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I shivered and drew closer to the fire for warmth.  A roaring campfire it was not. It was only a small fire barely kept alive by the twigs I had found to feed it. The wind howled around me and snow blew through the tear in my coat and sent shivers up my spine. I was sheltered in a cave...well, perhaps it was more of a rock outcropping. It provided some shelter, but it was not helping in this plunging temperature. I threw a few more twigs on and the flame inched higher toward the canteen I had dangling above it. Enough heat to melt the snow inside the canteen; hopefully not enough to singe the leather strap.

Winter had approached and settled into this mountain range very comfortably. Having lived most of my life in the valley, I had forgotten how quickly the weather changes in the higher altitudes. It seemed as if it was only yesterday I was enjoying sunny days and warm temperatures. However, despite the cold, my view of the majestic mountain range was breathtaking. I could see for untold miles; deep ravines that formed a valley floor, the tall snow-covered, craggy peaks. There were cliffs that overlooked a drop of thousands of feet to the streams in the ravines below. Waterfalls that cascaded down the mountains from the summer heat melting the snow-capped peaks. I knew them all well...the streams had provided me with water and food for the summer and the waterfalls had given me refreshing showers to keep clean. Now that time was past. Winter had come and I was in the midst of it.

Another wind swept up and I shivered again. Not only did I have tears in my clothing, but my rusty chainmail vest touched my skin in some places driving the cold even deeper. I shifted and threw a few more twigs on the fire. I had not been prepared... that was all there was to it. No one to blame, but myself. I foolishly thought there would be more time before winter would set in.  I had some food set aside although not nearly enough; some dried fruits and fish; even some water set aside in some pots which now had frozen making that effort totally useless.  So, until the pots thaw a little and I can get the ice out, I was resigned to melt snow in my canteen. 

Wood for fires did not exist. Scrub-brush! Yes, scrub-brush was the fuel for a fire and even that was hard to scrounge. My saving grace was a small dead tree I had found a few days earlier. There was not enough soil for the roots to take hold of and it had withered away at barely a man's height. The tree was long dead, but the dry wood for me was more valuable than if I had found a pouch of gold on the ground! That small tree had kept me warm for many nights and I had been sorry to toss on the last branch a day or so ago. I stood up for a moment and hugged my body. I was getting stiff from sitting, mesmerized by my small fire. I checked the canteen and gave it a shake. The snow had melted and I could hear water sloshing around inside. I raised it to my lips and took a swallow. Still cold, but refreshing to these parched lips. A little longer above the fire and some herbs added and I would have a cup of tea...such as it is with dried bits of leaves and grass. I leaned over and straightened the thin blanket I had been sitting on. It was not much, but it kept my bottom from directly sitting on the cold stone. I sat back down and stared at the fire. I spread my fingers out before the fire for warmth and gazed at the backs of my hands. They were showing their age as well as the rest of me. My younger days were behind me and I was approaching my mid-forties and felt it with every ache in my cold bones. I glanced over at my sword lying partially covered in the light snow. There was a time I wielded it with the strength of my body for days, if necessary. Now it rested as I did...and grew old.

The country I lived in was similar to a battlefield. If you drew breath, you fought. You farmed with a hoe in one hand and a sword in the other. You sold your goods at the market with a watchful eye and a  sword strapped to your side. Even the blacksmith wore a blade as he crafted more. Women did not travel alone...only in groups or with a man. Children simply stayed at home behind locked doors. The wealthy could afford gates to surround their fine homes and men to protect them. The poor lived, fought, and died.

It had not always been this way, though. I do remember times as a child when there were periods of peace. There were occasional battles as kingdoms would attempt to invade our spacious lands, but constant fighting did not exist. I had been introduced to battle during these times of invasion.  My father had been one of the King's men and had fought bravely in many battles to defend our land. More than once I had fought bravely by his side. It was from him that I received my battered chainmail and now dulled sword. He had been dead now for many years, but I vividly remember as a young child sitting on his knee and listening wide-eyed as he recounted his skirmishes and triumphs over the enemies. In my father's time, there was honor in battle, even chivalry. When a foe surrendered, they were treated with respect. The wounded enemy was cared for and captives were set free.  There were strategies and battle plans. Men stayed up late to plot clever ways to outfox the enemy...not simply killing for killing's sake.

That had all changed. I do not remember exactly when, but there was no clear enemy now. The battle was no longer against an invading army. Everyone simply fought with everyone. It was as if the whole region had gone insane. Brother fought with brother, cousin against uncle. If you owned anything, someone wanted to take it away from you. Homes were robbed, crops were stolen, and even clothes from the drying lines would disappear. People were found murdered or wounded in alleys and back streets robbed of clothes and possessions.  Others lived in fear never venturing from their homes, even those within families were distrustful of one another. 

I had reached the end of my patience a few months ago. My meager home was robbed and burned by neighbors as I defended my few cattle in the barn against thieves. I took a blow to my head from one and when I awoke, the cattle were gone, the barn burning and my home reduced to ashes. I walked away from it all with the clothes and chainmail on my back, my sword at my side, a dull knife, canteen, and two blackened pots I dug out of the ashes. I was thankful...I was still alive!

My father owned a worn black covered book when I was a small boy. It sat on a dusty shelf in his bedroom.  I do not remember him reading it much, yet he used to quote from it from time to time. “The Good Book says...” he would always say. Then he would go on to share some wisdom or tidbit... usually to justify my discipline for some mischievous act or chores left undone. I do recall something he once said, although not clearly. Something about when you see the desolation of your city, head for the hills. That may not be quite an accurate quote, but the gist of it was good enough advice for me. That is where I headed...the desolate and sometimes dangerous mountains.

The months of summer were easy. I fished, trapped, and ate my fill. As I had mentioned before, bountiful streams of fresh water flowed abundantly for drinking and bathing. I would even find the occasional apple tree laden with fruit. I worked my way through the valleys and headed for the more mountainous region. I saw no one, met no one. I had no threats, no responsibility. Life was quite carefree! My chainmail grew rusty from nonuse and my sword rarely left its scabbard. My battles were over and in this new freedom, I became careless. That carelessness is what has brought me to today...cold, low on supplies, and a dying fire to warm me. I needed to do something if I was going to survive. Spring was still a few months away.

I threw on the last of the scrub brush and sprinkled some herbs in the canteen while the fire quickened with heat. The night was closing in and I would have to be on the move tomorrow. I needed better shelter and a hotter fire. I sighed as I scanned the darkening mountain peaks. I knew I would survive better in the valley. The depth of snow in the valley would make travel more difficult, but shelter in the pines would be warmer. Tree boughs and lack of wind would enable me to stay warm. I drew as close as I could to the fire and closed my eyes.

I opened my eyes just as the sun was coming up over the farthest mountain. The orange-yellow glow mixed with shades of red is a beautiful sight... except when the cold has crept into your bones so deep you wonder if you will shatter when you move. The fire was long dead and I groaned as I slowly got to my feet. I was thirsty, but had drunk my canteen dry last night; no matter, it would have frozen this morning anyway. I picked up my threadbare blanket and tied it around my neck in a makeshift type of cape. It was easier than carrying it under my arm. I looked at my two frozen pots and shook my head. Carrying those with me would just be dead weight. I could always retrieve them in the spring. I strapped on my sword and patted my coat pockets to make sure I had my food with me. I was ready to move. I just needed to convince my body to do the same. I shuffled out from the overhung rock and turned for one last look.

“I shall return!" I saluted the cave in a mocking way. "My frozen pots, I will come for you in warmer weather!" I cleared my throat and rubbed my hand over my face. It had been a while since I had spoken aloud. How long had I been here? Oh well, doesn't matter. I scanned the area and decided on which way to go. The easiest way down is to jump, I thought to myself as I trudged through the snow. The snow reached anywhere from knee-deep to waist-deep as I walked. I got to the edge of the small plateau where I had stayed and looked over the edge. Just as I remembered, it was about a six-foot drop to the next level ledge. I got down on all fours and inched my waist over the edge while scrambling for footholds and digging through the snow to try to grasp some type of roots or grass with my bare hands. This was the process pretty much each time as I painstakingly made my way down the side of the mountain. Some ledges were actually long enough to walk and descend quite a few feet and that helped make up for lost time plus was easy on the body. Still, overall progress was slow, and by midday, I was exhausted, cold and my fingertips were bloody. The sun was starting to peek out behind the clouds and the warmth on my face was indescribable. I turned fully into the sun, leaned against the rock wall, and slid down into a hunched position. I pulled an oilskin wrapper out of my pocket and slowly unrolled it revealing a small amount of dried fish. I closed my eyes and chewed slowly on the meat as the sun burned its warmth into me. I scooped a small amount of snow up and put it into my mouth to melt. It is not the best way to stay warm, but my body needed the water. 

I opened my eyes and looked over the area I would soon be descending and then I looked again with more intent. What was that? I stood to my feet and walked to the edge to look more closely. It looked like an opening to a cave. The dark opening looked to be about five feet tall and a couple of feet wide. I rubbed my eyes and shaded the sun from my eyes with my hand. The opening was still there...I hadn't imagined it. I rubbed my chin while I gazed at it. This did not make sense! This was the same path I had ascended once, no, twice before. I was relatively familiar with this route and there was no cave opening before. I looked again. Is it just a shadow? Well, only one way to find out.  I put the oilskin back in my pocket and began my slow labored descent. It took about an hour to get to that particular ledge and I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. The dark outline was still there although I could now see that it was solid rock. A shadow and yet...I looked at the sun and then behind me. This was all wrong!  According to the direction of my shadow, you would need a large outcropping of a rock beyond me to cast that shadow and there simply wasn't one there. I walked along the ledge edge until I was directly in front of the shadow. I could see the rock edges within the shadow plain as day. This was not an opening, just a strange...I don't know. I scratched my head and then shrugged. Well, it is what it is, and standing here is not going to help me get to the valley, so...I reached out just to pat the rock as a goodbye and was shocked when my hand went through the rock! I jerked my hand back as if it had gone into the fire and looked at it. It looked fine. They say curiosity killed the cat, but this was something I could not resist! I took my finger and poked it into the shadow in several different places and each time it disappeared into the rock. Only in the shaded area, though. Outside the shadow the rock was solid. I tentatively put in my finger once again, then my hand, then up to the elbow. It was almost like putting your hand in warm water. There was a slight resistance, but very minimal. I pulled my arm back out and stepped back and looked at it. It was like a doorway and it was inviting me to enter. Was this a dream? Was I lying somewhere and dreaming this? Maybe I slipped and don't remember. I looked at the shadowed opening and made my decision...Well, why not!?!

I closed my eyes and stepped into and through the rock.

The first thing I noticed...it was warm! The second thing I noticed...  It was pitch black! I could not see my hand in front of my face! I slowly put my arms out and felt solid walls with each fingertip. I reached upward and felt solid stone about a foot above my head. I ran my hands up one wall and it met the ceiling with a perfect corner. That confirmed it! This was not a natural passage, but made by human hands! The other giveaway was the seams I had felt when running my hands on the stone. I reached behind me and felt...a solid wall! I panicked and ran my hands over the wall. Solid! That had been a one-way doorway. I took a breath and laid a hand over my furiously beating heart. No going back, so...I began to walk.

There was no way to keep track of time or distance. I may have walked an hour or a day. I do not know. I just walked. And then, it may be my eyes were playing tricks on me, but... it looked like a speck of light in the distance. I increased my pace and as the speck grew larger, I actually began to jog with my sword banging away at my shins. As the light drew closer, it was easy to see it was another opening, and to my delight, streams of sunlight filtered into it. I was breathing hard now, it had been a long time since I did anything even close to a run. I finally burst through the opening into bright sunshine, warm air, and...green! Green, green! Everywhere I looked was green grass, green leaves, green pines...it was a paradise!

I looked around wildly not quite believing what I saw and hoping I wouldn't wake up. My ragged breath soon tapered off and I looked around more slowly as I calmed. I was fifty, sixty feet up the mountainside. Below was a vast green field of grass lined with large trees intermingled with pine trees. I took a deep breath; the air was fresh and clean. I walked over to the edge of the cliff and saw a small scraggly path leading down to the field. The beauty and shock of the scenery overwhelmed me and I threw back my head and began to roar with laughter. I spun around in a circle, giddy with my good fortune, promptly lost my balance, and fell headlong off the edge of the cliff!  Good Lord, I can be such a fool at times!
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I stirred. I moaned. I hurt all over. I tried to open my eyes, but all I could manage were two small slits of light. I heard murmurings. Voices! How long had it been since I heard voices? I could not understand all I was hearing...just bits and pieces.

“How could he have...I don't know....does anybody know...strange clothes...alive?" When I heard that, I managed a faint grunt to let whomever they were know that, yes, I am alive. I felt a hand on the side of my neck.

“His pulse is strong.” I heard that more clearly. I tried to open my eyes a little wider and try to focus. Two blurry bearded faces looked down at me. As my vision began to clear a bit, I saw the two faces of the men look up and I heard one whisper, “Ruach?”

A different face leaned over me.  A beautiful face. A faint scent...I inhaled the fragrance as I saw the blurred lines of silver streaming down around this beautiful face and felt the silver hair graze my cheek. The red lips turn to a sweet smile. 

“I know you and I have been waiting for you. You will belong to me.” I heard the soft words and saw the red blur move.  She reached down and touched my lips with her fingertips. “I am Ruach. We will meet again.” 

I heard the words echo through my mind and pierce my inner being. Even though I was not sure what she meant, the words went deeper than just hearing sounds with my ears. My eyes closed again and as I faded to black, I heard her humming a song... a sweet faint melody I did not recognize. I then lost consciousness and entered a place unknown.

––––––––
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His First Dream:

I found myself standing on the side of a mountain overlooking a barren valley. The soil was dry and cracked with little vegetation. There was a scattering of trees yet none of them were laden with green. They were rather bare and scraggly looking. Even the occasional pine tree looked forlorn with needles of brown instead of the lush green needles I was accustomed to seeing. Rocks dotted the landscape and the horizon and they looked as if they had been tossed to and fro in a reckless manner. The sky was dismal and devoid of life, a complete covering of depressive gray as if it might rain, although this valley had not seen water in many a day. The breeze was hot and stifling and I gazed over this mundane place wondering if there was any meaning to what I was seeing and why I was there.

Suddenly, there was movement and she was standing beside me.  A faint familiar scent and a brief flicker of memory within my mind. I remembered silver hair framing her face as her lips moved, but her words escaped me at this moment.  Was it a true memory or just a fragment of a dream?  I could hear her singing softly to herself as she stood beside me, her hair floating with the current of the breeze. After a few moments, her song faded and she stood quietly alongside me.

“Do you understand what you see?” Her voice was soft and musical. She asked a simple question looking for an honest answer.

“I see a valley devoid of life. It is like a barren wasteland.” I answered.

“Do you know this valley?”

“I..." I paused. "It seems familiar...and yet, I am unable to recall it...I...I am not sure." 

“Do you realize what this valley is? Why you have been brought here?”

I hesitated.  What did she mean?  I did not want to make a foolish guess so I decided to answer with truth.  

“I cannot imagine.”

She was quiet for a few moments and then I heard her take a small breath. “This place is inside you. This barren wasteland is your spirit, your soul. A land without life, a land without purpose. This is what I see as I look within you. No passion, no life within, no reason or will to continue.”

I did not reply to her. The pain that welled up within my heart confirmed she spoke the truth.

She pointed to a small area below us and whispered. “Now watch, my child.”

Child? I was pushing middle age, but I refrained from any comment and looked to where her finger pointed.  A small patch of ground began to move and heave.  A crack appeared in the soil and as I watched, a green shoot crept its way through the crack and began to grow. Leaves began to sprout from the shoot as it stretched taller and taller. When it reached a man's height, the stem slowed its growth and then stopped. A small bud grew out at the top but did not blossom. The plant had a slight wilted look to it. It was alive, but not fully healthy. Ruach had remained quiet as the plant grew. Just her slow steady breathing. We stood gazing at the unopened bud and I wondered what would happen next.

“Watch once more," she murmured to me.  At the base of the stem, a small trickle of water flowed out of the cracked, dry earth and pooled. The stem, leaves, and bud at the top took nourishment from the water and I could see the plant gaining strength and the leaves began to open more fully as the water flowed up through the stem. After a few moments, the bud slowly opened its petals to form a beautiful flower similar to a rose. I watched with my heart pounding. Such a stark contrast! This wondrous flower of color blooming in the middle of this brown barren land. Such health and vitality!

“Now do you understand this valley?” Again her words were soft. My heart continued to pound as I thought about her question.

“I...I am sorry, I...” I remained quiet and felt a bit foolish. If this valley was me, then so be it. I could not argue the truth. However, this new growth, this budding of a beautiful flower. I could find no understanding within me.

Ruach took a breath and paused for a moment. Finally, she turned to me, her blue eyes looking through me, and spoke so softly I had to listen carefully to hear her words.

“If you will let me, I will water your barren place and create life within you. You will grow and thrive as my life flows through you. You will no longer be a wilderness, but an abundant forest, a rich fertile grassland. You will be filled with tall steadfast trees and streams of joy will flow through your valleys. Your roots will grow deep and you will not be moved by storms or doubt. You will find passion and purpose as I reveal to you my passions and purposes. You will increase in strength and authority. You will bud and blossom as the flower did.”  

She turned her gaze back to the flower and was silent. Her silver hair rose and fell as the breeze wafted around us. I turned my gaze from her and looked again at the flower.  My vision began to blur and I reached up to rub my eyes and clear my vision.  My hand became wet with moisture and I realized the pain of my heart had overflowed and produced tears that I had not been able to shed for a long time. 

As I wiped my eyes, I heard Ruach whisper one more time. Her words vibrated through my being and gripped my heart. I drew my breath in with a gasp and released it.

“I am with you...You do not have to be alone anymore.”  She looked at me one last time and vanished from my side.  That is when the dream ended.  

––––––––
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I slowly opened my eyes. Blurry bright light invaded my darkness and I closed them again. I breathed in and let it out slowly. Where am I? I was lying on something... comfortable.  A bed...okay, but where? I attempted to open my eyes again and waited for them to adjust to the light.  As I opened them fully, my vision began to clear and I looked around at my surroundings. I was lying with a white soft blanket covering me. There was a window on the end wall with bright sunlight pouring through it and a breeze rustling the curtains as the window was partially open. There was a small table and a chair by the bed with a pitcher and glass on it. I raised myself to a sitting position, poured some water into the glass with trembling fingers, and noisily drank a glassful without taking a breath.  I finished the drink and leaned back on the pillow. I heard a rustle and saw a young woman peering through the doorway opening. She looked at me for a moment, smiled, and disappeared out of sight. Minutes later a man strode through the doorway.

“Ah, you're awake! Good! How are you feeling?”

I tried to speak and then cleared my throat. "Not too badly...maybe a little disorientated." My voice was raspy. How long had it been since I had a conversation? 

He looked over at me and smiled.  "My name is Thomas. Are you in any pain?"

I reached up to scratch my head. It was then I felt the bandage that was wrapped around my brow.

“You took a fall...do you remember?” Thomas looked at me intently. I shook my head and tried to remember. The corridor in the mountain...sunlight shining through the opening... leaving the bitter cold...it all started coming back to me although my memories were a bit mixed.

“Yes...I think I do. It was on the side...the side of some mountain. I...I had come through a corridor or something.” I rubbed my head and again cleared my throat.

Thomas nodded his head. He was a tall, lean man with graying hair. I would have placed him close to my own age. 

“When they found you, they thought that was the case. The men who found you said they were to bring you here." He rubbed his forehead.  "You have been unconscious for a couple of days. You came through the Eastern Passage. No one has used that entry in well over a hundred years. You were fortunate that a couple of local farmers were in the area."

“Just where am I anyway?”

He sat down in the chair next to the bed and took a breath. "Well, where to start?" He spread his fingers and looked at the back of his hands while he thought. "Well, let's start with the obvious. You are currently a guest at my inn...well, it's my home too. My daughter, Kaori, and I have a few rooms we rent to lodgers and serve meals to the locals. We...well, you too, are in the village of Norkia located in Arcadia. You are no longer..." Thomas scratched his head as he searched for words. " In the place where you were. You have crossed over to a different...place...land, perhaps I should say, world." He rubbed his chin. "You are from the place called Earth if I understand correctly,  and...well, you are no longer there." He sighed. "I am not explaining this well."

I stared at him. “You cannot be serious!” I thought for a moment. “I only walked through a passage to here! I couldn't have walked for more than an hour or two!”

“Yes, you are correct, however, that passage connects your world to ours. It crosses thousands of miles in a brief amount of time.” He stood to his feet. “You must be hungry. Let me get you something to eat. We have plenty of time to talk and it will take you some time to absorb all that I tell you. Let me say this: you are in no danger here and you can leave at any time you want. You are among friends.” He walked over by the door and paused, “I will get you some food. Right now you need rest and nourishment.” He then left the room.

I settled back in the bed, my mind trying to get a handle on what little he said. No longer on Earth? A passage that crossed worlds? And yet, away from the freezing cold was not all bad.

Thomas returned a few moments later with a tray of bread, fruits, and a steaming cup of tea.

“Eat slowly, please. From the look of your body, it has been a while since you have eaten well. While you eat, I will try to give you some information." He sat down in the chair again, paused, and watched me as I ate. I hadn't realized how hungry I was and I had to resist the urge to eat as fast as I wanted to.

“As I said earlier, the land you are in now is called Arcadia. We are located between the outside worlds and Elysium.”

“Elysium?” I asked with my mouth full of delicious bread.

“Elysium, yes. You have never heard of it?” He ran his fingers through his hair and leaned forward in his chair. “Elysium is the world that is...well, for lack of a better term, the hub of the universe. All other worlds surround Elysium and are subject to it whether they are aware of it or not. This world of Arcadia is the closest to Elysium and the only world that contains a portal to get to Elysium. In other words, the only way to Elysium is through Arcadia.”

“What is Elysium like?  This hub of the universe?”

Thomas smiled. "Where to start...I cannot tell you about all of Elysium. There is simply too much...how do I describe an entire paradise?" He cleared his throat. "I went there as a child with my father one time and once as an adult. There is lush vegetation, beautiful forests, and majestic mountains. The colors, scents...it is truly a paradise.  I suppose the best and most beautiful of all the worlds are contained in the world of Elysium. It is the home of the High King...the One who rules the universe."

“High King? I thought God ruled the universe.”

“Hmmmm. I guess that would depend on your view of what or who God is." He rubbed his chin. "I am familiar with the idea of God that some of the other worlds hold to, but here we do not believe in a God, per se. We believe in the High King, his rule, and justice. We have never needed any other to believe in."

“Well, he cannot live forever, right?  I mean...He is a man.” I rolled my eyes as I spoke. The idea of immortality almost made me laugh. 

He looked at me with his eyebrows slightly furrowed. “Actually, the High King does live forever. You see, Elysium is outside the laws of space and time, so he is not subject to aging or dying as we are.”  

I looked at him waiting for the punch line, but he stared back with a calm look on his face. A world where no one ages or dies? Impossible! 

“So all the people who are on Elysium never age or die.”

He nodded. "Well, the High King does not, that I know for a fact.  The others that live in Elysium are allowed by special permission of the High King. It is rumored that they are ones who died on other worlds, although they do not normally have contact with people that visit Elysium."

“So the people can visit Elysium. People like us who are alive?”

“Yes, although for a limited time.”

I blinked at him and thought for a moment. “You realize that all this sounds like a fiction book. It sounds like a story I heard as a child.”

He laughed. "I understand, but this is your first time hearing about Elysium. Here on Arcadia, the knowledge and acceptance of Elysium are as common as air or water. It's all we know." 

I shook my head as I tried to comprehend all he said.

Thomas smiled and stood to his feet. “I think that is enough conversation for right now. You still look weary. Are you  hungry for anything else?”

I finished the last of the fruit and shook my head. “I am full, thank you.” I cleared my throat. “I feel like this is all a dream...I mean, another world?” Then her face drifted to the front of my memory. “By the way, I remember a woman...there when I fell. Her name was Ruach, I believe. Then later I had a dream about her.” I looked at him. “Who is she?”

He looked at me intently and sat down again and leaned over towards my bed. "You saw her then. Did she speak to you?"

“Yes, she told me her name. In my dream, we spoke quite a while, although...it's a little hazy."

He thought for a moment. "They told me that she appeared as you lay on the ground. I was not sure whether to believe the men or not." He sighed. "I have never met Ruach or even seen her, although I have heard about her from my father and even my grandfather. I cannot give you a lot of details about her, but... I will do my best. There is a bit of mystery surrounding Ruach's existence." He sat up and rubbed his chin with his hand. "Ruach is part of the High King's family. There is the High King, his son, and Ruach."

“She is the High King's wife or daughter?”

“No...neither as I understand. I...I am not exactly sure of the relationship. I have just heard it said that she was part of the High King,  and that is all I know.” He thought for a minute. “She apparently has been in existence with the High King for... well, forever, I guess.” Thomas scratched his head.  “You see, the High King doesn't leave Elysium. As far as I know, the son doesn't either, but Ruach...my understanding is that it is Ruach who travels the other worlds on behalf of the High King and his son.”

“Like an ambassador?”  

He let out his breath. “Perhaps...I am not so sure about her exact role. I just know that she is the only one of the three that travels away from Elysium. My father told me years ago that he conversed with an outworlder when he was in Elysium and he told my father that he had met Ruach on his home world.”

“Was he someone who had died?”

“I do not think so. As I said before, people that visit don't have contact with the Elysium residents.”

“Did you say 'outworlder' before?” I asked.

He chuckled for a moment. "I am sorry, I should explain. We call all those who are not native to Elysium or Arcadia 'outworlders'. That includes you too!"  

“Really!" I scratched my head. "I guess I can live with that. I have been called worse things in my life." I wondered for a moment. Is this really happening? What if I was in some delirium on the mountain currently freezing to death? On another world? I shook my head slightly. What does it matter? I am warm, well-fed, and not in battle. If this is delirium...I will embrace it! 

“By the way, Thomas. How many of us 'outworlders' have you gotten to know?"  I leaned my head back on the pillow. I sensed fatigue catching up with me. 

He blushed. “You are my first, my friend. I have seen some of them when I visit some of the towns and city of Kenton.”

“Kenton?”

“Yes, it's a city on the other side of the mountain range. There are a few other cities in Arcadia where there are some passages that outworlders use occasionally. In the city areas, outworlders are a little more common, although I have heard that fewer come each year.  Some of them seek an audience with the High King, while others come to see the land of Elysium alone."

“And I would be able to go there too?”

“Certainly! The portal to Elysium is about a three, maybe four day's walk. I might be able to let my daughter manage the inn and take you myself, but I am not sure.  I have made the trip twice, but you, my friend... you will need more rest and healing before you will be well enough. There is a mountain range that must be crossed and only the hearty do well to attempt it." He stopped and looked at me. "I see you are tired. I will leave you so you can sleep. I will check on you during the night."

He rose, squeezed my shoulder kindly, and turned to go.

“Thomas!” He stopped and turned to face me. 

“Thank you for your care and concern. I...I do not know how I will be able to repay you.”  

He smiled and bowed his head slightly. "Your only concern, for now, is to get better, my friend. Sleep well."

He left the room and it occurred to me that I had never given him my name. I drifted off to sleep.
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His Second Dream:

It was night and very dark and cold. I shivered as my eyes tried to adjust to the darkness. The moon peeked out from behind a cloud and I saw that I was standing before a graveyard. I was wearing my rusty chainmail and was leaning on my battered sword. I looked at my hands and saw they had bloodstains on them. I shuddered and heaved a sigh. The memories of battle washed over my conscious and I gave an involuntary groan. The gravestones were silent and eerie in the darkness. There were no sounds other than my rattled breathing. I felt fatigued and weary to the bone. I got down on one knee and rested my head on the hilt of my sword. Why was I here? What purpose of this dream or this place? I heard a rustle beside me and a familiar scent filled my nostrils as my heart stirred. Ruach! 
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