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CHAPTER 1



"Must this idiot lead us?" Canto muttered.

The group was two days out of the city of Crutchen and already their monk guide, Brother John Birch, frayed their nerves with his constant barking of orders.  The forests of Caston still stood around them, for the Temple of Phaeton lay within the elven realm.  Above them was a darkening evening sky, and in front of them at ten paces was the source of their ire.

"We must make greater haste!  The High Priest has waited for far too long already!" Birch shouted at them for the one hundredth time that fading day.

Canto grabbed the handle of his ax that lay on his back, but Ruth on Pat's horse beside him stayed his hand.  "He means well," she told the angry dwarf.

"And so do Ah," he argued.

"Let me speak to him," Pat suggested.  She heeled her horse and trotted past her friends to the solitary priest.  Pat sidled her horse beside his, and the brother smiled at her.

"I hope this pace is not too uncomfortable for you, My Lady," Brother Birch commented.

"I am fine, but why such haste?  Why does the High Priest wish to see me in so few days?" she asked him.

"I cannot say, Lady Lamikan, but I am sure all will be explained when we arrive at the Temple in two days."  He shot a glare over his shoulder at the mutinous group.  "That is, if we can make haste."

Canto growled at the priest and grabbed at his ax.  Ned pulled his horse to block the glares between Canto and Brother Birch, and he pointed with his staff up at the sky.  "Perhaps we should rest.  It will be dark soon," he suggested.

"We should keep moving for as long as the light allows," Brother Birch argued.

"But we mustn't injure ourselves on this journey.  I don't believe the High Priest would be pleased to see any of us or our steeds lame," Pat added.

Brother Birch pursed his lips, but slowed his horse.  "Very well.  We shall make camp, but we must be ready that much earlier in the morning," he insisted.  "Follow me-" He glanced over his shoulder and scowled at the group.

Already they had turned their steeds to the side of the road and were dismounting.  Brother Birch joined them at a distance and closest to Pat.  The friends staked their horses among the tall grass near the edge of the trees and unpacked their beds and food.  Canto cast dark looks at the brother while Sins took his customary place at the bottom of a nearby tree, and faced the group.  Ned built a fine blaze with the aid of his staff twenty feet from their animals.  Sticks floated from the forest and piled themselves together around a small pile of large rocks.  When enough was gathered Ned lit the dry twigs, and a great fire roared to life.

The old castor settled himself atop one of the rocks and warmed his hands in front of the fire.  A smile brightened his face and his eyes twinkled with their customary merriment.  "There is never such relief as resting one's rear after a long day's ride."

Canto seated himself close to the castor and rubbed his derriere.  "Ah think my bum fell off this morning," he grumbled.

"Does anyone wish for food?" Ruth asked the group.

"Ah thought you'd never ask, but Ah wish there wasn't so much of this damned elvish gruel," Canto replied.

Ned chuckled and nodded at the forests.  "You may find some food out there, but I must warn you the Elves have bewitched the animals so that no weapon made from man or dwarf can harm them."

Canto scowled and turned away.  "Damn elves and their damned magic," he muttered.

Pat smiled at their conversation, but she noticed someone important was missing from their group.  She glanced around and her eyes fell on Fred.  He stood near Fluffy and a healthy distance from the others.  She strode over to him and saw he had a biscuit in his mouth and was tightening some of the loose straps of his special saddle.  His hands were in a mess of strings and he tugged at the strands.

"Won't you join us?" she asked him.  His reply was to shake his head and mumble a few words through the biscuit.  Her smile slipped from her lips.  "If this has anything to do with your being the son of Canavar-" Again he shook his head.  "It wasn't your fault with the ship.  We know it was Canavar who controlled you," she told him.  He furiously shook his head and the biscuit nearly fell from his mouth.  She frowned at him.  "Well, if it isn't any of those things then what is it?"

Fred's shoulders slumped and he spat the biscuit from his mouth.  "I said I can't join the others because I'm stuck.  I can't get my hand out of the saddle straps and when I try Fluffy-Fluffy!" Fluffy tried to pull away to snatch the biscuit from the ground, but the creature's reins were wrapped securely around a thick branch of a tree.  "Hold still while I get my hand free!" Fred ordered his beast.

While Fred fought with his steed, across the way Brother Birch's eyes were wide and his mouth hung slightly open.  The biscuit placed against his lips was forgotten, and his fingers trembled.  He shook himself and a deep scowl slipped onto his lips.  He nibbled slowly on his biscuit and his narrowed eyes watched the pair carefully.

Back at the horses, Pat blinked at Fred and Fluffy, and then a smile slipped onto her lips.  She sighed and shook her head.  "For a castor you are sometimes so very helpless," she scolded him.

"Yeah, well, why don't you try to get this knot free?" Fred challenged her.  Pat reached out and pulled on a single strap.  The whole mess fell from Fred's hands.  He sighed and rubbed his sore hands.  "Well, I would have freed myself soon."

"More like later, now let's return to the others," she advised.  Pat turned away from Fred, but he caught her hand and pulled her back.

Fred's lips were pursed and he looked her in the eyes.  She felt her cheeks blush against his strong, steady gaze.  "You talked about Canavar and him thinking I'm his dead son.  I know you and the others don't care, and to be honest I don't even know if Canavar's telling the truth.  I mean, he is our enemy and he is insane."

"It wouldn't matter even if he was telling the truth.  We're still here for you," Pat insisted.

Fred smiled and gave a nod.  "I know."

"What are ya two doing over there?  Playing in the swamps?" Canto called to them.

"'Playing in the swamps?'" Ruth repeated.

Canto leaned toward her and winked.  "It means having their way with one another, if ya know what I mean."

Ruth blinked at him and shook her head.  "No, I don't know what you mean."

Canto coughed and his cheeks beneath his whiskers blushed.  "Well, if ya don't then I'm not telling ya."

Ned hid his chuckle behind a cough.  "It seems we have quite a bit of energy tonight.  Perhaps Pat could use more of your wisdom?" he asked of the dwarf.

Canto shook his head.  "Nah.  Ah've taught her the best of what Ah know.  She'll survive any skirmish that scum Canavar can send our way."

Brother Birch jumped to his feet and marched over to the group.  "What is the meaning of this?  Lady Lamikan cannot fight," he argued.

"It seems there is no one to teach her any new skills, so your worries are unfounded," Ned countered.

Sins stood from his tree and strode over to the companions.  "I will teach her."

Everyone turned to him with wide eyes and slightly ajar jaws.  Brother Birch sputtered and pointed an accusing finger at the assassin.  "B-but you're an assassin!  You can have nothing decent to show the Lady!"

"Battle is not decent," Sins argued.

"What do you have to show me?" Pat spoke up.

Sins' dark eyes fell on Pat.  "Canto has taught you how to fight an enemy weapon against weapon.  I will teach you how to disarm your opponent."

Canto snorted.  "Just like an assassin to make the odds in their favor."

Pat smiled and bowed her head to Sins.  "I would be honored if you would teach me."

Brother Birch quivered and his teeth ground together so loudly the horses were spooked by the grinding noise.  "Lady Lamikan, do you think it wise-"

"To learn how to defend myself when our adventure is not over?  I think it very wise," she informed him.  She turned her attention back to Sins.  "I am ready whenever you are willing."

"We will start now."  Sins surprised the group when he turned and strode toward the trees.  Before anyone could stop him he had disappeared into their dark depths.

Everyone stood and Pat sprinted after him.  She stopped at the edge of the shadows and peered into the darkness.  "Sins?  Sins?" she called.

Canto gazed at the shadowed canopy above her and his eyes narrowed.  "Best draw yer sword, missy," he advised her.

"What?  Why-ouch!" she yelped.  Something flew into her head and fell to the ground.  She stooped and picked it up.  "An acorn?" she wondered.  Another one knocked against her head.  She rubbed the sore spot and glared at the darkness over her head.  "Will you quit that?"

Sins dropped from the canopy two yards from her.  Tucked in one arm was a pile of acorns, and in his free hand was a handful of the small projectiles.  "Will an enemy stop if you ask nicely?" he countered.

"No, but-ouch!  Stop that!"  He'd thrown another half dozen, and the sharp tops stabbed her face and arms.

"Now disarm me," he instructed her.

"Gladly," Pat replied as she pulled forth her sword from the scabbard at her waist.

"Lady Lamikan, please!" Brother Birch cried out.

The brother hurried toward her, but Ned caught the hood on Birch's robes and pulled him back.  "I can assure you there is no physical danger-"

"Ouch!  Sins, stop that and fight me!" Pat scolded the assassin.

"-too much physical danger for Pat," Ned assured the priest.

Birch freed himself from Ned's hold and whipped around to glare at the old castor.  "If something does happen to Lady Lamikan then you will be answerable to the High Priest."

Ned chuckled and seated himself so he had a good view of the one-sided fight between Pat and Sins.  "I will take that chance."

While they spoke Pat stood in a defensive stance against Sins and his sharp nuts.  She tried to slice them as they flew at her.  "If your lesson is to teach me to tolerate small amounts of pain then you are succeeding," she snapped at him.

"No, I am trying to teach you to disarm an opponent who is too far to reach," he corrected her.  Sins threw a handful of nuts at her and she tried to slice them with her sword.  A few deflected off her blade and dropped to the ground at her feet while other acorns hit their mark of her body.

"How am I supposed to slice these damn things?" Pat growled.

"You aren't," Sins replied.

Pat dropped the tip of her sword onto the ground and glared at him.  "Then how am I supposed to fight you?"

"You must use my own weapon against me by deflecting the acorns back at me," he explained.

Her face twisted with disbelief.  "Surely you jest."  He threw another acorn that hit her square in the forehead.  She narrowed her eyes and held her sword in front of her so the flat side of the blade faced Sins.  "Try that again," she dared him.

Sins threw another handful.  Pat pulled back her sword and swung it forward.  The flat side of the blade acted like a paddle, and when it connected with the acorns half of them shattered and the other half flew back toward Sins.

He stepped aside and dodged them, and there was a twinkle in his dark eyes.  "Very good.  Now we shall try with my full strength," he told her.

Pat's eyes widened as he pulled back his throwing arm.  "Not ready!  Not ready!" she shouted.

And the sharp, pointy punishing practice began in earnest.
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A half hour later found Pat covered in welts shaped like acorns.  A pile of the sharp nuts lay at her feet.  Sins' armful of acorns was depleted to nothing, and his body was unharmed.  Pat's shoulders slumped and she gasped for breath.

"Will you. . .not try another?" she challenged him.

"That is enough for tonight," Sins replied.

Brother Birch stood stiffly on the sidelines and at the finish he stepped forward.  "I should say so.  Lady Lamikan must have her rest," he insisted.

Pat straightened and sheathed her sword.  "I will be fine, Brother Birch.  They were only acorns."

He strode over and slipped a little on the pile of nuts at her feet.  "Anything thrown by an assassin is dangerous, and anyone in that profession is very untrustworthy."

Pat frowned at him.  "I would trust Sins with my life," she argued.

He placed a hand on her shoulder and condescendingly smiled down on her.  "Soon you needn't do that.  The protection of the Temple is only two days off.  I am sure you are eager to see your home after such a long absence."

She stepped away from his grasp, but smiled at him.  "Yes, well, we shall see what the High Priest wishes to speak with me about.  For now I am famished."

"There are plenty of cracked nuts to eat," Ned suggested.

Pat scowled at him.  "Then they are yours to eat," she invited him.  She marched away from the nuts and plopped herself among the food supplies given to them by the elves.

The others, excluding Sins, soon joined her at the fire.  Brother Birch frowned and strode past the group.  He paused behind Fred and glanced down at the young man.  His eyes narrowed and the hand closest to Fred, his left hand, twitched at his side.

"Is there something the matter, Brother Birch?" Ned asked him.

Brother Birch stiffened and loosened his shoulders with a twist.  "I am fine."  He marched away from the group and to his lonely spot beside his horse.

Ned followed the brother with his eyes, and his grip on his staff tightened.

"Ned?  Ned?" Ruth called to him.

He started and turned to her.  "Yes, my dear?"

She held out a plate of biscuits.  "Would you like a biscuit?"

He smiled, but shook his head.  "I am fine."

"But you've hardly eaten anything," she persisted.

"This body needs very little sustenance to sustain itself.  A drop of water and a handful of beans would suffice to last me a day," he assured her.

"A potful of beans for me, if you're offering," Canto spoke up.

Pat wrinkled her nose.  "I don't believe the elven magic that protects the animals would be any match for the results of such a feast."

"Then at least we'd have something decent to eat," Canto countered.

"Though we have such a great amount of energy to bicker, I suggest we get our rest," Ned interrupted their verbal tussle.

"I will explore the road ahead," Ruth offered.

"A good idea.  For the rest of us we shall sleep," Ned agreed.

Brother Birch scoffed.  "What use would a-" His words died in his throat as Ruth rubbed her amulet and resumed her true form.  He stumbled back and pointed a quivering finger at the gargoyle.  "What blasphemy is this?  Cavorting with devils?" he shrieked.

"Ruth is a gargoyle, not a devil," Pat gently corrected him.

"And a sight better than yerself. . ." Canto muttered.

"But-"

"No 'buts' until the morning, if you please," Ned commented as he and the others lay down on their blankets.

Brother Birch clenched his fists at his sides and his body trembled with anger.  He was ignored by everyone as they settled into sleep.  The brother spun around to face his lonely bed, but he paused and cast another look at the group, more specifically Fred.  His eyes narrowed, but he soon turned away and settled in for the night.

In a hour the tired companions were asleep and the firelight had died to a dull glow, but a figure near their midst stirred.  It was Brother Birch.  He rose from his bedding blanket and slunk over to where the others lay in a half circle around the dying embers of the fire.  He turned his attention to Pat and Fred who lay to his left.  His dark eyes swept over Pat and he shook his head.  He moved his gaze to Fred, and the soft look in his eyes changed to burning hatred and confusion, the kind that could only be quenched by blood and answers.  The brother reached into his robe and grasped something beneath the cloth.

"A little softer or you may wake the others, Brother Birch," a voice spoke up.  The voice startled Birch.  He yanked his hand from his robe and swung around to find Ned standing four feet behind him.  Birch looked back at the sleeping blankets and saw a figure lying in Ned's bed.  Dry grass stuck out at places.  Ned leaned on his staff and chuckled.  "Never let an enemy know where you are."

Birch stood straight and turned to Ned with a frown and a raised eyebrow.  "Is that what you consider me?"

Ned pushed off from his staff and sauntered around Birch so he stood beside Fred.  "Do allies steal beside their friends in the dead of night and threaten their lives?"

"I wasn't threatening anything," Birch protested.

Ned's eyes flickered between the sleeping Fred and the awake priest.  He nodded at Birch's robe.  "Then what have you there?  A gift of sweets for my young apprentice?"

Birch sneered and turned away towards his bed.  "I do not have to-" He started when he saw Ned stand before him and block his path to his bed.

"You needn't answer my question, but if you touch even a hair on that young man then you will answer for it," Ned warned him.

"A threat?" Birch mused.

"A promise," Ned corrected him.

Birch frowned and brushed past Ned, but he had a few final words for the castor.  "We will see who can keep their word on the morrow."

Ned pursed his lips, but didn't deign to reply.  Instead he strode over to the group and seated himself on one of the rocks.  He watched Birch resume his spot on his sleeping blanket and, after a few minutes, fall into slumber.  Ned kicked at the body in his bed and hay poked through his top blanket.  His eyes wandered over to Fred, and their hard look softened.  He leaned against his staff and watched over the young man, and the others, for the remainder of the night.





At daybreak the companions awoke to the smell of meat over the fire.  Ned stood by a large pan and poked at the simmering contents.  "Are you all so tired that hunger is second to sleep?" he called to the friends.

Canto sat up and glared at Ned.  "Yer getting almost as bad as that preacher," he growled.

Pat rose and looked around.  His horse stood nearby saddled and ready.  "Where is Brother Birch?"

Canto frowned.  "Aye, where is that rascal?  He should've woken us up an hour ago with his croaking like an old woman."

Ned nodded at the woods.  "Relieving himself."

On cue, the brother appeared from the woods girdling his loincloth beneath his robe.  He smiled at Pat and ignored the others.  "Lady Lamikan, I am pleased to see you have arisen."

"Yes, but is something the matter?  Your call did not waken us," she replied.

Birch grasped her hands in his own and looked into her eyes.  "I must ask you once more.  Will you not forsake your companions and hurry with me to the temple?"

She smiled and shook her head.  "A stampeding cantankus could not change my course."  Fluffy raised his head and appeared to frown.

Brother Birch sighed and released her hands.  "Very well.  Since you are in no hurry to reach the temple I will leave you and ride on ahead."  He turned to the companions as they rose from their beds and frowned at them.  "I expect to find Lady Lamikan healthy and content when you reach the temple on the morrow."

Ned raised an eyebrow and his eyes flickered to Canto.  The dwarf, too, frowned.  Ned coughed into his hand.

"If you'll pardon me, Brother Birch, but we would rather have an escort," Ned requested.

Canto whipped his head to Ned and stared daggers at the old castor.  "What're ya-"

"It has been a while since I crossed over this road, and none of the others know the route.  We might become lost," Ned insisted.

Brother Birch was as displeased with Ned's suggestion as Canto.  "The road is impossible to miss, and if all goes well I will return to you before you reach the temple."

"Come come, Brother Birch.  You are being exceedingly difficult at such an early hour," Ned protested.  He gestured to Pat.  "Surely the High Priest wouldn't want you to abandon Pat, not when we are so near the temple, and unless the protocol has changed it will be rather difficult for us to get inside the temple without a monk escort."

Canto grabbed Ned by the front of his cloak and pulled the old man down to his level.

"What're ya doing?" Canto hissed.

"It is wise to keep your friends close, but your enemies closer," Ned commented.  Canto growled, but released Ned.  Ned stood and turned to Brother Birch.  "What say you, my dear Brother Birch.  Will you remain with us, weary and slow travelers as we are, and guide us?"

Brother Birch pursed his lips, but gave a curt nod.  "If you insist."

Ned smiled and bowed his head.  "We are most grateful.  Now if you will be patient enough to wait, we will finish our breakfast.  Now who wishes for some fresh rabbit stew?  Fluffy and I took an early morning stroll and came upon it munching on its own breakfast."

"But how did you get it?  I thought you said the animals were enchanted and couldn't be killed," Fred reminded him.

The old castor chuckled.  "There are rules in magic, and there are ways around the rules.  The magic of the elves doesn't stop other creatures from killing the animals, merely the more intelligent ones from killing those weaker than themselves."  Fluffy pulled back his lips and growled.  "Those intelligent animals with two legs," Ned corrected himself.

"Smells good," Canto mused as he grabbed a bowl.  Fred was right behind him.

Pat hesitated as a thought came to mind.  She cringed and pointed at the food.  "Does that mean that Fluffy caught that?"

Fred and Canto froze and whipped their heads to Ned, who shrugged.  "Only long enough to kill it," he assured them.

"Good enough for me.  Anything's better than the elf food," Canto spoke up.

"I'm in," Fred agreed.

Pat threw up her arms in disgust and Ruth came up behind her to pat her friend on the shoulder.  "Perhaps it isn't so bad," Ruth suggested.

Pat turned to her with a deep frown.  "I see you're not partaking of the food," she noted.

Ruth sheepishly grinned and shrugged.  "Not hungry."
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"Uh-huh.  Well, I've lost my appetite for rabbit, but there's still plenty of elf food left," Pat mused.  She dug into the biscuits given by the elves.

Ned shrugged and munched on a rabbit leg.  "Meat is a hearty meal, and there is some ancient magic in it."

Fred perked up his head.  "What sort of magic?"

Ned raised the picked bone so all could see.  "Well, we may have some luck with us."

"A rabbit's bone?" Pat guessed.

"And it's foot.  Nothing in the world is luckier than that," he told her.

"But isn't it supposed to have its hair and muscle intact to be effective?" Pat countered.

Ned blinked and glanced at the bone he had picked clean.  He shrugged and tossed the bone over his shoulder.  "Yes, well, perhaps we'll catch another before the crossroads."

"For the rabbit's sake I hope not. . ." Pat mumbled.

Ned stood and stretched.  He winched when his back cracked in a dozen places.  "Well, we should be off then.  If Brother Birch is kind enough to wait then we should be kind enough to hurry.  At least a little."

The friends mounted their steeds and went on their way.  Brother Birch led the way and didn't deign to turn to see how close they followed.

Ruth sat behind Pat and leaned forward to catch her friend's attention.  "I have never seen a Temple of Phaeton.  What is it like?"

Pat smiled.  "It's a place of grand marble halls and towering columns.  The brothers have a splendid library full of books of ancient knowledge."

"None of which Birch has used, Ah'll bet," Canto spoke up.

Pat frowned at him.  "Every brother is required to study some subject under the tutelage of a master so that one day he will take their place.  There is a young man there, an old friend named Nathaniel Rose, who is studying to be a fine brother in the order of metal working, but he is rather strange."

Ruth tilted her head to one side.  "Strange how?"

Pat smiled and laughed.  "He thinks of nothing but tinkering with his mechanical toys.  None of them ever work, but he is tenacious, and a good friend.  He is the one I most long to see."

"And there are only priests at the temple?" Ruth wondered.

Pat shook her head.  "No.  There is currently a castor of very high standing who is Master of Magic, a Simonius Rufus."  Ned scoffed and Pat shot him a glare.  "What is so amusing?"

"I know Rufus quite well.  It would be kind to say he is a jack of some trades and a master of nothing," he suggested.

"Rufus has studied the arts of castoring for fifty years and knows a great deal.  Perhaps more than you," she argued.

A small smile slipped onto Ned's lips.  "We shall see."

There was an uneasy quiet among the group for a moment until Ruth spoke up again.  "But what of the buildings?  Are they all made of marble?"

Pat smiled and nodded.  "Yes.  Pure marble carried from the quarries to the far east.  They shine like glass."

"Ah've no doubt it's all them robes being dragged along the floor," Canto quipped.

"It must be very beautiful," Ruth commented.

"Yes, and if you climb to the roof of the temple you can see the country for miles.  A small village lies to the southwest and trades with the temple," Pat added.

"Is not all the building the temple?" Ruth asked her.

Pat shook her head.  "No.  The temple is very large, but there are other buildings there such as the sleeping quarters and the stables.  There is even a separate building for eating and cooking."

"And we will reach this place tomorrow at noon?" Ruth guessed.

"Aye, if that wily robe-wearing idiot doesn't drive us to death," Canto spoke up.

Brother Birch rode ten yards ahead of them and didn't slacken the trotting pace of his horse until near midday.  He stopped and held up his hand.  Brother Birch's eyes were on the road ahead of them.  The companions halted their horses behind him.

"Wait.  I hear something," he called to them.

"That would be me bum.  It's telling ya to slow down," Canto quipped.

Birch stood on his stirrups and narrowed his eyes.  "Someone is coming," he explained.

"This is a public road, Brother Birch," Ned reminded him.

Birch shook his head.  "But I hear bells."

Pat's eyes widened.  "Then it must be a messenger from the temple.  They strap bells to their saddles."

"Why would they do that?" Fred spoke up.

"So their enemies can hear 'em coming," Canto quipped.

"So the one their looking for can hear them, even if they are lost or just off the path," Pat explained.

Soon all the companions could hear the jingle of tiny bells, and in a moment a horse and rider rounded the corner twenty yards ahead of them.  The horse was a brown chestnut and the rider was a white young man of sixteen.  He was pale from lack of sun and covered in a thick layer of sun screen and clothes.  A turban adorned his head and he gripped the reins tight.  The reason for this was because the horse was out of control.

The horse took the corner at a high sprint.  Its eyes were wide and its nostrils flared.  The frightened beast's hooves pounded the ground and its muscles strained for more speed.  There were bells all around the saddle, and they jingled like a chorus of avid Dark Phaeton worshipers in the midst of an orgy of song and dance.

The rider and horse flew past the surprised Brother and would have flown past the others if Fred and Fluffy hadn't acted.  Fred turned Fluffy and sprinted into the path of the oncoming horse.  He brought out his broken pieces of stick, but didn't transform it into his staff.  The horse flew a foot past him and Fred whipped one stick out.  It caught in the reins held by the terrified young man, and Fred quickly shoved the stick in his hand into Fluffy's mouth.  The cantankus' powerful jaws snapped down on Fred's stick and pulled on the horse's reins.

The horse jerked back and twisted around so it faced them.  It whinnied and pulled at its reins, but Pat handed her reins to Ruth and slid off her horse.  She rushed over and snatched the reins before Fred's stick slipped from them.

"Easy.  Easy there," she cooed to the terrified beasts, both man and horse.  She pulled the horse close to her and petted its soft nose.  The horse gazed into her eyes and quieted.  "That's a good boy.  You needn't fear anything here."

"E-Elsa?" came a quiet voice from the shivering bundle of clothes.

Pat's eyes widened.  "Nate?  Nate, what in the world are you doing here!  You never leave the temple!"

"A-and I'm sorry I d-did this time," he stuttered.

"Nate!  My god, get down from there!  You were always terrible at horses!" she scolded him.

Pat helped her friend off the tired horse and onto the hard ground.  Some of the clothes slipped and revealed his wide brown eyes and quivering lips.  He was of slight build and wore a coarse brown robe beneath the heavy woolen cloaks.  His hands were stained black and his nose sported a pair of spectacles with thick lenses.

"They gave me the gentlest horse in the stables, but I couldn't handle him," Nate replied.

Brother Birch trotted over to them and scowled at the cowering Nathaniel Rose.  "You didn't lose the message, did you?"

Pat turned and glared at the brother.  "Brother Birch, I hardly think now is the time to discuss business.  Can't you see he's been frightened half to death?"

"And then some," Nate added.

Birch pursed his lips and scowled at the young man.  "Well, what startled you?"

"T-there was a snake, and the horse ran, and I couldn't stop it," Nate replied.

Birch sneered at him.  "You are not a very proficient horseman.  Why are you out here on the saddle of a messenger?"

"The High Priest thought it would be a welcome surprise for me to greet you," Nate explained.  He reached into his bundle of clothes with shivering fingers and pulled out an envelope.  "A-and he instructed me to give you this message."

Birch snatched the envelope from the young man's hand and pulled open the flap.  His eyes brushed over the contents and he raised an eyebrow.  "I see.  Thank you for bringing this important message," he thanked as he stuffed the envelope into his robes.

"What does it say?" Pat asked him.

"Only that the High Priest hopes your trip is going well," Birch replied.  His eyes looked up and down Nate.  "What were your orders after you delivered your message?"

"I was to return with you," Nate replied.

"You will return, but not with me," Birch corrected him.  He gripped his reins in both hands and nodded at Pat.  "You will escort Lady Lamikan back to the temple."

Nate's eyes widened.  "Alone?"

"Yes, alone."

Ned trotted up to them.  "Brother Birch, this is very unusual.  You are a brother in the Order of Phaeton while Nate, though an honest young man, is only an apprentice, and yet you task him with what you have described as an invaluable task?  Has Pat's safety been pushed aside by a greater calling?"

"I can't divulge the details of the message, but I must ask that you keep Lady Lamikan safe until she approaches the temple.  Then we will handle her safety," Birch instructed him.

"Then I can't convince you to stay?" Ned guessed.

Birch turned his horse towards the road.  "No.  I must give explicit instructions for Lady Lamikan's return, and I will not entrust such a delicate message to anyone else."  Nate hung his head, and Pat squeezed his shoulder.  "Do I have your promise you will protect her?"

"You have our word," Ned promised.

Birch turned his nose up.  "I suppose that is all I can accept from you, for what little it is worth."  He turned his back on them and strode over to his steed.  Birch mounted his horse and turned so he faced the companions.  "If Phaeton grants me speed I will return to you before midday tomorrow.  If not, stop and wait for me at the crossroads."

Ned raised an eyebrow.  "But the crossroads are five miles from the temple."

"It will allow me to guide you into the temple myself and present you to the High Priest according to the honor you deserve," Birch explained.  He returned his attention to Pat and bowed his head to her.  "Farewell, Lady Lamikan.  May Phaeton bring you to the temple in safety."  Birch turned his horse and galloped hard down the road.  In a few moments he rounded a corner and was gone but for the faint echo of his horse's hooves.

CHAPTER 4


Canto folded his arms across his chest and scowled.  "Ah don't like this.  He was all for dragging us along yesterday, and today he couldn't get away from us fast enough.  Something's not right," he insisted.

Pat frowned at him.  "Are you accusing Brother Birch of mischief?"

The old dwarf shook his head.  "Nope.  Ah'm accusing him of being up to trouble that we don't want or need."

"Brother Birch may not be a particularly sensitive person, but he means well," she argued.

"His meaning well doesn't mean it's meaning well for us," Canto countered.

"You both forget we have a guest with us," Ned spoke up.

"I am fine, Castor Ned," Nate argued.  He stood and swayed on his shaky legs.  Pat caught him and he smiled at her.  "I only hope I am worthy to bear the responsibility that has been given to me."

Pat smiled at him.  "I'm sure you are.  Now let me introduce you to my friends.  They have helped me on my journey, and I would trust them with my life."  She turned to her friends and nodded at them one at a time.  "There is Sins, Canto, Ruth, Ned you know, and-" she paused at Fred and his cantankus, "this is Fred with his cantankus, Fluffy."

Nate's eyes grew wide at the sight of the large beast.  "A-a real cantankus?"

"It ain't a dog. . ." Canto muttered.

"How do you do, Nathaniel Rose," Ruth spoke up as she bowed her head to him.

"A little tired.  I don't often leave the walls of the temple," Nate admitted.

Ned leaned forward in his saddle and studied the young man.  "And yet the High Priest asked you to come to us."

Nate blushed and hung his head.  "I suppose that is my fault.  I had mentioned I would like to go on an adventure, and I am sure one of my teachers mentioned this to the High Priest."

"You've come a little late to the party, my lad, but perhaps that Brother Birch will oblige you with some trouble," Canto suggested.

"If he does we will be less likely to find it here, and less likely to reach the temple jabbering like old hens," Ned spoke up.

Pat turned to her friend.  "Can you mount your horse?"

"That steed's no good for carrying someone right now," Canto argued.  "Let the young fellow ride on one of ours."

"Fluffy can take him," Fred offered.

Nate looked at the cantankus and what little color he had drained from his face.

"I will ride with you, Fred, and Nate may ride with Pat," Ruth offered.

In a short while everyone had taken their places and Sins held the reins of Nate's horse.  They trotted down the road at a slower pace than the grueling pace Birch had demanded.  Nate and Pat rode near Fred and Ruth, and the curious young woman noticed the black marks on Nate's fingers.

"Are you a scribe?" she asked him.

Nate blushed and shook his head.  "No, not exactly.  I'm studying to be a metal worker."

Canto scoffed.  "What good are those in a temple without swords?"

"A great many of the eternal flames of Phaeton are encased in metal bowls.  We create and repair those," Nate explained.

"Do you design them with ink?" Ruth persisted.

"Yes, but these aren't ink stains," Nate replied.

Pat smiled.  "You can tell them, Nate.  There's nothing to be ashamed of."

"I. . .well, I invent mechanical machines.  Usually just simple little things like toys," Nate admitted.

"Ah'd like to see something of these inventions," Canto spoke up.  Nate's face piqued up and he smiled.

Pat's face paled and she shook her head.  "I am sure they are all at the-"

Nate patted his bundle of cloaks.  "I have one on me if we could stop but a moment for a demonstration," he offered.

Pat's eyes widened and she whipped around to face Nate.  "Nate, have you forgotten the old stables?"

"What about old stables?" Ruth asked her.

Nate winced.  "I-well, I sort of burned them down with one of my inventions.  They were very old wooden stables, and the toy caught fire, and-well, I was severely reprimanded.

Canto gestured to the green forest.  "There's no dry wood ta burn here, and plenty of room, too, if'n we stop at one of these smaller fields."

Pat vehemently shook her head.  "I would not advise such a demonstration."

Ned chuckled.  "The cat is out of the bag now, Pat, so we may as well let him show us."

Pat cringed, but turned her horse to a wide strip of grass beside the dirt road.  Everyone dismounted and led their horses behind Nate.  Ned and Pat were the only exceptions.  They stayed on the opposite side of the road.  Pat looked over Ned and frowned.

"Why are you not over there for the demonstration?" she scolded him.

Ned smiled.  "I have seen Nate's inventions from a short distance once before, and I prayed to Phaeton that if my eyebrows grew back I would learn from my mistake."

Pat waved to their companions who eagerly surrounded Nate.  "And them?"

"They, too, will learn," Ned quipped.

Nate stood halfway between the forest and the road, a distance of fifteen yards.  The ground was mostly level with only a small mound here and there and some sticks and branches among the grass and weeds.  He reached into his thick robes and pulled out a small metal man.  The man stood straight and had joints only on the elbows and knees.  Its head was round with a flat top, and had a poorly painted face on the ground.  It wore no clothes, but its body was painted completely black and in its arms it held a small black tube.  On its back was a key, and Nate turned the key several times.  A creaking noise accompanied each and every turn.

Canto pointed at Nate as he turned the key.  "What're ya doing that fer
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