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Prologue

Phut gazed upward at his creation.

In his mind’s eye he

could clearly see the way it looked from outside - the towering,
red rock piercing the blue sky above, chiseled to point their way
towards heaven, a defiant scream that they would not submit.
But now, inside the giant cavern, he looked up at the
grand central column, polished stone, rows of panels, gears and
controls. This was the day they would prove that none of them
needed God. They would be joined as one great mind with no
help from the Creator, no need for Him or His laws.
Heart swelling with pride, Phut closed his eyes and
spoke the words they had all been waiting for - “Begin the test!”
Nothing happened.

He turned to the group of scientists and engineers behind
him. They stood looking at him as if he had lost his mind.
“Begin the test!” he tried again.
Again, nothing.
“What is wrong with all of you?”
“Kai eista no?”
Phut heard the man speaking, but could not understand
him. He spun slowly in a circle, meeting the eyes of each man,
and seeing only confusion.
“Draal! Or latteli becroda?”
“Zerrol neto crootoo!”
Everyone suddenly began speaking, desperately trying to
be understood by the others, and failing. Shocked and horrified,

they gradually grew silent again as the truth slowly sank in.
Heart beating madly in his chest, Phut looked at the men he had
known all his life, tears streaming unheeded down his cheeks.
He knew their families, helped build their houses, bounced their
children on his knee - now they seemed very far away and
strange.
All eyes turned toward the Great Tower, without
understanding their team could not continue the tests - their
life’s work was ended.
Phut, son of Ham, son of Noh, knew his world had
changed forever.
……………………
For several days the large city held together, many still
hoping that the confusion was temporary. Those who
understood each other clung together for comfort, and gradually

began drifting out from the city to begin a new life elsewhere,
never to see the others again. Phut saw the pain in the eyes of
those who left, anguished over leaving lifelong friends, despair
at never being able to speak to them, anger at what was being
done to them.
As the leader of his own small clan, Phut gathered his
followers and told them of his plan. Others were abandoning
the Grand City, including the Great Tower; he knew as well as
anyone why The One God had sent the confusion, and Phut
refused to submit. He also knew more than anyone what the
Great Tower was capable of. The plan had formed in his mind
in great detail, like a shining path through the dark ages ahead.
The Great Tower would not be forgotten. It would rise again
someday, and fulfill its destiny.
“The others are leaving our Grand City.” He stood tall,
head held high. “We will be leaving as well, but we will not be

abandoning our great plan. God above has tried to foil us, but
we will not let Him win. We will be victorious, even if it takes
many generations. God thinks he has beaten us, but he has only
slowed us down. You will see…..” Phut’s eyes narrowed, his
mouth becoming a tight, thin slash. “Listen well, and you will
understand.”
Generations passed – through hundreds of years the
families of Earth fell in love, bore children, created families.
Some became great hunters, like Nimrod, others became skilled
in music and art. Some children grew rich, others grew poor,
some remembered God, others forgot Him. Phut’s descendants
never forgot God, but they also did not bow to Him. They
became skilled at watching the other families of Earth, choosing
to create their own template for the perfect human and working
out a way to breed that perfection into their next generations.
Sometimes they watched the other families in order to find likely

wives for their sons, girls who would grow to have the abilities
they desired. Phut’s descendants grew skilled at manipulation,
working out their own plan within other families without anyone
else ever realizing.
The Great Tower became lost in time, even its memory
growing dim in the ensuing years.
Then it happened. Their prince was born, and they knew
their time had come.
……………………Teman…………………..
The prince had been born to his position, born to be
honored, obeyed, feared - and he knew it. Teman reveled in it
all – from his earliest memories he expected obedience,
enjoying his power over people. Raised by those with a deep
resentment against God, the bitterness born and harbored in
ancient Phut’s heart had been carried through the generations to

Teman, and now there was no stopping it. Perhaps long ago,
Phut would have understood if he had cared to trust God, relied
on the things that God had taught his people so long ago, those
things that everyone knew but Phut chose to ignore. Now the
bitterness was entrenched in Teman’s tribe so deeply that
perhaps only God Himself would be able to remove it.
.....................................
Teman could see the tiny pockets of people dotting the
countryside all around, as clearly as if he were physically
standing in the clouds overhead. He watched the people in the
village streets going about their little jobs, taking care of their
little lives. He saw them live and love and laugh and die – and
he wanted to part of it. He simply saw them as a new target, a
new acquisition, a new hold for his power. They didn’t know,
those people down there, that the dampening of their spirits was
from him. Teman considered himself an artist creating a

masterpiece, gradually spreading apathy, carefully tucking it
into corners, gently dusting the villagers with a thin sheet of
carelessness so lightly that they never sensed its approach.
Apathy had always been Teman’s favorite emotion – it took
almost no energy from himself, and left people helpless, barely
able to lift their hands to their mouths. As an added bonus, once
most people became accustomed to living their life without
caring they usually settled into it well on their own, losing the
need for Teman to constantly monitor their condition.
Basically they fell into his trap and then stayed there of
their own free will. He already had whole regions in his trap,
many of them no longer struggling at all. Of course, there was
the minor scuffle, an individual who was a bit more insightful,
unwilling to accept what they saw happening around them.
Usually those were dealt with by his men, or sometimes the
unsuspecting villagers would reject them as abnormal, fanatics,

someone to be relegated to the fringes or run out of town
altogether. Often they were just ignored, people passing them
by in an unheeding stream as they stood on corners and shouted
their warnings.
Teman was not worried – only one step remained before
their complete success and he was confident it would be
accomplished. They could not fail now.

Chapter 1
………………Van……………..
An unruly wind blew around a desert tent sending little
sand devils dancing across the desert floor. Up it went, helping
a vulture soar high overhead, then turned north exploring a vast
grassland where it played itself out in the manes of a wild horse
herd. After a brief rest the wind decided to become a gentler
breeze that romped along the grassy hills and rode a tumbling
stream for a long time. Finally the gentle breeze grew tired of
being kind and, picking up momentum with a north wind, it
climbed mountain slopes growing colder and rougher as it went.
Playing in the fur of a bear, the needles of a pine tree, the beard
of a mountain goat, the north wind blew up and up again, until it
found a wide valley and a waterfall. Almost finished, the

contrary little gust traveled up the waterfall and found a cozy
village clustered in one corner, surrounded by fields ready for
the harvest. Finally it came to rest at the feet of two boys in an
upper field, bringing to them just a tiny scent of the desert so
very far away.
“Hah! I beat you again, Robin!”
“Watch out, Van!” The older brother laughed.
“Remember what the prophet Thad says…..’pride comes before
a fall’.”
The two sheathed their swords, both breathing hard after
their practice session. Van clapped Robin on the shoulder goodnaturedly, smiling as they walked across the fields toward the
cottage they shared with their brother Jules and their parents,
John and Marian.
“Our friend Prophet Thad also says it is only pride if I

were taking more credit than I am due, or if I think too highly of
myself. I did beat you, and I beat you last time and the time
before that as well. So you see that I would only be stating the
truth if I said I was better with the sword.”
Robin rolled his eyes at Van, shaking his head and
laughing. Despite being two years younger than Robin, Van
reached nearly all the way to his older brother’s six and a half
foot height. His brown eyes twinkled when he laughed and his
sandy hair had the bad habit of sticking up in the front, leaving
an unruly curl across his high forehead.
Robin was tall but sturdy, hair darker than Van’s and cut
a little longer so that it waved in the wind. Robin liked to be
noticed, and his light blue-grey eyes were usually a source of
fascination for the village girls. Robin was considered the
handsome one, with his broad forehead, strong straight nose and
square jaw. He was now getting old enough to begin letting his

beard grow out fully as well, choosing to let it follow his jaw
line and form a carefully cultivated outline of his mouth and
chin.
Letting Robin have most or all of the attention suited
Van just fine. None of the village girls had ever sparked more
than a passing interest in his mind, and he was pretty sure the
feeling was mutual. At least none of them had shown more than
friendliness towards him and so far his heart had remained
unencumbered.
Their other brother, Jules, was the smart, sensible one.
Not nearly as tall as his two younger brothers, Jules was thin
and quiet and unobtrusive, but he noticed everything. As Van
thought about his family, he knew each of his brothers had a
place, a special talent or something they were known for. He
had not yet found what made him special.

The closest Van had ever come to school was at the
prophet Thad's musty little cabin in the woods. The man had
taught him about all sorts of things - the stars, nature, his
people's stories about creation and the way of the world. Van
soaked it all in. Some of the stories, especially the creation of
the world, sounded very much like the stories he had learned
from his father. Yet Thad was not from their village. The old
man had come from somewhere else very far away, and called
himself a prophet of the Most High God. Everyone in the
village and beyond treated Thad with great deference, and just a
little fear. Van had known the story of Thad’s appearance in
their village from his earliest memory. Van’s mother had told
him that to her the prophet had seemed old even back then.
Riding into town, black cloak flapping in the wind, he had
seemed a strange figure to her, and when he had begun telling
them of a great flood about to destroy their village she had

thought him crazy. But the elders had believed the prophet, and
almost everyone had been saved, including Van’s mother. That
had been years ago, and since then his mother had married and
had children, Van and his two brothers.
Breathing deeply of the pine-scented air, Van made his
way across the grassy field, past their low wooden cottage, to
the small stables beyond where he kept his big, dark, blue roan
stallion named Breeze. He had found the horse as a young colt,
running next to his dam in the herd of half wild horses that ran
in the valley. Captivated at once, Van had vowed to make the
little horse his. The name Breeze came from a time when Van
had seen the colt running along a ridge, silhouetted against the
rising sun, and looking for all the world as if he were floating,
running with no effort at all, the breezes playing at his dark
mane and tail. The name had come to Van then, and the horse
had been Breeze ever since. That had been three years earlier,

and Breeze had grown into a handsome stallion, the unusual mix
of red roan and blue roan, making him seem almost purple
sometimes. Van had worked hard to become friends with
Breeze, and was rewarded with a horse who was dedicated to
pleasing his master.
Entering the dark barn Van was met with a welcoming
nicker, and he affectionately patted the long white blaze down
the horse’s face. He breathed deeply of the barn smells - the
sweet hay and grasses, the warm earthy scent of horses, even the
leather from their saddles kept in an empty stall. They mingled
together creating a welcoming atmosphere, one which Van truly
enjoyed.
One hand on the horse’s muzzle, the other straightened
the dark forelock between the animal’s big brown eyes. “Come
on, boy. Let’s go for a ride.”

Saddling Breeze, Van turned him up the hill towards the
woods behind their cottage, and the trail leading to Thad’s little
cabin. Whistling as he rode, Van felt happy, lighthearted. The
birds were chirping, the sun was shining, the air was crisp but
lacking the cold bite of the winter to come. The trail to Thad’s
place was rather long, and Van liked to contemplate life during
those rides. Never having traveled beyond the ring of hills
surrounding their valley he wondered what lay beyond them.
Once he had climbed the ridge behind Thad’s cabin and saw
more mountain peaks, deep, mysterious fog-filled ravines, and
glints of silver where a river must lie. Everything beyond the
mountains had been obscured by distance and mist. He
wondered how many other people must be out in that world, and
if he would ever meet them.

………………………Teman……………………………
The tall, dark man stood in the ancient central hall of his
people, surrounded by a vast cavern deep underground. This
place had stood for centuries, unknown to the outside world.
“I have been waiting for this day for so long, Elu.” He
gazed lovingly at the ancient carvings on the walls.
“Yes, my prince.” The old servant was shrewd enough
to listen, and wise enough to say no more.
“My people have waited so long…” Teman continued.
“So many generations, so many failures…” The wall
documenting his people’s history stood before him, mute yet
speaking of a thousand desires, a million hopes, ten million
dreams.

Closing his eyes, Teman could see it all still – foreign
names, strange symbols, ancient dates carved throughout the
years into the red rock. Teman was one of the few people alive
who knew what all of it meant, how it pictured generation after
generation of careful breeding that brought him to this moment.
“She has been found, Elu.” His eyes absently scanned
the rock walls, voice losing its dreamlike quality and becoming
crisp and efficient again. “The final piece, the one we need to
make our dreams come to life. She will provide us with the
perfect one we have all longed for. Our king of kings...made in
our image.”

……………………..Jaiyl..................................
Jaiyl never forgot that moment in Josiah’s empty house.
She never forgot his warm brown eyes, and never stopped
wondering what had really happened to him and his family.
Father had given the order to break camp that next morning, and
they had not returned to Josiah’s town again. Jaiyl also never
forgot her own desperate plea to a God she had to believe
existed. Her moments with Josiah’s family had been brief, but
they had changed her in a way that could never be undone.
From that moment on she had tried to live according to the laws
that she remembered from Micah’s lessons. She secretly
considered herself one of God’s people now, and diligently tried
to follow all the laws she could remember.
Over the next few years she withdrew even more, never

again reaching out to another stranger during the family’s
travels. Unconsciously she had chosen isolation over the risk of
losing someone else, plunging her into a realm of loneliness that
few else ever experience.
Then one day Mother entered her tent and her life
changed forever…..again.
“Jaiyl, today you are of age, and today you shall meet
your husband.”
Jaiyl sensed that Mother was…..relieved. Relieved to
finally be rid of her? Jaiyl’s loneliness had always been
heightened when she was around this older
woman…..wondering why the mother had never seemed
motherly to her. Jaiyl scrutinized the woman before her.
Mother was short and slim, tiny really, with hair the color of the
blackest ebony and large, deep brown eyes. Jaiyl did not look

anything like her, in fact she was Mother’s opposite in almost
every way with her fair skin, bright green eyes and deep red hair
that stuck out like a beacon. The only trait they shared was
being female, it seemed. Jaiyl was not very tall, but neither was
she tiny like Mother. Hair, coloring, temperament, all were
dissimilar, and yet Jaiyl could not help but wish for some point
of connection, something that might bring them together as a
mother and daughter. This would not be that moment.
“My husband?”
“Yes, you have known you were promised for a long
time now. This is the day when you shall meet him.”
“Oh.” Her voice sounded tiny, desolate even to her own
ears. She had not realized it would happen so soon. All her life
she had known this moment would come. On her 13 th birthday
she had been given the bracelet that identified her for who she

was, and had been told what it meant for her – the role she was
expected to fill. Still, she did not feel prepared, even as she
donned her finest apparel and awaited her betrothed.

………………….Teman..........................
The girl was of no consequence except for what she
could provide their next and last generation. For that she was
quite valuable, and he had no intention of letting her get away.
Ten years he had waited for her to be ready – to show signs that
her ability was living up to their hopes.
She had been presented to him the evening before,
wearing her best, he assumed. She made a pleasant enough
picture in the flowing colors swirling gently around her. The
shock of red curls added an exotic touch to the image that he felt
he could get very used to with time. She had stood with pointed
chin raised, oval face deceptively impassive, clear green eyes
observing everything. He had slowly looked her over, from
head to toe, which most women he knew found flattering though

they pretended to object. This girl seemed to genuinely resent
the ogling, but he was sure he could help her change her mind,
or not….he really did not care. He had curtly nodded in
approval; she had spun on her heel and walked away. Fingering
the hilt of his sword at his side, he had considered ways she
might be tamed, brought under submission to him, but there
would be time for that. At least that is what he had thought
earlier….now he was agitated.
As the morning’s first light had broken over the desert,
the girl had been called to present herself for breakfast with him.
She had not come. A servant had been sent to look in on her
and her tent was empty. Searching the horses they found that
her mount was also missing. She had fled in the night.
Jaiyl was gone.

………………….......Jaiyl........................................
Tired and cold, Jaiyl could not let the night stop her.
Stars shone down on her, so bright she was afraid Teman’s men
would find her in no time. Already having traveled all day, Jaiyl
had no sense of her surroundings, just that she must keep going
forward. With each step she breathed a prayer to God until it
became almost a chant.
“God help me, God help me.”
As she gazed upward suddenly a bright light streaked
across the black sky, disappearing behind a distant mountain
peak. Jaiyl turned Lily’s head in the direction the light had
gone. “One way is as good as another.”

………………Teman…………………..

“Bring her father!” Teman stormed from one end of his
tent to the other.
“Yes, my prince.” The servant bowed low and scurried
backwards from the room, not daring to meet Teman’s eyes
even once.
The prince had been born to his position, born to be
honored, obeyed, feared - and he knew it. Teman reveled in it
all – from his earliest memories he expected obedience,
enjoying his power over people. Jaiyl was the first to have
defied him, and lived to tell the tale. She would not hold that
position for long.

Soon enough the door to the tent was pulled aside and
Jaiyl’s father appeared, chastened but smoldering. Teman knew
the other man was angry, but he did not take much notice.
Teman’s furious pacing ceased. “Fine job you’ve done
with her.”
The older man flushed in anger but held his tongue.
Teman stood, holding himself tall and proud. He saw a
flash of defiance in the other’s eyes, the only similarity to Jaiyl
that he had seen so far. Then the man bowed to Teman’s power,
falling to his knees and gripping his head in pain.
“Get her back. Do what you must, but get her back
now.”
The man groveled his way out of the tent, but Teman
took no more notice. He grinned wickedly through gritted teeth
as he remembered the girl. Her face rose before him, the

upturned chin, the snap of defiance in the eyes, the determined
set of her shoulders when he had seen her for the first and last
time. She could ruin it all. Jaiyl had done the unthinkable – she
had run from him. He would catch her, and she would play her
part in the plan if it were the last thing she did.

……………………..Van…………………..
One brisk autumn day, Van stood on the path facing
away from the village. He had stood there many times,
wondering where the dusty, tree-lined road might lead. He knew
that it wandered along next to the river, skirting their little
valley, and eventually disappeared through a narrow gap in a
jumble of boulders leading down to the wide valley below – but
Van had never gone that far. Very rarely were any travelers
seen on it, and even more rarely did a villager leave by it. His
was a group that did not see many people from anywhere else.
Sometimes Van could almost believe their village held the only
people on earth.
Van had never been beyond their little valley, only
occasionally standing at the top of the waterfalls overlooking the

lower valley with its larger towns scattered below. Standing at
the top of the falls, listening to the thundering water and feeling
the spray, he had felt the urge to wander, but had never given in.
On this day though, his musings were interrupted by the
sound of pounding hooves. At first he thought it must be one of
the wild horses, but then he heard the distinct sound of creaking
leather as if from a saddle. Then a figure dashed around the far
corner, a horse and rider, coming toward him at breakneck
speed. The figure on the horse was what really surprised him; a
girl with long bright red hair streaming behind her. She was a
flurry and flash of confusing colors and flying hair. Her horse
was just as unique, a bay with large white patches down its
foam-flecked neck, chest and front legs, and across its rump.
Obviously being ridden hard, the horse was struggling to keep
up such a speed for its rider. As the two flashed past Van,
Breeze startled violently, throwing his head up and rearing, front

feet striking the air. Next Van knew he was lying flat on the
ground, eyes closed, Breeze nudging him with his nose.
Somewhere in the background he could hear mumbling,
whispers of concern, but when he opened his eyes there was
only himself and his horse. Gingerly sitting up, Van held his
hand to his head, moaning a little from the sharp pain. He must
have struck his head on something, for a wave of dizziness
followed his first movement. His sight cleared as he mentally
took stock of arms and legs, noting that nothing seemed broken
or seriously injured. Before he could manage to climb to his feet
though, he heard a slight rustle in the dry brush behind him and
then the girl rider appeared beside him, a look of worry creasing
her clear brow.
She was like no one he had ever seen before. Her hair
was a color he had never experienced, a deep red, almost
orange. Her skin was very pale, and dotted with freckles. Her

eyes were a bright green, set wide and deep, above high
cheekbones and a sharply pointed chin. Her nose was nice, a bit
shorter than he was used to, but not unpleasantly so. Overall she
was pretty in a wild, exotic sort of way.
She was swathed in strange clothing. Sheer, filmy wisps
of skirt and long flowing sleeves drifted around her form like
bright butterflies. Blues, greens, pale yellows and deep reds, all
melded together in a confusion of color that still never glared or
contrasted. A long white robe covered her, almost a coat closing
only around her waist and fastened by a golden belt. Golden
slippers covered her feet, though they seemed inadequate for the
local terrain she was now traversing. The girl stood before him,
one hand on her horse’s bridle, the other holding one finger
before her lips in a silent gesture that begged him to remain still.
At the moment Van could not have done otherwise, but before
he could even form a sentence in his mind he heard more

pounding coming along the village trail. Turning his head back
towards the path he could now clearly hear the sound of at least
two horses being ridden hard, and the rough voices of men
calling out to each other. Suddenly he was glad they were
hidden away by the side of the road, under the expanse of a
large spreading oak tree. If they remained still the riders might
pass by them without seeing where they were. Somehow Van
knew he did not want those men to see him.
Then something curious happened, something which
took Van by such surprise that he almost cried out. Two men
appeared in front of him from nowhere, their backs to him. They
were dressed all in white, Van could not have described their
clothing except for that one fact about their color. They stood
silently, hands stretched out so that they touched each other.
Van was certain that their presence would attract attention to
him and the girl, but he could not seem to move. The riders were

now bearing down on their position anyway, and soon they
came thundering past. There were four men, on black horses
blowing hard and flecked with foam and sweat. The men were
looking closely into the shrubs and bushes along the path, and
Van was sure they would be spotted. Somehow he knew that
this would be bad, watching with dread as the horses ran past.
The rider nearest him passed so close that Van could distinctly
see his face. His face was hard and coarse, devoid of any
brightness and Van shuddered when he saw it. The man looked
right at them yet sounded no alarm. He should have seen the
two men, and probably also Van and Breeze, but he made no
indication that he had seen any of them.
The riders kept going, and as suddenly as they had
appeared the two men in white were gone as well. In just a few
moments Van could hear the riders shouting when they reached
the village. Their voices rang hard and menacing, and Van felt a

sharp fear tighten his chest. Screams rang out suddenly, the
neighing of horses and sharp cries, a loud crash and then more
pounding hooves as the riders continued on through the village.
Eventually he could no longer hear them, and he breathed a sigh
of relief.
Only then did he turn back to the girl, who had not
moved or spoken a word. He turned toward her now, eyes
narrowing as he considered his first words.
“I know you have questions.” She spoke in a voice thick
with a strange accent, eyes pleading. “I can only tell you my
name is Jaiyl and I have come a long way.” She looked around,
as if afraid that the men were even now sneaking up behind her.
“I can’t stay here, they won’t be fooled long and they’ll come
back.”
“Who are they?” Van asked. “Why are they chasing

you?”
“I….they…..you wouldn’t believe me.” Her voice was
weary, but held a note of hope. “Can you help me though? Even
without knowing why? I’ve done nothing wrong, if you’re
wondering about that.”
Jaiyl watched the young man before her hopefully. She
saw a nice face, deep-set brown eyes with thick light brown
eyebrows that matched his sandy hair. His jaw was squared,
with a small cleft in the chin. Would he help her? Being
handsome was never a guarantee of kindness, Jaiyl knew that
very well. Most of her hope came from the waves of confusion
she felt from him. Confusion she could handle.
Van wondered. Who was this girl? She obviously
needed help, and Van was not one to turn away someone in
need. Perhaps he could take her up to Thad’s cabin, or maybe

she would be safer in the hidden valley to the west of the farm.
Not until then did Van realize that he had decided to help her.
She was claiming a need, and what kind of man would he be to
ignore that? Not the kind of man he expected himself to be.
Jaiyl sensed when he had made his decision. Like a cold
wind driving clouds from the sky, all his doubts were swept
away and she knew he would help her. Indicating that Jaiyl
should follow him, the young man headed away from the village
road, north and east, they pushed through the thick undergrowth
until they came to a deer path.
“First you’ll need new clothing.”
“What’s wrong with this?” She swept her hands over the
flowing robes as if trying to smooth out wrinkles and swish
away the dust of travelling.
“Too unique. Too easily recognizable. And we’ll have to

hide your hair, too.”
“Since when are you in charge of me? I hardly know
you!” Her green eyes snapped at him.
“Then why did you ask for my help?” Van stopped so
abruptly his horse nearly ran into him. He stood staring into the
eyes of this girl he did not know, yet suddenly felt as if it were
more important than anything else to protect her.
“Well, because you…..I don’t know, you seemed to have
come out of nowhere and…..and it just seemed the right thing to
do…..” suddenly all the haughtiness left her, her shoulders
sagged, and her head drooped. She was obviously exhausted,
and Van felt bad about having challenged her. “I’m sorry, I
haven’t even asked your name.”
“Van,” he answered. “Come on,” he continued. “I know
where we can get you some different clothes, maybe a cloak

with a hood.”
Van knew that if anyone from here saw this girl or her
horse they would be remembered, so he led the girl and her
horse through the thick part of the woods around the village,
making every attempt to not be seen. All the while he wondered
what he would say to his mother.
"Ma, this is a girl that nearly ran me down on the road
because a gang of mean looking scoundrels is after her - so of
course I think we should give her access to our house and
anything else we can think of that she might need....." That was
not likely to go over well.
News of the excitement was bound to reach his mother's
ears before he could reach home taking such a roundabout way.
What had the men said to the villagers? Was she a criminal? She
did not look devious, but one never knew, at least that's what he

had heard.
She was unlike anyone else he had ever seen - such a
pale complexion and brightly colored hair. Whenever she
walked through a shaft of sunlight her hair glowed like veins of
living gold. Quite captivating - but maybe she had designed it
that way. Surely it could not be real hair.....
He trudged along in uncharacteristic silence, peering
behind to see if she was still following. She walked cloaked in
silence, her tired horse meekly following behind her. Both had
an air about them of mystery and something else he could not
fathom yet. Her first outburst of anger seemed to have been the
last flailing of a weary soul, for she walked with head down and
shoulders sagging. None of the anger that had made her eyes
flash and her mouth pinch shut remained.
Jaiyl walked carefully, like one who was used to

avoiding someone on their trail. She did not even hesitate when
he led her through the thick underbrush, or across the small but
swift stream. By the time they reached the back of his cottage
both of them were scratched and torn and wet, yet Jaiyl did not
even look uncomfortable or annoyed. It was as if the dirt and
discomfort did not really exist in her reality.
Van held his hand up to ask her to wait, then quietly
opened the back door and went inside. "Ma!" he called. "Ma,
where are you?" His mother walked into the room from the
kitchen, her smile changing to a worried frown when she saw
what shape he was in.
"Van, what have you been up to?" She used that tone of
voice he remembered all too well from many of his escapades as
a little boy. She fussed over him, brushing leaves and dirt off his
shoulders, and vainly attempting to smooth his hair down. He
ignored her question, knowing she really did not expect him to

answer anyway.
"Ma, I need your help - well, I have someone outside
who needs your help."
His mother had never turned away a stray animal or
person, and Van was hoping she would count this girl as a stray
who needed her. Turning back to the door, Van leaned out and
gestured for Jaiyl to come in. She entered, suddenly seeming
very subdued.
"This is Jaiyl. I found her outside the village. She needs
our help."
Van watched the emotions on his mother's face. Shock,
curiosity, and then concern crowded out the others and Van
knew she would not turn Jaiyl away.
"What shall we do with you?" she asked the girl, not
expecting a response from her any more than she had from her

son. Marian took the girl by the shoulders and gently guided her
to sit on a nearby chair.
"First let's get some food in you, and then we'll talk."
Immediately she set about preparing a quick meal of cheese and
bread, pushing a bowl of fruit towards her as well. Jaiyl began to
eat, slowly at first, then more quickly as the other two watched.
"Don't you have some horses to put away?" Marian
turned a pointed look at Van.
Guiltily he hurried outside. He had been taught all his
life that if you care for your animals they will take good care of
you, and this was no different. Jaiyl's horse had been ridden hard
and it would not do to keep the poor animal standing around
outside with nothing to eat or drink.
He led the two-toned horse into their little barn, putting
her in an empty stall, then brushing her and giving her fresh

water and feed. After being sure she was eating as a horse
should, he hurried back to the house. From outside the back
door he heard his mother and Jaiyl laughing. He had not heard
his mother laugh like that in awhile, and the sound warmed his
heart.
Entering the room already smiling, he found his mother
had brought Jaiyl some dry clothes and now the two were
smiling at each other like old friends. Somehow Van felt like
there was a secret he had not been told, and perhaps could not
have understood. The feeling soon passed though, as he was
eager to hear Jaiyl's story.
"Jaiyl was just telling me how you two met." Marian’s
warm brown eyes danced and a smile playing around her mouth.
"She says she nearly ran you down out on the road. She doubled
back when she saw you fall, and you were lying on the ground
out of your senses when she came upon you. I'm glad to hear

that you have been gallant enough to bring her here anyway.
Apparently she's been traveling for many days, and has come a
long way."
Marian turned back to Jaiyl, airily waving back at Van.
"He is usually much more talkative. Of all of my boys, Van is
the one I can never get to stop talking. I can hardly remember
the last time he was silent for so long. Apparently, my dear
Jaiyl, you have accomplished something that no one else has
ever been able to do."
Jaiyl smiled thinly back at her hostess, Marian beamed at
her private joke, and Van remained confused.
When Jaiyl had eaten and had some water, Van decided
she ought to be ready for a little talk. As of yet the girl had
hardly spoken more than a sentence or two.
"Alright, Jaiyl.” Van chose to ignore the warning glance

from his mother. "Can you tell us a bit of what is going on?"
Turning to his mother he added, "There were some loud, harsh
looking men chasing her outside the village."
Marian's eyes grew wide, but otherwise she did not react
to this piece of news. Van was surprised and pleased at her
response, but turned back to Jaiyl with an encouraging smile.
Jaiyl was watching them closely, obviously gauging
whether she could trust them or not.
"Yes, the men were chasing me.....they would not be
kind if they catch me, either." She paused long, so long that Van
thought perhaps he should ask if she were alright. Finally she
took a deep breath and continued. "My parents want me to
marry a man I hardly know."
"I'm sure your parents believe he is the best match you
could make for the family." Marian commented gently into the

brief pause. "After all, is not that a girl's duty?" Van watched his
mother hide her dismay at the girl’s decision to go contrary to
her parent’s wishes.
Jaiyl could sense the shock and consternation coming
from Marian, then the familiar barrier when the older lady chose
to hide her real feelings.
"I would gladly fulfill my duty, normally, if I could.”
Jaiyl’s hands twisted together on the table. "This man is not just
any man.....he's not someone anyone would want to be married
to. I have seen terrible things in him." Her voice hardened.
Then quieter, so Van almost missed her words. “He is truly
evil.”
Silence filled the cottage kitchen for a few minutes.
Marian could see that Jaiyl was determined in the course she
had chosen. Van's mind was busily running through

possibilities, weighing options. Should he continue to help her
hide? He felt as if just allowing her to ride off into the
wilderness by herself would be an affront to everything proper.
She could not possibly survive alone for too much longer.
Looking up at his mother he could see that she was not going to
make this decision for him, not this time.
"Mother, I believe I should take Jaiyl up to meet Thad.”
His mother nodded thoughtfully. "Just be sure to get
back before dark. Your father and brothers will be back from
River’s Bend soon, and you'll need to have done your chores by
then."
Van's father and brothers had left early that morning to
trade in the larger town of River’s Bend, located in the wide
valley below theirs. Van had wanted to go, but being the
youngest his father insisted he stay behind to help look after his

mother and the farm.
As Jaiyl's horse was completely worn out, he saddled
one of theirs for her, then, mounting Breeze, he led the way
once again up the mountain towards the hermit's cabin.

Chapter 2
They rode single file up the trail, and for the first time
since meeting Jaiyl, Van had a chance to think. He listened to
the whispering trees, the flurry and scurry of unseen animals in
the nearby underbrush, and … and something else. There was a
pulse underneath it all, a strange rhythm he had never sensed
before, as if it came from the air or the ground itself. The more
he listened the clearer it became until he could think of nothing
else. Could a sound come from everywhere? Not really a sound
though, more of a sensation, as if the air were pounding on his
skin. Van turned nervously in his saddle, noticing the strange
look he was getting from Jaiyl.
“Do you hear that?” he asked her.
“Hear what?”

“I’m not sure, it’s strange.”
“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head too hard when
you fell off your horse earlier?”
Van realized he couldn’t explain the odd sound to
himself, much less to Jaiyl. With a start he remembered the men
that stood between himself and the rough riders on the road.
How could he have forgotten them? It was as if his mind had
refused to accept their presence. Maybe he had imagined them.
He didn’t dare ask Jaiyl about the men in white, so kept his
mouth shut the rest of the way to Thad’s cottage.
As he turned forward again he had the grave misfortune
of turning directly, face first, into a low hanging tree branch.
Ducking just in time to save his nose, he was smacked with
audible force right along the top of his head. He heard the
distinct sound of Jaiyl trying in vain to suppress her laughter. He

was oddly grateful at her attempt to allow him some dignity,
even as his face flushed red with embarrassment. This time he
was sure he had heard a low laugh, though curiously not from
behind him, but from slightly in front and a little lower. In fact
he was sure he must have hit his head quite hard earlier, for he
could have sworn it was Breeze - the horse - that had laughed.
"Don't be laughing at me up there, my friend.” He
gently slapped the horse’s neck. Breeze's ears twitched and he
partially turned his head as he walked, looking straight back at
Van and locking eyes with him. The horse looked just as
surprised as Van felt, a surreal sort of numbness creeping over
him. Surely Breeze had not understood him? Yet, it had seemed
so clear, and to Van in this odd sort of mood, almost natural that
he would understand.
Just as quickly, the strange feeling subsided. Around the
next bend the little trail they were following emptied into a tiny

glen. Nestled there was Thad's cabin, almost completely hidden
with its grass roof up against the side of the hill like it was. A
peaked gable with one dark window peered out over the
clearing, and a rough-hewn wooden door sat open to the
afternoon breezes. Van could imagine Thad sitting there in his
dark little room, writing furiously as always by candlelight.
"Halloo!" Van called. He dismounted, indicating that
Jaiyl should follow him, and led her inside the dark but homey
little house. There sat Thad, just as Van had imagined he would
be.
He was dressed in a hood and long rough brown cloak,
his grey beard and hooked nose just barely catching the light
from the side window, copying an ancient looking scroll onto a
parchment. When they came in he held up one gnarled finger for
silence. He laid down the pen he had been using, reverently
picking up a new quill, dipping it in ink and writing a single

symbol with it. After that he discarded the new quill and picked
up the old one to continue his script. Van was used to this
behavior, but he could not tell what Jaiyl thought of it.
She watched Thad at his table, writing by the light of a
candle, and Jaiyl felt almost as if she had been transported back
in time. The dark little cabin, filled with the smell of musty
books, burning oil, and ink reminded her of another place and
another time. The old prophet looked enough like her long ago
friend Micah that she stopped and gasped in alarm, almost
believing that Josiah might run in behind her with his sisters and
brothers, laughing and joking. Quick tears leaped into her eyes,
which she hastily wiped away hoping Van had not seen them.
She watched in awe as Thad placed his quill down, picked up
another and wrote a single word, then discarded the new quill
and took up the first one again. She immediately knew that
Thad must be of the same family, one who belonged to God,

another like Micah and Rachel and Josiah.
When she could speak again she quietly approached the
old man’s side.
"You write?" Jaiyl asked.
"Yes."
"Important things?"
"Oh yes, all-important."
"Are you a recorder?"
"Yes, of sorts....perhaps more accurately - a preserver."
"What do you preserve?"
"Signs, clues to the riddle."
"Riddle?"

"The riddle of the Tower." Jaiyl paused at Thad's
mention of a tower, seeming to recognize and accept something
significant in Thad's answer.
"Ahh yes, that riddle," she continued. "Do you have the
answer yet?"
At her question Thad looked up sharply, seeming to
actually take notice of Jaiyl for the first time. "Not quite, but
almost..."
"I see."
Thad stayed silent for a moment, looking into Jaiyl’s
eyes, then searching her form, gaze coming to rest on a curious
golden bracelet she wore on her left wrist. Seeing his interest in
it, Jaiyl twisted the delicate band to show him the symbol of
who she was. What seemed like an age ago, Jaiyl had almost
left the bracelet behind in her tent in the desert, but something

had compelled her to keep it. She was still not sure if that had
been a wise choice, and even now knew she was taking a chance
in revealing herself to this stranger.
Thad looked shocked and suddenly guarded. “I have
seen you in the scrolls.”
Jaiyl startled a little at that last, not knowing what she
had expected from him.

Van looked from Thad to Jaiyl, seeing that he was the
only one who did not know what was being talked about. He
considered asking the other two what they meant, but was not at
all sure that he wanted the answer. Suddenly he felt as if the
quicker he could rid himself of this girl the better for everyone.
"Master Thad, Jaiyl has a problem; she is in need of
some sort of disguise. Perhaps you still have that large black

cloak around here somewhere?"
Thad stared at Jaiyl for a moment more, then turned to
Van and smiled his solemn smile. "Yes, I believe I do, son. Let
me go look for it." He rose and began scrounging around in an
old trunk in the corner, muttering to himself about there not
being too many places for such things to hide. Soon he was
victorious, pulling the musty old coat out of the trunk and
flipping the dust out of it.
"Here you are, my lady.” He presented the coat to her
with a flourish and a deep bow. "And an honor it will be to have
you take it." At her hesitation, he continued. "No, now don't
worry about it. I haven't had need for that in years, but even if I
had, I'd give it to you. Your need is far greater....I'm thinking."
Gratefully, Jaiyl gathered the cloak into her arms and
placed it around her shoulders. If closed it covered her entirely

in a great black swath, and its hood hid her bright hair quite
nicely. Van still had his doubts that her hair was real, thinking
perhaps she had on a wig. While they were not common, he had
heard of such things among the lords and ladies of the kingdom
royalty. Her clothing was so different that Van now realized he
had assumed she was of a higher class than his own, perhaps
even royalty. As his mind mulled this over, he began to suspect
that she might be a lord's daughter, running away from an
arranged marriage as she had said. Perhaps she was just a
spoiled, privileged girl, fleeing in a fit of temper at being made
to do something she did not want to do. He suspected that if this
were the case her resolve would soon fail and she would wind
up going back to her own home.
The thought that she was probably running away from
marrying some wealthy prince and being set up in a palace made
Van's mind easier about sending her on her way alone. She most

likely would be caught and have to face her life, but it would not
be a bad life, just one that she was temporarily unwilling to
submit to. He could not really blame her for that, she seemed
independent, and perhaps a life forced upon her would
chafe....but it would not kill her. He kept telling himself these
things, over and over for some reason, as if deep down he did
not believe any of it and was trying to convince himself of the
truth of his thinking.
Van shook himself mentally, rejoining the other two in
the room. He saw Jaiyl walking around the little cabin looking at
some of Thad's personal touches to the place.
Thad was intent on his own search though, digging
through the same trunk mumbling in frustration at not being able
to find whatever he was looking for.
Suddenly everything stopped, Thad straightened, Jaiyl

froze in place, and then Van sensed it, too. Like a great uproar
coming from outside, from all around really. The very air
seemed fraught suddenly with tension. A fear he did not
understand gripping his heart, Van ran outside the cabin hearing
a great tumult coming from below in the valley. First it was a
flock of birds crying overhead, crying as if in fear, terror. Then
he felt rather than heard the rush of small animals fleeing past
the little glen and up into the woods beyond. A great crashing
signaled a terror-stricken deer or some other larger animal
tearing through the underbrush and branches of trees. Lastly he
smelled the acrid scent of burning wood and grass, and the
terrified neigh of a horse.
Suddenly Breeze was there, standing next to him, and
Van knew he must hurry. Jumping up into the saddle, Van
urged his horse downhill as fast as he dared, Breeze choosing to
take risks Van was not asking of him. From the crashing of

branches behind him he guessed that Jaiyl had followed him.
The closer Van came to his family's farm the sharper his
dread became. As they topped the huge outcropping of rock that
jutted from the ridge above his cottage home, Breeze came to an
abrupt halt of his own accord. Van did not question the animal,
just dismounted and crept to the edge of the rock, looking down
into the valley that had been his home all his life. What he saw
made his stomach turn, and he was suddenly glad that he had
not eaten earlier that afternoon. The fields of golden wheat, just
ready for harvest in a few days, were burning out of control,
black smoke filling the air above them and choking the breath
out of his lungs even as he watched. The barn doors lay open,
smashed inward and the wall nearest him had been partially
pulled down. He could see Jaiyl's two-toned horse racing
around, clearly frightened, in the attached paddock next to the
barn.

Reluctantly, he turned his eyes toward the cottage itself,
and saw what he had most feared to see. The back door was
hanging open on its hinges, smoke billowing out of the black
hole. Smoke also trailed from the windows and the chimney
hole, some coming in great puffs, others in lazy wisps that
belied the terror of the scene. Van took in the scene before him
in just seconds, then jumped to his feet and slid-rolled-fell down
the steep incline behind the cottage. Halfway down he heard
Jaiyl approach the edge and exclaim at what she saw, but he did
not pause to wait for her, or even turn his head to see if she
would follow further. He ran directly towards the cottage, and
inside the door of his childhood home.
To Jaiyl, Van’s panic was like a sledgehammer pounding
into her mind, trying to break through to her as she tried to
shield herself. She urged her horse forward, trying to keep up
with Van ahead of her, while at the same time trying to maintain

some distance. His fear was so great that it could affect her,
clouding her mind if she was not careful. She watched as he
dismounted near the cottage and ran inside, the smoke and
flames creating a real fear of her own in her heart.
Frantically searching for his mother, he ran from room to
room, calling out to her. He did not find her in either the
kitchen, front room, or any of the three bedrooms. By now his
lungs and eyes burned, and he struggled just to draw a small
breath of the filthy air. Stumbling back outside, he gulped
breaths of slightly fresher air like a drowning man, then tried to
call his mother again. His voice came out in a rasping croak.
From nearby he could hear Jaiyl calling out "Marian!"
He allowed a quick flash of gratitude, and then succumbed to
the fear once more as he could hear no answer. She wasn't
anywhere and his fear was rising until it almost had a
stranglehold on him. With a mighty effort he fought the panic

back down, and began a more methodical search of the area
immediately surrounding the cottage and barn. Jaiyl stood
facing out of the open doorway, her eyes closed, a look of
intense concentration and frustration on her face. The chaos
from Van was too much though, and she could not sense Marian
anywhere nearby.
As he and Jaiyl made their way toward the road to the
village a man stepped out from the brush. He was pushing Van's
mother in front of him, one arm twisted tightly behind her back.
Her other hand was grasping his sword hand, which was holding
a sharp, wicked looking blade to her throat. Marian looked
frightened, as she watched the burning house and fields. Her
whole life was in that cottage, and Van felt an anger rising in
him at the thought of what these men had done to his family. As
Jaiyl drew in a quick breath next to him Van had the fleeting
thought that this was also her fault. He pushed the idea aside for

the time in order to deal with the crisis at hand.
As Van stepped forward he suddenly saw a man in white
appear standing next to Marian. The mysterious figure grabbed
the blade next to Marian’s throat and held onto it, grasping the
sharp edge with apparently no thought for his own hurt. Marian
did not react to the man, though his hand must have been on her
neck, and no one else reacted to his presence either. It was as if
Van was the only one who could see him standing there.
Jaiyl saw only a rough looking man holding her new and
terrified friend. Obviously they were here for her, and she could
not let them hurt these innocent, unaware people.
"Please do not do this....." she pleaded, stepping forward
in front of Van. At first she had drawn her staff in front of her,
ready to attack, but now she threw it aside in a gesture of
surrender. As she spoke the other three men stepped out from

either side of the road. Their escape into town was completely
cut off, as well as the mountainside, the only direction left that
was not on fire. The man holding Marian leered at her. "You
know I have to, it’s just orders."
Van had a suspicion that this man enjoyed his orders far
too well, and it was with great difficulty that he held his tongue.
"I will go with you.” Van could hear the resignation in
Jaiyl’s voice. “Just let her go. She has nothing to do with any of
this." Jaiyl turned to Van, her green eyes sparkling with unshed
tears. "I never meant for anything bad to happen to anyone.
You've been so kind, so willing to help me, and now...." She
looked beyond him at the devastation that Van could not yet
bear to see. "I did not consider that they would go so far - I am
sorry.” Walking straight and tall, she then approached the men.
Van felt an overwhelming sense that he ought to be

doing something - but what? Roaring in his mind now was the
thought that this was all Jaiyl's fault anyway. All this trouble
was because of her selfishness at not wanting to marry the man
her parents had chosen.
The thoughts swirling in his mind froze his feet to the
pathway as Jaiyl continued towards her fate. Suddenly hoof
beats arose on the trail, and a mighty whooping sounded....Van's
father and brothers came rushing around the bend, almost on top
of them! Seeing the smoke the three had panicked and spurred
their horses to a furious pace, and quickly sizing up the situation
as best as possible, John, sword held high, ran his horse straight
towards the man holding a blade to his wife's neck. Faster than
Van could register all of it, the man dropped his arm from
Marian’s neck to try to get out of the way of the charging horse
and rider. Van took advantage of the distraction to draw his own
sword, and charged at two of the other men. They fought hard,

but now were outnumbered with Van and his two brothers, Jules
and Robin, fighting at his side. Out of the corner of his eye he
saw Jaiyl, swirling cloak and red hair flying, in a duel with one
of the men - sword against staff. When it was all over three of
the attackers were dead, and Van’s father, John, lay wounded by
the side of the road. The fourth man had run away, escaping
into the woods when he saw his companions losing their battles.
Finally Van looked around and realized that the
mysterious figure in white had vanished, leaving only himself to
wonder at the strange presence.
………………………………...........................................
After tending to John’s wound, which he claimed was
just a scratch, all of them wordlessly ran to the still smoking
cottage to try to save what they could from the creeping flames.
They lugged water from the stream and soaked everything,

eventually saving the main structure. Most of the items inside
were charred or had such a strong stench of smoke that they
were rendered useless. The large oak dining table that Marian so
loved had been burned, but a few of the chairs were salvageable.
The bedrooms had been least affected, so much of the bedding
was taken outside and hung in the hopes of airing them out to be
used again.
When the initial chaos had settled a little, Marian sat
down to tell her men what had happened to her. After Van and
Jaiyl had left for Thad's cabin she had heard a knock at the door.
The man standing there had asked about a girl on a two color
horse. Marian had had the good sense that she ought not reveal
anything to them, so she had acted as if she did not know who
they meant, but he had remained suspicious. He sent two men
out to the barn to look around, and when they saw Jaiyl's mare
they knew she was in the area. The men had taken Marian

outside and hidden her, then set the cottage and fields on fire,
hoping that would flush out their prey. Their plan had worked,
up until Van's father and brothers appeared.
Sometime during Marian's tale Jaiyl silently slipped
away and saddled her horse. Walking around the corner of the
cottage toward the road, she had to pass the little huddled family
at the makeshift fireside. Upon seeing her and guessing her
intention was to strike out on her own, Marian stood and walked
over to the girl and horse. She laid her hand on the bridle,
looked up at the young girl and smiled warmly.
"Please stay with us, Jaiyl.” Her eyes shone with
sincerity.
The girl began to shake her head, but saw John, the
patriarch of the family. His expression was guarded, but he did
not object to his wife's words. "We could find room for you,

young lady, if you'd like to stay with us. The cold months are
coming in just a few weeks and I can't see sending you out into
the world alone, especially at a time like this." John's words
were sincere, if not overly warm, and Jaiyl searched his face for
a long moment.
Jaiyl felt something odd from John and Marian,
something almost like anger, a kind of fear - but not directed at
her. Then she realized what it was, they felt upset that the men
had tried to take her by force. The feeling coming from John
and Marian was protectiveness, of their home and family, but
also of her. As realization dawned, Jaiyl knew that at least John
and Marian truly wanted her to stay.
The three brothers stayed out of the discussion, though
Van saw Jaiyl looking at them. He wished that he was more like
Robin then, and could tell just from looking at someone whether
they were to be trusted or not. Van would not force his own

opinion here, but he decided that he did not have to trust her, not
yet.
"I could not put you all in danger again," Jaiyl insisted.
"The people after me will probably try again. They do not give
up this easily, and the man that got away will report this. They
will return."
"Our valley here is quite protected during the winter,"
John reasoned with her. "There is only one pass through those
mountains you climbed to get here, and it will be blocked by
snow very shortly now. Snow comes much sooner up higher in
the mountains than it does down here. Within a couple of weeks
no one will be coming in to our valley until the thaw. And even
if we did not have geography helping us, we do not surrender so
easily either. You may find that our stubbornness to do right is
greater than their stubbornness to do evil.”

Jaiyl looked at John thoughtfully. He was offering to
help when he did not have to, when it gave him no benefit to do
so, and might even place him in jeopardy. The idea
overwhelmed her so that she could not speak around the lump in
her throat.
"Yes, stay," now Marian spoke again. "At least until the
winter is over. It will give you time to think about what you
want to do. A young girl like you should not be wandering
around the countryside alone."
Van noticed the rueful look on Jaiyl's face at his mother's
last words and wondered. What kind of girl was she? Where did
she come from? Were they doing right to give this girl shelter?
They knew nothing about her......and yet, he knew they should
be helping her. Somehow it was right.

Chapter 3
So it was settled then - Jaiyl would stay with them for
the winter season and continue on her way when the spring
came. Before anything else could be done they all had to start
clearing away the mess left from the fire. The day was growing
older, the dark seeping in around the corners of the horizon
already. Jaiyl could feel the weariness and depression
descending on John, Marian, and their sons. Marian had made
John comfortable in the house, dressing his wound and packing
it with a healing poultice of herbs, but Jaiyl could sense the little
squirming bug of worry wriggling in the older woman’s heart.
Each dealt with their anxiety in a different way. Jules,
always the sensible one, was already calculating damages and
taking inventory. Robin, ever the optimist, was encouraging

them all with the idea that there would be help coming from
neighbors as soon as they heard the news. Jaiyl felt Van’s quick
flash of irritation at Robin’s constant chatter, and the surge of
understanding that dissipated it. She wondered why Van’s
emotions always seemed louder to her.
Gradually friends and neighbors from the village began
appearing, concerned at all the smoke they had seen. Soon they
had the fires in the field put out, and had organized a cleaning
crew for the cottage. Jaiyl was fascinated by the people who
showed up to help, young and old alike pitched in. She stood
apart from the rest, watching, trying to hide her nervousness at
anyone’s approach. Despite her reluctance to enter in, her
presence was noticed for she saw furtive glances her direction
and could feel the familiar wave of curiosity whenever anyone
passed her. Finally one very old woman ambled her way,
obviously prepared for a nice long chat with the interesting new

stranger.
She stopped in front of Jaiyl, grey eyes peering out from
under bushy grey eyebrows. As she stood up straighter on the
gnarled stick serving as a cane, the woman’s brown headscarf
slipped back to reveal thick, dark grey hair.
“Well, who do we have here?”
“My name is Jaiyl.” She smiled at the woman.
“Jaiyl….interesting name.” She thoughtfully chewed on
her lower lip. “Doesn’t much sound like any name from around
here.”
Jaiyl had no response except “Oh really?”, and she felt a
short pinch of annoyance from the old woman at her lack of
information.
“My name is Katerin.” Katerin spoke in a slow, quiet
voice, probably the one she used to coax all sorts of good

information from anyone who cared to let her. “Not from
around here?” She wasn’t about to give up easily.
“No, just visiting.” Jaiyl’s smile tightened.
“These are good people, John and Marian.”
Jaiyl sensed a tiny bit of suspicion taking the place of
idle curiosity in the old woman’s heart. “We like them – terrible
thing that’s happened here.” Katerin gestured toward the stillsmoking fields, and Jaiyl knew the old lady had a sincere liking
for John and Marian and their family.
“Maybe they don’t come around much. No, they keep to
themselves, these do.” Katerin turned to watch Marian carrying
a bucket of water, and John hurrying to help her with the load.
“But good people, yes.” Katerin thought for a long moment.
“Wouldn’t want to see anything real bad happen – this is plenty
bad enough.”

Jaiyl nodded in agreement, wishing with all her heart
that Van’s family had not been put in this position. Her
presence had done this – the thought was like a dagger to her
stomach. Jaiyl felt herself go cold from the inside, and she no
longer heard Katerin’s questions. The old lady soon gave up,
ambling on to other, more easily attainable gossip, but Jaiyl took
no notice.
She had brought these things on an innocent family –
people who had only helped her, and now were suffering for it.
Jaiyl knew she must do what she could to rectify the
wrongs done here.
With renewed energy, Jaiyl swept and scrubbed, carried
water and beat rugs. She had never worked so hard in her life,
and she was gratified to feel the thankfulness from the family.
They did not blame her, and she was amazed. The only

exception was Van – the anger came off him as if it were a
hammer banging on her last nerve.
Finally she came to where he knelt before the fire.
"Van...I....I cannot tell you how sorry I am. Truly, if I had
known they would do such things, I would never have stopped
here. I would have kept going until I dropped."
He kept adjusting the logs, until she laid one pale hand
on his work-worn brown one. "Van?"
"I don't know yet, Jaiyl.” His words came faster as he
decided to let them out. "All I know is, I woke up this morning
and my world was good. From the moment I first saw you on
that road things have turned upside down. Then I keep thinking
of what you’re running away from - I imagine the man they
want you to marry is some prince or rich ruler somewhere. Your
form of torture will be to be set up in a gilded palace, given

everything you want, and become a part of high society
somewhere. Such torture..." Sarcasm dripped from his words.
"That's not how it is, Van.” She gestured helplessly,
knowing he did not believe her.
"Then how is it?" He stood, hands on hips, finally
looking at her. "Why don't you tell me?"
She paused again for a long moment. "I…..I
can‘t....maybe someday. For now can you believe me that it isn't
simple selfishness on my part? It is not just that I do not want to
be placed in a gilded cage.....it is about something bigger than
me and what I want....." She knew she could not explain further.
He would only reject her story. How could anyone believe it?
…………………………………………
Robin and Van were sent out to catch a rabbit or wild
turkey for their dinner while the women cleaned up the iron pots

that had survived the fire. Riding off towards the woods along
the lower fields, Robin took note of the grim set of Van's face,
and the tension along his shoulders. "We'll get along alright,
Van. Try not to think of the negative."
"I'm finding that hard to do." Van stomped through the
fields, heedless of where he went.
"We're all alive, right?"
"Hmmm.”
Robin decided to try another direction to bring his
brother's spirit up, but inadvertently hit on the one subject that
would create the opposite effect. "That girl Jaiyl, she's an
interesting character, isn't she? Never seen hair like that...."
Van just grunted; a response he had never been known to
make before.
"Where did she get a horse like that?" Robin continued.

"Do you know where she came from?"
"I do not know, and I do not care." Van’s words were
clipped.
"You’ve been with her all day, and you of all people
haven't found anything out about her?" Robin seemed truly
shocked. "You losing your touch or something?"
"Robin, you're scaring away all the game.”
Robin just raised his eyebrows and they continued on
their way. It took them awhile, but finally they bagged a couple
rabbits and a pheasant. Considering that plenty to feed their
group when paired with all the vegetables left untouched in the
garden by the barn, the two young men made their way back to
the others.
Van knew it was unfair of him to blame Jaiyl so
completely for their tragedy, yet the angry thoughts plagued him

like a swarm of displaced wasps.
"I just can't stop thinking this is all her fault." His rushed
pace finally slowed as he admitted what was bothering him.
"Van, it might seem like that right now.” Robin sobered
at the thought of his brother blaming her so wholeheartedly.
“But she can't have done all this on purpose. She isn't the one
that set the fires, or held a sword to Ma's throat. She didn't do
any of that. It was the men who were after her. Reconsider,
brother. Don't be angry with her."
"She seems like just a child who ran away on a whim.”
"You hardly know her, Van." Robin stopped, resisting
the urge to shake his finger in Van’s face. “Jaiyl works better
than any noblewoman or aristocrat that I’ve ever met. She has
never acted as if she were better than us. You’re not giving her
a fair chance, Van.” Robin knew that saying any more would be

useless. Sometimes only a few words were needed.
They walked the rest of the way in silence.
Later the meal was prepared and eaten in relative silence.
Small talk seemed so useless right then, and talking about
something important would have taken too much effort after all
their hard and depressing work. While the cottage walls still
stood, the place was not fit to sleep in that night. The men
fashioned a shelter from branches of nearby trees, using the rock
outcropping behind the cottage as two of the walls. This offered
them some good protection from the chilly winds, and soon they
had all bedded down as comfortably as they could on mats of
pine needles and moss.
The night passed uneventfully except for one odd event.
Everyone else had fallen asleep, but Van had not yet been able
to relax. He lay there as the night grew still around him, the

regular breathing of his sleeping family being the only sound.
Gradually then, something stole into his consciousness, and he
realized that he was hearing music. It was a strange silvery sort
of singing, just barely audible. After listening for some minutes
Van was convinced that it was not the sound of human voices.
Almost instrumental, almost a chorus of voices, it was
something indescribable between the two. Listening closely he
thought the music sounded golden, though how a sound could
be a color he did not understand. The oddest part was that
something within him responded as if he had been waiting a
very long time to hear that music again, as if it had been a part
of him once - a strangeness that was also a familiarity. The
music was actually quite pleasant, and while at first he was
alarmed at hearing it, the soothing sounds gradually relaxed him
and Van drifted off to sleep, thinking of God and His glory and
protections.

He slept soundly, but not dreamlessly. That night the
dream that Van dreamt was more vivid than any he had ever had
before. In the dream he was walking through a familiar wood,
yet it looked unfamiliar at the same time. He was not alone,
Breeze was with him, but the horse was different somehow too.
He seemed brighter, the colors of his coat more distinct and
sharper. As they walked together Van realized they were talking,
both he and the horse....talking together as if it were the most
natural thing in the world to hold a conversation with a horse.
They spoke of many things, but what Van remembered upon
waking was at one point Breeze stopped, looked deeply into his
eyes, and said, "You must help the girl, Van."
"Why me?" the dream-Van had responded.
"Because God has chosen you," dream-Breeze answered
back. "You can see now, you can see and hear."

An overwhelming sense of his own shortcomings
flooded Van until he could barely respond. "I'm nothing
special.”
"That is why God wants you.....if you were a man who
believed in his own great skill or power or strength it would be
hard for you to believe that you needed God."
Breeze and the dream then faded away into a great light.
Dragons and other fantastic creatures Van had never seen before
swirled around in his mind, all blending into each other finally
in a wild mix of colors and sounds. He woke from the dream
worn out, as if he had been running a race, and strangely
disturbed as if the dream had had some meaning that he could
not comprehend yet.
The next morning he chose not to say anything about the
music he had heard or the odd dream. Throughout the day

before he had seen several strange, unexplainable things, but he
did not want to tell anyone any of it for fear they would think he
had lost his senses. But try as he might to forget the dream, he
could not. Something deep within him was adamant that the
dream held a significant truth.

That morning Van tried very hard to act like his
normal self. He smiled at his mother, he offered to help get more
firewood, and to go into the village later to organize a houseraising. When hardship fell upon someone the villagers all
worked together to help the family in need. The houses were
constructed of clay bricks hardened in the sun over about three
days time, and it took many bricks to make a house. They would
need as much help from their neighbors as they could get. With
the cold weather coming in soon they must begin building a new
cottage right away. Van's father was busy making plans,

choosing to view this as a blessing in disguise and an
opportunity to make a nicer house for his wife.
As Van was mounting Breeze to go into the village and
gather brick makers, Jaiyl approached him, obviously on a
mission. He thought at first she probably wanted to go with him,
and he was all set to deny her request. Seeing his face she
hesitated, then plunged ahead with her question. "Van, I just
wanted to ask you not to tell anyone in the village about me,
please?"
"Why?" His abrupt manner did not make her feel any
better.
"I just prefer that as few people know I am here as
possible.” She placed on trembling hand on the horse’s wither.
Van held her gaze for a long moment. In her eyes he saw
only pleading. "Alright, I won't say anything about you being

here." Then, swinging up into the saddle, he looked down at her
and her head of bright hair. "You know, if you don’t want many
people noticing you we'll really need to do something about
your hair."
"What's wrong with my hair?"
"Well it sort of sticks out!" Van was amazed that she
would even have to ask. "Isn't there something you can do about
it? Maybe change the color or something? Is it real?" He had
wanted to ask her that last question since he had first seen her up
close and figured this was as good a time as any. Seeing the
expression on her face he thought perhaps his timing had been
off.
"Yes, my hair is real - we call it 'red' where I come
from.” She tugged at one of the unruly locks to prove her point.
"It was exactly this shade from the moment I was born!

Something being different does not mean that it's bad, or needs
to be changed just because YOU don't like it!" By the end of her
outburst she was yelling. Her face was set like stone, brows
drawn together and lips pursed, her green eyes flashing and the
freckles standing out on her nose. She glared at him for another
moment, then turned and stalked away.
"I didn't say I didn't like it...." He shouted after her, but
by then she was several paces away from him and she refused to
give any indication she had heard him.
Van sat on his horse, wondering if he could have been a
little more tactful, but still surprised at the suddenness and
ferocity of her anger. Watching her walk away, seeing the angry
set of her shoulders and remembering how her eyes had flashed,
he thought it would probably be best to let her cool off while he
went on into town.

Gently nudging Breeze forward, Van let out his breathe
slowly in exasperation. Having been long accustomed to talking
out loud to his horse, this occasion was no different. "What is
wrong with her, Breeze?" He was getting into a real habit of
mumbling things to his horse. “No other girl I've ever known
has been that touchy....." He took the nodding of the horse's
head as agreement. "Then again, no other girl I've ever known
has had such an excuse to be that sensitive. I suppose she has
been the object of odd looks and comments all her life. I wonder
if, well perhaps that's why she flew off so quickly." Again
Breeze's head bobbed up and down, his left ear twitching
backwards as he listened to Van's voice. Van had the distinct
impression again that Breeze could understand his words, but he
shrugged the feeling away and carefully began the descent into
the village.
…………………………………………………

Jaiyl sat on the rocky outcropping overlooking this new
family’s farm. The fields were brown, except for where the fire
had blackened them, and the leaves on the trees had turned
brilliant colors. She was not used to such things in the desert, so
she was enjoying the reds, oranges and yellows of the harvest
time trees. John and Marian had been more kind to her than she
could ever have expected. They reminded her of her long ago
friend Josiah and his parents, Micah and Rachel. She had heard
them mention God, perhaps they also believed in Him. Perhaps
they were part of His people, too.
Van though, he made her so angry. She knew he was
angry with her, too, and the worse thing was she knew he had
the right to be. She had run from her arranged marriage that
night after first meeting Teman. His emotions had almost
overwhelmed her, coming at her in a way she had only felt
before when confronted with a crowd. Teman had projected a

mass of roiling, conflicting emotions, and he seemed to like the
effect. There was pride, arrogance, hatred, anger….all of them
one swirling kaleidoscope of confusion. More disturbing was
the fact that she could feel him reaching out on purpose with
those emotions. He had tried to overwhelm her, trying to get her
to submit to him by sheer emotional willpower.

She had almost lost her composure that night, almost
buckled under the pressure. Fear for herself might not have
been enough to make her run, but she knew her part of the Plan,
what they expected of her, and that night she had guessed
Teman’s part. Only then had she fully understood – the Plan
must be stopped.
…………………………………………..
Entering the village, Van felt the same old uneasiness

from being around what he thought of as a large group of
people. To him the village of fifty or so families was a huge
crowd, full of bustle and mayhem. There were about twenty low
cottages arranged in a haphazard semi-circle around one large
main building. This central structure was used as a common
meeting place, and a makeshift courthouse any time there was a
dispute in the community. Anyone with anything to trade went
down to the lower valley, so there was no need for any sort of
marketplace here.
Into the open circle near the middle of the village he
walked Breeze. Three men greeted him. They had been part of
the group that had helped his family the day before with some of
the clean-up from the fire. Jona, Rudy, and Lonn were all men
that Van had known his entire life. He knew their wives and
children, had grown up playing with Lonn's son Abiah, but as
they approached Van stopped. Something about them was off.

A slow dread overcame Van as the men drew nearer, for across
their features odd shadows flitted and churned, twisting
independently as if alive. The shadows had nothing to do with
the position of the sun or any natural barriers between the men
and the light. Watching them, Van thought that perhaps the
shadows would even separate from them and become
independent, as if they had a mind of their own.
Jona, the oldest of the three, approached Van with a
smile, even while Van remained wary. "Hello Van.” The other
man asked about his family and how the clean-up was going.
Van told them his business, that he was looking for people to
help them rebuild over the next few days, and all three men
agreed to help gather everyone else. The villagers each had their
fields to tend, and this was harvest time so everyone was busy
gathering in his own crops.
Then, shadows playing rapidly over his face, Jona

continued. "Who is that girl that was with you yesterday?" Van
thought Jona was purposely trying to seem as nonchalant as he
could, as if he had another motive for asking besides just idle
curiosity. Jaiyl had asked that Van keep her presence quiet, and
now he felt as if she might have good reason for her request.
Van searched his mind for a suitable response. "Oh, she's
a friend of my father's family." His father's family still lived
down in Een’s Valley below, and he knew that most people in
their village were not acquainted with any of them. It was the
best explanation he could give at the moment, though he felt that
it might not have completely satisfied them. "She's been visiting
with us for a little while now," he continued. "Probably will be
staying through the winter now."
The three men searched his face, the shadows playing
havoc with their expressions, then they moved on. Van felt
exhausted suddenly. Patting Breeze's neck, he let out a sigh of

relief. The horse turned his head to peer at Van, nudging him
with his nose. "Alright boy.” He patted the horse absently. “Let's
get going."
For the next little while he went from family to family,
telling them of the need and asking for help. He saw no odd
shadows on most of these familiar faces, but without fail
whenever he did see one that person asked about the strange
new girl up at his farm. He continued with his story about her
being a visiting cousin, hoping that eventually the strangeness of
her presence would wear off. Jaiyl was certainly making life
interesting. Van had not yet decided if that was a good thing.

Chapter 4
When Van returned from his trip into the village, Jaiyl
seemed even more uncomfortable around him. He noticed that
she now had a scarf tied close to her head and binding her hair
back severely. Van could see no trace of any of her red curls.
She looked at him only from the corner of her eye, her mouth set
in a grim line.
At first Van tried to be natural, but the longer the day
progressed the more he realized that tactic would not work. She
was everywhere it seemed, and he could feel the tension pouring
off her, so much so that he could not think when she was
around. Finally, in exasperation he confronted her in the garden
behind the house.
"What is your problem?" He towered over her, arms

crossed across his chest and feet set wide in the soft earth.
"You.” She looked up at him with hardened eyes.
"Me!"
"Yes,.” She stood and turned to face him defiantly.
“You're the one who keeps insisting I do something about my
hair. Well, now I have.” With a flourish she tore the scarf off her
head. The red curls, that just a few hours before had cascaded
most of the way down her back, were now chopped off, leaving
only chin-length hair. "I cut it, are you happy now?"
Van looked at what she had done, and was not quite sure
why she looked like she was about to cry. His brothers had
noticed their fight, and were also looking at her newly shorn
head.
"That ought to work, yes." He spoke cautiously, like he
had just come across a snake he wasn’t expecting hiding under a

rock. "I didn't tell you to cut it, you know, but it is a pretty good
solution."
She wrapped her hair back up, covering the remainder of
red left on the top. The new arrangement made her eyes seem
much larger, Van noticed, and somehow she looked more
vulnerable now. He could tell that her anger was starting to slip
away a little, replaced by something else he couldn't quite
understand. Maybe fear, despair? Defeat? Was she giving up?
"You have to understand, Jaiyl, none of us around here
has ever seen hair that color before. It will be sure to cause a stir
if too many others see you with all that red hair everywhere." He
tried to speak in a more soothing tone, hoping to help her
understand. "By the way, I didn't say there was anything wrong
with the color of your hair, just that it's unusual. Why do you
have to take everything I say wrong?"

She didn’t answer his question at first, the defiance
coming out of her in a great sigh. "I know you're angry with
me.”She refused to look him in the eye, her head lowered.
He just looked at her, not sure if she would believe him
if he denied her words were true, and not at all sure that he was
not still angry. He thought that she could probably tell if he tried
to lie, so he said nothing at all, preferring instead to look at the
ground near his feet and kick at the tufts of grass.
"And why does it matter if I am angry?" He left his voice
low, eyes narrowed.
Jaiyl grasped her cloak a little tighter about her
shoulders, then turned and stalked away. As he watched her go
he heard someone coming up behind him.
"You really are an idiot." Robin spoke with brotherly
conviction, patting Van's shoulder.

"I know.”
Over the next few days the family's new home took
shape. John had made some alterations from the original design,
making this one with a larger front room and a big fireplace.
Jaiyl had taken to concealing her bright red hair under Thad's
old black cloak, at least while other villagers were within sight.
She hated to admit it, but the shorter style helped her hide better.
The new home was built, the barn repaired. After that the
fields had to be plowed under again, except for the parts that the
fires had missed. They harvested the wheat and grain, and
vegetables left standing, probably barely enough to get their
livestock through the cold season. The work was hard and dirty,
but Jaiyl saw that it gave them all a purpose and helped them
feel as if they were winning a victory over the men that had tried
to ruin everything they owned.

Jaiyl had been with the family for two weeks. Finally
everything had been finished on the repairs to the house and
barn, the fields were healing, the burn scars still visible but not
as dark. Robin had taught her to fish, and even said she was
doing well, a fast learner. Jules was nice to her, but Van spent
much of his time avoiding her. Jaiyl had learned to enjoy
working with Marian, helping her carry water, cook, clean, and
work in the fields. Marian was a patient teacher, and did not so
much as raise an eyebrow when Jaiyl did not know how to do
some of the most basic chores around the farm.
They worked in companionable silence in the kitchen,
preparing the evening meal, when Marian turned to Jaiyl with a
question.
“Have you heard us talking about the Harvest
celebration?”

Jaiyl nodded, dreading what Marian might ask next.
“You are coming with us, right?”
“Oh no, I couldn’t intrude.” Jaiyl attacked the bread
dough with vigor.
“It isn’t an intrusion, dear.” Marian stopped her work for
a moment to turn toward the younger woman. “We welcome
your company.”
Of all people, Jaiyl knew that Marian was sincere, and
her heart swelled in gratitude, her eyes filling with tears. But
she couldn’t help wondering if Van would see her presence as
an annoyance. So far he usually did, and Jaiyl had found it
difficult to be around him much. His feelings were so vivid that
Jaiyl had not yet learned how to block him out.
“Thank you for that, Marian.” Jaiyl stopped beating the
helpless dough, and looked the other woman in the eyes. “I’ll

think about it, but I’m just not sure.”
She could sense that Marian was not happy with the
answer, but had decided to let the matter rest for now. Jaiyl
could not imagine that this would be the last she’d hear of it.
…………………………………………..
"What makes you think she'll listen to me?" Marian had
approached him with her request the day before the harvest
celebration.
"She seems to value your opinion of things.” Marian
looked at him knowingly.
"More likely she would refuse even more if I suggested
she go, Ma." He turned away in frustration. "She doesn’t like me
very much. Can't you tell? She fights with me every chance she
gets."

"That's just it.” Marian put one hand on her son’s
shoulder, turning him back to face her. “I believe she is refusing
from fear of your disapproval. I really think she wants to get
along, and if you take a step she would meet you halfway. I
think you should show her you wouldn't mind if she came."
“Maybe I do mind.”
"Van, that's just mean." Marian shook her finger under
Van’s nose. "You know you don't mind if she comes with us.
Now go tell Jaiyl."
With that his mother turned back to mending some old
clothing she was preparing for Jaiyl for the cold weather. The
girl had not brought anything with her, and the clothes she had
arrived in were completely inadequate for protection against the
snow. Marian obviously felt that her conversation with Van was
over, and expected her son to do just as she had instructed. He

had experienced his mother in this mood before and knew that
the only thing he could do was comply with her wishes.
………………………………………………
Jaiyl loved the sweet, horsey smell of the barn, and came
to visit Lily whenever she had the chance. She had always
enjoyed their ‘talks,’ and now was no different. She knew Van
was near even before he saw her, and wondered at how quickly
she had come to recognize him by the tone of his emotions. He
stood in the door of the barn silently for a few moments, until
Jaiyl became nervous. As she turned toward him he said,
“What’s your horse’s name?”
Taken back by the simple question, she blinked twice
before answering.
“Lily.” She watched warily, wondering when he was
going to start the fight.

“That’s a nice name.” Van didn’t seem to want to fight,
but Jaiyl could feel a conflict within him. “Never saw a horse
with her coloring before.” He talked calmly, but his foot dug a
trench in the dirt floor of the barn. “Is that common where
you’re from?”
Jaiyl smiled at his transparent attempt to find out more
about her. “My family has other horses that look like her, but I
think she’s the prettiest of them all.” Jaiyl gave the mare a sign,
and Lily bobbed her head up and down as if agreeing with her
mistress.
Van laughed at the trick, and Jaiyl relaxed at the sound.
“I taught her that.” She turned a brilliant smile on Van. “I can
make her bob her head like that whenever I want. I just about
had her trained to shake her head back and forth like she was
saying ‘no’, but that one has been a little harder.”

Van stood still, transfixed by the smile on her relaxed
face. Finally he found his voice before embarrassing himself
completely. “She’s a good looking horse.” He stepped back to
look at the mare with an appraising eye.
Jaiyl glowed at the compliment to her horse. Looking
back at Van she faltered at the odd expression on his face. “I
think so too.” She went on, trying to fill what was sure to
become an awkwardly silent moment. “Her coloring isn’t
common; she does stick out in a herd.”
“You should smile more often.” Van’s words startled
her. She hadn’t expected him to say something like that, and her
face flushed. “Why don’t you come with us to the harvest
celebration?”
“You really want me to?” She was surprised to find that
he really did seem to want her to go.

“Sure.” He stepped back, rubbing one hand through his
hair. “I think it would seem odd to the others if we left you out
here all alone. They know you’re here, they think you’re a
cousin from down below. Why would we leave you out if
you’re such a close friend of the family?”
Jaiyl could not understand why her heart sank at his
words, but she turned away disappointed. “We wouldn’t want
to seem odd then, would we.” Her words came out sharper than
she intended. She buried her face in Lily’s mane, feeling the
tension return between them. “Alright, I’ll go.”
When Van stood there, not moving, she turned back to
him. “Is that all?”
“Yes, I guess so.” He sounded confused.

Jaiyl picked up a rag and began wiping Lily’s coat,

pointedly ignoring Van, feeling relief when he took the hint and
walked away.
…………………………………………………………
Van walked over to Breeze’s stall, confused again.
Since Jaiyl had arrived he had been constantly confused.
Walking in on her in the barn she had been so engrossed in her
conversation with Lily that he hadn’t wanted to interrupt. The
moment had seemed so like those he often had with Breeze that
Van had felt a kinship with her for the first time. They had
finally had a nice conversation, and then suddenly it had all
gone wrong again.
Shaking his head he let himself into Breeze’s stall,
looking the tall horse in the eye. Breeze shook his head, rolled
his eyes, and stretching out his neck, peeled his lips back from
his teeth. Van had the distinct impression that he was being

laughed at, and narrowed his eyes in suspicion as Breeze
returned to his normal, innocent expression.
"You can't fool me any longer," Van whispered to the
big horse. Breeze stared at him in a most unhorse-like manner,
but then turned his head toward where Jaiyl still stood with Lily
and neighed loudly. Van still had the impression that Breeze
was pretending. His very real Breeze had seemed to shift into
dream-Breeze for just a moment.
Taking a deep breath, Van tried talking to Jaiyl one more
time.
"We're leaving in a little while, Jaiyl.” Then another
thought occurred to him. “I suggest you don’t talk too much
either. Your accent is bound to raise questions.”
“Of course.” Her icy tone told him in no uncertain terms
that he had said the wrong thing once again.

“I can help you saddle up if you want."
"I don't need any help." Jaiyl spoke sharply, then seemed
to reconsider her tone. "But thank you anyway," she finished, a
little milder.
Van did not answer, wondering if he would ever be able
to say anything that did not rub this girl the wrong way. He had
never felt like a bumbling fool before, so now he had no idea
how to fix it. Perhaps if he just stayed away from her, then they
would all get along better.
Watching her work with Lily, Van could tell that she
was quite able to saddle her own horse, but the saddle and
blankets were unlike any design Van had ever seen. The saddle
was lighter, obviously designed for longer riding. In fact,
watching her deftly arrange the tack on her horse's back, he
began to doubt that he could have helped her after all. He

wondered again where she had come from, but could tell from
her demeanor that the time for more questions had passed.
“Hmm, that went well,” Van muttered ruefully. Breeze
turned his head toward Van, stared into his eyes for a moment
and then deliberately snorted on his young master, shaking his
head and turning back to his manger.
Van took the hint and left Breeze’s stall, brushing the
horse sneeze off his coat as he went and mumbling about
women and horses being in league against him.
……………………Teman………………………
Teman was not used to being thwarted, and now he sat
brooding over the events of the past few weeks. He had sent a
group of trackers to follow and catch Jaiyl. He had thought they
would have no trouble finding her. The girl could not be very
adept at being on the run, and that incompetent father of hers

insisted she knew nothing of surviving on her own. Yet one of
the riders had just returned, distraught and dehydrated, claiming
they had been attacked by three wild men on huge horses that
had nearly killed them.

He was adamant that he alone had

barely escaped with his life. Teman did not want to believe his
story, but could not deny that he had sent four men, and three
had never returned.
One girl? One small girl with no friends anywhere
outside the family…how could she gather such a following in so
short a time? It was impossible, the man must be lying. Rather
than deal with his conniving any longer Teman had ordered him
imprisoned and tortured, only keeping him alive so he could
lead them back to the village where they had found Jaiyl.
Teman never brooded for long. He was a man of action
and determination and no slip of a girl was going to thwart his their - plans just on the eve of their culmination. Thus, before

the night was fully upon them, he had gathered a force of men to
follow the humiliated man from the first group to find that
village once again. If the village was protecting Jaiyl he would
burn it to the ground to find her.
…………………………………………………
Later Jaiyl and the rest made their way down the trail,
past the double boulders that guarded the entrance to the family
farm, on through the thickly wooded glen, over the cold, rocky
stream, and into the open meadow of the little village. The
central building was different than most of the cottages and
farmhouses scattered around it. It had a roof of crossed timbers,
and thick mud brick walls. There was a window looking east
and one looking west so that even now the room would be lit
with the afternoon sun. All the families of the village had
gathered, bringing baskets of grain and vegetables, fruit and
nuts, and animal hides to be tanned and fashioned into clothing

or bed coverings. Some of them had mats made from the dried
grasses of the wild fields all around them and others had pots
and bowls and pitchers made from the red clay of the mountains.
It was a bright and cheerful gathering, full of
thankfulness for the good bounty that God had provided them.
Small children played nearby, young girls huddled together
whispering and watching the boys their age, and the adults
compared produce and wares, and discussed the weather. Jaiyl
had chosen to wear the long black cloak that Thad had given
her, with one of her own bright scarves tied tightly over her
head. Still she caused some stir when the other villagers saw a
new face. They did not get many visitors up there in their
secluded valley.
John and Marian and their sons stuck to Van's story of
her being a distant relative from the big valley below, and that
seemed to satisfy most of their neighbors. Van noticed though

that the shadows he had seen on Lonn and the others seemed
present again. They were not on everyone's faces, just certain
ones, and not all of the same people as the last time he had been
in the village.
"Do you see those shadows Robin?" he asked his brother
after they had settled down in their own corner.
"There are shadows all over the place, Van." His brother
laughed, elbowing him in the ribs.
"No, I mean the odd ones....sort of like their own
shadow, only in front of them....on them."
Robin looked at Van like he thought his little brother had
lost his mind.
"Never mind, don't worry about it." Van shrugged. "I
was just playing around." His first attempt at confiding in
someone about what he had been seeing lately had just failed

miserably. Perhaps someday he would have an explanation. In
the meantime he watched very carefully to see if he could
recognize a pattern in them, or see anything else that was
different.
Then a realization washed over him. Whenever Jaiyl
moved the shadows moved. They would slip from one person to
another, playing over their features and distorting them in ways
that Van now realized only he could see. Yet the phenomena
followed Jaiyl through the crowd. Wherever she walked the
shadows engulfed the people nearest her. When she turned they
followed, and when she rejoined their group they remained on
the nearest group of people to his family. He remembered that
when he had been in town a few days before he had seen the
shadows on everyone who had asked about Jaiyl. Obviously
they had some sort of connection to the girl. Could she be
causing them to appear?

She did not seem to be aware of their presence though
she could be feigning ignorance, or she could be the cause
without being aware.
At one point she turned and caught his thoughtful frown
as he tried to figure out the solution of the shadowed people all
around her. He immediately knew she had misunderstood, for
the relaxed smile on her face disappeared and the fretful
distressed frown returned. He really did feel bad that his
thoughtless expression had caused her to lose her smile. In that
instant her face had undergone a dramatic transformation. The
smile had filled her face, brightening her eyes and creating a sort
of glow about her that was in itself attracting attention. When
the smile fled its absence left a void almost painful to see.
Despite her attempts to hide the bright red locks of hair, she was
still being noticed as someone very different than anyone else
they had ever seen. Her skin was lighter, although she had been

out in the sun so much over the last week that, even in the cold
harvest time weather, she had become tanned. The green eyes
were something she could never hope to hide though, and Van
saw several of the other young men take special interest in this
'cousin' of his.
Suddenly he did not want to fight with her anymore. He
wanted to explain to her that his frown was not meant for her,
but how? "I'm trying to figure out why shadows are following
you around." Van did not think that would go very well. She
would think he was as crazy as Robin had thought him to be
earlier.
……………………………………….
After that Jaiyl stayed on the far side of their little group,
usually sitting near his mother watching people go by. Close to
the time of the sun going down, everyone filed into the central

building. This time Van made a point of smiling at Jaiyl and
even sitting near her.
"Are you having a nice time?" He leaned sideways, so
she could hear him over the noise of the other villagers around
them.
She nodded cautiously, wondering about this new
approach. He had been glaring at her for over an hour, and Jaiyl
could not understand why he would suddenly now be all smiles
and friendliness.
"That's good. I'm glad."
Jaiyl wondered at the sudden change in him – but could
tell that he really was glad, and did hope that she was having a
good time.
“First everyone here will bring tokens forward, a sample of what
they offer to share with the others. Afterwards the elders will sit

in a circle and tell the stories of our village.” Van paused and
leaned his head back, gazing at the thick wooden beams
overhead. He continued quietly. “I especially love this time.
The old ones sitting up there, while the rest of us all crowd
around trying to see, the younger children up front so they can
see and hear everything best. We light a fire there in that ring of
stones. It creates a wonderful, mysterious feeling – I used to
love it when I was little.”
Looking at his face just then, Jaiyl knew he loved it still.
Van pointed at the thin line of smoke rising through the
hole in the roof above. "It has always seemed to me as if that
smoke were significant in the telling of these tales. As if it were
a warning - if the stories ever stopped being told then the world
would forget, gone the same way the smoke rises up and
vanishes away in the great expanse of sky above. Even such a
raging fire as we saw at my own farm only took a few hours to

clear, and now there is barely any reminder at all that it ever
happened."
Jaiyl watched thoughtfully, then turned and looked at
Van. "You are a surprising person, Van.”
“Really? I never thought of myself as anything
surprising.” He leaned back on his outstretched arms.
“You’re different somehow.” She stared at him with
narrowed eyes. “You were so angry, now all of a sudden you
aren’t. All these conflicting emotions and you don’t hide
anything…” Her voice trailed off as Van looked down at her.
Jaiyl wondered at the change she could feel in Van. He
had been full of conflict since the first day she had met him.
One moment angry, the next a confusion of guilt and something
else, and he made almost no attempt to hide any of his feelings.
Being around him was too difficult, too confusing, so she had

taken to spending more time with Marian in the cottage, or with
Robin fishing in the nearby river. But now Van was like a little
child, full of wonder and amazement and anticipation; settling
right in, ready to be told a story by his elders, wanting to hear it
all as if it were the first time. His excitement was particularly
contagious, and for the first time in a long while she thought of
her younger sister Habiah who had always been so excitable.
Habiah had been married off at an early age and Jaiyl had not
seen her in several years. Jaiyl had had a special purpose, one
that required her to be held back from marriage until they were
ready for her. That life in the desert seemed so far away, as
distant as if it had been a different lifetime and not just a
different place. But Jaiyl did not want to think about any of
that, so she turned her thoughts back to what was happening
around them in the meeting hall.
Van stood up eagerly to watch the men settle in for the

recounting of the tales passed down over generations. Jaiyl
watched him, laughing like he was a little child, but he
obviously didn't care. She could feel the excitement bouncing
off him and she felt her own spirit being lifted.
A wrinkled, white-haired man, clearly much respected
by the others, drew in a deep breath signaling he was about to
begin his discourse. He obviously relished the telling of the tale
as much as his listeners enjoyed hearing it, perhaps even more.
His light blue eyes twinkled merrily and he rubbed his hands
together in anticipation. Soon the whole room quieted, the only
illumination was coming from the fire, lighting only those old
enough to be allowed within the inner circle. The illusion of
isolation was complete, and the story could begin. This is their
tale:
"Long long ago, in a land not so far away, there was a
great flood of waters that covered the entire earth. The seas

forgot their boundaries, the fountains of the great ocean erupted
in fiery turbulence and the rains fell from the skies in great
torrents like nothing before or since. The ones who were saved,
the ones who obeyed God found a new world when it was all
over; a world of changed light and cold air, wind and rain and
burning sun, and lonely silence." The old man paused in his
narration and Van fleetingly thought of how much he enjoyed
watching the elder have fun building suspense into his story.
"The people were then only a remnant. There were so
few, they were afraid to leave each other. Even as their numbers
grew they refused to spread over the earth as God had
commanded. Generation after generation came and went, and
still they stayed in their pleasant valley, growing into a large
city. One man stood up to build a great tower, one that would
reach the heavens, and control the hearts of men. Then came a
great confusion.....the God of the whole earth wanted people in

the whole earth. He wanted us to grow, to learn and to prosper not to stand still and grow stale in one place, so God sent a
jumbling of the languages, no one could understand each other
anymore. Gradually people drifted off in family groups that
shared common tongues." Again the man paused for effect,
drawing in great gulps of air as he let his audience sit in
anticipation. All but Jaiyl knew the whole story, but everyone
sat as if this was their first time hearing it.
"Our own people traveled far and wide, looking for
refuge in the strange new world. They traveled for a very long
time, until they found a broad pleasant valley with three rivers
running all through its fields and meadows. Here they built
villages and towns, the people found food and learned how to
raise crops. The three rivers came from a single deep pool at the
bottom of a beautiful waterfall. Always the people searched for
a way up to the hanging valley above, but for many years could

not find one. Finally a man named Alon followed a herd of wild
horses up to the bottom of the cliff face. They turned right, he
turned right. They ran along the bottom, jumping over rocks and
dodging around trees. Suddenly they swerved down....down and
what seemed to Alon to be right into the mountain! What he
found then he would never have seen without the wild horses.
There was a deep crevice between two rocky overhangs, wide
enough for a horse to run through, but not much wider. He
followed the herd down into the crevice, but it did not keep
going down....soon it turned and led up. Now he climbed a path
hardened by the hooves and paws of the wild things, a path that
had never seen the foot of man before. He came out onto the
upper valley, our valley, full of green rolling hills, encased with
protective arms of mossy rock and backed by the great Golden
Peak. Alon knew what he had found, and soon moved his family
here. Now, generations later, we have a beautiful home in the

place which God has given us. Let us now all be thankful, and
remember that God has given us increase here, and we must
help our fellows as we want them to help us."
.......................................................................
After Alonso had finished his story the other elders told
some of the favorite stories of the village history. They talked
long into the night, the children soaking it all up, Van and his
family just as interested in the stories as if they had not heard
them many times already. Van had seated himself in a place
where he could see both the speakers and Jaiyl as she watched
them, and was gratified to see her showing such interest in his
village's history. She stood and watched with rapt attention, as
enveloped in the recounting as the young children who were
hearing their own ancestry. Smiles played over her face, yet at
the same time the fire threw shadows over her features,
reminding Van of the shadows he had noticed on the faces of so

many of his friends in the village. The effect was a contrast that
made him somehow uncomfortable, as if he was recognizing a
danger, but only out of the corner of his eye. He could not yet
focus on it and identify the real threat.
The night had grown late when everyone finally left the
meetinghouse and made their way to their own homes. The
harvest celebration had been exactly what he had expected,
nothing spectacular had happened, and the warmth of
contentment spread through him.
As they walked to their horses Jaiyl drew near. He
looked down at her. "Did you have a nice time?"
When she nodded and smiled he noticed a red curl had
come loose from her scarf. Without thinking he reached out his
hand towards her face to help her tuck the hair back under its
covering. Jaiyl jerked her head back, self-consciously tucking

the wayward curl back into place, a little frown playing across
her brow.
“What are you doing?”
Van felt a flash of anger suddenly.
"Why are you so mad at me?" He crossed his arms and glared at
her, the contentment in his heart dissolving. "After all, I should
be the one who's angry with you...."
"Oh really!” She scoffed loudly. ‘Now are we going to
have a competition for who has more to be angry at the other
one about?"
"Maybe....I think I'd win." Van was getting angrier as he
spoke, even while at the same time knowing he was
overreacting.
"Van, I did not set your house or fields on fire! I did not
do any of this to you." Jaiyl crossed her arms as well, and faced

Van head on.
"I didn't say that you did. You just seem to be so angry
with me, when I think I'm the one with more cause... that's all."
"None of the rest of your family has this much of a
problem with me. You criticize my hair color, the way I
talk….everything! Your brothers don't treat me this way. Robin
is very nice to me all the time....."
"So why don't you go over there with him then? You're
always following me around...." Van muttered
"I do not follow you around.” She waved her arms
indignantly.
"Every time I turn around, there you are." Van was not
even sure that was really true.
"Then stop turning around!" Jaiyl answered. "You are

ridiculous...." She grew quiet, one tear falling down her cheek.
She turned away then, obviously looking for someone to rescue
her from the conversation. Finding his mother, she ran away
from Van, making him feel even worse.
"What is it with you two?" Van turned to his brother
Jules, looked at him for a long moment.
"I don't know, Jules....I don't know. Seems like she tries
to take things I say the wrong way."
"She's not like that with me." Jules cocked one eyebrow
at Van.
"Well, maybe she likes you more.” Van walked on,
irritated.
"Yeah, that's probably it....." He did not sound
convinced. Jules shrugged and turned away, swinging up into
his saddle. "I'm sure you'll figure it out eventually."

He rode off into the night, leaving Van to follow alone.

Chapter 5
Teman
They had been traveling for days, but finally high in the
mountains, Teman’s men had reached a lovely rock-strewn
valley, three silvery streams winding through green rolling hills.
Teman did not care about the beauty of the place, merely what
he would find beyond. He watched the troop ignore the
villages, the guide leading straight to a roaring waterfall at the
northwest end of the valley. Through their eyes, he could see
another smaller valley above, and the guide insisted that this
was where they had finally caught up with Jaiyl.
From his place in the Tower far away, Teman prodded
his men up the trail, using valuable energy. He could almost
feel the bite of the cold air as the men blew on their hands to

keep warm, but it meant nothing to him now. As the men turned
their horses toward the rocky pass the animals became nervous,
tossing their heads and snorting, pawing at the ground. Teman
had no interest in the foolishness of dumb animals, and he
ignored them.
As soon as the last horse entered the path the weather
changed abruptly. Huge, thick snowflakes began pelting them
from the clear sky, creating a white blanket that blinded them all
instantly. Then the wind began – a frenzied, whipping wind that
took the deceptively soft-looking flakes and drove them into the
faces of man and beast alike – tiny darts of ice – sharp and
cutting. Instantly every rock on the trail became covered in a
slippery sheath of frost. Each step the horses took became a
stumble, and then men began exclaiming in fear.
Angrily, Teman drove his men on for a few more
minutes, until the lead horse stumbled so badly it went down

onto its knees. In frustration, Teman allowed the men to turn
around, something done with much cursing and jostling on the
narrow trail. Reaching the bottom again they turned to see the
snowstorm remaining on the path, drifts fast growing as high as
the horses’ knees, and becoming higher by the minute. The
troop had no choice but to return to Teman, though they clearly
dreaded facing their leader.
Safe and warm in his cavern, Teman’s rage reached a
fevered pitch. Shaking his fist in the air, he screamed, “Curse
the snow, curse the sky, curses on God himself! I will find her!
You cannot stop me!” Spittle flew from his mouth, dribbling
down his beard unheeded. His attendants stared, knowing to
stand far back when he was in such a mood. Then, just as
quickly as the freak snowstorm had appeared, the anger fled
from Teman’s face and was replaced once again with his usual
expression of calm tranquility. No one would have ever guessed

at the true surge of feelings in the man’s soul, at least not now.
He turned away, eyes hardening.
“I will not give in!”

…………………………………………
After the harvest celebration Van could see that Jaiyl
wanted to make up for what she had brought on the family. She
helped Robin with the fishing nearly every day, and Van
thought that she was probably taking his angry words to heart,
spending more time with his brothers and his mother. The part
that surprised him was that he felt her absence at all. He had
spent all of his young life without her around, so why should it
matter if once around, she was suddenly gone? Yet it did
matter.
…………………………………………………
Van, Robin, and Jules had much to do to prepare for the
coming freeze. They had to prepare animal hides for extra
blankets, repair holes and chinks in the barn to keep the horses

protected from the cold winds, and their father wanted them to
thicken the walls of the new house as well. They woke up
early, and worked late into the night, falling into their beds
exhausted.
One night Jaiyl sat back and watched the happy little
family around the fireplace. They laughed and sang songs when
the father brought out a curious little musical instrument that
Jaiyl had never seen before. It was long and thin and had holes
in the top where John could place his fingers to make different
notes. Jaiyl thought it sounded lovely, and John could make it
dance with music whenever he chose. She was fascinated and
rather disappointed when it became so late that she could not
stop yawning. The young girl could not get it out of her mind
all that night, the picture of this family being happy. They had
recently lost so much, yet were happy simply because they were
together.

For the first few days after the harvest-time celebration
whenever Van approached Jaiyl she turned stiffly and walked
away. "Fine, be that way," he muttered, watching her walk away
yet again. She obviously did not want to be friends, yet he found
himself trying to make things right between them. He even tried
inviting himself to one of the fishing expeditions with Robin.
His brother didn't care if he came or not, but kept looking at him
as if expecting some great revelation about his presence. Jaiyl
looked at Van as if he were intruding, a sense he had never had
from anyone else before.
Amazingly, Van had almost forgotten about his odd
dreams, the strange music, and the mysterious men in white.
Each day left him so tired by nightfall that he slept soundly, too
soundly to be hearing any odd music, or to remember any
dreams he may have had. Then one day something happened
which reminded him.

Van's visits to Thad had grown sparse lately, and he felt
the need to go up the mountain to visit with his old friend. He
was saddling Breeze for the ride up the mountain when Jaiyl
came into the barn.
"Where are you going, Van?"
Exasperated, Van didn’t even turn around to answer her.
"Thad's cabin.”
He didn't hear anything else from her for a moment, and
assumed she had left the barn again, until she spoke up. "Would
you mind if I went also?" Her voice wavered. “He seems like an
interesting person - I'd like to get to know him better…...and I
have something I would like him to see.”
Van was not at all sure that he wanted to share Thad with
this girl, too. Jaiyl had swooped down on his family, taking a
share in his parent's and brothers' attentions whether he wanted

her to have it or not. Now she wanted to have a part of Thad as
well....would she never be satisfied? All of this tramped through
his heart and mind in a matter of seconds. They had not been
thoughts that he had framed into words before, but now they
were crystal clear, and seemed totally logical and justified. Is
this what it was like to have a little sister? He was not at all sure
he was enjoying it, but still, his mother would be displeased if
he denied her this simple courtesy.
"I suppose you can come. Just hurry up and get your
horse saddled. I don't want to wait."
She had Lily out of the stall and saddled before he
imagined it possible, earning a little bit of grudging respect from
him.
Walking the horses side by side up the trail, Jaiyl tried to
be pleasant. She began to talk about the nice weather they were

having. "How cold will it get?"
“Cold enough to snow not too long from now.”
“Snow? Your father mentioned it once, but I’m not sure
what it is.”
“You know, cold - rain - freezing snow.” He shook his
head, wondering how she could possibly not know what snow
was.
“When do you think that will happen?” Van glanced at
her from the corner of his eye. She was excited about snow
coming?
"I don't know.” A bright red leaf fell from a nearby tree,
and he swiped it out of his face. “Why do you care?"
"I've never seen snow before.”
"Never? Where do you come from that you've never seen

snow?" He was not at all sure he believed her.
"Somewhere that it doesn't snow!” He clearly had upset
her yet again. “You know, there are places like that....not so
very far away, too. It wouldn't hurt you to get a little more
educated.”
"Oh really! And are you the one to do it? Not knowing
what you know doesn't mean I don't know things....."
"That didn't even make sense." She threw back her head
and laughed.
Van was not laughing back. This girl seemed to fight
with him for the sheer joy of it, as if she were trying to cause
him grief just to see what he would do. "Did you really come
with me in order to see Thad, or was it to follow me around and
make me miserable?"
"Miserable? Really? Is it all that bad?" She wasn’t

laughing anymore, and Van felt the conversation spinning out of
control as it had so many other times.
"That's all you've done since you arrived.”
"Fine then.” He saw her setting her chin stubbornly. "I
really do want to see Thad, and you are not going to stop me. I'll
see you there." With that she nudged Lily firmly in the side and
trotted off ahead of him. She was soon out of sight and Van did
not feel much inclined to hurry after her.
After she rounded the bend ahead, he was alone again
for the first time in many days, alone except for Breeze. As the
sound of Jaiyl's horse drew farther away his angry thoughts
cooled and disappeared. Finally he became attuned to the woods
around him, and once again was struck by the strange pulsating
beat that stole across his senses. He had not thought about that
strange beat in days, but now he could not help wondering about

it again.
"What is that?"
Perhaps he was expecting a voice to come from out of
the blue, perhaps he expected Breeze to turn his head and speak
to him, but nothing so dramatic as that happened. He listened
more intently, closing his eyes and letting his senses concentrate
on that rhythm. Somehow it seemed familiar, like a song he had
heard only once, or a dream he almost remembered. The entire
rest of the way to Thad's cabin he worked at the puzzle, but it
eluded him.
Entering Thad's cabin he saw the old man sitting at his
table as usual, with his books and scrolls laid out in front of him,
but this time no pen was in his hand. He sat calmly, Jaiyl seated
across the table from him, and they both looked up as Van
entered the room.

"There you are!" Thad greeted him as if they had been
waiting for Van for hours. He grasped Van by the shoulders in a
quick embrace, then sat down again, folding his weathered
hands in front of him, and leaned forward across the wooden
plank table.
"We've been sitting here talking about you, Van."
Jaiyl stood in the room, arms crossed, chin held high as
she looked at Van. Thad sat still at his little table, acting as if it
were the most natural thing in the world for Jaiyl to show up on
his doorstep.
Van looked from one to the other, eyes narrowed as he
wondered what they could possibly have to talk about already.
“The young lady was just about to show me something.”
Thad held a hand out to Jaiyl, asking her to go on.
Jaiyl cleared her throat, then spoke in a quavering voice.

“Yes, I wanted to come to show you these, Thad.” She
held out her hand, showing them something wrapped in a soft
cloth. “These were given to me a long time ago, by friends.
People like you, Thad.”
Thad took the bundle, unwrapping it to reveal three
scrolls. He held them up to the light, examining them closely.
“Jaiyl, my dear, do you know what you have here?” The
old man muttered as he turned the scrolls over and over, treating
them as if they would fall apart if he weren’t careful.
“I know that the two larger ones are the words of God.”
She spoke in hushed tones, approaching closer to the table as
she watched Thad with the scrolls. “But the third I have never
been able to figure out. It seems to be a half-finished riddle, a
clue to something.”
Thad was still studying the third scroll, holding it close

to his face and scrutinizing the words, hoping to get a clue to its
meaning.
“I believe this is the key, the missing part of the
prophecy that I have been searching for all these years!” Thad
declared finally. “Remember we spoke once before of the riddle
of the tower?”
“Yes.” Jaiyl’s hands twisted together like they did when
she was nervous.
“This is it.” Thad grew excited as he spoke. “This is the
final part of that prophecy. God does work in mysterious
ways.”
Creaking to his feet, the old man hurriedly shuffled to
his own shelves, picking out a scroll from among the several
sitting there.
He brought it back over to the table, unrolled it and set it

next to Jaiyl’s scroll. What he saw must have been significant,
for Thad stood, a bright eagerness shining in his eyes. Van had
never seen the man so excited before, and watched him with
renewed interest.
"I have a story to tell you, my boy....so bear with me. Let
me tell my whole tale, don't interrupt me now, you promise?"
Thad waited for an answering nod before continuing.
"I am part of a race of people who were once chosen by
God to be His. The story I am telling you now though, is not our
story.
I am not only a part of that race, as you know I am also a
prophet of the Most High God. It is part of my mission to track a
movement that began many years ago. There was once a great
flood, this you know, correct?" He did not wait for Van's
answering nod.

"After this flood the people gathered in one place, not
wanting to leave each other. During that time, perhaps only a
few years, the people began an ambitious project - to build a
tower that, among other things, would be too high for a flood to
reach. Rumors abounded for years speculating on what else the
Tower could do. Some said that it was a means to transport
them to the heavens, the very throne of God. Others said it
could reveal each man’s true self – or even force dreams or
visions upon other people. Some even now believe that the
Tower holds the key to all wisdom, and that it can save the
world.” Thad paused as if suddenly exhausted. Quieter he
continued. “Remember now, they were much smarter back
then, much closer to how we were originally created before the
great Flood. They could do things that if I told you, you would
not believe me – so something in those rumors could be quite
true."

"This tower is now known as the Babel Tower, but then
it was known as the Great Tower, and it was because of this
project that God created the different languages that so confused
our ancestors. They left the Tower unfinished, lying just as it did
on the day of the great confusion."
He paused for effect, and to be sure he had the full
attention of his audience of two. Van was surprised at Thad’s
flair for storytelling.
"There was only one problem," Thad continued. "One
man led the rebellious family that had started the Tower in the
first place. This man did not want to obey God. He did not want
to acknowledge God's plan at all. He had his own ideas about
what mankind should be doing and who should be in control. He
was the great mastermind of the Tower itself, and when the
work ceased he hid the Tower and its city, creating a series of
clues that he left for his followers to find someday."

"My boy, this is where you come in..... Now don't
interrupt, you promised." Van did not remember promising any
such thing, but he closed his mouth and let Thad speak on.
"They call themselves the Forgotten Ones, and they are
the descendants of this one man and his followers. They have
been working for many years to undermine God's plan for
mankind. They have done all they can, and Jaiyl’s presence
here, the bracelet she wears is the sign to me that they believe it
is time to resurrect the Tower."
"Van, you must understand, this Tower is beyond
anything we have now. As a race men have forgotten so
much....so much of what we used to know is gone." Thad's voice
trailed off until Van thought he would have to remind the hermit
of his presence.
“However, God has not left us even in this. We have a

prophecy passed down from the ancient time. This is the
writing of that prophecy,” he indicated one of the scrolls before
him. Reading the ancient words aloud, Thad said, “The people
of the Tower will grow and prosper for a time. After that, one
who is the least of men shall draw them out and make them
desolate. He will come with a sword and with truth. She will
come with a band of gold. The sign of her people will be upon
her.”
Thad paused dramatically again. “There are other signs,
in the skies, that point to the time…this time….being when the
Forgotten Ones must be stopped, their plans must be hindered.
Their time is not yet come, though they will have a success
eventually. God has decreed that they should not go further for
now.”
He shook himself and then focused back on his story
again. "Ah yes, this is where you come in, Van. You are this

least of men. For generations the wise ones have debated about
why the text seems to change gender here. First speaking of a
man, then seemingly changing to speak of this one as a woman.
But now I believe I understand.” He turned to include Jaiyl.
“You, my dear, are the other mentioned in this prophecy. You
wear the band of gold with the symbol of your people on it.
You must be a part of this as well.” Resting his hands on the
sides of his table, Thad heaved himself to his feet. “The work
on this Tower must not be restarted. It must be destroyed for
good this time. And you are the one to do it."
At Van's shocked expression, Thad wagged a long bony
finger in his face. "Now don't you go looking at me like I'm a
crazy old coot! I've heard from God, and this is no time for
hesitation or disbelief. I have never led you wrong, isn't that
true? Yes, of course it is. You are the one, Van, and you must
accept it now before it is too late. You must get to the Tower

and destroy it before the Forgotten Ones find it."
All Van could think of to say was "Why me?"
"Do not question from disbelief," Thad answered. "It is
for God to know, and man to obey. God chooses whom he
wishes to carry out his commands. You will find help along
your way in some of the most unlikely forms."
"Remember, often God picks the weak, the flawed, the
most common people to do the greatest things - because then He
is most glorified. You will not be accomplishing this great task
because of any wonderful natural abilities of your own. No, you
will rely on God and His guidance. He will lead you, but you
must be listening or you will miss it. Do you understand all of
this, young man?"
"No." Van did not need to think through his answer. "I
don't understand at all. How am I supposed to accomplish this?

Where is this Tower? Am I supposed to go alone? I have far too
many questions to be starting out on something like this."
"Some of your questions will be answered - not all of
them." Thad crinkled his already wrinkled face and shook a
bony finger in Van’s face. “First you must go to the old city.
There will not be much left. Despite its infamy, despite the fact
that it is talked about in every family history all over the world,
no one knows where it is now, and no one has for hundreds of
years. It has most likely all but disappeared. The way will be
long, and you will need to search for the clues, but you need not
go alone. God has provided the perfect help for you.”
“Who?” Van asked, even as he dreaded the answer.
“Why, Jaiyl of course!” Thad threw both hands in the
air, and smiled triumphantly, ignoring Van’s discomfort. “The
scrolls she has shown me and the bracelet she wears prove that

she is a part of this, that she can help you.”
Van had to sit down. While Thad spoke Jaiyl avoided
looking Van in the eyes, even as he tried to get her to look at
him. What more did she know about all this? How was she tied
to it? Did this have anything to do with the men who had been
chasing her and had attacked them?
Thad had turned back to the scrolls on the table again,
placing them side by side and standing over them in triumph.
“For years I have searched, watching, waiting, asking
God for the rest of the answers. Always He has said to wait
here, so I have waited. Now you have brought me this.” Van
looked over Thad’s shoulder to see what had caused all the
excitement.
“This is the part here that I’ve puzzled over for years.”
Thad pointed at the old scroll of his own. “We have never

known where the old city lies, but with what Jaiyl brought
me...well look for yourself.”
Van looked at the scroll rolled out on the table:
Where flowering blooms see the moon rise high,
Where the mighty Nimrod sought to die.

Below the second line the scroll ended in a jagged line,
as if it had been carefully torn. Against this edge Thad had
carefully placed Jaiyl’s scroll, the two perfectly matching. On
her scroll were more lines.
White cliffs of the giants rise to the sky,
When the sunrise shines through the highest peak,
Here lies the city of the Tower.

Where the least of men shall draw them out and make
them desolate.
“How do we know these lines are here for us?” Van was
still not convinced completely.
“Look at the rest of the scroll, my boy.” Thad could
barely contain his excitement. “Both scrolls talk of the
Temanites, the family without a land, the wanderers. This
whole writing is about the people who are working against God,
the ones who want to resurrect the old rebellion.” He indicated
his own half of the scroll, jabbing at it with a finger for
emphasis.
“Then we have this line here about the city being lost, and then
these mysterious two lines - about the sun shining through a
mountain peak. When does the sun shine through rock? It
doesn’t - so it has to mean something else….”

“And the next three lines, the ones from my half, they
explain the other two.” Jaiyl had caught the excitement and was
running with it. “We could do it now, couldn’t we?” She grew
sober, her eyes shining bright and her face aglow. “We could
stop them, finally.”
Jaiyl was awestruck. The fact that she had run blindly
into the unknown, yet straight to the one person she needed to
find, someone she had not known she needed to find at all.
There was no way this was coincidental. Finding Thad here had
to be a miracle from God. She was having her own miracle play
out right before her eyes! Never had she thought this would
happen for her, that God would be willing to lead her in such a
direct manner, and with such a direct purpose. She could only
stand and look hungrily at the scrolls while Van tried to take it
all in and Thad watched in hopefulness.
Eventually the two young people left Thad's cabin, laden

with the scrolls and manuscripts that Thad had thought might be
valuable on the journey. Van still felt as if the ground was not
quite stable under his feet. His mind was reeling with questions,
doubts and fears. The last thing that Thad had said to them as
they walked out his door was “Be careful, children, and be
quick. I feel him, he is almost here….”
Thad’s ominous words chased each other around and
around in Van’s mind as he rode.
This time the mood on the trail was different than the
ride up had been. Van had no desire to fight with Jaiyl, and he
hoped she would be a little easier to get along with, at least for a
while. He watched her closely for her reaction, but she did not
seem surprised....only accepting what she obviously knew was
needing to happen.
"None of this seems to come as a shock to you- even I

can see that." He narrowed his eyes. "I need to know your story,
and why Thad thinks you can help in all this."
She remained quiet for a minute longer. Van wondered
what she was thinking, if she was trying to form a lie, or
gathering fortitude to tell the truth. He hoped that what he heard
next really was the truth, even though it turned out to be so
fantastic he could hardly believe it.
"What Thad said about the Forgotten Ones is true." She
avoided his gaze, looking down at the ground. "They have
decided that the God who separated the families of earth at the
Tower was wrong, that He had had no right to cause such
confusion, that His actions had resulted in chaos, disorder,
loneliness, poverty....in effect He had caused all the evil they
saw in the world. The family has been breeding bitterness
against God ever since then, generation after generation. Their
plan is to one day reunite all the families of mankind, creating

one language, one government, one religion. This is the
beginning of their plan....to recover the Tower, make it operable
again, and use it to try to become the new 'gods' of this earth.
They believe that the Tower will allow them to accomplish this.
The Forgotten see it as their mission to stop God, and to replace
Him.” At his look of wonder and disbelief she said soberly,
“They can do things…..I have seen some of it with my own
eyes. This…..family……is large, and determined, organized.
They will not be easy to stop.”
“But that is what Thad has already said. Are you saying
you already knew what he was talking about?” When she
nodded he asked, “How do you know about all this, Jaiyl?” Van
was afraid he already knew the answer.
“I know because this is my family. I am a part of the
Forgotten Ones.” She held out her arm with the gold bracelet
turned towards Van. “The symbol of my people.”

“You are a part of some evil conspiracy to take over the
world?” When he said it like that the whole situation seemed
absurd, ridiculous.
“I was born into this family, Van. I did not choose them.
In fact, I’ve chosen to run away from them. It was this plan that
I was trying to escape from when I ran into you and your
family.”
Van thought about that, seeing the truth in what she was
saying. Despite his fears he had to acknowledge the logic of her
words.
"How can you help me with this then? Isn‘t it better for
you to stay here?" Van wondered if she could actually go
against her own family in something so huge.
“I want to help.” Her sincerity shone on her face as she
finally met Van’s eyes. “Anyway, if those men who are looking

for me show up again wouldn’t it be better if I weren’t here?
Your family will be safer with me gone.”
Van paused thoughtfully.
“So this marriage being forced on you….was that just
you making up something so we would feel sorry for you?”
“No, that was not a lie. I was being forced to marry
someone, still will be forced to if they catch me alive.” She
paused, watching her horse pick her way carefully down a steep
part of the trail. “You still don’t trust me, do you.” She said
that last, not as a question but as a statement.
“I’m not sure what to think yet, Jaiyl. Give me some
more time to absorb all of this. Please.”
“There’s more, you know.”
“Yeah, I don’t think I can handle more right now….”

“I didn’t think so either. Maybe I’ll tell you the rest
someday.”
For the remainder of the ride they were silent. Van did
not want to believe her, but the prophet…his friend Thad….had
believed in Jaiyl, had not even needed to hear her story in order
to know that she could help him. Thad had only had two
conversations with Jaiyl, and he seemed to know more about her
than Van knew. Could he go wrong following Thad’s lead? He
had never had any reason to not trust the old man. In fact he had
been given several reasons to believe the man really was a
prophet of God. Van was slowly talking himself into believing
Jaiyl, he had no other choice really.

Chapter 6
That night they studied the repaired scroll, examining the
now-completed riddle it contained. Everyone sat around the
table, the scroll spread before them, heads bent and eyes
examining it closely.
“Where do the flowers bloom at night?” Marian was the
first to ask a question. “Certainly not around here.”
The others thought for a moment.“There’s a flower that
blooms at night in some areas of the desert, where I come from.”
Jaiyl looked around at the others, trying to gauge their reaction
to her comment about her homeland.
Van remained bent over the scroll. “Alright, that helps.
But what about these white cliffs of giants? That’s a real

mystery.”
“I’m not sure about that at all, but I know about Nimrod
the hunter. There’s a legend about him that is very well known
in my family.”
Five pairs of brown eyes locked onto her green ones as
she chuckled and offered to tell them the story.
At their unanimous request she began.
“There was once a mighty hunter named Nimrod. He
battled fierce beasts and dragons, more than any other man
before him. He was tall and graceful, able to run faster than the
deer and was stronger than the mightiest bull. One day he
looked around him and realized he had conquered all the
animals but one. Only the mighty sirrush had avoided his spear
and sword and arrows. The sirrush was a terrible beast, a long
thin snout on a snakelike neck, a great thick body and a long,

whipping tail. On the ends of his paws were long sharp claws
that he used to cut and slash, and in his mouth were rows of thin
sharp teeth.

The desire for total conquest grew inside Nimrod until
he knew he must leave to find the beast and match him, strength
for strength. Nimrod traveled far and wide, looking in all the
places the great beast was rumored to haunt. Sirrush had
learned to hide well from man, though he was mighty and
strong. Over the years he had grown to prefer deep river
canyons and caves, very great caves they had to be to serve his
great needs.
In all of Nimrod's land he did not find a sirrush. After
searching for weeks and months he finally realized he must go
farther. Kissing his wife and children goodbye, gathering his

most trusted warriors, he set off on the greatest adventure of his
life. Eventually he wandered to the edge of a vast wilderness.
Rushing waters had carved deep canyons, one after another,
dotted with huge caves; a perfect place for the sirrush.
Nimrod searched cave after cave, seeing footprints
which told him the beast was near. Some of the men with him
turned home in fear when they saw those prints - terrified of the
animal that could make them. They found bones of other
animals on the floor of some of those caves, bones that had been
gnawed on until no meat or gristle was left, bones that told the
tale of the sirrush.
One night they came to the opening of a great cave,
larger than any they had yet come across. One by one the other
men with Nimrod succumbed to their fear and ran from the
cave, willing instead to remain outside in the night air and face
the giant scorpions and great birds of prey that rule the night

there.
As Nimrod and his one remaining companion walked
through the dark cave they were assaulted by a smell, the likes
of which caused them to tremble with trepidation. The smell
was one of rotting flesh, and.....and something else. Something
heavy that hung in the air almost visibly, like a great fog rolling
over them. The darkness of the cave oppressed them, too,
willing them to fall to their knees and crawl back towards the
light of the distant moon.
Suddenly they heard a stirring, hide brushing against
rock, gravel displaced under a mighty claw. Then the breathing
- a slow rumbling growl and a fetid breathe on their faces. The
sirrush was right in front of them! It had not attacked them, yet
they could feel its breath, smell it in all its terrible glory.
Nimrod did not run, he held his companion still, knowing that
running could be their undoing.

With a mighty yell he held his sword high and ran
towards the breath of the beast. The battle that ensued is
unimaginable, the mightiest struggle between man and beast that
has ever been, and perhaps that ever will be. They fought their
way to the opening of the cave eventually, both beast and man
tiring not a bit. They stood, the dark maw behind, the peaks
rising above, the moon casting a silvery sheen on everything
around.
Even as Nimrod's sword flashed, sirrush's claws and
teeth cut and slashed. The beast was bleeding from wounds in
his neck and belly, Nimrod's blood flowed from his side.
Finally the great beast rose high on its strong hind-legs and, with
a mighty roar, pounced on the weary hunter. As he came down,
Nimrod's spear came up. The great white belly of the beast was
pierced by the spear, even as the great teeth sank into the
hunter's body.

The great sirrush died there, and very nearly took
Nimrod with him in death. The animal was so large that even in
death it took three men to pry him off their wounded leader.
Nimrod struggled for days to overcome his wounds, finally
living to tell the story but forever scarred by the battle. He
never hunted again after that.
And that is the legend of Nimrod.

“That’s quite a story,” Jules commented when Jaiyl was
through. “But that could be anywhere, couldn’t it?”
“There is a cave we know of that is called Nimrod’s
Cave, and our tradition says that it is the very cave where the
great battle took place. My family stayed in that area for quite
awhile about a year ago. It is right on the edge of the desert, and
it certainly fits the legend.”

Van stared at Jaiyl. How could all of this be fitting
together so well? How was it that the one person with just the
right information had landed on their very doorstep, just at the
time that Thad was insisting they must stop these mysterious
people? There could only be one answer, and that answer was
God.
…………………………………………………
Everything was ready, saddlebags packed with
provisions and an extra horse loaded with more supplies and the
scrolls Thad had given Van and Jaiyl. Van stood near Breeze,
knowing they had to go but hesitating nonetheless. He had gone
to Jules and Robin, asking them to come with him and
amazingly they had agreed. Robin had told him he was not
about to let Van have all the fun. Jules had decided to go
because, as he said, "Someone with some sense should be along
for the ride." Their mother and father had not wanted them to

leave, but would not fight against the command of a proven
prophet.
Then, with everything else taken care of, there was
suddenly nothing left to do but the leaving. Jaiyl stood a little
apart from the rest, trying to give the family privacy during their
farewell. She unconsciously stiffened when Marian approached,
but suddenly found herself wrapped in the motherly arms. “You
come back home here when this is all over,” Marian whispered
into the girl’s hair. Jaiyl could not stop the tears from falling
then, and held the other woman tight for a few more moments,
nodding her head. She felt the warm mother’s love coming
from Marian, and Jaiyl knew she would return some day.

Van could not hear what Marian had said, but he knew
his mother, and knew it would be just what Jaiyl needed to hear

- and whatever it was came from the mother's heart in all
sincerity.
Approaching his parents, Van hugged his father and
mother tightly, willing himself to not cry and failing miserably.
His mother whispered her love to him, then said, “You will not
fail, my son. God is with you. I have peace in my heart about
this journey of yours.”
He held her tighter, grateful beyond measure for her
words of confidence. She always knew just what to say to help
him, to let him know that he was doing the right thing.
Saying goodbye then, the four mounted their horses and
rode off into the biggest adventure any of them could ever have
imagined.

They went around the village, not wanting too many
witnesses to their departure. At first each kept their thoughts to
themselves, until they reached the top of the waterfall at the very
edge of the high valley. The path rose upward, their little valley
spreading out behind them. Here the rocks on either side of the
stream were low, and the riders had a clear view of the larger
valley below, as well as their own familiar home behind them.
The edge of the deep pool at the bottom of the falls was barely
visible, its three outlets winding out through the hills like silvery
ribbons. From their vantage point they could see several
clusters of houses and buildings dotting the landscape like
clumps of little brown mushrooms in a meadow. This was as
close to the bigger valley as Van had ever been, and now he
could not help but hesitate. All his life he had thought of going
somewhere and never had. Now he was being forced to go, and

was no longer at all sure that he wanted to. Standing there at the
highest part of the road, his home behind and an unknown future
ahead, Van stopped.
“Beautiful view.” A low gentle voice broke the silence.
Jaiyl had halted her horse next to his and they sat waiting for
Jules and Robin to catch up to them.
“Sure is.” He could barely speak around the lump in his
throat.
“You will see it again, and the view behind you, too.”
She spoke the words firmly, finding comfort in the words even
as she tried to comfort Van. “Change is not always bad.”
Van guessed that she had known somehow what was
really bothering him. The thought that if he ever did get back
everything would be different, that the view would never be the
same…..because he would never be the same. That thought

scared him.
Jaiyl knew he was scared, she could feel it churning him
up inside. She knew what he was thinking because she
remembered what it was like to leave her own home behind.
Hers had not been a warm, friendly family like his, but it was
still all she had ever known. She had been facing the dark
unknown just like he was now, and she had hesitated too, afraid
that by leaving she would be changing everything irrevocably.
Perhaps by letting him know she understood she could ease the
pain for him a little.
Shaking himself, Van urged Breeze on again, turning a
grateful smile toward Jaiyl first. She followed thoughtfully
behind. From that point in the road the trail turned downward.
Over the generations it had been built up and smoothed over,
making it much more passable then when it had first been found,
so the horses made quick work of the descent. No snow had

fallen yet, but the air had a new bite to it that promised at least a
flurry or two, perhaps as soon as nightfall. Van saw Jaiyl pull
her cloak tighter around her shoulders and wondered if she had
anything warm enough for the cold of the next few nights.
For that entire morning they traveled through the valley,
mostly following the main stream, which soon became large
enough to be called a river. By the time the sun was directly
overhead everyone was hungry so they stopped in a little vale
with a small outlet of the main river gurgling through it. They
settled down to eat and rest for a few minutes.
"Where exactly are we going first, Jaiyl?" Robin asked
when they had settled themselves down for a rest on the rocks.
"To Nimrod‘s Cave, of course.” Jaiyl hoped she sounded
more confident than she felt. “I know how to get there, don’t
worry.”

She could tell that Van immediately started to worry.
"But I only know the way from my own country, so we
must go there first. It will take perhaps a week or ten days,
going straight there. When I made it here I had gone several
different directions first, but I'm sure I can find my way back.
We're in the north here, and I am from the south."
The three brothers just looked at each other. Robin
laughed at the thought of them wandering the countryside trying
to find her homeland. Jules shook his head, rolled his eyes, and
hoped they would not get lost. She could feel the annoyance
coming off Van as he glared at Jaiyl. "You could have told us
that earlier."
"What difference would it have made?" Why did Van
always make her feel so defensive?
"I don't know, just would have been nice to know that

you don't know where you are, much less where you're going."
Impatient, he rose to pace back and forth.
"I do know where I am!" Her voice echoed off the
nearby ridge, her eyes flashing.
"So we just travel south and hope we run into something
you're familiar with eventually?” Sarcasm crept into Van's
voice.
"Well, yes...sort of..."
"Alright then.” Jaiyl felt a rush of relief when Robin
interrupted what was sure to turn into a full blown argument
between herself and Van. "How about those scrolls Thad gave
you, Van? Is there a map perhaps?”
“We will have to look through them again later. I
believe I saw a map.” Van finally stopped pacing. “Perhaps
even the one that Thad used when he first traveled up our

mountain.” Turning to Jaiyl again, he said, "You've never told
us, what is the name of your country?"
"I come from the deserts of Enola.” She sat with her
arms crossed in front of her, having lost her appetite. "They are
quite vast, and I know I can get there. If nothing else then Lily
can take us. Once we get to Enola we can easily see Mt. Ar, then
you keep the mountain on your left, heading due west for three
days until you come to grasslands and then there's a great
expanse of rocky ground, full of pits and holes. Cross that and
the cave is in a great canyon on the other side. Simple.”
"Sounds simple alright." Van threw up his hands and
began pacing again.
"Van..." warned Robin. "That's what we'll do then.” He
spoke, hardly skipping a beat. "We will head due south until we
hit the desert. That's all there is to it."

Night comes early in mountain valleys, and the days
were growing even shorter as winter approached, so they made
camp quickly and bedded down for the night.
Van noticed the cold seeping through his coat, could
smell the snow in the air. All around him were the sounds and
scents of life going on, pine and oak and birch mingling together
to create the smells he had always associated with home.
Thoughts of home brought a bitter pang to his heart and stinging
tears to his eyes. He quickly whisked them away with the back
of his hand as he sat and watched the fire crackling nearby. The
others had all fallen asleep but he was still lying awake, staring
up into the night sky ablaze with stars. Eventually he drifted off
to sleep, dreaming of swordfights and wild horses, and stars that
could reach down and touch the earth.

Late the next day they reached River’s Bend, the largest
village in the lower valley, and their last chance to buy supplies
before making their way through the sparsely settled mountain
passes. Van led the way down the main street, trying not to
gawk with open mouth at the large buildings and throngs of
people.
“The shadows are everywhere here.” He looked with
dread at the people – gray flitted across their features, but the
most disturbing part was their eyes. Blank, empty, like they
were walking in their sleep. Van couldn’t look at them for long.
As they stopped in the marketplace, Jaiyl pulled Lily up
beside him. “Teman is using the Tower.”
He looked at her, seeing terror on her face. “What do you
mean?”

She startled, as if noticing Van for the first time. “The
Tower – Thad was right about it being able to do things. Its
power is far reaching, and Teman knows how to use it.”
Before Van could ask her to explain further, he noticed
Jules and Robin were not behind them anymore. “Where did
Robin go?” Turning, he saw both of his brothers, dismounted
and wandering among the market’s stalls aimlessly.
“Robin! Jules!” Neither of them acknowledged his calls
at all.
Alarmed, Van and Jaiyl tried to follow the other two,
winding between people and stalls and animals.
Finally catching up to Jules, Van grabbed at his
shoulder. Jules turned with a start, looking at Van without any
sign of recognition for several seconds.
“Jules? Jules….it’s me, Van.” He shook his brother,

hoping to break the hold of whatever had Jules in its grip.
He blinked once, then again, then shook his head as if
waking up from a dream. “Oh, Van.” Jules put a hand to his
head and winced, squeezing his eyes shut tight.
Van saw Jaiyl reach Robin, getting much the same
reaction. They led the two brothers back to the outskirts of the
village, finding that the farther they went from the center of
town the clearer Robin and Jules became.
Finding a good spot outside town, Van set up camp
while Jules and Robin gathered themselves together again.
Then he turned to Jaiyl, determined to find answers.

“Talk.” He stared at her, face set in grim determination.
“I told you already.” Jaiyl shifted away from him,
nervous in the face of the anger she sensed from Van. She knew
she should have told them more about what Teman could do.
“Teman is a powerful man. The Tower makes him stronger,
helps his influence reach farther.” Jaiyl paused, hoping that
Van would understand. “I’ve never seen the effect up close like
this, but I’ve heard stories.”
“You could have told me, Jaiyl.” Anger rolled off him,
making Jaiyl take a step back. “Why did it just affect Robin and
Jules? Why didn’t we feel it? And what did those shadows
have to do with it?”
“Shadows?” Then it was Jaiyl’s turn to be confused.
“Well, yes, that’s what I think of them as, but they don’t

act like regular shadows. Didn’t you see them?”
“No, I didn’t see them, so it looks like I’m not the only
one who’s been hiding things.” Jaiyl frowned.
“Don’t turn this around on me. You’ve been hiding
things from us since the beginning, and this time it’s had some
sort of effect on Robin and Jules. What if they don’t recover?”
Jaiyl looked over at Robin and Jules. Both seemed more
subdued than normal, none of the usual banter and joking, none
of the brotherly jabs she was so used to now. What if they
didn’t recover? What if she had changed them both forever, just
by not telling Van everything? Surely it couldn’t all be her
fault. Surely she couldn’t have foreseen this. Van’s upset rolled
over in wave after wave, like an ocean tide.
“I can’t tell you everything.” She was finding it hard to
talk around the lump of fear in her throat. Finally she turned

and walked away. “I just don’t know how – I’m trying.”
“Not hard enough.” He paused, watching his brothers
sit blankly by the fire he had built. “You think I don’t know
what’s going on?”
She couldn’t answer through her guilt, so waited for him
to continue.
“You don’t want to get close to anyone, you want to
fight, keep secrets, push people away – maybe because it’s all
you’ve ever known.” Van rubbed his forehead in exasperation.
Then he grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her, forcing
her to look him in the face. “You have to open up to someone,
tell someone all of it. I don’t know who, just pick. Otherwise
you’ll wind up alone your entire life; and with your secrets,
someone could really get hurt.”
Jaiyl watched him stalk away, feeling lower than a

grasshopper. They passed the rest of the night in silence.

Chapter 7
After a cold and miserable night, Van decided he needed
to go back into River’s Bend for the supplies he had missed out
on the day before. Reluctant to leave Jules and Robin alone,
Van tried to convince Jaiyl to stay behind.
“We don’t know why you weren’t affected yesterday,
Van. You shouldn’t go back there alone. I’m coming with you.”
“No, you’re not.” He stood, feet planted firmly and arms
crossed. “We don’t know why you weren’t affected yesterday,
either.”
“I’m trained in how to resist it.” She stood in deliberate
imitation of Van, feet planted firmly and arms crossed. “You
have no defense.”

“What about them?” Van gestured, indicating his
brothers, who were watching as if Van and Jaiyl had lost their
minds.
“We’re right here, Van...we can hear you,” Jules said.
“The children will be fine while mom and dad go into town.”
Van gave his brother a withering look, but Jules paid
him no more attention, just went back to organizing the supplies
they still had.
Turning back to Jaiyl, he uncrossed his arms and ran a
hand through his hair in frustration. “Fine, but stay close.”
They walked to the village in silence, Van still
simmering. The marketplace was just as busy as the day before,
the shadows just as prevalent. Van knew he was being hard on
Jaiyl, maybe unreasonable, but he wasn’t ready to forgive her
yet. She obviously had so many secrets, and she was offering

them little bits at a time. Why couldn’t she just come out and
tell them everything she knew? Why be so mysterious about it
all? What else was she hiding?
Van finished his bartering quickly, trying to get back to
camp as fast as he could. He was so intent on his job that he
didn’t notice Jaiyl’s continued silence until they had left the
marketplace and were in the middle of town on the way back to
Robin and Jules.
Feeling a tug on his sleeve, he stopped. Jaiyl was
looking around her, terror filling her eyes.
“What’s wrong?”
“Look!”
Turning slowly, Van saw several villagers peering at
them, strange expressions in their blank eyes. Closer they
crept, cocking their heads to the side, never taking their eyes off

Jaiyl as she clutched her black cloak tight to her head.
Van realized he could see a few stray red curls of Jaiyl’s
hair, and that the villagers now surrounding them must have
noticed as well. They were taking a very special, very
disturbing, interest in her now, and did not look as if they would
be easily distracted.
Frightened now, Van drew his sword, covering Jaiyl
with his other arm. “Stay behind me.”
“Go away,” he said loudly to the crowd. They acted as if
he had not spoken. Van wondered if they even knew he was
there they were so focused on Jaiyl. The shadows playing
across their faces moved and twitched feverishly, as if willing
the villagers forward. Closer and closer they came, until one
woman reached a gnarled hand out to touch Jaiyl’s cheek.
Jaiyl bolted, darting between the villagers, and out of

sight behind the nearest building, leaving Van standing there.
The villagers seemed confused, as if in a fog, and now that Jaiyl
was out of sight they started to peer at Van in the same peculiar
way. He turned cautiously, sword half raised, both hands on the
hilt. As he backed up a step, a rough hand came down hard on
his arm, wrenching the sword from his grasp.
“What seems to be the problem here?”
Van turned to see hard brown eyes glaring at him from
under thick black eyebrows.
“Uhhh, nothing, no problem.” Van twisted in an attempt
to free his arm from the man’s hold.
His iron grip did not relax.
We’ve been having some odd things going on around here
lately.” The man stopped to peer at Van closer. “Now I find you
wandering around my street brandishing a sword at helpless old

ladies.”
Van felt the dread rising in his throat, chest constricting
as he tried to fight down the panic.
“Why don’t you just hand that weapon over to me now,”
the older burly man said, reaching his hand out for Van’s sword.
Van jerked back, but the man was quick, and powerful. It didn’t
help that the seemingly entranced villagers had closed in behind
him and Van was left with nowhere to retreat.
Van saw the arm raised, saw the club in the hand, and
felt the ‘thunk’ on the back of his head. Lights exploded in his
brain, and Van knew no more.
…………………………………………………………
Jaiyl sat huddled behind the building, encased in
shadows. She felt the rise of panic from Van, then suddenly
nothing. Heart crashing madly, Jaiyl felt the tears streaming

down her cheeks. Run, run and don’t come back. Her instincts
were screaming so loud they drowned out anything else for a
time. Without even realizing it, Jaiyl had been running blindly
down the alley, until suddenly – there it was – a tiny twinge, just
a bare whisper of something Van tugging at her. He was alive!
She had thought he was dead back there, just stopping
like he had – no more from him at all. But maybe he wasn’t,
maybe there was hope.
Quietly she turned and retraced her steps, surprised at
how far she had come in what seemed like seconds. Peering
cautiously around the last corner, Jaiyl saw the street deserted
again, no sign of Van or the silent, blank townspeople. Yet she
knew he was near, could feel him – more like the undercurrent
of him, just the sense that he was near – agitated, confused,
angry – alive.

She had never actually tried to locate a person by using
her ability before, but she closed her eyes, breathed deeply and
reached out to him. All her training had been in how to block
other people out, but now she found that when she tried she
could focus on just one, picking him out like a thread in a piece
of cloth, and pulling on that one thread, letting it guide her. He
was near, she knew it.
“I have you now!” Rough arms grabbed her, pulled the
hood off her head, and she looked up into angry brown eyes. A
man was roughly dragging her along the street, he smelled of
dirt and grime. Jaiyl cried out and grabbed at his hands holding
her by the coat and hair, but he paid no attention. The other
villagers just kept about their business as if this were a sight
they saw often, and they did not care. When Jaiyl reached out to
them she felt almost nothing, a blank emptiness that scared her
more than anything else ever had.

Down the dirt street and up a step into a little hut, then
down again into a cold dark cellar. Jaiyl landed on the floor
with an angry thud.
“Why are you doing this?” she yelled.
“Just doin’ what I’m told, little girl, that’s all.” The man
grinned wickedly. His beard was overgrown and unkempt, and
his breath smelled amazingly awful.
“S’pose he’ll be happy to finally catch you, won’t he?”
“He?” She trembled at the thought of who this man must
be working for.
“Don’t tell me you don’t know who….oh yea, see it in
your eyes that you do, now that’s a nice bit of fear….so we
finally have you right where we want you.”
He slammed the door shut, and she heard a bar dropped
into place across the door. Standing at the door, Jaiyl could feel

the solid wood, thick and sturdy. Her only option was to
explore the rest of the room. Rock walls on three sides, hard
packed dirt for the back wall. The little hut must have backed
right up to the mountainside.
Hearing a moan Jaiyl suddenly realized she was not
alone in the dark. Fear paralyzed her for a few moments. What
new torture was this? But there was something familiar about
that voice, something…
It was Van there in the dark. She searched frantically for
him in the black, knowing he must still be hurt. He lay in a heap
in the middle of the room, something sticky on the side of his
face.
“Van, please wake up.” Her voice broke as she tried to
wake him, shaking him and patting the side of his face.
Stirring, he moaned, eyelids fluttering open.

“Where are we?”
“I don’t know, a man locked us in here. Teman, he
found me.” She was so afraid she could barely speak.
“No, no, that can’t be, he wasn’t even there.” Van was
sounding steadier at least.
“That was Teman….back there, the way those villagers
looked at me.” She stopped, hand to her head. “Now he knows
where I am, he’ll be coming here for me.”
“We won’t let him get to you.” Van grasped her hand,
trying to infuse her with courage from his presence. Jaiyl knew
he was trying hard, but how could he stop Teman?
“You’re injured Van, here.” Her eyes were becoming
accustomed to the dark, and she could see enough to dab at
Van’s face with a corner of her cloak in a poor attempt to clean
his wound a little.

“It’s just a bump, no big deal.” He accepted her help
though, wincing a little. The wound seemed to have stopped
actively bleeding, but he was still sore, and Jaiyl knew he would
be in pain for a long time.
“I have to do something.” She jumped to her feet, pacing
around the room. “You were bait to get me in here, this is my
fault.”
Van tried to shake his head, but then stopped with a
groan, holding his hand to his head. He had been angry before,
but Jaiyl sensed that suddenly he wasn’t anymore. He seemed
more resigned, as if he were giving up.
“No Van!” She stopped before him again, realizing that
what she was sensing from Van had a more ominous meaning.
“Don’t give in...don’t let go, don’t stop caring.”
Jaiyl wondered if his weakened state could be making it

difficult for Van to stay out from under Teman’s distant
influence. She felt him slipping farther away, even as she
watched. Not knowing what else to do, she pulled her hand
back and slapped him full across the face. He jerked his head
back in surprise, crying out in pain, but Jaiyl could feel him
waking up more – becoming more like himself again.
“What’d you do that for?” He sat up straighter, one hand
on his cheek as he glared at her.
“Remember I told you Teman has control here, he was
affecting you.”
“How could that be?”
Just as Jaiyl was trying to form an answer they both
heard it…a booted footfall outside the door, the bar being
removed.
“Brought you something to eat, the both of you.” A

man’s rough voice said broke the stillness. The same man who
had thrown her in the cell now stood with platters of food in his
hands, expecting them both to be happy to see him, she
supposed. Earlier Jaiyl had felt a roiling mass coming from this
man, frighteningly similar to her impressions of Teman the one
time she had met him. But now the fellow before her seemed
different, more in control of himself, curious about his two
prisoners. Jaiyl cocked her head to one side, an idea forming.
She smiled at him slowly when he handed her the food,
managing to let a lock of her hair fall free. Noticing the spark of
interest in the man’s eyes, she ate a few bites of food, knowing
he was watching her.
“I’m Jaiyl.” She ignored Van’s sharp look her direction.
“What’s your name?”
“Daelon,” He was enthralled already.

Out of the corner of her eye Jaiyl saw Van glaring at her
furiously, but she ignored him, hoping he would play along – or
at least stay quiet.
Daelon was inching towards her, obviously curious as he
reached out to touch her.
“Is it real?” His callous fingers snagged in her thick hair.
“Of course.” She forced herself to hold still. He bent
closer, his breath on her face. Just as he would have grabbed
her, Jaiyl launched herself toward Daelon, toppling her platter
all down his shirt. Quick as a flash Jaiyl was next to him,
pretending to wipe his shirt with his own cloak. Daelon stepped
back, tripped over Jaiyl’s foot, and lay sprawled across the floor,
an astonished look on his face.
Jaiyl saw Van dart to the open door and out, Daelon
began struggling to his feet as she pulled his cloak up and over

his head, shoving him back down while he was still off balance.
She ran out the door to see Van picking up his sword and
turning back to the door just as she heard an enraged roar from
Daelon.
She flung the outer door wide, hoping the two of them
could escape, but Van had no intention of leaving just yet.
Daelon charged out of the cell, red-faced, snorting like a
mad bull. Daelon’s eyes were furious as he drew a sword that
looked like it had been forged for a giant. Van backed up a step,
Daelon advanced. The bigger man moved fast, but Van was
faster. Daelon brought his sword crashing down as Van spun
out of the way, slashing at Daelon’s middle as he went. Daelon
feinted left and lunged right, sending Van into a rolling
somersault. On his feet in a flash, Van felt the rush of wind as
his opponent’s sword whipped over his head. Convinced he had
lost all the hair off the top of his head, Van slashed at Daelon

and felt his sword connect with flesh. Daelon stopped and
grabbed at his wounded leg, bringing his hand up, red with
blood. Van stared, open-mouthed, as the big man, eyes rolled
back in his head, landed in a heap at Van’s feet.
“What kind of a man faints at the sight of blood?” Jaiyl
asked.
Still breathing hard, Van sheathed his sword, then
gestured toward Daelon still lying in the dust.
“That kind of man.”
................Teman……………
Closing his eyes Teman could see the village just as
clearly as if he were standing in the street himself. There she
was, the girl with the bright red hair stood out like a beacon in
the dull village streets. The other with her meant nothing to one
such as Teman, just someone else to be dealt with in his time.

But the girl would need to be handled, quickly. He had been
lucky to have found her in that village; his men were still far
away. So watching her through the eyes of the villagers was as
close as he had come since she had fled the desert that fateful
night.
Four of his best men had failed to bring her back, then an
entire troop had been turned away by a freakish snowstorm, and
now here she was in this village where she had no right to be,
with this boy. This boy had defeated his strong man – Daelon
had never before been beaten so easily. Teman was shocked
when his sight through Daelon’s eyes had faded, seeing the
room spin, Jaiyl standing at an open door, the young man’s
booted feet the last he saw of faraway River’s Bend.
Teman shook off the effects of Daelon’s fainting spell,
and stood.

It was time for Teman to lead the chase himself.
…………………………………………
…………………………………………
“Van, I’m sorry I ran.”
He was ahead of her, wary and hurrying to get back to
Robin and Jules. But he stopped at her words, turned and
looked at her. She sometimes was able to forget that he could
look through her – his way of totally accepting what was around
him seemed to allow him a window into her very soul. He
stared for a long moment, and Jaiyl wondered if he had heard
her at all.
“I...I ran back there, when the villagers were around us.
I panicked and that was wrong.”
Then she realized, he was more than just annoyed that

she’d run. He felt rejected, pushed aside and it was all because
she couldn’t tell them everything. She could no longer meet his
gaze, choosing instead to look at the tips of her shoes.
“We all get scared.” He ducked his head low, trying to
draw her eyes up to his. “We all need help, Jaiyl. Question is
not will I forgive you. The right question is, will you trust me,
ever?”
Unable to force the words out of herself, Jaiyl stood
there while Van turned and continued down the path. She
wanted nothing more right then but to trust him, still something
held her back. Fear.

They started the lessons that night, though they found
Jaiyl couldn’t handle a sword smoothly, so Van began teaching
her how to use a staff. They found a long wooden stick, Robin
whittled it to a smooth surface, and Jaiyl found she liked how it
felt balanced in her hands. She couldn’t allow herself to be in a
defenseless position again. She had been totally at the mercy of
those villagers, completely dependent on Van’s skill with the
sword. She could not have helped him back there, and she never
wanted to feel that way again.
Jaiyl insisted on practicing long into the night, finding
that she had some natural talent, and glad at how Van was
pleased with her progress. When she finally laid down to rest
she was worn out, but satisfied that she could start to take care
of herself in a real way.

Coming along the road the next morning the valley
sloped downhill, gently rolling to the edge of the broad river.
They saw a low, broad raft tied to a wooden post on the shore,
floating in the water. Near the side of the road sat a little shack,
and in front of it sat a little old man, with a very long white
beard, whittling and watching them approach. As they came
closer he stood, stretched, and walked out to meet them.
"Need passage across the river?" At their nod, he
continued. "I'm the cheapest fare in these parts.....well I'm the
only fare." He laughed loudly at his own joke, revealing a
toothless grin. “Name’s Dooli.” He offered his hand to the men,
then grew serious again. "It'll be one pence per person and two
pence per animal."
Van felt a panic growing in his chest again, until Jules
stepped forward. Carefully counting out some coins, he paid the
man the entire fare without batting an eyelash.

"See, I knew you would need someone along with a little
sense. One of us had to remember the money.”
Robin laughed and clapped him on the back, while the
horses were loaded on the rickety raft. Breeze rolled his eyes at
Van but led the way onto the boards, Van holding onto his
bridle. Lily followed Jaiyl with hardly any hesitation at all, but
the pack horse was very skittish about the whole idea. Breeze
nickered loudly and turned his head around to see what the
ruckus was, then snorted impatiently. The pack horse looked
properly chastened and meekly walked onto the raft, Jules' and
Robin's mounts each following suit.
When everyone was onboard, the master of their 'boat',
Dooli, shoved off from the shore using a long pole, then warned
everyone to hold onto the side rails. He kept up a constant
chatter, regaling them with tales of times his raft had capsized
and dumped everyone into the river. The trip was long, and Van

was not sure he could keep listening to the old man's hair-raising
adventures.
"Ahh, everyone hold on now!" Dooli cried suddenly.
"There's old Jess!"
"Who is old Jess?" Van got his answer in the form of a
resounding thump from under the raft. The horses startled, their
riders barely calming them enough to prevent the raft from
turning over. "Dooli! What was that?"
Dooli just grinned at Van, but before he could frame a
sentence Jaiyl shouted in fright, backing up into her horse and
grabbing Van's arm and pointing at the water.
"In the water! Something long and very, very big just
swam by!"
"Oh it's alright, little lady," Dooli said, patting her head
condescendingly. "Old Jess is just playing around."

Van could hear Breeze breathing heavily, but the big
horse seemed to be holding himself together quite well. He was
afraid to see what would happen if the big stallion panicked, for
he was sure that Breeze was exerting some kind of control over
the other horses, keeping them quiet through sheer willpower.
Quickly Van fastened his coat over Breeze’s eyes, indicating
that the others should do the same with the rest of the horses.
He did not want to risk a panic on the rickety raft, and
blindfolding the animals seemed like the best way to keep them
calm should the beast below make another appearance.
"I've never seen anything like that, Van." Jaiyl’s voice
was tense, her words clipped and she sounded out of breath, like
she had been running.
"It'll be alright." He tried to sound brave, though he was
not at all sure that it really would be. "Could you see what it
was?"

"It looked a little like a giant snake....only with a thick
body, and the head.... it was different. Not a snake's at all, more
like a horse‘s head."
"Dooli, what have you gotten us into?" Van glared at the
boat master and spoke through gritted teeth.
"Now just remain calm, youngster." Dooli looked
completely unruffled by Jaiyl's description of what she had seen,
as if he was not surprised. "That's just an old river dragon. She
likes to pretend like she's fierce and about ready to eat people,
but she's really quite harmless this time of year."
Van was not comforted by Dooli's words, though after
several uneventful minutes he began to relax. Just at that
moment, off to their right a great head rose out of the water.
There was a long pointed snout and little beady eyes, and when
it opened its mouth wide and roared, Van could see rows of tiny,

sharp teeth. The head sat upon a long slender neck that certainly
resembled a snake. None of them could see any other part of the
creature's body, and for a moment they all stood, mouths agape,
staring up at the great beast. Van was beyond grateful for the
impulse to blindfold the horses before they had seen this
creature. It would surely have sent them all overboard in a
frenzied panic. The dragon examined them for a second, then
appeared to lose interest.
They all watched as the head lowered back into the
water, and soon after a , arrow-shaped tail fin slashed the air as
the creature dived deep. Van hoped fervently that it was heading
away from them, and a few minutes later there was a great
splashing a ways upstream. He assumed the animal had found
an easier meal farther up the river. Once Van started breathing
again he realized Jaiyl was still gripping his arm.
"Are you alright?" he asked.

"Yes, I'm fine," she said, snatching her hand away and
busying herself readjusting Lily's bridle which did not seem to
need adjusting.
Finally the raft reached the opposite edge of the river and
everyone was relieved to get onto solid ground again. When
they had mounted, Van turned around for one last look at the
river. There, out in the middle of the water, was one raised
flipper. Van shook his head ruefully, Jaiyl turning to see what he
was looking at. She exclaimed and pointed it out to Jules and
Robin, who just barely caught a glimpse of the appendage
before it sank back under the surface.
Van led the way from the river at a fast clip, choosing
not to stick around to see any more of "Old Jess's" tricks. They
traveled for several more hours, mostly at a fast walk, but
sometimes galloping their horses for short stretches. As the
sunlight faded the weather grew much colder. They were still in

the mountains, traveling over hills and ridges, sometimes with
rocky cliffs on either side of the trail, and other times coming
out into wide open fields thick with brown grass. They saw
several deer in the woods nearby, and at a distance a group of
mountain goats climbed the rocky cliffs. Once they saw a bear
digging in an old hollow tree, searching for a few last bites
before the snows came.
All four of them knew that this night would be very cold,
so when they stopped the first thing was to get a good fire going.
There was plenty of firewood, and soon they had a roaring
campfire to help them stay warm. Jaiyl knelt at the fire cooking
the fish they had caught in the stream for dinner. Van suspected
that she was also trying to keep warm. She was wearing the
clothes his mother had made for her, but to Van she still seemed
uncomfortable.
Van approached her quietly. "Are you warm enough?"

"I'm fine." She said abruptly at first, then stopped. "Why
are you worrying about me?"
"Sorry, just trying to be nice." He put both hands up in
front of him, and backed away from her, annoyed that she still
took such offense at his words. He was willing to start over, to
try to get along, but she continued to resist any friendliness.
Jaiyl was not sure why she continued to be so abrupt
with Van. He really was trying to be nice, but she could feel his
annoyance with her still. She had not been around anyone who
did so very little to hide his emotions from those around him.
When Van was angry he was simply angry. When he was
frustrated it was only frustration, and when he was happy….he
was really happy, content, satisfied. Unfortunately, she had not
felt very much happiness from him yet, and she believed that
was very much due to her presence in his life. Perhaps she was
angry with him simply because he was angry with her. How

silly that sounded when she thought it through.
At least he was honest, even with himself.
Van decided rather than trying to talk more he ought to
sit down and study those scrolls of Thad’s. So unpacking them,
he studied them until the light dimmed to the point where his
eyes ached. Finally he knew he had had enough when the words
swam before his eyes and he put the scrolls away. He sat in front
of the fire, one hand pinching the bridge of his nose and rubbing
his forehead in an attempt to relieve the pressure that seemed
like the weight of the world. He was feeling the stress of going
off on a half-planned adventure to who-knew-where to do whoknew-what. Then he felt a presence at his side.
Robin handed him an old cup with a steamy brew inside.
"It's a tea that is supposed to help your headache and help you
relax."

At Van's wondering look Robin explained. "Jaiyl gave it
to me.'
"Oh, I see." Van raised his eyebrows and looked at the
contents of the cup suspiciously.
"No, you don't." Robin interrupted before he could say
more. "Jaiyl made this for you. She can tell you are feeling
pressured – we all can. This is a tea that should help all of that.
She's trying to be nice."
Van acknowledged his brother's words, then lifted the
cup in a silent salute towards Jaiyl. Taking a sip, he coughed and
sputtered. "It's awful!" He sputtered and spat, trying to wipe the
taste off his tongue.
"The best stuff always does taste awful." Jaiyl spoke
from the other side of the fire pit. "But it will work, and you will
feel better."

"Thank you, Jaiyl." Van caught her eye, and smiled
gratefully. Maybe this was her way of trying to be friends after
all.
Van did feel better after he drank Jaiyl’s tea, warm and a
bit more relaxed. Maybe it was the tea, maybe it was something
else. Looking across the fire he noticed Jaiyl sitting hunched
over, gripping her cloak and an extra blanket over her head in an
effort to shield herself from the cold wind. It had picked up to
the point that Van thought there would probably be snow before
morning.
"Are you cold?" Van felt stupid as soon as he said the
words. Obviously she felt cold, she was shaking violently.
"Of course," she said through clenched teeth. "Aren't
you?"
"Some, I guess.” He shrugged. He was used to far worse,

and had firsthand knowledge that the weather in the area would
be getting much colder over the next few weeks. He made his
way around the fire, sitting next to her. Robin and Jules had
finished eating and were securing the horses for the night.
"You're shaking like you have a fever." Alarm crept into his
voice.
"N..n..never b..been th..this c..co...cold b..be..f..fore," she
answered. "D..didn't know iiitt ww…as ppos…ssible t..to b.be
this c..cold.”
Van put his arm around her shoulders, rubbing her other
arm in an attempt to help her stay warm. For just an instant she
leaned into his shoulder, and then hastily straightened back up
again.
"It's alright you know. I won’t bite.”
Right then Robin approached with an extra blanket,

draping it carefully across her shoulders as she looked up at him
gratefully. "Thank you so much Robin.” She sounded highly
relieved.
Van didn't know why he had not thought of getting her a
blanket himself, but she seemed warmer so he withdrew his arm,
feeling the bite of the wind again more sharply than before.
"Well, children," Jules quipped, his own bedroll under
his arm as he strode over to their campfire. "Let's get to sleep.
We'll need an early start in the morning and it will probably be
snowing."
"Looking forward to the snow now?" Van asked Jaiyl as
the three men laid out the bedrolls in a circle around the fire.
"Not as much as before.” She chuckled as well as she
could through frozen teeth. "But I’ll be alright, I’m fine.” Jaiyl's
voice trailed off and she had a faraway look in her eyes, one that

Van did not understand.

Chapter 8

All four were tired after a full day of riding, and soon
everyone had drifted off to sleep. At some point in the middle of
the night Van woke again. He estimated that it was probably
very early in the morning, right before dawn, and the fire had
died down considerably. The chill was most likely what had
woken him, that and the softly falling snow landing on his face.
He picked up a stick to stoke the fire, and saw that the flakes
had left a thin white sheen over everything, including Jaiyl's red
curls that had started to grow out again. Absentmindedly he bent
over her and brushed them back from her face. She startled
awake, throwing off the blankets and sitting up, then drawing
the blankets back around herself when she felt the cold bite of

the snowy air.
"What? What is it?" she asked, still half asleep and
instantly in a near panic.
"Nothing...nothing. It's alright," he answered, awkwardly
patting her shoulder. "It's just snowing. Look!"
Jaiyl stopped and gazed upward, sitting on her blankets
and holding out a hand to catch a snowflake. Van chuckled to
himself. “You know, one of the old men in our village always
says snow is God’s reminder that we need each other.”
Jaiyl grinned through her chattering teeth.
"For some reason I'm not as cold now as I was earlier
tonight.” She shifted a little closer to him.
"Sometimes it's like that with snow. The wind will blow
and the chill seems to enter your bones, but when it actually

snows you might feel a little warmer."
She was silent for a minute or two, just watching the
snow fall in gentle waves. This was the nice kind of snow, Van
thought, but didn't say anything out loud not wanting to interrupt
her obvious enjoyment. Instead he watched her as she watched
the falling snow. Her face was bright with excitement, the eyes
flashing and a quick unconscious smile on her lips.
"Is it always like this? This silent and soft?"
"Oh no.” He chuckled quietly. “Sometimes the wind
whips the snow around and you get these hard little chunks
spitting at your face. Other times the snow is falling in huge
clumps so wet it almost splashes when it lands. This is my
favorite though.” He found himself caught up in her childlike
enjoyment of something new. "Falling like this so gently you
can just barely feel it if you are really still, and yet sort of

blanking out the rest of the world. It’s as if you are the only one
alive.”
"That's just what I was thinking." She smiled, raised her
face to the sky, and opened her mouth to catch a snowflake on
her tongue.
They sat and watched the snow fall for awhile in
companionable silence. Finally Van noticed a lightening of the
sky along the edges, reds, golds and oranges showing along the
ridge to the east. An impulse crossed his mind and he decided to
act on it. "Hey, let's go find us some breakfast. Want something
special this morning?"
She smiled and nodded quickly, rising to follow him. He
led her through some of the low brush surrounding their
campsite toward the ridge, hoping to get a better sight of the
sunrise while he made his search.

"We're looking for low shrubs in tall grass, maybe some
rocks nearby to shield from the winds."
"Shield what?” She whispered still, not wanting to break
the pristine quiet of the morning.
"You'll see.” Van grinned mysteriously. "There we go."
He squatted at a likely hiding place. Digging around in the grass
and leaves at the base of a large tree, he found what he had been
searching for - large, golden mushrooms with fluted edges.
"These are mushrooms." He held one up triumphantly. "Now
you can't just go eat any old mushroom you find lying around on
the forest floor. Some will make you sick, could even kill you.
But these are alright, we eat them all the time. Very good
cooked over the fire with just about anything."
Gathering as many as he could find, he put them in his
pockets, then turned to catch an odd look on her face.

She was holding her own bunch of mushrooms, and
watching him stuff the food in every available pocket, grinning
like the sight was quite humorous. "What?" He held out the
edges of his laden pockets and looked at her innocently. "I like
mushrooms..."
She burst out laughing, bending over and holding her
belly, making him laugh too. "I'm quite warm now," Jaiyl said
when she could talk again, and Van believed her.
"Are you too cold to go look at one more thing?"
"Come on then," he said, still laughing at himself.
Now he led her up the high ridge to the top, there taking
her by the shoulders and turning her east toward the rising sun.
"There's nothing like a mountain sunrise." A pang of
homesickness touched his heart for just a moment. Then he felt
her shiver next to him. "Hey you lied...you really are cold!"

"No, I'm alright." She shook her head.”This is beautiful
Van, very much worth the discomfort of a little chilly air and
snow."
While they were picking mushrooms the snow had
stopped falling, the sky was turning a bright blue now and the
sun's rays were hitting the opposite mountain peaks giving them
a golden glow. Everything was covered in a thin blanket of
white, muting any little sounds around them. "It's like the entire
world is holding its breath just to watch this particular sunrise.”
"That's just what I was thinking.”

The two fearless mushroom hunters made their way back
to camp then, a more peaceful feeling between them then there
had ever been before. Van found that he liked it far better then
the misunderstanding and anger. He hoped they could keep the
peace going for a long time.
Jaiyl regaled the other two with the story of Van stuffing
mushrooms in his pockets, and while they thought it mildly
amusing they did not find it nearly as funny as Jaiyl and Van
had expected. "Guess you had to be there," Jaiyl said, shrugging
her shoulders and smiling over their heads at Van. He liked that,
it was as if they had shared a secret - a nice secret - and now had
something good to build a friendship upon. He grinned back and
continued frying the mushrooms with the last of the eggs
brought from home.
Everyone enjoyed their breakfast, declaring Van to be
the official cook for the journey, which he objected to only a

little, claiming everyone should share in the glory. Then it was
time to get back to business, so they quickly broke camp, loaded
up, and began another day’s travel.
They traveled that day through snow covered ridges and
valleys, always going lower until they came out on fields and
meadows that had no snow. The sun had risen high and hot,
until all of them had shed the warm outer layer of coats and
extra cloaks that had been shielding them from the cold. By the
time the sun was at its highest there was no trace of the snow
anywhere, and Van was beginning to wonder if they should stop
when Robin suggested it first.
They dismounted, giving the horses their heads so they
could graze for a little while. Van spread out one particular
scroll he had found the night before. It was a map of what
looked like his mountain. The upper valley was not marked, but
the lower valley was, the three rivers seemed to match, and the

placement of most of the villages in the lower valley did too. As
he was studying it, Robin, Jules, and Jaiyl all came to look it
over with him.
"See, right there." Jaiyl tapped her finger on the map.
"That is the trail I took to climb the mountain here, on the
western slopes."
"We took this trail, the only one out of the lower valley
and across 'Dragon River'.” Robin pointed at another point on
their map, smoothing it out on the rock as he did.
"Dragon River? That's what we're calling it now?" Jules
rolled his eyes.
"Have a better name for it?"
"No no, Robin.” Jules grinned, raising both hands in
mock surrender. "You are the naming king of the group."

"Alright then, as long as everyone understands, this is
now christened 'Dragon River.'" Robin held himself tall as if
handing down a royal proclamation.
"Ok, ok." Van grinned, but wanted to get back to serious
business. "So where are we now? Here?" He pointed to a place
farther along the road. Clearly marked was a spot they had not
yet reached where the road branched for the first time into two
different directions, intersecting with other trails farther down
the mountain as well. "We need to know which one to take."
Van looked pointedly at Jaiyl.
"I rode west first from my home, until I reached a great
lake. I could not see to the other side, and it seemed to go on
forever in both directions.” Her eyes widened at the thought of
such a great body of water. "That took me about a day of riding
hard. Then I turned north, following the waterline, until I came
to a place I could not pass. The mountains came right to the

water in great cliffs, so I turned inland again and went east and
north until I began climbing the slopes of your mountain there,
where I already showed you."
"So this area right here." Van indicated a large blank
area on the map. "This must be your desert then." He studied it
for a few moments. "I guess you were right in the first place,
Jaiyl. We go south and we'll get to the Desert of Enola."
"Is your village marked anywhere on this map, Jaiyl?”
Robin kept his eyes on the map, not seeing the look on her face
at his question.
"My family does not have their own village. We
are...nomads. We travel all the time, only staying in one place
for short periods - a few weeks, a season or two sometimes."
Then she paused. "Most likely my family has already moved
from the place where we were camped when I ran."

The men looked at each other and then back at Jaiyl.
"So....you don't know where your family is anymore then?" Van
looked at her hard. The thought had not occurred to him that she
might never be able to go back to her family again.
Nodding her head just once, she continued. "No
matter...I know the desert well. I can tell you where I am at any
moment - once we get there. I will be able to make my way to
the Tower when I get in familiar territory." She sounded so
confident, but for the first time Van could sense an underlying
emotion in another person's words and manner. Jaiyl was alone,
and cut off from everything she knew - and holding herself
together far better than he thought he might have been able.
Seeing the distance she had traveled represented there on
the map, Van realized the enormity of what Jaiyl had done. She
had struck out into the great unknown, all by herself, without
even the word of a trusted prophet to guide her.

Van had some serious thinking to do, but for now they
needed to plan out their next few moves. After studying the map
the four travelers had a much better idea of where to go.
Remounting they continued on their way, taking the left fork
first, then the right, then heading straight south as they reached
the foothills and left the mountains proper behind.
Turning in his saddle, Van could just barely make out
what he thought was the golden peak that guarded his little
hidden valley far away. Perhaps it was the coming sunset,
perhaps not, but he felt the sharp pang of homesickness, unlike
any he had ever felt before. It took his breath away and it was
with a great effort that he turned his face to the south again. He
could only imagine what Jaiyl must have endured. His brother
Robin, always sensitive to other people's moods, leaned over
and squeezed his shoulder in wordless support.
Another day of riding had left the three men weary and

their muscles stiff. Jaiyl had already been accustomed to long
rides on horseback, so she felt much better than they did. She
was the one who found a suitable campsite and built the fire,
while the three brothers tethered the horses near water and made
them comfortable for the night. They then made quick work of a
hot supper and rolled into their beds, falling fast asleep almost
as soon as they closed their eyes.
Again Van woke in pitch black night, shortly before
dawn, only this time he figured the reason was the sharp rocks
digging into his hip. After adjusting to a more comfortable
position, he lay there thinking and listening to the night sounds.
With everything so quiet he found that he could still hear the
rhythmic beat in the air around him. He recalled something
Thad had said once – that even the rocks praised God – and Van
wondered if that was what he was sensing now. The night was
so still, the darkness so deep that the stars shone and glowed

almost as if they were alive, and gradually Van heard the light
silvery tones of almost-music that he had heard once before. He
could just barely hear it, as if it was on the edge of his
consciousness. As he stared up into the sky he must have fallen
asleep, for suddenly there was a man in white sitting next to
him. "Do not be afraid." The man spoke in a deep, authoritative
voice that resonated in Van’s heart. Sitting almost casually on
the ground near Van's bedroll, hands clasped in front of him,
arms resting on his upraised knees, he asked Van a question.
"Are you ready to serve God?"
Quickly Van nodded, a sincere answer but hasty
nonetheless.
"I know you want to, but are you ready? He who begins
the work, and looks back, is not worthy. Are you ready?" The
man was insistent.

Van thought, then, of the times over the last couple days
when he had turned to look behind him, and had wanted so
badly to turn around and go back to what he was leaving behind.
Was he ready? Was he worthy? Suddenly he wanted very much
to be worthy, he hoped he was ready, but he wanted to be
counted worthy. Now was the time for decision. He was only a
few days’ ride away from home, he could still go back and most
people would not count it against him. Most people, but what
about Jaiyl? Somehow he knew exactly what she would think if
he turned back home. More importantly, what about God? Thad
had said God was the One who was sending him, Van, on this
mission. God would know...even if all others, Jaiyl included,
would not blame him, Van knew that once God called a man to
a work He intended that man to accomplish that work and to not
look back. He could not let God down. He would continue and
not keep looking back.

Van said it aloud then, at least he thought he did in his
dream. "I will not turn back. I want to be worthy. God help me
to be ready."
Turning his eyes back to where the man had been sitting,
Van saw only grass and a few blowing leaves. The man was
gone.
The next thing Van remembered, the sun was shining in
his eyes and the others were busily preparing breakfast around a
roaring campfire that was melting the dew off his bedroll.
"Why didn't you wake me earlier?" He threw off his
cover and scrambled to his feet.
Jaiyl ignored his question. "Who were you talking to last
night? You were talking about not looking back and being
ready. It was quite inspirational really."
"It was just a dream." He spoke abruptly, snapping the

dirt off his bedroll, and sending the dust flying in a puff of air.
"Not a morning person, are you?"
"Usually he is." Van rolled his eyes as Robin started in.
"He's always been the one rousing the entire household at odd
hours of the night and early morning."
Then it was Jaiyl's turn to look confused.
"When he was a baby he kept very irregular hours," Jules
explained.
"Yes, up all night, sleeping through the day, but always
making some kind of loud noise." Robin was speaking loudly
from across the campsite.
"Like you would remember, brother." Van shook his
head in exasperation. "You were probably just as loud."
Jaiyl laughed when Jules nodded to her behind his

brothers’ backs.
After that the morning progressed much as the day
before, riding through the foothills and following the map as
best they could. Sore muscles were starting to get used to the
change of activity, and so the riders were able to go for longer
periods without stopping, letting their horses alternate between a
walk and an occasional trot when they all felt up to it. This day
they entered the broad flat plains that spread out below the
mountains. Now there was golden grass as far as the eye could
see in front of them. The trees had thinned out, until now they
only passed one occasionally. The pine trees had been left
behind, but oak and birch still remained, as well as several types
that Van did not recognize. All in all the riding was pleasant,
the air was cool still, but did not have the bite that it had up
higher in the mountains. If their mission was not so dire they
might have enjoyed themselves.

…………………Grass Hills……………………
The old man had lived in the village called Grass Hills
all his life. He had seen more years than most people, including
himself, could remember. Yet he looked about him in confusion
and dismay. As he thought back over the last few months he
realized that something had changed. Oh, the cottages were all
the same, the marketplace was no different, the sky was still
blue and the grass was still green. The people, they were what
was different. If asked, the only way the old one could have
described the change was that gradually they had begun to care
less. Neighbors who had once been open and friendly now
barely nodded to each other in passing. For the most part they
were not unkind, just colder, distant, becoming strangers Which is why he noticed the real strangers coming

through town that day; three average looking young men, and a
fourth who was slighter than the others and rode a brown and
white mare. He suspected that fourth was a girl, or a younger
lad, but the figure was clad in a shapeless black cloak, and he
did not dare stare at them openly.
The four strangers stopped in the marketplace, one of
them dismounting and haggling heatedly with one of the
vendors in the marketplace. The old man had no interest in such
things, but his curiosity about the cloaked figure was
overwhelming, so he crept closer. Reaching the figure’s side,
still on horseback, he peered up into the face above him. What
he saw was a young girl, just as he’d suspected, but the brilliant
red curls surrounding her face, and the wide, bright green eyes
peering at him startled him so that he stepped backwards.
As he did so he bumped into a nearby table, sending a
cart of apples rolling into the street and the seller rear-end into a

barrel of water. The hapless vendor, seeing his apples rolling
everywhere into the street and having suffered the humiliation
of a thorough soaking, struggled out of the broken pieces of
barrel and came after the old man with a vengeance.
Van turned at the commotion to see the apple seller land
a punch directly in the face of a gray-haired old man while other
villagers walked by as if nothing was happening. Van only
hesitated a second, but it was long enough for the angry man to
get another punch in, this time to the old man’s torso, and then a
kick to the old man‘s leg. Sure of what needed to be done, Van
ran between the two men, grabbing the burly apple seller by the
wrist and quickly twisting the arm up and behind the man’s
back.
The move served to subdue the man, though he still
attempted to struggle. Raising his fist in the air, he waved it at
the old man, yelling and cursing at him. The old man stood,

bent over with an arm around his middle where he had been
punched, Jaiyl standing next to him with her arm around his
shoulders. When he looked up, Van saw the look of confusion
and hurt clouding the man’s face.
“Orlin, we….we’ve known each other for years. It was
an accident……” His quavering voice trailed off weakly.
Jaiyl helped him sit down to catch his breath, and Van
walked the apple seller - Orlin - away from the scene. He
helped him gather up his wares again, set his table right and
clean away the broken barrel. By the time everything was
settled back to normal again the old man with Jaiyl had regained
his color and looked as good as new.
Van could not help wondering why no one else in the
village reacted to the fight at all. He had seen people walk by
and merely glance at the altercation with a glassy-eyed stare, as

if watching a dream.
“Are you a stranger here, friend?” Van thought perhaps
no one else knew the old man, so didn’t want to get involved.
“Oh no, this is my own village, been here all my life.”
He paused, shook his head a few times as if to clear his thoughts
by shaking out the bad. “Name’s Sheth.”
He nodded to each of the young people, thanking Jaiyl
for her kind ministration to him as he was recovering from the
blows his neighbor had just given him, then thanked all of them
for caring about a stranger.
“Can’t figure why everyone has been acting so strangely
around here these last few weeks.”
“Strangely?” Jaiyl kept one hand on his back, trying to
help the old man stay standing.

“Like they don’t care.” Sheth looked at her, and she saw
the fear in his eyes. “You saw that back there. Why, a few
weeks ago there would have been someone coming to help me,
coming to my defense - the people here wouldn’t have left it up
to strangers. Not to mention old Orlin there. I’ve known him all
his life….yes, I have. Knew his parents, bounced his little ones
on my knee….always had a temper, sure, but this was far and
away different than anything I’ve ever seen.” Sheth looked at
the ground, shaking his head slowly back and forth.
“Well I’m quite grateful to you young people, maybe
someday I can return the favor.” Sheth waved their hands off in
a burst of emotion, but not unkindly, and shuffled away into the
crowd.
Van shrugged off the uneasy feeling settling around the pit of
his stomach, remounted, and led his little group through town
and back onto the road again.

“Did you hear what Sheth said about people acting
strangely?” Jaiyl asked Van as they were riding out of town.
“I heard.” He frowned. “People not caring about each
other anymore - something making them different. I don‘t know
what to think about it yet, though.” Van stopped before
mentioning what else had bothered him in that village – the
shadows playing across so many of those passive faces –
ominous and searching shadows.
Van was seeing a pattern. The shadows he could see on
people’s faces were somehow connected to Teman. Jaiyl knew
more than she was admitting, but so did Van. He decided that
he would have to tell the others what he had been seeing, and
hope that they would believe him.

The farther into the grasslands they went, the more it felt
like they were riding through a golden sea. The mountains
behind them were now shrouded in the grey mists of distance,
and the way before them was clear for as far as they could see.
Breezes whisked over the plains creating a great whispering
sound that seemed to come from everywhere. The road here was
broad and seemed well-traveled, so they could ride two at a time
if they wanted.
Twice, from a great distance, they sighted large herds of
what looked like horses with black stripes running across the
wide expanse, and once they came across a very large lizard
sunning itself in the road right in front of them. At their
approach it lazily climbed to its feet and moved out of the way,
hissing at them as they passed, but otherwise leaving them
alone.

They chose to camp early, as Robin declared that they
needed to hunt for some meat before nightfall, so they found a
little hill near a stream and made camp a few hours before
sunset. Jules and Jaiyl stayed to make the horses comfortable
and give them water, while Robin and Van went hunting for
whatever small game they could find. Van knew that if he
convinced Robin of the truth of what he had been experiencing
then convincing the other two would be much easier. Robin just
had that affect on people.
While they walked Van tried to describe to Robin
exactly what he was seeing, the shadows on the faces of people
first at their own village, then again in the other villages they
had visited. At first Robin was incredulous, but Van had never
been one to lie. Sometimes he was imaginative, but never a liar.
"I believe this is tied to Jaiyl somehow." Van kept his
eyes on the ground, remembering another time, not so long ago,

he had stalked through a field with Robin discussing the girl.
This time was much different. “She said she's a part of this
family, these Forgotten Ones, so maybe there is more going on
here then we can understand.”
“Back at River’s Bend, with those villagers - they had
shadows on their faces, like I described to you. But when they
saw Jaiyl their interest became – something else. And Daelon,
at one point his eyes were completely black and it was then that
Jaiyl said Teman had found her. It was as if the shadows had
entered Daelon somehow, and were controlling him.”
“That’s crazy, Van.”
“Yes, it is. But it’s true, too. And Jaiyl knows more
than she’s telling us.” Van spoke with all the conviction of his
heart. "I've been given some signs that I cannot ignore. I've had
dreams, seen and heard things that I cannot explain. It seems

that I'm being allowed to experience things that are....from
God.”
"From God?" Robin stopped and stared at Van, then
continued on, shaking his head in confusion.
Van stopped where he was, waiting for Robin to turn
back toward him.
"Remember the stories about the old times? The times
before and right after the great Flood?"
"Some of them, I don't think about them that often."
"Perhaps that's part of the problem with us." Van ran
both hands through his hair, making it stick up in odd places as
he thought out loud. "Maybe we're forgetting. What I meant was
that the stories include animals talking, stars singing, and men
and women seeing angels. People haven't experienced things
like that for years now." He paused, raising his hand toward his

brother. "Well, what if God has sort of pulled that veil aside for
me? Just to help during this time, or maybe for good, who
knows?"
Robin stared long and hard at Van, quiet for so long that
Van became uncomfortable. "You're serious, aren't you?" Robin
finally said thoughtfully.
"Very."
"Alright brother." Robin turned to him, placing one hand
on Van's shoulder. "I will place my trust in you, and say I
believe you.”
"Do you though? Believe me, that is?"
"Let's say, I am trying to believe you. I trust that you are
experiencing something you don't totally understand yet, and
that your theory may very well be correct. Fair enough?" Robin
began walking again, turning to look Van in the face.

"Fair enough." Van was pleased that the discussion had
turned out so well. He supposed that was about as good as he
could have expected.
The two brothers tramped on through the tall grass,
looking for birds or rabbits, or any small game they could catch.
Finally they caught a pheasant and two rabbits, and made their
way back to camp and the others. They thought it perhaps would
be wise to wait and not tell the others about Van's experiences
just yet. In truth Van was not yet sure he ought to trust Jaiyl, and
Robin was not at all sure that sensible Jules would believe them
anyway.
So, they kept their secret to themselves, ate their meal,
and helped roll out the bedding for the night. Jules and Jaiyl had
stamped down the grass in a circle several paces all around,
trying to reduce the risk of their fire getting out of control, and
to reduce the likelihood of snakes or other wild animals being

able to creep up on them unawares. Then all four sat around the
campfire, choosing to relax and talk for once. Van told them
some of the stories that Thad had always shared with him,
stories about brave men and women of old who had done great
things and experienced so much. He wondered out loud what it
would have been like to have lived so very long ago, and seen
such miracles of God firsthand.
"I guess we will have to trust God will give us miracles
of our own, right?"
The other three looked at Jaiyl, and Van nodding
approvingly."Yes, we sure will."
Robin looked back and forth between them. "You know,
you two haven't had a good fight in a very long time." He
rubbed the whiskers on his chin as if in deep consideration of
the matter.

Jaiyl looked at Van, and Van looked back at Jaiyl. Both
grinned then looked at the other two and shrugged.
"I'm sure we'll find something to argue about
eventually." Jaiyl laughed.
"I guess we'll have to work on that." Van couldn’t help
the grin spreading on his face as he ducked his head.

Chapter 9
Grass Hills was a boil on the backside of nowhere. At
least, that was what Teman thought when he first rode into the
tiny village in the disturbingly serene valley. This place was a
recent acquisition of his, so some pockets of resistance still
existed. For the most part the villagers were willingly walking
into his trap, falling under his influence; Teman did not care
what terms were used. He prowled the streets for a day, until
he came across a very old man. This man was different, he ran
out into the streets when he saw Teman and his men coming.
“Stop strangers!” He halted in the middle of the road,
crying out at them in a thin, wavering voice. “Be warned! This
place is not what it used to be!”
“What do you mean, old man?” Teman’s lieutenant sat

up tall in the saddle, anticipating some sort of attack, no doubt.
“Don’t you feel it? The spirit is leaving…..it’s as if
people’s spirits are being stolen!”
Teman dismounted, walking over to the man and very
quietly straightening the tunic about the old man’s throat.
Suddenly shadows swirled around Teman, though he knew no
one else could see them. Teman gazed into the old man’s eyes
and saw – something else. He saw this old man looking into a
pair of bright green eyes…then being punched squarely in the
face….a young girl with a telltale red curl of hair comforting the
old man, helping him stand. The shadows knew only a little
more, and Teman’s eyes narrowed as he focused once again on
the wrinkled, wizened face before him.
“What is your name…..friend?” He smiled, but it did not
reach his eyes, and spoke in a low tone that was anything but

friendly.
The man hesitated, but answered. “Sheth….my name’s
Sheth.”
“Did some strangers come through here a while
back….one of them a girl with bright red hair?”
“Why….why do you ask?”
“So you saw them then…” Teman smiled wickedly.
Even though the old man, Sheth, tried to hide it, the truth had
already been told.
“You can identify the ones with her then.” Teman
hauled the old man over to one of the extra horses and threw
him up in the saddle.“Help us and you won’t be hurt. Try to get
away and you’ll die.”
With that Teman’s little army galloped through town and

down the path, following the trail of the girl and her friends.
…………………………………………………………
Van turned into his bedroll feeling better than he had in a
long time. The others had all been laughing and teasing when
they had turned in as well, creating a warm atmosphere that Van
had missed since leaving home. He thrived on family and
friends, and he had just spent the perfect evening. He fell asleep
with a smile on his face and a good feeling in his heart.
Van dreamed again that night. This time there were no
men in white, no talking horses, just a calm serenity all around
him. He was sitting on the rock above his parent's farmhouse
just looking out over the farm and the valley below. He looked
up and saw an eagle soaring far above him, and wondered how
he must look to that eagle. He heard a quiet step behind him and
turned to see Jaiyl, Robin, and Jules standing there, smiling at

each other and at him. Then the dream grew....odd. Robin,
smiling the whole time, threw a punch right in Jules' face. The
two brothers began wrestling on the ground. As he looked at
them, Jaiyl slowly opened her mouth, he could see her gathering
a breath, then she let it all out in a bloodcurdling, inhuman
scream! Van sat bolt upright, suddenly completely awake. The
scream came again, and now he knew it had not been in his
dream at all. The others were also sitting straight up in their
beds, Jaiyl crying out and clutching her blankets to her
shoulders, eyes open wide, her face pale. The horses were
shifting nervously and neighing, and Van could hear Breeze
snorting and pawing at the ground.
"What was that?" Jules sounded frightened, but not
without his wits.
Jaiyl could not respond, she had been transported in her
mind back to one of her earliest childhood memories, a night of

panic and fear and death. Now she could only sit trembling in
her bedroll hoping and praying.
Van wondered if he could talk at all he was so scared, so
he didn’t bother trying to answer Jules either.
Robin stood up, trying to see over the tall grass; while
Van checked on the horses to be sure none had broken loose and
run. All the horses were there, but they were very skittish.
"What was it, Breeze?" Van murmured to the big horse.
Then the scream came again and he had his hands full
just trying to keep the other horses from pulling their stakes out
of the ground and making a break for it. Their camp was
situated on the top of a low hill, but still higher than much of the
surrounding landscape. The moon was out, the stars were bright,
but they could still see nothing moving anywhere. The four
swiftly moved the horses closer to the middle of the campsite,

then stood at the top of the hill, backs to each other, swords
drawn, bows and arrows at their sides. By facing all four
directions they hoped to catch a glimpse of whatever had made
the awful noise. Any thought of sleeping had been shoved
rudely out of their minds.
"I might have heard something like that....once before."
Jaiyl sounded like she could barely force the words out of her
mouth. "We were near the edge of the desert, close to what we
call the Plains. Perhaps this is part of that area, I'm not sure.”
"What about it, Jaiyl?" Van gritted his teeth, and
mumbled. "Crazy woman always getting distracted...."
"I'm getting there!" she whispered back furiously. "This
is not the time to pick a fight with me!"
"Go on, Jaiyl," Robin said, impatient.
"Fine...one night an awful scream wakes us all from a

dead sleep. It was terrifying and I'll never forget that
sound....this sound seems so similar...I...don't think...I can
breathe.” She began gasping for breath, and Van immediately
felt remorse for his earlier impatience with her.
"Just be calm." Van grabbed her hand from behind his
back and held tight.
Van heard her take a deep ragged breath, and then she
continued. "The next morning...we...we found one of the horses
all chewed up, and a great wide trail beaten through the grass
and leading off into the Plains. We never went to that campsite
again."
"So you never actually saw this thing you heard?" Van
kept his grip on her hand, giving it a squeeze.
Jaiyl shook her head. "But it left huge, five-toed paw
prints in the dirt, and large, deep holes in the horse’s neck and

chest."
"What could make marks like that?" Jules wondered out
loud.
"I've heard stories," Robin whispered feverishly. "But if
they're true, then we do not want to meet that animal. The stories
I’ve heard are enough to scare the hide right off you.”
The scream came again and again, each time getting
nearer and from a different direction. "It's circling us," Van
whispered.
"Maybe there's more than one..." Robin answered.
The horses had begun rearing and kicking against their
ties, neighing in panic, the whites of their eyes showing and
their ears pinned back. "Breeze! Hold them!" Van said as loudly
as he dared. Breeze must have heard him for he began herding
the horses together, biting and kicking until the other four were

in line - shaking like leaves in a cold wind, but standing. Van
was not at all sure that Breeze could hold them for much longer,
and he was very afraid they would lose all the horses if they
began to panic again.
"What do we do?" Jaiyl still sounded scared, but Van
was thankful that she was not panicking; he was impressed that
so far none of them had run screaming into the hills. Of course
all sorts of people can appear to bravely stand firm in the face of
death, when in fact they are rooted to the spot by terror.
"We can't run," Van said. "Any sort of predator will just
be motivated to chase us then. Plus there would be too great a
chance that we would become separated."
"And if we stay here we're just handing whatever's out
there a free meal," Jules whispered.
"Could the horses outrun it?" Jaiyl wondered.

"Perhaps without someone on their backs...." Robin
mused.
"Well we can't send the horses out there alone....can
we?" Van asked.
"We could...at least one of them might work as a
distraction," Jules reasoned.
"Oh we can't do that to them! Not to any of them!" Jaiyl
pleaded.
"What choice do we have?" Robin asked.
"Build up the fire," Van thought quickly.
The screaming had been eerily still during the last few
seconds of their whispered conversation. In fact, the entire night
had grown deathly silent. No crickets chirped, no birds flew
overhead, no mice or small night creatures stirred. Even the

wind was holding its breath.
They had gathered a goodly pile of wood from the trees
they had camped near that night, so they did not have to go
searching for more...not yet that is. Van knew that eventually
they would run out of fuel, and he was not at all sure what they
would do then.
"Don't look at the fire if you can help it," Van cautioned.
"It will ruin your night vision. We need to watch the outskirts of
the camp. We have our bows and arrows, and our swords; we
can try to defend ourselves with those."
The four fanned out, each grabbing a branch to build up
the fire with, then, grabbing their bows and arrows, they
surrounded the horses and began their vigil.
Van was terrified, but now that he had a task to
accomplish he was feeling a bit better. Still, the suspense was

almost unbearable. He could hear the crackling of the fire, the
nervous movements of the horses, and the ragged breathing of
his brothers and Jaiyl. Nothing else though...no other sound,
until.....yes....he could just barely hear something else. If he
concentrated on it, and nothing else, he just barely
heard....what? What was that? Almost a rustle, almost a
scratching, almost a swishing like the breeze. Whatever it was, it
was moving furtively, trying to mask its sound.
There! Something was moving towards Robin! "Robin,
watch out!" Van cried.
Robin's bow and arrow went up, the arrow shot and
found a mark. Something in the dark cried out, an almost
unearthly sound....a sound none of them had ever heard before.
There was a wild thrashing in the underbrush a few feet away,
then quiet.

Van ran to the spot where the beast must lie, and stooped
over the body of a great animal. It looked something like the
mountain lions that roamed the cliffs near his home, only this
animal was much larger. Robin’s arrow had pierced its heart
right through the tan colored hide. Black stripes marked its
lower extremities, and it had two large fangs growing down
from its top jaw and protruding outside its mouth. They hung
down all the way past the animal’s lower jaw line.
As he and Jaiyl studied the animal, Van suddenly froze,
then turned a split second before Jaiyl screamed. He had no
time to place a new arrow this time, but his sword was in his
hand and he swung it at the huge beast leaping at them. His
sword hit the giant cat in its chest, the weight of the animal
serving to impale it further. Still, its momentum brought them
both to the ground, the wicked looking fangs landing in the soft
earth on either side of Van’s head. He lay there, face to face

with the animal, while Jaiyl tried to pry it off him. She was
sobbing and crying, calling his name. He couldn’t catch his
breath, couldn’t respond to her at all, but then Jules and Robin
were there and the three of them rolled the beast off of him.
Jaiyl inspected Van closely to see if he had any serious
injury, despite the fact that he kept insisting he was fine. She
had never been so scared in her entire life, even the time in the
desert when she was a little girl and had heard that same scream.
Then she had been all alone, now she was not. Back then she
had no one to lose.
“What is this thing?” Jules voiced the question hanging
in the air.
“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Robin stood over the
carcass, shaking his head.
“I’ve never even heard of anything like it.” Van rubbed

a hand through his hair nervously.
“I think this is what we call the Great Tiger.” Jaiyl
spoke from a few feet away. She wasn’t getting any closer to
the thing - dead or alive. “Though I have never seen one, I have
heard stories of it.”
“Well, we’ve killed these two.” Van gathered his
thoughts and got back to being practical. “Let’s hope nothing
more like this happens.”
None of them could sleep any more that night, so they
broke camp and continued on in the dark, keeping to the middle
of the wide dirt road.

They traveled through the plains for three more days
with no sign of any of the great tigers, or any other large
predators, thankfully. One time the shadow of a huge bird had
passed over them whose wingspan stretched for several lengths
on either side of the road. It fairly dwarfed their horses, and the
animals were nervous while it flew overhead. But it passed
beyond them and was soon lost to sight, obviously not interested
in them, and they did not see the great bird again.
Finally the stream that for the most part ran parallel to
their road grew into a swift river, throwing itself over boulders
the size of their horses, its familiar friendly gurgle turning into a
wild roar. When it was of a substantial size and width the road
they were on turned towards the river. While they could see the
road continuing on the other side, there was no visible means of
being transported across it, like the ferry had been at the Dragon

River crossing. Here the flat plains around them had begun to
change, turning into rolling hills studded with large white rocks.
The river’s banks were steep in most places, turning into and
carving out great swaths from the increasingly rocky hills. The
only way that seemed even slightly passable was on the road
before them. When they reached the river’s edge the day was
growing old, so Van decided the wisest choice would be to
camp this side of the river and attempt the crossing in the
morning.
“How are you doing Jaiyl?” Van asked sitting next to
her at the fire. She had not felt much like talking since the
incident with the tiger. Perhaps she had too much to think
about. Jaiyl had never felt connected to anyone else before,
except perhaps Josiah and his family, but that had been so long
ago and such a brief period of time that she had hardly known
what she was missing. Suddenly, these three, the family that

had taken her in with hardly a second thought, had become her
connection to other people. The thought that that connection
could have been broken by the rake of a tiger’s paw was the
most frightening thought she had ever encountered. Yet, when
Van asked her such a simple question, she had no simple
answer.
She made one up though. “I’m fine, Van.” Then,
because her voice had sounded tense she ended with, “Thank
you for asking.” She was not at all sure that he believed her, but
she was glad he did not press the subject.
Since River’s Bend, there had been an uneasiness
between them. Jaiyl could sense it, and she knew Van could as
well. He had continued her training with the staff, talking to her
as if nothing were changed, but he felt strained. Jaiyl knew she
had to figure out a way to smooth things over with him.

“Van, thank you for teaching me to fight these last few
days.”
He leaned back on his arms, feet towards the fire.
“You’re welcome. You’ve been a good student.”
She glowed at his praise.
“I’m glad the tiger didn’t……”
Van looked at her, hearing the catch in her voice.
“I’m glad it didn’t either.”
That next morning the four travelers stood on the brink
of the river, willing themselves forward. The water was so
swift, the horses were nervous, but this was the only way
forward. Breeze was making it obvious that he did not want to
go into the river. For the last two days he had been trying to
turn left off the road and to strike out over the pathless hills, but

Van had insisted they stay on the road.
Standing at the shoreline, Van wished he could just raise
a staff and have God open the waters like He had done for
Moses, but nothing of the sort happened. Finally Van urged
Breeze forward, the water inching up the horse’s flanks until it
reached Van’s boots. All four of them moved into the water
together, the horses blowing and snorting as they went. The
water was loud out there in the middle of the current, branches
whipping by them and being broken up in the rocky rapids
downstream. The current was strong, pulling at the downstream
side of the horses, causing all of them to gradually walk
downstream rather than in a straight line toward the opposite
shore.
“Watch out, Van!” Jaiyl yelled. A huge branch was
swirling and whipping towards him. More than just a simple
stick, it was a gnarled, twisted mass of bark and leaves and

knotted roots. As it bore down on them, Breeze twisted, trying
to get out of its way. As the big horse reared and plunged,
fighting the current and the approaching hazard, he stumbled
and jostled Jaiyl on Lily. The paint mare began to panic as Jaiyl
became unseated, holding onto Lily’s mane as her feet were
dragged down by the current. The struggling Jaiyl was kicking
and screaming while Van was trying to rein Breeze over so he
could help her back onto her horse. Jules’ horse, a normally
calm animal, was showing the whites of his eyes and had his
ears laid back while Jules tried in vain to get him to turn
upstream and get around the plunging Lily. Robin was behind
all of them, yelling out instructions that none of the rest could
hear, standing in his stirrups to see better. Suddenly Robin was
in the water, Jules had turned to try to help his brother but was
only dragged into the water with him, and Van could barely hold
onto Jaiyl any longer while staying in his own saddle.

With a crack and a thud the menacing tree branch hit
Van squarely in the back, sending him face first into the churn.
The last sound he heard was a terrible scream from Breeze and
Jaiyl’s voice calling his name before everything was water and
thrashing and gasping for air. Something hit him again, this
time in the head and right shoulder, his shirt becoming caught in
the grasping branches. He struggled against the current, against
the evil thing attached to his back, and against the rising panic in
his own heart and mind. Then he was in the rapids, alone, and
everything went black.
…………………………………………………………

Jaiyl clung to Lily’s neck and mane, and with a supreme
effort dragging herself back onto the mare. Wet and bedraggled
Jaiyl tried to urge the horse to keep going, to swim to the other
shore, but she was suddenly exhausted and it was all she could
do to remain upright and mostly out of the water. All three of
her companions had just been swept downstream, and she could
not see any of them. She had swallowed quite a bit of water,
and was struggling just to breathe normally now. The other
horses were all pushing forward to get to the opposite shore,
now seemingly cooperating since they had been rid of their
riders.
Finally they neared the rocky bank, Lily dragging herself
up onto it with a flourish and a relieved shake of her mane.
Jaiyl sank down onto the ground from her horse’s back, leaning
on one of Lily’s front legs, then finally lying flat on the sand and

pebbles. She coughed a few times, still spitting up water from
her lungs, watching Breeze frantically running down the shore
neighing and kicking up a shower of pebbles in his wake as he
looked for Van. She watched the other riderless horses drag
themselves onto shore a little further upstream, then everything
turned grey and receded into the background. She knew no
more.

Chapter 10
.....................Teman.....................
Huge birds circled in the air above a nearby hill. Teman
knew those birds, they were the sort that eat dead things.
Dozens of them, a few extremely large with wide leathery wings
and a long thin beak that he knew was filled with spiky teeth.
Teman led his men across the fields toward the spot where
something must be attracting the carrion eaters. They could
smell it before they reached the body; death, putrefying decay
permeated the air long before they could see it. Two carcasses
lay in a heap, one on top of the other, already ravaged by other
predators. The men’s approach must have scared them away,
but Teman found large, wolf-like prints mixed in the churned up
earth. There, like a book, Teman and his men could read the

story of the night the tigers had died. Even without the arrow in
one of the animal’s chests they could see that people had been
here and killed these beasts. A campfire, tamped down and
doused so as not to start a grassfire, a spot where horses had
been tied, and another spot where four people had taken their
stand against the great cats.
Just the evening before one of his scouts had returned,
telling Teman that Jaiyl and her protectors were near. The scout
had claimed they were camping ahead and if they rode hard all
night they might be able to catch them while they still slept.
Now he stared at the abandoned campsite in utter frustration.
Teman posted men to search, but none of them found
any human bodies. He was disappointed to realize that all of
them had survived the attack - they did not find any fresh graves
where a companion might have been buried, and no unexplained
blood to indicate a severe wound. These interlopers she was

with were not as easily overcome as he had at first assumed.
Teman’s rage and frustration melded and turned into a
cold seething against these men, this girl, and the God who was
fighting for them.
“Oh well,” Teman thought. “I like to do the deed myself
anyway.” With a wicked smile he turned away from the
carnage, remounted and followed the trail once more.
………………………………...........................................
.Somehow Van managed to live through the first rapids and
regained consciousness when he was slammed into a large
boulder by the rushing water. Gasping painfully for air, he was
able to pull himself onto the rock, scraping his hands and knees
in the process, but glad to be able to feel the pain. As he knelt
on all fours, coughing and choking and sputtering, he heard a
loud high-pitched neighing from shore. It was Breeze, bobbing

his head and snorting in a magnificent fashion. The horse ran
further downstream, finally choosing to wade out into the water
at a calm spot where the river seemed to have lost its will to kill.
Obviously Breeze expected Van to let go of his rock and
rely on the horse to save him a little further along. Van was
having a hard time convincing himself of the wisdom of the
plan, but Breeze was adamantly bobbing his head up and down,
flinging his mane into the air and whinnying loudly at him. Van
found himself inching off the rock back into the numbing water,
allowing himself to be caught once again in the swirling current.
This time though he was under control and, despite screaming
pain between his shoulder blades, he was able to guide himself
toward the big horse in the calm dark pool. Breeze was facing
out into the river, and as Van threatened to be dragged past him
the animal reached out and neatly grabbed his tattered cloak
with his big teeth, thus pulling Van out of the moving current.

Just a few inches toward the horse and Van was in surprisingly
still water, allowing him to clamber up on Breeze once more and
be carried to the shore.
He did not seem to have any broken bones, but his
shoulder and ribs were going to be sore for awhile. Van was not
interested in his own injuries though. His only thoughts were
for Jaiyl and his brothers. He had no idea where they were,
which side of the shore they might have washed up on, or even
if they had washed ashore alive at all. Van chose to be
optimistic, and mounting Breeze he began his search upstream.
“Jaiyl!” he called, and called again. “Robin! Jules!” he
tried over and over, until his voice was hoarse. Van had been
riding for what seemed like hours, but was probably only about
one hour. His throat had been racked with coughing up the river
water, and now he could barely speak. The sun was out and
baking the damp out of his clothes, but the chill in his soul was

not from being wet. He had no idea how far the river could
have taken him, or even whether Jaiyl had made it to this side of
the river, but he had to look. Not so long ago he had been
annoyed at her presence, asking her why she was always
following him around….now he wished with all his heart that he
could find her and apologize for every hasty word he had ever
spoken.
Wearily rounding a bend in the river, Van found a sand
and pebble beach in a sheltered curve of the shoreline. Hearing
a welcome whinny Breeze threw up his head and neighed
loudly. There was Lily! Strangely still, the mare did not try to
come and greet Breeze. Instead she stood as she was, head up
and alert watching them approach, then head down and
searching out a bundle on the ground at her feet. Then Van saw
a flash of red curls and he knew. The bundle at Lily’s feet was
Jaiyl, lying in a heap on the ground. He threw a leg over

Breeze, sliding down the horse’s side, then stumbled and ran
and fell until he was finally kneeling at her side.
For a split second Van was afraid to touch her, not
wanting to feel the cold stiffness of death. She was partially on
her side, face concealed under the wet matted hair, tunic
wrapped around her neck. Overcoming the dread and fear he
turned her over, gently loosening her tunic and brushing the
short hair away from her face. Her face was pale, but her
eyelids fluttered and opened, she breathed then coughed and
sputtered, sitting up and wiping at her eyes. Then, desperate
eyes focusing on Van, she gave out a choking cry and violently
threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck as if he
had just pulled her in from over a steep precipice.
“Van! You’re alive!” She clutched at his shirtfront.
“You were gone, you were all gone…..it was like God had
swept His hand over us and I was alone again!”

He sat with her for several moments, offering silent
reassurance. When she still hadn’t let him go, Van carefully
pulled back just a little, putting his hands on either side of her
face, leaning his forehead against hers, and saying urgently,
“You are not all alone, I’m right here.” He spoke quietly,
urgently repeating the words until her shaking subsided
somewhat. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, drawing her
back in to his arms.
Finally remembering her first words a little more clearly,
Van felt that dread rise again in his heart.
“Wait, did you say we were all gone? Where are Robin
and Jules? Aren’t they here with you?”
Jaiyl silently shook her head and pulled back to look him
in the face again. “All of you….all three of you fell into the
water and were gone, almost at the same instant.” She looked

like she was feeling a little more normal again. “I’m sorry for
being weepy and…and afraid.” She spoke quickly, her face
turning a nice shade of pink. “I’ve spent most of my life being
alone, and only just recently realized I do not like it at all.”
“Well, you don’t have to be alone again….it’s your
choice.” Van put on a brave smile, stood, then offered her his
hand to help her stand to her feet. “We need to go find Jules and
Robin now,” he said, growing urgent again. “They could be in
trouble.”
The two rode down the beach together, both growing
more worried. Along the way they found their pack horse, some
of his load still intact, calmly grazing on the tall grass a little
way away from the river’s edge. He pretended to object when
Van went to grab his bridle, but very quickly fell into line as
they continued their search.

As they passed it, Van pointed out the rock he had pulled
himself onto, then describing to her how Breeze had so neatly
plucked him from the strong river current. A little further on he
found the spot where Breeze had come out of the river onto the
shore and they had headed back upstream. As this was a likely
spot for any conscious swimmer to try to climb out, Van
carefully looked over the sandy beach. Just at the farthest edge,
before the pool once again turned into churning white water,
Van found one lone set of footprints.
He could not be sure, but he believed them to belong to
Jules. They meandered a little way inland, then around a low
bluff and there they found the tattered brother, Jules. He was
mostly intact, still had his sword and was not too beaten up by
the rocks in the water. He looked more embarrassed than hurt,
as he had believed himself to be the sensible one, not the one
that would have fallen off his horse. He had not realized that

both Van and Robin had also fallen in, so he had been sitting
there waiting for the rest of them to come by and rejoin him,
assuming the rest would have all been together upstream. Now
he joined in the search for Robin, all three of them growing
more and more worried with each passing moment. As they
continued following the riverbed they found Robin’s horse, also
looking rather embarrassed at having lost his rider, but willing
to fall back into line and become a member of the team once
more. It soon became apparent to Van that the fight with the
river had worn them all out. As badly as they all wanted to
continue, Van knew they must rest. The three camped that night
on the shore, barely lighting a fire and eating almost nothing.
The next morning they rose early and continued a little
way when suddenly Breeze came to an abrupt halt. Van
prodded, cajoled, and threatened, but could not get the big horse
to move a step farther downstream. As he became more and

more frustrated, Jaiyl finally interrupted. “Wait Van.” She held
a hand up to him, her voice sounding odd. “I think…..I think he
might be nearby.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I think I feel him, only not down that direction.”
“You ‘feel’ him?” Van was not sure he liked the sound
of that.
“Yes, a little…..as if he’s still at a distance and,
something else - like he’s weak - like sleep only deeper.”
Jules had only watched the conversation so far, but now
Van was remaining silent. “Which direction, Jaiyl?” Jules asked
quietly.
She inclined her head slightly to their right, away from
the river, obviously concentrating very hard.

“You really want me to believe you can just ‘feel’ my
brother?” Van sat and stared at her, eyes narrowing as if glaring
into the sun. “What if you’re wrong? What if he’s right up
ahead and we turn away from him….he could be hurt.”
“He is hurt.” She paused at the stricken look on Van’s
face. “But it’s like he can’t really tell what is hurting him….like
he’s almost not there anymore.”
“You’re scaring me, Jaiyl.”
“I know.” She tried to let the compassion show in her
eyes. “We have to go this way, Van.” Jaiyl pointed Lily inland.
“Stop being stubborn.”
“Stubborn! This isn’t stubborn. You want me to follow
you because of a feeling! I’m not so sure we should go that
way.” He rose in his stirrups, urging Breeze forward again,
even as the big roan dug his hooves in the dirt and refused to

move even an inch further.
“Come on Breeze!” He cried in frustration.
“I’m going this way, Van.” Jaiyl held her head high,
pointed chin jutting out. “Follow if you’d like, or sit there and
argue with your horse. I don’t care. That horse, by the way,
saved your life. Maybe he knows a thing or two!” With that
she turned to the right and moved off.
Jules sat for a moment, looking first at Van, then Jaiyl,
then back to his brother. Finally deciding, he turned with Jaiyl,
leaving Van to his own decision.
He tried to cajole Breeze into moving ahead one more
time, then gave up, defeated.
Perhaps Breeze knew what he was doing - the horse had
been exhibiting some peculiar characteristics lately. Feeling
reckless, Van dropped the reins. “Alright, have it your own way

then.”
Breeze turned his head to meet Van’s gaze, almost as if
to be sure Van knew what he was doing, then turned sharply
after Jaiyl, and trotted straight into the unknown.

…………….Teman……………….
Teman was in an uproar. All along the way he had been
foiled at the last moment, a strange snowstorm, an addled old
man that seemed to be purposely slowing them down, and now
giant cats that had driven his prey onward right when he was
closing in. Teman was looking forward to showing them what
he intended to do to Jaiyl. First he would take her, perhaps he
would let them watch that…then he would be sure she was
going to bear a child and he would chain them all up together in
a dark dungeon, giving her just enough food and water to keep
the child within her alive. Then, oh then when the child was old
enough, he would cause her to birth, take the baby, and pick
some imaginative way of dispatching all of them. Perhaps all at
once, or perhaps he would choose one at a time. It really would
depend on his mood at the time. Regardless, they would not

enjoy it. None of them would enjoy it.
Teman daydreamed of various ways to torture Jaiyl and
her companions, these disrespectful peasants who would dare to
oppose him. He would show them just what they had messed
with, and then he would give them something to think about in
eternity.

………………………………...........................................
A short while south of the river bed Van saw the terrain
begin to change. The grasses diminished, large thorny bushes
taking over and the dark, soft pliable soil turning to sand and
dust and hard packed earth. Van was not pleased, growing more
and more uneasy with every step. Jaiyl though seemed quite
confident, and Breeze did not hesitate at all. The ground seemed
level, but Van soon realized they were climbing. As they
reached the top of a sandy bluff a small cottage came into view.
Breeze made his way straight to the front door. The cottage was
surrounded by neatly trimmed thorny bushes, a long spear-like,
gray-green grass forming a sort of lawn on either side of a
trimmed pathway. The path led to a rough hewn wooden door
in the cottage, the only gap in the thorny hedges allowing
visitors a narrow approach.

“There, Robin’s in there.” Jaiyl gestured towards the
cabin. “I can still feel him, but he’s so weak - ” Slowly she
dismounted. Suddenly she felt afraid, shy.
Looking at the others wordlessly, Van dismounted and
made his way to the front door, knocking and calling out to
anyone who may have been inside. Before anyone answered
Van felt Jaiyl and Jules behind him, anxiously waiting to see
what Jaiyl and Breeze had found. Then, slowly the door was
pulled open from inside, just a crack.
“Who is it?” said a low voice from the dark.
“We are peaceful travelers,” Van answered. “We have
lost our companion, and were wondering if perhaps he has come
this way. A young man, tall, light hair? He is my brother, can
you help us?”
The door pulled open further, revealing a woman, nearly

as tall as Van. She was slim, and looked as if she spent hours in
the sun. She wore plain clothes that had obviously seen their
fair share of work. The dark hair was pulled back from a face
that should not have been shut up alone in a dark hut on the edge
of a vast desert. High cheekbones under violet eyes that were
large and sported thick lashes, a thin and delicate nose was set at
just the right distance above the nicely shaped mouth, and the
skin was dark and flawless.
Jules said “Uhhh,” and nothing else, very unlike him.
Van smiled at Jules’ response but could not for the life
of him think of what he had been saying, causing him to hesitate
long enough that Jaiyl, snorting in disgust, elbowed roughly past
him.
“Hello ma’am, have you seen our friend? His name is
Robin.”

“Oh you must forgive me.” The woman spoke with an
accent that was reminiscent of Jaiyl’s. “I just cannot be too
careful out here. Please come in.” She swept out her arm in
invitation, opening the door wide to the space beyond. They
entered to find a simple cottage, a wooden stump as a table, a
smaller carved chunk of wood as a chair, gnarled and knotted
wood formed the walls and a fur covered pallet in the corner
served as a bed.
“My name is Eva.” The lady held herself away from
them, and indicated a bed where a still form lay. “I believe my
new friend there might be who you are looking for.”
All three of them rushed to the bedside. There was
Robin, snug and comfortable under the soft furs. Seeing that he
had not reacted to the commotion in the room, Jaiyl lifted one of
his eyelids and picked up his wrist. His hand hung down limply
and he did not react when she suddenly let go of it. It landed

heavily onto his chest, Robin’s form remaining still, the gentle
rise and fall of his chest remaining undisturbed.
“What happened to him?” Jaiyl asked in alarm. “Have
you done something to him?” She glared suspiciously, and took
a step toward Eva.
Van put one hand on her shoulder, wordlessly asking her
to wait a moment more.
Eva placed on hand on her chest, gesturing placatingly
with the other. “Oh my no, dear.” Her eyes opened wide, and
she smiled gently. “I found him practically on my doorstep. I
believe he was bitten by a snake, and I have done everything I
can to save him.”
“Will he be alright?” Van was more alarmed than ever.
“That is up to God now.” Eva said it with all sincerity.
“I have done all I can and that is all God has asked me to do.”

Eva walked slowly to Robin’s side. Pulling back the covers off
his nearest foot she showed them the red fang marks right above
the top of his boot.
“He has been burning hot with fever since I brought him
here. I may have found him just in time, at least I pray I did,”
and Eva gazed down upon her patient with radiant hope.
“Thank you for caring for him so well.” Van turned to
their hostess. “We’ll be taking him off your hands now.”
“You will do nothing of the sort!” Eva drew herself up
indignantly, speaking more forcefully than she had before. “He
has been no trouble at all, and I do not believe he should be
moved yet. He is so ill, he would only impede your travels
anyway.” She stood between them and Robin who had still not
moved a muscle since they entered the cottage. “What could
possibly be so pressing an issue that you cannot wait here for a

few days while he recovers?”
“You have no idea.” Jaiyl responded quietly.
Van had not removed his hand from her shoulder, and
now he gave it a gentle squeeze. He had no desire to leave a
story behind them of their mission. If word spread about where
they were, what they were doing, then they could have an entire
army on their heels - or worse. He thought that perhaps the less
that people knew about them the safer those people would be.
Van saw Eva’s eyes dart to his hand on Jaiyl’s shoulder,
and he guessed that she finally understood. Van did not want to
reveal anything about their destination or their reasons for going
there. She graciously refrained from any more questioning,
leaving a slightly awkward silence instead.
Jules could not stand the silence apparently, for he
turned to Eva with his own questions. “How is it that a girl like

you is all the way out here, living alone?”
“A girl like me?” She rolled her eyes and shrugged. “I
am a prophetess of the Most High God, and three weeks ago He
told me to pack a bag and move out here…to this precise spot.”
“He told you to ‘pack a bag’?” Jaiyl still was not sure
she ought to trust this woman.
Eva laughed an infectious girlish giggle, not at all
‘prophetess-like’, then said, “Oh, not in those words of course.
God is much more succinct than I am. I figured this might be a
long stay, so I took it upon myself to pack a bag. I’m sure He
didn’t mind. Now that you have arrived I assume that you are
my reason for being out here.” She finished with a serene smile
on her face, not at all offended by Jaiyl’s words or the tone she
had used to deliver them.
As her three conscious guests looked around the tiny

room with new eyes she laughed again. “You thought I lived
here all the time?” Shaking her head and again gesturing with
her hands. “No. Of course, if it were His will, I would live here
without a second thought, but I do have a home in a city about
two days’ ride from here.”
As the others decided what their next course of action
would be, Jaiyl beckoned for Van to come outside with her
while Jules sat by Robin’s bed.
“I don‘t trust her.”
“Why not?” Van drew her farther from the cabin door,
gesturing her to keep her voice down. “She seems to have done
a good job of keeping Robin alive so far, what has she done that
would make you think badly of her?” Van did not understand
her suspicions. Eva had been nothing but gracious and kind and
welcoming, obviously successfully nursing Robin. Why would

Jaiyl feel the need to be wary of her? Still, Jaiyl’s instincts
seemed to be better than most when it came to peoples’ motives
and trustworthiness.
Jaiyl pondered Van’s questioning seriously. Why was
she suspicious? Surely she could not be so shallow as to dislike
Eva simply because she was good looking…..was she really too
pretty to trust? Jaiyl had never had this sort of experience, and
the shallowness of her own reaction was disturbing her.
“Maybe it’s nothing, but I think Eva‘s hiding
something.” She sounded suspiciously vague even to her own
ears.
“Speaking of hiding things - how were you able to lead
us to this cabin?” Van’s frown deepened.
“I….it’s hard to explain.” Jaiyl stumbled over her
answer.

He could see that she was not yet ready to explain
herself, and Van was not sure he could blame her. He had not
explained himself fully to Jaiyl yet either.
“We will have to talk more about this, you know.”
“I know.” Jaiyl looked up, meeting his gaze tentatively.
Van turned back to the cottage, wondering when they
would ever have time for the long conversation ahead.
Entering the dark little room again, Van went to check
on his brother. Eva was growing more confident that Robin
would survive, but suggested that each of them take turns sitting
by his side wiping his face and administering the prescribed
medicines as needed.
They cooked over a fire pit outside the cottage that night,
and Robin even seemed to take a little of the stew offered him,
though he did not fully waken.

Finally the men all went to bed, leaving the two women
inside the cottage to tend Robin. Jaiyl was sitting next to him,
watching him breathe and occasionally wiping his brow with the
cool cloth, when Eva approached and sat on the floor near her.
Jaiyl felt warmth, sincerity, even a loving sentiment coming
from the other girl so near her own age. Eva’s life must have
been so different from her own. Eva reached out and laid a
friendly hand on Jaiyl’s wrist, right above the golden bracelet.
Now that Jaiyl was thinking a little more clearly she
could see that Eva had no ulterior motives, although she was
definitely hiding something.
“I know who you are, Princess Jaiyl.” Eva finally spoke
quietly, almost reverently.
“I don’t know what you mean…..” Jaiyl tried to appear
nonchalant. Being able to read other people’s emotions like an

open scroll did not mean you were any better than other people
at hiding your own. If anything, Jaiyl was worse at hiding her
real feelings than many other people, and Eva saw right through
her.
“Please do not worry.” Eva laid a gentle hand on her
shoulder. “I recognized you right away….that gorgeous red hair
is well known all over this desert. And by now all the stories
about you include that pretty little mare you ride. You really
ought to consider leaving her somewhere, or perhaps somehow
concealing her. Riding that horse, you will be readily spotted
anywhere you go - no matter how you’re dressed.”
As Jaiyl remained silent, the other girl continued her
speech. “I assume your companions do not know the complete
truth of who you are? Perhaps you have not told them the
position you hold within your family.” At Jaiyl’s shocked
expression Eva hurried to add the rest. “Remember, God tells

me the things which He needs me to know. I know about the
family of the Forgotten Ones. I know what is happening.
Please let me help you.”
Jaiyl was not expecting an offer of aid, so she sat still
waiting for the rest of Eva’s pronouncements. This must be
what Eva had been hiding.
“They cannot know.” Jaiyl shook her head as Eva was
silent.
“But why, princess? They are good men, they will
understand.”
“I….I...Being good men does not assure me that they
will understand why I have not told them everything.” Jaiyl
answered weakly.
“Princess, consider this….these men have risked
everything for this mission - correct?” At her nod Eva continued

in low tones. “They do not really understand yet what
these…others….will do to those who oppose them. They also
do not understand yet how important you personally are to the
Plan. These three - Jules, Robin, Van - they deserve to know
what they are up against. They need to be prepared and they
cannot be if they do not know that they ought to be expecting
something worse. You must watch behind you as well. The
danger is not all in front of you.”
Jaiyl knew Eva was right. Her new friends deserved to
have the truth, all of it. She just was not sure she was strong
enough to tell them and make them listen.

Chapter 11
..................Teman..................
He wished fervently that he had not forced the little old
man into coming with them. Sheth was proving to be
insufferable. He seemed immune to anything emotional that
Teman tried to throw at him, refusing to be cowed either by any
fears or any sort of depression. It was as if the man had an inner
strength that belied his outwardly frail frame. If it weren’t for
the fact that Sheth could identify the men with Jaiyl, Teman
would have disposed of him long ago. Sheth had lagged behind,
forcing his horse to walk slower and slower, all throughout the
journey. Once they reached the grasslands Sheth had begun
having terrible sneezing fits each morning. At first Teman had
assumed Sheth was faking these fits, but each one fits that left

the old man red-faced and gasping, to the point that Teman had
to wonder if perhaps the old man was not faking them after all.
The physical toll they took on Sheth was unmistakable, but their
timing was impeccable - they always occurred right when he
had been ordered to mount his horse for the day’s ride, causing
all of Teman’s men to stand around and wait while Sheth
sneezed for half an hour or so. The sheer physical exertion was
something that most young people would have found daunting,
and coming from one so ancient, these sneezing fits were nearly
supernatural.
After the incident with the tigers Teman had forced
Sheth to ride ahead of the entourage, up where Teman himself
could watch him. On the first day of the new arrangement Sheth
had ridden along quite well, until half the day was spent and he
came upon a huge lizard lying across the road. Suddenly the old
man’s aged and steady horse had become crazed with fright and

had run headlong into the wide open plains - galloping at a
speed that Teman had never thought that particular horse
capable of. It had taken his men the rest of the day to find
Sheth, steady the horse and bring them both back to camp.
Teman refused to cross the river where he knew Jaiyl
and her guardians had crossed. He knew the river, and that there
was an incredibly strong current running through the middle at
this point. Instead he turned left and followed the river for an
entire day. There it was no problem to simply walk the horses
across, everyone stayed dry and no one was the worse for it.
The only exception was Sheth, who managed to knock into one
of the pack horses in the middle of the river, causing it to lose its
footing as well as its pack. This meant Teman had to send a few
men to retrieve the bags floating down the river - another lost
afternoon.
Teman was almost at the point of stabbing Sheth through

the heart with his own sword, until he reminded himself that
once this mission was accomplished he would have no need of
the old man, and could include Sheth’s torture in the ‘fun’ he’d
be having with Jaiyl’s friends.
And now he knew he was close - very close.
………………………………...........................................

In Eva’s cabin, that first night passed uneventfully.
Robin lay on his pallet, feverish and barely responding to
anything around him. Jaiyl was still nervous around Eva, but
Van thought she was beginning to act normal again. She still
watched the other girl working around the cottage, and she still
chose her words carefully around Eva. Yet, Van thought Jaiyl
was gradually warming up to the dark haired mystery girl.
The next morning it was Jaiyl seated by Robin’s bedside
who noticed the difference. Robin’s forehead seemed cooler to
the touch and as she watched him he opened his eyes and
smiled, focusing on her face for the first time. Jaiyl’s happy cry
brought the others around and they all watched as Robin hauled
himself up to a sitting position. Eva pushed a bowl into his
hands, making sure he ate a good portion of the morning’s stew,
half enjoying all the attention he was getting. From that

moment on Robin steadily improved, eventually being able to
come to the table to sit.
Van realized just how much better Robin was feeling
two days later when the others were all outside attending to
various tasks elsewhere.
Van sat and watched Robin while Robin sat and watched
Eva. Robin had always been gallant, willing to rush to the aid
of anyone he saw who might be in trouble. Eva might trigger
that sort of protectiveness in Robin, but to Van she seemed more
than capable of being independent. So it took him a few
moments to recognize Robin's expression.
"You really like her, don't you?"
Robin started as if he hadn't realized his younger brother
was there. "Like who?" He fidgeted, clearing his throat.
"You know who.....Eva." Van rolled his eyes and

clapped Robin on the back. "Can't say I blame you, she's very
good looking."
Robin looked pointedly at his brother. "It isn't about her
looks, she's just....well, I don't know. She seems 'more' than the
rest of us." While he was talking he had turned his eyes back
onto the girl in question. She was oblivious to the conversation
going on about her, busily preparing something she deemed
worthy of Robin's still-sensitive stomach.
"I wonder if prophetesses can fall in love."
Van was surprised at Robin's words. He had not realized
the extent of his brother's feelings on the matter.
"What is Jaiyl going to think?" Van asked.
"Jaiyl?"
"Sure..."Van stopped, suddenly not as sure of his

thoughts as when he'd begun speaking.
"Why would Jaiyl care?" Robin turned and looked at
Van. When Van saw that his brother was not going to let this go
by, he finally answered.
"I thought that you and Jaiyl...well, that you sort of liked
each other."
"Why....What gave you that idea?"
"You've always been the popular one with the girls, and
you're always together....I guess I just figured you'd be her
natural choice." Van adjusted the collar of his shirt, wondering
why it felt tight suddenly.
"First, we’re all always together lately. Second, Jaiyl is
like a sister to me, you goose. I am anything but Jaiyl's natural
choice." Robin stared hard at Van, arms crossed over his chest.

"Who said I need to make a choice?"
Both brothers jumped, guilty and red-faced, as Jaiyl's
voice came at them from behind. They had been so engrossed
in their conversation they had not noticed her approach. She
obviously had heard enough to know they had been discussing
her.
“Well?” She stood in front of the two, hands on hips, one
toe tapping the ground. Robin wisely chose to remain silent.
Van’s mouth moved, but no sound came out.
Jaiyl threw up her hands and looked to the sky as if
asking for help. "If you two are through discussing me, we could
use some more firewood.” Jaiyl stood and watched as Van and
Robin rose meekly and wandered away to grant her request.
Shaking her head and muttering to herself, she wondered at their
words. She had heard most of Van's questioning of Robin, his

assumption that she and Robin had feelings. How could anyone
have any sort of feelings like that in the situation they were in?
They had bigger things to think about then the little mundane
stuff that other people took for granted. Perhaps when this was
all over….perhaps then - but not now. Not yet.
…………………………………………………………
Van, Jaiyl, Robin, and Jules had been at Eva’s little
cottage for five days when Van began getting restless. Robin
was feeling much better, joking and bantering like his old self
again, and Van knew they must continue on their way soon.
“Where are you heading?” Eva asked when Van
announced their departure.
“We need to find Nimrod’s Cave.” Robin was not as
eager to go as the others.
Recognition dawned in Eva’s eyes. “Good, I can help

you get there then.”
“Oh no.” Van held up a hand in her direction as if to stop
her. “You’re not coming, too.” He did not want to add another
person to the dangerous trip.
“There’s no use arguing, Van.” She looked him square in
the eyes, conviction shining from her face. “I am going with
you. That’s why I am out here after all, to help you, and I know
exactly where Nimrod’s Cave is from here. Do any of you?”
The three young men looked at Jaiyl, who looked
panicked for a moment. She looked around, finding no help
from any of the others, and finally shook her head no. “Not
from here, no.” She punctuated her words with a big sigh.
“See, you need me.” Eva smiled, smug in her victory.
Van could see that he had been outmaneuvered, and so
agreed to her accompanying them when they left in the morning.

Eva quickly had the little shack snug and secure, everything she
needed packed away in her saddlebags. The rest were eager to
begin, so she led the way.
First they moved toward the river, following it further
downstream and east. As they traveled the terrain changed
again. The trees grew taller and more numerous along the
riverbanks, though the golden grasses still prevailed. At night
they saw small flying animals that darted quicker than the eye
and made a strange clicking sound as they flew by. Eva called
them bats. In the early mornings they disturbed great herds of
wild cattle and striped horses with short tufted tails.
As they went Jaiyl told Eva her people’s legend about
Nimrod the mighty hunter. Eva’s people had a similar story,
except they called the great beast a ‘tannin’.
Jaiyl had to finally admit that Eva was good to have

along. Still, something about her made Jaiyl uneasy,
uncomfortable. She often felt as if Eva could see right through
her, as if she could tell exactly what Jaiyl was thinking. Jaiyl
was used to knowing what everyone around her was feeling.
She had grown accustomed to thinning out the perceptions
around her, and focusing only on the emotions she wanted to
understand. She could tell what Eva felt, the other girl certainly
was not a stone wall, but Eva anticipated Jaiyl’s moods as easily
as if she could read them.
Now Jaiyl felt torn in two. On one hand, she liked Eva,
considered her kind and generous. Yet her presence made Jaiyl
nervous. She felt as if she was being watched all the time,
scrutinized. Jaiyl did her best to shake the feeling off, but could
not quite rid herself of it. She knew that part of her unease was
because of what Eva had said back at the cabin. Jaiyl knew that
she had to talk to Van and the others, but she had continued to

avoid any serious discussions. Now as they traveled together
Jaiyl felt her courage mounting and she knew the time for
revelation would be soon.

……………………Teman……………………..
The little cottage stood on top of a rise in the ground,
barely more than a shack really. Hardly worthy of being called
a cottage, but his men told him that Jaiyl and the others had
spent a considerable time in this particular spot.
What could this mean? Why would there be any sort of
dwelling out in the middle of nowhere, no town nearby, no
fields to be worked anywhere in sight.
“Take everything you want, and burn the rest.” He stood
on the little rise overlooking the doomed cabin. “No one will
have use of it ever again.”
……………………………………………………
After riding for two days, Van and the others eventually

came to the edge of a shallow ravine. Standing on the ridge they
looked out over a vast landscape of canyons and green
meadows, one leading into another, a great river meandering
through them like a silvery ribbon tying them all together.
“This is incredible.” Van whispered, feeling a twinge of
helplessness. “We have to find one cave in all that?”
“It isn’t as bad as it looks.” Eva smiled in her mysterious
way. “The people of this land have a trade route going through
here that is well marked - if you know where to look. Nimrod’s
Cave is about a day’s ride from here.”
Eva sounded so confident that Van was buoyed by the
thought of finding the cave so soon. He decided that they
should camp right there at the top of the ravine and begin their
journey again fresh in the morning. Making camp, a thread of
excitement ran through the little group as they anticipated the

end of at least one leg of their journey.
The next morning dawned clear, dry, and cold, high
white clouds scudding across the blue sky. All day they climbed
down into ravines and back up out of them, skirting fallen rocks
and fording the shallow river several times. Eva was following
a path, but not one that any of the rest of them could see. She
seemed to just know where to go next, as if she were following a
scent.
Finally, they came upon a wide open meadow filled with
low grass and clumps of yellow flowers. At the far end rose a
high cliff with a great black hole in it, the mouth of a giant cave.
The wanderers made their way to it in awe, somehow knowing
this was their destination. They still had a little while before
they lost all the day’s light, so they explored the cave; finding
old bones and some not-so-old bones, paw prints from all sorts
of different animals, and some crude but brightly colored

drawings on the wall. The drawings depicted what Eva said
must have been Nimrod’s fight with the tannin, or sirrush. A
fierce battle had been drawn on the walls, and the five studied
the pictures with fascination.
However, when Van was through looking at the pictures
he found that he knew no more now than he had known before
they had arrived at the cave.

Dejected, he wandered back to

the cave opening and stopped in shock. There before him lay
the meadow bathed in soft moonlight. The grass lay in silvery
sheaths, the tiny yellow flowers closed to the night air. At first
glance Van thought snow had fallen while they were looking at
the drawings, but looking closer he saw that the entire meadow
was filled with tiny white flowers. A light, sweet scent filled the
air as all about him the blossoms opened their faces towards the
rising moon.
“Isn’t this wonderful?” Jaiyl had come quietly to stand

next to him. She was looking out on the snowy banks of wild
flowers, breathing deeply of their scent.
Van smiled in agreement. “So, here we have two of the three
lines telling us how to find the city - “Where flowering blooms
see the moon rise high,” and “where the mighty Nimrod sought
to die.” What about the last line? The one about “white cliffs of
the giants rise to the sky?”
“I’m not sure.” Jaiyl was clearly puzzled. “We camped
here once when I was small. I remember the meadow and the
cave. I probably did not see the flowers. But I don’t know of
any giant white cliffs.”
Eva came up behind them, looking out over the newly
blooming meadow. “Wait.” She tapped her chin with a finger.
“The clue is not ‘giant white cliffs‘, it says ‘white cliffs of the
giants.’ There have been legends of a very tall race of people
who made their houses among the cliffs. Perhaps this is what

the clue is referring to.”
“So somewhere around here we have to look for gigantic
white cliffs that might have been used as houses?”
“Something like that.” Eva frowned again thoughtfully.
Van helped set up camp that night in front of the cave,
the night air filled with the honey-sweetness of the flowers in
the meadow. The others seemed just as weary and puzzled as he
was. He had to admit to still having a sense of wonder and
adventure, but he was tired as well. It seemed that as soon as
they found an answer they were met with more questions, and
Van wanted answers.

………………...Teman………………….
Teman drew near to the edge of what his people called
the ‘badlands’, a truly daunting region crisscrossed with deep
canyons and jagged ridges. His people avoided it if they could,
preferring to take a longer route around in favor of plenty of
water along the way. However, now his prey had entered those
badlands, and he gritted his teeth in frustration. These
insignificant, ragtag peasants had foiled the plans of generations
of Teman’s people as if it were nothing. They pursued fantasies
with reckless abandon, not ever knowing what exactly they were
searching for. How could they keep it up? Teman did not
know; he only knew that they had remained cloaked from him
for some reason. He had not been able to see them at all since
River’s Bend, not even in his dreams. But now, now he knew
they were close, he could almost smell them.

………………………………..........
Later that evening, Jaiyl approached Van over the
outdoor fire, a slight frown on her face.
“Van, I’d like to talk to you, if that’s alright.” He
wondered then if she was remembering another time he had
claimed she bothered him. He realized suddenly that he no
longer felt annoyed by her presence, he no longer thought of her
as an aggravating little sister. He definitely did not think of her
as any kind of sister at all.
Gladly he welcomed her company now. She must have
noticed the change, for she smiled brilliantly and knelt down to
help him in his preparations.
"You don't ever pretend." She spoke as if not wanting to
shatter the quiet moment.
"What do you mean?”

“Remember how I was able to find Robin at Eva’s
cabin?” she asked, choosing to just plunge right in. Van
nodded, giving her his full attention as he realized she was
trying to open up to him.
“I’m different than most people, Van. I can feel other’s
emotions – I mean what they’re really feeling. Not their
thoughts, just anger, or happiness, or sadness. I've always been
able to tell with people. I can see that they're acting one way, but
I can feel their emotions underneath. You aren't pretending, not
usually that is, and it took me awhile to get used to you.
Everyone else is different."
"Everyone?" He looked sideways at her, skeptical.
"Mostly." She shrugged. "Even Robin and Jules pretend,
sometimes."
"No they don't." Van couldn’t imagine his brothers being

anything but completely forthright.
"Oh yes, they do." She nodded, gesturing with a hand.
"They aren't being malicious. They just....pretend.....like
everyone else. I guess it's the nature of most people. Nothing
more."
Then she stood straighter and turned, one eyebrow raised
and looking up at him. "Do you know how many people were
pretending to enjoy the storyteller's tales back at the harvest
celebration? So many of the adults would have just rather gone
home." At his look of disbelief she continued, nodding her head.
"Of course, the children all loved it, but the adults - not as
much."
"But why? Why pretend?" Van was not sure he believed
her.
"Most people are trying to be kind. They pretend for

everyone else's sake. Like during the telling of your village
history, everyone thinks that the others want to be there, so they
pretend to want it also. They're all trying to be kind to each
other, when in fact they're all just pretending." She paused,
thoughtfully watching the crackling fire.
"Oh the elders, they love to tell their stories. But who
doesn't like to have an audience? Plus they know - they
understand how important it is that other people know the
stories – that others continue to remember."
"But if no one wants to listen, why keep telling it? Surely
they know that many are pretending, they would have been the
same way when they were younger." Van was seeing the truth of
her words, but not liking them much.
"For someone else’s sake.” She shrugged. "The children
need to know these things.....and then there's the occasional

person, like you, who really still loves it and wants to hear it
again."
For awhile she was quiet, so Van left her to her thoughts.
He was still absorbing the things she had said, absently poking
the fire with a stick.
"The hard part is when someone's angry." She shifted her
feet, digging one toe into the gritty dirt at their feet."They say
things they really don't mean, but they're saying it because they
really do want to hurt the other person. It's almost worse than
the pretending." She said the last so low he almost did not catch
her words. "But Van, when you are angry, you say what you
really mean - then the truth comes out. You don't hide it."
Van did not know how to respond to that. He suddenly
found himself wondering if he ought to be working at
pretending better around her, but was not sure that he could

manage that. He saw the repercussions of what she was saying,
and suddenly felt very intimidated.
"Look, I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable. Just be
you....it's alright. And despite the fact that you say what you
mean, I've never heard you be actually cruel. It just isn't in you,
even when you're angry. I can appreciate that."
She was going to try to tell Van everything then, but
suddenly her words seemed strained, for she could read Van’s
confusion as he struggled with the new knowledge about her.
She had been trying to find a way to tell at least Van ever since
Eva had confronted her. Always something had prevented her,
Robin needed attention, meals needed preparing, horses needed
grooming, but truthfully it was mostly her own fear preventing
her. She had been lonely for so long that this new family she
found herself in was just that much more precious to her. She
loathed anything that threatened the end of that familial warmth.

If she had been better acquainted with what a family
really is she might have had more courage, but as it was she was
simply afraid that any of her revelations would cause these new
friends to leave her far behind, and that was not something she
was prepared to handle.
For some time now Jaiyl had felt the warmth of welcome
from Van, the acknowledgement that she was someone he knew
and felt close with, familiarity. Her heart just was not strong
enough to risk that familiarity, not yet, so she revealed herself –
but only a little at a time, feeling safer that way.
That night everyone but Van slept well, so he was up
well before dawn. Robin and Jules rose soon after, still long
before the sky began to lighten, in order to replenish their store
of food. This left Van to wander alone around the meadow in
the vast quiet of early morning. He had much to think about.
Jaiyl’s revelation of the evening before had set his mind reeling,

and he wanted to ponder it in the quiet of pre-dawn.
As he watched alone, the sky gradually lightened, the
golden disc of the sun rising slowly over the distant eastern
peak. Suddenly a single sunbeam shot through the meadow.
Van looked toward the east and saw a curious sight. The rugged
eastern peak must have had some sort of arch formation at the
very top, for before the sun had topped the highest ridge it was
sending a ray of sunshine straight through the mountain. Van
realized he was seeing the second line - the line they had all
thought was impossible - that the sun could shine through rock.
Quickly he roused Jaiyl and Eva, drawing them to the
middle of the meadow and following the beam with their eyes to
a point just above and beyond the cave where, in the distance,
the sunbeam struck its ultimate goal. There in the gathering
light shone a formation of tall cliffs, just visible beyond the top
of Nimrod’s Cave. In the early morning rays they shone white

as snow, pure and glistening. Most curious of all, the shining
white cliffs were studded with giant square holes, as if someone
had carved great doors and windows in the rock.
“There it is.” Van could hear the smile in her voice, even
without seeing her face - as if she had known the answer all
along.
Jaiyl could feel Eva’s confidence and it struck a cord in
her heart that had long lain dormant. “How did you know it
would do that, Eva…that the sun would show the way like
this?”
“Oh I didn’t know at all.” Eva smiled again. “I only
knew that God would light the way, and He has.”
Jaiyl realized then that Eva’s confidence was in God,
that she didn’t hesitate in her chosen path because that path had
been chosen by God. Eva had complete confidence in God’s

judgment and God’s leading. Jaiyl could not resent such trust
and faith, not when she so badly wished she had that same
confidence.
“I wish I knew, like you do Eva.”
“Jaiyl, confidence in God is something that grows in
your own heart, as He proves Himself to you in your own life.
You aren’t born with trust in God, it is something that you
gradually attain. God understands, Jaiyl. He is willing to wait
for you and to prove Himself to you, too. All you need to do is
be willing to accept what He shows you.”
She made it sound so easy, but Jaiyl could not think of
anything that seemed more difficult to put into practice. Yet
here, before her, shone the white cliffs, that did indeed look as if
giants had turned them into houses long ago, and weren’t they
standing before the very cave of Nimrod’s famous battle? The

entire place fit the riddle perfectly, down to the tiny white
flowers that had spread before them during the evening. How
could she not believe? Jaiyl decided right then and there that
she would believe. God would show them where to go next, and
give them the tools they would need to accomplish what He had
told them to do.
With a new direction pointed out to them in such a
spectacular manner, Van and the two women made ready to
leave, planning to head west toward the shining cliff houses in
the far distance. They only needed to wait now for the return of
Jules and Robin.
As they stood and stared at the beautiful white cliffs Van
felt elation like no other. God was showing him exactly where
to go next, as if holding the light there just for them at that
moment. Van heard the quiet conversation between Eva and
Jaiyl, the wind in the canyons, a hawk overhead – then

something else, the creak of saddle leather, horses and swords
being drawn.

Chapter 12

Following the path that entered the meadow, his heart
almost stopped as he saw a group of hard looking men sitting on
small, tough horses blocking their only exit. One man in the
very front commanded immediate attention. He sat taller and
straighter, a charming smile gracing his elegantly handsome
features.
The others heard Van's sharp intake of breathe, and
turned to see the group of men facing them.
“Come now, can’t we all get along?” A smooth, oily
voice spoke loudly in the clear morning air.
Van felt more than heard Jaiyl take a sharp breath and

then, suddenly, strangely, completely irrationally, Van’s fears
slid away, as if they were too cowardly to stand up for
themselves against a greater power. In their place came a warm,
homey feeling of perfect contentment, even as his brain told him
that he ought to be frightened and fighting these men.
Jaiyl must have sensed him unwillingly relaxing, as she
stiffened. “Fight it, Van! Please don’t leave me!”
“I’m not going anywhere.” He could only whisper the
words as he repeated them again. The man was looking at him,
so oddly, looking not just at him but into him, as if he could see
more and somehow control him with the seeing. Van felt
strangely disconnected, like he was watching himself from
somewhere just a step or two outside of his body.
“Teman, leave him alone.” Jaiyl spoke with more
authority in her voice than Van had ever heard before. For a

moment the abrupt change in her wrenched him back to reality
and he renewed his grip on his sword, despite the fact that the
men, swords still drawn, had stopped advancing on them for the
moment.
“Finally, we meet again.” Teman’s voice crawled like
something alive up Van’s spine. “My Princess, Jaiyl, why do
you struggle so with your destiny?”
Van ran a hand through his hair as he wondered at the
intimate tone the man was using with Jaiyl, but his mind was
becoming muddled again with the insane desire to go pick
flowers. He struggled mightily against this onslaught of
seemingly random emotions, knowing they did not quite come
from inside himself. As he began to suspect the truth there was
a wrenching in his gut that turned into an overpowering sorrow.
He felt the tears begin to course down his cheeks, even as he
knew the emotion was not real. Just as suddenly another

change, this time to piercing, heart enflaming anger that took his
breath away and caused him to stumble to his knees.
Jaiyl doesn’t trust us – me. She didn’t tell us everything.
Why does she hide from me still? She could have told
us…should have warned us. How could she leave us to this?
Will she go back to him now?
The confusing mass of sorry, rage, betrayal, anger kept
pushing through his mind like a herd of wild horses – stomping,
raging, thrashing, ripping his thoughts to shreds.
Van struggled, gasping for breath as the emotions kept
changing, different from moment to moment, the transitions
coming faster and more abruptly. Sometimes they were only
shades away from each other, sometimes they were worlds
apart, but always they were stronger than anything Van had
thought himself capable of. He felt as if he was being torn apart

from the inside out, and knew he would lose his grip on reality
soon if it did not stop. He did not know when it happened, but
he suddenly realized he was kneeling on the grass, sword held in
front of him, the point of the blade frighteningly close to his
own throat.
Jaiyl turned and seeing Van in the position to take his
own life, tears of despair drying on his cheeks, trying not to give
in to the emotions being forced on him, she grabbed the blade of
Van’s sword and held it against the pressure of his own hand.
Her blood ran down the sharp point unheeded, her full attention
on Teman standing before them.
Van was shaken out of his false despair the moment he
realized that she was hurt, hurt and bleeding for his sake. It
affected him so deeply in a real way that for a short while he
was able to rally his defenses and he lowered the sword.

“Teman, I will go with you. Just please leave him
alone.” Van’s heart quailed at the thought of Jaiyl giving up.
The release was so instant that Van fell to his side on the
grass in relief. “No! No Jaiyl, don’t do this…” he mumbled into
the grass. “I’m not going anywhere…..” Everything went dark.
………………………………...........................................
Robin and Jules had traveled farther away than they had
intended, gathering berries along the way and trapping some
small game. Eventually they saw the sun begin to rise over the
ridges to the east, and realizing how long they had been gone
they turned and made their way back towards camp.
………………………………...........................................
Waking up to a face full of dirt and grass, Van saw that
they were still in the meadow faced with the strangely silent
group of men. He must have been unconscious for only a few

moments. Jaiyl knelt at his side, one hand on his shoulder
gently shaking him.
“What was that, Jaiyl?”
“That was Teman.” Jaiyl wished fervently that she had
had the courage to warn him of this earlier. She might have
continued explaining, Van wasn’t sure if she would have
overcome the conflict that showed behind her green eyes.
Instead the very tall, very handsome leader of the newcomers
spoke first.
“I am Teman.” He announced his name as if introducing
a king, haughty in the most unbelievable fashion. “What you
just experienced is only a small sample of what I can do to you
if you continue to struggle against me.” As he talked he slowly
walked his horse closer to Van and the girls where they stood in
the middle of the field.

Van looked beyond Teman to the men behind on the
path. The five or six lead horsemen all had their bows drawn,
arrows pointing at them. He could not see any way that a man
of even fair skill would be able to miss his target at such a
distance. Van could see no other option besides standing there
and listening to the dark-haired stranger as he advanced on
them. Teman had drawn no sword, his hand held no whip or
rope. He seemed confident in his men’s abilities and right then
Van did not feel brave enough to challenge them.
Teman was still talking, though Van had to fight to pay
attention to his words.
“I am the pinnacle of our family’s creation - so far.” A
trace of annoyance passed across his features. “Yes, there is one
more crucial step needed - just one. But I can tell from your
faces that my princess Jaiyl has not revealed to you her true role
in all of this.” Teman dismounted his horse and stood before

them, feet spread and planted firmly on the ground, arms
crossed before him and chin held high.
He continued quietly, in smooth, gentle tones. “Our plan
relies on subtlety, the ignorance of the masses. Most people will
never know my name, nor Jaiyl’s, but our role will be allimportant. Everyone will feel our influence, but by then they
will not care. The human soul has a great thirst, an
unquenchable thirst, to be left alone and to leave everyone else
alone. Humanity wants nothing more than to just sit down and
relax, to let the world slide by in a never-changing tide of time.”
Teman smiled then, a deep self-satisfied smile, a smile
that did not bring anyone else happiness or joy. “And I will be
giving them exactly what they want; with Jaiyl’s help, of course.
Together we shall create a new system – far superior to any that
God has managed to supply.” He walked a step closer to the
girl, standing frozen beside Van.

“Tell them of the plan, Princess.” Teman smiled at her
thinly.
As if speaking in a trance Jaiyl answered.
“Last night I told you that I can…I can see what people
are feeling. I can tell what they really mean. Not just being able
to see from their expression or the way they move, but actually
able to feel what they feel - even the emotions they try to hide.
What I did not tell you was that Teman is the one my family
wanted me to marry….they want me to give him a child. The
family believes that any child we have together would be
superior to either he or I alone.”
Van looked from Teman to Jaiyl and back again. Then
all of what Teman was saying broke over Van in one large
revelation. A child, a person, who could tell what other people
were feeling could sense any deception or trepidation in those

around him. That person could stamp out any anarchy, any
rebellion, before the action had even taken place. Anyone who
began wondering about the growing lack of concern could be
handled with almost no delay - like seeing into the future. Add
to that one person the ability to force emotions onto other
people, to subdue them or render them apathetic, or even
insanely loyal, and you would have a person who could indeed
rule the world without lifting a sword.
“The Family wants to take over because they believe
they can do better than God has done so far. They believe He is
the cause of all the anger and bitterness they see in the world,
and that with their plan peace would reign. It would be a forced
contentment; anyone who disagreed would be….dealt with.”
Fear, despair, doubt and anger, all roiled within Van’s
chest – his own real emotions this time. Jaiyl had tried to tell
him some of this the night before, but had kept back some

important information. The thought that Jaiyl had not felt she
could trust him pierced his soul. He knew now that all of his
emotions were as clear as crystal to Jaiyl, and the idea did not in
the least bother him. He wanted her to know, wanted her to
realize that she could have trusted him.
Van allowed himself to feel the hurt, looking at her until
she raised her head and met his gaze. He acknowledged the
mute look of sorrow on her face, allowing her silent apology to
heal the wounds.
Jaiyl was grateful for Eva’s comforting arm around her
shoulder, and for Van’s willing acceptance of her unspoken
apology. She had never experienced people so willing to
forgive, accepting her even in her failings. Her heart swelled
with gratitude even as she was surrounded by the enemy.
A nod from Teman had sent his soldiers to surround the

meadow. Two rough looking men began rummaging through
their saddle bags and packs. When one of them brought the
scrolls to Teman Van felt a sinking dread in the pit of his
stomach.
Teman opened the scrolls, looking them over and finally
selecting the one with the riddle. It was obvious that he had not
been expecting them to have such a scroll, and he was pleased to
find it.
For the moment Teman’s attention was on the scrolls.
Then his gaze turned toward the last remaining bit of dawn still
peeking through the distant mountain and still making the white
cliffs of the giants shine. Van could see the understanding
dawn on his face, and realized that now Teman knew it all; their
mission, their destination, their purpose.
“So, you have found it – the Tower.” Teman’s upper lip

curled as he sneered. “You really think that your little team
could do anything to stop us now?”
With smug satisfaction Teman ordered all three of them
tied securely. Gripping Jaiyl by her shoulders, Teman pulled
her roughly to her feet. “If you didn’t know already, the Tower
is fully active now – you will not be able to stop us. Give up,
Princess. You have lost.”
Van could only watch helplessly as Jaiyl’s eyes locked
with his own. Her eyes were wide, her lips set in determination.
She was still fighting.
“Jaiyl obviously cares for the young man, perhaps his
well-being will ensure that she behaves.” Teman’s eyes bore
into them.
Van struggled in vain as Teman’s men tied their hands
and hustled the three of them onto horses. Surrounded by

Teman’s men, they rode silently out of the meadow.
………………………………..........................................
Robin and Jules had spent more time away then they had
intended. Robin had grown tired more quickly than they had
realized and had needed to rest on their return trip. So when the
two weary hunters returned to the campsite the sun was already
peeking over the eastern ridges. The sun’s first light touched the
grasses of the meadow, turning the blackness into shades of
grey. It was immediately apparent that something was wrong.
No answering whinnies from the other horses met their ears, no
moving forms among the rocks could be seen. Robin thought
perhaps Van and the girls were in the cave, but their search
found nothing. Jules first spotted the part of the meadow where
the grass was torn up and bloody, and their curiosity grew into
dread all in a quick flash.

Despite his near panicked state, Robin was able to find
the obvious trail left by the large group as they had left the
meadow. They could only assume that whoever these people
were they had taken Van, Jaiyl, and Eva for some reason they
could not yet understand.
………………………………...........................................
As Van rode in formation beside the two women, fear
for Jaiyl overrode all the other thoughts and doubts. He knew
now just what she had risked by running away. Van had
assumed that she was just a spoiled little rich girl. He was
wrong. Not only had she been running away from these
Forgotten Ones, she had been purposely and singlehandedly
disrupting their plans. She must have known they would try to
find her, fight to get her back. Yet she had still been willing to
strike out by herself – alone in the world. She had run out of
fear, not just for herself, but for the whole world.

Van’s course was set in his mind. He would do
everything in his power to save Jaiyl from the future Teman’s
plan promised for her.
“Jaiyl, I’m sorry for the way I treated you back in the
beginning, when we first met. I was angry and I presumed
things about you which were not true. Can you forgive me?”
“I forgave you a long time ago.” She shifted quietly in
her saddle so she was angled his direction more, trying to keep
their conversation from the guards near them. “Can you forgive
me for not telling you everything right away?”
She felt a wave of support and forgiveness from him
then, and she knew his answer.
Finally, Teman called a halt in their onward march,
making camp on a high hill where he could see the path behind
them as well as the path in front of them. He was not taking any

chances that his captives could be rescued. Van noticed that any
time Teman walked near to Jaiyl she shrank away from him,
almost as a reflex. When Jaiyl had grabbed Van’s sword earlier
she had cut her hand badly. Eva was allowed to bandage it, but
Van could tell it still bothered her.
That night they were held in a makeshift sort of cage,
tied with their hands behind their backs and their feet bound in
front of them. Surrounded by the men on all sides, they were
nevertheless allowed to sit in relative privacy.
Van had been thinking about all of this, thinking and
wondering.
“Why aren’t you like them, Jaiyl?” He indicated Teman
and the soldiers. “Why are you different?”
Jaiyl was not sure she knew the answer to his question,
and was not sure she wanted to talk about herself long enough to

figure it out. She looked at Van, and Eva watching her as well.
They both expected an answer, and seemed prepared to believe
her.
Van could tell from the tremor in her voice that she was
nervous and emotional. “People used to frighten me.” She
shuddered as if all of it were flooding over her again. “Coming
at me with their turmoil, yelling all at once, all in different
languages, and all expecting to be heard and understood.
Gradually I began to understand that I was different, that most
people did not know I felt them. But my family was different,
they were always afraid of me, always. They did everything
they could to hide themselves from me - I could never really
understand what they were afraid of. Now, I think perhaps they
were just afraid of having their true selves come to light. If I
knew the truth about their emotions then they might have to
someday face that truth themselves as well. I was often a lonely

little girl.”
“My first real friend was a boy named Josiah. His
family took me into their hearts, and though I only knew them a
short time they taught me some important things….some things
about God and His truth. The problem was Josiah was of a
people that Father did not approve of, in fact he hated them. I
believe Thad is of that same people. I recognized him that first
day in his cabin.” She stopped talking for a few seconds,
remembering the past and the family that had meant so much to
her.
“I had only known them for a few days when Father
followed me to their home and caught me there. That night they
disappeared…. I never knew what happened to any of them, but
I had already learned what I needed to know.” Her voice rose
and fell in the telling of her tale, filling him with the images she
was describing and with anger over what she had gone through

back then. It seemed that once she started talking her heart
opened like a floodgate, the words almost coming of their own
will.
She continued quietly. “My family’s bitterness was
unfounded. Mankind has done these things to themselves. They
war and hate and lie because they choose to - they chose to stay
far away from God. The people who were close to God were
peace loving and kind and gentle. It was my family that made
people ‘disappear’, that fought whenever anyone else was
different than them. They hated just because they did not
understand. My family was that way. When they were blaming
God, all along it was really their fault….my family’s fault. That
night I abandoned my family and chose Josiah’s God as my
God. While I did not know much, I knew that if I chose God
then He would choose me….I could make Him my own just by
asking. Josiah’s father had made that much clear to me. So I

asked. Since that time I have not turned back, though if my
family had ever guessed they might have killed me.”
Van was silent for a long time after that, but did not try
to hide his sympathy for Jaiyl, her plight in a loveless, God-less
home as a little girl, and her plight now in being pursued for a
loveless, God-less relationship in her future. He had never
heard her make such a long speech, and he was impressed that
she could choose now to be this open with them.
“I, for one, am glad that you chose Josiah’s God back
then.”
“So am I, Van.”

Chapter 13
The captives finally fell asleep lying back to back, still
bound hand and foot, but finding comfort in being near each
other. The next morning they were wakened early and roughly
shoved back onto their horses for another long day’s ride.
………………………………...........................................
Robin and Jules doggedly followed the trail left by the
other group. Robin had recognized Breeze’s hoof marks and
this gave them sufficient confidence that at least he was with
these mysterious strangers. Could they be bandits? It seemed to
Jules that bandits would have killed the three, not carried them
away. Robin grew more and more frustrated. If he had learned
his tracking better he would have been able to keep up or even
overtake such a large group, but he kept losing the trail when it

led over loose rocks and through deep ravines. He had to
backtrack several times and then guess which direction they
might have taken. So far he had been able to find the trail again,
but he lost valuable time and was growing more frustrated and
anxious by the moment.
………………………………...........................................
Teman kept the group traveling that entire day over
rough terrain, though Jaiyl was increasingly distracted by the
increasing pain in her hand. She was afraid the wound from
Van’s sword was becoming infected, and she was starting to feel
ill. Stopping to make camp after that second day of riding Jaiyl
slid off her horse and landed in a crumpled heap on the ground.
They had stopped near a large outcropping of rock that
formed two high walls. Van, Jaiyl, and Eva were herded into
this makeshift corner, their hands untied, their feet shackled to a

chain and a stake pounded into the rock. Guards were also
posted nearby. It seemed Teman was not taking many chances
on their escaping.
Van tried to help Jaiyl stand, but she seemed too weak,
and when he touched her right hand she cried out in pain,
snatching it back against her body. Gently, Van took her hand
back and slowly opened it to examine her palm. An angry red
slash marked the delicate pale skin where she had cut it on his
sword. Fear gripped his heart as he saw the wound and felt the
heat coming off of her. Her hand was obviously infected, and
Van looked around him to see if there was any help. A guard
stood nearby and Van addressed him. “She’s hurt here!” He
spoke loudly, confident that Teman would not want his
‘princess’ to die. “We have to help her.”
The guard glanced at them both, then turned and
consulted with another guard, who hurried away. After a few

more minutes the second guard returned, dragging a pitiful
figure after him. The man was familiar to Van, then suddenly
he realized why - this was the old man named Sheth from the
village of River’s Bend; the old man whom Van had intervened
for - stopping the beating that would surely have killed Sheth if
it had continued. Van had not seen him in the group before now,
and was surprised that Sheth was traveling with Teman.
Sheth silently took Jaiyl’s hand, turning it over and
inspecting the skin all around the wound. By now Jaiyl was
resting on blankets Van had spread for her, almost unable to
respond to Sheth during his inspection.
Soberly he looked up at Van. “She has a bad cut here,
boy.” His wrinkles grew deep with concern. “Let me see what I
have in my pack.” He continued mumbling while digging
around in the bag he had brought with him.

“I was dragged on this little adventure - big man over
there didn’t even bother to ask me my permission…..” Sheth
spoke quietly, indicating Teman. “But I managed to keep hold
of my bag here. I’m a medicine man of sorts - always had a
knack for picking the right things to help what’s hurting you.”
As he talked he mashed some graying leaves together with
water, applying the whole mess to Jaiyl’s hand. She moaned as
he bound a clean rag around the wound, and then pulled Van a
little further away so they could talk.
“Try to keep her quiet, young man.”
“Thank you for helping Jaiyl, Sheth. How did you wind
up with these people though?”
“Teman and his fellows here showed up in River’s Bend
a week or so after you came through. I tried not to let them
know I knew you - it was obvious they were after this girl here,

no one can miss that hair.” The two looked over at Jaiyl, now
sleeping more peacefully. “It didn’t work though.” Sheth
mournfully shook his head. “Somehow he could see, he knew I
had seen all of you and I remembered. So he took me, thinking
I could identify you and your friends. There wasn’t much I
could do, except try to slow him down.” Sheth said the last with
a mischievous grin and a twinkle in his watery blue eyes.
Sheth had much more freedom than the others in Van’s
gorup, as there was no real way he could run away from
Teman’s men, still he was not allowed to remain with the young
people any longer than was necessary to treat Jaiyl’s wound. He
was hurried away from them as soon as the guards saw he had
finished. Through the next day of riding Sheth came often to
check on Jaiyl’s hand, seeing that the bandage was changed
whenever the group stopped to rest, and that she was drinking
plenty of water.

During the long ride that day Van’s mind was tortured.
Jaiyl was so quiet, so still, and he could feel the feverish heat
radiating off of her body. She was so weak from the infection
that Van had been permitted to have her ride double with him on
Breeze so he could keep her upright.
Van was frightened. No mysterious man in white had
been there to intervene between himself and Teman, no one had
come to save Jaiyl from this man - there was only Van now.
Perhaps God had abandoned them; perhaps He had brought
them this far only to leave them desolate. But no, those
thoughts must be because of weariness - he couldn’t be denying
God so quickly. Although their situation seemed so dire, their
way doomed….what else could he think but that God had
forgotten them? So his thoughts ran in circles, not raging at
God, but certainly worried.
Van watched Eva then as she rode, calm and serene, next

to him. She had been very quiet, as if accepting any situation
God chose to place her into. Van felt like struggling, kicking
against any captivity, but Eva seemed to almost embrace it,
choosing to minister to Van and Jaiyl, and now Sheth, whenever
she could. Van found that he could take strength from her calm.
The landscape around them was still rough, canyons and
dry riverbeds, rocky ridges and coarse brown grass. The sound
of the horses’ hooves on the ground took on a sharp, crunchy
sound as they walked over loose shale and they had to avoid
many sharp rocks. Plants were sparse here, and the ones they
came across were odd looking. Some trees seemed to grow
right out of the rocks, large bulbous roots exposed and branches
growing straight up to form wide circles overhead. Any grass
along the path was brown and not at all tempting to most
animals it seemed. Birds flew very high overhead, as if not even
they wanted to be too near this alien-looking land.

At the end of the day they camped in a cold, dark,
shallow cave. Van and his group, along with Sheth, were kept
far inside at the very back wall. Being farthest from the opening
meant they were also farthest from the fire, so the three weary
captives spent the night huddled together and shivering. Sheth,
Eva, and Van did what they could to make Jaiyl comfortable,
she still seemed weak and uninterested in her surroundings,
though she was awake for awhile. Van couldn’t even goad her
into a good argument, although he tried his best. He was
worried about her, but exhausted as well. He sat with his back
against the cave wall, Jaiyl tucked asleep between him and
Sheth, and prayed. Prayer brought him the comfort he had been
looking for, the relief that comes with knowing you are not
alone, that Someone important cares - and he slept.
………………………………...........................................
Van was awake as the interior of the cave gradually

lightened, going from silky darkness to soft grays and finally
golden light spilling in through the cave opening. He could see
red rock cliffs in the distance as they gradually formed in the
light of a new dawn. Soon the men around him stirred and the
preparations for the day’s travel began. He felt Jaiyl move,
lifting her head from his shoulder and yawning. She looked
around through bleary eyes and raised her wounded hand to her
head, gasping at the pain as her stiff fingers objected to the
movement.
“Hand still hurting?” Van asked, concerned.
She did not answer at first, using her other hand to
massage the wound and work the fingers and palm. She was
able to move it though, so he thought perhaps she was feeling
better.
“It actually feels much better than it did yesterday.” She

smiled to prove she was telling the truth. Van sat back on his
heels and took stock of her. Jaiyl’s hair was a mess, all jumbled
up around her shoulders and falling over her forehead. The
shorn locks had been growing back for awhile after her decision
to cut them back at the cottage with Van and his parents, a world
away from this lonely, cold cave on the edge of the desert. Van
thought she looked perfect.
“You look like you’re feeling better.” He set himself to
fixing the hood of her cloak over her hair. “I think we’re getting
ready to go again.”
He was right, and within the next hour they were all
mounted on horses and once again traveling towards the
unknown.
………………………………...........................................
“Do you see them?” Robin asked, hand shielding his

eyes from the glaring sun as he stared straight up.
“No, I don’t.” Jules shouted down from his perch high in
a tree. “Why is it that whenever there’s a tree to climb you get
me to do it for you?”
The two had been traveling alone for two days now,
doing their best to stay on the trail that they hoped was leading
them to Van and the women. Added to the strain of the faster
travel was the knowledge that they had no guarantee that any of
them were still alive. Robin consoled himself with the idea that
there was not much blood left on the meadow grass that
morning two days before, but that was small comfort.
………………………………...........................................
Finally the badlands had been left far behind as Van,
Jaiyl and Eva were forced to venture farther into the desert, the
white cliffs becoming clearer and closer each morning. Sharp

bladed grasses and thorny bushes became more and more scarce
as tall cacti took their place. Darting lizards and snakes moved
past them during the day, and they could hear the leathery rustle
of bat wings at night. Once they saw huge three-toed footprints
of an animal they could not identify, making even Teman’s
henchmen nervous. Jagged jutting rocks dotted the landscape,
some rising high into the air in fantastic natural cathedrals.
Eventually the rock formations became the dominant feature of
the landscape, so that they seemed to be wandering through a
fabulous alien world full of gigantic abandoned homes for longdead giants.
Jaiyl had never been this way before, but she had heard
the stories of how her people had hidden in some of these
natural above-ground caves as they were fighting their way
through the desert. Huge animals had chased them, leading to
frightening stories that had enthralled her and her sisters as

small children.
As they traveled Teman began riding next to them and
talked. He spoke in oily, almost friendly tones, which scared
Van most of all. Much of what he said consisted of ranting
against God, yet was delivered in that calm smooth tone of voice
that belied the words he was using. The contrast was disturbing.
He spoke most often of the Forgotten One’s plan.
"You see, ours is a much bigger plan than you could
possibly conceive of.” He leaned in his saddle towards them as
if telling a great secret that they ought to feel privileged to hear.
“Generations of careful breeding have led us to this moment,
hundreds of years of struggle and toil, research and observation,
painstaking attention to detail, until they arrived at the perfect
foundation for a new order - me. Jaiyl has the chance to be the
mother of this new line, yet she disdains that honor.” Teman’s
eyes would narrow and he would look at her with pure

contempt.
Some of the time he informed them, in lurid detail, what
he intended to do to them. Jaiyl rode face forward, back
straight, willing herself not to flinch when he described the way
he was going to get a child from her. Van could have killed him
right then with his bare hands, but such an attempt would have
meant instant death and then Jaiyl would have been alone. He
could not risk leaving her in this man’s hands, especially now
that he knew what Teman intended.
The twisted, monologues from Teman wore on Jaiyl
constantly. Her fear grew to heights she had never known
before. One night, after a long, hot and dry trek through
winding desert canyons, Jaiyl turned to Van wild-eyed and
nearly panicked.
“We have to escape.” She could feel his fear, palpable

and pounding, and could see it grow more intense across his
features as he looked into her eyes. Suddenly she saw, his fear
was not for himself, it was all for her.
“We can’t Jaiyl.” He pursed his lips and ran a hand
through his hopelessly messy hair. Seeing her gathering herself
to argue, he continued. “Just trust me, we need to stay here.”
“But why?” She was apprehensive and doubtful,
wondering if he was refusing because he was cowardly. He had
seemed so brave up to now.
“I want to escape, really. But something is telling me to
wait. This isn’t the right time.”
Jaiyl studied him for a long time. He was afraid for her,
but there was something else as well. Something she couldn’t
identify yet, something he was keeping tucked away and buried,
wrapped up and wound tight like a little stone deep in his

innermost being. She had thought he didn’t hide things, that he
was open and honest, but now she was sensing this unknown in
him, this something new that he wasn’t even admitting to
himself yet. It made her doubt what she had thought of Van up
until now, made her doubt Van. Then, all at once, her resolve
took over.
While she did not reveal it to Van, he saw her face
change, the shutters close across her eyes. Her shields went up
again as if she was shutting him out. Van felt as if a cold wind
had blown through his soul and he knew the moment was
significant, though he was not sure why yet. He had seen her
angry with him before, but she had not shut him out, not like
this. Van did not know what he had done, except that he had
refused to help her escape. She didn’t understand, if he tried to
escape they’d be killed - at least he would be killed. He knew
he would risk death for Jaiyl, but this time death would mean

she was alone with Teman. Teman would do whatever he could
to not kill Jaiyl, to keep her alive and in his clutches. That was
not something Van could have happen to Jaiyl, and being dead
would mean he couldn’t stop it.
As they sat in their little corner, surrounded by guards,
the still desert night settling in around them, Jaiyl was
motionless. As he watched her he could tell that she was still
disturbed, but the long weary miles had taken their toll and
Van’s eyes drooped. Soon he slept.
Jaiyl remained quiet long after she knew the others had
fallen asleep. She could hear their regular breathing and soft
snores, could sense their emotions drifting away on the wings of
dreams. Jaiyl knew she must run, find some way to rescue the
others afterwards. Finally she gathered herself together, moving
to rise when suddenly there was a man standing before her.
This man was like something out of a dream, or a nightmare.

He shone, his clothes the purest white and his face
indescribable. Jaiyl could not speak as she stared up at his grim
face.
“I have been sent from God with a message. Do not try
to escape.” The voice struck a chord someplace deep in her
heart, though Jaiyl could not tell if he said them out loud, or if
the words resonated in her own mind. Either way, he spoke
with an authority she had never heard before. He knew what
she wanted to do and he was forbidding it. Somehow she knew
he had the right to make such a command and to be obeyed.
“Trust God, do not be afraid.” The man spoke in what seemed
to Jaiyl to be a loud voice, but no one else in the camp even
stirred. It was as if they had had a deep sleep thrust upon them,
or as if only she could hear the voice. Jaiyl dared not speak a
word; she was shaking with awe, yet when the man said not to
be afraid, she found she no longer feared him.

She nodded in mute assent to his command, then
watched as the man simply disappeared. One moment he was
there, the next he was not. When he was gone she gradually
became conscious again of the regular night sounds around her.
She wondered if they had stopped completely during the strange
incident or if she had just been distracted from hearing them.
The only thing she knew now was that God intended her to
remain a captive. Just a short while before and Jaiyl would not
have believed her experience. But now, knowing Eva and Van,
and his family, seeing how they trusted God, seeing how their
trust had never been betrayed, Jaiyl was able to place her own
trust in God. Believing the messenger, she sank back down
between Van and Eva, asking God to help her do what He
asked.
That next morning both Van and Eva noticed a change in
Jaiyl. She had been upset, distraught the night before, but the

morning light showed only calm assurance on her features.
Jaiyl quietly recounted her experience of the night before and
that now she knew God was with her. Eva just smiled in her
gentle way, nodding and squeezing Jaiyl’s shoulder in
reassurance. She felt an immediate flood of relief from Van, so
strong it nearly overwhelmed her. She smiled back at them,
grateful for their presence.

Chapter 14

After several more days the group reached the shining
white cliffs they had seen from the meadow. Rising into the
sky, the cliffs were a huge rock formation with square openings
dotting the surface. The openings did not seem random though,
and Van figured that people must have lived here once, long
ago. The doorways, for that is what some of the openings must
have been, were huge, tall enough to have admitted someone at
least twice his own height. He could certainly understand
stories of giants stemming from such a structure as this.
Whether giants really lived here he did not know, but whoever
did had known how to intimidate their enemies. Steps led up to
some of the holes, while others were ground level. Still others

seemed to have no way of possibly being reached by any normal
sized person. Perhaps it was nothing more than trickery, but
Van was glad he would not have to find out.
Teman sat his horse and looked up at the tall white
edifice before them. “This is it.” There was a brilliant gleam in
his eye and triumph in his voice. “Behold, the pyramid of our
people, the Great Tower!”
Several of the burly men grabbed all four of the captives
roughly and hauled them over to a cave in the formation that
opened at ground level. A barrier of thick wooden poles was
installed across the opening, creating a sort of cell where they
obviously intended to hold Jaiyl, Van, Eva, and Sheth, at least
for the time. Shoved inside unceremoniously, the four of them
landed together in a heap on the floor. Sore muscles and
cramped limbs refused to obey at first, but finally they were able
to move and extricate themselves from each other.

Then the waiting began. They had no idea how or even
if they would be rescued. There was no telling if Jules and
Robin had ever found their trail, or that they had been able to
follow it all this distance if they had found it. Thin rays of hope
were starting to dissolve as the last of the afternoon’s light
began to fade. Slowly Van and Jaiyl sank down, backs against
the wall of the cave, Jaiyl resting her head on Van’s shoulder.
Finally, out of sheer exhaustion, they slept.
……………………………….......................................
Robin and Jules peered over the top of a sandy dune
where they could see a larger part of the desert ahead of them.
Just beyond the dune was a wide valley full of towering steeples
of rock. Like a forest of gigantic trees, the rocky spires lifted to
the sky in every shape and size, some twisting around each other
in a frozen dance, others lonesome and mysterious in their
majesty. Jules pointed out the dim trail that led down into the

valley from where they stood, then became lost to distance amid
the mighty, God-formed monuments.
It was Jules who saw the camp at the bottom of one of
the tallest and broadest of the rock towers.
“There, that must be them….it has to be. What’s the
plan?”
Robin looked at Jules. “Don’t you have a plan?”
“No, I don’t – you’re the planner!” Jules argued
furiously.
“No, no.” Robin shook his head seriously. “I’m the
schemer – you’re the planner!”
Jules just stared at his younger brother, finally conceding
that what he had said was true.
Warming to his task, Jules began to think.

“We need to get closer. We cannot make any plans if we
don’t know what we’re up against. Where are they holding Van
and Jaiyl and Eva, for one thing.”
Neither of them wanted to consider the option that any or
all of them could be dead by now.
In thoughtful silence they descended the gradual slope to
the valley floor below, still out of sight of the camp. Wending
their way through the towering rocks they felt dwarfed by their
grandeur, shaken by the dizzying heights, and puzzled by what
could have formed these silent monoliths.
When Robin felt they were close enough the two stopped
and hid behind a nearby mound of rounded boulders. Robin told
Jules to stay, then carefully made his way from cover to cover,
working his way closer to the camp of men beyond. Finally he
was close enough to count how many men were in the group,

and to try to see where they had placed Eva, Jaiyl, and Van. He
could not see them in the camp anywhere, though there were
several tents set up where they could be hidden.
Nevertheless as he searched his eyes were drawn to the
huge mountain of rock towering over them. It was then he
noticed the different caves and holes marking the surface before
him. One looked different, with bars across the entrance, and
that one was occupied. He could see movement inside, a flash
of white, then a shock of red curls suddenly highlighted by a
beam of sunlight. A quick flash of red, for the sunlight
illuminated it for only a moment and then it was gone. That
moment was all Robin needed to tell him that at least Jaiyl was
in that cell. The chances were likely that if the other two were
not in there with her she would know where they were.
Robin quickly turned and made his way in silence back
to Jules.

………………………………...........................................
The captives in the cell slept most of the night through. At some
point a guard had thrown some food in to them, which they ate
despite the lack of plate or fork. They knew they would need
their strength for the day to come. Jaiyl seemed unable to leave
his side, and Van thought he could understand why. She must
be able to sense the hostility from all those men out there, and
especially from Teman, so near and so in control.
Jaiyl knew Van understood. The dark cell, the desert
sounds, and the desert air, all were serving as reminders of a
lonely, tortured childhood, full of long, lonely and dark nights
just like this one. The difference was now she was not alone.
Van’s solid, quiet and strong presence was like her own rock of
comfort, his fear for her oddly a great comfort. No one before
had ever been concerned with her safety. She had felt fear from
other people all her life, but none of it had been for her

sake…none before now.
Finally Van heard her breathing become slow and
regular as she slept sitting up next to him. He did not want to
move for fear of disturbing her, and lying down held no more
promise of comfort than sitting up did. He was exhausted,
frightened, and wondering if God really expected him to work a
miracle here. Why were they in this position? Was this when
he needed to just trust God?
As he sat and pondered these questions and more he
gradually realized that there was a lessening of the darkness
around him. The cell was slowly losing its thick black night,
and was being illuminated by ….he did not know what. As soon
as he noticed the difference the light began to gather quicker,
gaining strength and momentum until within a few moments the
entire room was filled with light just as fully as it had been filled
with darkness before. The others did not react at all to what to

Van was a blinding light, sleeping on as peacefully as before.
The light in the room solidified in the center, becoming
concentrated so that within a few more moments he could see a
man standing there. A man dressed all in white. Despite the
fact that he had seen these sorts of men before, Van was still
speechless with wonder. Later he could not describe the man or
his clothing more than in very simple terms, as if the person was
so remarkable that he defied even a cursory description.
“Do not be afraid. Your mission is of God, do not waver
now when you are so close to accomplishing it. You are the
blessed of God.”
Just as quickly as he had appeared the man was gone,
leaving behind a renewed sense of purpose in Van’s heart and
soul. Van felt encouraged enough that he was able to fall asleep
and woke hours later feeling more refreshed than he had felt in

weeks. Refreshed and ready to take on the challenge of the day.
………………………………...........................................
“Get up!”
Van and his companions were roused the next morning
by the harsh words of the guard. Unceremoniously bound with
hands behind their backs, they were herded out of the cell and
forced at a stumbling walk around the great rocky cliffs until the
path led what seemed like straight into the rock. Upon coming
nearer they saw that the path actually led through a jagged crack
in the cliff. The way sloped downward, great white cliffs
reaching up on either side, only a sliver of blue sky visible
above. They wound through the narrow divide, skirting
boulders and watching nervously above for falling rocks.
Suddenly their way widened into a shallow gorge. Turning they
saw fantastic carvings lining each wall, great columns,
mysterious dark openings leading further into the mountain,

some stretching so high they seemed to be trying to touch the
sky.
This was the inner sanctum, where the true city lay
hidden from prying eyes and warring tribes. Long ago people
had called this home, living and building among the rocks,
carving out a great legacy in the cliffs – then abandoning it all to
the elements.
Van did not have time to contemplate the majesty of the
ancient structure for, much to their despair, the captives were
split up. Sheth and Eva were dragged away, Sheth struggling
while Eva remained sedate and calm, even as they disappeared
into an opening in the tower. Van was allowed to stay with Jaiyl
for another hour, but then he was taken away, too. As he was
dragging Van away Teman turned to her and said, “Cooperate
and he will not be harmed, princess.”

Jaiyl was given a chamber all to herself, and a young girl
was set to attend to her needs. Teman made much of
announcing his plan for their wedding within three days. The
same day he had captured Van, Jaiyl, and Eva, Teman had sent
scouts ahead to alert the tribes of the Remnant as to the
whereabouts of the lost city, so more people began arriving
within a day after they had arrived at the cliffs. There would be
a large gathering by the time the wedding was to be performed.
Jaiyl felt herself descending into a pit of despair unlike
anything she had ever known before. The little maid girl
assigned to her did her best to cheer her mistress, but to no avail.
She would cooperate with the wedding, for now, but she could
not pretend happiness. Jaiyl spent the next hours begging God
to give her comfort, some hope in the darkness of her situation.
She knew only that she was where God had intended her to be,
but desperately asked God to give her the strength to remain.

………………………………...........................................
Robin and Jules watched quietly from a distance as Van, Eva,
and Jaiyl were ushered out of the cell and disappeared into the
tower of rock. From their vantage point they could see that the
whole rock formation looked very unnatural - the shape was a
bit too uniform, the top a little too obviously pointing to the sky.
All that afternoon and into the next day more groups of
people arrived, each one met by the guard at the opening and
then each disappearing underground. With each instance Robin
grew more disconsolate, but Jules felt a glimmer of an idea
begin to germinate.
“What are we going to do with all these people
constantly arriving?” Robin whispered feverishly from their
hiding spot.
“No, it’s perfect!” Jules held his brother’s arm in an iron

grip. “Don’t you see? Whoever has Van and the girls has never
seen us before. They can’t know everyone who is arriving here,
look at those people. There must have been fifty or more in just
that last group.”
“So what are you saying?”
“I’m saying, we disguise ourselves and join a company sneak in like we own the place.” Jules was excited now, he had
a plan, and he was sure it would work.
………………………………...........................................
Van was sick with fear and anxiety, pacing back and forth until
sweat poured off his brow. Eva and Sheth had been taken away,
he did not know where, and he had been forced to leave Jaiyl
behind alone. Van was in such a state of aggravation that he
could not sit still. Teman had made the announcement to a rapt
audience that his wedding would be held in three days - his

wedding to Jaiyl. Van could barely breathe when he thought
about it - Jaiyl in this man’s control. The idea was unbearable,
and there was nothing he could do about it.
………………………………...........................................
Jules and Robin quickly donned the robes they had 'borrowed'
from a temporarily vacant tent. Most of these strangers wore the
same type of clothing - long flowing earth colored robes that
enveloped nearly their entire bodies. Nothing that Robin and
Jules normally wore even resembled these clothes.
With the robes on and cinched at the waist, the two
young men were indistinguishable from anyone else around
them. While most of the others had dark hair, they noticed a
few with lighter shades, so their light brown hair would
probably not be noticed too much.
Acting as if they had not a care in the world, they quietly

joined a large group of travelers being guided to the pass in the
wall. Trying not to hold their breath they walked past the guard,
and then tried not to breathe a sigh of relief when he didn't even
notice them.
Now all they had to do was find three prisoners hidden
in a strange city, amidst what was quickly becoming a sea of
people. No problem.
………………………………...........................................
It had come, the morning she was supposed to be married. She
could tell that the day had begun from the increased activity
outside her room. She should be nervous, anxious, even afraid,
and she was all of that and more. Dreadful fear, mortifying
terror, racked her mind and heart. Her hands shook even as she
folded them in prayer, asking God for strength. If only she
could be rescued, if only Van were here now. He had been her
hope, strength, companionship, for so long. Now that he was

gone she felt his absence so vividly that the depth of her own
feeling surprised her. For three days now she had missed them
all, Robin, Jules, Eva, but especially Van.
Her eyes clouded with tears, and her heart nearly
stopped when she heard booted feet pounding on the path
outside her chamber. They were coming for her.
………………………………...........................................
Van had finally given up pacing. It had not helped at all, except
to wear him out, so now he sat on the bare floor of his cell,
elbows on his knees, head in his hands, praying. He could hear
activity in the city around him. Preparations were being made
for the great procession which would show off Teman’s princess
to the entire family. Van had gathered that much information
from the guards as they chatted outside his cell door. As the day
grew nearer Van’s apprehension turned to panic, and panic to
desperation. He knew that he couldn’t allow the marriage to

happen, and not just for the sake of the world. Jaiyl did not
belong to Teman, must not. Regardless of everything else, Jaiyl
deserved better.
………………………………...........................................
Jules and Robin wandered with purpose through the streets,
attempting as best they could to appear as if they belonged. So
far no one had questioned them, and they considered this
nothing short of a miracle. Thankfully the surroundings were
just as unfamiliar and strange to everyone else, so their gawking
did not attract undue attention. The hidden city at first did not
seem large, though it was very imposing. The circling cliff face
was carved into structures that were obviously houses and
meeting places, and there were other mysterious openings, some
very high up, overlooking the entire village. Jules could see that
some had begun exploring the great recesses beyond and above,
but for himself and Robin, their attention must remain on

finding Van and the women.
Everywhere they turned people were discussing a
marriage that was about to take place between someone named
Teman and his princess. Robin’s attention was arrested by two
large men discussing the fact that they would have to be
guarding a prisoner during some upcoming procession. “Teman
wants him there, wants the princess to see him. Maybe it’ll
make her more pliable,” one guard said, laughing.
Robin did not know what the men meant, but hoped that
the prisoner he’d mentioned was Van. Jules and Robin turned
the corner nearby then stopped, waiting for the two men to pass
them again. Cautiously they followed the men, who stopped at
a barred, sealed door in the cliff. The two brothers walked on,
taking note of the door’s position, waiting for the right time to
see what was behind it.

………………………………...........................................
The curtain was moved aside, several women entered, all
obviously greatly excited to be seeing the princess that everyone
in the camp was talking about. They were the honored ones
chosen to help prepare her for the procession through the streets
and the ceremony afterwards. She would wear the finest
clothes, be surrounded by dancing servant girls and have
everything she could possibly want, so they could not
understand why her face was so pale, her green eyes so wide
with fear, her hands trembling, halting. Jaiyl reluctantly let
them dress her, perfume her, weave flowers in her still-too-short
hair. The women around her could not understand that she went
to marry a man she hated. They revered and honored Teman.
Worse still, she went to marry Teman while she loved another.
………………………………...........................................

Finally the heavy door to his cell swung open and Van
knew it was time to go. Two helmeted guards roughly yanked
him from the room. The largest pillared edifice carved into the
rock wall of the gorge had been chosen by Teman as the spot
where Jaiyl’s procession would end, and Teman wanted Van
where he would have a view of the entire ceremony. The guards
shoved and pushed him until they came to a quiet spot, hidden
behind a boulder, where no one else lingered. When they
stopped Van drew in a breath, anticipating being beaten or
perhaps even killed. Instead one of the guards drew off his
helmet and there stood his brother Robin. Staring at him
incredulously, Van could not speak. The other guard also
removed his helmet and revealed Jules.
“Shhh,” Robin cautioned, finger to his lips. “We just
wanted you to know who we really are. We’ll have to take you
to where you are supposed to be right now, as we don’t know

where Jaiyl or Eva are. We need to try to spot them in the
crowd.”
As the two put their helmets back on, covering their
faces once more, Van grimaced. “Oh, I think you’ll be able to
tell where Jaiyl is.”

Chapter 15

Jaiyl walked in the middle of a circle formed by ten
brightly clothed maidens. “Hail to the princess!” they shouted.
“Teman’s bride has come!” Cymbals on their fingers clanged,
slippers shuffled and scraped, the young girl’s voices rising
above it all as Jaiyl walked with impassive face. She strode
with head held high, but only because she was trying to catch a
glimpse of Van somewhere in the crowd. Perhaps Teman would
have him stationed along the route as a silent threat to her. She
wanted to see Van, but dreaded the thought as well. The
confusion, betrayal, and the something else that had been hiding
behind his eyes for a long time now would be almost unbearable
to see.
So she walked on, dressed completely in white, red hair
only partially covered by the thin veil on her head, golden
slippers on her feet, scanning the crowds for the familiar face,

not daring to hope for salvation.
………………………………...........................................
Van saw her first, he knew where to look. The crowded
streets parted, and from their vantage point on a slight hill the
three men could clearly see the entourage making its way
toward them. He knew the one in white would be Jaiyl, and
when he saw her his heart skipped a beat.
“What’s wrong, Van?” Robin felt his younger brother
stiffen next to him.
“That’s her.” Van pointed with a trembling hand. “That’s
Jaiyl.”
The brothers could clearly see the circle of girls with the
one stately figure in its midst.
“That’s Jaiyl? But why all the ceremony?” Jules barely

breathed the question.
Van told them the whole story then, as much of it as he
knew. That from a little child Jaiyl had been promised to this
man, that the Forgotten Ones had been planning this union for
generations, and that this would be the culmination of their plan,
the beginning of The Order.
“They must be stopped.”
………………………………...........................................
As her procession wound its way through the crowd and
up the sloping floor of the gorge, Jaiyl saw Teman before her,
ready to receive his bride. She could not bear to look at him;
instead she looked up and saw Van’s face. Hardly able to
believe it at first, Jaiyl could not read the expression on his face,
nor could she feel anything from him. Too many other people
pressed in on her emotions for her to be able to pick out one

person. Still, her heart leaped at sight of him. Jaiyl watched
Van, saw him speaking to the guards with him, saw all three of
them with heads bent closely together as they talked, and then
the crowd pressed in around her again.
………………………………...........................................
As if following prearranged orders from Teman, Jules
and Robin marched from their vantage point to a spot right in
front of Teman, Van pretending to be tied between them.
They then did the only thing Robin could think of to do.
He led the other two straight into the middle of the gorge, drew
his sword and declared, "Teman's guards wish to present a
tribute to the great Teman and his bride, a celebration for their
wedding. We will now sacrifice a prisoner in his honor!"
Teman stood shocked, yet his ego had been bolstered so
much over the last several days that he could not help wanting

more. The thought that his men would want to sacrifice another
person to him was more than he could have ever hoped for. And
this guard had a flair about him that set the crowd to cheering.
He nodded, raising a hand in acknowledgement, and the
bride's entourage halted their progress to watch.
Robin stood in the middle of the street; arms raised for
attention, turned towards the bride's procession and spoke as
loudly as he could. "Princess, we wish your audience as well."
A hush came over the crowd as Jaiyl came forward. She
had immediately recognized Robin's voice coming from the
guard's helmet, and knew that, somehow, here was her salvation.
She tried to remain solemn and calm as the girls in front of her
parted, allowing her to pass through. She stood in front of them
now, Van kneeling in the dust of the road, not daring to look up
at her, Robin catching her eye and willing her to listen, the

second guard standing calmly as well.
Van sized up the situation around him. Teman stood
unnervingly close to his left. Jaiyl stood just a little too far away
for comfort on his right. In front, lining the edges of the gorge
were scores of people waiting expectantly for his death, and
behind him rose a seemingly impenetrable rock wall. But he
knew what he must do and he was resolute.
"I ask just one thing before I die." Van let the anguish of
the last three days color his voice.
"To kiss the hand of the Princess Jaiyl, and then I shall
die with a smile on my lips."
Teman was not touched, but he could see his people
were enjoying the drama. He had been groomed, catered to, and
fussed over for three days now, putting him in a splendid mood.
How better to torture the boy before his death, to let him touch

the girl he would never live to see again. It struck a sadistic
chord in Teman's heart and he flashed a smile toward the
charismatic guard still flourishing a sword by his side. What
harm could it do, what with two of his own faithful well-armed
guardsmen standing next to the unarmed prisoner?
"Come forward, Princess Jaiyl." Teman gestured broadly
for her to step out. "Let the young man have his wish."
Jaiyl slowly walked forward, heart pounding, willing her
feet to move smoothly and not rush. She looked only at Van,
trying not to look too deeply into his eyes, not right now. She
stopped before Van, raised her hand toward him and let him take
hold. He raised up to one knee, grasped her hand, drew it to his
lips, then looked up at her and said, "Run!"
Quick as a flash he was up on both feet and running,
pulling Jaiyl along with him. Robin and Jules, both with swords

drawn, ran behind. For a moment or two the other guards
hesitated, thinking perhaps that their two 'fellows' were chasing
Van and Jaiyl. Soon enough though every guard nearby was
after the fleeing prisoner and the princess.
Van ran straight to what looked like nothing but a
protruding rock, pulled it open and fled inside. Jules and Robin
had been busy during their two days of wandering in the city.
They had found a passageway that led straight from the outer
city into the rock fortress behind. It was through this door that
all four now rushed.
…………………………………………………………
With growing alarm, Teman began barking orders at his
men to capture the fleeing princess. Rage, always waiting to be
let out, flowed from Teman like a living thing, fueling the
crowd’s confusion as they surged toward the door where the

runaways had disappeared.
Then suddenly, a maddeningly familiar voice rang out,
thin and reedy but somehow infused with power.
“Stop!” As the mob hesitated, Teman saw Sheth
standing before the door, sword drawn, white hair blowing
wildly about his wrinkled features. His tattered brown robe
flapped in the wind, the only sound that could be heard for one
agonizing moment.
Teman gritted his teeth and shook his head like an angry
lion shaking its mane.
“You will not stop me again old man!”
With a new surge of anger the crowd was spurred
onward, overcoming Sheth in just a few moments, crushing the
brave old man until he knew no more.

…………………………………………………………
The four ran through tunnel after tunnel, the dark
surrounding them. Van still gripped Jaiyl’s hand, not daring to
release her, finding reassurance in the sound of her breathing so
nearby. He could hear Robin and Jules, feet pounding on the
rock floor behind him. Shouting and flickering torches chased
them further into the mountain.
“How have they not caught up to us yet?” Van wondered
aloud.
“They’re much louder than we are.” Robin looked
around frantically for a way out. “Maybe that’s helping.”
Teman’s mob was shrieking and clamoring for their
deaths as they searched madly, Van and the others trying to slip
as quietly as they could.
“We have to get out of here.” Van held Jaiyl close so she

could hear him, panic nearly overriding his good sense.
“Come on, this way.” She tugged him toward a nearby
branch of the maze. “He’s coming.”
Right, left, then another left, Jaiyl led them onward.
Once she stopped at a fork. “Shh.” She put a finger to her lips.
“He’s right there.”
Backing up slowly she finally turned and fled the way
they had come, taking a different route at the next fork.
“How did you know he was there?” Van asked.
“I can feel him.” Her reluctance evident in the strain of
her voice. “Like I felt where Robin was after you all fell in the
river. Sometimes, when another person’s emotions are strong
enough, I can pinpoint where they are.”
“But how do you know it was Teman, and not someone

else?” Jules asked.
“If I know the person long enough – or they make a large
enough impression on me – I can recognize them. Like you
know a person’s footsteps….I know people by their
emotions….sometimes.”
Van wondered if she knew him and his brothers well
enough, and guessed that she probably did after all the time they
had spent together. What else does she know? Van wondered.
They couldn’t see each other in the dark, but then she squeezed
his hand and he knew she had sensed his heart jump into his
throat.
“Can Teman feel us?” Robin wondered aloud.
“No,” Jaiyl said, confident in her answer. “That’s why
he needs me – imagine the ruler who can not only use his own
emotions as a weapon, but also knows what other people are

feeling. Our emotions drive us, they’re constantly with us and
constantly affecting what we do. Such a ruler could use each
person against himself, and they’d never even know.”
The silence that followed her declaration was thicker
than the dark in the tunnel. Van felt Jaiyl try to pull her hand
out of his, but he adjusted his grip more firmly, silently refusing
to let her go.
When she spoke again, Van could barely hear her. “I felt
a breeze from here, maybe it’s a way out.”
Jaiyl’s tunnel wound left and right and left again, until
Van no longer knew what direction they were heading. Van
realized they were climbing right before he came up against a
dead end.
“There’s nowhere to go.”
“No, it goes up,” Jaiyl said. “Come on, help me climb

the wall, I think I can reach a ledge.”
He clasped his hands so Jaiyl could stand on them, then
hoisted her up farther. A scrambling against rock, Jules and
Robin pressing behind, the lessening of Jaiyl’s weight in his
hands made him realize she was hauling herself up.
“Be careful!” He could barely hear over the pounding
blood in his own ears.
“Come on, I think it’s lighter up here. I can breathe a
little better, too.”
Van, Jules, and Robin each scrabbled up the wall behind,
helping each other when they could until finally all four were
lying panting at the top of the hole.
The dark here seemed a little less dark, the air a little
more clear, and turning a corner they came out into a large
cavern. Van found a giant boulder nearly blocking a gaping

hole in the cave wall, but sunlight poured through a narrow
crack. Desperately they squeezed through the gap and found
themselves on a narrow ledge overlooking the valley floor.
They were outside.
“We’ll have to climb down,” Robin said.
“I’ll go last,” Van said. “Robin, you’re first.”
:”Wait.” Jaiyl stood looking out at the valley, at freedom.
The look on her face made Van stop cold.
“What?”
“I have to go back.”
“Oh no, no you don’t.” Van shook his head. “Why
would you want to go back there, back to him?”
“Not back to Teman.” Jaiyl stood straight, hands shaking
in fists at her side, but chin held high. “I have to go back to

finish what we started here. He has to be stopped.”
“I’m not letting you go.” Van felt his face flush, his
insides cold as ice.
“Van, it’s the right thing to do.”
He couldn’t let her face Teman again, but looking into
her eyes he knew he wouldn’t be able to stop her – not without
tying her down. Right then he wished desperately for the rope
in his saddlebag.
“Jules, you have a rope with you?” He spoke through
gritted teeth, not breaking eye contact with her.
After a heavy silence he said, “You can’t go alone,”
never looking away from her. Conflicting emotions ran rampant
across her features. Underlying all was the determination to do
what was right. Van stood a little taller, squared his shoulders.
“If I can’t stop you, then I’m going with you.”

She opened her mouth to object, but must have seen the
look on his face, too, and clamped it shut again.
Van finally glanced over at Robin and Jules. “Go on, you
two get down there and get the horses…..be careful.”
Robin and Jules looked at each other, then back at Van
and Jaiyl where they stood still facing each other. Without
another word, the two began the climb down the rock. There
was no use arguing with either Jaiyl or Van, so why waste any
more time.
“If we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.” Van took her
hand again, turning back to the cave. Together they squeezed
through the opening, letting the darkness swallow them once
more.
Van and Jaiyl ran through the vaulted hallways, looking
for something, trying to find anything that would give them a

clue about this place. It was obviously vast, and manmade - far
beyond any sort of structure he had ever seen before. The
people who had built this had been amazingly intelligent, and
must have had tools that he had never heard of. Finally the path
took them toward a gigantic inner room, its size dwarfing any of
the other chambers they had passed.
A huge pillar pierced the center of the room, and around
the pillar were situated what looked like panels and knobs and
buttons that did things that Van could not understand. Then he
saw the drawings on the outer walls, intricate designs depicting
all aspects of life, somewhere. Examining them closely, Van
discovered something. These pictures seemed to be of a life far
different than any he had ever heard of. Gigantic caves were
drawn, huge underground water systems, and plants growing in
abundance but below the ground. There was also a picture of
something that in his mind could only be compared to a wagon -

the drawing clearly showed people riding in it….but it was
unlike anything he knew, and it seemed to have come from the
Tower. It was shot upwards like an arrow, according to the
pictures, traveling through a starry sky and landing on what
seemed to be another rock in the sky.
Van could not tell if this was a true story of the people
who lived here, or if this was someone’s imaginative depiction
of what the builders had desired. In all of the wonder of the
drawings he still could not see how Teman could be defeated
here.
………………………………...........................................
Jaiyl looked around in awe at the pictures, and her
attention was drawn to another wall. It was carved with
symbols and what seemed to be dates and times. Jaiyl held her
bracelet up to the last symbol on the wall – the carving there

was the same as the one on her bracelet.
Then she knew, this cavernous chamber was the great
central hall, and the control pillar in the center of it all. For Jaiyl
had determined that the knobs and levers and panels must
indicate the central controls for the entire structure. She had
heard stories all her life about this place, and now that she was
finally seeing it for herself all she could think of was the great
history behind it all. The stories of her family were true, at least
as far as the Tower went, perhaps even the stories about the
Exodus and the Return.
She took a step toward the control center and suddenly
was stopped in her tracks by a great overwhelming fear. She
saw Van also stop, could feel waves of terror rolling off him more than she knew he could naturally generate by himself.
Teman was near.

……………………………….........................................
With great effort she took another step forward, but now
the two could hear Teman‘s footsteps resounding in the halls
leading to the control chamber.
And then he was there. Sword drawn, handsome
features twisted into a sardonic smile, he stood in the archway,
the picture of confidence.
“You will not get away, Princess.” Teman’s menacing
voice echoed off the walls
Van was at the far end of the room, Jaiyl standing in the
center closer to Teman and immediately Van could see that she
was fighting him. Involuntarily she sank to the floor, tears
coursing down her cheeks. Van found himself crushed to the
floor under a sudden weight of grief so strong that he felt as if
he had lost his only love.

Jaiyl tried to stave off the attack from Teman, tried to
overcome the terrible wrenching sadness, but on her own she
could not. Van saw her effort, saw her struggle and wished with
all his heart that he could help her.
As quickly as he felt that wish rise within his own heart
he saw Jaiyl suddenly able to raise her head and look at him,
then as his thoughts subsided she became weak again.
Jaiyl looked pleadingly now at Van, willing him to help
her again. At first he did not know how he could, then the
realization washed over him - perhaps it was sent by God - there
was only one way to beat Teman’s hold over Jaiyl. In all his life
Van had never felt more strongly about any one person than he
felt towards Jaiyl. Finally allowing the emotions to wash over
him completely, Van opened his heart to every good thought he
could think about this girl….all the love he had in his heart rose
up and washed over him, and every thought he had became

directed towards her. He opened his eyes to watch her, to
somehow impart to her what he was feeling, seeing Jaiyl’s eyes
widen in surprise, then hope dawned, and lastly triumph as she
was able to stand. Only then did Van realize that he was
standing as well, still gazing at the answer in Jaiyl’s eyes.
Silently he prayed to God that she be allowed to
overcome the chains that Teman was trying to hold her with,
that God would enhance the aid she was receiving from himself,
that God would give him a miracle, too.
Perhaps because Van really did not pretend, hardly knew
how to pretend, the love in his heart was only that - selfless
love, an image of the kind of love that God has for us. Van
knew he would do anything for her, and that even if she did not
return that love his feelings would remain unchanged. He
wanted what was best for her, whether that meant himself or
not. All of this and more he let flow out from him, willing her

to know it all without reservation.
Jaiyl felt it like a warm blanket, the kind you curl up in
before a fire, the kind that reminds you of a loving, secure
childhood home. She held on to it then like a lifeline, wrapping
it around her spirit and using it to ward off the terror of Teman’s
hold.
They stood for only a second, looking at each other, then
as one they turned towards Teman, triumph on their faces, to see
his shocked expression transform into rage.
Sword drawn, Van advanced to meet Teman.
Teman brandished his sword with a flourish, a haughty
smile on his face, hot rage underneath. Van lifted his own
sword, breathing a prayer to God. The two circled, tall Teman
leering wickedly and tossing his sword from hand to hand. Van
remained outwardly calm, his eyes riveted on the eyes of his

enemy until all else blurred from his vision. He heard nothing
but Teman, saw nothing but Teman.
Quickly Van lunged; Teman stepped neatly aside and
thrust towards Van's midsection. Van twisted out of harm's
way, just barely. Sword lowered, he swiped at Teman's legs.
Teman leaped back, raised an arm and dealt a resounding blow
to the back of Van's head. Van went to the floor turning, and
blocked Teman's sword coming down in a death blow.
Blocked, the blow deflected and Teman temporarily lost
balance. Van rolled away from Teman, leaping to his feet, and
lunged for Teman again.
Head reeling, the room spinning, Van moved in close to
Teman in an attempt to knock the bigger man over. It was a
clumsy move, and Teman easily kept his feet. Adjusting, he
moved in to slash; Van recovered and withdrew a few paces.

Circling again, eyes locked, Van felt the central pillar at his
back. Glancing left first, Van quickly dodged right. His fake
worked, as Teman lunged to the left, sword glancing off the
pillar where Van had been seconds before. Only Jaiyl heard the
rushing, whirring sound that began then.
Teman’s hand went to his side and came away bloody.
Van’s sword had found its mark during his gamble, but only
superficially. Enraged, Teman raised his sword over his head,
intending to bring it down on Van with a mighty force. Seeing
his chance Van ran forward for the kill, driving his sword into
Teman‘s side. Teman fell back against the pillar, his body
pushing levers and panels.
Immediately, the floor under them trembled, shuddered,
shook violently. Jaiyl knew they needed to leave, and quickly.
Jaiyl grabbed Van’s hand and turned to run with him out

of the room, dodging dust and falling bits of rock ceiling. Van
looked back to see if Teman was following, and only saw a
desperate figure holding his bleeding side, yet hunched over the
controls, frantically trying to undo whatever had been done.
“Get out!” Van shouted, even while he knew it was
hopeless. Teman would not stop, he could not. This city and
the plan were all he had ever lived for. If they were to be denied
him, then he did not care if he died along with the city.
Van turned and ran with Jaiyl, through the shuddering
halls and the debris sifting down from above them. The collapse
seemed to be coming from below, leaving the upper structures
intact and giving them time to escape. The two ran and ran, the
air becoming choked with the dust of the dying structure. They
had to ignore the burning of their lungs, trusting that the cool
clean air of the outside world would scour them clean again if
they could just reach it. If they could not escape than it would

not matter how their lungs felt, they would be buried under
several tons of rock.
“This way!” Jaiyl began running down a corridor, Van’s
hand still in hers. Van could only hope this would be the last
corridor, the one that led outside.
“Oh God, please.” His whispered the prayer sincerely,
and suddenly they were outside. They did not stop their
headlong flight though, as the ground outside was also shaking.
Then Breeze was there in front of them, rearing and plunging to
get their attention, but perfectly still as they sprang onto his bare
back. He galloped away at top speed, giving Van and Jaiyl the
opportunity to finally look behind them. What they saw was a
spectacular destruction. The entire mountainous formation was
collapsing inward upon itself. The huge towering center spike
was being engulfed from its base up, like something with a
ravenous appetite in the earth below was eating it. The rest of it,

the ridge along the top, the rocky shoulders, the hewn caves
dotting the lower exterior, all collapsed into the middle until
there was just a pile of rubble…..the lowest and most
insignificant pile in the entire valley.

Chapter 16

Later they sat on the rubble of the ruined Tower,
watching the lowering sun cast longer and longer shadows
across the desert floor.
“Back there, what you did to help me….” Jaiyl said,
referring to when Teman was bearing down on them and Van
had intervened. “Was it real, Van?”
Now he could hear the hesitancy in her voice, the sudden
self-consciousness that was not characteristic of her.
“You said it yourself, remember? I don’t pretend. That
was more real than anything else I’ve ever felt.”
She was silent for a very long time, shading her eyes
from the still bright sun that was now almost directly in front of

them on the horizon, but Van could just barely see the smile on
her lips.
"Sometimes I think it would have been easier for you if
Teman had caught me on the road, and killed me before I ever
came to your valley."
"That would not have been easier for me...."
"You know you would have gone on just like you did
before I came along."
"Just walking around pretending to be alive? No, I'll
never be able to do that again - I'm different now - you changed
me."
"Changed?"
Van sighed in mock exasperation. "If you can tell what
other people are feeling, how is it that you can't tell what my

feelings are for you?"
Jaiyl shrugged her shoulders, still unsure.
Van decided that the moment required something a little
bolder. "Will this help?" he asked. He leaned towards her, one
hand supporting him on the rock behind her, the other holding
her chin, and kissed her tenderly.
After Jaiyl could breathe again she whispered, "Yes, that
helps a lot."
Side by side they watched the sun continue its slow
descent, casting gold and purple and orange streaks across the
sky and turning the mammoth rock towers all around them into
shadowy fortresses where mysteries still lived.
Just as the far distant mountains were hiding the sun’s
last rays, Jaiyl said quietly, “I love you, too Van.”

Neither of them spoke again for a long while until the
orange and red and purple and gold of the sunset were in full
bloom and the dark night was engulfing the color.
One of them spoke, reverently, “It’s like God made this
just for us, and the entire world is holding its breath to watch.”
“That’s just what I was thinking.”
………………………………..........................................
When the three brothers and Jaiyl gathered once more
they found that none of them had seen Eva since she had been
separated from them in the gorge. Robin was distraught, and
vowed to search until he found her. The other three watched
him ride away alone, refusing to believe she was dead. Looking
at each other, Jules, Van, and Jaiyl wordlessly turned to follow
him – into the unknown.
THE END

