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On a plane of existence unattainable by living mortals, sat the High Temple of Casdralla. Within its sacred halls resided the greatest of the Qyaendri who served the goddess. These beings, immortal and powerful, had the ability of traversing between the planes upon which the gods resided and the ones their mortal worshipers inhabited. Having such beings in their service was the only way in which the gods could affect what transpired on the numerous inhabited worlds of the universe.
In a never ceasing stream, the prayers of Casdralla’s worshipers were brought to the High Temple. Lesser Qyaendri were always among her people, ever watchful and listening to their needs. When a prayer was given up to the goddess they brought it to the High Temple, and there the decision was made whether or not to grant the follower’s prayer.
Prayers ranged widely from the mundane to the grandiose. Those which flowed from great need, or were in line with the philosophy of the goddess, were the ones most likely to be granted. Those of a selfish nature such as wishing ill on another so you could prosper, or for money to buy items of little import, were summarily rejected. Whether large or small, each was brought to the High Temple for consideration.
Many Qyaendri were always in and about the High Temple for there were many worlds upon which Casdralla’s influence had spread. Some worlds numbered followers in the millions, while others held but a handful. No matter the size, each was accorded the same amount of diligence by the attending Qyaendri.
This day was no different than any other, though days as mortals thought of them had little meaning in the High Temple. Qyaendri came and went with prayers both large and small. Those which had been deemed worthy, were assigned lesser Qyaendri that would return to the world from which the prayer originated and do their best to fulfill the worshiper’s need.
Needless to say, some prayers needed to be answered by more experienced Qyaendri. Those were the prayers which had a much more encompassing affect, or were directly linked to the worship of her followers; ones such as the choice for the next High Priest, or dealings with neighboring kingdoms, those sorts of things.
Once in a very great while, communication to the High Temple comes not from the worlds of her followers, but from the goddess herself. Only three of Casdralla’s Qyaendri ever had direct dealings with Her. Those three had served her the longest and proven their faithfulness and judgment over the millennium. Rarely were they seen within the High Temple. For the most part, they appeared only when they were there to gather high ranking Qyaendri and a cadre of Celestial Warriors for a mission to a world wherein Casdralla held little or no influence. Such missions were how she continued spreading her influence throughout the universe.
Of the three, Xi was senior and had served Casdralla longer than the memory of any other Qyaendri could recollect. Not for a thousand years had he graced the High Temple with his presence. And so, when he appeared within the Rotunda of the High Temple before the goddess’ statue, it was greeted with great surprise and anticipation. For surely, his presence foretold an event of possible world shattering import. Word of his presence spread like wildfire through the ranks of the Qyaendri.
Those Qyaendri on their way back to worlds to answer prayers, or simply to watch over the faithful, stopped when they were made aware of his appearance. Prayers were left waiting as each and every Qyaendri converged on the High Temple in the hopes of being one of those chosen to aid Xi in whatever his endeavor may be. While it was true, those of minor standing in the hierarchy of Casdralla’s Qyaendri had little chance of being chosen, one never knew. And so, each came and waited as Xi stood there quietly gazing out over the assembled Qyaendri.
Finally, his eyes settled on one of the Qyaendri. “Daeson,” his deep, base voice intoned.
A murmur ran through the assembled Qyaendri as the one upon whom Xi’s gaze was fixed made his way forward.
Daeson’s heart, if Qyaendri were to have such, pounded in his chest with pride and exhilaration for having been picked. As he made his way forward he could feel the eyes of everyone upon him, some joyful for him, others envious.
He wasn’t a high ranking member of Casdralla’s Qyaendri, but had proven himself throughout the years and was now what in human terms would be considered a sergeant of sorts. Daeson held a modicum of authority and oversaw a cadre of the lesser Qyaendri.
Coming to stand before Xi, he knelt down on one knee, bowed his head and asked, “What does our Lady require of me?”
An expectant hush fell over the gathered Qyaendri as they waited for Xi’s reply.
“Have Larus returned to the High Temple,” Xi commanded.
Daeson couldn’t believe at first what he had heard. Xi wanted him to bring Larus back? His first inclination was to ask why, but he dared not do so. If that was what their Lady wanted, then that is what he would do. Raising his head, he looked at the ancient Qyaendri. “It shall be done,” he replied, giving Xi another bow. When he brought his head back up, Xi was gone.
On a world far removed from the High Temple, a boy worked in a field cutting tall grass with a scythe half again too large for him. The youngest of five sons, he was thought to be a little bit addlepated.
He was often withdrawn and rarely had dealings with others his own age. This gave his mother and father grave concerns for his future. Now eight years old, he should be taking a more active role in life, but instead, seemed to be withdrawing more and more. He tended to work alone and was lost when forced to work with others. That was why he was here, alone in the corner of the field, cutting grass to feed their livestock. Next to him stood a wagon partially filled with grass already cut. Once it was completely filled, Allen could return home.
“I don’t care what you think,” he said to his friend.
“Yes you do,” replied Stymie. Though no one else could see him, Stymie was Allen’s best friend. They had been fast friends for two years now, and Stymie was the only one with whom Allen would talk outside his family.
“School is stupid!” Allen said as the scythe cut a small swath of grass.
From where Stymie sat on a nearby stump, he sighed as he watched his friend pick up the cut grass and lay it within the wagon. “School is not stupid,” he argued. “You get to meet people and make friends.”
After tossing the grass into the wagon, Allen turned to his friend. “I don’t like people,” he replied. “No one understands me.”
This has been a common conversation between them for some time. In the fall, Allen would be starting school as do all youths in his community when they reached their eighth year.
“They will,” replied Stymie. “You simply need to give them the chance to get to know you.”
Returning to cut more grass, Allen gripped the scythe and paused before cutting a swath. Without looking at his friend, he whispered, “I’m scared.”
Stymie hopped off the fence and came toward him. “I know you are,” he replied. “But I’ll be there with you.” When Allen turned to look at him, Stymie could see the fear in his eyes. Even a small tear had begun to make its way down his cheek. The dread he felt at being forced into social contact with others had grown steadily as the first day of school began.
“I don’t know what I would do without you Sty,” he said.
Then as Stymie always did when Allen grew melancholy, which he had begun to do less and less since Stymie’s first appearance, he hopped onto his hands and began gyrating around. When a smile broke across Allen’s face, he flipped back onto his feet and launched himself toward the boy. Giggling and laughing, the two rolled about in the tall grass as they wrestled.
When they finally broke apart, the melancholy which had taken hold of Allen was gone. Stymie knew Allen was in for a hard time once he began school. Over the past two years, he has seen Allen emerge from his shell bit by bit. By the time school began, it was Stymie’s hope he would be ready.
“You always know just what to do,” Allen told him. Stalks of straw intermixed with his shoulder length brown hair made him look quite comical.
“That’s what I’m…” began Stymie when his attention was caught by the sight of someone standing across the field looking in their direction. A sharp intake of breath followed as he saw a faint glow shimmering about the figure.
Larus’ time wasn’t nearly over yet. When he had come in answer to the prayers of the boy’s mother two years ago, he had been charged with helping Allen emerge from within himself and be able to have a more active role with those around him. In Larus’ mind, the resolution of Allen’s mother’s prayer hadn’t yet come about. To remove him from Allen before his mission was completed could undermine everything he had worked to achieve with the boy.
Staring across the field to where Daeson waited, he inwardly sighed. Creating a simulacrum of himself to remain with Allen, he hurried toward Daeson.
He came and knelt on one knee before the superior Qyaendri and bowed his head. “What does our Lady require of me?” he asked. Such was the ritual question a subordinate Qyaendri always asked a superior.
“You must return to the High Temple at once,” Daeson replied.
“But,” argued Larus as he came back to his feet, “my work here is not finished.”
“I realize that.” He paused a moment as he glanced back to where Larus’ simulacrum sat near Allen. “Xi has requested you to return.”
“Xi?” he asked, shocked beyond measure that a lowly Qyaendri like himself would even be known by one such as Xi. “What…what does he want of me?”
“He would hardly explain himself to me,” explained Daeson. “All I know is that you are to return to the High Temple immediately.”
It was with no small amount of trepidation that he heard those words. Once before he had been summoned back to the High Temple and it hadn’t been for congratulations on a job well done. Rather, it had been due to the disruption he had caused on a mission where they had striven to bring Casdralla’s enlightenment to one of the many worlds filling the universe. He could see that Daeson remembered as well. Daeson had been one of the leaders of their group and had lost much standing within the Qyaendri hierarchy because of him.
“But, what of Allen?” he asked.
“Allen will be assigned another Qyaendri,” Daeson told him. Directing Larus’ gaze back to the boy, he showed him where another Qyaendri had already taken his place. In every aspect, the new Qyaendri looked just like the ‘Stymie’ Larus had portrayed. It didn’t appear Allen even noticed the difference.
Larus looked on with mixed feelings, not the least was sadness at being parted from Allen. Many of the Qyaendri disliked being the ones who fulfilled the lesser prayers and would have jumped at the chance to put behind them such an ignoble job as being the playmate of a small boy. Larus on the other hand enjoyed these types of jobs. True, he had originally been part of Casdralla’s Celestial Warriors, and had shown great promise before the incident which had preceded his earlier summons back to the High Temple. But where he was happiest was out in the field helping to make the lives of his Lady’s followers better. He held great empathy for them.
Turning back to Daeson, Larus sighed and nodded. “I’m ready,” he said.
“Before we return,” said Daeson, “let me just tell you that I don’t know why Xi would request you. There are many others who are wiser...” he paused and stared at Larus as if daring him to argue, “and more dedicated.”
Larus knew that Daeson didn’t like him, and he felt guilty for having been responsible for all the troubles Daeson had gone through because of him. Frankly, he too was rather astounded that Xi had asked for him.
“Whatever he may have in mind for you to do,” continued Daeson, “give it your utmost attention and stay focused on the job at hand. I don’t want you to mess it up like you did before.”
“I won’t,” replied Larus. “I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll stay focused on whatever my task is to be.”
Daeson continued glaring at Larus for a moment before nodding. “See that you do.” Then with that, he and Larus left Allen’s world and returned to the High Temple.
Upon their return, they found the High Temple even more crowded than it had been when Daeson departed. Word must have spread throughout the ranks of Qyaendri that Xi had appeared and something momentous was in the offing.
None spoke to the pair as they made their way toward the rotunda where Xi had so recently appeared. The Rotunda was the general meeting area within the High Temple. Seven statues of the goddess were evenly spaced in a circular formation around the outer fringe. An eighth statue, dwarfing the others, stood majestically in the center. It was toward the central statue that Daeson and Larus proceeded. As they drew close, Xi appeared.
Larus and Daeson dropped to one knee and respectfully bowed to Xi in silence. They remained that way until Xi spoke.
“Larus,” resonated Xi’s deep voice.
Larus raised his head and gazed at the most ancient of all Casdralla’s Qyaendri.
“Our Lady’s people are faced with great difficulties in the times ahead,” he said. “Her presence on their world may come to an end.”
“No!” several of the Qyaendri among those watching exclaimed.
“What does our Lady want of me?” Larus asked.
“To save her people,” he replied.
“How?” asked Larus. The fate of her people on an entire world was going to rest in his hands? Where most would feel only the greatest sense of pride in being selected for such a job, he instead felt grossly inadequate with just a touch of fear.
Reaching out his hand to Larus, Xi replied, “Take my hand.”
Larus reached out and laid his hand upon Xi’s palm. As soon as contact was made, they disappeared.
When they were again corporeal, Larus discovered that he was in a very strange place. The air was the same as what he had experienced on most of the other worlds to which he had traveled in Casdralla’s service. It was an arid place with sand and round shaped weeds which tumbled as the wind blew. Larus gazed to the horizon and found a range of mountains rising to the sky. Between where they stood and the mountains were more sand and dirt, a few small trees, and the odd bird.
What made it so strange was the uniform, black road that lay on the ground before them, and the building situated on the other side. The black road was unlike any he had seen before, with a strange yellow stripe running down the middle and a single white line adorning either edge.
The building across the road was rather squat, looked dirty, and in disrepair. A tall pole in front had a large squarish sign that bore the inscription: Good Food---Gas.
“Where are we?” Larus asked. Other than the strange road and the building, there were no indications that people inhabited this place. “Is this where our Lady’s people live?”
“No,” Xi replied. “On this world, there are none who worship our Lady.”
Larus glanced at the other in surprise. “Why am I here then?” he asked.
“There is one here who can help our people,” explained Xi. Glancing to Larus, Xi continued. “You have a single year of this world to locate the one and prepare him for what he must do.”
“Him?” asked Larus. “So am I to understand that I am to find a man?”
Xi didn’t reply. “We have made arrangements for one person to be selected and removed from this world,” he further explained. He glanced to Larus and said, “Only one.”
Larus nodded gravely. He understood that whoever was selected would be the only chance they had. “Part of our agreement is that you in no way attempt to bring our Lady’s influence to this world. You will not interfere with its people. Confine your actions with locating, and training the one who must save our Lady’s people.”
“I understand,” he replied. Then he felt energy flowing from Xi to him and what needed to be done, as well as the information to impart to the one chosen, was made known to him.
“You have one year,” Xi said then vanished.
As he stood there in the aftermath of what he had learned, he thought of the great responsibility entrusted to him by the mighty Xi. The fear he had earlier felt at being summoned by Xi faded away only to be replaced with pride and a sense of purpose. Yes, he said to himself. I can do this!
Glancing around at his surroundings, the first question that came to mind was, ‘What manner of people lived here?’ He bent down to touch the black road running along the ground in front of him and was surprised to find it hard, yet slightly malleable.
“Interesting,” he said to himself.
Then his attention turned toward the squat building. Stepping toward it, he walked across the black road to investigate. Often times, an examination of the native architecture would reveal insights into the inhabitants of a world.
Out front were two small obelisk looking structures about five feet high. They had tubes of a firm substance that was attached to them at one end. Passing the obelisks, he made his way to the building.
It had several windows whose glass had long since been broken, all but one were boarded up. The front door was a latticework of metal which he found to be unusual. Looking inside, he saw barren stands and tables. Small animals the size of his hand with a long tail, rats he thought they were, could be seen making their way across the floor. Whatever this place’s original function had been, it was deserted now. Realizing he wasn’t going to learn anything further there, he returned to the road.
Glancing down either direction failed to gave him any indication as to which way he needed to go in order to reach the nearest town. Determining that the path to the right traveled slightly downhill, he decided to try that way. Stepping upon the black road, he set out in search for the one who would save Casdralla’s people.
Larus had been walking for a little over two hours, all the while contemplating the information Xi gave him to impart to the chosen one. First and foremost was the language of the world in question. Whoever the chosen one turned out to be, it was a given that his native tongue would not be that of the world to which he would be taken. Also, there was a general knowledge of the world which would prove invaluable, as well as basic skills he may need along the way.
Then a sound began to develop behind him, bringing him out of his reverie. It was growing louder by the second. Glancing back the way he had come, he saw what looked to be a fast moving carriage hurtling toward him. What propelled it? he thought. There were no horses drawing it and the carriage rode low to the ground. It was black and shiny. Along the side were what looked to be red flames, but were in actuality simply an adornment.
As he turned toward the fast moving carriage, he could see two people riding inside. “Well, this was easy,” he said to himself as he waved to them in greeting. It was nice of Xi to have placed him where he was sure to encounter the chosen one so readily.
He stood upon the road waving but the carriage failed to slow down. Almost as if those within didn’t see him, it approached and then with a gust of wind, roared past. Larus was startled when just as the carriage was passing by, it let out with a very loud, very unnerving sound that lasted but a second.
As the carriage sped down the road away from him, he ceased waving. Standing perplexed for a moment, he tried to figure out what happened. Then from behind him, another roaring sound began to be heard. Looking back, he saw another carriage heading quickly toward him.
This carriage was unlike the other one. Where the first one had been black and shiny, this one was kind of a brownish color. Only one person was within it, and behind the area where the person sat, was a long open area that resembled a box without a lid.
Larus stood there as the carriage roared toward him. Always the friendly sort, he again waved. To his astonishment, the carriage let out with an unpleasant squealing sound as it began to slow. At its current rate of deceleration, he realized the carriage was going to stop next to where he stood.
As the carriage let out a final ear piercing squeal as it came to a stop, Larus looked through the carriage window and saw an older man inside. The glass of the window suddenly began moving down and smoke belched forth. “Are you lost?” the old man asked.
Larus wasn’t sure how to respond so remained silent. Could this be the chosen one?
“Do you need a ride?” the old man asked.
“Yes,” replied Larus. “I would find that most welcomed.”
The old man waited while Larus simply stood there for a moment then said, “Well, don’t just stand there.” Motioning to the other side of the carriage, he added, “Get in.”
“Oh, right,” replied Larus. He quickly moved around to the other side and opened the door. The opening apparatus was unlike any other he had ever seen, but readily deduced its function. Climbing inside, he sat next to the old man then closed the door. As soon as the door shut, the carriage roared back to life and they began moving down the black road.
“What’s your name?” the old man asked.
“Larus,” he replied.
The old man grinned. “You can call me Pete,” he said. Reaching up to the panel before him, he pressed a button and music filled the inside of the carriage. It was loud and its sudden appearance startled Larus.
As the old man pulled forth a small thin circular tube, Larus reached up out of curiosity for the button which seemed to have produced the music. Pressing it, the music abruptly stopped.
The old man applied a flame to the tube and smoke began to issue from it. He glanced to Larus and asked, “What, you don’t like county?”
Country? Thinking fast, Larus replied, “I like your country very much.”
“Then why did you turn it off?” the old man asked.
“Off?” asked a confused Larus.
“Yes,” replied Pete. Reaching up, he pressed the button and the music reappeared. Pressing it again, the music vanished.
“Oh!” said Larus as he realized what the man was talking about. “You mean the music.”
“Yes,” said Pete, giving Larus a sidelong look.
Larus gave him a grin and pressed the button which caused the music to once more fill the carriage. The novelty of creating music by pressing a button intrigued him.
“Are you okay?” Pete asked.
“I am fine, thank you,” Larus assured him.
Pete held forth his hand which held a small package with more of the round tubes and offered him one. “Want a smoke?” he asked.
Larus shook his head. “I must decline,” he answered. He had encountered various means in which people inhaled smoke given off by burning vegetation, but never once had he enjoyed it.
Pete shrugged and said, “Suit yourself.”
They rode down the road in silence for a bit, Larus completely enthralled by the novelty of riding in a horseless carriage. Turning back from watching the landscape zipping by, he caught Pete casting glances toward him. “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked.
Shaking his head, Pete said, “No.” Then a moment later, “You’re not sweating.”
“That is true,” replied Larus.
“But, it’s a hundred and fifteen outside,” the old man stated. “And you were walking beneath the sun.”
“I don’t perspire,” he explained.
“Some kind of medical condition?” Pete asked.
“I suppose you could call it that,” he replied.
While Pete had been checking him out, Larus had been weighing the chances of Pete being the chosen one. It didn’t take him long to rule him out as a candidate. Using the senses all Qyaendri possess, he could tell the man had extensive problems with his lungs. In fact, Larus would be surprised if he lived through the week. He wanted to help the man for it was within his power to do so, but Xi’s warning about not interfering with the people of this world prevented him.
Larus sat back and again looked out the window at the world passing by. Arid, barren, lifeless, he felt the chances of finding anyone suitable in such a land extremely remote. He knew his Lady’s people were counting on him to find the one to save them. But where could that person be?
As they continued down the black road, they began encountering other carriages coming from the other direction. Not one of them looked the same. He was fascinated by the apparent need for variety these people exhibited. For the most part, places he had been sent to help Casdralla’s faithful tended to be all the same; the people, sights, and sounds. But here, things were different.
“How far are you going?” Pete finally asked.
“I’m not entirely sure,” he replied.
“A free spirit huh?” the old man guessed.
Larus shook his head. “No, that I am not.”
The response wasn’t what Pete was expecting. Shrugging it off, he said, “Well, I’m only going another couple miles. My son and I have a booth at the fair where we sell produce.”
“Fair?” asked Larus.
“That’s right,” he replied.
“Will there be many people there?” he asked.
“A fair amount,” he said, then laughed at the play on words.
“Excellent,” Larus commented. “That would be an ideal place in which to start.” He began thinking about how he was going to go about winnowing the people he was to meet down to the few who may fulfill the criteria for the chosen one. Before he had it figured out, his attention was drawn to a town appearing out of the horizon further down the road. As they drew closer, a sight appeared some ways from the town off the right side of the road that he had never seen before.
There was a large wheel going round and round yet not going anywhere. As they drew closer still, he saw people riding upon seats attached to the inner surface of the wheel. Then other sights, equally strange and wonderful caught his eye. “What is that?” he asked.
“That’s the fair,” explained the old man. “What, ain’t you never seen one before?”
Larus shook his head. “Not like that,” he replied.
“Shoot, that’s a small one,” he said with a chuckle. “Out here in the middle of nowhere, you can’t wrangle the big amusement companies to come. But this one suits our needs and provided a place for the young’ens to have fun.”
Not really paying much attention to what Pete was saying, Larus was taking in the wonders coming at him through the window; the lights and the people. And the energy! He could feel it radiating out from the fair. Only extreme emotions could generate such an outpouring of energy from mortals. Fear and love would do it, but he didn’t feel any of that coming from there. Something else was causing it.
As Pete pulled from the road they had been traveling upon onto another smaller one, they covered the last of the distance to the fair.
Larus’ eyes were trying to take in everything the fair had to offer. He then caught a whiff of an odor coming from outside the carriage. It took him a moment of searching before he found the correct mechanism and rolled his window down to better experience it. Baked bread, only sweeter with a hint of something else. As the window came down, so too did the noise enter. Larus was beside himself with the sights, sounds, and smells of the fair.
Pete followed the smaller road to one of the entryways where he came to a stop. A lady stood near the gate and approached Pete’s window. “More produce Pete?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he replied. “My boy called and said they were running low.”
The lady looked over to Larus. “Who’s your friend?”
“Found him wandering along the side of the road. His name’s Larus,” Pete explained.
“Walking out in this heat?” she asked.
Pete nodded. “Yep.” Revving the engine, he said, “Talk to you later.”
“You take care,” she replied warmly.
Making their way slowly through the fairgrounds, Larus was overwhelmed by the sights and sounds. Never in all his experiences had he encountered anything like this on a mortal world. When Pete brought the carriage to a stop, Larus opened the door and left the cab. In the back of his mind he heard Pete calling his name but he was too enthralled by the energy bombarding him from every side to pay any attention.
The gleeful cries of children, the amazing odors emanating from dozens of sources, all added to the sensory overload he was experiencing. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced on a mortal world. Moving deeper into the fair, all he could think of was Pete’s comment that this was small. He couldn’t help but wonder what a large one would be like.
A lone traveler was riding along the road that wended its way eastward through rolling hills. This part of Casdra was sparsely populated with only the occasional farmsteads dotting the land. Further east rose the mountains through which the road would ultimately go. A cool breeze blew down from the peaks, easing the heat of the summer day.
Father Thomas was on his way back to the village of Billin where he was proud to be the spiritual leader. Every three years, Casdralla’s priests were required to spend time at the High Temple for a period of fasting and purification. Then once completed, they would return to their home temples, recharged in spirit and ready to continue the work of the Lady.
Riding his mule across the hills of the lower region of Casdra, the land in which their holy Lady held sway, he passed the time by recalling many of the theological discussions in which he partook. Such learned exchanges of ideas were a rare thing in his home temple and that was part of the reason he so enjoyed his time at the High Temple. The priests with whom he served on a day to day basis in Billin were not necessarily the brightest of those called to the Lady’s service. Billin being a small town with a small temple, it didn’t draw many of what many would consider deep thinkers. The only one with whom he could discuss the more abstract theoretical ideals was Brother Frey. But he tended to be rather peripatetic and spent most of his time traveling between temples, being a more hands on priest than most.
All in all, Father Thomas was quite satisfied with his life. The birds were singing and the light breeze aided in keeping the summer heat tolerable.
Sometime tomorrow he would be back in Billin. Nestled in a high valley along the shore of the prettiest lake one could ever hope to see, Billin inhabited the most tranquil, and beautiful area Father Thomas had ever encountered. That was why when he had heard of the passing of the Father in charge of the Billin temple, he quickly volunteered for the position. He loved being in the mountains and away from the hustle and bustle of the city. Dabbing away the sweat beading his forehead, he would also be glad to be away from the heat of the lowlands.
It was still early in the day when the road began to rise on its way toward the upper elevations. Casdra on a whole was a land of rugged terrain and deep forests. Almost completely encircled by tall mountain ranges, the greater part of Casdralla’s domain was accessible only through a single mountain pass. Father Thomas had made his way through that pass four days ago and then spent the better part of a day visiting a friend who was a priest at the temple in the walled city of Xith.
Xith was by far Casdra’s largest city. Situated as it was on the southern border, the soldiers garrisoned behind its fortifications had protected the pass leading into the heart of Casdra for centuries. With its massive wall protecting it, they could sally forth and attack any army which dared try to invade into the heart of Casdra. The last such assault was three centuries ago and the invading army had been decimated so severely, they had eventually given up and returned home in disgrace after losing more than half its men.
Their country was strong, its people prosperous, the world was as it should be.
As he continued along, the road gradually grew steeper as it made its way to the summit. At times it would switchback on itself and grew quite steep. Every time he passed through this section of the road, he would offer a prayer up to the Lady for those traders hearty enough to dare this route of steep incline and narrow switchbacks. For without them, his village would experience grave hardship.
Hours went by as he worked his way to the summit. A hunter’s cabin stood not far from the road just over the summit on the eastern side. In the winter, hunters from Billin would come and use it as a base. During other seasons of the year, it was a way-stop for travelers, a place where they could escape the cold of the mountains and take their ease during the night.
Father Thomas always made it a point to stop there whenever he traveled to the High Temple or visited his friend in Xith. Rarely did he encounter another person sharing the cabin during those times. It afforded him a final period in which to commune with the Lady before returning to his duties. And as he crested the summit and the cabin came into view not far down the road, he saw that this time was to be no exception. It was shut tight against the elements and had the look of being deserted.
Behind the cabin was a small stable where he housed his mule. He offered a prayer of thanksgiving to Casdralla when he discovered oats for his mule. They must have been left by the last traveler.
But such was the custom in Casdra. It being for the most part a mountainous and rugged country, way-stops such as this one were not uncommon. Whenever a traveler stayed at one, custom dictated for them to leave what they could for the next traveler. Because who knew when someone’s need would be great? The Lady favored those who helped others.
Aside from the oats, Father Thomas discovered plenty of chopped wood stacked inside near the fireplace, another benevolent act by the previous occupant. He stacked several of the smaller logs within the fireplace and soon had a warm fire burning, its warmth quickly banishing the cool of the upper elevations from the cabin.
Once the fire was able to continue burning on its own, he took his pot and went outside to where a small creek made its way past the cabin. There he filled it a quarter of the way with water.
The sun by this time had fallen behind the western peaks and the day was once more giving way to night. Father Thomas took his time on returning to the cabin. The peace of the moment filled him and it was in times like these that he felt closest to the Lady.
When at last he returned inside the cabin, he went about making a stew from the last of his supplies. As he waited for it to become ready, he gazed from the window, enjoying the tranquil view of the trees and mountains.
Tomorrow he would be home.
In the morning before he left, he offered a blessing for the next traveler. Since priests normally weren’t expected to chop wood, this was their way of contributing to the way-stops. Anyone who encountered a way-stop that was ill prepared for them knew that a priest had recently spent the night and that they would be blessed. True, there were some who took advantage of the custom and took without giving, but they faced a reckoning for their actions when they departed this world.
Once the blessing had been said and he was again atop his mule, Father Thomas resumed his progress toward Billin. His spirits were high as he worked his way down from the summit, fully enjoying another of the remarkably beautiful days that were so common to this region at this time of year.
He rode for several hours before encountering another traveler. The man was on foot further down the road and making his way toward him. Walking with head down and steps coming in broken rhythm, there was something about the man that made Father Thomas uneasy. Nudging his mule to a quicker pace, he hurried forward. He had covered most of the distance and was about to shout a salutation when the man took a misstep and fell to the road.
Father Thomas immediately slipped from the back of his mule and rushed forward, his concern growing into something more. Even before he reached the man’s side, he could see that his clothes were torn and stained red with blood.
His first thought was that the man may have run afoul of bandits. Though not very common along this stretch of road, it did happen. “My son!” he cried as he reached the man’s side.
Raising his head, the man looked up. “Father,” he said.
Father Thomas gasped in recognition when he recognized the face staring up at him. “Jesop?” he asked in worry. Dropping to his knees, he reached out for his long time friend. “What happened?” he asked. “Who did this to you?” Dried blood matted Jesop’s clothes in several places. There was a wound on his head, a bump that appeared to have been caused by contact with a blunt object.
Jesop grabbed the front of Father Thomas’ robe. “They’re gone!” he cried. “Everyone is gone!”
Fear from deep within the priest began welling to the surface as Jesop spoke. “Gone?” he asked. “Who?”
“I tried…” he began then stopped as the light in his eyes began to fade.
“Jesop!” yelled Father Thomas. Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and prayed. “Lady, who watches over her people as does a loving mother, let not this good man leave us!” When he opened his eyes, he saw Jesop looking back. “Tell me what happened,” he said softly.
“They came in the night,” Jesop explained. “With clubs and swords they came and took everyone they could find.” He started to fade again but strength returned to him and was able to continue. “I tried to save them!” he shouted. “But there were too many.” Tears appeared in his eyes as he said quietly, “They took my Valia, ripped her out of my arms as I tried to shield her. She was but a girl!”
“Who did this?” Father Thomas asked.
Jesop didn’t reply. His turned his head toward him and sobbed.
Father Thomas held him as he cried. Inwardly, he feared for his people, for Jesop had been one of those who lived within Billin. He was amazed that given his injuries, Jesop had made it so far. Giving silent prayers to the Lady for the safety of his people and for her to protect them, he held the man until his cries stopped. When he loosened the embrace, he found that Jesop had died.
He said another prayer for Casdralla to ease Jesop’s passage to the next world, then set about burying him. Father Thomas desperately needed to return to Billin and find out what had happened, but first he would give Jesop the proper burial he deserved.
It took him almost half an hour before Jesop was properly in the ground. Standing by the grave, he offered another prayer then returned to his mule and continued the last stretch home as fast as possible.
An hour later he saw the smoke. Two more hours found him upon the crest of the ridge overlooking Billin and saw what remained of his once peaceful, beautiful village. Not one building remained intact. Whoever had done this had set fire to everything. He sought where his temple had once stood and found only a charred remnant.
A glimmer of hope sprung within him when he saw people moving amongst the smoldering remains of their homes. Nudging his mule into motion, he hurried down to the town.
Daeson was aiding in processing prayers of the faithful as most Qyaendri do from time to time when another of the Qyaendri appeared before him. “Daeson!” the Qyaendri exclaimed. “Xi has returned!”
“Xi?” he asked.
Nodding, the Qyaendri said, “He wants you to come.”
Without saying anything further, Daeson vanished and immediately appeared within the High Temple where he made his way to the Rotunda. The temple was crowded to the point of bursting with curious Qyaendri. As he came forward, their ranks parted to allow him a path to the center by the statue of their goddess where Xi waited.
Xi said not a word as Daeson approached. As he came before the most ancient one, Daeson dropped to one knee and bowed “What does my Lady want of me?” he asked.
There was a moment of quiet expectation as everyone within the Rotunda held still to hear Xi’s reply. “It is time,” his deep voice announced.
Daeson raised his head and saw Xi holding his hand out toward him.
“Take my hand,” he said.
Coming to his feet, Daeson reached out and took hold of Xi’s hand. In that instant, they were gone.
In a world very much different to that in which Father Thomas hurried to help his people, Larus laughed. He had done much laughing during the past year spent on this world. The people inhabiting this particular world were basically much the same as those he had encountered on every other world to which he had been sent during his time in Casdralla’s service. It was what they had done with the world that so amazed him.
He had learned much of this world and its people since his first arrival: radio, television, candy bars, the list was endless. These people had a way of living which transfixed him as none other. From the simple country fair, he had made his way to a more populated area where he planned to search for the one to save his Lady’s people.
But soon after arriving, he discovered a place that made the fair seem boring in comparison. It was something the locals called an ‘Amusement Park’. In it were things the locals called ‘roller-coasters’ and other ‘thrill rides’ which soon had him procrastinating in his mission to find the chosen one. After all, he did have a whole year didn’t he?
One of the attributes of the Qyaendri was that when they were around mortals, they were prone to pick up the habits and attitudes of those mortals. Most Qyaendri were able to use this ability to better deal with the mortals they were trying to help. Knowing how mortals thought and felt gave them an edge when attempting to answer their prayers.
However, some like Larus, tended to be more influenced in their own actions by the habits and attitudes of the mortals around them. His susceptibility to being thus affected had played no small part in why he had been sent to help the boy Allen. The little boy lived in a sparsely populated rural community and Larus would have minimal contact with humans. Now though, with thousands of people surrounding him and being constantly bombarded by their thoughts, emotions, and the basic drives of all humans, he was ill equipped to deal with it.
And that is why, a year later, Larus had done very little in the way of finding the chosen one. In fact, for the last three months, he hadn’t even thought about his mission at all. Going from one experience to another, he became an addict of this world. Not from drugs or anything like that, but rather from a deluge of experiences so overwhelming, that they were all he could think about.
A year to the day of his arrival on this world, Larus was seated in an old, rundown movie theater watching a Three Stooges’ marathon. Aside from himself, there were only fourteen others in the theater. On his lap was a monster bucket of popcorn from which a steady stream of the crunchy goodness found its way into his mouth. Resting on the seat next to him was a half eaten box of bonbons, a pop that was all but gone, and the nachos he planned to eat a little bit later.
There was something about the men on the screen that was hard to resist. Their antics brought forth laughter from him the likes of which he had never experienced. Currently, he was watching them trying to get a block of ice up a tall flight of steps. Every time the block of ice reached the top, it had melted to a fraction of its original size. And every time, he would laugh. Then, they positioned themselves to relay the block of ice to the top. Each moving quickly, they were finally able to get the block of ice to the top intact. When Curly held it up to show the other two they had succeeded, it slipped out of the tongs and shattered on the ground.
Larus broke into laughing so hard, he could barely breathe. When he was finally able to control the laughter and returned his gaze to the screen, he found the picture to be frozen.
“Hey!” he hollered up to the projection room. Glancing to the square through which the picture emerged, he tried to see what, if anything, was going on in there.
About to get out of his seat and head out to the lobby to tell someone, he noticed everyone in the theater wasn’t moving either. That was when he saw someone standing nearby in the aisle looking straight at him. A soft nimbus of light radiated from the man. It took only a moment for him to recognize Daeson.
At seeing the Qyaendri, the enormity of what he had done, or rather not done, struck him like a load of bricks. The presence of another Qyaendri did much to negate the accumulated affects of the mortals on this world. He realized the time was up and that he had done nothing in finding the chosen one.
“I’ve come to bring the one to save our Lady’s people,” Daeson told him.
Fear coursed through Larus. He had failed! There was no chosen one!
“Where is he?” asked Daeson.
Panic filled him. He could be banished from his Lady’s presence for this! And what of Xi? What would that mighty one do to him for having failed? Visions of consequences too terrible to mention ran through his mind.
“Well?” asked Daeson. “Don’t tell me you failed again.” His expression darkened.
“No,” lied Larus. It just came out. He had never lied before, ever. Yet there he was, lying! Before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “The chosen one is ready.”
Surprise appeared on Daeson’s face. “Truly?” When Larus nodded, he asked, “Then where is he? Time is short for our Lady’s people.”
His mind froze. What could he say? What could he do? Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a man frozen in the doorway leading from the theater. The man was returning from the lobby with a bucket of popcorn in one hand and a drink in the other. Pointing toward him, Larus said, “That’s him.”
Daeson turned to look at the man and said, “Good.” Moving toward him, Daeson reached out and touched the man on the arm.
As Daeson and the man disappeared, Larus moaned, “What have I done?”
Father Thomas was numb. Only a few of his people had survived the attack. Those who had been lucky enough to find refuge in the surrounding forest told tales of men appearing in the dead of night. Wielding clubs, they felled everyone they encountered.
Here and there as he passed through the pitiful remnants of his once beautiful village, laid men who had fought to save family and friends. Their bodies hacked and stabbed, some beyond recognition. Whoever had done this had shown no mercy.
They had come for his people, taken them toward a fate Father Thomas wouldn’t allow himself to contemplate. A steady stream of prayers issued forth from the priest as he moved from body to body. Not only were they of the men who fought in defense of their village, but also of the old and infirm.
“Why?” a woman cried out to him. “Why would they do this to us?”
He looked her way and saw a woman cradling the head of a man in her lap. As he gazed into her tear streaked face, he recognized her as Clarissa. She and the man whose head she cradled had exchanged vows but a month ago. Theirs had been a life of promise. Now she was a widow.
Shaking his head, he said, “I do not know.”
“It was them damn Ullentites,” stated a crusty old codger. Ogger was one of the oldest living residents in Billin and had been the boil on many backsides during his protracted years. “Always knew they were no good.”
Ullen was the nation to the south. Ruled by a king, they and Casdra had enjoyed many years of peace and prosperity. During his recent time in the High Temple, Father Thomas had heard unsettling rumors surrounding a recent shift in the power structure of Ullen. He had paid little heed, now much to his regret.
“Carey!” “Mort!” A woman cried out in anguish as she moved through the charred remains of Billin in search of her children.
Father Thomas continued to sink lower into sadness, his world crumbling around him. All he could think of was that he had not been here when his people had needed him the most. Self deprecating guilt and mind numbing emotional pain sought to take his will from him. Then, almost as if a hand reached inside him and brought him back to his reason, he knew what he had to do.
Moving with renewed determination, he made his way toward what was left of his beautiful temple. Offering prayers and words of encouragement to all he passed along the way. The temple door was gone, as were the walls and ceiling. Fire had taken everything but the stone fireplace and the adjoining wall.
Passing resolutely into the still smoking remains, he made his way toward where the wooden altar had once stood. The silver chalice, the golden statue of the goddess, none of the precious, sacred objects had been spared by the invaders. They had stolen them all. His heart broke at the desecration to his temple, but he persevered until he reached the area just before where the altar had sat.
Charred sections of the crossbeams and ceiling were lying crisscrossed upon the floor. Taking hold of the uppermost beam, he began clearing them to the side. For hidden beneath the floor was the most sacred of all the artifacts which his temple had held.
“Father Thomas?” a man asked.
Pausing in his work, he turned to see Ogger standing at the edge of the ruined temple. The old man was looking at him.
“Could you use some help?” he asked.
Father Thomas was taken aback by the offer. In the fifteen years he had served in Billin, this was the first time Ogger had ever offered to help anyone. “Yes,” he replied. “I could and thank you my son.”
Ogger made his way to the Father’s side, and with his help, the floor was soon cleared of debris.
It didn’t look as if the secret compartment had been discovered. The fire which had destroyed his temple had scorched the wood of the floor and warped it slightly but appeared still intact. Kneeling down, Father Thomas pressed in the two places necessary to open it. When it popped open, it only opened half an inch. Then Ogger was there with a knife and wedged its blade into the side of the secret compartment’s lid. When he pried the lid open, Father Thomas saw the purple velvet pouch and breathed a sigh of relief.
“What is that?” asked Ogger.
“This, my son,” Father Thomas replied as he took the pouch and stood up, “is a piece of the very first temple ever built on this world to Casdralla.” Opening the pouch, he pulled forth a piece of wood three inches long and one wide. To Ogger it looked like nothing more than part of a wooden plank that had been chipped away from a larger piece.
Father Thomas let the pouch fall away as he held the sacred artifact. “I am going to beseech our Lady to help our people,” he explained.
Ogger nodded. “Is there anything I can help you with?” he asked.
“No,” replied Father Thomas. Holding the artifact reverently in his hands, he fell to his knees and prayed. “Great Mother Casdralla, your people need your help this day…” As he prayed, he could feel the holiness of the piece of wood he held seem to magnify and envelope him like a warm, comforting blanket.
Pouring his heart and soul into the prayer, he beseeched her to watch over his people, that they may be safe and quickly returned to their loved ones. “…let them know you walk with them great Lady. Help them, I beseech you.” With the utterance of the last word, he grew silent as tears streamed down his face. Finally giving into the emotions which have plagued him since first learning of the attack, he clutched the piece of wood and sobbed.
His sobbing continued for only a short time before a warm sense of calm settled over him, a feeling of safety akin to that of a fearful child being comforted by a loving parent. “Father!” he heard Ogger suddenly cry out. There was something strange in his voice, something he had never heard in it before. Opening his eyes, he was startled to see two men enveloped by a radiant glow standing before him.
“A Qyaendri!” he exclaimed. For the man on the right could be none other. Though they looked as any man one would expect to encounter on the street, a Qyaendri had a certain aura about them that any priest could immediately recognize.
Father Thomas was awed beyond words. Never in his time as a priest had he come face to face with one. While it was true he had been taught that they were the intermediaries between Casdralla and the mortal world, he had always harbored doubts as to their existence. At the High Temple where he had just recently come from, there were many murals and statues depicting Qyaendri. He had always hoped they were real. And, now standing before him, was one. Fear intermingled with awe at being in its presence.
The man standing next to the Qyaendri was an odd sort. His dress was unlike anything Father Thomas had ever seen before. In one hand the man held a bucket containing an unknown substance, while in the other was gripped what looked to be a container.
Remaining on his knees, Father Thomas bowed his head. “Mighty one,” he said with as much reverence and respect he could muster. From the corner of his eye, he saw Ogger and several others down on one knee.
“There is a task which this man must complete,” said the Qyaendri. “You, Father Thomas, must aid him in whatever way you are able.”
“But what of my people?” began Father Thomas when suddenly, the Qyaendri disappeared. The glow encompassing the man faded with the Qyaendri’s disappearance.
The man stood there with eyes wide for a moment as he looked first to Father Thomas then to the burned out husk of the temple. Then a small noise escaped him as his eyes rolled up into his head and fainted dead away.
As the man hit the soot covered floor of the temple, Father Thomas rushed forward. Upon reaching his side, he saw that the man still breathed. He had merely fainted and remained uninjured. Turning to where Ogger still knelt he said “Help me carry him somewhere more comfortable.”
“Kyn’s place out in the woods was untouched,” offered one of the bystanders.
“Good, we shall take him there.” With Ogger’s help, Father Thomas lifted the unconscious man and carried him from the temple’s remains.
Revitalized with hope, Father Thomas had thrown off the cloak of despair which had settled upon him. Obviously, the appearance of this man was the answer to his prayer. This man of unknown origin would somehow be instrumental in the return of his people.
“What was that?” Ogger asked once they emerged from the temple.
“I believe it was a Qyaendri,” replied Father Thomas. “A servant of our Lady.”
A hushed murmur passed through those accompanying them. Throughout their lives they had heard tales of the wondrous creatures, but never in all their days had they expected one to materialize in their midst.
“Have everyone gather at Kyn’s,” he told them. “When the stranger awakens, we’ll discover how we shall bring about the return of our people.” Moving quickly, he and Ogger brought the man to Kyn’s home and laid him on the bed. Kyn had been one of the men who fell during the initial moments of the attack.
A water filled bowl and towel were brought to clean the soot from the stranger and his clothes. And such strange clothes they were too. The shirt was made of a material softer than wool. Brown in color, it bore a bear’s face with indecipherable symbols stitched in an arc over its head.
His pants were dark blue and made of a sturdy material. Perhaps the greatest oddity about the man’s apparel was his shoes. Never before had any seen their like. They only came to the man’s ankles and were tied with a long cord looped through circular, reinforced holes. Altogether it made for a very odd and strange appearance.
While one of the village women cleaned the man, another came in carrying the items the man had been holding when he appeared. “Father,” the woman said as she came forward with them.
“Give them here my child,” he said. Reaching out for them, he took the bucket and container from the woman. A strange aroma was being emitted by the contents of the bucket which he found to be not entirely unpleasant. Inside were a multitude of small yellowish-white objects. Setting the bucket on the bedside table, he turned his attention to the container. The outside was blue and white with strange, unfamiliar diagrams inscribed upon its surface. Moving the container, he could feel liquid sloshing about within. Setting the liquid filled container next to the bucket, he turned to those assembled in the room.
“These must be the man’s food and drink,” he said. “Perhaps given to him by the Lady.” That elicited a murmur from the onlookers.
“It might be wise to let him rest,” Ogger said.
Father Thomas nodded. “I shall remain here with him,” he told them. “The rest of you continue in your search for any others who may have survived.” As the villagers started to leave, he said, “Ogger.”
The old man stopped and turned back toward him.
“Thank you for your help,” he said.
Ogger nodded then continued out from the room.
Once the door was closed and he and the man were alone in the room, Father Thomas watched the rise and fall of the man’s chest. In his mind, he contemplated the events culminating with the man’s appearance. Praying for strength to do what must be done, he pulled a chair next to the bed, sat down, and waited.
Man, what a dream that was, Hunter thought. Rolling over, he tried to settle into a more comfortable position but failed. For some reason, his bed wasn’t very comfortable.
His room was dark and he glanced around for the clock but failed to find it. He then looked over to where the red standby light on his monitor should be glowing in the dark and couldn’t find it either. “Great,” he moaned to himself. “Power’s out.”
It was still dark so there had to be another hour or two before he would be forced to get up for work, not that he wanted to. In the back of his mind he knew that with the power out, his alarm wouldn’t sound and he would probably oversleep. So? he thought. Perfect excuse to sleep in.
Rolling over yet again, he tried to find a comfortable position. That’s when he became aware of what sounded like breathing coming from within the room. Instantly he snapped fully awake and held still while trying to ascertain whether or not his imagination was playing tricks on him. After a few moments, he heard it again. Then he heard other noises coming from outside which gave him the impression of several others.
The first thing that came to mind was looters taking advantage of the blackout. He was being robbed! Not if he had any say in it. Whoever was in the room didn’t appear to be moving. In fact, the breathing noise seemed to be coming from the same place. Whoever it was, was remaining in the same spot. Why? Hunter couldn’t figure that out, but he wasn’t going to waste time thinking while his few meager possessions walked out the door.
Between his mattress and box spring nestled a 9mm handgun. His father had given it to him shortly after he left for college. He was pretty good with it, having spent time out on the firing range every once in a while with his friend Mitch.
Moving his hand slowly, he slipped it over the edge of the bed and inched his way toward the space in which his gun was hidden. To his chagrin, his hand encountered the bed frame before the crease between his mattress and box spring. Raising his hand back up, he sought the crease but for some reason, couldn’t locate it.
Cursing silently, he figured he was going to have to do this the old fashioned way. Hoping the intruders didn’t have guns of their own, he slowly sat up on the edge of the bed. As he came to his feet, he continued to concentrate on the sound of the other’s breathing. It remained unchanged. Curious.
From outside he heard muffled voices speaking to one another but wasn’t able to make them out. One thing at a time, he thought. He had to take out the one in the room first. It still didn’t sound as if the one in the room was moving about. Unwilling to take the time to ponder such an anomaly as an immobile intruder, he readied himself to pounce.
Turning toward the sound of breathing coming from the one in the room he sprang into action. He no sooner took a step than his bare foot forcefully struck a hard object. Aside from the massive amount of pain such a blow elicited from his toes, the unexpectedness of the encounter knocked him off balance. Crashing into a nearby table, he smashed it to pieces on his way to the floor. As the still intact section of the table fell upon him, he resisted the urge to cry out in pain due to the throbbing of his recently stubbed toes.
The sound of the crash startled Father Thomas awake. The candle which had been burning on the table had gone out and the room was pitch black. “Ogger!” he cried as he scrambled to his feet.
His first thought was that someone had made an attack on the stranger. But when Ogger and several others burst into the room with a lit torch, they quickly realized what had happened. The stranger had left the bed and took a misstep in the dark.
Father Thomas pulled the table off the stranger only to have the stranger strike him in the stomach. Doubling over from the blow, he stumbled backward.
The stranger grabbed a section of the broken table and wielded in like a club as he limped backward to place his back against the wall. Moving the club back and forth, the stranger looked as if he expected Father Thomas and the others to attack him.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ogger move forward toward the stranger. “Stay back!” he ordered the old man.
Ogger stopped and glanced his way. Upon seeing the priest motioning him to back off, he fell back several feet.
Father Thomas turned his attention to the stranger. He felt no anger for being struck, for he too would be unnerved to suddenly find himself inexplicably in foreign surroundings. Raising his hands with palms facing the stranger in a disarming gesture, he said, “We are not going to hurt you.”
The stranger looked to him, his eyes slightly wild. Then the stranger looked to Ogger and the others before continuing to pan around the room. As his gaze moved, his expression turned from determination, to puzzlement, and then finally to one bordering on fear.
“Are you okay?” Father Thomas asked in a gentle, reassuring voice. Again, the stranger’s gaze turned to him but made no other reply.
“I think he’s not all there,” observed Ogger.
“Quiet!” exclaimed Father Thomas quietly, all the while keeping his gaze fixed on the stranger.
“What is your name?” he asked. When again the stranger made no reply, Father Thomas moved one of his hands to his chest. Pointing to himself, he said, “Father Thomas.” Again, no response.
Glancing over his shoulder, he realized most of the survivors of the earlier attack were crowding the area just within the room behind him. Turning to Ogger, he said, “It might be best if I dealt with him alone.”
Ogger nodded. “You may be right father.” Turning to the others he said, “Alright, you heard him. Everyone out.” Moving forward he began ushering them toward, then through, the door.
“Do you want me to stay?” Ogger asked.
Father Thomas shook his head. “No,” he replied. “But leave the torch.”
“As you wish.” As he came to the door and gently persuaded the last of the villagers to leave, he wedged the end of the torch into a crack in the wall, then walked out.
Once the door closed and he was alone with the stranger, Father Thomas could see the stranger begin to relax.
What is going on? Hunter tried to make sense of what he was seeing. He was not in his room. Rather, it looked like he was in some sort of cabin. The walls were made of logs and the furniture crude. How did he get here?
He held onto the piece of wood he was brandishing as a weapon while his mind worked to come to grips with the situation. There were at least ten people here other than himself. The one before him seemed to be the leader. From the way he was dressed in a robe and had short hair, he looked like one of those cultist leaders. Could that be what happened? Are they going to brainwash him and make him sell flowers at the airport? Hunter figured they were going to have to kill him before he would ever allow that to become a reality.
The leader spoke to him in some foreign language, but he couldn’t make any sense of it. It sure wasn’t Spanish or any of the others he had encountered over the years. He did relax some when everyone but the robed leader left the room. Hunter figured he could take the leader if he had to, but then what?
Not far from where he stood was a window. He began edging his way toward it to see if could figure out where he was. The leader stood still and quiet as he crossed over and looked out. He couldn’t see much more than that they were surrounded by trees. Those who had been in the room earlier were congregating together nearby, a few cast glances his way.
Many looked to be in mourning. Men as well as women were crying, some spoke in anger, all in all the mood outside was not good. A second glance revealed that more than one bore fresh bandages that were stained with blood. Turning his gaze back to the leader, his confusion only grew.
As soon as his eyes met the other man’s, the leader again pointed to himself and very slowly said, “Fa-ther Tho-mas.”
“Father Thomas?” queried Hunter. His question elicited a smile and a nod.
The leader again pointed to himself and said, “Father Thomas.” Then the leader pointed toward Hunter and looked at him questioningly.
“Hunter,” he explained. “My name is Hunter.”
“Hun…ter?” the leader asked.
Hunter nodded. “Yes,” he replied. “Hunter.”
The leader smiled and said, “Hunter.”
“Okay,” Hunter said, “now you know my name.” The leader nodded when he paused. “What am I doing here?” The leader looked blank at the question. Then, he pointed over to a table near the bedside. When Hunter glanced over, he saw his drink and popcorn from the theater.
That sparked a memory. He had just arrived for the last half of the Three Stooges’ marathon, bought his popcorn and drink, then had gone to sit down. After that his memory grew fuzzy. He faintly remembered walking through the door and into the theater. Then nothing until he woke up here in the dark. It didn’t make any sense. If they kidnapped him, why bother to bring his popcorn and drink?
The leader spoke again and again gestured toward the popcorn and drink.
Hunter shook his head. “I don’t want any, thanks,” he said. “What I do want is to get out of here.” The leader looked blankly at him for a second then nodded as he spoke several words.
“Do you understand what I am saying?” Hunter asked. The leader again paused a moment before nodding. Hunter remained quiet as the leader spoke, then nodded. “I don’t know how I got here, but I want to leave.” As it didn’t appear that his life was in peril at the moment, he lowered the piece of wood.
As the leader spoke, Hunter nodded every once in a while in an attempt to placate him. He didn’t know what was going on, but he hoped that by keeping this guy happy it might afford him a chance to escape. Thoughts went through his mind about cultists and how one documentary had detailed how a man managed to escape their clutches by pretending to go along until an opportunity presented itself for escape. So nodding and giving a small smile, he listened to words he did not understand.
“Hunter,” Father Thomas said, “my people are in great peril. The Lady has brought you in answer to my prayers.” Pausing, he waited until he saw Hunter nod before continuing. “We must hurry if we are to rescue my people.” Again, Hunter nodded during a pause.
“Are you a wizard of great power?” Father Thomas asked. Relief washed over him as Hunter nodded. “Praise the Lady,” he said.
Pointing again over to the man’s food, he said, “We brought this for you should you require sustenance. Or can you eat our food?” A nod. “You can? Excellent.” He gave Hunter a smile which was returned. This is going better than I had imagined, thought Father Thomas.
“We should hurry,” he said, “before those who took our people have a chance to get too far away. They already have half a day’s head start on us.” When Hunter nodded, he turned his head toward the door and hollered, “Ogger!”
The door immediately opened and Ogger entered. Fear sprang anew in Hunter’s eyes which Father Thomas was quick to alleviate. “It’s okay,” he said in a mollifying tone. “He’s a friend.”
“Everything alright Father?” asked Ogger. He glanced from the priest to the man against the wall.
“Yes,” he said. “I think I’ve explained the situation. He’s willing to help.” Turning back to Hunter he asked, “Aren’t you?”
The appearance of the second man worried Hunter at first. But when the leader, who’s name he believed to be Father Thomas, turned back to him and spoke reassuringly, he relaxed and nodded again. The old guy seemed harmless, at least for the moment. Hunter felt the need to placate his captors until he could make a break for it. Until that time he would go along with anything as long as he didn’t get hurt or was forced to do something immoral. At that time he would turn from a willing, passive captive to one bent on immediate escape by any means necessary.
After several exchanges of words, the old man passed back through the doorway. At that time, Father Thomas turned back toward him and began motioning for him to follow. Backing through the door, it was obvious he wanted Hunter to follow him from the room. Having little other recourse, Hunter moved away from the wall and cautiously followed him through the doorway, the piece of wood still firmly clutched in his right hand.
There he found another room which looked to be the cabin’s living room with a small, crude kitchen off to the side. The lack of refrigerator and other modern amenities led him to believe this cult must not believe in modernization. There wasn’t even so much as a television, radio, or lights. He looked to the walls but failed to locate any switches or power outlets.
When he reached the doorway leading to the outside, he paused. Almost twenty people were present outside, standing still and watching him. “Okay,” he asked, “now what?”
Father Thomas spoke to him in his indecipherable language, again motioning for Hunter to follow. Geared to flee at a moment’s notice, he stepped from the cabin. After three steps, he saw a woman approach him and came to a stop.
The first thing he noticed about her were her red eyes and the tracks tears had made in the areas of soot covering her face. She came toward him with what looked to be an old fashioned satchel. Stopping an arm’s length away, she held it out for him.
Hunter glanced over to Father Thomas and saw him nod for him to take it. Reaching out, he took the satchel from the woman. She began speaking to him as tears welled anew. Then, panic seized him when she rushed forward. But it quickly dissipated when she wrapped her arms around him and began sobbing almost uncontrollably. Two of the other women quickly came and pulled her away. Something was greatly troubling these people, though for the life of him he couldn’t figure it out.
Three other women came forward. One gave a satchel to Father Thomas, another to the old man, and the third to a younger man. When he saw the three of them sling their satchels across their backs, he did the same.
“Are we going somewhere?” he asked.
The crowd of people grew silent as every eye turned back toward him. Father Thomas came forward and laid a hand on his shoulder. He spoke for a few seconds and afterward waited with an expectant look. Not knowing what else to do, Hunter nodded. Immediately, the crowd collectively sighed in relief, many directing smiles his way.
From out of the trees came a man with a bow slung across his shoulders. The people grew silent once more as the man came and spoke with Father Thomas. Pointing back the way he had come he spoke quickly and urgently.
The effect of his words was immediately apparent to those assembled. The momentary happiness they had exhibited deteriorated quickly back into sadness, some even breaking down into sobs once more. When the man finished speaking, Father Thomas laid a hand on his shoulder and nodded. After speaking a few more words which sounded encouragingly to the crowd, he turned back to Hunter.
By this time, Hunter was thoroughly confused. What he was sure had been a cult didn’t really act like one. On the contrary, they seemed to be in a great deal of distress. Either way, when Father Thomas spoke to him again and indicated they should follow the man with the bow, he didn’t know what else to do but acquiesce. Until he figured out what was going on, he better play along. But the first chance that presented itself, he would make a break for it. Somewhere out there had to be a phone where he could call for help.
Father Thomas fell in behind Lurri, with Hunter close by. Ogger and Kyle, the younger man who was to accompany them, brought up the rear.
“They’ve made camp in the foothills,” explained Lurri. A local woodsman, he had returned from a hunting trip not too long after the marauders had finished their business in Billin and headed south. He had immediately followed in the hopes of affecting their peoples’ rescue, but the force had proven too strong. Once the enemy had made camp, he hurried back to inform the others and perhaps organize a more able rescue party. Imagine his surprise when he was told of the stranger and the way in which he had arrived.
Moving quickly, they soon returned to the charred remnants of their village. The sight of which caused the stranger to stop in his tracks. One building still burned while the others were either still smoldering or had been reduced to a pile of ash.
Father Thomas came and put a hand on the stranger’s shoulder. “This was our village,” he explained. “Most of our people have been captured by those who did this.” The stranger glanced at him with an odd look in his eye. Then he silently nodded.
“Come,” Lurri said. “We haven’t much time. If we don’t hurry dawn will come before we can reach them.”
“And if that happens,” added Kyle, “our chances of doing anything effective will be gone.”
“You are correct my son,” Father Thomas agreed. Turning to the stranger he said, “We must hurry.” With a gentle tug on his arm to get him going, Father Thomas had the stranger moving once again.
As they left what had been his home for many years, Father Thomas offered another silent prayer beseeching help up to the Lady.
“Looks like Larus came through this time,” said Ftheril, one the Qyaendri Daeson had authority over.
Standing unseen by the mortals making their way from the ruined village, Daeson nodded. “Perhaps.” He and Ftheril watched as the mortals left the vicinity of Billin and began making their way down the river toward those who held their Lady’s people. “Watch them,” he told the Qyaendri. “Let me know if anything should develop.”
Ftheril nodded as one of the lesser Qyaendri left to take the priest’s latest prayer to the High Temple where it would be considered. No sooner had the one left than another appeared. Priests always had at least one Qyaendri in attendance at all times. In certain times of crisis or turmoil, there could be more. “As you wish,” Ftheril replied.
Daeson cast one final glance to the mortals before they disappeared into the trees. Then he left this world, for there were many Qyaendri attending numerous errands that required his attention.
Hunter was now even more confused. The last hour of travel along the banks of the river gave him ample opportunity to ponder the situation. He had already come to the conclusion that the people whom he saw shortly before he and the other three left for who knew where, must have belonged to the torched village. The sadness, the smell of char which clung around them, all indicated the two must be related.
But what happened? Assuredly, the number of people who once lived there must have numbered more than what he had already encountered. His initial theory that they might be a cult was beginning to fade in the logic of the situation. He seriously doubted they were cultists. What they really were still eluded him, but one thing was certain, they had recently gone through a traumatic experience. Of that he was sure.
However, that still didn’t explain his presence or how he even arrived. Wherever he was, it was very far from civilization. The town looked like something out of an old history book. No sign of power poles, sewers, or any of the other trappings which one would associate with modern times. The thought that they may be kin to the Amish came to mind. Perhaps some sect of theirs with even more of a traditional and isolationist mentality.
Whatever the reason, no matter how nice they seemed, the fact remained that he had been brought there against his will, and they were in no small part involved. He had been kidnapped, no way around it. He must get away before becoming mired in whatever troubles they were having.
The moon and stars lit the way as they made their way quickly along the banks of the river. If it wasn’t for the man with the bow, he would have already made a break for it. But the thought of a feathered shaft impaling him through the back kept him docile. At least for the moment.
The four men he was walking with talked quietly amongst themselves. A couple times they made attempts to include him in their conversation, but after several fruitless endeavors, ceased trying. He was too engrossed with his own thoughts to try and figure out what they were saying anyway.
After another couple hours of walking on the uneven banks of the river, Hunter’s feet were complaining. The shoes he wore, while comfortable in his day to day activities, left much to be desired when traversing across rock and root strewn ground in the dark. Both ankles hurt and he thought a blister may be forming on one of his big toes.
When they came to where the river passed through a small clearing, the man with the bow suddenly stopped and raised his hand. Hunter and the others came to a stop as well. “What?” he asked.
“Shhh!” the man with the bow said to him. Then the bowman turned his attention to Father Thomas, and after a brief exchange, hurried forward alone.
Hunter glanced to Father Thomas who in turn spoke to him. When he paused with an expectant look, Hunter shrugged and nodded.
Father Thomas nodded in return then turned his attention back to the trees through which the man with the bow had disappeared. The old man as well as the young also held their attention fixed on where the man had disappeared.
Hunter eyed to the trees, and when the bowman did not immediately reappear, came to the conclusion that this may be his only chance. So edging ever so slowly toward the trees he began putting distance between himself and the others. Just when he was about to turn and flee, the old man glanced in his direction. Hunter froze.
“Here now,” Father Thomas heard Ogger say. Turning his gaze from the trees, he saw that the stranger was now some distance away from them. He was about to ask what he was doing when the stranger gestured toward his groin and indicated his desire to relieve himself. Father Thomas nodded which prompted the stranger to turn and head toward the nearest tree.
“We need to stay together,” Ogger said quietly to Father Thomas. “It isn’t safe for him to go off on his own. Lurri said those who have our people are not too far away.”
Father Thomas moved his gaze from the stranger to Ogger. “He’s only answering the call of nature,” he replied. “And besides, Lurri said it was a mile or more to their camp. I seriously doubt if they would have anyone out this far.”
“You never know,” said Kyle.
After first glancing toward where Lurri had disappeared into the trees, Father Thomas returned his gaze to where the stranger was taking care of nature’s business. When he failed to see him, he gestured for the younger man Kyle to make sure he was okay.
Kyle hurried over and quickly disappeared into the trees only to emerge a moment later. “He’s gone!” he exclaimed.
“Damn!” cursed Ogger. “I knew it!”
“Lady protect him,” Father Thomas quickly prayed. Then to the other two he said, “We must find him.”
They were just about to begin the search when Lurri appeared from out of the trees at a run. In his hand he held his bow and an arrow. “They’re coming!” he said. Pausing, he turned, put arrow to string, then fired into the dark back the way he had come. A cry was heard indicating the arrow had found its mark.
Turning back, he quickly scanned the area then asked, “Where’s the stranger?”
Pointing off in the direction which the stranger was last seen, Father Thomas started to explain when Lurri grabbed him by the shoulder and propelled him in that direction. “Pardon Father,” he said. “But there isn’t time for talk.” As if to accentuate the point, the sound of men crashing through the forest began to be heard.
“Go!” Ogger urged as Lurri took the lead. Making sure Father Thomas was moving quickly before him, the old man followed with Kyle right behind. No sooner had they entered the forest and the river disappeared behind them, than shouts from the river’s edge broke the stillness of the night. To their fear, more shouts answered from deeper in the forest ahead.
Lurri had another arrow in hand but thus far didn’t have a target at which to shoot.
“We must find the stranger,” urged Father Thomas. “Our people have no hope without him.”
With a glance over his shoulder, Lurri nodded. It was unlikely the stranger would head toward the sounds of the enemy. So altering course away from them, he led their group deeper into the forest.
After giving them the slip, Hunter quickly found a thicket in which to hide and hunkered down. Looking out from between two bushes, he saw that the one with the bow had rejoined the other three and they were searching for him. It was after they had raced past his hiding place that he heard the sounds of others in the woods. Not knowing if they were friend or foe, he remained where he was.
As he laid low in the thicket, the forest back toward the river began to brighten. Through the trees, he saw dozens of men moving about, some bearing burning torches. If he had harbored any hopes that it might have been the police, they were dashed when he saw the men holding the torches.
They were of average height and dressed like someone you would find at a medieval renaissance faire. Dressed in brown leather armor with a steel helmet, each wore a sword at their hip while a couple carried bows.
He obtained a really good look at them when a group of nine broke off from those by the river and entered the woods to follow after Father Thomas and the other three. They passed very close to his hiding spot but failed to realize he was there. As they passed, he overheard them speaking in an unfamiliar language. It might possibly be the same as that spoken by those he had been traveling with, but he couldn’t be sure. Remaining where he was, Hunter watched and listened.
After the men moved off, he glanced back toward the river and saw light from at least two torches moving about. There had to be over fifty men out there, each dressed in armor and bearing swords.
Try as he might, he couldn’t make sense of it all. Again and again he tried to recall the events back at the theater and what happened prior to his awakening in the cabin. In the back of his mind he briefly entertained the idea that he was no longer on Earth, but dismissed it as having watched too much television.
Could I have had an accident? A seizure maybe? Perhaps I’m lying unconscious in some hospital bed having a narcotic induced hallucination. If so, why can’t I be having one of lovely ladies on a sunny beach?
As much as he liked the idea that this may all be a dream, he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. Everything was much too clear and detailed. Reaching down, he used his hand to scoop up some pine needles and dirt from the ground. Yes, he thought to himself as the smell of pine and earth came to him, much too real.
He waited in the thicket until the men congregating by the river began to move off downriver. Once they were gone and the forest was once more dark, he emerged. Somehow, he had to get out of here. But which way?
Upriver led to the burned out village where he had awakened. Moving downriver would run the risk of encountering the armed men who had just left. The thought of entering the forest and moving laterally scarred him too. He was no woodsman and it was a certainty that he would quickly become lost in such a dark and close place.
After several minutes of indecision, he made up his mind to follow, at a distance, the group of men who had just moved off downriver. It was taking a chance, true, but there was always a possibility they could lead him to civilization. As he moved toward the river to follow the group of men, he carefully made his way through the underbrush, working to keep as silent as possible.
Every sense was alert for the presence of others. Upon reaching the riverbank, he looked downriver and saw the glow from the torches held by the men. Trying his best to shadow the men without giving away his presence, he continued downriver after them.
He hadn’t gone very far when the sound of men crashing through the underbrush came to him from deeper within the forest. Pressing himself against the bole of a nearby tree, he held still as three men emerged from the trees some distance downriver from him. They were on their way toward the river. In the darkness, he couldn’t see them very well, but could tell they were moving fast.
Then from deeper in the forest, light appeared as more men began approaching. One of the men paused and glanced back. Whispering to the other two, he pointed to the water. In a matter of seconds, the three men were at the water’s edge and quickly began making their way across to the other side.
Hunter remained immobile as the other group of men drew closer. In the light of their torches, he saw that they were part of the armed larger group. A dozen boiled out from the forest and one was quick to discover the three in the water. Shouts sprang up as all but two of the men entered the river to follow. The two remaining on the shore, each bore a bow and quickly put arrow to string. As soon as their arrows were in place, they drew a bead on the three men in the water and fired.
He stood there in shocked silence as the bowmen pulled another arrow from quivers across their backs and readied another shot. These men were not part of some medieval club or faire! Hunter watched in fearful shock as the two bowmen loosed their second volley. A cry from the river said one of their deadly missiles had scored a hit.
Straining his eyes, he sought the three men in the moonlight. When he saw forms beginning to climb from the river on the far side, there were now only two. In a flash they raced from the riverbank and entered the forest on the far side.
The two bowmen had loosed another round of missiles before the two men had managed to disappear into the trees. Now with bows held high over their heads, they began entering the water to follow their fellows in pursuit.
Hunter remained frozen against the bole of the tree until the men had crossed and the light from their torches had disappeared into the forest on the far side. They killed the man! True he had no definite proof the man was dead, but there could be no other explanation. Is that what will happen should they find me? The forest suddenly was an even more fearful place than what it had been. Visions of arrows flying from the dark only to impale him from behind had him looking over his shoulder constantly.
“I have to get out of here!” he said to himself. All thoughts of following the men downriver vanished. Turning about he began heading back upstream. Those people back at the village may have had a hand in his kidnapping, but at least they hadn’t tried to kill him. At the moment, they were the lesser of two evils.
As he walked, his mind began putting pieces of this crazy puzzle together. First, there was a village that had been burned to the ground. The people of the village were extremely distraught. Now there were men, soldiers by the looks of them, who were killing people. It didn’t take a genius to deduce that the soldiers may have been the ones to have destroyed the village. After all, they were moving away from there and had a decided lethal attitude.
Could his presence within the village have something to do with it? The robed one who called himself Father Thomas had taken him south along the river. Along the very course these men were taking. Why? It was obvious these men with armor were better equipped than anyone he had seen in the village. Were they going to hand him over to placate them? Did they expect him to defeat their enemies? He would have chuckled at the thought if he wasn’t already caught up in a situation that could very well mean his life.
Moving alongside the river, he ran as fast as he could. It wasn’t easy as the terrain was hilly, wild, and the forest grew right up to the river. Fear propelled him. His ankles that once had merely ached were now protesting quite painfully. His arms, face, every exposed piece of skin began to sting as he forced his way through the underbrush.
Imagined enemies were behind every bush. All thoughts of trying to move silently steadily gave way to the overriding fear that was taking away his reason. He had to get away! Every step was one more step away from the deadly arrows. Every step was another step away from meeting the same fate as the man who failed to emerge from the river. So intent was he on getting away, so overwhelming was his fear, that he failed to hear the sound of men converging on his position.
When the voice shouted, he glanced back over his shoulder and saw four men racing through the darkened woods after him. Panic seized him and he ran for his life. Dodging around trees and through bushes that left red lines of pain along his skin, he fled.
Behind him, the man called out again, most likely ordering him to stop. But so consuming was the fear he felt that all the man’s cries did was fuel the panic which held him. Glancing back over his shoulder again, he saw the four men hot on his trail. Then as he turned back to continue his flight, a partially exposed root snagged his foot causing him to fall head first into the trunk of a rather large and sturdy tree. With a crack, the lights went out.
In between the trunks of fallen trees, two men hid. Around them they could hear the sound of movement throughout the forest. Voices called to each other indicating that the hunt was still on.
Where the stranger was Father Thomas hadn’t a clue. Alone with Ogger, he sent his prayers silently up to Casdralla. One for Lurri who had fallen before they made it to the river, impaled by two arrows. Another for Kyle who had entered the river with them but hadn’t emerged. His hopes of seeing him again were slim. Lastly, he prayed that the stranger would escape the enemy and be able to affect the release of his people.
“I think they may be moving off,” Ogger whispered, intruding upon the priest’s silent prayers.
Father Thomas brought his prayers to a quick close and then listened. It took but a moment for him to agree that it sounded as if those searching for them were beginning to move away.
“What should we do Father?” the old man asked.
“I…I do not know,” he replied. Then, “We must still search for the stranger and hope he has not yet been captured.”
Ogger peered over the fallen trunks and could see the light from the searcher’s torches moving away through the trees. “Do you even know where we are?” he asked.
Father Thomas shook his head. “No,” he answered. “I am so turned around I couldn’t even tell you which way the river lay.”
Pointing off to their right, Ogger said, “The river’s that way.”
As Ogger stood, Father Thomas came to his feet as well. “The stranger has to still be on the other side,” he stated. Glancing to the old man, he added, “We are going to have to make our way back across.”
“I thought you might think that,” replied Ogger. Off to their left the light from the searchers’ torches was now all but obscured by the trees and bushes of the forest. “At least they’re moving away from the river.”
Emerging from their hiding place they began working their way back toward the river. Straining every step of the way for the sound of another’s approach, they safely reached the bank of the river. Above, the moonlight filtering through the forest canopy gave the flowing water and the area adjacent to it an ominous feel. Their imaginations turned shadows into attackers which did little to assuage their fear.
They found the river to be narrower than the place where they had crossed earlier. Much too deep for them to safely make it across in the dark. Ogger pointed upriver and said, “I think we crossed further that way.”
“Very well,” agreed Father Thomas. “Let us hurry.”
Moving out, Ogger took the lead. Clutched in his hand was a thick section of limb that he came across while hiding. Though not very affective against bows or swords, it at least bolstered his courage and allayed somewhat the fear he was feeling.
They kept to the riverbank while working their way upstream to find a suitable place to ford. In the forest all around them on both sides of the river, lights were seen moving through the forest as the enemy continued their hunt. Father Thomas sent another prayer to his goddess that they would be able to avoid the searchers and find the stranger. If his people were to have any chance at all, he had to find that stranger.
Across the river to their right, one of the lights of the searchers began to grow brighter. Another minute of observing the light revealed that they were paralleling their course while at the same time edging closer to the river. Ogger brought them to a halt.
“Should we return downriver?” he asked.
Father Thomas gazed to the approaching light. It had now come close enough that individual soldiers could be seen moving through the trees. There looked to be about six.
When he didn’t receive an answer, Ogger said, “They may be looking to cross as well.”
Closing his eyes, Father Thomas prayed for guidance.
One of the Qyaendri watching over Father Thomas took possession of the prayer and in the blink of an eye brought it to the High Temple. Moving through the throng of Qyaendri upon similar business he made his way to the Chamber of Decision. This was where each prayer was brought and considered by Qyaendri whose experiences allowed them to make decisions according to their goddess’ wishes.
Immediately Father Thomas’ prayer was taken and considered. The Qyaendri who had brought it waited only a second before the decision was given. Knowing what he had to do, the Qyaendri returned to Father Thomas. All of this was done in the span of three heartbeats.
As so many times before, he felt a calming come over him, a sensation he took to mean his prayer had been answered. The calmness seemed to flow toward him from downriver. Opening his eyes he turned to Ogger and said, “Downriver.”
“Are you certain?” Ogger asked.
Nodding, the priest replied. “Absolutely. But we must hurry.” Accompanying the sense to head downriver had been the feeling that time was running out. With Ogger once more in the lead, they hurried south.
Twice more feelings of calmness came over him, and each time he felt the need to alter course. Finally, they reached an area of the river which was wider than most. Ogger glanced to Father Thomas questioningly on whether to cross or not. When he received an affirmative response, began crossing to the other side.
Torchlight was seen sporadically off in the forest on either side of the river. They hurried across and then Father Thomas directed them to continue south.
“But that’s the way the main force of the enemy lies,” argued Ogger.
“Nevertheless,” countered Father Thomas, “that is the way we must go.”
Ogger saw the absolute certainty in his eyes and nodded. Grumbling to himself, he turned and began heading south, still clutching the foot and a half stout section of limb.
They traversed the forested bank of the river for a quarter mile before lights finally appeared out of the darkness ahead. Ogger brought them to a stop and turned back to Father Thomas. “I don’t think it would be wise for us to go any further,” he warned.
“Our Lady has guided our steps this far,” he replied. Remaining motionless, he waited for the calmness to settle over him and show him the way to go. But this time, the calmness didn’t come.
Offering a prayer of guidance, he again waited. And again, direction from above failed to materialize. Opening his eyes, he turned a worried expression toward the old man. “I…” he began then saw forms appear out of the darkness to the south.
“Run!” Ogger yelled and propelled the priest back the way they had come.
Father Thomas stumbled at first then managed to get his balance and fled. Behind them came shouts from their enemy indicating they had been found. Ogger let out a cry of pain as he hit the ground. Father Thomas glanced back for only a second to see the old man crashing to the ground. The shaft of an arrow was imbedded in his thigh.
“Go!” Ogger yelled as he regained his feet. Raising the stout limb, he turned to face the oncoming soldiers. “Damned Ullentites!” he shouted. “Raze my village will you!” Glancing over his shoulder he saw Father Thomas standing there. “Get out of here Father!” Then flashing him a grin, he turned back to face the soldiers.
“May our Lady protect you my son,” Father Thomas prayed as he turned and raced away. He didn’t make it very far before he heard Ogger shouting obscenities at the Ullentites. His tirade lasted only a short spell before being silenced.
Father Thomas paused only a fraction of a second before hearing soldiers approaching from where the direction Ogger had made his stand. Fear for himself now overrode every feeling he had. Raising the hem of his robe, he redoubled his speed. For a brief moment he entertained the fantasy that he might actually be able to pull away and escape, but motion in the forest ahead of him quickly dispelled that illusion.
“Stop right there!” a soldier commanded.
Two men held bows while another ten moved to encircle him.
Father Thomas came to a stop and frantically looked for a way out. As he offered a prayer beseeching Casdralla’s aid, he was struck in the back of the head and rendered unconscious.
Father Thomas regained consciousness just as they were entering the soldiers’ camp. Two men carried him, one man had him by the shoulders while the other gripped his ankles.
“Put him with the others,” he heard one say.
This close, he could easily tell the men carrying him were from Ullen, the kingdom bordering Casdra to the south. It was as Ogger had told him upon his return from the High Temple. At the thought of Ogger, he looked around for the old man but failed to find him. Fearing the worst, Father Thomas prayed.
The soldier carrying him by the ankles noticed that he had come around and informed a man in a sharp looking uniform who quickly came to his side. By the cut of his uniform and air of command, he had to be a high ranking officer of the Ullen Army.
Before the officer spoke, Father Thomas heard people crying and sobbing. Glancing in the direction to which he was being carried, he saw where his people had been gathered together. A ring of soldiers stood guard around them, every one in two held a bow.
“Are you one of those priests of Casdralla?” the officer asked.
Father Thomas turned pain filled eyes toward the officer. “Why have you done this?” he asked, ignoring the officer’s question. “We are a peaceful people.”
Placing a hand on the man leading the pair carrying him, the officer brought them to a stop. “He can walk from here,” he told the two soldiers.
As the man at his feet lowered them to the ground, the officer said, “I don’t like it when my questions go unanswered.”
With the back of his head feeling as if it was going to crack open, Father Thomas stood and turned toward the officer. “Yes,” he replied. “I am Father Thomas, one of the holy ordained Priests of Casdralla.”
Nodding, the officer replied, “I thought so.”
“What is your intention in regard to my people?” he asked.
“Don’t worry priest,” the officer said, “we have no intention of harming them. In fact, your welfare is our greatest concern.” The way he said ‘priest’ spoke volumes about the contempt he held for him.
His people began taking notice of his arrival, many crying out to him. As he and his captors reached the circle of soldiers standing guard around the captives, the officer pushed him through to his people while at the same time saying, “Unhealthy and broken people make poor slaves.”
Stumbling through the ring of guards, he joined the people he had intended to save. They sat on the ground with hands tied behind their backs. Young and old alike were similarly bound, all that was except for a few women clutching babes. Faces of despair and sadness gazed at him. The sight almost broke his heart right there. People he had known for years, some having dedicated to the goddess at their births, looked to him for some glimmer of hope.
All he could say was, “Casdralla is with us. We are not alone in this.” But words that had once held such comfort sounded hollow even as he spoke them. How could the Lady allow such peril to visit her people?
Then hands suddenly gripped him and his arms were pulled behind him. A coarse length of rope was tied tightly about his wrists. Struggle as he might, there was no preventing his hands from being bound.
Once they were secured, Father Thomas was shoved forward roughly to the ground amidst cruel laughter. Those of his people near him looked on in shock at the way he was being mistreated. Having for so long been a man of authority to them, to have him treated so ignobly brought home their situation more than anything else. None dared move to help him as he worked to bring himself upright.
Lady, Father Thomas beseeched his goddess, come to the aid of your people!
His prayer left him but was not taken by a Qyaendri. For Casdralla’s Qyaendri were being barred from entering the enemy’s camp. A ring of Qyaendri serving the god Theroch whom the Ullentites worshiped stood in their way.
It was one of the rules by which Qyaendri abide that held them at bay. Since the worshipers of Theroch held the greater numbers within the camp, Casdralla’s Qyaendri were technically forbidden from entering. To do so would be tantamount to starting a war between the two gods and none would dare do so without direct instructions from a higher authority.
Under normal circumstances this rule was flagrantly disregarded by all Qyaendri and incursions by rival Qyaendri were often overlooked as they all did it. When their god’s worshippers needed them, they were there no matter where they may be. The only time this rule was enforced was when a rival god’s Qyaendri make it a point to enforce it, such as now.
Theroch’s Qyaendri keeping them out were not the run of the mill Qyaendri either, but rather those dedicated to the enforcement of their god’s will, especially against other Qyaendri. Practiced in the art of celestial war, these Qyaendri were capable of destroying other Qyaendri, especially those of a lesser stature.
One of Casdralla’s Qyaendri had been sent to the High Temple informing the higher ups of this new development. To the dismay of those Casdralla Qyaendris waiting impotently outside the camp, they were instructed to make no attempt to breach the ring of Theroch’s Qyaendri. In effect to stay out. Many prayers coming from the captives were fading away since there were no Qyaendri able to take charge of them. A prayer left to itself only lasts a short time before fading away into nothingness.
“Father.”
Father Thomas had been sitting with eyes closed and head hanging down for some time. Mind all but numb by the recent events, he had been wallowing in a pit of self-deprecation.
He had been so sure the stranger was going to rescue his people. Now, the stranger was who knew where, he himself had been captured, and those who had set out with him and the stranger from Billin were unaccounted for. He knew for certain that Lurri was dead and was fairly sure Ogger and Kyle had met the same fate. The fact that Ogger hadn’t been placed with the rest of the captives seemed to indicate he hadn’t survived his encounter with the enemy soldiers.
“Father.”
Raising his head, he opened his eyes and looked upon his people. Fear and uncertainty marred many visage, but there was a spark of hope and concern mixed in there as well. Now that he was with them, things didn’t seem as bad as they had been.
From one to the next, his gaze passed over them, noting who was there and who was not. Having them depending on him for emotional support if nothing else, he mustered a reassuring grin. “Casdralla will save us,” he told them. “Our Lady will not abandon her people to such a fate.”
Such was the tone of belief he put into his words, that many faces once laced with fear, grew calmer. A kernel of hope entered many a heart as he smiled, a smile he himself did not entirely feel.
The enemy camp was still active as men came and went. It wasn’t long before he saw a group of soldiers emerge from the woods carrying a limp body. Father Thomas’ eyes widened and his heart practically stopped in mid beat when he realized the stranger had been made captive as well. He was certain it was the stranger they carried by the clothes the man wore.
Unconscious, the stranger was being taken toward a cluster of five tents. He couldn’t hear what was being said, but from the way they were acting, Father Thomas realized the enemy considered the stranger of special importance. Considering the strange attire he wore, he could well understand why they did.
As the stranger disappeared inside one of the tents, Father Thomas offered up another prayer to his goddess.
Ftheril stood amongst the Qyaendri ringing the camp. He had watched the party as they left Billin, and the subsequent chase through the forest. Ftheril knew the importance of the stranger Larus had selected to save Casdralla’s people on this world, and he was surprised at the relative ease in which Larus’ Chosen One had been captured.
Now to discover that the stranger had been removed to a place he could not follow, and that was guarded by the Celestial Warriors of Theroch, gave him grave concerns. Rarely do opposing Qyaendri stand in the way of other Qyaendri who were gathering prayers. For those Qyaendri who block others’ prayers, tended to have their followers’ prayers blocked in retaliation. Such situations often degenerated into all out war between the two sides before becoming resolved.
He grew worried when no Celestial Warriors of Casdralla came and joined those in attendance among her Qyaendri outside the camp. That, coupled with the fact the stranger was in the hands of those who had attacked their people, prompted Ftheril to seek out Daeson. Something did not feel right.
Needless to say, when he found Daeson and informed him of all that had happened, Daeson was less than happy. Anger smoldered within him, and for one of the Celestial Warriors, that was a fearsome sight. Ftheril was glad the Qyaendri’s anger was not directed at him.
“What should we do?” asked Ftheril.
Eyes filled with fire and damnation turned upon him and he quailed at the sight. “Return and keep watch,” Daeson replied.
“As you wish,” Ftheril said, just before vanishing.
Larus!
Daeson knew he would mess it up. Why Xi entrusted such an important assignment to one such as Larus was beyond the Qyaendri’s vast experiences to comprehend. Larus had been removed from the cadre of Celestial Warriors defending the faith of Casdralla because he was ill suited to such a task. Always becoming distracted at the wrong time, or putting off what needed doing until the last minute. One such as him had no business even being among the Qyaendri of Casdralla.
Such was Daeson’s anger that when he left the world upon which Ftheril found him, an outpouring surge of energy exploded in a mammoth fireball. Later when the locals came to investigate what had occurred, they found a crater ten feet deep.
Things had gone from bad to worse for Larus since Daeson had appeared for the Chosen One. Wracked with guilt over having failed his goddess, not to mention lying, he had withdrawn in on himself. He had lied! That was an abomination among the Qyaendri and those caught lying were typically banished from their deity’s service.
Visions of being cast out and other possible repercussions caused him to seek to hide on this world. In the back of his mind he knew it would do no good for if they wished to find him, they would. Irregardless, he sought to disappear, to become lost in the multitudes inhabiting this world.
Finding a city with an enormous population, he hid in an attempt to conceal his shame, his soul torturing failure to his goddess. He could still remember when he first entered Casdralla’s service. For a human it would seem an eternity, but for him it was like it happened yesterday.
What pride he had felt. To be able to serve one of the Great Ones was the single most cherished accomplishment any Qyaendri could ever hope for. Taken from the plane upon which all Qyaendri have their origin, he was brought to the High Temple and there, joined the ranks of those serving Casdralla.
Shame and pain wracked him as again the knowledge of throwing it all away came back. My Lady! he cried silently. Why, oh why, had he lied! Fear was intermixed part and parcel with the shame. Xi had picked him. Out of all the Qyaendri serving Casdralla, he had been selected. Not only had he failed her, but he had failed Xi! Visions of that mighty one’s wrath wracked him continuously.
“Larus!” the cry came, shocking him back to the here and now.
He could feel more than see the presence of another Qyaendri. The Qyaendri was searching for him and drew ever closer. Fear surged through him. Fear at what was going to happen. And so he fled.
Before he had a chance to flee, the full power of a Celestial Warrior fell upon him, rendering him immobile and powerless. Never before had he felt such fear as when he saw that it was Daeson who had hold of him.
“Don’t kill me!” he screamed.
“No,” Daeson said, coming forward. Energy fairly crackled about him as he approached Larus, so intense was the anger he felt. “You are to be returned to the High Temple,” he explained. “And there your fate shall be decided.”
“My fate?” he asked, though he knew the answer already.
“Yes Larus, your fate,” he replied. “The one you selected to save our Lady’s people has been captured and is most likely dead.” Glaring with all the anger and fearsomeness a Celestial Warrior possesses, Daeson’s gaze bore into Larus. “Your ineptitude has doomed our Lady’s people.”
“I didn’t mean to!” he exclaimed.
“We were only allowed one from this planet,” he accused, “and you wasted it!”
“I’m sorry,” cried Larus. “I…I…”
“Save it,” Daeson said. “It’s time we returned.” Then both Qyaendri left the world of the Chosen One and returned to the High Temple.
Larus materialized in the center of the Rotunda before the large statue of the goddess. Her visage appeared crestfallen as he turned his gaze upward. Then motion from out of the corner of his eye drew his gaze toward the fourteen Celestial Warriors encompassing the Rotunda in a circle. Beyond them were row upon row of Qyaendri each looking upon Larus with scorn.
“Larus,” Daeson said in an authoritative voice, “you stand accused of dereliction in the performance of the sacred duty given you.” Pausing for a moment, he allowed the assembled Qyaendri to murmur among themselves a moment before continuing. “You are furthermore accused of speaking falsehoods in an attempt to conceal the fact that your duty remained unfulfilled.”
Staring into the eyes of Daeson, he could see there would be no mercy for him. Coming from the assembled Qyaendri, he felt their contempt for him as a palpable force. Beings, who once counted him a brother, now looked upon him as the lowest of the low.
“What do you have to say for yourself?” asked Daeson.
Larus raised his head and turned woeful eyes upon the senior Qyaendri. What could he say? Every word Daeson uttered was the truth. In a voice that was barely audible to the surrounding Qyaendri, he replied, “I wanted nothing more than to serve the Lady. There is nothing to say other than…I am sorry.”
“You have been a poor servant of the goddess since you first entered her service,” condemned Daeson. His tone left no doubt as to his feelings for Larus. “Your actions, or rather your inactions, have doomed her people. The fact that you committed falsehoods shows you to be a false servant of the Lady, She who values honor and truth above all.”
Every word spoken was as a dagger piercing his innermost being.
“Now,” Daeson said, “you must pay the price for what you have done.”
Larus looked upon him with growing fear in his eyes. He knew that he could possibly be destroyed where he stood. With eyes locked to those of Daeson, he felt the power within the temple growing. Fear gnawed at him and threatened to take his will. Then inexplicably, peace settled over him as he came to realize there would be no avoiding what was to come. This was his fate, and if it be what the Lady willed, then so be it. He deserved nothing less for what he has done.
The ring of Celestial Warriors, each an entity of enormous power, seemed to enlarge as Daeson called upon them to aid him in administering Larus’ punishment.
Standing with back straight and now wearing a look of acceptance, Larus faced destruction as he felt power passing from the ring of Warriors to Daeson. Then he was struck with the full force of their power. Pain the likes of which he had never before felt ripped through him. No longer able to remain erect, he collapsed to the floor. As he lay there writhing in torment, he heard Daeson say, “May you suffer as those whom you have doomed will suffer!”
The agony spiked, increasing tenfold as he felt something within him being torn asunder. Then there was nothing.
When the sun dawned the following morning, Father Thomas and the others were awakened as soldier moved among them untying their hands, but not before shackles were attached to their legs. Then they were given a most unsatisfying meal of gruel before getting underway. He had hoped the stranger would be put in with him and the others at some point, but such was not to be. Instead, he was tied across a horse’s back. Worry gnawed at him, for once the stranger was secured across the horse’s back, he remained unmoving.
“On your feet!” one of the soldiers commanded.
Crack!
The snapping of whips elicited cries from those who hadn’t come to their feet quickly enough. Father Thomas received two blows before scrambling to his feet. One young man complained that with their feet in shackles and hands numb from having been left tied all night, that it was difficult to rise.
Crack! Crack!
Blows rained down upon him as the young man struggled to his feet. “When we say get to your feet,” a soldier yelled to the young man, “get to your feet!” Crack! The young man was repeatedly thrashed until he made it to his feet. Blood flowed freely from the numerous welts visible through his shredded shirt. None dared complain after that.
Once the captives were ready, there was a crack of a whip and the captives were in motion. Talking amongst the captives was discouraged with blows from the whip, and it was a silent, sullen group that headed south to an unknown fate.
They continued to follow the river south the rest of the day. Around noon the soldiers brought them to a stop and another meal of thin gruel was given to the captives before they once again resumed their march.
It was shortly after the noon break when the stranger regained consciousness. At first he was quite vocal, speaking profusely in his foreign language. But after repeated blows from the soldier’s whips, he quieted down.
At least he still lives, Father Thomas thought quietly to himself. While there is life, there is hope. Putting one step in front of the others, he prayed to his goddess for guidance and to deliver them from their bondage. He also prayed for the stranger. That the stranger would have the strength to free his people.
Glancing again to the stranger, he saw that the stranger’s shirt was stained red and had been almost shredded by the whip’s blows. This is a mighty wizard? How could one who has the favor of the goddess as this one assuredly must, allow himself to be so treated?
Father Thomas thought back to when the stranger first appeared and the events immediately following. He had arrived in the company of a Qyaendri, there was no denying that. His dress and speech marked him as one from somewhere else. But thus far, he hadn’t exhibited anything one would expect from someone delivered by the Goddess. There must be a reason for the man to arrive just after the attack on Billin, and Father Thomas refused to believe otherwise. He would have faith in Casdralla. And so he walked and waited.
By the end of the day, they arrived at the town of Rie. It was the southernmost village of Casdra on the eastern border before entering the kingdom of Ullen. The captives were dismayed to discover that it too had fallen and its people taken. The smell of char was still in the air from the devastating fires that had burned it to the ground. Many began wailing and crying until the whips started to fall. Such an emotional display would not be tolerated.
The captives were marched through the town to the road heading west. Many of them once had friends and relatives living there. Even Father Thomas had been to Rie on numerous occasions, visiting with the priests of Casdralla. He looked to where the temple had once stood and saw what he thought may have been its blackened, stone chimney standing as a lonely sentinel.
None of the residents were to be seen. Father Thomas prayed a silent prayer to Casdralla for their safety and well being. Though from the looks of things, such was unlikely.
Once past the outskirts of Rie, the soldiers had them move off the road and settle in for the night. Again, a single bowl of gruel was all they were given for food. Vile as the stuff was, when Father Thomas was given it he ate it readily, such was his hunger.
It was a more somber mood among the captives than the previous night. The reality of their captivity was finally sinking in. A few whispered conversations sprung up periodically, but as soon as a whip carrying soldier came their way, it stopped.
Most of Father Thomas’ time was split between trying to offer what comfort to his people he could, and of keeping an eye on the tent wherein the stranger had once again been placed. A guard was posted outside, and every once in a while, one of the ranking soldiers would enter.
Early in the evening, screams could be heard coming from the tent. Each one would cut through Father Thomas like a knife. He didn’t know exactly what they were doing to him, but he had a good idea. Most likely trying to interrogate him and being frustrated by their inability to understand the man. At least the screams let Father Thomas know he still lived.
By the time darkness had completely settled in, the screams came to a halt. If it wasn’t for the guard still posted outside the tent holding the stranger, Father Thomas would have been concerned. As it was, he figured they wouldn’t guard a tent holding a dead man.
Somehow in the hours that followed, he managed to fall asleep. Wracked with dreams of disquieting intensity, Father Thomas hardly seemed rested when the sky began to brighten and the soldiers made ready to leave. Another bowl of gruel and they were on their way heading down the road to the west.
It didn’t dawn on him at first, but then he overheard a whispered conversation between two others in which one commented that the road they were on would take them to the heavily fortified city of Xith. Xith of course being the city that guarded the sole pass leading into the mountainous region that comprised most of Casdra.
Hope began to resurface as they grew to believe their captors were taking the wrong road and that help would soon be forthcoming. But such hope was dashed in the late afternoon. For emerging out of the horizon far to the west, was an Ullen army over ten thousand strong on their way north. Their captors turned them from the road and moved to intercept the larger force.
“They mean to lay siege to Xith,” one man whispered in trepidation. Not for a hundred years had anyone dared to assault the walled city. So thick and fortified were its walls, that it didn’t seem as if this army had a chance. But then they saw the siege equipment trundling along behind the marching soldiers: dozens of catapults, ballistae, even a few larger catapults with massive arms capable of launching an incredibly damaging attack. Even so, many of the Casdrans felt not even that would breach Xith’s walls.
“Blessed Lady,” Father Thomas prayed, “save your people.” He knew that if Xith were to fall, the whole of Casdra would be laid waste by the Ullentites. For Xith controlled the pass and the enemy would not be able to launch an attack into the interior of Casdra while Xith still stood. But as more of the siege equipment came into view, his surety of Xith’s defenses waned. Could this be why the stranger had been brought? Was he to be the instrument in which Casdralla would save her people? Father Thomas glanced over to where the stranger was walking behind one of the wagons.
His hands were bound and a tether tied around his neck was secured to the back of the wagon by a length of rope. He was guarded by four soldiers who kept on all sides of him. This was the one to save her people? The more Father Thomas thought about it, the less likely it seemed. All he could do was trust that She knew what She was doing.
Consciousness slowly returned. With it came an awareness of cold and discomfort. Opening his eyes, Larus discovered he lay alongside a dirt road in the middle of nowhere. Clad only in enough cloth to cover his loins, the morning air continuously leeched the warmth from his body.
Larus sat up and took in his surroundings. He was on a grass covered plain that stretched to the south and west until finally disappearing into the horizon. To the north and east were hills which eventually became a tall range of mountains. The road running beside him came from the east and disappeared into the predawn gloom of the west.
“Where did you send me?” Larus asked as he came to his feet. Shivering, he tried to ascertain upon which world he now stood based upon what his immediate surroundings could tell. Then it hit him. He was cold! He had never been cold in all his years. A hollowness within him made itself known as his stomach grumbled. At first Larus couldn’t fathom what was happening, then he remembered dealings with humans during past times on other worlds. They often mentioned their stomachs grumbling when they were hungry.
Hunger? Is that what I’m feeling? Fear grew within him as he tried to use the power which was the legacy of all Qyaendri to squelch the grumbling in his stomach and banish the cold, only to fail.
“No,” he said in growing horror as the reality of his situation sank in. He was no longer Qyaendri! Hands began shaking at the enormity of his loss. Soon it became unbearable. Knees buckling, he dropped to the ground sobbing.
“My Lady!” he cried out in anguish as racking sobs issued forth in ever greater intensity. Not only had Daeson removed him from Casdralla’s service, but he had stripped him of everything that made one Qyaendri.
“I’m sorry!” he cried. Wrapping his arms closely about himself, he curled into a ball and repeated over and over, “I’m sorry.”
“Would you consider that a prayer?” one of Daeson’s Qyaendri asked him.
“No,” Daeson replied. “He did not direct it toward our Lady.”
He and the other Qyaendri watched Larus as he lay sobbing piteously next to the road. Daeson had thought seeing Larus like this would have brought him satisfaction in that justice had prevailed. But now, seeing the pitiful sight before him, he held compassion for the one time Qyaendri. For compassion was one of the virtues Casdralla held dear.
“He’s one of them now,” Daeson told the other.
Nodding, the other Qyaendri replied, “I understand.”
As Larus’ apologies degenerated back into woeful sobbing, Daeson departed leaving the other who was set to watch Larus. After all, he was still one of Casdralla’s people, only now part of the mortal world. And whenever one of her people were in anguish or going through hard times, a Qyaendri would be present.
The other Qyaendri looked upon Larus with both compassion and uneasiness. For there before him was what could happen to any Qyaendri who failed the one they served.
Two hours after the sun had risen, Larus remained lying in the dirt trying to come to grips with what had happened to him. At one point to verify that he was in fact now one of the mortal world, he grabbed a rock and scraped it across his forearm. The pain that action caused, along with the welling of blood, convinced him more than anything else that he was mortal. For nothing of the mortal world could harm a Qyaendri.
Sadness eventually turned to anger. Anger at Daeson, anger at Casdralla, and finally anger at himself. He knew in his heart that Daeson was not at fault, he had simply done his duty. Daeson could never have reduced him to being mortal on his own, and definitely not within the High Temple without the blessings of Casdralla. She never would have allowed one of her followers to be treated thus, unless he deserved it. His mortality was proof of Her displeasure.
The risen sun quickly banished the cold, but did nothing to alleviate the grumbling of his stomach. He knew from previous dealings with humans that without food, his body would grow weaker until finally failing altogether.
Dying. The ending of his existence. He had never really contemplated such a thing before. When he had been a Qyaendri, such a thought had been irrelevant. Qyaendri were immortal barring unforeseen circumstances. But now that he was mortal, such a fate was in store for him.
During his time as a servant of Casdralla he had aided many who had shed the coils of mortal existence on their way to the Hall of Judgment. Every deity had a place where the faithful were judged, though each had a different name for it. There the mortal’s soul would be judged according to how it lived. Those having lived according to Casdralla’s doctrine would pass on to the rewards she bestows on her faithful. Those found wanting in their devotion went…elsewhere.
A kernel of hope began to grow as he considered the possibility that maybe he wasn’t forevermore separated from his goddess. True, he had been banished and reduced to being a mortal. But, if he couldn’t serve her as a Qyaendri, perhaps he could still do so as a mortal. Then, when he died, he would join the ranks of her faithful. All was not lost!
However, there was one major flaw in his plan. Before one could be counted a follower of Casdralla, he must first be blessed by one of her priests. At which time, he professes his devotion to her and from that moment on, to be hers. After that it would be a piece of cake. Who better than one of her former Qyaendris knew how best to live in order to be judged favorably after death?
With hope rekindled, Larus leapt to his feet. “Now,” he said to the world at large, “where can I find a priest?” The thought occurred to him that this may be a world in which Casdralla had no followers. If that was the case, his mission would be harder but not insurmountable. He would first need to start a temple and gather followers. Then once sufficient followers had dedicated their lives to following Casdralla’s doctrine, he would have them consecrate him as High Priest and he would be in.
Having a plan and course of action definitely made him feel better about the prospects for his future. He just needed to discover if Casdralla had a presence on this world or if he would be forced to initiate one. Priests would be where the people were.
Scanning the horizon, he couldn’t see any evidence of people other than the road. But seeing as how roads linked human populations, he had but to follow it. Now the question was, which way? East or west? For the most part, Casdralla’s people tended to gravitate toward the hills and mountains, so Larus turned toward the east and began making his way to the hills in the distance. Once he located a town or village, he would begin working to bring his plan to fruition.
For the next hour he walked, all the while working out the details of attracting followers should such a need become necessary. So into developing a plan of action was he that he failed to notice the large group of men appear out of the horizon to the south. When he finally took notice of them, it was with great relief. Now, he could find out what’s what. Altering his course, he left the road and hurried forward to greet them.
Before he made it very far, six riders broke off from the main group and rode to meet him. They wore similar uniforms and each had a sword hanging at his hip.
“Greetings,” Larus hailed them as they drew close. Coming to a stop, Larus gave the six riders a courteous wave and offered them a smile. His smile gradually faded when the riders failed to return it.
“Are you from Xith?” one of the riders asked. The other five quickly moved to encircle Larus.
“Xith?” questioned Larus. “Is that a town near here?” His friendly demeanor turned into worry when he realized the men had now completely surrounded him. And none of them were smiling.
The rider speaking to him nodded. “It’s a large, heavily fortified city a couple days north of here,” he explained.
“No, I’m not from there,” he replied. “Actually, I’m not entirely sure where I am.”
A rattle of metal drew Larus’ attention toward the rider to his right. He saw the man holding a pair of manacles attached by rope. “What…what are you going to do with that?” he asked.
“These are for you,” the rider said. “Special made jewelry all the way from Ullen.” Guffaws and chuckles came from the other riders.
“But you don’t understand,” Larus said, backing away from the rider holding the manacles, “I have no quarrel with you gentlemen. I’m looking for a priest of Casdralla.” When the man with the manacles nudged his horse forward, Larus nervously said, “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Hurt us?” laughed the one with the manacles. “I don’t think we have much to worry about from one such as you.” Sliding off his horse, the rider began moving toward Larus with the manacles held out toward him.
Larus backed up further as he kept focused on the approaching man. The other riders moved in closer, tightening the circle. Each rider now had a cudgel in hand. His newly acquired mortality and loss of Qyaendri abilities made him fearful of engaging these men despite his earlier boast. If he wound up getting himself killed before finding a priest of Casdralla, all would be lost.
With the available space growing smaller by the second, Larus had little time left to react. Dodging to the left in a mad dash for freedom, he raced toward a gap between two of the riders. The nearest rider struck at him with his cudgel. Moving to avoid the blow, he failed to avoid the falling cudgel of the other rider and was struck in the side of the head.
Dazed, he continued in his attempt to flee, making it through the ring of riders before a second blow landed between his shoulders and knocked him to the ground. Then they were on him. Struggle though he might his strength was no match for theirs. Hands gripped him and held him immobile while the manacles were attached to his ankles. His arms were pulled roughly behind his back eliciting a cry of pain and then were bound with rope. The end of yet another rope was tied around his neck before Larus was hauled back to his feet.
“See,” one rider quipped, “we didn’t get hurt.” The other riders laughed. Taking the other end of the rope attached around Larus’ neck, the rider mounted. As soon as the riders were mounted again, the one holding the rope began leading Larus over to the large body of men who were still moving north.
Larus, forced to follow or be dragged by his neck, hurried to keep up despite the manacles restricting his legs’ mobility. He wouldn’t have minded dying right then and there, but couldn’t afford to allow himself to expire before finding a priest of Casdralla.
Moving at a quick pace, Larus kept up with the rider all the while wondering how he would find a priest of Casdralla now. Captured, alone, and from the looks of it being taken toward an army on the move, boded ill for him.
He was led toward the army where the rider leading him departed from the other five and took him toward the rear of the marching men. There he found others bound in a similar manner as himself being led in long lines. He figured there had to be several hundred captives like him in all, both men and women. To his surprise, some of the women were carrying babes.
“Got another one for you,” the rider said to a soldier walking at the fore of the lines of captives.
The man looked Larus up and down and nodded. Taking the rope from the rider, he said, “They’ve been coming in all day. Surprised there hasn’t been any response from Xith. They have to know by now that we’re coming.”
Shrugging, the rider said, “Perhaps they are afraid to come out from behind their walls.”
“Perhaps,” the soldier said. Turning his steed, the rider headed back to rejoin his fellows.
“Follow me,” the soldier said as he turned to lead Larus toward the end of the line of captives.
“But,” argued Larus, “I’m not a part of all this. You have no right to do this!”
Crack!
Pain erupted across his back as he was struck by a whip. “Insolent dog!” Glancing behind him Larus saw another soldier readying his whip for another blow.
“That’s enough!” the soldier leading him shouted to the other. “I think he’s learned his lesson.” Turning to Larus he asked, “Have you?”
Pain was a new experience for him and he definitely didn’t want to experience any more. Nodding, Larus kept quiet as they continued toward the end of the captives. The faces of the other captives by which they passed were sad, dejected, and fearful. “Stay quiet and do what you’re told,” the soldier told him, “and you won’t be lashed. Cause problems and we’ll flay the skin from your bones. Understand?”
Larus nodded miserably.
Once they reached the end of the captives, the rope tied around his neck was secured to the captive in line before him. Then without a word, the soldier turned and made his way back to his place at the head of the captives.
The man in line before him was middle aged and had several lines of angry red welts scoring his back. “What’s going on?” Larus asked the man quietly. A slight shake of the man’s head was all the reply he received.
Walking with manacles wasn’t easy but after several minutes he began mimicking the shuffling gait which the other captives used. Once he had that down it was much less of a strain to keep up.
The captives were strung in a dozen lines behind the main body of soldiers. Behind the captives rolled siege equipment and a supply train with its own compliment of soldiers. At least he didn’t have to walk behind them. It was bad enough breathing the dust kicked up by the soldiers marching at the head of the army.
With nothing else to do but to keep following the man before him, Larus found his gaze roving over the other captives. Through the dusty haze, he saw the men and women tied to the lines. They were a sullen, downcast lot. Understandably so given their circumstances.
When his gaze moved to one individual further up the line to his left, his roving gaze stopped. The man was wearing robes and looked to be a priest. It was hard to tell as the back held no insignia and was torn in several places presumably the result of being struck by a whip.
If the man were a priest, perhaps he could find out from him where a priest of Casdralla could be found. Not that the information would do him much good right now. But if there was one thing he had learned in the course of his existence, it was patience. There would come a time when escape from this situation would be possible. Until then, he would learn what he could and be ready when the opportunity presented itself.
Larus looked for other robed individuals among the captives but discovered there was only the one. He had to somehow get close enough so he could speak with him.
They marched all that day with but one stop when he was given a bowl of gruel. His arms were freed so he could eat but the manacles remained. While he ate, the rope about his neck was removed and he was properly secured to the line of captives.
Near sundown, the army was brought to a halt and the captives were gathered together in a close group while another round of gruel was fed to them. Though still attached to his place at the end of the line of captives, he managed to get a little closer to the robed man. Unfortunately, he still remained too far away to be able to communicate with him without alerting their captors.
Since his capture and placement in the captive line, three more individuals had been brought and placed in line behind him. One, a young man of early years, continued voicing his protestations and had to be repeatedly whipped before he would stop. Another man who had been a captive since before Larus joined them tried to get the young man to be quiet, and received two strikes across the back for his efforts.
Taking another bite of gruel, he glanced back to where the young man now sat quietly. There was a look of determination on his face that Larus knew meant trouble. When the young man noticed him looking his way, his eyes narrowed. He met Larus’ gaze until Larus looked away.
Larus knew the young man would try something at some point. Most likely getting himself and others lashed or killed. His spirit wasn’t the type that would easily take to captivity. Larus cast another brief glance back and hoped the young man wouldn’t do anything until his own situation was improved.
Larus ate the gruel that did little to assuage the hunger cramping his stomach. He turned his attention to where his manacles were attached to the length of rope joining all the captives in his line. On the outside of the manacle binding his right ankle was a metal loop. The rope held a matching loop to which his was attached. If he wanted to remove himself from the line of captives he would have to sever the rope. Only problem was, he had nothing with which to accomplish the feat.
His attention was then drawn to where soldiers were beginning to move down the line, collecting the bowls. Using his fingers, he quickly scraped the last of the gruel from the bowl before it was taken from him. It wasn’t good, but he needed to keep up his energy. When the soldier came to him, he silently held up the bowl and it was taken from him.
After the soldiers completed collecting the bowls, the captives began lying down to rest. The camp around them was being set up for the night. At this point, Larus noticed the robed man frequently gazing over toward an area where several tents had been erected. He couldn’t figure out what was there that held the man’s interest. But over and over the man would turn his gaze in that direction and stare for minutes at a time.
Larus looked too, but other than tents and soldiers passing between them, there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Again he turned his attention back to the robed man. He had to get over there to talk with him. But how? Attached as he was to the captive line there wasn’t any way. So close, only to be restrained by a ring of metal that back when he was a Qyaendri would have been no barrier at all.
Frustration quickly turned to anger, anger which smoldered all the hotter for being impotent to do anything about it. Reaching out, he vented his anger on the only thing available, the one thing which was keeping him from reaching the robed man, the ring attaching him to the line. He looped both forefingers through it and started jerking on it hard.
Immediately, the men secured to the line on either side of him moved as far away from him as they could. One man saw a guard notice what Larus was doing and tried to get him to stop but Larus wouldn’t listen.
Nothing could breach the red haze of anger that had him in its grip. Nothing that was until a line of pain flared to life across his back. “Stop that!” the soldier cried out. Again the soldier’s whip scored across his back. It wasn’t until the whip laid a third line of pain across his back that he let go of the loop.
When Larus glanced back over his shoulder at the soldier, the soldier said, “Don’t ever do that again. It won’t do you any good, the iron’s too strong.”
The soldier stared at Larus until the anger subsided and Larus nodded understanding. Then the soldier moved off down the line, head roving to and fro as he kept watch on the captives.
Back throbbing and most likely welling blood, Larus laid down on his side. The anger had degenerated into a feeling of loss and despair, the adrenalin rush produced by the anger had worn off leaving him feeling empty and hollow. Those nearby glanced toward him with concern but made no move to come to his aid or comfort him. They didn’t want to risk feeling the soldier’s whip. Closing his eyes, Larus laid there and tried to ignore the pain.
Sometime later, after night had fallen, Larus awoke to the sound of men shouting. Sitting up, he discovered a good portion of the soldiers nearby were donning armor and moving quickly to the northern end of the camp.
“Something’s going on,” a voice said quietly.
“Yeah,” added another.
“Maybe our soldiers are finally fighting back,” whispered the first.
“I doubt if we have enough men to repulse an army this size,” stated the second.
Larus didn’t know one way or the other, and frankly he didn’t care at the moment. His attention was turned toward the robed man who was again staring toward the tents. All he cared about was somehow finding a way in which to speak with him. His inability to reach him produced feelings of frustration.
Turning his attention once again to the rings securing him to the captive line, he considered venting again. But the thought of another taste of the whip prevented him from carrying out his desire. Striving to find the patience which he once had in abundance, Larus looked over to the tent area where the robed man kept casting glances.
His eyes eventually settled on a tent before which stood a single guard. He finally concluded there must be something within the tent that was important to the man. A friend perhaps? An enemy?
As he focused on those questions in an attempt to put his frustration behind him, Larus found his gaze once more settling on the rings binding his feet to the captive line. After several moments of contemplating the significance of the guarded tent, while simultaneously having his gaze directed toward the rings, it occurred to him that something was odd.
Then it hit him. The ring he had earlier vented his frustration upon for which he had received three lashes was more elongated than the other. He was sure it had been circular when he was first attached to the captive line.
Curious, he looked to make sure no soldiers were near, then bent over to take a better look. The elongated ring appeared to have been bent out of shape. Not only that, but the metal on each of the inner surfaces where it was elongated showed an indentation. Fascinated, he reached out and took hold of the ring in both hands. When he gripped the elongated sides just as he had earlier, his forefingers settled into the indentations. It was a perfect match!
How could this be? No human had the strength to physically manipulate iron, at least not in such a small piece as was the ring. Back when he was captured, he had struggled against the rope yet had been unable to break free. But yet, what he saw before him was incontrovertible. The ring had originally been close to a perfect circle, now it was not. Somehow he had stretched the ring when he had vented his anger earlier. But how?
Could this be because of what he used to be? A Qyaendri would have no problem in mashing iron like putty. However, when he awoke on this world, he was mortal. There was no denying that fact. When the men had captured him, he had been helpless to prevent it. There was no way he could have affected metal then, but he could now? He had to know for sure. Maybe Casdralla was looking out for him. Thinking on what he had done that led to his being in this situation, he thought that unlikely.
Glancing around again for the soldiers, he made sure none were near then tried exerting his strength upon the metal of the ring. Taking a firm grip with both hands, he mimicked the way he had pulled upon it before. After a minute of straining upon the metal he took a good look at the ring and was pleased to note that it was even more misshaped. Despite himself, he couldn’t prevent a grin from appearing on his face. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as he thought.
After another quick check to make sure his efforts continued to be unobserved, he worked on the ring again. This time he didn’t stop until the ring broke.
The men on either side of him in the line of captives had their attention fixed on the goings on in the soldier’s camp. During his struggles with the ring, they had cast glances his way but didn’t seem too concerned with what he was doing. After all, if he wanted a couple more lashes with the whip, that was his business.
Now that there was a gap in the ring, Larus worked to widen it enough to be able to slip the ring connected to his manacles out of it. Once that was accomplished, he turned his attention to the manacles binding his ankles.
He had less leverage to work with in breaking these apart. While working to free his ankles, Larus came to the conclusion that come morning, there was going to be one less captive for the soldiers to worry about.
In the wee hours of the morning, the camp was quiet but for the snores of men. A few were about, guards, sentries, those who had to keep an eye on the captives. Of those who had departed to the north earlier in the evening there had been no word. One other was awake as well. Though if by chance one of the guards were to look his way, they wouldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.
Larus was lying still, his gaze fixed unwaveringly upon the nearest guard. At the moment, the guard was glancing his way, making sure the captives were quiet. Then when the guard’s gaze turned to another quarter, Larus resumed inching his way along the ground toward the robed man.
It was painstakingly slow, but he couldn’t afford to take the chance of anyone discovering what he was about until he had talked with the robed one. The man had to be a priest, and could very well be his only hope of discovering whether or not Casdralla had followers upon this world.
Almost halfway there, he had to make sure not to disturb the captives he passed. For should any awake and discover what he was doing, and that he was free of his manacles, their reaction would assuredly draw the unwanted attention of the guard.
Sliding a few feet along the ground, pausing only when the guard looked his way, he would then resume his progress once the guard’s gaze left him. Little by little, he worked his way ever closer until finally, was close enough that he could reach out and touch the robed man. Twice more he scooted before coming close enough to be able to converse with him in hushed whispers. Reaching out, he gently touched the man’s shoulder.
The man snapped awake and started to sit up before Larus grabbed him by the robe to keep him from rising. “Stay down!” he whispered. The robed man tensed as he looked upon Larus, then slowly relaxed and complied.
“Who are you?” the man asked.
“Someone in need of your help,” replied Larus. That reply seemed to satisfy the man.
“How may I help you my son?” he asked.
My son? That cinched it, the man was definitely a priest. “Do you know where I could find a priest of the goddess Casdralla?” he asked.
The man’s eyes widened in surprise. In the situation they found themselves, this was probably the last question he expected to hear.
“Yes,” he replied. “I do know where one could be found.”
Larus was beside himself in excitement. Casdralla already held a presence on this world. He wouldn’t have to go through the long and arduous task of creating the religion from scratch. “Where?” he asked.
The man reached up and touched his chest. “Right here,” he explained. “I am Father Thomas, priest of Casdralla.”
“Oh, Father!” he exclaimed a bit too excitedly. Off to his right he saw the nearest guard turn and look in their direction. Both he and the priest held still while the guard searched for the source of the disturbance. His gaze roved across them and the other captives nearby several times before the guard turned away. When Larus again brought his attention back to Father Thomas, he saw the priest looking at him oddly. “What?” he asked.
“Were you sent by our Lady?” Father Thomas asked.
“What are you talking about?” Larus asked. He was confused by Father Thomas’ question. “Why would you ask that?” Then out of the corner of his eye he saw his hand. Or rather, how his hand was surrounded by a soft, nimbus-like glow. The glow was that of the Qyaendri. Surprised to say the least, Larus immediately suppressed the glow and it disappeared. Such a nimbus-like glow surrounded each and every Qyaendri. Whenever they were around mortals they tended to suppress it so as not to give themselves away. Mortals often acted unpredictably when in the presence of what they didn’t understand.
Turning back to Father Thomas, he said, “No. I was not sent by ‘our Lady’. In fact, I came to you in order to receive your blessing and be able to serve the Lady with all my heart and soul forevermore.” He could see Father Thomas’ gaze roving over him, searching for the nimbus which was no longer evident. He hoped the priest would believe he had imagined the glow.
Finally reaching some sort of conclusion, his gaze came to rest as he again looked into Larus’ eyes. “This is hardly the place for such things,” Father Thomas told him. “The blessing of which you speak is long, requiring many gestures. I doubt if our captors will allow us sufficient time in order to complete the ritual.”
“Can’t you just wave your hand or something and have it done?” Larus asked. His excitement at finding a priest of Casdralla diminished greatly when he saw the priest shake his head no.
It was one of the peculiarities in dealing with mortals that on every world, the rituals performed by Casdralla’s priests differed. On some worlds, what Larus had requested was a very simple matter. All you needed was for him to state his desire, the priest would acknowledge it, and that was that. But on others, as this one seemed to be, more elaborate rituals had been developed.
Larus knew he couldn’t make the priest take shortcuts. For if the priest didn’t believe the ritual valid, it would have no affect, and Larus would be no better off than he was now.
“I am afraid you shall have to wait until our circumstances change,” Father Thomas said sadly. Then his eyes grew wide as he for the first time noticed Larus was not bound by manacles. “My son,” he began, “how…?”
Larus stopped him by putting a finger to his lips and giving a quick shake of his head. “That’s not important right now,” he whispered. His mind was churning as it worked to quickly contemplate this new development. If the ritual required more time than what they would have among the captives, then they would have to do it somewhere else. Someplace that would afford them sufficient time to complete the ritual. And for that to happen, the priest would have to accompany him when he left the camp. Reaching out, Larus took hold of the man’s manacles.
“What are you doing?” Father Thomas asked. He was very much confused by what was happening. He had earlier observed the man being brought in and attached to the captive line. Now he was free?
“I’m getting you out of here Father,” the man replied.
Father Thomas grabbed hold of the man’s hands then removed them from the manacles attached to his ankles. As the man turned to look up at the priest, Father Thomas said, “I cannot leave my people in their time of suffering.”
The man’s face grew determined as their eyes locked. After a moment’s silence, the man said, “You could do more for them by coming with me and raising the alarm.”
“But…,” he began to argue as he turned his gaze over the sleeping forms of his people. The people who looked to him for comfort and hope. How could he simply abandon them in their time of need?
Then as he turned back to deny the man’s request for him to join him, Father Thomas caught site of the tent in which the stranger, whom the Qyaendri had delivered in answer to his prayer, was held.
“Look Father,” the man was saying, “I know it’s hard for you to leave these people, but you must!”
Father Thomas offered up a prayer for wisdom in making the right choice, though he already knew what he must do. Casdralla had sent the stranger to save his people, and as long as Hunter remained a captive of the Ullentites, such would be unlikely. If he must abandon his people to save them, then so be it. He must stand firm in his faith.
Releasing the man’s hands, he said with no little emotion in his voice, “Very well. I will go with you.” He saw the man’s eyes light up at his words. “But first we must rescue someone.”
“Who?” the man asked.
Father Thomas pointed toward the tent. “A man is held within,” he explained. “We must bring him with us.”
“Are you crazy?” the man asked. A little too loudly as it turned out. The guard turned and looked their way again. He and Father Thomas held still on the ground until the guard once more turned his gaze elsewhere.
“No,” he replied. “Only the rescue of the man within that tent would convince me to leave my people.”
Larus could see the determination in the man’s eyes. He wouldn’t leave unless whoever was in the tent came with them. For just a moment he thought of absconding with the priest despite his objections anyway, but then thought of his ultimate goal. If he took the priest against his will, how likely would the priest be to perform the ritual making Larus one of Casdralla’s followers? There was nothing for it. If he wanted the priest to come along willingly, they were going to have to rescue the man within the tent.
“Very well,” replied Larus. Taking hold of the man’s manacles, he began working to free him.
“What is your name my son?” Father Thomas asked.
“Larus,” he replied.
“Thank you, Larus,” the priest said.
Larus merely nodded as he worked on the metal encircling the man’s ankles. To his surprise, his ability to rip apart the metal had increased. In a matter of minutes, he had both of Father Thomas’ legs free. It would seem he was throwing off the shackles of mortality and regaining the abilities of a Qyaendri.
“Come on,” he told Father Thomas, “let’s go.” Then he saw the wonder in the priest’s eyes at his ability to break apart the manacles binding him.
“Father?” a voice said behind Larus. Glancing back, he saw a young woman staring at him and the priest.
“Lynndra,” Father Thomas said quietly, turning his attention from Larus to the woman.
“What’s going on?” Turning her gaze to Larus she asked, “Who are you?”
“I have to leave,” Father Thomas explained. “He is taking me to get help.”
“What?” she exclaimed with no attempt at being silent. “You’re leaving?”
“Shhh!” Larus urged. Glancing over to the guard, he saw him looking straight at them.
“You can’t leave!” she cried as she sat up.
Others around them were beginning to stir, having been awoken by the woman’s cry.
“Be quiet!” commanded Larus as he motioned the woman to lie back down. The guard was now making his way toward them. The look on his face said there would be hell to pay.
“Calm down, Lynndra,” Father Thomas said reassuringly. “I do this for the sake of our people.”
“No,” she cried softly.
“What is going on here!” demanded the guard as he drew closer. In his hand he held his whip, ready to thrash anyone at the slightest provocation.
By this time over a score of the captives were awakened and sitting up. As soon as the guard spoke, many of them immediately laid back down. To Larus chagrin, Lynndra was not one of them.
Father Thomas cast a worried glance toward Larus. The look he received in return was hard to make out.
Larus came to his feet and turned to face the oncoming guard. “Be ready,” he said quietly to Father Thomas. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the priest nod. Turning his attention fully onto the guard, he caught sight out of the corner of his eyes other guards hurrying toward them.
“Get back on the ground!” ordered the guard. Raising the whip, he struck out at Larus.
Trying to grasp the fast moving whip, he held still. The whip connected and was snatched back out of his reach before he could grab it. He was only moderately surprised when the area upon where the whip struck produced only a small amount of pain that was quickly gone. More proof that he was moving further from the coils of mortality which bound him.
“Down!” the guard yelled.
“No,” he replied.
Again, the whip lashed out toward him. This time however, the whip seemed to slow ever so slightly as it came forward. Reaching out, Larus caught the end. Before anyone realized what was happening, he had yanked on the whip and pulled the guard off balance.
Springing into action, Larus leapt forward and caught the guard. Wrapping one arm around the man’s head, he twisted and broke his neck. Then pulling the man’s sword from its scabbard, he let the body fall.
“Let’s go,” he said to Father Thomas.
Father Thomas came to his feet quickly and looked at the people he was abandoning. “May the Lady protect you all,” he said as feelings of guilt practically consumed him. It took every ounce of will he could muster to move from those placed under his protection.
Hands reached out and gripped his robe, faces looked up imploringly for him to take them too. Faith in the Lady was the only thing enabling him to continue. “I’m sorry,” he said, as he pulled his robe from the grips of people he had lived with for years. Tears fell from his eyes as he saw one mother holding up her babe toward him. He almost gave in and took it, but then the sound of swords striking together brought him back to what was of paramount importance. The rescue of the stranger sent by the Lady to save her people.
Larus was engaged with two guards, a third lay dead on the ground. Hands of those attached to the captive line dragged the dead guard closer where they relieved him of his knife, sword, and the captive controlling cudgel as well as the whip every soldier in charge of the captives bore.
Father Thomas came up behind Larus as the second man fell, then watched as the sword in Larus’ hand moved with incredible velocity as it struck the third one down.
“Come on,” urged Larus as he raced across to the tent holding the stranger.
Soldiers shouted as scores raced toward the captive area.
Larus ran with all the speed he could muster. By the time he reached the tent, Father Thomas had fallen behind. The guard before the tent was quick to realize Larus was heading for him and braced for the attack. Before Larus could reach him, the soldier shouted a warning and another soldier emerged from within the tent with sword drawn.
He didn’t even pause. Racing forward, Larus struck out at the guard and had his blow knocked to the side. The other man thrust at Larus’ midsection and scored a long painful cut across Larus’ stomach as he tried to dodge to the side.
Pain flared from the cut with great intensity though it was shallow. Striking out again, Larus’ blow was again knocked to the side by the first soldier as the sword of the second sank into his right shoulder.
Crying out, Larus fell back as blood flowed from the wound. The two soldiers pressed forward. From behind him he could hear Father Thomas approaching, prayers issuing from him with great speed. All of a sudden, the pain began to diminish. Encouraged, he launched another attack.
This time his blow passed through the soldier’s defenses and impaled him through the heart. When the second one stuck out at him, he was able to nimbly dodge to the side to avoid the blow. Using his left hand, he took hold of the soldier’s wrist. Twisting, he heard bones snap as the sword fell.
Pointing to the tent, he shouted, “Get him!” as he ran the man through with his sword. Other soldiers were almost upon them. The pain in his shoulder was gone, as was the throbbing of the cut along his stomach. Almost laughing from the exhilaration of the fight, he turned toward the half dozen soldiers approaching. Raising his sword, he made ready to meet them.
Father Thomas finished a final prayer for Larus as he opened the tent flap. Inside he saw the stranger tied to a chair. “Hunter?” he said as he entered. Hunter’s head lolled to the side. The man was unconscious and his body showed extensive evidence of brutality. His hair was matted with blood, clothes torn, dark bruises marred his skin.
“Lady help him,” he prayed as he rushed to the stranger’s side. “Let him still be alive.” A quick check revealed that he still lived.
Outside the tent the sound of swordplay intruded upon the quiet inside. Next to the chair wherein Hunter sat was a table bearing an assortment of tools used in interrogation. One of them was a small knife.
Picking up the knife, Father Thomas quickly applied it to the ropes binding the unconscious man. First he cut the rope binding Hunter’s legs to those of the chair, then he began freeing his wrists. Throughout it all he quietly voiced a steady stream of prayers. Once the last bond was cut, Hunter sagged in the chair.
“Hunter!” Father Thomas shouted, giving his face a slight slap. When that failed to revive him, he prayed to the Lady for forgiveness and then struck him forcefully across the face. Aside from leaving a red mark on his cheek, the blow had little effect.
“Give me strength,” he prayed as he placed one of Hunter’s arms across his shoulder and lifted him from the chair. Never one gifted with great strength, it was difficult for him to carry the unconscious man in his arms. Somehow, he made it to the tent flap where the sound of swords striking one another could still be heard. Then all of a sudden, it grew quiet.
Father Thomas stood before the tent flap, fearful to open it. What if Larus had been overcome? What then? But then the tent flap opened and Larus appeared.
“Is that him?” he asked.
Father Thomas nodded. “Yes,” he replied.
“Give him to me,” Larus said and then took the man. Almost as if he was handling a newborn babe, Larus easily placed him over his shoulder.
“Can you carry him?” Father Thomas asked.
“No problem,” replied Larus. “We better get out of here while we can.” Then he ducked back out of the tent.
Father Thomas followed and was shocked to find nine dead men littering the ground on the other side. He turned his gaze to Larus, astounded by such a display of martial skill.
“This way,” Larus said, and began moving off.
As Father Thomas moved to follow, the sound of men and women shouting came from the captive area. Pausing, he turned to look back at the people he was leaving behind.
Soldiers were converging on the area from all over. Three of the captives, one being a young man, fought with swords while a dozen others wielded manacles as weapons, another four wielded cudgels. Others could be seen busily using knives appropriated from the soldiers Larus had killed to free others.
A hand settled on his shoulder. “There’s nothing we can do for them,” Larus said.
“I know,” he replied. His people didn’t have a chance. Soldiers began engaging the men and one fell, then another. The young man was screaming as he fought the soldiers, what he lacked in skill he made up for in pure rage. One soldier fell, then another. The last Father Thomas saw of him before he disappeared in the melee was a double handed downward hack that completely impaled a soldier.
“Now is our chance,” Larus told him. “We must escape while the soldiers are being distracted.” The attention of the soldiers seemed directed solely toward the captive revolt. What had transpired before the tent appeared to have gone unnoticed so far. Where Larus and Father Thomas stood was currently free of soldiers, as was the space from there to the camp’s edge and freedom. But how long would that last? “Don’t let their sacrifice be in vain,” he urged.
Nodding with tear filled eyes, Father Thomas turned his back on his people. Unable to speak due to intense emotional feelings, he indicated for Larus to lead the way.
Larus turned and headed for the camp’s edge. Once past the tent area, they had to cross an area of relative openness illuminated by campfires. Moving quickly, they made their way through the lit area and melded into the darkness.
Glances back revealed that none of the soldiers had noticed of their escape. With the cries of his people sending red hot daggers of guilt and regret into his soul, Father Thomas followed Larus as they pressed deeper into the night.
By the time the sun rose the following morning, Father Thomas was exhausted. The man who rescued him had set a furious pace in their flight from captivity. Time and again fatigue would force Father Thomas to pause and recuperate his strength only to be reminded that pursuit could be right behind. Each time Larus allowed him only a short break before setting off again into the night.
Hunter passed sporadically in and out of consciousness as he lay across Larus’ shoulder. During those semi-lucid times he would mumble and speak incoherently before lapsing back into unconsciousness.
When the eastern sky began to finally lighten with the coming of day, they reached a small stream running through a narrow break between two hills. Larus immediately turned them into the break to follow the stream for a short distance until they encountered a sheltered area in which to rest before setting out again.
It was a small stretch of dry ground with several trees which afforded them some degree of protection from searchers. “We’ll stop here,” Larus told the wearied priest. He moved within the trees and laid the stranger next to one of their trunks. Father Thomas collapsed on the ground next to him.
“Now Father...” Larus began as he turned toward the priest, but stopped when he realized the priest had already fallen asleep. He then turned his gaze toward the other man, the one Father Thomas had been so insistent they bring with them.
He was rather nondescript, except for the extensive signs of torture and abuse he had recently undergone. His clothes were nothing more than bloodstained tatters, his face discolored with one black eye and multiple bruises. With the left cheek marred by an ugly two inch blister which had to have been caused by the application of red hot metal, he barely looked human.
Larus tried using his Qyaendri senses to sense the man’s injuries, but his returning powers hadn’t come back to that extent. And that was another thing on his mind besides the enigma of this man. Back at the camp, his Qyaendri abilities had seemed to be returning. The glow, the strength, and the skill at arms all seemed to point toward a possible return of his former self. But ever since leaving the camp, his abilities had plateaued.
He now had above average strength and endurance, but nothing compared to the average Qyaendri. Skill at arms was exceptional as well. The speed at which he dispatched his opponents back at the camp was a good indicator of that. But his other abilities, ones which would make life so much easier for them such as healing the others, acquiring a mental picture of his surroundings, and so much more were for the time being beyond him. The shackles of mortality were still very much with him despite his renewed abilities.
His body was exhausted from carrying the other man for so long. Also, his stomach was grumbling some and would soon begin to demand more earnestly to be satiated. He needed to acquire food for himself and the other two before they set out later that evening when the sun went down.
Larus thought that perhaps where they were was safe enough to allow Father Thomas sufficient time to perform the ritual marking him as a follower of Casdralla, but he dared not take the risk, at least not until they were further away. Besides, Father Thomas was exhausted. He felt obligated to allow the priest sufficient time to recover before restating his request.
Standing silent for a moment, he listened to the sounds around him. The melodic sound of the stream as it coursed through its bed, birds awakening to the start of another day, and the rustle of leaves as a soft breeze moved them to and fro. But of men making their way through the hills, there was no sound. Hoping it to be safe for the moment to leave the two sleeping men for a few minutes, he left the sheltered area adjacent to the stream. Moving upstream, he went in search of food.
Father Thomas was the first to awaken. He was startled to find himself alone with the stranger. Looking around, he sought their rescuer but didn’t see him. The thought filtered through his mind that perhaps Larus had deserted them, but then he remembered Larus’ desire to become one of Casdralla’s followers. Perhaps he is simply having a look around, he thought to himself.
Turning toward Hunter, he found him sleeping peacefully on the ground. Now in the light of day, the man’s wounds could better be seen. “Oh my son,” Father Thomas breathed as he came closer. He offered a prayer up for Hunter’s recovery and for the Lady to ease the suffering he must be going through. A moment later, he felt the peace he hadn’t felt since first being captured settle over him like a warm blanket and he somehow knew things were better.
A compelling need to rid Hunter’s face of the blood, sweat, and dirt adhering to it came over him. Coming to his feet, he crossed over to the edge of the stream where he dipped a section of his robe into the water. Once it had become sufficiently soaked, he returned to the stranger and began using the dampened section to clean Hunter’s face.
After a few minutes, the worst of it had been cleared away and the man almost looked normal again. He took extra care when cleaning the area around the blister on Hunter’s cheek, as he did near the other injuries the man had sustained. When his face was as clean as Father Thomas could make it, he turned his attention to the rest of his body. Several times he returned to the stream to rinse out the blood and grime from the hem of his robe only to return and continue.
He had completed the job and was considering their situation when the sound of someone approaching could be heard drawing nearer from upstream. Fear that their captors had found them practically paralyzed him into immobility. Then, he saw Larus appear with three rabbits hanging limply from his hand. “Thank you Lady,” he breathed as he came to his feet.
“I thought you were the Ullentites,” he stated.
Larus gave him a grin and held up the rabbits. “Sorry to disappoint you,” he replied. “But I thought you may be hungry. Gruel does little to satisfy one’s hunger.”
Before he could reply, a growling split the silence and Father Thomas grinned. “Considerate of you,” he said, slightly embarrassed by the noise his empty stomach had made.
Splashing through the water, Larus came onto the dry area and tossed the three rabbits to the ground. “Let’s get a fire going.”
“Are you sure that is wise?” asked Father Thomas. “The smoke may reveal our presence.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” replied Larus. “I scouted the area after we arrived and there isn’t anyone nearby.”
“What about pursuit?” Father Thomas asked. “Aren’t you worried about that?”
Larus shrugged. Moving over to where several fallen limbs lay, he said, “Either we lost them or they are not hunting for us in this area.” Picking up several of the pieces, he returned to a spot near the rabbits and began constructing the beginnings of a campfire.
Once the wood had caught and was burning on its own, Larus used the sword he appropriated from the guard to ready the rabbits for roasting. In fairly short order, the three rabbits were over the fire and a mouthwatering aroma began filling the air.
Larus had charge of two sticks bearing roasting rabbits while Father Thomas held the third. Rather than constructing a spit, they held the rabbits over the fire while they cooked, turning them as needed. It was after one such turn and a brief inspecting of the roasting progress that Larus noticed Father Thomas gazing at him.
“Something on your mind?” he asked.
“Actually, yes,” the priest replied. “Just who are you?”
“What do you mean?” questioned Larus.
“I mean, you are obviously not from around here,” he explained. “With just your bare hands you are able to part metal, and your skill as a fighter is impressive.” Not seeing any reaction to his words from Larus, he continued. “Also, you failed to recognize the fact I was a priest of Casdralla, even though you were seeking one.”
“I take it there are many in this area?” Larus asked.
Father Thomas nodded. “Just to the north is the kingdom of Casdra,” he said. “Therein you will find the High Temple to Casdralla.”
Larus thought in silence for a minute or so before answering. It was a fact that he couldn’t tell Father Thomas the truth, and he didn’t want to make the mistake of lying again. “I’m a stranger to these parts who had heard of the goddess,” he explained. “And find that I wish to dedicate my life to her and be one of her followers.” Basically the truth, though not in the way Father Thomas would take it.
“I see,” said Father Thomas. He still bore a questioning look for Larus’ answer had been a bit evasive. He hadn’t even touched on how he had parted the metal of the manacles.
Larus returned his attention to the two rabbits cooking and watched fat as it dripped from the carcasses only to sizzle when it came into contact with the fire. The skin of each was beginning to brown and it wouldn’t take much longer before they would be ready. In an attempt to turn the focus off of himself, he gestured over to where Hunter lay and asked, “What’s his story? Why was it so important for us to take him when we fled?”
Continuing to direct his gaze toward Larus, Father Thomas replied, “He was entrusted to my care.” At that, the memory of those he abandoned when the three of them fled the soldier’s camp returned. The cries of his people as he fled in the night brought pain and no little amount of shame. Lowering his gaze to the fire, he absentmindedly turned the stick to which the rabbit was attached as visions of his people’s fate coursed through his mind.
“He must hold some importance,” stated Larus.
Bringing his eyes up from the fire, he met Larus’ gaze again and asked, “Why do you say that?”
“He was separated from the rest of the captives, and from the looks of the wounds he bears, must have been tortured,” he replied. “Perhaps for information?”
“I would not know,” admitted Father Thomas. “He and I traveled only a short time together after the soldiers burned my village and captured its people.”
“I’m sorry,” Larus offered after a few moment’s silence. “I know you have been through a rough time.”
“Rough?” he exclaimed with a grimace. “Everything I have is gone.”
“No,” replied Larus, “not everything.” When Father Thomas failed to speak, he added, “You still have your goddess.”
In a barely audible voice, Father Thomas said as he slowly nodded, “I know. It is all that is left to me.”
“But that is everything,” Larus said. Almost out of habit, he slipped back into the mode of a Qyaendri sent to help a human in crisis. “As long as you have your faith in your goddess, everything will turn out alright.”
“How…?” he began to ask before stopping.
Larus remained quiet as the priest worked out the turmoil of emotions afflicting him.
“How can she allow such a fate to befall her people?” Father Thomas finally asked. “Why did she not do something to prevent all this?” Pain and grief filled the gaze being directed toward Larus. “My people are suffering!” Silently he added, and dying.
Just then, a groan emanated from their companion. Two sets of eyes turned toward where Hunter lay and saw that his eyes were opened and looking at them.
“My son!” exclaimed Father Thomas. Elated that he had regained consciousness, Father Thomas laid the rabbit in his care on the ground near the fire then rushed to Hunter’s side.
Hunter looked around with fear and trepidation in his eyes. When he saw that the three of them were the only ones in the vicinity, and that he wasn’t in the camp of soldiers, he relaxed somewhat.
“Come,” Father Thomas said as he indicated for him to join them at the fire, “we have food.” Making motions mimicking eating, he tried to convey his meaning.
“Food?” Hunter asked.
“That’s right,” replied Larus. “We have three rabbits here that should be almost ready.” He turned the rabbits again as the side closest to the fire was beginning to blacken. When he turned his gaze back, he saw two faces staring at him.
“You understand him?” Father Thomas asked with surprise while at the exact same time, Hunter asked, “You can understand me?” The expression on Hunter’s face was the look of one who was hoping a hope he dared not believe to be true.
Larus looked from one to the other and realized that both men were speaking different languages. Nodding, he replied in the language Hunter was speaking, “Yes.”
“Thank god!” exclaimed Hunter. Ignoring the pain his movements caused, he lurched from the ground and came quickly to Larus’ side. “Where am I? Can you tell me how to get home?”
“Just calm down,” cautioned Larus. “You may do yourself an injury.”
“Tell me!” shouted Hunter, voice rife with desperation.
“Just a moment,” Larus said as he turned his gaze to Father Thomas. In the priest’s language he asked, “What is going on?”
Instead of replying, Father Thomas looked in awe at Larus, a look that made Larus decidedly uncomfortable. “Casdralla must have sent you to us,” he breathed in wonder.
“What?” he asked then felt Hunter grab his shoulder, demanding his attention.
“You have to help me,” he exclaimed. “These people are crazy and homicidal!” Pointing with his free hand to his blistered face, he shouted, “Look what they did to me!”
Turning toward the frantic man, Larus said, “I will do what I can. But first,” removing Hunter’s hand from his shoulder, he nodded over to Father Thomas, “I need to discover what happened.”
Hunter calmed somewhat at Larus’ assurance of help. “He’s in on it,” he said in a whisper with a nod over to Father Thomas.
“Let me talk to him and find out what’s going on,” he replied.
“Thank you,” Hunter said.
“Now,” Larus said, switching to Father Thomas’ language, “would you care to tell me what is going on?”
“Yes,” said Father Thomas. “Perhaps I should.”
“Then please do so,” Larus told him.
Father Thomas sat back down before the fire and retrieved the stick bearing the half cooked rabbit. Brushing off the dirt that was now adhering to the meat, he positioned it once again over the fire.
He remained silent for a moment to gather his thoughts as he glanced from Larus to Hunter then back again. “It was after my return from the High Temple that I discovered the ruination of my village,” he began. “I prayed for Casdralla to help my people.” He grew silent as his gaze turned toward Hunter.
“And…” prompted Larus.
“And, that was when he arrived,” Father Thomas explained. Lowering his voice, he said, “A Qyaendri appeared before me with him at his side.”
Larus’ tongue went dry at the priest’s words and a shiver crawled its way along his spine. “A…a Qyaendri?” he asked. His eyes flitted over to Hunter for the briefest moment before returning to Father Thomas.
“Yes,” he affirmed, returning his gaze once more to Larus. “In the charred remains of my once beautiful temple the Qyaendri appeared with this man. ‘There is a task which this man must complete’ the Qyaendri told me. Then he said I must aid him in whatever way possible.”
Larus nodded slowly and turned his attention back to Hunter. “What,” he asked then realized he was still speaking in Father Thomas’ language. Changing back to the man’s language he asked in a tone that was a bit strained, “What was the last thing you remember before coming here?”
“I had just bought a large popcorn and pop at the concession stand,” he recalled. “You see I was at an all night Three Stooges’ marathon and was on my way back to my seat when…” Hunter came to a stop when he realized Larus was no longer paying him any attention. “Sir?” Hunter asked, worried.
But Larus wasn’t paying him any attention. His mind was reeling from the revelations these two men had laid upon him. The Chosen One! This had to be the one he gave up to Daeson as the one selected to save Casdralla’s people. But how?
Thinking back, he recalled the final words Daeson had spoken before he came to be upon this world. ‘May you suffer as those whom you have condemned will suffer!’ Daeson had put him before the soldiers who had taken Casdralla’s people captive. And by making him mortal, he had undergone the same suffering as now plagued Casdralla’s people.
Coming back to the here and now, Larus looked to Hunter and saw desperation in his eyes. Their gazes locked briefly before he said, “I don’t think you are on your world any longer.”
Hunter visibly sagged at his words. “I thought that might be the case,” he said without emotion. “The clothes, the weapons, not even the language were anything like back home. I thought I had gone mad.” After a quick glance to Father Thomas, he asked, “But how could this be? Did he bring me here?”
Larus shook his head. “No,” he replied. “From what the good Father has said, you were brought here by a Qyaendri, a servant of the goddess Casdralla. You might refer to it as an angel.”
A look of incredulity appeared on his face. “An angel? You’re kidding, right?” he asked. His face turned slightly ashen when Larus shook his head and replied, “No.”
“But how do I get back?” he asked. “I don’t belong here!”
“As to that,” Larus said, “I don’t have an answer.”
Father Thomas interrupted the conversation by asking, “Is he here to save my people?”
Larus turned to the priest and said, “He has no idea.”
“Then why did the Qyaendri bring him to me?” Father Thomas asked.
While Hunter came to grips with the knowledge that he was a long way from home, Larus considered the priest’s question. Why indeed? To save Casdralla’s people for sure. After all, that’s what Xi told him when he first went to Earth to find him. But how? In what manner? Xi hadn’t given him that information. Looking at Hunter it was clear the man had no fighting ability. A general perhaps? Again doubtful, but maybe.
“I don’t know,” Larus finally replied. “Whatever he is supposed to do remains a mystery.”
Father Thomas grew grim as he thought upon Larus’ words. “Then we must bring him to the High Temple!” Father Thomas suddenly exclaimed. “Assuredly High Priestess Trystia will know. There is none other closer to the goddess than the High Priestess.”
Larus slowly nodded. That may be what we need to do, he thought silently. Then the thought occurred to him that there may be a way for him to atone for his mistake. What if he were to see that Hunter completed that which he was there to do? If he were to make things right, he might be able to be fully restored and once again join the ranks of Casdralla’s Qyaendri.
Go to the High Temple, find out what Hunter’s task was, see it fulfilled, then everything would return to normal for him. Or at lest he hoped so. This could work out even better than his plan to become a follower of Casdralla and join her in the afterlife.
“Yes,” agreed Larus. “That may be the wisest course to take.” He glanced to Hunter who was looking very confused, and feeling left out. Returning his gaze to Father Thomas, he asked, “How far is it to the High Temple.”
“On foot, many days,” he replied. “The High Temple is deep in the mountains.”
“Very well,” Larus said. A smell of char reached him and he realized he had allowed the two rabbits he held to remain overlong above the flames. Turning them over, he saw that their flesh had been seriously blackened. Handing one to Hunter he said, “Here, I think it is ready.”
Hunter looked dubiously at the charred carcass. But when his stomach let out with a growl he reached out and took hold of the stick. “Thank you,” he said.
Larus nodded. Taking a bite from the other rabbit, he explained their plan to bring Hunter to the High Temple.
He sat there quietly while Larus explained that he was brought to this world for a reason and that they must figure out what that reason was. When Larus finally came to a stop, Hunter asked, “Why me?”
“What do you mean?” Larus asked.
“I mean, I’m not anything special,” explained Hunter. “Why in the world would someone choose me?”
Guilt riddled Larus, for he knew exactly why Hunter had been chosen. Larus had panicked and in so doing, doomed this man to pain, torture, and who knew what else before all this would be over. “Such questions are often times meaningless,” Larus explained. “When one is chosen, there is always a reason.” Even if it has nothing to do with you, Larus finished silently.
They ate in silence for a bit before Hunter asked, “If I do this, do you think I will be able to go home?”
“I honestly don’t know,” admitted Larus. “There is always the possibility.” And as far as he knew, that was the truth.
“But I could be stuck here for the rest of my life,” he reasoned.
“Perhaps,” Larus agreed. He wished he could offer him a more optimistic outlook, but wasn’t about to raise false hopes.
Hunter ate the rest of his meal in silence. It was true that earlier in his life he had entertained daydreams about being taken from Earth and brought to another world. Only, during such times, he had never visualized the actual events as being so bad. A hero mayhap, not someone without control of his destiny and pushed along by events. Painful events.
While he contemplated this new reality he found himself in, Larus and Father Thomas spoke in their language. Occasionally one would cast a glance in his direction and their conversation would grow quiet. As if he could understand any of what they were saying!
He was deep in self deprecating misery when Larus stood up and announced it was time to leave. “Do you think you can make it on your own?” Larus asked him. “Or do you require me to carry you once more.”
Hunter climbed to his feet and found his legs a bit shaky but didn’t wish to be carried like a child. “I’ll be alright,” he assured them.
“Then let’s go,” Larus said. “From what Father Thomas says, the High Temple is quite a ways away.”
Shrugging, Hunter waited for Father Thomas to head out then fell in behind. The way he felt right that moment, he didn’t care if he lived or died. All that he knew was gone. Putting one foot in front of the other, he followed the other two as they left the trees and began making their way upstream.
They worked their way between the hills as the sun arced across the sky overhead. First keeping to the stream, they eventually were forced to leave when it turned and began moving off toward the east. The hills were sparsely dotted with trees which afforded them some benefit of protective cover.
During each of the rest breaks Hunter’s weakened condition necessitated, Larus left the other two to scout the vicinity for the presence of searching Ullentite soldiers. Moving to the tops of neighboring hills, he scanned the horizon for any signs of the army from which they had fled. It wasn’t until the end of the day when during one such scouting excursion, that he saw a pillar of smoke rising in the west. Too far to see the source of the smoke, the size of the plume indicated that whatever was burning had to be sizeable.
He quickly returned to the others and told them what he had seen. Father Thomas immediately climbed the hill to see for himself. “It is Sterrom,” he stated when he saw the column of smoke.
“Sterrom?” asked Larus.
Father Thomas nodded. “A city to the south of Xith,” he explained without taking his eyes from the rising black column of smoke. “I believe they mean to invade Casdra.”
After receiving the translation, Hunter asked, “You have an army too, right?”
“Not much of one I am afraid,” he explained. “We have enjoyed a century of peaceful relations with our neighbors and such has not been needed for quite some time.”
“You mean you have no soldiers whatsoever?” Hunter asked incredulously.
“I did not say that,” argued Father Thomas. “We have soldiers, just not in any great numbers. Up until now their job was primarily to keep the peace and track down bandits and such.” He glanced to Hunter while Larus translated what he had to say. “Despite our few numbers, no invading army has ever taken Xith.” Again he waited while his words were being translated.
“Xith guards the sole pass leading into the heart of Casdra,” he explained. “Its walls are very thick and tall with catapults arrayed atop the wall’s towers. Before Casdra can fall, Xith must fall and I do not believe the force we were held captive by is strong enough to succeed.”
“That’s good to know,” replied Hunter.
They watched the rising smoke a few more minutes before getting underway. All through the afternoon, the hills would periodically open up to reveal a good view of the rising smoke. Above the conflagration of what must have been Sterrom, a great cloud was forming. Winds worked to blow it out of shape toward the east, but despite the wind’s efforts, it grew ever darker as the day wore on.
Steadily they made their way north. When the sun went down, still they continued. For if the Ullentites meant to invade Casdra, they would need to reach the pass before the way was blocked by the enemy.
To their right rose an imposing range of mountains and according to Father Thomas, to their left lay Xith which could very well be besieged by this time. “If this pass is the only way into the heart of Casdra,” reasoned Hunter at one point, “wouldn’t that also mean it’s the only way for supplies to reach Xith?”
“No,” replied Father Thomas. “Xith sits on a lake and can be supplied by ship. Those who constructed the great city would not have relied on but one way for supplies to reach its defenders.”
“But still, wouldn’t the Ullentites seek to shut off that avenue of resupply?” he asked.
“That would be reasonable,” agreed Larus after translating for Father Thomas.
“Then…that would mean time is working against us if we wish to reach the pass quickly,” he said.
Father Thomas nodded with a grim look. “Such had already occurred to me,” he replied. “Unfortunately, we are still over a day away. It has been my hope that the enemy would spend an overlong time testing Xith’s defenses before sending forces to the pass.”
“I wouldn’t trust to that,” argued Larus. “I’m sure the commander of the attacking force has had spies here for some time, gathering intelligence. He’ll know the route to the pass must be closed to reduce the amount of supplies and reinforcements that reach the city.”
Hunter stopped next to a tree to catch his breath. Leaning upon its trunk, he gazed northward through the dark toward the mountains in which the pass was located. “We’re not going to make it are we?” he asked.
Larus and Father Thomas came to him. “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Larus assured him.
“The goddess is with us,” added Father Thomas.
After translating Father Thomas’ assurance, Larus said, “She sent you to her people and we are in her lands.” He turned a serious look upon Hunter. “We will make it to the pass!”
Such was the matter-of-fact way he said it that much of Hunter’s worry melted away. Left with only an uneasiness and mild fear for his well being, he said, “I hope you’re right.”
“If we only had some horses,” Father Thomas said longingly.
From anyone else, such a desire would not be taken to Casdralla’s High Temple on the plane in which she exists. But from one of her priests, even wishes such as what Father Thomas had uttered bore the power of prayer.
Immediately, Father Thomas’ desire for horses was taken by a Qyaendri and whisked away to those whose job it was to determine if prayers were to be answered. In two beats of a mortal’s heart, the answer was given and the Qyaendri had returned to the trio as they made their way through the dark.
The moon overhead gave off sufficient light for them to maintain their bearings. Off to the east the mountain peaks were a dark contrast against the multitudes of stars in the heavens.
Hunter was no longer the only one growing exhausted by their continued push for the pass. Father Thomas was beginning to feel the strain as well. Larus though, still felt fresh and full of vigor, something he attributed to the abilities that had returned to him.
He pushed the other two as fast as he dared, all the while knowing the frailty of the human body. Larus knew they needed rest, especially Hunter, yet they could ill afford such a luxury. Casdralla could only slow the invading forces so much. If they lolled away the time resting, all they hoped for may never come to pass.
Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the two of them working to keep up. After the sun had gone down, he discovered that he could see in the dark fairly well. It was by no means like seeing in the sunlight, but he could make out the outlines of hills and trees better than his two fellows could. With his partial night vision, he ranged ahead to scout for enemies and to make sure the way was clear. Behind him, Father Thomas led Hunter ever northward. Even with his limited vision, he could still discern the mountain range against the star-lit backdrop and keep the two of them on track.
The terrain continued to be hilly with sparse growths of trees. An occasional stream would be found working its way through the gullies between the hills. Larus for the most part spent time moving across the crests of hills while Father Thomas and Hunter made their way between.
During the passage from one hill to another, movement off to the northwest caught his eye. Altering course to investigate, he discovered several riders. There were at least four or five, though due to the darkness it was hard for him to tell for sure. He glanced back to make sure his two companions were still working their way between the hills before returning his attention to the riders.
He watched them ride in the moonlight. They could sure use those horses. It didn’t take him long to reach a decision. Leaving the top of the hill, he began running toward the riders. Quiet and swift, he soon drew near.
“There ain’t no one here,” one rider complained.
A voice with an air of command said, “Our orders were to search this area, and search it we will. Now be quiet!” Riding in single file, the riders made their way silently eastward through the hills.
As he came closer he made out five distinct riders. Their armor marked them as Ullentites. Moving at little more than a fast walk as they were, Larus was able to quickly overtake them. As he drew near, he slowed and maneuvered to come up behind the one in the rear.
“Did you hear that?” the rear rider whispered to the others.
“What?” the leader asked. Coming to a halt, he turned his horse so it faced back toward the rear rider. The others came to a halt too.
“I thought I heard something moving out there,” the rider explained.
“I heard it too,” offered another.
Larus was mere yards away from the men and standing motionless. He could feel five pairs of eyes cross his position as they sought the source of the noise the men had heard. But since he was holding still, he was simply another shadow in a landscape of shadows.
After a few moments, the leader said, “Must have been an animal.”
“This is stupid,” said the rider who had originally complained. “Who are we supposed to find anyway? Can’t see anything in the dark.”
“Shut your mouth,” the leader commanded. A moment later, he turned his horse back to the direction they had originally been heading and moved out. The other four riders fell in behind and followed.
Larus moved to follow as well. Keeping behind the man in the rear, he slowly closed the distance until only feet separated him from the horse. Then springing from the ground, he leaped atop the horse and grabbed the rider. One hand closed around the man’s mouth while the other arm wrapped around his throat. He then pulled the rider off the horse and with a quick jerk, the man’s neck snapped.
He immediately looked up to the next rider in line to see if he had noticed. With relief, Larus saw the man’s attention was still focused ahead. Leaving the riderless horse to mill about where its dead rider lay, he raced after the fourth man. Then just as before, he moved into position, leaped, and dragged the man to the ground. Another quick jerk and the man’s struggles ceased.
Usually Larus didn’t like killing mortals. After all Qyaendris tended to take care of mortals, not dispose of them. But seeing as how these men were part of the force bringing misery and death to Casdralla’s people, he held little remorse about what he was doing. Leaving the second dead man behind, he moved up unnoticed to behind the third rider in line. Luck was still with him, or was it perhaps the hand of the Lady?
But other forces were at work in the world. Forces that turned good luck bad or sought to counter one deity’s power with another. Either way, those forces must have gained mastery for just as Larus was about to take out the third, a voice came out of the darkened night.
“Larus!”
Immediately, the three remaining riders came to a halt. Heads turned eastward toward the source of the cry.
Larus recognized the voice as that of Father Thomas. It didn’t sound as if the good Father was imperiled, merely seeking to find him. He must have been away from them too long and they had grown worried. Returning his attention back to the third rider, he was startled to find the man looking down at him in shocked surprise.
“Captain!” was all the warning the man gave before Larus attacked. No longer worried about remaining undiscovered, Larus struck out with his fist as the man attempted to draw his sword. The blow hit the man in the kidneys which elicited an exclamation of pain from the rider. Grabbing one of the straps of the man’s armor, Larus yanked him from the saddle.
Two swords left their sheathes as he leaped into the saddle. Taking the reins, he drew his sword just as the other two riders closed in. “He killed Arn!” one rider shouted. Closing with his horse, the man thrust at Larus’ unprotected side. A clash of metal rang out as Larus struck aside the blow.
The captain moved around to Larus’ other side while his man engaged him. Larus was aware of the captain moving to flank him, but couldn’t readily disengage from the man before him to deal with it. Blocking another blow, he thrust toward the rider’s midsection and felt the tip of his sword pierce flesh as it slid its way between interlocking folds of armor.
As he pulled his sword from the injured man, Larus kicked the sides of his horse and bolted forward, narrowly avoiding a downward hack by the captain. Turning around, he saw that the captain had bolted forward after him. With a cry, the captain struck out with his sword.
Twisting precariously in the saddle to avoid the blade, Larus felt the sword’s passage through the air as it missed him by a fraction of an inch. Then his horse cried out in pain as the captain’s sword followed through and connected with the beast’s head. The horse reared.
Already in a less than secure position from avoiding the captain’s blow, the rearing of the horse caused him to lose his balance altogether and was thrown to the ground. Immediately, he rolled away from the beast then came to his feet.
The thunder of hooves announced the captain meant to ride him down. He had barely reached his feet before leaping to the side to prevent being trampled. Once past, the captain turned his horse back toward Larus and kicked it hard in the sides. With another cry, the captain raised his sword as he thundered once again toward Larus.
This time, Larus met the charge. Since the captain held his sword in his right hand, Larus sidestepped to the captain’s left. Then as the horse rode by, struck a mighty blow to the horse’s foreleg, nearly severing it just above the knee. Both horse and rider went down.
Larus rushed forward all the while keeping away from the flailing of the horse as he sought the captain who was still pinned by the thrashing animal. When he found him, he saw that the man was struggling to extricate himself. One leg was trapped beneath the horse’s side.
With sword held at the ready, Larus moved to finish the man off. “For Casdralla and her people!” he cried as he raised his sword to strike. The world seemed to freeze for the briefest of moments. The captain ceased his struggles and turned his eyes upward toward the sword that was about to end his life. Then the sword fell and the captain’s eyes saw no more. A second blow ended the creature’s thrashing and soon, the world grew still.
Larus scanned the darkness for any movement which might indicate the whereabouts of the man he pulled from the horse. The man still posed a threat since the blow to his kidney would not have crippled him severely. But the shadows in the night were still. The man must have fled.
“Where is he?” Father Thomas asked Hunter for the hundredth time. Even though he knew his words would not be understood, still he couldn’t help but voice his frustration. It had been over an hour since Larus had last checked in and Father Thomas was growing worried.
“Larus!” he shouted again, though not with all his might. He wanted his voice to carry a little ways, but not so far as to alert anyone of their presence. Father Thomas was very much aware they may not be alone in the hills this night.
Hunter spoke to him and made a shushing gesture. Obviously he too was worried about others being about.
They kept close together as they passed between the hills. Neither one able to understand the other, yet were bound in common purpose: make it to the pass before enemy soldiers encountered them. If only Larus would return.
Then a noise came from the darkness ahead. Father Thomas froze when he recognized it as the sound of several horses making their way through the hills. Panic set in and he dragged Hunter back the way they had come. They had been found!
Fear began consuming him. Fear of being returned to the captive line, fear of other retribution. With one of the tattered remnants of Hunter’s shirt gripped in his hand, he pulled him along as he broke into a run.
“It’s me!” a voice shouted behind them.
Hunter abruptly came to a halt, the resulting cessation of forward momentum caused Father Thomas to tear the strip of shirt he held completely off. “Larus?” Hunter asked.
“Yes,” came Larus’ response as he rode closer.
“Where did you get those?” Father Thomas asked when the he saw Larus riding one horse and leading two others.
“Came across several of the enemy,” he explained. “They were nice enough to allow us the use of their horses.”
“I doubt that,” the priest replied.
“Let us say that they no longer needed them,” clarified Larus.
“You killed them then?” asked Father Thomas.
Larus nodded. “We are at war Father,” he replied. Then he handed the reins of one to Father Thomas and the other to Hunter.
“I’ve never mounted a horse in my life,” Hunter admitted a little abashedly.
“It’s really quite simple,” Larus said. He explained Hunter’s problem to Father Thomas then dismounted to assist him. Indicating the saddle horn, he said, “First, take a good hold here.” When Hunter had a firm grip on the saddle horn, Larus pointed to the stirrup. “Next, place your foot there and swing up into the saddle.”
Hunter set his foot in the stirrup then attempted to mount. All he managed to do was turn himself askew. It took another two attempts and no little assistance from Larus before he made it.
If it had been light, they probably would have seen the look of fright come over Hunter from being atop the horse.
“Do you think you will be able to stay in the saddle while we ride?” asked Larus.
In the dark, Larus saw the shadowy head nod affirmative. “Very well then,” he said. “We will take it slow at first so you can get familiar with being on a horse.”
“Thank you,” said a relieved Hunter. He had fearful visions of the three of them galloping through the night with him tipping precariously to the side the whole way and ultimately falling off.
“Will he be okay?” Father Thomas asked when Larus mounted his horse again.
“I hope so,” he said. “We’ll ride for a few more hours then take a short rest until dawn.” Nudging the side of his horse, he got underway.
“We could all use a little bit of rest,” Father Thomas replied. He was unbelievably fatigued from the ordeal of the last few days. Fortune was with them it seemed for they found travel provisions in the soldier’s packs attached to the saddles. The dried beef and stale bread, though having seen better days, tasted like a banquet.
Over the next two hours, they continued working their way through the hills, at one point crossing a road that Father Thomas informed them led to his village of Billin. The memory of the devastation the invaders had wrought came back and with it great sorrow. Not so much for the village itself, but for its people. He still held great regret in his abandoning of those entrusted to him, though he knew his decision to leave was the right thing to do.
When at last Larus called a halt and told them they could rest until dawn, Hunter practically fell from the horse. His legs had begun to ache even from so short a stint on horseback. He was so tired, he promptly laid down in the grass and passed out.
Father Thomas was soon to follow. Larus didn’t feel the need for sleep, though he did lie down to relax his body. And when the sun rose the following morning, discovered to his amazement that he had fallen asleep. Apparently, the mortal coil still held him in its grip.
The smoke rising from the town of Sterrom was but a faint wisp of its former strength with the coming of dawn. Overhead the sky was a beautiful crystal blue across which traces of featherlike clouds drifted gracefully along in the upper atmosphere.
As the sun rose above the horizon to the east, three riders made their way northward through hills sparsely forested. Two rode with the finesse only years could teach. The third hung on for dear life, every jarring trod of his horse feeling as if it would thrust him from his precarious perch so far from the ground. His knuckles were white and the look of fear was etched firmly upon his face.
Hunter had always thought it would be great to ride a horse. He could even remember how as a small child his parents would take him to petting zoos where they would place him upon a pony’s back. Saturday afternoon movies of cowboys watched with his grandfather filled him with thoughts of high adventure. Somewhere between those times of his youth and the present, he had developed an unreasoning fear of the beasts. It was a fear he didn’t even realize he held until the prospect of riding one came about. Now, he clung on for dear life.
Not far ahead of him rode Father Thomas and Larus. They maintained as fast a pace as they dared. If it weren’t for Hunter’s ineptitude on horseback, they would have traveled much faster. But as it was they dared not risk the chance of him taking a tumble.
Riding beside Larus, Father Thomas glanced back to their companion. “I have never encountered anyone with such a fear of riding,” he stated.
“I know,” replied Larus. “I’m sure the fact that he has been taken from the life he knew plays no small part in it.” When Father Thomas turned his attention to him, he added, “I doubt if anyone would do well should they suddenly be thrust into an unknown place so at odds to what they knew.”
“You could be right,” agreed Father Thomas.
Scanning the horizon to the west, they continuously sought movement that would indicate the enemy had pushed further northward. Thus far fortune had been with them. “Xith should be due west of us now,” Father Thomas announced after several minutes of quiet riding. “Perhaps even a little to the south.” The rising smoke from Sterrom was now more to the southwest. Since it was south of Xith, that should place the walled city almost due west of their position.
“How much farther is it to the pass?” Larus inquired.
“If we keep this pace…,” began Father Thomas then turned his attention to the mountains on their right before looking northward. Gauging the distance to the mountain range far in the distance ahead of them, he concluded, “Should be there by nightfall.”
“Good.” Larus was pleased. There was no enemy in sight and less than a day to the pass. After that they would make their way to Casdralla’s High Temple on this world, find out what Hunter was here to do, then see it done. If all went well, he should be returned to the ranks of Casdralla’s Qyaendri before too long.
He had to admit though, that the time spent as a mortal among mortals, was giving him an insight into them he hadn’t appreciated before. Larus was sure that never again would he be so blasé about their suffering. For a brief moment he thought if that would be a good thing.
“Can we stop?”
Hunter’s question interrupted his reverie. Glancing back, Larus saw him sitting slightly askew in the saddle. Nodding, he began to slow. “A short break,” he announced.
“Thank you,” breathed Hunter with relief. Bringing his horse to a stop, he quickly slid off and to the ground. Whether he lost his balance or his legs simply would no longer hold him, he stumbled after dismounting and fell to the ground.
“Hunter!” exclaimed Father Thomas. Dismounting quickly, he raced over to Hunter’s side. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“No,” Hunter replied. Lying on the ground with no desire to move, he turned his face toward the priest. “I am not okay. I hurt everywhere and it’s not just from riding either.”
Father Thomas understood. The wounds inflicted upon him in the soldier’s camp had had little time to heal. With their initial forced march as a captive and now the hours of unaccustomed riding, healing had been slow if it had happened at all. “Rest yourself while you can,” he finally said.
Larus appeared with two strips of dried beef and some of the stale bread. “Here,” he said, offering it to Hunter. “Eat this. You will need your strength.”
Hunter didn’t reach out for the proffered food. He simply laid there with eyes closed. “I’ll see that he eats,” Father Thomas assured Larus and took the proffered food.
Indicating a nearby rise to the west, Larus announced, “I’m going to scout around a bit.” Returning to his horse, he added, “Try to get what rest you can until I return.”
“We will,” replied Father Thomas. “Be careful.”
“Plan to,” he said. Then speaking in Hunter’s language, he told him the same with an added urging to eat the food. “Your body won’t heal if you don’t eat,” he told him.
Cracking open an eye, he looked up at Larus. “I’ll try,” he said.
Larus saw Hunter reach out and take one of the two strips of beef from Father Thomas, then mounted. Before he left, he gave Father Thomas one final warning. “I will be back shortly,” he said. “Whatever you do, keep quiet.”
Father Thomas understood the unspoken message. There was to be no more calling out Larus’ name and possibly attracting the attention of an Ullentite patrol. “I promise,” he assured him. Then as Larus turned to leave, Father Thomas offered up a prayer for his safe return.
Riding away from the pair, Larus turned his attention to the surrounding hills. For the most part, the hills rolled on for miles in every direction. From what he had been told by Father Thomas, to the west the hills gave way to plains before reaching the city of Xith. Xith itself sat upon the eastern shore of a large lake which had a major river feeding it from the north.
Upon reaching the crest of the neighboring hill, he surveyed the land in all directions. Far to the west he could see movement. Who they were or exactly how many, he couldn’t be sure. Only that there were a lot. To the north there was little in the way of movement to indicate the presence of people. Just a few lone groups spread out among the hills, refugees escaping north toward the pass. East and south were quiet.
Returning his gaze westward, he strained to make out what was going on but was simply too far away. At least whatever was going on over there, it was far enough away that it was unlikely to impact him and the others.
The way north looked clear, at least of soldiers. Those pockets of refugees would hardly cause them any problems. Satisfied that they would face little interference on their ride north, he turned his horse about and returned to the others.
When he returned, he found Hunter fast asleep with Father Thomas sitting nearby. “Do we need to leave now?” Father Thomas asked.
Larus glanced at the sleeping form of Hunter. “I think we could give him a few more minutes,” he said. Dismounting, he came over and sat next to Father Thomas.
“He has been through a lot,” Father Thomas stated. He moved an errant strand of Hunter’s hair from out of the sleeping man’s face before moving his finger to the burned section on Hunter’s cheek, “His time with the Ullentites must have been terrible. He is in a very bad way.”
“I know,” replied Larus. He gave Father Thomas a rundown on what was going on in the hills and plains around them. The priest’s face grew grave when he was told of the groups of refugees making their way north.
“I wish we could help them,” he said, then offered a brief prayer for the refugees.
“From what I saw, it looks as if they will most likely make the pass before the Ullentites reach this area,” offered Larus.
“I pray that you are correct,” Father Thomas said sadly.
They allowed Hunter to sleep for another half hour before waking him to continue their trek north. He was less than enthused about being awakened, and was even less so about the prospect of getting back up on the horse. But through the encouraging help of Larus and Father Thomas, he somehow made it.
Larus took the lead as they headed out. Keeping the mountains to their right, they wended their way northward through the hills.
Hunter for his part seemed better able to sit his horse. The feeling of being on the brink of tumbling off and being dashed to the ground wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been earlier. Still fearful, or rather cautiously nervous as he preferred to call it, of the great beast, he thought he might be getting the hang of this riding business.
Hours went by as hill after hill fell behind. The sparse thicket of trees that adorned the hills gradually grew thicker the further north they went. From the midst of one rather thick copse of trees, two people unexpectedly lurched out as Father Thomas rode near. Larus had his sword out and ready for a fight before he realized they were part of the refugees. A man and a woman, their clothes showed signs of having been slept in and about each was an air of desperation.
“Father!” the woman cried, rushing forward with her man lending an arm for support.
Slowing to a stop, Father Thomas soon had a weeping woman gripping his leg. “Help us!” she cried. Pressing her face against his leg, sobs wracked her.
“What is the problem my child?” he asked. He could see the man was equally distraught though was trying to keep it together for the sake of the woman.
“It’s our daughter,” she replied. “I…I think she may be dying.”
Father Thomas gently disengaged the woman from his leg and slipped off his horse. “Take me to her,” he said. As he moved away, he caught the disapproving gaze Larus shot him as he headed toward the copse. Ignoring him, Father Thomas followed the couple.
“She was hurt when the soldiers attacked,” the man said. “She’s lost a lot of blood.”
Fearing for the child, Father Thomas silently prayed for her well being as he followed the couple into the copse. He didn’t recognize the couple so asked, “Are you from Rie?”
“Yes,” the woman replied.
“How did you know?” The man asked.
“My companions and I passed through there a few days ago,” he replied. The man looked questioningly at him in silence, and Father Thomas shook his head. “Everything was burnt to the ground and none of her people remained.” True enough. He didn’t have the heart to inform the couple that their friends and neighbors most likely had been taken captive by the soldiers. Though from the way they reacted to his words, they may already have known.
“She’s right in here,” the woman said as she hurried forward.
Following close, Father Thomas soon saw the feet of a small child sticking out from behind a tree trunk. Moving around the tree, he found a girl of about seven lying motionless on the ground. Her flaxen hair was arranged lovingly on either side of a face that was calm and peaceful. His eyes were drawn to the large red stain that had formed on the front of what had once been a beautiful blue dress, then returned to the child’s face.
The mother knelt by the child’s side, tears running down her face. “Momma’s here,” she said to the girl. Using her hand, she began to tenderly stroke the child’s hair.
Sadness gripped him as Father Thomas watched the mother lovingly caress her child. This was the part of being a priest that he had never liked. How do you tell a parent that their child was dead?
Father Thomas glanced to the girl’s father and saw in the man’s eyes that he already knew the truth. “I’m sorry,” he said.
The man nodded. Coming to his wife, he knelt down beside her and laid a comforting hand upon her shoulder.
“Momma brought a priest,” the woman said soothingly to her child. “Everything will be alright.”
“Dear…” the man started to say to his wife but then grief overcame him and was unable to continue.
“I am terribly sorry my child,” Father Thomas said softly to the woman. “Your daughter has gone to be with the Lady.” His words fell on deaf ears as she continued to lovingly caress her daughter’s hair, saying that everything would be alright. Reaching out, he took the hand that had been caressing her daughter’s hair and held it in both of his.
The woman’s eyes turned to his. “She likes puppies,” she began. “Our Miesha is due any day now. Soon, she will have many to play with.” Giving Father Thomas a grin, she attempted to free her hand from his grip, but he held firm.
“She is gone,” he said to her. “There is nothing that can be done for her.”
“I think I will make her some sweetbread when we return home,” she said. “It was always her favorite.”
Father Thomas glanced to the woman’s husband. “Thank you for coming Father,” he said. Then as the woman pulled her hand free of Father Thomas’ grip and began stroking her daughter’s hair once more, the man motioned for him to step away with him.
“Let her have a few more minutes of happiness,” the man said, choking back tears threatening to overwhelm him. Glancing back to his wife, he saw her smoothing their daughter’s hair, just as she had done since the day their daughter was born.
“I am truly sorry for your loss,” Father Thomas said, “but you cannot afford to stay here very much longer. The enemy will soon be coming this way, very soon.”
Turning from gazing at his wife, the man nodded. “I know,” he said sadly. After a brief silence, he said, “You should get out of here now Father. I’ll stay and take care of my daughter.”
“I shall pray for her,” Father Thomas said. “And for you and your wife.”
“Thank you,” the man said.
“I wish I could do more.”
The man simply nodded. Then leaving Father Thomas’ side, he returned to his wife and daughter.
He stood there for a moment in sadness as he watched the man embrace his wife, then turned and left the copse of trees. Outside he found Hunter and Larus still sitting upon their horses, waiting.
“Is the little girl alright?” Larus asked. Father Thomas’ silence was all the answer he needed.
“They will remain here a little longer,” he told them.
“Didn’t you tell them the enemy may come this way at any time?” Larus asked.
Father Thomas nodded. “I told them,” he said. Coming to his horse, he mounted and turned one last sad look to the copse of trees and the family it held. As they left the copse behind, he prayed prayer after prayer for the little girl, the parents, and everyone else caught in this terrible situation.
From that point on, they began encountering more and more displaced people. Father Thomas offered blessing and prayers to all he met, as well as encouraging them to make for the pass with all speed.
Hours flew by as they raced for the pass. The mountains to their left gradually grew closer, rising majestically to the sky. Ahead, they watched as the mountains curved to form a range that encompassed the northern edge of the valley. There they would find the massive gate which spanned the breadth of the pass. It was Casdra’s last line of defense should Xith fall.
Off to their left, the road from Xith leading to the pass came into view. It was swarming with slow moving refugees, mules, hand drawn carts, and wagons filled to capacity.
Father Thomas looked with sadness upon the displaced people. Though not directly under his charge, they were still Casdralla’s people whose lives had been torn asunder. “Sad,” he commented with emotion.
Larus nodded and began maneuvering more toward the road. Despite the number of people moving along its length, it would still be faster than making their way through the hills.
When their presence was first noticed by the refugees, many started to flee, believing them to be the enemy. But it was soon realized they were not and many called to Father Thomas for help, blessings, and news.
He did his best to assure them that everything would be alright, and to encourage them to move faster toward the pass. “The enemy is being delayed at Xith,” he explained to them. “But they still may send riders this way so you must make haste.”
Moving on, he knew his words of warning would do little to ease their fear, but better a little fear than to take one’s time and be overtaken. As Larus led them alongside the road, Father Thomas repeated his prayers and words of warning to each new group they encountered. Afterward, he would glance back and see that they were moving much faster than before.
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