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To my wife, lover of wuxia and xianxia fiction

Foreword

––––––––
[image: ]


Welcome to the world of Anvor and Manyue.

Before you begin this journey, I want to share a little about the story you are about to experience. This is a tale born from the fusion of two great traditions: the nobility of Epic Fantasy and the kineticism of Wuxia.

My approach to storytelling is one of Sincere Heroic Realism. You will find no ‘grimdark’ cynicism here. I believe in true, sacrificial love, the sense of duty, and the enduring strength of a bond that can outlast even death.

You will notice that my prose is clean and direct. I tend not to linger on intricate description. Instead, I paint this world in broad strokes—the scent of the mountain air, the cold gleam of a silver blade, the heat of a golden aura—and I invite you to fill in the rest with your own imagination.

This is a story that is anchored in fast-moving actions underlined with deep emotions. It is a story about two souls, Aurielle and Lindir, who were brought together seemingly by chance, only to find that their fates were woven into the survival of kingdoms.

With my writing style I hope to show you the respect I have for you as readers. There is minimum fluff and trope. There are just earnest emotions and choices made with heart, and of course, light touches of humour.

I hope you will feel the exhilarating the pace of their journey and the emotional heft of their choices. Thank you for stepping into the wilds with me.

Pete Sav
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​​Chapter 1
The hands of fate
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‘

Uhm...that’s delightful coffee,’ said Lindir putting down his cup, satisfied. The sweet aroma of the fresh brew lingered in the quiet air of the inn.

‘Glad you like it, sir. We’re known for our coffee in this region.’

‘Well-deserved. The best cup I’ve had in a long time. Thank you.’

Lindir looked over the balcony down into the street below. It was late afternoon, and the street was bustling with activities.

Suddenly further back in the tavern a commotion arose. There seemed to be a quarrel breaking out, and among the hubbub of voices Lindor could hear a female voice pleading in distress. Looking more closely, he saw that a group of men were crowding around a woman, who tried to get away but was forcefully held back. The men were taunting her, making quite a din and disregarding the customers around them. Lindor saw that the other customers stayed rooted in their seats, with fear on their faces.

Lindir grabbed his sword and walked over. ‘Hey,’ he called out to the men.

They stopped and looked at him. One of them said, ‘get lost.’ They went back to their business of harassing the poor damsel, giving him no further attention.

‘The lady doesn’t seem to welcome your company,’ said Lindir more loudly.

One in the group stepped towards him. He was more richly dressed, with an even richer look of entitlement. He seemed to be the leader of the gang.

‘What is it to you, stranger? My buddy already asked ye to get lost. Quickly do so before trouble comes your way.’

‘What if I don’t mind the trouble?’

‘Then here it comes.’ A fist flew in Lindir’s direction; it came from the buddy who had first told him to get lost. With a quick duck and a firm hook, Lindir put him crouching in agony on the floor.

All hell broke loose. They came at him, but before everyone in the tavern could figure out what to do, the gang was dispersed. Two flew into the walls on either side. One received a chair on the head, and another flew over the balcony. The remaining two, the leader and one of his men, ran off shrieking. Lindir could hear his voice floating back, ‘we’ll get you back for this.’

Lindir helped the damsel to her feet. When the fight broke out, she had crawled her way into a corner. The tavern’s owner came hurrying in. He looked around surveying the damage, scratching his head.

Lindir came to him. ‘My apologies. Things got a bit out of hand.’ He reached into his breast pocket and took out some notes. ‘Please accept these as compensation for the damage that I’ve caused.’

The owner accepted the money but didn’t seem to mind what had happened. His look did convey a sense of unease, however.

‘Sir, these are the town’s scoundrels, and no one is aggrieved at their beating. The more the better, actually. But...’ he sighed, before continuing. ‘ I fear that the trouble hasn’t ended for you. The leader of the gang is the town mayor’s son, the biggest ruffian of the lot. I don’t know how long you are staying in this town, but please have a care when you are out and about.’

‘Ah, I see. I’m grateful for your warning, but I’ll be okay. I’m just passing by, and I’ll be on my way in a couple of days.’

The damsel left after offering Lindir profuse thanks, as well as a reward of coming to her home, which he turned down. Beating up scoundrels was already its own reward.

––––––––
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The next day Lindir rose early and went to his usual table by the balcony for a morning cup of coffee. The room bore no signs of the previous day’s trouble. The owner seemed remarkably efficient, he thought.

A walk in the town square seemed perfect in the fine weather. Summer was passing by. The sun shone bright with a golden light. It was hot, but not stuffy.

Lindir strolled through the street leading to the square, past shops hawking wares of various sorts, snacks, clothing, jewellery. The sight of the town’s commercial district waking up to a new day filled him with quiet delight, as he took in the fresh morning air. The sky was high and blue, with wisps of clouds like cotton. His mind wandering in thoughts, he heard the distant clops of hooves beating on the cobbled street. A riding party was coming his way. Lindir moved slightly to the side and entered the square.

But the beating of hooves quickened and seemed to make straight for him. Lindir dove out of the way in the nick of time, barging into the stall of a fruit vendor. Curses broke out as tables collapsed and fruits flew in all directions.

‘What the cusses...’ Lindir muttered under his breath. The horses stopped and turned around. He recognized the smug face of the gang leader from yesterday, the mayor’s son. They were quick in their revenge mission, he thought. He stood up and grasped the hilt of his sword.

The leader growled atop his horse, ‘I said we’d get you back for yesterday. Get him!’

Two of the ruffians spurred their horses forward. Lindir drew his sword and crouched slightly, thinking about ways to avoid injury to the horses. It was their luck to be with such masters, but he’d try to spare them if he could.

But before the horses were upon him there came a whistling sound, and a spear came flying across and planted itself right between him and the horses. The horses reared and stopped.

A great-looking horse cantered over, white and strong-limbed, and on it a rider cloaked in red. Lindir saw that the rider was a maiden, slender, and of noble bearing. Her golden hair was tied up in a bun. She looked sternly at the gang. He looked again at the ruffians and saw with surprise that many of them recoiled with fear and deference in their eyes.

‘What now? Are you just going to gang up on a person in the middle of town?’ said the female rider in a clear, stern voice.

‘What is it to you? It’s none of your business,’ growled the gang leader, with a belligerent look for his face. He seemed to growl a lot. ‘What business do you have in this town?’

‘Whenever I come across you and your gang, it is always my business,’ she replied coolly. ‘And for my business, that is none of your business.’ 

The gang leader scowled and snorted. ‘That is clever. Keep acting so high and mighty, you. Your fall is not too far off.’

‘Perhaps, but as long as it’s not here yet, I’m not going to let you have your ways,’ replied Lindir’s saviour. She spurred her horse forward and picked up the spear. She pointed it at the gang. ‘Do you want to leave this traveller alone, or do you want to fight me?’

Lindir could hear one of the ruffians whispering to the leader, ‘let’s not sir. She is very good with the martial arts.’

‘Shup up, you,’ the leader scolded him.

‘You have heard well,’ the female rider smirked. ‘So, what now? Fight or run back to your father?’

There was no one else with her, but the gang seemed reluctant to take her on. The leader, with daggers in his eyes, turned his horse and beckoned his gang to move off. Soon the square was back to its usual daily rhythms.

Lindir couldn’t help but feel impressed. ‘Wow, they just up and left!’ he muttered, ‘You must be some one really important.’

The rider turned and looked at him. He saw a pair of keen and beautiful blue eyes surveying him.

‘Thank you, stranger, for intervening,’ he said and bowed, with one hand on his breast. ‘That saved me a lot of trouble. May I know your name?’

‘The name is not important. Anyway, my advice is to steer clear of this lot. They’re nothing but trouble.’ She turned her horse, ready to ride off.

‘Well noted,’ replied Lindir, grinning.

She gave him another glance and rode away. Lindir went to the fruit vendor to apologize and compensate him for the loss of his fruits. Twice already he had to dip into his pocket because of the villainous behaviour of others.

Lindir spent the rest of the day walking around town, undisturbed, before going back to the inn when the sun was low on the western horizon, bathing the sky in a deep golden glow.

That night he found it hard to sleep, thinking about that pair of clear blue eyes.

——-
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The next day Lindir set off to the next town, following the western way towards the Golden Lion mountains, where the Lost Abode lay according to ancient lore. The weather was fair, and he wanted to reach the mountains before it started to rain.

The region west of the Central Plains was mostly wild, with sparse woodlands interspersed by rocky ridges, as the land became increasingly uneven as it rose towards the mountains. Lindir travelled on a highway that hugged the Swanlight stream as it meandered its way toward Swanberg, his next rest stop. He planned to tarry there for a couple of days, replenishing his supplies before continuing his journey. It took a few days to get there, and he camped at night along the north bank of the stream. Its water was crisp, but chilly, and at night the white light of the moon shone coldly in it.

Swanberg was a small town of a few hundred homesteads, with only one inn located towards the south side by the riverbank. His room was sparsely furnished, but homely, overlooking the river, and the food was no worse than the other fares he had been getting on his travels. Looking across the river, he could see tamed farmlands stretching southwards, orchards and fields of various sorts.

The inn seemed half empty. When Lindir arrived, he saw a few horses stabled in the yard. Despite the weariness of travel, he found it difficult to sleep again, and after a few minutes struggling in bed he went out and climbed up onto a high platform atop the main building of the inn to look at the stars.

The night air was fresh. A few lights still twinkled in several houses.

His wandering thoughts were disrupted as his eyes caught furtive movements down below. Looking more closely he saw a group of dark-clad masked men moving stealthily along the outer wall of the inn, before jumping over it, making hardly any sound.

‘Masked men?’ he muttered to himself. He had not heard of anything good coming out of masked men attacking a dwelling at night. Thinking that perhaps the inn was being robbed Lindir stood up and looked down to track the group’s movement. He caught sight of the last of them disappearing into one of the rooms below. He was ready to jump down, but before he could react, a body shot out of said window, thudding on the ground below, one of the masked attackers. There was a commotion in the room, cries and swords clashing.

Presently a dark shape jumped out of the window and landed softly. It then scaled the wall and moved quickly along the riverbank, disappearing into the night. But it was moving unevenly, with one hand holding a sword and the other hand wrapping across the shoulder. The masked assailants quickly followed.

This had all the look of an assassination attempt. Lindir jumped from the rooftop onto the wall, and with a quick bounce landed softly on the ground behind the inn. He tailed the masked group, careful not to alert them. But they were intent on their target and seemed not to notice.

As he neared a thick group of trees by the riverbank he heard again the sound of fierce fighting. He could make out several shapes converging onto another in the middle, a more slender shape, with long hair shining in the moonlight. A woman? Lindir wondered to himself.

The slender shape was quick and skilful in swordplay, each stroke sharp and decisive. A couple of the assailants were already motionless on the ground. But there were too many of them. One of them let fly a heavy blow, which was parried but nonetheless staggered its target. The others moved in.

But their blows did not land. Quick as a cat Lindir was on top of them, and with quick successive strokes he scattered them like leaves. Two more of the assailants fell. Caught by surprise the rest offered some resistance, but realizing that they were no match for him they soon fled.

Lindir turned and saw that the figure was crouching on the ground, its breaths coming in gasps. He quickly came over, kneeling down. The figure’s right shoulder was gashed, blood soaking through its garment.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked. The figure raised its head, and he recognized the pair of blue eyes looking wearily at him.

They both looked at each other for a moment in stunned silence. Here was his saviour of a few days before. She was equally surprised but too worn out to make much of this chance meeting again, or to speak.

She leaned on him as they made their way back to the inn.

A physician was hastily called over to treat her injuries, and after taking some medicine she soon fell asleep. Lindir sat by a table and kept watch.

When Lindir jerked awake from sleep it was early dawn. He had fallen asleep on the table, and his lady saviour was still deep in sleep. He went out to call for food to be prepared and to gather news. The masked men had not been seen again. Lindir worried that they would show up again, but seeing that she was injured he was not sure being on the move would be the best option. And in any case, there was not anywhere much safer to get to. He would have to fend them off, if they dared show their (masked) faces again.

When he came back with food, she was already awake, sitting in bed resting her back against the wall. Her golden hair was loose around her shoulders, her drawn and tired face stooping over a cup of coffee steaming in her hands.

Lindir pulled a chair to the bedside and sat down, looking at her.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘Much better, thank you,’ she replied softly, raising her head. Her blue eyes were as the clear autumn sky.

‘Thank you for saving my life,’ she said again.

Lindir smiled. ‘You did save me before; it’s natural to repay the favour.’

A faint smile appeared on her face. ‘Seeing what you did last night, I needn’t have intervened. Dilvot would have regretted picking on you.’

‘Dilvot?’

‘The gang leader, the town mayor’s son,’ she answered.

Lindir chuckled. ‘Ah so that’s the villain. In any case, I’m glad you did. It would have been troublesome dealing with that lot.’

There was a moment of silence. ‘You must have questions,’ she spoke again.

‘I do. But seeing that you need rest, I shall not pry. But I’d like to know your name.’

‘It’s Aurielle.’

‘Aurielle, what a beautiful name. I’m Lindir.’ She smiled.

That day no further disturbance came, and Lindir stationed himself in another room across from where Aurielle was resting, checking in occasionally and going out to survey the area.

In the evening Lindir brought food, and they had their meal together. After a day of much needed rest, Aurielle already seemed much recovered. But she spoke little, and there seemed to be a sadness in her quiet manner and still, weary eyes. She made halting reference to a family trouble, but of what trouble that brought assassins on her heels she would not say. Lindir looked at her often, observing her slender face and high nose, and marked how fair and noble she looked indeed. He also recalled how rich her garments were when they first met, and already he could make some guesses at what was transpiring. But he did not voice his thoughts. He spoke somewhat of himself, that he was a traveller making his way through the region.

After their meal he retired to his room to keep watch. He wondered what would transpire, as Aurielle shared little of what plan she had for eluding her pursuers, and where she was going. The night passed without incident.

The next morning Aurielle was gone. Lindir came into the room to check on her and found it empty. On the table there was a thank-you note, and a small brooch shaped in the form of peach blossoms. He held the brooch in his hand for a moment, then put it in the inner breast pocket of his breech and sighed. If he had the slightest idea of where she might be heading, he would look for her. The innkeeper could offer no clue, saying only that she had sought him in early dawn for supplies and then ridden straight off.

——-
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Lindir got going the next day, making his way to the next destination, Movaton, the last frontier town before the wilderness at the feet of the Golden Lion Mountains. With ample supplies, and fine hunting skills, Lindir did not see cause for hurry. He tarried in the woods, and by the stream banks. There was also plenty of fish should he get tired of meats. The days went by as he inched closer to Movaton. His thoughts rarely strayed far from Aurielle. He kept seeing in his mind her blue eyes looking at him, hiding a sadness that he could sense keenly. At times he looked at the brooch that she gave him. ‘Where are you in all this wilderness?’ he muttered to himself and sighed.

A day out from Movaton, Lindir camped on the riverbank and fished. The sun had started going down. There was a light breeze, and the clear stream carried fallen leaves down into the lower lands. He had been sitting for some time, and the fish were not biting.

There was a sound of riding coming from back east. It seemed to be a large group, riding hard, hooves beating furiously on the well beaten track.

He turned to look and saw them approaching. The leading horse seemed to be a few yards removed from the group behind.

Presently the lead rider shot past him, crouched on the horse. Arrows whistled by. The group behind followed hard. None seemed to notice the lone traveller sitting nearby.

Lindir ran to his horse, jumped on and took off in pursuit. There was no time to think. He noticed the familiar shape of the rider and the golden hair flowing in the wind.

When the pursuing group took notice of him, a few of them had already perished under his sword. They were a large group, some of whom were now fighting him, while others remained intent on catching the leading rider in front. They were no match for his skills, but their number was such that they could hold him off long enough to reach their target. He had to cut through them quickly somehow.

They left behind the cluster of woods and rode out into the open, a broken barren landscape scored with deep folds stretching out before them. The stream wandered off to their left into the higher uplands. The horses were galloping flat out, their hooves beating furiously. It was a race to see whose horses would reach exhaustion first.

One from the pursuing group was now just a horse’s length from the lead rider. He drew out his sword and reached forward. Lindir was still some way behind, weaving this way and that as he strove with the riders surrounding him. In a desperate move he let fly his sword. It landed squarely on the back of the pursuer. He crashed, catching a couple of riders with him as he fell. Lindir drew out a dagger hanging at his waist.

The group had been thinned considerably, and he was gaining on the rider being pursued, when things took a new turn. A ravine opened up

before them, a gaping chasm. They veered right, following the track as it turned north. At the turn, one of the pursuing riders let loose an arrow, and it struck the pursued rider’s horse. The horse swerved and careened off the track, toppling off the cliff edge and carrying the rider with it.

Lindir jumped on his horse and pushed himself off it. Even with the momentum he wouldn’t get far or fast enough; he had to use his ki. In a split second of focus, he gathered his inner force just enough to propel himself over the cliff edge. He could see the horse and its rider falling some way below. He used his ki again and shot downwards like an arrow. He caught the rider in his arms as they were halfway down the ravine. Spinning they fell. Lindir’s mastery of his ki was not yet at a level that he could use it to fly or air-walk. He couldn’t recover from this fall. Spinning he caught glimpses of treetops down below. He could only think of one thing, and he needed to time it well.

Fortune favoured him somewhat. They fell through a space between the trees. A few yards above ground, timing their spin such, he used his ki one more time, pushing the rider upwards onto a bough. There remained just enough time for him to create a thin envelope of protective energy around him as he crashed onto the ground. The impact knocked him out cold.
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Chapter 2
Of chicken, spectres and dragon
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When Lindir came to, it was night, and he found himself lying by a fire. Aurielle was sitting near, roasting a wild bird. The flickering firelight danced on her pensive visage. A sweet scent wafted around the camp.

‘Is that chicken?’ he asked, sniffing. His bones ached. He did not care to think how things would have turned out if he had not activated the shield in time.

Aurielle snapped out of her reverie and looked at him, bemused. ‘Where do you suppose I could find chicken in these parts? It’s a wild bird I caught.’

‘How do you know it will taste good?’ continued Lindir, undeterred.

‘I don’t.’

She hurried over as he tried to get up.

‘Don’t move too much yet. You’re badly injured,’ she spoke softly, stopping him and helping him lie back down. He had a soft cloak rolled up as pillow. Indeed, he found it hard to breathe, as if he had been laid on an anvil and pounded by a hammer. His entire body felt tender and sore.

‘Here, have something hot.’ Aurielle handed him a bowl of hot water infused with herbs. The fragrant warmth coursed through his body, invigorating his tired limbs and awakening his senses.

As he drank the brew, she looked at him and said, ‘I still do not know how you managed to save me from that fall. Twice now you have risked your life for me. If this becomes your habit, I will need several lifetimes to repay my debt.’

Lindir chuckled weakly. Putting the bowl down he said, ‘how about we settle it right now?’

Aurielle looked at him, eyebrow slightly raised.

He looked her in the eye and spoke quietly, ‘I simply did what I felt I had to do; no repayment required. But it seems fate has brought me your way for some purpose. If I could ask for something in return, perhaps I can be your companion on your journey.’

Aurielle scanned Lindir’s face, and turned and looked at the fire. She threw a log carelessly into it. ‘That is a strange reward to ask for. Why would you want to do that? You don’t even know where I am going. And is it not clear to you by now that my path is fraught with danger?’

‘It is a strange request, I admit,’ said Lindir. ‘And I cannot clearly perceive the reason myself. But if a reason is needed, how about this: danger is why I think we need each other on the road, for it seems we’re going the same way.’ She looked at him in surprise but said nothing.

Lindir continued. ‘I’ve run into you twice on this road to nowhere. Since to me it is unlikely that you’re travelling to Movaton for a vacation, my guess is that you’re seeking the Lost Abode. As for the purpose, I suppose it is connected to why you’re being pursued.’

Aurielle’s eyes opened wide. ‘You’re seeking it also?’

‘Indeed I am. And I wonder why a royal princess is seeking it as well.’

Aurielle half opened her mouth to speak, then stopped. At length she spoke, ‘at this point I know I should just stop pretending to be surprised.’

Lindir laughed softly. ‘It wasn’t a hard guess. Who can strike fear into the town mayor’s son and his band of rascals, all by herself? The royals of course; the capital and the Imperial Court aren’t far away from the town. And after that encounter I made enquiries. I needed to know the identity of my saviour.’

Aurielle sat silent. A cloud of sadness seemed to envelope her again. Her downcast eyes were clouded as with dark memories stirred. And though before Lindir was the same noble visage that he had seen in the square, it was now etched with sorrow.

Lindir looked at her and said, ‘it is clear to me that you’re carrying a grief. Will you not tell me more?’

Aurielle breathed out softly. ‘Not now, at least not willingly. The memories of it are still too near. Ever since tragedy befell, I have been consumed with thoughts of fleeing and survival. I can’t speak of it yet. Right now, my thought is on finding the Lost Abode; it is my chief hope for shelter and protection.’

Lindir nodded.

‘What about you?’

Lindir shrugged. ‘I am a wandering martial artist. I want to seek it to learn its legendary martial arts.’

‘Ah, you’re after its Sun and Moon Sword Techniques,’ said Aurielle knowingly. ‘None has seen them practiced for generations. How are you sure that they still exist?’

‘I am not, actually. My journey there is also part exploration. I am from the East, and this is my first time coming to the Central Plains. Since we share the same destination, what do you say now of us sticking together for the road ahead?’

‘I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,’ replied Aurielle, smiling at him kindly. She went to pick up the bird and handed it to Lindir. Lindir was too hungry to turn down, tasty wild bird or not.

In any case, they needed to stay put for some time before getting back on the road. They had both lost their horses, and Lindir was in no shape to walk. And though Aurielle was better able to move around, she was also nursing her injuries.

There was no lack of food in the wilds, and Aurielle showed an impressive knowledge of plants and herbs. She knew the brewing concoctions that sped up the recovery of their inner strength and made a kind of salve that helped their external injuries heal.

As soon as Lindir’s mobility allowed, they moved their camp each day, and chose sheltered spaces where their fire was least likely to be seen. In this way they inched their way north along the bottom of the ravine, picking their way through a tangle of broken boulders and thick brambles. There was so sign or sound of pursuit. They hoped that perhaps their enemy had been contented with driving them off the cliff.

For a couple of nights, they made their camp in a shallow cave in the western cliff face of the ravine. Lindir had regained much of his strength and mobility, and they spoke together of the road ahead. They knew that the road to Movaton followed the cliff edge above them, and that if they could somehow climb out of the ravine, they could follow it to the town. They had to stop by Movaton before they could go any further. Of course, there might be dangers lurking there, but they would have to risk it.

The ground had been rising steadily, such that the ravine became shallower as they went north. The cliffs on either side shrank and became less sheer. After a week groping along the jagged floor of the ravine, they found their way barred by a small cliff overhung with trees. It looked scalable, and they decided to attempt the climb.

Lindir helped Aurielle up the wall, and got ready to follow behind. As Aurielle put her foot on a tree branch to reach the cliff top, the dry branch snapped. She desperately reached out her hand to grab hold of a piece of jut-out rock, but its smoothed edge did not provide any grip. She slipped down the rock face. Lindir caught her and fell. They landed on top of each other with a thud. Lindir groaned.

‘I am sorry...’ Aurielle said apologetically. ‘The branch, it just broke.’

‘I saw that,’ said Lindir, grunting. ‘It’s just...It would be nice if we could switch places sometimes for a change.’

Aurielle hit Lindir on the shoulder and clambered off him.

They tried again at another place, and with no further mishap they scrambled up the cliff edge and back onto the level of the road.

Without riding steeds, it made little difference whether they travelled on the road itself. They decided to stay off road, on the wooded slopes to its left. This way, they could go up and round the hills to a higher place where they could have a look around. Lindir was a skilled hunter, and there were clear streams flowing down into the lower lands.

The nights were crisp and clear under the bright dome of stars, as they sat around the fire and spoke. The days in the wilds and the shared perils had turned them from accidental acquaintances into fast allies. Lindir was the more light-hearted, speaking and jesting often. Aurielle, carrying a trauma of which she had not yet spoken, was often pensive and silent. But even in her sombre mood, she responded to his jests, never showing annoyance. Lindir would make a ridiculous remark, and she would chuckle, shoot him a look, or respond with a playful gesture.

As the days passed, Aurielle felt a sense of ease in Lindir’s presence. Her heart was still heavy with the pain of loss and betrayal, so that she remained wary and even grim at times, but the sense grew in her that in Lindir she had found a true-hearted friend. His easy manners gave her comfort, and she began noticing that his care for her was done with a quiet thoughtfulness. There was a matter-of-fact aspect to it that she found endearing. Initially she wondered much as to the source of his care, but as the days went by, Aurielle found herself receiving it with a natural acceptance that surprised her. Many times, she thought of sharing with Lindir the full story of her plight, but she still could not bring herself to, though increasingly not because of a lack of trust. Rather, her mind was focused on finding a safe refuge, and in wandering through the wilderness she would like to forget her grief for a while. Still, at times, in quiet moments by herself, Aurielle thought of her family, and silent tears streaked down her grief-hardened visage. Lindir noticed it, and his heart was wrung with kind pity; but he did not let on that he knew.

After a couple of days of trudging through the sloping woods on the shoulders of the hills, they reached the top of a knoll. They look northwest and could descry white smoke rising from dwellings far off. That must be Movaton. They decided to make camp for the night, under a thin cluster of ashes and birches.

Aurielle went back downhill to hunt. The tree boughs swayed murmuring in the light breeze, as the sun went down behind the mountains in the west.

Lindir was sitting looking at the fire and whistling a tune when Aurielle came back and dropped something at his feet.

‘You’ve got your wish, Lindir.’

He turned to look. ‘What? A chicken?’ he cried in delight.

‘Indeed. There are wild chicken down the western slopes.’

‘Thank you for taking the trouble to look for them,’ said Lindir gratefully, eyeing the poultry. 

Aurielle chortled. ‘Say rather that the heavens heard your wish. I was just looking for some meats.’

Regardless, Lindir hurried off to dress the prized catch. As evening came down, the sweet scent of chicken on roast wafted around the hilltop.

That night, they perched themselves on a large flat rock, looking at the waning moon and the stars. Aurielle’s mood seemed lighter, and she whistled a tune. Its melody awakened in Lindir vague memories of distant childhood that he could not quite place. He looked at her and saw her eyes shining in the moonlight and the gentle outline of her nose against the soft nightshade.

She stopped and looked at him in turn. ‘What?’ she asked softly.

‘Nothing,’ replied Lindir, turning and looking down at the darkling plains. 

‘I notice that you’ve been looking at me like that lately.’

‘Have I been that indiscreet?’ cried Lindir in surprise. ‘I apologize! I...I’ll stop doing that.’

Aurielle smiled. ‘I am just saying. You don’t have to.’ There was a sparkle in her eyes.

They sat long into the night. Aurielle fell asleep, her head resting on Lindir’s shoulder.

——-
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There were no lodging facilities for travellers in Movaton. The town was basically a small village with a few dozen households. They sought a place to rest for the night and managed to find a household willing to take them in. It was a family of a farmer and his wife, and their two children. The farmer and his wife were grateful to receive some silver in exchange for the lodging they provided.

Aurielle and Lindir walked around the village to look for supplies. Dried foodstuff wasn’t hard to find, but it took a while for them to find riding steeds. Only one horse could be bought; they had to make do with riding together.

They left early the next morning, set for the Golden Lion mountains in search of the forgotten legendary dwelling place of the keepers of the most powerful swordplay techniques in the known world. The horse looked to be a sturdy beast of burden of the mountain variety, and for where they were going it seemed perfect for the job.

They followed a beaten path that wound its way through a rocky landscape up onto the feet of the mountains. The weather remained fine, with the occasional light rain; at night the wind blew chill from the heights westward. Each morning as they woke, the sun rising above the rim of the world bathed the eastern sky in a soft orange glow. Often Lindir would see Aurielle gazing at the distant brown haze where lay the central plains in the east, lost in thoughts. Lindir knew that she was looking towards the land of her home.

By now, Aurielle no longer kept secret that fact that she was the first princess of the Royal Family, the third child of King Calaniel, and third in line to the throne. She spoke of her family, of the throne that had been kept in her family line for nigh on a century. In particular, she spoke most fondly of Indrielle, her younger sister, the second princess, and there always seemed to be a note of heavy grief in her voice whenever Indrielle was mentioned. Of what befell her and her family Aurielle still could not bring herself to speak, and Lindir always kept a respectful distance where this matter was concerned. He told himself that whenever she felt was the right time to speak of it, he would be ready to listen. What mattered to him now was to be her companion on this journey. What would come after that, well, they needed to get through this and find the Lost Abode first, which was by no means an easy task. He wondered what they would do if their search turned out to be in vain. They were not even sure if they had truly shaken off their pursuers. So far on the road they had been careful and constantly on the lookout, fearful of a sudden ambush in the depth of night, but there had been so sign or sound of their enemy.

One evening they sat watching the eastern lands fall into the shadow of night and bright stars springing out and dotting the cloudless sky. They had been on the road together and scrambling through the rocky landscape for close to two weeks. The wandering life was not new to Lindir, but to Aurielle it was a new world.

‘You have not spoken much of yourself, Lindir,’ Aurielle said quietly.

‘There isn’t much to tell, to be honest. What do you want to know?’ he replied.

‘Where you actually come from, to start. From your speech, I had guessed that you’re from the East, as you said, but that is the extent of my knowledge.’

‘Of my origin I myself have little knowledge’. He sighed. ‘I was raised as an orphan in Lindan Temple.’

‘Lindan Temple!’ cried Aurielle. ‘You are a disciple of the Heavenly Dew Sect?’

‘Indeed I am. You know of it?’

‘Everyone in my Kingdom knows of it. Its disciples are masters of the ‘ki’. Now it’s more clear to me how you were able to save us from the fall.’

‘Not well enough. Were I a true master of the art, I could have spared us the injuries,’ Lindir said, smiling ironically.

‘How so?’ asked Aurielle, an inquiring look in her eyes. ‘What more could you have done?’

‘I could have flown us out of there.’

‘Flown? Flying?’ she gasped. ‘Is it truly possible?’ Lindir nodded.

‘Will you teach me the skill? I’d love to be able to fly.’

‘As you wish, your Highness,’ said Lindir and bowed. Aurielle gave him a hook in the ribs. Lindir doubled up and laughed. ‘We will learn together. I have acquired the fundamentals but have not achieved sustained flight.’

After a while, Lindir spoke again, ‘there’s something I am wondering about.’

‘Uh huh?’

‘How did it occur to you to seek the Abode?’

Aurielle exhaled. ‘It seemed almost an impulse at first. But now I feel otherwise. In our family we keep notes and records of traditions and legends, and the Lost Abode is one that my sister and I have always been most curious about. We talked often about going on an adventure one day to find it. When the tragedy happened, a thought came to my mind to look for it. I remember very clearly it telling me there I could find safety and refuge.’

‘I see. It’s a good thing I was going the same way.’

‘That remains to be seen,’ said Aurielle glancing at him, a twinkle in her eyes. ‘It still feels too much of a coincidence. You were not following me, were you?’

‘No! How would I have known where you were going?’ cried Lindir, looking at her, protesting. His grey eyes spoke of an injured innocence. Aurielle laughed softly to herself.

They now turned in earnest to the task of searching for the location of the Lost Abode. Both Aurielle and Lindir, growing up where they did, had access to scrolls and maps of lores and legends. Even so, accounts of the Abode were few and vague. Aurielle had a map of the Golden Lion Mountains that contained a rough indication of the Abode’s whereabouts, while Lindir carried with him a writing that mentioned an underwater entrance. Their best way forward is to find a body of water in the region indicated in the map, which lay somewhat in the middle of the mountain range, where it was at its thinnest, and there a broad vale opened into its eastern side.

They followed a trail along the eastern feet of the range, looking for signs of the vale, where the mountains should be bending inwards on both sides. But it was difficult to make out any distinguishing features among the confused and tumbled mountain mass. The mountain range stretched for hundreds of miles from the southwest to the northeast. Its midsection alone would require days of exploring. After a couple of days of uncertainly groping their way along the mountain feet, they saw a group of small hills sitting further out from the range to the east. They decided to make for them. There they hoped to have a clearer view of the mountains on higher ground and from further out.

They reached the hills as evening fell. A few birds piped mournfully in the breeze. They found the fading remnants of a track that led to a higher place and followed it. It led them to a flat space opening out towards the west. They looked at the mountains outlined against the hues of sunset, their sides darkling in the failing light, their feet steeped in shadows. They made camp and waited for the light of morning.

But the morning only brought disappointment. The sides of the mountains were draped in dark green shadows, dotted with bare rock faces and dark glens, giving no indication of where the vale might be.

Lindir surveyed the morning air and gave out a sigh. They had been on the road for some time, and weariness was setting in. ‘I am starting to miss the feel of a soft warm bed,’ he remarked. Aurielle at his side gave a grunt of assent. They looked at each other and smiled wryly. They could both feel the weight of the laborious task to come, beyond thoughts of weariness, but there was no question of turning back. Aurielle’s visage was tired and drawn, but a steely look was in her eyes.

As they turned to go down the hill, Aurielle noticed a smooth hump of rock in the middle of the flat ground that looked rather round and regular. They had not noticed it in the darkness of the night before. She came over and kneeled down to look more closely at it. Its top was worn, but a faded pattern could still be made out. What it meant they had no idea. Aurielle ran her hand over it.

What happened next was unlike anything they had experienced before. A cloud of white mist appeared as if out of nowhere, enveloping the space. And amid this thick whiteness there seemed to be several figures appearing, thin spectres of bluish light each holding a sword. There were six of them in a circle surrounding the stone.

‘What in the name of...’ Lindir muttered under his breath. But before the pair had time to gather their wits about them, the figures attacked. Spectres they were seemingly, but the bite of their swords was real. They were skilful and coordinated in their attacking moves, and the two travellers were hard put to it. Caught by surprise, they were on the back foot and could only focus on defence, parrying their attackers’ blows and dodging this way and that around the space. They came to each other’s defence and fought back-to-back, facing the spectral fighters who danced around them and looked for openings.

But as the fight went on, Aurielle and Lindir seemed to learn from each other’s style and adapt to one another. They began to read their opponents’ moves and make forays with their strikes. In their swordplay a harmonious pattern gradually emerged, in which they moved in tandem, and there was more purpose in their movements. They started fighting as one, each complementing the other. As one dodged, the other would come charging in from behind. And while one blocked an opponent’s sword, the other came in to knock back their foe. Increasingly they trusted and anticipated each other’s movements, so that when an opponent’s blade came in for Lindir from behind, with a shout from Aurielle he would let her block it, and he would then spin around and land a sharp strike on their opponent.

Their footwork weaved together into a dance, and their swords swung glittering in the thick foggy air. As they anticipated and reacted more quickly to their opponents’ patterns, Aurielle and Linder began landing blows on the phantom swordmen. And each time a figure was hit, there was a spark, and it seemed a bit of its light was lost, so that its glow lessened. Their combined skills were such that two of their opponents were eliminated, their light fading away into the air, and the fog became less heavy each time.

But it took many blows to eliminate an opponent, and Aurielle and Lindir’s strengths waned. And they were not unscathed. Lindir received a slice in his left arm, and Aurielle was gashed on the shoulder.

Three opponents remained. Being spectres they seemed untouched by fatigue. As Lindir parried and pushed back two of them he turned and saw that Aurielle was on the back foot against the third. Dizzy with weariness she stumbled backwards. The figure moved to strike. But Lindir moved quickly to swat away its attack. He landed a blow on the figure, and it disappeared.

But the other two figures bore on Aurielle in a concerted assault. Lindir turned just in time and stretched out to block a blow, but his sword was knocked loose from his grasp. The other figure was just a step behind; his sword pointed straight at Aurielle. Having now no weapon Lindir flung himself in between them, his back turned towards the attacker. He felt a searing pain, as the stab of light pierced through his chest. He keeled over, his eyes growing dim as if a dark fog had come to envelope him. As his consciousness fled away, he could dimly hear Aurielle’s voice, crying his name.

Aurielle crouched over Lindir, shielding him with her body, waiting for a final blow that would take them away from this world. But it never came. The two remaining spectres stopped and became still as statues and evaporated away together with surrounding mist. The air on the hill again became clear, and the golden light of midday shone down onto the hilltop. Aurielle and Lindir’s injuries faded away, leaving behind no trace; being made by phantoms they also disappeared when the phantoms were no more.

Lindir awoke from his swoon, as if reborn. They looked around. ‘What happened? I am not dead, am I?’ he said, his voice a hoarse whisper.

‘No.’

‘They are just gone?’

‘So it seemed. It must have been some sort of test,’ said Aurielle wearily.

‘If it was, how did we pass?’

Aurielle gave no answer, only shaking her head. She was just glad that they had escaped unscathed. They helped each other on their feet and caught their breaths. As they did so, they saw a point of light glinting in the west, coming from what seemed to be a dark glen a bit north of due west from where they were. Realization and wonder dawned upon them. Lindir remarked dryly, ‘is all this necessary? The Abode people sure are tight with their secret. That was quite a trial.’

They looked for their horse. It was waiting for them serenely on the edge of the terrace. Evidently it had not participated in the trial. Lindir felt a tinge of disappointment in finding that it remained a regular horse and was not in fact a dragon sent by the Abode to fetch them. There were many more miles to travel. They still had to pick their way through the wilderness to locate the glen.

——-
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When they reached the foot of the mountains where the glen should be, they found a hidden portage way carefully concealed between a layer of trees. It would its way up behind walls of rocks. 

When they finally reached the top, they saw a broad space surrounding a dark still lake, bordered with thick trees and tall rocks faces. The trees stood darkly in the failing light.

They looked around the area. Night was falling. In the twilight nothing could be seen clearly. There was not much they could do in the dark.

‘I don’t see much else around. Another trial?’ said Lindir wearily.

‘Maybe; though I hope it’s not another fight.’

‘Indeed. I don’t think I can take another stab in the chest.’

Lindir felt a small pebble hitting him on the cheek. ‘Hey! That could have hit my eyes.’ There was a soft laughter in the dark.

Too weary to search aimlessly around further, they made camp at the foot of a cliff further into the glen. They slept the night away without any spectral disturbance.

Dawn came bright from the east. They looked at the water surface and wondered whether the entrance lay somewhere below it. Somehow, they did not think that the people of the Abode would get in and out of their dwelling place by swimming. In any case, the water was icy cold.

They explored the dell, looking at rock faces and into nooks and crannies, peering under bushes and brambles. Day was waning, and evening was coming on. The day-long search proved fruitless. Exhausted, they slumped down by the water’s edge. They sat looking sadly at the still surface of the lake. The horse stood grazing serenely.

Presently a bird landed on the water, piping. They looked at it absent-mindedly. Night fell, and the bird still stood there. Without speaking they both stood up. The bird was standing on the surface of the water, not floating on it; its legs could be seen thrusting out of the water. There must be something lying just under the water line. What it was they could not guess in the half light.

‘I guess one of us has to swim?’ Aurielle turned and asked.

Lindir smiled grimly. ‘I’d like to avoid it if I could. Let me check it out.’ 

He propelled himself forward with his ki, his feet stepping on the air as he moved towards the middle of the lake. He landed on where the bird was with one foot, and with another bounce jumped to the other side of the lake. There was indeed a rock lying just below the water surface.

They did not have to wait long. A light shot up from where Lindir stepped on in the lake, and from it a luminous shape formed, not of warriors as before, but of a large, terrifying dragon. There was a dragon after all, as Lindir had hoped, only this dragon did not seem friendly.

Aurielle and Lindir had their blades drawn and ready. The dragon swooped down, and there by the lake they fought their latest challenger. Their swords now moved in unison. Somehow a dual swordplay technique had gradually emerged, even if they were not yet aware of it. Skilfully they dodged the dragon’s attacks, sliding on the ground or swinging through the air, and landed sharp blows of their own.

But the dragon was too powerful. The long days in the wild had sapped the duo’s strengths, and the exertions of the preceding trial had left its mark. Aurielle also had not yet had her ki. In one sweeping move the dragon sent their swords flying from their hands, while its two front legs snapped them up and held them firmly in its talons.

At that moment, as they stared into the dragon eyes, defiant but defeated at the last, a laughter ran out, reverberating around the cliff walls. But it was not a shrill laughter of an evil mind thrilled with the capture of its prey. It was an approving laughter of one who was pleased with what they had witnessed.

They were let down, and the dragon shrunk and transformed into a figure. An old man appeared before them, slightly stooping, clad in a plain grey robe. A brilliant pair of deep-set eyes looked keenly at them from under long white brows. There was a hint of a smile on the man’s visage.

‘Welcome, and well met,’ the old man spoke, his voice soft but clear. They bowed.

‘Master, we are here to...’ Aurielle started.

‘I know why you have come,’ said the old man, interrupting. ‘Come, let us get inside. It is cold out here.’

Leading them to a small barely noticed niche on the northside of the dell he touched and drew a pattern on the rock. A small door quietly opened and swung back. As they passed inside, Lindir remarked, ‘so this is the way in. Master, I had heard that the entrance lies under the water.’

The old man replied coolly, ‘that is the main gate for grand entrance. This is the side door, much more convenient.’
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