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Travis ran his hand over the silken sheets that covered Lessa, admiring her curves as she lay sleeping. The early morning light crept through the slats covering the window, promising a fine spring day. In a scant few minutes the alarm would ring, signaling the start of the daily rush, but for now he could afford to do nothing more than gaze at his wife.
A pair of green eyes opened, golden hair cascading down her back as Lessa sat up and stretched. Her smile widened as Travis continued to stare.
“Good morning. Are you caught in a trance?”
She let the sheet fall, exposing her breasts in a playful manner. Travis smiled and reached for her but she snatched the sheet back up and gave him a kiss on the forehead.
“There’s no time for that. Have you forgotten what today is?”
He had. The alarm sounded and he slapped the infernal noise off.
“There’s plenty of time.” But Travis rolled out of bed and headed for the shower, a delightful peal of laughter following in his wake.
Lessa admired the view as Travis walked to the shower. His glossy dark hair brushed the top of wide shoulders, muscles rippling through his back as he moved with the assurance of a tiger. She sighed with pleasure as she imagined his graceful form moving to rise above her, his whiskey-colored eyes smoldering with desire as he watched her.
She raised from the bed, trailing her hand over the fresh cut roses arranged in the vase on the nightstand, their perfume gracing the air of the lavish bedroom. A glance through the glass doors of the shower quickened her step. She never could resist that tight behind or those muscular legs that belonged on a mythical god.
With the shower producing a light steam, Travis stepped in and let the water sluice down his body. Pulsating droplets relaxed muscles already gone tense from thoughts of the day's busy schedule. He felt the slight draft at his back as the glass door opened, then closed. He smiled.
"I thought you said there wasn't time?"
"I changed my mind. There's time enough."
Travis felt the smile on Lessa's lips as he turned around and kissed her. Her hands traveled down his back, stopping to grab his hips and draw his body closer to hers.
"If you insist." He delighted in her soft laughter as response, feeling her hips arch towards him as he lifted her. Pressed against the tiled wall, Lessa wrapped her legs around his waist and buried her head on his shoulder.
Her hair smelled like wildflowers and Travis imagined them making love under a waterfall as their bodies met stroke for stroke. Lessa nuzzled his neck, nibbling bites on his skin as her inner muscles clenched. He shuddered as his own climax took him, the emotions of his love for this woman adding rich layers of complexity to their union.
"What would I do without you?" Travis said, as he gently lowered her back to the floor.
"Aren't you lucky you'll never have to find out?" She swatted him out of the way and grabbed the bar of soap.
Travis watched her hands travel across her breasts as she washed.
"Very lucky."
The doorbell rang as Travis fought with his tie. He took the stairs two at a time, still in his stocking feet. When he answered the door, an old woman stood before him, the white orbs of her eyes seeing nothing—or looking right through him. He couldn’t decide which.
The landscape behind her lie twisted and torn, burned metal skeletons framed in orange and black streaks. The scenery spoke of a different place, not the cloudless blue sky he witnessed minutes ago while looking out the window, admiring the garden behind their house.
He shied away from the doorway, although the ugly landscape seemed familiar also. The old woman smiled, the stench of decay surrounding her.
“Do you wish to stay in your pleasant dreams? Or do you want your reality back?” She swept one gnarled hand to the ugliness behind her. “Is this all you want? You alone have the power of change. Come to me.”
He slammed the door, heart pounding. Why? Travis crossed to the front window and stared. The empty doorstep opened onto a brick walkway, its edges lined with roses, Lessa’s favorite flowers. The sun shone down from a blue sky. The old woman had vanished.
“Who was at the door?” Lessa leaned over the banister, wrapped only in a towel.
“Nobody. Wrong house.” Something about that woman made him wish to have never laid eyes on her. He felt precarious, standing on the edge of a cliff. How could one brief encounter upset him so? Something bad was about to happen, he could feel it. Something that he couldn’t stop.
“Nonsense. Get over it.”
“Did you say something?”
“No. Just mumbling.” He ran back upstairs and slipped on his shoes, giving Lessa a kiss goodbye.
“No breakfast?”
“I need to get going.” Travis didn’t want her to see his agitation. It was nothing, a crazy old woman. Why didn’t it feel like nothing?
“Have a wonderful day. I might be a bit late tonight. I have hospital rounds after the clinic closes,” Lessa said, then kissed him long and deep.
An inner voice warned him to stay home, not step out the door—ever. Stay here with Lessa. Of course, that was impossible. He straightened his shoulders and opened the front door, feeling like he was headed for doom. The fresh breeze smelled vaguely of roses, the flower petals along the walk nodded in greeting. Everything was as it should be. Travis blew out the breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and stepped onto the walkway.
Everything changed. Gone were the flowers, along with the blue sky. The air carried a foul stench that scratched the back of his throat. Baggy trousers that hadn’t seen soap for days replaced his suit. His polished shoes became scuffed boots, button-down silk now a torn t-shirt.
He turned but the nice townhouse had disappeared, apparently taking Lessa with it. As Travis collapsed in despair amid the rubble of a broken building, he remembered. This was his reality, not the nice clean environment and the beautiful wife. This is where he’d always been, living among the rats, doing whatever was necessary to survive. The old woman suddenly appeared before him.
“I gave you a vision of what you could have. Come to me when you are ready to do my bidding.”
She disappeared again. Travis growled at the spot she’d vacated. The first rule you learned around here was not to help someone else. It only led to trouble and you got nothing out of it. He knew that rule well. Helping could even get you killed. He stood up and kicked a rock out of his way. Only fools walked down that road.
The imaginary breakfast he could have had lingered in his mind. Probably wouldn’t have stopped the churning in his stomach anyway. Travis set out to see what he could find…or steal.
***
Wandering through the peddlers market, Travis caged some food from Marie, Warren's pretty daughter. Warren owned the stall that catered to people wanting to own a bit of flotsam from the earlier times, when life was good and things were plentiful. Marie pulled Travis aside while he munched on the bread roll she'd made for him.
"I found another book for you. It was mixed in with the delivery of metal pieces my father got." She dug under a pile of blankets on the ground and came up with a thick tome, its pages edged in gold. Travis ran his hand over the hard leather covering, marveling at its pristine condition.
"Do you like it?"
Marie watched his reaction, her wishful thinking plain on her face. At times like this, Travis felt a slight tug of guilt about not wanting more than a tumble in bed with her. She deserved better. He shoved that thought away. He had nothing to offer her. Besides, sooner or later she'd leave. It was the way of the world.
"It's beautiful, thank you."
"What does it say?"
"A Tale of Two Cities, by Charles Dickens." He ran his fingers over the title, wanting nothing more than to sit down somewhere and start reading.
"Maybe you'll read it to me sometime?"
The wistfulness in Maria's voice called Travis back to the present with a start.
"Sure. Sometime. Thanks again." He gave her a swift kiss, careful not to linger lest she get the wrong impression. Tucking his treasure under his arm, Travis left the lovelorn girl and headed over to another female friend's stall to gather more food before leaving the area.
The bathhouse was crowded this time of day but Travis braved it anyway, finding a spot to sink down while still keeping an eye on his belongings. In such an arid land the only people that had indoor baths lived in government-sanctioned buildings. People on the fringes of society—or illegals such as him—weren't granted such luxuries. Still, Travis wallowed gratefully in the small pool with a dozen other bodies, washing the dirt out of his long dark hair.
Not that government housing looked like anything special on the outside. Parts of the buildings had disintegrated from war or neglect, but his mother had once described the inside of a dignitary's home. Its electricity and running water sounded like magic to a small boy, while the plush rugs and soft bed were something straight out of the books he'd read.
Shrugging damp skin back into his clothes, Travis picked up his bundle and headed back home to change into something cleaner. Nobody in the square had any odd jobs for him today so he might as well spend it reading his new book.
He spun and drew the blade from his boot when he heard a scuffling noise from the trash-strewn alley behind him. It looked as though Travis had interrupted a mugging. The aggressor locked eyes with him as if to say, "Are you going to interfere?"
Travis shrugged and replaced his knife. It didn't concern him. The sorry bastard should have known better than to wander in this part of town. The street gangs didn't bother him. His mentor once told Travis that it was the look in his eyes, like he had nothing left to lose.
Travis kicked at another rock. The old man had been right. Only those without hope lived here, scrounging in the dirt of despair.
He fingered the medallion he wore under his shirt. Three phases of the moon lay in an arc over a full moon with a symbol that looked like a backwards "G" in it. His mother had called it a prophecy moon and insisted he leave it on no matter what. A lot of good it'd done him so far.
He shut off the bitter memories and walked past a burned-out building, a plaque proclaiming it to be the home of the Tulsa County Library the only thing left to read in its sorry state.
Reaching the hovel he called home, Travis laid his recent acquisition on the crooked shelf next to the handful of other books he'd managed to accumulate during his life. He still owned the two books his mother had used to teach him to read. Pages were torn and missing, causing him to embellish parts of the story as a boy. No matter, they'd given him a glimpse of worlds far better than his reality.
After several hours of reading, Travis fell asleep with the book in his lap. Dickens gave way to the harsh desert surrounding his town. He found the old woman alone in a shack. She wanted him to do something but he didn't understand what. He woke in a sweat, yelling into the fading light of his room. A sense of dread washed over him.
He walked outside searching for what little breeze could be had in this cursed place that tried to kill off all life long ago. The acrid stench seared the back of his throat if he inhaled too deeply.
The bruised twilight signaled the end of another retched day on planet earth; what few stars poked through the ever present smoke seemed like shadowed ghosts. The moon drifted just above the horizon, its pale fullness mesmerizing Travis. He often wondered how a people who once walked there had managed to destroy themselves.
Running footsteps jerked his attention back to the street. Some fool, no doubt, leading Enforcers in this direction, he decided. A sigh on the wind had Travis spinning around. No one could have approached from behind him but there she was – the old woman. Her blind eyes shone in the darkness just like the stars.
"Are you ready?"
"Listen, lady. I'm not doing whatever it is you want me to do. I answer to no one, you got that? Just fuck off."
"You know where to find me." She smiled and disappeared, leaving Travis staring at the dirt where she'd stood. He spat onto the spot in frustration, hating the out-of-control feeling she gave him.
His chest tightened as he recognized the sound of booted feet in formation heading his way. For a moment, they sounded like horses pounding the dirt. Travis shook his head. Where had that thought come from? He melted into the shadows, crouching behind ruined blocks of buildings that once commanded the skyline.
The Enforcers kicked in doors during their sweep, setting meager belongings ablaze as they methodically unleashed their hatred for those who didn't conform. Travis sank deeper into the gloom as they targeted his door next. To confront that many would earn him a life sentence at hard labor, or even death.
He watched them move farther away with a heart grown even colder than it already had been. His books, the only thing he cared about in this world, crackled in the inferno they left behind. Travis could have wept if not for the steel backbone of revenge forcing him to go on. He knew in that moment that life for him had ended in this place.
He didn't know what would happen next, but he knew someone who apparently did. It was time to go find her. Somehow, that blind woman was involved and Travis wanted answers.
Travis weighed his choices. He could either strike out on his own—on foot—or finagle a ride from one of the independents who roamed the outskirts of town in their solar-powered contraptions made from junk. Scavengers, the lot of them, and likely to demand a heavy price for their services.
No, he decided as he though it over. He'd walk alone, no matter how far it was. He felt the old woman's pull somehow, calling to him from that vast expanse of sand. Let her provide for me, he thought with a grimace. Having nothing to gather for the journey, Travis started walking towards the spot where the pale moon had risen less than an hour ago.
Dawn broke just as Travis began poking through the boulders, looking for a place to lie down and rest. He scanned the brightening horizon and noticed a shack not far away. That would be where the blind woman waited. Nothing moved out here in this desolation, not even a stir of wind. Might as well push on. He could lie down once he got there.
The door swung open of its own accord just as Travis climbed the uneven boards leading up to the dilapidated porch. The weathered shack didn't look like it could shelter life out here with any degree of success, but maybe the woman didn't actually live here.
I won't find any answers standing here on the porch, he thought but was reluctant to take a step inside the shadowy interior. The woman unnerved him in a way that he wasn't used to and didn't much care for. Shoving his misgivings into a dark corner of his mind, Travis stepped inside.
The cool dark seemed to pulsate as a living thing. Travis tried to shake that perception as he looked around the interior. Small, the single room held only a tiny wooden table placed in the center. One chair sat next to it, empty.
Travis turned towards the door, intending to walk back outside when a voice—her voice—spoke.
"Come in."
He spun. The blind woman now sat in the empty chair as if she'd been there all along. Her silken robe and cowl that covered her head somehow imparted an air of royalty in a mist of pale blue elegance.
Beads of sweat on his forehead belied the aggressive stance that Travis took.
"What are you?" Stomach tied in knots, he dismissed the feeling as no more than lack of food, willing himself to believe it.
"Who or what I am is unimportant." The woman spoke softly, her tone soothing. "Think of me as a seer if you like."
"A what?"
"Have you no imagination, Travis O'Connor?"
His face burned. He hadn't shared that name with anyone, not even his mother. A boyhood fantasy—plucking the name O'Connor out of a book to take as his own. Compensation for not having a father.
"What do you want from me? Are you the reason my belongings burnt to rubble? Did you send the Enforcers in my direction?"
The woman shrugged. "It's of no consequence. You've been chosen."
Travis threw his hands up in the air. "What are you talking about?"
“Your world is not what it should be. Bring back that which was stolen from me and the clock will reset.”
Those white orbs bore into Travis as if she could weigh his thoughts from the expression on his face.
“What am I supposed to bring back?”
“You will know it for what it is when you find it. It will call to you.”
“What kind of cryptic nonsense is that? Where do you think I'm going?”
“Don’t worry, the cards will guide you.” She tapped a deck of cards lying in front of her. For a moment, Travis thought the strange symbols on the back shimmered at her touch. They looked worn and faded from heavy use, the corners bent and frayed.
“Why me? Why not pick someone who wants to do this?”
One delicate hand twisted in the air, as if to flick away a bothersome pest. Travis stared at the hand, its bone structure and smooth skin belonged to a woman decades younger than this old hag.
“It is simple. You have been chosen.”
Without further explanation, she drew a card from the deck and turned it over. A masked man floated above the earth, standing on an hourglass filled with red sand. He held a colored box with other cards shooting out of it. She tapped it and looked meaningfully at Travis. The Fool.
"I'm nobody's fool." Hot cheeks stoked his ire as Travis turned to walk back out.
"You misunderstand."
The calm words arrested his forward momentum.
"Explain." Travis wanted something—anything—that he could use to justify hanging around to hear what the old woman had to say.
"The Fool holds the key to time and space, both emptiness and infinity. You will experience the beginnings and the crossroads."
The woman flipped over another card, the Six of Swords. Travis stared at the portrayal of a perilous journey, swords above and below a ferry attempting to cross a watery passage fraught with danger.
She waved her hand towards the wall on Travis's right. A portal swirled where only moments ago flat wooden boards had been. The silvery substance gave no hint as to what lay beyond.
"Recover what is mine."
Travis bristled at the command.
"And if I don't?"
She didn't answer, but her luminous eyes seemed to glow brighter. Travis stood for a moment staring at the undulating substance on the wall. Why not? Whatever is on the other side couldn't be any worse than this place.
He walked over and lifted one hand to the portal. It felt warm to the touch. He tried pushing through it. The substance reluctantly yielded, as if not sure it wanted to accept him. He turned back to the seer.
"Where does this lead to?"
Everything happened at once. A powerful force sucked Travis in, spinning him through a vortex that had neither sight nor sound. Just when he thought he'd never take another breath it deposited him outside. He only caught a glimpse of massive trees before something hit him from behind.
The point of a spear thrust into the dirt close to his face. Travis was surprised that his nose wasn't pinned to the ground with it.
"Who are you and where did you come from?"
A female voice, low pitched and laced with steel. He tried shifting to see who spoke but the weight on his back pressed harder into his spine.
"I'm not answering any questions from this position." Travis had no idea who now sat on his back or how many adversaries were in his vicinity. He needed answers before deciding his next move.
Feet encased in leather boots moved in closer to his limited range of vision. The woman who spoke. She must have given a signal to the other because the weight lifted, allowing Travis to sit up.
Golden hair. Green eyes staring at him with suspicion.
"Lessa…"
A boot connected with his ribs, shoving him onto his back.
"My name is Elessa, not Lessa. Now answer my question."
Confusion gave way to anger as Travis realized that the blind seer had used this hellion as a template for his wife in the vision she gave to him. He looked around from his prone position and counted perhaps twenty people surrounding him with various weapons.
"My name is Travis. I was sent here by a seer to retrieve something that belongs to her."
"You appeared out of nowhere. Are you a half-breed?"
"No. I told you, I was sent here. Maybe the seer is a half-breed, I don't know." What was this talk of half-breeds? He hadn't a clue what she meant by it.
"What are you looking for?"
"I don't know." Travis checked a sigh. He realized that made him sound either stupid or a very bad liar. He held Elessa's hard stare with one of his own.
Her lip curled in a sneer before she turned away, dismissing him.
"Bring him."
Hands grabbed his arms from both sides. Travis shook them off as he straightened. They left him alone once they realized he was going to walk with them without a fight.
Travis studied Elessa's easy walk, at home in this territory, for several minutes before chiding himself for not paying attention to his surroundings. He forced his gaze to the lush growth of trees and other plants that he had no hope of identifying. Was this some other section of Earth that didn't have the same damage as where he came from?
They walked in silence through the day before coming to a base camp already set up. Maybe this was their permanent home. Travis didn't know what to think about this group; no one had uttered a word to him all day.
As no one gave him any notice, Travis wandered through the area. A few canvas pieces had been strung between trees to give an overhead shelter, but most of what he assumed were bedrolls lay out in the open. Someone was tending a fire over on the other side of the clearing.
He counted thirty-five men and women of varying ages. Most seemed to be in their twenties, although a few were much older. Overall, the camp looked quite primitive, even more so than the way he was used to living. At least he had walls and some privacy.
Travis wondered how these people could stand to live in such open, crowded conditions. The dense growth of trees and vines at the edge gave them no room to spread out. One puzzlement was their manner of dress. Their clothing looked new and well-cared for, not what one would expect if they lived out in the rough.
His musings were cut short by a call to come eat. He followed the stampede over to the fire pit.
Succulent juices dripped on the fire, filling the air with a mouth-watering aroma. Travis bit into his share of the meat with relish, sitting on the ground with the rest of the group. Only Elessa remained standing. He turned to ask her a question.
"What is this?"
"Dinner. If you don't like it, don't eat." Elessa's eyes narrowed as she spoke, studying him as if he didn't deserve a meal at all.
"You sure are prickly." He flashed a smile that had won many a woman to his bed. She spun on her heel and stalked away. He shrugged and attacked the meat with fervor. Truth was he would have eaten anything at this point.
***
Elessa hugged her arms against the evening breeze, although the air was warm. Something didn't feel right. This newcomer—despite the way he arrived—didn't have the taint of threatening magicks about him. At least not the signs she'd been raised to discern.
She irritably swept a lock of hair out of her face. Maybe he'd fall over a cliff and cease to be her problem. Elessa could tell that Travis would be trouble. Not from magick, but from his overwhelming maleness.
It had taken all her concentration earlier to just ignore him, to not drop back and strike up a conversation with him. He'd called her Lessa. No one but her mother had ever called her by that name.
What was wrong with her? She wasn't hurting for male companionship. Besides, he wouldn't survive long here anyway.
Kaiden crept up behind her, a habit she found irritating even though he was a good friend.
"Are you going to tell Travis about your brother? Maybe he can help."
"No and you won't mention him either." Elessa stalked away, keeping her fear locked down. Travis wouldn't be able to help. It was a family issue. Best to keep it that way.
She wandered deeper into the brush away from the campfire, desperately needing a moment to think things through. Her hand brushed lightly against the foliage, rewarding her with the sweet smell of jasmine.
"What is that wonderful scent?"
Elessa spun at the intoxicating voice, staring into smoldering eyes that took her breath away. She snapped her mouth closed when she realized it hung open, frowning in an attempt to dissuade any further discussion.
"It's jasmine."
"Sorry. I didn't mean to startle you. I thought that maybe you could tell me something about this area. Do you live out here?"
Elessa sputtered in indignation. "Like shiftless thieves? No, we have homes."
Travis raised his hands and took a step back. "I meant no insult, but I haven't seen a city and I'm not familiar with your ways."
Why am I so touchy? Elessa took a deep breath and tried to smile. From the look on Travis's face it must have come across as a grimace.
"We're hunters. There's a town over the next ridge. Now, would you care to explain what you're really doing here?"
"I told you. A seer sent me through some kind of a portal to retrieve something of hers."
"But you don't know what it is."
"Right."
She watched him drag a hand through his long dark hair and wondered if it felt as silky as it looked. She shook her head to get rid of the image. He misinterpreted her movement.
"Whether you believe me or not is moot. I didn't ask for your help."
"For the sake of argument, let's say I believe you. How are you supposed to find this thing if you don't know what or where it is?"
Travis shook his head. "I don't know. She said the cards would guide me."
"What cards?"
"Her cards. That's all I know. Since I'm stuck here—wherever here is—I'll just have to wait to be enlightened. Nothing for you to worry about."
He left abruptly, agitation in each booted step. She watched him go, wishing she didn't need to worry.
Elessa walked over to where Travis sat by the fire, tossing a bedroll down by his feet.
"Why are you looking so grim?"
His set mouth reminded her of a warrior before going into battle. The thought brought a shiver to her spine. She couldn't help but notice the power that he wore like a second skin. It emanated from his broad chest, from the cut of his handsome, chiseled face. Who was he, really? And why did her body resonate when he was close by?
"I was just thinking about a surly guardian that I once had after my mother disappeared…after she died. Your man over there reminds me of him."
"Who…Hawk?" She pointed at an older man, tall with streaks of gray in his russet-colored hair. "Didn't you care for your guardian?"
"He wasn't really my guardian, more just someone my mother had asked to watch over me if…"
Travis cleared his throat, wondering why he was telling her all this.
"Anyway, he was my neighbor for about three years. He taught me things about surviving." And that I was illegal, but he didn't mention that. "Then he died too."
"That must have been hard."
Her voice sounded sympathetic. Travis looked over at her but she was staring at the ground, lost in her own thoughts.
"Hm…well, I've been on my own for five years now. It's better that way. No one bothers me."
"That sounds lonely."
Her observation made him uneasy. He didn't want a wife and children. They wouldn't fit into his lifestyle. Hell, he could barely provide for himself most days. He decided to turn the conversation to a safer topic.
"Do you have family?"
She didn't look up as she answered. "My mother died when I was eight. I went to live with my aunt. I don't see much of my father. Listen, it's getting late so I'll see you in the morning."
She stood and walked away, never turning her face towards him. Travis sighed and prepared to lie down. He guessed she had things she didn't want to talk about either.
***
Travis woke with a start. His dream had taken him back ten years. He'd been running through dark alleys, chasing a faceless man but never catching up to him—the man who'd killed his mother.
How many times had she drilled him about that possibility without actually saying it? He rested his hand on the medallion beneath his shirt, feeling its comforting weight.
"If something happens to me and I don't come back home, promise me you'll take your belongings and move to the far end of the city. Hide…live free. Swear it to me."
He'd sworn, not understanding but sensing her fear.
The morning that she hadn't come back he'd packed clothes and his precious books, trudging out of town on leaden feet to a place she'd shown him once before. All that day he sat in the shadows of the ruins, hoping it had been a mistake, that she'd round the corner and call him back home.
The next morning he risked going back, grabbing blankets after a night spent on the cold, hard floor. When he returned to his hiding place he met Mr. Jenkins, the somewhat surly man who would nevertheless watch over him for the next three years, explaining much about the world that his mother had kept hidden from him.
Travis shook his head to dispel the memories. It was almost dawn and others were already stirring. The cloud cover had thickened during the night; now a light mist came down to kiss his face. He closed his eyes to greet it. Rainfall was a rare pleasure for him. Judging by the amount of greenery here it must fall quite often in this part of the world.
"You're up early."
One of the younger men greeted him, a friendly smile on his face. Although several inches shorter than Travis, the man was thickly built with sandy blonde hair and clear blue eyes.
"I'm a light sleeper."
The man nodded. "This must all seem strange to you. I'm Kaiden, by the way."
He sounded friendly enough, no doubt since Travis hadn't sprouted horns and a tail overnight.
"Breakfast will be up soon. Do you like coffee?"
"I can't say that I've ever had any. What is it?"
"Then you're in for a treat," Kaiden replied, his smile so wide it made the corners of his eyes crinkle. "I can't start the day without it."
Kaiden handed Travis a cup of dark, steaming liquid after they'd made their way over to the fire pit. Travis sipped cautiously. While slightly bitter tasting, it had a good flavor to it. By the time he'd finished it, he felt wide awake, energy thrumming through his veins like adrenaline. Looking around at the sleep-tossed group slurping the drink, he understood the appeal.
"Where's Elessa?"
Kaiden waved one hand, still holding his cup with the other. "She'll be around soon. Probably tracking something."
Before Travis could ask a question about that he felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise as if someone was watching him from behind. He casually stood up and stretched before turning around, almost running into a tall woman with black hair and eyes to match. Eyes that bore through him. He couldn't tell if it was curiosity or something stronger. Kaiden glanced up from his seat when Travis remained standing.
"Travis, this is Danae."
The woman inclined her head, then held her right hand up, palm out. Travis wasn't sure what the gesture meant so he copied it. She pressed her palm to his without saying a word. He felt a tingling in his skin where she touched it. She dropped her hand and sat down, thick braid swinging as she did so. Bemused, Travis sat back down next to her but she ignored him.
Elessa strode up the side of the hill and tossed a backpack at him. He opened it and found a plate and cup, along with a few other items.
"A few of us will be splitting off from the main group as they head back to town. Since you're not sure where you're going yet, you're welcome to travel with us. We are headed to Gleph. That would be the most likely destination for you as well."
Travis considered her offer. He would prefer to travel alone but in truth didn't have a destination. He also didn't know the terrain or even what was safe to eat. Of course, the biggest reason for traveling with them was the woman extending the offer. He wanted to feel her fingers running through his hair, kiss those soft lips that seemed annoyed with him so much of the time.
"Well? What will it be?"
Travis smiled at her agitation. "Are you always so prickly? I will accept your offer since you seem to want me near you." He flashed a smile and watched her cheeks burn. Perhaps traveling with them would be a pleasure after all.
They left right after eating. Elessa hadn't seen any signs of surveillance but that didn't mean there wasn't any. She needed to travel in a smaller group. They'd make better time that way.
There had been a few raised eyebrows at her announcement but no one protested. They knew better than to say anything that might put them in jeopardy. Elessa scrubbed at her face, feeling an accumulation of sweat and dirt. A warm bath and a clean bed seemed far in her future right now.
And what to do about Travis and his smug attitude? Although she should be grateful because it helped her keep her distance from him. Damn the man. Why couldn't he be the dangerous threat that she'd expected when he'd first popped into their world? Did his body have to call out to her like she was some sex-starved novice, ready to do his bidding?
Shaking her head in an unsuccessful attempt to clear Travis from her thoughts, Elessa chose Kaiden, Danae, Aron and Sephia to travel with them into the Kingdom of Gleph. She needed skilled fighters at her side. She could already feel misfortune riding the wind, beating silent wings and extending its claws.
They'd been on the road for about an hour when Travis fell into step beside her.
"You seem to be going out of your way to avoid talking to me."
He reached up and stroked a lock of hair out of her face, his fingertips lightly grazing her cheek. She flushed and jerked away.
"I'm sorry," Travis said, dropping his hand. "It's a habit I remember."
"What? You don't even know me."
He cleared his throat and shifted his backpack. "You remind me of someone I know."
"Who?" Elessa felt a keen disappointment. Apparently this rogue was already involved with someone.
"My wife."
"You're married?" Elessa felt anger leaching all common sense out of her brain as her voice came out in a squeak.
"Yes—I mean no. She wasn't real."
Elessa took a deep breath. None of this mattered to her anyhow. He didn't belong here and soon he'd be gone. So why did she feel that tiny stab in her heart?
"I can explain."
"Don't bother. It doesn't matter." She quickened her pace, dismissing Travis. He dropped behind her in silent agreement to end the conversation.
***
Travis saw the flash of anger in Elessa's eyes before the curtain fell, shielding her feelings from him. He felt a twinge of remorse for putting it there. Anger raged inside—at himself, not her. Why did he blurt out so many personal thoughts around her? He felt out of control, unable to school his tongue when she was around.
He surprised himself by admitting that he valued her opinion of him. That thought made him laugh out loud. It surely couldn't be any lower than it was at present. He'd hit every sore point he could find with her, whether intentional or otherwise. Shaking his head at his own folly, Travis decided his best course of action would be to ignore her. That was easier said than done though. His heart thumped an extra beat each time she looked at him.
He dropped back to talk to Sephia. A slight girl with a winning smile, Travis thought it odd that she'd been chosen to come along.
"Do you mind if I talk to you for awhile?"
"Not at all. Go right ahead." Her blue eyes sparkled as she craned her neck to look up at him.
"So you're a hunter?"
"Yes. Do you mean how can such a small girl hunt anything? It's all right. I'm used to it." She laughed and pulled a knife from the sheaf at her belt. Without seeming to take aim she flung it sideways and winked at him.
"I have a deadly aim."
Travis followed the knife's trajectory. It was embedded in the trunk of a tree. Sephia trotted over and pulled it free, coming back to him as she slid the knife back home.
"I'm impressed. You didn't even look in that direction. How'd you do it?"
She grinned, still young enough to be pleased by his compliment.
"It's my gift. What's yours?"
Travis stared at her. "Why would you think I have a gift?"
It was Sephia's turn to stare. "Aren't you a half-breed? I saw you come out of that energy window, or whatever it was. I thought…"
She dropped her gaze to the ground. "Maybe I shouldn't have said anything."
"It's okay." Travis hastened to reassure her. It was the first real piece of information he'd gotten and he didn't want her to stop speaking to him.
His head spun with the questions it posed. He realized he didn't know the first thing about this area or its people. That placed him in more danger than he'd realized before.
"Do you have any family?" That seemed a safe enough question. She relaxed and started talking about brothers and sisters. Travis listened quietly and picked a few odds and ends out of the conversation that Sephia didn't realize she revealed. Whatever these gifts were, apparently they were stronger in females than in males.
He still didn't know what the term half-breed meant. The one time he asked, Sephia grew quiet again and suggested he ask Elessa what it meant. Travis intended to do just that.
They stopped to rest around midday, climbing up a hillside filled with giant trees. A cool breeze filtered through the shady area, filling Travis's lungs with the sweetest air he'd ever smelled. He fingered the sharp needles on a branch, felt the sticky sap that surrounded them.
"Haven't you ever seen a pine tree?" Elessa asked as she led him over to a bubbling stream.
Travis shook his head and sat down, trailing his fingers in the cold water.
"No, or running water like this." He scooped up a mouthful of water and smiled. "It's cold and sweet. Everything here is so different from what I'm used to."
"Tell me what you meant when you said that your wife wasn't real." Elessa had tried to forget about it but their earlier conversation kept playing in loops in her head.
Travis glanced around, noticing that Elessa had led them some distance away from the others. She had sat down right next to him so their voices wouldn't carry. Feeling her body heat stirred feelings from the dream, making it hard to leave the emotion out of the telling.
"The seer put me in a dream—an alternate reality I guess—in which my world was very different. I don't understand much about that world but I do remember that flowers and trees grew there. The air was clean and the sky very blue. I lived in a nice house and had a beautiful wife who I loved. None of it was real though."
He looked into Elessa's clear green eyes, trying to mask the pain he felt about losing it all. She held his gaze for a moment then glanced down, staring at her hands folded in her lap.
"When you first showed up you called me Lessa. Only my mother ever called me that. How did you know my name?"
Instead of answering, Travis lifted a curl away from her face. She trembled beneath his touch but didn't move away. He ran his fingers through her hair, pulling her face gently closer to his. Brushing his lips against hers, he stole a brief kiss, just a taste of what he longed to have. A groan escaped him as she yielded, her body swaying closer as if hypnotized.
An urgent shout by Kaiden startled them from their reverie. Elessa scrambled to her feet, trying to hear over the pounding of her heart.
"The Guard is coming."
They stayed low to the ground, the trees providing shelter from the road. Elessa shuddered, feeling the thunder in the earth. How could she have been so preoccupied to have missed it?
Her fingers stole to her lips with a mind of their own, tracing the path of Travis's kiss. She glanced over her shoulder to find him watching her, a light in his eyes that she hadn't noticed before.
She berated herself for her weakness and vowed to not repeat her mistake. Feelings didn't figure into her reality. Only two people had ever loved her—her mother and her brother. One was dead and, if she wasn't careful, the other soon could be.
Minutes later the Guard passed by. The group of giant horses filled the air with a staccato of fearsome sound. Their riders looked neither left nor right, intent on reaching an unknown destination. At least they weren't searching for anyone. Elessa breathed a sigh of relief as the beat stopped thrumming through the ground.
The others moved closer, silently waiting for her next orders. Elessa shoved sweat-dampened hair out of her face.
"I think we'd better take the long way around."
Everyone nodded in agreement except Travis, who looked puzzled.
"Are we trying to avoid the Guard? I'd like some understanding of what's going on here. Is someone looking for you? I know it's not for me; no one knows I'm here except for you people."
Or do they? He wondered. He watched Sephia shoot him a nervous glance. Aron, Danae and Kaiden didn't give anything away on their faces. Elessa kept her back to him.
"The Guard is to be avoided at all costs," Elessa said, still not facing him. She hesitated for a moment before continuing. "They aren't…normal."
Perhaps what he'd seen wasn't a trick of the eye after all, Travis thought. While rider and horse were in correct proportion to each other, against the background of trees they'd seemed much larger than life. How could that be possible?
Before he could form another question the group started walking farther up the hill. When they crested it he stopped dead, his motion arrested by the majesty of what he saw.
An inland sea spread out below them, the brilliance of the sun splashing a pattern of sparkles upon it. Travis had never seen such a body of water and sucked in his breath at the beauty.
"Beautiful, isn't it?" Elessa paused at his side.
Travis turned to find her looking at him with an odd expression on her face.
"I've read about oceans in books but I've never seen anything like it."
"Well, tomorrow you'll see it up close. We're going to be crossing it. Come on, we still have a ways to go before the sun sets."
Travis tore his gaze from the horizon lest he trip going down the hillside. He could see a town built along the edge of the water. He wondered how it compared to the city he grew up in.
When Elessa called a halt for the evening Kaiden and Sephia spread out to hunt for a meal while Danae and Elessa foraged for what other edibles could be found. Travis found himself alone with Aron, setting up a fire pit. At least he felt useful this evening. Unlike the others, he wasn't festooned with weapons and wouldn't know what to hunt for anyway. There wasn't any wild game where he came from.
He worked alongside Aron in silence, surreptitiously watching the burly redhead as he gathered wood for the fire.
"And what gift do you have?" Travis asked with what he hoped was a note of casualness in his voice.
The man looked startled before he gained control, giving Travis that closed look that he knew too well.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
Travis tried again. "Aren't you a half-breed?"
Aron grinned at him, the smile rather like a rattlesnake preparing to strike.
"Aren't you?"
Not bothering to see if Travis would answer, the man turned his back and stalked away in search of more wood.
Travis eyed him speculatively. He understood men like Aron. They were rough and didn't answer to anyone. And yet, this man took orders from Elessa in some chain of command. Why? Just another unanswered question, Travis mused.
Elessa came back just then, setting down a canvas sack full of dark berries.
"What are these?" Travis chewed on a sweet morsel and grabbed another handful.
"Blackberries. They grow wild on brambles in these woods."
Sephia came crashing out of the woods, several furry animals dangling from a rope tied to her spear.
"Elessa! Kaiden's hurt. Come quickly." She dropped her burden and turned back the way she came. Everyone ran after her, almost blundering into Kaiden in their haste.
"Hey! I'm not dead yet, just a flesh wound."
Travis could see a long cut trailing down his forearm, deep and bleeding freely. He watched Elessa bite her lip at the sight, then turn toward the others.
"I'll take care of Kaiden. The rest of you go back to camp."
When Travis lingered she turned to him. "Would you go help Sephia prepare the meat for the spit? We'll be there shortly."
"Sure." Travis turned away with the feeling that a piece of the puzzle danced just out of his field of vision. He wondered if anything about this world would ever make sense to him.
Danae was back, a bag of greens glistening from the creek water she'd washed them with. Travis greeted her and, although she gave him a tentative smile, she didn't speak. He wondered if perhaps she was mute. He hadn't heard her voice once since he'd arrived in this place.
Elessa and Kaiden came back, his arm wrapped from elbow to wrist in strips of cloth torn from his shirt. A grimace of pain shot across Kaiden's face with each footstep.
"Shouldn't that be stitched or something?" Travis asked.
"It wasn't very deep," Kaiden replied. "I'll be fine. It just stings a bit." He cradled his arm protectively in front of him as he sat down to eat.
The sun set right after they'd finished dinner. Travis walked out to a spot where he could watch, since the night before had been cloudy. The orange and burnt gold hues descended into the lavenders of the coming night, mesmerizing him. The air had a crispness that he'd never felt before. The smoky air of his home prevented this glorious display.
He was even more shocked when the first stars came out. Soon thousands of points of light cast themselves across the rich darkness. He lay on his back, drinking it all in.
"Are these the same stars that you see where you come from?" Elessa asked as she sat down beside him, stretching out so that they lay side-by-side.
"I wouldn't know. All I've ever seen were a few ghostly lights when the smoke thinned enough to let them through."
Her shoulder rested against his in the grass. He turned on his side, watching the starlight reflect in her eyes. A twitch of her lips brought his focus down to her mouth. She wet her lips; her tongue sliding in the merest gesture of what he hoped was an invitation. As he lowered his mouth to hers, Elessa turned her head away.
"I should stay away from you but I can't for some reason."
"Why should you avoid me?"
"Nothing good will come of this. We'll both be in danger. I'm afraid, Travis." She bit her lip and closed her eyes. "You never answered my question, by the way. How did you know my name when you arrived?"
Travis reached out with one finger, gently turning her head back to face him.
"Because you were my wife in that other dimension, Lessa."
He nibbled on her lip for a moment, feeling the soft yield as she accepted his statement. He deepened the kiss, wanting to brand her soul as she had already claimed his. Her hands crept up, fingers running through his long hair as she tightened her hold on him.
They both heard a faint rustle in the grass beyond their position at the same time. Elessa tensed, pushing Travis away from her.
"It's only Aron," Travis whispered. "Why do you care?"
She sat up, brushing twigs from her hair.
"You don't understand" was all she said as she rose and walked away.
She was right. He didn't understand any of it. All he knew for sure was that he wanted her.
Later that night, as he feigned sleep near the glow of the fire, Travis watched Kaiden through eyes barely slit open. The man stripped off the material wrapped around his wound before donning a long-sleeved shirt. Long after the rest had dropped off to sleep Travis pondered what he'd seen.
Where earlier there had been a deep gash on his arm, now there wasn't a mark on him.
Breakfast was a solemn affair. Each person seemed lost in his or her own thoughts as if the night had troubled each of them in their sleep.
"How's the arm this morning?" Travis watched Kaiden's eyes flick towards Elessa. An infinitesimal movement, easily missed if he hadn't been waiting for it.
"Much better, thanks." Kaiden gave him an easy smile.
"Shouldn't it be re-wrapped? You were bleeding pretty heavily yesterday."
"I already took care of it." Elessa snapped her answer at him then took a breath and gave him a smile. "It's nothing to worry about…really."
Travis flashed a smile at her, the kind he would display to prey in a back alley. She blanched and looked away.
It cut him that this woman, whom he'd cherished in another life, could lie to him so easily. He sighed out loud, not caring what the others thought. As soon as he had a destination in mind he would go back to what he knew best—being alone. He would part company with these people, with her.
People were the same everywhere it seemed—untrustworthy—and if you did trust them they left you anyway. Better to be alone than go through that pain again.
They made their way down the hill towards the seaside town which Elessa called Malir. Travis felt a general uneasiness within the group the closer they came to civilization. Maybe they were afraid of running across the Guard again. It didn't matter. He knew he could give them the slip even in an unfamiliar town.
He just wished he knew what he was supposed to be looking for. It was the only way to get back home.
Thoughts of Mr. Jenkins flooded his mind during the walk. The last person he'd ever cared about—the last night he saw him, lying face down in his own blood as another man searched his pockets.
Travis rubbed his forehead, trying to dispel the image but it played on—Travis throwing a knife, the uniformed Enforcer falling back, surprise on his arrogant face.
He cradled his dying mentor in his lap. Mr. Jenkins looked up at him, coughing blood, the wheeze in his lungs as he tried to speak.
"You need to leave, son. They might be looking for you. The midwife…" The old man retched, squeezing his eyes shut against the pain. "Remember what I told you."
His body relaxed as the pain ended. The last link to his mother was gone. Travis hadn't even known the man's first name, though he'd treated Travis like family in a gruff sort of way.
He left that night, moving to another slum in another part of the city, starting over once more. He hadn't given any more thought to that conversation until now, hadn't wanted to dredge up the ghosts.
What had Jenkins meant about the midwife who had delivered him at home? He knew that she had told his mother to hide him away, to not register him, that his DNA would prove who his father was. His father…some married official who wouldn't allow his name to be sullied in a tawdry affair. Travis hadn't known that made him an illegal until Jenkins told him.
He thought back, trying to remember what else he'd been told. Something about the ability to change the world and the authorities wouldn't allow it if they knew. That they would kill him.
As a fifteen-year-old, Travis had scoffed at the idea, not believing it for a second. The old midwife had somehow scared his mother into believing that story with tea leaves and chants. He'd never given it another thought. Considering where he was now, he might have to rethink his position, he thought grimly.
Elessa called a halt at the outskirts of the city, waving Travis over to her side.
"It's important that we blend in with the townspeople here. I'd ask that you follow our lead and keep a low profile."
It was a reasonable request but Travis wasn't feeling particularly reasonable at the moment.
"In case you've forgotten, I'm not one of your troops. Your band of hunters acts more like military. Just what do you hunt anyway? People?"
Her eyes narrowed; an emerald fire blazed within them. He envisioned small daggers shooting out of them, the razor edges slicing him to ribbons.
"I am trying to keep my people safe. For some reason I've included you on that list."
She turned and stalked away.
"And yes, sometimes we hunt people," she flung over her shoulder.
Travis smiled, his ill humor gone. Fascinating woman. He followed her.
***
They wandered down a cobblestone street in the heart of town, Travis trying to catch a glimpse inside the shops as the others marched by without notice. Instead of the open-air market that he was used to, these merchants set up their wares indoors.
All manner of intriguing displays beckoned to Travis from windows, enticing him to come inside and browse for a while. When they happened upon a bookshop, Travis walked towards the door, a siren's song he couldn't resist even if a hundred Guard stalked him from behind.
Elessa snatched his wrist and jerked him back into line with the others, hissing in his ear to keep walking.
"I only wanted to look at the books. What's the harm in that?"
"We don't have time to mill around the town."
Travis thought he saw a touch of fear in the hard lines of her face so he didn't pursue it.
The town itself bustled with people jostling for space on the walkway. Most greeted them with a smile, but Travis noticed more than a few look away as if frightened of their group. He began to see how the townspeople dressed in bright colors whereas the hunters stayed with greens and browns. Is that what set them apart?
An open carriage drawn by a magnificent white horse led a stately path down the street, the gentle clip of hooves sounding nothing like the thunderous passage of the Guard. Travis wondered who rated such transportation. He hadn't seen anyone else riding through here.
"Damn," Kaiden muttered under his breath just as Travis glimpsed the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen in his life. Her flowing hair was the color of the moon that he'd seen clearly for the first time in his life last night. Her green silk robes fluttered in the breeze of her passage.
He was still staring at her as she passed him. Her face turned towards him as if aware of his scrutiny. Her eyes locked on him, their deep lavender made all the more arresting by the fact that her entire eye shone with that color. There was no white space at all.
"Quit staring," Elessa hissed, trying to jerk his attention back to the walkway.
The carriage kept moving; otherwise Travis wasn't sure he could have obeyed that command. Elessa's voice sounded ready to murder him where he stood.
"Damn fool. I told you he was trouble." Aron glared at him as he stomped by.
"No harm done. She didn't stop." Elessa tugged on his arm, willing him to keep in step by brute force.
"What was that?" Travis choked the words past the constriction in his throat.
"I'll explain later. For now, we need to get on the boat. Then we can relax and have a chat."
The group moved as swiftly as possible towards the dock without arousing suspicion.
The small shack in the desert hid the blind woman from prying eyes as she sat at a small table, a deck of ancient cards the only thing it held. She flipped the next one over. The ornate silver mask, wings and feather tassels to its side, floated above an eagle and a hawk—both birds of prey. The tornado behind exuded power. The Knight of Swords. He was reversed. She smiled with satisfaction.
***
The ferry wasn't very crowded and the group claimed seats along the front edge. Danae surprised Travis once more by laying her hand on his arm for a moment before moving away to give Elessa and him some privacy.
"What was that?" Travis ground the words out through clenched teeth. Elessa hadn't said a word to him since the incident on the street.
She leaned close, her lips brushing his ear in an effort to not be overheard. The effect scattered his thoughts. Travis closed his eyes. He needed to stay focused.
"She was a wizard."
"A wizard?"
His voice rose, the words coming out louder than he'd intended. Several heads swiveled their way to look at him.
"Keep your voice down."
Elessa clamped a hand on his arm. He took a deep breath, trying to relax.
"Sorry," he whispered, "But don't you think it might have been better to warn me ahead of time? Maybe explain a few things?"
"How was I supposed to know that you don't have wizards where you come from?"
That was a possibility, he conceded. Maybe even a logical assumption. But it didn't fit with the way any of them had been acting.
"I think you knew as soon as you figured out that I didn't know what a half-breed was. In fact, I'm sure of it. You must have told the others not to discuss any of this with me since they all shied away from the subject."
He knew he was right when he saw the color stain her cheeks. She held her ground though.
"I don't owe you any explanations."
"You're right. You don't. It just might have been courteous—an act of friendship. But don't worry; I'll not be a bother to you anymore. As soon as the boat docks we'll go our separate ways. I thank you for your hospitality in guiding me this far but I work best alone."
He got up and walked to the railing, closing his eyes to feel the sun on his face, smell the salt breeze as it filled his lungs. The movement of the boat calmed his roiling emotions with a gentle rocking as they progressed towards the distant shore.
The woman commanded his emotions. Elessa filled his thoughts—one moment attracting him like a moth to a flame, the next infuriating him. He knew it would be best to part company. He hoped that he would be strong enough to do so.
Elessa watched Travis disappear from sight as he walked around the outside railing. She rubbed her temples, fighting off the headache that threatened to overtake her.
Of course he didn't understand. How could he? She wasn't sure that she understood anymore. Conflicting emotions welled within her. She wasn't sure of her part in any of this.
She rested her head against the wall behind the bench, trying to sort it out. Her eyes drooped in exhaustion.
Her mind wandered back along the chain of bitter memories, stopping at the moment her life changed forever. She and her brother stood behind their father, trying desperately to stay out of sight of Talaith, the Queen.
"Such filthy creatures."
"Talaith, be reasonable. They've lost their mother."
Her father's weak defense hadn't sunk into her eight-year-old mind at that point, not like it would later. Elessa squeezed her eyes shut, letting her golden hair spill in a curtain over her face, lest the Queen see tears fall. Golden hair, not the color of moonbeams. Not like the Queen's. Not like her father's. She and Tomas weren't of the favored race. They looked like their mother. At least she had loved them.
***
Having finally relaxed, Travis began to enjoy the scenery as they floated by. Towering cliffs rose from the shoreline looking like an ancient wall meant to keep trespassers out of the giant's lair. Every so often there would be a break in the cliffs where greenery grew wild and waterfalls spilled over.
A beautiful land, he mused. Had the writers of books he'd read viewed scenery such as this to draw their inspiration from? Had his part of the world once looked like this?
His mind turned to the more immediate puzzle. Where had these wizards come from? He'd never heard of anything like them, not even from the traders who traveled far distances to ply their wares.
His hands gripped the railing tighter. The seer could have sent him anywhere. Was he even on his own world? He shook that thought off. Elessa had called this place Earth when they'd talked about the moon and stars.
Something suddenly hit Travis from behind, pushing him over the railing. He gasped as he plunged into the water, swallowing some in his surprise. He came back up to the surface coughing, trying to catch a breath as he sank down again.
He didn't know how to swim.
Fighting against panic, Travis flailed his arms in an attempt to resurface. He managed to bob once but he didn't have the breath to call for help. Thrashing against the pull of his weight, he watched the sun dance on the surface from the watery depths as he slipped under.
He'd failed.
***
Elessa woke to the shouts of other passengers. She looked around, noticing that almost everybody had left the covered cabin area. They must all be out at the railing. She heard her name being called and tried to hurry, almost tripping in her haste.
As she ran outside, Elessa saw two people in the water—Kaiden and Travis. Sephia tugged at her sleeve.
"We saw Travis floating face down in the water. Kaiden jumped in to pull him out."
Elessa stared at Sephia's worried face, trying to get her brain to move. It was still muddled from her dream.
"How long has he been down there?"
"I don't know." Sephia wrung her hands. "Can you help him?"
Could she? Would he be better off if she didn't try? She couldn't face that decision. Elessa suddenly knew that she didn't want to lose him. It had nothing to do with her mission and everything to do with the man.
"Get him up here quickly." Elessa's voice rang with the authority of command.
Willing hands reached over the side, grabbing wherever they could as Kaiden climbed the rope ladder with Travis tossed over his shoulder. They laid him on the deck. Elessa saw the bluish cast on his lips. She leaned over and listened for a heartbeat. Nothing. She had her troops clear the deck and got to work. She mustn't lose him
This was no simple cut or burn, the type of injury she usually healed. Elessa closed her eyes to draw the strength that would be necessary to bring Travis back. She only hoped she wasn't too late.
Her aura began to glow as Elessa gathered her life force for the task at hand. Draping her body over Travis she summoned the healing forces, willing him to live. The energy around her came alive, sparking and cracking as it grew to a life force of its own.
She felt a faint pulse where her hands rested on his neck. Joy suffused her at the knowledge that it was working. Elessa couldn't help but be aware of the intimate position she was in, sprawled across his body. She felt like she belonged there.
As if that thought threw open a switch, she felt herself drawn into his thoughts. She glimpsed images of what must be his city. The torn landscape made her weep.
Now another scene, this one quite different. A manicured lawn next to a hedge of rose bushes. She glanced at the front door of a house, watching as it opened. Travis stood in the doorway, love shining in his eyes as he walked towards her.
That scene faded, replaced by an eerie sort of nothingness. Travis appeared, his hand reaching out to her.
"I'm coming back to you. Now is your time to rest."
He took her hand and led her over to a bench. They sat together, saying nothing, but a sense of peace stole over her. She looked at her hand, fingers entwined with his. It was all right now. She could sleep.
Travis woke up with a weight holding him down and a painful lump on the back of his head. He opened his eyes to find Elessa unconscious on top of him. He coughed, his throat raw from salt water, but she didn't stir.
"Elessa, wake up."
When she didn't, he gently rolled her onto the deck beside him. She seemed to be sleeping although she had dark shadows in the delicate skin under her eyes. That's when he realized he was soaking wet.
"What happened?"
He looked around at the faces peering down. Aron, his face a blank mask, refused to look at him. Danae looked blank as well, but tears ran down her cheeks. The only two smiling were Sephia and Kaiden. He was dripping wet as well.
"Welcome back." His hand came down to grab Travis by the shoulder and help him sit up.
"Were we in the water?" Travis rubbed the back of his head, wondering why he had a knot there.
"You don't remember?" Sephia asked. "We saw you floating and Kaiden jumped in to rescue you."
"What's wrong with Elessa?" Travis was having a hard time piecing it all together.
"She healed you," Kaiden replied. "I think you were dead, or almost anyway."
"I remember talking to her somewhere." Travis closed his eyes, trying to remember. "Yes, she needed to rest."
He shook his head, an injudicious move. It made everything spin for a moment. When it stopped he looked back at Kaiden.
"Thank you for pulling me out of there."
"Not a problem. But how did you end up in the water in the first place?"
"I don't know, but I have a lump on the back of my head."
"Somebody hit you? Did you see who did it?" Kaiden watched him with concern in his eyes.
"No, but I'm still not sure of very much."
"Well, stay inside where you'll be safe," Sephia said. "Don't you know how to swim?"
Travis shook his head, the movement coming easier this time.
"There aren't any seas or lakes where I come from."
He stroked Elessa's arm but she still slept.
"Is this normal?"
Sephia bit her lip and shook her head.
"But she's never exerted this much energy before," Kaiden said. "I've seen her after she's healed a broken bone and she's very tired. Let's get her back inside where she can rest on a bench."
He started to pick her up but Travis stopped him.
"I'll take care of her." He said it quietly but the message was clear. She belonged to him.
Elessa opened her eyes, confused for a moment before it all came rushing back. She looked up to find Travis staring down at her, a tender look in his eyes. He smiled and she felt warm all over.
"How do you feel?"
"I'm fine. I guess I just needed some rest. How are you doing?" His hair was already dry so she must have been out for awhile. In answer to her question she felt something harden beneath her head as it expanded. She sat up quickly, not realizing until that moment that she'd had her head in his lap.
"I guess you're feeling better," she mumbled.
He laughed and leaned over to kiss her. It was only a light brush of the lips but it carried a wealth of emotion in it.
"Thank you for saving my life."
"Don't make me regret it." She gave him a mock scowl then sobered. So much could happen in the next few days. She only hoped that she really wouldn't regret it.
***
Aron sat across from the happy little group, arms folded, lip curled in disgust. Travis had them all eating out of his hand. Why? Sephia was giddy around him, Kaiden practically licked the man's boots…even Danae seemed to like him and she didn't like anybody. His eyes narrowed as he ran things through his mind.
Elessa's obvious attraction for Travis could work in his favor—bring about her downfall. Imagine a snot nose brat being put in charge of a Hunter contingent. Aron was older, wiser, stronger. The position should have been his. Just goes to show what family connections will do for a person.
He grimaced at the memory of Travis having the audacity to question him about his gift. As if he wasn't well aware that the males had only traces of magic. No, all Travis wanted to do was insult him.
Gifts…he didn't need any. Once she fell from grace with her lover, Aron would be the one they would turn to, the one strong enough to take over the contingent. He smiled—a dark smile that showed no mercy. Maybe he should go over there and thank the idiot for not drowning after all.
By the time the ferry docked on the other side the group was anxious to disembark. They'd been subjected to a fair amount of scrutiny by the other passengers. At least there hadn't been any wizards onboard. They didn't normally lower themselves to using human transportation.
"I'm perfectly capable of walking," Elessa said as Travis tried to carry her off the deck. "We've drawn enough attention to ourselves as it is."
His arms felt good around her but she needed to retain her authority. Being carted around by Travis wasn't going to do that.
She needed to work on her conflicting issues in a hurry. A small voice inside her head told her it was already too late for that. Her heart had made the decision for her.
The inn that they stopped at for the night was an old stone building in the middle of a field. A rock wall surrounded the property, its façade covered with vines. They rented two rooms and, even though Travis knew he'd be sleeping on the floor, he looked forward to a hot shower.
Once inside, Aron muttered something about preferring to sleep outside and left. Kaiden laughed as the door slammed behind him.
"Don't take it personally. I don't think Aron likes too many people. Do you want to hit the shower first?"
They'd agreed to meet the women in one hour, downstairs in the pub, so Travis made quick work of it. He enjoyed the luxury of not sharing a bath with ten other people.
Dinner with the five of them was an unusual affair. No one seemed sure of what to talk about so they peppered Travis with questions about his hometown. Elessa shivered, remembering the glimpse she'd had from his mind.
"Are you cold?" Travis touched her arm in concern.
"No, I'm fine. I'm just remembering what I saw of your city. It frightened me to look at it. I felt like I was choking."
"If you were experiencing it with all your senses, you most likely were. The air's not fit to breathe. It's smoky and burns the back of your throat if you inhale too deeply. Can you experience other people's memories?"
Elessa shook her head and took a sip of mead.
"No. That's the first time it's ever happened. I think it's because I had to go so far inside to reach you."
She blushed as she thought about lying on top of him to do so. As if reading her mind, Travis smiled and winked at her.
"You felt good there."
Sephia choked on her drink as Kaiden roared with laughter. Danae studied her food but a small smile tugged at her mouth.
"It's a beautiful night for a walk, don't you think?" Travis studied Elessa's face as he waited for her answer.
"The moon might not be out tonight with the cloud cover." She smiled back at him.
"I'm sure I can think of something else to look at," he replied and rose from the table, extending his hand to help her up.
***
"So you have the gift of healing," Travis said once they left the inn.
"That's one of my gifts."
"You have more than one? What else can you do?"
Elessa ran her hand along the vines that covered the stone wall. Flowers began blooming wherever she'd touched it. The air filled with the sweet scent of blossoms.
"That's how I gathered the berries last evening."
"Why didn't you just tell me about healing Kaiden's arm last night? Why go through with that farce of wrapping his arm? I don't like being lied to. Why don't you trust me?"
She didn't want to lie to Travis but he didn't understand. She couldn't explain it all right now. There was still too much for her to think through, too much danger that he couldn't help her with.
"Do you trust other people…do you completely trust me?"
He focused on a point over her shoulder instead of answering her, the muscles in his jaw tightened in a grimace.
"I didn't think so. Look, I can't explain it all yet, but I will try to answer what I can. Last night you didn't know we were half-breeds. Now you do because of what happened today."
"Fair enough. Would you explain exactly what a half-breed is?"
"Wizards have magick—strong magick—but it's very different. Humans have a wild magick of their own but most can't tap into it. The human magick runs along the lines of the gifts that half-breeds have. The mating of wizards and humans unleashes the human powers within us."
"Which one is the wizard, your mother or your father?"
"My father. It's always that way but I'm not sure why. There are the opposite pairings but they never have children."
Travis reached over, drawing his thumb over her lips with one hand while planting his other hand at the small of her back. She shivered.
"Are you cold again?" He asked softly, his eyes dark in the moonless night. Elessa realized she could get lost in those eyes if she allowed it.
"Maybe a little."
He drew her close, searing her with a kiss that hungered before tracing the pulse at her neck with soft kisses. She found her hands wrapping around his shoulders as her head dropped back to allow him access.
Trailing his hands up her spine before bringing one forward, Travis cupped her breast. Elessa's nipples hardened as she reveled in his touch. He kissed her deeper now, holding her against his muscular body. She could feel his erection straining against her as she melted in his arms.
She needed to break this off before it went any further, before she stripped off her clothing and made a fool of herself. Too many uncertainties hung in the balance to become emotionally attached to this man. She pushed away from him, taking a step back to ease the pounding of her heart.
He smiled easily. Looking at him, Elessa realized she was just another conquest. It helped to cool the hot blood pulsing through her veins. She took a deep breath and looked Travis in the eye.
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you this before but I didn't think we'd see one. There aren't many wizards in towns that are mostly human, but if you should happen to see another one look away. Don't stare."
"Why? Is she going to jump out of her carriage and confront me?"
Travis smiled, trying to lighten her mood. He still didn't understand.
"No, but she might decide to incinerate you with a thought."
No one was in either room when Travis and Elessa went upstairs. It seemed that everyone had decided to take a stroll outside. Travis had hoped to pry more information out of Kaiden before he went to sleep but the day's stress had taken its toll on him. He crawled into bed and thought about Elessa.
Why had she pulled away from him so suddenly? He could feel her desire matching his own. Although he tried to pretend that it didn't matter, he wanted her. It wasn't even because he felt that he already knew her, had already bedded her in another life.
She was complex and mysterious. She pulled at his emotions, so long held under lock and key. He knew of the danger in that but couldn't seem to pull away. Not finding any answers, Travis rolled over and went to sleep.
Kaiden was in the shower when Travis woke the next morning. He was singing off-key while the water ran, the words to the song escaping Travis's comprehension. When Kaiden came out, he grinned sheepishly.
"I hope I didn't wake you."
"No, I was already up. Do you always sing in the shower?"
Kaiden winked. "Only the bawdy tunes that my father taught me."
Exiting the room, clean-shaven thanks to a razor he found in his backpack, Travis nearly ran over Danae who was walking by. He put out his hands to steady her and she broke into a wide smile.
"I'm very glad you're here," she said before ducking her head and scuttling away.
The encounter surprised him. She had a sweet, lilting voice that soothed his nerves. Or maybe it was part of her gift. Whatever it was he felt warm and welcomed.
That feeling lasted until Aron joined them for breakfast. The man threw a shadow over the entire room, his unspoken message of gloom and doom for all to bear witness to. Since the others ignored him, Travis did so as well but it didn't stop the agitation from burning in his stomach.
They set out through the woods to start the long trek to Gleph. Elessa explained that the roads weren't safe for them on this side of the sea. The closer they got to the capital city, the higher the risk of running into the Guard.
"Are you wanted or something?" Travis waved his arm to encompass the group although only Elessa could hear his words.
"No, it's not anything like that." She paused, something that he was coming to understand as her filtering information to him.
"They would recognize you as an outsider and possibly take you. Anyway, you wouldn't want to confront them," she added hastily.
That she feared them was obvious, but her explanation made no sense. He didn't look any different from any of the other humans he'd seen. Even his clothes were similar in appearance. She was hiding something from him…again. He decided to press it.
"How could they recognize me as an outsider?"
She grimaced. "Why can't you just accept things the way they are without pushing for an explanation of everything?"
"That's not the way I do things. I need facts. I don't like walking into situations blind and that's all I've been doing ever since I arrived in this place. If you're not going to help me, then get out of my way. I'll do this alone."
Travis crossed his arms and stood still, letting the others flow around him as they kept walking.
"All right, but can we at least keep walking?" Elessa shoved her hair back from her face. "You're safe around humans, but half-breeds and wizards can see your aura."
"My what?"
"Your aura. The energy that surrounds your body. Yours is different; it glows and shimmers in a ghostly pattern unlike anything I've ever seen before."
Travis fell silent. Elessa remained quiet while he thought about what she'd said.
"And the Guard is made up of what…wizards?" He asked after a few moments.
She shook her head. "No, but they can see auras as well. The wizards created the Guard."
That would explain why they looked larger than life, Travis thought. Imagine being able to create your own fighting force. It was daunting.
"Okay, we'll do things your way for now but I don't want to keep having to pry the information out of you."
"Like I said before, I will try to answer your questions…if I think it's appropriate."
Travis looked at the stubborn set of her jaw, her eyes almost the color of jade as she narrowed them at him. He laughed, startling her. He was reminded of two alley cats he'd once seen, each wanting to go their own way but neither one willing to turn their back on the other one first.
"How will I know if I'm seeing a wizard? Do they all look like the one I saw in the carriage?" She was a vision he'd never forget. His thoughts must have shown on his face for Elessa made a noise of disgust.
"Yes, they all have that effect on a human," she said dryly. "Plus, they all have the same features: hair that looks like it's been kissed by the moon; lavender eyes that have no white surrounding them. They are all tall and graceful, moving as if they're gliding. I used to think that my father was the most beautiful man in the world."
"What changed your mind?" Travis could see the pain on her face at the mention of her father.
"Let's just say that after my mother died things changed. I saw him in a different light. As I grew older, I came to realize just how dangerous wizards could be. That's why most humans live as far away from them as possible. You don't ever want to look one in the eye. They might take it as an insult."
"You said that a wizard could incinerate a man where he stood."
"Not many of them have that kind of power," Elessa admitted, "although I know the Queen does for certain."
She looked up at him, her eyes full of fear. "But there are many other things they could do to you. Wizards are vicious. Don't ever trust them. Very few are sympathetic to mere humans."
"How do they feel about you—the half-breeds?"
Elessa laughed, her tone bitter. "We are the scourge of the earth. Most of them hate us. Our gifts are the only things that keep us alive."
"What other gifts do half-breeds have?" Travis could tell that she didn't want to talk about her personal life.
"There are many gifts. There's Sephia's amazing ability with throwing weapons and you've already seen mine as well. Danae can sense a person's intentions through touch. Other women can find things that are lost, communicate telepathically…the list is endless. The strength of the gift varies as well."
"Only the women? The men don't have any gifts?"
"Some men do, but the talent is nebulous. Aron has a knack for fighting skills that may or may not be enhanced. It's hard to tell. Kaiden doesn't have any but he's so cheerful that he lightens people's moods. Maybe that's a gift as well."
***
Elessa called a halt for the day as the last rays of the sun left the sky. They ate a cold dinner from provisions purchased at the inn. Travis wandered through the trees feeling adrift in this strange place and needing to find his center.
He was no closer to understanding why he was here or what he was searching for. A sense of melancholy stole over him as he sat down by the edge of a pond. Perhaps this was it for him, his days to be lived out in this foreign place. As places went, it was certainly beautiful—but also fraught with danger from things he didn't know about or understand.
The moonrise skated across the pond, creating a glow in the water. As he sat staring at it, the light grew brighter. That was when Travis realized that the shine wasn't a reflection of the moon. The luminosity was coming from underneath the surface.
The small creatures around the pond grew silent as if afraid to have their presence noticed by this strange apparition. Travis stared into the depths of the pond until he had to shut his eyes against the brilliance. The light dimmed somewhat, no longer burning the back of his eyelids. He risked opening them again, afraid of what he might find.
The surface of the water had formed a picture so clear that Travis need only fall into the pond to enter the room it portrayed. A woman—a wizard, he corrected himself—stood with her back to him. She faced a large mirror, her reflection in it looking back at him with interest.
Her hair hung in waves down her back, the silkiness of it apparent as the light bounced. Moonbeams… The eyes in the mirror were a light purple, her skin dusted with gold. He sucked in a breath as she smiled, almost as if she was smiling at him.
Apparently she was.
"I felt the portal open, you know. I have what you seek. The question is how will you retrieve it? This could be entertaining."
She adjusted the elaborate headdress she wore and smoothed her robes of spun silver with delicate hands.
"It's been so long since I've had a challenge. Please me and I might even let you live. You would make an unusual pet."
The water darkened and the denizens of the night took up their chirpings once more. Travis closed his mouth, belatedly aware that he'd left it hanging open the entire time.
His hands tightened into fists as he promised himself that he wouldn't react to her that way the next time they met. He hadn't contributed one word to the conversation, had let her control the scene. Not again. She had what he wanted—the headdress.
He could feel it now. It called to him on some level that he didn't understand; a string pulled taut that allowed him to feel the direction he needed to go. Travis puzzled over that for a moment but gave up. It didn't matter. He had all the information he needed.
Everyone stopped to stare at Travis as he ran into the campsite. They grabbed weapons and strained to hear who might be chasing him, all instincts alerted.
"Who's out there?" Elessa ran to his side, her voice low as she tried to sense the threat.
"No one. I mean, no one's chasing me."
Elessa heard disgruntled mumbling behind her as the group relaxed again but she ignored them. Something had happened out there. She could see it in Travis's eyes. They burned with an inner light.
"Tell me." She snapped the order and then feared he might not comply as his body stiffened in response.
"Please."
One jerk of his head acknowledged that tacit apology, then he grabbed her hand and led her over to the side of the clearing.
"I saw the wizard who has what I'm looking for."
"Where?" Her hand crushed his fingers as she tried to look in all directions at once.
"She's not here." He loosened her grip on him, folding her hand into both of his. "It was a vision in the pond."
Elessa let out the breath she'd been holding in a whoosh, sucking in cool air in an effort to relax.
"The wizards can communicate that way. It's some type of scrying. What did she look like?"
Travis described her and the room she was in. Icy fingers clutched at Elessa's heart, filling her with dread.
"Talaith." She wasn't surprised to learn that the Queen was Travis's destination—she'd assumed as much—but the confirmation still unnerved her. What should she tell him, if anything?
"Who is Talaith?"
Elessa swallowed over the lump in her throat. Travis had joined her group willingly. This was all going so wrong.
"She's the Queen. That's the direction we were headed in anyway…to Gleph. What does she have that you're looking for?"
"The headdress she was wearing. I can feel its energy now, pulling at me. It's gold—"
"Yes, I've seen it." Elessa closed her eyes against a wave of bitter tears. A headdress spun of gold, its intricate bands sparking out like rays of sunshine to form a halo. She'd dared to touch it once, long ago.
The queen had been in another room having a massage while ten-year-old Elessa waited on Talaith's convenience for instructions.
Bored, she climbed out of the chair she'd been ordered to stay in and walked around the room, daring to touch the exquisite statues and fine furnishings. A cupboard stood at the far end, one door partially open as if begging her to discover its secrets. Elessa couldn't resist the call and went over to explore.
Jewels that normally adorned the Queen's person lay out on a velvet shelf, casually strewn in a haphazard manner. Elessa took no notice of them; her eyes riveted on the crown headdress balanced on the shelf above.
The gold halo seemed fragile, ethereal. It shone with an inner light as if it somehow were a living sculpture. Only someone as beautiful as the Queen would dare to wear such magnificence.
Elessa knew that she would never match the Queen's looks as she grew older, something the Queen reminded her of often. No human blood could hope to copy the beauty of a wizard.
Daring to touch the golden spires, Elessa felt shockwaves running through her fingertips, feeding power into her veins until she thought she would explode from the contact. Closing her eyes, she breathed in the heady essence.
Images rushed at her, too quickly to make any sense to the little girl. The Queen came into the room, interrupting that glorious communion.
Talaith stood in the doorway, moonbeam hair cascading down a dressing gown of lavender silk. Her eyes flashed a darker purple in her anger as she watched Elessa. Her perfect, lithe body glided slowly towards the cupboard, menace conveyed in each step as she advanced while Elessa cowered on the floor with regret.
The punishment she'd received for her audacity…
Swallowing her past, Elessa gazed at Travis.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" If he left now she wouldn't try to stop him. He looked at her quizzically.
"Yes. I don't see that I have a choice."
"Why? What did your seer promise you?" What can she give you that you can't find here, with me? She added silently.
She watched Travis as he thought, his eyes growing dark and his brow furrowed.
"I don't know that she promised me anything specifically. She said that I was to retrieve what belonged to her and that my world would be set right. You've seen my world, Elessa. If by 'set right' she means 'better' then I have to try. If you had the chance to change it, wouldn't you?"
"Yes, I guess I would." She turned away, not wanting Travis to see the pain on her face as her mind screamed: but what about us?
Travis watched her go, struggling with demons of his own. Doubt crept over him. How was he supposed to take this headdress—rip it off the head of a wizard who could incinerate him with a thought? What else might she be capable of? How did a human fight a wizard anyway?
He sat down away from the others and stared at the fire, hoping to see a few answers in the flames. No one spoke, as the last log died its quiet death, only rising to find some peace in their slumbers. Travis rose as well, hoping the solution might come to him in a dream.
The morning brought a torrent of rain, complete with thunder and lightning. They huddled together in a small cave to wait out the storm. As the others wrung out clothes and shifted restlessly, Travis watched the fury in fascination from the cave mouth. Dark clouds rolled by with a life of their own. Bright flashes and the cacophony of noise set his mind free of the worries that had plagued him since dawn.
The raw power of the elements filled his mind with a sense of peace. One day, if he succeeded here, his world would have the rainwater needed for the plants and trees that he'd seen in his vision.
"At least my clothes got washed," Kaiden said with a laugh when the sun broke through the clouds a couple of hours later and they'd started walking again.
"Mine too," Sephia replied, "but my boots are a mess."
Travis looked down at the wet ground. The mud was deep in places that didn't have a good ground cover of fallen leaves.
"We shouldn't have been out here in the first place." Aron cast a glance at Travis, hatred etched on his ruddy face.
"That's enough, Aron." Elessa spoke quietly but there was a note of finality in her voice, as if she was as tired of listening to his complaints as everyone else.
He shut up and walked ahead of the rest of them, his back stiff with indignation. Elessa ran a hand through her hair.
"There's a small town up ahead where we can spend the night if we hurry. Clothing shops too. I think the Coalition can afford to buy each of us a new set of clothes."
That statement was met by woops from Sephia and Kaiden. Even Danae broke into a wide smile.
"That includes you as well," Elessa said as she stepped into place beside Travis.
"You mentioned a Coalition. Is that who you work for?"
"Yes."
When she didn't elaborate, Travis tried again.
"You once told me that you sometimes hunt people. Since I'm still here I guess you don't mean for food."
The corners of her mouth twitched. She had beautiful lips, Travis noted. He shoved the errant thought away before he stood there daydreaming and missed what she had to say.
"The Hunters look for half-breeds that wish harm to the wizards. We sort of police our own, you might say."
"But how could any of you hurt a wizard? I thought they could strike you down with a thought."
"That's true but the half-breeds can be very destructive in terms of property. They also stir up trouble in the human population. They may be little more than pesky gnats to the wizards but their punishment serves a useful purpose by keeping the rest of us in line."
She fell silent, her eyes dark with memory.
"What happens to them?" Travis asked softly.
Elessa's gaze traveled across the horizon. She pushed her hair back, something that Travis noticed she did whenever she was agitated.
"I'm sorry. We can talk about something else."
"No, that's all right," Elessa said. She took a deep breath and continued. "They are executed while the rest of us are forced to watch."
Travis stared at her. "Aren't any of them ever set free?"
She cleared her throat and mumbled a few words that he barely caught.
"Some wizards would like to exterminate all of us."
***
They made better time once the sun began to bake the moisture out of the ground. The sun was still high in the sky when the ragged party entered the town.
This time Travis had a room of his own and gratefully laid his weary body across the bed to relax. Five minutes later a knock on the door told him his rest period was over.
"You can't slumber yet," Kaiden said through the closed door.
Travis opened it to find Kaiden grinning at him.
"I'm to take you shopping. The girls have already left. Come on, let's get this over with."
Travis let himself be dragged out the door by the cheerful young man. They cut through a deserted alley full of trash and grime.
"Are we taking the scenic route for a reason?" Travis studied the shadows, alert for trouble.
Kaiden laughed. "I didn't think you'd want to be strolling down the main street, looking in shop windows. This way is quicker and we can keep a lower profile."
That made sense but the hair on the back of Travis's neck stood on end. He expected trouble to rise up at any moment.
Both men reacted to a scrabbling sound behind them, spinning around to confront their would-be attacker. The alley remained clear though; no one was in sight.
Kaiden eyed the knife in Travis's hand and whistled in appreciation.
"You're quick. I never saw you pull that."
"Force of habit." Travis returned the knife to his boot. "Let's finish this shopping."
They cut through two more side streets and entered a men's clothing shop. Travis picked out a shirt and pair of pants. Kaiden picked up a second shirt and tossed it onto Travis's pile at the counter.
"For variety," he said and signed for both their purchases.
Leaving the shop, they turned down the side street again. Travis felt that same uneasiness he'd had before, a sense of someone crouched behind a trash container or hiding in a shadowed doorway. The sun was low behind the buildings now, throwing an eerie cast of light as if the alley itself waited to swallow him.
The bag Travis held flew from his hand when he was hit from behind. He heard Kaiden yell "Aron, what are you doing?" as he hit the ground. Sprawled out, he rolled to his back as his assailant launched himself on top of him.
"Why don't you open up your bubble and go back where you came from," Aron roared as he took a swing in the close quarters.
Travis shifted his head sideways and Aron punched cobblestone instead. He kneed the man in the gut during that distraction and threw Aron off him, jumping to his feet. Aron howled with rage and sprang to his feet as well.
A feint, left hook and well-placed kick had Aron on the ground again, his face bloody from a broken nose. Elessa, Sephia and Danae came running down the alley before Aron had a chance to get back up.
"Enough of this!" Elessa rounded on Kaiden, his look of surprise evident in becoming the target of her wrath.
"Why didn't you stop this?"
"What? Interfere in a good fight?" He chuckled, ignoring her fury. "I'd say Aron got what was coming to him, if you ask me."
"I didn't ask." But she couldn't help but notice that her best fighter lay on the ground, broken and bloody. She inspected Travis and found only a scrape on his cheek and torn knuckles.
"What made you come down here?" Travis asked her.
"We saw Aron duck down this street right before you two came out of the shop. I suspected he might be waiting for you."
She walked over to Aron, still on the ground and looking dazed. Standing over him, her feet planted on each side of his ribcage in case he'd forgotten who was in charge, she handed him an ultimatum.
"If you disobey one more order from me I'll turn you over as a dissident myself and watch you burn."
She left him lying on the cobblestones and walked away without a backward glance. Travis noticed that she hadn't bothered to heal Aron either.
Aron didn't show up for dinner, but no one asked about him. Travis wondered if the man had always acted this way or if Travis's arrival had been the catalyst for his current behavior. He asked Elessa about it later when they went for a walk.
"He's always been a taciturn man but he's kept his place until recently. I think you're the trigger for his outbursts but I've felt his resentment towards me for a long time."
"Do you know why?"
She shrugged. "He's never come out and said it but I believe he feels I took a command position away from him."
That made sense to Travis, from what little he knew about Aron.
"A man like that is generally a loner."
"And that's exactly why he wouldn't make a good commander," she said.
"Where are we headed tomorrow?" Travis asked, changing the subject. The night was too beautiful to spend any more time talking about Aron.
"We're going to keep heading east for awhile, staying in the cover of the forest, but there are small towns along the way." She trailed her hand along a vine and the sweet smell of jasmine filled the air. Travis sniffed appreciatively and moved closer to her.
"Why east? My senses say the headdress is somewhere south of here."
"You're right but we can't just march down the main roads into the capital. We have to go the long way around. Besides, we're out of my territory now. I'd like to avoid other Hunters as well."
Travis didn't know anything about their politics. Government issues hadn't mattered to him in his own city. It was run by a cartel. Since he wasn't in the data banks, his world had a narrow focus: survival by any means possible.
"If I'm so much trouble that you have to conceal me, then why are you doing it?" He asked, suspicion taking over. "I can travel faster on my own. I don't need your group to watch over me. Maybe it's time I left you to attend to your real duties."
She dropped her head, golden hair spilling into a curtain that concealed her face from him before she answered.
"Maybe it's because I care about you. Is that so awful? Why are you so selfish?"
The familiar words stung, spoken three or four years ago by another woman whose name he couldn't even recall. A woman who'd misjudged him; she'd treated him well and mistook his ardor for love.
One day she caught him with another woman and he hadn't even the grace to apologize to her. Expecting a female tantrum, she surprised him with her soft-spoken words.
Of course, he'd promptly forgotten the incident until now. Hearing an echo of the past made him wonder if he was selfish and not just a loner as he'd always thought.
Travis tucked a finger under her chin, raising her face so he could look at her. Elessa's eyes shone with moisture, but were the tears really for him? There was no way he could be certain. Besides, a few days from now he wouldn't even be here so what did it matter?
She still tugged at his emotions though. He kissed her, wondering as he did so why he allowed this entanglement to continue. He should walk away, something he'd always been good at before.
Elessa's hands slid underneath his shirt, running up the bare skin on his back as she leaned into him. He cupped her nicely rounded ass in his hands, lifting her up and pressing his erection into the vee between her legs. She locked her ankles around his waist and moaned.
Voices drifted along the night breeze and Elessa suddenly remembered where they were. Embarrassed, she recalled her senses and brought her feet down, stepping away from this gorgeous man who scattered all reasonable thoughts from her brain. He held onto her hand, preventing her from fleeing.
"Come up to my room." He grazed her forehead with his lips.
"I don't know. I'll think about it." She wiggled her hand out of his grasp and ran back inside to the dubious safety of her room.
Danae and Sephia were both absent fortunately, allowing Elessa to fling herself in disgust down on the bed in private. What the hell was she doing? She did care about him, that much was true…and that was bad.
Travis left his door unlocked and settled onto the bed. He didn't know if Elessa would show up or not—he didn't even know if he wanted her to. Rearranging the pillows behind his head, he waited.
An hour went by before there came a knock at the door. Travis's heart sped up like a foolish boy before he told her to come in.
"Why are you sitting here in the dark?"
It wasn't Elessa after all. It was Kaiden.
"No reason. Go ahead and turn the light on." Travis blinked at the sudden change.
"I brought gifts." Kaiden set a pitcher of mead and two glasses down on the small table beside the bed, flopping into the overstuffed chair sideways with his legs dangling over the armrest.
"I figured if you weren't doing anything we could get to know each other better."
Travis checked a sigh. It was obvious that Elessa had no intention of coming by. He might as well talk with Kaiden. He poured for both of them and leaned back again.
"What's on your mind?"
"Nothing in particular," Kaiden said, raising his glass in a silent toast. "I thought maybe you'd have some questions about wizards and such."
Kaiden's visit seemed promising. Travis smiled.
"I would like to know more about them. What kind of powers do they have?"
Kaiden tapped his fingers against his glass, thinking.
"It depends on the wizard. There are a variety of powers—and strengths, depending on genetics. The ruling house has the strongest powers, of course. Some can read human thoughts, a few are adept at glamours, some can incinerate people from the inside out." Kaiden gave a little shudder. "That one's really nasty."
"What's a glamour?"
"Oh, it means they can change themselves to look like something else—like a bear, for instance. But it has to be something alive and warm-blooded, not a tree or a boulder."
"Can they change to look like a human?" That thought alarmed Travis.
"I suppose so but, according to my father, most of them find humans distasteful and barbaric." Kaiden chuckled. "I don't think they'd last very long trying to impersonate one of us."
"Is that how you know so much about them…from your father?"
"Yes." He refilled both their glasses. "Unlike most half-breeds, my father and I have remained close. That makes him sort of an outcast among the wizards but he loves my mother and chose to stay with her."
They each sipped their drinks in silence for a moment.
"Would you mind telling me more about this seer of yours? Is she a wizard too?"
Travis shook his head. "I don't think so. For one thing, she's blind. She also has darker hair, from what little I could see of it. She wears a robe with a hood on it. But I've never seen any other wizards in my city so I don't think we have them where I come from."
"Then you're lucky. They're trouble."
Travis smiled. "We have our own troubles, believe me."
"Why did she send you here?"
"To retrieve the headdress that the Queen wears. She said it was taken from her."
Kaiden whistled. "That was a big challenge to accept, not knowing what you might be dealing with."
Travis's expression grew solemn and he downed the rest of his drink in one swallow.
"I didn't accept it. She tricked me. I touched a glowing part of a wall and it sucked me here with no way to get back home."
"Listen, I'm tired. I think I'll go to bed now." Travis swung his legs over the side of the bed and Kaiden scrambled to stand up.
"Of course. I should do the same."
"Thanks for the talk. I appreciate what you've told me," Travis said.
"No problem. We'll talk again. I like you." Kaiden grinned and let himself out.
The seer removed another card from the deck and turned it over. On it a nude woman basked in the light of the full moon. The Anubis dog statues behind her draped a golden chain across a pool, a triple-moon phase pendant suspended from it. The Moon.
***
Danae wandered along the edge of the forest, listening to the songs of crickets and frogs. She'd seen Elessa and Travis earlier…talking and had changed directions, not wanting to disturb them. She smiled at what she'd seen.
Elessa needed someone like Travis in her life. Danae could feel the loneliness inside her. She knew that neither one of them trusted the other yet—she'd felt that too—but perhaps she could help in some way.
Danae stared up at the moon while she thought. She knew that Travis was a good man. Maybe the moon goddess had sent him to rescue the humans on this world.
No one but she clung to the old beliefs—none that she knew of anyway. Her life had become so isolated once her gift had manifested itself. Danae seldom touched people anymore; the maelstrom of another's thoughts overwhelmed her.
A twig snapped behind her, startling Danae from her reverie.
"Who's there?"
No one answered. The night remained silent, even the chirpings had stopped. That wasn't a good sign. Something was out there but she didn't sense anything at all.
Another noise. It could be an animal. She'd be an easy target, out here all alone, if it were a big cat.
Hugging herself, she moved farther along, trying to edge her way into the field. Something moved along with her, abandoning its stealth but still not revealing itself. Her breathing became labored, the air in her lungs felt too heavy to expel.
She turned, realizing how far she'd wandered away from the inn and then her eyes widened.
"You startled me." She reached a hand out unconsciously and stiffened. "Why? He's here to save us!"
"Some of us don't want to be saved. Too bad you touched me. I might have let you live."
A knife plunged into Danae's heart so quickly she didn't have a chance to scream.
***
Elessa dithered over going to Travis's room for so long she finally gave up and went to bed. Neither Danae nor Sephia were back yet so she didn't lock the door. She stared at the dark ceiling for a bit but her conflicted thoughts soon gave way to exhaustion and she slept.
She woke to the first rays of sun hitting her face. She'd forgotten to close the curtains last night. Looking over at the other bed, Elessa saw that Sephia was still fast asleep. Her eyes traveled over the rest of the room. Danae wasn't in the stuffed chair or on the floor.
"Sephia, wake up."
"Hm?"
"Do you know where Danae is?"
Sephia yawned and sat up, stretching her arms over her head.
"I haven't seen her. This bed was empty when I came in last night so I took it. Maybe she slept outside?"
Nobody could fathom why Danae did certain things so that was a possibility. Elessa studied the room once more.
"I don't think so. Her pack and bedroll are over in the corner."
"Maybe she stayed with one of the guys." Sephia yawned again and stumbled out of bed, clearly uninterested. "I'm going in the shower."
Elessa fretted. Although strange, Danae was a reliable person. She would have let her know if she was staying outside, wouldn't she? She'd also never known the woman to seek out male companionship before. Danae wouldn't want that kind of tactile contact.
She did seem more lighthearted around Travis though. Elissa's eyes narrowed and she threw on pants and shirt in a hurry, stomping down the hallway in her bare feet. She banged on the door of Travis's room.
"I'm coming, I'm coming," Travis yelled as she continued to pound. He opened the door a crack and peered out at her.
"Change your mind at last?"
"Let me in." She shoved at the door and almost tripped when Travis swung it open for her.
Looking at the empty bed, she ran over to the bathroom and stepped inside. Empty.
"Why did you crack the door open like you were hiding something?" She asked, walking back into the room.
Travis had closed the door again and stood leaning on it, his arms crossed over his wide chest, an amused smile on his face. Her eyes traveled lower and she discovered the reason.
He was naked.
Her eyes seemed to be stuck. She couldn't look away. He was built like one of those gods that Danae occasionally told her about. Thinking of Danae snapped her out of her daze.
"I'm looking for Danae." Elessa tried to focus on Travis's face to keep her eyes from roaming.
"And you thought I'd stashed her in my bathroom?"
He looked amused. She wanted to punch him—or kiss him.
"She's missing. I need to find her. Please get out of my way." Elessa shoved her hair out of her face and started towards the door.
Concern replaced his earlier lazy sexual look as he moved aside.
"I'll get dressed and help you look."
By the time Elessa checked with Kaiden Travis was dressed and waiting for her in the hallway. Five minutes later the four of them went outside to begin their search. They found Aron easily enough, still asleep in his bedroll at the back of the inn. He joined in the effort.
There was too much ground to cover as a group so they split up, each searching a different area. Hour by hour they checked back with each other and spiraled farther out. It was almost sunset by the time Travis found her floating in a pond, a knife protruding from her chest.
After Travis alerted the others, Elessa waded out to retrieve Danae's body. There was very little blood on her clothing. She'd died instantly from a well-placed thrust. Elessa recognized the intricate pattern on the hilt of the blade.
It belonged to Sephia.
"Yes, that's my knife but I didn't kill her! What possible reason would I have?" Sephia jutted out her chin, hot tears of indignation splashing down her cheeks. "I've hunted beside her for more than a year."
"We all have." Kaiden pointed out quietly, his customary smile gone with the gruesome discovery.
Aron pointed a finger at Travis. "All of us except him."
Travis didn't bother to respond. Nothing he said would matter anyway. Although he didn't kill her, he had no doubt that his being here had something to do with her death. One of the four of them had committed murder, but which one—and why?
Danae had been glad he was here…something she'd felt. She'd told him as much. Had she confided her thoughts to someone else? Had that brought death to her?
"That's enough," Elessa said, her voice tired and drawn. "We have a killer among us, that much is obvious. Right now, I think we all need to attend to a proper burial in the woods. That's the best we can do for her under the circumstances. Besides, I think she would have wanted it this way. It was the only place she felt at peace."
Travis stood alone—the outsider—as the group closed rank and prepared for the burial. They were hurting…or at least three of them were. He left them alone to their thoughts.
Had anyone grieved for his mother in this fashion? Friends, co-workers, his mysterious father?
She'd told Travis to hide—but also to live and be free. He was starting to realize that he couldn't do both, not really. He was tired of hiding, living hand to mouth. That headdress represented an opportunity to end that dismal existence. For the first time since he'd arrived in this strange place, Travis was glad to be here.
***
Dinner was a solemn affair but they all ate together at Elessa's insistence.
"I can't have any of us getting sick or faltering from lack of food," she'd said.
Everyone at the table had seen his or her share of death before so they ate, if somewhat mechanically.
Elessa's head hurt from trying to figure out who killed Danae. She knew that Travis hadn't, if for no other reason than because Danae had liked him. If she had Danae's gift she would be able to discover who the murderer was, although that gift was likely the reason that she'd been killed.
After dinner, Elessa followed Travis up to his room.
"May I come in and talk to you?"
"Of course." He opened the door for her and followed her in.
"I know you didn't kill Danae," she said without preamble as she sat in the chair.
He perched on the edge of the bed and waited for her to continue.
"She liked you and I've always trusted her gift. Did she ever speak to you at all?"
"One time. She told me she was glad that I was here. She didn't say why."
Elessa smiled. "No, she wouldn't have. I think that I was the only person she had more than one sentence conversations with."
"I think it might be best if I left to travel on my own, Elessa. I can't help but think that her death has something to do with my being here."
Elessa gave him a sad smile. "You're probably right but I'm asking you to stay…for me. There is still much you don't know that I can't explain yet. I'm asking for your trust; even though I've not given you cause to do so. Will you at least think about it?"
She got up and sat beside him on the bed, her head down so that he couldn't see her face.
"Why is it so important to you that I stay?"
She took a shuddering breath and leaned her head on his shoulder.
"Because I'm in danger."
"What kind of danger?" That was the last thing he'd expected to hear.
"I can't explain that part yet, that's why I asked for your trust. Would you mind holding me for a few minutes?"
She lay back on the bed, her eyes closed. He joined her there, folding her into his arms as she tucked her head against his chest. The feel of her body against his was killing him but he lay motionless, letting her find comfort from his embrace.
After awhile she pulled away. "We both should get some sleep. Thank you for being here for me."
She gave him a light kiss and backed out the door, almost as if she didn't want to go.
***
Elessa berated herself. She shouldn't have asked him to stay. It was selfish of her. Although what she'd told him was the truth, it certainly wasn't the entire truth, which made it little more than a lie.
She crawled into bed and stared at the ceiling. She hated herself.
"Do you want to talk about it?" Sephia rolled over, propping herself up on one elbow.
"About what?"
"You're over there mumbling. I thought maybe you needed to talk."
"Sorry, I didn't know I was speaking out loud and no, I don't want to talk about it. You already know what's bothering me."
"Yeah, I know," Sephia replied softly. "It doesn't seem right, does it?"
"Good night, Sephia."
No, Elessa thought, it's not right at all.
***
It was late but Travis couldn't fall asleep. He got up and padded quietly downstairs, hoping to find something in the kitchen to drink. He crept over to the swinging doors when he heard voices coming from behind them. Voices speaking in a language he didn't understand.
Hurrying back to his room, Travis waited at his window, hoping to catch a glimpse of someone walking out the back door of the kitchen. A few minutes later, his patience paid off.
A male wizard exited the building, disappearing into the woods. Travis listened for any other sounds but the inn was silent—unnaturally so, he thought after a moment. Could wizards mask noise, so that they passed unnoticed?
He lay in bed for a long time, thinking about the implications before sleep finally claimed him.
"Elessa."
She spun around to find Travis waving her towards his door with an urgent look on his face the moment she'd walked out, as if he'd been lying in wait for her.
"What is it? We need to eat breakfast so we can get an early start."
"This will only take a minute."
She stepped inside his room and he closed the door.
"Do you speak the wizards' language?"
"Some," she replied warily, not understanding where he was going with the question. Most half-breeds spoke at least some.
"Say a few sentences for me."
Mystified, she rattled off a few phrases.
"That's what I heard," he said more to himself than to her.
"Heard what?"
"Last night I went down to the kitchen and heard two voices speaking that language."
Her gut tightened. "Did they see you?"
"No, but I came back up here and only saw one of them leave out the back way. I never heard where the other one went."
She thought rapidly while Travis watched her with concern. It could be unrelated to them, but a meeting in the middle of the night in a kitchen hardly seemed innocent. She raked her hair out of her face.
"You're going to pull your hair out if you keep getting so agitated."
Elessa looked at Travis; saw the sly smile on his face.
"Oh, habit I guess." She shoved her hands in her pockets, vaguely annoyed that he could read her so well.
"I don't know what to make of it but we'll stick to the original plan for now. It might not have had anything to do with us." Now she was lying to herself as well, she thought miserably.
They ate a quick breakfast, urged on by an uneasy feeling that spread through the entire group. It was as if they all wanted to put some distance between themselves and Danae's murder.
The sun filtered through the leafy canopy of trees, the dappled light causing shadows to dance in the light breeze. Birds trilled in happy exuberance.
At any other time, Elessa would have enjoyed the walk through the dense forest; now, all she could see were potential hiding places for would-be assassins.
"Are we stopping in town tonight?"
Elessa jumped at the sound of Kaiden's voice behind her, mentally kicking herself for her skittishness.
"Yes. I think it would be easier on all of us to have some decent food and a good night's rest."
"Not to mention avoiding Borar's group while we lay sleeping. We're in his territory now, you know." Kaiden gave her a smile and a saucy wink.
She laughed, brought back to good humor by his cheerfulness. In the year since he'd joined her unit morale had improved immensely.
"We wouldn't want to step on that old Hunter's toes. He might forget we're on the same side. Tell me something," her tone becoming serious. "What do you think of Travis?"
"I like him," Kaiden replied. "We've spent some time together talking. If you're asking me what I think of him as a man—specifically for you—I'd say go for it. You've been alone for too long. If you're thinking about more than a flip in the bed though, you ought to tell him why he's here first."
"You know I can't do that." Elessa brought her hand up to her hair, then dropped it again. Travis was right; she'd have no hair left by the time they reached the capital.
"It's your decision. I'm just saying…"
He left the sentence hanging, the weight of it feeling like a noose wrapped around her neck.
"I appreciate your thoughts, Kaiden. I really do. You're like a brother to me."
"Always at your service." He gave her a mock bow, sweeping an imaginary hat from his head before sauntering off to go talk to Sephia.
***
Lost in his own thoughts, it took Travis several minutes to identify why he felt edgy and uncomfortable. The birds, which had been singing earlier, were now quiet. His muscles tightened, as a sense of being watched came over him.
He stopped just as an arrow whizzed by his head, the sound of it reaching his ears at the same time it connected with the tree behind him with a solid thwack. Another pierced Aron in the shoulder before they all hit the ground.
Travis crawled over to Aron who was curled into a ball, agony plain on his face.
"I'm not familiar with your weapons. Is this safe to pull out?"
"Is it notched?" Aron's pale face dripped with perspiration. Beads of sweat formed on his upper lip.
"No, it doesn't seem to be. I can see about half of the arrow."
"Then do it."
Aron grunted when Travis yanked it out and then applied pressure to the spot, but otherwise remained silent. By that time, Elessa had reached them and began to heal him.
"Kaiden and Sephia went after them," she said.
"Just the two of them? How do you know how many they're up against?" Travis asked.
"I don't but only thieves use arrows. They prey on unsuspecting travelers. Sephia already took down the two shooters. She has a long aim." Elessa smiled in grim satisfaction. "There might not even be any others."
Aron sat up, testing his arm before looking right at Travis.
"Thanks."
He turned away again and stood. Travis knew that the gruff thank you had cost the man dearly so he kept silent.
"Are you all right?" Elessa looked Travis over.
"They missed me."
"Good." Elessa leaned over and gave him a kiss. Travis stared at her as she smiled.
"I'm too tired to heal a second person right now." She winked at him and walked away.
"Two other thieves ran when they saw us," Sephia said as she and Kaiden jogged back. "We let them go. I don't think they'll bother us again."
As everyone started walking once more, Elessa motioned for Travis to drop behind.
"I haven't had a chance to ask you…"
Elessa faltered, her cheeks flaming. Travis hid his amusement, wondering what embarrassed her.
"What is it?" He prompted when she fell silent.
"When I burst into your room…"
"And I was naked?"
"Yes. All except for a medallion you wore around your neck. It looked familiar somehow. Do you mind showing it to me?"
"Not at all." Travis pulled it from beneath his shirt and stopped so she could see it.
Elessa ran her finger across it as if by touch it could tell her something different from what she was seeing. Finally, she shook her head, eyes questioning as she searched his face.
"Where did you get this?"
"My mother gave it to me when I was young. Why?"
"The symbols on it are in the wizards' language. It means "prophecy moon."
That startled Travis. "The midwife who delivered me told my mother about a prophecy—maybe she gave it to her."
"Perhaps you should keep it out of sight for right now," Elessa said and switched to a safer topic as he dropped it beneath his shirt.
"That was a very kind thing you did, especially after the way Aron's been treating you."
"To be honest, I surprised myself," Travis admitted. "There was a time not long ago when I would have walked away. In fact, I have in the past. I don't get involved in other people's problems."
"What made you change your mind?" Elessa clasped his hand in hers and held it.
"I've never had anybody to watch my back, never been part of a group where people work together. Being here with your unit has made me re-think certain aspects of my life. I look at Aron and realize that in a few years I'll be just like him if I don't change." He raised their clasped hands up to his lips and kissed her fingers. "Of course, if I find out that he's the one who killed Danae, I'll spill his blood myself."
"Tell me what you desire."
The Queen, Talaith, stood in front of her mirror, her reflection speaking to him. Travis had gone back outside after dark and stood next to a pond, hoping to catch another glimpse of the Queen. He wasn't disappointed.
"I need to return the headdress to its rightful owner and go back home."
Her laugh sounded like music tumbling through his mind. The scent of roses drifted through the air.
"Such a noble choice, but is that really your desire? To go back home, to leave Elessa?"
The air changed, an acrid stench that burned his eyes and made him choke. Her laugh became shards of glass, cutting through his psyche.
"It won't be like that anymore," he managed to spit out in a fit of coughing.
"Are you sure about that?"
The air brought Travis to his knees as the image in the water faded.
Choking, Travis bolted upright in bed, his sweat-soaked sheets tangled around him like a shroud. He'd been dreaming.
Stumbling into the bathroom, he turned the shower on to cold and stood there until his breathing returned to normal. Like the man he'd read about once who'd thought he'd had a bit of undigested beef but was really being visited by a ghost, Travis wondered if the dream meant anything at all.
Unwilling to go back to sleep, Travis got dressed and walked outside. It was close to dawn anyway, the horizon beginning to show signs of pink.
"Are you an early riser?" Sephia walked over to the fence Travis leaned on, her hair mussed and eyes half-closed.
"Sometimes. You don't look awake," he teased.
"I'm not. I had a bad dream and couldn't go back to sleep. Now I'm just waiting for the kitchen to open so I can have a cup of coffee."
"What was your dream about?"
"I can't remember." She hugged herself and shivered in the cool air. "I only remember that it had something to do with wizards. Of course, that pretty much describes all of my nightmares."
She gave an uneasy laugh. "Did you know that wizards can get inside your mind, kind of a telepathy thing? They can read your thoughts."
"No, I didn't know that." One more thing for him to worry about.
"Sometimes I think that's where my bad dreams come from."
Travis wondered if that had anything to do with his dream.
"Look, the dining room lights are on now," she said in an abrupt change of mood. "Coffee…"
Sephia walked quickly for such a short girl. Travis had a hard time keeping up with her.
***
The terrain started to change during their journey that day. The forest thinned, became dotted with small farms and crops.
"We'll have to keep to the road starting tomorrow," Elessa said as she walked beside Travis. "This is all farmland and the towns are closer together here. The capital is a large metropolis, with the Queen's palace at the top of a hill."
Elessa slid her hand across the top of a hedge as they walked by. Roses sprang to life and she stopped to sniff the pink petals.
"These are my favorite flowers."
"I know."
She turned to him, a surprised look on her face.
"How would you know that? This is the first rose hedge we've come across."
Travis gathered her in his arms, feeling her lips respond to his kiss. She belonged here, in this world. Where did he belong? Was that what his dream was trying to tell him?
"Because you planted roses all over our yard."
She pulled away from him.
"Travis, please, I-I can't think of that right now." She turned and ran to catch up with the others, leaving him alone with his thoughts.
That's all he'd ever had anyway. The rest was just an illusion.
***
The large windows overlooked the city below, the stunning view ignored as Talaith paced back and forth.
"How may I be of service, my Queen?"
The young wizard knelt before her just moments after she'd summoned him. Absolute obedience, as it should be. Not at all like the undependability of humans.
Once, long ago, she'd tried using human servants. The effort to train them properly had been a dismal failure. The incinerations for infractions had scared the others into fleeing. They'd rather live on the streets like rats, scrounging for food. So be it.
It galled her to have to look at them anyway. Ugly creatures, not worthy of life. They'd been nothing more than pests until her males had started mating with them. Talaith frowned at the memory.
"I feel them coming closer but their meanderings puzzle me," she murmured, more to herself than the male at her feet. Noticing him as if for the first time, she bade him to stand.
"Go tell the Guard that I am coming to meet with them."
"Yes, my Queen."
He backed out of the room, bowing before turning to run down the hall to deliver his message.
Talaith frowned again. Absolute obedience had become boring as a bed partner. She wondered what this human from another place might be capable of if she kept him as a pet. It could be novel. If he displeased her, she could always dispose of him. She smiled at the thought as she left to greet her Guard.
Ten of the Guard sat on horseback in the courtyard awaiting her orders. Hot steam rose from the nostrils of the black stallions, chainmail gleaming in the sunlight. Their red eyes seemed crazed; only the knight who sat upon each one could hope to control them.
The knights themselves answered only to the Queen. Ten feet tall, they were never seen without their armor, visor down at all times. Only Talaith knew what lie beneath those metal masks for she had created them. When she died, they would die with her although that wouldn't be for hundreds of years yet. Until then, they were hers to command.
"I want you to find the Hunters that walk with the strange human. You will know him by his unusual aura. Toy with them but don't harm them. Then leave them as they were. I find myself in need of some amusement."
The lead Guard dipped his head in acknowledgement and turned to go.
Talaith enjoyed a good game, as long as she won.
Travis's frustration encompassed more than Elessa's seemingly fickle behavior. The mental pull of the headdress became stronger with each passing day as if it grew impatient for his arrival. They were taking a circuitous route towards it that, although he enjoyed this stroll through the farmlands, didn't seem to be taking him closer to his final destination.
The capital—and the headdress—lay to the south, somewhere past a ridge of low mountains. Apparently, they were skirting around those hills, instead of attacking a more direct means to get there. The cautiousness irritated him. Was Elessa stalling for some reason? Might as well ask her, he thought. He wasn't getting any answers by being patient.
"Is there some reason why we are avoiding going to the capital directly?" He asked as he caught up to her. "I get the impression that you aren't really taking me there, that you have some other destination in mind."
She looked hurt and he regretted his accusation but stood firm anyway.
"I'm trying to keep us safe, that's all." Elessa stared at her feet as they continued to walk.
"You're not going to tell me what's going on, are you?"
She remained silent and anger washed over Travis. He was done with being toyed with. He dropped back to the rear of the group to think.
Not sure whether he was a prisoner or not, Travis decided to set out on his own at the next possible junction. Either they would come after him, confirming his prisoner status, or they'd let him continue on his own. Either way he'd learn something. It was better than walking past endless fields, wasting time.
"Hello, young man."
A gravelly voice broke through his thoughts. An old woman sat on the front porch of her little house, waving a glass in his direction.
"Would you like some lemonade? It's warm out today."
Despite his bad mood, Travis had to smile. The others were far ahead of him, trusting that he'd follow. A drink sounded good and maybe this woman could give him directions.
"Thank you. I'd love some." Travis sat down carefully on an ancient rocker, not sure if the weathered wood could hold his weight.
"It's sturdy enough, young man. My husband sat in it for thirty years. It'll support you for a few minutes. What did you say your name was?"
"Travis." He hadn't said but the elderly didn't bother with details like that.
She handed him a tall glass of what she'd called 'lemonade'. He took a sip of the cool liquid and smiled in surprise. It was both tart and sweet at the same time.
"This is very good, thank you."
Her brown eyes crinkled inside soft folds of skin that had weathered over many years. When she smiled, Travis noticed that a few of her teeth were missing.
"The secret's in the cold spring water from the well," she prattled on, not realizing that Travis had never had lemonade before. "I grow my own lemons too."
Travis drained his glass and accepted a refill from the pitcher.
"Do you get much traffic on this road?"
"Naw. Just the wagons going to market mostly. Sometimes them wizards go by in their fancy carriages."
She spit on the floorboards and Travis hid a smile.
"Tell me, do you know the way to the capital—which road I should take to get there?"
"You don't want to be going there, young man. It's not for the likes of you. It's full of them wizards."
"I know, but it's very important that I get there." He rubbed his eyes with his fingers, feeling a headache coming on.
"Well, there's a road up at the next town that crosses over the hills if you're bent on going."
"Travis!" Elessa came down the road calling his name, the others close behind her.
"Those are my friends looking for me. Thank you for the lemonade. It was delicious."
He stood up and felt dizzy for a second.
"Anytime. If you come this way again, I'll fix some more for you. You be careful in the city, mind you."
"I will, thanks." Travis climbed down off the porch just as Elessa caught up to him.
"We've been looking all over for you." She sounded both angry and relieved.
"I've been visiting," he replied with disdain. Turning around, Travis waved to the old woman who still sat on the porch before heading to where the others waited.
They cut between the next two houses and walked into the fields. Travis stumbled on a rock but managed to stay upright.
"What's wrong with you?" Elessa said.
Travis couldn't tell her. His tongue felt glued to the roof of his mouth and his vision was blurred. He tried to focus on her face. Her lips moved but he couldn't hear her. There was a roaring sound inside his head. He dropped to his knees before the blackness took over.
"Kaiden, Sephia! Go back and grab that old woman. I want to talk to her. Aron, come here and help me with Travis."
Aron unfolded Travis's crumpled body, helping Elessa to lay him on his back. He was unconscious but still breathing. His face was pale but covered in a sheen of sweat. She smelled his breath, recognizing the scent instantly.
Poison—an herb that the wizards were fond of using. Tasteless and odorless until after ingestion. How much had he consumed? Elessa didn't know if she could heal something like this, a systemic substance that even now coursed through his veins.
Sephia and Kaiden came running back, twin looks of shock on their young faces although Kaiden looked angry as well.
"The old woman…" Sephia gulped in a huge breath, trembling.
"She stood on the porch when we got there," Kaiden took over for her. "She smiled and then removed her glamour. She was actually a male wizard." His eyes looked like a stormy gray sea instead of their normally calm blue.
"What did she, I mean he, do then?" Elessa didn't understand any of this. Had he acted with the Queen's consent?
"Nothing. He turned and walked back into the house," Sephia said. "I wonder what happened to the real homeowner."
The fearful tone in her voice matched Elessa's feelings exactly.
"Let's get Travis into that barn over there." She pointed across the field at the run-down building.
It took both Aron and Kaiden carrying Travis to move him that distance but they finally managed. Elessa began to pour her energy into him, hoping that she might be able to pull him through it. If he made it through the night, he had a chance to survive.
Travis woke up to a tongue licking his cheek. He opened one eye and saw a hairy face in his field of vision. Or maybe it was a hallucination. His head felt like someone had pounded it against a rock. Perhaps the creature was cleaning blood from a wound.
Trying to shift, even though the movement worsened the pain, Travis discovered Elessa draped over him, fast asleep.
"Bleat."
The creature spoke to him. Travis wrinkled his nose as it went back to licking his face. Its breath wasn't very pleasant and the hair on its chin tickled.
Elessa stirred, pushing hair out of her face as she slowly sat up. Travis noticed dark circles under her eyes.
"Shoo." She waved the creature away and muttered something that sounded like "Damn goats."
"How do you feel?"
"Head hurts," Travis managed to get out around a tongue that felt like it was too big for his mouth.
She pressed her hands to his temples for a minute.
"Is that better?"
"Uh-huh, thanks. What happened?"
"The sweet old lady you had lemonade with was really a wizard that poisoned you."
"Oh." Travis couldn't come up with anything better to say.
"We need to leave before the owner comes out to tend the goats. Do you think you can stand?"
Elessa helped him up. He wobbled for a minute but remained upright. The goat butted him in the leg, which almost toppled him again.
"Go away." He flapped his hands as he'd seen Elessa do, but the creature ignored his movements, deciding his pant leg looked tasty.
"A little help here please…"
Sephia dragged him away before the goat could do much damage, laughing as she did so.
"You've never been around farm animals, have you?"
Travis shook his head and immediately regretted it. The room tilted—or he did—he wasn't sure which. He felt better after a few minutes of moving around outside though.
"I feel stupid," Travis admitted as Elessa helped him walk.
"There's no reason to. None of us would have known. Don't blame yourself. As I've tried to tell you, you're in danger here. The wizards are worried. I don't know what this headdress means to them but they're not going to let you just walk in there and take it. I'm trying to come up with a plan, I promise."
Elessa stopped and looked up at him. "I was so scared that I couldn't do anything—that I wouldn't be able to save you. I—"
Her breath hitched and she couldn't continue.
"Shh." Travis leaned down and kissed the tear that fell on her cheek. "But you did and it's all over now. I will try not to need any more rescuing. Just keep me away from large bodies of water and sweet old ladies."
That made her laugh and she rewarded him with a smile.
"It's a deal."
They walked in companionable silence, stopping for a late breakfast at an establishment positioned at a crossroads.
"Does that lead to the capital?" Travis pointed to the ribbon of roadway winding up through the hills.
"What's the harm in going that way?" Kaiden interjected before Elessa could veto the idea. "There're plenty of towns to stop at along the way and I don't think Travis is any safer on this route. Look at what happened yesterday."
Kaiden looked solemn but spoiled the effect when he winked at Travis.
"That's the direction I'm taking, with or without you," Travis said quietly. "I don't have a choice but I welcome your company."
Elessa gazed into his eyes. Only determination resided there, nothing else. She realized that there would be no stopping him this time.
And if you succeed you'll leave, she mused wondering why she felt bitter about it. Putting that thought aside, she straightened her shoulders. She still needed to come up with a way for them both to succeed. There was too much at stake.
"We'll go that way but we need to talk. Tonight I'll answer the questions you've been asking. It's imperative that you know the risks you're walking into."
***
Travis marveled at the acres of vineyards nestled in the valleys as they started to cross the hilly country. He imagined what it might be like to live in a place such as this.
"Beautiful, isn't it?" Kaiden came up beside him. "Most of the vineyards are owned by wizards, with human overseers. The wizards have quite a fondness for good wine and it's become a status symbol for them to produce excellent vintages. I grew up on a vineyard, learning the craft as it were."
"I wonder how Elessa's gift might affect the process," Travis said.
"Interesting concept. I'd never given it any thought. Perhaps she could hire her talents out." Kaiden's eyes lit with amusement. "I can't quite see her spending her days marching up and down rows of grapes though. She's much more talented as a healer."
Kaiden stared off into the distance. "If she could just get her brother out of harm's way she'd be able to move out of the capital and do some real good for the human population."
"Brother? She never mentioned that she had a brother to me." Travis watched Elessa up ahead where she was talking to Aron and Sephia.
"Oh. Well, I guess she has her reasons. I did hear her say that she needed to talk to you tonight. Maybe she'll explain all of it to you then."
"Yeah, I guess so." But Travis wasn't listening to Kaiden anymore. The other three had stopped at the crest of the hill, looking down into the next valley. They looked stiff as statues. Something was wrong. Elessa turned, waving her arm at the vineyard on her right.
"It's the Guard! Run!"
The five of them dove off the side of the road, rolling down the short hill before scrambling to their feet. Aron tossed Travis one of his spears and then disappeared down a row of vines.
Travis ran down a row, noting that the others had spread out, making it more difficult to find them. He didn't know how far was far enough to run, finally deciding that there probably wasn't such a thing anyway.
The heavy beat of hooves alerted him that the Guard had crested the hill, the thunder more like a drumbeat through the soles of his feet. He pushed his way through a gap in the vines and hunkered down to wait.
The Guard split up as well; enormous black stallions stepped into the vineyard instead of continuing down the road as Travis had hoped. Could the riders actually sense their prey? If so, it was pointless to hide but Travis remained hidden anyway.
His bowels clenched as one horse drew near. The animal's eyes glowed red, reminding Travis of demons that he'd read about…something he'd always thought to be fantasy until now. Granted, he'd thought wizards were fantasy as well, but this horse unnerved him more. It swung its head as if searching for him, its nostrils blowing steam trying to pick up his scent.
The knight sitting astride the horse seemed to be almost twice as tall as a normal man, his suit of armor glinted in the sunlight as he moved down the row. Travis positioned his spear to best advantage, small help against the monster advancing towards him but the only option he had available.
The horse reared back as it came alongside Travis's position, gigantic hooves crashed down onto the vines sheltering him. He rolled back into the next row just as those front legs connected with the ground.
Crawling into the next group of vines, Travis dragged the spear in beside him, determined to hold onto it. The horse screamed in anger, rattling Travis to the core of his being. He didn't know that any animal could make that kind of sound. The rider tugged at the reins, driving the horse through the row. Travis knew that if he got up and ran they'd be on him in two seconds. The woody vines were his only protection.
The horse reared again and Travis repeated his roll to the next row. This time, however, the horse immediately followed him through, its hooves missing Travis's head by mere inches as he dodged sideways.
He only had one chance from this position. Bringing the spear up and lunging into the soft part of the horse's throat, Travis put all of his weight behind it. The spear broke off as the horse reared again, throwing its rider to the ground. It danced in agony, stomping the knight to death before running back towards the road.
At least Travis hoped he was dead. The man was a giant. He risked a glance to see where the rest of the Guard was and got a surprise. They were all heading back towards the road. It didn't make any sense but he was too tired to puzzle it out now.
Sephia reached him first with Kaiden not far behind.
"Is he dead? I didn't think they could be killed." Sephia stared at him in awe.
"It wasn't me. His horse stomped on him."
"No one's ever seen one of them," Kaiden said, walking up to the knight in fascination. He bent down and slowly lifted the faceplate.
Nobody said a word for several minutes. Sephia finally broke the silence.
"What does this mean?"
No head rested inside the helmet. The only thing visible was the blackest night and a thousand stars.
Aron interrupted their contemplation, calling their names in an urgent tone of voice.
"Over here. Elessa's hurt."
They ran over to where he stood, urging them to hurry. Elessa lay on her side, cradling her right arm.
"It's all right, just a thin cut," she said. "Help me up."
Kaiden reached out to give her a hand but Travis stopped him. Something about her voice didn't sound right, almost as if she were about to pass out.
"Are you sure you want to get up? You don't sound good."
"I said I'm fine. Just help me up."
They all saw the blood on the ground as Travis lifted her. The deep gash on her left thigh bled freely. Her leg gave out and she screamed the moment she tried to put weight on it.
They bandaged it as best they could with what they had. While she rested from their painful ministrations, Travis called the others over out of her earshot.
"Is she able to heal herself?"
They all shook their heads, each one of them wearing a worried look on their face. This was his fault. If he hadn't insisted on coming this way, none of this would have happened. She'd tried to warn him but he hadn't listened. Now Elessa was injured with no one to heal her.
"The inn is just over the hill and down a ways. Maybe it's not as bad as it looks. A good night's rest…" Kaiden gave up trying to paint a pleasant picture.
Travis picked her up as carefully as he could to carry her out of there. He would see to it that she got well no matter what. Elessa was now his first priority. He swore that he would never risk her life again.
By the time they reached the top of the hill, Elessa was unconscious. Before the inn was in sight, she was running a fever.
"She's burning up." Travis wrung the excess water out of a small cloth and placed it on Elessa's forehead.
"I don't understand." Kaiden sat in the chair beside her bed. "The wounds looked clean. At least the bleeding stopped."
Kaiden and the others had rented rooms for them all, then helped Travis carry Elessa in through the back door to avoid notice of her condition. Aron and Sephia were now ordering food to bring up to the room.
Elessa drifted in and out of consciousness. Each time she came to Travis made her sip a little water. She'd batted his hand away a few times but her attempts were feeble and she'd given in to his nursing.
Kaiden had cajoled some clean strips of cloth and bandages from the innkeeper, a kindly woman who'd been won over by his sunny disposition. Watching Elessa now, he wondered if she'd be able to hold on long enough for him to suggest a treatment for her. The others might not like it but it could be her only hope.
Seeing the exhaustion on Travis's face, Kaiden decided to wait until morning to talk to him. In the meantime, there were some errands he needed to run to implement his plan.
"Did you bring any broth?" Travis asked when Aron and Sephia returned laden with food.
Sephia placed a bowl on the bedside table, along with a plate of food for Travis. He ignored it, waiting for Elessa to wake again so that he might get a spoonful or two down her throat.
The others filed silently out of the room, leaving the two of them alone.
"Lessa." Travis spoke to her, trying to draw her back. "I'm so sorry. Come back to me."
He rested his head on her hand for a moment, trying to ease the pain of his headache. The headdress still pounded its command to continue his journey but he ignored it. Lessa came first.
He'd managed to get a bit of the broth inside her by the time Kaiden came back in.
"It's midnight, Travis. You need to get some sleep. I'll watch over her."
"No, I'll stay here with her. You need sleep as well."
"I already slept," Kaiden said with a smile. "Now it's your turn. Go. I'll wake you up if there's any change, I promise."
Travis conceded his point, even though he was loath to leave her bedside.
"Okay, but any change and you come get me."
"Be easy, man. I'm sure everything will turn out all right."
Sleep didn't come easily and when it did, Travis found himself trapped in nightmares. Repeatedly, Elessa died a horrible death as he watched, powerless to prevent it.
Giving up just as dawn peeked through a light fog, Travis showered and walked back to Elessa's room. Kaiden greeted him, a smile on his face.
"Her fever broke about an hour ago."
Travis rushed to the bed to confirm the good news for himself.
"Why didn't you come and get me?"
Kaiden looked unrepentant. "You needed to rest. The news could wait."
Travis had to admit that he did feel better despite the dreams.
"Did she wake at all?"
"No, but she seems to be in an easier sleep. Come on, let's get some breakfast. You didn't touch your dinner last night."
Travis shook his head. "I don't want to leave her alone."
"She won't be. I'll fetch Sephia to watch over her. Be back in a minute."
Travis stroked Elessa's face, hoping she might open her eyes and smile. He wished she'd say she was feeling better. She did none of those things but she did look peaceful. Laying a light kiss on her forehead, Travis looked for any sign that she might be aware of his presence. Nothing, not even a twitch of her lips.
Sephia tiptoed in the door and whispered to him.
"You don't have to whisper around her. In fact, I wish she would wake up."
Sephia patted his hand. "Don't worry. I'm sure she'll be fine," she said with the air of one who believes that if something is said enough times, then it will come true.
"You go eat something. You must be starved."
Kaiden followed him down to the dining room. They spotted Aron eating by himself over in a corner. Travis didn't want to be around the man's negativity right now, so he chose a table in front of the window.
After they'd placed their orders, Kaiden looked at him intently.
"I didn't want to mention it in front of Sephia, but I think Elessa needs more help than we can give her."
Travis looked at the concern in Kaiden's eyes and tried to swallow the lump in his throat. He'd felt the same thing but hadn't wanted to give voice to his fears.
"Do you have any suggestions?"
Kaiden brightened. "I do. There's someone I know in the capital who should be able to help her. I know that charging in there is risky but he lives on the outskirts of town. I don't think we'll be spotted."
Travis breathed a sigh of relief before the full import of Kaiden's words sank in.
"How are we going to get her all the way to the capital in her condition? Even taking turns, we can't carry her that far. It would take days that she might not have." His stomach knotted and fear gripped his heart.
Much to his surprise, Kaiden laughed. "I wanted to run my idea by you first but yesterday I took the liberty of renting a horse and wagon. She'll be quite comfortable lying in a bed of hay. The farmer I spoke with needed to deliver the wagon to someone in the capital so we're actually doing him a favor."
He smiled, pleased with his solution.
"I think that's a fine idea," Travis said, hope warring with defeat.
"Then eat up and let's get going."
By the time Sephia had finished breakfast, Kaiden was back with the wagon. She sat in back with Travis and Elessa while Aron rode up front with Kaiden.
Elessa still hadn't awakened, which worried Travis, but at least they were on their way to find help for her. Fretting about the time it would take to reach their destination, Travis fussed over her. He smoothed her hair against the pillow of straw and worried that the sun might be too much for her. At least it was a cool day so Elessa wouldn't have to add sunburn to her list of ailments.
"Hold on," Kaiden called back to them, his voice sounding strained. "We've got company."
Kaiden steered the wagon onto a side road, tossing Sephia and Travis against the rails.
"I guess I'll listen the next time he yells 'hold on'," Sephia muttered, picking straw out of her hair.
Elessa hadn't moved; with her body stretched out, she took the turn in stride. Her eyes fluttered open but looked unfocused. Travis quickly held some water up to her mouth to sip while he cradled her head. She fell back to sleep without ever uttering a word.
He found Sephia watching him.
"Do you love her?"
The question took him by surprise. Did he? Did it even matter?
"I can't," he said at last. "I don't belong here."
"Can't has nothing to do with whether you do or not."
She left the subject alone as they stared down the road, waiting to see what emerged from the cloud of dust.
Horses, but of an ordinary size and different shades of brown, not huge black chargers. Kaiden waved as they went by and pulled the wagon back onto the road.
***
"I thought I told you to toy with them, not engage them in battle." Talaith tightened her grip on the ramp that raised her up to a level with the face of her knight.
He bowed his head against her wrath. "Yes, my Queen. We did as you instructed."
"Then where is my missing knight?"
"The strange human attacked his horse. When the knight fell he was bludgeoned by its hooves."
That was going to cost the pathetic little human, Talaith thought. Maybe he couldn't be trained after all. Who would think to attack one of her Guards?
"And what of the half-breed who was injured?"
"That was not our doing, my Queen. One of her own kind inflicted those injuries."
"Interesting…" Talaith absorbed that information, looking at the possible advantages. "Very well, you're dismissed. Did that horse come back with you?"
"Yes, my Queen. Its injuries were minor. It's recovering well."
"Destroy it. I can't have a horse without a rider and I don't have time to create another one of you right now." She turned and walked away, leaving the knight to his onerous task.
"You," Talaith called to one of her attendants. "Bring me wine and fruit. I feel like celebrating."
She watched the young wizard scurry off to do her bidding. Tapping a long fingernail to her lips, she found herself thinking of how to break this one in. She'd been remiss in not bedding him yet. It was time to correct that oversight.
***
The day dragged on with several repeats of pulling off the side of the road to wait. They didn't run into the Guard though and found a place to stay the night before the sun went down.
Elessa woke as soon as Travis laid her on the bed. She was listless and querulous as he tried to make her eat some broth.
"Let me watch her for awhile," Sephia said, gently pushing him out the door. "I've had plenty of practice with younger brothers and sisters."
Travis found himself at a table with Aron and Kaiden. They all ate in silence, each one deep in thought, mechanically chewing. His attention drifted towards the back window with its view of the vineyards climbing up the side of the hill.
Movement outside caught his eye. One of the wizards' carriages pulled into the back, only partially concealed by a row of trees. A male climbed down from the opened door and stood there, surveying the area behind the inn.
Moments later, a second wizard joined him. They seemed to speak for several minutes then the first one climbed back into his carriage and rode off. The one who had been on foot disappeared from sight.
"I wonder what that was all about."
"What?" Kaiden's head jerked up, almost as if he'd been caught sleeping. Maybe he had, Travis mused. They were all tired enough from the stress.
"The two wizards who were out there talking."
"Oh." Kaiden went back to his food, clearly uninterested. "You'll be seeing a lot more wizards from here on out. Just don't stare at them and you'll be fine. Most of them won't have any interest in you."
"And if I find out that they do, then what?" Travis was having a hard time figuring out the rules.
"Simple," Aron replied, baring his teeth in what couldn't possibly be construed as a smile. "You run."
Kaiden rolled his eyes and Travis ignored him.
After dinner, Kaiden insisted on taking the first shift with Elessa. Too restless to sleep, Travis wandered through the back of the property. He ended up back where the carriage had parked earlier.
A pond was nestled at the bottom of a group of boulders and he sat down beside it, wondering if the Queen might contact him again. A foolish thought, he realized an hour later when the water remained dark.
How would she even know when he was near water? Maybe the first time had been a fluke or there might have been something special about that particular pond.
Standing, Travis realized he was glad that she hadn't appeared to him again. The first time had left him tongue-tied. He wouldn't want to live through that humiliation again.
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