broke past the last rise where he could see, and relief almost took him from the saddle.  Jayen and Pavel were out throwing orc bodies on a great pyre.  Seems they had had some excitement too while he was gone.  Zavon clapped him firmly on the shoulder.  "Go see your family.  I'll go back for the wagons and let them know we're all fine."
 




The Long Winter

Home Life

The small family now mostly reunited, spent a few very busy weeks unpacking the stores brought in from town, smoking what meat could be hunted before the snow flew, and of course the biggest project, a heated stone soaking tub large enough for family evenings spent relaxing together.  It was Ma'Li who thought of it, and did most of the design work, but Echal turned out to have a real knack for carefully sculpting the intricate clay channels that delivered the heat of the fire to the waiting basin of water.  Sha then turned the brittle unfired clay into fine marble. 
 
Soon the snow was high in the passes and they found themselves cut off from the rest of the world.  Ma'Li gladly took over the domestic duties and was turning their rather bland staple foods into mouth watering meals.  Eventually even winning over the reluctant pint-sized Tzadi with smoked apple tarts.
 
Little Sha would disappear off into a workroom she had designated as her space for days on end.  Sometimes only coming back to the family long enough to collect a bowl of stew or maybe spend an hour in the evening soaking with them.  When asked what she was working on, she would always just smile and say it was a surprise.
 
Pavel finding time on his hands, and not being as fond of his days on the forge as his father and younger brother, began to roam the countryside running trap lines and collecting furs. 
 
Jayen and Echal found contentment in the forge.  Echal building tools and other useful if unusual devices.  He even built a hand-cranked contraption that Ma'Li used to turn even dried, smoked, old cave bear meat into a tender delight.  Jayen was more practical, armor repaired, resized, and refitted New shoes for each of the horses, and new hardware for the wagons.
 
Savon and Jan had both taken over the library.  She in a comfortable blanket covered chair by the fire, while he had set up three tables and was using one whole wall for some sort of research project.  He had little scribbled notes and sketches on that wall, pinned with tiny darts with multi-colored twine spider webbing between them.  Only Catrin could make heads or tails of what it represented. 
 
Catrin alone was restless and feeling a bit trapped.  She could help her father for a couple of hours, but then she lost focus and mostly just made enough noise that both he and Jan shooed her out.  She found that she could usually trip up Echal, as he was finishing lunch for a couple of hours of entertainment.  Even that became predictable by week eleven.  She had practiced throwing knives until she had shredded the last of her wooden targets.  Attempts to help Ma'Li with the cooking were, um, interesting at best.  Even the sleight-of-hand tricks for the amusement of herself and others had gotten to the point of tedium.  The trip with Pavel had relieved her need for seeing open sky, but he never extended the invitation again. Perhaps she talked too much?  One thing is sure, for Catrin spring couldn't come fast enough.
 
Calling a Family Meeting

Savon broke out in a laugh.  Jan was used to him mumbling to himself but only when Catrin was here was he ever this loud, and they had run her off over two hours ago.  "You find something?"  Jan asked him politely.
 
"Oh yeah. I think this may well be worth our investigating.  Sorry to disturb your reading but do you think you could round up the crew, while I get this into a presentable form?"  Savon looked at her, his eyes dancing with excitement.  Jan sighed, with this much excitement she had a bad feeling he would be pulling her out of her nice warm home.
 
"Sure, I'll mention it to Ma'Li and she can just arrange for lunch in here.  I mean it has to be getting about that time."  Jan reluctantly set aside the warm blanket and marked her place in the book and walked away from the warmth of the fire to gather her brood.
 
Catrin was easy to find.  She was taking care of the horses.  "Lunch is in the library today.  Seems Savon has found something."  Catrin just nodded and continued what she was doing. 
 
Echal and Jayon were no problem either, they practically lived in the smithy when awake.  "Hey you two.  Wash up for lunch.  We're eating in the library because Savon thinks he's found something."  Jayen waved a hammer generally in her direction acknowledging the change of plans.  Echal just grunted. 
 
She left the shop shaking her head; she made a mental note that she might need to send Catrin after them later; they get so wrapped up in their work they tend to forget things like food.  Speaking of wrapped up in her work, she decides to skip Sha's workshop.  She hates interrupting her because she's never sure when it will ruin hours of work or could be dangerous.  She decides to just tell Pavel, he's more familiar with when it is ok to interrupt the Tzadi at work. 
 
She opens the door to Pavel's room and lets out a screech.  There on his bed, on him on his bed a small voice in the back of her mind yells, is a beautiful Elven woman.  Sha will be crushed.  The next thought was fear. Sha will turn her boy into a newt!
 
"MAMMA!"  The Elven woman yelled in a panic-stricken voice and instantly was clothed.  The long skirts of the formal dress being pushed down as Pavel struggled to free himself of them. 
 
"Sha?" Jan couldn't believe her eyes.  It was her.  The lines of the face the eyes, it was the same Rea whose diapers she had changed, but she was looking at a Shadrea that wouldn't exist for another thirty years or more. 
 
"Yes Mamma, it's me.  What are you doing here?  Um, I mean you should have knocked."  She said getting up off of Pavel as he pulled the blankets in place to cover himself.
 
"Sorry, I thought you were in working in your room, and well um.... So sorry.  But how is this possible?"  Jan was embarrassed but more worried, what had Sha done to age herself so much.
 
Sha rolled her eyes and reached for a robe to wrap around herself and then dropped the illusion.  Standing in the place of the adult elf is the very frustrated looking child form.  "It's an illusion spell.  It takes power to maintain so I can't do it all the time but well it's the only way Pavel and I can fully be together, if you must know.   I can't believe I'm having this conversation.  Momma what's so important, anyway?"
 
Jan shook her head.  "I'm so sorry, I just had always assumed it was a more platonic..."  She took a deep breath and calculated the size difference between the two of them and realized how difficult this must be for them.  "Look I just wanted to let you both know that we're having lunch in the library, Savon thinks he's found something."  Jan turned to leave but stopped at the door, "Sha?  I don't suppose you could put the spell on me some time, as a surprise to your father?"
 
"MAMMA!  I am so not hearing this."  she put her tiny hands up over her ears.  Pavel could be heard choking and coughing from the bed. 
 
"Oh, if you're going to be all grown up girl, you should do it all the way around!  I'm sure your father would love to see me once again as I was on our wedding day, not twenty-five hard years after.  Even if only for a night."  Jan smiled as she left.  There leave them to try to wash that image out of their minds.  Her smile dimmed for a moment; it would be nice though.  Jayen was a good man, and she knew he loved her, but to have him look at her with that raw hunger in his eyes, as he did when they were young...
 


 
New Opportunities

Savon had cleaned off two of the tables and hastily moved them into position so everyone could eat while he went over his new discovery. Jan was happy she didn't have to send Catrin after Jayen and Echal, though she found it a little less comforting that Pavel and Sha were the last to arrive. She knew in her mind that Sha was an adult woman by any human standard, but seeing the diminutive Elven body always made her seem still a child.  She sighed inwardly; this was just something she was going to need to adjust her thinking on.  Her children were grown, and now the roles had changed; she was just going to need to come to terms with it.  She hesitated for a moment as she thought she would need to break this news slowly to Jayen too.
 
Savon stood before them and just grinned for a moment.  "I think I've found it."  He said simply and waited for their response.
 
"Ok, I'll bite."  Jayen said with a sigh. "Found what?"
 
Savon rubbed his hands over his face, "Ok, first I'm not crazy and I haven't been at the brandy.  I've found the Red Spire."
 
Everyone looked at him like he had lost his mind, but it was Sha who broke the silence.  "Impossible, they destroyed the Red Spire when the human men lost the ability to become Tzadi."
 
Savon nodded his head. "Yeah that is what we were told and what I believed as well."  He went to the wall and started tracing the time line along the strings he had connected between the points.  It was history, or at least as much of it as he could piece together from the books they had brought in this fall.  Each line pointed to an account of the time before the breaking of the world, when it was recorded and by whom. "So as you can tell, from this scrap only a little over fifteen hundred years ago, the Tzadi had made it to the Red Spire and imprisoned one of the last male Tzadi there.  Then they magically hid it.  It's still there, and who knows with what knowledge or treasures but it is hidden from those seeking it.  Oh, and it is also firmly in Goblinkin lands."  He tossed in that last as if he were saying it was held by unruly apprentices.
 
Jayen let out a long whistle, "How sure are you of this, it seems might thin evidence?"
 
"Da, but if there is even a chance!"  Echal said almost breathlessly.
 
"There isn't.  I've been all over the Tzadi library and seen nothing of this."  Sha stated flatly, then crossed her arms.
 
Catrin cleared her throat. "I don't know that, that means much Sha.  It has been a long, long time..."
 
Pavel spoke slowly, his rumbling voice taking a while to build to the audible.  "Mmm... Maybe that was by design.  Tzadi love to keep their notes and their records, but if I was her guardian, I would have counselled against it.  Especially if I were going to hide something as big and world shaking as this.  Perhaps that is why so little remains to go on."
 
Ma'Li uncharacteristically found her voice, "Mah'El has informed me that he knows how to reach the place which you seek and how it is hidden.  He cannot show it to you but describing how something has been hidden, often leads to how to find it."
 
Sha's eyes narrowed and focused on Ma'Li.  "Oh, and he's happy because since you're the only one who can help us, he gets a big ol' feeding?" 
 
Ma'Li lowered her eyes and smiled. "Yes, I am certain he will be most gratified, and of course that will make him a more powerful ally."
 
Catrin caught Echal's eye and nodded. Echal grinned and thought to himself, 'like I needed permission',  hesitated and thought again of not fighting just to fight and get the anger out, but to build with the sword and bow as much as with the forge and realized Catrin might be a good gauge of which was which.  Though as stir crazy as she has been over this winter, perhaps not so much at the moment.    Still, he stood up and shook Savon's hand, "Great work.  I for one will go check it out.  It will still be at least three more weeks before the passes are minimally passable, can you have maps drawn up by then?"
 
"You're not going alone," Pavel spoke up, making a decision on his own this time before waiting for his Tzadi.  Echal looked over to Sha and saw she noticed that too, but wasn't overly concerned about it. 
 
Jayen nodded. "I think we should all go.  Maybe leave Jan here where it's safe?"
 
Jan snorted. "You'll do no such fool thing.  Besides its only been safe here because of the snows or have you forgotten the orc raids last fall?"
 
Jayen shrugged.  "True.  Guess we better bring you along then."  He grinned at her.  She realized she had just committed to going.  She had been planning to argue against it.  Damn that man he knew her and knew she wouldn't willingly leave this safe spot.  He also knew she wouldn't stand for being left behind either.  Oh, but he is going to pay for this little trickery later, just you wait and see.
 
Sha saw which way the wind was blowing and truth be told if this were real she wouldn't miss it for anything, but she still didn't trust what Mah'El was getting out of this.  "Before we go anywhere.  Savon, I know you've vouched for Ma'Li and thus for Mah'El, but before we commit any further to this, Mah'El and I need to have a long talk."
 
Ma'Li spoke up. "Of course. I am happy to serve."
 
Sha just nodded, but in her own mind she thought, we'll see...
 
Mah'El

Ma'Li entered Sha's workshop for the first time.  She recognized many of the tools and was impressed with what the young Tzadi had managed to accomplish here with minimal resources.  Many a Hedge Witch would have gone green with envy.  Mah'El noticed it as well.  He was less impressed and more concerned.  This wasn't the half-trained Tzadi he had originally classified her as.  Hedge Witches by definition lived with a Spirit Consort who both fed on them and granted them their power.  Mah'El knew that as such spirits went, he was among the most benign.  He liked to view the relationship more symbiotic rather than parasitic as some of the darker spirits preferred.  Still, the Tzadi were not known for making such distinctions. 
 
Sha smiled at Ma'Li.  "Come on in and relax.  I know you trust Mah'El.  I hope you're right to do so.  Still, before I put my families' safety in his guidance...  He and I need to come to our own understanding."
 
Ma'Li looked nervous but only nodded.  Sha poured her a cup of tea she had been brewing and picked up a different cup for herself out of Ma'Li's view.  She handed the young woman the tea, then took a sip of hers.  "This will not hurt you or Mah'El so long as he is what he has seemed to be over the last few months.  It will also be a great service to us to relive our doubts."  She emphasised that part so Ma'Li would realize this was just a part of serving that she had taken as her calling. 
 
A few minutes of casual chatter and Ma'Li was sleeping a sound and dreamless sleep.  Mah'El knew what was happening and didn't like the twist this was taking.  Still if he were to gain their trust as it seemed best for all to do, there wasn't much of a way to stop it.  As he was considering these things, he noticed the Tzadi had gone to her workspace.  When the first summoning occurred, he resisted.  Ok barely resisted, but it was out of instinct, Hedge Witches did poorly once separated from their Spirit Consort.  The second summons was stronger but Mah'El went with the summons willingly. 
 
Over the table was laid in multiple summoning circles, each designed to hold beings much more powerful than Mah'El.  He relaxed slightly as this was the first evidence he had that she wasn't a fully trained Tzadi.  None of her sisters would have been so paranoid as to prepare all of this, just for him. 
 
Sha took a deep breath, it was harder pulling him out than she had expected it would be.  She used more of her reserves than she would have wished.  Still there he was, a large disembodied brain with octopus like tentacles streaming from below the brain area.  He floated above the table firmly locked by her summoning circles.  They had held for stronger beings that she had questioned before about where her mother had gone.  That was far riskier than this but she wasn't about to underestimate the power of a Spirit Consort of the Hedge Witches. 
 
Her strength returning, she walked around the table examining it from all sides.  "I meant what I told Ma'Li, I truly hope you are exactly as you have presented yourself to us.  This will allow us to talk without distressing the sleeping Ma'Li.  This should also let you know what I can do to you if I have to protect my family.  Just be honest with me in all things, and I'll have you back with Ma'Li before the tea wears off and she wakes.  I know your kind are psychologically addictive, and to be separated from you, even for so short of a time would be terribly distressing.  She will sleep comfortably through this."
 
The conversation was short and to the point, and by the end one exhausted Shadrea of the Mists released one very anxious and mildly paranoid Mah'El back to the relative safety of Ma'Li.  
 
Sha switched out Ma'Li's now cooling tea with another hot cup from the same pot her own came from and sat it next to her.  When Ma'Li woke, they had another few minute chat about comfortable topics and the ordeal was over.  Mah'El would only tell Ma'Li that if they ever suspected him of not working in their best interests that they would have to run or be separated forever.  As much as Ma'Li had come to love her new family and the tender kindness of Savon, she knew she would choose her Spirit Consort above all others. 
 




Nomads Again

Leaving Home

Jan knew it shouldn't feel like she was leaving home again, after all her whole family was coming with her, but still it did.  Leaving behind the library and the memories.  Not to mention the comfort, the wagons, and a goodly portion of their material wealth.  It was impractical to carry it all and should something happen; it was important; the survivors have a cache to rebuild their lives.  Savon and Jayen had been arguing how best to secure it when Echal surprised everyone with the simplest solution.  Ok simple if you have a Tzadi in the family that is. 
 
They cut logs and leaned them up against the mountain.  They wove smaller branches in between the larger logs and coated it with a clay daub just as if they were building a village cottage.  Then Echal spent a couple of hours carefully contouring the clay to look like the surrounding rock.  It wasn't horribly convincing but Echal seemed to think it would work just fine.  They spent their last night in the comforts of home. 
 
In the morning, they all gathered in the front of their little mountain fortress, and Sha decided to start giving out the gifts she had been working on all winter.  To Echal she gave a pendant.  "It will only work once a fortnight but once activated, do not move or you will lose the power.  The spot in which you are standing will increase in speed tenfold, for a full minute.  Whereas you could shoot thirty arrows a minute before, you could now have ten times as long to place those shots or to shoot more arrows if you have them.  It also means that attacks coming at you are slow until the last arm's breadth.  Plenty of time to dodge, but don't leave the area, or you lose the benefit."  Echal's eyes were wide as he looked at his new toy.  This was a great gift.  He felt bad that all he had for Sha was the improvement on her little bow that he had promised her almost five years ago now.  She stopped in front of Catrin and held out a small ring.  Just a little twist of wire holding a small emerald.  "It works anytime you put it on your finger.  Anything within arm's reach makes no sound.  Not you, not your footsteps, not body slumping at your feet.  Just be warned no one can hear you either, not calls for help, nor warnings." 
 
Pavel chuckled. "You sure that isn't a second gift for Echal?"
 
"Quiet you!" Sha laughed as she hit the big bear.  Each of the men found themselves intently studying something else, anything else.  With a woman of Catrin's skills, you didn't want to risk having a joke not sit right with her.   Sha moved down the line to Savon, "I didn't get anything for Ma'Li as I wasn't sure how that would affect Mah'El, but I made this for you."  Handing him a small brass rod about the length of her little finger and as big around as a toothpick.  On its tip was a small red gem. A small ring was on the opposite end so it could be threaded through a necklace or even a boot lace.  "Hold it by the ring end, and will fire from it. Hold it only by the ring end or the fire will burn you.  To put it out, just will it off."  Savon was playing with it bringing the fire out and letting it go out, with a big grin on his face. 
 
She called out as she walked back over to the clay portion of the wall that Echal was just sealing up.  "I gave my parents' gift to Mom yesterday.  I'll let them tell you if she has shared it with him yet, because I don't want to know."  She smiled as Jayen started to choke.  A few moments of concentration and expenditure of energy and the clay solidified into stone, matching nearly perfectly the weathered rock around it.  After a couple of rains, no one who didn't know it was there would ever find it.
 
Pavel was busy giving out his gifts.  Small fur-lined slippers for each member of the family.  Not suitable for wearing on a long trip but a pure blessing when moving around a cold camp site.  He approached Ma'Li.  "I have an extra pair that I don't want to have to carry.  Can you do me the favor of finding someone who needs these?"
 
Ma'Li broke into an enlivening smile, "Yes.  I will consider it a duty."
 
So it was that gifts exchanged they managed to get moving before the sun was in the midday sky.  Jan felt like they were a nomad tribe, never settling down, always moving on, but at least they were doing it together. 
 
The Journey

Three days on the road and everyone was missing the evening soaks in the comfort of home.  Echal was leading the pack train while Pavel and Jayen had ridden ahead to do some scouting.  They decided to stick to the high mountain trails despite the remaining snow pack because there was smoke trails down in the valley indicating large camps that way.  Bandits or armies, either way it was better to avoid them.  So it was that they had started to descend the north side of the mountain, going deeper into the wilds and deeper into lands of wild creatures and Goblin kin.  Savon bringing up the rear guard doing his best to cover up the passing of such a large party. 
 
So they were pretty well all strung out when disaster struck.  From down hill a flight of arrows raked into the side of the group.  Echal felt the first arrow sink deep into his left thigh as the second glanced off of his mailed shoulder.  Reacting on instinct he rolled out of the saddle taking his bow and quiver with him.  He struck the ground hard, breaking off the arrow in his thigh.  Rolling with the momentum he activated, the pendant Sha had given him and watched the world slow almost to a stop.
 
He readied his bow and took in the situation.  Jan was slumped over, but he couldn't see an arrow in her.  Catrin seemed to have reacted just in time and was also sliding to the side of her horse to use it as cover. Sha's horse had three arrows in it and Ma'Li appeared to have snatched an arrow out of the air as it was headed toward Savon.  Turning his attention back to the threat down the slope, he could see a dozen goblins arranged for an ambush.  His anger boiled over, and he began to methodically draw and shoot. At these speeds, it was more like target practice than combat.  He put an arrow on target for each of them, and started his second arrows on their way, as the two closest to him loosed their next shots.  He saw the arrows flying at him in slow motion, still he fired the last two arrows of his quiver at them.  That left him with several heart beats to watch the two arrows coming directly for him.  Dodging one would put him directly in the other's path.  Wishing for a shield at this stage was useless but the extra time did let him develop one plan.  He crouched.  Balled up in the smallest space possible he could hear the whistle of the arrows as they passed over head. 
 
The relief was short lived.  As he looked to see where the arrows had impacted, he noticed the real and unseen threat.  Up hill a large stone giant was hefting a log the diameter of Echal's waist over his head.  The goblins had been a distraction, and he fell for it.  Echal pulled his dagger and sent it sailing.  Long before it reached the giant, Echal could see it would fall short.  Even if it had worked, the log was in the air.  Catrin had started her horse up the slope, Echal couldn't believe she was charging the giant, it must have just been instinct to avoid the arrows.  Echal plotted her course and it should have her ride under the trajectory of the tree not into it.  He sighed in relief for that much.  Still, he felt helpless seeing it coming and knowing there was nothing he could do about it.
 
In a forlorn hope maneuver born of pure desperation, Echal pulled his throwing axe and aimed it for the far end of the tumbling log.  The axe flew true and struck the far end of the log just moments before it hit the ground and was enough drag before the handle snapped to twist the log, stealing its momentum and stopping it just shy of the now rearing and skittering horses of the pack train.  Catrin appeared to have realized her danger and to her credit was back up in the saddle and off at a dead run for Pavel and Jayen.  Echal didn't think she could make it in time to save them, but was glad she would be safe.  Arrows flew at the giant.  Savon must have managed to get into the fight by this point.  Unfortunately, it wasn't likely to be enough.  With him wounded, he and Savon alone probably couldn't hold until Pavel and Jayen arrived.  The arrows hit, including a tiny one shot from Sha's bow.  Echal grinned, at least she got to use it. 
 
He stood there effectively useless until the giant got closer.  He was saving his strength for the up close melee combat to come.  He drew his blade and prepared himself for what was to come.  Then with shocked amazement he watched as the giant clutched his gut and doubled over, lost his balance and fell.  All in slow motion from Echal's perspective.   He watched in both amazement and horror as the giant coughed a giant gout of blood from his mouth clutched at his chest with both arms and finally had something erupt from its neck ripping through veins and arteries like so much wet paper.   Savon rode up and put a spear through its eye just for good measure. 
 
Somehow the fight was over.  He stepped out of the area affected by spell and time righted itself.  Though not without its own price, for a moment the whole universe spun and he almost emptied breakfast on the ground.  Savon was riding back along the pack line, calming panicked horses and checking on Jan. Jan had an arrow through her right forearm.  It wasn't life threatening with proper care but in the middle of nowhere, much like Echal's thigh wound it was serious enough. 
 
He started to panic as he saw a small golden snake covered in blood slither out of the grass and head straight toward Sha.  He started to yell a warning but then watched as it stopped and let her pick it up and she just started to wipe it clean.  "What is that thing?" he croaked. 
 
She smiled. "My gift to myself."  Echal watched as once clean, it coiled itself back up neatly around Sha's upper arm looking for all the world like a piece of jewelry.  "Once I got it in the giant, it opens its blades and begins crawling through looking for vital organs.  I really should thank you, it was your sawing chain that gave me the idea." 
 
Echal just shook his head. "After you check on mamma, one of them managed to get me in the leg.  It's not serious but I'm going to need some help with it."
 
"Mamma's hurt!?" Sha's face became panicked.
 
"Yeah, they got her in the arm.  Don't feel bad I had an eternity to watch this debacle in slow motion.  It is part of what saved our asses.  So thank you."  and with that he just collapsed there on the road, happy to have the weight off of his throbbing leg.
 
Traveling In Goblin Kin Lands

They spent two weeks camped there.  As much to heal up as Pavel insisted they skin and dry the giant hide as well as the two horses they lost.  It wasn't the most comfortable camp but better to be properly healed before the next encounter.  Echal had insisted not only that they gather up his spent arrows but any of the goblin arrows that were still usable.  Yeah, they may be lousy arrows but he wasn't about to get stuck with an empty quiver and not even able to find rocks to throw.  They teased him about it sure, but they weren't the ones who had to sit there helpless while watching it all happen in slow motion.  Jayen even managed to make him a respectable replacement handle for his throwing axe.
 
They learned to travel different in Goblin Kin lands.  No long scouts ahead while on the move.  They would put up a semi-fortified camp each night, and travel in force a reasonable distance and then go back retrieve those left to guard the camp and move up and fortify the next location.  It made for slow going but they added three more giant pelts and two ogre pelts to their collection and no one else was seriously injured. 
 
Sha also showed off her little trinket.  "It's a golem.  A creation that traditionally are big clay or iron giants.  They tend to attract a lot of attention, so while I learned about them, I didn't think they were practical for me.  Besides, they are damn hard to build.  It wasn't until Echal built his sawing chain that I thought of something smaller."  the golden serpent slithered off of her arm and into her hands.  She pulled it taunt, and it formed a functional if not horribly aerodynamic arrow.  "Once inside or thrown onto an opponent."  she pulled the head and the tail and it separated into many linked segments each segment releasing a blade on either side.  "It then coils and crawls around, seeking out vital organs until the target is very much dead." 
 
Echal shuddered again thinking about the quick work it made of the giant.  Catrin was impressed, "How do I get one?"
 
Sha shrugged, "I don't know if you can.  I mean they only obey their creator, and while I could create one and tell it to obey you, it would still always in effect be mine.  I can't really give you complete control.  I don't know how, or even if it could be done."
 
Catrin pouted a bit but looked satisfied.  Echal just sighed, "I don't know.  I'm happy if there is only ever one of those things and my sister has it so I know it is always on my side."  Jayen just chucked and nodded his agreement. 
 
It was nearing the height of summer when Ma'Li told them that they were almost there.  Now came the hard part of finding something hidden by Tzadi that hadn't been found in over a thousand years.
 




The Red Spire

Finding the Unfindable

Echal was stumped.  He had drug them all out here through orcs, giants, and goblins, right up to the very point where Mah'El says the spire is supposed to be, but he has no idea, how to take it the last mile and find the immense spire.  He's probably standing in the very shadow of the damn thing right now, but the magics are strong enough to keep him from noticing.
 
Pavel had spent the day riding with Jayen and Savon.  They had been discussing this very problem, and while they weren't sure what to do, Pavel had developed a plan.  He smiled inwardly as he let them all sweat it out for a bit.  Sha needed more time to work, anyway.  By early afternoon she should be ready and he would show his over confident little brother how it was done.  Oh he loved Echal, and would never wish him harm, but this chance to help him, while still pulling him down a peg or two was just too much to pass up.
 
They ambushed an orc raiding party early on in the morning as they made their first sweep of the open plains where the spire is purported to stand.  It was only the first pass, and they assumed that they would end up crisscrossing this area many times before they could find what they sought so might as well jump up any problems while their forces were more or less concentrated.  They also stumbled on to the remains of a hobgoblin wagon train that was obviously the target of the orc raid.  Still by the time they arrived, nothing was left.  Considering the limited loot they secured from the orcs, it seems this area was far more populated than it seemed. 
 
They made it back to camp just as Ma'Li was serving up the midday meal.  Jan was down wind of camp skinning a pair of jackals that had decided the camp might make an easy meal and paid for their error with their hides.  Everyone looked tired.  It had been a long few weeks getting here, and no one had really had a day off since healing up after that initial disastrous ambush.  They still had a long search ahead of them, and a long walk home again no matter what they find. 
 
As food vanished into hungry bodies, the talk eventually turned to the need to fortify a camp for the evening.  Pavel just leaned back and rubbed contentedly at his stomach. "Or we can sleep in the Spire" he said as casually as if suggesting what boots to wear.
 
Jayen shook his head. "Oh just like that, eh?  Found it have you, boy?  Why haven't you told the rest of us?"  He grinned at his son to take some of the sting out of the words.
 
"No, not yet, but Sha and I have figured out how we will.  She's been working on it for a couple of days now.  I've just been waiting for her to have us enough light stones to work with to make it work."
 
Jan looked at her son and then over to little Sha, who was still picking at the last of her porridge.   "I knew she'd been busy with something, but I never asked.  After all," she grins, "One doesn't question the ways of the Tzadi, for they are subtle and quick to anger."  Sha stuck her tongue out at the only mother she had ever known and stifled a small giggle.
 
Pavel just felt tired, this was a lot of fun, but he really wouldn't mind a quick nap while the food settled.  "So here's my plan; it takes us about three hours to ride completely across the area and back again.  With all of us riding, say a farm field apart, we'll all be able to see each other, and shouldn't be in too much danger.  At least not after we just finished a patrol this morning.  So we drop a light stone every three hundred feet or so."  He shrugs, "We make one trip out, whirl at the end move far enough to cut a second line back, and do the same thing.  That leaves us about two hours before sunset to see where we deviated from a straight line to go around the Spire.  Just like tracking animals, we don't look for the animal, they are too good at hiding, we follow their trail." 
 
Echal felt all the wind go out of his sails for a moment, but only for a moment.  This was how they were going to get in!  "You knew this all day and you let me worry about it?" 
 
Pavel smirked under the great busy beard, "It was good exercise for you."
 
Savon and Jayen both broke into gales of laughter, and Echal knew he wouldn't be living this one down anytime soon.  He ruefully shook his head and then followed his brother's lead and settled in for a nap.  Catrin figured might as well join him, standards of privacy on this trip didn't allow for much quality time alone together but a nice cuddle in the afternoon wasn't to be missed if the opportunity presented itself.
 
Discovery

Sure enough, the sun had just barely begun to go down, and the pattern was striking.  No one could see the spire, but a blind man could see the massive hole in the pattern where it sat.  Even so, it was two hours of diligent searching before the gate was found and they made their way across the grand bridge into the main entryway.  The ropes that held the great portcullis in place had all rotted away with time, and it took Echal an extra hour to rig up something that a team of horses could raise it with.  Still once on the other side, closing it in an emergency would be easy.  They would sleep well secured tonight, even giants wouldn't be lifting that quick enough to matter. 
 
Savon spoke up, "Do we rest here?  Attempt the Spire proper in the morning?  Or press on into the unknown, without any good sleep?"
 
Pavel shrugged, and Sha just smiled.  Echal rubbed his face, "It would be the smart thing to do, but do you really think any of us will be sleeping until we've seen what is beyond those doors?"  He asked honestly, pointing at their goal less than a tourney field's distance. 
 
Jayen grinned. "Ah, the impatience of youth."  Jan nudged him.  "Oh all right, I want to see it too.  What say we, make it past those doors and explore just enough to be certain we're secure and we rest whether we can sleep or not.  If we don't sleep some tonight, we'll really pay for it as the time wears on."  Nods around the group were all it took before Savon took point heading to the great gates of the Red Spire.
 
The gates were solid.  It took four pounds of rendered bear fat applied to the hinges and a team of horses to open the doors to the great greeting hall.  As they led their horses into the great greeting hall, Echal cringed for their horses shod hooves rang out against the smooth inlaid floor.  Catrin smiled to herself as she watched him.  She wasn't sure if it was more for security that he was concerned or if there were still the feeling of being a naughty boy tracking mud into the house.
 
They had barely had time to dismount, before the hall took notice of them and its ancient lights came alive, glowing with the warm golden white light of an early fall day.  The room was magnificent.  Enough room that should he have chosen to do so, Echal was quite certain he and Pavel could have held a horse race inside and had no fear of hitting the walls.  Despite Catrin's casual amusement at Echal's expense earlier, gaped open-mouthed like a child seeing  a snowfall for the first time,  once the lights came on and gave scale to the space.  Sha took it all rather in stride, she pointed off to the far corner  "Water closets are there, and the stables next to them.  It looks so much larger when it is completely empty like this." 
 
Sha, Jan, and Ma'Li gathered up the horses as Jayen and Pavel went ahead to check the stables area.  Echal, Catrin, and Savon spread out to do a full sweep of the rest of the room.  Using heavy rope to tie closed any doors leading off of the room as they went.  As they completed their circuit of the perimeter and made it back to the stable area, they could see the horses unloaded and bed rolls were out.  Most of all, though they could hear the delight in Sha's voice, "Oh it still works.  It works it works."   They walk around the small partition to see what has her so excited and there gushing from the wall is a stream of steaming water coming from high on the wall and tumbling to the grates in the floor.  "Washing areas!  It's not as good as the soak tub back home but we'll not stink of weeks on the road tonight!"  Just behind his left shoulder, Echal heard a visceral growl and then felt Catrin push past him, stripping off gear and outer garments alike as she headed for the water.
 
Echal stared absently at the thick layer of dust on the ground, fed and washed properly for the first time in what felt like an eternity, he could feel the fog of sleep settling in.  Before he surrendered to his exhaustion, he realized what had been bothering him about the floor.  Dust but no tracks but theirs.  No bird droppings.  No mouse droppings for that matter.  Even insects and the spiders that lived off of them seemed to be totally absent.  An eerie side effect of the nature of the hiding spells, still the reality of it and totality of it impacted on him in a way that little else had. They really were the first one's here in a really, really, long time.
 
Calm Before the Storm

Sha let them all sleep.  The long trip had been hard on everyone.  Her parents weren't as young as they used to be and dragging them all over the world was probably not a good idea.  She smiled to herself as she readied the breakfast supplies and headed to the little farrier's forge next to the stable, it might not be good for them, but telling them that might not be good for her.  Jayen was not a man to be coddled any more than Savon was. 
 
The little forge was magically heated, she had truly hoped it would be.  The thought of trying to find firewood in the area had concerned her.  She had thought that they might end up having to burn furniture that had become too rotted with time to be useful.  She was actually impressed that the rot seemed minimal.  No insects eating away at things made preserving them much better.  The tea was warming, and the oatmeal was bubbling along nicely.  She sat in the quiet light of the morning and tried to relax. There was information here that had been suppressed by the other Tzadi of the White Spire.  Maybe for good reason and maybe not, but one way or the other, they would soon have access to truths that had been buried for longer than the lives of the oldest of the Tzadi now living.  The Red Spire reminded her in so many ways of her time at the White Spire.  Long days of training and discipline.  Days of sneaking out while her sisters slept to learn what she was not yet supposed to know.  She smiled at the memory, oh wouldn't they all have a fit if they knew what she was sneaking into this time.  She heard a muffled noise and looked up.  "Smelled it did you?"  she asked her brother with a small smile.
 
"Um, yeah.  Any chance some of that is for me?"  Echal gave her a shy smile.
 
"Of course. I figured I'd give Ma'Li an extra bit of rest this morning, too.  No reason she should wear herself down before the big day ahead of us."  she thought for a moment. "Chal, I know you trust her, and I mostly trust them both, but keep an eye on Mah'El today.  What we have here is a temptation for any being.  Perhaps for him more than most."
 
Echal looked at her sharply, then just nodded.  "Suppose I hadn't really thought of it that way."
 
"That's why we always do best when you let me do the thinking."  she grinned at him.  "Now grab a bowl if you want some, it's about as done as it is going to get."
 
Echal just grunted and reached for a bowl.  He hadn't realized how tired he was until he got a good night's sleep.  Maybe he'd let her do the thinking for a little bit.  The whole being in charge thing was exhausting.  He shook his head at the irony, and to think those idiots thought he would want to be a king and have to be in charge all the time.  He thought of his time traveling with Catrin in the guise of a merchant.   Maybe a wealthy merchant might not be so bad, the only thing that galled him is that it left his father's ancestral lands in the hands of usurpers who would not properly care for them.  That smacked to him of dereliction of duty, but to fight it he would need to become King, and that would still leave his father's lands in the hands of a Ducal regent.  Yeah for a little while at least, let Sha do the thinking.   His head hurt.
 
It wasn't long and Ma'Li was in taking over from Sha, and not long after that before the others were slowly crawling out of warm bed rolls to face the day.  Savon grabbed a bowl of hot porridge and stole a quick kiss from the cook.  "I tell you, if I weren't dying to know what we spent all this time trekking out here for, I would spend the whole day sleeping.  Been too long since we had a proper wash and a full night's rest in a secure location."
 
Jan chuckled. "Tell me about it.  You're right though, even I can't wait to see more of this place."
 
With that, they all got ready for a long day.  The first task was to check the side doors leading off of the main chamber.  However, one after the other, they found each of the doors easy to open, but the entry ways sealed by invisible barriers of magic.  Each warded to prevent entry. 
 
"We could just go through the wall instead."  Savon shrugged. 
 
"That would damage the Spire, and I don't have to remind you we don't know how to repair it properly."  Echal answered him.  "We'll revisit that idea if we can't find another solution."  He sighed. "We have so much of this place to explore and only food for two months.  That is if we save nothing for the trip back and rely on hunting.  I don't see how we can see more than a fraction of it on this trip, anyway." 
 
Savon looked as if he wanted to argue the point, but Jayen dropped a large hand on his shoulder, "M'boy's right.  This isn't a smash and grab raid for the old man," Jayen chuckled, "no matter how much it may feel like it.  We're dealing with a wonder of the ancient world that should be preserved if possible.  We know the main exit at the far end of the hall is not warded, let's go that way.  Perhaps we can find a way to drop the wards without damaging the structure?"
 
Savon deflated.  He knew that they were right, but he has spent all winter trying to get them to this point; he wasn't about to let a little blocked door get in the way at this point.  "You're right, but I'm not leaving here empty-handed."
 
Echal barked a harsh laugh, "No we are not.  I just want some caution.  Let's let Sha take point as we're not likely to run in to any creatures, but magical traps or tests to keep out common bandits might be an issue.  Catrin can join you and Sha, as she is a lot more likely to need your brand of help on this than mine.  To be honest, at the moment this is all a bit out of my depth at the moment."
 
"You heard him, lets go this way."  Sha grinned as the happily took point.  Echal had a sinking feeling.  The path of least resistance was usually a trap, but in this case it seemed the only viable option.
 




An Improbable Ally

Not Alone

The exploration up the main corridor leads to many blocked off passage ways.  Frustration is building until early afternoon leads them into the Grand Assembly Hall.  This was the location where the Spire's ranking members would meet.  The chamber was almost as large as the Geat Greeting Hall and lined with row upon row of intricately carved benches.  In the center of the room was multiple binding circles laid in concentric rings around a central gem stone the size of a large strawberry and the deep purple color of the last rays of sunset.  A faint cool glow was coming from inside of the stone.  Sha's eyes widened as she recognized what she was seeing, she nearly bowled Catrin and Savon over as she pulled back from the room.  "Get Echal!  This is big!”  She gasped as she slowed back to a normal pace and tried to calm herself.  Catrin hesitated only long enough to be certain Sha wasn't injured, and then took off after Echal at a run.
 
Catrin found Echal and Pavel in one of the small offices that they could reach, she could hear them trying to guess what some of the items they found were supposed to be used for.  She poked her head inside the door, "Echal, Sha says she has found something big.  Wants you there."
 
Echal's head snapped up, and he looked to Pavel. "Yeah, yeah, I'll grab the others but you two don't poke it yet.  If it's dangerous, my place is at her side."
 
Echal grinned at his brother, "Poke at it?  Me?" as he headed for the door at just under a run. 
 
"I mean it!" he yelled down the hall and then heading off to the other offices to collect the whole crew.  "Damn careless crazy fool," he whispered to himself, though even he wasn't sure if he meant Echal or himself.
 
Pavel needn't have worried, the others hearing the commotion found him, and they made it back to Sha just a few moments after Echal and Catrin.  Fortunately, Sha was mostly over the shock.  "Ok, there's a powerful spirit locked up in there. I don't know who or what exactly it is, but they've got it behind enough circles to hold the Ravager himself." 
 
They all looked at each other, "So what does that mean?"  Echal asked. 
 
Sha shook her head. "How should I know?  I mean maybe it is a powerful demon trapped here to be used to power the place, though I would have thought the ancients would have put him in a more secure place."  she still looked bewildered. 
 
"Look what's the risk?"  Echal was getting impatient. 
 
"It could try to possess one of us and turn them against the rest."  again she shook her head.  "It could really do anything we just don't know.  The only thing we can be certain of is someone was scared enough of it to lock it in this spire and expend a tremendous amount of magic to do it.  I don't know if all the Tzadi from the Spire could accomplish it today."
 
"Okay, so if I go talk to it?"  Echal asked.
 
"You want to WHAT?!" Catrin asked.
 
"Well, we either try to ignore it and it's way too powerful to just be ignored, obviously.  Beings that powerful tend to not ignore those who try to ignore them.  Or we can carve through the walls and hope it really can't get out of there..."  he stopped and shrugged his shoulders.  "What other option is there?"
 
Sha was thinking hard for a moment.  "Catrin, if he gets possessed, do you have enough juice to put him down without killing him?"
 
Catrin frowned, "At those dosages, it's always a close thing but yeah, I can put him down."
 
Sha grinned. "Well Big brother, best you don't hear the rest of this.  Can't have pulled from your mind what you don't know.  `So get out of armor, we don't want to give that thing any advantage if we need to do this."
 
Echal grimaced and Jayen asked, "Are you sure I shouldn't be the one to do this?  I mean..."  he trailed off. 
 
Echal just smiled at him. "Nope, this one is on me.  There's no people I'd rather have to bail me out if things go bad than you."
 
Sha just murmured under her breath, “Other than who ever put him there to begin with."
 
Introductions

Echal felt a little naked leaving his weapons behind, but Sha was right, they wouldn't save him and could only make him do things he would later regret when his senses were restored to him.  So with one last kiss for Catrin, he strode into the room as if he owned the place.  He smiled as the thought to himself, I might as well as much as possession means anything.  "You there!  What is your purpose here?"  He called out to the glowing stone in the center of all the protective wards. 
 
A moment later a strangely accented voice replies, "Young Tzadi, free me and I will richly reward you."
 
Echal grins friendly like, "Now that doesn't sound evil at all."
 
The voice was tinged with more irony than mirth as it replied, "I suppose not.  You want a tip young Tzadi, good and evil are fluid.  Once people I thought of as good, murdered my family and imprisoned me here.  I who was once considered a pillar of my community, was hunted like a dog across the continent to be brought here for imprisonment.  Good, and Evil, are much in the eye of the beholder."
 
"So why should I trust that you and I have the same view of these things?  How, if I were to release you, can I be assured that I am not simply adding to my enemies?"  Echal sat casually down in the first row of benches and idly picked up one of the many books stacked on it.
 
"I could give you my word."  the voice said, and the irony was even stronger.
 
"The value of a stranger's word may have devalued some since the time that they trapped you in here."  Echal replied dryly.
 
"Just so.  Perhaps we could learn to trust each other over time?" 
 
"Time may not matter for you, but I do not have it in abundance this trip."  Echal shook his head.  "I am Echal Smithson, out to see a bit of the world."
 
The humor was evident in the voice's reply this time, "True in every word, yet far from the truth.  I like you Echal 'Smithson'.  I am Harder Mclaughlinkor, Tzadi of the Blue Spire.  I can tell when you lie, and to your credit, you did not.  However, you are not a smith's son on a hunting trip, who just happens to be radiating raw magical talent and finds this place after uncountable centuries to talk to me."  he hesitates as if gathering his thoughts.  "I will start with my story, and then you can give me yours.  It really has been a long time since I've had a guest"
 
Echal blinked to have had his story dismissed so easily, this wasn't some gate guard he was trying to get past.  This was a being of astounding intellect and ancient age.  Echal looked down at the book in his hand while he waited for Harder Mclaughlinkor to begin his story.  His eyebrows shot up as he recognized the seal on the books.  These weren't from the Red Spire; they were from the White.  What were they doing way out here?
 
Harder Mclaughlinkor

"As I said, my name is Harder Mclaughlinkor.  I was born into a powerful Tzadi family.  My Father was of the Golden Spire and my mother was of the Green. When my time of testing came, I chose the Blue Spire because restoring the unity of the fractured kingdoms seemed to me, to be the highest goal.  My early years passed as many in that time, working my way up through the ranks and honing my skills both as a Tzadi, and as a diplomat.  My crowning achievement in those days was a truce between the northern kingdom of ColwodNoVas and the Mountain Dwarves of North Shield."
 
"With the increased trade and prosperity brought on by such an arrangement, I decided to take a wife.  She wasn't a Tzadi; she was a merchant's daughter.  Beneath my rank, my father said, but she brought true joy to my life.  We were happy for many years but were unable to have any children.  It was my one regret over those days.  When she passed, I did not marry again for more than a century.  I took leave of my position, and entered solitary study at this time, so it was that I was away from the center of things when the great war between the Tzadi broke out."  the voice grew wistful as if recalling distant pain long dealt with.  "Oh, there were many excuses as to why it had to be fought.  Some of them were probably even true, but in the end it mattered little.  I lost both parents to that war, a war that in the end only set up the conditions for my eventual situation."  The bitterness here was palpable.
 
"The Tzadi were weakened and scattered.  No one could really be said to have won that war, least of all the common people caught underfoot.  It is said that we wrecked the world, but I could see it recovering.  I could see signs of hope springing up anew.  Still the damage was done, and there was a mass call for someone to blame.  All Tzadi were mistrusted, and we learned to our dismay that going out alone had become dangerous. Sometimes a lone assassin, and sometimes a riotous mob, but Tzadi were under threat in many places.  Many lost their lives because they wouldn't cause the massive casualties needed to assure their safety."
 
"It was in the middle of this chaos that I returned from my time of solitude.  I met a younger Tzadi of the Green Spire and love sprang up anew.  Maybe this was what gave me hope when so many others had lost theirs.  My Arla may have been my first wife reborn, or she may have just been another rare and beautiful soul."  The depth of loss in this strange voice pulled at Echal.  He could sense the rage at the senseless loss of it all and the bitterness of injustice.  "Either way, when the powerful cabal of Tzadi, in a classic bit of revisionist history put forward the assertion that it was the Male inclination toward war that caused the Tzadi war.  That most of the casualties of that war were men, only seemed to strengthen their claim.  That mostly it was men who fought wars between Kingdoms made it seem only logical. Tzadi war is not like that but what king viewing his shattered kingdom wouldn't jump at the opportunity to show his people a 'solution'.  I say that now, but I was not so forgiving then.  You see, I had been called away to help deal with an ongoing dispute with the Dwarven Kingdom.  While I was gone, a neighboring kingdom was stirred up by the cabal in the White Spire and sent an army to my home city.  My wife went into labor and could not defend herself."  The bitterness in the voice broke Echal's heart.  "They tore them both apart and scattered the body parts to the corners of the kingdom."
 
Echal sat in silence, while the voice struggled with demons not yet tamed.  Echal couldn't help but think back on a certain city and the people in it responsible for harming his family.  He actually jumped  when the voice began again. 
 
"I became that which they feared.  I raised an army, and I marched through their cities.  I burned whole cities to the ground and sacrificed the populace to gain the power to blight the land so that it wouldn't support even a single blade of grass for fifty years.  Yes, it was a kind of madness.  So the armies of the world united.  I finally succeeded in the Blue Spire's goal of unity, but only by becoming what they all feared most.  They managed to capture me only because I had exhausted myself past consciousness.  They brought me here.  They forced litchdom on me, to remove me from the wheel of rebirth, and then locked me in solitude until this day.  You are the first person to hear my story, my confession, in a very long time.  I tell you this so you know that my request is sincere, release me, or destroy that gem in the center so that I may finally go to my rest, either is probably justice for what I have done.  Just do not leave me here alone with my thoughts for eternity."
 
Echal let out a long sigh.  "I believe you.  You didn't hide the ugly parts."  He hesitated for a long moment.  "You have given me much to think about.  I will return tomorrow to let you know what I have decided."
 
The voice didn't even respond.  It was obvious he was overextended and wrung out as well.
 
Unconventional Solutions

The family met over dinner, discussing all that they had heard.  Mah'El affirmed that from his memories of that time, the story is basically accurate, at least in the broad strokes.  Echal was torn.  He spent an eternity under the stream of hot water trying to wash away the pain and similarities in the story to that of his father and himself.  As Catrin enfolded him that evening he understood Harder's loss and his vengeance.  He broke down and quietly sobbed into her shoulder until at last the tears were gone and he fell into a deep sleep.
 
Somewhere in the night, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place for Echal.  By morning he was resolved.  He just needed to be sure what he wanted could actually be done. So he called to himself Sha and Ma'Li, and after two hours of research and preparation, he was ready to meet Harder Mclaughlinkor, and change both of their futures. 
 
"You've come back!"  The voice exclaimed.
 
"I told you I would."
 
"You didn't tell me you'd be bringing," the voice twisted as he recognized the two companions, "an Elven Tzadi, and a Hedge Witch?!"
 
"They are here because they will give my plan an actual chance at working, it gets us beyond what little trust we have of the other."  Echal's voice dropped an octave and became flat. "If they can agree to work together, you can work with them.  Think of it as part of your work from your days in the Blue Spire."  When he was met with silence, he continued.  "I am the son of General Mirron. A name which will have no meaning to you as you've been here, cut off from the world, for his entire life.  He is the rightful heir to the throne of the Kingdom of NoVas.  He chose not to battle for the throne in a vain attempt to spare the people a civil war.  The various other claimants were not so scrupulous.  They hunted him for the 'threat' he posed.  They hunt me even now.  What I have done both from need and from a sense of thwarted justice, let’s just say I have no right to be your judge.  I also cannot risk just losing you up on the world.  A war against the White Spire would cause even more destruction.  So here is my offer.  I will adopt you.  You will be to me an obedient and dutiful son, and heir to the throne which I abdicate in your favor.  I will be to you as a faithful father is to his first born beloved son.  We shall swear these Oaths and these ladies," he gestured to the young women on either side of him, "will make certain it is binding.  In this way, you will not be a threat to the world, and I will not have your death as another injustice upon my conscious."
 
The voice actually laughed, "Oh clever, clever boy.  Or should I say, father? Yes, let my fate be tied to one such as you.  Together we will heal a fractured world, if it can be done."
 
The binding Oaths took up most of the morning, and by the late afternoon, Jayen and Savon were bringing in a fresh orc corpse for their newest member of the family to inhabit. 
 




Reevaluation Time?

A New Understanding

It was difficult getting used to Harder.  With a little effort, Sha and He managed to magically tamp down the general odor of a corpse that surrounded him.  Sha was managing, mostly because of the amazing things he would claim, and then help her find in the books bearing the White Spire's own seal.  The books locked away with him in the Red Spire were all books that predated his imprisonment, and they all spoke of things that were considered heresy by the White Spire's ruling body. 
 
It seemed to her as if they really had revised history and thaumaturgic theory and then sought to burry all evidence here with him. From her best estimations, they had succeeded for a little over fifteen centuries.  Few even of the Elves would live that long, fewer still would have been more than children when this was done. 
 
Not the least shocking of revelations, her own brother Echal had the spark to become a Tzadi, and to a lesser extent so did her Pavel.  Based upon what she was reading, not only could they be safely taught to be Tzadi, but by joining a male and female Tzadi were more powerful than either alone.  It was the male Tzadi that could act as a union, a channel for multiple female Tzadi to work together without the normal difficulties.  This would mean that enchantments that were all but impossible today, could be accomplished by five or six women working together with a male Tzadi to weave and channel their efforts.  It seems there are some upper limits and some odd effects when trying to have groups work together when each group was joined by different male Tzadi but it certainly opened up a whole new opportunities. 
 
Sha was obsessed, all of this new information to process, and after only one night, and only from the books the White Spire had sought to hide.  The archives of the Red Spire had yet to even be accessed.  She refrained from waking everyone, she understood that they needed their sleep.  She and Harder however, had no such need, and dawn was breaking before she realized it. 
 
She poked her head in beyond the curtain of Echal and Catrin's corner.  "Wake up sleepy head, everything has changed.  I even think we have a lead on where my mom and your dad may be!"
 
Echal sat up his eyes refusing to open, "What?"
 
"Harder, he doesn't have to sleep either.  We've been working through some things...." 
 
"Rea, I know he's family now but don't you think we should at least make him prove himself before we believe he's solved a problem we couldn't our whole lives?"  He was rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.
 
"Don't you think I've double checked him?  Don't answer that your lack of sleep might make me turn you into a toad." she let out an exasperated sigh.  "Of course now that I've ready how to do the tests, I can see what he saw, you'd just learn how to turn yourself back."  She beamed a big grin at him.  "Yep oh wool headed brother of mine, the entire world changed while you were sleeping." and just like that she bounced on her way, singing softly to herself  as she went.
 
Catrin slowly opened one eye. "She's awfully excited."
 
"Yeah, she is.  Maybe she's got a reason to be."  He shrugged, and lay back down trailing his hand lazily down the small of her back and playfully swatting her bottom, "and maybe we can find out in an hour or so."  he says with a grin. 
 
"Oh, no you don't!  Don't start something we'll not be able to finish.  It's already too late, everyone is awake, and you know they won't let us have the time needed."  she whispered to him.  All the while giggling and escaping from the covers.  "Of course you could come wash my back?  That might buy us a few minutes of privacy."
 
Hard Decisions

So it was, with hair still drip drying, Echal and Catrin noticed the family all gathered around eating breakfast.  Harder was off on his own several paces away. Echal didn't want this to start off badly, "Harder, you may certainly join the rest of us."  He called out.
 
Harder just waved, "After breakfast.  Certain realities of my new existence make me an unpleasant table guest."
 
Echal hesitated and then realized it was just one more obstacle to overcome in time.  He nodded at Harder and tucked into his breakfast as Sha continued her excited report of last night's findings.  By the time the food was gone, Echal realized that everything had indeed changed.  Much of what they knew of the world was demonstrably false, as Pavel proved when after twenty minutes of effort actually managed to move his first object using only his magic.
 
After breakfast, Echal had had enough of the pieces and parts.  Calling for the rest to follow him, he made his way back to the Grand Council Chamber.    Once there, he pointed to the large stack of books, "show me".
 
So they did.  Before Ma'Li arrived with lunch, it was beyond dispute.  Now the only real question is what does it mean for them, and how does it alter their priorities?  They would need a full family meeting, food stores were limited and they obviously couldn't carry all of this away and finding it again was far from a foregone conclusion.  It was another day lost to debate and indecision. Echal knew it was his fault; they would follow if he would only lead.  He just didn't know where to lead at this point.  Everything in him said to run and find his Father.  He didn't lack for a father figure, Jayen would gladly support him and help him work through this but it wasn't Jayen's place.  This was bigger than Jayen, or even himself.  This was world altering, century spanning, corruption and deceit.  Most of all, he didn't want to be the one who had to set it right.  He was too close to too much of it.  His judgement was compromised. 
 
All of these thoughts were going through his mind as each member of his little family argued in favor of one course of action or the other.  Only Ma'Li, Jan, and Pavel seemed to have very little to say.  Echal sighed loudly, and everyone looked at him.  He was just envious of the three, their duties and obligations were serving and protecting the family in very defined concrete ways.  It didn't matter to them what decisions they made; they would work to care for those handling the larger responsibilities.  They would do it with love and dedication and without complaint.  They were still all looking at him and so he stood up.  "Harder, I've all but made my decision.  I want to hear from you one last time before I make the call."
 
Harder shifted in his seat, the big orc body making the ancient chair creak dangerously. "My recent oaths are compelling me to search for your father.  My personal demons are demanding that I storm the White Spire.  Reason says you will make a wiser decision than I."
 
Catrin just reached up and took his hand.  He spared a moment to smile and her and enjoy the simple warmth of her support.  "So, here is the plan.  We pack up what we can carry from here.  We do not disturb the wards on the passageways.  They've served to protect this place for fifteen centuries; they will just have to suffice for another few years."  Savon's face fell, but he didn't argue with the decision.   "We will try to find out what happened to my father and Sha's mother all those years ago.  The kingdom has been in turmoil for decades, and the world since the fall, our family has not been whole for too long.  We fix up our own house.  We gather our strength.  Then we put to rights the NoVasian throne, as it is hard to work when you are being hunted.  Lastly, the White Spire has robbed generations of the truth, but those who run it now had no active part in the act.  We will expose them and release the truth back into the world.  Let their reaction to the revelation of the truth, determine their guilt."  He stopped speaking for a moment.  He looked around the table and saw most heads nodding and most faces setting in to determined purpose.  Savon alone seemed to look regretful.  "Savon, if you have something to say, say it now."
 
He cleared his throat. "I've spent more than half of my life in service to your father.  I feel like a father to you myself.  You are making a mistake to abandon this.  Someone will find it, and the knowledge stored here..."  his voice faded as words to describe it failed him.
 
"I see."  Echal thought maybe he did see.  "Mah'El come forward."
 
Ma'Li stepped forward, "Yes, honorable son?"
 
Echal shook his head. "No Ma'Li.  I need Mah'El to answer me directly, he needs to surface for this or I will have my Tzadi pull him out to answer.  I will not be dissuaded in this."  He felt Catrin's grip tighten on him. 
 
Ma'Li's body moved, but it was Mah'El's deeper more serious voice.  "Echal Mirron you summon me?"
 
"You had to have known this history.  You lived through it the same as Harder.  Why have you withheld it from us?"
 
"Ah.  I see, I didn't explain to you what I did not know except as rumor, and now my hosts lover has challenged your decision and I become suspect?"  The sarcasm was almost hidden, but only almost.
 
"The thought has crossed my mind.  You still didn't answer my question so answer me direct to relieve my concerns."  With Echal the tone was not sarcasm; it was thinly veiled threat.  Mah'El understood it too for his tone had changed when he replied.
 
"While it is true that I experienced the same time as Harder Mclaughlinkor, I did not experience it in the same way.  My host at the time was a surgeon in a fishing village.  I spent all of my time trying to repair the damage done by all Tzadi.  I was not privy to their inner councils, nor was I in a position to guess.  Moreover, I do not think you need to assign any special outside influence to Mr. Franxman.  It was he who spent a whole winter studying the ancient texts, and it was he who led you here.  Do you think he wants to see it abandoned so casually?"
 
Echal nodded and let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.  "Thank you Mah'El.  You have set my mind at ease.  I apologize for the necessity of the question, but before I can answer Savon, we all need to be sure we are truly all on the same page."  He turned to Savon who is looking hurt, "Savon, I too look upon you as a father figure, and fully understand that without your efforts I wouldn't be here and the solution to our woes wouldn't be at hand.  Still, I want you to trust me; we are not making a mistake.  We are withdrawing strategically because we do not have the food and supplies and manpower to claim and hold our find.  We will leave subtle markers.  Clues we can use to find it again.  So that when we return, and return we damn well will, it will be with enough force and supplies that it can't just be taken from us, or we can't just be starved out."
 
Savon's head bowed and Echal could see the tension release.  "You are correct of course.  Rule one, it is only yours, if you can defend it."
 
"So it is decided, we leave in three days.  Enjoy hot food and hotter showers while you can, and get what rest you can between scavenging and packing.  We begin the hard march home after."
 
Travel Plans

Echal and Savon were scanning the hastily drawn map that they had made on their journey here.  Discussing if it were better to try to use their old camps or choose new locations to be less predictable.  Harder had been watching them for several minutes before he spoke up.  "If I may?"
 
Echal and Savon waved him to the map almost as one gesture.  He looked at the map and made a gesture and said a word under his breath.  Overlaying the drawn map, an illusion of the land fell out upon the table.  "Is this still mostly accurate?"
 
Echal coughed and Savon whistled.  "Nice trick.  The land features are the same but none of the villages exist.  This is all over run by goblin kin now."  Echal answered him. 
 
Harder grunted, "This is not difficult.  When we have time I will gladly teach you  Until then, I think you may find this of greater interest."  He moved his hand to a spot west of the Spire about forty miles.   "This is one of the Old Ways of the Fae."  Seeing their incomprehension he explained,  "I see you're not familiar.  They weren't popular to use even in my day as there are dangers.  Still with some prudence and discipline, they can take you from here to say the White Spire, in less than a day.  To a location much nearer the gate I suspect your father of taking, in a little over an hour."
 
"Such a thing exists?"  Savon sounded incredulous.
 
"What would persuade someone to give up such a valuable resource?"  Echal said disbelieving.
 
Harder shook his head. "As with any deals with the fae one must be very careful.  The Compact only protects those on the path who stay on the path.  Any deviation for any reason and the pact for you is forever broken. This means you enter the realm of the Fae and they claim you for trespass. The winter fae will eat you before they kill you.  The summer fae will glamor you and enslave you until you die.  Neither is anything you want, and they will use illusions and spells to draw off the unwary traveler."
 
Echal nodded. "I see.  Still if we can travel such distances and not run our food out..."
 
Savon nodded, "I agree, we can be disciplined for a short period." 
 
Echal wiped his hand over his face. "We can act before they realize what we're doing."
 
Again, Harder nodded.  "This is my hope."
 




To The Rescue

An Extra Day, Just To Be Safe

At the end of the three days, they had packed everything they could carry and lamented not having more horses.  Still that would have meant more food to be carried and at some point it gets to greatly diminishing returns.  Sha and Harder both set metal pillars deep into the ground, each one half mile from and so that they were at right angles to each other.  Where they cross was the portcullis.   Settling their non combatants in the same camp they used the last night before finding the Spire, the rest go hunting.  Anything that could have been watching what they had been doing for the last week fell to axe, sword, spear and arrow. 
 
They camped there that night; it was an uncommonly quiet evening.  By the next morning they headed out.  Early morning travel was easy.  They pressed on further than normal because they had twice the number of Tzadi to help with camp set up.  When earthen ramparts can be raised in a matter of moments, a secure camp is no longer a chore.  So it was mostly peaceful their whole journey despite the rough neighborhood.  Then late in the afternoon on their second evening as they are within a stone's throw of the Old Way, a swarm of Unseely Court pixies flew into the air.  They formed up to make a strafing run, and a casually thrown exploding fireball devastated their numbers and scattering the rest to the far winds.
 
As the roar from the explosion settles down, Echal can hear Harder's serious voice, "Sorry about that but those things can be dangerous in those kinds of numbers.  I'm afraid it means we need to press on through the night.  Once on the Old Way, we will be protected from retribution by the Compact.  Once out the other end it will be rough going but if we make it until dawn without having to blow up any more of them, they will have forgotten the whole thing.  Long - term planning, or grudges are not really the Pixie way."
 
Damn it, this is going to make for a long night.  "No help for it I suppose."  Echal called back.  "Well, you heard he man, while he's working on enough light stones for the pack train, the rest of us should dismount and secure these for entering the old way.  Unlike before, time's ticking."
 
Opening the ways took a special spell from the Tzadi but according to both it was not a particularly difficult spell; it just required a wide grounding in magic.  They entered the shimmering rip in the air, and they could tell immediately that they were in an alien place.   It was natural and untamed and wild in ways that even the most unkempt places on earth could not match.  In this area, it was a dark and sickly forest.  Harder spoke up reassuringly, "It looks scary but nothing out there no matter how big and bad it may think itself to be, will harm you as long as you never stray from the path.  No one makes the Royalty of the Fae break their words.  In turn, if you stray from the path, stumble off of it, or in any way breach that Compact.  Nothing can save you from the Doom that awaits.  So stay alert and keep moving, we only have a short distance before we come out on the other side."   With that he took his horses reins and led the way, walking the horses at a swift but maintainable clip.  Well maintainable for all but Sha who ended up being boosted to horseback so her little legs could keep up.
 
New Hope

The pixies buzzed around them and the air was thick with them.  They would line up for an attack but pull off at the last moment.  Twice Echal was tempted to swat one out of the air for its sheer arrogance and then realized that was the plan.  One swat from him, and the Compact was violated.  He would have to fight his way out of fae lands and always but e looking over his shoulder.  The pixies might not remember, but the more advanced fae had very long memories for slights.
 
Thirty minutes or so of travel saw the landscape change.  It became more orderly and then bloomed with a multitude of luminescent flowers.  This was a manicured garden that kings would grant their gardeners titles if they could produce these results.  The angry pixies were met in the air by beautiful pixies who engaged in a brief aerial combat drove off their angry counter parts.  Echal raised his voice to be heard over the clop of the horse's hooves.  "Don't let this fool you.  It looks pretty; it is just as deadly, only in a different way.  The first was a poison that has you dying choking in your own blood, this is simply an opium overdose and you drift off peacefully never to return.  Do not let that fool you, dead is dead."  and with a signal to his horse he picked up the pace.  Harder still in the lead got the message and adjusted the pace as well.
 
They came out of the same sort of rip in the air that Harder's spell created and found themselves in the cool air of mountains, not too far from the Dwarven lands.  Jayen and Pavel looked toward the village they had called home for so long, but both knew there was no going back, and even if they could, would that life suit them anymore?
 
Harder broke them all out of their quiet thoughts, "Look they couldn't know for sure what path we were taking so they will be popping out of multiple spots looking for us.  Better we're far way from any of the old ways before the sun rises or they get lucky and pick this one."  Off they began to the long night still ahead of them.
 
A Son's Duty

They decided to camp in the early gray light of dawn after a near accident almost cost them one of the packhorses and of course the small fortune it was carrying.  So it was that Echal and Pavel were up in the early afternoon scouting the area, that Echal stumbled upon a rock cairn.  They explored the area and found a broken stone with the name of his mother carved in it.  This had to be her grave.  He felt numb and then felt guilty for feeling nothing.  He did not know the woman so how could he be expected to grieve, but he knew who she was, and the respect that she was due from him.  He gathered up the broken headstone and returned to camp so that Sha could help him repair it and honor her properly.
 
When they returned to camp with the news, Echal found that he wasn't alone in his desire to do what could be done.  Jan told him stories of his mother's kindness to her when they would be waiting news from the latest battle.  They broke camp earlier than planned, and while each was still tired from the long night, they joined him in tending the grave and saying goodbye.  Even Harder who never knew the woman moved a great mound of earth up to cover the bare rock cairn and with another spell caused it to bloom with wild flowers.  Echal didn't know if it was the oaths prompting him or just the man's basic decency but he did know the form of service was all the man, the oaths just demand you do the right thing, it is the man who must determine what that is.
 
They made the short journey to the cave's entrance that served as a gate when properly opened and made camp.  While still anxious to see this through logic dictated that they would serve no one and may even perish themselves if they plunged into the unknown too exhausted to properly care for themselves.
 
So it was by the early dawn light of the following morning that preparations were made.  Savon, Harder, and Ma'Li would stay on this side of the gate and open it again in four days' time.  That would give the rest a chance to go over and scout the area for a sign of the General and his party, and if the trouble was reopening the gate from the other side wouldn't leave them stranded.
 
Each departing member took the reins of their horse and walked through the shining portal into the unknown.
 




Strange New World

This Is Different

Sha came through the portal and found herself standing chin deep in a pool of light.  Pavel was ahead of her, walking his mount up the mound on the edge of the pool.  Silently cursing her size she made her way after him; she didn't want to be the one who caused the party to get piled up.  Echal appeared behind her as she moved on to catch up with Pavel.
 
After the cool high on the mountain, the air here was stifling late summer haze.  The humidity seemed to soak through their clothes and breathing was difficult.  Sha was riding along the rim of the odd mound shaped gate looking at the lightly forested surroundings.  There was what appeared to her to be another mound only a stone's throw away but from this vantage point she wasn't really sure what the complex was. 
 
Catrin had just appeared bringing up the rear behind Jan and was making her way up the slope when the gate winked out behind her, leaving just a smooth grassy bowl in its wake.  The whole mound looked like someone just piled up a huge mound of earth in the shape of a large oval. 
 
Pavel growled and started to pull off his cloak. "Damn but it is hot as a forge here."
 
Echal was grinning at his brother, but pulling off everything but the armor as well.  "Well over there is a small path cutting back into the trees.  It's bound to be cooler in the shade.  Careful getting the horses down though this slope is steep."  Then putting his own words to action he carefully began the decent.
 
Once they had all moved off a ways and were resting the horses in the shade, Sha spoke up, "There's more to this place than the gate we came out of but I can't get a good look at it from ground level."
 
Catrin, who had been spending this time stripping down as much as decency allowed, "Give me a moment to catch my breath in this heat, and I'll go up the tree for a better look."
 
Sha grinned. "Good idea!  I'll send up a rope to make it easier."  She casually tried to levitate the rope into the tree, but it went nowhere.  She blinked in surprise and really focused her will upon it and it began to rise into place. It seemed to require a lot more concentration than usual.  She decided to rest for a moment now that the rope was in place and maybe try something else in a few minutes.  Magic didn't seem to work the way it should here.
 
Echal, Pavel and Jayen had mounted back up and were doing a quick scout through the local area to be certain there weren't any unpleasant surprises waiting for them in the wood.  They were pleased to find themselves mostly alone.  The path led a little way to a fine stone bridge over a small river, but other than that and the mound there was no sign of any people.  Echal came riding back to the group with a triumphant grin and holding a fat wild turkey out for all to see.  Jan just smiled and took it from him to tie off on her saddle.  A little fresh turkey would go well with the handful of wild radishes she had found growing by camp last night.  A quick glance around and she even saw some wild garlic growing here.  This land seemed to be an abundant one, if you could get past the sweltering weather. 
 
Catrin had made her way up the tree with ease and was gawking in amazement at what she saw below.  It was a great serpent eating an egg.  The egg was the gate; she wished she could get higher because she could only see a portion of it from this height, but going higher was reckless, and in the end her better sense won out.
 
Everyone was milling about as she dropped the last ten feet out of the tree and began to roll up the rope.  "It's a great snake, it's got to be longer than a quarter mile.  Someone went to an incredible amount of work to build this."
 
Sha was the one who spoke up. "I think we should see if we can find out anything about our parents and go.  The magic in this place, it is difficult to work with."  She tried to command her tiny snake golem on her arm but it simply remained inert.  "Yeah, I'm not liking this at all.  We only have four days, and I don't think we want to risk me having to open our gate home."
 
Once all mounted back up, they traveled along the snake admiring the work that had to have gone into it.  They pressed on down the little path as it back tracked down the small cliff face and over the nice stone bridge.  Then just off in the distance, probably not much more than a mile there was another of the rolling hills but on top was a stone keep.  Not a large affair barely more than a tower and a bailey but flying high from its tower was the banner of His Grace, The General Duke Evan of Mirron himself.  
 


 


 


 
Reunions and Shocking News

Not wanting to abuse the horses in this weather was warring with the anticipation of having so many questions answered.  Having so many unspoken fears realized or banished into the ether from which they came.  So it was that the small party found itself panting and sweating before closed gates with two men gibbering at them in a strange tongue.  These men carried short staves that they clung to as if they were great weapons.  One man was dark as night, and the other had a reddish brown skin tone but his head was shaved clean except for one long strip down the middle.  It made him look quite fearsome but the two men appeared more scared of them than the other way around.
 
Pavel was growling low, his head and face red from the sun, and the great scar from the old cave bear wound was livid and almost appeared to be throbbing.  Echal too was not enjoying being stopped this close to his goal and left standing outside of the gate in the heat.  It was Jayen and Jan who calmly rode froward and called up to the men on the bailey wall.
 
It was obvious the men couldn't understand them anymore than they could understand these men but at the mention of the General's name both men looked at each other and then at Jayen and nodded.  Long minutes passed.  OK, not more than five Echal had to admit to himself later, but his tension was so great that even one would have seemed an eternity. 
 
Then the door opened, and a figure dressed in a black woolen coat despite the sweltering heat appeared and upon recognizing Jayen happily embraced him.  Echal observed his father as he road up.  A vigorous and healthy man of sixty, you could see the years of training that had helped to preserve him, and the rigors of that life that also left him with pains as he moved.  Still it appeared that his Tzadi was doing her job he was as healthy and fit as any man his age could ask for.  Echal was glad he was still alive.  He had spent many long years wondering about the man.
 
Leaving Jayen behind Evan Mirron approached his eldest son.  "Echal."  His voice cracked with emotion.  He embraced Echal in a bear hug that washed away fear and insecurities that Echal didn't even realize he had.  Evan pulled back, holding him at arm’s length.  The kept looking him up and down, almost as the father of a newborn counting fingers and toes.  "I had almost lost faith that I would see you again on this side of the great veil."  Another great bear hug and as Evan pulled back, he found his voice and his manners. "Please come in, there is much to discuss."  He turned to the two guards and Echal could tell he was being introduced because each of them looked to the other broke out in big smiles and instantly their attitude toward he and his party changed from one of suspicion to one of celebration for seeing long-lost friends. 
 
He noticed Sha as she dismounted and came forward. "Ah, Little Shadrea of the Mists.   Your Lady Mother will be most pleased you are here."  He smiled at her almost as fondly as he had Echal.  "We have a couple of people you and Echal really do need to meet.  Please let us get in out of this heat."
 
Blended Families

Evan Mirron was far from the imposing figure NoVasian history made him seem.  Pavel was amazed that he was just a man excited to have his family back.  Meeting the now infamous Tzadi and his mother-in-law, on the other hand had his mouth dry and everything else sweating profusely despite the cooler air inside the stone tower. 
 
"Please Everyone, out of that sweltering armor and just leave your things there, we'll get to them once it cools off a bit.  Mo and Jumping Fish have the horses, you've come such a long way, please make yourselves comfortable.  You're finally home."  He still wasn't quite in control of his emotions Jan could see, she could only imagine what he must be experiencing.  She knew the General from before, but only in passing.  This man lacked the fire and determination of a man on the brink of survival; he had mellowed into a comfortable old age.  This is much what he would have been, she thought, had he never gotten caught up in NoVasian politics.  She wondered if she would be much the same, if she could have avoided it as well.  She managed not to sigh at these thoughts; they were counterproductive.  Just because you have no interest in politics doesn't mean it won't take an interest in you. 
 
Echal grunted as he bent at the waist and let the heavy chain shirt pool at his feet.  As he stood back up, the blood rushed to his already spinning head.  The slightly dizzy feeling just kind of seemed natural, considering everything else today.  Next came the sweat-soaked gambeson, and the immediate relief from the heat of removing it.  The sweat-soaked shirt stuck to him but as it slowly dried in this cooler air, Echal could feel his own temperature leveling off and assuming a much healthier level.   As he followed his father deeper into the keep and down in to the comfortable chambers carved out of the rock below it, he actually shivered for a moment because the cool subterranean air.  So he was finally starting to feel human again when they entered a large room with a long table at one end and floor to ceiling bookshelves and overstuffed chairs at the other.   Among the bookshelves was a human woman in her fifties, beautiful but frail looking. 
 
"Is it really them?"  she asked Evan with her voice trembling.
 
"It really is."  He said his voice also cracking again. 
 
As soon as she saw Sha enter the room, the glamor dropped and in the place of the elderly woman was a stunning young Elven woman of about three hundred with tears running down her cheeks as she dove to her knees to embrace Sha.  "It's really you.  It had been so long, my little Rea, here at last. I'm so sorry I've missed so much."  Sha for her part was a little overwhelmed by it all.  She just hugged her mother tightly and tried not to get swept away in the whirlwind of emotion.
 
Echal noticed the two half Elven children who had been standing quietly behind the woman, but had overlooked by most of the others in the excitement.  One a boy looked to be maybe fourteen or fifteen, and a girl not much larger than Sha, so maybe twelve.  He stopped in his calculation and remembered half elf and jumped their ages by four years.  Before he could come to the obvious conclusion on his own, Evan grasped his shoulder.  "You can meet your stepmother in a moment, she deserves this time with Rea all on her own, just as I got with you upstairs.  Still come I want you to meet your younger brother and sister."
 
'Step mother, brother, sister,'  Echal's head was spinning again.  I mean that cairn on the hill may be only two days fresh in his memory but it was nearly twenty years in his father.  These things happen, but it was all happening damn fast for Echal.  So it was he was kind of numb as Evan introduced his sons to each other for the first time.
 




New Realities

Catching Up

Everyone settled in.  Jayen, Echal and Evan in one corner discussing the political situation back home.  Sha, Pavel and Sha's mother Feylynn were off in the other discussing Tzadi matters and the exciting information about male Tzadi  Jan, and Catrin sat with the two younger children answering all of their questions about the home they had never known.
 
Duke Evan listened intently as they described the situation. "It doesn't sound like much has changed though.  Oliver is still King and he can never rest easy on the throne so long as you and I have a better blood claim to the title."
 
Echal grinned slyly.  "Well, I have a little family surprise of my own.  I think it may change everything."
 
Explaining the Harder situation strained Evan's credulity, and upon hearing him react drew Feylynn's attention.  "Fey the boy has adopted a Litch!  What makes you think you can trust him, son?"
 
Before Echal could answer Feylynn broke in "Did you say Harder Mclaughlinkor, as in the Butcher of Ellenvale?  Do you know what he did?"
 
Echal's face hardened, and he turned on his new stepmother.  "Yes, and I know why.  He was more restrained than I would have been in his place."  She recoiled from the intensity of his reply and Jayen winced remembering a small town that had paid a price for abuse of his family.  "As to how can I trust him?  Our goals mostly align at the moment,"  he shrugged.   "The Oaths were sworn into place by Sha, and I'll always trust her to get it right.  She's saved our lives too many times for me to start doubting her now."  He shook his head. "Things are different now.  You both left us," he held up his hand to ward off protests, "for good reasons to be sure, and in the best of hands."   He smiled taking a moment to acknowledge both Jan and Jayen.  "Still, we were on our own.  We made what allegiances seemed best at the time and I will not apologize for it.  Sha, you get to explain Ma'Li, because I'm going to need a moment."  With that he took a deep breath and paced the far end of the room for a moment while Sha broke the news of the rest of their unorthodox allies. 
 
The debates raged and stories were told until a young black woman in her late teens knocked politely on the door.  She said something to Feylynn who answered her with a smile and then announced that dinner would be ready in about an hour if we would care to get washed up first. 
 
When she said to get washed up,, Echal had envisioned at most a soaking tub like they had back in their mountain home, or maybe even a hot water spout like they had in the Red Spire.  This was both grander than either and more primitive.  There was simply a large underground lake with light stones glowing in from the bottom.  The water was cold, shockingly cold compared to the heat outside.  More than a few moments in the water would sap the heat from your bones.  Still it was surprisingly invigorating.  It was as if the cold spring fed little pond had an energy all of its own, though both Sha and Feylynn swearing that there was nothing magical about it.
 
Dinner

Sara, the young black woman who made the announcement about dinner, had the table set in a large dining room.  Turns out she is Mo's daughter and that Evan had hid Mo and his wife from the slave hunters.  Her mother had been their cook and Mo had worked the stables and the vineyards ever since.  Jumping Fish also had a similar story.  He was on a raiding party stealing horses of the new settlers.  He had been shot several times by the time he fell off his horse at Evan's feet.  Only Feylynn's magic saved him.  It seems that this world had no Tzadi.  Or what few they had were of little ability. 
 
Evan told them that they were on the frontier of civilization here, a place called the NorthWest Territories in the Ohio River Valley.  When they first arrived, there were only a very few white settlers scattered wide among the semi nomadic native tribes.  It wasn't until the last ten years or so that actual towns had began popping up along the river.  The lack of Tzadi had caused these people to invent some rather ingenious machines to compensate.  It was decided that they would all make a trek into the local town in the morning.  It was a four-hour ride there they would take rooms at the local inn and then travel back the following day so that they would have plenty of time to pack for their trip back home. 
 
Evan smiled as he watched his family whole again, gathered around his table.  Wild turkey and ham served with fresh butter and cornbread with a wine of his own inventing.  He missed the Dutchy and his estates, but this was home.  Maybe this was enough if the alternative was litches and Hedge Witches, he thought, but he also gauged the man his son had grown into.  Jayen had done the job well, and he trusted the young man's judgement.  If he thought this the best solution, Evan would make it happen.  Oh sure, he would have a back-up plan, he always did, but it was time to show his faith and support for the son who crossed worlds to find him and bring him home.
 
Echal noticed that Sara and Catrin had seemed to get along well together.   He wasn't sure if it was just that Catrin and Feylynn were trying to avoid each other at this stage or if Sara and Catrin were up to something.  He decided it wasn't important at the moment and concentrated on finding out more about this new world.  He found Jumping Fish fascinating, though they had to always have an interpreter it seems his people lived much as the Goblin Kin do but that they are just as human and he and his father.  When he tried to get an idea of what his people were about, he just seemed to confuse Jumping Fish.  To Jumping Fish the whole of existence was in the 'eternal now'.  If he had a full belly and a dry place to sleep for tonight, then life was good.  Tomorrow?  Tomorrow was just a dream of today. 
 
The food was down to scraps and most of the plates were empty.  Jayen was dozing in his chair and Catrin was helping Sara clear the table.  Pavel scratched at his massive beard.  "Should we do a quick sweep of the perimeter before the sun sets?"
 
Evan grinned. "No the only people in the woods tonight is Jumping Fish's and maybe a few escaped slaves.  We won't have to go out after those; they will find their way to us."
 
Jayen snored loud enough to wake himself at this point.  He smiled sheepishly, "Dinner was too good I'm afraid.  It's been a long few weeks." 
 
Evan nodded. "Of course.  Let's get you all settled into rooms and let everyone get some rest.  Just don't turn in yet. I've got something you'll really want to see right after the sun sets."
 
Discovering the New World

It was still miserably hot and humid as they came out on the top of the tower just before sunset.  Evan laughed as they all complained about it.  "Yes, it will be this way for another several weeks, but then it cools off and can even get quite cold in the depth of winter.  That isn't what I called you up here to see though.  While we still have the light, Mo and Jumping Fish are going to put on a little show with their Kentucky Long Rifles."  The name was still said in the tongue of this world and was difficult for Echal to pronounce but he didn't have to say it just watch it so he just nodded to his father who said something to the two men with him.  They grinned at each other and picked up the long staves that they had carried at the gate. 
 
Mo pointed off to a metal plate hanging from a tree branch a long bowshot away.  Echal doubted he could hit it but a better archer could he was certain.  Jumping Fish took aim first, the staff pointed toward the object then there was a loud boom that caused everyone who wasn't expecting it to jump. A large plume of smoke rose up from the end of the stave and when Echal looked he saw the metal plate swinging wildly on the tree branch.  Jumping Fish nodded to Mo with a big smile on his face and Mo stepped up to take his aim. 
 
Instead of watching the man, Echal forced himself to watch the target as it slowly stopped swinging.  A moment later, Boom!  This time, though he was expecting it and remained observant of the target which jumped and spun wildly again.  Evan spoke up once the smoke had cleared somewhat. "You see this is the new weapon of this world.  A bowman must train a lifetime to consistently hit that target; these men have only been shooting for a couple of years.  Who wants to try it?"  He grinned as Pavel stepped forward.
 
"This I must do."  Pavel looked at the staff that was handed to him.  It was heavier than he expected and the iron working was delicate.  He had trouble getting his finger into the trigger guard which was a source of some amusement for Mo.  Still once he was in place and they had carefully coached him the best they could they stood back and Boom!  This time however the target didn't move.  Pavel grunted and rubbed at his shoulder he had not really been expecting the kick back. 
 
Evan smiled and clapped him friendly on the arm. "It's a long way and a small target.  A good first shot.  Now, Galan,  care to give it a try?"  Echal's little brother grinned big and stepped forward, he struggled a bit with the weight of the rifle that Jumping Fish handed him.  Still to his credit he seemed to have found a way to manage.  He moved to the low wall around the tower roof and knelt on one knee, he rested the staff upon the wall and took his time sighting down the barrel.  Boom!  Everyone looked, the target wasn't swinging it was gone.  Evan laughed, "Not bad my boy.  A bit high but you were at least on target.  It looks like you cut the rope."
 
Galan shrugged, "Would have taken the deer, anyway."
 
Evan nodded. "Probably would have.  Still maybe it is time for you to show them how to load it."
 
Galan went through the steps one by one and each of them watched intently in the fading light.  Echal felt a cooling breeze begin to blow in and was relieved as the temperature continued to drop.  Loading and shooting this seemed slower than a bow, but as his father explained, if you had a lot of men with them, you could fire them in ranks.  He described the combat tactics of this world and with a hale of these 'bullets' as they called them that would punch though heavy plate, it sounded like a devastating technique.  The smith work on this would be intricate but with a Tzadi to assist they could be made quickly and in large numbers.  "I don't know that we want this back home."  Echal said hesitantly, "If ever they fell into the hands of Goblin Kin, with their numbers..."  He trailed off.
 
Evan's pride shown in his face even in the gathering dark.  "My son, you make me proud.  Yes, any weapon that you use, you have to assume will eventually fall into the hands of the enemy.  Still it is valuable to have this knowledge, if one is desperate enough to use it."
 
Echal felt strangely pleased that his father was proud of him.  He would have awkward had Jayen praised him, but his father the great general, the man he met only hours earlier, why should his opinion affect him so?  Still there was no denying that it did and the grin on his face made it more obvious to those around him than he wanted.  He changed the subject. "So the sun has set, what were you wanting to show us?"
 
Evan just nodded his head. "They will be more visible in another twenty minutes, but look up. Tell me what you see?"
 
Sha was the first to say it. "The stars are different?   How can that be?"
 
Feylynn's melodious voice sang out from across the roof. "I have asked myself that every night for many years, and still I don't know.  Oh, men of this world have many ideas, but they are more fantastic than the tears in the curtain of night that our Tzadi banished a century ago.  There is so much here of value and interest, as you'll see tomorrow.  I will be glad to be going home, but I will certainly miss this place as well.  There is much to learn here."
 
Jayan yawned and Jan nudged him.  Evan chuckled. "Jayan my old friend is right.  It has been a long day and tomorrow will begin early.  Let's get back into the cooler air below and get what sleep we may.  I would like to be moving at dawn."
 
Alone Time

Before turning in Catrin and Echal slipped down to the bathing pool.  After a cooling plunge, they lay on the side of the water just sharing a quiet moment.  "You know your brother has it bad for Sara right?"  she asked him.
 
"Huh?"  Echal asked wondering what that had to do with anything.
 
"He's got a crush on her like nothing I've seen since we dropped you off with the Brotherhood."  she smiled and kissed him to take the sting out of memory.
 
Echal grunted and started to nibble at her ear.  The last thing Echal was worried about tonight with a fresh clean Catrin and a private room was his new brother's love life.  Catrin giggled and pulled back.  "Plenty of time for that.  I think Sara should come with us."
 
Echal groaned inwardly, she was going to have this conversation so he would have to pretend that it mattered.  "Ok. So tell him to ask her."
 
"Oh, she won't go for him, at least not yet.  She sees him as the boy he looks like.  Comparing your brother and sister to Sha, they both are so immature. I mean I get it, Feylynn treats them like Elven children so she doesn't expect them to mature any time soon.  Galan is a little better because as your father's heir apparent here Evan demanded more of him than Feylynn would have but even so he is still closer to the fifteen-year-old boy he appears than the seventeen years he has lived should have given him.  It's like the opposite of you and Sha.  From what I can tell Esta is closer to ten mentally than the twelve she appears or the fifteen she actually is." 
 
Echal didn't know how to answer her, but he would need an answer if he wanted to move this conversation along to the parts he was interested in.  "Um. Tell her we do grow up?"
 
Catrin laughed. "So you want me to lie to her?"
 
Echal chuckled, he had walked into that one.  Still, he went for the tickle, maybe this would get him out of planning other people's lives.   He has enough to do keeping his own on track.   No such luck.
 
"I'm serious.  How do I help her?   Here she would be made a slave if they could catch her and prove she escaped.  Back home she could pass for an exotic foreign princess."
 
Echal sighed, "Ok, so tell her that.  Either way, it's wet and I am starting to get cold laying here on this smooth rock.  We've got a warm bed and a private room for the first time in a long time, and I don't plan to waste it."  He got up and offered her a hand. 
 
She took it and gave him a long and lingering kiss.  "OK enough for tonight, but help me think of something.  It's important for her, even if she doesn't know it."
 
"OK, I'll see what I can come up with. I promise.   Let's go."  he said, taking her hand and making their way back to the comfortable bedroom carved from the cool stone.
 


 


 
Town

Echal didn't want to wake up when the knock came at the door. They had been running from one crisis to another for so long now he hadn't gotten to sleep this comfortable since they left their own cave in the mountain.  He knew down deep that he would probably end up stuck at the Red Spire for the foreseeable future once they put things to right with the Kingdom's succession struggles but one day he really did want to go back there.  It was comfortable and had everything he would need. 
 
The second knock forced him to his feet.  For once Catrin wasn't already up, she too looked as if a day off was well overdue.  He made it upstairs to the small kitchen area.  Sara and her mother Anne were laying out a large breakfast of biscuits and ham and boiled eggs.  All things that could travel well.  Esta was standing at the edge of the table. "She says take twice what you think you'll eat, because left overs are lunch on the trail." 
 
Echal looked at Catrin. "Did someone tell Pavel that so he could bring up a pack horse?"
 
Esta giggled. "You're so mean to him."
 
Echal grinned at her, "He's my brother, and I tease him just like I'm sure you do Galan.  Come to think of it, since you're my sister maybe I should tease you too?"  he said with a wink. 
 
Esta shook her head, "Tease Galan about Sara, it's more fun."
 
Echal almost choked and hurriedly made his way through the line. He looked back to see Sara shaking her head at Esta who must have been relaying the translation.
 
It surprised Echal when his father said no to the armor.  Evan just shrugged, "It would only stop the natives arrows not the settlers bullets, and with Jumping Fish as our scout neither group should be a problem for us.  Do take your blade; just beware there are smaller weapons called pistols.  Less common, but just as deadly.  Let's try to avoid a fight if we can."
 
Echal grunted, "Let Sha have a crack at them first then."  Evan looked at him oddly, but when he didn't see any humor in his son's face, wondered just what his new step daughter was really capable of. 
 
The sun was just peaking over the top of the rise when they got underway and was just past overhead as they arrived in the small town.  Little more than a village it was wealthier and more prosperous looking than many good-sized towns back home.  He couldn't help but marvel at this.  The roads were just muddy tracks not the good cobble stone of larger towns but the houses could have been in any city.  Many of the houses in Archive weren't this well built, at least not the ones less than a hundred years old.  He didn't want to gawk like a tourist but he couldn't help it some.  For a town less than twenty years old, it was thriving with industry. 
 
His father took him on a small tour; it wasn't a big town, but the 'dry goods' store was as well stocked as any he had seen.  The banker had a long conversation with his father, mostly just to introduce him for any future need.  Jayen pealed off from the party as they passed the smithy and Echal lost track of him.  They visited the flour mill.  Water wheel mills were nothing new to Echal the bigger cities usually had several small ones, the one in this town was big enough to supply half of a city and they were weighing whole wagons filled with grain at a time.  It was the largest set of balances Echal had ever seen.  The sheer ingenuity that went into it would have stolen hours of his day had his father not moved him along.  They stopped in at the local inn for rooms and Evan bought him a drink in a tiny little glass.  The drink burned like fire and two of them had him feeling the beginnings of a buzz.  "We have this back home as well, but only the Tzadi make it so only the Tzadi use it.  They don't drink it like this they soak their herbs in it to concentrate them for medicines.  These people make this by the barrel!  I have sketches of the special pots they use.  Figured it we ever made it home, it would be a luxury to make the Dutchy famous."
 
Echal didn't know about all of that but steeping herbs in it sounded like Sha needed to know about it.  He looked for Sha but it seemed that she, Catrin, Sara, and Feylynn had all had a shopping agenda of their own.  When he asked Evan about it, Evan just shrugged. "Part of being happily married son is not needing to know the answer to some of those questions. They took Jumping FIsh for a guard; it will be safe enough."
 
Echal decided it wasn't worth worrying about if his father seemed to be comfortable with it.  The last place on his father's tour was a neat little shop with signs in the windows.  These signs were painted with amazing neatness, Echal had never seen the like. Each letter was almost an exact copy of any other letter of its type.  They went in with him still wanting to spend more time examining the examples in the window but his father seemed in a hurry for some reason.  His father spoke to the man at the counter for a few moments expressing pleasantries Echal assumed.  Echal heard his name and realized he was being introduced. The man held his hand out.  Echal looked at it for a moment uncomprehending until his father explained.  So he shook the man's ink-stained hands. 
 
"I'm having to actually pay him to let us examine his machine close up.  I've explained that you're considering investing in such a business as one of your holdings but want to truly understand its workings before you put up the money.  I'll translate, but ask any questions you need to know, as I knew little enough about it to even ask the right questions the first time I saw it.  With your years in the smithy, you should be more familiar with it than I.  Oh and try not to look surprised even though this may be the most amazing thing you see in this town."  With that, they all went into the back room. 
 
The man went up to an odd-looking wine or oil press and he put a piece of paper down. He pulled the leaver pressing it down then released and pulled the paper out.  It was the page of a book and not just any book. The whole page was done with the same perfectly neat letters as the signs outside were made with.  He watched the man hang up the page on a line to dry and then move the bottom of the press out rub pads with what was obviously ink on them and then put in a new sheet of paper, and just like magic though again he had been assured no Tzadi in this world, and out came another perfectly written page.  A scribe would have taken half a day to write that much, and no scribe had that clear of a hand.  Even a Tzadi with the copy spell would have only been able to do a dozen pages before needing a rest. This man and his machine could make a dozen copies with almost no effort. 
 
Echal was amazed.  He examined the press very carefully committing to memory tiny details of its construction.  Though his father's efforts as interpreter he learned about 'movable type' and 'type setting' and amazing things called  'wood cuts'.  His father was right with this the Dutchy could rival Archive for the availability of books in just a few years' time. He thought of the Red Spire, and of the books hidden there by the White Spire that were even now resting in saddle bags back in a cave with Savon and Harder.  This was beyond magic, this..  he tried to think of what to compare it to, this could change the world.
 
Leaving Town

They spent that evening in the sweltering heat of the inn.  Echal barely slept.  He spent the evening sketching out the press design and as much of the process as he could.  He even sketched as much of the layout of the workroom, who knew what practical wisdom was found in that.  So it was that he was still fully dressed when he heard a quiet knock at the door. 
 
Jayen was standing in the doorway.  "I need your help.  I saw the most amazing thing at the smithy but don't know how to replicate it and if I talk it over with you..."
 
Echal just grinned at him, "Old times, eh?"
 
Jayen grinned back, "Too hot to sleep, anyway"
 
They went down the stairs to the common room.  It was frustratingly dark using only candle light.  A light stone would draw too much attention though.  So sitting over cold slices of roast mutton and pints of beer, Jayen proceeded to describe the new concept of a 'nut and bolt' to Echal.  He described to them what the "Tap and die" set looked like but the blacksmith wasn't willing to sell his and a new one ordered in could take months to arrive. 
 
Echal said that he would have to see them in the morning but that with a little effort they could probably make them.  Jayen looked skeptical. 
 
So it was that with only a couple of hours of sleep they found themselves preparing for the last tour around town before heading home.  Echal saw the tap and die set and despaired.  He didn't know how they would make a tool that was needed to make the thing that made the tools.  Still he told Jayen, buy one of every size bolt and nut.   Buy three or four of each, we may damage some while experimenting but when we get home, I'll help you figure out something.
 
Evan was waiting outside while they were at this little errand, but you could tell he was impatient.  He had one last thing just outside of town in the opposite direction to show his son and he was in a hurry to do so.  Echal wondered what could be so impressive after the printing press.  
 
This time there wasn't a need for payment, his father seemed to be on very good terms with the man who ran the mill.  It was a water mill, just like the flour mill, only they used the power to power a saw blade.  Machine that held four saw blades,  bobbed up and down working their way slowly but methodically through a log, turning one log into six boards.  No wonder the houses were so fine, that would have taken two men in a saw pit most of the day to accomplish back home.  While it wasn't as big as the printing press, it was well worth the short ride out here. 
 
Echal spent a good part of the ride back lost in thought about the wondrous new devices available here on this world, and if his father was right and this was just their frontier, imagine what wonders lay at the heart of their civilization.
 




Going Home

Family Meeting

Evan was holding a meeting with the whole clan.  "Soon we will be going back to our world.  There are no guarantees there but I like our chances, or I wouldn't be taking my family.  My son Echal, has grown into a fine man.  He has devised a way that we may resume our lives without massive bloodshed."  He took a moment to smile proudly at Echal. In truth he wasn't sure he would have been able to raise him any better, had he had those important formative years with him.  "I've also devised a plan should his not work out as well as we all hope.  If it comes to that there will be bloody fighting."  He paused to give each member a moment to think about it.  "Any who wish to come with us will be welcome.  Any who choose to remain behind will have our love and be welcome in this home.  I have spoken to the banker in town.  He assures me that any legal problems can be handled by the incorporation papers that I've signed.  My friends, you can live out your days here in peace, or you can join us for a more uncertain future."
 
Jumping Fish stood and made his remarks, everyone who didn't understand English got the translation from Feylynn.  He would return to his people but his heart would be with us where ever we go, he hoped to see each of us again, in this life or the next.  Mo, speaking for his family, said that this was their home.  While they owed more to Evan and his family than they could ever repay, finding a home was a rare enough thing to not be lightly abandoned. 
 
Jayen looked over to Jan for a moment only before he spoke as well.  "I've been tempted many times in this wondrous place to ask to stay, at least for a time."  he shook his head slowly and gathered his thoughts, "Mo spoke truth though.  I've been away from home for too long.  I want to go home."
 
Echal let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.  He knew that he would never again live under Jayen's roof as a son, but to lose him, his wise council, his understanding manner, would have been a greater blow than he was ready for.  As for the rest of them, no one else would be staying behind. 
 
As the meeting broke up, Echal approached Mo.  He had spoken to Feylynn earlier, and she was more than happy to power the spell; it wasn't enough for a long conversation but it should be enough for what he needed.  So in English he began, "Mo, may I speak to you for a moment?" 
 
The older man's eyes went wide?  "You learn languages fast!"
 
Echal smiled, "Not really, this is a gift from Feylynn's abilities and won't last long so I'd like to state my case to you, if you don't mind."
 
Mo shook his head. "Miracles.  For what your family has done for mine, you can speak to me any way you want."
 
Echal put a friendly hand on his shoulder. "It's about Sarah.  I understand that in this world the color of your skin limits you.  I don't claim to understand this or why it is so, but in my home, Sarah would be viewed as an exotic beauty and treated much as a queen by many.  She would have her choice of husbands.  Wealthy and powerful and not so much."  He hesitated for a moment. "My younger brother for one, idolizes her.  Despite his Elven blood, do not discount him as a child.  He will soon enough be a man and my father's heir to the Dutchy.  I do not know if this would be her chosen fate but where we go, she will meet many such opportunities and will travel in the right layer of society for this to be not only acceptable but expected.  I have no children, nor can I imagine the loss of one moving so far away."  He paused again as Mo's eyes began to water.  "I do know that I would want for them the brightest future I could give them.  Is this world that for her?"
 
Mo started to speak and emotion strangled his voice.  After a moment he could again, "I will think on it, and will talk to her and her mother.  You are right in one thing, the future you describe has no chance for her to be sold south."
 
With that Echal just nodded and left to get his own equipment packed up for the trip back home.
 
Testing the Gates

The last was packed and everyone decided to see them off from the keep.  Evan was mixed in his emotions.  He was returning to his ancestral home, to lands and titles that had been in the Mirron family for generations.  Still, this little keep on the frontier was of his own hands.  His own sweat and blood, and quite a bit of Feylynn's magic he admitted to himself, built it from nothing.  Leaving it all behind wasn't easy.  Still Mo would care for it and the Banker would over see the legalities; if he needed it, it would still be here.
 
Everyone was saying goodbye and there was no shortage of tears.  Echal didn't see Sara.  It wasn't until they were almost ready to leave that she came walking out carrying a bundle on her back.  He presumed it represented her treasures from her current life.  He smiled as he realized it almost assuredly meant she would be joining them in a new life.  Catrin just had a smug smile, while Galan looked as if he had been reprieved from a death sentence.  Echal really hoped his brother would get past it.  Sarah would almost certainly not remain available long enough for him to grow into the kind of man she would find ready-made where they were going.
 
The ride to the snake monument was not horrible as the heat of the day had not settled in fully yet.  Men in their armor and leading a fresh string of pack horses picked up from here would make traveling a lot easier on the other side.  Catrin found Sara a horse and was surprised to find that she was an uneasy rider at best.  They gathered on the crest of the mound, and little Sha walked out just a small way from the others.  She raised her hands and her brow furrowed and the gate winked into existence then flickered for a moment before she made a little noise and it snapped into position.  Echal took that as his cue and began leading the pack train into the huge gate with Catrin and Jayen behind him.
 
His greeting was not a friendly one at first.  Harder and Savon didn't realize they were going to try opening it from their side and had scrambled to set up the best defense no matter what came through.   He was glad it wasn't a fight but soon enough realized that the size of the pack train coming in wouldn't fit inside this small cave. 
 
Echal nodded toward the opening and started to walk the horses out that way.  The new horses all shied away from Harder, the smell of rotting orc not being something they were familiar with.  "Any problems on this side?"
 
Harder shook his head. “There are some people much lower on the mountain looking around but no one has bothered us up here."
 
Echal nodded then wrinkled his nose. "Getting a bit ripe there buddy. I think we may need to find you a fresh suit before we get into town."
 
Harder shrugged. "Even if I pass for living, not too many places an orc would be welcome."
 
Echal grinned at him. "We'll talk to my sister, she's got a neat trick that might help.”
 
Coming Full Circle

Everyone was enjoying the cooler mountain air, except Sara.  She really wasn't dressed for it.  Pavel came to the rescue with the loan of his cave bear cloak.  Sara was almost lost in its folds, so much larger was Pavel than her tiny frame, but she was warm and Echal noticed, smiling.  It's amazing how much being warm in a cloak while sitting in the crisp air can make anyone feel better.
 
Echal and Savon were riding together discussing their options.  “I say we drop in on the same Dwarves.  Hire boats down the river just as we did before."
 
Savon winced. "Not horribly subtle."
 
Echal grinned, "Oh subtle isn't part of the plan this time.  I say we get off the river at this little town I know north of Archive."  His wicked chuckle was infectious.  Savon held his hands up in surrender.  "Ride through town with Jayen and Evan one on either side of me in broad daylight."  His tone became serious. "How long before that message reaches my beloved cousin?"
 
Savon scratched at his beard in thought, "Two weeks, no more and not much less."
 
Echal nodded. "That's about what I guessed, too.  Then I added two or three days for him to assemble troops he could trust to handle the task..."  he looked at Savon for confirmation.  Savon just made a face then nodded. "That's plenty of time for us to make it to my families hunting estate in the northern part of the Dutchy.  Evan says it is partly up a mountain and defensible for months if need be."
 
"What about Oliver's pet Tzadi?  She could put a wrench in a lot of things for you."
 
"I'm really hoping he sends her with the army he sends.  I don't think he would risk an army against Feylynn, without a Tzadi to counter her."  Echal shrugs, "I think this will work either way, but much better if she is getting surprised by Feylynn backed up by Sha and Pavel to help them work more efficiently together." 
 
"That still leaves Oliver safe in his castle." Savon reminded him.
 
"That's where you come in."  Echal looked at him sideways.  "While I am drawing as much attention as I can to the Dutchy.  You, Catrin, and Harder will long before have broken off.  You'll slip into Voivode's Rest, drug Oliver so that Harder has no problem possessing him.  Then you just hide out until the drug wears off, and Harder now in Oliver's skin, declares you long-lost friends.  Then sends word to break the siege on us."
 
Savon nodded. "And if Harder double crosses us?"
 
Echal became grim. "I don't think he will.  I also don't think the Oaths will let him.  It's also why he wakes up with my two best assassins in easy reach of him."
 
Savon rubbed his chin. "You remember he's a litch.  He'll just re-inhabit that body."
 
"Maybe but humans won't willingly follow a litch as king.  Besides, I'll have his soul jar with me.  He might do damage, but he wouldn't survive the news reaching us."
 
Savon nodded.  "I'd rather Catrin not be on this one."
 
Echal grunted, "You and me both, but I have to live with her after."
 
Savon barked a laugh. "Fair enough."
 
Putting the Plan in Play

Their arrival at the dwarven town shook the sleepy mining town more than an earthquake.  They were told stories of troops of soldiers arriving and questioning everyone.  They finally waited for one group to leave town before they closed their gates and told them to go away.  Still Savon brought trade, and the soldiers had made no friends so most people were fairly positive about the small party.  News that the great General Duke Mirron was back as well, and now married to his Elven Tzadi?  Stories would fly in all directions.  Savon and Catrin were having the time of their lives competing as to who could add the most embellishment without running into incredulity.  Catrin was up significantly because people always wanted to believe a pretty girl.
 
Before the official spies could make their reports, the celebrity party made its exit down river.  The dwarves were disappointed that they didn't sell off their horses this time but took them along.  They felt for sure that they would want to travel light and fast, but these people seemed determined to do exactly what they wanted and consequences be damned.
 
The town's folk where they left the river kept their passing a secret from the garrison until they were well and past.  Jayen looked shocked, but Echal just grinned.  Seems even old dogs could be taught, you just had to get their attention first.
 
Echal really didn't doubt his plan until time for Catrin, Harder, and Savon to cut away from the group.  Echal fell way behind his own party as he watched them fade into the distance. His mind on his last night with Catrin, at least until this was all accomplished, one way or the other.  He hadn't planned to ask her to marry him; it just seemed like the right thing to do.  When she said he would have her answer after this was all over, he was even more surprised.  One never knew about women.
 




The Long Road Home

The Arrival

Evan saw the old chateau and memories flooded over him.  Hunting trips here with his father and grandfather when he was a boy, or his first forays into his role as head of the house during his solo trips here in his mid-teens.   Magical nights with Leta the cook's oldest daughter, when he was sixteen.  All of these swirling through his head as he approached.  As he expected it was unguarded with only a minimal staff for housekeeping and of course the Yeagers and their families...  He wondered where their loyalties would lie, with their traditional lord, or the new usurper? 
 
He shook his head to clear away the cobwebs.  "There." he pointed at the side door as they rode into the open courtyard.  "Unless my eyes have gotten worse than I think, that was Widow Simms who just ducked back in.  Off to get the Chamberlain no doubt."  He looked about him. "I know none of you are the bloodthirsty type, but some of these people I have known since childhood.  Let's try to do this without violence."
 
Echal called forth his father's ring.  He looked at it for a long moment and then handed it to Evan.  "Here, you'll be wanting this now.  I thank you for its loan."
 
Evan's eyes widened as he took the familiar weight into his hands.  "Yes, it is right that I take it back for now, but it is still yours in due time."
 
Echal shook his head and smiled at his father. "I think it should belong to Galan when that time comes, but now is not the time to discuss such things."  He stopped and pointed to the Great Hall's main doors.  They creaked open wide.  A middle-aged man with dark hair just starting to gray at the temple appeared.  "Your Grace!  Welcome!"
 
"Arvin?  Arvin is that you?" Evan asked in amazement.
 
The well-groomed servant smiled broadly, "Yes Your Grace.  I understand that this must come as quite a surprise.  I confess I have amended my ways since my incorrigible youth.  The duties of the Chateau have proven more than enough challenge for me over the decades, and when the former staff quit rather than serve, I stayed.  Not that I didn't share their distaste, but had I left the senior servants would have no one to see to their dignified twilight years."
 
Evan shook his head. "Arvin here used to be my valet when I was at the Chateau.  He wanted nothing more in this world than for his apprenticeship to end so that he could chase adventure."  Evan smiled kindly at him, seeing the boy still behind the eyes of the man.  "You have my gratitude for seeing to the duty of your elders when I couldn't.  That alone would make you the best choice for this position."  He rested an hand familiarly on Arvin's shoulder, "I hope you haven't lost all of your taste for adventure though, for plenty will be following us in the coming days."
 
Arvin nodded gravely, "I am yours to command Your Grace, but please come in, let us have this conversation in what comforts we may find.  The trip must have been long for you to have stayed out of King Oliver's grasp this long."
 
Echal just nodded to Pavel and Jayen.  He knew they knew what needed to be seen to and would begin preparing the defences.  He approached Galan, who was despite his less than robust frame, helping Sara from her horse.  "Galan, leave Sarah to Mamma and Ma'Li.  As our father's sons, we will be expected to know the plan.  Should the worst happen, the fate of all of these people could fall on your shoulders." 
 
Galan's face changed from rebellious in the beginning to somber as Echal's meaning became clear.  "Of course, right away."
 
Yeagers

Two days vanished in a whirlwind.  There was much to do, to make a hunting chateau into a fortress capable of withstanding a siege.  Echal and Pavel had taken shifts aiding Feylynn and Sha to combine their magics and energies.  Jayen had thrown himself in to repair work, and Evan had met with the Yeagers. 
 
The Jeagers of the Mirron family were an  unusual bunch even among Jeagers.  Each man could trace his line back to a pardoned poacher.  To a man they understood in a very personal way, the difference between feeing a starving family and stealing the abundant wild game the Mirron family had spent generations stewarding.  Each man lived his life in these very woods, he raised his family here, and trained his son's to care for their home as he and his fathers had. 
 
So it was no surprise when approached they broke into essentially three camps.  Mirron patriots who would stand by him to the death if need be.  Those who feared for their families, and the families, the too young, and too old.  Duke Ortard had no partisans. The families would flee deeper into the wilderness, with an escort of those who did not desire to fight.  Evan could hold them no ill will.  The rest would set up a roving camp.  They would harass the armies scouts and foragers.  They would conduct night raids, drive off horses, and ruin the day of lone pickets.  Evan grimly chuckled to himself.  He really did not envy those who would find themselves trying to defend against his Yeagers in their home woods.
 
Echal was resting up between castings when the first Yeager scouts appeared at the wood's edge.  He signaled the all clear to approach.  "M'Lord. They've arrived.  They are setting up camp about a mile and a half along the road there at the switch back we used to use for pasturing horses."
 
Echal scratched his chin for a moment.  "Was the Tzadi with them?"
 
"How would I know M'lord?"
 
Echal chuckled and glanced over at Sha and Feylynn.  "A fine lady, walking about like they own the place but no apparent actual job?"
 
Feylynn looked minorly amused, and Sha just stuck her tongue out at him.  The nervous Yeager couldn't help but laugh at this.  "If you don't mind my saying M'lord, and present company excluded of course, that just about describes every 'fine lady' I've ever met."
 
Feylynn smiled this time, and her voice took on a dangerously sweet tone, "My good and loyal Yeager, who did you say your wife is?  I so think she and I should meet."
 
The Yeager had the sense to look appropriately nervous before he cleared his throat and continuing "M'lord there was one.  A pale blonde woman, trailed around by a dangerous looking old dog robber."
 
Echal smiled. "That would be the one.  How close to their camp could you get tonight without risk?"
 
The older Yeager flashed him a gap-toothed grin. "That bunch of city boys, M'lord?  You want me to steal their covers?"
 
Echal looked over to Sha. "Do you think your little friend is smart enough to pull this off?"
 
Sha looked uncomfortable. "Tzadi, do not fight Tzadi."
 
Feylynn's eyes darkened. "Like hell.  Your father would still be with us and you wouldn't have had to grow up so fast if she hadn't sided with Oliver and chased us across the wilds.  Even the wilds were not to be permitted to us; she wanted us dead."  She stopped abruptly, trying desperately to regain her composure.  Still, Echal got a small glimpse of his new stepmother behind her facade.   He realized now just how glad he was that she was on his side.
 
Sha's voice broke slightly at the mention of her never known father.  "I think it can do it but I'd sure hate to lose it if..."
 
Echal spoke up, "If it can take that Tzadi out of the equation it will be worth the sacrifice.  I'll gladly work to help you build a new one if this is lost."
 
Sha just nodded and the little golden serpent that had appeared to be nothing more than jewelry, slithered to life and crawled down her arm and into her hand.   She held it up where she could see it.  "Do you know what to do?"
 
The harsh hissing voice so quiet as to almost be unheard, "Yes.”
 
The Yeager was looking at the thing with crossed eyes, and his face clearly betrayed his desire to run, if only he had command of his legs.  "W-What do you want me to do?"  His voice cracking at the very end of the question.
 
Echal lifted the small serpent from Sha's hand and holding it out to the terrified Yeager.  "Just place this little fella on the ground outside of their camp as close as you can get to the Tzadi's tent.  He'll take care of the rest."  As he spoke the snake stretched out showing the segments and the wickedly sharp little blades at each one.
 
As the man faded back into the trees, Echal just hugged his little sister and planted a kiss on the top of her head, "Who knows if this spooks them enough, we might not have to kill a bunch of people who are mostly innocent. Just made a mistake of picking the wrong side."
 
Mourners

They had only cut off from the Duke's party for less than a day before Savon slips off and purchases a farm wagon and a simple pine coffin.  So dressed in their shabbiest traveling clothes, father and daughter take the remains of a beloved uncle to be laid to rest in the family plot. 
 
Even the roving patrols weren't looking for that and were reluctant to intrude on a family's grief.  So it was that they traveled by day, and Harder kept watch by night.  It wasn't speedy travel, but it was the next best thing to being invisible.  Even as they passed the heavy gates of Voivode's Rest the smell coming from the box was enough to keep even the most vigilant gate guard out. 
 
They settled into an inn in the city after selling off their horses and wagon.  Harder they stashed for the day in one of the rougher parts of the city in an alleyway.  Catrin had plans for acquiring him a new, less decomposed and certainly more human body.  It just wasn't the kind of plan one pulled off in broad daylight no matter how seedy a part of town one was in. 
 
The sun set and out the window she went.  Along the roof tops, enjoying the ability to really press herself in ways she hadn't in a long time.  Echal was bad for her practice; she spent too much time as the respectable lady.  Well, much of the day anyway, she smiled remembering their last evening together.  The emotional sot must be really nervous to have proposed like that.  Part of her wanted to accept and lock him down, but that would have been foolish.  Decisions like that shouldn't be made when one is facing mortal peril; it just clouds things.  If he still wanted to marry her after all of this was done, and they were both alive to accomplish the job, then of course she would.  The look on his face when she didn't answer right away was priceless though. 
 
Suddenly she was falling.  She was able to flip to one side and run partially along one wall and then jump from it to hang from a lower balcony.  Damn it she berated herself, keep your mind on what you are doing.  Mistakes in this line of work are often fatal and not just for yourself.  She was able to work her way over to some decorative brickwork at the side of the building and used it to climb back down to the roadway.  She pulled the shapeless dress from her pack and put it on.  She joined the milling throng in the street.  A cheap bottle of wine from the street vendor, and liberally spilling much of it on herself she found her way to the alley where they had left Harder.  She crumpled at the mouth of the alleyway and curled up around the bottle and stared off into the void.
 
She didn't have to wait long.  A pair of young men not much older than herself happened by and decided the drunk woman would make an easy target.  She fought back ineffectually for a minute and then broke free running into the alleyway.  She was just thinking she was going to have to do something about these two herself when the rotted orc rose from the piled refuse.  The man to her left's head suddenly whipped to the side as the large orcish fist with the boney knuckles exposed through the ripped flesh bashed him into the brick wall of the alley. Blood and teeth sprayed in a wide arc covering Catrin's dress in gore. 
 
The other massive hand gripped the would be rapist around the throat, and moments later the crumpled form rose out of the ally floor.  "Bout damn time, the two of them might have been a threat."
 
"You had it, I just was waiting so I could do the least damage to the body.  Now lets go get a better look at what we'll be breaking in to."   Just like that, the couple staggered drunkenly down the road to get a better look at the palace off toward the center of town. 
 




A Mostly Bloodless Coup

Strange Bedfellows

The golden snake golem was the next closest thing to invisible as it slipped past the perimeter guards.  Even if someone had noticed the grass move against the wind, it would have been ignored as just one more ground squirrel or rat that were always around military camps to feed on the largess of dropped crumbs of rations.  Slipping under the tent wall was no more difficult.  There were two pallets in the room, one large and covered in furs, the other narrow and just inside the tent flap.
 
On the small pallet lay an old veteran of many battles, snoring loudly, but still his naked sword lay but inches from his fingertips.  The golem had no appreciation of beauty or the lack of it, but it recognized a man worn long and hard in service to a cause.  A very dangerous man despite his obvious age and the multitude of healed wounds.  The golem considered removing this threat first, but its instructions were a minimum of bloodshed, so it moved on. 
 
On the larger pallet was the sleeping form of what at first glance appeared to be a young and attractive woman.  Only as the golem coiled by the face preparing to strike, did it notice the fine tracery of lines proclaiming the first signs of age.  The golem prepared to strike and in that instance the eyes opened and focused on the snake gleaming red in the limited fire light. 
 
The staring match lasted less than a heartbeat, yet seemed an eternity.  The woman drew in her breath but before she could gather her will to cast; the golem sprang forward piercing the eye and spiraled back threw the optic nerve into the brain.  Casting was impossible.  Even a coherent call for help was strangled in her throat.  A quiet gurgle and the great and much feared Tzadi was no more.
 
Hours later, the Guardian rose to answer nature's call and do his security sweep.   The cry of his anguish could be heard echoing off of the mountains for miles.
 
Grief and Regret

Evan and Echal were receiving the report from the Yeagers when the howl of anguish went up.  Both men closed their eyes and bowed their heads briefly.  Echal didn't regret what was done, it would save lives in the long run but it wasn't a noble victory either.  Evan knew the link between a Guardian and his Tzadi, it would have been a kindness to kill the Guardian as well.
 
The Yeager just grunted, "Looks like they'll be coming soon."
 
Evan shook his head. "Not until morning.  Not if your men set their traps the way that was discussed."
 
The man’s dark eyes glittered, "They'll not be venturing in those woods for long.  I still say we shouldn't have stuck to non-lethal traps M'lord.  They won't have such scruples, when they come for us."
 
Echal's turn to shake his head. "No, but with a little luck, we can stop that from happening.  We just need to keep them tied up for a couple of weeks."  He rubbed his face.  He really needed sleep but who could sleep while Catrin, Jayen, and Harder's fate was unknown.
 
The cries of men caught in traps started to echo off of the mountains next.  Each time the Yeager would grin.  Echal understood his pride in the work he and his men had done but he just couldn't share the joy of it.  These were men who were doing their duty.  They were his countrymen, and in two weeks, they would be his people once again.  At least a few of them would suffer permanent wounds from this little lesson in prudence.
 
Varn was watching the wall closely.  His soul was empty.  His Tzadi had been his everything.  She had found him as a young boy fighting dogs for scraps in Archive's worst slum.  As he grew into his strength, she had taken him as her Guardian, and her lover, until the years and scars had accumulated beyond her interest.  Even this he did not begrudge her, he got old, and she stayed beautiful.  A man would have to be a fool to think that wouldn't matter.  He cherished the time he had with her, and the people in that chateau had taken her from him.  He would make them all pay for that.  He would... Wait, the big guard is leaving just that half-grown child in place.  It was time to make the move, now or never.
 
The golem found its way right back to the guard post that Pavel and Galan were manning.  Pavel smiled as he picked it up. "Think you can hold the fort for a minute?  Sha will be happy to have this back, and on the off chance they break through us. I want her to have it."
 
Galan with the arrogance of youth, waved him on. "Don't know why they think I need a babysitter, anyway.  All I have to do is let out a yell if they start coming this way."
 
Pavel nodded. "I won't be long or far."
 
Galan turned back to watch the treeline.  He did not see Varn had taken advantage of this moment to move up next to the wall.
 
Long Live the King‌

Catrin sat watching Savon plying an old friend of his who was part of the castle guard with drink.  She was impressed. Her father was good at his craft.  Oh, she had long suspected but here in the belly of the beast, his skills and casual confidence were inspirational.  In just two days they had a reasonable map of the King's private living quarters, the schedule of his wife and his mistresses, and the expected guard rotation.
 
They had been over the plan and over it again, the only sticking point was that her father had attempted to sideline her twice.  She couldn't even blame him for that as he was just protecting her, but she wouldn't allow that when they both knew good and damn well, it would take both of them to hoist Hard into place.
 
So it was three nights after their arrival that they found themselves perched on the roof of the palace prying up tiles under the silence spell of Catrin's ring.  With a little stroke of good luck they had judged their position correctly and dropped into the darkened corridor that the Royal Family used to move about the palace in secret.  These hidden passage ways allowed them to surveil a room before entering or observe foreign dignitaries unobserved.  There was no known map, so it would take them some time to search out the King's main bed chamber but only the elite security troops and the Royal family were even here. 
 
Light discipline was a must in the darkened passageways.  Even a soft glow was visible from a long way off.  So they slowly and cautiously made their way through the dark noise muffled by the wrap of rags on their boots.  The corridors seemed to go on forever and at their pace they began to fear they would run out of night before they found the right room. 
 
Their caution paid off though.  Ahead was a sharp corner and from around the corner shown, what to their dark accustomed eyes appeared to be a bright light.  It was a small lamp sitting on a guard table.  Around the table sat three guards.  The left of the table was a door, and to the right another.  This had to be the right spot.  Only the King would be guarded this closely, Savon thought.  Covering the twenty steps between the corner and the table would give the guards plenty of time to raise the alarm.  He just didn't see a way around this.
 
Harder shook his head, held up one hand.  He motioned for Catrin to remove her ring.  In a voice pitched below a low whisper he began to cast.  Up ahead the small oil lamp fluttered and went out.  That was all the distraction Savon and Catrin needed.  The guards were busy with flint and steel trying to rekindle the lamp when the first poisoned dagger entered his neck.  The second and third guards hadn't even realized why he crumpled before they too were joining him.  

The struggle was muffled, and neither door opened.  Observing the room behind each door Savon began to swear softly.  Only the King's chamber or that of the queen and the heir.

 
Catrin didn't waste time on frustration; she just continued her way along the passageway.  Ahead was another cross passage with doors on either side opened.  It seemed they arrived just in time for the King to be returning to his chamber from his mistress's chamber across the hall. 
 
There was no way to hide, it would be five of the King's elite bodyguard against the three of them.  Catrin saw them first and acted more on instinct than thought, she threw forward a light stone calling forth its brightest noonday sun.  Everyone's eyesight was instantly wrecked.  Only Catrin had gotten a good view of where the King was, so while everyone was recovering it was she who landed in to him with a thud, the impact driving him several feet from the immediate aid of his guard.
 
Savon bowled into a pair of guards driving them into the mistress's room.  She screamed and ran for the door.  Harder let loose with a bolt of lightening at chest level, frying the three standing guards in their armor.  The mistress is still struggling to open the door and Savon considers putting a dagger in her, but realizes he has bigger issues to worry about as the guards he had tackled are struggling to their feet.  From his kneeling position he picked the slower of the two and threw the dagger into his left eye instead. 
 
The final guard gained his feet just in time to skewer Harder through the chest as he entered the room.  The mistress had won her battle with the door and ran off screaming down the hall.  The guard's eyes bulge as Harder with the sword still through his chest punches the guard, dropping him to the ground.  Savon is there to ensure he never rises.
 
Catrin drags the dazed King back into the mistress's chamber, as Savon and Harder bolt both of the doors to the room.  Catrin hands Harder the small power stone she had been carrying for just this occasion, and he begins the incantation.  She shifts to holding down the King cutting off his air, if he cannot recover his wits from this attack, then he can't resist Harder. 
 
Long seconds tick by and feet can be heard in the hall outside.  Harder collapses to the floor, sword still through his chest.  Catrin releases her hold on Oliver waiting for him to recover as she waits with a lethally poisoned blade ready to end him if Harder isn't in control as consciousness returns.
 
Guards begin pounding on the door to the chamber, demanding to be let in. 
 


 


 
An Honorable Death

Everyone at the Chateau heard the roar.  Anyone from the Ohio Valley trip knew the sound.  Everyone else just assumed a Tzadi was very angry.  It was Evan who realized who it must be first.  He took off at a full run to the section of wall his youngest son was guarding.  He arrived only moments after Pavel and Sha.  There was just so much blood.  The young man looked so pale in the light of the light stones glow.  He had taken a large knife to his chest.  It looked to have missed the heart but not by much.  Evan was beside himself with self recrimination and blame.  Echal was just glad Sha was already on the task.  He looked over the side of the wall and there lay the enemy Tzadi's Guardian, with a round hole in his forehead, and the back half of his skull exploded out. 
 
Echal started forward to offer his assistance in joining Feylynn and Sha, but Pavel stopped him.  "I've got it.   It was my fault for leaving him on watch alone."  The big man’s voice cracked with emotion. "I've got to try to save him.  Besides with Evan focused on this, he needs you to deal with the army in the valley below."   Without another word, the big man picked up the crumpled form and began to take him inside where conditions were better for his treatment.
 
Echal slipped off to the stables and saddled his horse.  He slipped out of the front gate all but unnoticed.
 
Stability Returns

Oliver's eyes opened. "It's ok, let them in."  he says to Catrin in a quiet tone.  In a louder voice, "Who is it out there?  Well, damn it man speak up."
 
"Williamson, Your Majesty.  Let us in so that we can protect you."
 
Catrin kept the dagger ready, but nodded to Savon who opened the door. The guards rushed him and had him at sword point.  Oliver's voice roared at them. "Not him you, idiot.  If it weren't for this man and woman that Tzadi, and her butcher," he pointed to the body Harder had worn into the room, "would have killed us all."
 
He struggled to his feet and Catrin let him go, but continued to watch him closely.  "Find me that Tzadi!  She ran through that door, he pointed to the small hidden portal behind the great painting. "And bring me some wine!  It seems that surviving assassination attempts is thirst building."
 
He walked back across the room and embraced Catrin, "Thank you  for saving my life."  He whispered quietly in her ear,    “Oh but it has been such a long time since I could taste anything."
 


The Banner of Truce

The sun had barely poked up above the mountains when the scouts saw a lone figure mounted and flying a banner truce.  The morning was spent setting up a tent for the meeting.  The enemy commander's full staff was at the table representing the King.  Echal alone approached the table for the Duke's side.  The enemy commander was a middle-aged dandy.  He was dressed more for a parade field than a battlefield.  "Here to discuss terms for your surrender?"
 
Echal instantly disliked the man's snide tone.  Echal never even sat at the table.  "I am here to offer you an opportunity to stop the useless bloodshed."
 
The sneer on the commander's face was dripping into his voice.  "We outnumber you four to one.  I don't care how great a general your father was in his prime, this is his last fight."
 
Echal tiredly shook his head and looked to the commander's staff.  "Maybe, but you won't take us easy or cheap, and it won't be in one day.  I promise you here and now,"  He hesitated a moment as he made eye contact with each of them.  "As the commanders, you will all sleep as soundly as the Tzadi did last night.  This will happen each night until you either manage to pull us out of here, if you can before our Yeagers dwindle your numbers too much, or I get a command staff at least willing for a cease fire long enough to check their orders."
 
The commander started to scoff, but Echal held up a hand to silence him.  "The whole point of this adventure was to separate your Tzadi from the king.  My cousin's mind has been poisoned by her witchery.  Once we removed her, his sanity should be returning.  Verify my story, check your orders before more needlessly die.  Our Tzadi is alive and well, your troops have nothing to protect them.  I've come here only to offer the chance for my fellow countrymen to avoid slaughter.  If you thought chasing off into the woods last night was fun, then come on up to the Chateau, we're more than ready to greet you."  At this point he flashed them a wicked grin. "I love a good fight. I just hate to fight those who I have no good reason to kill.   Two weeks cease fire for you to confirm your orders; those are my terms.  Ignore them at your own peril.  I'll await your answer."  With that he vaulted back into his saddle and then turned his back on them and left.
 
Arrows did not greet his back but it looks like they would at least consider it.  He grinned as he road back into the courtyard and pulled the heavy iron plate from under his cloak.  It wasn't much for combat armor but it would have stopped any arrow aimed at his back.  Now it was up to Catrina and Harder, he desperately hoped that they were all right.
 




A Storm Passes

Thoughts Before Bed

Echal had shelled himself out of the heavy court clothing with almost as much relief as shedding his armor.  He walked through his dressing area and into the flowing water coming from the ceiling to pool in a large tub before it ran down under the floor.  He had spent two months touring the Dutchy.  It still didn't feel like home.  Oh, the people were amazing and industrious and he had no doubt that Jayen would find them quick to embrace the new skills and tools brought back from the Ohio Valley.  He just never saw himself as a Duke, or the heir to a Duke.  Galan was raised by their father to view this as his birthright, he would do far better than Echal at these tasks.  His heir seemed to be settling in to the job of King just fine.  Oh it was a bit touch and go for a bit when he accused the White Spire of meddling in politicial affairs.  According to his new access to Oliver's memories it appears that is exactly what they were doing.  Though he wasn't certain he could trust Harder not to embellish this truth a little to suit his own purposes.  Still that was mostly smoothed over for the moment. 
 
Drying off, he walked into what would have been his room his whole life had events not intervened.  As he stretched out across the largest four poster bed he had ever seen, he just wanted to take Catrin, and Savon, and go back to the Red Spire and begin his studies.  As he thought of Catrin he admonished himself, she would be here any moment and this was not the time to be thinking of anything but her.  Wedding nights were a time for storing up good memories to help you get through life's darker times.  He started to wonder what those might look like but soon found himself staring in awe.  She had come from her water closet and was standing in the door.  She had been to his bed many times, in fine inns and on the hard ground under wagons, but never had she been his wife, his future, the mother one day of his children, and she was beautiful.  Leaving other thoughts aside was no longer a concern of his.
 
What is Home?

Evan Mirron was back sleeping in his own bed.  He had filled his cup a little more this day than was usual but his eldest was married and to a woman who would love and defend him until the very end, a celebration was called for.  He only wished that Echal's mother had lived to see it.  Lying in that lazy daze between sleep and waking, he felt Feylynn curl up beside him. 
 
"Are you asleep yet?"  she whispered.
 
Evan opened one eye. "hmm.  Depends on what you have in mind."  he smiled.
 
She laughed softly and poked a finger into his ribs.  "We'll have to see about that.  I have a favor to ask you, and I know it is awfully soon, we've only just made it home and all..."
 
Evan rolled over so he could see her, "What's wrong m'love?"
 
"Well, it's just that your children have gotten to come home, and this is home, but my children have never been among the Elves.  That is as much a part of who they are as being here in Dutchy.  Now that the tour is done, and Echal and Catrin will soon be heading off to start their lives together..."
 
"You want to leave already?" He asked saddened.
 
"No m'love, never to leave, only to show them the rest of their heritage.  The distance is far, but we would need only be gone for a season."  she held him close.
 
"You know I can never deny you anything.  Let's let Echal get on his way before we start any serious planning."  He kissed her softly. 
 
"Remember our wedding night?" she asked him.  They needed no other words.
 
A New Life

Sarah hadn't really mastered the language of this new land, but never had she worn such fine clothes and had so many potential suiters.  She knew Galan had feelings for her but that was puppy love.  He would grow out of it in time, and here she could be and do almost anything she could imagine.  Here all the old rules had fallen away.  There was still so much to learn, the language the customs, but there was always one smiling young man or the other happy to teach her.  She wanted to go with Catrin in a week but Catrin was newly married and would have a new life and other than a few military officers no one was going with them that was an eligible match for her.  It wasn't that she was in a hurry to get married but as Feylynn had explained to her; she was adopted by the family now and any potential marriage she made would strengthen the family.  Feylynn had always been kind to her family she wanted to make her proud.  Catrin's offer had so much freedom to promise.  Years to learn who she is before having to be one half of a family, was so tempting.  She rested back in the softest feather bed of her life and thought; she had a whole week to decide, and the decision would still be there in the morning.
 
Over the Horizon

Harder looked down at the body he was inhabiting and decided that exercise was going to become a requirement.  The ability to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh so long denied to him was a bit overpowering.  Even so, he had managed to find enough time to get rid of the worst of the nobles and found he was left with an inefficient but functional bureaucracy. 
 
His time scale for planning had grown over the last fifteen hundred years, but returning the Kingdom of NoVas back to its former glory of ColwodNoVas will be worth the effort.  Reclaiming the other Spires, and convincing the White Spire to stay out of politics will take generations, but he has that now, thanks to the cruelty of Tzadi who thought they knew better than everyone else how to live other people's lives.  He sat back as the newest member of the Mirron Family, and realized this wasn't the end, it truly was just the beginning.
 
The Story Continues...
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