"I am wary of this place, Jack," Sasha warned, her yellow eyes darting cautiously.  "We are not welcome here."

Jack only nodded, agreeing with the sentiment.  He had no argument for her, but neither did he have comfort for the protective wolf.  The ruins they were trespassing on had called to him, from miles away.  He did not know why, but he knew he had to be here.  

"You should draw that stick of yours," she suggested.  "I'd feel better knowing you were alert."

Jack chuckled and sighed, shaking his head as he drew his blade.  He had to agree with her reasoning; the sword was something of a confidence booster, even if he was not that skilled with it.  Not knowing if there was something that still lived among the shattered stone and broken pillars meant he had to be ready, though.

"Jack!  Sasha!" Davie called from the safety of his hiding rock at the edge of the clearing, his long ears poking over the top.  "Is it safe?"

"Quiet, you ratkin!" Sasha growled causing Davie to dive back behind his cover.  "We don't know yet!"

Jack scanned the area for any movement due to Davie's outburst, but still saw nothing.  The remaining bleached walls of the old forest temple gave it the appearance of being frosted in the sunlight, and made it difficult to see the edges.  If something wanted to sneak up on them, it could certainly do so.

"Sasha, let's give it a once over," Jack said in a low voice.  "Then we'll look for what was calling."  Sasha nodded, sticking close to his side.  "Davie, you be our eyes on the outside, and shout if you see anything."

"Yessir!" the rabbit chirped, trying to be enthusiastic and quiet at the same time.

Jack set about to carefully searching among the broken walls, while Sasha stalked around the outside.  Jack sheathed his sword, confident that there was nothing here ... not on the surface, anyway.  He gave the signal to Sasha and they met back at Davie's hiding place. 

"So it's safe?" Davie asked.

"So far," Sasha said.  "I still feel uneasy here."

"I know what you mean," Davie said, scratching his ear.  "I'm so nervous my tail won't stop twitching!"

"Did you find a way inside?" Sasha asked Jack.  

Jack looked at her funny, then smiled.  "I was thinking about using the front door, Sash."

She sniffed.  "That's not usually an option for me, you know.  I normally have to look for other ways in."

"It's so convenient to have hands," Davie lamented.  "You don't know what it's like, Jack!"

The minstrel laughed, patting the rabbits head.  "I'm sure I don't Davie."

Together they approached the ruins, Sasha carrying Davie on her back.  Jack placed a hand on the door, focusing on his lore sense.  His inner eye saw the temple as it was through the ages, feeling the psychic resonations of all the people who had come before.  It was not as old as he believed, being a human construction of some eight decades past.  Its disrepair had been of a violent nature, sacked and looted by the Savage some forty years ago.

But Jack was perceptive, and could see the temple's secret.

"This might be tricky," Jack admitted as he undid the latch and opened the door.  

"Is it elven?" Sasha asked.  Jack shook his head, and she flattened her ears.  "So the Savage are responsible for its destruction."

"Who are the Savage, Sasha?" Davie asked.

"They are a like humans, but filled with dark spirits," Sasha answered in a soft growl.  "They are much taller than men, with tough hides and cruel hearts."

"D-do you think they could still ... be here?" Davie asked, shivering slightly.

"I don't know, child," Sasha said.  Davie gulped and ducked down low on her back.

Jack led them in, keeping a slow pace and eyes open.  The sunlight streamed in from the broken parts of the ceiling, creating pools of gold amidst the dusty floor and pillars of light that matched the alabaster arches and pillars in splendor.  A time worn royal blue carpet led down the center of the aisle to the dais where the shattered altar lay, a fragmented memory of the spiritual presence within the walls.  Rows of low benches flanked the central aisle, facing the altar in reverent repose, unstirred for many years.

"We're looking for a book," Jack said.  "I know it's still here, the Savage have no interest in the knowledge of others.  Bring it right to me if you find it." 

Sasha nodded, and stalked off toward the left side of the temple.  Jack went up to examine the altar's remains, hoping that the mechanism he saw in his vision was not smashed along with the altar.

To his surprise, his lore sense kicked in, showing him the altar's past.  It was not originally made for this temple, but was first made many ages ago, for a much grander temple in Balade, the High City of Men.  Many sacred rites were performed here, and many good men addressed their flocks in its holy presence.  The last of them, though, Jack was certain he recognized...

"Jack," Sasha said, nudging his free hand with her nose, "We have found many books. Davie is looking through them."

"Good," Jack said, rousing from his reverie.  

"I still don't know why he can read and I cannot," Sasha muttered.

Jack chuckled, and shrugged.  "I still don't know how exactly I awakened you, so I guess we're all in the dark."

They found Davie poring over a page in a rather large tome, surrounded by smaller books.  The little rabbit's large red eyes scanned lines quickly and intently, completely rapt by the writing.  He was so engrossed in the writing that he failed to notice his companions approach, and jumped suddenly when Sasha leaned over his shoulder, her yellow eyes squinting at the page.

"Don't scare me, Sasha!" Davie whined.  The wolf smiled and licked between his ears apologetically.  "This is the biggest one, Jack," he said to the bard as he knelt next to the pair.  "There's a lot of poems in here, and some pretty long words I don't understand."

Jack nodded and slipped the tome out from under the rabbits paws, lining it up in front of himself.  Davie hopped over to his side as he flipped a few pages forward, pausing to consider on of the passages.  Davie pointed to a spot on the page, saying, "That's one I've never seen before.  What does it mean?"

"Benevolent?" Jack said.  "It means selfless, giving.  Someone is benevolent when their actions are for the good of many.  Here, it's describing the elves' teaching of mankind."

"The elves are benevolent?  Then what would you call the Savage?" Sasha asked.  

"There are lots of words I'd use to describe the Savage," Jack admitted.  "None of them are even close to benevolent."

"What kind of book is it?" Davie asked, sniffing the dusty pages.  "Does it have magic in it?"

"It's a holy book," Jack said, flipping forward a few pages.  "I suppose you could say it's magical in a way, but has no real arcane energies to speak of."

"Is that what you wanted?" Sasha sniffed.  "Just an old religious book?  What do you want with something that smells like dirt and spice?"

Jack paused to consider the words.  "Spice?"

Sasha huffed.  "Of course YOU can't smell it.  I'd be surprised if you could recognize the smell of your own paws.  I said spice, like during yule.  I think you call them cloves."

Jack shook his head, hardly daring to believe, and thumbed past half the pages to a page near the end.  "Of course, page four hundred and sixteen."

"Four Sixteen?" Davie asked.  "What's there?"

Jack put a hand on the page and, sure enough, felt raised text.  He read the page out of curiosity, and smirked.  "Simon's Prayer.  That's just like him."

"What are you talking about?" Davie asked.  "What's Simon's Prayer?"

"It's a ritualistic prayer people of this faith recite when they want to protect something precious."  Jack closed the book on his finger, holding it slightly open to the page.  "I know who transcribed this version of the book, and this prayer was his favorite."  He stood up and strode back to the altar, his companions swiftly behind him.

"How could you know who the writer was?" Sasha asked, then stopped suddenly as a thought struck her, her ears perking up.  "You're not thinking it was HIM, do you?"

"I know for sure it was." Jack said certainly.

"So, after all these years, you finally found a trace of your father." Sasha said quietly.  "I remember, he used to wear that necklace of cloves, that's why I smelled it."

"Not just that," Jack said.  "the sixteenth day of the fourth month in the Baladian calendar is my birthday."

"Oh, so putting that prayer on page four hundred and sixteen was his way of keeping you safe!" Davie chirped, hopping quickly alongside of his two larger friends.  "That's very thoughtful of him!"

"And if I ever found the book, I would know exactly how to use it," the bard said.  "I have a feeling I know what lead us here, my friends."

He ascended the dais and looked around the remains of the altar, while Sasha and Davie could only watch curiously.  He removed some of the debris from the top and was delighted to see that the core mechanism beneath the top of the altar was both intact and still connected.  He placed the book face down on the page of the prayer and pressed down slightly.

Davie jumped as the floor behind Jack opened up, stone grinding and rattling the floor.  The opening gave way to a short ladder.  

"Oh, you've got to be joking," Sasha grumbled.  "I'm NOT going down one of those again!"

"But what if there's something living down there?  Something big and hungry?" Davie gulped, still shivering from his initial surprise.  "What will we do without you?"

"It'll be alright, Davie," Jack said.  "If we get in any trouble, I'm sure she'll hear our screams of pain and fear and will rush to our aid, though she probably won't make it in time and we'll die horribly."

Sasha scowled wickedly and Davies shivering increased dramatically.

